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A Rediscovered Trio

Down Memory Lane with the Green Book Cellist and an Apprentice.

Written by Evelin Täht and Atro Mikkola.


Preface

This book contains true stories from two men who witnessed the brilliant and complicated mind of piano virtuoso Donald Shirley: cellist Juri Taht, a long-time colleague, and the maestro’s apprentice, double bass player Atro Mikkola. 

Juri and Atro knew Donald at completely different points of his life—they only met each other in 2019, after the Hollywood movie Green Book was released. In 1957, when Juri’s path first crossed with Don’s, the men were nearly in their thirties and they enjoyed a long and quite casual relationship as colleagues. Juri witnessed the loneliness that was a part of Donald’s life before he met Michiel Kappeyne or John Scoulios, who were his friends and played a big part in his later years. In 1983, after Juri’s new job took him away from New York, he soon lost touch with Don.

Atro knew the mature and sophisticated version of Dr. Shirley, as his music student. Atro met Donald in 1995 and, after moving back to his native Finland in 1997, he stayed in touch with the maestro—by yearly visits to New York and regular long phone calls—for the last seventeen years of Shirley’s life. 

In April 2013, when Donald Shirley died, Michiel (Donald’s heir and protégé) wrote a bio-obituary, included in this book. Michiel’s writing has never before been published completely in its original state because, at the time of his passing, Donald wasn’t considered to be famous enough. He did something so unique that his work was not understood; as it was not commercial, it was almost forgotten. His complex persona did not contribute to his fame either. “He was a complicated man, who would switch his personality from one minute to the next, even his vocabulary and tone of voice, depending on what the situation needed,” wrote Michiel, as he tried to sum up the man’s nature.

By coincidence, Kenneth Fricker (longtime trio bassist), passed away in the same year, without much fanfare, with the fame of the Don Shirley Trio having come to an end long before that.

After seeing the movie Green Book in Finland, Atro Mikkola heard from a Canadian-Estonian friend that Juri Taht, the cellist depicted in the film as Oleg, was alive and well and had moved back to Estonia, the land where he was born. Like Mikkola, he too had been interviewed by the local newspaper about his experiences with Donald Shirley when the film premiered in their respective countries. Mikkola regretted that he never had a chance to meet members of the Don Shirley Trio, so he immediately asked another Estonian musician friend, Aivar Vassiljev, if he could help him to contact Mr. Taht. He did, and in March 2019 Mikkola took a boat from Helsinki to Tallinn and drove to Tartu, Estonia to meet the cellist. He joined Juri and his wife Carmen at their home, with everybody exchanging their memories of Shirley, of course accompanied by an endless wellspring of anecdotes. Juri’s daughter-in-law, Evelin Taht, had started to write Juri’s biography and encouraged Mikkola to write about his stories with the maestro. When this fascinating biography was published in Estonian in February 2020, Evelin contacted Mikkola again and told him that she was working on an English translation and wanted to add Mikkola’s viewpoint and his analysis of Shirley’s musical concept to this book. Juri’s life outside the Don Shirley Trio is a completely different story and can be found in the pages of another book – Stargazing: An Extraordinary Life.


Green Book, the Movie

The movie Green Book tells the story of the friendship between pianist Donald Shirley and his personal driver, Tony, along with their adventures during a concert tour of the American Deep South in 1962. Atro stated: “Some of the negative comments about Green Book I found unfortunate. The way for me to handle obvious misinterpretations of Shirley’s persona is the fact that in the film we see him through the eyes, ears, and mind of Tony Vallelonga, his driver. What we see is Vallelonga’s take on Shirley who was a devilishly complex man, a sorcerer almost, skilled in showing different aspects of himself depending on the situation. And if one thinks of the racial situation at the time the film depicts, one should also interpret their conversations with understanding of its prejudiced underpinnings. One element of prejudice is when the listener gives his own meaning to the words of the speaker and picks up just what he expects or wants to hear. I am not trying to justify mistakes, but just look at them from a different angle.” 

Atro was pleased to see that the film brought Donald Shirley’s name and music to a worldwide audience and he was very happy about the dignified image of Dr. Shirley that the filmmakers, and especially Mahershala Ali, were able to create. “It corresponded well with the way he carried himself. I think Shirley’s posture must have been exaggerated during those tours, since he wanted to show people what he was—a highly skilled classical musician. He was very conscious of the use of language and dress, and choreographed his performances to the finest detail. Traveling through white America, he knew that one mistake could sink his efforts to present a serious Black musician performing serious music. Green Book captured this essence of him very well,” recalled Atro. “As far as the music is concerned, I feared the worst because there is nothing written for the piano parts—it was all in Dr. Shirley’s head, note for note. So I raise my hat to Kris Bowers who did a very good job with his transcriptions and musical selections. One problem with the impact of the music in the film on the audience is caused by the specification of today’s sound systems, especially in movie theatres (although it could also be how the music was mixed and mastered for the film). The delicate acoustic coloring and wide dynamic range of the Don Shirley Trio, a specialty of the group, fails completely because of the volume level and the booming subwoofers in the theatre.” 

***

The film was inspired by the true story, but it was not a documentary. Juri was a trio member for over twenty-five years and, by the time the movie premiered, he was the only surviving movie character prototype and thus the only one who can answer the question of how much the movie resembles real-life events. 

After Donald signed a contract with Columbia Artists, the trio embarked on a series of concert tours. Touring took them to places all over the country, and to Canada. One time, the concert tour started in New York, with the men traveling by car to the west coast. Another time, they flew to Los Angeles and then drove back to the east coast. In reality, the tour at the end of 1962 was in the north, not in the deep south as it was depicted in the movie. The tour of the south took place in 1966, though even then not as far to the south, or to the same places as in the movie, and Juri has the preserved trio travel schedules to prove it.

As Donald did not have a driver’s license and did not know how to drive, out of necessity he had a driver and he always travelled in a black Cadillac. “He had several drivers and changed them often, and during one tour it was indeed Tony, though he did not work for Donald for a very long time. As we drove in separate cars, Donald actually could have enjoyed a good relationship with his driver, because nobody else knows how they spent their time during the long car rides,” Juri recalled. While Donald travelled with his own driver, Ken and Juri rode in another, bigger car, like an Oldsmobile or a Plymouth. Their instruments were big and the car had to be big enough so that the cello would fit in the trunk and the bass on the back seat.

At the concerts, a Steinway piano was preferred, but Donald played on all different kinds of pianos as long as they were in proper condition for playing. The trio canceled a concert in Nebraska, but not because the piano wasn’t a Steinway. “The piano was in such bad condition and they couldn’t find a new piano in time for the show. Donald refused to play it because the piano’s keys were not working,” explained Juri.

Juri learned of the travel guide Green Book only after the movie came out. The tour organizers selected the hotels and he never ended up near any place that was involved in segregation. He also never heard about any incidents involving the police or about an arrest. Juri assumed that, “If something like that had happened the other trio men would have been notified, as [causing] a problem that could alter the touring schedule.” However, he is not surprised that in 1962 Georgia the police would have been interested in why a Black man had a white driver, and they definitely would have been pulled over by the authorities.

Unlike the characters in the movie, in real life, Juri and Donald didn’t speak Russian. But why was Juri then made a Russian in the movie? He remembers a time when he had a cello with him and he had just come from the Carnegie Hall penthouse, having been rehearsing at Donald’s place. “When I entered the elevator, a sweet old lady examined me carefully and asked: ‘Rostropovich?’ (Juri’s appearance is indeed somewhat similar to the famous Russian cellist and composer). So probably I look like a Russian too. But if your name is Juri (in the English alphabet the letter ü does not exist), then nobody even takes the time to find out who you really are and what language you speak, assuming that every Juri is a Russian.” He is quite upset at this fact, and hopefully he will not be remembered simply as a Russian member of the Don Shirley Trio because of the movie. He lost a lot in his life because of Stalin and the Russians, and making him one … there are no words to describe that level of injustice.

What is interesting is that trio members Donald and Kenneth, as well as Tony Vallelonga, the driver, all died in 2013: Tony in January, Donald in April, and Kenneth Fricker in July. Juri was the last man standing at the time the movie came out and celebrated his ninety-first birthday on 26 May 2021.

All in all, Juri agrees with Atro—the fact that the movie won the Oscars is an American cultural achievement and without it, Shirley’s music would have remained the secret of a slowly diminishing group of special aficionados.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
IT & ATRO MIKKOLA

-

A READISCOVERED TRIO

Down Memory Lane with the
Green Book Cellist and an Apprentice





