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Playing The Low Note

“I can’t do it! It just doesn’t work right!” 
Jake muttered. “I quit!”

“Jake, you expect too much of yourself. You 
just got it yesterday. It is going to take some 
time for you to play it,” his mother advised. “Your 
aunt didn’t learn to play in a day. She’s been 
playing the penny whistle for most of her life.”

“I don’t understand.” Jake answered. “I can’t 
get the low note. Every time I try, it squeaks an 
octave up. I think there is something wrong with 
this thing. I don’t think it can play the low note.”

“Jake, your aunt wouldn’t give you a penny 
whistle that was defective. Why don’t you call 
your Aunt Sally tonight and see if she can tell 
you what to do. Just put it aside for now and we’ll 
call her after supper.”
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Jake wasn’t happy, but he knew his mother 
was right. Besides, his aunt was able to make 
the penny whistle play two full octaves the night 
before. He did wish he could get a tune out of it 
without his aunt’s help.

“So, Aunt Sally, it just won’t play the low 
note. There must be something wrong with it 
after all,” Jake told her on the phone that night. 
“I think we’ll have to return it.”

“Jake, I know just what you are talking 
about. You are just blowing too hard. The penny 
whistle uses only 6 finger holes to play 16 notes. 
The hardest note to play is the lowest, when all 
your fingers are closing up the finger holes. That 
note is called the fundamental. You need to blow 
very lightly to get it to play. Ask your mother to 
hold the phone for you while you try.”
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“Cover the lowest 3 holes with the first 
three fingers of your right hand and the upper 
three holes with the first three fingers of your 
left hand. Now blow very softly. Let me hear you 
play it.”

Jake followed her directions. He covered the 
holes with his fingertips and breathed into the 
mouthpiece very lightly. A soft, low note came 
from the penny whistle. 

“There it is Aunt Sally! There it is! You’re 
right, I was blowing too hard and getting a note 
an octave higher!”

“Jake, I had the same problem when I 
started playing. If you blow too hard you get an 
overtone. The overtone is a full octave higher. 
That’s how you get more notes. The penny whistle 
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can play seven pitches by using the fingering I 
showed you last night. By changing how hard you 
blow into it you get another seven pitches. The 
toughest note to play is the fundamental since 
it is so easy to blow too hard, especially when 
you want to be heard. You’re going to do fine. 
You have a good ear. I’ll bet you will be playing 
tunes in a day or two. Just remember to practice 
playing a scale on it so that you begin to feel 
where the next note you want is. You did look at 
the booklet that came with it didn’t you?”

Jake groaned. He had forgotten all about 
the little booklet that came with the instrument. 
“No, I forgot about that. I’ll read that as soon as 
I get off the phone.”
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“OK Jake. Why don’t you give the phone back 
to your mother and look over the booklet.”

“Thanks Aunt Sally. You’re the best! And 
thanks again for the penny whistle. Wait until you 
come next time, you’re in for a concert!”

Jake handed the phone to his mother and 
left to find the instruction sheet that came 
with the penny whistle. The little booklet had 
fingering diagrams for how to play a scale. It 
even described how you could play another note 
at each finger position by blowing hard enough to 
get an overtone. The lowest note for each finger 
position was the fundamental. The overtone 
would be an octave higher. 



Jake knew from his own experience how 
difficult it was to get the fundamental when 
all the holes were covered. All penny whistles 
have a fundamental when all the finger holes are 
covered. A bigger penny whistle will have a lower 
fundamental when the finger holes are covered. 
Different sized penny whistles have different 
fundamentals.

Jake could hardly wait to get started. He 
knew it would take some work, but he knew he 
was going to learn to play his new instrument 
soon.
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