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It brings tears to my eyes 
 
Thank you so much! What a fantastic welcome back. It was like coming home and seeing 
dear old friends I hadn’t seen for ages. You are all so kind – and loyal! You waited for me! 
Reading some of your generous comments brought tears to my eyes.  
 
And, talking of tears, Lucy and I were at a concert last night. (Every now and then I go a 
little bit crazy and buy tickets for everything. We’re going to eight concerts in the next three 
weeks! I went to hear a tango band a few nights ago. Here in London it was such a mild April 
that it feels like high summer already. We sat outside in short-sleeved shirts drinking cold 
beers before going into the auditorium. It felt like a South American night – in London, in 
April!)  
 
Anyway, as I said, Lucy and I were at a concert last night. The programme was conventional 
enough: Schubert, Mozart and Tchaikovsky. Nothing too demanding. We were at the 
Cadogan Hall, just off Sloane Square, near the King’s Road, in Chelsea (for those of you who 
know London). I think it is the most comfortable concert hall in London. I have long legs, a 
back problem and a short attention span so I need comfort in a theatre. 
 
The Schubert was short and sweet. The Mozart was, well, Mozart – 
it never fails to please. Then there was the interval and Lu and I 
each had a flute of champagne before going back into the auditorium 
for the Tchaikovsky. Do you know Tchaikovsky’s 6th Symphony, the 
Pathetique? Maybe you hate European classical music, so I won’t 
spend long on this. The point I want to make is about the effects 
some music can have on the listener. 
 
I hadn’t listened to the Pathetique for very many years, but there was 
a time (when I was a student and only owned about three records, 
two of which were by The Beatles) when I played it more or less all 
the time, so I know practically every note of it. The first movement 
is so lovely I can’t even talk about it. The second movement was, I 
think, a mistake. If Tchaikovsky were here now I think he’d have to admit that he wasn’t 
really concentrating that day. The compensation comes in the third movement. It is loud and 
strong and powerful and…well, the tears poured down my face as I listened. 
 
The final movement has everything that the third movement has and is even sexy, too. 
Tchaikovsky has gone out of fashion a bit here and I really can’t understand why. Maybe he’s 
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just a bit too sentimental for our tastes these days. Let’s get back to the third movement for 
just a second or two. I told my girlfriend that I cried during the third movement and her 
comment was, “I am so glad I wasn’t there”. OK, maybe she wasn’t being entirely serious, 
but it’s an interesting response. 

 
Last week I read one of those silly surveys, in an even sillier 
magazine, about what makes people cry. According to this 
survey it might have been the flute of champagne I drank in 
the interval that ‘helped’ me to cry at the music: alcohol, in 
small quantities, evidently makes you sentimental. But I 
don’t need alcohol. I cry at the drop of a hat. (Is it wise to 
admit this to the entire world, Stephen?) I cry at certain 
pieces of music. Being an Englishman I find it difficult not 
to cry if I listen to the Nimrod variation (Elgar’s Enigma 

Variations). However, being an Englishman I am maybe untypical in being able to cry at all. 
Being a man I am maybe untypical in being able to cry! Is it a gender thing or a cultural thing 
or a personality thing? Maybe the only thing that would make some men cry would be seeing 
a Ferrari being badly driven, slowly, by an old man wearing a golf sweater. I would weep at 
that. 
 
We talked about national anthems last time. I couldn’t 
possibly cry at ours (maybe that’s treason and I’ll be 
arrested and locked up in the Tower of London before I get 
the chance to write to you again – come and visit me when 
you’re here on holiday, and bring food!) but the French 
national anthem (surely the best in the world?) can easily 
reduce me to tears, just like the old Russian one. Big, 
strong, macho footballers regularly cry before international 
matches when their national anthem is played. What’s that 
all about? 
 
Then there’s great writing. Some great writing makes me cry – some of the great 
Shakespearean speeches, for example. Even some of my own writing – when it’s that bad – 
brings tears to my eyes. To be serious, though, for just a minute. I was at a funeral this week. 
You remember that I climbed Mount Kilimanjaro in February? Well, one of our little group of 
climbers was killed in a car crash last week. He was only 29 and was such a sweet and lovely 
man. The funeral was held in a tiny medieval church in a beautiful little village in the heart of 
the English countryside. The weather was kind. The place was silent except for birdsong and 
the sound of lambs in a nearby field. I stood on the soft grass in the churchyard, surrounded 
by ancient gravestones and wild flowers, and shed a tear or two for this man I hardly knew. 
So sad. It was the first funeral I had been to since my wife’s, almost four years ago now, and 
I’m not sure that I wasn’t crying at least as much for her as for this young English man who 
should have lived so much longer. 
 
But not all tears are tears of sadness. There are tears of joy, too. Like when I switch on my 
computer and see the dozens of fantastic comments you’ve posted. I promised I’d reply to 
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some of them direct – and I will, but just to finish on this crying business, what is it that 
makes you cry? Sentimental movies with sad endings? Love poetry? Particular pieces of 
music? Visiting certain places? In your culture is it as acceptable for men to cry as it is for 
women? This is not the psychiatrist’s couch, remember, but it could be interesting, 
entertaining even, if you shared a few (not too heavy) thoughts with us. 
 
 
Now, it was great to hear from my old student Suzie, in Budapest. When I say ‘old’ I don’t 
mean she’s ancient. I mean ‘former’, of course. Suzie was in my Cambridge Certificate of 
Proficiency in English (CPE) class at a college in west London between 2005 and 2006, and 
now she’s training to be a teacher of English in Hungary. I can’t take any credit. She was a 
great student. Good luck with the studies, Suzie! 
 
Did you notice that Anita, from somewhere in Slovakia, actually visited London last month 
while spending time with her daughter who is studying at Reading (pronounced /redding/) 
University? She seems to have had a good time but doubts whether she’d have had the 
confidence to speak to me if she’d seen me in the street. Anita, Anita, Anita! It would have 
been delightful to be recognised in the street. It would have made me feel like a movie star!!! 

 
No, Luna (Krasnoyarsk), I certainly don’t know the words to 
the Russian national anthem, but I think I could manage a 
couple of verses of ours – God Save the Queen. More years 
ago than I would like to remember (or admit) I was a Boy 
Scout. One of the many things we had to memorise was the 
national anthem. I’m not sure how valuable that was but I do 
believe that memorising certain texts is a useful learning tool.  
 
Naheed, from Karachi in Pakistan, would like me to write 
about what it’s like being the father of an eighteen year-old 
girl. Actually, Naheed, it’s terrific if your daughter is as 

lovely and kind and thoughtful and helpful (and crazy, sometimes) as mine. But, of course, I 
am a little bit biased. We were in St Andrews, in Scotland, a couple of weeks ago, looking at 
the ancient university there where Lucy has been offered a place to study History of Art. In a 
future column I’ll write something about how young people prepare for university here, and 
about the stresses and strains of studying for final examinations. Perhaps I could persuade 
Lucy to write something, too. Don’t worry, she’s good. 
 
I read every comment you post – several times. I keep them all and will reply to more of you 
next time. Have a good fortnight. Talk to you all again soon. Bye for now. 
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SOME USEFUL WORDS AND EXPRESSIONS 
for ages 
for a long time 
brought tears to my eyes 
If something brings tears to your eyes it makes you cry. 
Every now and then 
Occasionally. Alternative expressions include: ‘every once in a while’; ‘every now and again’; 
‘every so often’ and ‘from time-to-time’. 
auditorium 
The part of a theatre or concert hall where the audience sits. 
demanding 
needing a lot of concentration or effort to understand 
just off 
very near; adjacent to 
attention span 
the amount of time you can pay attention to or concentrate on something 
interval 
break between two parts of a play or concert (see below) 
flute 
champagne glass 
compensation 
something which cancels out another thing that has had a negative effect 
surveys 
investigations, for example of people’s behaviour or opinions 
at the drop of a hat 
A colloquial expression meaning very easily. 
weep 
A literary word meaning cry sadly and (usually) silently. 
treason 
The crime of betraying your country. 
reduce me to tears 
A common collocation, this means ‘make me cry’. 
funeral 
ceremony for the burial or cremation of someone who has died 
shed 
To shed tears means to cry.  
I hardly knew 
I didn’t know very well 
couch 
sofa 
 
VOCABULARY EXTENSION 
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When a concert or play is divided into two (or more) parts the break between the parts is 
called the interval. However, English uses different words for a break between two halves (or 
two or more parts) depending on the situation. 
SOME EXAMPLES: 
half-time – is the name of the break in a sports (football or rugby) match. Notice that we 
don’t use an article with ‘half-time’ (EXAMPLE SENTENCE: I’m going to watch the match 
until half-time then I have to go to work.). 
The intermission – is the name of the break (if there is one) in a film. This does need an 
article (EXAMPLE SENTENCE: Have I got time for a glass of wine during the 
intermission?). 
break – is the general term for a short period of time when you have a rest. 
NB: The word ‘pause’ can be a false friend here. In English it can only be used to mean to 
stop for a short time (EXAMPLE SENTENCES: (a) I paused for a couple of minutes to stare 
at the beautiful sports car in the showroom window. (b) He was speaking so excitedly that 
eventually he had to pause to get his breath back. (c) I paused for a moment and then told her 
the bad news. 
 
WAYS OF TALKING ABOUT CRYING 
To shed a tear means to cry a little. 
To burst into tears means to begin crying suddenly and dramatically. 
To be reduced to tears means to be unable to stop oneself from crying, eventually. 
To cry inconsolably means you are too sad to be comforted. 
To weep with joy means you are crying because you are happy. 
To laugh until you cry means that you laugh so much that eventually your laughter turns to 
tears. 
There’ll be tears before bedtime is an expression often used by parents to try to calm down 
over-excited (young) children. 
It’ll all end in tears is another expression similar to the one above. It has a more general 
application, though, and can be used about anything – a project, a relationship – which looks 
as though it may eventually end in failure. 
 
 
 


