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Remembering Jack Hewes
Bruce Miller
Back in the late 1970s. I was living in Virginia and attended the
Musical Box Society annual meeting. This was where I met Jack
Hewes for the first time. Not too long after that, my employer,
United Airlines, transferred me to their Seattle base. I contacted
Jack when I arrived and that began a friendship that lasted many
years. About a year after I moved to the Northwest, I drove my band
organ truck, with my Wurlitzer 153, from Michigan to Washington.
Jack was instantly ready, eager, in fact, as he always was, to help
me get the organ back into playing condition. He spent innumerable
hours removing, revoicing, and tuning pipes. He also remade the
entire bell box for the front of the organ (the one that was in the
organ was someone's poorly-made contraption that barely worked,
if at all).
Jack had a unique ability to be able to figure out innovative
things and put them into practice. Much of this came out in his
interest in automatic music. However, this ability extended to other
endeavors as well. As an example, Jack, almost single-handied,
built the large A-Frame styled house, in which he, and his wife,
Aggie, lived. A main part of the construction of the house required
the lifting of a very large wooden beam up to the peak of the structure. This beam ran the entire length of the house. Jack figured out
a way, with the aid of a number of various pivots, pulleys, etc., to
hoist this massive timber into place entirely by himself, with no
assistance from anyone else.

Jack built a Dutch-styled street organ, which became a fixture
at many band organ rallies around the country. He was always ready
to load the organ in his truck and hit the road. This organ, as many
MBSI, ABOA, and COAA members can attest, was a very sweet
sounding and well playing organ, even though Jack never really
completed his work on it. He didn’t ever get the percussion instruments (bass drum, snare drum, cymbal, etc.) built or installed. He
also planned to build and paint a facade for the organ, but this, too,
never got done. He was really more interested in playing the organ
and adding to his library of book music.
Wanting a smaller organ, Jack designed a hand crank organ.
He decided that as long as he was building one, it wouldn’t be
much more difficult to make every single part in groups of five, so
he would end up with five duplicate organs. He actually finished
two of them, and had many parts left over for the intended remaining three.
Jack designed and built an extremely clever machine for copying punched book music, well before the advent of computer assisted devices with photoelectric cells, LED's, etc. He merely inserted
the end of a music book to be copied into the device, along with a
roll of blank paper, and carbon paper, turned the crank, and out
came a perfect copy of the original book. It could copy as fast as
you could turn the crank. He was a very clever and accomplished
wood worker and machinist.
Once, after Jack and I had to put a piano up and on a dolly for
moving, he decided that there must be an easier way to raise a piano
than by using sheer brute strength. He designed, and built, a clever
device, which was actually in two parts. He merely slipped one part
under each end of any size piano, turned a crank, and the piano lifted evenly and easily, allowing a dolly to be simply rolled underneath the piano. He was a real believer in using levers, fulcrums,
rollers, etc., to simplify heavy lifting and moving tasks. We used
his methods several times to remove and replace my Wurlitzer 153
from its place in the truck.
Jack’s wonderful wife, Aggie, passed away a number of years
ago, and his eyesight began to be a problem. This curtailed, and
eventually ended, his ability to work with music machines.
I was very sorry to hear of his recent passing. Jacks friendliness, talents, abilities, and eagerness to help will be sorely missed,
especially here in the Pacific Northwest, where the number of both
organs and enthusiasts seem to be extremely limited.

Jack posing with his Dutch street organ (playing a 56-key
Limonaire scale) at a rally in Jefferson, Texas.
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