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Schaman took music in high school but preferred football. However, 
the lack of formal musical education did not deter him. He began 
attending harmonica training camps in the US. “It took many jam 
camps, harmonica master classes, and hours of study before I fully 
appreciated the true potential of the harmonica, as it relates to the 
pulmonary physiological challenges required.” A year down the road 
he realized that playing simple melodies wasn’t providing the needed 
workout for the breathing muscles. Furthermore, he says, “Patients 
were frustrated. It is di�  cult to master the single notes required for 
harmonica melodies.” He switched to rhythmic playing, which met the 
workout aspect, but pretty much excluded musicality. Not one to back 
away from a challenge, he developed what he calls,’chordal jamming’; a 
technique that requires specially designed songs. 

Patients could now play multiple notes, using the two chords that are 
available on a traditional harmonica. This requires the use of more air, 
a� ording patients a better workout. Schaman composed songs for his 
patients, however, he still wasn’t satis� ed. He began studying music 
theory and came up with an idea. Design a new harmonica that would 

play eight chords and make it easier to use! Working with the oldest 
harmonica factory in the world, Seydel, the harmonicaMD came into 
being, in 2011. It was developed to Schaman’s design speci� cations 
and accepted by the US patent o�  ce in record time. 

Satis� ed with the hardware, Schaman began to develop 
accompanying music software. After two years of arduous 
experimentation, he had a repertoire of musical exercises, original 
compositions, and adapted arrangements of familiar favourites, 
posting them online for his patients to access. These unique pieces 
require no musical ability and patients get a good lung workout with a 
minimum of six minutes a day. His study is ongoing and hard scienti� c 
evidence is mounting. Just as music will always be good for the soul, 
now it can also provide oxygen for the soul. 

John Schaman, medical doctor, cardiac rehab pioneer, and harmonica 
inventor? Given DR. SCHAMAN ’s innovative programs over the last 35 
years; harmonica inventor is not that much of a stretch. 

For three decades, sports medicine and cardiac rehab were his 
primary focus, having assessed and treated over 45,000 patients 
since founding The Ontario Aerobics Centre in 1978 in Breslau. 
Amidst a bucolic setting of meandering walking trails and groomed 
grounds, an impressive Tudor-style building houses state-of-the-
art � tness systems, diagnostic and therapeutic equipment, and the 
odd harmonica. The decidedly low tech harmonica is part of his 
Harmonica Exercise for Lung Program (H.E.L.P.). Schaman shares an 
ominous statistic that, “Scienti� c data has proven that between the 
ages of 30 to 70 we will lose half our lung function, and lung function 
has been found to be the best predictor of longevity!” 

What do Stevie Wonder and Luciano Pavarotti have in common other 
than a few Grammys? Increased lung capacity. People who use their 
lungs in an extraordinary way, like harmonica musicians and opera 
singers, do not seem to experience the normal excessive loss of lung 
capacity and function. The harmonica is the only musical instrument 
requiring the user to breathe in and out to play; providing a natural 
workout for the lungs and diaphragm. Harmonica therapy has been 
used in a number of hospitals and the treatment of terminally ill lung 
patients. However, anecdotal data wasn’t enough for Schaman. He 
decided to undertake his own study, and H.E.L.P. came into being. He 
estimated it would take a year or two of his time. That was in 2007, “I 
am nowhere near done.”
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