A Musical Legacy


Sixth grade was the year when I first had to play an instrument.  The curriculum was standard in our school district: sixth graders must go through both choir and band over the course of the school year, then pick one of those electives (or orchestra if they had started that in elementary school) to go through for the rest of middle school.  Three years of compulsory music lessons was not my idea of fun, but it was something that had to be done.  After being scared away from vocal music at a young age, my only hopes of surviving middle school was to rely on band.  The issue, however, was that students were required to either pay a rental fee for a school-supplied instrument or use one of their own.


That is how I found myself one late-summer afternoon visiting my cousin's house in 2001.  My immediate and extended families were the products of a generation of farmers who grew up during the great depression, and as a result everything was collected and saved because you never knew when you might need it in the future.  As it turned out, my family had been passing down a collection of instruments from sister to brother to son to cousin to father to whoever else needed it.  Back and forth through the generations an untold number of hands, mouths, and all the things that comes with them had been exposed to these family instruments.  My sister had a flute, my brother would receive a cornet when he came to my age, and I was to receive a trombone.  All I knew about it at the time was that my older cousin once used it for less than a year before he broke his arm, making the use of it an impossibility (he would go on to take up the tuba, the only prerequisite being if you had the size to hold it, which he had in spades).


My aunt took me up to their attic where they had left the trombone once it went into disuse.  The case was mostly a large, black plastic, maybe even acrylic, with the seams of the case lined by silver bands of metal.  I wondered if perhaps the metal was fake, to give the illusion that whatever was inside was more elegant than it ever was, but in all of the years I went on to play it I never tried to find out.  Three latches kept the case shut, one of which I would find out had to be closed in a very careful and precise manner or else it would jam, while on the other side one of the two hinges was rusted and fooled me into thinking it would fall off if I wasn't too careful with it (but that never came to pass).  A black leather handle attached itself to the bottom portion of the case and straddled the middle latch.  On the bottom side were three black rubber stoppers, or at least there would have been had one not fallen off; in the place of the missing one there was a single metal screw sticking out.  One last curiosity about the case caught my attention: on the top side there was a single staple that had lodged itself into the black plastic.  How it got there and what it once secured was a mystery I would never learn.


It wasn't until I got home that I was able to open the case and see the actual instrument, and when I did I had the disappointment of a child on Christmas who just received hand-me-down socks.  The instrument was a hunk of scratched, rusted metal once called bronze, and it was unceremoniously contained on a field of blue faux-velvet which lined the case.  The first thing to stand out was the bell had a large dent that was hard to ignore, but there were many other smaller dents throughout the infernal contraption.  The main slide seemed to be stuck in some places, causing it to grind against itself in some positions and then move freely in others.  Scratches adorned the surface of the thing, and in some places the finish had been worn away so much it was nothing but rough dull metal.  Right on the cross bar of the tuning slide was a small circular piece of metal where one could see the faint outline of a manufacturing logo that had been scratched out and made unrecognizable over the decades of use.  Whoever made this was as unknown to me then as much as it is now.  The mouthpiece was grody and unappetizing.  I resolved myself to wash the whole thing, reasoning that it couldn't possibly get any rustier.  How anyone could be expected to play it, let alone a novice such as myself, was lost on me.  All I knew was I had to live with it for the next one to three years before I could be rid of the thing.


But like with many things in life, my plans to abandon it were lost once I got around to playing it.  I sounded awful at first, as all new musicians do, but as I got better and could produce a full tone I realized that despite the imperfections in its structure, particularly the bell's dent, it was able to produce a magnificently pure tone (and that's my band director's words).  At first I was ashamed to be using such a busted hand me down, but as the next seven years passed and I became a fully-ingrained band geek I learned to love the little imperfections about my instrument.  Everything about it gave it a unique personality, saying that it had been loved and cared for (sometimes not in equal measures) by a legacy of family members.  Unfortunately, I never cared about who had played it or why, all I knew was I was just the next link in the chain.


That all changed on the last performance of my high school career.  Seven years of playing and practice, five years of jazz band, membership in four simultaneous ensembles, and one failed romance with a flute player all led to one night in late May of 2008.  For that night, a great aunt from my mother's side of the family, Shirley, came all the way out from California to watch my performance.  The reason?  She was the original owner of the trombone.  I had met Shirley before because of various family gatherings, but I had no idea she was the first owner of the trombone.  That night we managed to get a picture together of the first and latest users of the trombone before going to dinner, and it was there that I was given the story of how the trombone came into the family.


Shirley was the youngest daughter of a poor farming family.  Her oldest sister, Donna, had an age gap on her by seven years (with my grandmother falling somewhere in between them).  When Shirley was just starting high school in 1953, Donna was already 21 and had her own job.  The problem was that Shirley wanted so desperately to be in the marching band, but their family was too poor to afford an instrument.  So Donna saved up money from her job to buy a brand new trombone for Shirley as a gift (unfortunately I could not find out the price.  I asked Shirley herself but she doesn't know, and no research would give me any results).  Shirley used it for all four years of high school, but I could not find out if she continued to play for any time after that.


Eventually, Shirley did eventually pass the trombone in 1965 to another person in the family, her niece Kathy.  This started a tradition of passing on the instrument to whoever needed or just was just interested in it.  Kathy used it through high school as well before passing it on to her cousin Larry, who happened to be Donna's son, sometime around 1980 (I was unable to determine the exact time).


Larry held on to it after high school until it came into the possession of my cousin Mitch in 1998, also marking the first time the trombone came into the possession of a descendant of my grandmother, rather than a descendant of one of her siblings.  Mitch would have more than likely held on to the trombone had he not broke his arm, but that enabled it to come into my possession.  I was unable to attribute any of the damages that were on the case or the instrument to anybody who had once owned it, no doubt because no one would keep track of every little scratch and dent, and if they were then no one would own up to it.


With regards to whatever value the instrument may hold now, I do not imagine it would go for very much.  I was able to track down a different trombone from the 1950s that had been kept in exceedingly good condition and the seller was looking for $550.  For my family's trombone, I doubt it has any monetary value considering the physical state is in; it may be of more value to break down and convert into a wholly new trombone than to try restoring it.  The only thing it has going for it is the fact that it still works, but even under my care it was falling apart.  The padding of the spit valve ended up rotting away causing it to leak while in use (not a pretty sight), and the bump guard at the end of the slide ended up falling off due to me hitting it against a few two many floors and chairs.


That is not to say its condition went entirely south in my care.  At one point I bought a simple maintenance kit and regularly polished the brass, cleaned the tubing and mouthpiece, and greased the slides not just to keep up appearances but to make it perform better.  Unfortunately, the trombone is no longer mine, having passed it on to the next person in line.  It is now owned by Larry's son Logan, bringing the trombone under the care of the grandson of the woman who originally purchased it.


I have my fears if the trombone will go on for very much longer as a functioning instrument.  I imagine that if it continues to be used for much longer it will eventually break; it's a miracle that it somehow managed to survive the past half-century in the way it did.  Were it up to me I would retire it and just lock it away before it breaks for good, but I suppose that ruins the point of it being a family heirloom.  It has no value on its own, and considering how many of us it has gone through who can truly claim ownership over it?  Its very origin came out of the fact that somebody wanted to give it to a family member, and to stop the passing of it throughout the family would be a travesty against the way it first came to every one of us.  In the end, its value comes from the fact that so many of us have used it and have memories attached to it, and to stop passing it on would mean to stop increasing its value.


Looking at it that way and in reflection of the story “Everyday Use”, I suppose my personal desire to preserve it would make me more like Dee and it would no longer be able to be shared with other people in my family.  My desire is for the sake of preserving it, however, but my justification is that it is a way of preserving whatever value it does have for my family, as once it breaks it may end up losing its value; at that point it would become nothing more than a memory and a few broken scraps of metal, and unlike the story my family has no means of repairing it.  To allow it to be continually used as Maggie would have done will mean its inevitable destruction, but that is the only way I can see that its legacy can live on.  So now I'm torn between saving it from its inevitable destruction and letting it live out its natural course.  Perhaps it already has lived out its life, and a new instrument can be introduced to the family line.  Either way the memories of it will go on, regardless if we let it fall apart or lock it away neither to be saved, and either method would mean no longer using it in the end, and if that is the case then the best thing would be to let it still be used.

