
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Praise for The Cello Who Loved Me:

“After hearing a virtuoso during a pilgrimage in Spain, Sorensen was hooked on learning the cello, an instrument he’d never touched before. What follows is a journey toward enlightenment that led from a surprisingly expert teacher in the music store adjoining a Costa Rican restaurant down the street, to various luthiers, cellists, and other professionals, and an ultimate and lofty goal of playing ‘Here Comes the Sun’ on a Stradivarius. Whether it was too lofty didn’t matter, because along the way he discovered that ‘playing became more like spending time with an old friend, rather than being trapped in a bad conversation I wanted to escape,’ and a new way of seeing life.

“Told with equal parts of exuberance, reflection, and humor, Sorensen takes us along with him on his pilgrimage to learn the cello and explore his musical roots. More than this, his is a story of inspiration we could all use to pursue our own passions.”

Jason Kilgore—author of Dragon of the Federation and creator of the Strange Worlds of Jason Kilgore

“From the sunny slopes of the Camino de Santiago, to the dark recesses under the dashboard of a ’64 Volvo, and on to finding his Holy Grail in the catacombs of the National Museum of American History, Sorensen takes the reader on a personal quest to uncover the heart and soul of a musical instrument: the cello. He tells his story with humor, insight, and an eye for detail, and the various ‘side quests’—ranging from battles with an evil high school music teacher to eating moose stew in Norway—are as much fun to read about as his journey to mastering this challenging and inspiring musical instrument.”

William Erickson—Beaverton, Oregon

“George’s new book is the phantasmagoria of a fantastic sequence of ever-changing opportunities and dreams come true. He began playing the cello, while others his age were napping quietly in a comfortable chair.”

Mary Ann Coggins Kaza—music teacher, professional violinist for 50+ years 

“This book hooked me from the start. The author shared his experience on the Camino de Santiago and his final days on the trail, where his passion was ignited. A final dinner followed by a lecture and a performance by a professional cellist. During that professional performance by this cello master, the author found love in the cello's voice. 

“The voice of the cello spoke to the author, and he set about on another pilgrimage, a quest for knowledge and acquiring the skill of the strings. From then on, the author leads the reader on his journey in the discovery of his passion. He shows the roots of his joy in the beautiful construction, the components of the instrument, and the history of its development. 

“This is a wonderful read for any student of the cello. It is full of history, humor, and the intricacies of the cello. I recommend it 

heartily.”

David Normand—essayist, poet, blogger

“What stood out to me when George visited my workshop was how deeply he wanted to understand the cello. He wasn’t just curious about how it’s made, but about why it moves people. Spending time with him made me see the cello’s beauty with fresh eyes.” 

Michael Doran—award winning cello luthier, Duvall, Washington

“Blending high and low notes from his life, George presents his harmonious story as ‘a seasoned, but nonetheless spunky, adult beginner’ starting cello lessons at 71. His musical journey proves that there's no age limit on learning. And that having bad teachers in the past shouldn't prevent you from pursuing your passion now.”

— J. Nollet
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Chapter 1
The Unlikely Pilgrim
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W

hen I turned seventy-one, I decided to play the cello while walking the Camino de Santiago across the north of Spain.

Committing to follow the Camino makes you a pilgrim, and that’s how people refer to you when you are there. Whether aware of it or not, those who make this pilgrimage are in the midst of a spiritual journey—large or small. I certainly didn’t think of this adventure as anything more than completing a celebrated hike—at first. Expecting nothing unusual to happen is evidently key to the pilgrim experience, as I had no expectations about anything out of the ordinary occurring. 

We followed the ancient route known as the Camino Francés, as the official starting point is located across the border in Saint Jean, France. Many routes can be followed, but all weave their way to the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela. The remains of Saint James the Apostle are believed to be enshrined in a reliquary there, and pilgrims have made the cathedral a sacred destination for more than a thousand years.

Our group picked up the trail in Pamplona, the town made famous by Hemingway and the running of the bulls. From there, we skipped along the trail, or more specifically, took a smooth-riding tour bus to our trailhead each day so we could walk another section. It was, after all, an accommodating National Geographic Expedition.

As we walked, we learned why Spain has such a charming reputation. We encountered sedate churches and overwhelming cathedrals. Even in the smallest of villages there are sacred places with their own peculiarities and stories. 

Each evening we stayed in a contemporary hotel or, better yet, a parador—a centuries-old monastery or convent made of great granite blocks with timeless archways and stone floors. I could imagine monks contemplating their state of being or singing harmonic carols down the cavernous stairways to what are now full bars and Michelin-star quality restaurants. The Spanish government renovated these once-abandoned buildings into upscale hotels. Most are in the middle of a village or city and near a historic church. 

I do not remember much talk about this being a pilgrim’s journey or how fellow hikers were processing their saintly experiences, assuming they were having any. If a fellow traveler had a transcendent ambition of any kind or thought of being a pilgrim as a transformative event, I never heard about their goals. 

That said, there were plenty of stories in the news about folks searching for spiritual roots. Loneliness and a lack of community drain people of their love of living. Plenty of us recognized our lives are missing something, without knowing what that might be. On top of everything else, we were well into the twenty-first century, which had started rough with the shock of terrorism and grew worse with the rise of petty dictators heaving hatred in all directions.

I figured the Camino would offer a hot, dry, picturesque journey. I was just going for a tramp on a famous path, as I’ve been an avid hiker since my Cub Scout pack went camping and my days in a Boy Scout troop.

On the other hand, self-exploration experiences like this have, for centuries, opened up the souls of those who follow the route so they might make discoveries about themselves. The most unsuspecting of us are visited by angels who are disguised or so goes the oft quoted verse, “Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.” 

I like the sense that there is potential to be inspired by an encounter with just about anybody, including an angel, without my knowledge. A pilgrimage on the Camino provides a place for this to happen, by combining physical exertion with plenty of time to think as you take step after step with people you just met in a stimulating, sometimes sacred environment.

Oddly enough, a life-changing experience happened to me, just not in the way I might have imagined. A lightning bolt of revelation didn’t knock me to the ground. I simply realized I’d been attracted to something for a long time without being aware. Perhaps it was to fill a void I did not know I had.

During the several days we’d been hiking, our guides hinted at a special event coming up toward the end of our journey. “It’s a surprise. I don’t want to tell you anything about it,” our guide Maria said. “You will enjoy what we have for you. You will see when we get there.” 

Parador de Villafranca del Bierzo

Our hotel this night sat up in the airy hills of Galicia in the northwest corner of Spain where there was a tranquility you don’t find in the popular tourist areas. Instead of a converted monastery, this place sported a lot of large glass windows, wooden floors rather than stone, even views of pine trees from the upstairs rooms. After days of following the Camino through sunflower fields with little shade in September weather, we’d arrived in a setting with the cool alpine feel of forested slopes. 

Once checked in, showered, and changed, our fellow hikers met in the contemporary lobby for this long-promised presentation. All the itinerary indicated was that we’d “meet with a local historian before dinner.”

After the usual Spanish casualness about schedules, we were ushered into an angular room with more glass walls. A low stage large enough for a jazz trio rose from the near end of the room. 

A tall man with a mass of tangled, curly black hair tumbling to his shoulders greeted us as we entered. His look suggested he could have been both an earthy bohemian artist and the swarthy captain of a Spanish galleon in a previous life. I felt his presence filling the room.

“Hello, welcome,” he said with the resonance of someone who spends a great deal of time onstage in front of an audience. “I am Carlos Ariel Gracia Báez—musician, conductor, teacher.” 

Carlos went on to congratulate us on undertaking the Camino and explained how he intended to provide an enriching hour before dinner—a presentation of music and culture. “I brought with me an interesting friend.” He stepped to the back of the compact stage where he picked up his russet-hued instrument the size of a child.

He held the instrument aloft by the neck. “Do you know what this is?”

“A cello,” we replied as a chorus. 

“Do you know the cello?” Carlos asked as he adjusted a single chair at the stage apron. No one admitted to knowing anything about the instrument.

I’d always enjoyed listening to the cello. The tone is rich and warm. Watching a cellist who has mastered the instrument is pleasurable—plus playing the cello looks remarkably relaxed compared to, say, playing a violin. A violinist’s left arm is scrunched up and their hand turned uncomfortably around. 

I’d seen the cello played in person occasionally. In high school, I blew on the trombone while sitting behind the string section in the orchestra two or three times a year. The cello can hit some lower notes the way bass instruments such as the tuba or bass guitar can, while they play a moving bass line for the rest of the music ride on. The cello also reaches up to touch the register where the violin plays.

For an hour, Carlos dialogued with our group of pilgrims, discussing a classical music theme or talking about a musical experience. Then he introduced what he would play, then stood, bowed formally to the audience, sat back down in his chair, and arranged himself into position with the cello. Listening to him play was like sitting before a warm, cozy fire. With accuracy and emotion, Carlos went on to perform a classical repertoire. 

My wife, Susan, and I sat in the seats nearest the stage to hear with great clarity the affable sounds. We watched him rock with the instrument, as cellists do. He steadied the cello with his knees, a bow in one hand, as the other hand picked out the notes on the fingerboard. The performance turned my thoughts from the weariness of the world toward a less-troubled place.

At the conclusion of each classical selection, he stood and bowed again.

“Bach is the greatest composer of all time, without a doubt. I love Bach,” Carlos stated. “What would you like me to play?” 

A man asked for the second movement of some symphony nobody’d ever heard of. Carlos smiled but could not dig up anything on this. 

I said, “The Brandenburg Concertos?”

Carlos looked at me with dazed bemusement. “That is not possible. One of them needs a small trumpet. Did you bring one?” he said, drawing laughs. 

“You said you like Bach,” I explained.

“They are beautiful but need many more musicians. The Brandenburgs are much too much for one musician, but here’s what I will do. I will play the themes from each.” 

At that, he bent at the waist once more, plunked down in his chair, and played the musical theme from each of the concertos without having to think through which went where. One after the other, preceded by a brief introduction, Carlos performed the distinctive leitmotif for each. He sounded fully rehearsed, lively, as if he’d planned the arrangement in advance.

The hour went quickly, with Carlos in conversation with us about culture and music, wrapping these into his beloved Bach and telling stories about the Spanish soul, conducting, and the greater world of the musical arts.

Toward the end, another person from our group asked, “Can you play ‘God Save the King’?” 

A poignant request, as Queen Elizabeth II had passed away just the week before. Susan and I had been in London, working our way to the start of the Camino. We were ordering dinner at a restaurant when the news hit. The next day, we were scheduled to tour Buckingham Palace. With the tour canceled, we went to the palace early in the morning to be among the first to share our sympathy at the palace gates. The energy from that emotional experience was still with us many days later at this cello concert. A feeling of unity and loss.

“Of course,” Carlos said without hesitation, launching to a buoyant rendition of the tune, which sounded both respectful and hopeful.

Although I am unable to put my finger on any particular moment, at some point in the evening, I became enchanted by the instrument this ardent Spaniard played with so much ease and enthusiasm. I wanted to feel as effortless creating elegant music as Carlos was. I wished to become the man playing the cello.
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Chapter 2
Lessons
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W

e returned to our home near Portland. Not the Portland with all the lobsters, rather the one in Oregon that used to be a lumber town and is now all about running shoes. I’d shared my enjoyment of the cello performance we’d attended during our Camino with Susan, but not my interest in learning to play and what might be involved. This was because I didn’t have a plan yet to pursue it, didn’t know any cello players, or how to begin the journey. So long as it wasn’t a major expense and didn’t interfere with anything else we were doing, I thought I’d hold off filling her in until I came up with a plan.

We’d been together over thirty years and had two grown children, so I pretty much knew what I could get away with at this point.

I scoured the city for the right cello teacher. 

The problem, I picked up on right away, was there wasn’t a smorgasbord of teachers from which to choose. Portland is a village with a lot of people—not a big city, despite its size. The metropolitan area population is pushing three million, so traffic can be bad in places, and the homelessness, vandalism, and other problems are similar to those of other communities this size. However, there isn’t a sense you’re in an electrifying economic hub or that something important will happen here. 

Oregonians look two hundred miles north to Seattle for a global center with whatever big-city enchantments they might desire: a big harbor, the Space Needle, seaside Ferris wheel, an economic tidal wave of company operations such as Amazon, Microsoft, Nordstrom, Tommy Bahama, Starbucks, REI, and Boeing. 

My sense of being stuck with a limited pool of options left me wondering: How many people who play the cello could there be in Portland? How many cello teachers dwell among us? Not all accomplished cellists want to give lessons. Of those who are good at teaching, would any of them have an opening in their schedule and be able to deal with the idiosyncrasies of a seasoned, but nonetheless spunky, adult beginner—the polite category I fell into?

One small music store and school was conveniently close. However, Lake Music hadn’t struck me as the right place because of its focus on lessons for school-age kids. 

I remember the shop from the brief time my daughter and son took lessons there, for it being stacked with used instruments for rent. The place hadn’t been updated since Elvis sang “Blue Suede Shoes.” Really, it felt like the 1950s inside the shop, though it first opened its doors in 1970. 

Even if Lake Music had a cello teacher, I suspected they would be a graduate student struggling to make ends meet. Cello couldn’t be that popular. Certainly not like piano or, for pity’s sake, the guitar. 

I ransacked the internet, searching for an accomplished cellist who taught people of my ilk. Didn’t I need a senior cello professional full of patience, depth of wisdom, and plenty of understanding to teach me? Someone special? Hadn’t I earned that? 

I fantasized the setting for great cello lessons might include the genteel experience of a private music studio. A lounge with Persian carpets to dampen the sound and to stick that metal spike out the bottom of the cello into. There would be a baby grand with the lid open, showing off the strings. Polite company to pass the time. 

The search led to looking for cellists in the local symphony, many of whom had their own websites, although it turned out some maintained an elegant internet presence, while others hardly bothered. This search turned up a first chair cello player in the Oregon Symphony who appeared promising. She looked calm in her photo, and her credentials impeccable, so I sent a message. Explained I was an adult beginner looking for lessons, which prompted a quick response congratulating me for taking on the challenge and encouraging me onward. She sounded cordial, going on to explain she didn’t give lessons and recommending I check with another cellist she named.

When I pinged that potential teacher, the person seemed a tad disorganized, even surprised to hear from a stranger asking for lessons, though she did teach. Her website looked trustworthy, if jumbled. She taught and performed, but when responding to my query, she got mixed up about what part of town I lived in and didn’t manage to get back to me.

Another possible teacher responded after a delay, explaining how he taught in a church on the other side of town, an hour-long drive each way. That was if he could fit me into his schedule, which he didn’t have currently updated but expected to soon. Behaving tiresomely, he finished by mentioning he had a GoFundMe page where people could make donations to buy him a cello. That had the ring of John Wayne riding into town without his hat.

I checked out as many other leads as I could find until, exhausted and dispirited, I began to feel as though this was a sign I’d begun a fool’s journey. Until, in a moment of weakness, I emailed Lake Music, remembering their modest building a few blocks from my house, to ask if they offered cello lessons. 

That evening a follow-up email arrived. “Yes, we do have a cello instructor here. Are you seeking lessons for yourself?” Tim, the owner, wrote.

I replied that I was.

Tim got right back to me. “Do you have a cello, or do you need to rent one?” 

“I would need to rent a cello. I don’t have one,” I wrote back, letting it go at that. 

Three days later Tim wrote me again. “Circling back on starting cello lessons. Let me know if you have any questions.” During all the contacts I’d made with potential cello teachers, this was the only positive, problem-solving follow-up: Tim at Lake Music, the place I’d dismissed from the start.

I caved. We talked on the phone to clear up details about renting an instrument and how early in the day I could start, which was important because most students come in after school, so the evenings fill up. With nowhere else to go and a spark of interest from Lake Music, I signed up for a thirty-minute lesson once a week. The only information I had on the teacher was that she played the violin but also taught cello, bass, and piano—nothing more than these hints as to what I’d gotten myself into.

I’d taken other music lessons over the years on the trombone, guitar, and piano. Most stinging were the trombone lessons in high school, which I endured for one school year without any sign of improvement. A professor of music named Dr. Merle Hogg taught at the local college, San Diego State, and gave private trombone lessons on Saturday mornings. Hogg was a gangly man, had a good sense of humor, and you could tell, deeply enjoyed music. 

He lived on the street at the bottom of the canyon below our house. To get to the lesson, I’d climb our back fence and, carrying my trombone, hike down through the sagebrush, around to the far side of the arroyo behind a row of houses, then follow along a drainage ditch to the Hogg residence. I either waited on the porch until the student ahead of me finished or went inside to hang out at the Hoggs’ kitchen table while his kids made peanut butter sandwiches.

The trombone student taking the lesson before mine always played well, even performing duets with Hogg. The tone coming out of their horns sounded rich and clear and nuanced. They played actual songs rather than simple exercises and even discussed music theory.

My ability to get a big, rich tone out of the instrument never came to pass. I just didn’t have the lips for it, I figured. Plus, I had the cheapest trombone my dad could dig out of the back closet at Thearle Music Company, the prominent music store of its day. I vividly remember him driving me to downtown San Diego in 1962 to purchase a Conn Director trombone. I must have been in fifth grade when the instrumental music program started up in our elementary school.

San Diego was much more of a Navy town at that time. Downtown, where several bases were located, was full of arcades jammed with sailors and marines. These and other distractions catered to servicemen—I don’t recall ever seeing a woman in any of these places back then. These men were young and away from home for the first time, blowing off steam after completing basic training or returning from a deployment. 

Some of the businesses were locker rooms with big hand-painted signs of cartoon sailors out front. Here, uniformed servicemen could change into civvies, have a good time—however painful the results—then uniform up again before returning to base. 

I remember my father and I walking to the music store, seeing these places and looking into the window of one of many tattoo parlors. A young marine sat in a barber chair while his bare shoulder received artwork, quickly sobering up after a bout of poor decision-making. His eyes were wide and his face full of regret as he fully realized the painfully large caricature of a tough bulldog wearing a steel helmet and the words “USMC Devil Dogs” (or a similarly declarative caption) were being inked for eternity into his skin.

We seldom went downtown, so picking up that instrument, along with taking in this colorful activity, was another world. The excursion left a series of memorable impressions about things to avoid in the future. 

I remember visiting the well-known Thearle Music Company for the first time—the first place I’d ever seen that sold nothing but musical instruments. The store had an old-fashioned layout with a vast area on the ground floor full of pianos. Everybody had a piano in their home back then. We even had my grandmother’s ancient player piano in our garage. You pumped the piano’s bellows with your feet, and a paper roll with a song punched into it played. I learned to sing along with “K-K-K-Katy” and other World War I-era tunes from the player piano rolls on this huge wooden box. I still know some of the lyrics: “When the m-m-m-moon shines over the c-c-c-cow shed, I’ll be waiting at the k-k-k-kitchen door.”

We climbed the stairs to a wide balcony, an alcove full of brass instruments. 

As if they knew each other, my dad said to the sales clerk, “The trombone.”

An obvious setup. Dad had clearly been down there to make arrangements in advance. There was no discussion with me about it. Just, this is what you’re getting.

Simple as that, the clerk pulled out a cheap trombone considered a student model. He opened the case to show me the instrument, which unscrewed in the middle and was stored in two parts. This trombone didn’t have the look of a well-crafted metal instrument. Other kids playing trombone owned better models, some with two-colored metal that held a shine, had a larger bell, and produced better sound. I didn’t receive an explanation. They didn’t show me any of these other models, certainly none of the expensive ones I would have preferred, nor did they give me a tour of the place. 

For having only been in the fifth grade, I remember a lot of detail about the whole thing. I sensed I’d missed an important musical milestone. I suppose I should have recognized going to this store as unusual enough, because my father actually spent money on me. Like so many parents in the post-WWII decades who grew up during the Great Depression, he unendingly feared being broke. Anything costing more than fifty dollars was a blur to him. For my dad to buy me even the cheapest student trombone meant putting a crowbar in his wallet to pry it open. He acted, in some strange way, like he’d been robbed. Kids pick up on this sort of thing. This behavior colors events and hangs on for a lifetime.

However bad a trombone player I was, how much can I blame the trombone I got for not being a comfortable, easy-to-play instrument? Or for the instrument’s and my inability to produce a robust and pleasing sound? 

During one lesson, Dr. Hogg wanted me to produce a better tone. He had me open my jaw behind my buzzing lips, to the point my teeth were off the mouthpiece, in an attempt to improve the sound I produced. Playing with my mouth this wide was impossible, of course, but I made the effort, which left me feeling even more incapable of playing well.

“How much do you practice?” Hogg asked with the knowledge the answer was obviously little.

“Not enough,” I admitted. 

“If you don’t practice, you might as well take the three dollars your parents pay for this lesson and flush them down the toilet.” Hogg held up the three one-dollar bills I’d given him. “You have to practice to improve.”

He was right about this. I didn’t enjoy playing the trombone—at least not this trombone—so why practice? I kept hearing how lousy I played, so there wasn’t any reason to continue lessons after the end of that school year. 
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Chapter 3
No Prophet
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O

n an autumn afternoon a couple of weeks after I’d returned from Spain, I pulled into the weedy parking lot of Lake Music for my first cello lesson. The building is located in Lake Oswego, Oregon, on Boones Ferry Road, which was originally a pioneer dirt track leading to a ferry boat, trailblazed by Alphonso Boone, a grandson of the imperfectly remembered pioneer Daniel Boone. These little bits of history I find fascinating, however little they had to do with my musical progress. 

Lake Music shared an old flat-roofed, concrete-block building with Casa del Pollo, a Costa Rican restaurant. At the tico end of the building—tico being a friendly name Costa Ricans call themselves—were festive flags, travel posters, and the alluring smells of the ceviche served on Fridays and Saturdays. Soccer matches played perpetually on a big-screen TV. 

On the musical end of the building, things were more sedate. The side of the Lake Music building facing the busy street was painted with giant piano keys, about two octaves’ worth of black and white rectangles. On the business side, where the front entrance faces the parking lot, the aluminum-framed door proved especially hard to push open. The few windows along this stretch of wall were covered with makeshift metal grilles, suggesting the genteel incarceration of music students.

Setting aside my scorching recollection of past musical failure, I pushed open the door. Inside, a threadbare carpet formed a green pool on the floor. A wandering linoleum path snaked around the room, revealing two tired-looking cellos hung up high where little kids couldn’t reach. Two string basses on the floor stood like mountains with “Do Not Touch” signs on them. The far wall displayed a high school band’s worth of clarinets, a French horn, trumpets—always a popular choice—along with flutes and a sax.

A sheet music rack held a selection of violin books, a few for cello, and maybe one or two for viola. Teaching books for woodwinds and brass, guitar, and everything else were tucked around the other side of a drum set over by some electric pianos. Budget guitars hung like unpicked fruit, both on a distant wall and from the rack in the middle of the room. A bouquet of ukuleles painted with Hawaiian motifs illuminated a distant corner, adding a splash of color to an otherwise dreary decor. They sell a lot of ukes, I was told.

Several plastic containers were placed around the room to catch drips from the leaky roof. The wall above the register had a vast swatch of brown paint flaking off the wall due to these problems. Word was that a plan existed to fix the roof and update the building. Tim had taken over the business from his father. Ran it while earning a living teaching tennis. He also played a lot of pickleball and competed in tournaments. 

Three steps inside, a woman sitting at the front counter said, “You’re my new student. I’m Mary Ann. I’m minding the store until the regular guy gets in.”

Mary Ann brandished a massive shock of thick white hair, cut straight across her shoulders and parted down the middle. This might have been the thickest crop of hair I have ever seen. The impressive mane framed a face that could easily belong to a six-term senator or a noted philosopher.

“I’m seventy-one. I guess pretty old to be starting cello—way older than most of your students,” I said.

“I’m seventy-seven, so there,” Mary Ann replied with a breezy smile. “I teach all ages. My youngest student is two. He wants to be an orchestra conductor.”

“That’s pretty young,” I replied, wondering how Mary Ann managed four different kinds of instruments and what sort of background brought her to Lake Music. “You teach other instruments, too?”

“Violin’s my primary instrument,” she explained. 

“Interesting. I wondered who my teacher would be,” I said. 

The regular clerk arrived, so Mary Ann led me back to a narrow corridor that ran along the front of the store. These were the small rooms with grated windows you could see from out front.

“This is my teaching studio. It’s small and cramped. Freezing cold too. I’m going to turn on the heater.” The smallest space heater ever made sat on the floor in the corner. It was the size of a toaster but produced less heat.

To get a feel for the dimensions of this studio, think of the smallest closet in the crummiest apartment you’ve ever lived in. Cram into that space a storage box of Mary Ann’s papers, an adjustable music stand, two chairs, and a backless stool, which is preferred by string players who, I suppose, pride themselves on good posture. Then add a cello, cello case, a student, and the teacher.

Mary Ann’s studio walls were papered with concert announcements, fingerboard charts, handwritten messages about persistence, rules listing reasons to stay home when sick, and what to do about missed lessons, lending the place an edifying presentiment.

“I leave the door open to get some air in here,” Mary Ann said, settling into the wooden chair to my left. “It’s noisy, but we need to breathe.”

I sat in the chair by the door, hemmed in by the music stand in front of me and my rental instrument in its case, which leaned in the corner.

“How about you unpack your cello,” she said.

I opened the case and freed the instrument from an internal strap without damaging it. We slid the empty case out the door, where it took up most of the corridor.

I’d seen these instruments plenty of times, but never had any reason to touch a living, breathing cello. The thing that immediately struck me about the instrument was how light it was for all its size. Lifting the cello took little effort, because a cello is a wooden balloon with a neck small enough to get your whole hand around. 

“How familiar are you with the cello?” Mary Ann asked.

“First time I’ve ever held one. It’s remarkably light. Seems fragile,” I said. 

“They’re stronger than they look,” she assured me. “The design is hundreds of years old.”

The cello weighed all of eight pounds, about the same as a gallon of milk. I confirmed this on a digital bathroom scale when I got home. Still, the instrument felt so delicate, I was afraid I’d bang a hole in it or even break the thing apart before my lesson ended. Logically, you pick up the cello by the neck, though when moving the instrument around, it wanted to bump into the music stand, the corner of the chair—every edge and hard surface it came near.

Mary Ann showed me how to extend the endpin from the bottom, which raised the instrument off the floor so I could steady it between my knees and play. A simple thumbscrew loosened and tightened the hold. I’d heard it called a “spike” because it has a sharp point, but “endpin,” Mary Ann explained, is the proper name.

This began the seemingly endless process of sliding the endpin in and out to determine how high or low the cello needed to be for me to play effectively. Does the cello go on top of one knee then rest on the inside of the other? What was too high, and when did the position get too low to play? Accidently shifting the spot where the endpin stuck into the carpet changed the cello’s angle and height far more than I imagined it would.

This went on for a while until I found a position that worked for the moment. Only then did I pluck the fattest, deepest sounding string to hear how the cello sounded. Compared to the guitar, the only other stringed instrument I had ever played, the note sounded huge. The body of the instrument gently vibrated.

“You’re a violin player, you said?” I asked, and Mary Ann replied affirmatively. 

“Cello, too?” I continued.

Mary Ann smiled warmly. “I was a violinist with the Oregon Symphony Orchestra for forty-two years and the first female symphony orchestra manager in the US,” she said. 

“You were?” I leaned back in my chair, fumbling to keep the cello upright.

“Cello’s my second instrument. I studied violin and cello in college while getting a degree in musical performance,” she explained.

Mary Ann Coggins Kaza was a calm, talented professional and a peer with vast reservoirs of life and music experience. In fact, Mary Ann had been the wife of a well-known local musician, conductor, and educator. She was deeply connected throughout the musical community. 

She went on. “I’ve performed with Yo-Yo Ma, Rostropovich, Zara Nelsova, Lenny Bernstein ...” Yes, she referred to Leonard Bernstein as “Lenny.” “... Henry Mancini, Itzhak Perlman, Barbra Streisand, Doc Severinsen, Tony Bennett, and a load of other classical and contemporary musicians and conductors. Oh, and I’ve played Carnegie Hall,” she added. “I was in Lake Music six years ago buying violin strings—I like to buy local—their violin teacher had just quit, and they asked if I wanted to teach,” she explained, seated comfortably across from me. “Been here ever since.”

Hooly dooly on a cracker, I thought. The cello teacher I’d been looking for had been hiding in plain sight, ensconced in the music shop beside a Costa Rican restaurant, waiting for me to stumble in asking for lessons. She was lurking here all this time? I’d been looking in the wrong places. A cello teacher with this experience was just around the corner from where I live, after I’d resisted the place. What’s the other quote? “No prophet is accepted in his own hometown.” 

My lack of common sense caused me to suppose an affable instructor with a boatload of experience couldn’t be unearthed a few blocks from my house.

“Let’s start with the parts of the cello to acquaint you with it.” Mary Ann began at the top of the instrument where the wood curled around on itself. “The scroll is a traditional figure, the design of which is based on a nautilus. It’s the standard decoration. It sits on top of the peg box, where the tuning pegs stick out. However, some old instruments are more ornate. Sometimes they will have a lion’s head or even a dragon on them.”

From there, we worked down the cello to the four tuning pegs fit into holes in the peg box. These pegs can be turned to tune each string. 

Mary Ann didn’t stick with one topic, though her jumping around was fine with me. I didn’t stick with a single topic either. She talked about her rebuilt knees and how they made holding the cello difficult. Because she taught a lot of kids, she wore T-shirts with dinosaurs and comic book monsters with unbuttoned long-sleeve shirts over them. Her jeans were covered with sparkles all around the bottoms of the legs. “I dress like this to keep the kids relaxed and interested.”

Mary Ann seemed like she’d be a natural sitting at a campfire telling true-life stories, playing a fiddle while the trail crew slapped their hands together, hooting and hollering. She was a violin player first, after all. As Mary Ann pointed to parts of the cello, I could see her hands gave testimony to decades of playing the violin.

On a commercial communications assignment early in my freelance days, I wrote the script and interviewed farmers for a short film celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of the Cenex Co-op. “Where the customer is the company” was its slogan at the time. I interviewed several working farmers from the North Dakota and Minnesota prairies in a film studio. 

All these folks had worked outside their entire lives, grabbing, throwing, shoving, lifting, and moving heavy, awkward loads, and their hands showed their toil. A younger farmer in his mid-forties had developed muscular fingers from the strain and exercise of grasping and hauling all day. While filming his interview, he sat calmly on the couch, his hands resting palms down, one on the other. He told story after story about his career on the family farm. Working outside in weather, exercising all day long. Using his hands every day, day after day.

Similarly, Mary Ann’s hands were powerful. Every knuckle distinct, lean, with experienced fingers and blunt fingertips, callused on the left hand from pressing on steel strings while moving them quickly and accurately in time with the music. Her hands told stories. 

“The tuning pegs, one for each string. You turn them to adjust the pitch. They only get looser, never tighter over time.” She leaned toward the instrument, pointing out the two pegs on each side. “Each peg is tapered so it has a pressure fit, wood to wood. When the weather changes, they’ll likely come loose. Might even fall out—happens all the time. One young student’s tuning pegs all fell out last time the weather changed, and the bridge collapsed,” Mary Ann explained. “The mother called, and I told her it wasn’t the student’s fault.”

She pointed to the bridge—the flat piece of carved wood holding up the strings between the nut at the top of the ebony fingerboard—and the tail piece, the narrow black board at the bottom of the cello. Then Mary Ann explained the C-bouts, the curved indentations at the waist of the cello. “These are inset so the bow doesn’t hit the body of the instrument as it reaches across the string. They also help reinforce the instrument. The round top of the cello is the upper bout, and the curved bottom, the lower bout. How ’bout that?” 

“Ha,” I said.

She went on to run through the other high points of the instrument. In front, the F-holes, so named for their shape, provide an opening to let out sound toward the audience. Each is marked with notches indicating where to place the bridge. 

Next, Mary Ann talked about the fine tuners, the four screws at the top of the tail piece, used to micro-adjust the pitch. 

I had roughly set the height of the cello by lengthening the endpin, but Mary Ann delivered a thorough explanation anyway. “On the bottom of the cello, an endpin slides in and out. It’s adjusted to hold the cello at the best height for the individual cellist,” she explained. “Let’s have a look.”
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