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Zur letzten  is a fine old restaurant in Berlin.… 

Three Oxford graduates decided to meet there for a dinner - ten years after coming down from 
university - because they were all working in Berlin and hey, why not? Bit expensive, but they’d 
heard that the food was excellent, and the waitresses spectacularly pretty! 

Twenty years later, all safely back living and working in the UK, one of the three phoned the others 
with a view to organising a reunion at the same restaurant. (Well, these days they had the time and 
the moolah, and the menu was as good as ever – oh, and the wine list : particularly impressive.) 

Fifteen years after that (well, time was moving on) they decided on another visit. Remembering the 
superb postprandial Schnaps, Essacher Luft, and….and a handy table was to be had near the loos... 

Ten years after that the chief instigator phoned his mates, suggesting another reunion, but this time 
why couldn’t they find a new and different restaurant? (“Well, we’re still capable of some flexibility 
for heaven’s sake. Mustn’t get stuck in our ways! So, any ideas chaps?”) 

“I know” chipped in one “How about the Zur letzten Instanz in Berlin? Heard so much about it.” After 
some cogitation they finally agreed to give it a go – well, they’d never been there before. 

Al Hume treated us to this story during one of the Hilliard occasions at the Propstei Sankt Gerold in 
Austria – almost certainly David James and Mirjam’s wedding, if my memory serves me correctly. 
Arvo Pärt had written a piece specially : a considerable honour, as you can imagine. Hilliard 
occasions at Sankt Gerold were always special, with splendid music making from members of the 

usually distinguished company.  

For those who don’t know, the 
Propstei is a monastery situated 
in the midst of alpine scenery, 
where natural products are 
grown and made – honey, 
vegetables, herbs, and excellent 
wines (two reds and two whites) 
– while animals are nurtured with 
the express purpose of providing 
therapy for handicapped young 
children. 

 reads the blurb, 
an apt description.  Last but not 
least, the chapel boasts an 

acoustic second-to-none for performing and recording early and baroque music. 
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So, an honour to be asked to conduct 
the assembled company in the very 
surroundings where the Hilliard did 
many of its best recordings for ECM.  

The rollcall of distinguished 
participants merited a little more 
respect from the conductor than his 
casual shirt hanging out would 
suggest, shown left. (Who he? Ed.) 

The point of all this leads inescapably 
to the fact that, like the 
aforementioned Oxford alumni, I’m 
fast losing my memory. Just scroll back 

to the July blog, then look at the last issue. In both I refer to the miserable fee the recording 
company Saga offered us for the very first Hilliard recording in 1977…. I’ve only just noticed that I’ve 
repeated myself dammit….. 

I can regurgitate it once more if you like, but I know I’ll get my foot stamped on. One of the 
choristers at Wexford asked Susie “Does Errol always repeat the same stories over and over again?”  

Here she is below, on the left – Viv Conacher. Viv hails from Oz, and should know better. 

Sorry, Viv, believe it or not, I’m about to do it again. 

Not really so comical this time – in fact very, very sad.                                                                                                       

    

 

 

This great Russian artist died four days ago at the age of 55 and  

has just been buried in Moscow. From a surprisingly young age he sported a handsome mop of white 
hair, though when I first knew him he looked just as above.  

Dmitri Hvorostovsky.  
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1989 - Opéra de Nice - Tchaikowsky’s Queen of Spades - his European debut, at the Nice Opera. 
Remember, the mention graced my very second blog. Well, if you can’t find it, never mind, don’t 
bother to scrabble around – true to form, I’ll repeat it. As a mere 27 year old unknown from Siberia, 
Dmitri was nabbed by Pierre Médecin, then director of the Opéra de Nice, who’d heard him sing in a 
competition at Toulouse or Montpellier - or somewhere equally off-piste around the international 
ski slope.  

I happened to be playing the piano at the first music rehearsal for the Tchaikowsky and shall never 
forget the audible gasp from the assembled company in the studio La Rotonde of Nice Opera when 
Dima rose to sing Yeletski’s aria Я вас люблю - Ja vass  ljub-ljú. Colleagues of course are the hardest 
to please, and on this occasion they included his senior compatriot, Yuri Masurin, a difficult 
customer at the best of times, but a really exciting tenor in the Russian rep. 

Russian voices! At their best, sumptuous, sonorous, thrilling, dramatic, blood-curdling and lyrical by 
turns. Plus Hvorostovsky had enough of the Italian bel canto to make him a great Germont for 
example. I’m tempted to put him up there with Leonard Warren and George London – both of 
Russian extraction, though born on the other side of the Atlantic. (George London was of course 
more of a bass-baritone, but you know what I mean.) 

Of course Pierre Médecin wasn’t the only one to get his teeth into Dima in that season of 1989, as 
you can see from the above publicity photograph, but it did all happen here in Nice, and one was 
incredibly privileged to be part of the Hvorostovsky happening, in however small a way.  

In the same year he married a young Russian ballerina whom he brought to Nice. We gave them a 
ride in the car somewhere – don’t remember where – but she and Susie surmounted linguistic 
barriers and managed to carry on a ballerina conversation in the back. 
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My assessment of his singing is possibly a tad over the top, but he was certainly a memorable artist 
with huge charisma, and seemed such a nice, unassuming chap. Adored by his colleagues the world 
over he will be sorely missed. A legend in his lifetime - in fact, judging from millions of posts on social 
media, the entire musical world is mourning its loss. 

Funnily enough – seeing as we started off talking about restaurants - I’ve just lit upon the menu for 
above mentioned Hilliard occasion at Sankt Gerold. I’d quite forgotten (as one does!) that we were 
actually celebrating Arvo Pärt’s 75th birthday.  

 

 

Not only a souvenir of a    
happy occasion, but an 
indication of how closely 
wedded the Ensemble      
was to Pärt…..  

and vice versa. 

Funny, how fate plays a 
role in the human 
decision-making process. 
For example, one of the 
guiding principles of the 
Hilliard when we started 
was to make a point of 
regularly performing 
contemporary works. 

Typical was Britten’s 
Journey of the Magi, 
which, believe it or not, 
was a mere one year old 
at the time of our first 
concert! 

 

 

So when the BBC announced in its wisdom after our audition that we were essentially an early music 
group (and it was only prepared to consider us as such) it felt like a bit of a body blow. But that’s 
how things remained for a while, the group’s fate all but sealed. I’m so happy that with hindsight 
Aunty was shown to be utterly mistaken - i.e. ironically enough, the two things that came to define 
the Hilliard’s public image were performances of Arvo Pärt’s latest compositions, and the quasi 
iconic collaboration with the Norwegian jazz saxophonist Jan Garbarek. 

 Up yours, Aunty….. 

Of course the famous stuff happened after I left (jumped before I was pushed – quite a leap, all the 
way to South Africa). Over the years we’ve kept in touch and seen each other at reunions (possibly 
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at the Zur letzten Instanz? Can’t seem to recall…) but it was singularly rewarding to be 
performing together again - inter alia the Journey of the Magi - with the chaps on tour in 2013.  

Even though the group has now officially disbanded we’re doing a concert at St. George’s Hanover 
Square on 22 March next. Come and support us! Crutches, zimmerframes, Albuterol, 

Levalbuterol, Salmeterol, Formoterol, Racemic epinephrine, Fluticasone, Budesonide, 

supplemental oxygen – whatever you can bring. Every little helps…… 

It’s that time again. The annual Ristretto 
Messiah in Monaco - my, It comes around 
fast! As per, our local yokels were joined by a 
few UK faithfuls to swell the ranks. The usual 
suspects – what on earth would we do 
without them? 

Rehearsing in our local village hall – the old Salle 
Escoffier. Yes – THE chef par excellence. Auguste 
Escoffier of the Savoy kitchens. Everyone knows 
he invented the pêche Melba in honour of the 
Australian singer Nellie Melba, and in 1897, Melba 
toast. But other less well known creations famous 
in their time were the bombe Néro (a flaming ice), 
fraises à la Sarah Bernhardt (strawberries with 
pineapple and Curaçao sorbet), baisers de Vierge 

(meringue with vanilla cream and crystallized white rose and violet petals) and suprêmes de volailles 
Jeannette (jellied chicken breasts with foie gras). He also created salade Réjane, after Gabrielle 
Réjane. And, importantly, Escoffier actually  hailed from Villeneuve Loubet! 

So carry on reading this blog and you’ll learn something new and exciting every time…. 

BUT, the coup de grâce – did you know that the notorious Maréchal Pétain owned a property 
(domaine) here in Villeneuve Loubet? They try to cover it up, but somehow Pétain’s presence here 
seems more noteworthy locally than my own. Extraordinary as that may seem, it’s 
perfectly true. 

So, here’s Graham and Gaby, 
with Hélène and Philippe to 
the right of the picture. 

No idea what’s going down in 
the notebooks, but if it’s an 
exchange of telephone 
numbers and addresses, kind 
of reassuring to know that 
some people still stick to pen 
and paper, crusty and old 
fashioned as it may seem. 

Graham and Chris  

Julian (local regular) with Mark 
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Brr! The vineyards of sunny Provence, seen the day of our dress rehearsal in Monaco on the eve of 
the concert. Several choir members were snowed under (which in this part of the world usually 
means half-an-inch) and couldn’t make the rehearsal. In the event though, the snow cleared away 
on the morrow, allowing people to come for tea -  old ladies bearing sons, shepherds abiding in the 
fields, angels fluttering wings and things – hallelujah!   Messiah (Handel’s) was especially well 
received on this occasion, with a prolonged standing ovation at the end.  

 

In the library downstairs enjoying a well-earned glass or three – Thomas, Ellie, Aidan, and Sarah : an 
excellent team of soloists. The Ristretto choir and orchestra performed like absolute angels too. 
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Rather less angelic was the same team of soloists a short while later, when my back was turned : 

 

By the way, did I say half-an-inch of snow just now?  

Look at Ménerbes, quite close to where we hold our summer Academy –  

                                 Before and after - an interesting juxtaposition, n’est-ce pas?  

But then, the recent weather has been quite extraordinary, fluctuating between one extreme and 
the other. 

Far left : day before yesterday, 
son Ben in Nice – immediately 
preceding our 15.3km walk back 
to Villeneuve (whew). 

Then yesterday, on our way to 
lunch with Susie at Le Grand Large 
– a restaurant down by the sea. 
No chic décor, no cuisine à la 
mode, just old fashioned excellent 
French cooking, provençal wines. 
And buckets of rain…. 


