
 
 
 
Contact: Despina Gakopoulos                                         FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
Tel. (617) 457-5502 
E-mail: newsmedia@elderhostel.org. 
 
 
VAN CLIBURN COMPETITION — AN ELDERHOSTEL MUSIC ADVENTURE GOES  
  INSIDE A TENSE SHOWDOWN OF THE WORLD’S BEST CLASSICAL PIANISTS 
 
BOSTON (May 19, 2009) — During the height of the Cold War in 1958, young American pianist 
Van Cliburn traveled to Moscow for the first International Tchaikovsky Competition. The odds 
heavily against him, the 23-year-old Texan astonishingly won, and returned to a hero’s welcome 
as the first classical musician to have a ticker-tape parade in New York City. 
 
Fifty-one years later, Cliburn’s congratulatory handshake will be the coveted prize in a new  
educational adventure from Elderhostel that takes classical music lovers behind the scenes of the 
Van Cliburn Competition to see and hear the world’s best young pianists square off this spring in 
Fort Worth, Texas. 
 
The Van Cliburn Competition is classical piano’s Olympic Games, bringing together pianists 
from around the world once every four years. A field of 30 is whittled down to six in the finals. 
All six win a prize of three years of managed concert tours worth more than $1 million, but 
shaking Cliburn’s hand will mean a special victory for only one. 
 
At the heart of Elderhostel’s classical music adventure is seeing firsthand the tense intrigue of 
these virtuosos as they match keystrokes of legatos and sforzandos. The six are shadows of each 
other for nearly a week. And nerves are on edge as each pianist performs a 50-minute solo recital 
and two concertos with the Fort Worth Symphony.  
 
To explore the challenge — and high stakes — of the competition, Dr. Sheryl Murphy-Manley, 
professor of music at Sam Houston State University, leads daily talks and examines featured 
pieces and their composers. A behind-the-scenes look at Bass Performance Hall — known for its 
exceptional acoustics and sight lines — helps sets the stage. And to delve further into the 
competition, a Van Cliburn Foundation staff member will share the inside complexities of hosting 
the world-renowned event. 
 
“It is an amazing opportunity to have an Elderhostel program at the Van Cliburn Competition,” 
says Fran Rivkin, associate vice president of North America programs at Elderhostel. “Not only 
will participants be able to hear some of the most talented pianists in the world, they will also 
have behind-the-scenes knowledge of what goes into putting a competition of this scale together.” 
 
In 1957, six months before Van Cliburn traveled to Russia, the Soviets won a technological 
victory with the Sputnik launch. In the throes of the Cold War, the Tchaikovsky Competition was 
designed to show cultural superiority. Thus, after Cliburn’s flawless performance earned him an 
eight-minute standing ovation from the Soviet audience, the judges were obliged to ask 
permission of Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev to give first prize to an American. 
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“Is he the best?” Khrushchev asked. “Then give him the prize.”  
 
When Van Cliburn returned home, Time magazine put him on its cover as “the Texan who 
conquered Russia,” and he went on to perform for every U.S. president since Harry Truman. The 
most notable of these was his performance for President Ronald Reagan and Soviet President 
Mikhail Gorbachev in 1987. 
 
For information on seeing Van Cliburn present the No. 1 award during the June 3-8 five-night 
program “The Van Cliburn International Piano Competition,” visit www.elderhostel.org/17212 . 
For a three-night program May 29–June 1 and the chance to see 12 performers during the 
semifinal rounds, visit www.elderhostel.org/18111. 
  
Elderhostel, founded in 1975, is the world’s largest not-for-profit educational travel organization 
for adults. More than 160,000 people enroll in Elderhostel’s 8,000 programs annually. Elderhostel 
provides exceptional learning adventures throughout the United States and Canada and in more 
than 90 countries around the world. In 2004, Elderhostel launched Road Scholar to meet the 
needs of a new generation of educational travelers. For more information, please visit 
www.elderhostel.org or www.roadscholar.org.  
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