INTRODUCTION

My Dream Pianos
I grew up in the Marble Hill projects of the Bronx and lived on the ninth floor. The walls of our housing development were so paper thin that when I practiced on my “Sohmer” 1922 studio upright, my first dream piano, it would elicit nerve-racking thumps from the neighbor down below. To my embarrassment, I would meet up with him from time to time in the elevator, and he would leer at me and shout "shad-up,” in a harsh tone of voice. His thick German accent made me cower in the face of his Gestapo-like authority.
     Years later, when I was a single woman living on the corner of Amsterdam and 74th street in Manhattan and practicing on my rebuilt, 1917 “Steinway” M grand, a dream piano that replaced my first, I no longer harbored a worry about music-hating neighbors because most of the residents in our building were musicians. “Danny Epstein,” 19, lived at the end of the hall and was the youngest member of the New York Philharmonic’s cello section. The apartment dweller to his right, “David,” a flautist and Rutgers law student, would occasionally bring me accompaniments to his Mozart concerti. From my sixth story window that overlooked “Needle Park,” I could hear the unabashed outpourings of professional opera singers who were preparing auditions, and if I walked over to the “Ansonia,” a more imposing edifice located on the other side of Broadway at 73rd, I would experience a muted chorus of voices intermingled with string and piano sounds. It sounded like the cacophony of symphony orchestra members warming up before a concert.
   On the occasion of my moving to Fresno, California in 1979, a city with never-ending strip malls and fast food outlets, I inhabited my first private home that afforded my practicing day and night without intrusion. I had even added a fancy, glass-enclosed, sound insulated room in order to teach and play without waking my stair step children, who came as a half dozen in 7 consecutive years. By the time they were approaching school age, they would whiz down the hall on skateboards causing a ruckus that drowned out my pp’s (pianissimos) and those of my students.
   When I sold my house a few years ago, the new occupants gutted the piano room and replaced it with a caged sanctuary for stray animals awaiting adoption. It was, unfortunately, a somber transformation of an area designated for a musical treasure of a dream variety.
   I came full circle when I left the privacy of this two story home to inhabit a very small room attached to a large condo. In exchange for services rendered to a wheel chair bound senior, I paid no rent. With this relocation came restrictions on my practice time and a gross scale down of space--the studio was so small that my students would trip over themselves to get to the piano that was smack up against a book shelf making the area right behind the bench too narrow for anyone's comfort. In one of my unguarded moments, I did an inadvertent back flip with my feet landing up in the air. If this was not enough of a personal embarrassment, a new student and her prim and proper mother entered my sanctuary just at that moment, and caught me in an uncompromising position. Needless to say, I had a lot of explaining to do.
   This rent free housing opportunity, plagued by space problems was short-lived. Continuous infringements on my teaching and practice time forced another move.
   Now I reside in a cottage like home nestled among mature pine trees in a quaint neighborhood known as “Old Fig Garden.” My spacious living room area amply accommodates two Steinways (one being a studio upright), an antique “Aeolian table style piano with three leaves,” and two “Casio PX 110” digital keyboards. With its high, vaulted ceilings, the space provides an envious acoustic that lets the great masterworks swirl around and miraculously reverberate. The only down side of living here, is that my neighbor to the right recently informed me that the sounds of my nocturnal playing reach into his infant son’s nursery. So rather than uproot myself once again in search of unconditional artistic freedom I have devised a plan that would satisfy both of us. At 9 p.m. each night I don a pair of earphones and pound away on my electronic keyboard until the crack of dawn. At 9 a.m. I shut off my keyboard and re-awaken my dream Steinway. 
                  A Musical Background that led to my  Piano Finding Adventures
   I have been around pianos since age 5, when I embarked upon my musical studies at a quaint townhouse near Kingsbridge Road in the Bronx. A pint size little runt, with a dual passion for music and sports, I was given the opportunity to have my first exposure to the piano when my mother enrolled me in a “progressive” minded music school that required all its students to learn the recorder, tap on rhythm instruments; experiment with xylophones, marimbas, glockenspiels, and pluck pleasing sounds from psalteries. This musical approach was also embraced by “ORFF Schulwerk” proponents that had children tapping, clapping and tinkering with pitched and non pitched percussion.

  “Geraldine Yudin,” coordinator of our “music appreciation classes,” sat gracefully at a well polished, ebony grand piano and provided an even greater orchestration of our fledgling efforts with her chordal embellishment. These harmonic improvisations created an enviable tonal richness that could have been sustained by the piano alone, and even in my musical infancy I couldn’t help but notice it.
   As I progressed to formal piano lessons at age 6, climbing up to an attic space of the townhouse, squeezed into a tight fitting room with “Mrs. Vinagradov,” a kind, warm-hearted Russian woman, I looked forward to hearing my two note, right hand only melodies bathed in rich “secondo” accompaniments that she provided. “Ding Dong,” a “two” phrase selection with the same number of note choices was embarrassingly naked until it became enriched with a rich harmonic palette of colors that only my teacher could provide.

  As I became quickly engaged in my piano study that led to the New York City High School of Performing Arts, (FAME), and from there to Oberlin Conservatory with its 500 practice rooms and almost the same number of pianos; and finally, to a teaching, performing and recording career, I had been saturated with tones ringing or sometimes warbling from pianos that piqued my sense of discrimination about them.
   The natural outcome of all this piano related exposure was to assist my students’ parents, when asked, to find suitable instruments for their children in the private party marketplace since budgets were usually slim and I had discovered a wealth of lovely used pianos of all shapes in sizes right here in the city of Fresno and its environs. As my piano finding career eventually blossomed into greater geographic areas of exploration, most noticeably through my connections to Holland and other places, experiences widened, and horizons expanded. Without giving too much of a preview of the entertaining side of my journey, I can say with enthusiasm that coming upon 81 year old, “Connell YORK, “piana’ tuna,” one afternoon in the American Cancer Society Thrift store that housed a stunning Viennese period grand piano, opened the doors to a great adventure that I shall never forget and hopefully my readers will savor with me. 
   But before we collectively embark upon our piano loving travels, I would like to share my familial antecedents that nourished this writing. These are contained within a satirical piece that allows my prospective clients and others to share a chuckle or two with me. 
“My Parents Were Not Musicians”
	    My clients who seek dream pianos always ask me questions about my musical background. Most want to know if I grew up in a family of musicians and what it was like. Perhaps I should  print up a set of FAQ’s to save everyone time and energy or I can just write a short bio as follows to fill in gaps of information about me:

    No, my parents were not musicians or were they particularly educated in the formal sense. My mother graduated Morris High School in the Bronx after she was expelled from Walton High School for distributing politically controversial leaflets to students and faculty. When she later sought employment, she was repeatedly fired for her organizing activity.

    When I was 6, I discovered an age worn NY Daily News article that included photos of my mother chained to a pillar of the Taft Hotel in New York City, protesting the unfair labor practices of the Sutton Superior Laundry. Seeing her in shackles, then freed and led away by detectives in plain clothes left an indelible memory.
    My maternal grandfather, “Pop Taft,” (Taft was an anglicized version of a complex Russian surname) was a notable union organizer of garment workers in lower Manhattan.

    A profound poet in two languages, Yiddish and English, he was born in Vilna, a hot bed of political militancy and intellectual activity that was the birthplace of "Isaac Bashevis Singer," the celebrated Yiddish writer. A young boy growing up in a cosmopolitan city, my grandpa was chosen to become a member of a distinguished Russian Children’s Choir but had to decline the opportunity because of his family’s strict adherence to Kosher dietary practices.

     I read some of Pop Taft’s poetry as well as his pro se court appearance papers that were preserved by my mother. The legal documents contained his hand-written self defense against a court imposed injunction that targeted an ongoing strike of pleaters and tuckers who toiled under sweat shop conditions in factories on Manhattan’s lower east side.

   It is rumored that my maternal grandmother’s family, having the name “Musikant” (“musician” in Russian), owned a piano factory in the old country, yet there is no reliable evidence to confirm that this establishment ever existed.
     My father, who graduated Monroe High School in the Bronx, was a railroad brakeman and union man, but also read intensely and had an amazing thirst for knowledge. (He confided to my mother that he was retained in Kindergarten, a setback that forever haunted him)
     Both of my parents loved beautiful music and played LPs of an infinite variety for many hours a day. So I grew up hearing "Zino Francescatti" perform the Mendelssohn and Paginini Violin Concerti and I listened to Beethoven symphonies conducted by “Arturo Toscanini;” I savored the a artistry of “Edith Piaf," street singer,” and I treasured "Marais and Miranda" singing “Johnny with the Bandy Legs," and “Eeh Ha Sher," a South African lullaby.
     I had an intense emotional connection to great classical music as I experienced it up close within our modest one bedroom flat. The slow movement of Tchaikovsky’s Violin Concerto in D” made me weep and the “First Piano concerto in B flat minor,” by the same composer inspired me to tap my fingers on a table as if I were playing.
    Every Saturday afternoon my mother would turn up the volume of the Metropolitan Opera broadcasts hosted by “Milton Cross” that were sponsored by “Texaco,” and though I loved the concert versions of operas, I much preferred the instrumental repertoire. She says that I particularly favored Carmen and La Boheme. On occasion I would see tears rolling down her cheeks as she squeaked out a version of Puccini’s Pagliace with a hoarse voice that came from cigarette smoking. Still she managed to communicate the sweep of the phrase and the emotion of the moment.

   I believe that if both my parents were given the opportunity, they would have become fine musicians. Instead they gave me the chance to study music, vicariously realizing their own dreams. You might say that they nudged me initially toward the violin because of its wail that registered thousands of years of oppression. But more importantly, an old cigar box, (a pejorative for a violin) lay on the floor of a musty hall closet and when this family heirloom was extricated from a dirt pile, it was deposited in my lap. Though I quickly transformed the cigar box into a worthy musical instrument by drawing a smooth bow across its strings, the lure of it faded in time and I transferred my devotion to the piano, with its significant orchestral dimension.
    Looking back at my humble beginnings, I realized that my parents more than ignited my interest in music. They exposed me to the works of great composers, took me to Carnegie Hall, and gave me piano lessons.

    I hope this clarifies my background in detail. If you have any further questions, please feel free to contact me. In the meantime, let us briskly march forward in our search for your dream piano.

   Sincerely,

   Shirley Kirsten

   shirley_kirsten@yahoo.com
See my mother pictured below in a militant pose at the age of 22. It is purported that her maternal grandparents owned a piano factory somewhere in Russia.


	



	

	News clipping from 1936 courtesy Jessie Taft Smith. 


“A front-page photograph in the Oct. 26, 1936, edition of the Daily News captured the defiant, young face of Jessie Taft as she stood chained to the balcony of a New York City hotel. With her fists raised high, still encased in chains, Taft demanded that the hotel stop sending its linen to the Sutton Superior Laundry where workers were on strike against abusive conditions and substandard wages.”
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