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            To my grandchildren, Jessica, Ben, Emily, Jack, Joshua and Ella,

and please all find proper jobs and don’t ever consider

following in Grandad’s footsteps.
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            CHAPTER ONE

            THREE QUESTIONS

         

         ‘Where did you go to school?’

         ‘Are you a Jewish boy?’

         ‘Can you start on Monday?’

         
             

         

         Three questions that changed my life.

         
             

         

         I was well aware of the name of Victor Hochhauser; every weekend the newspapers carried his announcements for Sunday night concerts at the Royal Albert Hall and his seasons of Russian ballet and folk-dance companies. In one of those chance opportunities that seem to arrive just when they are most needed, my father had mentioned to Arnold Wesker, the playwright, that I was looking for a job in the entertainment business. The timing had been opportune because Wesker had soon afterwards met Hochhauser and mentioned that he knew a young lad who was looking for employment. It so happened that Hochhauser had such a vacancy and so I was summoned to meet the man himself.

         The number 28 bus no longer starts from Golders Green but for all the time I lived there it did. Gliding out of the station depot, it cruised along the Finchley Road, turning off at West End Lane and eventually emerging at Notting Hill Gate before trundling down Kensington Church Street and on south. ‘Look for the fridge shop on the corner of Church Street and Bedford Gardens,’ I had been told. Once we got beyond Notting Hill Gate, I peered out, eager not to miss my stop. In between the antiques shops, jewellers and galleries was indeed, rather incongruously, a shop selling fridges. The office I was looking for was directly above this. 12

         I mounted the stairs and emerged into a small general office with two girls busy at their typewriters. After a short wait – during which time the telephone barely stopping ringing – I was shown into a much larger room overlooking the street. A big man wearing a dark suit and heavy-framed glasses sat at a desk. The interview was brief, consisting of those three questions:

         Where did you go to school? University College School, Hampstead.

         Are you a Jewish boy? Yes.

         Can you start on Monday? Yes.

         There followed a supplementary question: ‘How much do you expect to earn?’ I pitched in at ten pounds a week, an advance of two pounds over what I had been earning at Pathé Newsreel, my last permanent job. He agreed immediately, suggesting that this was perhaps not to be my finest piece of negotiation.

         I started working for Victor Hochhauser the following week. It was August 1964 and I was eighteen years old. And while I had not started out with any burning desire to be a concert promoter, I was nonetheless now very excited at the prospect of working for one of the best known names in the business. I had managed to dodge the family business of accountancy and I immediately felt that this was a field in which I would feel very much at home. I grabbed the opportunity with both hands.

         I was allocated a space at the back of the outer office in a cubby hole alongside filing cabinets full of old programmes and paperwork of all kinds. Here were records going back over twenty years. All the correspondence with artists and their managers, the orchestras and, of course, the Russians. The constant ringing of the telephone was punctuated by Mr Hochhauser’s voice booming out at every new call, ‘Who’s on the phone?’ No sooner had someone tried to respond than another call would come in and the endless litany would continue. It was akin to undertaking a crash course in concert promoting.

         My reading was augmented by daily practical lessons. ‘Book a pianist for the Albert Hall Sunday concert!’ was a command suddenly bellowed from the inner sanctum. On hearing these barked orders, Gillian, Mr Hochhauser’s long-suffering secretary, would kindly guide me on. ‘Ring Ibbs and Tillett,’ (who were famous artists’ agents) she said. They were still quoting fees in 13guineas (a guinea being the equivalent of £1.05). When I reported to Mr Hochhauser that I had found somebody on Ibbs’ list and beaten their fee down from sixty to forty guineas, I was immediately instructed by Mr Hochhauser to ‘offer them pounds’. It was a useful lesson: never accept the fee proposed and be creative with your negotiation. I had negotiated but the guineas-to-pounds discount was one I had not thought of.

         It was not long after I had started work than I was made aware of my predecessor and allusions to his supposed ‘misdemeanours’, which were never fully explained. Robert Patterson was a few years older than I was. Before working for Mr Hochhauser, he had already done some work as an actor and also worked with the theatrical producer Harold Fielding. He had been entrusted with shepherding the Hochhausers’ four children on visits abroad as well as being expected to look after ballet tours and concerts, and probably make the tea and coffee as well. He had recently left and had had the impudence to set up on his own – which, I guessed, was actually the full extent of his crimes. Not only that, but he had hired the Royal Albert Hall and was putting on a group called the Swingle Singers – an impressive booking.

         A few days after learning of this fact, I noticed the stub of a five-shilling (25p) standing ticket for the Swingle Singers’ concert in Mr Hochhauser’s ashtray. As innocently as I could, I enquired, ‘What are the Swingle Singers, Mr Hochhauser?’

         ‘Rubbish,’ he said. ‘Rubbish put on by Patterson. If I offered a few pounds more I could get them but who wants it?’

         Clearly the public did as the concert had sold out. Mr Hochhauser lost no opportunity in denigrating Patterson, as I often heard him doing during telephone conversations.

         ‘I’ve got a young man working here, Raymond Gubbay. Would you take a booking from him?’ he asked a venue manager one day whilst trying to impede Patterson’s efforts to book a hall. But despite Mr Hochhauser’s efforts, Robert Patterson went on to a major career, promoting international artists and tours and, in many ways, he blazed a trail for so many of the promoters who followed him and who work in the middle of the road and light entertainment fields.

         I began working in Kensington Church Street when Victor Hochhauser was at the height of his powers. At forty-one, he had already broken new 14ground with a visit by the Kirov Ballet to the Royal Opera House. He maintained a virtual monopoly on bringing artists from the Soviet Union, had introduced David Oistrakh to the West, brought Richter for tours and had organised festivals for Russian artists and orchestras, none of which would have happened without the active involvement of his wife, Lillian, then three years his junior, although subsequent references to her in the press indicate that the age gap may have somehow later widened.

         A glamorous mother of four young children, Lillian managed to look after the family, the business and Victor. She would smooth over his constant gaffes. While she would be talking softly on the telephone to rectify some slight caused by her husband, he would be calling out ‘Who’s on the phone, Lee?’ (as he called her). Cupping the mouthpiece, she would tell him to be quiet but his persistence would eventually draw from her the caller’s name. ‘Tell him to go to hell, Lee. Tell him to go to hell.’

         The cacophony was at times unremitting but it was great training – if you could work in this atmosphere, you could work anywhere. Also, it was very unpredictable; no two days were ever the same, which I really liked.

         One day, quite early on, I found myself alone with Mr Hochhauser when the doorbell rang. ‘Who’s at the door?’ he called out.

         I went down the stairs to see, aware as I descended of being followed at a distance by the figure of Mr Hochhauser, his large frame blocking the light from the office above. I opened the door to find a gentleman dressed seemingly all in black but with a white shirt just visible under the gabardine. A homburg, a long beard and extensive side-whiskers completed the picture. He said something in Yiddish, which I do not understand, and Mr Hochhauser, now standing right behind me, ushered him in. An old friend come to call was my first thought, as nobody normally got beyond the threshold without an appointment.

         After some minutes, Mr Hochhauser called through to me on the internal telephone, ‘Can you make a cup of coffee for my friend?’ Every few minutes some new request: did I have a map of London? How did one get to Leicester Square? Finally, he asked did I have a couple of pounds (a small fortune coming from Mr Hochhauser) in the petty cash for his friend? After the best part of an hour they emerged together from the office still talking animatedly in Yiddish. Mr Hochhauser showed him down the stairs, with me following, 15and let him out. As he closed the door, he turned to me and said, ‘Raymond, you mustn’t let people like that in here.’ So not a friend after all! Clearly the man had been ‘tipped the wink’ by somebody in the know and had turned up on the basis of assuming that Mr Hochhauser would not send him away empty handed; he was absolutely right.

         Occasionally, as I lived near the Hochhausers, I would get a lift from one of them. One morning I had arranged to meet Mr Hochhauser at his house so that we could drive to a meeting. He had a lovely Jaguar and a penchant for reversing out of his drive in the full expectation that everything passing on the Finchley Road would stop for him. On this occasion, as he started to back out, two double-decker busses were bearing down on him from both directions, tooting their horns like crazy and forcing him to pull up very sharply. ‘Anti-Semitic swine,’ was his only comment.

         In the office one day, I overheard Mr Hochhauser talking very loudly on the telephone to Mstislav Rostropovich. It appeared that the great cellist was about to elope with the Countess of Harewood, the former concert pianist Marion Stein. Mr Hochhauser was warning Slava, as Rostropovich was known, that he would have nothing more to do with him if he went ahead with his plan. The story never went any further but the consequences had it have done so would have been profound. This was the 1960s and, although the decade was subsequently dubbed the Swinging Sixties, polite society wasn’t yet ready for such behaviour from the wife of the Queen’s cousin. In the end though, the Harewoods did divorce three years later and Marion Stein married the Liberal politician Jeremy Thorpe in 1973. I even saw them together many years later at one of the recitals I promoted for Ivo Pogorelich at the Barbican.

         After just a few weeks in the office, I undertook my first touring assignment working with the Moiseyev Dance Company who were performing a three-week season at the Royal Albert Hall immediately after the conclusions of the BBC Proms season, followed by a regional tour. The company included, at the time, the granddaughter of Anastas Mikoyan, the Soviet Foreign Secretary who had joined with Lenin at the time of the 1917 revolution. This created a lot of newspaper interest and even a press story drawing parallels with Winston Churchill and his actress daughter, Sarah.

         To all intents and purposes, I was Mr Hochhauser’s quasi-representative 16on the spot. Looking back, I find it hard to imagine how he could have placed quite so much trust in me. True, I was cheap labour and he was never that far away in case of urgency but, at the same time, this was the era of telephone boxes and letters in the post; both mobile phones and email were decades in the future. Being young, I was not at all daunted by the weight of my responsibilities, and I was lucky. The company spoke little, if any, English but the interpreters working for Mr Hochhauser were very experienced and could be relied upon for sensible, helpful advice. Nonetheless, it was extraordinary, marshalling three coach loads of Russians round the country, making sure they knew when to be ready, getting the luggage properly labelled so it ended up at the right hotel (if we were spread over more than one, as did happen sometimes), liaising with the theatres in advance so they knew what set-up was required and so on. On a few occasions, I even went to the bank with one of the Russians and cashed a cheque for £4,000 which we carried off in a shoe box – that was quite an experience as I had never seen that much money in my life. It was a whole new world which I loved; I could never imagine going back to work with a nine-to-five job in an office.

         The year 1964 was the height of Beatlemania and Moiseyev was persuaded by Mr Hochhauser to dress four of the male dancers in Beatles outfits for one of the numbers. I was sent to Carnaby Street, then the street to visit for outré clothing, to find suitable attire including wigs. Fortunately, common sense in the shape of Igor Moiseyev’s theatrical nous took over and the idea was dropped, but not until after quite a lot of press publicity had been generated.

         On the first night at the Albert Hall, I had to take a chair onstage and move a microphone at the start of a number for one of the musicians. He was accompanying the performer in The Fight of the Two Urchins, a comedy number where just one character with his back arched and moving nimbly on hands and feet portrays two boys fighting each other. The special costume he wore completed the illusion. I got a big round of applause but managed to delegate the task elsewhere once Mr Hochhauser announced that I would have to don a folk costume for every subsequent performance.

         Once the season got under way, the daily routine of performances became very enjoyable and I liked working at the Royal Albert Hall. Somewhere in the bowels of the hall near the backstage area were the 17boilers and it was quite normal to see through an open door the stoker, legs stretched out in front of him, having a snooze whilst the fire from the open boiler door warmed the room.

         The Royal Albert Hall at the time was lost in a time warp. The traditions which had been established when the hall opened in 1871 were very largely still in place. The Honorary Corps of Stewards with their silver badges, sometimes handed down from father to son, were in charge of the public areas. Backstage was cramped with barely enough space for a big company like the Moiseyev. The wigs were ‘dressed’ in the corridor, costume rails were shoved into any available space and the dressing room accommodation, such as it was, was very cramped. Front-of-house facilities were not that much better with inadequate bars and, at that time, no permanent restaurant. The staff though were wonderful, very helpful and with seemingly endless patience for a young tyro like me. The company too was fun when they could relax but all too often one felt the dead hand of the commissars and their acolytes controlling the reactions and emotions of the entire company. One funny moment was when one of the dancers asked me if I could get him some ‘preservatives’. Innocent as I was, it took some considerable time and a bit of graphic miming to make me realise that he was not after all talking about jars of strawberry jam. The staff at the artists’ entrance became my friends and Tom, who manned the switchboard in a cubby hole near Door Six (the main entrance on Kensington Gore), was a lively soul. ‘How are you today?’ I’d ask as I passed by. ‘Up and down like a bride’s nightie,’ was the usual response.

         Then one day, quite suddenly in the middle of the season, there was a panic. In Moscow, Nikita Khrushchev, First Secretary of the Communist Party and therefore head of state, had been deposed in a putsch and it looked as though the company might have to return home immediately. The atmosphere backstage became tense but after a couple of days the crisis passed. ‘I see Khrushchev’s been kicked out,’ I said, not very diplomatically, to one of the more senior artists who had a smattering of English. ‘Khrushchev old, Khrushchev sleep,’ was the enigmatic response. I do not think Khrushchev would have seen it quite that way as he was forced into retirement.

         When the Albert Hall season finished, I found myself out on tour almost 18on my own with over one hundred Russians. The first regional date was the Brighton Hippodrome on what turned out to be the last show at the theatre and we moved around the remains of the old Moss Empire theatre circuit for the next few weeks. This was a time of decline for regional theatres and the Moss Empire circuit was but a shadow of its former self. In its heyday, between about the 1930s and 1950s, this great chain of theatres – which included the London Palladium and the Hippodrome in Leicester Square – had been hugely influential and the biggest touring circuit in the country, providing regular work for many performers. The rise of television coinciding with the decline of the music halls and variety houses had had a major effect on its business.

         When we arrived in Manchester, I received a call from Mr Hochhauser. He told me he needed me to send a telegram in his name from Manchester, as he wanted to get out of going to a wedding. ‘Write this down,’ he ordered. The opening word was ‘mazeltov’. Pretending ignorance, I asked him to repeat it not once but twice. I heard him scream out to his wife, ‘Lee, Lee, he’s a Jewish boy and he doesn’t even know how to spell mazeltov.’

         During the tour, the company returned briefly to London to appear in the Royal Variety Show at the London Palladium. It was an exciting experience for me to see so many well-known faces all together. I sat in the stalls during rehearsals listening to Robert Nesbitt, who always directed the show, being rude to Lena Horne because she would not follow his advice about what she should be singing. Tommy Cooper was very funny and Gracie Fields sang a number of her best known songs.

         The tour staggered on but the audiences were not that great. Earlier tours of the Red Army and various folk ensembles had been very popular but the trouble with Moiseyev’s company was that it was a little too classy. Moiseyev was a great choreographer – after all, he had been the original choreographer of Khachaturian’s Spartacus many years previously for a production at the Bolshoi. He had a knack of being able to take folk melodies and forge them into interesting choreographic dances. In his work, there was even an occasional harking back to an earlier, pre-Revolutionary age, almost as if a curtain would suddenly be drawn aside quite unexpectedly on a small slice of Russian provincial life as it might once have been. As a Jew who had to both carefully and loyally follow the official Soviet line, it was his 19neck that was quite literally on the line should anyone try to defect. The gopak which ended the show was an endless kaleidoscope of acrobatic twirls and leaps ending with one of the soloists launching himself to jump, legs akimbo, above the whole company. However, to my mind the best of all was Partisans, recalling the brave bands of Russian fighters who harried the invading Germans in the Second World War. The opening sequence of seemingly mounted riders weaving and circling the stage still remains in my memory to this day.

         Although artists and ensembles from the Soviet Union were always warmly welcomed by British audiences, the strong feelings of friendship and common alliance made during the Second World War had come to an end. The Berlin Airlift of 1948, when the ‘Reds’, as the Russians were commonly called, tried unsuccessfully to force the Allied forces of Britain, France and the USA to abandon Berlin, had put an end to any semblance of unity between the Soviet Union and the other victorious Allied powers.

         The Soviets tried very hard to persuade their citizens that life in the West, as portrayed to them, was just a front. When the Bolshoi Ballet came to London in 1956, they had been told that the shops had all been specially altered for their drive down Oxford Street and that the goods on display were not normally there. Of course, nobody in the company, probably not even the most diehard member of the Communist Party, believed this but they had to pretend that they did. This perpetual state of unreality always had to be maintained, not least because nobody ever quite knew who was informing on whom. The system relied on a web of informers at every level.

         It did not take me long to work out that the company was riddled with a hierarchy of apparatchiks who had to report on their fellow performers. There was also a beefy looking young man who appeared to have no official function.

         ‘What does Boris do?’ I asked the interpreter one day, in an innocent-sounding voice.

         ‘He’s here to look at the stages,’ she replied.

         He was, as I discovered, rather more than that; it was he who actually controlled the network of informers, using them to keep abreast of any potential problems. On tour, it was he who decided who could share rooms and even who had to accompany whom for shopping trips. Everything was 20totally controlled by him as it was his neck that was quite literally on the line should anyone try to defect.

         In Bristol, we had a visit from Rudolph Nureyev, who had himself defected three years earlier. Margot Fonteyn’s secretary accompanied him and I was asked by Mr Hochhauser to look after them. I greeted them front of house before the Saturday matinee, saw them seated and arranged interval refreshments. At the end of the performance, Nureyev insisted on going backstage. When the company members saw him, they all pointedly turned their backs on him, even when he tried talking directly to some of the dancers. There were even hisses and some seemingly mild but probably to him quite offensive barracking. He left shortly afterwards through the stage door, dejected and sorrowful at having been unable to talk to anybody. I felt afterwards that some of the performers would really have loved the opportunity to engage with him in conversation but they were simply too afraid to do so.

         Our last date on the tour was Liverpool. We travelled the short distance from Manchester on the Sunday and were due to open at the Empire Theatre the following day. On the Sunday itself, the Beatles were playing two concerts at the theatre and Mr Moiseyev asked me to arrange for him to see the show. There were of course no seats available so I found myself standing at the back of the stalls with him and his wife waiting for the Fab Four to appear. The compere worked the audience up to a frenzy, spelling out each name in turn and encouraging ever louder roars each time. It was almost impossible to hear the Beatles perform at all such were the unending screams and roars from the audience. Just before the end of the second performance, I went backstage to watch the last few minutes from the wings. As the curtain came down on the final number, the four rushed offstage and out of the stage door into a waiting car. Before the audience even had a chance to realise that they were not coming back on stage, they were long gone. After that performance, our opening the following evening seemed to lack a certain something.

         At the end of the tour, which had not been a great financial success, the Hochhausers arranged a farewell dinner for the company. There was a lot of false bonhomie over a very mediocre meal, at the end of which Mr Hochhauser stood up to make a speech. ‘My dear friends,’ he began, ‘all good 21things must come to an end and the time has come for us to part,’ and so on in a similar vein. He concluded by saying, ‘So let’s hope that in two or three years’ time, you’ll be back for another tour.’ The next day, I drove back with him from the airport after we had seen them off on their way home. ‘Two years,’ he said. ‘I hope they don’t come back in twenty years.’

         With the tour over, I found myself once more back in the office amidst the usual cacophony of calls, shouts and mild expletives. Besides the tours and seasons which he arranged, Victor Hochhauser was well-known for his Sunday night concerts at the Royal Albert Hall. These were often the music of Tchaikovsky or Strauss, popular concertos or concerts that would reliably draw audiences into the hall on a Sunday evening. From the late 1940s, he had a virtual monopoly on these and they continued to flourish, albeit on a diminishing scale, until after the Barbican opening in 1982. Allowing for the BBC Promenade Concerts and certain other regular events, he probably had about thirty Sunday nights a year. I had to attend many of these, including one at which Sir Malcolm Sargent was conducting the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra.

         It was early in the New Year in 1965. Winston Churchill was seriously ill and there was grave concern that he might not pull through. After every movement of the New World Symphony, which made up the second half of the concert, Sargent put down his baton and came offstage. He wanted to know if there was any news. He had even asked the orchestral librarian, George Brownfoot, to include in each musician’s folder of music the slow movement of Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony, often played at funerals, just in case, as he was clearly determined to be the first with a tribute. In the event, Churchill survived for a couple more weeks and the concert ended without any changes.

         I quickly became accustomed to spending my Sundays at the Royal Albert Hall. One day I sat next to Mr Hochhauser during an afternoon performance by Tony Praxmeyer’s Gay Tyrolese from Kitzbuhl, not a natural title nowadays for family entertainment. This happy group of thigh-slapping, smiling Tyrolians in traditional lederhosen entertained a capacity audience with an Austrian knees-up. Mr Hochhauser was smiling broadly, ‘Rubbish, isn’t it? But they love it,’ he said, indicating the audience.

         I stayed on for the evening concert, not promoted by Mr Hochhauser, but 22the very first London appearance of the New Philharmonia Orchestra after they had reformed themselves into a self-governing organisation following Walter Legge’s decision to disband the old Philharmonia Orchestra. Again, it was a capacity audience, a completely full house, only the music was rather more sublime – Verdi’s great Requiem, conducted by Carlo Maria Giulini, who had wanted to show his support for the new orchestra. For the ride home on the 28 bus I was almost floating on air.

         
             

         

         The next tour was due to take place in the spring. ‘The Red Navy Choir’ was actually one of several ensembles attached to various naval stations around the Soviet Union. The name had been invented for the purposes of this tour in a clever move by Victor Hochhauser to follow on from the enormous success enjoyed in Britain by the Red Army Choir, which had captured the public’s imagination as representative of our great wartime ally rather than the acceptable face of a repressive Cold War regime only just recovering from the excesses of Uncle Joe Stalin’s purges. This group was based in the Crimea and was notionally part of the Black Sea Fleet. However, I think the attachment must have been rather tenuous as the all-singing, all-dancing group looked as though it had hardly ever been to sea.

         We opened the ten-week tour at the Bristol Hippodrome. Each programme started with the two national anthems, ours emerging in guttural Russian tones as ‘God save their gracious Queen’, and included the obligatory rendering in broken English of ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’ amongst the usual mixture of fast and furious folk dances, sailors’ dances and Russian folk songs with the odd semi-propaganda number slipped in. The more obvious numbers extolling life in the Soviet Union such as ‘Down on the Collective Farm’ tended to be excised from foreign tours.

         For the opening performance, I had been asked by Mr Hochhauser to arrange for a big basket of fruit to be presented on stage at the end of the performance in full view of the audience. I suppose he thought it was more appropriate than flowers. So I had a beautiful presentation basket prepared by a local store – brightly polished red apples, large oranges, pineapples, grapefruit, a whole array of lovely looking fruit, each piece perfectly positioned. I went onstage to present the basket as arranged. After the final curtain, Mr Hochhauser asked me to retrieve the basket and to present it at 23every subsequent performance. I assumed he meant just for the week at Bristol but he told me that I had to take it on the entire tour.

         The next week, not surprisingly, not all of the fruit was at its best and I asked if I could replace some of the more pallid looking pieces. I was told to please do the best I could rather than buy any more fruit. So for the next nine weeks I found myself adjusting and moving the fruit around, trying to find an unbruised surface of an apple and a side to a pineapple not showing signs of rot. Anyone attending a performance at the end of the tour might have been surprised to observe me come on at the final curtain carrying at arm’s length a basket of fruit and placing it on stage in front of the company. By this time, none of them wanted to touch it. It was just as well that it was not mid-summer otherwise it would probably have been accompanied by a cloud of fruit flies!

         We travelled between venues in three coaches every Sunday. The tour was not terribly well planned and often involved long journeys across country. We would stop off for a comfort break mid-morning and I would sometimes take the opportunity to report in to Mr Hochhauser. I would call him at his home from one of the new telephones which allowed one to dial direct to almost anywhere in the country. Prior to this, anything other than local calls had to go via the operator. The minimum acceptable coin was a threepenny bit (just over one pence) which was inserted once the call had been answered. I could not resist on one occasion when we were near the start of our journey, which I knew would take over ten hours, ringing Mr Hochhauser and, when the familiar voice answered, putting in the coin and pretending I could not hear him. To make matters worse, I kept muttering that I had something terribly important to tell him and that the phone system was rotten. The pips sounded indicating the last ten seconds of the call. I remember the ever increasing crescendo at the other end: ‘Raymond, I can hear you, I can hear you!’ before the phone cut off.

         At the end of the day, we arrived at our hotel where an urgent message was waiting for me to call Mr Hochhauser immediately. After a leisurely bath and a meal, I called him.

         ‘Raymond, I’m so worried, what’s happened?’

         ‘What do you mean?’ I replied.

         ‘You called me; I could hear you.’ 24

         ‘Oh that,’ I said. ‘It’s OK, I sorted it.’

         In the middle of the tour we reached Coventry. On Monday morning, as had been arranged at each new town, the company paraded in their smart Russian naval dress uniform for the march to the war memorial to lay a wreath. As usual, the local dignitaries turned out including, on this occasion, the mayor, the town clerk and the local police superintendent. A good photo opportunity was created which usually guaranteed a helpful spread in the local papers. It went well and we settled down to a week at the Coventry Theatre.

         On the Wednesday afternoon, I was resting in the hotel when I received a call from the police station to say that they had arrested one of the Russians and he was being held in the cells, accused of shoplifting. Some years earlier, there had been a major diplomatic incident when a Russian athlete had been caught shoplifting in Oxford Street. Mindful of this, I called Mr Hochhauser – ‘Bail him out, Raymond, bail him out!’ was his only response. So I rushed down with our interpreter to the police station where an extremely worried-looking Russian sailor denied he had taken a pair of cufflinks from Woolworths, which just happened to have his initial on them, a B, the equivalent of the Russian V, for Volodia. The chief superintendent had been summoned – two days earlier he had been marching with us, now he was here to sort out a potentially explosive diplomatic situation. In the end, the police let the sailor go without pressing charges.

         At the theatre that night, after the performance, the company held a meeting at which he recounted his experience. Captain Chikachev, the KGB agent in a naval uniform who had, I discovered, only joined the group at Moscow Airport, warned them to be on their guard against British agents provocateurs, especially in Woolworths. For the unfortunate sailor involved, I am sure worse was to follow because he would almost certainly never have been allowed to go on tour again – a severe punishment at a time when very few Russians were able to travel abroad at all.

         In Manchester, we had a visit from the Russian naval attaché based at the embassy in London. These tours were a marvellous opportunity for embassy personnel to be able to apply for permission to travel beyond the normal limit of fifty miles from London. Local special branch officers, who made no attempt at discreet surveillance, followed him quite openly for his entire visit. 25When he walked from the hotel into central Manchester, a kerb-crawling unmarked car tailed him with the plain-clothed officers inside. Mind you, I am sure they had good reason. In Bristol during the Moiseyev tour, an embassy official had asked me if I knew how far it was to the British Aerospace factory at Fairford in Gloucestershire. The naval attaché later asked me why we were not touring to Scotland – presumably he would have liked an excuse to get near to the new Polaris base under construction at Faslane!

         In Birmingham, Mr Hochhauser invited half a dozen of the senior members of the company to lunch. Faced with menus in incomprehensible English, they did then what they always did and asked the host for his recommendation. I saw Mr Hochhauser scanning the menu and spying something at one pound, two shillings and sixpence (£1.12). ‘This,’ he announced, ‘is the house speciality.’ Then he noticed just below another main course at just one pound, one shilling (£1.05). ‘Ah, but this,’ he said, ‘is even better.’ They ordered it to a man.

         At the end of the tour, there was another farewell dinner. I had been instructed to ensure that the beer was poured into each glass in order to get two glasses from each half pint bottle. Towards the end of the dinner, Mr Hochhauser got up to make a speech. ‘All good things must come to an end, my friends,’ he announced, ‘and the time has come for us to part …’

         
             

         

         For the summer of 1965, Victor Hochhauser had announced a visit by the Bolshoi Ballet to the Royal Festival Hall. Back in the office at the end of the Red Navy Choir’s tour, I found myself sidelined into dealing with the rather less interesting arrangements for the visit. A more experienced company and production manager was employed, which was probably just as well given my lack of experience, but I did not quite see it like that at the time. After one particularly stormy day, which started with Mr Hochhauser waking my mother on the telephone at an early hour and screaming at her to find me, I decided to give in my notice. I had worked there for ten months, twenty-eight days and twelve hours. At nineteen, I was once more unemployed. 26
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            CHAPTER TWO

            GOLDERS GREEN

         

         I was born in London in 1946 but that is almost the only British link of which I can boast. Well, my mother was also born in London in 1910 but, again, with not a drop of British blood in her veins. Her father came from a long line of Lutheran peasant farmers originating in Lithuania but who had settled for at least 300 years in East Prussia, then part of the German Empire (but since the end of the Second World War, Russian territory, the Kaliningrad Oblast). My great-grandfather fought on the Prussian side in the Franco–Prussian War of 1870, losing a leg at the Battle of Metz.

         My maternal grandfather was a furrier who came to London to set up in business. He met and married my Jewish grandmother who had knocked ten years off her age so that she appeared five years younger than him. As far as I know, she kept up the pretence all her married life. She had arrived in England with her parents and ten siblings in the early 1890s from Latvia, forced out by the Tsarist pogroms. My grandfather never applied for British nationality and was interned during the First World War on the Isle of Man as an enemy alien before being repatriated to Germany in 1918. My mother, together with my aunt and my grandmother, followed at the end of the war in 1919, taking eight days to reach Berlin via the Hook of Holland and sustained largely by handouts from the Red Cross.

         My grandfather re-established himself in Berlin as a furrier but was eventually allowed to return to England in 1930. My mother had lived in Berlin right through the period of the Weimar Republic and the period of hyperinflation. People would pay for their coffee as soon as they had ordered it and my mother used to recall how once when she went to get wool for her mother, she did not have the right money and went home to collect more. By 28the time she had returned, the price had already increased.

         Even as a child, my mother was an excellent pianist. Both her mother and one of her aunts had taught music and so it was only natural that she would go on to teach music in Berlin, where her pupils included the three children of the hotel proprietor where she stayed as part of this arrangement. She was extremely happy teaching music in Berlin and imagined that she would stay there after her father had been allowed back to England. The following year, she returned to London for her parents’ silver wedding anniversary but her father insisted that she remain. He could see the menacing dark clouds of Nazi Germany growing alarmingly. A few months later he died, aged only fifty-nine, stricken by a combination of grief over what was happening to his homeland and, as my mother was wont to say, rather a surfeit of brandy. Sadly I never knew him but I rather think I would have liked him very much.

         The only surviving sibling of my grandmother’s was her sister Helena who had been a singer of some distinction. Her greatest claim to fame, however, was that she was a friend of a fellow artiste (as they were then called) who went under the professional name of Belle Elmore. She was Corinne, the wife of the notorious Dr Crippen. In 1910, he murdered her, buried her body under the floorboards and fled with his young lover, Ethel Le Neve. They boarded the SS Montrose bound for Canada, she disguised in boy’s clothing, masquerading as his son. However, the ship’s captain became suspicious and had telegraphed Scotland Yard to say he thought that Dr Crippen had boarded the vessel under an assumed name. So a Scotland Yard detective was dispatched on a faster vessel which reached Quebec ahead of the Montrose. As the ship arrived, the inspector went out on the pilot’s launch and was thus able to arrest Crippen as the boat docked. This was the very first occasion when the Marconi telegraph had been used to apprehend a criminal. Crippen was brought back to England, found guilty of murder at the Old Bailey and subsequently hanged.

         My aunt remembered very clearly going several times to the Crippen house in Hilldrop Crescent in Holloway, which was close to where she lived. She and Belle Elmore had both appeared on various occasions on the same concert bill but at which venues I sadly do not know. During the First World War, she sang at concerts for the troops and after she died in the mid-1960s 29my mother brought home some of her old sheet music.

         Music from that period was still played and so was familiar to my brother and me. On one occasion, on the return from a drive and lunch in the country, we were for whatever reason belting out the old wartime favourite ‘Mademoiselle from Armentieres, Parlez-vous?’ My mother suddenly came out with the line, up until then quite unknown to my brother and me: ‘Up the stairs the sergeant went, when he came down, cor, his knees were bent.’ My dad nearly had a fit and stopped her continuing. We, of course, being small boys, thought it was all very funny and, inevitably, such incidents stick in one’s mind.

         Nor did I know my paternal grandfather who had also died long before I was born. He was brought up in Aleppo, then within the Ottoman Empire, now in modern-day Syria, amongst the thriving community of Jewish merchants based in the city. His father, my great-grandfather, had been born in Baghdad where I believe the family had lived for a great many years. My dad always harboured the romantic notion of our ancestors being forced out of Spain by Ferdinand and Isabella at the time of the expulsion of the Jews in 1492 but the truth I fear is rather more mundane. Many of the Sephardic Jewish exiles from Iberia moved across to the Middle East and their rituals were adopted by the indigenous community. So everything points to my dad’s ancestors coming from amongst the Mizrachi Jews of Iraq and Iran. They might even have been around in Jerusalem when Nebuchadnezzar destroyed Solomon’s temple. Now that is an even more interesting twist to the family history than Ferdinand and Isabella!

         The changes in India following the uprising in 1856 and the transfer of power to the British Crown from the East India Company opened up new trading opportunities for the Jewish merchants of Baghdad and Aleppo. My grandfather eventually followed, setting up in business as a broker in jute and gunny (used for making sacks and bags) in Calcutta, where my father was born in 1912. My grandfather’s business failed in the late 1920s and he died soon afterwards. My grandmother, with great enterprise and not much money, booked passage for my father, then aged eighteen, his sister, two years younger, and herself to Venice and then overland to England to join relatives living in Edgware at the end of the Northern Line. My father completed his articles and qualified as an accountant, soon setting himself 30up in sole practice in Holborn. He first met my mother in the late 1930s at a dinner party but they only started courting (that wonderful expression of the time) in 1940 after the start of the war. They married in March 1942 and my elder brother was born exactly nine months later.

         There was always music in the house for as far back as I can remember. My mother played the piano to a very high standard. She had studied with a pupil of the great Schnabel and in different times might well have gone on to a professional career. The war and marriage put an end to any such plans. My father played the violin and he and my mother were forever playing chamber music together or with friends who joined them to form a larger ensemble. Being a typical little boy, I found it all rather boring and probably lost no opportunity to say so. Even so, as I played with my toys and my friends, I guess not all the music was washing over me; some of it was starting to stick. Although I have the shame of knowing that I failed the RAM Grade One piano exam when I was seven, I nonetheless seemed to absorb music, even if I tried to keep it under wraps. Something of my parents’ love and enthusiasm for music certainly rubbed off on me. I cannot hear Beethoven’s piano sonatas or Chopin’s waltzes, nocturnes and preludes without moving back in time to our house in Rodborough Road, to the sights and smells of the 1940s and 50s. To a world of rationing and utility goods, a world dominated by radio with no television, car, fridge or washing machine.

         My mum’s piano playing took her to many different places, though often small-scale concerts at old people’s homes. One visit was very different. My cousin Mickey had a lovely mezzo-soprano voice and my mother sometimes accompanied her. In 1956 they found themselves giving a recital to prisoners at Holloway jail a few days after Ruth Ellis had been hanged. The case had caused great public debate. Ruth Ellis went to the gallows for shooting dead her former lover outside a pub in Hampstead. In many countries this would have been treated as a crime passionnel with a much less severe sentence.

         My mother returned looking very sad and she told us how gloomy the atmosphere had been. They had performed in the chapel and the prisoners were not allowed to clap so all they could do was hold their hands together as a sign of appreciation. One of them afterwards told her how much pleasure they had brought to this terrible place. It touched her greatly, for although she was a firm believer in the old biblical eye-for-an-eye, like so 31many others at that time, she had been deeply moved by Ruth Ellis’s plight.

         
             

         

         Golders Hill Park with its menagerie of small animals and the adjoining Hampstead Heath were very much a part of my childhood. Visiting the wallabies and deer, cooing over the rabbits and feeding the ducks, these are memories I still hold fondly in my mind. The heath was the site of the famous bank holiday funfair – a long-standing, thrice-yearly entertainment which, in those days, occupied not only the extensive site running from opposite Whitestone Pond towards the Spaniards Inn but extended right down the hill in the direction of South Hill ponds. The swings and carousels, the dodgem cars and the ghost train together with throwing rings, trying to hook the floating ‘ducks’ and eating toffee apples and candy floss, are what made the fair so exciting. It was as though the 1920s were very much still alive on Hampstead Heath in the early 1950s; nothing had changed. People travelled miles to visit the famous Hampstead Heath funfair. We were lucky, living down the road at Golders Green, to have it on our doorstep.

         To me, as a child, Golders Green seemed a well-ordered place where the local shops kept strict hours of opening and closed at lunchtime every Thursday for ‘early closing’. Sunday shopping simply did not exist. There was Quibbels the chemist, Salmons the grocers and a hardware shop, the United Dairy and W.H. Smith – the only one of these still left seventy years on. W.H. Smith had at that time a distinctive style of interior decor with oak panelling and false crested opaque glass windows inside, leading in from an open-fronted area off the street where they sold the newspapers and magazines. Outside the adjoining bank stood Fred the paper seller with his three evening titles under his arm and his crutch by his side, one of the many old wounded soldiers from the First World War who were still much in evidence. ‘Star, News and Standard,’ he would call out. On the corner of Hodford Road and Golders Green Road was where the nice lady with the flowers had her pitch.

         As I started growing up, I was aware as a matter of course of being surrounded by the heavy guttural sounds of continental accents and foreign languages. Golders Green was a melting pot. Until the early part of the twentieth century, it had just been a country crossroads on the way between Hampstead and Hendon. Constable painted on many occasions the view 32from Hampstead across a sylvan valley to the distant spire on Harrow on the Hill. It is hard to imagine that this same setting is modern-day Golders Green and Hendon. Golders Green’s turning point came in 1907 with the arrival of the Tube, the first railway to breach the Northern Heights, the high ridge surrounding north and north-west London. The Tube went underground, emerging from its tunnel just south of Golders Green Station. It brought prosperity to the area, which very quickly developed into a tree-lined modern suburb. Early on, it attracted the more affluent Jewish immigrant families who had started off in Whitechapel and the East End and were now looking to better themselves. Then in the 1930s came the refugees from Germany and Eastern Europe fleeing from the ravages of Nazi Germany. Everyone seemed to get on well together – you knew your neighbours and not just the ones next door. It was quite common to be sent round to ask to borrow a cup of sugar or some milk.

         Growing up in the late forties and fifties was to experience the last vestiges of Edwardian living mingled with a dash of life from the inter-war years, the twenties and thirties. Although the way of life had become very different following the Second World War, some old habits clung on. In a fairly affluent area like Golders Green, some families still employed live-in maids as well as daytime help and the ladies of the household still organised afternoon tea, which was taken at home with their friends. A lamplighter appeared in our street morning and evening to extinguish and rekindle the gas streetlamps. Coal arrived in sacks on the back of a horse-drawn cart and the milkman from United Dairies came in a horse-drawn dray. The knife grinder and the French onion seller called at the door and the rag-and-bone man still yelled out his trade call as he trotted down the streets in his horse and cart.

         There were very few places to eat in Golders Green and virtually none of these was licensed to sell alcohol. This was due, it was said, to the church commissioners owning the freehold of much of the land. The nearest public houses were by Hampstead Heath or towards Hendon. Supermarkets hadn’t yet arrived and everything bought in a shop was handed over from behind the counter. Biscuits were weighed out from big tins, butter cut from large chunks and patted down to the requisite size and at Christmas the butcher’s was festooned with what seemed like a fantastic array of turkeys and game 33birds hung both outside and within in great rows. Health and safety were not apparently of much concern then. Above all, there was rationing, sometimes more severe than it had ever been during the war and lasting right up past the coronation until 1954. Liberation from rationing when it finally came led to an orgy of sweet buying and over-indulgence such that the dentists of north-west London must have rubbed their hands in glee!

         Opposite Rodborough Road, where we lived, on Finchley Road, was the Ionic, a little architectural gem and one of the earliest examples of a purpose-built cinema, dating from 1912. John Betjeman waxed lyrical about it but property developers were allowed to destroy it in the seventies and turn it into a supermarket. Fortunately that was not to be the fate of the Golders Green Hippodrome, although several attempts were made to close it. I remember collecting signatures as a child as part of a campaign to save it. It is still standing even though it sadly has not been used for live performances since 1968 when it was taken over by the BBC and used as a recording studio.

         The Hippodrome was an imposing cream-coloured building right by the Underground station. It opened in 1913 providing the local, fast-growing population with entertainment and variety. In the days before television, and with a visit ‘up to town’ to see a show being something of a luxury, the local theatre thrived with a year-round programme of touring shows, preand post-London runs, musicals, opera and ballet and of course the annual pantomime.

         My earliest memories of going to the Hippodrome are of pantomime. Max Wall, Jimmy Edwards and Max Miller were some of the pantomime stars I can remember and it was almost obligatory to go onstage with lots of other children at some special moment during the performance. In fact, all the big stars used to play panto at Golders Green and I must have seen many of them. When I was just a little older, my maternal grandmother started to take me on Saturday afternoons to the matinees. It cost two and sixpence (twelve pence) to sit in the gods on a wooden bench, with a reduced price for children. She loved musicals and operetta and she took me to see very many different productions.
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