lesson one    
This course is designed for the 10-hole diatonic scale harmonicas.

How to Get One Note 3 different ways

Maybe this should have been in the first lesson, but most people can jump in and just pucker those lips into a small hole and play without a lot of thought on how to get one note. Some people are just fine with puckering and blowing. I call that the fourth style, but most people do more than just pucker. The two most common techniques I've read are the U Block and the Tongue block, but what I've learned from the guys at The Harmonica Club is the Lower Lip method.

The U Block method was the first method I learned. You roll your tongue in a U shape and place the harmonica between your tongue and upper lip.  I was so pleased when I learned how to do it, I played until I wore a hole in my tongue. Then I had to wait three days until I could play again. It was a long three days.  I still use the U block style when I want clear distinct high notes. The U Block is good for playing straight harp style tunes, but you can not get the expressions desired when playing blues style music.

The Tongue Block method used to be the "only way to play". It is usually associated with a tongue slap method. The first time I heard it played at The Harmonica Club, I dropped my mouth.  It sounded like one man playing 4 harmonicas at the same time. I refer to Tongue Blocking as "playing out the side of your mouth". Typically, you place your tongue over several holes of the harmonica and make a hole between the right side of your mouth and your tongue. You play your notes through this hole, but you can add rhythm to your song by rhythmically lifting the tongue to play the blocked holes. It's a crowd pleaser when done right.

The Lower Lip method is how I play. Here's how. Just put the harp in your moth and blow. As you blow, start tilting the harmonica up so the holes start going toward your bottom lip. As you start tilting the harp, fewer and fewer notes will be heard until you only hear one note. That's the position you want. If you tilt the harp too much you'll cut out all of the notes. You want to hold it where you can get that one note. This is the most relaxed way to play, and it leave your mouth open to add the expressions that we love to hear with the harmonica.

Wet those lips and insert the harmonica well inside your mouth. A mistake many beginners make is to try to play their instrument out on the front of their lips. It is almost impossible to get clear single notes and get that bluesy sound. Wrap those lips around the hole you are trying to play. Pucker up as if drawing through a straw. Keep those lips well moistened so your instrument slides easily back and forth. As you move your harmonica from hole to hole, move the instrument inside your mouth. Do not turn your head to move up to another hole. Concentrate on quality of tone rather than speed in changing from note to note. The harmonica sounds best when playing slow emotional tunes. Try to make your music express emotion. 

What Harmonicas to Own
The diatonic scale harmonicas are for us musical dummies. We don't have to know anything. But we do have to own a separate harmonica for each major key in which we plan to play. We could own as many as 12 harmonicas though I think you will find that 5 or 6 cover just about every song you will ever play. You can easily get by with just a C and a G harmonica if you are not going to be playing with a band.  But if you want to be prepared here are my recommendations.

1st
C

2nd
G

3rd
A

4th
D

5th
F

6th
E

7th
Bflat

I carry the first 6.  Rarely have I needed a Bflat. And the same goes for the other  keys.  If you are playing along with recordings, you may run into some of these rare keys. But when playing with a bunch of guitar players, the first 6 should do it 95% of the time.

About Brands of Diatonic Harmonicas

There's a bunch of them. I started with the Johnson Blues harp, an economical harp.  But if you have about:

 
$20 get the Honer Special 20

$25  get the Lee Oskar

$30 the Delta Frost by Bushman

There are other good harps out there. The 3 above I have personally used and can endorse.

A Simple Harmonica Notation System 

The numbering system is really quite simple. Over each word or syllable in the lyrics to a song is a number. If that number is a 4 then you blow into hole number 4. However, if it is a -4 then you draw into hole number 4.  Let me add, there are other notation systems for the harmonica, but this is a common one and the one we will use the most.
So What If You Don't Know The Songs? 

Only attempt to play familiar tunes. If you can hum it or whistle it, then you can learn to play it fairly soon. In fact, think of yourself as singing the song through your instrument and the reeds of your instrument as a substitute for your vocal chords. If none of the practice songs are familiar to you, you can order additional collections on a CD.

ONE MORE THING ABOUT HARMONICA ETIQUETTE

We DRAW notes. We DO NOT suck.. There are enough jokes on this subject. You will hear them ALL in due time.  So to avoid hassle, heckles, and social embarrassment, we DRAW on the harp.

LET'S BEGIN

Enough of the introduction. Each lesson will include helpful tips on improving your playing. Each lesson will also include a couple practice songs. (the downloaded version of these lessons includes four practice songs) Learn each song before moving on to the next lesson.

Play each line at least five times. Start slowly and increase speed with each repetition. Blow into the hole indicated unless there is a minus sign (-) in front of the number, in which case you draw through that hole. 

It is not absolutely necessary that you play clear single notes. When trying to get a blow #4, it is OK if you include holes #3 and #5. Eventually you will want to learn to play single notes. Work at it and it will come to you naturally. 

Make sure you practice every day. Your practice does not need to be for long periods of time. It is quite acceptable to practice for just five to ten minutes. In fact, it is possible to practice for too long. It may be counter productive. It is more important to practice every day, then it is to practice for a complete hour once a week.

Lesson One Songs

This land is your land

4      4-     5  5-     5-

This land is your land

 5-    4      4-  5    5

This land is my land

  5       4    5  4-   4-

From Cal-i-for-nia

-4  -4   4       -4    5   5

to the New York is-land

4        4    4-     5      5-   5-

From the red wood for-est

5-  5-    4      4-         5    5

To the Gulf Stream wat-ers

 -4     -4   4      -3     -3    4    -4     4

This land was made for you and me





     Oh Susanna

4    5       6       6  -6    6     5

 I  came from Al-a-  bam-a

 4      -4   5     5   -4   4   -4

with my ban-jo on my knee;

4      5      6   6      -6  6    5

I'm goin' to Lou-'si-an-a

4      5     5     -4   -4  4

My true love for to see.

4     5          6    6       -6   6    5   4

It   rained all night the day I left

-4    5           5  -4   4      -4

The weath-er   it  was dry;

4      5   6    6   -6   6       5    4

The sun so hot I   froze to death,

-4   5     5    -4      -4   4

Su-san-na, don't you cry.

-5    -5   -6  -6    -6    6        6      5   4  -4

Oh, Su-san-na, oh, don't you cry for me;

4       5        6       6  -6  6       5

I've come from Al-a-  bam-a

 4     -4     5    5  -4  -4   4

with my ban-jo on my knee
