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Not the finest possible tribute to Theresa perhaps, but I suppose she had to go sooner or later. I fear 
the poor dear’s been a touch maligned along the way, yet I somehow doubt that Boris will bring off 
Brexit either – indeed I fervently hope not.  

If indeed it falls to him to do so.   I’m only writing this speculatively - Conservative party leadership 
elections coming up as they are, more will be revealed in due course, no doubt. 

Personally, I feel as frustrated by the political remainers as I do by the leavers for their lack of 
cohesion and purposeful action. What goes on behind the scenes in terms of political wrangling has 
as much to do with personal ambition as anything else, so the central mission inevitably loses focus. 
And of course one should profoundly mistrust the media... 

“And now the weather - sponsored by Qatar Airways” according to Sky News. Oh yeah?  

Qatar Airways should put its money elsewhere (almost typed in the “u” – I know it’s wrong, but 
Mother was an English teacher). This time last year I’d been swimming in the sea for three weeks 
already. Haven’t managed to put a foot in this year as yet. Poor show.  



29. May 2019. Now is the month 
 
In April we celebrated Berlioz, Handel, and Monteverdi – the last mentioned born during the month 
of May 1567. Hmm - we got a bit ahead of ourselves by performing him in April, but we’re cracking 
on with plans for a full Vespers 1610 series in 2020 - concerts in France, Monaco, and Italy! 

More presently, Haydn shuffled off this mortal coil as late 
as May 1809 (the year Mendelssohn was born). 

Haydn is also very much on the cards at the moment, as 
we are contemplating our 2020 return visit to Exeter, 
their ECC choir having been over here last year. 

Missa in Angustiis, aka Nelson Mass, is on the menu, 
(chosen by Andrew, the ECC conductor) in addition to 
Bach’s double choir motet Singet dem Herrn. 

So, we’re planning a preliminary concert in Monaco 
during March/April to set us on our way for the 
subsequent visit to Blighty a couple of weeks later.  

Bach and Haydn, nice combination. 

 

A more imminent visit to the Useless Kokup is taking place at the end of next month. Nothing to do 
with Ristretto though – Susie, Paul (Elliott) and I are flying over to take part in Mark Deller’s final 
weekend as artistic director of the Stour Music festival – a post he’s held for 45 years since taking 
over from his father, Alfred. 

Photo on the right : Time? Those Indian 
cotton shirts – a hallmark of the 70’s – are 
a dead giveaway. 

Looks like O Death, where is thy sting 
from Handel’s Messiah……  

Mark on the left, conducting, papa Alfred 
in the middle, and Paul on the right.  

I think I’m correct in saying it’s in Ashford 
Parish Church, in which case I was almost 
certainly playing harpsichord continuo. 

Mark had not all that long ago taken over 
the Ashford Choral Society from John 
Gadsden, my old A-level harmony and 
counterpoint teacher. 

I rather think this Messiah was possibly 
Alfred’s first encounter with Paul, which led 
to Paul being invited to join the Deller Consort, probably at the time when our Hilliard was yet in its 
infancy and the Deller Consort flying high in the league tables. 

Paul’s career had already taken off, but this nevertheless represented a significant step forward.  
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Anyway, getting back to the point, Mark is godfather to my son, Ben, which has meant we’ve kept up 
over the years. Christmas and New Year parties at his place in Wye, concerts where I sang or played 
continuo – and I even had the honour to conduct his 70th birthday tribute concert, featuring so many 
well-known names that you’d be deafened by the clang if I started dropping them.  

So, the Deller Consort, Ashford Choral Society and Stour Music, plus running the Canterbury Festival 
until 2003 – and now finally he’s retiring… (By the way at his last, last concert we’ll be doing, among 
other things, Handel’s Dixit Dominus - ever heard of it?) 

6 May also brought the sad news of the death of Jinny Strathcona - aka Lady Jane Howard, formerly 
the Lady Strathcona and Mount Royal (during her marriage to Euan Strathcona). Jinny was Chair of 
the Schola Cantorum trustees when I was up at Oxford, and we became close friends. I remember 
visits to their splendid crescent house in Bath when Euan was Chairman of the Bath Festival during 
the Yehudi Menuhin years, and an even more memorable holiday up in Colonsay, the Hebridean 
island of which he was laird, 40 miles off the coast of Argyll.  

Thanks to that happy trip I discovered Laphroaig - still by far my favourite malt. Funnily enough, we’d 
only just got back from an SCO trip around Hungary and Italy, and I was setting out on the home 
stretch from London down to Rye, whereupon Jinny said “I’ve got a spare plane ticket up to Glasgow 
– wanna come? We’ll drive from Glasgow to Tarbert, then catch the ferry across to Colonsay, stay 
there for ten days, then you, me, Euan and the kids can drive back down to London. OK?” 

After trains, planes, concerts with hours of travelling, a few more miles wouldn’t hurt, so I said fine. 

One of the best holidays of my life…. 

 

The Strathcona Colonsay House and gardens 
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The Riasg Buidhe Cross from the 8th century, like so many ancient artefacts, evokes a curious 
primeval frisson, and the gardens, as you can see, are both historic and rather spectacular. 

Getting back to the Schola Cantorum Hungaro/Italian tour, I have a feeling that part of the trip’s 
actual purpose was to lay a ghost or two. You see, the choir had been founded in 1957 by László 
Heltay, a charismatic figure - refugee from the 1956 Hungarian uprising, who arrived in Oxford and 
eventually landed himself the job at Merton College as Director of Music. 

It didn’t take long for him to found a classy chamber choir which he called Collegium Musicum 
Oxoniense, aka CMO. The year I arrived in Oxford – 1964 – I joined the choir, under its newly 
appointed conductor, John Byrt, who promptly retitled it Schola Cantorum Oxford, aka SCO, which is 
the name it carries to this day……except that it’s now referred to simply as Schola. 

Anyway, the year before I joined up, the SCO (or CMO rather) had been to the International Choral 
Festival in Arezzo, where it had won second prize. 
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Three years later, on our visit, we won the first prize…. 

Hungary – László / Arezzo? – Second prize? Pure coincidence….?   (Too good to be true, surely.) 

Although Arezzo is unmissable, largely because of the Piero della Francesca frescoes in its church of 
San Francesco di Arezzo, the Hungarian part of our trip was generally the more memorable. Quite a 
revelation to be behind the Iron Curtain – remember, these were still the days of high communism. 
Being students though, we were under considerably less scrutiny than the average western visitor, 
and were tacitly encouraged to visit St.Stephen’s Basilica in Budapest, where a large Soviet force had 
chased revolutionaries into the building, then coldly massacred them with machinegun fire. The 
bullet marks were still in the crumbling plaster walls – a chilling reminder of the recent past. 

I’ve unearthed this photo from 1966 taken in Debrecen on the East side of Hungary, near the 
Romanian border, just after we’d reached there from Budapest…… 

 

 

 

Jinny was 32 then, and I was a ripe old 21! She often accompanied us on our trips, adding aristocratic 
lustre to the choir’s already privileged Oxford profile – on reflection not that smart a move in a 
communist state! 

In Debrecen we met up with choirs from all over the Eastern bloc – E. Germany, Russia, Hungary of 
course, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, Romania, you name it. Once assembled, we were under constant 
surveillance, each country having brought its own security personnel. Rehearsals were attended by 
almost as many KGB and Stasi officers as choristers – the poor dears mostly bored out of their minds 
having to listen to us sing.  

(Little did I know it then, but three years later I was to spend the best part of a year under another 
communist regime, having got my British Council scholarship to study conducting in Warsaw. 
Mother was pleased as punch about it all, having been herself a card-carrying Communist!) 
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The Debrecen ensemble numbered probably over 100 in toto, excluding the KGB etc, and each choir 
sang separately, prior to combining in a performance of Kodaly’s Psalmus Hungaricus with orchestra 
and tenor soloist. Having to learn it all in Hungarian – the work lasts nearly 25 minutes – was a 
challenge, but that paled into insignificance by comparison with the challenge presented by the 
basses from the Russian choir, who nailed us to the wall at the very first rehearsal. 

 The first couple of pages from the vocal score in this edition don’t show the ossia where the basses 
are invited to sing their line an octave lower, should they feel up (down?) to it. Nevertheless, such 
was Kodaly’s intention. You can see the notes dropping down to a low A, which is already swimming 
into the deep end for some basses. For the Russian brethren however, even at an octave lower, they 
were diving in at their shallow end, getting louder as the tessitura dropped, until the whole room 
shook as they hit their subterranean bottom A – yep, the one three lines below the bass stave. 

Most of us in the West knew the name Ferenc Fricsay – the great Hungarian conductor who 
appeared regularly in Vienna, Salzburg, and all over the world, having initially gone underground in 
Budapest, on account of his partly Jewish origins.  

But János Ferencsik meant precious little to us. That is until the door of the rehearsal room in 
Debrecen flew open and this man fell in, visibly and hopelessly drunk. He was led to the podium by 

two assistants, one of whom, doubtless from years of experience, 
had second-guessed the maestro’s late arrival and kicked off the 
piano rehearsal in his stead. 

Pushing the pair aside without so much as a thank-you, Ferencsik 
then took over. Fell over might be a more accurate description of 
what took place, so utterly sozzled was he. 

The rehearsal - at ten in the morning (one can only imagine what 
he’d glugged for breakfast) – went chaotically. He jumped 
between English and German with great souplesse, slurring his 
words whilst intermittently berating us and his assistants. 

We were tipped off that come the show he’d be a demon. In the 
event he certainly didn’t disappoint - having been dutifully led to 
the podium (probably couldn’t locate it otherwise), he proceeded 
to conduct an absolutely electrifying performance. 
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During the bows at the end he was sandwiched between the leader of the orchestra and the tenor 
soloist – otherwise doubtless he would have landed flat on his face in the front row of the public. 

After leaving Oxford I only saw Jinny two or three times, but I’m grateful to have known her. A real 
force of nature, she will be greatly missed. 

Indeed, one of the odd times I did see her over the years was at the ENO – the London Coliseum. I 
was conducting Mozart’s Cosi fan tutte and she suddenly appeared at my dressing room door to 
wish me luck before the performance - a typical surprise appearance! 

A propos the ENO, reading the Times the other day I stumbled across this article : 

Glen Byam Shaw was co-director of the ENO’s highly regarded Ring production with Reginald 
Goodall conducting. I’ll never forget first meeting the distinguished thespian during rehearsals for a 
Wagner Ring cycle tour, having been hauled in to join the music staff on emergency standby. He was 
the most elegant, gracious person, then into his seventies, and on my first day said something to me 
which has stuck firmly in my mind ever since. “Errol, my dear, you know that we do lots of revivals 
here” (he meant production revivals, not of old fogies like himself) “and you will be faced with a 
simple choice: the production will either be better than it was last time, or worse. There is no such 
thing as maintaining standards.” 

Wow! I’ve never heard anyone articulate that before, but it resonated with me immediately and has 
guided me throughout my entire professional life. People witter on self-righteously about 
maintaining or keeping up standards, but Glen was absolutely right - it’s a load of self-affirmatory 
bollocks.  

Cue a Reggie Goodall story…or a couple actually. 
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Just Like Glen, Reggie never allowed things to stop – for him a performance wasn’t a definitive 
moment, simply a point of reference. One night, during the opening scene of The Rhinegold, the 
enormous Coliseum stage curtain descended unbidden from the flies very slowly during the initial 
Rhinemaiden scene. It took a good five minutes to wend its way down from the top of the 
proscenium arch, as the tired, old, early 1900’s hydraulic system shrugged its shoulders and gave up 
the ghost, no longer able to cope with the enormous weight of the velvet curtain. 

The Rhinemaidens were supposedly floating up and down under water (ostensibly the River Rhine, 
the girls suspended on trapezes for theatrical effect). All was going swimmingly (that’ll do-Ed.) until 
someone noticed their heads were no longer visible. Then their necks, shoulders and waists 
disappeared until only their feet were seen, flapping away below the curtain. Professionals to the 
core, they carried on singing regardless, until…….. 

…as the curtain finally hit the deck a stage manager rushed into the pit and said “Mr. Goodall, sorry, 
but I think we’ve got to stop.” Reggie wasn’t inclined to let a mere detail like this prematurely faze 
him, but looking up at the stage, on reflection decided to heed the stage manager’s injunction. 

“What went wrong?” asked Reggie, after the orchestra had stopped playing. The poor stage 
manager was terrified that Reggie would just put on is hat and coat, walk out quietly and go home – 
which would have been a typical Goodall reaction. 

“The hydraulic system’s packed up. We’ll have to winch the curtain up by hand, and it’ll take a good 
twenty minutes. I suggest the orchestra takes a break and we send the public out for an interval as 
well. We can call everybody back in when we’re done.” 

In front of a packed house (3000+ people) Reggie said “No we won’t. The trombones came in very 
untidily at figure 3 so we’ll start by putting that right. Give us five minutes, then I’d like you to call 
the three Rhinemaidens to the front, so we can work on their bit with the orchestra just before 
Alberich comes in – that wasn’t very good either.” 

The audience was delighted. At that time Goodall was a household name in Britain, so the privilege 
of watching him rehearse was worth a good deal more than the price of the tickets. Everyone was 
mesmerised of course! 

The other story concerned the EMI recording of the entire Ring cycle, which was assembled from 
takes during live performances.  

On the morning of the very day that The Valkyrie was 
released Margaret Curphey, who was singing Sieglinde, 
bumped into Reggie on the London tube.  

He had the discs under his arm (remember those 
wonderful 12” vinyl LP’s?) and said “Hello Margaret dear, 
I’m so pleased to see you. I’ve just listened to the 
recording.”  

“Oh good. Are you happy?” 

“When you’ve got time – later today if possible – come 
round to the opera house and we’ll look at one or two 
bits from Act one that need attention.  

I’ve made some notes for you – there’s still work to do…” 
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It was almost impossible to get Reggie to take his curtain-call at the end of the show if he felt things 
hadn’t gone as well as expected. Generally it was left to tenor Alberto Remedios, our wonderful 
Siegfried, to drag him out of his dressing room and get him onstage. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Which takes us, appropriately enough, back to Glen Byam Shaw and his memorable injunction. I’d 
absolutely no idea that he’s had a fling with Siegfried Sassoon, nor did anyone else as far as I knew, 
but now it’s all out in the open – here’s the rest of the Times article of a few days ago : 



29. May 2019. Now is the month 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I was around at the time of Angela Baddeley’s death, and remember going to Glen to give him my 
personal condolences. He missed not one rehearsal. Though clearly a broken man, he sat in the stalls 
and watched the stage, giving the odd instruction through an assistant, rather than address singers 
personally. It was a most moving sight, and we all knew that he was doing it out of respect for his 
departed wife. A stage animal like him, she would not have allowed him to miss a single rehearsal. 

Funny, I was kind of shocked to read the above article, firstly because I didn’t even realise that Glen 
had known Sassoon, still less had a fling with him. I knew on the other hand that he was close to 
Olivier, and particularly Gielgud – undoubtedly the two greatest actors of the period : one a bit 
AC/DC, the other patently queer (as people used to be allowed to say) – so I might have guessed 
there’d been some hanky-panky along the line. 

Anyway, Glen invited Gielgud to do the staging for Don Giovanni – the landmark production 
celebrating the Sadler’s Wells opera company’s migration to the Coliseum in 1968. It was a disaster, 
largely because of Gielgud’s failure to relate to music and singers. 

The London Coliseum and its misbehavin’ curtains 
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Charlie Mackerras was the Mozart’s unfortunate conductor, getting more and more frustrated by 
Gielgud’s inept handling of the singers – not to mention his casual disregard for Charlie himself. In 
those days the conductor was king pin – not the stage director! 

Matters came to a head during a stage and orchestra rehearsal when Gielgud wanted to stop 
everything in the middle of the Act one finale. Those of you familiar with the score of Don Giovanni 
will know that there are no less than three offstage chamber orchestras playing at the same time as 
the main one in the pit – bit of a sweat to coordinate, as I know only too well from having done the 
offstage conducting myself. 

At the most inopportune moment possible Gielgud rushed down to the front of the stalls, shouting 
“Charles, Charles, stop! Do please stop!” Irritated by the request, Charlie simply stopped conducting,  
folded his arms and gazed at the ceiling while things steadily ground to a halt in the pit - but the 
offstage people, blissfully unaware of the hold-up, soldiered on regardless. To Gielgud’s absolute 
fury…….. “Stop! Stop! Stop!” he shouted into the wings “Stop that DREADFUL music!”. 

Mozart….dreadful music….. Oh well. 

On another tack, there was the time at a rehearsal of The Rape of Lucrece (or something similarly 
Shakespearean) where the leading lady had to stab herself to death. The celebrated actress Irene 
Worth was playing Lucretia, and they were rehearsing her suicide. The production had already been 
done elsewhere, so it was simply a matter if putting back the pieces in the right order. 

Peter Brook was directing, and Gielgud was in attendance. “Peter darling” says Irene “I know there’s 
something wrong here – last time I was up on a plinth.” 

In a flash Gielgud came back “Would that have been Plinth Philip, dear, or Plinth Charles?” 

These are examples of the elegant means of expression frequently associated with homosexuality in 
the bad old days. You have only to look at some of Oscar Wilde’s or Noel Coward’s quips to 
acknowledge the skilful gesturing with the mother tongue that was native to the old-fashioned gay 
community. People loved and respected it, and looked forward to the next off-the-cuff, camp put-
down, send-up, or whatever. 

Certainly in the theatre, opera, and music business homosexuality wasn’t simply “tolerated”. It was 
embraced as part of the scene, contrary to what went on in the outside world, where it was at that 
stage illegal. Removing the illegality was definitely a good move, but does the current politically 
correct legitimising, fawning, institutionalising - with all its attendant consequences - necessarily 
represent an improvement?  I wonder…… 

Leaving things vague might have been better, allowing people to intelligently draw their own 
conclusions, rather than being told what to think. I rather feel our abandonment of classical 
education has messed that up. Education, alas, having become centred on narrowly focused training 
in the actuality of life, and its concomitant obsession with career building. Look no further. 

So, back to where we started off:  Boris Johnson, a man with a classical education……  

Ironically his undoubtedly charismatic style of utterance stems from exactly what I am saying. 
Although his ideas (if indeed he has any) are articulated in such a way as to slither easily into 
people’s consciousness and find acceptance - blatantly opportunistic though he may be.  

Probably because of this classical education - and I’m definitely not invoking Eton here - he 
instinctively avoids the kind of formulaic dogma that brought Theresa May to her knees.  
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In fact political correctness and formulaic means of expression are in my humble opinion both 
enemies of our times, so on that note I’ll just finish with the happy event of the month : 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


