The CMU Pipes and Drems band prochicing on campus.
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Carnegie Mellon University observes its 125th anniversary
this fall, its stellar achievements world famous.
But one area of excellence tends to fly under the radar:
CMU is a world epicenter of bagpiping.

BY HILARY DANINHIRSCH

arnegie Mellon University estab-

lished the first academic bagpip-

ing program in the world. Then

schools in Scotland followed suit.
Thart is so CMU,

Carnegie Mellon sets the pace for excellence in
most everything it touches, from groundbreaking
research in technology and Al to multidisciplinary
innovations, o a focus on cn[rr:preneur.n;h't}n o 2]
MNobel Prize-winning alumni and faculty and 66
Tony awards received by School of Drama grad-
uares. It is a place where people can follow their
passions and obsessions.
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That is so CMUL

CMU students and alumni might not be able to
define that carchphrase with scientific precision, but
they know when something feels CMU-esque: An
unequivocal standard of excellence. Unconventional.
Quirky. The relendess drive for perfection. “My
heart is in the work,” as Andrew Carnegie said.

As the university celebrates its 125th anniversary
in November during homecoming weekend, with a
slate of events that includes a Tartans football game
and alumni awards, “that’s so CMU™ will likely be
uttered often —particularly when CMU's Pipes and
Drums perfnrm.

SHADY AVE

The renowned pipe band is led by Andrew
Carlisle. An  internationally  acclaimed and
award-winning bagpiper from Northern Ireland,
he has been a professor of music and the director
of bagpiping at CMU since 2010.

The university displays several symbols of
Scotland, in a nod to its Scottish immigrant
founder. They include the original yearbook, The
Thistle, named for the national lower of Scotland;
The Tartan, the student newspaper; the Kilte
Marching Band; the Carnegie tartan pattern visi-
ble across many university traditions; and Scorty,
the official mascot (who is, of course, a Scottish
Terrier).

But it was not until 1939 thar bagpiping ar-
rived at CMU. Lewis W. Davidson, a native Scot,
became the university’s first bagpiping instructor.
Davidson’s original bagpipes are still on display at
the School of Music.

Back then, says Carlisle, the bagpiping offer-
ings were more of an extracurricular activiry, with
students learning to play the bagpipes for various
events. That changed in the mid-1980s when
Jimmy Meclntosh came to town to instruct the
CMU pipe band program,

“He was one of the top instructors and players
in the world at the time,” says Carlisle. Supported
by music faculty members, who appreciated the
complexity of the instrument, the idea was put
forward to start a degree program in bagpiping.
The university embraced the idea.

The program was initially registered in 1990,
It hecame the first in the world where one could
study for a degree in bagpiping. (To be precise,
the degree is in music — those who major in bag-
piping have the same requirements as other music
majors, but the bagpipe is the principal instrument
for one’s degree.)

Fipas and Drums members Elizabeth Knox, Alexandra Knox and Roy
Huang af Spring Carrival in April 2022,
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Together with Melntosh, Carlisle started a
master’s program for bagpipe performance in 2011.

Only a handful of students are majoring in
the program ar any given time. “You have to be
pretty excellent to be able to get in,” says Carlisle.
Today, a number of graduares lead other bagpiping
programs that have cropped up after CMU blazed
the trail.

It only followed that a pipe band would
emerge out of a university with a bagpiping major.
The pipe band program is also a registered class.
“Anyone who is a student at CMU can take the
pipe band as an elective class and can ger academic
credit for playing in the band,” says Carlisle.

(i

Fipes and Drums director Andrew Carlisle in rehearsal on campus.

Pipes and Drums is predominantly composed
of CMU students and alumni and is, unsurpris-
ingly, one of the most accomplished bands of its
type. About 50 pipers and drummers make up the
band. Not only do the Pipes and Drums play at
CMU campuswide events, bur they are a presence
throughout Pitsburgh and on the national — and
lately international — stage.

Locally, they regularly play at the St. Patrick’s
Day parade and appear with the River City Brass
for its Celtic Connections concerts. But there are
not a lot of places that can accommodate bagpipe
concerts. Keep in mind, the instrument was orig-
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Fipas and Drums performing in o Ftshurgh 51, Patrick's Day Parade, Downbawn,

inally intended for carrying sounds across vast
spaces, like a bactlefield; a collection of bagpipers
is accordingly loud. Competitions are one of the
primary platforms for a pipe band ensemble,

The band has won countless first-place awards
in competitions. This year, it took top honors at the
Scortish Festival & Highland Games in Chicago
and the American Pipe Band Championship in
Morfolk, Virginia.

“The band’s gotten better and better over the
yvears and has grown in numbers and in quality,”
says Carlisle, “This year is exciting because for the
first time, we're tking the band to compete in
Scotland.”

The competition, the World Pipe Band
Championships in Glasgow, was held August 15-
16. The CMU band placed fifth in its division. It
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followed the bands !N:rihrm.'u'tu: in the European
Pipe Band f:!nunp'mnshil't,-i in Perth, Australia on
Aug. 9, where I:hl.:}-' ook second p|:icr in their divi-
sion, competing against 14 other bands.

There is a I"itlshurgh piping presence outside
of CMU: the ["i!l:!:iu:rg!\ Piping Sociery, of which
Carlisle was a H:JLLHLFII'IE member, “There have been
!1:.1gpi.p¢.:r.li for a lnng, Enng rfime in Pitlshurgh.." says
Carlisle, “(].:rmi.nt}r, in the last 15 vears, there has
been a big resurgence in people playing it, and |
think CMU and the Pirsburgh Piping Sociery
have been inscrumental in that.”

While bagpiping is now an ingrained part of
the school’s culture, it fits right in not just because
of the Scortish association but because it is so
CMU: Challenging w learn. Difficult to master.

NONSTOP INNOVATION

The overall theme of CMU's 125th anniversary
is “125 Years of Innovarion.”

“There are so many things we're looking back
on, but we are placing equal emphasis on CMU's
impact into the furure,” says Teresa Tromberta,
assistant vice president for alumni and constituent
engagement. “We're taking a very forward-facing
look at what is to come in higher education.”

At the celcbration, alumni awards will be
presented. In fact, this year is the 75th anniver-
sary of these awards, which honor the university's
most exceptional alumni community members. A
Founders Medal, the highest alumni honor, will be
given at the ceremony.

“I think one of the things CMU does best is
to bring together people with really diverse and
incredible talents but o address the most complex
issues facing our world, and I think one of their
higgr:.ﬂ s!n.'ng[]ts is their interdi:it.:iplinaril}r,’ says
Tramberta.

The l}:igpii!ing program, in Trombemna's eyes,
embodies a spirir of connection and pridt:. “I’s part
E'li’ our ﬁ!'ﬂ.‘f L‘l'lli p.'lri {?}-{]ﬂf !I-L‘it{}r:f' ;.'Il'lEE :iui':‘lr:[]'-il'lg
WO Arne r‘.'.'lll:r' Flrﬂi.l.d {}F.

“When you hear the hagpip::r.ﬁ.. it adds an «l-
ement of LEr_'q.'prr meaning to [hi:\gﬁ,” she says. “In
many ways, the lﬁagpipt's are so CMU”

Far details on Carnegie Mellons 125th anniversary,
see emuedu/125,

For details on the Pittsburgh Piping Society, see
pittsburghpipingsociety.org.
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How Hard Is It to Play the
Bagpipe? Ask Walt McGhee.

Wolt McGhee, o member of Comegie Mellon Pipes ond
Drums, started to ploy bogpipes obout eight yeors ogo.
It has not been an easy joumey,

“I wonted to leam o few tunes to omuse my friends,”
soys McGhee, o retired finonciol professionol from Fox
Chopel. “My ‘porlor frick” tumed into o woy of life.

Whatever the reason, piping took hold of me entirely.”

McGhee, who hos Scottish heritoge, hos always loved
the sound of the bagpipes. He studies privately with
CMU’s Andrew Corlisle and others.

“| did it the woy | normally do things — | dove right
into the deep end,” McGhee soys. “To ploy o bogpipe
is physical. It tokes lip ond arm strength ond finger
dexterity. You hove to memorize oll the music.” Daily
practice is essentiol to keep up skills.

"Whatever progress 1've made, | owe to Comegie
Mellon and my private tutors. The piping community
is welcoming, olbeit somewhat unique. After oll, when
you join o group of people who enjoy making loud
music, you become one of the characters.

“To my relief, I've noticed thot moany people listen
with their eyes,” McGhee soys. “They seem to get o
real kick out of seeing o man dressed in o kilt. It's o
cultural thing — performing ond ploying bagpipes is
a nod to Scottish Highlond culture, ond we're trying fo
keep that alive.

“I am told thot it tokes seven years of study to become
o piper. | am in yeor eight but still ploying the “third
chair” o5 it were, olways trying to moke the grode.”
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