
Idiot Savant
I was four years old when I ran into my parent’s room well past midnight. A dream 

gripped with intensity. It was a harmonica floating in the middle of the air. Something 
about the way it floated made me laugh. It was a happy laugh because for some 
inexplicable logic it felt good seeing it floating with no reason. I didn't know what it was 
called and had only heard Arthur Godfrey talking about his Ukulele, so I yelled Ukulele. 
My parents woke from a deep sleep to see and hear their son yelling Ukulele and laughing 
hysterically. I scared them and only stopped as Dad raised his hand to slap me the movie 
antidote for hysteria. My parents never hit us kids, so I stopped in my surprise and my 
laughter fell to the floor.

A few days later Dad arrived home with a Ukulele. It was a nice wooden Uke and cost 
them a lot. We were poor and even at that age I knew that I had put the family in jeopardy. 
I tried to make sense of it, but in the end it sat with discarded toys.

My next musical experience was in grade three. I met Marty. He was a happy 
character and when we walked home we would sing beatnik music. This meant that we free
form scat sang. We had a fort covered with wild cucumbers and we found a metal pop can 
that we treasured. We had never seen a metal pop can and in it we put vile things. We then 
pretended that it was a special drink, which we never tasted. We created a song modeled on
a cigarette commercial for Lucky Strike. We called it Roommush the new candy drink you 
could smoke. I think one of us was channeling the future. It might have been Marty his Dad
use to punish him by putting his hands on the stove hotplate. His Dad seemed like such a 
nice guy. Marty and I lost touch, but I often think about him and hope he made a new 
home.

Grade seven we had a jock music teacher, so it was ok to sing. We really rocked that 
class with Robert Burns and Stephen Foster. My mother later told me she use to sit on the 
railing outside the school on the way back from shopping pushing my little sister in a pram.
She would sit and listen for a half hour or more.

About that time my Dad brought home a harmonica he found behind the seats of a 
used car. It was a Marine Band. I didn't seriously play it until I heard the Beatles and then 
later turned to Paul Butterfield and the blues.

I never thought of myself as a good harmonica player and as such decided to just relax 
and enjoy my private pastime. I did not think of developing it as a career. I played what I 
wanted when I wanted. This philosophy was strengthened by my innate inferiority complex
which left me thinking I was not good enough. I knew I had good tone, but some of the 
fancy things like overblowing and the ability to read music or immediate know through my 
senses what key was played was completely beyond me. After all there are lots of 
harmonica players I reasoned.

I had many golden opportunities to perform though. I played harmonica at Kingston 
Mines in Chicago, I didn't play harp but I did sing with the Persuasions at the El 
Mocambo, played for a stripper once, and touched souls in some dark smoky bars in the 
States. Those days were mostly in the early seventies in the US and Canada when young 
people like me had time to jam and experiment. Gradually the cream settled to the top as 
professional musicians went to the work of making money from music. They had no space 
in their short free time to make more music. The rest of us got married had kids and jobs, 
so music dried up. I was building a cabin and then marriage and kids changed everything 
to the better. I had a captive audience, children love lullabies. Both kids were intelligent 



and so were hard to get to sleep, so that meant hours of singing. Not much room for the 
blues, so not a great deal of time for the harmonica. My kids were spaced ten years apart, 
so that gave me twenty years of singing.

I remember pushing a stroller up the road and back singing the Grand of Duke of 
York, or Over the Rainbow with a kid in the backseat as we drove sometimes ten miles to 
get him/her asleep, so much for the environment. I liked singing even though I had to sing 
slower and slower to hypnotize them. Sometimes it was a free for all as we all sang children 
songs heading to the beach, movies, or Grandma's.

There is a time when kids say, "Dad I'm too old for that." Oh it doesn't end completely.
They forget when they have a hassel at school and need a little more snuggle and a song to 
sleep to, but it is not the same.

There were little perks along the way like singing Faure’s Requiem with the parents of 
the kids as part of the Children's County Choir. Let's not forget the vicarious pleasure of 
watching your child excel in music. In the end though I was left on the porch playing 
harmonica for the Blue Herons. When I was around horses and cows I could play too 
because they really appreciated the sound. I have a cat as well and she loves music no 
matter whether it is harmonica, singing, or guitar. She became my companion after 
everyone was settled in to sleep. We would sit for an hour while I played guitar or 
harmonica. Sometimes cats don't show up for days and you wonder is it the raccoons or a 
martin. Those times with the Female, that's her name, I only have to step out on the porch 
and play harmonica for a few minutes and then I feel her winding around my legs.

After a while there is only, is that all there is? Making music with another human being
is a magical time and even more magical with an audience. I did have the chance 
occasionally to play with people, but still very few and far between. I resigned myself to 
playing on the porch.

I was invited to a birthday party in Quebec by a friend. I did not know the people, but 
appreciated the chance to get away. My friend told me to bring my harps, so I thought I 
might have a chance to play with other musicians. When I arrived I was presented with a 
very small pot of chocolate and a smile. I was suspicious of the gift. I had done psychedelics
in the sixties and did not really like the trip. It lasted too long and I found it boring after I 
got use to the patterns and hallucinations. I also did not need as much to launch as my 
various companions. I took the pot and ate less than half thinking I could put the rest away 
for later or give it to someone else.

In the house my friend introduced me as a harmonica virtuoso. I blushed, I was rusty 
and these kids seemed pretty young and into trance, hip-hop and Spanish. I must say they 
were very good friends of the birthday boy. Many of these young women were decked out 
in their best birthday suit. That fact in itself was inspirational and healing. I looked but did
not touch; old age can be a terrible thing.
As we moved through the house we found musicians gathered and playing gut string 
guitars and congas in a small gazebo off the side patio. I don’t like being pigeon holed as a 
blues player, because I like jazz and pop too. I even like punk and classical and will try to 
play with anything, but gut strings are easily drown out and congas can be interesting, but 
these were Spanish and Portuguese tunes. I had not had a chance to play with someone in 
years and now I was blessed with totally different music. I stayed in the background and 
played softly that is until the mystery pot clicked in. I didn’t feel it at first I only felt my 
anger rising. Here I was given the opportunity to play softly for gut string guitars. Why was



I always relegated to getting half way there? In an instance I decided to stand in front of 
the music. I did and they followed me for the next two hours. I played the best I have ever 
played. My harmonica sounded like Dizzy's trumpet hanging ten on the rim of the universe
with me. The people in the house started to phone people to come and see me. I did not let 
up until I felt things wind down, I felt I sounded like Kenny G running scales, so bored I 
stopped and looked up to find a huge crowd of people. I was totally drained. Among the 
many compliments was from the past owner of a Montreal blue jazz club. He said, “Man 
you really blew your lungs out, that was the best harp I have ever heard in all my years 
with the club.” It was the best harp I had ever heard too. Better living through chemistry.

I don't know whether I will ever have an experience like that again, but even though it 
was intense and satisfying, it is even more exciting just to connect on those rare occasions 
with other musicians. I never know when that will happen, but when it does I feel like my 
cog just slipped into a well oiled machine.

Now a new experience has come my way. I have a friend who 
owns a cave. This cave is manmade. In the fifties a drilling 
company found the hardest rock in North America to test their 
equipment. The cave is big enough to park three transport trailers 
with their tractors. We setup in different spots depending on 
whether the pond on top of the hill is full of water to drip on our 
heads. The best time is during a drought or a cold winter. It is 
always fifty four degrees in the cave and as long as we are dressed 

warm we are good to play for hours. Sometimes we wind up playing five hours and even 
that is not enough. It feels and sounds like you are part of your instrument.

The furniture is sparse. We have a music stand and have LED lights strung across the 
ceiling. Tea candles on the fractured wounded walls make it feel like a scene from Dr. 
Zivago. We stand in a circle and take a turn leading a song. The tipping point is two, but it 
is glorious with a crowd. We have had the usual instruments as well as mandolins, banjoes, 
sax, accordions and even musical saw. No one knows the quality of the sound or the 
experience but those who have been there and done that.

Only one experience challenges any of these musical pleasures. That is when I first 
heard my son's guitar cut through the darkness of the cave to blend at my side. I almost 
stopped, but the notes carried us on like a rising crescendo of unrestrained laughter. 
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