The Ghost of Fritz
I had to pinch myself when I opened an Oodle alert that advertised a “baby grand piano selling for $1500.” Staring at me was a larger than life “Johann Fritz” made piano that seemed to closely resemble the heartbreaker with the same “Fritz” surname formerly housed at the American Cancer Society Discovery thrift store! It looked like the one I had let go and lost forever. But I’d bet that the piano, itself, felt a twinge of loss when it had arrived in the home of a City College Assistant Chief of Police who would probably never play it. As proof of the pudding, she was supposed to call me for piano lessons but never did. So maybe the ghost of Fritz was now haunting me in a reincarnated form, trying to send me a mysterious and poignant message. It gave the chills!
   The advertised piano, posted on Craig’s List, Visalia, California, displayed an impressive array of scripted words on its fallboard: “Johann Fritz in Gratz-Auszeichnung aus Munchen, 1854.” My first thought was that the real “Johann Fritz” celebrated for his Forte Piano building during the early part of the nineteenth century had crafted this fine instrument, making it something of great historical value. Keeping this in mind I e-mailed Fuji and Sharon Kendall in a frenzied state.
   “At first I thought this was a photo of the J Fritz Sohn that stood in the cancer store. But this may be the real thing--the great Johann Fritz piano builder's production! If this is authentic, (and not a copy) I may buy it and go into bankruptcy.......Johann Fritz is world renowned for having crafted Fortepianos so I’m wondering what kind of playing condition this is in. I will call the seller at a civilized hour and definitely venture out to Visalia ASAP....I always regretted not purchasing the J. Fritz Sohn. But now as fate would have it, I may have a second opportunity here with a much more valuable instrument. I will let you know what happens. It would be beneficial to know if there had been any restoration of the piano, and if so, who did it.”
   The photos on the Internet were in themselves, eye-catching. Just taking in the magnificent contours and embellishment of the piano was enough to spark my middle of the night journey to Visalia where the Viennese instrument was housed. I could see myself doing something like this against my best interests. How many times had I warned my clients not to fall prey to these exotic looking, period pianos. And yet, I sometimes didn’t follow my own advice. As an example, I knew I would never purchase a piano sight unseen but just the same I once made a bad decision and bought a piano for $30,000 with my mother’s financing that was housed in a warehouse. The acoustics being artificially bright and reverberant in this space, I fell in love with the instrument based upon its inflated voice so when it finally arrived in my house, the whole piano dried up and showed no sparkle. It had its analogy in singing in the shower. vs. pumping out a tune in a plain old musty apartment. I remember how hard it was to sell the Grotrian grand that had a tired bass with no resonance. Its best range was in the middle. Because no one seemed to want it, I resold it back to the dealer and took a 45% loss. He flew to Fresno in a private plane, examined the instrument and had his movers haul it to San Raphael.

Johann Fritz piano advertised on the Visalia, California Craig’s List.
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“A beautiful baby grand piano. Needs to be tuned. Front of piano says, "Johann Fritz in Gratz- Auszeichnung aus Munchen 1854 Pick-up only. If interested please call -------or email at -----@comcast.net”
   While some individuals in this world passionately collected marble elephants, ivory turtles, and glass blown cats, I was madly obsessed with pianos that had to sound extraordinary. If they happened to look good, that was an extra thrown in.

   It was 4 o’clock on a Thursday morning, and I felt the effects of sleep deprivation from a long night of Googling, but I managed to draw an extra grain of energy to research the “new” Fritz that had just entered my life.
   I started the day off by phoning the seller to inquire about the piano. From a Google search initiated for “Roanne Biglione,” I discovered that she was supposedly linked to a national ice hockey organization with a network of youth programs. Upon re-examining the name attached to the piano ad, I realize that it was properly spelled “Roann Biglion” without the inserted “e’s” and she happened to be a Visalia interior decorator.
   So at an early morning hour, we were conversing with each other by phone about a piano she claimed to know little about.
   “I don’t really play the piano,” she insisted, “but I know it definitely needs a tuning.” 
   I recalled the J. Fritz Sohn artifact at the thrift store that was a whole tone below concert pitch. York didn’t want to risk “raisin’ it up” as he claimed the strings would snap under pressure. “Them there wires hasn’t been stretched for a long time, and anyways, the piana is over a hundred! How would you feel if you was that old?” He pretty much dismissed these over the hill instruments as pieces of furniture or ‘junkers.’”
   I was now very prepared to ask the seller a whole set of pertinent questions about her Viennese made instrument that were on a clip board.
  “So where did you find this piano?” I asked her.
  “It was at a Somerset auction,” she replied.
  “Did you know anything about who owned it before you?”
  “Well there were some papers that came with it, but they really didn’t say very much.”

  “Did anyone in your family play the piano?”
  “Like I said, it’s never played, but it has always looked very splendid in my living room.” 

  “Do you mind checking under the lid for a long, horizontal black wooden bar?”
  I knew that if it bobbed up and down when the sustain pedal was depressed, then it would have strong ties to the old J. Fritz Sohn piano from the Discovery thrift store.
  “Gee, I never really looked inside the piano,” she replied, “because I have my skin product line of bottles sitting on top of it. The customers come here and love looking at the lotions set up there.”
   I imagined a multi-colored display of sculptured bottles.” My precious Steinway, on the other hand, held a conspicuous pile of worn Urtext editions of Bach, Mozart, and Beethoven.
   I was willing to bet that the Biglion gatherings were like the original Tupperware parties held around town though plastic containers of different sizes were no match for exotic skin care supplies.
  “So where in the living room is your piano located? I asked.
  “Oh it’s in the center, right smack up against the fireplace.”
   It was amazing to me that she would expose her period piano to such extreme heat.
  “You know what?” She added. It looks real pretty by the hearth. By the way, I don’t know if I ever mentioned the part under the piano that’s missing.”

   I took a closer look at my computer screen, dominated by three photos of her Johann Fritz brand piano, and she was quite right that the whole pedal assembly and lyre were nowhere to be found. How on earth could I have overlooked this, something so essential to all pianos? I had to be losing my mind from sleep loss.

 “So where is the rest of the piano?” I inquired.
   It was like asking about missing body parts. There was a macabre twist to it.
   “Oh, I have the one big piece somewhere in the house along with a bunch of screws that fell out onto the floor one day.”
  The more I had learned about this instrument from the seller, the less appealing it had become. 
 “So how big is the piano, do you know?”

  “Let me ask my husband,” she answered. “Jim, can you get a tape measure and see how long the piano is?”

  I heard some shuffling in the background.
 “Oh, okay, it’s what? 6 feet? No, it’s bigger, about 7 feet or more?

  Well, it’s almost 8 feet!”
  This obtrusive piano immediately ruled it out as a “baby grand.” Like many sellers, this one had no idea of how to classify pianos according to size. This instrument was a full size grand but about two feet smaller than the biggest 9 foot concert grand. Biglion’s Fritz would hardly fit in my living room that was growing smaller with each piano and keyboard that I had added..
  “Do you think you could bring the phone next to your instrument, and run your fingers over a few notes so I can get a sense of its tone?” I asked.
  I had no intention of schlepping 50 miles to Visalia, if this piano had already died and couldn’t be resurrected in this lifetime or the next. I had already seen how the Chickering Square grand was in the past tense and was ready for the scrap heap or for dismemberment and salvage.
  By phone the sour sounding Fritz reminded me of a Kincaid piano that was shipped from New York City to Fresno by a 911 fireman. It was a sight unseen purchase made by a young African American nurse who voiced no regret about the transaction. Ironically, she referred to the monstrous instrument as her “baby” when I tried to detail it. But even an infant’s scowl was no match for the howl this piano produced. The hammers were mangled causing multiple notes to sound at the same time. It made me so nauseated to play this butcher block that I had to down a few Pepto Bismol tablets to get through the rest of the day.
  From what the seller had shared with me so far in our conversation about the Fritz, I had come to the conclusion that I would pass on it and never refer the piano to anyone on my client list. But because I really didn’t want to hurt the owner’s feelings at the moment, I decided to dispatch York to the location to get his second opinion. It was no sweat off his back since he had some tuning and moth proofing jobs out that way.
 “Do you mind if my piano tuner drops over there to check out your piano?”

 Oh, that would be fine,” she says. “Tomorrow would really work for me,” she said.
                                                                      ***

   In the meantime I telephoned Thomas Winter, a well reputed piano restorer in San Francisco who had agreed to do some research for me on “Johann Fritz.” He already provided some preliminary findings on the J. Fritz Sohn housed in the American Cancer Society thrift store.
  “Yes,” he confirmed, “Fritz did most of his building in the first part of the nineteenth century. Then his son Joseph took over the business after his death in 1827 and moved it to Graz, Germany. The veneer work was done in Munich. So the father who died in 1827 could not have been the maker, I ascertained.. The case was therefore closed!
   Everything Winter had said made perfect sense and it conformed to the lengthy script on the fallboard that mentioned Graz and Munchen. (Munich) and the year 1854.
  “So what do you think of pianos that are not crafted by the esteemed builders,  like those that would be made by Fritz’s son and do you believe this particular instrument might be a stencil or decal piano? (A copy of an authentic brand), I asked. 
   “Well, you need to have an open mind about it, and even if it’s a stencil, judge it on its own merit,” he answered.
  “So what’s your feeling about restoring these old instruments? How do you avoid modernizing them so that they no longer approximate the sound produced during the era to which they belong?”
  “Well, that’s a challenge,” he replied. 

  Winter had been strongly influenced by the ideas of John Watson, a Conservator of Instruments at the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation in Virginia. Watson’s philosophy of restoration was embodied in a paragraph posted on Tom Winter’s website. Both embraced the principles of “Restorative Conservation”—that is, “returning an instrument to playing condition while preserving its integrity as a historical document. Pat Frederick, Director of the Frederick Collection of Historical Grand Pianos in Ashburnham, Massachusetts agreed and she had emphasized over and again in her correspondence that a restorer could not put modern day strings in a period instrument.
   The Finchcock’s Musical Museum in Kent, England was also repository of fine, historic keyboard instruments, many of which had been sensitively restored to performance level. It was located on a picturesque Georgian Manor with 13 acres of wonderful gardens and park land. The Finchcock’s collection had over 100 historical keyboard instruments including organs, virginals, harpsichords, clavichords, and pianos, of which 40 were used in a celebrated concert series that attracted an international audience. There was one particular “Johann Fritz” Forte Piano that was housed among the others in an elegant room with hard wood flooring and period drapery.

   The Johann Fritz dubiously labeled piano housed in Visalia had undergone a perfunctory review by Mr. York and he reported back his findings in the late afternoon.
   “Well that there piana has some mighty big problems. About half of ‘em notes is stickin’ and the strings is so old, they’s lost their tone. Them hammers all need replacin.’ “

   What the old man was saying corroborated what I had heard of the Fritz piano by phone.
   “Now it could use do some work on it,” York said, “but replacin’ the strings would cost ya.”

 York hadn’t been exposed to the au courant philosophy of piano restoration. Putting modern strings in a nineteenth century period piece piano was verboten.

   Tom Winter emphasized that the carbon content of the old strings was vastly different from the modern supply. He even considered the DNA of the inner assembly in his restorations and tried to select fibers of the period.
   “Well that their piana in Visalia aint in any playin’ condition and might as well be furniture and nothin’ else,” York said.
   I had to agree with him. His appraisal had definitely saved me time and money. I’d just pass this one up, and move forward in my travels without the ghost of Fritz ever to haunt me again.
                                                                 ***
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