
CHAPTER ONE - THE EARLY YEARS

Charles Gordon Phillips was born at Slough on the thirteenth of October 1908. His father,
Alfred  Enoch  Phillips,  was  a  Baptist  minister  and  his  mother,  a  good  looking  woman
according to the one small photograph that Gordon had of her, was called Martha.

Gordon was an only child. His mother had wanted a girl and was disappointed when Gordon
made his appearance, but to compensate for this, she dressed him as a girl for the first few

months of his life.  His father
had strict ideas about bringing
him  up.  He  was  allowed  no
toys,  except  those  that  he
could  make  himself,  and
Gordon  has  mentioned
making  a  wooden  toy  like  a
doll which he was allowed to
keep.

The  family  moved  to  West
Bridgford  in Nottingham, and
when  Gordon  was  only  five
years  of  age,  he  began  to
teach  himself  to  play  the

piano. Four maiden ladies at his father's church were interested in the small boy working so
assiduously at music, and they promised him sixpence if he could learn to play a hymn tune
on the piano. This he managed to do.

Although he attended all  the services at the church, he never noticed the organ playing,
which may have been because it was not of a very high standard.

When Gordon was about twelve, the famous French organist, Louis Vierne, gave a recital at
the Albert Hall, Nottingham, and the four ladies who had encouraged Gordon to learn the
hymn tune, years before, arranged for him to attend the recital. One piece that Vierne played
was  the Widor  "Toccata",  which  thrilled Gordon so much that  he decided to  become an
organist, and to make music his career. His parents were not so happy, as they wanted him
to become a minister in the church.

Gordon persisted in his desire to learn all  he could about music, and, in particular, organ
playing, and he himself writes: 

My father was furious, as he considered musicians to be dubious characters, and on
one occasion when we had guests for dinner to provide a sympathetic audience for
him, he turned to me and addressed me in his best pulpit  tones,  -"Gordon,  if  you
pursue this ridiculous course, you will, no doubt, end up in the gutter,  playing the
violin."  - I rather removed the wind from his sails by replying - "Well, father, I had
better be given some violin lessons as preparation for that dismal future."

As a teenager, he attended the Boys' Grammar School. Prior to that, he took lessons at home
with  a  private  tutor.  The  journey  to  school  was  by  train.  At  that  time,  the  trains  were
compartment  trains,  with  no connecting corridor,  so the boys  from his  area were  in one
compartment, unsupervised. His parents gave him money for school dinners, but he spent it
on music, teaching himself, because they only had one music lesson per term at the school.
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His first certificate for music was awarded in 1924, when he was either fifteen or sixteen.
It is from the Associated Board of the Royal Academy of Music and the Royal College of
Music, and as can be seen from the copy opposite is extremely ornate.

Gordon became organist at the village church, (not his father's), where he played each
Sunday.  He learned a great deal from the volumes of Organ Voluntaries by T. Mee
Pattison (Bayley & Ferguson Ltd.), and enjoyed playing the Anglican chants.

When  he  was  seventeen  years  and  eight  months  old,  he  Matriculated  in  English,
Mathematics, Mechanics, English History and French and was placed in the Second
Division. This would correspond to the modern A levels, and for examination the school
came under the University of London. 

His father continued to oppose Gordon's burning desire to devote his life to music, and
such an argument arose that he left home and went to work as a pupil teacher in the
area.  He  began  to  have  organ  lessons  with  Bernard  Johnson  (1868  -  1935),  the
Nottingham City Organist, whom he admired greatly as organist, teacher and composer.

Bernard had gone to the Albert Hall, Nottingham in 1910, after spending five years at
Bridlington Priory.  Gordon played at least nine of Bernard Johnson's compositions, and
listed them in his repertoire book, with the exact number of minutes which each one
took.

The "Sonata di Camera" was in three movements, Allegro vivace - Intermezzo - Finale.

Later in life Gordon admitted that Bernard Johnson had been a greater organist and
composer than he was, and he certainly learned a lot from him.
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Certificate from the Associated Board of the Royal Academy of Music
and the Royal College of Music
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Matriculation Certificate

School  teaching occupied him during the days,  but after school  he played as much
organ music as he could, on as many organs as he could, and worked tirelessly at
music theory, sometimes staying up all night. 
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He gained another music certificate in 1929 from the University of London. 

During the four years, 1926 to 1930 when Gordon was at variance with his parents, and
living away from home, he continued as organist at the village church, although he had
very little money, not being a qualified teacher, so it must have been a tremendous relief
when his parents relented in their attitude. They told him that if he would study to be a
teacher, they would pay for him to go to Nottingham University.
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Gordon's Curriculum Vitae
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