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Stony Creek Drum Corps

Founded 100 years ago by 51x local‘ men

By B!LL HERN
Special to the Review

Fifes and drums will be marking the
historical significance of the Stony Creek
Drum Corps this year, but there was little
thought of heritage when six men met.ina
village blacksmith shop on School Street
to organize a century ago.

The topic of the day was of the ar-
rangements being made in New Haven to
dedicate, in 1888, the impressive Soldiets
and Sailors monument at East Rock.

The early records of the corps were
destroyed when Art Webb'’s frame house
was destroyed by fire a score or more years
back but three of the founders were Jack
(Button) Russell, Franklyn Bradley and
Jack Welch. Idly, they discussed forming a
musical unit to’participate in the parade

and celebration. As they recalled” the:

veterans of the Civil War who had served
as Union drummer boys, they became im-

bued with getting on with it. Ned Howd "

was the first to enlist his services. In short
order the unit expanded to 19 with the

" Redfield, Gene - Graves,

A

~don’t give a button.

enrollcnt of Webb, Name James, ]ack Ed-

wards, Robert Deon, Enos Clark, Ed
Bradley, Clinton Russell, Almond Dower,:
James Fitzgerald, Charles Dibble, Frank
Louis Wlllard

Anthony Normal and James Sawyer.

All could not claim a Civil War
background. Hence they were schooled in
varied techniques and the need for unity
was apparent. Sawyer, a Clinton resident,
became. the designated drum instructor.

The fledglings spurned voting for a
president but did name Russell the
secretary-and Normal treasurer. Stiff dues
of a dollar a week were assessed, for the
immediate. needs for uniforms was ap-.
parent. They weren’t bought with the ear-
ly dues. however. On one dark night the
treasurer bolted the village taking with
him the corps’ total finances.

Enthusiasm- cbbed “until Russell ﬂaggcd
their resolution with his rallying cry: I
for/anything else, we
must be faithful to the corps!”
rcdedxcatcd thcy practiced dxhgcntly.

*(Continued-on Pagc 22) =
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F IHEJT ONY. GR§EK DRUM CORPS on a ferry trip
00. Members included Bob Northam,

eating the sandwich on top o tbe boat boa,se, jack Russell,. center,

and Ed Bmdley, lacmd in poc el
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(Continued from Page 2}
mostly in an. oyster house although in the
winter Russclh who was thejanitor, would
let them into the schoothouse whete the
heat from the banked’ fires was most
welcome.

To the delight of the elders, the corps
was well received atits first outing and the

membership vowed to continue and soon -

was a fixture in the Memorial Day parades

in Stony Crcek and Branford and later in
Guilford. "

Niar unliba the tidec lannine an the

pay his own wa
17, he became 2 full-fledged member. * -

Clare grew up in the tradm% of the
corps. Schooled by his father, Prother,
uncles and cousins, he “was laying
thythms at age six, long before he could
tote thc decp banel drums. He practiced
on a ‘‘trap”’ drum Kid fashion he

developed a “brush’f technique familiar

lley 16 p{aéiicé At

o the devotees of dancc m
quently, his execution was flawed in later
years when he sought recognition among
the elite members of the Connecticut
Fifers and Drummers Association w!nch
the Creek joined in 1929.

Despite the handicap, Clérc was :a:

master at setting the Ancient’s beat

steps to the minute). More notcwortfly*m&

;hxs w;llmgm:ss to expcnmcm thh the dit-
“ferent rudiments, In drum corps’ circles.

today he'is remembered for developing
the “'single long roll’” which was to widely
copied.

Editors note; this is the first, in an occa-

- sional series of articles, focusing on the

Stony Creek Drum Corps which is current-

]y observing its gen?ury year.
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membership vowed to ‘conti
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was a fixture in the Memorial Day parades - % ) : o P
~ in Stony Creek and inford and later in Lk

uliktiche’ tides lapping on e

shote of Long Island Sound, membetship
ebbed and flooded dépending on

available work. Stony Cr
on its crustacean catches alone for the Not-
cross Quarty was booming, its fame
enhanced after- x'up?! ng its beautiful
granite for the base of the Statue of Liber-
ty in the New York Harbor.

" Many stonemasons and stonecutters of
oreign upbringing were IMpor
fulfill the pmanp%)wegr needs of qu
-and most brought with them 2 musical
- " %ulture. It was natural fof their youngsters
* to ‘gravitate o fifes and drums. gl"hey
became profficient but lacked confidence:
for the library was scant and techniques
o Were basic,’ - - LE S b
. During World War I, Stony Creeks
playing ranks were nearly depleted. Prac-
tices became spasmodic. and
knowledgeable talent from Guilford and
Branford was enlisted ‘to flesh ‘out the
‘Then, at the time when tornet bands’ ;
tried to steal the thunder from the COtps, | S
James Francis Kelly and Clarence (Clare)" 5.

tadley brought to totch ambition's cold

¢

ek did not live

Photo courtesy of the Stony Drum Corps.
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EARS AGO, the Ston: Creek Drum- Corps was

orps memgérs' rebearse in a shop on

fife and the derby hat is uniden-
atrve of Clair and Milton Bradley,
Y, standing with the snare drum,

‘Oasis Restaurant. Jack Russell and
snare drums. . e

2 mainstay
was ¢

day, would become the :
cotpsman’’ of them all. _ s
iR2vid did Jim become that he used to

RP
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Stony Creek Drum Corps
Dressing up and playing

hard through Depressi()n

: By BILL AHEARN

Special to the Review

Last week the Stony Creek Drum Corps
tests its mettle.

‘Although the cadence of their drums
and the high pitch of their fifes were con-
sidered  the main sources of Ancient
Corps’ competition, units of the Depres-
sion days vied for such additional trophies
as numbers in ranks, competitors from the
furthest points, appearance passing the
reviewing stand, individual excellence in
playing, plus baton twirling.

It was unusual for ancient corps to go
after the twirling prize but Stony Creek’s
Elmer Reff, a crack marching drum major,
was aware of the availability of the medal
and after one winter of practice left the

- novice ranks to become 2 gold medal win-
ner. Buoyed by Reff’s success, the

““Creckers’’ became even mote

~ imaginative. ‘

- Lancraft, in the 1930’s, made much of
an Indian in full regalia in its color guard.
Relying on native pride, the Corps con-
tacted Al Burne, Stony Creek born and
~-bred, who was associated with the Para-
mount Movie Studio in Chicago. He un-
covered a forgotten costume suit for an
Uncle Sam complete with red and white
striped trousers, a blue vest with white
stars thereon, and a high hat with stripes
and a band in red, white and blue. 'lphc
motif was adopted from the early car-
toonists conception of a lanky Yankee in
contrast to a roly-poly English depiction of
a Johnny Bull.

In a village search for‘a 6-foot; 3-inch -

body to fit the suit, the corpsmen un-
covered John Seastrand, brother of the
first major Charlie Seastrand. A complete
Uncle Sam, to the gray, clipped chin

whiskers, John gave Stony Creek a needed
identity as did Tom Bernard, Jim Laird
and Kenneth Wall, prior to the current
Ron Chernosky, no less aristocratic.
When faced with the possibility that
they might return empty-handed from a

New York State convention, the deter-

mined shoretowners -decided to bolster -
their ranks with costumed non-
petformers. They put two Pilgrims, carry-
ing bell-shaped rifles into the color guard
to guard the flag-bearer. It was a gimmick

- that portrayed the imagination of the

once-heralded Stony Creek Parish Players
who had their own theater in the village.
(Some years later, in the world premiere of
“Ceiling Zeto" first played on Stony
Creek’s stage, Henry Pullman was borrow-
ed from the Cortps for the off-stage sound

‘effects, snapping off single rolls ‘on his

drum to emulate machine gun fire.)

The gimmick won best appearance and
most men in the line of march for the
Branford unit, who also had enlisted
junior corps members to fill out the senior

rtanks. (The bell shaped gun barrels were
~‘turned out by Kelly in. his garage

workshop. Jim, in subsequent years, was
to ‘manufacture - barrel drums for the
juniors first out of veneer-thin boxes
which shipped fish to the Oasis
Restaurant, owned and managed by Ed
Bradley, who had dropped out of ‘the
corps’ playing ranks and was succeeded as
president by Kelly. They were good
drums, according to the manufacturer,
but the corps never could get rid of the

fish smell. Subsequent shells were steam-
ed into shape out of boxes in which w

_ tadios were shipped.)



At the same convenition, a year later in

- Peckskill, NY, the Creek tied with Lan-
craft for best playing out-of-state corps
after a four ‘mile-plus march on 2 sun-
strafed iday‘-‘_ilwi ires of

degrees.

estracci reap-
ned stiffly on-
_to the floor and 110-beat for
“both “‘stand”’ numb filed off the
floor, unbuckled his drum, and collapsed
_again. Carlos heard the news of Stony .
Creek’s playoff victoty in a hospital bed. .
In Poughkeepsie, NY, ‘an :
- street-side ¢ f::'

- twang, retort

back in your cag
begins.th- " io o e
“Fre ension thereafter, the Branfor-
~ dites other first place trophy.

The following practice night, that
reference to the circus rankled an it was
voted to purchase Colonial uniforms not
unlike Talesville, Mattatuck and Lancraft.
- Hometown pride peaked in 19
Stony Creek displayed their new *‘Con-
tinental Army”’ uniforms, buff breeches -
it, black gaiters, blue swallow.
] .  with red and buff trim.
Black tricornered hats completed the
regalia. A unique color guard line: Sabre-
bearers depicted early American strawhat-
ted sailors. A Civil War Artilleryman bore
the traditional American flag. Uncle Sam,
in solitary grandeur, lent the supreme
touch. ot e
~ Mindful now that the Corpsmen now
had historical significance, the townsfolk
glowed with each trophy additioti. jJoy
knew no bounds when the Creekers cap-
tured the Connecticut State championship
 six years in succession. As the job picture
changed, Lavassa, Kelly, Addison and
Milton Bradley returned to instructing
new recruits to fill diminishing ranks.

In that same span, the corps purchased
Seaside Hall and, with their own labor
reconstructed it for their own purposes.
Lavassa, who for years had tried to convert

the corps to usin wooden fifes succee
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JAZZING UP THE PRESENTATION: the Stony Creek Drum Corps

 added several visual elements to their parade formations. Uncle Sam,
- portrayed by Jim Laird in this 1960s photo, s perhaps the corps best
known flourish. : = G i
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(Continued from Page 22)

instruments fearing the corps would lose
some of its identity. The public scarcely
noticed for the drummers still beat out its
heavy cadence, although now with clean,
unified rhythm.

Lavassa and Addison Bradley were to
become instructors for the newly formed
North Branford Ancient Corps who had a
meteoric rise among the state’s junior
corps prior to World War II. Bradley was
replaced by the noted J. Burns Moore, of
the New Haven Symphony Orchestra, the
Lancraft Corps and the Governor’s Foot
Guard Band, Second Company. He
created a controversy when he introduced
shaded beats into the ranks. Old-time

{54,

stylists thought that it was heresy, citing
the histotry of drumming and its
rudiments which identified settlers of
Church Meetings, and imminent attacks.

North Branford’s latest style was ac-
claimed for a period and the players from
under Totoket Mountain ruled the roost
for a period then disbanded. Many joined
up with Stony Creek once the war was
over.

It was a dismayed Lavassa who returned

from service. The Corps’ ranks were
depleted.
(Editor’s note: this article in part of an oc-
castonal series commemorating the Stony
Creek Drum Corps centenary
observances.)

Photo courtesy of the Stony-Creek Drum Corps

- EARLIEST UNIFORMS: when founded in 1886, the Stony Creek
" Drum Corps wore black unforms with braid similar to those worn by
the Stony Creek Band, pictured here in the early 1880s.
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Stony Creek Drum Corps G
The corps regroups as junior, distaff groups emerge

By BILL AHERN
Special to the Review

(Last week the Stony Creek Drum C orps
polishes its satorial presentation during
the 1930's.)

Discussing the shambles that World
War II had made of his cherished Stony
Creek Drum Corps, President Louis
Lavassa recalls, ‘At first I was heartsick
and then I became angry. Then my ire
fired the determination that we would
rebuild and rekindle the flame of our
heritage.”’

“Many of our pre-war corpsmen had
moved from the area dictated by the for-
tunes of fate, but enough remained to res.
pond to our plea to get into line. They
were to become the nucleii of our recon-
truction, the most concetrated effort in
our history.”’

*“Of the handful who returned from our
crack junior corps, we were able to count
on their experience. Eager newcomers
fleshed out our ranks but it took time,
drummers about a year and fifers about
cight months, to appear in the line of
march. Depending on aptitude and
practice-time, three to four years were
needed to attain medal quality’”’,

Thus did the Kelly-Lavassa *‘School of
Music, Ancient Style’’ resume again.
Teen-aged aspirants proved as enthusiastic
as those of yore. The instructors responded
in kind. The senior ranks soon returned to

competition and in subsequent years twice NIOR ORPS.' The

tuled the state’s senior corps until 1961

,Momm"dﬁOSMMDru:y-Com
Fife and Drum Corps in May 1955. First row, from  Mavroleon. Third row, from left: james Kelly, Drill

hen § Creek bec foundi ife SR T S et ‘ .
bt Rt P B s lefteDietrnis McGowan, Jobn Miller, Carl Fritz, Bob  Master James Laird, Bog McCutcheon, Arnold Noble,

Stony Creek Junior Ancient

ticut Fifets and Drummers,”” dedicated to aldenzi, George N oble, Jack Bar clqy : Se;or.l d row,  Dix Galdenzs, Bob McLean, George Atkimon, ol
Preserving the art of Ancient Fifing and Jrom left: Gordon H,-,,,-,f“Ray Walston, Alex Cinquan- Pavqglzqmt:, Fife Instructor Lou Lavassa. Dress Major
Drumming and creating good fellowship ta, Clyde Augur, Anthony Cingquanta, Lee Dave Cinquanta stands at center.

between the member corps. » '






share in the Creek’s pride. The corps has
~been called upon to play at wedding
receptions, family reunions, picnics, etc.

Matt

guests. :

’s launc ollowed by a smaller
launch peopled by various of the Creek’s
comlier set who unabashedly extend
baskets attached to long poles in which
they accept tithes, =

Stony Creek’s corps has been a fixture at -

Yale’s Alumni Reunion each June for
years. The Reunion Parade is a memory

t_Infantino’s
0 island ﬁla‘yipg :

‘outth of July, the

|

but traditionalists count on the corps to

stir both spirits and memories. Old Home

Week celebrations, like those sponsored

lightly touched by the years, ru
““Imagine 100 yeats old.”” The
~a puckish grin to light his f:

ment marching 1
Stony Creek’s |
years: ptusd v uhiie S e
avassa looks upon the corps as a symbol
of the village’s pride in its own clan. Kel-
ly, an octogenarian whose age has been

it's been fun,’’ he concludes.





