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Happy Encounters with the Björlings
by Ray Harsant

I

n 2001, my wife Elizabeth and I
attended the JBS-USA Conference in
Minnesota. For the benefit of the Jussi
Björling Appreciation Society in the UK,
Anders Björling put up for sale a lovely
picture of Jussi and Ann-Charlotte Björling
at the piano together, along with the actual
tie that Jussi is wearing in the photo. These
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items are now framed and are a key part of
our sitting room. They serve to remind me
of several very special Jussi-memories.
Does Fate play a part in our lives? At
times you have to think so.
First, I have been a Jussi fan since 1955
when, at age 17, I was persuaded by a friend
to go to the Royal Albert Hall in London

to hear two tenors in concert. Their names
were Beniamino Gigli and Jussi Björling.
The Gigli concert was interesting, but at
this time of his life he was not well and
the voice had lost its power. However the
softer singing was delightful and very much
appreciated by the Italian mommas sitting
in the front rows!
Then a month later, I heard Jussi. Well,
I was knocked out, as was the rest of the
audience; the clapping and stamping of feet
was tumultuous! It was overwhelming to
hear the brilliant, ringing. clear voice with
wonderful musicianship, and especially those
top C’s! Some people claim Jussi had a small
voice. Yes, not large but the clarity and ring
carried wonderfully in a very large concert
hall seating 6000 and which suffered from
acoustic problems in those days. After the
concert we went to the stage door and when
he appeared we all sang “For He’s a Jolly
Good Fellow”. Jussi seemed quite taken
aback and doffed his hat in appreciation.
To confirm the impact this concert
had on me, when I got home I said to my
parents, I did not mind if I died now!!
Fortunately this did not happen, but I did
become an opera buff and in particular have
been to the Royal Opera House in London
well over 300 times. I have seen virtually all
the great singers in the last 60+ years.
Some comments on the three times I
saw Jussi which were all at the Royal Albert
Hall.
March, 1955: He started off with that
so-called easy aria “Il mio tesoro” from
Don Giovanni! As you may know his UK
accompanist was Ivor Newton, who, in his
memoirs, wondered why Jussi did not warm
up before concerts. Quite simply, he did
not need to! To quote the Daily Telegraph
review, “Jussi Björling, accompanied by
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Jussi Concert at Royal Albert Hall

Anna-Lisa with Liz and Ray

Ivor Newton, delighted a large audience at
the Albert Hall last night with singing of
noble quality.”
May, 1956: Jussi was again in his top
form and the opener was “Ingemisco” from
Verdi’s Requiem. Another easy first sing!
That evening I sat in the second row of the
stalls almost in front of Jussi. What was especially interesting was that one could hear
humming through the piano introductions
of the early songs and arias - so this was his
way of warming up! The Times reviewed
the concert with praise, saying “Model
singing was to be heard at the Albert Hall ...
when Jussi Björling, the Swedish tenor, gave
a recital of Italian arias, German Lieder, and

Scandinavian songs. The voice is still pure
and strong, controlled to the service of style
and expression and mellifluous.”
August, 1958: This concert was
delayed by a month due to Jussi being
unwell a month earlier in Sweden. So that
evening Jussi was not quite at his best and
sang fewer encores, nevertheless still a
lovely evening. The Daily Telegraph noticed
nothing lacking in the concert, saying “For
anyone wishing to hear a perfect voice, a
recital by the Swedish tenor Jussi Björling
is the answer. By the richness of an evenly
produced voice which has no difficulties to
overcome, delivered in the real bel canto,
he delighted a crowded audience at the
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Albert Hall last night...”
I now come to the fate part of my life.
Some 38 years later after seeing Jussi for
the first time, I was working in the office
when my chief executive tells me that there
is a Swedish colleague, Christer Ugander,
visiting our office and, could I take him out
to dinner? As I sat down to dinner with
Christer, I said to him, “Well Christer, I
know very little about Sweden other than
Jussi Björling.” His reply was, “That is a
coincidence, since I live in the same apartment block as his widow Anna-Lisa, and
where Jussi himself lived.” As the conversation continued I asked, was he aware that
very recently the videos of the Firestone
concerts had been published? He replied
“Yes” and also that he knew Anna-Lisa had
not yet seen them. Needless to say, the next
day I purchased them and passed them to
Christer to give to Anna-Lisa on his return
to Sweden. In due course I received a very
kind note from Anna-Lisa, and I was told
that if I was ever in Stockholm, Anna-Lisa
would be pleased to see my wife Liz and me.
Five years later, in 1998, we did plan
a holiday in Sweden, including Stockholm,
and Christer did indeed arrange a visit one
afternoon.
It was absolutely amazing to be in that
beautiful apartment (the same piano that
Jussi used and a fine portrait of him on the
wall),—meeting the charming Anna-Lisa
and Anders, who was visiting from the US.
Christer and his wife were also there, and
we chatted and listened to Jussi recordings with a glass of champagne in hand! I
remember the first aria was “Recondita
armonia” from Tosca, one of my favourites.
It was quite simply a wonderful, unsurpassable afternoon and fate (pure luck?)
does not get better than that. n
Ray Harsant is a long-time member of the
Jussi Björling Appreciation Society (UK), and
good friend of JBS-USA, attending most of
our events. He is retired from his position
as CFO with the largest computer software
and services company in the UK. He and his
lovely wife Liz have three children and five
grandchildren.
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