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Since 1954 the Regional Oral History Office has been interviewing leading
participants in or well-placed witnesses to major events in the development of
Northern California, the West, and the Nation. Oral history is a method of
collecting historical information through tape-recorded interviews between a
narrator with firsthand knowledge of historically significant events and a well-
informed interviewer, with the goal of preserving substantive additions to the
historical record. The tape recording is transcribed, 1lightly edited for
continuity and clarity, and reviewed by the interviewee. The corrected
manuscript is indexed, bound with photographs and illustrative materials, and
placed in The Bancroft Library at the University of California, Berkeley, and in
other research collections for scholarly use. Because it is primary material,
oral history is not intended to present the final, verified, or complete
narrative of events. It is a spoken account, offered by the interviewee in
response to questioning, and as such it is reflective, partisan, deeply involved,
and irreplaceable.
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INTRODUCTION

Laurette Goldberg and I met in 1962, when my family moved to Oakland
from Illinois. Although I was not a musician, we immediately established a
deep friendship. She became Aunt Laurette to my children, and we adopted
each other as sisters. Through the years we celebrated Jewish holidays,
read Jewish texts, and shared both trials and successes.

Laurette's resilience and resourcefulness color everything she does,
so I was not surprised last year when I visited her in the hospital, during
an extended stay after life-threatening surgery. She was lying in bed,
hair combed, wearing lipstick and earrings, holding two telephones (one on
each ear), and transacting a harpsichord sale--animatedly talking into one
phone while alternately listening and speaking into the second (her
roommate's phone). In her "office/hospital room," Laurette was scheduling
nonstop appointments--with the editor of her latest book manuscript,
members of MusicSources staff, colleagues, students, and friends. Watching
her, I recalled my astonishment--when we first met--at how she would
schedule a social visit several months or even years down the line, all the
while using bizarre (to me) terms such as two-year or five-year plans. As
a hospital patient, the only thing Laurette couldn't do was practice, so
she started arrangements to have a harpsichord brought into her room; her
doctor, however, declared she was well enough to go home before those
negotiations were completed. Laurette's vocabulary does not seem to
include two words: no and impossible.

Laurette's enthusiasm for theater attracted my family to join her in
Ashland, Oregon, for wonderful summer vacations we dubbed as "Shakespeare
boot camp." She organized a cadre of friends to rent a house, read the
plays aloud, attend the performances, and discuss them afterwards over
coffee and dessert. Laurette also orchestrated the week's food. I often
accompanied her to the supermarket where she briskly improvised a week's
menus and composed a complete shopping list, down to the smallest item.
Then she had everyone volunteer for cooking and/or cleanup duties. Working
in the kitchen, side by side with Laurette, we talked, laughed, and cooked,
one of her favorite activities.

Laurette was always a visionary, but I didn't always know it. In
fact, 1 was sometimes skeptical of her ambitious ideas, some of which at
first seemed risky, or at the last, impractical. For example, it seemed
rather absurd when she--a divorced, nonaffluent, single parent of three
young children--considered giving up her bread-and-butter (performing and
teaching piano) in order to follow her passion for harpsichord and early
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music. Yet, she did it: borrowed on a credit card, she had her children
stay with friends, journeyed to Holland, studied with the great
harpsichordist Leonhardt, and returned home to initiate for herself a new
career and for the Bay Area a renaissance of early music.

Laurette has the ability to turn dreams into realities. It seemed
almost overnight to me that she became an entrepreneur, simultaneously
juggling many artistic, professional, and business balls. "You know, the
Bay Area really should have a baroque orchestra," I recall her saying one
day as we sat at the kitchen table in her Oakland house. That was the
beginning of what became Philharmonia Baroque Orchestra, renowned world
wide. Later she conceived the idea of a center for baroque instruments and
performance, MusicSources--a dream replete with enormous risks and
challenges--and she sold her house and put everything else she had into
MusicSources, now internationally known. Laurette was a guiding light for
many other musical projects and opportunities, from Tapestry (I saw
rehearsals in her Oakland living room) to the Jewish Music Festival, which
she joyously continues to nurture.

In ways that are utterly mysterious to me, Laurette lasers a
formidable intellect on the project or person(s) at hand. She mobilizes
assistance--from getting help moving harpsichords to securing grant money--
and generously expresses her appreciation. I have seen how she has
influenced generations of young musicians (including my daughter Rachel) by
being master teacher, ego-builder, mentor, psychologist, career counselor,
and--on many occasions--a talent agent who finds them gigs.

Laurette has not had an "easy" life, but she makes lemonade out of
lemons. She bounces back from disappointments, maintains a strenuous
regimen in spite of physical limitations, and all the while puts a
positive, problem-solving spin on situations others might consider
hopeless. Always a busy do-er, Laurette nevertheless is and has been
always available when I or my family or her other friends need her.

June Brott
3 December 1996
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INTRODUCTION

Laurette, my Laurette.

We first met when I came to the Bay Area in 1962 but only grew close
in 1978, when I became Public Relations Director for the san Francisco
Conservatory of Music. Laurette was on the faculty, and I was beginning a
new career following the recent death of my husband.

It was at this moment, struggling with a new profession, two pre-teen
children, an hour's commute each way, that Laurette and I began to meet for
lunch each Tuesday and continued for the next two and a half years. 1I'd
close the door to my tiny office and over tuna fish sandwiches and cottage
cheese salad we'd discuss our worlds--the world of Bach, the world of
children, of surviving, of working, of thriving. Her advice was always
rich and full of life experiences. And no matter what her own personal
struggles or pain might be, she never denied her gifts of her joys, her
insights or wisdom to others.

At the end of that year, the tragedy of the dual assassinations of
San Francisco Mayor George Moscone and Supervisor Harvey Milk. The impact
and shock of this event--two good and righteous men cut down in their
prime--was devastating to me. It revived my own recent tragedy and caused
me to doubt why anyone would promote concerts, recitals, performance, try
to make music in the face of the horror of this world. "When would be a
better time?" she asked. The simple question struck me and stayed with me
for all the years since. When would be a better time to do what one could
do in the face of struggle and pain. To make music for example. There
were many other profound and simple helping words she shared over our
wonderful person-to-person talks through the years, but "When would be a
better time?" has lingered with me, enhanced my life, and I recall it
whenever life feels hard.

Diana Cohen
November 1996
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A Poem by the late Rella Lossy for a tribute to Laurette in January 1996
LAURETTE

This woman is not who you think she is.

She sits in the garden of Louis Quatorze,

sips her citron pressé,

leans forward under her feathered green chapeau,
and interviews Charles II, cousin du roi.

What a nasty business, having to escape England
and come to France;

I'm so sorry! Tell me all about it.

Charmed, he does.

She listens, as if taking notes for Le Monde,
(which she is),

says warmly,

And your plans for music at the court

when you return a Angleterre?

For surely you will be restored to the throne--
have you had a chance to think about music?

He demurs.

I would suggest, then, that you pay

attention to what Louis does here;

you might want to do something similar

when you get home.

I believe I might be of assistance,

should you desire.

But no, that is not who this woman is, either.
She sits indoors, beautifully gowned

in heavy gold brocade, watching rain
cascade down the leaded windows

of her fifteenth century villa.

She has given Francesca Caccini

a commission to write a ballet.

Now she reviews the arrangements,

the food, the flowers, the fireworks,
the wine, the lights, the stage.
Details, minor details of production--
she tosses them off

with a flick of her bejeweléed hand.

Of course she will play the harpsichord
for the ballet.
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But no, that is not all she is, either.
She sits in a coffee house in Leipzig, talks with Johann about his job.
I know you hate it here, she says.

I'd like to help.

I can't make promises, of course,

but I do know many people

in the music world.

Meanwhile, why not write something
fun, something droll,

something das spass macht,

something light and frothy,

something about...coffee!

Johann laughs:

You have the most amazing ideas,

he says.

We know she does.

And even that is not Laurette.

She has roamed through Spain, England,
Holland, the exotic Middle East,
rough-hewn Australia:

Like Kilroy, she is everywhere.

You must have guessed by now:

this woman is a spy,

a spy whose code name is

The Now of Then.

She crosses time's borders \with a thousand passports,
which she's forged from vast faith,

joyous optimism, relentless energy;

her spy mission:

to bring back from past ages everything she can.
She arrays her treasures on a gilded table,
inviting, always inviting us

to feast on her delights.

So the truth is out:

with Laurette,

what you see is just the low-lying island tips
of rich continents below;

what you see does not begin to measure

what we get

from Laurette.
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INTERVIEW HISTORY

Laurette Goldberg is a very dynamic, energetic, enthusiastic and
inspiring woman. Her unceasing devotion to historical performance of music
of the Baroque period in the Bay Area has culminated in the birth of several
organizations, such as the San Francisco Early Music Society, the Cazadero
Music Camp, and MusicSources, as well as performance groups, most notably the
Philharmonia Baroque Orchestra, for which she has been either the sole
founder or one of the founding members. She is gifted with the right idea at
the right time and the incredible persistence and endurance required to give
form to the idea. She has lectured and taught extensively since 1970 at the
San Francisco Conservatory of Music and the University of California at
Berkeley, and many private students skilled in keyboard, string and wind
instruments have sought her expertise in historical performance. And of
course she has performed solo and in numerous groups innumerable times.

In late 1995, I wanted to undertake an oral history project about the
origins of the early music phenomenon in the Bay Area, and the first person
to come to my attention was Laurette because her name came up repeatedly in
connection with Baroque historical performance. I had heard that her health
was not good, but when I approached her with the idea, she was immediately
receptive.

I arranged to meet Laurette to discuss the interview process with her,
and I arrived at MusicSources, where she lives, at 1000 The Alameda in
Berkeley on a wet, wintry evening in January 1996. She greeted me at the
door with a very cheerful smile and ushered me into her dining room where she
served tea with madeleines. Hanging on a wall in the room is a portrait of
Laurette painted by a friend, Barbara Winkelstein, in 1987 (see appendix, p.
451). I launched into preparing an outline of topics to be covered in the
interviews, soon discovering that Laurette is engaging, open and eager to
talk.

Upon completing our work, we embarked on a tour of MusicSources which
is situated in a large, comfortable old Berkeley home. Although some
remodeling has been done to accommodate the needs of the music center, the
house retains its original gracious style. As I was led through the kitchen,
I noticed that Laurette had some difficulty in walking due to a recent severe
bout of complications due to diabetes, a disease she has been battling for
many years. Behind the kitchen is a good-sized performance/practice room
where performances are held and where students take their lessons on
harpsichords and other instruments from the Baroque period. In the front
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part of the house, across the hall from the dining room, are additional
period instruments: clavichords, virginals, organs, and more.

I was led up stairs to the second floor library, a magnificent
collection of music for the keyboard, chamber ensembles, singers and other
instruments, as well as reference material and books about the Baroque
period. A cataloguing system had been created, a donation to the center.
There are two other rooms upstairs, one containing period instruments for
sale and for rent, and another housing the bequeathed instrument collections
of two former students. Laurette explained how and for whom the center
functions as a valuable resource for the community and greater Bay Area.

After a subsequent meeting, I toured the Keith Marcelius History Garden
which contains descendants from plants and flowers from the seventeenth
through nineteenth centuries. On a specially constructed wall to frame the
garden, there is a striking mural created and executed by close friends, the
Brott family.

Over the next six months, I met with Laurette on Wednesday mornings.
She always had two phones on the table by her side while we interviewed
(something I discourage during any interview process), yet I quickly realized
that this communication is a vital and integral part of the life and business
of MusicSources and therefore something to be accommodated. 1In taping, I
tried to make the interruptions as seamless as possible. What amazes me most
about Laurette is that she can carry on several trains of thought at once--
she would hang up the phone after a brief conversation and immediately pick
up where we left off without prompting. Laurette has an excellent memory,
and her stories are full of rich detail, coming to life so readily. It was
difficult not to be distracted from interviewer responsibilities. Her
Burmese cat, Joshua, regularly visited during the dinterviews, and his
greetings can occasionally be heard in the background.

Laurette was very enthusiastic about the project and provided extensive
printed material to sift through, some of which is presented here as
appendices. She repeatedly commented on how helpful it was to collect her
memories, especially at a time when she was faced with life-threatening
symptoms. As the months progressed, however, her health improved
significantly, and I experienced in her an increased liveliness and joy.

During the completion of the editing process and bringing the final
pieces of the oral history together, Laurette was always very accommodating
and helpful, despite her ever-busy schedule. Then, after our last addendum
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taping, she mentioned she would be undergoing bypass surgery in February
1997. This had been a possibility for many months, and although its reality
was at first difficult for her to accept, when I talked with Laurette a few
days before the surgery, she was optimistic about the outcome and possessed
a clear understanding of its necessity. I talked recently with Laurette who
is rapidly improving following surgery.

It was a wonderful privilege and great pleasure to have interviewed
Laurette. She was an inspiring influence during the project and for me
personally.

In editing the transcripts of the interviews, for the sake of
continuity and accuracy, there were occasional rearrangements of the text
along with some deletions of repetitious material and rare additions of
untaped material.

Mary Mead
Interviewer/Editor

February 1997
Berkeley, California
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I. EARLY YEARS

[Interview l: 31 January 1996]) ##'

Family Members and Early Family Life

Mead: I'd like to start with your early years. Tell me about your
grandparents and where they came from.

Goldberg: My grandfather came from Lithuania or Russia--the borders moved
a lot--primarily Lithuania in 1900.

Mead: This is your mother's family?

Goldberg: My mother's family is really all I can tell you about because
my mother and father divorced when I was so young that I have a
very tangential relationship, hardly any, with my natural
father's family. I know they exist, but I know very little
about them. I didn't even meet them until I was forty. 1In
other words, it was if they didn't exist for me until then.
The only reason I found out about them is that my oldest son
was so stubborn--I like it--so willful and wanting to know all
about them. I appreciated his energy. He dug them out of the
L.A. [Los Angeles] phone book. Essentially my mother's family
is my family.

'This symbol (##) indicates that a tape or a segment of a tape has begun
or ended. A guide to tapes follows the transcript.



Mead:

Goldberg:

Mead:

Goldberg:

Mead:

Goldberg:
Mead:

Goldberg:

My grandfather came here in 1900 to raise money to bring
his wife here--like that. She came in 1902 or 1903 to South
Bend, Indiana, where he was working in the Studebaker factory
making wagons. He was the second Jew in the town which was 40
percent Catholic.

Was this a small community then?

South Bend, Indiana. When I was a little girl it was 100,000.
It's 250,000 now in the general area, but Notre Dame and St.
Mary's and the northern campus of the University of Indiana are
there. Being ninety miles from Chicago, it had a much more
metropolitan feeling than the middle of Kansas would have.

What made him choose South Bend?

It was interesting. He was naturally placed in Philadelphia by
the same organization that places Jews now when they're running
away from destruction. But he hated it, and he told me this.
So they gave him a train ticket to a town where they knew there
was another Jew and where there were jobs. And he liked it.
Then my grandmother came a few years later, and they started
their family.

They had six children, the first one of which died. My
mother was the oldest, then. My grandmother and grandfather
were essentially like surrogate parents because my mother was
divorced when I was three, and in those days it was unheard of.
She was divorced because my father was a white-collar criminal,
and she had no idea of such behavior! My grandparents were
devoted Jews. My grandfather was an educated Jew who read from
the Torah in Hebrew on Sabbath--things like that.

So your grandparents settled in South Bend. Your mother--what
was her name?

Ann Hoffman. It's Ann in English. In Hebrew it's Hannah.
And your grandmother's and grandfather's names?

Rachel, actually. Rachel Mary was my grandmother's first name,
but she was only called by her Yiddish name, Ruchel Merel [a



Mead:

Goldberg:

Mead:

Goldberg:

transliteration] and my grandfather's name was Nissan, Nathan
[sounds like Na-tan'] in Hebrew. It means Nathan. And Hoffman
was their last name.

What kind of business did he do?

Well, my grandfather was from the tradition of the old country.
In the old country in Eastern Europe, the woman earns money,
and the man studied and took care of the immortal soul of his
family. It was a full-time job. In America, he came totally
unequipped for anything but learning. He was a peddlar. I
remember standing over his shoulder being told that I could
have all the 1935 pennies, or something. His contribution to
the household was minimal. My grandmother made the clothes,
bought and made the food, and ran a business with minimal help
from my grandfather. She ran a grocery on the corner so she
could keep an eye on the kids and have them all--that was a
part of how she sustained the family. He helped, you know,
when he could. He wasn't much help, but--she was a very
powerful woman.

Yes, it sounds as if your grandmother was a very important
person in the household.

My grandfather was important--he was always deferred to for
liturgical matters and moral matters--what would God tell us to
do in this situation? You know that joke, my wife does the
unimportant things, and I do the important things. I decide
whether there's going to be a war or not and what the economy's
about. My wife decides what car we'll buy, where we get the
money and who takes care of the kids. So, that's the kind of
household it was. It wasn't one of real bitterness because
they were both prepared for that.

My grandmother continually reminded my grandfather how
lucky he was to have married such a beautiful woman and such a
talented woman. There was not really a basic rancor between
them. She ran a lot of things in that household. I didn't
even know that men were equal partners until I was quite a bit
older because I had never seen a man running a household. So I
didn't know my father in regard to my mother.
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You said your grandmother had six children, one who died, and
your mother therefore was first. Did you know your uncles and
aunts?

Oh, intimately. Since my mother was the oldest, her youngest
sister was sixteen when I was born. I was the only grandchild
at that time. I was essentially raised by the family in a
certain respect. They were an integral part of my life. My
male role models were my uncles because my grandfather had a
totally different kind of a position in the household.

Tell me the circumstances around how your mother met--what was
his name--Abraham?

Abe [Abraham Kushner)? She was very old in those days. She
was twenty five when she married, and in those days that was
old. She wanted to be a lawyer, she wanted to be a tennis pro,
all sorts of absurd things for a woman of an immigrant family.
She even wanted to go to high school.

It sounds like she was influenced by her mother, your
grandmother.

Well, she was constantly fighting with her mother. She was
from what they call "the lost generation". She was the first
generation American. She had dreams about whatever she had
read or saw, but her mother had other ideas for her. So the
conflict was the controlling neurosis of my mother. These two
women who were at odds with each other, but I got something
from both of them, and also lots and lots of neurosis,
naturally. I got my values from my grandmother in most
respects, and I got my goals and ideas for how to run my life
from my mother which are very different, I mean those two
things are very different.

So she met this man who was Jewish and eastern European,
coming through town, probably on his way to some nefarious
activity. You understand, he never hurt anybody. He was a
white-collar criminal. He was a psychopath, and my mother
wasn't able to recognize that.
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Can you describe a little more about what you mean by white-
collar criminal?

What I mean to say, he was a charming liar. It was the middle
of the Depression when they married. He was bright, he loved
music, he spoke languages. I can’'t figure out where he learned
them because he was also from an immigrant family. He had a
lot of charisma. But psychopaths usually are people who are
damaged psychologically around the age of two, according to
Spock anyway, and they really can't be fixed. His family could
not figure this person out. They were all fine, law-abiding,
upstanding religious people. He was running around doing
things he wasn't supposed to do, I mean with regard to other
people's money.

How did your mother meet him?

He was probably travelling through. He was from a town about
fifty or forty miles away. They were all from the same
cultural environment, so doubtless he would have come to the
biggest town in this area, and he met her that way.

My grandmother's biggest concern about her children was
that they wouldn’t marry non-Jews. That was her preoccupation
because they were surrounded by non-Jews. Her culture was her
connection to survival, and I understand that. She had no
doubts about what was right and wrong. She was a powerful
woman. My mother was already not all right with my grandmother
because the first child was a boy that died, so my grandmother
was never going to forgive my mother for being the second one.
And she didn’'t understand any of that, and I didn't understand
until later.

But my mother and grandmother were very quick--my mother
was very bright, and she led the way. When her sisters became
nurses, which was not allowed--for my grandmother a nurse was a
bedpan mover in eastern Europe--my mother helped her sisters
powerfully by being an advocate. Besides, after the first one,
things start to break down anyway, and her sisters began to
acquire the culture.
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My grandmother had business skills--they were not
wealthy, but she bought a house. She had enough sense to use
the money to do that, so they always had a roof over their
heads, and it was everybody's roof, as it were. It was a great
big old, old house. My grandmother also bought a lot of
property when it was easier to do that. She had to sell it all
excepting for one piece which enabled her sons to go into
business. My uncles were the first auto mechanics in the town
because most people didn't have a car.

She dealt with the problems of being an immigrant and not
being able to speak the language. She ran the family! She was
illiterate in seven languages, I say, but she was brilliant.
She was clear about what the wife was about, and she imparted
that without reservation to everybody. She did remain the
center of the family for her entire life. My youngest child is
named for her.

Your mother married Abe. Did they stay within the house or did
they--?

Oh, no. They were quick to leave. In the first place, his job
took him [laughs]--his way of living left him moving rapidly
from place to place. Of course she soon realized what
situation she was in, and that was the beginning of her
disintegration as far as being emotionally disturbed. She had
a couple of nervous breakdowns and was a very bright but very
disturbed woman because it was so horrific to her.

So she found out about her husband fairly early on.
Yes, so by the time I was three, she left him finally.
Did that take you, then, to Chicago?

No, to my grandmother in South Bend. We lived with my
grandmother. I was born in Chicago during their various trips
around the world, and then when my mother left my father, my
uncle had to send the money for her to take the train to come
home to my grandmother which was a terrible thing for my mother
in terms of their relationship. Also it was a terrible stigma
to be divorced in 1935, and certainly from a good family in
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those days. 1 was the only girl in my school who didn't have a
father.

So you were with your mother the entire time?

Excepting for a year when she had a nervous breakdown, and I
was with my grandmother. They didn't know what to do about
that. They sent her away.

Was the nervous breakdown before--?
When I was four.
Oh, I see.

So she left me with my grandmother which of course was totally
safe. I became bulimic that year and never got over that.

When you lose your father and your mother and your nanny within
a year, it doesn't matter how loving your grandmother is.

She's someone that I had seen that I remembered. In those days
therapy wasn't available. I was just told that I was supposed
to be strong and help my poor mother. These are the kinds of
things we don't do any more. But, that's life!

Yes, and at three, that's an awfully big load. From that point
on, from the age of three, you lived with your grandmother.

Yes, and my mother came back--she left when I was four, she got
so bad, and came back when I was about five, five and a half.

I stayed with my grandmother until my mother married again when
I was nine and a half. Those are the really important, I mean
some of the most important years. I also realize that the
first few years where I was with a loving mother and my natural
father, even though it was a very neurotic household, was
helpful. I mean the fact that my father was a nice man to me--
he was fun. I remember when he stole a phonograph to start my
musical career [laughs]--for which he went to jail in L.A.

You say that you got your values from your grandmother. Can
you speak a little bit more about that?
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In the first place she was an extremely hard-working woman who
didn't feel sorry for herself and believed in God. For her,
God and her tradition were a template on how to live. There
was never any self-doubt. I never saw that woman questioning
herself. And even though I had the usual American neurosis to
deal with, there was always that strong, powerful presence and
that feeling that your tradition is there for you, and that
it's got information for you which makes it, of course, very
interesting.

When I was eight and a half, I went to St. Mary's of
Notre Dame, and my grandmother was sure that I was--that my
mother was sending me to hell. Of course she realized that
that wasn't going to happen after a while, when she noticed
there wasn't any significant change in my demeanor. The non-
Jews were potentially the enemy for very good reasons. I have
no problem understanding her position. But I had the love, I
enjoyed the love of the enemy. My grandmother loved me
intensely. They always said I was like her sixth child because
I know how much guilt she felt because of how she treated my
mother. Also, I was a cute kid, and you know how grandmothers
are anyway. I was the only grandchild she had for five years.
So naturally she was going to shower me with a lot of love and
affection, and also a lot of demands from me.

Did the Jewish religion play a large part in your life?

Well, yes, every day because it was a totally kosher,
traditional home. I couldn't eat certain foods that other
people might eat, which doesn't mean I needed it, it just means
that I was conscious of my differentness. 1 felt sorry for all
the other people! That's a very interesting thing--her love of
her tradition, which my mother had ambivalent feelings about
because of her problems with her mother, I had no problem with.
I mean I was curious about the things that other people ate,
but my grandmother's cooking was fabulous. The bread wasn't
Wonder bread like everybody else was eating. I was laughed at
and jeered at occasionally for being Jewish, once in a while
but not often. I just felt sorry for people that they didn't
understand--1 felt sorry for them. I know that came from my
grandmother. There is no other way it could have come. It was



Mead:

Goldberg:

Mead:

Goldberg:

Mead:

Goldberg:

Mead:

Goldberg:

a source of strength to me. When I was mistreated in some
minor ways for being Jewish, it was a small price to pay for
what I knew was the power of my tradition.

Elementary School Years

That's a very important place. When did you begin school?

When I had just turned five, I started in January in 1937, but
I had started music two years before then.

What school was it that you went to first?

The local--not the local--a public school, one that my mother
preferred. There were two possibilities that she preferred,
but I went to the one which was farther away but which I could
easily walk to--it was eight blocks away or something.

How was that for you? Do you have memories of that?

It was a wonderful school. In middle America in a university
town--with two good schools, St. Mary's and Notre Dame, in that
town--you're going to have a slightly higher level, a
considerably higher level of education. The community was
affected by the fact that it was a university town. I went to
the same school from kindergarten through the ninth grade.

That stability is quite remarkable for a child. It just
happened to be that it was because the war started, and they
couldn't add a ninth grade to the high school that I wanted to
go to, so I stayed at the same school.

Did you like school right away?

I adored school! I would never tell my mother I was sick
because that would mean I had to stay home. My mother was
neurotic and needy--and I had no father, and even though my
grandma was a solid support system, I was an anomalous person.
That's why I'm a teaching junky. I've had wonderful teachers
since I was four. When I was quite little I realized that
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teaching was the most nurturing thing you can do. Whatever my
teachers’ neuroses were, they weren't hanging them on me. By
the time I was five I had the kind of kindergarten teacher that
had me play the piano while the kids danced. 1 always had a
position of importance in school. When I was six I was
accompanying the class in singing. I had demands made upon me
by those teachers, and I loved that.

So you naturally stepped right into those roles without any
problem.

If I could tell you one story to give you some idea of the
quality of that school. When I was in the eighth grade, I had
become so insufferable, unbearable and overbearing because I
was getting A-pluses in everything, and I had made my debut, I
had been president of my class and all that stuff. It was hard
to set limits on me. So the school, and I think this is
amazing, where I1'd been already for eight years, gave an
assignment to a wonderful teacher--I'm lucky I had such a great
music teacher because if I didn't I would have eaten her alive,
it would have been terrible. They made demands on me, and I
was thrilled, and I grew by leaps and bounds. I was learning
to accompany at the age of six. Few people have that
opportunity, and few people have teachers that are demanding
enough for the situation. I was exceptional. They treated me
as 1f I should be doing exceptional things, not that I should
be praised for it only.

Well, they had a meeting about me. They couldn't censure
me by grades, and they couldn't censure me by whatever normal
means, and they understood that. They believed in my future,
and they were concerned about my arrogance. So they chose her,
the one teacher who I loved the most, to do this unpleasant
task and know that it would affect our relationship. The
teacher was Laura Mae Briggs who was there when I was in the
third through eighth grades. She took me out of class one
hour, and she sat down with me in the auditorium--I remember
where we sat, I remember everything. She told me how
unbearable I was, and how the teachers couldn't bear having me
in class because I took over. I was raising my hand and
answering all the questions, you know--that I was disruptive
from that point of view. So they gave her the assignment to
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tell me what the rules were. I was allowed to raise my hand
once, and if I didn't get called on then I wouldn't be called
on. I was to keep my mouth shut. 1In other words, they set
parameters on my behavior, boundaries.

Was this the first time something like this had ever happened
to you?

Yes, because most of the time I was sociable and very bright,
and music was--I would play for anybody! 1If anybody needed an
accompanist, at the age of ten or eleven I would play all day
and all night for anybody. It was my social position. I loved
it, besides. It gave me pleasure, enormous pleasure. I was a
fabulous sight-reader. I would just devour life and devour the
music. I ate too much, I loved too high, in a way. 1I also was
neurotic. There was a lot of unhappiness in my household. My
mother's second husband, who became my adopted father, loved
me. She was too far gone as far as neurosis was concerned to
make that marriage work. So they fought for forty three years,
tooth and nail and bitterly. They were both losers in previous
marriages. I don't mean they didn't love each other, but
that's not an environment for a little girl to have.

She remarried, then, when you were nine and a half?

Nine and a half, and we moved away--I mean within walking
distance from my grandma, but we had our own home. I had a
brother (Harvey Lee Canter) when I was twelve and a half. Of
course he was the best thing that ever happened in the whole
world. It was like having a child of my own. He was
beautiful, and he was sweet, and I adored him. Of course that
helped, but up to that time things were pretty rough for me.
It was completely neurotic. I could say that a lot of things
happen in families with problems. Of course the Depression
impacted everybody until I was ten, but we were not starving.
We always lived with dignity because my grandmother had a
grocery store. That's one thing, grocery store owners and
farmers, they always had enough to eat, and they had a roof
over their heads,

So I will never forget that teacher and the love that
that meant. I realized shortly after what love that was on the
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part of the teachers to organize this whole thing and figure
out the rules, and they all abided by them. I realized how
much concern they had for me, even though it was anguish for me
to hear it--it was tough love, is what we call it. And I won
the citizenship award the next year.

I was going to ask if it worked.
It worked perfectly.
It sounds like there was an incredible amount of cooperation.

It would be hard to happen in a school where there are too many
kids, when there are not enough pencils. But in that town,
education counted for something because of the university
situation. Also, I was going to the college from the age of
eight and a half to study music. I must have been fifteen when
I was reading St. Thomas Aquinas at St. Mary's. I wasn't going
to classes at St. Mary's. I had a whole cultural environment
there. St. Mary's is still, I believe, the second ranking
women’s college in the Catholic women's culture in the United
States.

First Piano Lessons

Tell me how that happened. How did your mother choose a
Catholic school?

Well, mother didn't have any money. I had started studying
music at four after 1'd started originally with dance--but
nobody was crazy enough to teach me dance. I flunked
somersault, I was too roly-poly to get around. So there was a
piano in the house that my grandmother had gotten for her
second child who wasn't interested in it, and I was banging
away on that. My mother paid the lady across the alley a
dollar a lesson, one-twelfth of her income, for piano lessons.

And this was at the age of three or four?
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Four. By that time I had already retired from the ballet
scene. That picture of me, just around corner [gestures
towards the entryway of the house], was my first publicity
photo. I ran that woman ragged.

The dance teacher?

No, the piano teacher. I was so hungry to know what she had to
teach. She wasn't equipped to deal with a precocious,
passionate little girl. She was very kind, but of course she
didn't teach me all that much. She couldn’t teach me good
disciplinary things because she couldn’t handle me. She wanted
me to play what it said in the music, and I couldn't see that
she was anybody I should respect in that regard. I remember
when I was five and my mother was gone. It was Memorial Day
because it was the Indy 500 in Indianapolis. I was plowing
through these books. She gave me a book with sixty pieces, and
I'd plow through them. She gave me a book with thirty pieces,
and I1'd plow through them, one way or another.

There was one piece that sounded totally wrong to me. I
made my grandfather leave the house at nine o'clock at night
and take me to the teacher because there was a mistake in the
music, and I couldn't go to sleep with that knowledge. Well,
of course she chuckled and pointed out that there were two
sharps in that piece, not one, and the music wasn't wrong, I
was wrong. And I was so relieved when she told me that. I was
so happy that I could count on the music to be true. That
affected me very powerfully. So I thanked her and went home.
She was a good woman, you understand.

What was her name, do you remember?

I don't right now, but I think I could find it somewhere. I
went back in 1975 to apologize to her.

Oh!--1 see.
She, of course, was the root of all my subsequent efforts.

She was still living, then, in 1975.
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Yes. She was a very old lady--well, she was probably seventy
five when I went back to see her. When I went back, I
apologized to her for being such a difficult child. She said,
"Oh, that's all right." She didn't say, "Oh, you weren't a
difficult child." She couldn't say that. 1 wanted to
introduce her to my daughter, and I always, for years and
years, 1 always treasured the memory of her kindness. She
wasn't up to--when I was eight and a half, that's when my
mother took me to St. Mary's.

So you were with her for several years.

Oh, I was with her for probably three and a half years, because
then my mother thought, "This isn't working! Obviously
Laurette is treating this woman terribly, and I can't do
anything about it."™ And she really couldn't. So not knowing
what to do--she wisely chose a refugee from the Holocaust, one
of those that were lucky enough to escape, and there were lots
of musicians among them. She had this Holocaust survivor come
to the house.

##
This is the second teacher you had.

Yes, whose name I don't remember because I didn't have her for
very long. Poor woman! She went from one holocaust to
another! I loved the music she gave me to this day. I just
bought for three dollars one of the books that I had as a child
because when one student came in I recommended it for a sight-
reading project.

She gave you totally different music?

She gave me a higher quality music, and I loved it.

Do you remember what the book was?

Oh, a little Beethoven and Haydn--Burgmuller was the name of
the composer, a wonderful book of imaginative not-difficult

pieces for children. But I didn't respect her because she
didn't--you see I'm always pushing at the boundaries. All
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precocious children do that, and she didn't tell me to shut up
and do what she said. She didn't have enough self-esteem
because of the difficulties in her life. I'm sure she thought
that if she treated me badly she'd lose the little income that
she got from my mother. My mother was working all this time,
so what did she know what I was doing? So, I didn't have her
for longer than six months, I think. That was the first
quality, some kind of quality--at least a taste of really good
classical Western music which I loved instantly. 1 remember
when she would be there when 1'd come home from school during
adolescence, or when she'd come and my mother would let her in.
I remember wishing she would insist more. I remember that.
But, it was not possible.

So my mother considered that it was the single most
important thing that was being provided for me in my life,
because she considered the culture would answer all problems in
life. She loved everything: dance, opera, music, reading--my
mother was a culture freak and always felt inadequate that she
didn't have a fancy education. But she had an incredible one
because she was always going to night school. She went to
night school most of her life. I was the first person in my
family to get a degree because a degree was the same as being
the Pope as far as my mother was concerned.

Piano Lessons at St. Mary's of Notre Dame

In any case, she went in desperation to St. Mary's because
there was a preparatory part of it--there was a high school
connected to the college, and there was a preparatory
department like every conservatory has. After one semester, or
a year at the most, I went there as one of the many children
that took their lessons there on the campus. But they moved
the high school and the prep department away, and they didn’t
take me. They had no trouble telling me to keep my mouth shut
and do what it says in the music because they know what
discipline means. It was old and dark, and they were wearing
these long pretty things, and I was in a different milieu
entirely. Nobody's going to sass a nun.
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It must have been very daunting.

It was wonderful. It was marvelous because I was begging for
what they were giving me. I was begging for discipline.

How fortunate that it became available.
My mother had enough courage to fight her mother yet again and
send me there. And of course she didn't have the money to pay

the full amount, they took whatever she had. That's all. They
did that for ten years.

Sister Monica Marie and Sister Mary Madeleva

And you started at what age--nine?

At eight and a half. At nine, I started in the college. I was
taught by chance, you might say chance, by the head of the
music department because my first teacher, Sister Judith--who I
met again in 1975 or 1980, I forget--I had only seen her for
one year in my life. She had come back to be in the nun’s
infirmary, and I got to see her again. I got to complete all
those relationships. It was really wonderful. In any case,
Sister Judith was being replaced--you know, nuns do what
they're told--she was being replaced by the chair of the music
department, Sister Monica Marie, who had more time. I walked
in and said, "Where's my sister!" meaning Sister Judith.

Sister Monica Marie was obviously attracted to this kid who was
very exceptional. So she kept me, and I was like her musical
daughter. She was from a quality family--they all were because
the teaching order there was a very high class order.

She introduced me after six months to the president of
the college who became my mentor--Sister Mary Madeleva is her
name. There are many, many Catholic women, little and big,
named after Madeleva because of her. She was a mystical poet,
published by Macmillan, and when I got my bat mitzvah money 1
spent some of it on Shakespeare, some of it on French history
and the rest of it on the complete poetical works of Sister



Mead:

Goldberg:

Mead:

Goldberg:

Mead:

Goldberg:

17

Mary Madeleva. She was my buddy! She remembered the day she
met me and reminded me of that shortly before her death. 1
really experienced love.

What a wonderful gift that must have been. This was the first
teacher?

After the first teacher. I switched to the chairman of the
music department, Sister Monica Marie, who was the buddy of the
president of the college, Sister Mary Madeleva. The piano
teacher was--she had a better education than my previous
teachers, but she was no genius. This was Sister Monica Marie.
She had the intelligence to perceive my talent and try to
persevere and do anything that she could for me. And she did,
she did literally anything that she could. I realized that the
maternal quality that many people were aware of in those days,
or thought they had, or whatever you want to say about women in
society, was manifest through me. Of course she became very
close to my mother--you can imagine how my mother felt to have
such a support system.

How did your mother find out about the school? Was it close
by?

Oh, St. Mary's and Notre Dame are across the street from each
other. They're on the outskirts of the town. My grandmother
had settled herself very quickly away from the immigrants and
upscaled herself because of her good judgment and business
sense. We were within walking distance to Notre Dame, maybe
twelve or fourteen blocks. I couldn't walk to St. Mary's, but
I could take two buses and be there in forty five minutes which
I did from the age of nine.

This was in addition to your regular education.

Oh, yes, but it was an education that few children would have
had. I remember the day that Sister Monica Marie handed me the
complete keyboard works of Brahms. I had already made my debut
with Beethoven. She said, "Do you like any of these pieces?"
And I said, "Well, I found one I thought was nice." I mean I
was such an arrogant little girl.
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I was exposed to the finest music. I went to concerts
since I was four. My mother bought a season ticket for me for
every concert series in the town since I was four.

You were the recipient, then, of some of your mother's dreams
and strong desires.

It was vicarious all the way.

Tell me about this debut you have referred to a couple of
times.

When I was six, I started playing for people in school, and
when I was ten I started doing a lot of chamber music. At
twelve I started getting paid for accompanying in a studio.
When I was twelve, I made my debut with the college orchestra
playing Beethoven's C Major Concerto for piano and orchestra.
The nuns, you see--they saw to my career, if you will. They
felt that this was a child who needs to start being out there.
Also I was playing in the college recital series since there
were no other children. I remember a few other big talents
came after me while I was in high school because I was the town
child prodigy. Fortunately it wasn't a very big town, so you
didn't have to be a Mozart to be the town child prodigy. They
supported me in every conceivable way. I had private harmony
lessons, private sight-reading lessons, anything that I needed
was provided.

##

A Debut Performance at Age Twelve

You had a debut performance at St. Mary's when you were about
twelve?

There was one other town girl that was really good and was
allowed to study with Sister Monica Marie. I did that for
three years, and by the third year, they decided I should be
presented to the community. So I played with the college
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orchestra the Beethoven C Major Concerto when I was twelve. Of
course it was the most important moment of my life. I hadn't
been bat mitzvahed yet. Those were the two big things in my
life. To play with an orchestra when you're twelve is a big
deal, and in those days it was an even bigger deal than it is
now. When I was twelve and thirteen, those were really major
years.

I was just last week riding with a young woman, a student
of mine who drives me to the San Francisco Conservatory of
Music. We were talking about how lucky we are--the day was so
glorious, and we were never delayed by the weather, or we never
had to cancel because of weather. Maybe it's raining hard, and
you have to be sure you have a good windshield wiper, but
that's the biggest problem here.

It reminded me, it just flew into my consciousness about
the day I had my debut concert. There was so much bitter-sweet
about it. I was just at the age where you begin to be scared.
When you're nine or ten, you really don't appreciate the
enormity of what you're doing. Some kids start earlier, some a
little later, but usually it's around the age of puberty that
the consciousness of being an individual person arises, and you
get nervous around performance.

Everybody used to play everything from memory, unlike
now--we don't do that. Nobody ever played from memory until
Liszt. From the time that it became customary to play from
memory, everybody had to play from memory. It's a terrible
crime that was inflicted on everybody.

The weeks before the performance involved my getting a
dress. Because I was overweight, I never could wear regular
size clothes because they didn't have the variety that we now
have. My mother was so upset and angry with me for being hard
to fit and looking less than svelte and beautiful which I never
had been in my life. We had a dress made, and I remember the
angst of going to have the dress fitted--it was a dumb dress, 1
think, now. As I recall, it was a nice dress, but it was
white, and it shouldn't have been white for a large girl. A
large girl should be wearing a jewel tone, maybe, like dark
green or a beautiful blue. I've never been able to wear white
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as a whole garment. It doesn't even look good with my
coloring. 1 remember getting a gardenia or something. I
remember hating it. To this day I can't stand to wear flowers.
I love to look at them and have them in bouquets, but to wear a
flower just seems somehow a violation of the person and the
flower.

But everybody made a big fuss about me, and I was very
grateful, naturally. I was the town child prodigy, and
sometimes people saw my picture in the paper and occasionally
someone would stop and say, "Are you Laurette Canter?" I
remember how terrible, how horrible I felt, because I felt I
was totally inadequate, that I was a charlatan and I shouldn't
be there. It started when I was younger than twelve, that I
felt inadequate. In fact, I was.

The problem was that I had not been taught about form.
Here I was playing a concerto as clear an A-B-A form as you
could ever want. It would have taken no time at all to make it
totally clear, even though I inferred it--I inferred various
things about the shape of that piece. I hear it on the radio
every once in a while, and when I hear the C Major Concerto I
always have flooded feelings about it. I wasn't prepared as I
might have been in this day--I would have been prepared very
differently by a teacher. They didn't know how inadequate I
felt. In fact, I played well--I played all the notes in the
right tempo, and there were no mishaps in the performance.

I remember that it was November, and there was an
incredible snowstorm that day. It was a little bit early--but
you could have anything in November. You could get sleet or
snow or ice, and having these things could really inhibit
people’s movement. I remember wailing that day saying to my
mother that so-and-so wouldn't be able to come because of the
weather. You know I haven't thought about this in many, many,
many decades! It turned out fine--Mother had given a really
wonderful party in our house, and all kinds of friends and
family came. I was fussed over a great deal. I remember how
wonderful it was to play with the orchestra. 1 remember
vividly the experience. All the after stuff was wonderful, the
party and all that.
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##
You said you started to play chamber music at around eight?

Ten. That was with students in the high school. There was a
singer in what was called "Little Italy", a neighborhood where
lots of Italians lived. I was accompanying opera. There was
something called the North Central Teachers Association annual
event where people prepared solos and ensembles and competed
with one another for prizes and ribbons and things. I would
sometimes play for fourteen people because I sight-read so fast
that I could just about play anything they handed me.

An Early Taste of a Career in Music

And I loved it. I loved it. I loved being an accompanist. I
didn't need to be the top dog. 1 appreciated the joys of the
sounds being made together. 1 especially appreciated the
social relationships. I hated to practice because 1t was so
lonely, but I loved playing and being of service to another
musician. I just loved it. That's what I was going to do when
I grew up. I wrote in my career book when I was twelve, like
we're always supposed to do in those days, on being a vocal
accompanist. I did research on it because I had seen so many
operas and concerts. I knew what that was all about.

So you did some chamber music, but mostly it was accompanying
singers?

I had a preference. When I was little, and I played for the
class, and they weren't very good, so I wasn't so inspired.
But when I was twelve and started getting paid fifty cents an
hour to accompany the local voice teacher, 1 fell passionately
in love with Italian art songs. I took them to bed and wept
and sang all night the first time I heard one. It was very
clear what my path was.

Since my mother had never created any intellectual
barriers for me--if I loved singing, then go study singing. 1If
I loved singing, play for singers. She never was directing my
passions in that regard. She considered any good education or
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any art a worthy thing. So I started studying voice, and it
was clear that I didn't have a gift for singing. Being an
accompanist was the closest thing to being a singer. And that
was how I figured out what I wanted to be. It was when I was
eleven I realized that I liked singing. I didn't fall in love
with singing until I was twelve.

In taking some voice lessons--this must have added to your
ability to accompany.

Oh, absolutely. That's why I started coaching when I was
twelve also. Of course it was an inspiration for me to study
languages because they were singing in foreign languages, and I
wanted to know what those words meant. Of course, in Italian,
you only need to know twenty five words. After those twenty
five, then everything is clear--core, trattare, petto--all the
love words. So I learned those words, and I picked out things,
and I spoke Spanish. Then I was also able to supplement my
income in college by coaching because I'd learned something
about vocal production. Coaching a singing teacher, I heard
some exercises. I think I also realized how needy singers are-
-in a way they never grow up, they don’t. They have to be
accessible emotionally to the world. It's not because they're
stupid, it's the natur