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Brandon Swanson / bswanson@chronline.com
Piano prodigy Charlie Albright is home for the holidays. On Wednesday he was
drawn to the new $100,000 Steinway piano on the stage of Corbet Theatre.
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A Merry Musical Christmas
A Rising Musical Star Welcomes a Grand Gift to Centralia College

Published:
Thursday, December 24, 2009 10:28 AM PST

    Charlie Albright has sat down at many grand pianos before, in concert halls from Europe to

Australia, but the 21-year-old Centralia College graduate couldnÕt wait to play this one, the

one that would be named for him.

    Walking across Corbet Theatre Wednesday afternoon, the stage bare and the big hall empty,

Albright was coming to see and play what is almost certainly the best piano Lewis County has

ever known.

   Shiny and black, the 9-foot Steinway cost $100,000. The gleaming new grand piano had just

been delivered to the college a few hours earlier.

    With his mother, his longtime piano teacher and a few lucky Chronicle journalists watching,

Albright pulls off the pianoÕs fabric cover and adjusts the small padded bench to his height.

    ÒMy heartÕs thumping like mad,Ó his piano
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    ÒMy heartÕs thumping like mad,Ó his piano

teacher says.

    We pull the piano to the center of the

empty stage. Charlie sits down and studies

the instrument as we drift away to listen.

    He taps a single note, then another. Then

he plays, his fingers and the world-class

piano filling the empty room with a rich

sound. Albright and other virtuoso pianists

have performed here, but never on an

instrument as grand as this one.

    As we watch and listen, transfixed, he

plays classics and improvisations, rolling arpeggios and pounding chords, ÒBlue DanubeÓ and

the theme song to a Korean soap opera.

    Like an alchemist, he hunches over his workbench. He mixes notes and rhythms like potions

Ñ first a few faint notes, like a tiny pinch of a crucial ingredient Ñ then he tosses in whole

handfuls of chords with seeming abandon.

    The music is full, round, buoyant.

    Nancy Adsit, his piano teacher since he was 7 years old, sits nine rows back in the empty

theater, her left hand on her chin as she listens to the rich collaboration between musician and

instrument.

    ÒHe speaks through his fingers, and he has a perfect vehicle for it here. It just thrills us,Ó his

longtime teacher said.

    She occasionally chuckles at AlbrightÕs eclectic selections as he explores the new pianoÕs

sound, like a connoisseur swirling a small sip of wine around in his mouth.

    ÒItÕs a marvelous piano,Ó Adsit whispers to me as AlbrightÕs impromptu performance

stretches toward 30 minutes. ÒThe fact that we canÕt get him off it is a testament.Ó

    From the far back of the dark concert hall, AlbrightÕs mom, Hyesoo, calls out, ÒSounds good

from back here, Charlie!Ó

A Piano to Match His Talent

    The story of Centralia CollegeÕs new piano stretches back to the early 1990s.

    Albright was maybe 4 years old when his mother brought him to Pacific Cataract and Laser

InstituteÕs glass-covered performance space in north Chehalis.

    Dr. Helgi Heidar, co-founder of PCLI, remembers watching the young piano player sit on the

bench and create beautiful music for the patients. His feet didnÕt even touch the ground.

    For most of the past two decades, Heidar, a native of Iceland, has followed AlbrightÕs career.

A few years ago he listened to a flawless Albright performance in Corbet Theatre and decided

that the college needed a piano to match his talent.

    ÒI realized we have a beautiful hall,Ó Heidar said. ÒWe need a piano to match the occasion,

especially when we have a ... protege that has grown up in our midst. Why not name it after

him?Ó

   

Right Out of the Box

    While the new piano belongs to Centralia College, it was hand-picked for Charlie Albright.

His personal technician Ñ the only person he trusts to work on pianos before he plays them Ñ

picked the piano out with Albright in mind.

    ÒSome say you can trust people with your life. Mine, you can trust with your piano,Ó Albright

said.

    He launches into the music again. His mom tears up as he plays ÒIÕll Be Home for
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    He launches into the music again. His mom tears up as he plays ÒIÕll Be Home for

Christmas.Ó

    She misses her son, who is in his sophomore year at Harvard University and is

simultaneously studying at the New England Conservatory. His travels have taken him to New

York, Paris, Portugal, and around the world as he racks up awards and praise.

    Coming home for Christmas is a way to relax, he said. He easily slips into old roles here. He

mentions that tonight heÕll be accompanying the Christmas Eve Mass at St. Joseph Church. ItÕs

not a performance, he hastens to tell me. Playing along at church is something heÕs done since

the fourth grade, and something he wanted to do again while home for the holidays.

    The namesake of the $100,000 Charlie Albright Piano doesnÕt mind playing in the

background. For him, the music is always the star of the show.
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