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PREFACE
I want to thank you for taking the time in reading this book. When it comes to the
history of bagpipes that’s just too long of a story and too many people have gone over
this history already. This book is unlike any other book about bagpipes you have ever
read. It’s not about a famous bagpiper’s story, well actually it is to a degree, or how
certain piobreachds are being played. Though I have played the bagpipes for countless
events whether military, friends or family wedding or even funerals, not just in Scotland
but around the world. I’m not going to talk about my military experiences in the British
Army or the United States Army or the bagpipe bands in which I have been involved, its
just too boring and too long. In this book I will share with you what I’ve learned about
life by sharing with you the interesting things that have happened to me over my 30 plus
years of playing the bagpipes, the many funny, sad, amazing and unusual adventures. I
have done many amusing and amazing things with this weird sounding instrument that
sounds like a dead cat and looks like an octopus, so I hope that you find some of them
as funny as I remember. Of course, coming from people that are known for their ability
to drink as well as being thrifty spencers, scots have the knack for finding great humour
in life.
From Europe to the United States and to Asia, I’ve played, seen, and done so
many things because of this wonderful instrument including playing over 300 weddings
and events. I’ve had the opportunity over the years to play for some well known and
some not so well known people. One thing that always amazes me is discovering a
person’s feeling towards the bagpipes, half having the general opinion of liking this loud
and unusual instrument, and the others half either don’t but have a certain opinion about
them at all or can’t stand them. Yes this instrument is loud, but give it a chance! At
weddings, parties and such arena of celebration the clatter of joy will only increase with
this supposed noise.
The bagpipes brought together my wife and I and it has also brought me great
sadness in the loss of my best friend in September of 2004. I also would like to say that
of course for personal reasons I won’t say the names of the people actually involved in
the stories I relay in this book, so if your are a bride and groom that I have preformed for
no worries. I do hope that some of these people might read this book and remembering
the events mentioned here, pause to reflect and laugh about what happened because
now they are looking at it from the outside in.
My wife and I had done weddings together for over six years when I was asked to
start writing down what I’ve seen and done when it comes to the this great instrument.
So with a laptop, paper, and many, many hours of doing research, racking my brain and
cups of coffee from Starbucks, Tully’s, Costa, Coffee Bean and more I finally sat down
and started writing down what I had done.
So how does a person start writing about their life when it comes to playing the
bagpipes at weddings, parties and such? It’s not really that hard when I thought about
it. I just sat down and started to write my experiences down many of these were
experiences that a lot of pipers in the world could only dream about many I hope they
don’t. Through all the events that I have been paid to do, it was never the money that I

was after. I’ve never really charged high prices for my services because I was out there
for the fun of playing the pipes and seeing the joy it brought to people. It wasn’t until I
met my wife that I started or made by her really to charge a certain amount, what she
said was an amount that professionals deserved.
Now I’m not the most experience piper or the most famous piper in the world and
thank god for that. I’d hate to be the gentleman that plays for the queen every morning
or the gentleman that plays for the chief of the Clan MacLeod at Dunvegan Castle in
Scotland. I just happened to be at the right place at the right time, like meeting my wife
during a wedding, but I also seem to have the incredible knack of getting into trouble,
either due to the kilt, the accent or both giving me some great stories to share. I do
hope you enjoy and get some laughter out of them. I sure do and man am I a nut
sometimes.
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IN THE BEGINNING!
So like everyone I was born, but I was born into a family that had aristocratic
beginnings from Cumbria, Cambridgeshire and Dorset. My family history included an
ancestor that invented the water closet or what is called now the bathroom. He gave it
as a present to Queen Elizabeth I for her birthday, and man what a present that must
have been! “Here you go your majesty, a place that you can go shit in private”.
This family also is famous for being in many battles throughout English and
Scottish history, Henry ‘Chips’ Channon who helped Britain during World War 2, a few
family members in the British Parliament and a football star. The most interesting part
of the Channon history is ours family’s crest. Got to love a family that has a woman’s
scalp, red head too, held by two arms as part of their crest, something I didn’t share with
my wife for many years due to her flaming red hair. They’ll get far I think. There’s a
history about that crest but that’s for later.
Things were a little hard for me and my younger sister to get away with or do
growing up. Things like getting by with not practicing our lessons whether it be the
piano, school or chores around the house, never giving us a lot of free time to run
around the neighborhood. Probably why today I am a little bit more of a child when it
comes to having fun. My parents were hard on us, but fair. It allowed me to become
the bagpiper I am today, fair to people but also understanding on where people come
from. My father was in the Navy and other military branches which meant we moved
almost everywhere the British and American governments had bases, and my mother
was a teacher of music in the local primary schools hence the reason they were both
incredibly hard on us, making us both spend a lot of time practicing our music or to be a
proper gentlemen and lady. My mum’s part German, part Scottish, so when thinking
back I always think she was strict like most German’s are with things. “Practice,
Practice, Practice” she would also say to us, sometimes hitting me with a ruler. I always
saw something else though, getting easily distracted. My younger sister Liz was born
four years after me making it, at first cool to have a younger sibling. Like everyone we
had a fun growing up together, but like all siblings we also had fights here and there.
One time I can remember on a plane to see my German grandmother, my sister in a fit
of anger over something I was teasing her about, (it’s ok I deserved it), took a model
metal plane that the airline had given her and stuck it in my head, “ouch” is not the word
I was thinking about. Blood everywhere, the plane had to land at a different airport and
the other passengers giving us hateful looks. Even today I still have the scar on my
head. Lucky girl though, because if something like that had happened today she might
have been a guest at Guantanamo Bay. Plus this is probably why the toy planes are
plastic today. I got her back later however, I stuck her in the dryer once, so much fun!
I went to normal schools, some private some not so private, but because my father
was in the military we moved all over the place and I never stayed at one school too
long. I can still remember one house I lived in on an Indian Reservation in New Mexico
where a Native American boy, the chief’s son, while playing thought we try to scalp
each other just for fun. I mean we actually did try to scalp one another. Your thinking
that must have hurt, well of course it did but I have a hard head, just ask my wife! I

came running home to my mum crying with blood running down my face and a piece of
my scalp flapping in the wind. I can only imagine what my parents thought, as my mum
promptly passed out right in front of me. My dad taking me in the bathroom and
washing me off before we went to the hospital. Got to be presentable in public, I guess.
Being part of a musical family it was easy for me to make contacts to play for
weddings and other such things from an early age. My father plays the organ and piano
and had been playing for as long as I could remember. He was trained at Salzburg
University in Austria. He joking used to say he learned while sitting on top of Mozart
while he practiced. He still plays the organ at his local church when he has time. As
does my mother who still to this day teaches youngsters the art of playing the piano
even having recitals twice a year boring the hell out of the kids parents each time.
My parent’s musical knowledge and love of everything classical, medieval and
ancient led to my first album being JS Bach, which shaped my life in such a way that
music was always going to be a strong part of my life. This education I received from
them included giving me an early taste of music by learning the piano. I tried and tried,
but I couldn’t play as well as they did, and soon fell behind in the many concerts that my
mother gave over the years. It was just not for me, being stuck in one room for many
hours, just not my cup of tea. My grandfather whom I first learned about the bagpipes
from, told me once that there are two distinct differences between the bagpipes and the
piano. The bagpipes first were older than the piano, making it one of the oldest
instruments in the world behind the drum and voice. The other was if you suck at
playing the piano you can’t leave the room because the dam thing is so big while the
people are throwing apples and eggs at you. I saw it happen once! With the bagpipes
you can at least walk out and leave the room, which was excellent. I’ve heard some
pipers over the years play on Princes Street in Edinburgh, Scotland and in harbor area
in front of the Empress Hotel in Victoria, Canada and I really wished they did just that,
walk away.
When I decided to play the pipes it was at a young age after spending those many
hours stuck to the piano but I didn’t really think that I’d be making a career of it at the
time or anything of the sort when I was young. It was just something to do and it got me
way from the piano. After a trip to England and Scotland to see family there, I was
introduced to this great instrument that would change my life. This decision came after
seeing my grandfather one day walking down the beach with this strange instrument on
his shoulder playing this haunting music that drifted my way. My Grandfather had a
fabulous history himself as does his bagpipes with playing for the Black Watch and
landed at Normandy on D-Day and fighting through Europe.
My grandfather who at this time was an Episcopal minister, would tell me about the
glories of the Scottish regiments that conquered the world for the British crown and how
the bagpipes made history where ever they went in the world. He was from the Dorset
area of England, where most Channon’s are from in our lineage and told me story after
story of what Scotland had been like, almost making it a fantasy for me. So ever since
then, around 5 years old, it became my life’s dream to play this instrument, which
happened of course later that year. However I found that living in New Orleans at the
time, a part of the US that was almost anti-British, being a large French area of America
it was very hard to find people to teach me. So I started to learn on my own and ended
up doing very well at it myself. When visiting my grandfather back in Britain these times

were special not only because it was time with him hearing the many stories of Scotland
yet again, hence my love of history but it was also intense lesson after lesson with him
which added to my learning experience. This is were my joy for playing for people
came from, which is the key to my existence now, thus preserving the enjoyment and
the beauty of this instrument even when in this modern day it is still considered an
instrument of war in the United Kingdom.
Many beginners playing the pipes don’t have a problem being shy for you are
usually learning to play in front of hundreds of people at competitions such as highland
games or with bands usually within the first year of starting up the pipes. Not me! It
took a while for me to get used to it several years in fact, and sometimes depending on
who I’m playing for, I was almost shitting in my pants, or kilt really. Such as when I
played for the Queen or Princess Diana and there are a few others I still get a little
nervous about playing for. I admit I am a perfectionist and don’t like to play a tune
unless it’s perfect. For shyness or performing they say that if you think of people naked
you can get through anything, not me, it never did work when I played. Playing for
some of the most important people in this world was both an honor and is very taxing on
my nerves so how do you picture the Queen naked, ahhhhhh. It is just is not done.
One reason it took me longer to get used to learning and playing the pipes was the
amount of learning disabilities I have had to overcome, many were not discovered until
much later in my life. Even today I still have problems with my disabilities, such as
dyslexia, not normal dyslexia either, well if anything is normal about it or if you can call
dyslexia normal to any degree. I’ve got an extreme case of it, especially with numbers,
seeing numbers upside down giving me problems even doing math in my mind. I can
read a book at a normal pace however I can’t remember what I’ve read most of the time
as soon as I reach the end of the page, meaning that I will have to read things two or
three times to retain their meaning.
This also happens when I try to read or learn music which becomes twice as
difficult with the bagpipes as the music has to be memorized, no sheet music can be
carried while your walking or rather marching, very hard unless you have a third arm. I
can learn music quiet easily but can’t remember how to play it ten minutes later. I can
read and talk, but I guess the messages that go from the brain to the mouth get messed
up, making speech sometimes even very hard and embarrassing, unless I concentrate.
This is why I have used humor to a certain degree in my life however with the bagpipes
there is no need, they carry the conversation for themselves.
I also received the gift of Hyper Tension Disorder. This was diagnosed when I was
around 10 years old making it even harder for me to learn things because I couldn’t sit
still for longer than a few minutes. I would get bored, probably why the piano was so
hard to take, making me want to do something else because I hear, see, or smell
something that might be more fun, so I would leave. Hate it! Still today I have to
concentrate to get through things. If you ask my wife, she’ll says it complicates even
our holidays to this day for they are never the relaxing sit on the beach type, always on
the go that’s me but it has led to some great adventures for the two of us around the
world. I find it entertaining to take her to the many place I have lived and visited over
the years, if nothing else than to see her reaction.
Over the years I’ve been discriminated against because of my disabilities,
especially when dealing with universities. It has been a struggle to achieve the

schooling that I have. One university I attended in the US had the best disability office
that I can remember. They were able to deal with my disabilities, even helped me work
through them. My disabilities, many caught so late in life, have made it hard to just
learn a technique once on how to overcome, the struggles are constant and need
constant assistance. I have found that a number of universities I have attended, both in
the US and UK, are unable to handle someone with disabilities especially not someone
with multiple disabilities, even to the point that I failed classes because the teachers,
staff, and the disabilities office didn’t know how to handle a student with my problems.
They just weren’t trained right. I ended up having to fight to get anything done. Oh I
hate being the test subject in things don’t you? However this seemed to be the case
with most of my education fighting to get anywhere. Over the years I’ve tried to fight
and help children who have these disabilities that have dragged my life around. Its the
least I can do.
Yet another problem that I’ve experienced over the years is when I wore my kilt.
It’s a piece of Scottish history, however to soem, just clothing. Once, in order to
celebrate St. Andrew’s Day while living in New England, I decided to wear my kilt to
school. Since you can’t find good haggis in the U.S., wearing a kilt was the next best
thing. So I walked to school, which I did everyday, wearing my Donald Clan kilt and
went to my classes. At lunch time, a teacher came up to me and asked me to go to the
head teacher’s office, which I did. I got there wondering what I might have done. this
school didn’t have a dress codeand I was wearing something under my kilt, which would
bring me bad luck, but I didn’t want to get arrested or upset someone at school. So I
waited. The head teacher brought me into his office and we talked for about half an
hour. With him asking me things like, “Why are you wearing a dress to school son?” I
replied, “This isn’t a dress; it’s called a kilt and in Scotland it’s their national dress, sir.”
The head teacher response was, “This isn’t Scotland.” I love that response. To me,
that’s how simple minded a person is, as well as a cop-out for not understanding
something. The head teacher went on to say, “and wearing that dress here to school
has disrupted your classes and brought chaos to this school.” He got up and walked
over to lay his hand on my shoulder then said, “son,” (I hate it when people called me
that) “I understand why you want to wear it but if you don’t take it off, I’m going to have
to suspend you for the rest of the day.” Well, I took the suspension and came back to
school with no worries in my mind the next day. I felt strongly about wearing my kilt and
that I had done nothing wrong. Why do other cultures get to wear their national cothes
or costumes? So why can’t a Scotsman wear his? I was thinking this when I was called
again to go to the main office, but this time it was to see th psychiatrist. I had never
seen one before so this was a wee bit scary for me. I got into his office and sat down
not really understanding why I was there. He started by saying, “So I was informed that
you are wearing dresses. Now what can you tell me about that son?” I explained what I
had worn was a kilt and went into the history of it, expressing im a strong way that I was
not wearing a dress. The meeting only took about fifteen minutes but I left being told
that he was going to watch me the rest of the week and talk to me again in the future.
He never did talk to me after my father raised a bit of hell informing the head teacher
and the psychiatrist that they were both idiot Americans, and much much more - or so I
believed. Got t love ignorance in people.

After I left the US Army in 2000, yes I served in two armies. It’s great, and even I
sometimes get confused, which uniform to wear, which way to salute, which way to
march. Oh I’m surprised I lived through it. I ended up having another problem though
added on to my CV of disabilities due to my military service. I received a disorder called
PTSD, or Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. I can’t go into why I got it because it pains
me too much to talk about it. I can say that being diagnosed with it has made my life
even harder for me to contend with. However it is better to be diagnosed then to
wonder what is wrong with me. Everyday I have to take a pill that keeps my brain in
order, but if I miss one pill, oh boy, watch out sheep here comes daddy. But at least her
Majesty awarded me for my effort of doing my job in the tough world we live in.
Stepping back a bit however before the military while living in Seattle, Washington
during high school I had the chance to join a high school band which again I thought
was a great, this time my luck was working for me. Shorecrest High School, had the
only pipe band in Washington State at that time which was great for me. Some of my
friends or who I always thought were my friends joined up as well, because wearing a
kilt, well you guys know what it does for a growing boy with hormones! We had fun
though running around the Pacific Northwest wearing a kilt and flirting with the girls. I
went everywhere with that school’s band. But after two years my parents were on the
move again, this time for the east coast. Our family moved to New England, which at
first I thought was terrible, because Seattle is a great place, but now today, I miss the
atmosphere, weather and the small villages of New England. The school I went too was
an old military school during the Victorian age called Norwich Free Academy, but now is
a private school. But even here I still went back and forth to England and Scotland to
play the pipes winning many piping competitions for my age group of under 16.
When I was done with school I had many choices given to me. Join the military,
work at Burger King, or go professional with the pipes. Well I didn’t know how to go
professional on the bagpipes, my disabilities sometimes cause me to question myself. I
saw how the military had caused our family to move around the world and cause him
problems, not even working in his own country for that matter. Well Burger King, I did it
but not long. I worked small jobs here and there, but always doing my best at them.
With my family moving around so much, I ended up travel a lot at this time. I felt like I
was a business man, part time in the US, part time in the UK and with family in the UK
that worked for the government and family in the US that worked for the government I
was spending a lot of time traveling to see both family and friends in the governments,
allowing me also to travel to other parts of the world as well. Which I took full
advantage of and saw every continent and many wonders.
There was a moment back when I was in my 20’s that then I thought was a bit
cheeky but now today I think was great. It was after the Black Watch Pipe Band was
doing a tour in the U.S. and they came by Seattle on the tour. I went down to see a few
of the pipers who were friends a long time ago and dressed up in a kilt and kit, sat and
watched the performance which I remember of course was being grand and wonderful
as only the Black Watch could do.
As the performance broke up I left walking down the hallway inside the stadium
looking at some vendors who were selling trinkets when a group of young boys ran up
to me and asked me if I was with the band. Well I wasn’t of course but before I could
say anything they all screamed like I was a rock star or something asking for my

signature on the band LP album that they had just bought. Their adult escort that was
with them just smiled and gave me the ‘ok’ look so I signed the album asking them what
the were hoping to do with their lives. Most said that they wanted to learn to play the
pipes and have fun doing it. A few said that they were looking forward to joining the
army or being famous sport stars. It was a great tiem for me and I remember it now as
a chance to hopefully show a young child that they could do everything. Hey everyone
has had that moment that was like mine to be a rock star!
So enough of me talking about boring things like my life. Now let me share some of
the many stories that I have retained in my short memory.
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