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Ies Conavay, December 11, 1988, Sprimgfield, Illinois.
John Headrick, Interviewer.

Q: Ies, could you start by giving me just a little idea about your
backgrourd, where you were born, what your profession has been through
your life?

A: I was born in Springfield and I lived here and stayed here up
through, I think, the fourth grade in school. Then we moved to
Indiana, which was a fortunate move, career wise, if you can talk
about career at that grade. We moved into a place that had one of the
top high school bands in the United States. They were national
champions for many years in the days when they had national contests
which they no longer have or haven't had in a good mmber of years
now. The teachers there came from Chicago which is only thirty miles
distant. They were the top teachers there. They'd come out one day a
waekandwewmldstudywn.ththose The starting level was in the
sixth grade ard that is where I started. I didn't know one instrument
from another and they were looking for clarinetists so I said, "I will
take that." The first one I can actually ever remenber seeing is when
I got it. I stayed there and studied steadily all the time until I
was in mid-year classes halfway through my freshman year in high
school. Then we moved back to Springfield, my family. So I went to
Springfield High School. We got in the band and so forth.

At that time G. W. Patrick was the conductor, actually I guess he was
really the first real conductor that they had. I mean they had a
motley group of scme kind, informal, but he didn't have a degree in
misic., He was a business administration graduate from the University
of Chicago. Butinh_lsdayhewasaveryfinecometplayerarﬂwhat
we called the old silver cornet band type of days. That was his
experience. But he was a sharp guy. So he actually initiated the
thingandIguesshecorﬂucteditforﬂmirty—flveyearswiththmwhen

off. But anyway my sophomore year I became assistant
cm'mzctor,atﬂmttmetheycalledthamstmdentwﬂuctors He
always told me some day--I always knew I wanted to go into music one
way or another. Said, "ScmedayIamgo:.Esomtire Ies, and I want
you to have my band." And it was always of a ruming gag, to me
a joke like. Actually that is what happened. When I got out of
college I taught first in a junior college in Mississippi. Then the
following year I was offered a job in Ft. Madison, Iowa. I went wp
there

Right near the end of the school year Feitshans High School opened up
here and they called me and asked me if I was interested in a job.
There again it was Patrick--other than that of course, the school
board wouldn't know my name from Adam. I came down and interviewed
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and fooled around for a couple of days. When I got back to Ft.
Madison, Iowa there was a contract in the mail offering me the jeb.
So I took it.

I came to Springfield. I was only here a year and a half, then the
following fall I enlisted in the air force and I was gone four years.
When I came back my regular job was gone but of course you were .
promised a job of same kind. So I worked at grade schools and things
like that giving instrumental and working the classes, with the
assurance that the first high school job that cpened and if I wanted
it I could have it, without a refusal. The first one that did just
happened to be Springfield High School. Patrick and so the

came about, you know. (laughs) So I was there for, I don't know,
maybe about fifteen years. Then when Ed Sach retired as the
instrumental coordinator or supervisor, or you name it, they offered
me that job. I did that for almost fifteen years up to the day of my
retirement. Actually every time a new superintendent came in you had
a different title but you did actually the same job. The idea was to
keep the balls all in the air all the time, it shows you are doing a
lot of things you know, typically educational! They will love that
out there, (laughs) academic. Well, that's about it.

Q: What do you know about how the Municipal Band formed, and what did
they do to get the band going?

A: Of course some of the old timer were——Boner was a classmate of
mine in high school. So I have been close to him for a good many
years. Although I was a couple years ahead of him as I remember. But
I guess it was a small group of people and same of whom were holdovers
from the Old Watch Factory Band. Real battle scarred veterans by that
time of course which has long since gone down the tube. They gathered
a couple of sharper high school kids at that time like Boner. There
was a refererxium type of thing that they wanted to get before the
voters to establish a municipal band fund.

That was an old concept in the state of Iowa. You may have seen or
played a march called "The Iocwa Band ILaw" by sane Fillmore, one of the
real march kings. So it was an established concept up there. If you
ever drive through Iowa all you see is village squares. Just like our
old square before they renovated it there you know. The Silver Cornet
Barxi and away they went. However that's what they wanted to do here.
I guess they just volunteered and played as a small group or whatever
would called together for the gig. There was an X mmber of people
gathered together and by hook or crook, cne way or ancther, it was
approved. I think in those days perhaps referendums were not as
cammon ag they are now and not an automatic defeat if you really had a
cause and could verify it. Now I don't know how true this is It two
or three different pecple who were involved told me the same thing.
They were gathered, I guess, in front of the old Lincoln Hotel on
Fifth and Cock or Capitol, I guess, had a couple of marquees on each
side, So there were about a dozen of them there at that time getting
ready to just blow some marches and whatever. Somebody said, "Well,
we ought to have somebody to start us off. Homer jumped ocut of the
middle of the circle with a delay as I understand of maybe two or
three seconds (laughs) and said, "I will start you." He probably went
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one-two-ready-go, (laughs) and away they went. Then he just
utamatically as they gathered why the mantel fell upon him. I don't
know much more about it. We used to rehearse. I joined the band when
I got out of the service in 1945. I believe about 1947,

Q: You joined the band?

A: Yes. It was really an accident. Because at that time there was
really--musicianship was about the last criteria available or

or needed in anyway. It was kind of an "old boys" network
type of thing., If they had a hole in the band why somebody knew
somebody in the local and the sax player maybe in a jazz band said,
"Why I think he has a clarinet and plays a clarinet and blows a
trumpet, well, he used too." So they would bring him to rehearsal and
once he got in rehearsal why he was in the band. There was no age
limit. I recall there were two old fellows, one of who was a good old
friend of mine, Jimmy Brewer. He was a retired printer by profession.
In fact some of my early programs at the high school, he printed them
for me. But he and the other guy, who was the librarian, they both
said they had sat on that same last chair in the clarinet section for
like thirty-five years or samething like that. They protected it like
a mother bear with a unch of cubs. (laughs) I mean it was amusing.
They had no desire to move up to that one more chair. That was kind
of typical of the thing you know, relaxed. When I joined the band
they were rehearsing out at the old Enos gym. As to how I got in it,
I was walking down the street one day with Mel McCoy on the way to
pick up lunch samewhere when we ran into Iyle Rowe, who was the
manager of the bard at that time. Now he was a local political figure
of some power. I don't know how muich, more or less behind the scene.
I don't think he ever became a conmissioner but he always had a pretty
decent job of one kind or ancther, to speak. Very active politically.
In one way or the other he had been put kind of in charge of that part
of the band, I guess. He may well have been the very first manager, T
don't know. So Mel introduced me to him and he said, "I hear you play
pretty well." I said, "Well, I play." You know you're not going to
say, "Yes, I am good!"

Q: That's right.

A: So he said, "Well, why don't you come out? Would you be
interested in playing in the band?" I said, "Well, yes." "We will
see how it goes." So they had a concert that night, they didn't go to
rehearsal, so I went out to the concert and sat in and played. It
just went from there. It didn't seem to me like we worked quite as
many nights in the summer season. Although there were a lot of
things, of course, scattered out during the year, but it was kind of a
natural thing because at that time the here was defunct. I
really had no place to play my horn so I didn't want to get into that
bind, I didn't start working with jazz bands until four or five years
after I was out. So that just went on and on there and that is pretty
much the story.

Q: How long were you in the band approximately? What year did you
leave it?
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A: Well, let's see. T know that I have been cut ten or twelve years
now, anyway. See I am 71. I retired from the school system, okay, I
mist have been in there fifteen or twenty years.

Q: About 1947 roughly?

A: Yes. Seemed like eighty years when some of the hundred and ten
degree days walking down the street with the horn sticking in your
face, you know.

Q: You mentioned you played the clarinet. What other instruments did
you play while you were in the band? Also what chairs did you play?

A: Well, when I first played there Mel and I played on the top two
chairs. Mel would have been the solo clarinet, I guess since their
conception, I am not sure. At least when he lived in Springfield,
which I think was during the war. Yes, because he came here to take
the Feitshans' spot when I went into service. So that would of been
in 1942 maybe or whatever--don't know how they did the rest of that
year. Ard then after a few years why we traded chairs, I don't quite
know how that happened. We went in there cne day for the first
rehearsal in the spring and they had names on all the chairs. Of
course, I didn't care and he didn't care. I mean it was all the same
thing. But I think he instigated it. He, at that time, was Hamer's
assistant. which was a laughable thing.

Q: That's the assistant conductor you are talking about?

A: Yes. Because Homer would never lay down the baton if he could
breathe. (laughs) In fact it would be embarrassirg, he would get
ready to go on vacation so he and the manager would get up there by
the stand and they would lay out the jobs like for the next ten days
or two weeks. Homer would say, "Well now, Mel could handle this one
and well, he could do that. Now this is important. Now I have to be
back for this one," he'd say. (laughs) But we would have someone
that would come up and it would be a courtesy, the guest conduct of
the band, to ask them. It wouldn't hurt who they were or how good
they were he would say, "I will start them off for you." So he would
start the band and then hand them in a march. The guy would just
stand there like ., . .

Q: Like a cumy?

A: Yes, or a stick or a human metronome, you know. Of course
normally as you have seen a thousand times why he would throw his hat
on the guy and it was a good public gimmick. Most of them all enjoyed
it, virtually all of them. Once in a great while you would get a quy
that was very embarrassed. You could tell he was awful happy when we
finished playing. He would quite beating, he knew when the band
stopped playing, he could stop beating. So I don't know then what
really happened. But samewhere along--well I know. There begin to be
more infusion in--Jack Wicks became the business manager.

Q: Do you know how he became that?
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A: Wheanoinedthebarﬂml%G,hewasmnagar He was elected by
the band, that is how he was selected. Yes. Iyle Rowe, I am not sure .
ifhepassedaway. No, I don't think he did. But scamething happened,
Some kind of feud behind the scene, the disagreement, forced out or he
dr?ed. There were only two people who were really interested
seriously, one was Russell Deitrich. That's Russell's Dad, he was
principal of Enos School. Russell Sr. played trumpet. Russell Jr.
was a doummer. Did you know him?

Q: HewasthemforjustaboutayearthenIthmkhepassedawaythe
year after I joined the band. I remember he played bass drums

A: VYes, Jack and I graduated from high school together. He played
there in the band too.

Q: Very dynamic person.

A: Oh, yes. That's right., Jack Wicks is now a doctor. He was just
crazy about music. Never had anything beyond his high school. But
was a fine bass drum player. But he started coming to the Springfield
Band concerts. We had some pretty good bands in those days and we
played a lot of music the municipal band didn't play. Not that they
couldn't but they were still in the old town band concept and so
forth. Homer lived ard died with that, you know. So they wanted an
infussion of two things. They wanted to try to upgrade the band. So
JackarﬂI,arﬂIcan'trexmberwhoarﬂsanebodyelse there were
three of us. We had several meeti , Wwe were invited by. I advanced
that the theory was really heresey in those days. That when a vacancy
occurred, couldn't push anyone cut of the band, that anyone was there
would stay there. But atanythneavacamyoccun'eddm't £ill it
unlessywcouldm\pxwetheslot. Don't just go out and find a quy
because he was listed on the union roster. I remember when the union
roster had my good friend Leroy Duncan listed as a piano player. Ieo
has a hook on one arm. (laughs)

Q: He still does. (laughs)
A: Yes. I really got a kick out of that.
Q: Was he ever a piano player, by the way?

A: Well, he might have been but he lost his arm in high school. I
ﬂﬁnkhewasgettminaboatonalnmtingthmg he was shot. But
anyway,theyacceptedthatarﬂImsmﬂmrﬂattered later, even to

pomtwhemtheyhadacamnitteeoffmrorfivepecplea:ﬂthey
held open auditions in the fall., In all honesty I will say that
occasionally somebody got there because samebody close to the
hierarchy was in. But the band kind of ran itself. The band
comission was never worth two hoots in hell as far as I am concerned.

rarely was there anyone on it who was knowledgeable at all about
music. No one to my knowledge who had ever been active in the
business. Usually we didn't even know who they were, you know. Then
that went on and then the auditions were well conducted. I mean they
were behind the screen and one thing and the other.
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Q: Were you a judge in all these auditions?

A: Not all of them. No. I mean you didn't have to be, if you wanted
to be. I was asked whenever I was in there. If it was no great
problem. The only time I refused would be when I would have
Springfield High School kids I knew were going to audition. We had a
batch of them go through the band there. One time half of the trumpet
section were Culbertson, kids like that., They really provided a
boost. I could be behind the screen and I could tell who was playing.
So I wanted to divorce myself from any of that stuff. But other than
that I helped as much as I could. They wanted to buy music of a more
progressive nature and of a more modern things and even arrangements,
good show things and like that. Homer would hardly touch new music,
if he could help it. I think Bill Maschger became the librarian.
Then Bill Masers left town. They asked me to assist in the
conducting, do a month each year, which was enough. But the unhappy
thing about it, I was never ever satisfied, they would take that month
and load all of this brand new music in. And every damn concert you
was Jjust full of it. Most of it was too much to put on one concert.
So I would put on the old favorites and the standards and the things
like that. Then salt in a couple of other things, you know. But some
of the older pecple in the band like Joe, he didn't like playing any
of that stuff. He was very outspoken, as you know Joe.

Q: Yes,

A: Joe was as good old friend as I had in town, in the band business.
Then, you know, with limited rehearsal time, why it was hard. I tried
to jam at least one of those on each time. Then we would do a little
sixty second or two minute music appreciation thing to the audience to
kind of prepare them for what they were going to--this wasn't crazy
wild stuff. But you know updating the modern literature of the band
that the good college bands around the country were playing., So that
went on. But then more and more I was doing the conducting and Homer
was doing the minor stuff. Then it almost got to the point where he
would do all the picnic type jobs. They didn't come any better at
that than Homer. The beer keg was in the background or scomewhere and
everyone could get a little can or two of beer. I don't necessarily
mean the band although that did happen. I mean Homer could work with
that kind of a crowd. That man could get them really rolling his way.
There were two great things I want to remember about Homer. For a quy
who had no musical training other than the fact that he was a trumpet
player arxi he played in the pit at the Orpheum with some pretty good
misicians in the old vaudeville day=. I was a high school kid then.
Homer had a fantastic memory for music. Once he learmed a thing he
never forgot it. If he did something wrong in it, he never changed it
either. If it was the six-eight it was easier to comduct it in two
than in a modified six. Homer conducted in a two, right up to the
last, I don't know, he might still be conducting.

Q: My private teacher mentioned that, Farl Hoffman. When I was
taking lessons from him he always said that about Homer. He would
always reverse it, mentally.
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A: Yes., He really had that faculty. There were a lot of things that
he did very well. I remember one of the first big hassles about the
band. I can't remember who brought this about but in the old days the
band didn't look any different than the crowd when you had a winter
parade. Everybodycanew;thtlmucvemoatsaxﬂascarf,earmffs
and a hat. The old thing that would identify you as a band member was
you were carrying a horn walking down the street. You might see the
stripe down the cutside of the pants for about six or eight inches

ing on what the length of the coats were and the style of the
day. I don't know who put their foot down on that finally, but they
decided they cught to lock a little more military. I think we had
gotten a change in uniforms. Pretty descent looking outfits. 2and
they said, "Wear all you want underneath, you know, but let's do
that." But there was tremendous beef put up by particularly some of
the older quys in the band. The loudest camplaints of all was Homer's
son, Bob, who was probably as good as first chair trumpet player as we
ever had in the band. He studied with Gustat in St. louis. Homer
sent Bob down there for years, as Gustat was the top teacher in the
Midwest. He was a power house and a fine, fine player. I think Bob
went to the University of Illinois and of course a real fine college
player. But I remember him saying, "Who in the hell thought this up?
I will be damned if I will take this coat off." But he was sounding
off all around. I can't remember whether he ever did or not on the
Job. But very shortly everyone did and we got the thermal undershirts
andomthmgarﬂanother We looked pretty good. Because we would
make all the stinking parades. There were a lot of parades when we
formed there at the old Franklin Life building. We would lead the
parade and kick off from Fifth and Capitol--no, Sixth and Capitol. By
the time we got to the old Elks Club down there they would all be
frozen up, all the horns. (laughs) Of course the brass players were
fairly lucky cause they could wear tight gloves and make it go.

Q: There's a story supposedly too of one of the members who is still
in the band that used to use alcchol in various forms on his valves to
keep them from freezing up.

A: Yes. That's right. And then somewhere along in there some
campany, I don't remember who, came cut with a non-freeze valve., It
msadvertisedmallmetxadejmmlsarﬂeverythj:g. So I had my
Springfield High School Band in a parade that year. Well, they always
were, all the high school bards. SoImadeamrqmltsforalltha
brass players to met in the lobby of the Franklin Life building there
across from the big Cathedral. I had gotten about a dozen bottles of
this, sent away for it. So we wiped all the slides, had every kid in
the band wipe the slides, wipe the values ard everything. Then they
gave them a big generous dose of this other thing. It was effective.
Imeanwemhomcingrealgoodwhenwewentbythemmtbythe
time we got to Capitol Averue (laughs) we were cut of business. So
then we just marched. (laughs) I always got a kick cut of that. Had
any mmber of people say, "Well, gee the band looked nice, lLes, bhut
they sure could of played when they went by. (laughs) I said, "Well
you know you have to rest the kids. You probably just got in between
the gaps." Of course we hadn't played another note, you know.
(laughs) So it didn't work out either. We got caught in rain storms
and miniature cloud bursts where the parade just dissolves en route.




















































