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Forging a Career 

 

Usually the first job for an  aspiring soloist is to find an agent, indispensable for procuring 
concert and broadcast dates. In this I had a distinct advantage, having been gently managed 
since my mid-teens by the all-powerful international agency Ibbs & Tillett, run by the 
formidable Emmie Tillett. Emmie had taken over the running of the business after the death 
of her husband, John, and, although softly spoken, she had tremendous presence. She was 
both loved and feared, and became known as the Duchess of Wigmore Street, where the 
office was situated.  

I & T  had an almost virtual monopoly of music society, choral society and orchestral 
bookings in the U.K. and was also a powerful international player.My solo recital work was 
handled by one of the spinster ladies, Sadie Lereculey, orchestral dates by Beryl Ball, and, if 
you were told that Mrs. Tillett wanted to speak to you on the telephone, you knew that a big 
London date was in the offing. So, almost immediately I was inundated with offers of 
concerts all over the country and regularly had most winter months fully booked.   On one 
occasion I looked into the forthcoming concerts column in the magazine Music and 
Musicians to see that I was performing a Beethoven concerto in Leeds and a Mozart 
concerto in Bournemouth….on the same night! 

The other imperative, at that time, was to give a Wigmore Hall recital in London, which 
would be attended by all the national music critics and journalists. I did that on June 28th in 
1967. 

 



I played (from memory) Sonatas by Mozart, Prokofiev and Bartok, also Brahms Variations on 
a Theme of Handel, and three Preludes by Debussy.  The concert went well and garnered 
some good reviews. In particular the headline on the Daily Telegraph piece by Martin Cooper 
announced  ‘Alan (sic) Schiller in the first flight’. That did me no harm at all. 

In the 1960’s,  the vast network of small music societies certainly gave soloists plenty of 
exposure and invaluable experience in building programmes and broadening the repertoire. 
Dedicated bands of enthusiasts gave much time and energy to running these clubs and did 
wonderful work.  At the same time, the Regional Arts Associations held annual conferences 
to which all these societies would send a delegate. There, a society might say that they 
wanted Schiller for a recital. Then others in the same locality would agree to offer him a  
date in the same week , and so a mini-tour would evolve. It was in everyone’s interest: the 
artist had a string of concerts, and  the societies saved on travel expenses. You might agree a 
lower fee for each concert, if you had a series in one week. 

Of course, the music societies were not always able to supply you with a good piano, or even 
a warm and comfortable performing space. But they made up for  these deficiencies with 
their enthusiasm. Sometimes the Chairpersons of a club might be lacking in tact and 
diplomacy. Denis Matthews told me of a greeting that he received on arrival in a northern 
town: ‘We really wanted to book Kathleen Jones ( another talented ex-student of Fanny 
Waterman at the beginning of her career) but we had to have you because she had another 
engagement!’  I remember myself playing in a contemporary chamber group playing in 
Seaton, South Devon, where a rather bossy chairlady swept onto the stage to introduce the 
musicians and  to make some announcements. Her final words were: ‘I have some very good 
news – the Arts Council has increased our grant for next season and we will be able to book 
much better artistes!’ 

To save the expense of a hotel, the music societies would invariably put the players up in a 
member’s home, and the standards of hospitality varied tremendously. In those days, 
central heating was but a twinkle in most home-owners’ eyes so icy conditions were 
frequently encountered. My horn trio ( with Ifor James on  horn  and Nona Liddell on  violin) 
arrived in  Tavistock during the oil crisis of 1973.   

                       



 Ifor and I were allocated accommodation with a family whose head was a leader of a 
Dartmoor rescue team. We returned to the house after a concert in a freezing church 
longing for a warming whisky, but were offered a cup of tea which we drank while our host 
stood in front of the fire blocking the heat. We then had to share a bedroom, the beds had 
cold nylon sheets and there was a noisy freezer outside our door. An almost sleepless night, 
with numerous trips to the loo, was finally ended at around 6.30 with their eight year old  
child starting his violin practise – presumably in the hope of impressing the visiting 
musicians. 

Equally disastrous was a stay in Stoke. I was full of cold when I arrived the day before I was 
to play Brahms’ 1st Concerto with the local orchestra. My host met me at the railway station 
and immediately bored me to tears with his boasting about the number of tapes he had 
made of broadcast concerts, and his knowledge of the chamber music repertoire. 

At dinner his poor wife and young daughter were kept out of the conversation, and by 9 
o’clock I was desperate to get up to bed and away from him. But it was a case of out of the 
frying pan into the deep freezer! After another ear battering next morning I rang the station 
and was relieved to find that there was a train back to London that evening at 20.45hrs. I 
told him that there was a domestic crisis back home in London and that I had to leave 
immediately after the concerto. He was aghast, claiming that I might rush the performance, 
but |I told him not to worry about that. The applause was still ringing in the hall as I ran to 
the station. 

At the other end of the spectrum was my stay at Gryce Hall, near Huddersfield. I was to give 
a series of three concerts in the area and , shortly before the time, I received a letter from 
Lord George Savile asking if I would like to stay with him. As a little boy Fanny Waterman had 
taken two or three of her child pupils to play for him, and he had remembered my 
performance from all those years ago. His ‘man’ collected me from the station in a Rolls 
Royce, took me to Gryce Hall, took my suitcase from me and even unpacked and laid out my 
clothes in my room! Lord Savile was a very sweet man so it was very easy to feel totally at 
ease in his beautiful home as we had a pre-dinner drink. The crowning moment for me, 
though, was when his butler came to the door of the drawing-room and announced ‘Dinner 
is served, m’lord!’  The next morning the butler came to wake me, opened my curtains, drew 
a bath for me and laid out my clothes on the  bed ready for me  to dress! That was a truly 
memorable experience. Lord Savile died at Gryce Hall in 2008, just before his 90th birthday. 

My home base at this time was in Ealing, West London. I had a room (with Baby Belling 
table-top cooker and piano) in the home of a lovely family- Ian and Monique Stirling and 
their three young children, all of whom have gone on to make successful careers in music. It 
was rather like returning to Henley where I had such a happy time with Denis, Mira and their 
family. The Stirlings looked after me well and I didn’t have  to use the Baby Belling to cook on 
too often. Ian enjoyed playing duets with me and also helping me prepare new concertos  by 
playing the orchestral part on his second piano. When, in 1967, he had to move to Essex for 
work, I was able to purchase a one bedroom maisonette in Finchley. Even with the amount 
of work I was getting,  it was a worrying investment as the volume of work never really 
translated into a substantial income. And being free-lance always meant that the following 
year’s earnings were an unknown quantity. Around this time I was invited to a party at a 
small mansion in Swiss Cottage in London and got drawn into conversation with a rather 



obnoxious woman who was boasting about her residence and second property in the West 
Country. When she heard I was a musician she let me know that her son had wanted to be a 
composer. ‘He is always looking for new chords,’ she said, ‘and sometimes he finds one! ‘But 
I told him that he couldn’t become a musician as he had to earn a living’. Then she turned to 
me and declared ‘Of course, you are indulging, aren’t you?’ 

In the late 1960s, concerts for music societies made up the bulk of my engagements, but 
work from the B.B.C. soon grew to almost equal it. I remember my debut recital in the 
Concert Hall in Broadcasting House in London. It was live, on 28th June, 1966 at 10.30 in the 
morning, with no audience. It included the Second Sonata by Hindemith and I played from 
memory. The courage of youth!  I don’t think I would even attempt Baa Baa Black Sheep 
from memory in a live broadcast today. 

 

 In 1966 I also played the Rachmaninov  Paganini Variations in a  Promenade Concert with 
the B.B.C. Symphony conducted by Sir Malcolm Sargent. It was my first performance of the 
work so I was decidedly nervous, and my anxiety was increased by Sir Malcolm starting the 
piece at a faster tempo than we had taken at rehearsal.  But I survived. Sargent, like some 
other conductors, including, Sir Georg Solti, had less than favourable reputations with 
orchestral players, but, to quote a favourite saying of my mother, ‘I must speak as I find’. 
Both men were terrifically helpful to this raw, young performer. 

                         

Sir Malcolm had shown great thoughtfulness when I was a student in Moscow by asking my 
parents if he could bring anything out to me when he came on tour. In the event he brought 
a parcel of goodies with him, and had me invited to lunch at the embassy to  hand it over 
personally. 


