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Shipsô bands on British ships in the 18th and early 
19th centuries, both merchant and navy, arose out 
of the ad hoc bands created by sailors with 
fiddles, fifes, bugles, and rudimentary drums. As 
the 19th century progressed, and with the advent 
of the saxhorn instrument family,  more formal 
shipsô bands were established, echoing the 
instrumentation and structure of similar bands in 
towns and villages onshore. They tended to have 
fewer players and have more variable 
instrumentation, due to the limited source of 
men and instruments available on board. 
 
The Royal Navy embraced shipsô bands in 
general, as they provided a recreational outlet for 
some of the crew and could help to entertain the 
other crew members on long voyages. Due to the 
shipboard and sea/weather conditions, the brass 
instruments were particularly w ell suited to this 
type of life and environment, although there were 
occasional woodwind instruments included.  
 
At the same time, the occasional shipôs band appeared on larger merchant ships, 
particularly those with a significant passenger complement. The passenger ship band 
soon migrated away from the brass/military style towards a more orchestral or salon 
band, appropriate to their audiences. 
 
Very little is known about the activities of these bands, except when they reached ports 
and appeared, in some form, to the local populace. Even less is known about their 
members. Apart from their on -board óin houseô activities, the bands were often used to 
entertain visitors to the ships when in port, particularly local dignitaries or visiting 
aristocrats. They also often accompanied the shipôs crew in parades or other on-shore 
activities. Photographs of some of the bands exist, and these are included here, together 
with a brief description of the vessels they served, sadly often in lieu of any real material 
about the band itself. A significant number of the larger navy vessels from 1850 to WW2 
had their own band, but brief mentions of the musiciansô activities are, sadly, rarely 
recorded in newspaper reports or other sources. 
 
The costs of the bands, in the early days, was born by the captains and officers of the 
ship. In 1864, there was a suggestion by one of the Admiralty Lords that the government 
should foot those bills, but it was not accepted at that time, it taking until 1875 for the 



Admiralty to provid e some central funding for shipsô bands.  In February 1875 it was 
announced that ships with bands of 15 men and upwards would receive £20 a year to 
provide instruments, etc. Bands of 11-14 men, £17 a year, bands under 11 men, £14 a 
year. The Admiralty gave some consideration, in early 1886, to abolish shipsô bands, 
with the exception of those of flagships, but it was not taken any further . The matter was 
raised in a similar fashion in June 1890.  In October 1892, among a list of grievances 
submitted to the Admiralty by 1,300 naval officers, was that they should not have to 
support shipsô bands out of their own pockets. 
 
During a lecture by Admiral Lord Charles Beresford, at Newbury in May 1897, he 
outlined the deficiencies in support for the crews and bands of naval vessels, their pay 
and the various deductions that were applied to the pay of officers. These included 
contributions to the upkeep of the shipsô bands. óThe shipôs band was the embodiment of 
the British Empire when exchanging compliments with forei gn ships. The country only 
allowed a bandsman 1s 4d a day, and he need hardly say they could not get good 
musicians for that, while the total amount allowed each ship for uniforms, 
instruments, music, etc., was £17, so that the officers had to subscribe very largely to 
the band.ò 
 
In the early years the shipsô bands were organised in a  thoroughly ógo as you pleaseô style 
but, from the 1870ôs onwards, the Admiralty took more of an interest in them and, aside 
from providing the nominal funding for instrument s etc., gave instructions on their use 
and standards of accomplishments. The establishment of the boysô training ships 
around the British coast provided a ready supply of musicians for the naval shipsô bands, 
as most of the training ships, which often had several hundred boys each, maintained a 
band, tutored by a professional bandmaster, which was used to help drill the boys, 
provide recreation and raise funds through concerts and parades on shore.  
 
The boys who expressed an interest in becoming naval musicians had to pass an 
elementary examination comprising the rudiments of music, to play on their 
instruments the scales major and minor up to four sharps and flats, and to answer 
several questions on various sounds produced to prove that they were not tone deaf. The 
successful candidates then spent four years on training ships, where they went through a 
very thorough course of musical education, at the close of which they were promoted to 
the rank of bandsman. 
 
When a ship, properly qualified to carry a band on board, was commissioned, the 
requisite number of those musicians was drafted on to her.  The bandsmenôs regular 
technical training was not neglected, they were proficient in the various skills required 
of an ordinary seaman, including musketry, cutlass drill, and pistol drill. However, on 
board, the bandsman generally did not take part in any work of the ship beyond looking 
after his own quarters (at least in the Victorian era!).  
 
At the end of the 19th century the shipôs bandsmanôs pay amounted to 1s 4d per day, with 
free rations; badges for good conduct were given carrying with them an extra 1d per day 
for each badge, and after three yearsô service an additional 3d per day was received. A 



bandsman was eligible for promotion to band -corporal (equivalent to 2 nd class petty 
officer), bandmaster (1st class petty officer), and chief bandmaster (chief petty officer). 
 
The shipôs band, under ordinary circumstances, played every night in the officersô mess, 
and once a week on the forecastle for the other members of the crew. While at home 
stations and foreign ports, the bands were often requested for engagements on shore. 
On those occasions it was usual for a royalty to be sought for benefit of the band fund, 
and an extra 1s 6d per day was awarded to each performer in lieu of provisions. 
 
When a ship was decommissioned, the bands were broken up with the crews, the former 
generally being sent back to the training ships, there to mix with the lads under 
instruction.  
 
The other shipsô bands, mentioned above, that were established during the mid to late 
19th century, were those of the ñtraining shipsò ï real ships or shore-based 
establishments for the housing and education of boys (sometimes as a form of ñoff-
shoreò industrial school) and eventual fitting them for a career afloat. Details of these 
bands are not included in this paper, having been addressed in my earlier work: ñMusic 
of discipline and reform - the bands of children's orphanages, industrial schools and 
asylums.ò 
 
Shipsô bands were not limited to the British Royal Navy, other seafaring nations had 
bands on their capital ships, in particular . The French, Austrian, German, Portuguese, 
Spanish, American, Canadian, Australian, and other navies were welcomed into British  
ports at various times, and their shipsô bands entertained their counterparts o n British 
ships and local dignitaries. 
 

 
H.M.A.S. Sydney Band, at Portsmouth, 1919 

 



¶ H.M.S. Aboukir  ï the shipôs brass band performed at a grand gala at Moville 
when the Channel Fleet visited Lough Foyle in 1861. H.M.S. Aboukir was a 90-gun 
second-rate ship of the line launched in 1848. She was refitted with screw propulsion in 
1858 and was sold in 1877. 
 

 
H.M.S. Aboukir  

 

¶ H.M.S. Active  - the shipôs brass band entertained on Monday 19 June 1865, 
while the Navy Reserves practiced throwing the rocket for the preservation of life 
at Sunderland Dock. While at Sunderland the shipôs band performed for the 
public on Monday evenings. H.M.S. Active was a 36-gun Pique-class fifth -rate frigate 
launched in 1845, becoming a training ship in 1863 and being renamed HMS Tyne and 
then HMS Durham in 1867. She was sold in 1908. 
 

  



¶ H.M.S. Ajax  ï the shipôs band performed in the harbour at Kingstown, Ireland, 
while the shipôs company were engaged in a sham fight on the shore in March 
1863. After a 21-gun salute, to honour the marriage of the Prince of Wales, the 
band struck up the ñNational Anthemò. The band also played martial music as the 
ship left Kingstown in March 1864 en route to Devonport, her final destination. 
H.M.S. Ajax was a 74-gun third rate launched in 1809. She was converted to screw 
propulsion in 1846 and broken up in 1864. She had been a guardship at Kingstown, 
Ireland from 1858.  

 

 
H.M.S. Ajax 

 

¶ H.M.S. Alcantara  ï S.S. Alcantara was an ocean liner, launched in 1913, that went 
into service just weeks before the start of World War I, was converted to an armed 
merchant cruiser (HMS Alcantara) in 1915, and was sunk in combat with the German 
armed merchant cruiser SMS Greif in 1916 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

H.M.S. Alcantara Band  



 
H.M.S. Alcantara  

 

¶ H.M.S. Algiers  ï the shipôs band entertained invited guests from Dunfermline 
on board when the ship visited that port in June 1860. It played for dancing also. 
H.M.S. Algiers was a 91-gun second rate ship of the line of the Royal Navy. The 
Admiralty ordered that she be fitted with screw propulsion while under construction in 
1852. In May 1855 she took part in the capture of Kerch and Yenikale during the 
Crimean War. She was present at the 1856 Fleet Review at Spithead. She was sold for 
scrap in 1870. 
 

 
H.M.S. Algiers  

 
 
 

  



¶ H.M.S. Argonaut  ï was a Diadem-class cruiser. She was commissioned for service 
on the China station in 1900. From 1906 she served in the Home Fleet, and during the 
First World War she served in the Atlantic. She was converted to hospital ship in 1 915, 
and was sold for breaking up in 1920 . 
 

 
H.M.S. Argonaut Band  

 

 
H.M.S. Argonaut  

 
 



¶ H.M.S. Assistance  ï was a repair ship purchased in 1900 and handed over to 
Ward shipbreakers in part payment for RMS Majestic in 1937 . 
 

 
H.M.S. Assistance Band 

 

 
H.M.S. Assistance 

 
¶ H.M.S. Aurora  ï the shipôs band played suitable music during the 

disembarkation of the 60 th Rifles at Kingstown, Ireland in June 186 4. H.M.S. 
Aurora was a wooden screw frigate launched in 1861 and broken up in 1881. 
 

  



¶ H.M.S. Bellerophon  ï the shipôs band played for the sick and wounded sailors 
of the ship when it arrived at Portsmouth on 5 April 1855, as they were taken off 
the ship, after returning from the siege of Sebastopol. H.M.S. Bellerophon was an 
80-gun third rate, originally named HMS Talavera but renamed HMS Waterloo before 
her launch in 1818. She was renamed HMS Bellerophon in 1824, relegated to harbour 
service in 1848. She then saw active service at Sebastopol during the Crimean War 
1854 - 56. Her gun crews manned off -loaded guns ashore and were nicknamed "The 
Bellerophon Doves". She sustained some damage during the bombardment of 
Sebastopol and was finally sold for breaking up in 1892.  
 

 
H.M.S. Bellerophon  

 

  



¶ H.M.S. Black Prince (1 ) ï the shipôs band entertained the nearly 800 visitors 
to the ship when it was moored at Dublin during the visit of the Channel Fleet in 
October 1863. A gale blew up during the day, which prevented the visitors from 
leaving the ship until between 11pm and 1am. In the meantime, the band 
performed to keep them amused and the shipôs company provided food and 
drink. H.M.S. Black Prince was a Warrior -class battleship launched in 1861. Retired to 
the reserve fleet in 1878; became a training ship in 1896; renamed Emerald in 1903; 
renamed I mpregnable III in 1910; scrapped in 1923.  
 

 
H.M.S. Black Prince Band 

 

 
H.M.S. Black Princ e, c. 1870 

 
  


