J. Fritz Sohn piano—1870’s beauty, from Dream Piano by Shirley Kirsten
On a wind swept day in February, when I was shopping for groceries in north Fresno, I spotted a curvaceous baby grand piano through the open door of a thrift store. Its sunbathed, feminine profile and polished walnut exterior drew me to it like a magnet. It evoked a memory that brought me back to 1968 when my father and I stumbled upon a magnificent piano in Mazilli’s warehouse on Fordham Road in the Bronx that was located in the midst of a bustling shopping center. Alexander’s, a store with a formidable bargain basement, loomed nearby and brought a steady stream of buyers to its doors. As we were traversing this very neighborhood that had a sloping hill and cobblestone streets, we peered into a dark space that housed a sea of pianos of all shapes and sizes. We had been sent here by Myron Buchbaum, our corpulent and faithful piano tuner who insisted that his friend, Mazilli had a never-ending supply of instruments that had been plucked from lavish estates and then rebuilt to high standard. The lovely sheen of a medium size, ebony grand situated in the front of the store drew my instant attention. It had the Steinway name and lyre on its fallboard.
   It was the year I had graduated the Oberlin Conservatory of Music with a Bachelor’s of Music in Performance, Piano, so I had a pressing need to acquire a real concert instrument that had evaded me through all my years of primary and secondary musical study. While I had no choice but to tolerate an insufferable Weser, (pronounced “wheezer,”) that heaved like its name and had a pathetic abundance of sticking keys, it managed to transition me to a Sohmer studio upright, 1922, that had a complete deck of functioning notes and a sonorous tone that stole my heart.
   My father and I gazed at the grand piano whose sound universe was beckoning and it was within a vanishing moment that I was seated in front of it, drawing deep musical phrases from its core. Without reservation, I knew on a very gut level that this was the piano of my dreams.
   Mazilli, a hunched over man in his fifties, approached the shimmering instrument with a conspicuous limp. He looked like Geppetto in his work apron, and held an odd looking sharp, metal tool along with an estranged hammer from among 88 installed in a piano. It was obvious that he’d taken a break from his grueling labor to nurse along a sale.
    By the glaze in my eyes, he knew immediately that I didn’t need a sales pitch because he intuitively sensed that my father, a railroad man of modest earnings would seize the moment and make a purchase that would reverberate for years to come. My dad handed $2,800 in cash to the Italian immigrant who by this time had become family, sharing his pride in son Lee, who would someday become a major league baseball player in the New York Yankees starting line-up.
***
    I was drawn to the Discovery thrift store of the American Cancer Society by a donated piano that was located close to its entranceway. A neighbor to commercial establishments such as Save Mart, Subway, the Beerocks shop and others, the store’s bread and butter donations were items of clothing, furnishings, house ware, paintings, and jewelry, but occasionally, a piano would roll onto its floor.
  An exotic looking pianoforte in rosewood stood before me with stunning, engraved carvings on its façade that identified it as an antique of value, and its filigreed rack with retractable candle holders were awe-inspiring. I’d never seen anything like this other than pictured in a glossy finished volume, such as Clinkscale’s Makers of the Piano, and by its appearance alone this instrument should have been housed at the Smithsonian or in a comparable museum of rare instruments, not among pot holders and towels placed on a shelf next to it.
   I noticed that it was partially curved with one side abruptly squared off, suggesting the scale of a mid-nineteenth century piano, but not being a music historian or archivist of early instruments I could only draw on my conservatory background and the innumerable music history courses I had taken. The lovely, feminine appearing piano had “J Fritz Sohn” engraved into a wooden plate affixed to the fallboard that evoked the esteemed name of “Johann Fritz” who had built Fortepianos, predecessors of the modern piano. Yet I had no certainty that “J. Fritz” was related to him. Since sohn translated to “son” in German, it was conceivable that the instrument was made by the son of Fritz, but who would know for sure? I had an appetite to learn more.
   Looking at this diminutive and splendorous antique I was reluctant to play it for fear that drawing a sound from it would snap its age old strings and possibly cause it to collapse.

   The fall board was shaky and out of alignment, requiring a technician to mend it, and while this piano’s magnificent exterior was exceedingly impressive, it might not translate into a remarkable sound image. 
   I took a seat in front of it and plunged into its keyboard discovering immediately its capacity to sing out and register its character and personality.
   To my surprise, the aristocratic but fragile looking instrument produced a hugely resonant sound that belied its 5 foot dimension. Though it was painfully below concert pitch, but relatively tuned across its keyboard at 100 “cents” down, (one whole step), its striking bass still jumped out of itself, ringing off the plaster walls!  As I drew deep phrases from it, I noticed a conspicuous black pedal bar bobbing up and down each time I depressed the sustain pedal and I couldn’t imagine why a piano builder would install a such a noisy and discombobulating piece of hardware that provided drum beating, accompaniment sounds!. These hearkened back to the days when Fortepiano builders installed numerous pedals in these instruments and added built in rhythm sections of tambourines and cymbals. It was quite a spectacle!
   My curiosity was heightened by the piano’s construction and how its hammers struck the strings from below in contrast to that which occurred in a modern day piano.
  I scoured the Fritz inside and out, searching for clues to its background and identity, but all I could ascertain was its recent ownership history. Cathy Papazian, a local resident had acquired the piano for $5,000 from Chesterfields, a Fresno antique establishment and then she donated it out to the Discovery Store. Supposedly, it was originally obtained through a San Francisco auction house.
     On my way out of the thrift store, I bumped into an elderly man who wore a proper gentleman’s cap and carried a heavy rectangular, black tool box. From his appearance, he had all the markings of a piano tuner, but I didn’t recognize him as someone who had ever entered my piano sanctuary in a search and destroy mission. Most of these fellows in our neck of the woods had learned the trade simply through a correspondence course or by tearing down a piano and then re-assembling it. Many a fine instrument had been gutted in the process. 
  The stocky fellow, lugging a big metal box headed straight for the antique piano, causing me to retrace my footsteps and linger awhile to establish communication with someone who might own a fountain of knowledge about the Fritz.
  “I’m here,” he said, “to look over this piana. A customer ‘a mine might be interested,” he insisted, so I better be gettin’ myself to work.”

  “Are you a piano tuner?” I asked tentatively. “Oh by golly, yes I am,” he answered, and my name’s York. I been tunin’ pianas fer over 50 years and was trained by my grand pappy. He put me to work at 9 and gave me a whippin’ if I’d be late comin’ to his shop after school.”  
   This would be one of several treasured anecdotes he would retread over and over in the course of our budding friendship that was ignited in the Discovery Store on a breezy, February afternoon. Eventually, he would tell me that his grandpa also ran a dairy farm where little York was expected to milk cows.
  “Them there cows made me so mad” he said—“They kicked me and swished their tails in my face!”

  I wondered if he could enlist his well developed, oversized hands to make a piano adjustment.
  Mr. York, could you please fix the shaky piano keyboard cover?” I asked.

“ I sure kin fix anythin’ so long as it’s needin’ fixin,' ” he said.
   He demonstrated his repair skills by banging out the fallboard and removing the end support blocks. Then he re-installed it with a proper hinge attachment.
 “Well let me get inside this bugger and see what’s happenin’ here.”
 He detached the music rack and took a careful look at the hammers like he was an inquiring country doctor.

 “By golly, this thing’s gotta be over a hundred years old! Them their strings are so worn, they’re about to snap, so I ain’t gonna try tunin’ them up to save my life!         I came closer to see what I had already observed for myself but this time I felt honored to be under the tutelage of what I thought to be a master technician.

 “But you know what,” I said, “the instrument plays like a dream and captures the Romantic era sound. You just can’t dismiss that.” It had an uncanny resemblance to Frederic Chopin’s Pleyel piano that I’d encountered on the Internet.
 “Nah, it can’t be a musical instrument, period, ‘cause it can’t be tuned,” York said. He’d already broken out his tuning fork and discovered the piano was whole step below concert pitch verifying my impression of it.
 “Well, I have to respectfully disagree with you,” I replied, “because it still produces a lovely tone, and maybe a buyer would have to accept its limitations and enjoy it for what it’s worth.”
 “Aw shucks, no,” he said, confidently, “Anybody who buys this bugger, is wastin’ good hard earned money that’s put to better use.”

  He was tweaking a string and adjusting its contact with a hammer. The he wrote up an invoice noting what he’d done to the piano, adding the word to “donation” to the slip that was placed on top of the piano.
  “That’s very generous of you,” I said, as he was packing up his toolbox. 
 “Hey is it possible we could find a serial number somewhere inside the case, or maybe a builder’s name so we could get a clue to the date it was crafted?” I asked.
  “Well, let me take another look,” he said.
  York disassembled the piano once again and showed me a penciled signature that was hard to decipher by its classically styled inscription.
 “Oh wow, that must have been the craftsman’s name,” I said. “You can clearly see the “Fritz” part of the signature but without a date attached. “Let me get in there to take a photo or two and then I’ll make a few extra copies for you, Mr. York.”
   The stocky tuner ducked out of my way as I situated myself at various angles to capture the complete signature and the full piano image. When I was done, York closed the piano and packed up his tools.

   “Well, I gotta be runnin’ to my next tunin’ job or I’ll be late fer it.”

   I imagined his granddaddy giving him a flogging for being tardy.
 On his way out he handed me one of his self made, blotchy business cards, then he headed toward a brown pick up that was visibly packed with piano related hardware.

   I had a premonition that we’d meet again soon, I just knew it.

***
    It was more than 6 months later that the Johann Fritz sold. The Assistant Chief of Police at Fresno City College purchased the piano after it was priced down from $5,000 to $2,000. But before it arrived safely in its new home, a local physician had entered the Discovery store and offered quick cash for its immediate possession. Store volunteers who were not made aware of the “hold” on the piano, sold it to the second party, until the manager returned from vacation and restored the instrument to its rightful owner. 

   I had earnestly wanted to own this priceless Fritz but hadn’t a stitch of extra space to house it at the time. Squeezed into tight quarters with my Steinway M, 1917 eating up most of my living area, I reluctantly let it slip away from me.
***

   I sat at my computer at home sprinkling a few more e-mails around the country to reputable restorers of old instruments just because I wanted to know more about the Fritz piano and its place in history.
   The many responses to my inquiries were heart-warming and informative.
 Maximilian Rutten, from the House of Grand Pianos in New York City wrote:
   “Shirley, the ‘conspicuous’ black bar that bobs up and down as you describe
it, is an indication that the piano you are so happily performing on is one
with a "Viennese mechanic,” an old, now antiquated mechanism to operate the
striking and damping system. There are thousands left of these pianos, mainly in
Europe, from an equal number of unknown makers. They can indeed be wonderful to play. As a matter of fact, most European piano music up until 1880 or even 1890 was composed on such pianos, until the mechanism pretty much as we know it today, became standardized. One of piano history's many enigmas is why these pianos don’t get more attention if they play such an important
role in the history of classical music repertoire. Indeed, museums even tend
to ignore them. Not to mention the open market: pianos as this one can be
bought in Europe for a few hundred dollars, even in decent playing
condition, because no one is interested in them.

”So my advice is for a buyer to hold on to the instrument and enjoy it as long as he can.”
Maximilian Rutten
641 Lexington Avenue, New York, N.Y

Tom Winter, who owns a shop in San Francisco where he’s been restoring early pianos for over thirty years, imparted the following information:

“Your description of the piano is excellent. Everything you describe is consistent with a grand piano dating to the 1870’s. As for the size, I don’t have a lot to say. Even in the 19th century, grands were built in a variety of sizes. Terms such as baby grand and parlor grand are vague and have no parameters. I’ve always suspected they were invented by salesmen to help sell pianos.

“The penciled inscription is probably the signature of one of the craftsmen who built the piano. I doubt if it will help you date the instrument. 

“I hope this helps.”     Tom Winter
Patricia Frederick, the Frederick Collection of early grand pianos, Ashburnham, Massachusetts took precious time to send me two lengthy and fascinating e-mails:
Dear Shirley,
“What I particularly like about Viennese action pianos such as the Fritz, is that the single escapement gives such a direct sense of being in touch with the strings, due to there having fewer moving parts between key and hammer. The damper mechanism you describe is the standard Viennese model. As you have undoubtedly discovered, you just have to use a lighter foot on the pedal so the damper rack doesn't drop the dampers back on the strings with a crash. (She was referring to the visible black pedal bar that bobs up and down with each depression of the sustain pedal)
“Without knowing the condition of the piano's wrestplank (pinblock), we

couldn't say if it would withstand being brought up to pitch. However,

if the structure of the piano is sound, it should be possible to tune

it to a-440. (concert pitch) Of course it would have to be tuned several times in a

row, in order to let the strings and frame adjust to the new tension.
This is true of any stringed instrument that has been left at low pitch

for a time. 

“If you do find the piano's pinblock can withstand tuning, and if a

string breaks, please be sure any replacement string is not only

the same gage wire, but also the same softness. Modern piano steel wire

sounds horrible on old pianos; it is too stiff to give off the right

overtones, so it sounds whiny and dirty. 

“For heaven's sake, don't let anyone hire any piano technician who thinks the Fritz piano should be "rebuilt", if by that he means replacing the soundboard

and hammers! That would totally ruin the piano! Many technicians have

been taught that every piano over about 50 years old should be rebuilt,

just as a matter of routine. This is simply not true, and results in

the destruction of countless fine old pianos, because the grades of

hammer felt and soundboard wood available today are vastly inferior to

what was available to the original builders. Tom Winter would probably

be someone who can be trusted to work on the Fritz piano.

In a second correspondence, Frederick wrote:

“If you liked the bass on the Fritz piano you played, you would love the

bass on our 1846 Streicher! It is extremely resonant and clear,

perfectly articulating the contrapuntal bass lines in Schumann's music,

which I feel loses more in the transition to modern piano than the

music of any other composer, except maybe Brahms.

“It would probably be well worth your time to make a special trip to New

England just to experience our piano collection. As egotistical as

this sounds, I am basing this statement not on my own opinion, but on

what we hear repeatedly from pianists who visit the collection. The

common reaction is that playing these pianos is ‘a revelation,’ ‘a

life changing experience.’ 

“My husband and I have devoted our lives to this project in the belief

that musicians need to hear and play these pianos in order to

understand and effectively interpret the standard piano repertoire. The

piano of today has been designed to meet such different demands that it

really doesn't contribute to one's understanding of the music of past

generations. “
Very truly yours,

Patricia Frederick


Dear Patricia,

   “As you suggested in your last correspondence, many vintage pianos that hardly need overhaul are forever ruined by those who are on automatic pilot to refurbish, restore, recondition, or whatever else motivates some of them to destroy original sounding pianos. In one instance where I assisted a client in her search for a dream vintage Steinway, we constantly encountered dealers and slick rebuilders who routinely tore the guts out of wonderfully sonorous pianos, installed German made Renner hammers in the old NY grands that never used this variety,  transforming them into hard, brittle sounding strangers. 

  “My own Steinway M, 1917 experienced a rebuild in Modesto that was actually beneficial to it. Dale Erwin replaced overly-grooved, felt worn hammers with new ones, and pointed out that he specifically would not enlist the Renners in the process. Out of curiosity I had him voice a Renner and New York Steinway hammer side by side to ascertain the difference in tone, and I was immediately taken by a change of substantial proportion! (He had prepped both)

   “The piano my client actually purchased was on consignment at Peninsula Pianos in Palo Alto, and it was a dream piano in original condition! As I played this Steinway L, 1927, I couldn’t tear myself away from it and hoped my client would appreciate its vast resonance and long decay as compared to neighboring pianos of an Asian variety. By the way, I got to play Paderewski's Weber at the Palo Alto store or at least that was what I was told it was --The piano had been completely overhauled in Poland as the attached e mail indicates. 
    “This piano after considerable rebuilding , still did not have much of a bass though it was rather lovely in other registers. I much preferred playing the original Steinway L on store consignment, that was bought by my client for $27,500 with tax, making her exquisitely happy. You would be surprised by the rationale used  by the dealer in choosing a price tag of $150,000 for the Weber. He said that it was based on the selling price of a new Yamaha 9 foot grand! Like apples and oranges!
    “I happened to encounter a man at our Fresno Piano dealership who was searching for his dream upright piano as I was sifting through the store’s inventory. Ironically, we both settled on the 1968 trade-in model, and eliminated the brand new one selling for $27,000. We had both agreed that the balance of instruments, especially the brand new Steinway grands, housed in this store were not worth our time. In my opinion, the vintage pianos are Steinway’s biggest competitors.
    “I’m reminded of the Bosendorfer, 1923 that was found in rural England in its original condition and was used to record the complete Chopin Etudes with Valentina Lisista, pianist. 
    “Ironically, this piano was on consignmen just like the Steinway 1927 L that I had helped select, and the buyers were told that they were the first to show any interest in the piano for six months.
  “The 9 foot grand had been sold to Wigmore Hall, in England and then it was discharged from service in 1938 and sold into private hands.
  “Apparently it had its original hammers which were still capable of producing that unmistakably sweet sound so treasured in old recordings. An agonizing dilemma surfaced when the owners had to decide whether to replace the old hammers with new ones. In a referenced portion of Listista’s program notes, it said that the owners had to make a crucial decision concerning the piano:
  ” We could either wait for the set of new ‘innards,’ which were being specially made in Vienna to the 1923 specs, or we could give the original hammers another chance to sing. Changing the hammers and overhauling any piano is akin to a heart transplant--one can never be one hundred percent certain of the outcome. At the end, we decided that the old hammers' sound qualities were unique enough to deserve being captured for posterity.”
  “Patricia, I am positively overwhelmed by the sound of fine, old Bosendorfers, and without question I consider them superior to Steinway grands. But not having ever played one from the vintage years, I can only appreciate their shimmering tonal universe through old recordings. The Bosendorfer bass is very refined, crystal clear, and the overall  European voicing is more balanced. While I treasure Lisista’s playing of the Chopin Etudes, the Bosie cefinitely steals the show!
    “So I think you and are  in agreement about  overzealous rebuilders  who have found a new and profitable industry for themselves and will often ruin pianos like Bosendorfers that might not need anything but tweaking. The latest rumor I've heard is that Steinway & Sons Company is stockpiling the older instruments to ward off their rebuilding by non factory personnel as it now has a restorations department. (Obviously the pricey new Steinways are not selling--so profits have to come from another source) 
    “By the way, I have attached the write-up on the Paderewski piano supplied by Greg Wurmer, owner of Peninsula Pianos, Palo Alto. 
	Date:
	Sun, 29 Apr 2007 17:42:01 EDT

	Subject:
	Re: information requested on Paderewski's piano


   “Hi Shirley, The "Paderewski" Grand is a 9' Weber Serial # 58882 built in 1906 in New York. I acquired it in poor condition from a theater. I sent the piano to a company in Poland named SAP. They are pretty well known throughout the world as a company that does very fine rebuilding of grand pianos. The Weber has the original soundboard, repaired and refinished. They assessed the crown in the board and determined it would be better to repair it than replace it with a new one. They replaced the strings with Roslau strings from Germany. New tuning pins and new Abel hammers from Germany were installed. Also a new pin block was put in. The action is the original action. Again, the people at SAP felt the action was still in very good condition, not warranting replacing. The keys are therefore also the original keys; however, the key-tops were replaced. The dampers were re-finished and new damper felt was installed. And lastly, the case was totally re-finished in hi-gloss ebony, with a burled-mahogany lining on the inside rim.
  “I have listed the piano at $150,000 because that is the approximate list price for a new Yamaha 9' concert grand.”    Greg.
                                                                    ***
   “Patricia, once again, I appreciated all the time you took to fill me in on important historical details related to the Fritz piano. It has opened a door to my further research and investigation.
   “Finally, I am sure it is my destiny to visit your esteemed Frederick Collection someday if all goes well. Please keep your wonderful and informative e mails coming my way and know that you and your husband are my heroes in your passionate pursuit of early instruments, like the Fritz, that are sensitively restored and have life breathed into them in regular performance.”
Warm Regards, Shirley
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