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Robert Wolfe 

 

 

Back in the early 80’s, Friday nights were spent 
‘religiously’ tuned in to BBC Radio 2 for ‘Friday 
Night Is Music Night’,  and shortly afterwards,  
the hour long ‘Organist Entertains’ show.  I would 
have to be honest in admitting that it was the 
marvelous content of the latter with its eclectic 
mix of pipe and electronic tracks that shaped my 
interest in organ playing, right up to all that I 
enjoy both listening to and indeed playing myself 
all these years later!  One of the first ever shows 
that I listened to included a track from a young 
man called ‘Robert Wolfe’....  He was playing an 
organ in very much the ‘Blackpool Style’ and I for 

one was immediately blown away with his lively 
renditions of ‘April In Portugal’ as well as ‘Puppet 
On A String’ and indeed the other great melodies 
contained in the medley concerned!  Rightly or 
not, legally or not (who cares I was only about 
12!), I taped it and enjoyed listening back to the 
show many times afterwards!  What’s more – I 
would never have imagined in my wildest 
dreams that I would become a personal friend of 
Robert in years to come, nor have the pleasure of 
working with him so many times on a 
professional basis.... 

Born in Luton, Bedfordshire, Robert fell in love 
with popular organ music on a family holiday to 
Blackpool when he was in his teens.  Having 
fallen in love with the sound of the Wurlitzer in 
the Tower, it is fair to say that any ambitions he 
had of playing that particular organ on a regular 
basis were quickly realised when as a mere 16 
year old, Robert became the youngest ever player 
to join the team of Resident Organists in the 
Tower Ballroom.  This was a brave step for a 
young man of his tender years – leaving home 
and living by himself in a guest house, while 
having to become almost instantaneously 100% 
conversant in the rather challenging (to say the 
least!)  skills required to perform hour after hour 
of strict temp dance music on a pipe organ and 
please both listening holiday makers and 
ballroom dancing aficionados alike!  This he duly 
did to great effect and quickly made his musical 
mark at Blackpool, following in the footsteps of 
Reginald Dixon and Ernest Broadbent alike.  
Some three years on from his Lancastrian debut, 
Robert’s life was about to change in a huge way 
when he was invited to become the Resident 
Organist of the newly created ‘Thursford 
Collection’ in North Norfolk.  This wonderful 
brainchild of the late George Cushing contained 
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some amazing stream engines and fairground 
organs, but more importantly, it was the amazing 
three manual 19 rank Wurlitzer Organ of the 
Odeon Leeds that now graced centre stage at 
Thursford and now required an exponent with 
the very best in musicianship, flair, repertoire 
and above all – entertainment value.  The skills of 
a young Robert Wolfe had just that and it is a true 
testimony to him that his popularity there, now 
sees him celebrating his 30th anniversary! 

While Blackpool was his launch pad, it is without 
a doubt the Thursford connection that has seen 
Robert’s career literally rocket.  Annual 
recordings of bestselling albums were in the 
offing from the start – and it’s no surprise that it 
was just such a product that has influenced yours 
truly to become involved with music in such a 
way that I have today!  It was perhaps the export 
of these albums’ that quickly started to spread 
the ‘word about Wolfe’ to distant shores......  
Extensive tours of faraway places such as New 
Zealand, Australia, Canada and the United States 
quickly followed and the latter has become a very 
regular destination for Robert – indeed, he has 
regularly performed to capacity crowds of more 
than 2000 during his stateside concert tours.  For 
those of us in less distant climes, it is without a 
doubt Robert’s mixture of Summer Season 
playing at Thursford as well as winter concert 
touring all over the UK that brings us into contact 
with his wonderful music and showmanship.  To 
be fair, there are countless styles of theatre organ 
playing, not to mention differing levels of talent 
ranging from the classically virtuosic to the 
virtual beginner, but I for one judge the ‘net 
result’ of any performance by the way that it 
shakes my emotions – rather than just by how 
many diminished chords were played or indeed 
how many ‘text book’ registrations were called 
upon.....  Robert has (in my mind) something 
rather rare to offer the concert goer; he is able to 
literally ‘rock the house’ with his lively ragtime 
and swingtime renditions with possibly the 
greatest amount of tenderness, feeling and 
sensitivity that I have ever seen and heard from a 
theatre organist....  I guess to be fair that it takes 
much skill to be able to achieve this with such a 
‘mechanical’ instrument, but Robert certainly 

succeeds in ‘tugging heart strings’ through his 
skills at the keyboards.  One of three ‘Publix’ 
instruments built by the Rudolph Wurlitzer 
Company, the Thursford Organ (as we know it 
today) graced the 2500+ seat Paramount Theatre 
in Leeds (as it was built) and was the 4th largest 
Wurlitzer Organ in Europe when installed in 
1932.  It is often said of Robert that he uses 
‘every stop and effect’ on any organ, and the 
combination of piano, percussion, harmonic 
couplers and the like along with the ‘quality’ 19 
units of pipes that go along with them deliver the 
ultimate in both aural and visual experience in 
Robert’s hands and feet.  With a repertoire 
ranging from classics and religious ballads, 
through to jazz and swing standards right along 
to modern day chart and show numbers, visitors 
to the Thursford Collection are assured of 
fabulous variety of musical genres during every 
one of Robert’s half hour sessions at Thursford.   
The ‘Collection’ itself remains one of the UK’s 
foremost museum attractions and constitutes 
one of the premier tourist destinations in East 
Anglia.  Robert plays 2 half hour sessions at both 
1.30pm and 3pm every day in the summer 
season (except Saturdays).  This year marks his 
30th year as Resident Star Organist at the 
collection – which will no doubt see much 
popping off champagne corks as well as special 
events to mark the occasion.  Watch this space 
for more details.  

While it is the combination of ‘Wolfe and 
Wurlitzer’ that is perhaps most synonymous with 
the public through his almost daily performances 
at Thursford – not to mention TV and Radio 
appearances, it is perhaps his ‘out of season’ 
touring that gives many of us the chance to meet 
up with him and enjoy his amazing sound and 
style – many of these shows taking place at some 
of the superb venues both in the UK and abroad 
that are home to other superb theatre pipe 
organs.  Since there are only so many such 
venues where one can literally turn up and ‘play 
one’, there’s quite simply no way that Robert can 
cart a real life Wurlitzer organ around with him! 
It is not surprising then, that Robert has made 
something of a name for himself in his own right 
as something of the master exponent of the 
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Lowrey electronic organ – his chosen ‘mains 
powered’ medium for which to export his talents 
to the concert going fans!  A relationship of some 
years now ‘Allens Music’ with the sole UK 
importers of the prestigious American 
instruments, Robert can now be seen and heard 
during the winter months at the console of one of 
these amazing instruments.  The superb 
traditional organ sounds come alive in his hands 
while lush strings, choirs and pianos bring depth 
of sound to the fore and a pure deep bass 
completes the picture.  While different to the 
sound on pipes which we are all quite familiar 
with, his handling of the Lowrey has literally 
taken Robert’s performance to new heights – it is 
not surprising then to learn that he is becoming 
ever more sought after as an artiste at both 
festivals and organ societies, not to mention a 
packed diary of engagements at theatres around 
the country where he travels to with the Lowrey.  
He has also added to his already bristling 
inventory of Wurlitzer CD’s and DVD’s with many 
best selling albums’ on the Lowrey. 

Together with his sole manager,  David Cates;  
another thoroughly genial ambassador for the 

organ scene, a warm welcome can always be 
assured on any visit to see and hear Robert at 
either Thursford – or indeed to any of his ‘one 
night’ or afternoon shows up and down the 
country, or indeed outside of the UK.  One of the 
nicest folks that you are ever likely to meet as 
well as one of the most talented, it is perhaps no 
wonder that exposure to a three minute medley 
on the radio is addictive enough to get any music 
fan literally ‘hooked’ on the sounds of a true ‘star’ 
of the organ world.  The amazing ‘World Of 
Wolfe’ is one that should be on one’s travel plans! 
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