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  Preface




  A PERSONAL NOTE




  I got to know John Ogdon through my friendship with his son Richard, who was the first person I met at prep school when we were a couple of

  eight-year-olds in stiff shorts and tweed jackets. That was back in September 1973, not long before John suffered his break-down, and we have been friends ever since. I had the privilege of meeting

  John many times during the sixteen years between 1973 and his early death, and heard him play both informally and in concert.




  To the eight-year-old who first encountered him at his Regency home on Chester Terrace John was a baffling and rather scary figure. I remember surreptitiously entering a darkened room one sunny

  afternoon while playing hide-and-seek with Richard and his sister Annabel, and concealing myself behind a clothes rack. Peeping through the coats and dresses I was shocked to see a large

  bespectacled figure lying on the bed blowing smoke from his nostrils. I was so terrified at this unexpected presence, not to mention the feeling of brooding intensity that surrounded it, that I

  crawled out instantly, no longer caring whether I was caught or not. Little could I have imagined that one day I would be the biographer of that shadowy figure.




  To the young man in his twenties, John was affable, shambolic and inspiring – a prodigal pearl-caster, who seemed to hover between earth and other more spritely dimensions (though he never

  lost his passion for food). I remember him being deeply excited by ideas and wonderfully receptive to new thoughts: it was impossible to conceive of him not

  understanding something. I once gave him a copy of a 900-page tome on the authorship of Shakespeare’s plays. He read it straight through over the course of a weekend. On the Monday the

  doorbell rang; it was John’s wife Brenda with a suitcase in each hand, looking absolutely shattered – she had just returned from the States. John stood in the doorway, blocking her

  path. ‘Have you heard, Brenda?’ he asked breathlessly. ‘Heard what?’ she replied, eager to be let in but at the same time hopeful of good news. ‘Well . . .

  there’s this remarkable new theory about Shakespeare. It’s awfully compelling!’ The last time I saw him was in Exeter in July 1989, where he played the Emperor Concerto

  just weeks before he died. It was a deeply poignant account of the piece that made one realize that he only spoke deeply about himself at the piano and that his everyday reticence made artistic

  sense. We spoke briefly after the concert.




  Brenda Ogdon was always a charming hostess who put on a brave face. Of course I had little or no idea what she was going through in the 1970s, but her sufferings must have been tremendous. The

  frank portrait of her in this book owes much to her own honesty and capacity for self-criticism, both in the book she wrote with Michael Kerr in 1980 and in the recent interviews she accorded me.

  She may appear harsh at times, but much of what she lived through with John was extreme and would have driven less formidable folk to give up altogether. In her own way Brenda kept faith with John,

  even when all seemed lost – that is to be admired, as is the way she fought with great tenacity for the welfare of her son and daughter: two more reasonable and good-natured people you could

  not hope to meet.




  Ultimately, this is a book written with affection and admiration for its subject, and in a spirit of non-judgement. I am grateful to the Ogdon family for its encouragement, support and

  forbearance, and above all for the freedom to write the book as I saw fit. I trust that they recognize in my portrait of John the touching, eccentric and superbly talented man they loved and

  revered.




  Charles Beauclerk,




  October, 2013.




  







  Foreword




  HALF PIANO, HALF MAN




  

    

      

        

          

            

              In his intimate contact with his instrument he appeared to me like a new centaur, half piano, half man.




              Bruno Walter on pianist Eugen d’Albert


            


          


        


      


    


  




   




  On the evening of Thursday 14 July 1988 one of the most exceptional piano recitals in the history of music-making took place at London’s

  Queen Elizabeth Hall. The programme announced a single piece of music, more than four hours in duration, to be played straight through with two short intervals. There were around 400 people in the

  audience, the hall being a little over half full. The weight of expectation was palpable, with people sensing that what they were about to witness was less a concert than a rite of passage. The

  music they had come to hear was uncharted territory; to play it would require a huge act of faith on the part of the artist. Surely many would have seen the composer’s dedication to the work,

  prominently displayed in the programme, and recoiled at the blasphemous aplomb with which he extolled ‘the everlasting glory of those few men blessed and sanctified in the curses and

  execrations of those many, whose praise is eternal damnation’.




  The same uncompromising spirit permeated the music itself. On the day he completed the work the composer wrote to a friend:




  The closing four pages are as cataclysmic and catastrophic as anything I’ve ever done – the harmony bites like nitric acid and the counterpoint grinds like the

  mills of God to close finally on this implacable monosyllable:




  

    [image: ]


	

	 




    ‘I am the spirit that denies!’


  




  There was little chance that the ninety-five-year-old Kaikhosru Shapurji Sorabji would attend the concert – though the organizers must have counted themselves fortunate

  that he had granted his permission for it to happen at all, for he had for more than half a century discouraged public performance of his works. A diminutive man of fiercely reclusive habits,

  Sorabji was now the resident of a nursing home in the Isle of Purbeck, Dorset, where he had suffered a stroke only the previous month. He was of Parsi and English heritage and for many decades had

  lived an ivory-tower existence on the edge of Corfe Castle. He had named his house ‘The Eye’, after the Eye of Horus: the divine child of Isis who, as the god of war and silence, took

  the form of a falcon.




  There, in the home of this hermetic-hermitic composer, was a hoard of the most colossal scores ever penned. The very few privileged to open these unpublished volumes were confronted by a forest

  of staves festooned with dizzying runs of hemidemisemiquavers and harmonic complications of such soaring and swooping intricacy as to scare off all but the most dauntless of musical explorers. It

  was hard-core black on black. According to one critic, the scores were the creations of a ‘megalomaniacal character the like of which has rarely been encountered in the annals of musical

  history’; another described the composer as ‘a one-man musical apocalypse’.




  Almost no one had heard of the composer, let alone heard his music. His concessions to the music-going masses could be summed up in the blandest of all monosyllables: nil.

  ‘Utterly out of the fashion, aren’t I?’ he wrote impishly to the Scottish poet Hugh MacDiarmid in the 1930s. ‘And glory in being so!’ He was a forbidding figure

  who shrank from contact with the public and poured scorn on anyone presuming to understand his work or person. Like the sole Arabian bird, he sat upon his pyre in inconsolable intensity.

  Composition was his religion – or rather he made a cult of his own work, of which he was both priest and communicant. His genius was sui generis and to outsiders the expression of an

  Olympian misanthropy, yet to those who befriended him he was a sensitive and generous man. The usual pleasures and distractions of modern life held no appeal for him; he dedicated every ounce of

  his energy to bringing his lonely gifts to flower.




  The piano stood centre stage, a mysterious flying craft with folded wings: a Steinway Model-D Concert Grand, just shy of nine feet long. Wedged into its music stand was the

  spaceship’s manual, a gargantuan score awaiting a navigator of supreme ability. Off to the side was a chair for the evening’s co-pilot, the valiant page-turner. At six thirty a silence

  descended on the hall; after what seemed an eternity the house lights suddenly went down, leaving the piano cocooned in an oval of light. A heartfelt cheer went up with the odd strangled

  ‘Bravo!’ as onto the stage shuffled a bulky, bespectacled figure of a man, hunched less with age than buckled fury, his furrowed brow surmounted by a thick bank of wavy white,

  nicotine-stained hair. His head was bowed, a yellowish-white goatee bobbing on his chest as he gave rapid little half-bows and scurried towards the piano with his page-turner in his wake like

  Falstaff with his loyal pageA1. His gait was crablike, almost sideways on, and mechanical-looking as he hurried stiffly forwards, his forehead beaded with sweat. A reticent smile played

  upon his lips – blissfully unaware, it seemed, of the frown inscribed above it. Once his hand touched the deck of the piano, however, his whole body relaxed. He turned to face the audience

  and gave a long low bow – bending forward from the waist, as if operated by wires – followed by a couple of perfunctory bobs and nods. The eyes behind the frosted

  spectacles reflected the same disturbing balance of gentleness and strife that marked his face as a whole. If a sun shone in his countenance it did so from behind a ridge of dark clouds. When

  finally he sat down at the piano it was as though he had plugged himself into a vital energy supply.




  This was of course the fifty-one-year-old John Ogdon; it could have been no one else. He had come to play the longest piano piece ever published, Sorabji’s 270-minute Opus

  Clavicembalisticum, composed in 1930. The inspiration behind the work was the twelve-part Fantasia Contrappuntistica of Busoni – itself a homage to the master of the fugue, J. S.

  Bach. There are four gigantic fugues in Sorabji’s piece, some with five voices, which to many have the feel of a monotonous landscape extending endlessly towards some undefined horizon. The

  musically literate have called them ‘grindingly cerebral’, better savoured on the page than in performance, but it is clear that John Ogdon thought otherwise. ‘The first thing to

  be said about OC,’ he wrote, ‘is that it is a tuneful piece. I say this because its proliferation of notes can sometimes obscure its melodic feeling.’ He talked lovingly of

  the architecture of the composition – its overarching structural dimensions – as if it were some desolate palace from the Arabian Nights. He understood the fugues to have a

  meditative function and to exert a calming influence, allowing the audience to relax and the performer to take a ‘mental breather’. They might even induce a trance-like state, and this

  may be what he had in mind when he once compared Sorabji’s music to the acid-house or rave music popular in the 1980s. In the same vein, he felt that the piece would give the performer energy

  if he could orient himself correctly to the music.




  John understood the work in spiritual terms. Writing in the late 1980s, he expressed it this way:




  

    

      

        It ends with a religious blessing and may be said, like Messiaen’s Vingt Regards, to embody a religious experience and perception. Its main tonality I believe

        is C-sharp major, which is achieved through a passage of conflict with, principally, the keys of G-sharp minor and D-sharp minor. It may be that the minor tonalities express the darker feelings through which one must struggle to achieve a perception of religious light.


      


    


  




  He also referred to the Parsifal-like solemnity of Sorabji’s finest passages, and it could be said that OC not only expresses a Grail-like quest but is the quest

  itself – with its terrors, frustrations and revelations.




  Another metaphor for OC might be that of Moby-Dick, a work that engrossed Ogdon his whole adult life. There isn’t much of a story (or horizontal melody-line) to

  Moby-Dick, but there is great depth. It is all harmony and counterpoint – a symbolic down-weaving into something inhumanly deep and strange. There are countless passages on whale-lore,

  the doctrines of sea-life, the almost mystical rituals associated with whale-hunting, the butchery of whales, the extraction and storage of the oil and spermaceti, the fashioning of a foreskin

  cassock from the circumcised monster, the appalling whiteness of Moby Dick himself, and of course the endless moods and movements of the ocean. These descriptive stretches are broken up by the

  sudden drama and perverse majesty of the whale-hunts themselves. The fugues in Sorabji’s OC resemble the perpetual motion of the waves; the ‘multiform transverse scurries across

  the keyboard’ the underlying currents or submarine movements of the whales; and the ‘thunderous shattering crashes’ the sudden murderous attacks of Moby Dick. As D. H. Lawrence

  wrote of the novel, ‘There is scarcely a taint of earth – pure sea motion.’ One could also say that the cetological passages in Moby-Dick find a parallel in long passages

  of Opus Clavicembalisticum that appear to probe the history and evolution of keyboard music – hence the name. The piano stands duty for the whale. Like the Parsifal story,

  Moby-Dick in its dreamlike phantasmagoria describes an inner journey – only this is a journey towards not redemption but annihilation.




  Both Herman Melville and Sorabji employed a high-flown, densely wrought art that feels like a shield against chaos and raw feeling. Again and again they raise the banner of the intellect with

  scintillating passages of bravura writing. Sorabji, for instance, revels in the ‘devilish-clever’ textures of Paganini, plying five staves at once with more ideas than they can hold or

  two hands can express. Melville, meanwhile, uses erudite digressions and virtuosic descriptions of the sea as a way of distracting himself and the reader from the roving

  malice of the albino whale. The formless in both works is experienced through the incessant water imagery. Ronald Stevenson has stressed the aquatic nature of much of OC, and Sorabji himself

  included expression marks such as scorrendo, lisciamente e liquido (‘scrolling, smoothing and fluid’). There are eerie moments of half-silence, too, that are nonetheless fraught

  with menace. Again, these sinister atmospheres find parallels in Melville’s masterpiece, as in this sudden lull in one of the whale-hunts:




  

    

      

        As the three boats lay there on that gently rolling sea, gazing down into its eternal blue noon; and as not a single groan or cry of any sort, nay, not so much as a ripple

        or a bubble came up from its depths; what landsman would have thought, that beneath all that silence and placidity, the utmost monster of the seas was writhing and wrenching in agony!


      


    


  




  The penultimate image afforded by Moby-Dick – that of the Pequod sinking beneath the waves, an eagle nailed to its mast – is every bit as godforsaken as the

  life-denying chord at the end of OC.




  The monomaniacal Captain Ahab once lost a leg to Moby Dick and now stands upon an ivory prosthesis, ‘fashioned from the polished bone of the sperm whale’s jaw’. A man of

  austere reserve, Ahab sinks into profound periods of self-communion in which he broods upon the malice of the whale that mutilated him. He is eaten by dark thoughts, and made callous by the long

  loneliness of his obsession. This is the story of a man who dries up inside, crucified by his own mind, while the massive incarnation of his rejected libido – that prodigy of the Moon, Moby

  Dick – rises to destroy him. It is a tale of the havoc that is wreaked when the mind makes war on the blood. Ahab’s whale-jaw leg symbolizes his mysterious oneness with Moby Dick. It is

  as if the whale is the captain’s destructive genius. An eerie reflection of this dynamic is found in Ogdon’s relationship with the keyboard, which served as his ivory limb as well as

  the sounding board of all his darkest feelings.




  That July night, after a tentative start, John delivered a performance of great power and vision. Carrying the audience with him by dint of his unremitting

  stamina and musical imagination, he seemed to rise from the piano in a state of spiritual refreshment. Nor did the audience appear wearied by the length of the recital, for there is a curious

  time-warp effect in Sorabji’s immense pieces – evidence perhaps of an oriental dimension to his music – whereby a six-hour concert can appear to be a third of its actual duration.

  This strange temporal retrenchment was mirrored throughout by the pianist’s economy of movement at the keyboard, which allowed him to process page after page of the most complex music without

  exhaustion.




  According to Nigel Scaife, his page-turner that night, John could be hard to follow in places – especially during the fugues, when he would switch to automatic pilot. It was at such

  moments that he could lose his place or fluff a line of crotchets – an elementary error that left Nigel aghast. While he might stumble in the less adorned, more mechanical passages, though,

  there was no denying the leonine relish with which he rounded on the technically hair-raising sections. Indeed, the thicker the notes bristled on the page the more engaged he became. The decorative

  interludes, with their filigree figurations bearing the shimmering hallmarks of Ravel, Scriabin and Szymanowski, were also enchantingly brought to life by Ogdon, who in defiance of his physique

  proved marvellously adept at weaving diaphanous veils of sound.




  To the question ‘Why climb Everest?’ George Mallory famously replied, ‘Because it’s there.’ There is no doubt that Ogdon similarly revelled in the knowledge that he

  could scale this musical peak. Towards the end of the concert, as he reached the summit, he appeared to be breathing a purer air – and his elation communicated itself directly to the

  audience. Richard Morrison wrote in the following morning’s Times:




  

    

      

        John Ogdon, giving the first complete performance [of OC] in England, was simply astonishing. Extract any 10-minute segment from the work and you could find enough

        technical improbabilities to dissuade any average virtuoso from performance. Ogdon conquered them, one after another, with magnificent resource and sheer guts –

        the epic chordal cascades, the frenetic chromatic lines racing five ways simultaneously, the complex chains of emphasis needed to make even partial sense of the fugues. Four hours after

        starting, he seemed to be playing more brilliantly than ever. Finally, a somewhat stunned audience rose in euphoric acclaim.


      


    


  




  The standing ovation began at 11 p.m. and lasted a full eleven minutes.




  Backstage, meanwhile, pots of pills bore eloquent witness to the internal wars to which Ogdon was heir, and the heroic effort required of him simply to step out onto the stage. In the green room

  after the concert, the music critic Felix Aprahamian was overcome with emotion. Embracing John with tears in his eyes, he congratulated him on his performance. John stood nodding sweetly and

  drenched in sweat, like a rare fish that had found itself translated from its natural element. ‘Would you like me to play it again?’ he replied, his voice earnest and sing-song.




  





  
1




  HAUNTED HOUSE




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Scorpion fights against the Sun




              Until the Sun and Moon go down . . .




              T. S. Eliot, ‘East Coker’


            


          


        


      


    


  




   




   




  In 1947, when John Ogdon was ten years old, his father, Howard, had a book published called The Kingdom of the Lost. The first chapter,

  entitled ‘A Lunatic at Large’, opens with the words, ‘I am an escaped lunatic. This is the true story of a man who went sane.’ The book is Howard’s account of his

  severe mental breakdown in July 1938, his subsequent committal to local asylums and his protracted struggle to understand what had happened to him. John was aged just eighteen months when six burly

  officers arrived one summer morning and removed Howard from the house. After that, John’s mother would take him with her on her Saturday-morning visits to the asylum, travelling the sixteen

  miles from Mansfield Woodhouse to Nottingham by bus. Although Howard, in the early days of his lunacy, was allowed out for short stretches, it would be a full six years before he returned home for

  good. His confinement, which lasted the better part of three years, was cut short by an audacious escape in August 1941.




  Howard Ogdon, whose full name was John Andrew Howard Ogdon, was born in the small Derbyshire town of Wirksworth in December 1899. Before it became Derbyshire’s

  principal stone-quarrying town, Wirksworth was renowned for its lead mining, which had been a local industry since pre-Roman times. On his father’s side, Howard’s family had been

  settled in Wirksworth for centuries. The Church of St Mary the Virgin there contains many memorials to the Ogdon family, including one to Howard’s father, William Francis Ogdon, who was an

  articled clerk in a solicitor’s office. He died of throat cancer at the age of thirty-seven, when Howard was just eight years old. William’s father, another William, was innkeeper of

  the Royal Oak, as was his father (Howard’s great-grandfather) – except that he was also a butcher, like his own father and namesake. (Aptly enough, the Ogdon residence was Oak

  House, the name Ogdon deriving from the Old English ac denu, meaning ‘oak valley’.) Finally we arrive at one John Ogdon, born in 1718, the pianist’s great-great-great-great

  grandfather, who in common with many of his forebears was a lead miner.




  Howard Ogdon’s father married Ethel Brown of Coalville, Leicestershire, whose own father, Charles, was assistant foreman at the local mine. They had two children – Howard and his

  sister Kathleen – born four years apart. A few years after Howard’s birth, with his father already ailing, the Ogdons moved from Wirksworth to Coalville. When their father died Howard

  and Kathleen moved with Ethel into her parents’ home there. Howard’s maternal grandfather died a year later, in 1909, and his paternal grandfather in 1910, so in the space of two years

  the boy lost all the male figures in his life. He and his sister were brought up by Ethel and her mother Elizabeth Brown. Later on, they were joined by their Ogdon grandmother, Sarah, widow of

  William Ogdon of the Royal Oak, who came to live with them from Wirksworth, where she had been a hat-maker. Nothing is known of Howard’s father beyond his profession and the long illness that

  put an end to his short life. His mother, however, was known for her superb singing voice and used to sing solo at concerts as a young woman. It is said that when her husband died she vented her

  anger on her eight-year-old son, even to the extent of telling him that she hated him.




  Howard was a nervous, sensitive child of precarious health and precocious intellect. He had rheumatic fever when he was four, around the time his father first fell sick,

  which branched out into chorea (St Vitus’ Dance) at the age of eight, the year his father died. He attended the Ashby Grammar School for Boys at Ashby-de-la-Zouch, from where he won a

  scholarship to University College, Nottingham. Even as a fourteen-year-old schoolboy he was a heavy cigarette smoker. Before he could take up his university studies he was drafted into the army for

  the final year of the Great War. He served from January 1918 to February 1919 with the 5th Duke of Wellington’s (62nd Division) on the Western Front, where he was blown up at the Battle of

  Havrincourt. The trauma of his shell-shock was never treated, but accompanied him back into civvy street, its horrors eating away beneath the surface normality of his life. Howard described it as a

  ‘war neurosis’, which he managed to hold in check – ‘neatly submerged’ – for twenty years. Today he might have been diagnosed with post-traumatic stress

  disorder; he would certainly have received some form of therapy.




  After demobilization at Clipstone Camp, near Mansfield, Howard pursued his studies at University College Nottingham, reading English and gaining his Board of Education certificate (awarded by

  the University of London). The fact that he achieved only a third-class degree may suggest a mind destabilized by war; either that or his unconventional way of thinking was not to the taste of the

  examiners. He followed this up with teacher training at a secondary school down in Callington, southeast Cornwall, where he taught English, French and PT. It was in Callington that he met the

  nineteen-year-old Dorothy Mutton – the youngest daughter of William Mutton, a master boot-maker, and his recently deceased wife, Philippa Honeychurch. On both her father’s and her

  mother’s side Dorothy’s family was Cornish to the bone, and lead mining was as much a feature of her ancestry as it was of Howard’s. In a newspaper column in the early 1960s

  entitled ‘Meals my mother cooked me’, John Ogdon was quoted as saying, ‘My mother is Cornish, and I’ve never tasted Cornish pasties like hers – it seems to be

  something that only Cornish people know how to make.’ Howard courted Dorothy for a year before they eloped in September 1922 (she had just turned twenty), and they were

  married at the registry office in East Stonehouse, near Plymouth, that same month, with Dorothy three-and-a-half months pregnant. Her age on the marriage certificate was falsified to

  twenty-two.




  Shortly after the wedding the couple moved back to Howard’s mother’s place in Coalville, where a daughter, Philippa, was born in March 1923. Howard took jobs as a supply teacher,

  first at the Leicestershire County Council Elementary School, then at Palmers Boys, a secondary school in Grays, Essex, where he taught English, French and Latin. Essex was a very long way from

  home, however, and he resigned from Palmers after just two months, when he was appointed to the staff of the Queen Elizabeth Grammar School for Boys in Mansfield, Nottinghamshire, to teach English.

  He took up the post in September 1924, having bought late that summer a small semi-detached house in Catherine Street in Mansfield Woodhouse, a large village to the north of Mansfield proper.

  Howard taught English and French, and occasionally Latin and art, but English was his principal subject. On his teaching card his interests are listed as literature, music, aesthetic theory,

  philosophy (Schopenhauer, Hegel, Nietzsche), and educational theory. Under ‘games’ is written ‘temporarily disabled’, while ‘poultry breeding’ is given as his

  only hobby.




  Woodhouse (or ‘Wooduz’ as the locals call it) was Nottinghamshire’s principal quarry town and home to Sherwood Colliery. It is an attractive town in undulating countryside,

  about halfway between Nottingham in the south and Sheffield in the north. In the old days, on what is now the site of a haunted spot called Hallam’s Grave, stood a scythe-and-sword factory

  renowned for the quality of its steelwork. Mansfield Woodhouse was the administrative centre of Sherwood Forest and even in the Ogdons’ time was a town of foresters and quarrymen. Despite the

  activity their presence implies, the place has a dreamy quality to it. Certainly Howard must have cut quite a figure striding to school over Pheasant Hill with his black gown billowing out behind

  him.




  In the following six years three further children, two sons and a daughter, were born to Howard and Dorothy Ogdon: Paul in 1925, Ruth in 1929 and Karl in 1930. Howard’s

  passion for music, in particular Wagner, was reflected in the names he chose for the boys: Paul Siegfried Wolfgang and Karl Tristan Donnertrager – ‘the thunder-bearer’ –

  Ogdon. Howard was a small, wiry man, with closely cropped hair, who described his pleasures and constitution as ‘ascetic’. His thoughts, however, were grandiose – and when he

  describes Hitler as ‘an ascetic genius with a taste for the magnificent’ one detects an element of self-portraiture. Dorothy, on the other hand, was large and comely, with dark hair and

  dark eyes. She was a modest, hard-working woman, an excellent cook and talented dressmaker, who for all her nervous energy kept her demons securely kennelled. When her temper did flare, she could

  slap – and slap hard. Although not bookish, she was intelligent, creative and freedom-loving and it was her fascination with Howard’s writing that first drew her to him. She was one of

  four sisters, two of whom – Bessie Perry and Nance – came to live in nearby Mansfield as middle-aged widows.




  It seems that Howard and Dorothy’s marriage was not a naturally comfortable one, with husband and wife quickly resorting to separate beds. Howard was austere and remote with his family and

  had his own little study downstairs in which he spent most of his spare time. Sunday lunch was one of the few occasions on which he mixed with the family. A highly strung man with unusual ideas, he

  was not known to suffer fools and would spend whole days locked in his sanctuary, drinking dandelion tea and smoking roll-ups while he filled notebook after notebook with his thoughts and

  inspirations. Sometimes the mighty strains of Wagner or Berlioz could be heard issuing from under the door. (In the 1970s one of John’s pupils at Indiana University recalls him getting up

  during a performance of the overture to Wagner’s Flying Dutchman and leaving the auditorium, visibly shaken. He later told her that the music had terrified him.)




  There were frequent upheavals at home. Philippa and Paul were often sent away to stay with Grandpa Mutton in Cornwall or Grandma Ogdon in Coalville, while Ruth and Karl were farmed out to

  Howard’s sister Kathleen or the two Mansfield aunts, Bessie and Nance. Dorothy’s father, William Mutton, had a large flat in Callington over his shoe shop. He was a true Cornishman,

  with snow-white hair and piercing blue eyes. In addition to his cobbling activities he was a Wesleyan preacher, though he refrained from preaching to his grandchildren because

  he knew it riled their father.




  Howard had literary ambitions, and spent a good deal of his non-professional life writing poetry and stories. He would periodically destroy his work, however. It is unlikely that he ever had the

  peace of mind or sustained concentration to bring his talents to fruition; or, if he did, his nervous eruptions swept everything away. None of his fictional writing has survived except for a

  400-line poem entitled ‘The Camp’, published in Life and Letters in 1930. In all his photographs there is the signature row of pens glinting in his top pocket, like a line of

  exquisite daggers.




  In addition to the interests listed on his school record, Howard was deep into Eastern mysticism, witchcraft and psychology. Seventeenth-century literature, with its heady blend of spiritual and

  esoteric investigation, was a particular passion, Robert Burton, Joseph Glanvill and Sir Thomas Browne being high on his list of best-loved authors. He revered the Brontë sisters and was also

  an aficionado of French literature, in particular the Symbolist poets Baudelaire and Émile Verhaeren. After literature his most enduring enthusiasm was music and the psychology of music.

  Here Berlioz, Wagner and Debussy were his heroes. All three wrote highly sensual music and were profoundly influenced by literature and the occult. Howard had a vast collection of gramophone

  records, which he delighted in playing fortissimo. Although he wasn’t a musician in the strict sense of the word, he could read music and had the gift of what he called ‘visual-auditory

  transfer’ – meaning that he could hear a work in his head as he read the score. He also had extremely sensitive hearing. In 1931 Life and Letters published his article on

  Berlioz’s sense of the macabre, ‘Berlioz: The Earlier Phase’. It is a brilliant and wide-ranging piece that weaves profound thoughts on music, literature and psychology, and

  contains an extended analysis of Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique (1830), which Howard describes as ‘the supreme achievement of the macabre in music’. The author revels in

  technical and outré words such as ‘diathesis’, ‘retractation’, ‘intitulation’, ‘Bassaridic’, ‘infructuously’,

  ‘conation’ and ‘autopsychopathology’.




  By his own admission Howard had always had a ‘strong and deep-seated taste for the macabre’; he kept a human skull, which he named Hubert or ‘the grinning

  Death’, above the mantel in his study. The word ‘macabre’ comes from the Aramaic maqqaba meaning ‘sledge-hammer’ (Judas Maccabeus was famed for his prowess in

  war), and the connection with war and death has lingered. Berlioz himself wrote in his journal, ‘My subject is, and always has been, war.’ Howard Ogdon’s battlefield experiences,

  no less than his father’s illness and early death, attuned him to the macabre. Indeed, in his case, the intellect itself was fashioned into an implement of war, his tongue whetted in

  preparation for the cut and thrust of philosophical debate.




  Howard’s interest in psychology extended to autohypnosis, mesmerism and channelling. Far from being merely academic pursuits, they constituted some of his more exotic dancing-grounds.

  Communing with the dead was clearly an important element in the life of a man who had lost his father as a boy. There is no better description of a haunted house in literature than Henry

  James’s The Turn of the Screw, if by ‘haunted house’ one means the deep psychological effects (amounting to demonic possession) of early loss on the psyche of a child. Like

  Howard Ogdon, James’s father was an amateur scholar with a deep interest in and susceptibility to the metaphysical. He once saw the devil, or so he said, and for several years was pursued by

  a ‘perfectly insane and abject terror’ in the form of a damned figure that used to squat beside him. Henry’s brother William suffered in much the same way as their father, and his

  sister Alice had suicidal tendencies. Henry James himself, who was one of John Ogdon’s favourite authors, was acutely responsive to horror throughout his life. In both the James and Ogdon

  families the children were brought up in an atmosphere of supernatural speculation.




  Not only tetchy and withdrawn, Howard was by all accounts a tyrannical father, who never processed his war experiences and found a release for his anxiety and aggression by persecuting his

  family. He bullied and browbeat his children to such an extent that all of them suffered from some form of neurosis. Paul became an invalid with many strange illnesses and bouts in hospital,

  suffering a heart attack in 1973 at the age of forty-eight. Karl developed a violent and debilitating stammer, almost as if he was choking, which was caused by a particularly

  severe thrashing he received at the hands of his father that at the time left him speechless. Howard, far from showing sympathy, taunted him about his speech impediment. Karl and his sister

  Philippa (who was described as a ‘high neurotic’ and speaks at quite a gallop) emigrated to Australia in their twenties, and Karl died out there at forty-one from a heart attack. Howard

  kept battery hens as a hobby and once forced John’s sister Ruth to watch him strangling a chicken. In an interview with his psychiatrist at the Maudsley Hospital John confessed that all his

  father’s children – excepting himself (!) – had been damaged by their father’s cruelty.




  Though all very bright, the children had disrupted educations. Philippa won a scholarship to Nottingham Girls’ High School but gave it up – transferring instead to the local

  secondary school in Mansfield Woodhouse, which she left at sixteen. (Shortly after her father’s breakdown she persuaded her mother to let her quit without her school certificate.) Ruth

  attended the same school, and was only fifteen when she left home to train as a nurse in a children’s hospital. Both girls took piano lessons, while Paul learned the trumpet. Paul was a day

  scholar at the Queen Elizabeth Grammar School, where Howard taught. These were not happy years for him, as Howard’s expectations of academic brilliance placed an onus on his eldest son that

  left him feeling depressed and unfulfilled. He was intelligent but could never be bright enough for Howard; nor did he share his father’s literary interests. Paul was charming, very

  good-looking and well-liked by his classmates, one of whom remembers the general sympathy that his difficult relationship with Ogdon Senior aroused in them. At the time of Howard’s breakdown,

  when he was thirteen, Paul missed four whole terms of school. He left in July 1942, shortly after his seventeenth birthday, and went to work for the D’Arcy Exploration Company in Eakring,

  which was developing England’s first commercial oilfield. At eighteen he was called up and joined the Fleet Air Arm, seeing action off Scotland. After the war he studied to be an architect

  but gave it up. He then worked in a mental hospital, where he met his future wife – who was a nurse. Philippa and Ruth also became psychiatric nurses early in their working lives.




  Karl, who was the closest in age to John and the nearest to a kindred spirit, was disruptive in school and frequently ran away from home. He ate horse manure to impress his

  friends at the Oxclose Lane School and thanks to his amateur cheese-making activities there was an appalling smell each time he lifted the lid of his desk. Neighbours recall him climbing trees in

  the old cemetery across from the house and scaring passers-by with his ghoulish wailing. He suffered from emotional problems and in 1944, aged fourteen, was sent to Red Hill, near Maidstone in

  Kent, a special school for ‘difficult’ children of high intelligence – in Karl’s case exceptionally high intelligence. The school was run by Otto Shaw, who provided a

  sympathetic and humane environment for the fifty-five children under his care, even offering radical psycho-analysis to those who wanted it. The children were free to stay there during the

  holidays, so little was seen of Karl at home between the ages of fourteen and eighteen. The youngsters at Red Hill were allowed to smoke and, though classes were not compulsory, they were expected

  to involve themselves in the running of the school through the student court and committees. Many of the kids came from foster homes and were funded by their local authorities.




  Howard projected his own dreams of literary glory onto Karl, and was irked that his son showed an obstinate propensity towards music. (Even as an adult Karl received letters from his father

  telling him to give up music, because John was the musician, and devote himself instead to literature.) Karl not only played the piano and the guitar but also composed, and it would seem found his

  own way in all three disciplines. The following passage from Otto Shaw’s book Maladjusted Boys refers to Karl Ogdon:




  

    

      

        We can only record one pupil who has seriously and insistently tried to compose his own music. His interest was undoubtedly connected with a very serious vocal impediment,

        and his studies were mainly in the form of highly involved compositions for piano. They took up a great deal of his spare time.


      


    


  




  It was rare for parents to visit the school. The children were usually accompanied back and forth by an officer of the Child Guidance clinic for the relevant county, which

  for Karl was Nottinghamshire. Nor did Shaw encourage parental visits, especially where early trauma was so clearly the cause of a child’s delinquency. Karl was described by one of his fellow

  pupils at Red Hill as ‘a bit of a loner, totally immersed in his music’. There was no for mal music instruction at the school, but one of the maths teachers, Paul Pollak, a Jewish

  refugee from Czechoslovakia, played the piano and encouraged those with talent. In addition to having musical prowess Karl was a formidable chess player and a gifted painter. Some of his pictures

  were exhibited at the Cooling Galleries in London in 1946 (The Temple and The Butterfly) and 1948 (The Whirlpool, The Phantom Ship and The Dark Side and the Bright

  Side). Later in life John would refer to Karl’s IQ in reverential terms. Like Paul, Karl was dark and handsome and shared his brother’s slim, muscular frame. Like his father, he

  started smoking at fourteen and continued to do so heavily for the remainder of his short life.




  Howard’s mother, Ethel, though she put on a good deal of weight and became something of an invalid in her late middle-age, was a regular visitor at Catherine Street. She

  died in 1935 at the age of sixty, and it was shortly after this that the family of six moved to a more spacious property at 5 Welbeck Road. Auckland House, as it was known, was just down the street

  from St Edmund’s Church and directly opposite the cemetery with its leaning graves and ancient linden trees. It was a detached three-storied Victorian house with two large attics and an old

  coach house at the end of the driveway. It had a large garden with a considerable apple and pear orchard, where Howard kept his intensive poultry stock. Ruth was sent down most mornings to collect

  the eggs and take her father his breakfast in bed (he insisted that his boiled egg have a brown shell). The house had been built in 1865 by the local doctor, and when the Ogdons bought it it was

  inhabited by the vicar of St Edmund’s, who was too old to climb up to the vicarage on the hill opposite. The steep field down from the vicarage was – and remains – common land and

  the Ogdon children used to sleigh down it in winter. Auckland House was adjacent to the National School and stretched most of the length of School Lane, the alley separating the two properties.




  The Ogdons kept themselves to themselves in Wooduz, where they were seen as outsiders; there were even rumours locally that they were Jews. It is unlikely that the local

  greeting of ‘Ey’up m’duck!’ was met with anything other than blank astonishment from Howard & co. The year of John’s birth, 1937, brought with it premonitory

  tremors of the war that would tear apart the whole European continent. England herself was still in the throes of the abdication crisis, and an uncrowned king with a fearful stammer sat on the

  throne. To the horror of his friends and family – and the delight of his pupils – Howard Ogdon celebrated the new year by purchasing a trombone, which he played very loudly (and with

  questionable competence), possibly to drown out the mounting pulse of war, or maybe to sound a fanfare for the birth of his fifth and final child at Auckland House on 27 January.




  At the time of his son’s birth Howard was undergoing a series of depressions that he described as ‘almost unbearably heavy’. Over the course of that year he gave up his

  ‘studious habits’ and shut his ears to the charms of music, which he claimed had always been the first of his interests. He also gave up his hen-breeding operation and sold his

  equipment. Instead, he acquired ‘a powerful and very wasteful car’, in which he drove around the country lanes in search of fresh distractions. He found it increasingly difficult to

  concentrate and a growing callousness of soul and nerves, not untypical of the schizophrenic, led to an inordinate capacity for alcohol. There were drunken binges when he would be out until 3 a.m.,

  consuming enough beer and neat spirits to floor an elephant. These were followed by bouts of insomnia and dreams of war. The days were passed with chains of cigarettes and endless cups of tea.




  It is not surprising that the approach of the Second World War should have triggered Howard Ogdon’s psychosis, as the Great War had shaken him to the core. His hypersensitive antennae

  picked up the potential horrors of the new conflict long before it occurred. The old dread and uncertainty returned, and with them a hurried retreat from reality. He began to feel as if he were a

  shadow divorced from his true life; and in this shadow world, ruled by the pitiless Moon, an unhealthy proliferation of meaning engendered itself. The most commonplace action,

  such as putting one foot in front of the other, was dogged with significance, as if the fate of the seven stars depended upon it. The result was a total paralysis of the will. All distinction

  between literal and symbolic dissolved, and Howard found himself living in a metaphorical world that no one else inhabited. The reins of consciousness had been taken up by an alien, hallucinatory

  self.




  It was through sound rather than sight that Howard Ogdon was chiefly haunted. How fitting then that in one of his dreams he should have swallowed Hermann von Helmholtz’s mighty volume of

  1863, On the Sensations of Tone as a Physiological Basis for the Theory of Music! Howard himself was a bell-ringer and shortly before his confinement began to feel persecuted by the bells of

  St Edmund’s, reading fatal messages into their tolls. On one occasion they instructed him to go upstairs and throw himself out of the attic window. ‘Go, go, go!’ came roaring from

  their iron throats. It was a close-run thing, but in the end Howard managed to reach the refuge of his study and drown out the sound by yelling out the titles of the books on his shelves at the top

  of his voice, followed by the frenzied repetition of the words ‘National Gramophonic Society!’




  The summer of 1938 was particularly hot and oppressive, but it didn’t stop Howard from lighting fires in the house and sealing all the windows. On Friday 22 July he was sitting at his

  desk, marking pencil in hand, staring blankly at a pile of examination papers when he suddenly experienced a profound and terrifying disengagement from his life. It was as if he had died, and yet

  was conscious that part of him was living on. He managed to pull himself back from ‘some ineffable remoteness’ and get to his GP, Dr Preston, who looked frightened at what he saw.




  The next morning Howard was driven to the Nottingham suburb of Mapperley for an interview with David Hunter, Medical Superintendent of the Coppice Lunatic Hospital, who arranged for him to be

  admitted on the Monday as a voluntary patient at the cost of two guineas a week. Hunter was in no doubt that Howard was in a severe delusional state and required professional care. Though

  displaying a complete lack of will in the outer world, inwardly Howard was in control of a vast empire whose smooth running required constant mental exertion. At the time of

  his first admission to the Coppice, as it was known, he had just recruited the Chinese Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek as one of his lieutenants. Other allies and aliases during his confinement

  included Peter Abelard, Albertus Magnus, Francis Bacon and Haile Selassie. On the afternoon of Monday 25 July a taxi arrived to take Howard the twenty miles to the asylum on Coppice Road –

  only this wasn’t your average taxicab but a ‘sumptuous funeral coach’. Cyril Welch, the local undertaker, ran a taxi service and on this occasion it seems the only vehicle

  available to him was a hearse – a macabre twist of fate that must have set the threadbare nerves of Howard Ogdon a-jangle. For many years afterwards the letters and numbers of the car’s

  licence plate were for him synonymous with death.




  The Coppice had opened in 1859 for patients of the upper and middle classes, and accommodated 100 patients in all, equally divided between the sexes. There were a number of rate-aided patients,

  of whom Howard was one. The great red-brick Victorian Gothic building stood on a bold projection and was surrounded by seventeen acres of grounds, including well-stocked orchards and gardens. It

  was lavishly furnished and had its own chapel. Patients were closely monitored by grey-suited attendants bearing sheaves of keys. The food was wholesome, with fruit and vegetables grown on the

  premises, and sports such as cricket, tennis and cycle polo were played in the grounds, often to comic effect. Howard signed his own admission form that Monday afternoon. His religious persuasion

  was given as ‘nonconformist’, and the principal cause of his breakdown as ‘prolonged mental stress’.




  Howard’s megalomania proceeded apace. Everything around him was drafted into the World State he was building, whether it was the fork slipped into his pocket at lunchtime (a stalwart ally

  he!) or a neighbour at table whom he took for the rich Chinese merchant Chu Chin Chow. Others, because they rubbed him up the wrong way, had to make do with scavenging posts on the outskirts of the

  Empire. Then there were the ever-proliferating mental inhibitions. Infected letters and numbers made reading books or newspapers a hazardous undertaking, with words readily

  split into syllables and reinterpreted. To illustrate the ‘tyranny of fatal letters’, Howard in his book gives the example of the letter C. If C is ill-omened, then S, which can sound

  identical, becomes contaminated, as do all words in which either of these two letters occur. Thus Monday and Friday become the only safe days for action. As C is the third letter of the alphabet,

  the number 3 is infected, as are its neighbours 2 and 4, not to mention B and D – and so the complex quickly reaches its tentacles into all corners of life, eliminating the remaining days of

  the week and disabling the will. Or rather the will becomes the servant of the complex, devoting all its energy to feeding the subject’s displaced sense of reality. It is not just letters and

  numbers that become infected but people, too, by a process of morbid suggestion. Hence the dangers to Howard’s wife and children were he to return home.




  Howard’s initial stay at the Coppice lasted a matter of days. He was unhappy and depressed, and spent much of his time prowling the grass verge nearest the road. He was sent home for the

  August Bank Holiday but his brief sojourn at Auckland House was a nightmare for everyone. He locked himself in his study, grabbed hold of some of his choicest books and turned on them ‘in an

  access of pyrolatrial fury’. Having ripped them up and tossed them into the grate, he urinated on them then set them ablaze. A number of his own manuscripts augmented the pyre. Writing a

  decade later, he observed that he had unwittingly enacted a ritual quickening of the Kundalini Shakti.




  The book-burning, suggesting as it does an unconscious rebellion against the dominion of the intellect, goes to the heart of Howard Ogdon’s psychosis, for here was a man who from boyhood

  had used his mind and scholarship as a bulwark against the pain of lost intimacy and the dread of war, and now as a weapon against his own vulnerability and the high spirits of his children. As a

  result, he had come to identify consciousness with reason alone and so fortified himself against the power and intelligence of the unconscious by arming the mind. His teacher’s gown and the

  asylum of his study, with the great intellects that lined its walls, kept his fiction of mental supremacy alive for decades, but eventually the dam burst and the waters of the

  unconscious overwhelmed the outposts of his embattled ego.




  Howard returned to the Coppice but on Christmas Eve 1938 was allowed home for the weekend accompanied by a burly male nurse, ‘a massive elderly man with a grievance’. It was a gloomy

  few days, with Howard himself as melancholy as a gib cat. He went back to the Coppice on 27 December, this time staying only four days before signing himself out and going home on New Year’s

  Eve. The reason for this departure is not known: his admission and discharge records have been ripped out of the Hospital Register. It could be that it was too expensive, even with aid from the

  local authority. His week at home was punctuated by visits from doctors and medical officials, as well as a carload of tearful relatives. By the end of it he had signed himself in to the

  Nottinghamshire County Asylum, a public institution about eight miles east of Nottingham, between Radcliffe-on-Trent and Saxondale.




  The Saxondale Hospital, as it was known, was a far cry from the gentlemanly refuge of the Coppice. Here there were some 700 inmates – 350 each of men and women – all of whom were

  strictly regimented (‘herded like swine’) and made to wear the same uniform (‘I cannot adequately describe these sartorial horrors’ writes Ogdon). At night they were put in

  identical long twill nightdresses and looked for all the world like ‘a parcel of Julius Caesars’. One lavatory served for the forty men on Howard’s ward. Though the place was

  attractively situated on a hill and surrounded by 130 acres, including a 100-acre farm where they kept livestock, Howard described it as bleak and barrack-like, sparsely furnished and badly lit,

  more like a prison than a hospital. It had been used during the Great War to care for shell-shocked soldiers; now it housed lunatics, neurotics, epileptics and low-grade defectives as well as being

  ‘a refuse dump for the unwanted and the aged’.




  When, after a fortnight, he signalled his intention to leave, Howard was threatened with certification. He held his ground, and signed himself out on 21 January. This time he kept his freedom

  for four months – though he was firmly convinced that being at home hindered his recovery, and that if only he could keep moving from place to place his various complexes

  could be dislodged. Family life was stressful to him and he freely confessed to being ‘allergic’ to certain close relations. Consequently he made frequent trips to stay with relatives

  further afield, many of whom were lulled by his bland exterior into believing him cured.




  Behind Howard’s inscrutable mask, however, the old turmoil was unabated. He could not pick up a paper without reading himself into the headlines. He was seized by a mania for cycling; the

  faster he cycled the more lethal his thoughts became. He could not cut the grass without feeling he was committing genocide, nor feel secure without touching a certain rock in the garden. To add to

  his misery he developed a fixation about crosses. Like the jaunty badges pinned to a tramp’s hat, the fetishes stuck to his restless brain.




  More dangerously, Howard took it into his head to murder his wife with an axe – but was cheated of this consummation by his eldest son, Paul, who blocked him on the stairs. It was shortly

  after this episode, on 24 May 1939, that one of the local GPs, who was a magistrate, turned up unannounced and issued a certificate of insanity; his partner arrived within the hour, examined him

  and asked some strange questions, such as ‘Do you prefer poultry or drugs?’ Later six hulking men arrived at the house – three entering by the back door, three at the front.

  Howard recognized one of them as a local policeman. He was kept talking while one of them went to fetch the reception papers for his readmission to Saxondale under certification. On the forms it

  stated that he was ‘potentially dangerous’. He was driven the twenty-two miles to the asylum in a Black Maria at breakneck speed, the officers keeping their hands firmly on the door

  handles and window levers.




  Both the routine and complete lack of sentiment at Saxondale reminded Howard of the army, which suited his stoical outlook. He was a tough man, without a shred of self-pity, who never expressed

  regret at being away from his family or friends. Furthermore, he appears always to have been conscious of his predicament, even at the height of his lunacy. Instead of therapy the nurses relied on

  drugging and most inmates were reduced to what Howard called ‘compulsory stagnation’, which consisted of ‘aimless wandering, aimless standing, aimless

  sitting’. There was a weekly dance, a weekly cinema of silent movies (popular with the low-grade defectives) and an annual sports day at which the lunatics were given a bag of sweets, a stick

  of chocolate and an orange. ‘Our appreciation of time,’ writes Ogdon, ‘was oriental in its spacious negligence.’




  Howard worked in the storeroom for two years and was granted a raft of privileges – including his own room in the Villa Ward, where he kept his illegal typewriter and portable gramophone.

  He managed to write two short stories as well as a letter to the MP Sir Ernest Graham-Little, who asked a question in Parliament on his behalf. He was given a later bedtime, excused from court

  rambling (‘mooching and marching’, as he called it) and granted estate parole, which meant he was at liberty to wander the institution and its grounds. As the idea of escape took shape

  in his mind, he walked between six and ten miles every night. Although he felt the regressive pull of the complex – his dining companions included Delius, Galsworthy, Montgomery and Rommel

  – Howard took up his studies once more, following the steep path of Gautama, Schopenhauer and Nietzsche.




  Most vitally, he resolved to master the practice of Hatha yoga with a view to curing himself of his disease and leaving the asylum. To this end he concentrated on the four essentials of diet,

  posture, breath and mantra. With his self-trumpeted iron resolution Howard achieved ‘the perfect seat’, known as Siddhasana. He also delved deeply into the mysteries of Pranayama and

  while his fellow inmates slept spent many night hours learning to control his pulse, heart rate and breathing. He was woken twice in one week by a concerned night nurse because he didn’t

  appear to be breathing. Eventually he was able to achieve an auto-hypnotic state.




  Howard’s yoga seems to have breathed life into his feeling nature, as one poignant episode reveals. In his brief book Darkness Visible the novelist William Styron recalls how

  hearing a sudden, soaring passage from Brahms’s Alto Rhapsody one night cut through the crippling depression of years and woke up his dormant heart. Similarly, on the afternoon of Good

  Friday 1941, Howard Ogdon was sitting in the dayroom of the Villa Ward when someone switched on the wireless and he heard Alexander Gretchaninov’s Liturgia Domestica.




  

    

      

        I found my eyes strangely flushed with tears [. . .] Not while my mind was going piecemeal, and I stood watching it; nor when I was in the pit of

        despair, nor while I was in death’s own toils; not even when I was dragged from my own hearth could I find a murmur of reproach or wring a tear of regret. And now the music of a strange

        litany filled me with tears and yearning.




        And disgust. The reaction was immediate. I realized clearly what we were – forgotten waifs in the Kingdom of the Lost. My full resolution was instantly reinforced for quicker, more

        determined action. This music, that entered the threshold as a sob, became an instant spur.


      


    


  




  Howard left the dayroom and made straight for the engine-yard, where he fashioned an old nail-file into a screwdriver. As with the yoga, everything was directed towards a single idea: escape. As

  he made preparations for the big day he went more frequently into the one-pointed meditative state in which the ego merges itself in the circumfluent Self and found as a result that for long

  periods he was invisible to other people in the asylum, even when walking about in ‘clanking’ shoes. Either he was vibrating at a frequency imperceptible to his fellows, or some form of

  mass hypnosis was taking place. Or Howard Ogdon was in some way deluding himself.




  According to Howard he made his escape openly, in broad daylight, without attempting to screen his movements:




  

    

      

        I sauntered slowly through the main hall of the Male Villa. I was dressed for escape, with bulging pockets, and carrying a leather shopping bag stuffed full. I wore no

        hat. I stood for a minute at each window nearest the fireplace. There were up to forty patients in and around the hall. They gazed blankly through me.




        On the way out I looked at the clinic. One attendant was in, one was just outside the door. They both looked through me vacantly. I stood for a moment in the doorway. A group of men went

        by to the staff cricket match. I knew most of them. None of them saw me. On my way out of the town I met a number of people who knew me well. I was not observed. Only one, a woman, spoke

        – or rather replied. And she also admitted, many months later, that she couldn’t remember having seen me.


      


    


  




  This was on 2 August 1941. Howard managed to hitchhike his way south to Hampshire, where he was hidden out by his friends George and Ethel – first in their garage and then in the house. It

  was wartime, with increased security and identity checks, so there were many close calls with the law as he ventured out onto the streets, usually at night. Finally the statutory fortnight passed,

  and he was automatically decertified. Now he could move about as he wished, without fear of arrest. He stayed in his friends’ ‘busy little town’ for more than a year, until the

  autumn of 1942, making no effort to return home to his wife and children in Nottinghamshire. He approached the Labour Exchange for some light work in the national interest, and was given the job of

  inspector in a munitions factory. On 23 April 1942 he was declared civilly competent and his civil rights fully restored. At the beginning of the following year he resumed teaching in a grammar

  school near Portsmouth and took lodgings at a nearby boarding house.




  Howard admits that his schizophrenia was at its peak at the time of his escape, and for two years afterwards he remained in the grip of the ‘heroic phase’ that saw him controlling

  world affairs through the supervision of his empire. He continued to practise Hatha yoga, but now that he had achieved his goal of escape his self-discipline slackened. For all his fresh interests

  and activities, the old illness was still toiling away in the background. Rooting out the sort of deep-seated mental disease that afflicted him could probably have been achieved only had Howard

  persisted with his yoga. Instead he used the mind to fight the mind, which is little more than shadow boxing. He declared war on the unconscious, equating it with darkness, chaos and the forces of

  regression, hence his persistent references to it as ‘the wily unconscious’, which it was his duty to fight.




  One cannot discount the possibility that Howard’s grandiose mind embellished and distorted the true narrative of his escape. We have only his word for the miraculous nature of his getaway,

  and the strain of self-justification and braggadocio that runs through Kingdom should at least put us on our guard. Towards the end of his book he makes the

  following startling assertion:




  

    

      

        I think I can claim to be the only person who has, consciously, on planned methods, tackled this disease from the inside, groped within its depths, arrested its progress,

        and driven it back from its encroachments into that nuclear position it may occupy in any ‘normal’ mind.


      


    


  




  Howard did not return home to Mansfield Woodhouse until the beginning of 1944, two and a half years after his escape. His absence had haunted the house as fully as his presence, and in no mind

  had he loomed larger than in that of his youngest son. The very walls were infused with the memory of Howard’s schizophrenic fantasies and inhibitions, his self-crucifying thoughts, not to

  mention the morbid grandiloquence of the music that passed under his study door. After his escape, his family would not have known from one day to the next when he might turn up – nor in what

  state of mind they might find him.
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              You see, for me my piano is what his frigate is to a sailor or his horse to an Arab – more indeed: it is my very self, my mother tongue, my life.




              Franz Liszt


            


          


        


      


    


  




   




   




  John Ogdon was born at home at Auckland House on 27 January 1937, sharing his birthday (albeit 181 years later) with Mozart. Photographs of John

  aged two show him to have been a chubby child with tight blond curls (soon to turn dark) and a serious, inquisitive face with a look of faraway concentration about it. He was the youngest of his

  siblings by almost seven years. Curiously, he was given the exact same names as his father – John Andrew Howard Ogdon. Although he was never baptized, one is left with the uncomfortable

  feeling that Howard was displacing more than just a name onto his youngest born.




  With war following on the heels of Howard’s madness, a considerable burden was placed on John’s mother, Dorothy, who periodically sent his brothers and sisters to stay with

  relatives. She took in lodgers, four in all, and moved the children to the two big attics at the top of the house. Her housemaid, Margaret Fletcher, also lived in for a while,

  making it a busy household. Dorothy supplemented her income from the boarders by working as a part-time secretary at Sherwood Colliery.




  The family had a Weber Duo-Art pianola in the front room, which could be used as a standard upright or to play piano rolls. The rolls were played either by pedalling or electrically (like an

  organ). Dorothy used to place John in a highchair in front of the keyboard while she worked about the house. As he listened to the music he watched the rolls rotating and the keys moving. She did

  this as soon as he was able to sit up, so probably from the age of six months. Before long he was focusing on the perforations in the piano rolls and making an intuitive connection between their

  length, position and frequency and the notes being depressed on the keyboard. This could well have been the origin of John’s extraordinary sight-reading gift, which never ceased to astonish

  even his most talented colleagues. The pianola was not only his nanny but also his first music teacher – it is extremely rarely that a prodigious musical talent such as John grows up without

  a parent who also plays proficiently. (Howard’s dyspeptic blasts on the trombone would, if anything, be a disincentive to pursue music.) Another thing the pianola bequeathed him was a

  beautiful, velvety tone.




  On The South Bank Show, aired in March 1989, just four months before he died, John Ogdon recalled that his parents had owned a piano roll of Percy Grainger playing ‘Shepherd’s

  Hey’. He remarked on the strong impression that the pictures at the side of the roll made on him and ‘how fresh and fine’ they looked. ‘I got fascinated with the way the

  pianola made notes depress,’ he went on. ‘I think that started me off exploring the piano a bit, and I started notating music in a pianola notation under the impression that that

  was musical notation!’ Indeed, while John was a student at the Royal Manchester College of Music (RMCM), Dorothy told Harrison Birtwistle that she found him one day as a child of three

  or four sitting on the floor with a large piece of brown paper, utterly absorbed in the task of cutting little holes in it. When she asked him what he was doing he replied without hesitation:

  ‘Composing.’ Howard, too, in a June 1953 letter to Sir Frederic Cox, then principal of the RMCM, refers to John composing in this ‘quaint

  perforation-style’, and mentions that the boy pedalled the instrument with one foot as soon as he was tall enough. This is confirmed by John’s eldest sister, Philippa, who recalls him

  aged two holding onto the flap where the control levers were and pedalling with one foot while she put the rolls in for him.




  Perhaps John’s reverence for texts took root at this precocious age. He certainly focused on the piano rolls as devotedly as a Tibetan Lama gazes on his prayer wheel or a Rabbi scrutinizes

  the sacred scrolls of the law. And it was via the piano rolls that he got used to vertical reading, which made it second nature for him to take in a whole page of music at a glance. This is because

  when you follow a piano roll you don’t so much read from left to right as you do from north to south. This verticality weaves itself into the concept of harmony, as opposed to the more

  horizontal movement of melody, and goes some way to explaining John Ogdon’s instinctive grasp of musical structure. He naturally viewed scores as if they were piano rolls. That’s one of

  the reasons he could sight-read orchestral scores, all the way from the flutes to the double basses, reducing them instantaneously for the keyboard. It is also why Sorabji’s highly involved

  passages (with the music on five staves instead of two) presented no problems for him. He was a vertical structuralist who looked first and foremost to the architecture of the music.




  Dorothy Ogdon soon became aware of another facet of John’s musical talent: his extraordinary memory. Over time, as she listened to her three-year-old son experimenting with the keys of the

  pianola, she began to recognize some of the piano-roll tunes that she had played for him when using the instrument as a babysitter. He was also picking out refrains from the Wagner operas

  he’d heard coming from his father’s study.




  In recorded interviews the pianola is the only thing to feature in John’s recollected memories before the age of eight. He seems to have shut out everything else. In a sense it became a

  symbol or talisman of the happy family life he never had. ‘My sisters and brothers and myself used to spend many happy hours round the pianola,’ he says with bowed head in his South

  Bank Show interview. ‘Home was a very happy place with the pianola,’ he adds. He speaks with some fervour, but when he looks up at the end of the sentence there

  is a haunted look in his eyes. His idyllic recollection is not shared by his sisters. It was John alone who seized on the pianola from an early age, single-mindedly playing all the music he could

  lay his hands on, and his parents approved his zeal. He was the pianist in the family, and playing the piano was what he was meant to be doing. Yet it was obvious to his sisters that John was a

  lonely, vulnerable boy who didn’t have any real friends.




  When he wasn’t at the keyboard John was wandering around the garden looking for insects – a pursuit that held a peculiar fascination for him, just as it had done for the young

  Béla Bartók. To a solitary, overweight boy with an awkward gait, his run never much more than an accelerated shuffle, insects offered the promise of metamorphosis. Spiders were no

  less of an enthusiasm; and not just the British varieties but tropical spiders, too, which he studied in books and whose Latin names he mastered. He was also an avid reader who devoured anything

  that came his way, including children’s encyclopaedias.




  Naturally for one so precocious, John spent most of his childhood in the company of adults. One particularly fateful meeting took place at his aunts’ house in Mansfield

  in the summer of 1940. Dorothy, as was her wont, had dropped John off at Layton Avenue to spend the day with her widowed sisters, Auntie Nance and Auntie Bessie. Their neighbours on this rather

  august avenue of Victorian villas were Mr and Mrs James Wood, a retired couple whose daughter, Marjory, a vivacious girl of twenty-five, was an art teacher at Teversal Primary School, near

  Sutton-in-Ashfield, where she also played the piano for Miss Tucker’s Choir. On this particular afternoon Marjory could hear the old, out-of-tune piano next door being played for hours on

  end. This made her curious: she had never before heard the sound of music from her neighbours’ house. Peeping through the bay window at the front of the house she was astonished to see a

  plump, curly-headed little boy playing from some tattered old sheets of music. As she relates it in her book, The Young John Ogdon:




  

    

      

        He was reaching up to the keyboard, walking back and forth to play the treble keys or the bass, while trying to use the pedals without losing his

        balance, quite an accomplishment for a three-and-a-half-year-old. I hurried round to the back door to ask his aunts who he was, and they told me he was their sister Dorothy’s little boy

        from Mansfield Woodhouse. Mrs Fox added, ‘He’s just amusing himself on our old piano – he loves to play.’


      


    


  




  Marjory realized immediately that she was witnessing something extraordinary, for the boy was sight-reading pieces by Chopin. Not only was he straining to make his small hands stretch to

  encompass the big chords; he was also paying attention to the expressive markings, including tempo and dynamics. At the end of the piece John turned to his audience of three and said in his grave

  lisping voice, ‘Those pieces were from Chopin Opuses.’ For the benefit of their visitor he added, ‘I could play when I was two, but not when I was one.’ At the end of the

  afternoon John’s eleven-year-old sister Ruth arrived to take him home. Like a little mother hen, she made sure that his coat was properly buttoned before leading him off by the hand. She told

  Marjory that their elder sister, Pippa, had taught John the notes and that he read music before he could read words, and played the piano before he could speak.




  Marjory Wood fell in love with the little genius and arranged for him to come next door to her house to play on her newer, well-tuned instrument, and so began a very special relationship that

  lasted from 1940 to 1945. She was John’s friend and benefactress, his childhood muse even, but not his teacher – for when it came to the piano John was in a different league. Marjory

  knew that the Ogdon family was under strain, and that she was doing Dorothy and her sisters a favour by taking John under her wing, but that’s not why she did it. She was fascinated by the

  boy himself. John would spend hours playing her piano and exploring the many volumes of music in her house. When he was still very small he sat on her knee to play while she pedalled and turned the

  pages for him. His stamina and concentration at the keyboard were unflagging, even at such a young age; the piano focused his attention completely. The one thing that frustrated him was the size of his hands. His fingers were strong and double-jointed but could stretch only a sixth; he desperately wanted to span an octave. He would stop playing, look at his hands

  and ask Marjory if she could stretch them for him.




  John was a frequent visitor at the Wood home, his arrival signalled by the rattling of the letterbox as he was too short to reach the bell. He was often accompanied by a stray black-and-white

  cat, which hid in the laurel bushes by the front door ready to dash in after him. John christened it Rondo and it became known as his cat. If music was John’s first love, food came a close

  second and often on his arrival he would make a beeline for the pantry. Although it was wartime, with a grey compound known as ‘axle grease’ replacing butter, there was usually some

  decent fodder to be found – and John didn’t much mind what it was so long as he could eat it. Despite the rationing, Mrs Wood managed to conjure up a range of treats. Raspberry-jam

  tarts, made with fresh fruit from Mr Wood’s allotment garden, were John’s favourite: a plateful could disappear before his fellow trenchermen had time to reach for one. Through the

  long, lean years of rationing John never looked anything other than thoroughly nourished! As for the sirens and blackouts, he played through all the interruptions of war with zealous abandon.

  Nothing could keep him from the piano: even in the cold of winter he would play with a hot-water bottle on his lap.




  Marjory Wood, or ‘Mith Wood’ as John lisped her name, was taking piano lessons from Nellie Houseley – the eldest of a quartet of spinster sisters (the others being Ethel, Mabel

  and Gladys), all of whom were pillars of the artistic and educational life of Mansfield. Ethel ran the local choir in Mansfield and gave singing lessons from home; Gladys and Mabel were both

  schoolteachers; Nellie’s domain was the piano. The sisters lived together with their father at 1 Layton Avenue, just down the road from Marjory Wood and the Ogdon aunts. Nellie was in her

  early fifties, a diminutive black-haired lady of the old school who could terrorize her pupils into playing quite well. She was an accomplished musician and a true martinet. You did as she said, or

  you’d be sure to feel the sharp edge of her tongue – and woe betide any pupil who came to the lesson unprepared or badly turned out! Girls were not allowed to wear

  nail varnish and boys were expected to have clean hands.




  When Marjory told Nellie Houseley about John’s remarkable gifts the older woman readily agreed to hear him. An audition was arranged at her home in late 1940, while John was still three.

  John’s mother was delighted at the prospect and, having arrayed him in his best outfit and flattened and parted his unruly curls, delivered him to the waiting Miss Wood, who walked him down

  to Houseley’s House of Music. The door had no sooner opened than John looked up into the startled, bespectacled face of his future teacher and announced himself: ‘I’m John

  Rachmaninoff Ogdon!’ There were gasps and chuckles from the two women. Once inside, John inspected the piano by walking cautiously around it; he had never seen a boudoir-grand before. On it

  was a piece by Scarlatti, which he opened and began to play while still standing. Miss Nellie, as she was known to her pupils, stopped him and placed some cushions on the piano stool so that he

  could sit down. As John rattled his way through every piece from Scarlatti to Liszt, using his own homespun technique and fingering, amazement flamed upon the normally implacable brow of Nellie

  Houseley. From time to time she would offer a little instruction but John was too engrossed in the music to pay heed. Even at three his typical posture at the piano was to be hunched bearlike over

  the keys, as if to cow the notes into submission. ‘He wanted to exhaust himself (if that were possible),’ wrote Marjory Wood. What had begun as an audition became a full-length recital,

  without intermission! In the end, his fingers had to be prised from the keys.




  Astonished though she was by the boy’s talent, Nellie Houseley advised waiting until John’s hands were slightly bigger before starting formal lessons. These began when he was four

  and a half, in the autumn of 1941, and took place at her studio above Kent & Cooper’s music shop in Mansfield. Writing to a friend in 1970, Miss Nellie recalled that ‘the first

  piece [John] brought to me was the Warsaw Concerto. He could play the notes but of course without any idea of correct technique. He had a remarkable ear and could read a piece of difficult

  music (not playing it) and know how it would sound.’ The Warsaw Concerto is a single-movement work written by Richard Addinsell for the 1941 movie Dangerous

  Moonlight (also known as Suicide Squadron). Despite its weak narrative and mawkish excesses, the film met with considerable success on account of Addinsell’s music. John might well

  have seen the film; that being the case it may have inspired his lifelong passion for the cinema and film music.




  Millicent Roberts, who was a teenager at the time, well remembers John’s first appearance at Nellie Houseley’s studio – because it happened to be her lesson that day

  that was interrupted. As she describes it, a young girl (Ruth Ogdon?) ‘literally burst into the room. She had a small curly-haired boy with her, with the Warsaw Concerto under his arm.

  Miss Nellie protested, but I was pushed out of the way and the child sat down and began to play.’ Once she heard John, Millicent vowed that she would never play again. But she did, and John

  shared her lessons for the next month before being given his own slot on Saturday mornings. Despite their prolonged contact, she never once heard him speak.




  Nellie Houseley taught her best students from home on her mellow-toned Broadwood boudoir-grand. One such student, Mike Hays, remembers John arriving for lessons with a matchbox containing some

  form of insect life to be presented to Miss Nellie’s father, George Houseley. Often a string of girls would be waiting for their lessons. If the phone rang Miss Nellie would go to the hall to

  answer it, and the girls would dive into the music cabinet, grab the blackest piece they could find and put it up on the piano for John to play – which of course he did without the least

  hesitation. Another Houseley pupil, David Chamberlain, who became musical director of the Mansfield Choral Society, remembers staying behind after his lessons so that he could listen to John play.

  David was seventeen to John’s eight, yet John could play all David’s pieces perfectly at sight.




  Technique was everything to Nellie Houseley. Her emphasis on rotation and ‘sinking’ into the notes to produce what she called ‘a musical tone’ was a hallmark of her

  instruction. ‘Dip and roll, dip and roll,’ she would chant, even to her youngest pupils – and dip and roll they did. To play a piece without ‘sinks’, however correct

  the notes, was in her eyes to play mechanically. For arm-weight practice she recommended raising the arm well up, nail joints firm and knuckles hard, as if clasping a fat ball,

  and then dropping onto notes up and down the keyboard with the middle fingers. John Ogdon’s dipping and rolling hand became a distinctive feature of his playing, as did his beautiful tone,

  and his use of body weight to influence the sound he made was apparent in the way he would arch over the keyboard.




  In addition to his uncanny sight-reading ability John was blessed with perfect pitch. You could sit on the keyboard and he’d tell you every single note in the chord. He had a blind

  man’s keen discrimination of tone, as if the keys under his hands were Braille. Often it was his fingers that would remember a piece for him (through touch memory) rather than his eyes or

  ears. In this regard he was as natural and instinctive a musician as there has ever been, the Art Tatum of the classical world. The piano was for him a kind of sixth sense. Little wonder, then,

  that he would feel withdrawal symptoms if he spent a day away from the keys. Even as a small child the dramatic contrast between John at the piano and John away from it was noted. At the keyboard

  he was fluent, expressive and confident; away from it he was diffident and frequently withdrawn. The disparity widened as he grew older, though there were periods, especially at college, when he

  was more generally high-spirited.




  It is striking that ‘baby Johnty’, as his siblings called him, should have identified with Rachmaninoff. The Russian composer was famed for his melancholy, a condition that had its

  roots in a serious childhood illness that claimed the life of his sister Sophia. Rachmaninoff’s preoccupation with death and the macabre grew out of this experience and was deepened by his

  exile from his native land. As Robert Rimm writes: ‘[. . .] in spite of his great success all over the world and the devotion of his audiences, Rachmaninoff lived shut up within himself,

  alone in spirit and everlastingly homesick for his Russia.’ The theme of the Dies Irae (or Day of Wrath) from the Catholic Requiem Mass became something of a musical signature

  for the Russian. His symphonic poem The Isle of the Dead is a particularly evocative example of his uncanny sensitivity to the inward-circling rhythms of death.




  John would wander about the house and garden in Mansfield Woodhouse, lost in thought, and at such times a sombre mood seemed to descend upon him, as if he was communing with the sorrows of the world. His melancholy disposition is well illustrated by an anecdote his mother told Marjory Wood. One day, unable to find John anywhere in the house or garden, she ran

  out into the street to see a funeral cortège passing, with black horses pulling the hearse, and behind the hearse the grieving family and friends. Bringing up the rear was her own

  six-year-old son, his head bowed in solemn condolence. One of the earliest pieces he composed, written aged seven, was a funeral march for an American soldier called Manny who used to bring candy

  and chocolate for him. John had got it into his head that Manny and Marjory Wood were going to marry, and when the wished-for union didn’t happen he wrote a funeral march. Shortly afterwards

  Manny left for D-Day.




  Even as a small boy John’s attitude to music was one of high seriousness, and his usual sweet temper could be riled if it was not accorded due respect or if he considered it frivolous.

  Marjory Wood recalls him arriving at her house, dashing to the piano, picking up the first piece of music he could find (it happened to be highlights from Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs)

  and launching into it. He played the introduction without blinking, but when he came to the first song, ‘Someday My Prince Will Come’, he stopped playing, clapped the music shut and

  flung it across the room. To soothe his outrage Marjory gave him a book of Chopin pieces (mazurkas, preludes, nocturnes and waltzes) and equanimity was restored as he began to play through them.

  But when he came to the Waltz in A flat his agitation returned and quickly grew to anger. Marjory had crossed out a number of the repeat bars, and in John’s eyes this was tantamount to

  sacrilege. The texts of the masters were sacred and not to be tampered with. ‘You never, never, never do this!’ he kept repeating in his disbelief – and this was a seven-year-old

  boy talking to a twenty-nine-year-old woman! In general, John’s saturnine temperament was a foil to the incorrigibly sunny outlook of Marjory Wood, who rarely allowed a cloud to cross her

  horizon. On another occasion they went to the Empire in Mansfield to see the movie Meet Me in St. Louis, a romantic comedy starring Judy Garland. John began grumbling about the music and

  when Garland launched into the infamous ‘Trolley Song’, with ‘Clang, clang, clang went the trolley . . .’ he leaped up from his seat and shouted

  angrily, ‘Why do grown-up people thing thuch thilly thongs?’ his lisp becoming more pronounced in his exasperation.




  With his siblings largely absent – effectively leaving him to grow up as an only child – and being isolated from his peers by his outsized talent, John found himself largely in the

  company of his seniors. Marjory Wood once walked in on an eccentric tea party in the piano room of their Mansfield home. At a beautifully decorated table, with embroidered tablecloth and dainty

  chinaware, groaning with cucumber sandwiches and raspberry jam tarts, sat a delightfully offbeat trio: Marjory’s mother, Mrs Wood (dressed as Mrs Methuselah), Miss Emily Lewis, the elderly

  children’s poet, and Master John Ogdon – alias John Rachmaninoff Ogdon or, for his messiness, John Pell-Mell Ogdon – the curly-headed piano prodigy. Before they sat down Mrs Wood

  had performed her monologue, Miss Lewis had recited several of her poems, including ‘The Little Millionaire’, and John had given a stirring recital – to which sheets of music

  scattered over the floor bore lively witness.




  John would spend hour upon hour playing through whole volumes of the classics (from Mozart to Rachmaninoff), building up his phenomenal repertoire from a very early age. Once he had played a

  piece it seemed to become locked into his memory. This habit of playing through pieces one after the other at speed, as if he wanted to get through as much music as possible, stayed with him as an

  adult; baffled critics would sometimes note a reckless haste on the concert platform as John zoomed through Chopin’s Op. 25 études without so much as a pause between the pieces.




  Marjory Wood wasn’t content simply to provide John with a peaceful place to practise: a talent of such exceptional brilliance required more active nurturing. Certain things they could do

  for virtually nothing, such as listening to BBC Symphony Orchestra concerts on the wireless; other things, such as buying sheet music, could be managed within the limits of Marjory’s income

  (John would sometimes have a sixpence to contribute). In order to attend first-class classical concerts at the Albert Hall in Nottingham, however, something more was required. She decided to set up

  a ‘John Fund’. To this end she sold some of her own paintings and took to making gloves, handbags and stuffed toys to sell to local stores. Each concert outing to

  Nottingham with John would cost at least twenty-five shillings, so she had her work cut out. But the thought of John’s future greatness spurred her on, as these extraordinary words from her

  book attest:




  

    

      

        As I spent hours and hours ‘thonging’ away in my attic workshop, I would picture John and me sitting hand in hand at the Albert Hall in Nottingham, listening

        to and applauding wonderful pianists, dreaming that one day my loving little sweetheart, John Ogdon, who I knew would be a great pianist, would outshine and surpass them all.


      


    


  




  In 1943, when John was six, Marjory took him to his very first concert: a piano recital by Louis Kentner. Although she cannot recall the repertoire, she well remembers John’s rapt

  attention throughout (he was ‘in visible ecstasy’) and his delighted applause after each piece. On their way out of the hall John turned to Marjory and said, ‘When I get home,

  I’m going to practise and practise – how to bow like Louis Kentner.’ Back home, after playing several pieces to Marjory and her two sisters, John got them to stand in three

  stations to mark the different parts of the hall – the central banks of seats and the two wings – then, with their applause still ringing in his ears, he bowed to each in turn, holding

  his stomach with his left hand (which Kentner did not do!) and making a flourish with his right, doing his best not to topple over as he bent forward. From this moment forth John had no doubt that

  he would be a concert pianist; the recital had inspired a vision of himself to which he held fast throughout his school years. Little did John know then that one day he would study with Louis

  Kentner’s first wife, Ilona Kabos, before the Tchaikovsky Competition in 1962 and eight years later would join Kentner in writing the section on Liszt’s music for solo piano in the book

  Franz Liszt: The Man & His Music.




  John and Marjory attended many other concerts together, including the following year a performance of Beethoven’s Emperor Concerto, conducted by Sir Adrian Boult, with whom John

  himself would perform. The soloist was John’s future friend and teacher Denis Matthews. The concert ended with a performance of the Symphony No. 7 in C major by Sibelius,

  whose ‘wondrous’ music remained a lifelong favourite of John’s. They also heard the Hallé Orchestra under John Barbirolli give a memorable performance of Beethoven’s

  Fifth Symphony, which John already knew from a piano arrangement. He was excited to see all the instruments of the orchestra ranged together – in particular the brass section, as his

  father’s instrument was the trombone. In the summer of 1944 he and Marjory went to two performances of the International Ballet, at which they saw Coppélia with music by

  Léo Delibes, Les Sylphides (Chopin) and Twelfth Night (Grieg). Again, John was familiar with the music and had played sections of the Delibes and Chopin, as well as passages

  from Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker Suite and Swan Lake. Among the other British pianists they heard were Cyril Smith and Solomon.




  The John Fund was also used to purchase sheet music. John and Marjory would stop off at Wilson Peck’s music store and showroom on the way back from the Albert Hall to the bus terminal.

  With his sixpence in his pocket, John would make for the most expensive volumes – complete works or sequences of works, rather than single pieces – and Marjory would indulge him by

  paying the difference, however substantial. On one occasion he found an album of Liszt’s works for seven and sixpence and with Marjory’s blessing rushed over to the nearest piano to try

  out the pieces, but one of the salesmen, who had been eyeing the scene, got there first and closed the lid before John could place his fingers on the keys. ‘Madam,’ he said to Marjory,

  ‘we do not allow children on our pianos. Please keep your child away from them.’ John was mortified by this rebuff; Marjory never once saw him cry in the five years she spent with him

  but she saw him come very close now. Amends were made on a future occasion, however, when the salesman’s back was turned and Marjory quickly ushered John to a waiting piano. He had chosen a

  large album of Beethoven sonatas and no sooner had he begun to play than a crowd (including the officious salesman) gathered round to listen. Each time John paused between pieces there came a burst

  of applause, but he seemed oblivious of the stir he was creating. Once when he stopped he seemed confused and anxious to see all the faces around him and called out,

  ‘Mith Wood?’




  John often used his sixpence at Wilson Peck’s to buy manuscript paper: he was already an enthusiastic composer and had compiled a youthful set of pieces entitled Gems of Ogdon. On

  their way back to Mansfield one day, a ferocious storm blew up that forced the bus driver to pull over to the side of the road. As the wind and rain pounded against the windows Marjory began to hum

  Chopin’s Raindrop Prelude while John tapped out the beat of the downpour against the streaming panes. ‘I’m going to write a thunderstorm prelude,’ he suddenly

  exclaimed, ‘and I’m going to do it now.’ He had manuscript paper to hand but nothing to write with so Marjory dove into her handbag and found an eyeliner pencil. Soon John was

  busy notating. The music tumbled out of him, as Marjory observed:




  

    

      

        The speed with which he worked and his intense concentration were unbelievable. He did not hesitate, ponder, look around or chew the end of his pencil, but wrote with the

        most assured confidence and deliberation [. . .] Some notes were on high ledger lines, some on low, and others on extended staff lines, which he roughly sketched in to the edge of the paper.

        To keep within the confines of the five staff lines was far too restricting for John [. . .] he did not need a piano while he was composing, only when he had finished. He heard every note in

        his mind. I am sure he composed music much more rapidly than his little hands ever had time to write down – such a long, tedious job even for skilled adults. Many times during the

        previous year or so, I had been fascinated by the method John had devised for writing music. After writing in the treble and bass clefs, sharps or flats key, and the time fraction or C, he

        would write all the notes as semibreves, mark in the bars, then backtrack, making the semibreves into minims, crotchets, or quavers by adding stems, filling them in, and completing them

        accordingly.


      


    


  




  Back at Marjory’s house John finished the prelude – which resembled a storm on the page, with its thick dark clusters of notes – then performed it for his

  adoring female audience, aunts included. He had to play it standing up to reach the extremities of bass and treble but the ovation was worth all the effort and drew from him many an elaborate bow.

  Across the top of the paper John had drawn a row of composers’ heads, all with long hair, including his own at the end. Marjory wrote their names in for him, and ‘Ogdon’ –

  John insisting on the surname alone – duly took its place beside Beethoven, Brahms, Rachmaninoff, et al.




  In addition to the purely musical activities they shared, John spent a lot of time with Marjory up in her attic rummaging through the old trunks while she worked on her crafts to raise money for

  the concert fund. Together they compiled an album of composers, pasting in pictures and biographical snippets. Schubert and Beethoven took pride of place, though the album opened with a picture of

  the infant Mozart reaching up to touch the keys of the harpsichord. On one page they wrote out a quote from Beethoven in large calligraphic letters: ‘My miserable hearing does not trouble me

  here. In the country it seems as if every tree said to me, “Holy! Holy!”’ When Marjory told John that Beethoven had gone deaf he paused thoughtfully then said, with childish

  gravity, ‘Beethoven should have had his hair cut.’




  With his own father languishing in the Notts County Asylum John found a surrogate parent in Marjory’s father. A retired policeman, James Wood played the piano by ear and was an

  enthusiastic gardener. He and John used to stick old spade handles in the ground as feeding perches for the robins; when the birds alighted they’d throw worms to them. While Mr Wood was

  digging Marjory and John would busy themselves picking baskets of fruit and vegetables to take back to the house. While a good many of the raspberries and other small fruits found their way into

  John’s mouth, he never neglected to think of his mother and always set aside a portion of his pickings as a gift for her. Sometimes Marjory would string the hammock between the apple and pear

  trees and John would clamber happily into its nylon folds.




  John proved to be a treasured companion for both the Wood parents. He would play for Mrs Wood while she sat by the fireside reading poetry, or for Mr Wood as he sat at the bay window sketching

  in pen and ink. Sometimes Mrs Wood would read aloud to John from her 1001 Gems of English Poetry, and on one occasion explained to him that she was an elocutionist. The

  next time Dorothy came to collect John she told the Woods that John had confided to her, not without a tremor, that Mrs Wood was ‘a wonderful executionist’! The motto in the Wood

  household was ‘Satan finds mischief for idle hands to do’, but John’s hands were rarely idle, for he interpreted the world around him through the keys of the piano. He once gave

  an impromptu recital at Teversal School, where Marjory taught, and afterwards one little girl came up to him and said, ‘John, you play like magic!’ Despite these idyllic interludes,

  though, the shadow of war never wholly lifted. In the summer of 1942 Marjory’s twenty-one-year-old brother, Jimmy, was killed in action and John, who had occasionally played for him, stayed

  away from the house for weeks. When finally he returned his playing provided a source of comfort to the bereaved family.
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