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Vic Solomon (second on left) instructs  students at Newark.
From left to right: David Barker, Vic Solomon, Kleantis Christoforou, Ian Dodds and Stuart Grant.

See this months Students’ Pages.
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First of all I should explain that
I’ve called this edition a ‘Students’
Special’ largely because you
students have sent me so much!

 I’m really grateful for it and it does tie
in with the John Spice article about his
teaching days at the L.C.F. There are other
interesting articles as well though, such as
the British Piano Fair report and the
Christmas Quiz.

Oh yes, Christmas... the trees seem to go
up earlier and earlier as the years go by
until by the time the big day arrives much
of the surprise and wonder of Christmas has
already been and gone. Still, at least it’s a
chance for relatives to catch up with each
other after a busy year. A shared Christmas
dinner and Families all around the same
table has to be a good thing (Oh yes it
does!)

I mention this only because so many
times when I happen to be tuning at a
Family’s Tea Time, I notice one child
eating his dinner at a table, another is in
front of the computer screen, another has
one hand on his play station whilst the other
hand picks up a pile of chips.

Well, each to their own, ‘busy lives’ and
all that, but for me those Family meals
around the table every night with all the rest
of the crew were very precious. Although
there were a fair few heated discussions,
they were also a great bonding process and
a lesson in communications.

Some people have the view that the
piano is the TV Dinner of the musical world.
You can’t really join a pop band with it or
rarely an orchestra come to that, and it’s not
really that portable is it? Poor old ‘Joanna
no mates!’

However, many of the old Londoners
that retire down my neck of the woods tell
me how that old piano I’m desperately
trying to tune (which always seems to have
fallen through two floors during the blitz)

was the centre of
countless happy
gatherings with friends, Family,
neighbours and quite often tramps off the
street as well, all sharing a good singsong
together with beer and other alcoholic
beverages in hand and, quite evidently, on
the piano as well, as the countless ring
marks on the casework now  attest.

How those great piano parties must have
nurtured great community spirit through
those dark times and beyond.

Indeed, one of my old customers carried
on the tradition until just a few years ago,
inviting many of her neighbours round each
Sunday. This grew into quite an event, the

‘Glastonbury’ of Holland-on-Sea.
Anyway, I quite fancy getting my folks

round the piano on Christmas Day. It's got
to be fun and if there are any visitors (poor
things) or black sheep about, it’s bound to
help break the ice or get rid of them early.

Perhaps I could even persuade my
nieces and nephews to play their recorders,
guitars or such like on condition of instant
confiscation afterwards.

So I think I’ve just got time to learn a
few Carols before the big day. I might even
play them to a few unlucky customers.
Anyway, it would be a change from Moon
River and it might even earn me the prized
mince pie.

So how about it then? A mass PTA
‘around the piano at Christmas’ effort. I
know those various old ‘pianos that Granny
used to play’ are all still in circulation.

Merry Christmas to all of you and until
then........

Happy Tuning.....

Editorial
  Matthew Gough



August 2009 5

The President Writes
Brian FrostFirstly, a big

thank you to all
those who returned their corrected
database forms so quickly which
has enabled Annette to make sure
all the information contained on the
PTA Database is now as accurate
as possible.

For those of you who have yet to return
your form it is still not too late, but please
bear in mind that the new database is now
linked to the ‘find a tuner’ section on the
PTA website, and therefore your contact
details and post towns covered may not be
correct.  Dave Gilroy was commissioned
by the PTA to write the new database and I
would like to thank him for all his hard
work. PTA Member Fiona Gilroy is Dave’s
wife, and has also helped Dave in the
background using knowledge she had built
up about the Association whilst PTA Year
Book editor — thank you Fiona.

In November I attended the Europiano
Delegates’ meeting in Frankfurt. For the
first time an ABPT Delegate was in
attendance as the ABPT had been elected a
Member of Europiano at the general
meeting in the Cezck Republic last May.
ABPT Member Martin Locke was their
representative, and he gave an extremely
eloquent speech setting out the goals of the
ABPT within Europiano. He stated that the
ABPT would like to work more closely
with other visually impaired piano tuners
who are Members of Europiano. Martin
said that with the closure of the piano
course at Hereford the ABPT felt it
especially important that they make contact
with piano tuners in a similar situation to
themselves throughout Europe. I am
looking forward to working with my ABPT
colleagues at future meetings.

At the beginning of October I attended
the funeral of John Spice. The service

formed a fitting tribute
to someone who had
touched so many lives. The
funeral lasted nearly 2 hours and music
played a big part. The Big Band which
John formed when he retired to Eastbourne
played several numbers during the service.
The coffin entered the Church to a
recording of Johnny Pearson
accompanying  John on clarinet playing
Sleepy Shores. Both family and friends
spoke about John during the service, and
gradually one was able to build up a picture
of John’s life. Several fellow PTA
Members had also made the journey to
Eastbourne to pay their last respects.

I was asked by his widow Pam to say a
few words about his involvement with the
PTA. It was an honour to speak on behalf
of the Association, this is what I said:

Eulogy delivered at the funeral of
John Spice on 1st October 2009

I first met John (as he was known to us)
in 1977 when I was a student at the London
College of Furniture where he taught piano
tuning on a part time basis for a number of
years. His professional approach to
teaching was greatly respected by his
students and he seemed very at home with
a group of eager learners circled around
him while he demonstrated what he was
trying convey to us.

In 1951, when he found earning a living
as a professional musician increasingly
difficult, John trained as a piano tuner at
London’s Northern Polytechnic in Pitfield
Street. He came top of his class with 90%.

A colleague and friend of John,
Malcolm McKeand, remembers that when
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There may still be
time to amend your
details for the 2010 Year
Book.

If you need to make changes please send back the form which was
sent to you or contact Annette as soon as possible using the details on
Page 27. Thank you.

Membership News
Annette Summers

he was a twelve year old he had had a
succession of piano tuners to tune the
family piano, and was unhappy with them
all. John was the first piano tuner to make
the piano ‘sound right’ and he then
became Malcolm’s tuner until Malcolm
himself trained for the profession, partly
as a result of John’s enthusiasm for the
job.

John put an enormous amount of work
into his teaching preparation and read up
widely on early tuning temperaments.
Some of the techniques he used in
explaining the theory of piano tuning are
used to this day. He also came up with
practical solutions to problems. One of his
students had problems with his left hand
and was struggling to stretch an octave.
John had the idea of the ‘octave crusher’ -
a piece of wood cut to be held in one hand
while striking the octave required.  Pete
Wood, the student concerned, used this
technique until his early death last year.

John’s deafness, as a result of tank
driving during the war, was evident –
even in 1976.  John, however, would use
this to his advantage. He liked a
lunchtime nap when teaching, and would
disappear to the staff room, turn off his
hearing aids for some peace and quiet,
and have a brief siesta.  John would then
return refreshed for an afternoon’s
teaching – that is, as long as someone
would remember to wake him up, a task
that normally fell to his ‘boss’ the late
Terry Pamplin.

One of John’s students, Colin
Crawford, did a series of caricatures of
the staff at London College of  Furniture.
Colin’s version portrayed him with an ear
trumpet falling asleep over a piano.  John
was so taken with the drawing that he
asked Colin for a copy – even though the
caption read ‘Variety is the life of Spice
guaranteed to fall asleep over 57 varieties
of piano’. With his reputation for ‘dozing
off’ after lunch at the drop of a hat I have
often wondered if he did this while tuning
in a customer’s house.

John joined the Pianoforte Tuners’
Association in 1972 and was awarded
Honorary Membership in 1992.  After
leaving college I didn’t meet John again
until the 1996 PTA Bournemouth
Convention. We were all gathered after
dinner for a ‘Party Piece Evening’ and
were awaiting the star turn to arrive – that
is, John on sax and his good friend and
PTA Patron, Johnny Pearson on piano.
When they walked into the room it was
very apparent that they had had a drink or
two, or maybe even three beforehand –
John certainly knew how to liven up an
occasion and great fun was had by all that
evening!

John literally taught a generation of
tuners to tune pianos, and those he taught
will always be grateful to him. I will
always remember the sparkle John had in
his eyes and the great sense of fun he put
into learning.

The President Writes Continued
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Yamaha model Ul, U2 ,U3, U7,
AUX,

101 uprights

Other makes, Atlas Apollo Toyo etc. all at
very

competitive prices

Telephone Ian Hewitt on 01283 565869 and discuss how to make your
business more profitable.

Polyester polishing and cabinet repairs undertaken

TOP QUALITY USED MODERN JAPANESE PIANOS

supplied to piano tuners at trade prices
commission paid for introductions

Not all questions are
piano related.. Answers in
next issue (no prizes, just
a teaser)

1. What was the original partnership name with John Broadwood, a person
who was associated with another maker previous to JB?

2. What key signature has 8 sharps?
3. Where in an upright action would you find a 'hopper'?
4. What is a 'push-up'?
5. Erard used to spell his name differently - what was it before he became as we

know him?
6. There was another Brinsmead making pianos besides John - who was that

person?
7. What's the next letter in this sequence? M C D L D H _
8. Which company was responsible for Father Christmas being dressed in red &

white?
9. Which manufacturer's profile and life dates (in Roman numerals) appear on a

roundel on the frame?
10. What animal name was sometimes used to describe a very tall, early upright

piano?

CHRISTMAS QUIZ
Paul Fox
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BROADWOODS
Can provide detailed information about their
grand, upright or square pianos made from the
year 1817. Usually we can confirm the date of
manufacture, the name and address of the first
purchaser and provide outline technical details
of each instrument.

FOR FURTHER DETAILS PHONE
(01580) 212713

John Broadwood & Sons Ltd.
ESTABLISHED 1728

Finchcocks, Goudhurst, Kent, TN17 1HH.

We are pleased to announce that commission has
been paid by the following piano dealer under the

PTA Piano Sales Encouragement Scheme:

Piano Sales Encouragement Scheme

Web Links‘It’s a piano, Jim- but not as we know it!’
Geoff Smith has invented what he calls a ‘Fluid Piano’. It

allows players to alter the tuning of notes either before or during a performance. It was
made by Somerset based Christopher Barlow and receives a London Premiere at the
Purcell Room in March. Watch the video and read all about it at:
www.guardian.co.uk/music/2009/nov/23/composer-fluid-piano-geoff-smith

BARRY CARADINE PIANO SPECIALIST
BULL LANE INDUSTRIAL ESTATE

ACTON
SUDBURY
SUFFOLK
CO10 0BD

TELEPHONE: 01787 312231
E-MAIL: barry@caradine.co.uk
Web site: www.caradine.co.uk



10

Maryanne Simberg is one
of those eccentric customers
who one is not quite sure
whether to love expansively
or hope to never see again.

A couple of months ago she took
Brooklands Pianos by storm despite being
in her 70’s, by force of her personality and
a never ceasing monologue about her likes
and dislikes on all sorts of far ranging
topics including, notably, the precise colour
and age of furniture she liked. All of which
inevitably led to a long discourse on the
kind of piano that would fit into her large
kitchen which already boasted what
sounded like an inordinate amount of
different coloured stuff including a juke
box.

As it turned out she quickly whittled
down her choice of pianos from my stock
to three. A new Kemble Conservatoire, a
restored 1898 black Bechstein model 10
(incidentally one of my favourite models
despite not being overstrung) with original
sconces and a set of perfect ivory keys, and
a reconditioned 1930’s Steck in an
attractive dual tone mahogany case.
Although she confessed she was “not a very
good” pianist I admired her eclectic short
list which eventually culminated in her
choosing the Bechstein. “It’ll go well with
the kitchen units, sundry bits and bobs
….and the juke box ” (erm….really?....are
you sure?)

Her only concern were the keys and,
with hindsight, at the moment that I had
proudly announced that they were in the
original ivory I had realised that I may have
made a terrible mistake, for in her long
preamble she had mentioned subjects close
to her heart such as care for the planet,
green politics and in fact all things of a
green hue; vegetarianism, and sundry
things related to eco-babble etc.

Now, generally speaking, I like a person
of strong principles and I have no problem
with most of hers but now she had had

second thoughts about
buying the piano I saw my
few thousand pounds prize
slipping away. Sometimes filthy lucre holds
alarming sway over one’s own principles,
like avoiding “the love of money”!

“But the piano was made over a hundred
years ago, the elephants are dead” I argued
pathetically. Hoping to persuade her that us
piano people aren’t elephant murderers
anymore, I told her that piano keys have
been made with man made materials for a
long time and we’re all repentant sinners
now (or something like that).

After prolonged and exhausting
persuasion she came round to my way of
thinking and is now the proud owner of
said Bechstein which, after visiting her for
its complimentary tuning, I must admit DID
fit into her kitchen landscape very well and
complimented the juke box “a treat”….I
said (erhem!)

Two weeks ago I received a phone call
from the unconventional  Maryanne who
has now decided that despite adoring the
tone and touch of her piano she just cannot
reconcile the thought of the “immoral and
illegal slaughter of innocent elephants for
their ivory” with playing Bach and Scarlatti
and will I take it back?

We are currently investigating the
possibility of recovering the keys with
something less barbaric. Just what I need
after the mammoth (pun not intended)
effort of trying to please her in the first
place.

As I reflect upon this episode at this
time of year I am reminded of the words of
the Christmas angels who sang “peace
among men with whom he is pleased” and I
wonder if that applies to me as I
contemplate the incongruous murder of a
strangely likeable and valued customer.

Retail Tales
  Maryanne - Kevin Brice
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                                  STUDENTS’ PAGES
If you’re a student, graduate or are just starting out then
this section is for you

NEWARK COLLEGE NEWS
As the dark nights draw in and the

temperature starts to drop, we are being
reminded that the first term in the new
college year for the students at Newark is
rapidly drawing to an end.

At this point in the course we are now
seeing individual skills coming to the fore.
Although there is a consistency in the
abilities of the second year, many of the
students are excelling in certain specific
areas of piano tuning and repair, and this is
proving useful to students who are still not
sure of what area of the piano trade they
want to be involved in. Further to that,
David Barker has made a point of

communicating with various individuals,
PTA members and businesses in the piano
trade, in order to keep in touch with anyone
in the trade who might be able to offer
either work placement, bursaries, or any
kind of work experience that will enhance
studies at Newark. We need all the help we
can get! At our recent AGM (Ale Gulping
Meeting), held in the Fox and Crown in
Newark, David was appointed as student
representative to the piano trade. Please
contact him if anyone has any ideas or
offers.

Meanwhile, Vic Solomon and Peter
Roscoe are ably assisting John Lord in our
second year studies, which are progressing
very well. GEOFF CARVERHILL

Vic Solomon showing  students how to take a string
rubbing. From left to right: Stuart Grant, Samantha Lam,

Gavin Crooks, Vic Solomon and David Barker

        ‘You hum it Gav, I’ll play it!’
   Gavin Crooks and Robert Lineham

       PTA Pre-test Day at Blüthner’s October 11th 2009

Having left London Metropolitan University in June 2008, my tuning has rarely been
checked over in paid work situations. As I am not eligible to take the PTA test until after
June 2010, I hadn’t thought about attending this type of event this year, but having had the
suggestion put to me, it seemed a good idea to go along. I was interested to see how much
progress I have made since university and hopefully receive some feedback.

Five PTA students were due to take part on the day. I arrived very early and was
greeted by Mr Roger Willson, managing director of Blüthner, who kindly made me a
coffee and offered me a varied selection of rather good biscuits. After chatting and

Continued.....
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relaxing, I was greeted by the PTA officials for the day, Mr Brian Frost and Mr Rick
Ohlendorf.

Once in the room with the casework off the piano, I was offered the choice to tune
from A or C as I preferred. There then followed 2 hours in which to perform a 2 beat pitch
raise and fine tuning. There were some faint sounds of other people tuning but as I
became immersed in my work, it was not an issue.

As time management is a crucial factor in the test, I began to be aware that I was
taking far too long over things that I would normally “just do” outside. I found myself
fussing excessively over the pitch of the starting note to the fork and in putting in the
temperament. (I know that I want it all to be right, but taking nearly an hour over these
and in exam conditions too! Folly!) There were also some other distracting thoughts
popping into my head: such as how much I prefer a full semitone or even a 6 beat pitch
raise to just 2 beats.

Two hours later (and still tinkering in the treble), the test was over. I stepped out while
the tuning was marked. I should have had another coffee and biscuits but I was too
nervous with anticipation. I was asked back into the room and the verdict was delivered
which confirmed that I am heading in the right direction. I was then given very helpful
suggestions involving 3rds and 10ths and chords and arpeggios to assist in checking my
work, both for during tuning and for reviewing work. Stability was checked in my
presence and I was pleased that nothing really moved.

Since the test, I try to incorporate the helpful comments that were made and aim to
focus my thought processes as I tune. As a result I now find that I tune more quickly,
waste less time, am more focused and have a confidence that was not there before. Overall,
I feel that it was very beneficial to have had experienced ears cast over my work. I
therefore highly recommend taking a “pre-test test” not only to find out about your tuning
but also about yourself and early enough to allow time to improve before the real thing.

On behalf of the PTA students who were assessed on the 11th October, I would like to
thank Brian Frost and Rick Ohlendorf. Thanks also go to Blüthner’s who sponsored this
event and to Roger Willson who gave up his Sunday to make the facilities available to the
PTA on this occasion.

Anne Burton

STUDENTS’ PAGES

 Well Done Anne and good luck next June!
The PTA wants all Students and Graduates to have the best possible
chance of passing the test and these Pre-Test days are a superb way
of preparing for the real thing. It’s a good idea to take advantage of all
that the PTA offers, which is a lot, including training days like these.

Another great asset of the PTA is the annual Convention where many classes
take place on all aspects of the job. There are big discounts on some classes and the
next Convention is in Bournemouth from 12th-15th May next year. You can come
to all or part of it. It’s also a great opportunity to meet so many other people in the

trade, so why not make a note in your diary now?
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 HECKSCHERS

The story of
our company is so
entwined with the
history of piano
making in the UK
that the
readership will
hopefully forgive

me for going slightly off subject, and
delving into what was happening
back in the “boom” times of the
piano industry.

Heckscher & Company was
established in 1883 by Siegmund Heckscher
who had arrived in London from Hamburg
some years before. In the 1880s the motor
car and aeroplane had not yet been invented.
Pianos however, were big business. In those
days, long before television and computers
were even thought of, many households
possessed a piano. When couples got
married, a piano was frequently the second
item on their shopping list after a bed.

Pianos were always heavy items
which were difficult and expensive to
transport. Camden Town, the area of North
London where we are based, had some
decisive advantages as a piano
manufacturing base. It had a good transport
infrastructure with the Grand Union Canal
and the relatively new railway system on
the doorstep. By the late nineteenth century,
at least one hundred piano factories had
sprung up in Camden Town and
neighbouring Kentish Town.

Some of the local factories were
giants of the industry such as Collard &
Collard, Brinsmead, Chappells, and
Challens. These larger concerns would have

made many components “in house”; but
there were also many smaller manufacturers
who bought in their components from other
local factories who made such things as
actions, hammers, keyboards and strung
backs. Herrburger Brooks, the action
makers, were just one of these other local
factories.

 So it was that Leo, Siegmund’s son and
my grandfather, brought the company to the
Bayham Street premises, which it still
occupies today, in the heart of all this
manufacturing activity.

The eminent piano historian,
Alastair Laurence, tells of a local pub, The
Old Mother Redcap (now re-named The
World’s End), which is just 200 metres from
our warehouse. This was a virtual labour
exchange for the piano industry. Here the
factories would come to hire both skilled
and unskilled workers who would gather
there in the hope of picking up work.

Sadly all the piano factories and
component manufacturers have now gone
and today we are the only local survivor of
the once thriving piano manufacturing
industry of North London.

Over the intervening years there
were many difficult periods. At the time of
the great depression, survival was
paramount, as many of the factories ceased
trading altogether. My father left school in
1931 and was told to go and do something
else as there was “no future in the piano
industry”. Leo worked on well in to his
eighties, until he died in 1958. The business
was continued by his sons, my uncle, Derek,
and my father, Roy (who had finally joined
the company in 1948). Following Leo’s
death, they just managed to survive the

STUDENTS’ PAGES
WE ASKED OUR PIANO PARTS SUPPLY HOUSES TO WRITE
ABOUT THEMSELVES FOR THE STUDENTS’ PAGES. SECOND
AWAY IS MARTIN HECKSCHER FROM HECKSCHER AND CO.

Martin Heckscher

 Well Done Anne and good luck next June!
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If you’re a student or have graduated please send in any stories, letters,
opinions or feedback using details on P.3. This is your section and your

input is very valuable and appreciated.

prohibitive death duties (inheritance tax)
which applied at that time, and
threatened the survival of any business on
the death of its principal owner. But they

managed to continue
trading, and in 1971, I too
joined   the family
company.
      We are a very small
and compact organisation:
my business partner
Graham Williams arrived
here in 1978, and Phil
Smith, another key

member of staff, joined us in 1987. Our
other colleague is Anne Bodie who joined
us a couple of years ago.

Today, of course, we are still
specialist suppliers to the piano industry, but
there have been enormous changes since
those early days. Now that piano
manufacturing has almost completely ceased

in the UK, the emphasis
is on supplying parts and
materials for restoration
and repair, specialist
tools, and piano stools.
We are also the U.K.
agent for Toyo pianos.
Toyo are the “other”
Japanese piano

manufacturer. They make a range of
excellent uprights and grands. Two of the
uprights feature their patented “Slide Soft
System” which is the only una corda system
currently in production on upright pianos.
We are proud that London’s South Bank
Centre selected the Toyo RU121 for their
rehearsal pianos. In a very recent blind test,
the French music magazine “Diapason”
awarded the Toyo 116 its Diapason d’or.
Meanwhile the Toyo 116 is the only sub

4,000 Euro piano ever to have scored 100%
in all categories of a “Diapason” test.

We are very proud to be working
with a number of “partner” companies: we
are agents for Helmut Abel GmbH (hammer
heads, hammer recovering, and action parts),
Hidrau Model (piano stools), Denro

Corporation (tuning pins),
Dean Reyburn
(CyberTuner), J. P.
Brouwer & Zn
(Hydroceel units), Roslau
(piano wire), Laoureux
(damper felt) etc. Other
specialities are piano
covers, castors, and piano

safety equipment for schools and colleges.
Our tuning levers are effectively made to
measure - customers can select the timber
for the handle, and also choose its length.

We recently agreed to handle U.K.
sales for Spurlock Specialty Tools of
California. Bill Spurlock & his partner Fern
Henry are working piano technicians who
manufacture a range of superb tools and jigs.
If you haven’t already received a copy of
our new Spurlock brochure, please contact
us and we’ll be happy to send one on to you
by return.

Our underlying policy continues
unchanged: we strive to supply our
customers with the best products supported
by the best service.

 For more information Contact
Heckschers on   020 7387 1735

 Or e-mail: sales@heckscher.co.uk
Or see advert on Page 19

Graham Williams

Ann Bodie

Phil Smith

     STUDENTS’ PAGES
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opinions or feedback using details on P.3. This is your section and your

Heckschers on   020 7387 1735

 Or e-mail: sales@heckscher.co.uk

STUDENTS’ PAGESYou may be aware that a couple of years
ago the Piano course at Newark came very very
near to closing permanently. As it is now
effectively the only course running in this
country, if it had not been saved from closure
the UK might now have neither a significant
piano manufacturing industry nor a single
college providing a course in our subject.

Rather than just let things tick along as they
are, I think perhaps it's about time to try to bring
students and Members already in the trade a bit
closer together. Several Members asked via the
PList what students wanted from the PTA, and I
think there are ways that we could work closer
together, to our mutual benefit.

Put simply, the trade needs college leavers,
and college leavers need jobs, and this creates
(for some) a natural convergence. However,
many students prefer to become self-employed,
and anyway the PTA membership time-scale is
structured differently from this, with a minimum
5-year training requirement before “Students”
become eligible to take the membership test,
and therefore, significantly, at least 2 years post-
college. For college leavers who do choose the
self-employment route it must be very easy
during the first couple of years to feel
increasingly distant from former student
colleagues, from tutors and from the discipline
of learning and the refreshing of ideas. It would
be easy to lose focus during this period and even
drift away from the piano trade altogether.

For reasons such as these I would like to see
a move towards establishing a more direct link
between experienced tuners/technicians and
those still at college. I would like to aim for
every college student who joins the PTA to be
paired with an experienced Member. This
needn't be too onerous for either party, but I
think there would have to be a commitment
made on both sides; perhaps something like 2 or
3 days per year (1 day a term?) guaranteed work
experience, for example. I can see value in this
for both parties, with links forged at a
reasonably early stage in a student's career, so
that by the time they leave college they already
have at least some direct contact with the trade,
whilst for the working tuner/dealer/repairer this
would provide a route to give feedback to the

college, as well as an opportunity to share
professional experience and “give something
back”.

This 2-way exchange of information would
give a chance for students to see tuning and/or
repairs and maintenance in a commercial setting,
but would also be an opportunity for the trade to
stay in touch with what is being taught currently,
and to keep the college and its students abreast
of what it will expect and require of them. As
students we need to know what is expected of us,
now and in the future, in terms of standards and
scope of knowledge and skills; I hope the
college would also value this kind of feedback.
If you have been following Geoff Carverhill's
series of articles about the Newark course you
may know that we are fortunate enough this
year to have regular teaching sessions given by
three different members of staff, all of whom
are also actively involved in the piano trade.
This has helped us as students and given us a
greater appreciation of the diversity of the piano
trade, and to begin to build up a picture of the
range of possible career opportunities that may
be available. It seems to me that the more
contact and feedback we have with and from
people working with pianos and customers, the
better.

Such a scheme would need some careful
planning, but if enough Members felt able to
mentor a student in this way I feel that it could
create closer links at an earlier stage than
happens at the moment. The years between
leaving college and becoming eligible for the
Membership Test are also an important stage at
which this kind of scheme could really help a
(PTA) Student; having an established
relationship with a trade mentor could make a
real difference, particularly to the self-employed.

I would be interested to hear what other
students/associates/patrons and PTA Members
think about this idea. Please feel free to contact
me, either in person, via the Plist, by email –
db@dbtuning.co.uk – or via these pages.

David Barker (Year 2, Newark) S332
Well, what do you think of David’s suggestion? Do write in and let us all know, whether
you’re a student or not.  Finally, I want to sincerely thank  all those who have written for

Students’ Pages.  MERRY CHRISTMAS! (Mine’s a pint!)
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Lecturing at the L.C.F from
1971

John Spice

I am very grateful to Pam for sending me this second
fascinating article from John which he wrote very recently

I started as a lecturer at the London
College of Furniture in 1971 as a
replacement for Bill Roope, who decided
to retire.
 The piano staff consisted of two full
time lecturers Jim Smith who taught
tuning and Ted Wickins who taught in the
workshops. I was appointed as a part time
lecturer to assist Jim. I found teaching
very difficult because Jim was from the
old school and insisted that all students
were to spend most of their first year
chipping up on a two year course. I
managed to persuade Jim to get this down
to one term, then finally down to three
fairly good chip-ups. This left more time
for tuning on the piano with a keyboard.
Jim was never really happy with this
because he always reminded me that at
Broadwoods a tuner would have to 'chip-
up' for at least five years before being
allowed to tune with a keyboard. I always
replied that this was only a two year
course and this wasn't Broadwoods.
 The students comprised mainly of
layabouts sent by the labour exchange in
desperation to get them to work and get
them off the labour exchange books. A
class of  twenty diminished to about ten
within weeks. The idea to have to start at
9.30am and finish at 4.30pm each day and
be stuck for two hours 'chipping up' a
back took its toll. There were few
successes at the end of two years and I
often wondered how we ever existed as a
course. The evening course had the same
problem because students expected to go
straight onto the piano not a back and I

can remember most
of them never reappeared after the first
week or two. At the beginning of each
tuning session Jim and I would start off
each student by putting in C to E at 10 1/2
beats, whether they were on the back or
on a piano and this took time in getting
around the class. I never understood why
we did this as we were using the 4ths and
5ths tuning sequence starting on C. After
two years only a few students were
capable of tuning a piano to any degree of
respectability.
 Phillip Shirtcliff, who was head of
the department, and the new addition of
Terry Pamplin on the staff greatly
improved the student quality. This paid
off in the success rate and the two years
increased to four with the start of
B.Tec.and Higher B.Tec.

Terry asked me to take over the second
year tuning as there were two girls who
really had no idea what they were doing
and did not understand how to tune. This
gave me my opportunity to get away from
the old school of teaching and I developed
a system based on the ability to count
eight beats. This had immediate success
and not only the girls started to tune but
the whole class improved. Terry was
enthusiastic but I had to keep it to my
class because Jim Smith would never
agree to any alteration to any teaching
method. My only regret is that I started
the sequence on 'C' and now I wished that
I had changed it to 'A'.

My further interest in tuning turned
my attention to the use of the 19th when
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tuning the fifths in the scale. This beat
rate was about six times as fast as the beat
rate on the 12th due to inharmonicity.
Students found it more useful in tuning
fifths because listening to 3 beats was
easier that listening to 1 beat every 2
seconds. Finally in my last look at Equal
Temperament I discovered the use of
tuning the bottom octave (C 10 and
below) with the octave minor sevenths.
This gave a nice audible 4 beats
diminishing down to 1. This helped to
improve the quality of bass tuning.
 Jim, whom I have great respect for
because he was a fine tuner/technician
and had a very good knowledge on the
history of pianos, took early retirement.
This gave Terry the go ahead to adopt my
system for the whole course. Today it is
still taught and has even spread to other
countries of the world. One of my first
students starting from the first year was
Malcolm McKeand and he still reminds
me, in our telephone chats, that this made
him tune accurately very quickly.
 This success led Phillip Shirtcliff to
ask me to take over harpsichord
tuning as the previous part time lecturer
had failed and resigned. I soon found the
difficulty because the students wanted to
be taught Mean Tone, Werkmeister,
Irnburger, Thomas Young and other
temperaments. I had to admit that I did
not know what they were talking about,
and when I reported back to Phillip he
admitted that he had no idea either! These
students were in the Early Music world
and wanted Early Temperaments and
were not interested in Equal Temperament.
I had the summer holidays to sort it out. I
took home two books from the library
hoping to get some information. One
book,"Tuning and Temperament" by
Murray Barbour had the information
which helped me later, but at the time

thoroughly confused me
because it was so technical and involved.
The other book "The acoustical
Foundations of Music" by John Backus
had a chapter on 'Temperament' which
gave me the understanding of Mean Tone
which was based on adjusting the
Syntonic Comma. I read the chapter a
number of times to absorb myself into
the subject. I calculated the beat rates for
all the intervals of the scale and then I
devised a tuning sequence. This had
immediate effect and I was hailed a hero
with the harpsichord class.

 Mean Tone, though, had great
limitations because the performer could
only play in 8 major and 3 minor keys
without retuning the instrument.
Therefore I continued with my research
and went on from Mean Tone to the Well
Temperaments, which were based on the
Ditonic Comma and allowed all keys to
be played without any retuning. All of this
involved many weeks of intense and
interesting study and I finally devised
tuning systems for all of the known
temperaments that were used throughout
Europe before the introduction of Equal
Temperament.

I have been informed that my systems
are used all over the world. Alastair
Laurence used them in Sweden and I have
had reports that they have been used
in Australia and America. Peter
Bavington wrote a book on "Clavichord
Tuning and Maintenance" and all of the
tuning section contains my systems
and diagrams. No one is more amazed
than me that my personal thoughts on
tuning were to become universally
adopted. For all of this I have to
thank the L.C.F. because if I had not been
on their staff nothing of this research
would have ever been done. I thought of
publishing a book on all
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of my systems and calculations, but I
could not find a publisher and I did
not have the finance to publish it myself. I
also wrote a book on Piano Tuning which
unfortunately did not get published. This
was due to the publisher going out of
business before publication of my
manuscript.
 During my earlier days with Jim
Smith I have to say that it was a pleasure
to talk and discuss pianos with him. He
had a very good knowledge of pianos,
which I greatly respected, and in our time
together between day teaching and
evening school we discussed many
aspects of piano technology. One subject
that was repeatedly talked about was his
desire of introducing tests for P.T.A.
membership to make it more professional.
He wanted to stop tuners joining just
because they were willing to pay the fees.
We discussed how to conduct the tests and
the degree of accuracy to be permitted for
a pass etc. I gave my views for this but
Jim contributed about 90% of the ideas. I

played a very minor part in the proposals
that were to be put forward. Jim enrolled
me as a P.T.A. member and very soon
afterwards he got his way and the entrance
tuning tests commenced.
 I enjoyed my stay at the college and I
certainly finished with more knowledge
than I started with. The course grew; the
L.C.F. became City Poly and then
Guildhall University. It was a pleasure to
see some students return as lecturers,
namely Ron Trotman, Malcolm Mckeand,
and Sam Hewson.
 I finally retired in 1998 when I was
65. I am thankful for the experience and I
am pleased that I have left my mark on
piano and early keyboard tuning, but must
thank Terry and Phillip who pushed me
into the research. Without them it would
not have been achieved.

 John Spice H848

Lecturing at the L.C.F
Continued........

Vale Pianos of Worcestershire
hosted the ‘Meet the PTA’ event on Friday 13 November.

 The terrible weather prevented many from
attending, but those who came very much
enjoyed the evening. Keith Owen welcomed
everyone and gave an insight into the aims and
benefits of joining the PTA. Steve Cook from
Fletcher and Newman, also braved the weather
to display many goodies to tempt us! Linda and
Craig
Lowe of

Vale Pianos provided a delicious selection of hot
and cold food, followed by a tour of their
workshops and showrooms. Kawai Pianos
representative Neil Sale gave an interesting talk
on the Millennium 3 action found in their range
of Kawai RX grand pianos.

Paul (of Vale Pianos)

Meet The PTA Event



Suppliers to the piano industry since 1883
Heckscher & Co. Ltd.
75 Bayham Street

London
NW1 0AA

T: 020 7387 1735
F: 020 7387 3043

E: sales@heckscher.co.uk

We are delighted to announce our
appointment as the exclusive U.K.
distributor for Spurlock Specialty Tools of
California. These innovative tools & jigs
have become widely adopted the world
over for their quality, ease of use, and
increased efficiency.

Bill Spurlock and Fern Henry are working
piano technicians who hand craft these
tools with quality and practicality in
mind. Spurlock Specialty Tools are
designed by technicians for technicians.

This brochure can be regarded as a
catalogue, but for full details of what’s
available, along with free downloads of
instructions, and a multitude of technical
hints and tips, please consult
www.spurlocktools.com
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What kind of tuner are you?
Tuners I have come across tend to fall

into three categories:
Category 1: He (yes, I know there are

female tuners too, but writing he/she all
the time is just too cumbersome) is
presentable, prompt, courteous, efficient
and charges the going rate for a job well
done, including a minor repair at no charge,
if it only takes a few minutes (worth it for
the goodwill).

Then there's
Category 2: He thinks he is God's gift

to the piano industry. He has a lax attitude
to punctuality (“if they want the best,
they'll wait”), he charges way over the
odds (“because I'm worth it”) and what he
doesn't know about pianos apparently isn't
worth knowing. He will magnanimously
invite other tuners to watch him in action
to see how it's done properly. He will tell
his customers: “there are only two people
in the Country who know how to do this
job properly, and I'm one of them.”
(maybe he's both of them – who knows?
Anyway, it's all nonsense – there can't be
two of us;-).

Finally, there's
Category 3: He looks like a down-

market driving instructor, with his suede
shoes, knitted tie, sleeveless pullover,
trousers that go up to the armpits, and an
ill-fitting shapeless jacket with all three
buttons done up. He will sport a comb-
over, have personal hygiene problems and
an ability to talk very slowly for hours on
end without actually saying anything. He
usually under-charges because: “at my age,
I don't really need the money, and I can't
hear as well as I used to.” He has seen 'The
Sound Of Music' one hundred and twenty
seven times. My old piano teacher used to
have one of these tuners but eventually got
rid of him because, as she told me: “I
could never get him to leave at the end of
the tuning, and when at last I did manage

to persuade him to go, I had
to air the room for several
hours to get rid of the smell. Also,
he used to make me accompany him to the
toilet.”

So which category are you, then? I bet
you said 1, didn't you? Of course you did.
We're all category 1, aren't we? But we all
know a few in categories 2 and 3 don't we?
Oh yes.

When I worked for a piano shop in
London, I overheard one of their tuners
arranging a home visit by telephone. This
man was an excellent tuner, but his
interpersonal skills were sadly lacking. I
quote his opening remarks verbatim:

“'Allo; pianna choona 'ere – I'm coming
Thursday. Dunno when. You got a problem
with that?”

Our choice of words, and the way we
use them, have a profound effect on the
way we are perceived by our customers.
There is a world of difference between "I
think maybe this instrument has reached
the end of it's life" and "I ain't tuning this
rubbish". If you are tuning for, say, minor
royalty, you wouldn't say: "Right, this the
joanna is it? Let the dog see the rabbit! –
two sugars love. When you're ready." Any
more than you would say something like:

"a veritable surfeit of precipitation this
morning – such inclement weather for the
time of year; what say you?" to some
moronic knuckle-dragging chav with a
permanently open mouth (although there
might be some fun to be had watching
them fall over with the effort of trying to
figure out what the hell you're going on
about).

I find a chameleon-like approach works
best with my customers. If they feel that
you are roughly the same social status as
themselves, there is empathy between you.

Hilary Martin
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Hilary Martin
Continued.......They relax more; and if a customer is relaxed

in your company, he is more likely to book a
repeat tuning.

Of course, it is possible to carry this too
far: I remember once coming home late at
night all fired up from a gig (nothing like a
bit of audience appreciation to boost the
ego!) and was still on a high as I dumped my
saxophone in the hall, bounded up the stairs
and burst into my teenage son's bedroom
with a cheery “Yo! Dude! How's it hangin'?”

My son,
who was
lying on his bed with an open laptop on his
chest, looked wearily over the top and said,

”Dad – will you promise me you'll never say
that again?”

I left the room a chastened, older and
wiser man.

Here endeth the lecture – for now,
anyway.

PTA Council Report
Matthew GoughThe meeting of the Executive Council

was held on 28th November at Morleys,
Lewisham.

Present were Brian Frost, John Lambert,
Andrew Jamieson, Annette Summers,
Graham Cantrill, Lewis Flisher, Matthew
Gough, Rick Ohlendorf, Jeff Prett and Tania
Staite.

Apologies were received from Colin
Crawford, Paul Fox and Nigel Polmear.

 It will be assumed that those who have
not returned ‘update’ forms are happy with
their current listings used for mailing, Year
Book and the PTA website.

Four attendees of the ‘Meet the PTA’
event at Vale pianos had shown an interest
in joining. In addition 12 further application
forms have been requested.

Recent PTA Tests have resulted in a
pass and  the next tests are being arranged
for February.

Brian Frost travelled to the recent
Europiano meeting with Martin Locke of
the ABPT.

Work has been continuing on a possible
‘Code of Conduct’ to assist when complaints
arise or on other matters.

Council has been liasing with the
Creative and Cultural Skills Group. This has
been set up to investigate the possibility of
creating courses for training in trades such
as ours.

Council will investigate the possibility
of a separate ‘Technicians Page’ on the PTA
Website following the suggestion.

Preparations for the 2010 Convention
are continuing apace. Students will enjoy
big discounts, including any one class free.

There was a discussion about student
status and whether to establish a separate
category for those who have qualified from
college. John Lambert will write in the
February PTA News to explore the matter
further. It was decided that those who have
left college  will be under a separate listing
in the Year Book.

A student has written in to the ‘Students’
Pages’ of PTA News to suggest a PTA

‘mentoring’ system. If a response is
forthcoming Council will be happy to
consider the idea.

Council was very pleased to receive
some very positive letters. Two students,
one of whom attended the recent ‘Pre Test
Day’, felt their subscriptions were well
worth the cost and had received valuable
benefits. An attendee of the Steinway
Seminar also wrote to thank the PTA for an
excellent event.

The next meeting will be at 12pm on
30th January at Morleys, Lewisham.

A full copy of the minutes is available
from the PTA Secretary.
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Report on the British Piano Fair
John Lambert

 The British Piano Fair took place at
Lord’s Cricket Ground on the 20th and
21st September 2009.

This is the third year that the Piano
Trade has run its own piano only trade
show in the UK. The first event was
staged at Olympia as a reaction to the
perceived diminishing returns from

exhibiting pianos at the more generalised
British Music Fair. The move to Lord’s
Cricket Ground last year was an inspired
choice – providing a venue that gives
easy access by public transport, a light,
airy and spacious exhibition space and
better value all-round.

The exhibitors comprised
manufacturers, importers, supply houses
and others. Digital pianos were well in

evidence. I would have liked to include in
this report a little quote from each of the
exhibitors, but the success of the event
was such that there are simply too many
names and products to mention them all
and to single out a personal selection

would be unjust to the others.
In general, therefore, it was

encouraging to see the industry
responding to difficult times by looking
forward and constantly refining and
improving products. There seemed to be a
positive reaction to tuners’ repeated pleas
for basic improvements to budget-priced
models. A cheap piano is never going to
sound like a Blüthner, but good pins

 The Caradine Stand

                       Kemble

 J. Reid Pianos and Reid Sohn Grands
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Computune88
2 St John’s Crescent, Midsomer Norton,

Radstock. BA3 2EP
Telephone: 01761 410649

email: long.computune88@mypostoffice.co.uk

Computune88
Formerly INVENTRONICS Inc. (UK)

Tuning computer servicing and repairs
Tuning cases £25
(padded with paperwork compartment)

New Accutuner I (40 pages)  £650
(half price)

British Piano Fair Continued

properly set and a half decent bridge will
make a huge difference. It was good,
therefore to see some makers (saying they
were) paying more attention to these details.
Several exhibitors were anxious to
emphasise that strung backs were made in
the home factory and then the piano
assembled elsewhere. Others were keen to
point out that all pianos from cheaper
markets were finished at home base.

Of course, this will never become
universal – the very lowest-prices are only
ever achieved by by-passing proper quality
control, and too many buyers fail to do the
sort of research they would do if buying a
car. However, I did genuinely get the
impression that there is progress on this front
which could make all our lives easier.

I’m sure no-one will object if I do single
out one product for special mention. Jeremy
Russell, the inventor of “Scalerail” was a
new exhibitor, promoting his novel piano
teaching aid. I can only describe it as a
couple of travelling forearm supports
mounted on a framework which rests against
the piano. The purpose is to train the hand,
wrist, arm and shoulder to maintain a correct
relationship to each other. Mr Russell is a
professor of piano at The Royal College of
Music and has been evolving the product for
some years. I look forward to the day when
we have a class at Convention teaching us
how to service and maintain this new device.

Attendance seemed up on last year,
though PTA members were perhaps a little
fewer on the ground. It
was altogether an
enjoyable and instructive
event, and for Annie and I,
a good excuse for a
couple of days “up the
Smoke”.

                          Kawai

                     The Scalerail

Many thanks to Vale Pianos for providing the Photos Teddy Kemble
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Book Review
Rick Ohlendorf

Piano Manual by John Bishop
and Graham Barker. Haynes
Publishing, 2009, 194 pages,
hardback. £19.99 at booksellers
but available for less online.  A
copy will eventually be available
from the PTA library which has
been donated by C P Fox. See:
www.getintune.co.uk and
www.haynes.co.uk (search ‘piano’)
for more details.

Haynes manual for pianos?? That’s
what I thought too. The book is subtitled:
Buying, problem-solving, care, repair and
tuning. All this in 194 pages with many
large colour photographs. I opened the
book with interest, but am sorry to report
that it’s like the curate’s egg – only good
in parts.

Part 1 - Selecting your piano, includes
some history, how a piano works,
information on how to choose, buying
new and buying used.

This section generally has good advice
on how to buy a piano. It tells what to
look for and what to avoid. The author
does dismiss pianos with overdampers,
straight stringing, simplex grand actions
and shows photos of common faults to be
avoided. Our life as tuners would be much
easier if this advice were to be followed.
The history chapter is rather simplified
and with the usual misconception that J S
Bach invented equal temperament. He
does qualify this at the end of the
description that it wasn’t quite ET as we
know it.

Part 2- Looking after your piano,
includes repairs, maintenance and tuning.

I would hesitate to recommend most
of the procedures in this part to be
undertaken by the novice. It condenses
what we as professional tuners/technician

have spent many years
learning into less than 100
pages. The tuning
instructions come from a
system devised by J Cree
Fischer and set here in a simplified
manner. A two octave ‘scale’ using only
fifths and octaves lays the bearings; I
found it anything but easy to understand.
Piano tuning for beginners c 1906…
Modern ETDs are summarily dismissed as
not being able to measure inharmonicity.

The helpful Appendix gives details of
the frequency of notes and beat rates, wire
gauges (in US sizes), basic toolkit, a
glossary, further reading and useful
contacts. However, I have to report one
serious omission; there is absolutely no
mention of the UK’s foremost
professional body, The Pianoforte Tuners’
Association, which frankly I find
astonishing!
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Pitch Perfect?
There has been some

discussion on PLIST lately about
the terms ‘standard pitch’, ‘concert
pitch’, and the abandonment by
some orchestras of the
internationally agreed A=440Hz.

Customers occasionally say, “You
must have perfect pitch”. When I tell
them I don’t, they look a bit crestfallen.
Somehow they are being cheated.
What? Paying a piano tuner without
perfect pitch?

I have often wondered whether to
explain what so-called ‘perfect pitch’ is.
For many it is just an expression they
have heard and they think it means
the same as ‘having very accurate
pitch discrimination’…which of course
we all have. Others seem to imagine

there is a God-given ‘A’ somewhere
out there in the universe, to which a
chosen few are given access.

I have never managed to come up
with a form of words that the layman
(or even some musicians) would
understand. Clearly the combined
brains of the PTA are needed here!

Can you put into just a few simple
sentences a definition of ‘perfect pitch’
that will satisfy Mr Everyman?

You can email your suggestions to
me on:

acmc48@tiscali.co.uk
I will, with Matthew’s kind

permission, let you know the best
definitions and their authors in a future
PTA News.

Adrian Carpenter

Letters

David Fry has kindly written to PTA News to let us know that
Renner are running some Technical Master classes at their
Factory in Stuttgart, Germany throughout next year, starting in
February.

Although not associated with the PTA we thought they may
be of interest.

The new classes aim to train technicians to the highest
possible standards and will cover such subjects as grand
action replacement, upright action replacement and the
installation of new components, toning and regulation.

The courses will be held in English and German
For more details and application forms please contact:

 David Fry on sales@renneruk.co.uk

RENNER CLASSES
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Working Together

As Chairman of A.B.P.T., I’d like
to thank the P.T.A. for allowing me
to attend the Steinway Day on
25th September.

I learnt a lot, of course, but I
remember with special pleasure the
friendliness of everyone I met. I do
hope I might have the chance to
attend anything similar you might lay
on.

It is so important for both
organisations to work together for the
good of the public as well as it being
simply the right thing to do.

I’d also like to express my thanks
for everything P.T.A. Members did
over the years for the V.I.E.W.
Diploma. This was formerly only open
to blind and partially-sighted people,
but that is no longer the case.

Let’s hope there will be further
candidates in future – pianoforte
tuning and maintenance is far too
important to be left to the unskilled
operators.

Yours Sincerely,
Richard Foster  M.A.B.P.T.

I was recently looking through
an old booklet that was sent to me
in the 1980s and came across
evidence of a little known fact
concerning pianos south of the
equator.

I'm sure you are all familiar with
the knowledge that water spirals down
the plughole in the opposite direction
in the southern hemisphere but did
you know that pianos have to be
made in the mirror image of those in
the northern hemisphere to sound
right? This picture from the booklet is
the living proof. You will note that the
piano is called a 'Beckstein' not to
confuse it with its northern counterpart
'Bechstein'.

Seriously, the booklet in question,
which may still be in print, is 'Magic
with Music' by Albert Fox and is a
charming history of a piano tuner and
retailer in Australia from the 1940s to
the 1980s. It is liberally interspersed
with photographs. Albert Fox built a
piano museum in a little village called
Darnum in Victoria, Australia. You can
find more information on their website:
www.darnummusicalvillage.com.au .

Ross Horsey 1079

Letters
Mirror Image
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     Please note these dates for your diary:

Ist January 2010
PTA Subscriptions Now Due

Did you know that if you pay your subs by January 31st
(that’s 2010 not 2011) you receive a large discount and if

you haven’t paid by 31st March your information will
unfortunately arrive too late for your details to be printed
in the June 2010 Year Book. I always think ‘DIN’, (‘Do It

Now’) is the best policy, apart from household chores.

12-15 May 2010
PTA Annual Convention, Bournmouth

6th November 2010
PTA Autumn Lunch

For  enquiries, PTA goods, changes of address or contact
details:
Mrs Annette Summers
PTA Secretary
PO Box 1312
Lightwater
WOKING GU18 5UB
Tel: 0845 602 8796 or 01276 850325
E-Mail: secretary@pianotuner.org.uk

 IN THE NEXT ISSUE OF PTA NEWS:
     Report from the Steinway Seminar, Broadwood Cabinet Piano and much more!

DEADLINE FOR ARTICLES: FRIDAY15th SEPTEMBER
Articles, letters and photos to: ptanews@pianotuner.org.uk or to address on page 3

PTA DIARY

   A Very Happy Christmas and New Year To Everyone




