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Introduction

Among musical instruments, only the first—the human voice—is more universal than the harmonica. This is appropriate, given that the mouth organ is the most ventriloquial of musical devices. “I throw my voice,” explains Lonnie Glosson, the seller of millions of “talking harmonicas.” DeFord Bailey, harmonica star of the early Grand Ole Opry broadcasts, approached his first mouth organ as an impressionist would: “Oh, I would wear it out, trying to imitate everything I heard! Hens, foxes, hounds, turkeys . . . everything around me.”

Ventriloquists fall short with every performance—the audience never really believes that it’s the dummy talking. Good mouth organists pull off this feat regularly. “I had a guy give me four hundred dollars for my harmonica,” James Cotton once confided to Living Blues magazine. “I told him, ‘Hey, man, you can go down to the store and pay eight dollars and get you one, you know.’ He said, ‘No, I want this one. There’s something special in there that makes it sound like that.’ ” Luther Tucker, who played guitar behind blues harmonica genius Little Walter Jacobs, remembers how “people would come up and open up his hand to see what he had in there to make that beautiful sound.” Devoid of keys, valves, strings, mouthpiece, or any other visible clue to its mysteries, the harmonica confounds the uninitiated. As jug-band mouth organist Will Shade explained to Charlie Musselwhite, “The harp is a blind man’s instrument, ‘cause you can’t see nothin’.”

You can’t be everywhere unless you can go everywhere, and the mouth organ’s small size and sturdiness has made it the most portable musical device. Less than two hundred years after its debut, the harmonica has become transcendent, arguably the most popular instrument in history. It has been to both poles, down the Amazon, and to the summit of Mt. Everest. In its most spectacular field trip, it became the first instrument to serenade us from outer space. But if handiness were the sole criterion used by consumers when deciding which instrument to buy, the landscape would be crowded with jaw harp factories.

The harmonica is based on the principle of the free reed, but unlike its cousin, the concertina, it is brought to life not with mechanical bellows but by the player’s breath. This gives mouth organists several advantages not available to players of other free-reed instruments: a full dynamic range, draw and blow notes (and thus the ability to make music and breathe simultaneously), a variety of vibratos and attacks, and the capacity to play notes not built into the instrument. These are crucial differences. The harmonica is an accordion with soul.

Of course, it all comes back to whose voice is doing the throwing. The mouth organ is supposedly the one instrument that anyone can play, yet the truth is that the only thing rarer than a person who has never owned a harmonica is a player who has done it justice. There is no clear-cut career path for the professional mouth organist, and the players celebrated in these pages have as much in common with Magellan or Lindbergh as they do with Mozart or Paganini. These are some of the most remarkable musicians in history, and whenever possible I’ve tried to let them speak for themselves. Talking with so many of my favorite harmonica players was so enjoyable that I put off the actual writing of the book for as long as I could.

The harmonica has enjoyed its greatest success in the United States, and the players profiled here—with the exception of Tommy Reilly, who is one of our Canadian brothers and too important to ignore—are Americans. Their careers are, however, testaments to both the international scope of the instrument and the cross-cultural wonder that is American music. The most famous player in mouth organ history is the son of a Baltimore plumber who has spent most of his adult life in England. The most celebrated classical player is a Canadian who mastered the harmonica during a stay in a German prison camp. The mastermind behind the harmonica ragamuffin band, a concept that entranced American vaudeville audiences for two decades, hailed from Kiev. The first full-time American classical harmonicist was an authority on the Italian Renaissance who lived out his last years in a villa in the south of France. The most famous jazz blower is a Belgian who learned his craft listening to bootleg American records and who now divides his time between Long Island and Brussels. Constantinople is the birthplace of the leader of the most popular harmonica recording group, and one of the most prominent classical harmonicists had his first taste of success as the leader of a three-hundred-piece harmonica band in his hometown of Shanghai.

The tales of how these players became wedded to their instrument are just as roundabout and full of mixed motives as any love story. For Don Les, it was sex—a boyhood crush on a winsome teacher. For Stan Harper and Wayne Raney, it was a chance encounter on the street. James Cotton fell for the voice-throwing trick—his mother’s chicken imitation. The first harmonicas of Stevie Wonder, Charles Leighton, Cham-Ber Huang, and Doc Watson arrived gift-wrapped. Toots Thielemans and Al Fiore were mesmerized by the wiry form of Larry Adler magnified a hundred times up on the movie screen. For me, it was the roiling sixties, the lure of which caused me to place my seventeen-year-old self in the middle of an ecstatic crowd on the ballroom floor of Seattle’s Eagles Auditorium one night in 1968 as James Cotton rolled by, microphone cord trailing behind him while he stomped his feet and blew into a Marine Band cupped in his hands. Even before he’d gone past me I knew that this was a sound I wanted to learn how to make.

I was sold, and from that night on I’ve single-mindedly pursued The Sound. The result has been more than twenty years of harmonica playing, several boxes filled with tarnished pieces of brass and tin, many valued friendships—and now this book. There were the “lessons” in Paul Oscher’s Brooklyn basement and Charles Leighton’s guided tours of the world of the chromatic harmonica in his art-filled apartment around the corner from Carnegie Hall. The backstage visit with Herman Crook on one of his three-thousand-odd Saturday nights on the Grand Ole Opry. Kim Wilson reeling off one twelve-bar jewel after another from the stage at Antone’s. Cham-Ber Huang trying to explain the intricacies of tongue-switching to me while rocketing us down the Long Island Expressway in his car, and a ten-galloned Don Brooks spurring on Waylon Jennings’s great band at Max’s Kansas City. Howard Levy confounding a crowd of harmonica players jammed into a piano bar at a Detroit Holiday Inn. The solemn lecture I got one afternoon from DeFord Bailey on the absolute supremacy of the Hohner Marine Band. Walter Horton’s crooked finger summoning me to share a stage with him at the Fabulous Rainbow in Seattle.

If there is a message in this book, it is that there are no limits to our artistic wiliness, even when armed with a tool as seemingly straightforward and uncomplicated as the harmonica. The variations on The Sound are infinite, as the stories in these pages make clear. These are the maverick geniuses who shared a love for a unique instrument, blew by its theoretical boundaries, and ensured its future—who threw their voices and made the harmonica sing.
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Miao tribesman from Thailand playing
a mouth organ


chapter one
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East Meets
West

As musical instruments go, the harmonica is a new thing. Its bicentennial is still decades away. We have the Germans to thank for it (as for the bassoon, the flute, and the clarinet). Its animating principle is the free reed, a device whose lineage snakes back nearly five thousand years and implicates several of humankind’s most venerable cultures.

In fixed-reed instruments such as the clarinet or the saxophone, the reed vibrates against the side of the mouthpiece, and the pitch achieved by these instruments depends on the length of the resonant tube to which the reed is attached. To sound different notes, players use their fingers to open and close holes bored into the shaft—in effect changing the length of the instrument. The “free” reed, by contrast, can produce a tone without the help of any other surface when air is blown over it. The pitch of the note is determined by the length and thickness of the reed.

The free reed is an Asian invention. Not surprisingly, given their cultural and political dominance throughout most of oriental history, the Chinese number the free reed among their many contributions to humanity’s march toward progress. Some sinologists maintain that the Emperor Huang Tri—ruler of what was at the time the world’s largest empire—deserves credit for the concept, which would place the free reed in China as early as 4500 B.C., but an impressive body of Chinese folklore contends that it is the Empress Nyu-kwa whom we have to thank for perfecting the Asian mouth organ, a royal breakthrough that occurred sometime around 3000 B.C.

The earliest relic of a demonstrable ancestor of the harmonica is a mouth organ called a yu that was unearthed in China in 1973 during the excavation of a two-thousand-year-old Han dynasty tomb. Bas-reliefs gracing the walls of other Han period burial chambers in northeastern China depict musicians playing an instrument called the sheng. The most common of the many Asian variations on the free reed, the sheng (its name means “sublime voice”) has played a prominent role in Asian music for at least three thousand years.

In the earliest shengs, five pipes tipped with mouthpieces and outfitted with free reeds of bamboo projected vertically from a small, bowl-shaped gourd that served as a resonator, a configuration believed to have been inspired by the shape of the legendary phoenix. (Because of this association with rebirth, the sheng has been prominently featured in Chinese funerals from very early times; some believed that its music could raise the dead.) As the sheng was improved, the hollow gourd gave way to a resonator fashioned from lacquered wood, and the bamboo reeds were replaced by metal tongues. To play the sheng, the player clasps the resonator in both hands and blows or, more commonly, draws air through a mouthpiece attached to it. Players sound different notes by using their fingers to cover tone holes on the pipes’ shafts.

The Asian mouth organ is an expressive and versatile instrument, capable of both quiet subtlety and a shrill, barking attack. In its higher registers, it is reminiscent of the oboe. The musicologist Curt Sachs has contended that “this is one of the most attractive musical styles in the Orient: pure, serene, and transparent.” Some of the techniques used by sheng players would be familiar to any harmonicist: tongue trills and vibrato are common, and an overblow technique is sometimes used that results in an effect similar to the note “bending” of Western mouth organists. The free reed’s talent for mimicry is appreciated in China, where you can still see puppet shows enlivened with uncanny imitations of human and animal sounds made on short, closed pipes with free reeds set in them.

Despite tales of the inventiveness of the Empress Nyu-kwa, it is likely that the home of the free reed was the region we now call Laos, where the greatest variety of Asian free-reed instruments is found. From Southeast Asia, the sheng spread north to China, Korea, and Japan, and as far south as Java, the Malay States, and Borneo. After the Chinese were conquered by their less insular Mongol neighbors and trading pathways were finally opened to the Mideast, shengs accompanied the spices westward. The Asian mouth organ was introduced first to Bengal, then to Turkestan. By the sixth century, the instrument was being mastered by the Persians. But the story of the European mouth organ begins more than a thousand years later.

[image: image]

The term harmonica, first used in Europe and North America in the late eighteenth century, was a conveniently generic label that has been freewheelingly applied to many instruments. This has confused some musical historians. Benjamin Franklin, for instance, is often credited with playing a singular role in the mouth organ’s invention. In fact, Franklin took out patents on something quite different—a device called the “glass harmonica,” a row of drinking glasses that produced an eerie music when their moistened rims were rubbed by a player’s fingers. The glockenspiel was originally dubbed the “metal harmonica,” and harmonica de bois is the French name for the xylophone. There was also a “nail harmonica,” a soundbox with metal pins that vibrated when a bow was run across them.

The expression mouth organ was equally all-purpose. Any such European reference prior to 1800 is most likely an allusion to some kind of panpipe or jaw harp. Literate harmonica boosters are fond of quoting Prince Hamlet’s advice to a minstrel, “There is much music, excellent voice in this little organ . . . give it breath with your mouth and it will discourse most eloquent music,” but Shakespeare was almost certainly referring to a recorder. In 1619, Michael Praetorius wrote about a trumpet that seems to have used a free reed, but his description is too vague to rank as the first European mention of such an instrument. That honor goes to the French writer Marin Mersènne, who described an Asian mouth organ in 1636. Within a few decades the free reed had penetrated the highest strata of French society—a mémoire left by a member of Louis XIV’s court describes an evening’s entertainment at Versailles that featured Persian mouth organs.

Nearly 150 years later, another Frenchman was familiarizing himself with the sheng on its own turf. Père Amiot, a Jesuit missionary based in China and author of the first thoughtful treatise on Chinese musical instruments, shipped several trunks of oriental artifacts to the minister of arts in Paris in 1776. Packed away among this exotic baggage were several shengs.

Contemporary accounts note the unusual speed with which the free reed spread throughout Europe. About the time Amiot’s Chinese mouth organs arrived in Paris, an Irishman named John Wilde acquired a sheng during a stay in the Russian capital of St. Petersburg and learned to play it after a fashion. Gottlieb Kratzenstein, a Danish physicist, heard Wilde’s experiments on the instrument and became obsessed with the notion of using the free reed to mimic human speech. In 1780, Kratzenstein unveiled a free-reed “talking machine” that he claimed could articulate five vowel sounds and the words mama and papa. Concluding that the free reed could revolutionize the organ, Kratzenstein took his case to a celebrated keyboard designer in St. Petersburg named Kirschnik, who produced a full-scale organ register of free reeds that was used in the orchestrion, an organ designed in 1792 by George Joseph Vogler. Vogler seems to have traveled widely, and the workshops he held throughout Europe did a great deal to further the free reed’s cause.

Pipe organ designers eventually gave up on the free reed, but the principle was used successfully in smaller keyboard instruments, including the terpodion, unveiled in 1816 by Johann Buschmann of Thuringia. Buschmann’s concept was perfected thirty years later in the portable harmonium, which became a favorite of missionaries and street hawkers and the most popular devotional instrument in European households.

These experiments led to a European version of the free reed that was radically different from the cane tongues traditionally used in the sheng. This was a strip of metal, attached to a metal frame over a slightly larger aperture, that would vibrate when air was moved across it. (Europeans discovered early on that the reed’s response was greatly improved if it was sprung up slightly from its frame.) Fashioning the reed from metal allowed it to be tuned within a semitone. (Filing the tip of the reed raised the pitch of the note; filing its base flattened it.) Given the precise pitch requirements of Western music, this was a crucial development.

Metal free reeds could be plucked as well as blown, and nineteenth-century Europeans were familiar with the African sansa, or thumb piano, which had inspired the music box. Complex guimbards (jaw harps) using up to six tuned reeds surfaced in Austria, and according to musicologist James Howarth “it thus remains something of an open question as to what extent the wind-sounded [free-reed] instruments were conceived as improved shengs or as blown guimbards.”

The first European mouth organ to resemble today’s instrument seems to have been the creation of Christian Friedrich Buschmann, Johann’s son.1 The Buschmann family were famous instrument makers, repairers, and tuners. Johann Buschmann amassed a large collection of instruments that included one of Vogler’s orchestrions and a Sicilian jaw harp. Boyhood experiments with the free reed showed Christian Buschmann that its pitch remained constant regardless of the degree of air pressure that was applied to it, that it was impervious to temperature fluctuations, and that it had a surprising dynamic range. To earn extra pocket money, Christian began making free-reed pitch pipes for organ tuners. Sometime around 1820, he arranged several pitch pipes together and in effect created a new instrument—or, more precisely, a new toy, for that is how Buschmann viewed his contrivance. His pipe clusters enjoyed a brief but intense vogue in Vienna. Women wore them as neck pendants; male sophisticates fastened them to the ends of their canes.

Buschmann’s success was widely imitated, and he was challenged to keep improving his pitch pipe clusters, which came to resemble panpipes. In 1821, the sixteen-year-old Buschmann registered the first European patents for a mouth organ. He wrote his brother Edward about his new invention, which he called the aura: “I have also invented at Barmen a new instrument that is truly remarkable. In its entirety it measures but four inches in diameter . . . but gives me twenty-one notes, all the pianissimos and crescendos one could want without a keyboard, harmonies of six tones, and the ability to hold a note as long as one would wish to.”

Buschmann’s aura was a horizontal arrangement of fifteen steel reeds placed in small channels arranged side by side. It was awkward to play (it offered only blow notes arranged chromatically), and dozens of competitors emerged with alternatives to Buschmann’s design. The psallmelodikon unveiled in 1828 by the German Weinrich had twenty-eight valves similar to those that had been introduced to brass instruments only ten years before. England’s Charles Wheatstone, who was later knighted for his work on the electric telegraph, filed patents in 1829 for two free-reed instruments: the symphonium, a shallow, metal box with a single blowhole in its center, and the aeola, which had button keys and a mouthpiece similar to that of today’s melodica.

After Buschmann’s initial attempts, the most important advances in early mouth organ design were made by an instrument maker from Bohemia named Richter. Although some have claimed that the use of two reed plates—one for blow notes and the other for draw notes—was lifted from the accordion, which was patented in 1829, it may be that it was Richter who introduced this concept in 1825 or 1826. Richter’s mouth organ was a ten-hole, twenty-reed instrument with reed plates mounted on either side of a cedar comb whose segments formed separate channels for each pair of reeds. Designed to play simple melodies, the notes of Richter’s harmonica were roughly the same as those of the white keys on the piano. Richter placed a full diatonic scale in the center of his instrument with gapped scales on either side. (On an instrument tuned to C, for example, the lower gapped scale would be missing the F and the A, and the higher scale would lack the B.) The blow reeds produced the major tonic chord and the draw reeds sounded the dominant seventh, an arrangement that substantially reduced the chance that a player would sound a note that was out of key.

There were several variations on the Richter model. The Weiner, or “Viennese,” harmonica used a tremolo effect originally developed for the harmonium in which each note was sounded by two reeds, one being tuned slightly sharp to give a slight pulsation to the sound. “Band tuning” was a similar arrangement in which the two reeds were closely tuned; it was designed to give the instrument greater volume.

The end result of all this multinational tinkering was that lung-powered, free-reed instruments gradually lost their keys, valves, mouthpieces, and buttons, and Richter’s variation on Buschmann’s theme became the standard configuration. By 1830 most Europeans knew the mouth organ as the mundharmonika (“mouth harmonica”) or the mundaeoline, names that reflected the influence of German craftsmen in its evolution.

The European mouth organ was still a novelty, but it was an extremely popular one. Demand increased; the first instruction books were published. But free-reed instruments were controversial from the outset, and there was a segment of the population that took no pleasure in their steadily escalating popularity. There are contemporary accounts of raids on music stores by bands of vigilantes who seized concertinas and harmonicas and tossed them into huge bonfires.

Mass production of mouth organs began in Vienna in 1829; within a few years they were being made in Austria, Switzerland, and Saxony. W. Thei’s harmonica factory in Vienna was the center of mouth organ manufacture until the 1880s, but the first harmonica factory may have been built by Friedrich Hotz in Knittlingen, a small town in Germany’s Wuerttemberg province, a region on the edge of the Black Forest noted for its clockmakers. These craftsmen, whose mainstay was the cuckoo clock, would spend the fall and winter making their timepieces and then take to the road during the rest of the year to hawk their wares. When a depression struck the clockmaking industry in the early 1800s, many of these artisans looked about for a means to augment their livelihoods.

In 1827, a peddler from the Wuerttemberg village of Trossingen returned from a visit to Vienna and presented his daughter with one of Buschmann’s auras. When the device broke, her fiancé, a clockmaker named Christian Messner, took it apart and repaired it. Soon he and a cousin, Christian Weiss, were making mouth organs as a sideline, hewing wooden combs by hand and beating metal reeds from lead, brass wire, and bell metal.

Over the next two decades, Messner and Weiss turned their moonlighting into a profitable business. Messner seems to have been highly proprietary about his production techniques. During a visit to Weiss’s workshop Messner interrupted an informal lesson in harmonica manufacture that his partner was giving another local clockmaker named Matthias Hohner. Messner summarily ejected the interloper from the shop, but Hohner seems to have learned enough from this brief session to begin crafting his own harmonicas. He showed talent in this new sideline and, with a ready market for his instruments, was soon dividing his time between building timepieces and constructing mouth organs. In 1857, the twenty-four-year-old Hohner took a leap of faith and began manufacturing harmonicas full time, turning out 650 instruments that year with the help of his family and a single hired workman.

Of the three Trossingen harmonica makers, Matthias Hohner proved to be the most solid businessman. He chafed under the limitations of assembling handmade parts with the help of a loose organization of local helpers (each of whom might be able to produce only a dozen instruments a day under ideal conditions) and began introducing mass-production techniques. Hohner reinvested heavily in his fledgling enterprise and began systematically buying out his competitors, including the Hotz operation in Knittlingen. He also showed a flair for marketing, sandwiching his instruments between distinctive, ornate cover plates—prominently featuring their maker’s name—that helped them stand out from those of his rivals.

It was Hohner’s decision in 1862 to become the first harmonica manufacturer to export his instruments to North America that made his company a global giant. The demand from this new market became so great that for nearly a decade the Hohner Company sold its products exclusively to Americans. The profits from this trade were used to build a new factory, hire hundreds of new workmen, and establish a virtual worldwide monopoly. In 1867, Hohner produced twenty-two thousand mouth organs; twenty years later, the firm’s annual output exceeded one million instruments.

Matthias Hohner was a craftsman as well as a shrewd executive, and he understood that the key to constructing a quality mouth organ lay in perfecting the metal reed. In 1878 machinery developed by Julius Berthold made it possible for Hohner to cease hammering reeds by hand and instead to stamp them from sheets of a brass and bronze alloy, the recipe for which is still guarded as a secret formula. The typical Hohner harmonica reed is a strip of metal approximately one-half inch to an inch and a half in length, three-sixteenths of an inch wide, and only one two-hundredth of an inch thick. This fragile-looking metal tongue is in fact tenaciously durable; it must vibrate freely several hundred times a second throughout its lifetime while maintaining something approximating true pitch.

When the American depression of 1893 led to a sudden—but short-lived—cessation of Hohner exports to North America, the company responded by aggressively seeking out new markets, launching marketing campaigns in South Africa, Russia, and Great Britain. For the English, there was the Druids Harp; the Blackpool model; the Alliance Harp, which hailed the pact between England and Japan; the Tally-ho! model; and the King George Harp. The Scots were lured by the Robbie Burns, Rob Roy, and Wee Macgregor models, while the Irish were offered The Emerald Isle harmonica. There were the L’Épatant and La Marseillaise instruments for the French and a Swedish mouth organ honoring Princess Ingeborg. Mexican mouth organists could purchase Hohner’s Linda Mexicanas and El Centenario, which came in a box displaying Benito Juárez’s portrait. One Hohner harmonica came with a loop of chain so that pocketless Africans could carry it around their necks or dangle it from their ears. A mouth organ based on a five-note scale created originally for Asians eventually became a favorite with South American Indians; there was also a model commemorating the liberator San Martín. Hohner harmonica boxes bore inscriptions in Japanese, Greek, and Arabic.

Having made the harmonica a citizen of the world, Matthias Hohner handed over the stewardship of his company to his five sons in 1900. Never an adept harmonica player himself, his determination to create an inexpensive instrument of quality led to his being lionized as “the Stradivarius of the harmonica,” an overblown title in which he took great pride. A hard-nosed tradesman, Hohner zealously guarded his patents. (“I am able to prosecute whoever makes or sells an imitation,” he once warned American retailers.) While he earned a reputation for being strict with his employees, Matthias Hohner was extremely proud of his company’s pioneering efforts in providing insurance and affordable housing for its workers. He served as Trossingen’s mayor for six years and once turned down a nomination to the German senate. Hohner died on December 11, 1902, one day short of his sixty-ninth birthday. When his firm celebrated its golden jubilee five years later, workers in the 300,000-square-foot Hohner factory were producing 887,000 reeds from fifteen tons of brass each day and 7 million harmonicas annually.

Hohner’s sons expanded the firm’s global scope. Not even the First World War slowed the harmonica’s inexorable march to universal popularity. Between 1914 and 1918, the Musician’s Association of Great Britain raised large sums of money for a campaign to provide every British soldier with a harmonica. Hohner instruments—their ranks now included a Kaiser Wilhelm model—were issued in great numbers to German troops. On the first Christmas of the war, each soldier from the Wuerttemberg province received a mouth organ.

The diatonic harmonica had become one of the most popular instruments in the world, but it had not been able to compete in musical genres that demanded a complete chromatic range. Hohner’s first attempt to give harmonica players access to all the notes of the chromatic scale was a bulky, cumbersome instrument that was essentially several diatonic mouth organs joined on a common cylinder. In 1924, Hohner introduced a ten-hole, chromatic mouth organ based on the Richter note arrangement, but this design was soon supplanted by a twelve-hole, three-octave model that avoided gapped scales by repeating the tonic note at the beginning of each octave. It had two reed plates tuned a semitone apart—for example, C and C#—fitted onto a wooden comb. Players could achieve all the notes of the chromatic scale by pushing a spring-loaded button fixed to a slide to alternate between these reed plates. To make the instrument as airtight as possible, the reeds were covered with leather windsavers. In the mid-1930s, Hohner unveiled a sixteen-hole chromatic, the 64 Chromonica, that had an additional lower octave. Now armed with a fully chromatic instrument, players began applying it to the classical repertoire and to the new music of jazz.

Hohner was still expanding, adding branch factories in several cities. The firm achieved absolute supremacy in Trossingen by finally absorbing its oldest rivals, the firms of Messner and Weiss, in 1928. Two years later, Hohner’s yearly sales topped 25 million. American vaudeville had spawned the professional harmonica group, and the musical demands of this concept led to the development of new mouth organ models, including the bass harmonica, which had a sixteen-note chromatic scale spanning from C to C# in the bass clef; the chord harmonica, on which a player could perform an accompanying role similar to that of a rhythm guitarist; and the polyphonia, which allowed the player to achieve glissandos and other special effects. Hohner’s willingness to make custom instruments gained it a publicity coup in the 1930s, when the firm announced that it had produced the most expensive harmonica ever made. Crafted for Pope Pius XI, it was encrusted with ivory and precious gems and boasted a comb and faceplate cast in solid gold.

Political changes in Germany during the Depression were reflected in Hohner’s SA Marches model, which celebrated Hitler’s brown-shirts. (The mouth organ narrowly escaped a notorious honor when the Nazis officially pronounced the accordion “the people’s instrument.”) World War II brought a halt to the flow of Hohner harmonicas to the United States and the other Allied nations, depriving the firm of its largest market. Wartime conscription drastically reduced Hohner’s work force, and materials (especially brass) became scarce. Its factories were partially converted to munitions manufacture, an effort that was made possible, as at other German firms, by the use of prisoners of war and the importation of forced labor from Russia and Eastern Europe. Despite this upheaval, Hohner managed to make millions of its Greetings From Home harmonica, which was designed for the German troops.

For the Hohner Company, World War II ended when French troops occupied Trossingen in April of 1945. Hohner moved quickly and successfully to recover its worldwide market, a comeback that was not surprising, given its reputation and its supremacy in harmonica production techniques. Individual craftsmanship was still crucial, however; a typical postwar Hohner diatonic required fifty separate hand operations to assemble, and the hundreds of millions of Hohner reeds stamped each year were still individually checked and tuned by workers (often recruited from Trossingen families that had shown a genetic tendency toward perfect pitch) sitting in isolated booths and listening carefully as fans blew air over them. “No machine can put soul into the reed—only the human ear,” explained a man who had spent more than half a century tuning reeds for Hohner.

By the end of the 1950s harmonica sales were sagging, and Hohner tried to interest the public in a new instrument called the harmonetta, a small, hexagonal harmonica on which players could achieve chords by pressing keys, but the ingenious model never caught on. (It was discontinued in the 1970s.) As Hohner celebrated its centennial, the company found itself having to further expand its product line to include keyboard instruments, guitars, and drums, but the “blues harp” phenomenon that exploded in America during the 1960s rejuvenated mouth organ sales.

Over the years the Hohner Company has offered over fifteen hundred different harmonicas, ranging from the Little Lady, a four-hole instrument only one and one-quarter inches long, to the twenty-three-inch chord harmonica, which offers ninety-six double holes, 384 reeds, and forty-eight chords. In 1986 the firm produced its one billionth mouth organ and helped establish a harmonica museum in Trossingen that houses a collection of over twenty-five thousand mouth organs. Today, Hohner’s annual harmonica sales top 2 million.

Although still formidably dominant, Hohner is facing competition from several quarters, the most radical being the Millioniser 2000, a harmonicalike synthesizer introduced in 1986 by Walt Müller, a Swiss mouth organist, and the most serious being the inroads made into the company’s traditional markets in the last fifteen years by the Asian harmonicas exported by two American firms, Huang and Lee Oskar, founded by well-known players. Hohner is currently making plans for a transition from manual assembly to robotics, a potentially risky gamble that has led to the redesign of such time-honored favorites as the Marine Band, the company’s most popular harmonica and an instrument that had been essentially untouched since its debut in 1896. Hohner has continued to introduce new models in recent years, including the high-priced Meisterklasse and Amadeus models and two new chromatic harmonicas featuring jazz master Toots Thielemans’s imprint. It is likely that the recent challenges from the mouth organ’s ancestral home in the Orient will be answered with other new advances from the harmonica’s German champion.

1. Martin Häffner, the director of the Harmonica Museum in Trossingen, Germany, contends that there is no hard evidence for this claim.
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First in space: Astronaut Wally Schirra plays the Little Lady he
took with him on the Gemini VI flight, 1965.


chapter two
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America

Nowhere has the mouth organ been more popular than in the United States. The supremacy of the common people is the favorite theme of American folklore, and our instrument—the harmonica—has become enshrined in myth along with us. As we tame the frontier, the mouth organ is along for the ride: Jesse James’s brother Frank is saved from a bullet by a shirt-pocket harmonica, Wyatt Earp and Billy the Kid are mouth organ fanciers. As we perfect our republic, our leaders embrace the instrument: “Douglas has a brass band with him in Peoria but this will do me,” says Carl Sandburg’s Abraham Lincoln, waving a harmonica during his 1856 Senate campaign against Stephen A. Douglas. The tale is spurious—Lincoln’s eldest son, Robert, could not recall his father ever expressing an interest in anything musical—but it serves our collective, subconscious notion that such a universal and unassuming device is a fitting symbol for humankind’s boldest democratic experiment.

We know that the harmonica had reached North America by 1830; there are surviving copies of an instruction manual published in New York that year. Visitors to the Ford Museum in Dearborn, Michigan, can view a handmade harmonica with the date 1837 crudely carved on its comb. Several regions settled largely by German immigrants—notably Texas, Illinois, and the Carolinas—became known for the high caliber of their harmonicists. By the middle of the nineteenth century, mouth organs were commonly displayed on the shelves of general stores throughout the United States. They usually sold for ten cents, but models that went for half that price were available until the turn of the century. The imported novelties were popular gift items, and they may even have been used as peace offerings during the western expansion; according to musicologist Michael Licht, the mouth organ “seems to have replaced the Jew’s harp in the Indian trade by midcentury.” Harmonica reed plates have been uncovered by archaeologists at the sites of nineteenth-century Native American settlements.

The first Hohner instruments to reach the United States may have been sent to some relatives of Matthias Hohner who had immigrated to Chicago. Hohner signed its first export agreements with buyers in the United States in 1862, and the firm began introducing harmonicas named after popular American musical heroes, including the Marine Band (a bow to John Philip Sousa’s celebrated aggregation) and the Caruso. Some mouth organs bore the legend French harp, a lyrical allusion that may account for a pseudonym that is still common in the Southern United States. By 1880, 70 percent of Hohner’s annual production was being shipped to North America. In 1901 the company established an office in New York City under the stewardship of Matthias’s son Hans.

In true Yankee fashion, American mouth organists were quick to put their own stamp on the European gadget. The harmonica’s uncanny capacity for impersonation became a fetish for rural players, who perfected a genre of “talking” harmonica pieces in which they duplicated words like mama, papa, and water (shades of Kratzenstein). “Harp” players came to be judged by how realistically they could duplicate the feral chaos of fox-and-hounds chases and the aural magnificence of the steam locomotive, themes that had long been staples in fiddlers’ repertoires. (W. C. Handy recalled hearing these specialties as a child in the late 1870s.)

The highlight of these harmonica train pieces, an eerie approximation of the lonesome whine of the steam whistle, was usually achieved by inhaling clusters of notes. Michael Licht has argued persuasively that the train song led to the development of the “cross harp” style. Before the advent of this approach, a player who wanted to play a tune in the key of C would use a C harmonica. Because a C harmonica is so designated because its blow notes make up the C major chord, the player would end up playing mostly blow notes. As they perfected their train whistles, American mouth organists came to realize that draw notes not only offered a wider range of tonal effects than blow notes but could also be “bent” (that is, flattened to sound a lower note) by making slight changes in the shape of the mouth and the direction of the airstream. Many came to prefer the draw scale, an approach they dubbed “cross harp” or “second position.” (The traditional method became known as “straight harp” or “first position.”) Because the draw notes on a C harmonica make up the G7 chord, cross-harp players use a C harmonica to play in the key of G instead of a G instrument. “Several country harp players have told me that they were able to figure out the ‘cross harp’ style for themselves after older musicians showed them the elements of their train pieces,” Licht has written.

Americans elected a bona fide harmonica player as president in 1912. Visitors to Woodrow Wilson’s White House were often summoned to the portico to hear the chief executive render “Swanee River,” “The Star-Spangled Banner,” and other popular airs on his mouth organ. One of Wilson’s successors was similarly afflicted. Calvin Coolidge practiced the harmonica regularly; an associate claimed he could find his way around on the instrument “with more than ordinary ability.” During the ultranormal reign of “Silent Cal,” the first stirrings were felt of a vogue that would help make the period between 1918 and 1940 the golden age of the mouth organ in America: the harmonica band movement.

The instigator of this craze was a wealthy Philadelphia brahmin named Albert Hoxie. In the spring of 1923, Hoxie helped organize a harmonica contest during the Boy Council of Philadelphia’s “Boy Week” celebration. The competition was hugely successful, and the Hohner Company fed this newfound enthusiasm by sending harmonica experts into the Philadelphia schools. Several harmonica youth bands sprung up, the largest led by Hoxie himself. When the city harmonica championship was reprised the following year, more than ten thousand schoolchildren queued up to vie for the honors. One of them was a fifteen-year-old named Leon LaFell.

“It wasn’t a little thing to become a harmonica champion,” recalls LaFell. “Different stores supplied spectacular prizes. One of the finest stores in Philadelphia supplied a complete wardrobe for the winner. You got a college scholarship and quite a bit of cash. Hoxie was a millionaire and philanthropist who liked to help young people. He didn’t play the harmonica, but he knew music and conducted all the rehearsals. He was very, very strict. Sometimes, if he wasn’t getting what he wanted, he’d take that baton, aim it at someone, and throw it like a javelin.

“The Hoxie band traveled quite a bit—mostly in the summer so it wouldn’t affect our schoolwork. I remember playing for President Hoover at the White House, which was quite a thrill. I’ll never forget one mummers’ parade we marched in. It was New Year’s Day, and it was so cold that we had to keep those harmonicas up to our mouths because if we took them away, they would stick to our lips.” Hoxie’s group appeared in concert with such baton-wielding luminaries as Leopold Stokowski and John Philip Sousa. They played for Lindbergh when he visited Philadelphia after his historic transatlantic flight, provided the prefight entertainment at a heavyweight championship bout between Jack Dempsey and Gene Tunney, serenaded Queen Marie of Rumania, and marched in Franklin Roosevelt’s inaugural parade.

Hoxie began sending trained assistants out across the country to spread the mouth organ gospel to the nation’s youth. “I’m sure they kept a lot of kids off the street,” notes LaFell. “When a kid picks up a harmonica and he hears a group playing, he wants to play like that.” The children of Chicago certainly did; more than 150 harmonica youth orchestras were organized in the Windy City. In Dayton, Ohio, nearly twelve hundred children received weekly instruction on the mouth organ. Between 1927 and 1937, 115,127 schoolchildren enrolled in Los Angeles’ harmonica band program. It has been estimated that over two thousand harmonica bands were formed in the United States during the Depression.

Like many other youth organizations launched during this period, the Hoxie band had militaristic overtones. Again, Leon LaFell: “The band was modeled on a military organization. We had captains, lieutenants, sergeants, corporals, and so forth. We always performed in full uniform. They were beautiful outfits, with Sam Browne belts, dark blue jackets, and light blue pants with a gold stripe up the side. We had special leather pouches made for our harmonicas and a special insignia on our caps. Hoxie wore the same uniform when he led the band in parades, even though he was quite rotund.” John Philip Sousa’s military parade bands had been the inspiration for groups like Hoxie’s, and the March King (who was rumored to be a closet harmonica player) gave a nod to the mouth organ bands by composing a rousing march entitled “The Harmonica Wizard.” Boy Scouts could earn merit badges by achieving proficiency on the harmonica. Hohner unveiled a Scout model with a compass built into it and a slew of other instruments aimed at the youth movement, including the Boys Brigade, the School Band, the Song Band, and the Trumpet Call. To help youngsters learn to play these models, RCA Victor released an instructional record, “How to Play the Harmonica,” which gave “full instruction for the playing of the scale, utilizing the Marine Band harmonica,” and provided “a rendition on the harmonica of ‘Old Black Joe,’ with piano accompaniment.”

The mouth organ took the stage—and a big step toward legitimacy—thanks to an aggressive hustler named Borrah Minevitch, who mixed pathos, comedy, and music to create the Harmonica Rascals, which for twenty-five years was one of vaudeville’s biggest draws. The next mouth organ phenomenon to emerge from the wings was a remarkable soloist named Larry Adler, who matched Minevitch for drive and charisma but outdistanced the bandleader by a considerable margin in the talent department. Both these dynamos were proponents of the new chromatic harmonica, but while Minevitch focused on slapstick and popular songs, Adler performed in formal attire and came to adopt a repertoire more suited to the concert hall. Despite their differences, the careers of these two tireless self-promoters ensured that a whole generation of harmonica players would grow up feeling that a professional career was possible and that no musical genre was off-limits to them.

Hollywood was also doing its part. The Harmonica Rascals, Larry Adler, the Cappy Barra Harmonica Ensemble, Murray Lane’s Harmonica Scamps, the Philharmonicas, Leo Diamond, and other harmonica acts were showcased in film features or shorts, and the mouth organ became standard equipment for celluloid cowboys in countless Hollywood westerns.

A new form of show business—radio—was helping the mouth organ reach an even larger audience. Individual performers like Adler and John Sebastian, and groups like the Harmonica Rascals, the Harmonica Harlequins, and the Cappy Barra Harmonica Ensemble, made regular appearances over the nation’s airwaves. It was radio that exposed the existence of a large audience hungry for country music and the blues and thus made millions aware of the prominent role played by the mouth organ in these previously parochial art forms. The harmonica had become the most popular instrument in America.

The onset of World War II in Europe put the brakes on the American harmonica craze. After 1940, German-made Hohner instruments were no longer available; the youth groups disbanded and school music programs stopped using the harmonica. The instrument’s built-in obsolescence suddenly became a serious liability for professional players, who began taking crash courses in harmonica repair and hoarding Hohners. “During the war I had several hundred harmonicas in a bank vault in New York,” Larry Adler told me.

Ironically, the mouth organ got a boost when the United States entered the war. When home-front rationing was introduced, the shellac industry, which supplied the raw material for phonograph records, was put under military control. The American Federation of Musicians, which had been trying for years to negotiate a better agreement with the record companies, saw an opening and announced a total ban on commercial recording by its members. The boycott lasted for two years, and until it was lifted, record labels were forced to release discs showcasing singers (most of whom were stage performers and thus members of AGVA, the American Guild of Variety Artists) or musicians performing on miscellaneous, nonunion instruments. The AF of M had never attempted to recruit professional harmonica players, who were almost exclusively AGVA performers, and mouth organists suddenly found themselves in great demand, along with ukulele virtuosos and musical saw artists.

There was still the problem of acquiring quality harmonicas during the war. There were at least a dozen stateside harmonica manufacturers, but many produced substandard instruments, and their level of production never came close to meeting the domestic demand. (More than 30 million harmonicas had been imported into the United States between 1936 and 1939.) The most successful of the American harmonica makers, both financially and in terms of the quality of their instruments, were the William Kratt Company of New Jersey, launched by former Hohner employees, and the George P. Regan Harmonica Company in California.

Few players were lastingly converted to American harmonicas. Within three years after V-J day, Hohner’s superior instruments were again streaming into the country, and the firm was on its way to reclaiming its monolithic control of the mouth organ industry. “In the middle of 1948, Hohner came back with a bang,” remembers former Regan employee and ex–Harmonica Rascal Ray Tankersley. “They had the cheap labor—ten cents on the dollar against American labor. We talked about fighting them, but we decided to keep what we had made and close the doors.”

With the return of the GIs from overseas, Americans regained their domesticity with a vengeance. A new national nesting instinct and the advent of television sounded the death knell for vaudeville. The large harmonica groups gave way to smaller, more economic combos—most often trios consisting of a lead chromatic, a chord, and a bass. This concept was plied most successfully by a Chicago-based threesome, the Harmonicats, whose echo-laden recording of “Peg o’ My Heart” was the surprise number one record of 1947. The 1950s saw Richard Hayman achieve popular success with his recordings of “Ruby” and “The Theme From the Threepenny Opera” and the occupation of the White House by an enthusiastic harmonica devotee, Dwight Eisenhower.

Chromatic harmonica soloists were becoming increasingly drawn to classical music. Larry Adler’s popularity had led several modern composers, including Darius Milhaud and Benjamin Arnold, to write new works expressly for the mouth organ. The baroque interpretations of John Sebastian, the first harmonicist to devote himself exclusively to the classical repertoire, were simultaneously confounding and pleasing audiences in the nation’s concert halls.

On the rawer stages on Chicago’s South Side, the harmonica was entering the electronic age. In a 1951 recording session, twenty-one-year-old Walter Jacobs blew his harmonica into a cheap public address microphone plugged into a guitar amplifier and unleashed a raw, intense, and—above all—exciting torrent of swooping bent notes and slashing phrases. Bluesmen like Jacobs were a primary source of inspiration for Elvis Presley and the small army of performers that followed his lead, but the harmonica was left off the menu during rock and roll’s salad days.

That changed in 1963 when “Love Me Do,” an engaging pop record driven by a harmonica hook, led to a remarkable reshuffling of the cultural deck that put an English group in the rock and roll driver’s seat. Within months Hohner, which had suffered declining sales for years, was offering a Beatles model diatonic harmonica. An even stranger musical twist followed when most of British bands that followed up on the Fab Four’s success in the United States (most notably the Rolling Stones, their stiffest competition) were revealed to be blues disciples intent on selling white American teenagers remakes—often featuring the harmonica—of the rhythm and blues standards that had been created in their new fans’ own backyard. Taking the cue, many white American teenagers began to seek out the black blues artists who were only a subculture away. Some become activists. In the early 1960s, a Chicago University student named Paul Butterfield began singing and playing the harmonica in the blues bars on the South Side, eventually forming a mixed-race rock/blues group whose 1965 debut album helped—in a literal fashion that would have been impossible a decade earlier—to bridge the gap between the white rockers and the blues players. It was Butterfield’s band that Bob Dylan—who had already entranced folk music aficionados with his combination of a dense lyricism with an utterly basic sound punctuated by bursts of untamed harmonica playing—asked to accompany him when he began to remake himself as a rock star in the mid-1960s.

Harmonica sales in the United States surged, increasing by 66 percent in the single year between 1965 and 1966. Hohner unveiled a Blues Harp diatonic model. The chromatic harmonica still had occasional flashes of glory—Henry Mancini’s recording of “Moon River,” one of the monster pop hits of the decade, was framed around a George Fields solo—but the post-Butterfield hipsters were discovering blues players like James Cotton and Junior Wells while country music fans were getting reacquainted with the harmonica thanks to the hundreds of recordings that featured the diatonic virtuosity of Nashville session legend Charlie McCoy.

On December 16, 1965, the harmonica became the first instrument heard in outer space when one of the more dedicated of these amateurs, astronaut Wally Schirra, serenaded the planet with a tiny, four-hole Hohner Little Lady during the Gemini VI mission. “I started fooling around with the harmonica as a boy,” recalls Schirra. “Just a couple of the people at NASA knew that I planned on taking a harmonica with me. It was pretty close to Christmas, so I played ‘Jingle Bells.’ It came out quite well. People all over the world sent me harmonicas. They put me in the Atlanta musicians’ union.” (Schirra’s Little Lady can be seen on display at the Air and Space Museum in Washington, D.C.) By the end of the 1960s it was estimated that 40 million Americans had attempted to play the mouth organ.

On a less astral plane, the American fascination with the harmonica continued to broaden. The Society for the Preservation and the Advancement of the Harmonica (SPAH), which was formed in 1962 by a group of harmonica boosters in the Detroit area, flourished, and the organization now boasts a worldwide membership and has inspired the founding of twenty-four regional harmonica clubs in the United States. A survey taken in the early 1970s found that one-half of the records on the American pop charts had harmonica parts on them. A 1979 Gallup poll found that within the United States there were 1,549,000 people who seriously claimed to be “experts” on the harmonica.

The harmonica’s reputation as the instrument of choice for leaders of the republic was enhanced in 1981 when Pres. Ronald Reagan was reported to have entertained himself by playing “Red River Valley” on a gift harmonica as he recovered from a near-fatal gunshot wound. Even from his hospital bed, the Great Communicator was flexing his greatest talent—the ability to tap into American myth.

Frank Hohner, Matthias’s grandson, ended his twenty-year stewardship of the Hohner Company’s American branch when he retired in 1980, just as a swelling market was encouraging fresh challenges to his firm’s dominance from two new American harmonica manufacturers, Lee Oskar and Huang. These upstarts offer competitively priced instruments and some intriguing technical innovations, such as Oskar’s removable reed plates, though Hohner still sells over 1 million harmonicas each year in the United States. But it has been the players, and not the instrument makers, who have continually upped the ante since the harmonica first reached America.
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The Harmonicats. From left to right:
Al Fiore, Jerry Murad, Don Les.
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The Bands

The harmonica first went professional in America on the stages of the vaudeville theaters that were the heart of the country’s entertainment scene from the late 1880s until the end of World War II. In 1928, vaudeville’s zenith, there were over a thousand of these playhouses. Contemporary critics tended to consider vaudeville a second-rate form of entertainment, but its mission was not to edify the elite but to provide the public with a vast variety of affordable, popular entertainment. Even during the worst valleys of the Depression, a night at the vaudeville theater was a bargain. A single dollar ensured hours of diversion that typically included a Fox Movietone newsreel, a cartoon or a comedy short, a feature-length film, and ten live acts topped by a well-known headliner and a full orchestra.

The harmonica first appeared on these stages as a feature of “Dutch acts,” Germanic minstrel shows that were popular around the turn of the century. By the early 1930s, when the first headlining vaudeville act to feature the mouth organ, Borrah Minevitch’s Harmonica Rascals, became popular, fierce competition from motion pictures and radio was precipitating vaudeville’s decline. In 1933 there were only a handful of Palaces and Orpheums left, but the genre held on tenaciously until the start of World War II. Nearly all of the American entertainers who began their careers before 1940 were products of this incomparable training ground, and mouth organists were no exception.

Borrah Minevitch (1902–55) and the Harmonica Rascals

“Half the world plays the harmonica, and the other half




































Johnny Puleo (1913–83) and His Harmonica Gang








Carl Freed (1896–1984) and the Harmonica Harlequins








The Cappy Barra Harmonica Ensemble














The Philharmonicas




Johnny O’Brien (1902–91) and the Harmonica Hi-Hats





Jerry Murad (1919–96) and The Harmonicats





























The Mulcays







The Stagg McMann Trio




Interview With Hugh McCaskey
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