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Van Cliburn died on February 27, 2013, at the age of 78. Those of us who are old enough to remember 

such events as Sputnik, the discovery of the anti-polio vaccine, the Hungarian Revolution, and the look 

of cars with huge fins at their ends, will also remember one of the greatest artistic events of the same 

era – when Van Cliburn won the first International Tchaikovsky Piano Competition in Moscow in 1958.   

As an aspiring pianist myself at the tender age of 13, Van (he later invited me to call him by his first 

name) became my idol.  Having already had Tchaikovsky’s first piano concerto, both the Horowitz 

recording and the two-piano score, as a foundation of my musical curiosities for three or four years, 

Van’s triumph with this piece seemed to be more than a coincidence in my own life.  When it was 

announced by Ray Mitchell, at the time Milwaukee’s leading classical booking agent, that Van would 

appear in Milwaukee at the 6000-seat Auditorium in late January 1959, I immediately asked my father to 

get me two tickets at the munificent sum of $10 each – now about $70 apiece! – and he obliged me the 

next day with the prized possessions in hand. 

In early, 1959, I had the good fortune of being chosen as one of ten outstanding pianists in Milwaukee 

County in what was known as the Talenteens, a competition that fellow Milwaukeean Ralph Votapek 

had also won a few years earlier.  It seemed as though all these events had meaning for me personally, 

and you can only imagine the thrill that Van’s upcoming concert must have created.  Indeed, the concert 

was sold out almost immediately, but there was such a clamor for tickets, especially among high school-

aged students, that the concert organizers arranged for 3,000 tickets to be made available for students 

to attend the dress rehearsal.  My closest guy friends and I got our tickets for the rehearsal on Thursday, 

January 29, and it was quite an event to hear the then Milwaukee Pops Orchestra rehearse the Schubert 

“Unfinished” and Borodin’s Polovtsian Dances.  The conductor was a dashing young fellow who was a 

relatively new person on the Milwaukee musical scene, Harry John Brown, who eventually became the 

first conductor of the later Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra, and with whom I had a musical friendship 

through my service on the MSO’s Teen Board of Directors. 

When it came time for Van to walk onto the stage for rehearsing the Tchaikovsky, the audience of young 

people went wild. It was almost like a rock star had entered our presence – but with a much more 

“respectful” atmosphere.  

The horn theme followed by the great crashing chords projected me into a different quantum level of 

life. I could only imagine myself doing the same thing some day.  As the work progressed (I don’t recall 

them stopping for anything), I knew what my plan for the evening should be.  As our next door neighbor, 

Carl Thom, was the librarian (and also bass clarinetist) of the Pops Orchestra, I often rode home with 

him after rehearsals and concerts of the ensemble.  I even knew some of the stage hands by name, and 

they knew me.  So, while everyone focused on the third movement building to a great conclusion, I 

quietly left my seat and went to the right hallway just off the left backstage area – and waited, hoping to 



see my idol.  When I heard the thunderous applause erupt at the conclusion of the concerto, I knew this 

was going to be “the place to be,” and I was not mistaken.  After a short time, a backstage attendant 

came out and started to close the folding gate to keep the area restricted, and then came a heart-

stopping  moment of my life: out walked Van Cliburn.  He approached me and asked me where the 

drinking fountain was (note: he did not know that in Milwaukee, we called those things “bubblers,” but 

that’s another story!).  I pointed to its location, but – always the Boy Scout, I had my autograph book 

ready and asked him for his signature, which he kindly provided without hesitation. I said thanks; I can’t 

remember if he said anything to me, he took his drink of water, and went back in to the rehearsal.  

While all this was happening, hundreds of students had swarmed down the side hallway with the idea of 

going backstage, but it was only Van and me in back of the gate that they could see. Bursting with pride, 

it remains a singular event in my life, even today more than 50 years later. 

I later heard Van play the Rachmaninov third concerto with the Milwaukee Symphony, and also heard a 

solo recital or two over the years.  In the late 1970’s, I had tried to book him for a concert in 

Natchitoches, Louisiana, where he had played frequently prior to his rise to fame, but it just didn’t work 

out.   I recall with great pleasure a Sunday afternoon concert he performed in his birth town of 

Shreveport, Louisiana, in 1978, when he played three concertos with the Shreveport Symphony.  It was 

to be his last concert for many years because of his decision to retire from recording and public 

performing.  We chatted briefly on stage after the performance, but aside from a brief hello when he 

attended a concert played by Stephen De Groote in Natchitoches a year or so later, I did not see him 

again for a few years. 

In the early 1980’s, my wife and I were privileged to attend Van’s mother’s birthday celebration at the 

Shreveport Petroleum Club.  It was a gala event, and Rildia Bee was charmingly basking in the limelight, 

while Van was his usual shy self, although he greeted us warmly as we spoke with his mother. 

Our paths crossed again a few years later, when Van was named to the Board of Directors of the 

Louisiana School for Math, Science, and the Arts in Natchitoches.  It was quite something to be seated 

with him in an outdoor amphitheatre, watching a local production of a Broadway musical. 

Certainly, my own recollections pale in comparison with many who might read this, but of this I am most 

sure: Van Cliburn had a profound influence on the course of piano playing in America and beyond. He 

was at first known as much as a diplomat through his music as he was as a pianist. Honored by this 

country and Russia, among others, recipient of numerous awards and honorary doctorates, he was a 

gentle, generous, and tremendously talented man, and I consider myself fortunate to have known him, 

even from somewhat of a distance. He was without question an influence on me as a pianist. 

In addition to piano playing, we shared one other thing in common: we both had dogs named “Bootsie”! 


