A Brief History of the Coffeyville Drum and Bugle Corps

W.W. Bass, former principal of Field Kindley Memorial High School, formed the Drum and Bugle Corps in 1934. While recovering from an automobile accident, Ruth McFerrin, the school librarian and the first Drum Corps sponsor serving for three years, developed the idea of this peppy marching organization. Because of her strong encouragement and support, the Drum Corps became one of the most outstanding organizations in the school. An article in the Coffeyville Journal on December 19, 1934 announced the girls named to this new marching unit; the music supervisor was to be Neil Branstetter. 

During the 1935-36 school year, four buglers were added, which brought the membership up to 25. The group also secured the able instruction of Harold Stover and Rhoten Parrot. The Corps wore cast off Tornado Tommie sweaters and white duck pants with purple stripes down the sides. The hats were similar to the ones worn by a monkey grinder. 

On the 2nd day of January 1935, the Student Congress of FKHS granted a charter to the Coffeyville Drum and Bugle Corps. 

When the Corps was first organized, it consisted of 16 members plus a drum major and four substitutes. The first Drum Major was Marilyn (Perry) Wentworth. The girls practiced three days a week on the bottoms of chairs in place of drums, and the first uniforms consisted of gold satin blouses with black slacks. A Coffeyville Daily Journal article told about a performance on January 18, 1935 at the basketball halftime. The Corps was referred to as the “Snappy girls drum and trumpet corps.” The charter Drum Corps was composed of some girls who were members for up to three years.

Later in 1936 Kenneth McFarland, Superintendent of Schools, made the selection of a West Point style uniform These white and gold military uniforms and tall ostrich plumed hats became the most familiar attire for the Corps. The Drum Corps became part of the regular school curriculum in 1937 and met five days a week during the sixth hour period. 
Reunions became a must from the very beginning. The first reunion announcement and invitation in 1935 carried a whopping price of 40 cents for a meal. The first banquets were held in December when the new members were announced.

Beginning in 1937 and for the next five years, Clair Mills became the director and Mary Bass, the sponsor until 1938. Jane McCullough served as sponsor from 1941 through February 1942. Soon after, the infamous “girdle” became a MUST under the uniform. Mr. Mills was the director who first said, “Wear those girdles.” There was to be NO jiggling or wiggling of the hips or derrière.  After all, our uniform was to be of a military appearance. The Corps in the early 1960s was nicknamed the Golden-Girdled Girls. A few Corps never wore a girdle. 

During WWII, J. J. Dalke served as Director of the Corps from 1942-1944. Jane McCullough, an English teacher, was sponsor until February 1942. Beginning in 1943, Lucille Ford and Lucille Spoon, both physical education teachers, were sponsors with Dalke as Director.
The fourth director of the Drum Corps came aboard in 1944. He was Harvey Lewis. The story goes that Harvey was hired as the band director. Only after he had signed on the line was he informed that he was also in charge of a group of girls who marched with drums and bugles. Apparently, in the beginning he was not in the most congenial mood, but Harvey came to love his girls. He directed the Corps for 30 years before his retirement in 1974 and he became affectionately known as “Papa” Lewis. Under Papa Lewis’ directorship, our Drum Corps became known as one of the best in the nation. The majority of FKHS Drum Corps had Harvey Lewis as their director, and that is why his name plays such a significant part in DC history.

Papa Lewis was an inspiration to all his girls. He never seemed to run out of energy. Instead of only one woman, Papa Lewis had hundreds to put up with over the years. He was the one each of the girls wanted to please!

Serving as a sponsor for Drum Corps was sometimes a difficult job. From 1946-1950 Beverly Bohan, an English teacher was the sponsor. Barbara Keller, a physical education instructor, served as sponsor from 1952-1962. After leaving Coffeyville, Barbara served for many years as sponsor for a rival Corps -- the Chanute Drum and Bugle Corps. Barbara presently resides in Chanute. 

After Harvey Lewis retired in 1974, a series of Band/Drum Corps instructors followed: Gary Lockhart (1974-76), John Smith (1976-77), Robert Partridge (1977-82), and Marc Webster (1982-1986).

For most of Drum Corps history, the story of a Drum Corps girl began with a simple application, although some of the earliest Corps did not take a music test. Especially after the appearance of Harvey Lewis, music tests were given to each applicant, and recommendations from teachers were made. If one met the rigid standards, a letter of invitation was issued to the applicant.

For many years a General Information sheet and Rules and Regulations concerning the group existed. Some quotes included…

“You belong to a team. Every one of us connected with Drum Corps knows it is an outstanding organization of its type, and we intend to see that it stays this way. No one individual…is more important than another. We work and have fun together….


“A member show[s] loyalty and cooperation to her team…by giving…all she possesses in attention, interest, and effort…and observing certain rules….


“…we have a tremendous amount of pride in our organization – and this pride helps our spirit, and our spirit makes up the Corps….


“Drum Corps is…a way of life…. Your time is the Corps’ time. You must think, eat, and sleep Drum Corps. Drum Corps comes before hair appointments, dates, etc.


“…Look, act, and BE full of vim, vigor, and vitality. REMEMBER, you don’t HAVE to practice, give your time, or work for the Corps. It is your PRIVILEGE to GET to do this, a privilege that is afforded to very few girls in school.


“Self-improvement and SELF DISCIPLINE are a MUST. The Director of the Corps EXPECTS you to give CHEERFULLY of your time and effort to further the cause of your Drum Corps.”

A plethora of memories bounce around in DC brains: tight girdles, polished white shoes, ironed shoestrings, practice sneakers with holes and grass stains, blisters on feet and hands, early morning practices in wet grass, spotless uniforms and white gloves, polished instruments, ostrich plumes protected by plastic covers in rainy weather, guide right, company fronts, to the rears, pre-performance nerves, Powerhouse, ice-cold bugle mouthpieces, parades with horses, all night slumber parties, performances at football and

basketball games, the “Pit”, Southeast Kansas Christmas parades, the annual rodeo parade when the new Corps marched in their first public appearance (the downtown streets of Coffeyville would be crowded with previous Drum Corps members who shed tears “for past memories” and then shouted and clapped in support for the new group. One motto that surfaced was “Behind every good horse, there’s a good Drum Corps.”), competitions at Junge Stadium in Joplin, tears of joy and tears of sadness, new drills and the rudiments of marching, memorizing many musical pieces, and the list goes on. 

Other performances reached far beyond the borders or our state and of our country. The 1937-38 Corps marched at a Tulsa University basketball game. Several trips were made to Lions Club conventions when Mr. Lewis was director of the Lions Club Band – trips to San Francisco, Miami Beach, and Dallas, just to name a few. The color guard traveled to Japan in the summer of 1969 and to Mexico City in 1972. 

The Corps changed dramatically in the 1980s when guys were added to the group of girls. In 1982, Bill Thomas was admitted into the Corps and played contra. While pursuing his undergraduate degree at Pittsburg State University, Bill was selected for the Sky Ryders Drum and Bugle Corps. This Corps placed 9th and 12th in international competition for the two years he was a member. After aging out, he taught with the Black Gold Drum and Bugle Corps from Tulsa, OK. Ironically, the bugles from Coffeyville had been sold to that corps when Field Kindley disbanded their Drum Corps. Bill presently (2010) teaches band at Shawnee Mission West High School in Kansas City and serves on several state boards with Marc Webster, his own Drum Corps and band director from FKHS. Bill remembered “… marching in the Rodeo Parade prior to school starting – that was the first outing for the new Corps every year, and I remember hearing all the comments ‘Where’s the boy? I don’t see a boy.’ I had long blonde hair, so I didn’t stick out from the rest of the bunch, other than my red face as I was fuming under my hat that they couldn’t tell I WAS DIFFERENT!” 

 Two other young men with musical talent, Sam Burnett and Bob Roesky, soon followed. Bob Roesky is now a firefighter and EMT here in Coffeyville.

Drum and Bugle Corps have changed dramatically over the years and have morphed into a completely new type of competition. Today, the world of competitive drum and bugle corps is an intense, choreographed musical performance. You may want to check out the Drum Corps International website. 

Whether guys or girls, all of us have memories in common, no matter how many years separate us.  But most of all, we remember that special sense of camaraderie and pride we as a Drum Corps possessed.

We were the Golden Girls (and Guys) in more than just one sense. Our time in Drum Corps was truly a golden moment in our lives. A quote by the great Vince Lombardi says, “Individual commitment to a group effort – that is what makes a team work, a company work, a society work, a civilization work.” And that is also what made the Coffeyville Drum and Bugle Corps work for decades. May these reunions help you recall the happy memories and great friendships that you forged during those memorable days of Drum Corps.

NOTE: If you would like any historical information added to this page, please contact Sue Staudt at cherokeesue@coffeyvilleks.net and include the information to be added.

