INTERVIEW ADRIAN BROWN 

The competition is just down the road where a Japanese artisan makes baroque instruments.  “People often drop by at my place first and then walk on to have a look at his recorders.  Our street must be the only street in the world with two recorder makers!”

Adrian Brown, recorder maker in the Delistraat

During it’s Golden Age, the city of Amsterdam was known for its instrument makers who sometimes took their inspiration from shipbuilding techniques.  Traditionally, Amsterdam also enjoys a reputation as a centre for recorder players,  Frans Bruggen having carved out an international career as a solo performer in the sixties.  He brought recorder playing to a high level and attracted international students to the Sweelinck Conservatorium, the city’s famous college of music.  British recorder maker Adrian Brown specialises in Renaissance recorders and lives in the eastern part of Amsterdam. 





Adrian Brown & his wife Susanna Borsch in the Delistraat.

Search 

· As a teenager, you started to tinker/with your first instruments. Where did that idea come from?

“Well, I grew up in a town famous for its instruments makers, Haslemere in Surrey. Haslemere is often mentioned in the same breath as Arnold Dolmetsch.  In 1918, the french born Dolmetsch  opened up workshops in Haslemere which later developed into an instrument making factory. During my last year at school, I came in contact with lads who were working as apprentices there. I became friends with them and was fascinated by what they were doing, because they were learning to build harpsichords, lutes, violas da gamba and recorders.  And I thought: “fantastic, I’d love to do something like that!”  Another important reason why I chose this profession is the fact that I found it difficult to deal with work and authority.  I knew what I wanted to do and didn’t want anybody telling me what to do.”

· But as an apprentice, you would have to learn the trade first from someone else, right? 

“Sure, but I realized that this is a trade which I could eventually practise independantly and  that was one of the things that first attracted me.  My search for an independant profession started way before I’d chosen instrument making.  As a teenager, I had thoughts of becoming  a blacksmith in the countryside.  I think I pictured myself as a character from a Thomas Hardy novel, with huge sideboards and a voluptuous lass by my side.  I was what...sixteen or seventeen, you know!  And instrument making fitted the bill perfectly.  Plus that I had these friends as role models, in Haslemere.”

Doing your own thing

· In 1979, you enrolled for vocational training as an instrument maker at the London College of Furniture.  Was that the right choice ? 

“I felt I was in the right place because of the manual work, the craft, that’s what it was about. I had my own workbench and you couldn’t get rid of me from early morning when the doors opened until closing time. All that has changed now.  The course I followed doesn’t exist anymore.The subject is now called Technology of Instrument Making or something.  It’s more theoretical and the number of hours of practical work are far fewer.  But for those who really want to learn and have money, there are also private schools you can attend.” 

- Do you really think so much has changed? 
“I was lucky enough to grow up in the seventies, a very optimistic time.  For young people, doing your own thing was very in, very fashionable.  My son has just turned eighteen and loves making music, but he says you can’t live from that.  So he wants to find himself a well-paid job, preferably with lots of holidays.  I tell my kids that I see it this way: either you do something which really interests you, you don’t earn that much but you’re happy, because it gives you satisfaction despite the stress of not earning that much.  Or you choose for the safe option, do something where your heart doesn’t lie, but earn enough to enjoy your spare time.  I mean, to leave your job as a salesman on Friday evening and not have to think about it again until Monday morning, there’s absolutely nothing wrong with that!”

Travelling salesman 

· Did you start your own business straight away? 

“When I started at the London College of Furniture, I was just 19 and I graduated at 22.  After that, I started working for myself straight away, I was determined to make something out of it.  From the very beginning, I tried to sell my instruments by making contact and travelling to potential markets.”

· Tell me something about those first trips, how did you do that?

“I knew the most important centres, music schools, where recorder playing was taught.  So I wrote to them asking if I could show the students my instruments.  I travelled with a bag full of recorders. InterRail was popular at the time, I used that to visit music centres in France (Paris), Austria (Vienna), Switserland and Germany many times and came to Amsterdam quite early on.  Crossing borders was always a little nerve-wrecking.  Because I was a travelling salesman of sorts, I had to declare all the instruments which entered and left a country together with me.  And there were complicated forms you were supposed to fill in at the Chamber of Commerce in your country of origin.  But I always smiled when I passed the customs posts and had little bother.  Once in Sweden I sat in the train when a customs officer came in to check on me. He opened my suitcase and asked: “what are these?”  I explained they were recorders. He said: “Oh, recorders!” and slammed shut the suitcase. Appearantly totally uninterested,.”

· Did you receive orders straight away when you travelled like that? 

“Yes, well there were several ups and downs at first and I made many mistakes.  But I think I was quite a good listener, I listened to what people had to say about my recorders and I tried to improve on the making that way. The worse thing you can do in a situation like that is to be afraid of criticism. I try to deal as positively as I can with criticism, at least I hope I do.  And I had a feeling that the only way for me to learn, was by having people telling me: “well, this just isn’t right, you know, but that sounds promising” and to really do something with that.”

Recorder network 

Travelling is still very important for Adrian. Every year, he spends some ten to twelve weeks on the road. 
“On the one hand you have the building, but the commercial aspect [Adrian laughs at the weighty tone with which he pronounces the adjective ‘commercial’] is really a very important part of my work.  Often it’s purely a question of networking, being seen somewhere, hanging around at concerts, events which have to do with recorders in some way.  Talking to people.  Many people know me by sight.  Over the years, I’ve built a network of colleagues and musicians like this who have become close friends and I often stay at their places.  I’ve never really advertised.  Because I’ve always thought that the best publicity is the instruments themselves, so the only reason people know me today is because they’ve seen an instrument which they liked and they wanted to buy one just like it. When you think of it, that is the best advertising you can think of, because it’s self-generating and free.” 

Amsterdam

- Your biggest markets are in Germany, followed by Austria and Switserland. And yet, you live and work in the eastern part of Amsterdam.  

“Ah, well it doesn’t really matter where I live. When I was fresh out of College, I went to live together with my first wife who was an Icelandic violin maker.  We had a workshop in Reykjavik. Probably the worst place you can imagine to set up a new business in, but thanks to the postal services the instruments were delivered everywhere.  A few years later, we moved to the South of France where I had a farm until 1997.  From a practical point of view, running a workshop was more complicated in France because of the bureaucracy.  And the tax system puts self-employed people and small companies at a disadvantage.  Amsterdam is easier in that respect. “

· What else did Amsterdam have to offer? 
“I came here to live together with Susanna, my second wife who plays the recorder, leads ensembles and teaches.  That played a part of course.  But I’ve always found Amsterdam an attractive city.  I have very fond memories of my first trips here.  It’s a very easy city to live in.”  

· Amsterdam’s got it then? 
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“It must have been a very groovy place, in some ways at least, in the sixties.  You can run Amsterdam down in many respects, but one of the reasons I’m here is that I’m most satisfied here as a human being.  There are so many people living here who manage to keep up the craziest little businesses.  I know many people who are also doing their own thing.  As a member of the Dutch association of instrument makers, I meet them every year.  But apart from them, Amsterdam is full of small workshops of artists and artisans who do things with frames and mirror, stained-glass windows, mosaic, design or fashion and so on.  Ruud Wagenaar of housing corporation De Dageraad helped me get my current workshop here in the Delistraat.  I don’t know if I’m allowed to say this, but he told me he felt that the last thing which Amsterdam needs is another office.  I find that a remarkable point of view in this day and age.  I think that people like him are open to the idea that people like me can work in the city.  It’s these small things that have coloured my positive impression of Amsterdam.  Whether it all comes down to money in the end, I don’t know, the rent is quite high, but that man’s philosophy has made it possible for me to work here.”

· How would you describe Susanna’s input? Is she an ideal sounding board?

“We often do the tuning of Renaissance recorders together, although she has a very busy life playing in many ensembles.  When in doubt, I can fall back on her second opinion and that is fantastic.  But I look at things somewhat differently than she does as a musician, so we have learnt a lot from each other. She concerning the technical side and I about music.  At first, this was difficult.  When you work together like that, there’s always a point where, as a maker, you have to say: ‘Stop! I’m not going any further because they are my responsibility.  You can listen to every criticism, but in the end you have to evaluate the value of it for yourself.”

· Where will you be in 10 years from now? 
“Australia would be nice. I find the climate is great and my brother lives there.  But the idea of moving again to the other side of the globe doesn’t really inspire me.  We have all our friends here too now.  Except for a few almost all of them are foreigners,.  I think I want to sit out the 10-year lease here first.  And then we’ll see.”
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