
The door 

 
 
A small boy was sitting at the organ in a village church.   
 
The village was a windswept, sheep-farming community 
high in the Pennines. I'd played for services at the 
Methodist church every Sunday from age 8 or so and, in 
the absence of anyone else, it wasn't long before I ended 
up playing for weekly services at the parish church as 
well.  
 
The evening services were meditative and had long 
periods of silence. During the dark winter, evening 
services were held before milking and then the silences 
would be punctuated by persistent mooing from the 
cowshed next door to the church. When the silences got 
too long I smuggled an adventure paperback to the organ 
and read quietly.  
 
One day there was a funeral at the church and I was the 
organist. It was the first funeral I had attended. The 
organ is at the front of the church and the entrance door 
at the back. I sat and played nervously, awaiting the 
arrival of the coffin, glancing up and to the right every 
few seconds to see whether the door was opening. 
Suddenly there was a tremendous crash from 
immediately to my left. I leaped up and nearly knocked 
the organ bench over. A pile of hymn books fell over and 



slid onto the floor. A door in the organ itself had been 
flung open and the coffin was being carried through it. I 
knew there was a second outside door there but had 
never known it to be used. No-one had thought to warn 
me that this was the door used for carrying in coffins. 
Heart thudding and fingers trembling I got ready to play 
òRock of agesó. 
 
 



Haslingden 
 
St Jamesõ Church in Haslingden is a local landmark, its 
square tower standing proudly on the hillside, visible for 
miles around. Although my concert there was ostensibly 
to help raise money to repair the roof, in reality I was 
flattered to be invited. The parish archivist, a delightful 
and warm-hearted retired solicitor, gave me an 
informative guided tour before leaving me to practice in 
peace. òMind thaõ feet, loveó came a voice from behind a 
large vacuum cleaner. òThaõs new here? Hast tha seen 
tõpulpit ð highest pulpit in Lancashire? Itõs so that 
byõtime tõpreacherõs reached õtop heõs too done in for a 
long sermon. Anõ this is John Carterõs pew ð that box is 
where he keeps tõ whisky bottle ð and over here is where 
tõlast mayor used to sit and I could see him from oõer 
there and dost thaõ know that éó. The pews of various 
local dignitaries, together with their occupantsõ attendant 
failings and scandals, were described at length and I was 
required to sympathise with the cleanerõs lamentations 
concerning the introduction of electricity to the church. 
Amongst other things this had led to the organ making a 
òwhooshingó sound when turned on: òitõs the electric, 
doõtha see?ó  
 
Being a conceited teenager I carefully read the local paper 
to see whether it reported the impending concert and I 
was pleased to see that it did, even though it was only a 
couple of lines at the bottom of page 17, squashed under 
a rather longer report about proposals to repaint a local 
zebra crossing. Two other stories in the paper were more 
interesting. The first read:  
 

A man due to appear in court accused of being drunk and 
disorderly thought he would be sent to prison. So in a òstate of 
hopelessnessó he stole lead from Forest House, Bacup, a brass 
table top from Heightside Mission, a table from Bainbridge 
Slipper Works, an antique clock from Bethel Baptist Church 
Hall, and a bottle of sherry from outside a supermarket. òHe 
felt he might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb,ó said Mr 
Philip Whittaker, defending, at Rossendale Magistrates Court 
on Monday.  



 
If this news story seems to read like a parody of northern 
comedy, the second one seems like the plot of some 
Victorian whodunit:  
 

After being tricked into leaving his home by bogus policemen, 
a diamond merchant who became goat farmer returned to find 
items worth an estimated £186,519 missing, Burnley Crown 
Court was told last week.  

 
There are so many questions I would love to ask. Did the 
diamond merchant become a goat farmer because he had 
lost his property, or for some other reason? Bogus 
policemen? How did he come to have £186,519 worth of 
removable items in his home (at that time an average 
house would have cost perhaps £20,000)? And how is a 
value estimated to £186,519 (rather than £186,520, for 
instance?). In any event, Rossendale life was never dull.  
 



A mint from the doctor 
 
"This is Dr Brown, the churchwarden". Dr Brown was a 
pleasant man with a broad smile. Back in my home 
village the local doctor had been churchwarden, so things 
had a familiar ring to them. It was my first term as a 
student at a university in the south of England and I was 
very aware of being the ònortherneró with an accent and 
attitudes to life that were different. This little village in 
the Hampshire countryside promised a comfortable and 
homely community as well as a church with a wonderful 
new organ, for which I was first to give the opening 
recital and then remain as organist.  
 
òAnd this is the other churchwarden, Dr Williamsen. 
And Dr Pamber, the vergeró. The local surgery evidently 
had a monopoly on running the church. The 
congregation was beginning to arrive. A middle-aged 
lady with a handbag was introduced as Dr Evans and was 
followed by Dr Baines, Dr Parker, Dr Pickles and Dr 
Wood. When Dr White was added to the epidemic I 
ventured, òDoctor of é?ó. òNuclear physics, of courseó. 
The other end of my ònormaló Hampshire village was 
Aldermaston, home of the Atomic Weapons Research 
Establishment.  
 
The week of the opening recital for the new organ I 
played two recitals ð the other being in central London. 
Both experiences were terrifying. Both times I hardly 
slept the night before and suffered from painful throat 
and trembling hands during the actual concert. It really 
didnõt seem as though I was cut out for giving concerts.  
 
Three months later I found myself giving another recital 
in my adopted village. I stood at the front of the church 
and read out some half-hearted comments about the 
pieces I was to play, though privately I wondered 
whether I was wasting everybodyõs time; whether I was 
just too nervous to make it all come together. 
 



Then something astonishing happened. Charles (by then I 
was on first-name terms with the congregation) 
interrupted and asked a question. I had to think, and as I 
gave an explanation ð freed from the prepared script ð I 
found myself talking about the music as something that I 
really wanted Charles to understand and enjoy. òIf you 
just listen out for éó  òThanksó, he said. òI will. Here, 
have a mintó. I sucked at the mint and played the piece. 
Rather than worrying about whether I got it right I 
played it simply to demonstrate the point to Charles so 
that he could enjoy the effect heõd been asking about. 
Afterwards I realised that the terror of playing had gone. 
It has never returned. 
 
Iõve played a thousand concerts since then but Iõve never 
stopped being grateful to Charles for that interruption 
and the peppermint.  
 



A thousand years of  
church music in Reading 

 
Reading in the 1970s was an unpretentious red-brick 
town, a station on the London to Oxford railway or, for 
the more leisured, a stopping off point for Thames boats 
heading between the same two cities. With its little 
scattering of urban churches it has never given an 
impression of the kind of long musical tradition of which 
its larger neighbours can boast. It can, however, lay claim 
to one of the most astonishing pieces of British music 
from any period ð the round òSumer is icumen inó, which 
is found in a thirteenth-century manuscript from Reading 
Abbey. The music is remarkable in lots of ways, but most 
of all because it still sounds so good that people want to 
hear it. The text of the song is about the delights of 
springtime, with cuckoos singing, sheep bleating and 
goats farting (or leaping, depending on which translator 
you believe). The funny thing is that the manuscript has 
an alternative text, in Latin, about the Passion ð almost 
as if the monks enjoyed singing their rowdy (and perhaps 
a little bawdy) version but if anyone came in they 
immediately assumed solemn faces and switched to the 
Latin text. Itõs a bit like the London commuters you can 
still see today in Reading station, reading a comic hidden 
inside their copy of the Financial Times. Of course, itõs 
not surprising given that one of the original owners of the 
manuscript was the music-loving monk William of 
Winchester who had something of a reputation with the 
nuns. Perhaps the good churchmen of Reading have not 
quite forgiven their maverick monk: at any rate, our 
concert there did not include the piece (with either text), 
which is rather a pity, really.  



Architecture  

 
 
òWould you give a recital to mark the re-opening of an 
organ?ó Given that this was the second òopening recitaló 
that year I couldnõt resist a private smirk of self-
satisfaction whilst confirming that òI could probably fit 
that inó.  
 
It was a strikingly modern church in a suburb of Reading, 
and its pleasant little organ ð like most of the rest of the 
church ð was still packed up in plastic whilst a leaky roof 
was being repaired. The organ (though relatively new) 
had received a small makeover whilst the church was 
closed, so its unveiling, and that of the rest of the church, 
was an event worthy of celebration.  
 
The organist, the minister and the churchwardens all met 
up to show me round, clearly proud of the now-
watertight building. òWhat do you think of it?ó It was a 
fine, light, practical space and there were a hundred 
compliments I could and should have paid it. òItõll look 
good when the scaffolding comes downó, I said. A 
lengthy silence followed this remark and glances were 
exchanged to decide who was going to point out that the 
tubular-steel bars criss-crossing the ceiling had earned the 
distinguished (and knighted) architect an award.  



 
I still did the concert, of course, and asked my friend and 
fellow-student Steve to play the violin as well, for moral 
as well as musical support, but somehow my copybook 
was blotted and, unusually, I remember very little of the 
concert other than telling myself òdonõt mention the 
roof!ó  



A competition  

 
"Please make yourself comfortable". What a ridiculous 
idea - anything less comfortable for a naive student than 
sitting in a concert hall for a competition in front of a 
distinguished judge and small and unsympathetic 
audience can scarcely be imagined. "You may play the 
pieces".  
 
Playing music in this kind of situation is an odd and 
unnatural experience: playing "correctly" is so important 
that thereõs no room left for personal expression - or 
humour, even. Music shouldnõt really be competitive (it 
should be about communicating feelings rather than 
about showing how clever the performer is), but student 
life is competitive, exam-based and without the luxury of 
a conscience.  
 
The competition involved playing a couple of prepared 
pieces and a completely unfamiliar piece "at sight" before 
a judge, who in this instance was a distinguished 
composer.  
 
I survived the set pieces, somehow, without catastrophe. 
The distinguished judge then placed some music on the 
organ; a recent publication by an important university 
press. "Take a minute to look through it and then play 
this". I took a minute. Evidently a tricky exercise in 
coordination, made worse by the fact that it was in a 
"modern" and thoroughly unpredictable idiom. The 
music seemed "cold" and without any particular meaning, 
but I struggled through it after a fashion and was pleased, 
or rather relieved, to make it to the end without 
complete disaster.  
 
The joy and relief of finishing almost made the ordeal 
seem worthwhile as I finally relaxed into euphoria. "Who 
on earth wrote this stuff?" I enquired of the distinguished 
judge, handing back the sight reading.  
 



"I did".  
 
How I came to win that competition I'll never know.  



The Fairy Queen 
 
Reading University's Professor of Music in 1980 was the 
often-jovial and always eccentric Peter Wishart. I've 
always been grateful to him for deciding to stage The 
Fairy Queen because it convinced me what a fantastic 
composer Purcell was.  
 
The opera contains some sections for choir, some for 
soloists and a little orchestral music and, for whatever 
reason, Peter decided that he wished to conduct the 
choral and orchestral bits but to play the harpsichord 
during the soloists' sections. This meant, of course, that 
someone else had to conduct during the solos and play 
the harpsichord during the orchestral and choir sections. 
This job fell to me.  
 
The only problem with this system is that Purcell's music, 
rather than being divided into distinct sections, runs from 
the one number to the next without a break, meaning 
that there were no obvious opportunities for Peter 
Wishart and myself to swap tasks.  
 
Undeterred, Peter designed a cunning and novel solution 
- a long and well-polished harpsichord bench. As one 
number drew to a close the person conducting would 
sidle across to the right-hand end of the bench, sit down 
and begin to edge towards the middle, conducting with 
the right hand and taking over the flow of harpsichord 
notes with the left. The harpsichordist would edge off the 
left-hand end of the bench and take up the conducting.  
 
The system worked well and enabled regular, seamless 
handovers between conductor and harpsichordist. 
Nevertheless, it can't really be described as a success 
because the audience was so enthralled by the comic 
double-act being played out between the musicians that 
they found it difficult to pay attention to the drama that 
was taking place on stage.  
 



The insult ceremony 
 
Degree ceremonies are formal, rather stuffy, affairs; not, 
at any rate an occasion for light-hearted joking. For four 
years I played the organ for the degree ceremonies at 
Reading University - both for the awards of honorary 
degrees and for the annual congregations for 
undergraduates and postgraduates. Dealing efficiently 
with the large number of students receiving awards 
demanded careful planning. The students entered at the 
rear of the hall in a long line, two abreast, processing up 
the middle aisle towards the platform where, one at a 
time, they shook hands with the Vice Chancellor and 
received their awards, before leaving by the back door. 
The official with the ultimate responsibility for the 
ceremony, as indeed for all administrative aspects of 
studying and students, was the Registrar; and Reading 
was fortunate indeed to have in that role the 
distinguished, kindly and long-serving James Johnson, 
known to his colleagues as "Johnny".  
 
It was Johnny's last degree ceremony before his 
retirement and his colleagues at University House came 
to me with an unusual request. "Would I", they asked, 
"play as the final music after the ceremony some 
variations on the old wartime song 'When Johnny comes 
marching home again'"? I wasn't sure whether I dared 
break so radically with tradition but I was anxious to 
please, and besides I liked Johnny and wanted to make 
the event memorable for him.  
 
At the end of the ceremony I played "When Johnny 
comes marching home again" followed by a compact set 
of home-made variations. I expected an amused reaction 
to such a break with tradition - a chuckle, perhaps, when 
people realised what I was playing, or an appreciative 
comment afterwards. The music was met with silence 
and no-one spoke to me on leaving (though I had an 
impression that one or two people muttered things under 
their breath). It obviously hadn't gone down very well at 



all. Not even Johnny came across to chat. As I slunk away, 
the temperature seemed to have fallen by several degrees.  
 
It was several days later when I met one of my more 
outspoken colleagues in a corridor. He brought me to a 
stop with an icy frown. òWhat on earth were you 
thinking of, playing such a thing?ó I explained that it was 
just a bit of fun, that the request had come from the 
University Registry, that I really didn't see the harm in it. 
"No harm in insulting the students?" spat my colleague. I 
had clearly committed a graver offence than I imagined, 
but it was (surprisingly, perhaps) some time before the 
truth sank in. The tune "When Johnny comes marching 
home again" is far better known to an entirely different 
set of words -- the children's song about Noah, "The 
animals came in two by two". Neither the students nor 
their parents knew James Johnson as "Johnny", nor was 
his impending retirement at the forefront of their minds; 
their whole attention that day was naturally on the 
students, coming two by two into the hall to receive 
their degrees.  
 



The perfect volunteer 
 
"The Excellent Art of 
Voluntary" is the 
imposing title given by 
the seventeenth-century 
diarist Roger North to 
his essay on organ music. 
The peculiarly English 
term "voluntary" 
referred at that time to a 
particular form and style 
of music, designed to be 
played at church services. 
By study and dedication, writes North, the organist will 
eventually become "the perfect volunteer".  
 
John Stanley, one of the greatest English-born composers 
of the eighteenth century, wrote many "voluntaries". 30 
were published at the time and half a dozen others 
survive in manuscripts scattered around the world. In a 
series of three concerts in London I was to play all these 
works: almost certainly the first time all of the published 
and unpublished voluntaries had been brought together in 
one concert series.  
 
Playing the unpublished works involved making copies of 
the manuscripts, which is why I found myself one day in 
Cambridge's Fitzwilliam Museum, receiving stern 
instructions about how to handle the museum's treasures. 
"When you want to see the next page, please raise your 
hand and an assistant will turn the page for you. Do not 
under any circumstances touch the paper, and try to 
avoid breathing on it if possible".  
 
Was it a trill or just a smudge? After an hour or so of 
concentrated and painstaking work I'd copied out most of 
the piece, working bar by bar and then double- and 
triple-checking for accuracy. The notes were beginning 



to blur and I bent low over the manuscript (not breathing, 
of course) to try to make them out.  
 
Plop. A little puddle of blood had arrived on the desk, 
almost touching the manuscript. It is said that a shock is 
the best cure for a nosebleed and I can attest to the fact. 
As I glanced round, convinced that if touching the 
manuscript was an offence then bleeding on it would 
surely be worth years in jail, the nosebleed stopped 
instantly. No-one had noticed and I furtively wiped the 
desk.  
 
Was it worth the effort? Certainly. The piece was 
attractive enough and it made the series complete. Or at 
least it would have done if I hadn't left my copy on the 
train on the way to the concert.  
 
It was a dilemma, though with years of hindsight neither 
the concert nor my decision was as significant as it 
seemed to me at the time. Should I confess my stupidity - 
admit that the "complete Stanley" series was not in fact 
complete at all because one movement of it was 
presently in a cleaner's bin bag at Paddington station? Or 
was there another way? What would the great Roger 
North have done? I decided just to make it up.  
 
Roger North's "perfect volunteer" understood the style 
of the music so well that he could improvise at the drop 
of a hat, just as (according to North) "common fiddlers 
can play whilst fast sleep". So improvising a missing 
movement was actually thoroughly in the style of 
eighteenth-century England and therefore authentic. In 
fact, it was more authentic than playing the real thing 
would have been. Or so I told myself.  
 
One further problem remained. My intended page-
turner was unable to get to the concert, so a gentleman 
in the audience volunteered to help out. He diffidently 
hoped that he would manage the task and asked me to 
give a clear nod whenever I wanted a page turning. I 



promised to do this and generously told him a little about 
John Stanley, organs and music in general, information 
he seemed glad to have. "At least", I thought, "I now 
don't have to explain the missing movement to my page 
turner, so no-one will ever know".  
 
The concert proceeded well enough. I gave clear signals 
to the volunteer page turner so that he would know 
when to turn and at the appropriate moment I slyly 
improvised a short movement in the style of John Stanley, 
without the page turner noticing.  
 
"Ah, this one's my favourite", observed the page turner 
suddenly, just before I played the final piece. This 
innocent comment was disconcerting. It implied that the 
page turner could read music well enough to recognise 
his favourite piece, which meant that he undoubtedly had 
noticed the fake movement. Not only that, but the wide-
ranging knowledge of John Stanley's music implied by the 
fact that he had a favourite movement at all, was not in 
the least what I wanted to hear.  
 
The stranger was very gracious, thanked me for the 
concert and said that he had enjoyed the experience of 
page turning. And he did not refer at all to his recent 
book, which had dealt in some depth with John Stanley's 
organ music. He was, in fact, the perfect volunteer.  



Smethergell 
 
We often think of composers as somehow almost 
superhuman people, sitting in their towers directing the 
flow of notes onto the page. Theyõre not the sort of 
people who forget to feed the cat or let the milk boil 
over. Even someone like JS Bach, who all his life worked 
in a succession of fairly ordinary musical jobs, seemed to 
be able to pour out consistently wonderful music. So itõs 
rather refreshing to find a composer like William 
Smethergell. He spent 50-odd years as the organist of 
two different London churches (both at the same time), 
played viola in the band at Vauxhall pleasure gardens, 
taught private pupils, was steward of a pub concert 
society and anything else that he could find to do. He was, 
in short, about as ordinary a jobbing musician as you 
could hope to find. He seems to have been a thoroughly 
likeable person too. His churches obviously liked him 
because they allowed him to retire on full salary: 
something they probably regretted afterwards since he 
lived to the age of 85. Quite a bit of his music was 
published, but most of it was pretty uninspired stuff ôin a 
familiar pleasing stileõ ôfor the improvement of juvenile 
performersõ. Then suddenly, inspiration struck and he 
composed a piano concerto which was published in 1784 
as his òFavorite Concertoó. I played the work together 
with a little chamber group for a concert in Hampshire 
one summerõs evening. Itõs a delightful piece with more 
than a dash of Mozart; far, far better than anything heõd 
ever written before, or ever wrote again for that matter.  
 
The young William had learned his composing craft by 
being apprenticed to another local organist, one Thomas 
Curtis, composer of Divine amusement: a selection of psalms 
and hymns and The Jessamine: six new songs; the latter 
apparently sung at the ògrand lodge of the Noble Order 
of true Brittonsó and containing texts such as:  
 
Ye true BRITTONS all whose brave Loyalty Dares,  
To face the French King and his Popish Snares;  



Exert all your Might in sound Libertyõs cause,  
And Stand by true BRITTONS and Stand by their Laws;  
Then haste to the Bottle, & Joyously sing,  
To Glory & Health, & long life, of our KING,  
In a Bumper drink lasting Success to our Arms,  
That BRITTONS may ever be free from Alarms.  
 
I just had to quote this because itõs so awful and because I 
do wonder what was in the Bottle to which the True-
Brittons were hastening (smuggled French brandy, 
perhaps?). Another Curtis song òOn the intended French 
invasion of England in 1798 é in which is introduced his 
imitation of the Trumpet, as performed by him in Private 
Concertsó (such a loss to the public) includes the 
immortal lines:  
 
òTheir flat-bottomõd Boats, and the Rafts, and their Schemes  
Will soon glide away like a drunken-Manõs Dreamsó  
 

ð with any luck the only song ever to feature the words 
òflat-bottomõd Boatsó.  
 
With such a teacher we have to admire Smethergellõs 
accomplishment and wonder what he would have 
composed if heõd had the advantage of being taught by a 
Handel or a Mozart.  



 

To Bangor 
 
I had spent a year studying in Manchester. It had been 
interesting and rewarding. There were distinguished 
people, great libraries and world-class resources. There 
was also traffic, crime (people kept car doors locked 
whilst driving for fear of being robbed at traffic lights), 
dirt and overpowering security. Getting into university 
buildings was like moving around a gaol ð it meant 
ringing a bell and showing identification through a hatch 
in the wall.  
 
Bangor, where I was studying for a doctorate, was a 
different world. A sleepy porter went round every 
morning and unlocked every door he could find before 
returning to his tea pot. The miles of lead downspouts on 
the main buildings would have vanished like snow in 
summer had they been in Manchester. And fresh, salty 
air blew in over the sandy beaches of Anglesey so that the 
rigging on the yachts made that wonderful twanging 
sound against the masts. The mountains of Snowdonia 
rose invitingly in the background.  
 
But even Bangor wasnõt entirely without crime, as I 
found out one morning when I turned on the radio: 
 

ò... and you saw the intruder, Mr Jones?ó 
òOh yes. You see, there was this knock on the door, see. And I 
opened it, and there was this man standing there. And he had a 
stocking over his head and a big stick in his hand. And he asked 
if Mrs Jones lived here. So I said no, old Mrs Jones lives next 
door at number 37. So he said thank you and went awayó. 
òAnd what happened next, Mr Jones?ó 
òWell, I went back to Pobl y Cwm, see. [a Welsh-language 
television soap opera]. And then a few minutes later there was 
a lot of banging and shouting next door. I thought Mrs Jones 
was being a bit lively this evening, but I didnõt think anything of 
it. It was a real shock when I heard sheõd been robbedó. 

 
Bangor is a mostly Welsh-speaking town. I was there at a 
time when Welsh activism was at its height. English-



language signposts were spray-painted out, some holiday 
homes were burned (making the coal boardõs current 
slogan ð òcome home to a living fireó ð rather 
unfortunate) and phrases like òEnglish go homeó were 
occasionally found sprayed on walls. So it was 
entertaining to watch visiting drivers heading up the main 
road through Upper Bangor glance nervously at the 
words òDUW CARIAD YWó which had been roughly 
painted in large, white letters on the wall, before 
accelerating away into the distance. 
 
 It means òGod is loveó. 
 
 



A new teacher 
 
"'Allo. Zis is Susi Jeans". The words were enough to 
make me sit down with a bump, though part of me felt 
that I ought to be standing to attention. Not only had I 
had grown up with The Oxford Companion to Music whose 
entry on the organ had prominently featured a whole-
page photo of "Susi Jeans at her house organ" but all the 
people who had taught me about the organ had 
reinforced the message that Lady Jeans was one of the 
world's most influential organists and authorities on the 
organ. I had respectfully and rather daringly written to 
her to ask whether I might look at some Herschel 
manuscripts in her private library whilst I was speaking at 
a meeting at the nearby University of Surrey in Guildford. 
I'd entertained a vague hope that she might find time to 
reply (if only to say no), but here she was on the phone. I 
struggled rather with the heavy Austrian accent but I 
made out that not only was she agreeing to let me see the 
manuscripts but that I was invited to her home, 
Cleveland Lodge. Detailed instructions followed. I was 
to get off the train at Boxhill Station (not Dorking), turn 
right along the road and ring the doorbell at the big house 
on the other side of the road. Then I was to walk back up 
the road, past the station again, turn right into a car park, 
cross it to the opposite diagonal, down some steps and ...  
 
It was a bitterly cold winter's day. To get to Boxhill I had 
to change trains somewhere; there was a coal fire in the 
station and I warmed my hands gratefully. At Boxhill I 
set about obeying the instructions, though rather 
hesitantly. Had I misunderstood? Ringing the doorbell 
and then walking off seemed so very eccentric, but ...  
 
And there I was, in Susi Jeans' stone-flagged kitchen, 
being invited to huddle closer to the stove so that I didn't 
freeze, and being presented with a priceless manuscript 
in one hand and a mug of tomato soup in the other (for 
warmth). The kitchen looked alarmingly like a Victorian 
museum that I'd visited the week before, except for piles 



of books and journals on every flat surface and bottles of 
vitamins and curious potions in every cupboard. Nothing 
in the room looked as though it had arrived since the 
death of King Edward VII except for an electric orange 
squeezer. "Vhen you go back to Ze university, vill you 
take zis orange squeezer to ze technical people and ask if 
zey can fix it?". In utter bewilderment I found myself 
back at Boxhill Station in the snow, clutching a 
disfunctional 1950s orange squeezer and somehow ð 
astonishingly ð an invitation to return to the most 
extraordinary home and remarkable person I'd ever 
encountered. "And do call me Susi, everybody does".  
 
As the years went by I returned regularly to Cleveland 
Lodge for organ lessons ð Susi Jeans' organ lessons were 
like nothing else on earth yet somehow she managed to 
infuse a bit of her remarkable wisdom into all her pupils 
ð and to enjoy Susiõs boundless friendship and hospitality. 
I even lived at the house for half a year whilst writing up 
my doctorate, but of this, of course, I had no inkling as I 
headed back towards Guildford, wondering what on 
earth I should say to the university technicians (assuming 
I managed to find any) when I, a guest at the place, 
turned up with a stranger's orange squeezer. No-one else 
could have made me do it.  



Recording 
 
"Almost there", I thought, then chased the distracting 
thought firmly out of my mind. It was the third take of a 
recording of a Bach movement. Both of the two previous 
takes had been unsatisfactory: a "chipped" note on the 
first, an entry a moment too early on the second. I never 
really liked recording. Perversely it seems less nerve-
wracking to play "live", knowing that you just have to 
make the best of any imperfections and carry on, than to 
make a laid-down recording which demands clinical 
perfection. A recording engineer tiptoed silently across 
the room on some errand or other. Another two lines 
and the movement would be safely "in the can" - and this 
time everything had gone well. Very well - there was 
that wonderful sense of the music expressing its story, 
functioning as an entity. And there was an almighty crash 
as the engineer tripped over a microphone stand. And a 
stream of industrial language first from the engineer and 
then from his supervisor. I still have it on tape and might 
sell it one day to the Oxford English Dictionary, as a 
source of new words and idioms.  
 
Microphones are dangerous things and not to be trusted. 
I sat on another organ bench on another day in 
connection with a live radio broadcast. I wasn't enjoying 
it. Nowadays I never play any music that I don't like - not 
to be awkward but because unless musicians are 
passionate about the music they play they can't possibly 
make other people excited by it, which is after all the 
whole idea. But as a young performer, conscience is spelt 
h-u-n-g-e-r. I played the music and grumbled about it to 
my page turner. "You know, just listen to this next bit: 
can you imagine anyone composing something so 
dreary?" My page turner agreed: "There's a lady with a 
pink hat over there and I think she's asleep". Only 
afterwards did someone helpfully point out that there 
was a microphone placed immediately above my head. At 
least anyone who was bored by the music would have 
been kept entertained by the comments, but it was one 



of several occasions when I started investigating career 
openings for fishermen in the south seas or shepherds in 
Argentina.  
 



Practicing Schmidt 
 
It was 2 in the morning and the sound of an ascending 
pedal theme was coming up through the floor and into 
my bedroom at Cleveland Lodge. I turned over and tried 
to get back to sleep. It stopped and re-started. Again. 
And again. Around 3 o'clock I woke again. The same 
music. There was something pleasingly inexorable about 
it, I thought, as I dozed off again.  
 
I've never been able to concentrate for more than half an 
hour or so at a time on any one bit of music and it struck 
me the following morning, as I moved a couple of half-
full mugs of peppermint tea away from the organ, that 
Susi had evidently been practicing the same piece of 
Schmidt nearly all night ð something that made me 
thoroughly ashamed of my own laziness. Worse still, the 
same happened the following night and the night after.  
 
A week or so later, back home in Wales, there was a call 
from Susi. She was due to give a Schmidt concert at the 
Royal College of Organists in London in less than a 
fortnight but was too ill; would I be a dear and give the 
concert for her? Looking back I wonder whether this was 
another instance of Susi's selfless generosity; the concert 
was a high-profile event organised by the BBC and the 
Austrian Institute at a venue where all the best organists 
would be present. Why ask a young student to stand in 
when there were many better-qualified individuals who 
would have leapt at the chance? Was it because her illness 
was not actually so serious at all but she was offering this 
opportunity as a gift? Whatever the reason, it was a 
powerful lesson about encouragement. It was also a great 
challenge. On the programme was Schmidt's C-major 
Toccata ð the piece that I'd heard during the nights. It 
was hard. And very long. I spent most of the intervening 
days and nights learning it ð and the rest of the Schmidt 
programme ð for probably the most nerve-wracking 
concert I've ever played. In the event, Susi was well 
enough on the day to play a part of the programme and I 



took the rest (including the Toccata). Given the short 
preparation time and the stress of the event I don't know 
how well the performance went but the audience was 
kind and simply being there was a huge privilege. Even 
now whenever I play that Toccata I hear the pedal notes 
as if they were still drifting up through the floorboards on 
those long-ago nights at Cleveland Lodge, and wish I 
could turn back the clock and be woken by them again.  
 



A wedding 
 
There's something about weddings that makes them a 
storehouse of wonderful stories. Every organist has 
treasured memories of inappropriate hymns and all 
manner of disasters. As a very inexperienced child, 
playing for a wedding in our village church, I was asked 
to play Widor's famous "Toccata" as the wedding march 
at the end of the service. Never having played the piece 
before I was worried at the thought of learning so many 
notes in the space of a couple of weeks, especially with 
school work taking up so much time. The redeeming 
feature was that although the piece is long, the church is 
small and I reckoned that everyone would be gone long 
before the end of the second page, which meant that I 
could safely concentrate on learning the opening bars and 
forget the rest. The wedding was a happy and well-
attended occasion and as the bride and groom prepared 
to leave I confidently launched into the newly-learned 
piece. As the end of the second page approached I 
managed a quick glance down the church to make sure 
that there were no stragglers left and was horrified to see 
the entire congregation sitting and listening with rapt 
attention. They had apparently been told that I'd learned 
the music specially, so they'd better sit and listen to it. 
Approaching the end of the page was a feeling similar to 
driving a car with no brakes towards the edge of a cliff. 
Many, many years later, in another county, I stood at the 
back of a church about to play for another wedding and 
chatted with the churchwarden, swapping tales of 
weddings gone by. When I mentioned this childhood 
experience his smile broadened. "I never did thank you 
for learning that music for my wedding", he said, "it was 
just fine".  
 
The opposite problem enlivened my own brother's 
wedding. Whilst the bride and groom signed the 
registers in a little room at the side of the church I played 
a selection of pieces. The organ was on a rear gallery. 
Although the organist could not see directly down into 



the church a pair of "wing mirrors" provided visibility 
and the door to the room was clearly visible in one of 
these, so I was to stop playing when the couple emerged. 
Time went by and I had long since exhausted the stock of 
music and embarked on improvised variations which 
became steadily more tedious as inspiration dried up and 
boredom was replaced by desperation. Eventually there 
was a thundering of footsteps coming up to the gallery. 
"Is it possible to wind down soon -- they've been waiting 
at the door for ten minutes and want to go". I glanced 
again at the mirror but the door was still firmly closed 
and deserted. My visitor pointed to the wing mirror on 
the opposite side, which revealed the long-suffering 
couple standing outside another door trying to look 
interested in the by now sorry trickle of notes.  
 
People make some odd requests of their organist. At the 
one extreme, a couple optimistically asked me for òThe 
Messiahó at their wedding, whilst at the other extreme 
(from sublime to ridiculous) someone else wanted òIõm 
for ever blowing bubblesó. I read an article about 
wedding music once in a bridal magazine which 
recommended Sweelinkõs beautiful variations on òMein 
Junges Leben hat ein Endó ð a fantastic piece of music but 
the author didnõt seem to understand or appreciate the 
irony of the title (òmy young life is at an endó)! I've never 
been asked to play "Fight the good fight" (though a 
prospective Anglican minister did want to go out to "The 
War March of the Priests"), but without question the 
most memorable choice was at a wedding in Wales. 
Although the couple (and, so far as I know, their families) 
spoke only English, they had decided to add some "local 
colour" to the proceedings by including a Welsh hymn. I 
can only imagine that this hymn was selected randomly 
from the hymn-book pages headed "weddings", without 
noticing that the section heading had actually changed 
half-way down the page. I believe (and hope) that the 
minister and myself were the only two people in the 
church to understand what we were singing. We tried to 



avoid each other's eyes as we both struggled to maintain 
an appearance of respectful composure whilst singing:  
 
Arglwydd mewn trugaredd, Moes dy nefol hedd  
I'r eneidiau ffyddlon Aeth drwy byrth y bedd.  
Yma, mewn gorthrymder, blinder beunydd ddaw,  
Yno, wedi'r ymdrech, boed eu rhan heb fraw. 

 
To give a very literal word-for-word translation:  
 
Lord in your mercy, grant your heavenly peace  
To the faithful souls going through the gates of the grave  
Here, in oppression, daily troubles come,  
There, after the struggle, let them be without pain.  
 
 

And so it continued, verse after verse. As the antithesis of 
a wedding hymn it could hardly have been better chosen.  
 
 



Odd jobs 
 
What do you do with a doctorate in music? My òworkó 
today was sorting through a heap of second-hand music 
on behalf of a local bookseller. Yesterdayõs job was 
writing music for horses to dance to. The day before Iõd 
been carrying a penguin. This was a six-foot-high stuffed 
penguin whose progress around the lanes of Anglesey 
was being sponsored to raise money for repairing a local 
organ. And the remainder of the week involved taking 
posters and leaflets for the Welsh National Operaõs 
season around tourist attractions and shops in North 
Wales. All these tasks were enjoyable, but I was looking 
forward to starting my new job in a couple of weeks.  
 
Distributing the publicity material was particular fun 
because it meant that I was able to visit all the attractions 
that Iõd never got round to seeing before. It also meant 
meeting a constant succession of eccentric and fascinating 
people. I arrived at the local shop and post office in a 
very remote village, far up in the mountains. It was an 
almost bare room with a dusty, solid table and a few 
shelves of groceries. There was no-one about but hens 
were clucking in the yard round the back. It didnõt really 
seem worth leaving any information about an opera 
season in such an unlikely place, but there was a good 
chance that the shopkeeper would be interesting ð they 
generally are. I pictured an elderly man with a strong 
dialect for whom a monthly trip to Caernarfon was a 
major expedition. I opened the door to the yard and 
shouted òhalloó. An elderly man arrived and spoke to me 
in Welsh with a strong dialect. A real village character, 
precisely as Iõd imagined. We chatted for a while and he 
offered me a cup of tea. Before leaving I asked if he 
would put the poster up. He examined it. òThe Barber of 
Seville?ó, he said, labouring a little with the English 
words. òYes, I saw it a couple of years ago, in Madrid. 
Interesting production.ó He glanced further down the 
poster. òThe Magic Flute? Ah yes, I went to the 
production in Vienna last year ð that was really good. 



And whatõs the third one? The Love for Three Oranges? I 
like Prokoviev. I saw it in Moscow three or four years 
ago.ó  I metaphorically stuffed my music doctorate in my 
back pocket and gave way for superior knowledge and 
greater experience.  
 
 
 



Cold recording 
 
Just as I'd been told, it really 
was the experience of a 
lifetime. From hearing the 
first note, no-one could be in 
the slightest doubt that this 
unknown small boy from an Anglesey village was the 
greatest treble singer of the century. Already he'd come 
to the attention of a record company and had been asked 
to record an album, backed by a Welsh choir. I was 
engaged as the organist and it was an experience I would 
not have missed. For each successive piece the boy simply 
stood and sang with inimitable brilliance and natural 
confidence. There were no second takes, or at least, not 
for his benefit.  
 
The boy, of course, was Aled Jones and he rocketed to 
stardom so fast that this first record fell foul of a new 
recording contract and was not released for another 
twenty years. But there were plenty more occasions to 
enjoy Aled's singing as we worked together on a number 
of occasions.  
 
So it was that one icy-cold winter's day Aled and I set off 
in my car to Clynnog Fawr to record a series of 
programmes for the Welsh channel HTV. As we drove 
down the winding lanes, the boot of the car in front of us 
suddenly opened and a box of eggs flew out. The lady 
driver was evidently unaware of her mishap and due to 
the narrowness of the road and the necessity to avoid the 
tins of beans and bags of flour that one by one followed 
the eggs every time the car hit a bump, we were unable 
to get past to warn her.  
 
After a journey that had been anything but dull, we 
arrived at the historic church of Clynnog. This evocative 
building was an inspired choice, though not an especially 
practical one. The facilities were sufficiently limited that 
the recording was treated effectively as an "outside 



broadcast", powered and managed from the HTV van 
parked just outside the church door, which was left open 
to allow the cables to be run through. Unfortunately, the 
organ was located just inside the door, through which a 
sharp wind was blowing a substantial snowfall.  
 
"Try not to breathe when the camera's pointing your 
way", said the director. "I can see your breath". Every 
now and again an assistant arrived to brush the steadily-
accumulating snow off the organ keys. "Try to look 
comfortable, won't you?"  
 
But it was worth every frozen minute and every numb 
finger.  
 



Smoke gets in your eyes 
 
Four weeks to the day after recording in an unheated old 
church with snowdrifts on the organ keys, I was playing 
in an altogether different and more modern building, 
with a smart new organ on a gallery. It was the first of 
many visits to Tyneside and I was struck by the vitality, 
friendliness and distinctiveness of the area.  
 
During the first couple of pieces I was puzzled by the 
amount of coughing from the audience. Concert-goers 
are generally very polite and try hard not to make too 
much noise during pieces, but Tyneside evidently had an 
altogether different culture. After a few minutes I 
jumped off the organ bench to introduce the next work - 
if nothing else, talking to an audience is a good way of re-
establishing personal contact when the organ is up on a 
gallery. But the audience was nowhere to be seen. In fact, 
nothing was to be seen except dense cloud.  
 
Within a minute I was coughing as well and the concert 
was halted for a while. It seems that the under-floor 
heating system had chosen that evening to explode and 
release clouds of fumes into the church.  



Getting kicks 
 
The television 
evening news clearly 
showed the organist 
launching a kick at 
his page turner in 
mid-concert.  
 
The Chancellor (The 
Prince of Wales) was 
visiting Bangor to 
celebrate the 
centenary of the 
University college by 
distributing honorary 
degrees. As well as 
processional music 
from the organ and royal trumpeters, I was to play a 
short programme of music at the start of the proceedings.  
 
The College had been in a frenzy of cleaning and painting 
for weeks, whilst security precautions ranged from 
checking guests to allocating private facilities to the royal 
visitor. It did not seem worth the effort of organising 
security clearance for a page turner to join me on the 
platform so I asked for someone to be nominated for this 
task.  
 
The nominated page turner turned out to be a lady of 
ample proportions with the endearing habit of grasping 
each page firmly by the bottom right-hand corner (thus 
obscuring the last few bars of notes) and slowly turning 
the page before carefully wiping her hand a few times 
across the new page to flatten it out - an effect rather like 
trying to look through over-active windscreen wipers.  
 
It was hot on the platform. Not only was it a warm day 
but hall and platform were tightly-packed with people 
wearing heavy academic gowns. In addition, powerful 


