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When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.
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He was not just a gifted player; he was a visionary, undone not by lack of talent but by the weight of his mind
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For the really aware the world is full of surprises; little mysteries surrounding people and places, life and death. And human beings are as a species eternally curious. The realm of music with its long association with living fast and dying young, from Mozart to Hendrix, is an especially fertile field for speculation and conspiracy theory. How did the young and handsome Bobby Fuller come to die poisoned by swallowing gasoline? What happened to the tapes of Jimi Hendrix’s mythical ‘Black Gold’ in which the hero was said to have simply melted away? And transplanting the atmospheric truths and lies of the music industry into the world of fiction, there’s the mysterious disappearance of the rockstar hero of Jerzy Kosinski’s novel ‘Pinball’, and the musicologist Patrick Domostroy who aims to track him down using only the clues found in the elusive Goddard’s own music.

This is a study of a brilliant musician who, like the fictional Goddard, chose to remove himself untraceably from the music scene, fleeing from the radar of publicity and recognition to live in obscurity. The only difference for Hermann Szobel is that his talents gained only swiftly fleeting recognition and he didn’t make any significant money out of playing the piano or recording the music pouring out of him.

I’ve been hugely curious about the teenage genius - a word I apply to him advisedly and in full knowledge of the burden it places on his reputation - ever since I found and fell in love with a remaindered copy of his only album in a record shop bin for the princely sum of twenty-five pence, a pittance compared to the value contained in the grooves of its two sides of vinyl. It’s not that I’m physically looking for Szobel. I’m pretty sure he doesn’t want to be found or recognised. He’s done a very good job of hiding himself from notice for getting on for fifty years. And yet when you discover his name, you still find echoes of it as a footnote to the distant reaches of the jazz-rock he loved and in the merest traces of his passing noted in the far-flung claws of the internet.

What fascinates me, as much as the blazing inferno of a talent with the keyboard, is the abrupt extinction of that talent’s expression. Not terminated by early mortality nor drink nor drugs but simply by an inability to cope with pressure. A talent held within a vessel too fragile to contain the creativity and power accompanying it. What wouldn’t you give to play the piano as divinely as Szobel could? Or would it destroy you too if you’d received the same gift he did and discovered the true price you’d have to pay for it? 

It’s those questions which prompted my search and these notes on one of the strangest stories in modern jazz history. It reads more like unbelievable fantasy than a true story. A sixteen year old blows into town from nowhere, wows hardened music business executives, within a year makes a stunning debut album and as quickly vanishes into the ether.

So what did happen Hermann Szobel?
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Jacob Grajonka and Frieda Sass were Russian emigrees who chose to settle in Berlin. Their lower middle-class Jewish family came to comprise five daughters and, belatedly, a single son born in 1931, a mere two days before his father, Jacob, died in a tragic accident.

The rise of the Nazis brought harsh choices for the Grajonka family and Frieda decided to place her youngest daughter, Tolla (Tanya), and her only son in an orphanage from whence both children were sent, pre-Holocaust, to France as part of a two-way exchange of Jewish children for Christian orphans who were resettled in Berlin. The boy, Wolodia, eventually ended up in San Francisco with an Anglicised name. He became Bill Graham, the concert promoter behind the Fillmore concert halls.

One of Graham’s sisters who survived the war despite staying in Berlin with their mother, was Sonja. She ended up a resident of Vienna with Szobel as her married name and in 1958 she gave birth to a son, Bill Graham’s nephew. She gave him a German name. Hermann. And at the age of six he was playing classical piano, and practising Chopin. He was, in short, an infant prodigy.

Hermann Szobel’s family had a close association with music. His parents ran a dance troupe, famous at least in Austria - The Szobel Showgirls although the name was tainted by controversy with unproven allegations of human trafficking of young girls, not that Hermann would have been aware of that.

Apart from his musical talent
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