
“People have been play-
ing bagpipes for centuries, 
but I’m the only one who 
thought of this,” he said 
about the Piper’s Friend, a 
device that catches moisture 
generated from blowing and 
is better, he claims, than 
what others have produced. 
“None of them have come 
near me.”

The Spotsylvania County 
man is “quite a character,” 
said Tommy Cantwell, a 
teenager who’s worked with 
Steele on an invention he 
first thought about in the 
1970s.

Steele is 80 and sti l l 
teaching others how to 
drive, which is how he and 
Cantwell met almost two 
years ago. He’s had several 
lifetimes of experience in 
those decades, from police 
work in Washington and 
Glasgow to driving almost 
every kind of machine with 
wheels: tractors and mo-
torbikes, limousines and 
double-decker buses, and 

railroad cars while in the 
Army.

Saying he has a thick 
Scottish brogue is as much 
an understatement as sug-
gesting that he rambles. 
A proper Scot response to 
his digressions might have 
been: “Noo jist haud on,” 

which translates into “Now 
just hold it, slow down and 
take your time.”

Instead, Steele touched 
on the Reformation in the 
16th century, as well as the 
scoundrel who ran off with 
his wife, how he vowed he 
would “never again have an 

addiction to wedding cake” 
and the way his fascination 
with miniskirts kept him 
from practicing the bag-
pipes.

He mentioned famous 
people he once chauffeured 
(Michael Jackson and Buzz 
Aldrin), the awful weather 
in Scotland and why he’s 
glad to be working in Amer-
ica instead of twiddling his 
thumbs and being “bored, 
bored, bored.”

“It’s like a dog’s breakfast 
what you’re taking from 
me,” he told a reporter, “be-
cause I’m getting so excited 
about how things are.”

In other words, the inter-
view was a confused mess.

‘A GOOD RASCAL’
One of 13 children, Steele 

has been piping since he 
was a young lad on the Isle 
of South Uist. Every home 
had a bagpipe in those days, 
and while working on a farm 
with his uncle, Steele found 
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By CATHy DySON
THE FREE LANCE–STAR

George Steele doesn’t want you to think he’s blowing his own horn,  
but the Scotland native says he’s come up with a device  

that will improve the lot of bagpipers worldwide.

Local bagpiper creates 
breathtaking invention 

PHOTOS BY MIKE MORONES / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Bagpiper George Steele and James Madison University student Tommy Cantwell collaborated to produce  
a device they call the Piper’s Friend, which is intended to prevent spittle from collecting in a bagpipe.

This device might not change the world, but it could 
make piping a lot more bearable for musicians.

IT MIGHT AMOUNT TO A BUCKET OF SPIT

SEE BAGPIPER, A6

By CATHy DySON
THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Brandon Vipperman wants to 
spare others from the COVID-19 
loss his family is suffering.

His sister, Kristen McMul-
len—who grew up in the Fred-
ericksburg area and gradu-
ated from James Monroe High 
School in 2009—got sick with 
the virus in the last weeks of her 
pregnancy and needed an emer-
gency cesarean section.

With her strength waning 
and every breath a struggle, 
the 30-year-old held her baby 
daughter long enough for two 
photos to be snapped. In one, 
the new mother has an oxygen 
mask over her face as she cradles 
Summer Reign in her arms.

The image from that single 
moment shows a happy, new 

By KEITH EPPS
THE FREE LANCE–STAR

A man who fired a shot during 
a road-rage incident in Stafford 
County in 2019 was found guilty 
this week.

Larry Edward Johnson, 30, 
of Stafford, was convicted of 

shooting from a 
vehicle, a felony 
that carries a max-
imum penalty of 10 
years in prison.

But three felo-
ny charges of at-
tempted malicious 

wounding were dismissed dur-
ing a three-day trial in Stafford 
Circuit Court, while a fourth 
was reduced to a misdemeanor 
assault and battery conviction 
by the jury. Johnson was also 
acquitted of another felony fire-
arms charge.

According to the evidence 
presented by prosecutor Ryan 
Frank, Johnson was driving a 
truck in the Wawa parking lot on 
U.S. 17 in southern Stafford on 
Dec. 28, 2019, when witnesses 
said he cut off another vehicle 

By CLINT SCHEMMER
CULPEPER STAR–ExPONENT

Many students, it turns out, 
like the convenience and flex-
ibility of online education.

That’s what officials at Ger-
manna Community College say 
they’ve learned during the CO-
VID-19 pandemic.

Now, Germanna is preparing 
for students to return Aug. 23 to 
face-to-face classes for the first 
time in more than a year.

The college, which serves 
seven Central Virginia counties 
and Fredericksburg, is bucking 
national and state trends that 
saw college enrollment drop 
during the coronavirus crisis.

Committing early to high-
quality online instruction made 
the difference, college officials 
said.

In March 2020, Germanna 
President Janet Gullickson de-

Woman 
has baby, 
dies from 
COVID 

PROVIDED

Brandon Vipperman and 
Kristen McMullen at her baby 
shower on July 3 in Florida.

Stafford man found guilty of road-rage gunshot

Johnson

Germanna to 
retain lessons  
learned from 
online classes 

NEW MOTHER LIVED FOR 10 
DAYS AFTER DELIVERY, HAD 
NOT BEEN VACCINATED

SEE MOtHER, A10

SEE ROAD RAGE, A6SEE GERMANNA, A6
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a small practice chanter—the 
part on which the melody 
is played. The chanter had 
washed up on the isle during 
World War II, and there were 
no reeds attached, so Steele 
fashioned one out of straw.

“It made quite a sound,” 
he said, giving a broad smile. 
“That was the start.”

Even then, Steele was curi-
ous, “a good rascal” as his mum 
called him. She said he was 
climbing ladders at 9 months, 
always looking for something 
to get into.

He trained with well-known 
pipers on the island, but didn’t 
always practice the way he 
should because miniskirts 
and his uncle’s Massey Fergu-
son tractor held more allure. 
Likewise, classes in the two-
room schoolhouse bored him 
so much he focused on maps 
of the world displayed on the 
walls.

Eager to see some of those 
places, he joined the British 
Army at 17 as a bagpiper and 
later went into the Merchant 
Navy. He wasn’t keen on the 
water, but during a trip to 
New York, he fell in love with 
the United States and went to 
Gloucester, Mass., in 1965 to 
play with a bagpipe band.

He served in the American 
Army during Vietnam, joined 
the Washington Metropolitan 
Police Force afterward—“I 
can tell you stories that will 
make your blood churn”—then 
served with the Glasgow Police 
for 25 years.

He later did security work in 
Scotland, limo-driving in Cali-
fornia and owned his own taxi 
company until he got swindled 
out of it—but that’s another 
story.

BAGPIPE LUNG
Throughout the decades, 

bagpiping was a constant, and 
Steele once went to Las Vegas 
to perform during conventions. 
He regularly thought about 
a problem that had afflicted 
players for centuries, a condi-
tion called bagpipe lung.

A 2016 case study quoted on 
WebMd said a 61-year-old died 
of the chronic inflammatory 
lung condition, thought to have 
been caused by fungi grow-
ing inside his dirty bagpipes. 
It seems that when players 
blow air into the bagpipe, a fair 
amount of spittle comes out as 
well.

“The moisture and the muck 
and the bacteria is caught in-
side the bag,” Steele said. “So 
the next time he goes to play, 

he’s adding more to it or it goes 
back into his mouth or into his 
lungs.”

He said it’s so disgusting, he 
remembers playing his friend’s 
bag, especially “the stench 
itself, particularly if he was 
drinking booze before then. 
He’s blowing into it, then I’m 
blowing into it. You need a gas 
mask. You don’t realize what a 
horrible thing it is.”

Various inventions over the 
years, called water traps, have 
tried to capture the spit inside 
a pot that sits at the bottom of 
the bag and contains a small 
amount of kitty litter.

“They’re a necessary evil,” 
said Catriona Laird, Steele’s 
daughter, who’s working in 
Scotland to drum up business 
for his invention. “They re-
strict the airflow into the bag 
and it’s harder to blow, and you 
end up having more moisture 
in your mouth.”

She said Steele’s device, the 
Piper’s Friend, “actually stops 
the moisture from going into 
the bag in the first place” in-
stead of trying to capturing it 
once it gets there.

The Piper’s Friend is a two-
piece, or double stock, that fits 
between the blowpipe and the 
bag. Its design, which Steele 
had tried to perfect for more 
than 40 years, features a num-
ber of channels through which 
the air can pass, but the heavier 
spit falls to the bottom, where 
a small piece of sponge absorbs 
it.

The device sells for about 
$100.

At the end of a session, a 

piper can simply take off the 
blowpipe, remove the Piper’s 
Friend and change the small 
sponge. With conventional 
water traps, a player has to take 
apart all the pipes on the bag to 
get to the moisture pot.

Most people play for about 
20 minutes. That’s about as 
much air as they have—and as 
long as an audience can tolerate 
it before “they want to shoot 
him,” Steele joked.

“The beauty is that anybody 
who fills this up in 20 minutes 
doesn’t need a Piper’s Friend, 
he needs a plumber,” he said.

‘COMPLEX LITTLE PIECE’
While Steele envisioned a 

different kind of water trap 
for decades, he couldn’t find 
someone who could take the 
idea from his head to the draw-
ing board. In November 2019, 
he was chatting with Tommy 
Cantwell, who was taking les-
sons with Steele through the 
2020 Driving School in Fred-
ericksburg. Steele found out 
Cantwell, now 18, had done 
some work as a graphic de-
signer.

“I said to him, I’ve been look-
ing for you all my life,” Steele 
said.

He described the problem, 
Cantwell sketched out a blue-
print and the next time they 
met, the teen presented the de-
vice, which he had produced on 
a 3D printer. Both were thrilled 
with the results.

“He understands the bag-
pipes, he understands the idea, 
and I understand the manu-
facturing and design part of 

it,” Cantell said. “We were able 
to meld those two together to 
create this very simple but sur-
prisingly complex little piece.”

Steele’s relatives in Scotland 
are working on the manufac-
turing end. They’ve teamed 
with McCallum Bagpipes, 
which Laird calls “the gold 
standard of bagpipe makers 
internationally,” to produce the 
Piper’s Friend. Laird asked her 
father to use Scottish design-
ers to print the device, but “he 
wanted to be loyal to Thomas in 
that regard, even though it led 
to shipping back and forth and 
delays,” she said.

Their website, pipersfriend.
com, includes endorsements 
from several bagpipers, in-
cluding Bob Worrall, a Cana-
dian player, teacher and world 
champion.

“It works like a charm,” he 
wrote. “I’ve tried every system 
going and this is definitely the 
most effective and advanced 
I’ve been able to use.”

Confirmations like that 
make Steele feel like he’s more 
an inventor than an idiot, he 
said, laughing. He’s eager to 
see what happens when Scot-
land removes restrictions on 
bagpipe playing because of the 
pandemic. He’ll travel back 
and forth between countries—
homesick for each whenever 
he’s in the other—and think 
about other things he’d like to 
do.

He and Cantwell have already 
started planning a similar in-
vention for the saxophone.
Cathy Dyson: 540/374-5425 
cdyson@freelancestar.com

BAGPIPER
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MIKE MORONES / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Thanks to the inspiration of bagpiper George Steele and the engineering skills of Tommy 
Cantwell, the Piper’s Friend is an idea that has been made real.

carrying three adults and 
an 11-year-old girl.

One of the adults yelled 
something at Johnson, 
and the girl said she soon 
noticed the truck follow-
ing them. A shot was fired, 
and a deputy was flagged 
down. Johnson was ar-
rested in Fauquier County 
later that day after he was 
identified as the shooter. 
No one was injured.

Defense attorney Van-
essa Jordan did not con-
cede that Johnson, who 
had a passenger in his 
vehicle, fired a shot. But 
she successfully argued 
that even if he had, there 
was insufficient evidence 
that he was trying to shoot 
anyone. She said he could 
not have missed the other 
vehicle at such close range 
if he was trying to hit it.

Johnson has been in jail 
since his arrest. He was 
granted bond at one point, 
but Frank appealed Judge 
Victoria Willis’ decision 
to the state Court of Ap-
peals and the decision was 
overturned.

A sentencing date for 
Johnson will be set after 
other charges he is facing 
are resolved in December. 
Johnson is still facing a 
charge of possessing a 
firearm as a felon and a 
probation violation.

Keith Epps: 540/374-5404
kepps@freelancestar.com

ROAd RAGE
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cided to make classes go 
almost completely online, 
while other U.S. colleges 
were torn.

T h e  m o v e  s e e m e d 
risky to some, college 
spokesman Mike Zitz said 
Thursday afternoon. But it 
worked, he said.

“We’ve been success-
fully teaching and serv-
ing students online for a 
decade,” Gullickson said 
in a statement Thursday. 
“When the pandemic be-
gan to take hold, we made 
the decision to go almost 
completely online early, 
and that removed the un-
certainty that hurt enroll-
ment at some colleges. We 
had some local students 
who had been accepted 
to universities instead 
take classes online with 
us, stay home and save 
money, and then transfer 
the credits. Our faculty 
and staff responded to the 
challenge with great dedi-
cation and innovation.

“We saw nearly a 30 
percent increase in en-
rollment in the summer 
of 2020 and, while no 
one could expect things 
to continue at that pace, 
we’ve continued to do 
quite well,” she added.

In the spring 2020, as 
the pandemic began to 
take hold, Germanna’s 
headcount for degree-
seeking students climbed 

6 percent over 2019.
In summer 2020, en-

rollment soared 29 per-
cent higher than the sea-
son before.

Last fall, Germanna 
enrollment climbed 6 per-
cent over fall 2019.

This summer, enroll-
ment dipped 6 percent.

Officials say it is too 
soon for them to cite num-
bers about the fall 2021 
semester, but enrollment 
appears to be on a slightly 
upward trajectory.

“What we’ve seen,” 
Gullickson said, “has con-
vinced us that the flex-
ibility of online learning is 
an option that is not only 
attractive to many stu-
dents, but helps families. 
This option will not only 
remain popular but will 
make higher education 
more accessible and af-
fordable nationally. As we 
return to face-to-face in-
struction, we are not going 

to put the online option 
on the back burner. We’re 
going to continue to be an 
innovator.”

Across the nation, com-
munity-college enroll-
ment was down 9.5 per-
cent last spring—about 
476,000 fewer students 
than in spring 2020, ac-
cording to data released 
by the National Student 
Clearinghouse last month.

Gullickson said Ger-
manna has heard what 
its students want and 
will continue listening to 
them.

Many Germanna stu-
dents work and some have 
families, so the option of 
taking online classes in 
real time or asynchro-
nously, meaning recorded 
on the cloud, is appealing 
to them, Gullickson said.

Se e i n g  e n rol l me nt 
climb at Germanna dur-
ing the COVID pandemic 
is mighty unusual, given 

the national numbers for 
America’s community 
colleges, she said.

Nationally, 25 percent 
of last year’s high school 
graduates postponed col-
lege plans due to economic 
uncertainty related to the 
pandemic, a recent survey 
by Junior Achievement 
found.

Usually, community 
colleges see enrollment 
spike during tough eco-
nomic times as people 
who are laid off try to 
reinvent themselves. But 
during the pandemic, U.S. 
community colleges have 
seen a 10 percent drop in 
enrollment, according to 
the Community College 
Research Center.

Gull ickson said she 
hopes that by serving 
students well during the 
pandemic, Germanna has 
set the stage for its com-
munities to do well going 
forward.

Germanna has about 
13,000 students, including 
those in degree programs 
and workforce training. 
The college serves Cul-
peper, Orange, Madison, 
Stafford, Spotsylvania, 
Caroline and King George 
counties and the city of 
Fredericksburg.

In recent years, Ger-
manna has been Culpeper 
County residents’ pre-
ferred college for enroll-
ment, educating more 
than 1,000 students from 
Culpeper annually.

GERMANNA
► FROM A1

DAVE ELLIS / GERMANNA COMMUNITY COLLEGE

Anita Newhouse (center) and Cheri Maea hand  
out swag as Germanna staff returns to campus.

By ANDREA RODRÍGUEZ
ASSOCIATED PRESS

HAVANA—Tropical 
depression Fred was 
moving along Cuba’s 
northern coast and 
could regain tropical 
storm status as it pulls 
away from the island 
on Friday, ahead of its 
projected track toward 
the Florida Keys on 
Saturday and south-
west Florida on Sun-
day, forecasters said.

Meanwhile,  sti l l 
east of the Caribbean 
Sea, forecasters were 
watching a distur-
bance that they said 
would likely become 
Grace, the seventh 
named storm of the 
Atlantic hurricane 
season. Tropical storm 
watches for that storm 
have been issued for 
Antigua and Barbuda, 
Anguilla, St. Kitts and 
Nevis, Montserrat, 
Saba and Sint Eusta-
tius, Sint Maarten, St. 
Martin and St. Bar-
thelemy, the British 
Virgin Islands, the 
U.S. Virgin Islands 
and Puerto Rico.

The Miami-based 
National Hurricane 
Center said Fred had 
maximum sustained 
winds of 35 mph and 
was dropping heavy 
ra in over parts of 
Cuba. A tropical storm 
warning was issued 
Friday morning for the 
Florida Keys and Flor-
ida Bay, and a watch 
was in place for south-
west Florida.

The hurricane cen-
ter said 3 to 7 inches 
of rain were expect-
ed across the Florida 
Keys and southern 
peninsula by Monday, 
with isolated maxi-
mums of 10 inches.

No evacuations are 
planned for tourists or 
residents in Monroe 
County, Keys offi-
cials said Friday. The 
county’s emergency 
management officials 
are advising people in 
campgrounds, recre-
ational vehicles, travel 
trailers, live-aboard 
vessels and mobile 
homes to seek shelter 
in a safe structure dur-
ing the storm.

O n ce  a  t ro pic a l 
storm, Fred weakened 
back to a depression by 
its spin over Haiti and 
the Dominican Repub-
lic, where it knocked 
out power to some 
400,000 customers 
and caused flooding 
that forced officials to 
shut down part of the 
country’s aqueduct 
system, interrupting 
water service for hun-
dreds of thousands of 
people. Local officials 
reported hundreds of 
people were evacuated 
and some buildings 
were damaged.

Fred’s center was 
about 210 miles south-
east of Key West, Fla., 
and about 15 miles 
south–southwest of 
Caibarien, Cuba. It 
was still headed west–
northwest at 12 mph.

The system was ex-
pected to produce 3 to 
5 inches of rain across 
the Dominican Re-
public and the western 
Bahamas, as well as 1 
to 3 inches over Haiti, 
the Turks and Caicos, 
the eastern Bahamas, 
and Cuba.

Fred 
could 
regain 
strength
depreSSion LiKeLy 
to Hit FLorida aS 
a tropiCaL StorM


	FeatProfileDyson1
	FeatProfileDyson2

