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The Road to Moscow 

I arrived in Moscow with a dictionary, a  'Teach Yourself  Russian' book  and the words  'Da', 
'Nyet' and 'Zdrastvyetyo'.   My arrival in Moscow was on 29th January 1962 on  Flight BE910 
at 16.45.  I had been kitted out with a long sheepskin coat which proved to be more than 
welcome as I stepped off the Comet 4B aircraft into a temperature way below freezing.  It 
also made me easily identifiable, it being the only one in Moscow - I later became known to 
locals as 'the boy in the sheepskin coat’! 

But the road to Moscow had started some twelve years earlier when I had my very first 
piano lessons. That would have been in 1949, when I was six years old. My  mother and 
father  were both first generation children of Russian Jewish immigrants: paternal 
grandparents from Kaunas (Lithuania) and maternal grandparents from Lviv (Ukraine).  

My parents were born in England: my mother in London, and my father, Louis, in Leeds. He 
was a professional violinist – a very fine player, who also played saxophone and clarinet. 
Although for much of his life my father  earned his living playing in dance bands and theatre 
orchestras, his first love was classical music. I always admired his beautiful tone and 
wonderful intonation, and I’m sure that  he would  have made a first-rate orchestral violinist, 
or string quartet player. But being from a relatively poor background he was unable to 
continue his musical studies beyond the age of fifteen. 

                       

       With parents and sister Helen 



My mother was the home maker, and had no musical talent. My elder sister, Helen, had 
been learning the violin but then, at the age of eleven, she was sent to a teacher just down 
the road. He was not a very nice man – supposedly he rapped her on the knuckles when she 
made mistakes, and she soon gave up. She wanted then to try the piano and so, on the 
understanding that I would share lessons with her, my parents bought an upright piano.  

I wasn’t part of that discussion of course, being only six. I’d seen and heard a pianola at a 
friend’s house and I thought that was wonderful – you made all kinds of music just by 
pumping the pedals! So I probably thought that playing the piano would be just as easy. In 
the event it proved to be so for me. People said I was a ‘natural’. 

  

Just one year later I was an entrant in the under 12’s class playing The Butterfly Dance in the 
Harrogate Musical Festival. Although I was short of a Distinction grade by one mark, my 
performance elicited the following remarks from Herbert Howells, organist and composer of 
much Anglican church music, who was the adjudicator: ‘His little fingers were little 
hammers. His heart was a lion’s. He was without fear and he laid down the law like a future 
prime minister.’ It soon became obvious that I had a special talent  and the headmistress of 
the infants school that I attended called my mother in and told her that I should be sent to 
the best teacher we could find 

We were fortunate that a young woman had recently returned to Leeds from London, where 
she had graduated at the Royal Academy of Music, and had set up a teaching practice. Her 
name was Fanny Waterman. Later she, together with Marion Harewood, founded the Leeds 
International Piano Competition, developing the potential of many fine young pianists, and 
later became a Dame of the British Empire.  But even in her early teaching days she was an 
ambitious young woman and insisted on auditioning would-be students. My sister and I both 
played an audition for her, but  she chose only me to become  one of her pupils. 



                

She was a hard task master. Each piece had to be memorised with both hands together and 
also each hand separately; and you had to be able to start from any bar in the piece. In 
addition, correct fingering was required on every note, and all these details meant that you 
were totally secure when you performed the work. From her I was to learn how  to produce 
pearly scale passage work, wonderful legato and staccato, and to use the pedals to  create 
subtleties in colouring. 

 

At this time my father was in the Harrogate Municipal Orchestra, playing for the shows in the 
Royal Hall. Helen and I would occasionally be taken along to a musical or variety show to 
hear famous artists of the day such as the singers Ann Ziegler and Webster Booth. Dad had 
stories to tell of how their behaviour to each other backstage belied the sweet image they 
portrayed on stage.  

The Hallé Orchestra also paid a visit to the hall each year for a series of concerts there, and 
the manager of the hall, Mr. Baxter,  arranged for me to play for Sir John Barbirolli, their 
principal conductor. This I did, and, as a result Sir John was impressed and there and then 
invited me to be the soloist in a charity concert at Leeds Town Hall later that year.  

                        

(End of Sample Chapter 1) 


