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The Story of a Trombone
In 1996, my friend Kauko Kahila (1920–2013, and bass trombonist of the Boston Symphony, 1952–1972)1 
sent me a grainy photocopy of a short story about a trombone. The margin contained a handwritten date,  
July 1975. I read it quickly, chuckled, and filed it away. In those days before the explosion of the internet, I 
didn’t think to share it with anyone else, and I soon forgot about it. That is, until a few weeks ago when, looking 
for something else, I found it in my hand. This time I paid more attention. Through my many decades of 
research about the trombone, I’ve learned a lot about the trombone’s literature. But as I looked more carefully 
at “The Story of a Trombone” by Mrs. Frank M’Carthy,2 I realized that it had been written nearly 150 years ago 
in 1875, not 1975, and that got me thinking about the trombone in literature.3

Like many trombonists, I’ve been aware of brief mentions of the trombone in fictional literature—plays, 
short stories, novels, operettas—in the late nineteenth century. For instance, we remember that Nanki-
Poo wandered around China, “assuming the disguise of a second trombone,” in Gilbert and Sullivan’s The 
Mikado (1885),4 but his trombone was not a central part of the operetta. As the twentieth century dawned, the 
trombone found its way into more and more literature, mostly as a tangential character. In George Bernard 
Shaw’s play, Major Barbara (1905), Barbara, a Salvation Army officer, utters the memorable line, “Many a 
sinner has played his way into heaven on the trombone, thanks to the Army,” and Adolphus Cusins says, of 
Lady Britomart’s husband, “The Prince of Darkness played his trombone like a madman; its brazen roarings 
were like the laughter of the damned.”5

Much later the trombone emerged as a central subject of a story or book. Nowhere is this more evident 
than in children’s literature, where by the late twentieth century, the trombone was the frequent subject of both 
historical and fictional stories. These include The Great Turkey Creek Monster (James Flora, 1976), Tomahawks 
and Trombones (Barbara Mitchell, 1982), This is the Bear and the Scary Night (Sarah Hayes, 1991), Miss Violet’s 
Shining Day (Jane Breskin Zalben, 1995), Zin! Zin! Zin: a Violin (Lloyd Moss, 1995), The Case of the Puzzling 
Possum (Cynthia Rylant, 2001), Woof: A Love Story (Sarah Weeks, 2009), T.O.A.D.–Trombone Ollie and 
Dyslexia (John R. Rossbacher, 2011), Little Melba and Her Big Trombone (Katheryn Russell-Brown, 2014), and 
Mr. Fitch Joins the Band (Emmy Rozanski, 2016).6 For adults, books that centrally feature the trombone have 
also been on the rise in recent years, including Trombone: A Novel (Craig Nova, 1996), Audition and Other 
Stories (Roger Hecht, 2013), and Tears and Trombones (Nancy Lee Woody, 2014).

While further research may yield a different conclusion that what I learned in my brief exploration of the 
subject, it seems that Mrs. Frank M’Carthy’s “The Story of a Trombone,” published in Harper’s New Monthly 
Magazine in July 1875, may be the prototypical trombone short story. Of the author little is known, including 
her first name. She wrote nine stories for Harper’s between 1871 and 1879, but they represent her complete 
known literary output.7 In 1915, Elliot O’Donnell praised Mrs. M’Carthy as a famous Irishwoman who lived 
in the United States and, he said, “was one of the best-known magazine writers of the latter part of the last 
century.”8 But apart from this? Crickets. We seem to be left only with her stories, including her charming if 
implausible tale—The Story, not A Story—of a trombone, full of conflict, romance, drama, rescues, and a 
happy ending, as well as illustrations by the noted artist Charles Stanley Reinhart. For readers who might find 
some of the Victorian-era vocabulary and references to be unfamiliar, I have provided a glossary at the end 
of the article. Enjoy.
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Page 225, Column 1
The blast of this trumpet over my head is worse to 
me than that of the angel Gabriel to a condemned 
soul. Only two angels in the Bible are given names; 
Michael and Gabriel. Gabriel appears in the Old 
Testament in the books of Daniel and Ezekiel; his 
only appearance in the New Testament is in Luke’s 
gospel, where he announces the birth of Jesus to 
shepherds near Bethlehem. The reference to Gabriel’s 
role in blowing a trumpet to a condemned soul at 
the great judgment at the end of time comes from 
John Donne who, in Paradise Lost (1667), wrote 
that Gabriel, “blew His trumpet, heard in Oreb 
[Mt. Sinai, or Mt. Horeb] since perhaps when God 
descended [the giving of the Ten Commandments], 
and perhaps once more to sound at general doom 
[the last judgment].”

fortnight. Two weeks

the woman in the fairy tale told over the fatal beans. 
The reference to this fairy tale is obscure. The most 
comprehensive index of fairy tales and mythology, 
Stith Thompson’s Motif-Index of Folk-Literature: 
A Classification of Narrative Elements in Folktales, 
Ballads, Myths, Fables, Mediaeval Romances, 
Exempla, Fabilaux (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1955–1958) does not include any 
tales of beans that caused death.

quaint old hymn of Heber’s. English bishop Reginald 
Heber (1783–1826) wrote fifty-seven hymns, the 
most familiar of which is “Holy, Holy, Holy,” which 
is usually sung to the tune NICEA by John B. Dykes.

a little French song, [. . .] “Jamais, jamais.” Jamais 
= never. Many French songs include the refrain, 
“jamais, jamais,” including the renaissance–era song 
“O couart amy, Amy à demy, Ne l’aymés jamais 
jamais jamais,” and Fromental Halévy’s “La France 
a l’horreur du servage,” with its refrain “Guerre aux 
tyrans! jamais, jamais en France,” from his opera 
Charles VI, 1843.

Page 225, Column 2
fetid. Unpleasant smelling

antediluvian strata. The passage compares the 
author’s indifference to the condition of his fellow 
members of humankind to the inability of a fossil 
(trapped in layers—strata—of hardened sediment) 
to do anything. The word antediluvian was coined by 
Thomas Browne (1605–1682) to describe the period 
between the fall of Adam and Eve and the Biblical 
flood. In this view, antediluvian strata would have 
been deposited during the flood.

Page 226, Column 1
mignonette. A grey/green color like the color of the 
reseda plant

the leader’s exactions. A reference to the demands 
of the leader (conductor) of Rigaud’s unidentified 
musical ensemble in which he plays trombone.

plaint. An accusation

Page 226, Column 2
Lucifer. The devil

Old Parleyvou. A deprecatory reference to the fact 
that Rigaud is a Frenchman.

lavish. Luxurious. The reference is to Van Tassel 
having both time and money on his hands.

Page 227, Column 1
chintz-covered furniture. Furniture covered with a 
calico patterned textile. Today, chintz or chintzy has 
come to refer to something that is cheap or of poor 
quality.

wainscoting. Wood paneling, usually on walls of 
rooms

the good Sisters. Nuns

The Story of a Trombone 
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Page 227, Column 2
“I should go to the devil.” The reference is to Van 
Tassel’s belief that if Thérèse were to go to a convent, 
he would be on the road to ruin.

stinted stabs. stinted = frugal or scanty. Therefore, 
Van Tassel’s breathing was short and shallow.

Page 228, Column 1
remonstrances. Forceful protests/forceful protesting

pantaloons. Loose fitting, baggy trousers

craven. Lacking in courage; cowardly

Page 228, Column 2
iron cap. A fireman’s helmet, although most early 
helmets were made of leather.

lusty. Strong

murder. A use of a now archaic definition of 
“murder,” meaning, “defeat.”

Page 229, Column 1
perdition. Eternal damnation

abode. A house or residence

Page 229, Column 2
rent. A tear, opening, or gap
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