Dream and Nightmare Pianos
In the space of a week I’d lived through two nightmares—I played a Kohler Campbell console that was imprisoned in a garage, exposed to scalding temperatures, and I accompanied Mr. York to a house in the Clovis boonies that contained the Samick piano with its very heart torn from it. In the second instance, it was a case of bad workmanship—the hammers, strings and soundboard collectively elicited a stream of lackluster pebble sounds when I depressed the keys. In truth, the manufacturer had produced a robotic, stenciled wooden box lacking a voice. Where Pinocchio experienced his transformation from wooden puppet to person, the Samick 1990, had no chance to ever become a real piano.
      I had registered my negative feelings about the Samick after York had driven me to the location getting both of us lost in the process. Refusing to follow the Map Quest directions I had printed out for him, he took an insane route of his own choosing that landed the two of us in a stretch of strawberry fields. “Geeze, I don’t know how it happened!” he said. “But I’m goin’ to git us straightened out before night falls.”  He had insisted during our last telephone conversation that Joel Van Ginkel, who was selling the Samick, would produce a piano worthy of my time. “It’s a gem of a piana,” he had said, “and the man is anxious to sell ‘cause he’s movin…heck of a nice guy, that Van Ginkel fella.”  Fuji was supposed to have met us at the place to check out the instrument, but she was too tired to make the trek. As it turned out, the abysmal sounding console was not worth her time.
   York’s folksy referrals had often landed me in homes and churches located on the Fresno and Clovis periphery that contained disastrous, ill-maintained pianos. Some had farm-like sounds emanating from them, and others had elicited high-pitched friction noises and whistles. The action buzzes would drive me absolutely mad!
  “I fixed a few squeaky pedals in my time,” York had said.
  I always anticipated his earth shaking pronouncement that “the biggest enemies of a piano are moisture, mice, and moths.” It was at the core of his daily conversation and inevitably produced a colorful adventure.
  “Hey, did I ever tell ya about the time I found cat food in a spinet piana?” He said, as we were humming along the open road in his pick-up.
   This was an account he had never shared with me.
 “Well, two farmer brothers in Hanford was complainin’ that their keys wouldn’t go down, so I drove out to the country to investigate.
 “When I got there, I felt somethin’ under the keys, so I removed the key slip. And right then and there I sees cat food from stem to stern—under all 88 keys.”
  “Wait a minute, Mr. York. Are you telling me that you found wet cat food inside the piano?”

 “Nah, I mean the stuff, dry as a bone, that was under them keys--the pellets them cats eats.”

 “So how on earth did a cat get into the piano in the first place?” I asked.
“Well, listen up, ‘cause I haven’t told ya the whole thing yet. Now them farmer boys has 20 cats outside on their property and they’s got cat food everywhere. But it wasn’t no cats that put the food in the key bed; it was a bunch ‘a mice that carried the pellets into the piano.”

 “Mice!??  How on earth did the dry food pellets get so high up into the key bed?”

 “You aint listenin’ to what I said. Them there mice traveled from the pedal area up into the keyboard, urinating along the way.”
  “Are you serious, Mr. York?”
 This had to be the most far-fetched story I had heard from him to date.
 “Yup, them mice carried theirs pellets from outside the piana’ –climbed up the first bass string and then jumped under the keys.”

  “So why on earth would these critters have deposited the pellets in the key bed in the first place?” I ask.
  ”Cause mice needs a place to store their food for a rainy day,” he replied. And they’s got a family to feed.”
  “Well how did you handle the whole messy situation?”
  “I done git the farmers help. They shoveled out the pellets—two or three pounds, two inches deep-- the whole width up and down the 88 keys and it took all ‘a three hours to clean it up!”
  What about the urine, Mr. York?

 They’s wiped it off alright, but them mice has no morals. They dun urinated the whole way up, and made them strings turn black and spotted.”

  “Oh my gosh, what a story! Did you tell the farmers how to get rid of the mice?”

  “Well, I dun told ‘em to use Decon and draw them outa the spinet. But they thought about it and decided not to folla through ‘cause they was afraid one of their cats would eat a mouse and drop dead from the coumidin.”
  “Were you ever able to tune the spinet after they shoveled out the cat food?”
  “Oh yeah, fer sure…I dun tuned it and got it up to good pitch. Seems the urine on the strings didn’t make no difference.”
This was the most eccentric adventure that had ever dribbled from York’s mouth. There had been nothing to match it in the time I’d known the man.  But it was just another nightmare that added to my own and had it not been for two dream pianos I had recently stumbled upon, I would have viewed the whole private party piano landscape as a virtual hell.
                                                           *** 

   Yesterday I spotted an ad on Craig’s list advertising a Yamaha console. The serial number dated the piano to 1959 and the asking price was “$1,500 or best offer.” This particular model whet my curiosity because I’d had some positive experiences finding a few other Yamahas with nice resonance.
  The seller, Mr. Jones, a workman’s comp lawyer and amateur musician had a penchant, he said, “for finding decent sounding pianos.”
  The Jones house was ironically located within a short distance of Van Ginkel’s, so by association, I experienced a creeping discomfort—the Samick, its abysmal tone, and lack of personality provided haunting memories. But more disturbing was how the Yamaha was being stored in a garage that absorbed record breaking temperatures, shades of the Kohler Campbell console piano that was rotting in a northwest Fresno hell hole! As Jones put it, there was inadequate room in the house for the Yamaha, and it wasn’t being played enough. Both explanations would not justify his wanton storage of a good musical instrument in an encapsulated space where temperatures soared and cars emitted noxious fumes. 
  I had called Jones a few times before I set out for his place, to clarify left and right turns to be taken on a series of streets coming off Herndon Avenue. On a whim, I asked him to put the phone near his Yamaha to give me a tone sample. To my delight, the instrument had communicated some nice resonance even though it wasn’t the best sound vehicle, but this promising musical preview drew my deeper interest in a piano that might make my trip worthwhile.
  Armed with Jones’s directions and a copy of Map Quest’s I managed to arrive at the location without any problems. The only downside of the journey were the usual issues associated with my old Caravan’s nonexistent air conditioning system. I reached my destination fatigued and drenched in sweat.
  Jones, a balding, middle aged man with a mellow disposition greeted me at the door and led me right to his garage where I felt a blast of hot, insalubrious air.
  In no time, he was looking over my shoulder as I conscientiously checked out each note of his console size piano, going up and down the keyboard at every dynamic level imaginable. Then while playing through a few selections, I tested it further, stopping here and there to linger over any note irregularities that drew my attention. There was one note that stuck out among the others as having a minor sustain problem, but I knew York could easily deal with it.
  “Not a bad piano,” I said. “These Yamahas usually have pretty decent action regulation. They seem to have mastered it.”   I had referred to the consistency of depression and release motion for all notes spanning the keyboard.
  Jones was very pleased that I liked his piano, as would most owners who inevitably acquire a sentimental attachment to their pianos.
  In this vein, the seller shared a moving story about his piano and how he acquired it.
 “You won’t believe this,” he said, “but I used to be a house painter before I became a lawyer and one day I was at a job site covering living room furniture with drop cloths when I stumbled upon this very Yamaha. Well, I ran my fingers over it in an amateurish sort of way, and knew instantly that I had to own it. You might say, I knew it was my dream piano.”
   It was no surprise that he had landed a good deal for himself because he happened to be at the right place at the right time. 
  I recalled that he had a second piano, a Baldwin grand, located somewhere within the home. Jones had mentioned it in our telephone conversation, but insisted that his little Yamaha played circles around the larger piano and had more of a “personality.” The Baldwin, Jones had said, actually belonged to friends who asked him and his wife to store it for them.
  He led me into the house through its main entrance and pulled out the bench sitting in front of a well polished, walnut finished piano whose exterior was squeaky clean and free of dust. Yet the area of the soundboard beneath the strings was packed with a thick layer of dirt.
 “Let’s take a look at the serial number,” I said,” to get the precise year of manufacture.”
  It was clear that the instrument dated to 1939 according to a numbering system contained in the Pierce Piano Atlas.
  From the moment I laid my hands on it I knew this instrument was a refined musical treasure that had the Baldwin sound autograph—a mellow voicing in all ranges and a resonance that permeated it. Yet it had a completely different tonal landscape as compared to a Steinway grand. It lacked a thunderous bass and dazzlingly brilliant treble but still had lovely projection and tonal proportion that would attract any number of musicians and music lovers.
    This was thankfully the second dream piano I had encountered in one day which made up for the nightmares that would long haunt me. In the end, I was glad I made the tiresome trek out to the boonies just to experience the sense of hope that resides within a few choice musical instruments that happen to turn up.
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