¥ Relative Values

The piano prodigy Benjamin Grosvenor, 18, will be the youngest soloist
ever to perform on the opening night of the Proms. His brother
Jonathan, 21, who has Down’s syndrome, keeps Ben’s feet on the ground

If 'm away, my extraordinary
brother is the one I miss the most

Benjamin: Jonowas
two when I came along, so
he’s my big brother and very
conscious that he shouldn’t
be bossed about by me. He'd
like his own bedroom, but
we've always shared because
I'm the last of five brothers,
and by the time I was born all
the other bedrooms had been
taken. Jono loves pop music,
which he listens to at top
volume. I don't listen to
anything for pleasure,

his astonishing talent for
sleeping. He's asleep within
30 seconds. I feel guilty
when I'm not practising, so
I tend todragit out all day
and cram everything else
into the evening; then my
mind is so overstimulated
I'm awake for hours.

Mum started me on the
piano at six because she
teachesiit, but I wasn't
interested until I was about
eight and even then I didn’t

becauseitisn't a pleasure, it's
agony due to my tendency to
analyse everything. If I do listen to
a CD, it's Wagner or Tchaikovsky.
The last pop band I had any interest
in was Queen. Jono thinks I'm
completely out of touch.

It must have been very difficult
for Mum when I started overtaking
Jono in terms of development.

I don't think she had much support.
The GP kept saying: “Think low.” But
since Down's syndrome babies tend
to be very sleepy, her approach was
to stimulate him. Charlie, Matthew
and Daniel were told to wave toys
at him and talk to him, and once

I was old enough he and I played
together all the time.

We all went to the same primary
school, because Mum wanted Jono
to have a mainstream education. —
There was an incredible amount of
love and support for him there, but
as the gap between him and his
friends widened she moved him to a
special school. She wanted him to
have a nice life and to be happy. And
T think that's exactly how things
have turned out for Jono, while for
the rest of us life has got more and
more complicated because we tend
to look ahead all the time. I've just
finished editing a recording. I've

concerts coming up, including
preparing for the Proms and an
American tour, so there's a lot of
pressure. I still have problems with
nerves before debuts. I wear myself
out and I do take it out on my mum
sometimes. But Jono has retained
this extraordinary childlike nature.
Idon't think I've met a happier
person, partly because he does
what he wants all the time.

Jono has two main hobbies: he
writes stories and he dances to his
music. A friend said recently: “I'm
very jealous of Jonathan, because
he can just get up in the morning
and dance.” He's not particularly
rhythmic, but the sheer joy and
abandonment in the way he moves

is awesome. I don't think he has any -

self-consciousness at all. He has a
girlfriend, but where that will lead
I don't know, because we don't
really discuss that kind of thing. I'm
always amazed other families do.
He goes to college a couple of
days a week, and attends a
programme run by the Salvation
Army, but otherwise his time is his
own. I really envy the way he's able
to get excited over small things that
don't interest me any more; that and

have much talent for it. But
then there was a sudden
burst. Mum would give me a
Chopin waltz and I'd learn it far
guicker than her adult pupils
and express more emotion.
Mainstream school ended for me
at 11, when I had to learn the
repertoire for BBC Young Musician
of the Year. Mum knew I wouldn't be
able to fit in GCSEs with my practice
schedule. And it was pointless,
because I was only interested in
music. In the end I skipped GCSEs
and started studying for A-levels at
home when I was 14. Ididn’t have
any close friends until I started at
the Royal Academy and I still don't
have a wide circle, but at least they
understand me, because they're
pianists and share the pressures.
At home Jono and Eare very
much thrown together. He is fairly
near the top of the Down's spectrum
— his vocabulary is huge — but I
don't really think of him as having
Down's syndrome any more. To me,
his main disability is his sight. He's
got a cataract that wasn't treated
when he was a baby, so his brain
doesn’'t send messages to his eyes
to see. He finds it infuriating, and
I think it's this that holds him
back more than anything else.
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He always comes on tour with me,
but the thing he likes most is not
the music but the food. Last year

I played my debut at St George's, a
prestigious venue in Bristol, and got
very fed up during the rehearsal.

I ended up running about with
Jonathan, which must have looked
guite surreal — the concert pianist
chasing his brother round the hall.
When I ge-away without him, he's-
the person I miss the most, because
he brings so much joy. T had a
concert in Italy recently, which
didn't go as well as I'd have liked,
actually, because I was so nervous.
I sort of lost it halfway through,
which made me cross with myself.
At the airport on the way home

I saw a little Down'’s boy and

I wanted to go up to him and

hug him. I thought: “I just want

to be home with Jonathan."







