Russell Howland on Hearing the Sousa Band
Russell Howland (1908-1995) was one of the most highly regarded woodwind teachers in the US.  Born in Missouri, he studied at the University of Illinois.   He was a professor of woodwinds at the University of Michigan until 1948 when the health of his wife demanded they move to a dry climate.  Dr. Revelli told me once how distraught he was in losing Howland and that they had never been able to replace him.  Howland settled at the state college in Fresno, CA, where he also became active as an arranger and composer.  In 1975 he was made a member of the hall of fame of the California Music Educators Association.  My favorite story which illustrates the genius of Russell occurred shortly after his arrival in Fresno.  A colleague wanted to perform a work which required a harp, which the school did not have.  So Russell built a harp, learned how to play it and performed on the colleague’s recital.

Russell Howland to David Whitwell

Fresno, CA, August, 1980 [taped letter]

I felt the Sousa band stacked up very well with any thing that I heard later.  And not only did they have a wealth of good clarinets, but they had, as I recall, eight saxophones and they featured them as a stunt, as a kind of novelty.  Like I say, a novelty, it was more comedy than it was real music and that was probably the lightest thing that they did, the nearest to pop music that they did....

His conducting motions were simple and your impressions probably would be that he simply was a time beater.  But having played under him later on at the University of Illinois, I was aware that he was a lot more than a time beater.  And I can recall that we started to play the overture to Tannhauser under him and he stopped right away, no loud talking, no nothing.  He just said, “Piano, gentlemen.”  And he started again and that’s the most beautiful pianissimo I think I ever heard from the Illinois band at that time....

I would have to say I admired him as a musician.  He was, of course, a showman....  He was a quiet type of man and I don’t know that he ever raised his voice to anyone....

Thank you very much for asking me to participate in this project.
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