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Profile: Filmmaker
John McDonald is an Emmy-winning 
producer and director who happens 
to be a bagpiper with the Grade IV 
Pasadena Scots in Southern California. 
He currently is working on a pipes 
and drums related film documentary. 
In December, we were able to get him 
to talk to Words & Music about his 
project.

The word is out that you are 
working on a documentary called 
‘On the Day’. Can you tell us what 
to expect to see in the film?

My goal from the beginning 
was to make a film that would 
be compelling for two kinds of 
audiences. First, there’s the pip-
ing and drumming crowd, those 
who play and those who are avid 
fans. Second, there’s the general 
population who either knows very 
little about what we do or has a 
total misunderstanding and lack 
of appreciation of the music. The 
first audience would probably be 
just fine with listening to the music 
of the all-star Spirit of Scotland 
Pipe Band all day long. The second 
audience needs to be seduced into 

following a story that has some 
drama, interesting characters, 
beautiful locations and, inciden-
tally, features many of the world’s 
greatest pipers performing amaz-
ing music. All audiences are drawn 
to a good story, of course, and I 
saw this as a once-in-lifetime story.

Many of our readers may not be 
all that familiar with the Spirit 
of Scotland, can you give a little 
background?

My understanding through 
on-camera interviews with sev-
eral of the key players is that the 
concept for the band culminated 
at the 2007 Glenfiddich Piping 
Championships. Roddy MacLeod 
and several other of the partici-
pating competitors realized that 
there were many world-class and 
top-level pipers and drummers 
not currently playing with a band. 
Many had played with Grade I 
bands at different times in their 
careers but were now unable to 
commit to a band on a year round 
basis. I think they missed the high 
that can come from playing in a 

band and didn’t want to be watch-
ing from the sidelines at the World 
Pipe Band Championships. So 
Roddy put out the word to some 
of his old pals that he was field-
ing a band for the sole purpose of 
competing in Worlds. He was able 
to get pipers and drummers from 
Scotland, Ireland, Canada, Austra-
lia, Denmark and the USA. Only 
one caveat—they would only have 
six days to practice together before 
the big day. [See spiritofscotlandpipe-
band.com for more information.]

How did this film project get 
started?

Jennifer Febré, the pipe major of 
my band (Pasadena Scots, Pasade-
naScots.com), first planted the seed 
in my brain after reading some-
thing about the Spirit of Scotland 
band on the Dunsire site [Editor’s 
note: the BobDunsire.com bagpiping 
forums]. She just kept saying that 
something like this had never hap-
pened before and probably would 
never happen again and that it 
had to be documented. Because 
I’m both a piper and a filmmaker, 

much better at 
the latter most 
people would 
say, she told 
me I was the 
perfect person 
to make a film 
about this mo-
ment in piping 
history. Jennifer 
traveled up to 
MSA (Mastery 
of Scottish Arts) 
in Washington 
in January 2008 
and slipped my 
business card to 
Roddy MacLeod 
as she told him 
about possibly John McDonald (right) and his cameraman, Nick Higgins, near the MacCrimmon Cairn on the Isle of Skye.
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shooting a documentary. I really 
didn’t think too much more about 
it because lots of ideas come and go 
and I was busy with other projects. 
Then Roddy emailed me in April 
and kind of rekindled my inter-
est. I started feeling that this could 
really be a great story as long as I 
got the full cooperation from every 
single member of the band; in writ-
ing. Roddy assured me 
that every player would 
sign a legal consent 
form, which they did, so 
I said, “Let’s do it!”

How did you get in-
volved in filmmaking?

I shot my first Super-8 
footage when I traveled 
to Europe in the Sum-
mer of 1967 right after 
high school. I realize 
now that shooting film, 
even of the home movie 
variety, teaches you a 
certain level of disci-

pline you don’t necessarily learn 
when shooting on video tape. Film 
is expensive and the rolls are short, 
so you learn to be selective in what 
you choose to shoot.

In the fall of that year I started 
studying biology at Occidental Col-
lege and in the second semester I 
took an elective class called “Histo-
ry and Aesthetics of the Cinema.” 

The professor was really into the 
French New Wave movement and 
we viewed and discussed all the 
films of Jean Luc Goddard, Alain 
Renais, Claude Charbrol and Fran-
cois Truffaut. When it was time to 
write our term papers I asked the 
professor if I could make a film 
instead—anything to get out of 
writing a term paper! She agreed, 

and I made a short 
avant-garde film about 
a sprinter on the track 
team. I made every 
mistake in the book, but 
I learned a great deal 
from those mistakes 
and got totally hooked 
on filmmaking. Half 
way through my sopho-
more year I transferred 
to the USC Film School 
and I’ve been making 
films of one sort or an-
other ever since.

This must have been John McDonald interviews SoS PM Roddy MacLeod.

©Ryan MacDonald
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a significant investment of time 
and money, how did you man-
age funding? Did this affect your 
work?

Funding an independent film 
project is always a challenge. It can 
take months or even years, and 
often has to be done in stages. I did 
not want to take the self-funding 
route that I did on my last feature 
documentary, “The Ghost Moun-
tain Experiment” [GhostMoun-
tainMovie.com]. On that project I 
kept dumping more of my own 
money into it while applying for 
grants, sending rough cuts to TV 
broadcasters and having fundrais-
ing screenings. In the case of On 
the Day, there wasn’t a whole lot 
of time to raise funds because the 
Worlds were only a few months 
away, and my wife forbade me 
from putting any personal money 
into it. She’s a smart woman! Fortu-
nately, the International Documen-
tary Association agreed to act as 

the fiscal sponsor for the film so 
that donations can be made that 
are tax deductible. Then, just in 
the nick of time, an angel stepped 
forward to cover the costs of the 
initial filming in Scotland. It was 
enough to allow my cameraman 
and me to shoot for two weeks 
over there but did not cover any 
salary for me. When I got back to 
the States I began working with an 
editor to create a fundraising trail-
er, which took a couple of months 
to complete. Unfortunatley, at this 
point, I did have to start dipping 
into my own money (don’t tell my 
wife) in order to finish the trailer. 
Now we’re in that stage of fund-
raising to finish the documentary, 
and I’m reaching out to the piping 
community for support. So, yes, 
it’s a huge investment of time in 
pre-production planning, produc-
tion and post-production as well as 
fundraising. And to make a really 
professional production gets easily 

up into the six-figure range even 
without a director/producer salary. 
It’s the passion for the subject that 
keeps me going.

 
Aside from funding (which is 
ongoing) were there any other 
challenges, particularly unexpect-
ed ones?

The challenge in any film is 
telling a good story. It is particu-
larly challenging to do this with a 
documentary because there is no 
script to follow. You don’t always 
really know where the story is go-
ing so you have to be on your toes 
all the time looking for a potential 
story thread either through a per-
son or an event. I went to Scotland 
as prepared as I could be, having 
talked by phone to just about every 
single member in the SOS’s pipe 
and drum corps. From these phone 
conversations I got some ideas 
of some interesting backstories I 
wanted to do with several of the 
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band members. However, once in 
Scotland I was making last minute 
decisions because of people’s avail-
ability and ideas that came up after 
meeting the individual band mem-
bers. I never did film everything 
I wanted to; just ran out of time. 
I hope to pick up on some of the 
backstories and do some additional 
filming.

There was also the challenge of 
working with a small crew, if you 
can even call it a “crew.” I took my 
cameraman, Nick Higgins, with 
me from Los Angeles and hired 
a local person in 
Glasgow to be our 
production assistant. 
Holding the mic 
boom was my job 
most of the time be-
cause we couldn’t af-
ford a sound record-
ist. On the day of the 
Worlds, I hired an 
extra production as-
sistant and a sound 
recordist. 

And, of course, 
the big unpredict-
able thing that could 
have ruined it all—
the weather. Last 
summer was the 
rainiest in years, but 
we somehow got lucky and had 
great days when it counted. We 
did have to shoot in a bit of rain on 
one day, but I think that helped in 
adding some variety. After all, to 
not have any scenes with rain just 
wouldn’t deliver the true Scottish 
atmosphere.

As an objective observer of the 
band was there anything that 
struck you that you weren’t ex-
pecting?

I really didn’t know what to 
expect. I thought there might be 
a big clash of egos, and that never 
occurred. Everyone got along very 
well together and showed a great 
deal of respect for each other. 

Even though many of the pipers 
compete against each other in solo 
competitions throughout the year, 
they seem to have all become good 
friends. All the band members 
were totally focused on what they 
had to do and followed Roddy 
MacLeod’s leadership completely. 
There were no prima donnas.

I was a bit surprised with the 
kindness and hospitality that sev-
eral of the band members showed 
towards me. For instance, on our 
first day, we drove straight up 
from the Edinburgh airport to the 

northern part of the Isle of Skye 
to film Euan MacCrimmon at the 
ancient site of the College of Pip-
ing. His family still owns a home 
near the site and we were invited 
to a wonderful dinner with his dad 
and mom and him. It was just such 
a nice, warm welcome upon our 
arrival in Scotland.

Are there any two moments that 
stick in your mind as “boy, I was 
glad we got that on film” and “I 
sure wish we had caught that on 
film”?

The big moment that I’m glad 
we got was the announcement 
that the band had qualified for the 
finals at the Worlds, and the reac-

tions of the band members. After 
the morning qualifier the band 
walked to the café at St. Andrews 
on the Square to have breakfast 
and wait for the results. Roddy sent 
his trusted assistant, Leslie Shaw, 
back to Glasgow Green to wait for 
the results to be announced. Nick, 
my cameraman, stayed with the 
band and I followed Leslie with 
our second camera. In the final 
film, we’ll be cutting back and 
forth between Roddy nervously 
waiting for Leslie’s call and Leslie 
nervously waiting for the judges’ 

decision. 
It will be a 
great scene. 

There 
were prob-
ably dozens 
of great 
moments we 
never caught 
on film just 
because 
we weren’t 
there to wit-
ness them 
or some-
how were 
focused on 
something 
else at the 
time. I see 

shots in the footage where it looks 
like there is something going on in 
the background, like some interac-
tion between two band members, 
that is potentially a wonderful 
scene, but we are locked in to what 
might even be a better scene. This 
“cinema verite” style of filmmak-
ing is very difficult unless you 
have multiple cameras operat-
ing all the time. You miss things. 
I guess the one shot that I wish 
we had gotten was a close-up of 
Roddy giving a pep talk to the 
band just before they marched into 
the arena. Our camera was about 
fifty yards away shooting a wide 
shot, and you can hear Roddy’s 
words over the wireless mic he was 

John and Nick film as Roddy sets up chanters around the band circle.

©Derek  Maxwell
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wearing. It’s a very moving speech 
but we don’t actually see him.

What do you have left to do on 
the film?

Months and months of editing 
lie ahead, perhaps six months at 
least. Even though I have a basic 
idea of how to structure the film, 
there is no script, and there is tons 
of footage to go through. The best 
way to tell the story will emerge in 
the editing process, and it can be a 
long and winding road. I’m work-
ing with an editor named Sergio 
Palermo who I have worked with 
for years. We’ve developed a sort of 
synergism. We’ll watch a sequence 
together that we think works re-
ally well and then come back to it 
later and see ways to make it even 
better. 

Editing the sound is a special 
challenge on this project since it is 
all about the music. We may pick 
some shots that will play picture 

and sound in sync, but then may 
cut to a montage of shots that are 
not in sync to the piece of music 
we started with. The band’s music 
will be a big part of the underscore 
throughout the film, but we want 
to hold off on playing their entire 
MSR and medley until perfor-
mance time at the Worlds. 

I also want to do some addition-
al shooting with certain players 
that I did not have time to cover in 
Scotland. I figured I should concen-
trate on the Scottish band mem-
bers while I was over there and 
then visit with some of the North 
American people, including some 
of the drummers, once I returned 
to the States. 

Rumors have it that the end result 
will be about an hour. I’m sure 
pipers would love to have it lon-
ger. Any possibility of a longer 
documentary?

Not sure where you heard that 

Incredible! ABW Wallace Bagpipes plain combing, Wallace chanter, Bannatyne 
hybrid bag, Selbie drone reeds, Campbell drone regulators, Metronome, Tuner, Tuner 
mic, Ear plugs, Bag cover, Cords, Brushes, Hard or soft case. Only $1099 USD!

Go ahead and check around, this is the best kilt price anywhere! Beautiful kilts 
made in Scotland with the works—16 ounce, 8 yard, 3 buckles, belt loop, rubber-
grip waist band! 100% Worsted Wool! Only $360 USD + $18 s&h.

Plus similarly fantastic deals on vests ($30), brogues ($79) and kilt jackets. 
Expect great service and prices on: Wallace Bagpipes • Premier Drums • 
Accessories • And lots more!

Sandy St. James
“We know what you play, but you deserve better!”
184 Depew St., Dumont, New Jersey, 07628

(201) 385-8991 • Fax (201) 439-0623
StJamesBagpipes.com • SandyStJames333@yahoo.com

KILTSPIPES
Yes!
ONLY 
$360!!

Bill Driscoll at the East Bay Music in 
Concord, CA is offering bagpipe lessons 
for $10 per hour. Visit eastbaymusic.com 
or call (925) 687-4220.

rumor. I don’t really have a pre-
determined length in mind. I will 
say that I go by the philosophy that 
less is more, and there are so many 
films that could be improved with 
some judicuous nip and tuck. Any-
way, the DVD release will probably 
have lots of bonus features that 
will give viewers enough extra ma-
terial to satisfy their need for more.

How can people help this project 
aside from buying a DVD when 
it’s released?

I invite everyone who would 
like to see this film completed to 
become part of the “On the Day” 
team. Spread the word and get 
people to sign up at www.OnThe-
DayMovie.com. At the website, 
they can see the film’s trailer and 
then link to the International 
Documentary Association to make 
a tax deductible contribution to the 
film through PayPal. I know times 
are tough right now, but if enough 
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people made even just a small 
donation, it would really help in 
getting the film released.

What other projects do you have 
cooking?

I have been to China four times 
since 2004 shooting a film I call 
Children of the Pear Garden. It fo-
cuses on five different people who 
perform the ancient art of Chinese 
opera, which is kind of dying out 
and losing its audience.   The docu-
mentary contrasts the old and new 
China as these performers struggle 
to survive by doing the only thing 
they have ever learned how to do.

Anything else you’d like to share 
about On the Day?

Yesterday [December 20], I 
screened the 16th cut of the 9-
minute fundraising trailer to a 
documentary filmmakers support 
group I belong to called DocuLink. 
I wanted to get their feedback, 
especially to see how the trailer 
worked for an non-Scottish viewer 
with no knowledge of pipe bands 
and bagpiping. These folks don’t 
pull any punches. They’re a tough 
crowd and tell it like it is, which 
is why it’s a good group to belong 
to. It got a great positive response 
with several people saying they 

learned so much about something 
they never knew a thing about, 
got a new appreciation for a form 
of music they never cared for and 
wanted to see and learn more 
about the players, the instrument 
and the music. So I’m happy to say 
that I think I’m on the right track of 
achieving what I set out to do with 
the film.

Thank you to John MacDonald. Please 
consider assisting this worthwhile 
documentary project.  ◊

©Derek  Maxwell


