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Blues for Tommy 

I was fourteen and I’d spent almost the entire year harping on at my parents to buy me 

an electric guitar so I could live out my rock and roll fantasies. My persistence had finally 

paid off on Christmas morning when I plugged a shiny new black guitar into a silver-faced 

Fender amplifier …and instantly started to make the most god-awful noise you have ever 

heard.  

By Boxing Day, I was a broken man. I had assumed that it would be as easy as the 

guys on the telly made it look. I would just pick up the guitar and I would just know how to 

play it. Then all I had to do was write a few awesome tunes, find some like minded souls to 

start a band and I’d be on my way to rock superstardom before teatime. Sadly, it seemed, real 

life was not so simple. Within a week, I had decided to retire from the guitar hero business. 

 

A few weeks later, I was lying on my bed, loud music blasting from the record player 

when my mum walked in and started speaking. 

‘Huh?’ 

She walked over to the record player and twisted the volume knob to a more 

conversation friendly level.  

‘I said: Can I have a word?’ 

She sat down on the edge of the bed and looked over at the corner of my room where 

the guitar and amplifier stood. A fine coat of dust covered them both. 

‘I, um, that is… I broke all the strings.’ In an attempt to make something resembling 

music come out I’d started to fiddle with the guitar until one by one the strings had snapped. 

It was as if they would rather commit suicide than tolerate my ham-fisted efforts any longer. 

‘Why don’t you go into town and get some new ones with your paper round money?’ 
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‘I dunno,’ I hesitated before going on. I had harped on so much to get the guitar and 

yet here I was about to admit that I’d given up on it. ‘Well, the thing is… I don’t know if I 

want to play the guitar any more…’ There, I’d said it. 

‘I see.’ 

I was thrown off balance. She was taking it very well. I had expected her to at least 

put on her patented I’m very disappointed with you face.  

‘I mean, it’s just that it’s much harder to play than I thought it would be.’ 

‘Well, you have only been playing for a few weeks. Maybe you should stick it out a 

little longer.’ 

I made a face. Was she insane? Had she heard the strange tortured wailing it 

produced when I tried to play it? 

‘I think maybe I can help you.’ 

‘Eh? How?’ 

‘It just so happens that I was speaking to Christine across the road yesterday and she 

told me that her Tommy could give you lessons.’ 

‘Tommy? You mean Hippy Tommy?’ 

Tommy was a local joke - a throwback that had never quite left the 70’s behind. He 

was the only man in town who still wore flares and he shambled through the streets, always 

slightly stooped over as if he was carrying a heavy weight on his back. Most of the 

neighbours viewed him with a mixture of disdain and barely concealed amusement. The kids 

in our street (myself included) would make fun of his clothes and his drawly West-coast 

accent.  

‘Yes, Kevin, that Tommy. Christine says he heard you playing and mentioned that he 

could give you a few tips if you were interested.’ 

‘I didn’t know he played guitar.’ 
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‘Christine says that he used to be in a band when he was younger.’ 

‘No way.’ I was struggling to take in this new information. I had a sudden vivid flash 

of Tommy in full Woodstock mode having a Jimi Hendrix style guitar freak-out in front of a 

stoned audience of his fellow hippies.  

‘It may surprise you to learn this Kevin but we were all young once you know. I’m 

sure that Tommy had to start somewhere just like you.’ 

‘I suppose.’ 

‘Anyway, I told Christine you would pop over Friday night to see Tommy.’ She dug a 

five-pound note out of her purse. ‘Here, go get yourself some new strings.’ I took the 

crumpled fiver from her. ‘And don’t tell your dad I gave you the money – you know what 

he’s like.’ 

 

Friday night found me standing outside Tommy’s door with guitar and amplifier in 

hand. I had spent five minutes outside the gate carefully watching out for anyone from 

school. If word got out that I was going to see Tommy, I would never hear the end of it. I 

looked over my shoulder one last time before rattling the letterbox. I could see his shadowy 

shape through the frosted glass as he shambled towards the door to let me in.  

‘Awright man, come in. Let me grab your gear for you.’ He had a droopy moustache 

and a shaggy mane of dark red hair that fell onto his shoulders. A pair of thick bushy brows 

framed his eyes.  

He took my stuff while I stepped over the threshold and followed him down the short 

hallway to the living room.  

Tommy sat down and pulled my guitar out of its case and cast a critical eye over it. 

‘Nice axe, man. Very nice.’ 

‘Is it?’ 
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‘Aye, it’s got a good straight neck on it. What happened to the strings?’ 

I felt my face go deep red as I told him about my attempts at tuning up.  

Tommy laughed and slapped his knee. ‘No worries, man we can soon fix that. You 

got any more?’ 

‘More what?’ 

‘Strings.’ 

‘I bought some more in town but I’m not sure how to put them on properly. I didn’t 

want to snap them all again.’ 

‘No sweat. Give them over and I’ll show you how to do it.’ 

The process took him all of five minutes. When he was done, he grabbed the strings 

and pulled hard on them. 

‘You have to stretch them a wee bit or it will just go out of tune again as soon as you 

start playing.’ He tweaked the machine heads and strummed a chord. It was the first proper 

musical sound I’d heard the thing make. ‘There you go,’ he said, handing the guitar back to 

me. ‘Go plug it in and I’ll get mine and we’ll have a bit of a jam.’ 

‘But I can’t play anything!’ I said, full of panic. 

‘Chill out wee man. Just relax. I’ll show you a couple of easy chords and you’ll be all 

set. Here, try this.’ He gently took my fingers and started placing them on the guitar’s strings. 

‘Ok, give it a go.’ 

I brushed my pick against the strings – it was as if I was scared they were going to 

bite me. I cringed, waiting for the usual tuneless racket to emerge. Instead what I heard was a 

sound close to the one Tommy made but not quite right. 

‘Push down a wee bit harder with your fingers and try it again.’ 
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I followed his instructions and, within a short space of time, I had managed to almost 

master three different chords. Ok, I couldn’t change from one to the next without fumbling 

and stumbling but it was major progress as far as I was concerned. 

He got up and headed for the door. ‘Back in a flash.’ 

He returned a couple of minutes later with his own guitar clutched in one hand. 

Tommy’s guitar was a sorry looking beast. The paint was yellowed and chipped, 

battle scars accumulated in countless pub gigs. The pickups and machine heads were dull and 

pitted with age and corrosion. Its rosewood fingerboard showed the wear of many years' 

playing. The ends of the strings projected carelessly from the headstock like a shock of 

thinning steel hair.  

‘Let’s hear those chords again.’  

I strummed the three chords he had shown me. I realised that I didn’t even know what 

they were called. 

Tommy started to play and became transformed. His long nicotine-stained fingers 

became one with the neck of the guitar and, with a flick of his wrist; he began to coax a 

languid melody from its dark tarnished strings. He wasn’t even looking at the neck of his 

guitar. Instead, his eyes had taken on a kind of thousand-yard stare as he played; half closed 

as his fingers wrung notes from the strings with the minimum of effort. He made it sound as 

if the notes were hidden there the whole time just waiting for him to set them free. He hit one 

final note, gently vibrating it with his finger to make it ring out.  

‘Just a wee warm up,’ he said taking a sip from his mug of home brew.  

I was astonished. ‘Can you teach me to do that?’ 

‘Oh aye,’ he laughed. ‘But probably not by the time Christine gets back from her 

bingo.’ He put his mug down again and picked up his guitar. ‘Now, play those chords again 

but this time, do it like this.’  
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He strummed a different rhythm and I tried gamely to copy him. After a few runs 

through he would switch to lead playing and I would continue strumming. I felt like someone 

who had just had the stabilisers taken off their bike. It was exhilarating and terrifying all at 

the same time.  

I started to go round every Friday. Tommy would watch patiently as my clumsy 

fingers fumbled nervously around notes and chords that he made look effortless. He would 

nod and offer further words of encouragement – usually accompanied by a mug of slightly 

flat home brew. 

‘Remember wee man,’ he would say while I tried once again to hack through the 

chords to House of the Rising Sun. ‘play it don’t slay it.’ 

 At first, it was agonising. Playing those chords required a conscious act of will. I 

would stare at the fret board and strain desperately to remember the simple chord shapes that 

Tommy had shown me. At times, I felt as if I was Luke Skywalker to his flare wearing Yoda.  

Tommy had more faith in my fingers than I ever did. He would talk at length about 

Jimi Hendrix, The Doors, Frank Zappa and countless other bands that I had never even heard 

of. He would press records into my hands and tell me check out Robby Krieger’s bottleneck 

playing on Moonlight Drive, or listen to Duane Allman’s slide parts on Layla – pure class. 

Tommy was determined to open my ears to a world of music beyond the hairy head-banging 

hordes that dominated my record collection in those days.  

 

I hadn’t been back to my hometown for years when a letter had arrived from my 

mum. It had contained a small clipping from the local newspaper.  

Tommy was dead. Cancer had claimed him. 

I put the paper down and pushed myself away from the kitchen table. For a moment, 

my face felt pinched and hot. My eyes started to swell, demanding release. I swallowed hard 
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and tried to fight the sensation. When my legs felt steady enough to take me, I went upstairs 

and took my guitar from its hanger on the wall and sat down on the edge of the bed, my 

fingers finding the notes of a minor chord. 

I started to play the blues for Tommy. 

 


