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The Musical side of Salisbury Mayor Jake Day

By Linda Duyer
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Salisbury, MD — Whether music is ex-
perienced by listening or by instrument, that
music becomes part of the person’s life in
indefinable ways. Be it enjoyment or expres-
sion, fleeting or perpetual, music has a way
of touching lives. During the holiday season
Mayor Jake Day sat down to discuss how
music has touched his life.

Day is quick to tell you he hasn’t
touched his guitar more than a handful of
times since he was 18, quick to emphasize he
was not the consummate musician, that had
he practiced more he might have done more
with his guitar.

Local music educator Charles Smith,
who knew my father, also a music educator,
explained it this way, “The heart and soul of
music is what every individual does with that
latent talent, express it openly in an unlimited
amount of venues for that purpose or to ex-
press it privately or minimally with friends or
relatives whether it's around the piano at
Christmas time just singing appropriate songs
or the few you might be able to play.”

“In reality,” Smith reminds us, “there are
probably far more amateur musicians out
there than all of the professionals put togeth-
er. Just think of all the musicians trained or
taught by your dad and me over the many
years we collectively shared our gift and
probably 99% of them don't now play at all
or only minimally.” Yet, their lives were
touched by music, and sometimes and in dif-
ferent ways that music touches others.

Day, in the telling that he hadn’t played
more than a few times since his youth,
claimed that lately playing for his daughter
didn’t count. Asked why, perhaps reflecting
on his talent he answered, “It just doesn’t.”

He must know it counts for something,
as he has hung onto tangible evidence of that
music, bringing out the first guitar he ever
played, a three-quarter sized acoustic guitar
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that he was given right before his 6th birthday.
The idea was his own, not his parents, that he
wanted a guitar. How at the age of five did he
come to want a guitar -- so often it’s the par-
ent making the suggestions to their children?

“Music was constantly playing in my
house,” explained Day. “My dad is not musi-
cally inclined, but my mother taught piano out
of our house while I was growing up.” So mu-
sic of the piano filled the home. “And we
grew up with a lot of music playing in the
house -- Jimmy Buffett, the Beatles, James
Taylor, a lot of classic rock or lighter.”
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At the age of 5, Day wanted to play gui-
tar. “So for my 6th birthday I got this guitar,”
this little instrument which for a child seemed
a monster size. And he got lessons.

“I started taking lessons and started doing
recitals with Salisbury Music, and was doing
it religiously until I was 18,” noting he had
earned the calluses on his fingertips to prove
it. From age 6 his teacher was Donna Watkins
who told him when he was 14 that “it’s time
you moved on to somebody who can help you
progress further.” He continued with lessons
from local musician Lance Moore.
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Those first 8 years of lessons were prep-
aration, said Day, as Salisbury Music ar-
ranged for annual recitals held at Salisbury
University. “Charlie and his family were in-
strumental, no pun intended,” winked Day,
“in putting that on and making that happen.
It was really an important part of my devel-
opment.”

And it was also where he made a lot of
friends, said Day. And that is where the per-
formance of music, the making of music with
others, can create lasting friendships and
memories.

Going through adolescence, “I wanted to
learn more contemporary songs that I liked
listening to.” That led to the culture of per-
formance at his school, Bennett High School.

Around his sophomore year he began
participating in the Battle of the Bands. As
he put it, he competed “comfortably numb”
the first year. “We lost,” and he chalked it up
to no one wanting to hear Pink Floyd music,
among his favorite artists.

But he remembers vividly the second
year. His band played AC/DC’s Back in
Black. They won, but during the perfor-
mance his guitar pick accidentally went fly-
ing off the stage. “And I’m not like a profes-
sional musician who was good enough or
prepared enough that I would have another
pick.” But at some point in the number he
was going to need it, so he made sure he had
enough cord, then jumped off the stage, re-
trieved the pick, and kept on playing. The
crowd loved it. “Maybe it was why I got into
politics,” because of that first feel of exhila-
ration from a crowd cheering him on.
Buoyed by showmanship, the next year he
presented his audience with the novelty of
playing both the electric and bass guitars, at
the same time, to Radiohead’s High and Dry.

Then came the Rock and Roll Revivals
at Bennett. Day wished to emphasize,
“Here’s the thing, if you’ve been to a Rock
and Roll Revival in the last 5 years or so and
you look back at the videos of the Revivals
back then, it’s the difference between profes-
sional productions and amateurs.”

“We just didn’t know how good it could
get. These kids are incredible today. There’s
a lot of talent. Back then, I just wasn’t one of
them. The fact that I was the lead guitarist is
telling enough.”

Did he sing too? “Noooooo!” says Day,
but then admitted to recording mixed tapes
with his voice and guitar, for girls. Happily
he did not do that for his wife Liz, “which is
why she decided to marry me,” joked Day.
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And little known of Day who begrudging-
ly admits, he was then a songwriter. Just don’t
ask him about it. But as he nostalgically
thumbed through one of the two surviving
notebooks of his creations, visible were
glimpses of page after page of lyrics, musical
poetry.

He played the trumpet in Middle School,
but that didn’t last long. Day and his brother
Justin used to record their music occasionally,
Jake would sing and play guitar and Justin
would play drums; and they would play fre-
quently together. Day was fortunate to have
learned reading music at an early age; he still
can, in a pinch.

With college came distractions and path-
ways to the adult life he leads now.

Then Lilly was born and he picked up his
guitar to play for her. There is something
about music, he said, that seems to shape the
mind. “Intuitively music is like language. If
you can imprint it on a child, you are giving
them the gift of a different language.”

“And I don’t know if we’re wired at birth
to have musical talent or not or if that is some-
thing that can be developed. Whatever I was
wired with was not that great -- because all
that practicing I did didn’t amount to much,”
said Day. The music educator’s daughter sup-
pressed the urge to contradict him.
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For Lilly, he would pick at Twinkle
Twinkle Little Star and others. He noticed he
seemed to be getting to her somehow. “She
took an interest in it. She could see that I was
manipulating something,” and she wasn’t re-
acting as if to some wretched sound, he joked.

But what Lilly responded to most of all
was the classical tune Pachelbel’s Canon.
“That was my favorite,” said Day.

Then during the interview, Day reached
for his old guitar and began playing some of
that famous classical number, using the
knowledge of lessons he’d learned and in the
slow soothing style that Lilly enjoyed.

It wasn’t perfect; it might not have been
recital-ready. But the music educator’s daugh-
ter listened, liking what she heard, knowing
that Jake Day was wrong. It counts, whether it
moves an adult or a child.
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