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Photo: One of the older band photos available is this shot of the 1881 Barnum & 

London Circus band lead by J. S. Robinson. Wilson Collection. 
 
It is impossible to determine the exact number of circus bands that have toured this 
country but a fair estimate would be around 3,000. Not until the 1870s did an 
American circus issue a route book. A perusal of these books yields interesting and 
valuable data concerning circuses. They vary as to content but invariably contain the 
itinerary of the circus that issued them. They may also include such items as the 
mileage between towns and cities that comprised the season's route, the population 
of such, quality of hotels and hostelries, weather conditions, business done each day, 
number of railway cars and other information regarding trains, number of wagons, 
horses, tents and their sizes, et cetera. Many of these little books list the entire show 
personnel, including band rosters. Prior to the time that printed route books were 
issued, an occasional enterprising trouper would keep a hand-written record of the 
itinerary of the show, with perhaps the mileage between towns and a comment or 
two concerning unusual happenings during the season. 
 
There were a few periodicals that recorded considerable data concerning circuses, 
chief among these being the New York Clipper, published from 1854 through 1924, 
and The Billboard, first published in 1894 and still being issued weekly but under the 
name of Amusement Business. These magazines each year published the names of 
the band rosters on all circuses that supplied them. Because of the intense 
competition for good musicians during the era that tented circuses flourished in this 
country many of the band directors refused to divulge the names of the men in their 
bands. This was done in an endeavor to prevent other circuses or minstrel shows and 
theaters from enticing the musicians to join their organizations. 
 
A search of all known route books and other show publications has made it possible 
to compile rosters of 1015 different circus bands. These disclose that approximately 
12,000 different musicians played with these bands at least some portion of a season. 
In most instances a band roster compiled at the start of a season would vary greatly 



from one issued in the middle or at the close of the season. A thirty piece band might 
have used as many as fifty different musicians during the course of a season because 
of the frequent changes in its personnel. The vast majority of musicians joining out 
with circuses did well to remain an entire season, many quitting the road after a 
week, a month, or at the summers end. However, a not inconsiderable number made 
the circus a career, playing with these bands from twenty to forty years, and an 
occasional one can boast of more years of following the tanbark trail. Most notable of 
these is Henry Kyes, who either directed or played with circus bands 61 years of 
which 22 were with Merle Evans on the Ringling Barnum Circus. Henry started his 
career with the Parker Amusement Company, a carnival in 1909 and has also played 
with rep shows. This is a record any circus musician can be proud of. 
 
Musicians have joined out with circuses for a variety of reasons - some to see the 
country, some to earn money to complete college educations, some for pure 
adventure, some to satisfy a wanderlust, and yet others because they had sawdust in 
their veins. For the most part those who failed to become troubadours of the road 
lacked the physical stamina that the life required. They simply did not possess the 
lips of steel with the toughness of leather required to endure the terrific grind of a 
circus musician. The drummers did not possess the hands and wrists required to beat 
out one-to-the-bar galops, the fast marches, the long drum rolls. Many lacked the 
ability to pick up the fast cues that were essential in the long, ever-changing circus 
programs. 
 
In bygone days the most difficult job in the music world was that of playing with a 
circus band and it was likewise the most exacting work demanded of any member of 
a circus organization, at least as far as physical stamina was involved. Consider the 
street parades alone. These usually started about ten o'clock in the morning and 
lasted two to four hours, often over cobblestone pavements or muddy or dusty streets 
in the days before paved streets, with the jouncing and bouncing these entailed. 
Many of the bands would play a large number of marches during the parade, and 
these of the solid type played at very fast tempos. Some bandmasters would select 
but half a dozen marches, repeating these along the route. Invariably all the directors 
would choose those marches with screaming cornet parts and solid bass sections, 
such as Gentry's Triumphal, and The Screamer by Fred Jewell, From Tropic to 
Tropic or Colossus of Columbia by Russell Alexander or Olevine or Bombardment by 
H. A. Vandercook. 
 
For the musicians the street parades possessed a number of hazards that added 
greatly to the grind imposed upon them by circus life. The rutty streets and 
cobblestone pavements often resulted in cut lips. Now and then a runaway 
bandwagon would tip over, hurtling the occupants into stone walls or rock strewn 
ditches and occasionally putting bandsmen into hospitals or cemeteries. The 
runaway bandwagon might crash into a low bridge, crushing the musicians between 
wagon and bridge and demolishing the bandwagon. Frequently these accidents 
meant the instruments, too, were in need of "hospital" attention. Always there was 
the necessity to dodge telephone and electric light wires stretched across the streets if 
the musicians wished to avoid decapitation in the line of duty. On many days the sun 
beat down unmercifully, melting the high celluloid collars of the bandsmen. In the 
"grand and glorious" street parades, musicians wore uniforms of heavy wool, with 
stand-up collars buttoned tightly, augmented by tall hats or braided caps that were 
warm and heavy. If the sun failed thus to shine the parade might wend its way 



beneath drizzle or through a torrential downpour, with crashes of thunder vieing 
with those of drums and cymbals. Returning to the lot the musicians were often 
soaked to the skin, with the choice of going to the cookhouse for food or to the 
dressing tent for a change to dry clothes before hurrying into the big top there to give 
an hour long center ring concert. When a good western hail storm took its toll of 
instruments the bandsmen usually paid a price, too, in injuries of varying degrees.  
 
No circus musician, performer, or teamster who ever graced a "million dollar" street 
parade of yesteryear would vote for the return of this glorious segment of circus day! 
In the circus band were musicians who had played with the big business concert 
bands that for many years toured this country, such as Sousa, Kryl, Pryor, Conway, 
Creatore, Liberati and others. These bands made transcontinental tours, and the 
Sousa band made several trips to Europe and one tour of the world. Their usual 
schedule was to play two concerts a day, some times in two different cities. Musicians 
who played with both the concert and the circus bands are agreed that the concert 
band tours were rugged but without exception they are emphatic in asserting that the 
circus was the more demanding of physical stamina and reserve energy and no less 
demanding of musicianship. 
 
Edward J. Heney played clarinet and saxophone with both the Sells-Floto and the Al. 
G. Barnes Circus bands and with the Arthur Pryor band and for some years 
saxophone soloist with the Sousa Band. In comparing circus and concert work he has 
written: "So far as circus bands were concerned when I traveled with them, I should 
say that 'trouping show band experience was mandatory. Endurance, musically as 
well as physically, speaking was most necessary in circus bands. Without these two a 
circus musician could not stand up under the daily grind. In those days we were on 
the bandwagon for the usual two hour morning parade in the towns and cities. The 
main performance was always preceded by an hour concert in the ring. The big show 
lasted two to three hours during which time we played constantly, only resting 
during the clown frolics. In addition, we had to play the 'after show' or wild west 
performance - and collect tickets for same in the bleachers. All the foregoing twice a 
day from 8 A. M. to 11:30 P. M. - on the go the entire time. 
 
"Concert band experience plus the ability to stand long transcontinental tours yearly 
and a general idea of solo work before the public were the 'certain something' a Sousa 
bandsman had to have. Playing in different towns every day, some times two 
communities a day (one in the afternoon and one at night) resulted in some 
strenuous living, playing and traveling. 
 
"To conclude and to answer your pointed question, I should state that considering 
everything, the most difficult band jobs in those days were the circus bands." 
 
Cleveland Dayton of Ottumwa, Iowa, was a trombone player with the Barnum & 
Bailey Circus for a number of years and served as assistant director under Edwin H. 
"Ned" Brill. On leaving the Barnum Circus at the close of the 1915 season, he took 
over the direction of the Ottumwa Municipal Band and has held this position ever 
since. His comment regarding the playing in circus bands: "There was no harder 
work for musicians than a big circus band during my time. Parade at 10:00 A. M., 
two hours at least. Into the big top at 1:30 for the concert and program until 4:30. 
Back at 7:00 for the concert and program until 10:30, and very little rest did you get 



during that time. There were no silent acts. That should explain why it was so hard to 
hold musicians." 
 
Another musician with both concert and circus experience wrote: "The quality of 
musicians was good and bad. The old timers were pretty rugged and could hold their 
own with any one. Most of the one year boys couldn't take it. The grind was terrific. I 
have seen a number of excellent musicians go to pieces as a result of this tortuous 
grind. That was one reason why so many musicians remained in the circus business 
for only one year." 
 
Karl L. King, one of the best baritone players that ever traveled with a circus, former 
director of the Sells-Floto and of the Barnum & Bailey Circus bands asserted: 
"Qualifications for musicians for a good circus band were: 'Good technique, power 
and endurance, good attack, etc. No place for a 'panty-waist' type of performer. Had 
to play it out good and strong all the way through." 
 
The life of circus people, including the bandsmen, was far from glamorous during the 
early mud-wagon show days. None of the circuses provided either sleeping 
accommodations or meals. Everyone had to put up at a hotel or rooming house, 
getting their meals where they could. On a hot, sunny day it meant plopping through 
dust and on a rainy one sloshing through mud and water. After the night show it was 
up to the trouper to find his way to hotel or lodging house without so much as a 
street light to direct the way. It was not uncommon for the town roughs to rout the 
band from a sound sleep and to herd them to the square or commons there to give a 
concert before they left for the next town on the route. Everyone on the circus would 
be called at two or three o'clock in the morning, eat a hasty breakfast, then repair to 
buggy or wagon for the trip to the next town. Those who could often sought out some 
spot on top of the canvas or amid trunks and props where they might gain another 
hour or two of sleep the while the horses jogged along, teamsters sometimes hard put 
to decide which turn to take at the crossroads and occasionally choosing the wrong 
one to the frustrations of all concerned. 
 
Before the days of the "million dollar" street parades these little shows would pause 
outside town or village to polish up their wagons, clean the horses, and tidy up 
generally. The musicians, donning bright colored caps and coats before mounting to 
the top of the bandwagon, would launch into a mighty march and continue to blast 
away until the lot was reached, thereby announcing to the local citizenry that that day 
they were to be afforded the wondrous opportunity to witness marvels of arenic skill 
and splendor. Arrived at the lot, bright uniforms were quickly doffed and overalls 
donned, as bandsmen turned to the tasks of erecting tents and putting up seats 
trusting to divine Providence to escape serious injuries to their hands. 
 
Other problems confronted them during the course of a season. If their circus went 
broke they were quite as stranded as were the performers and workmen. In that 
event one of them might find a current copy of The Billboard and discover in its 
columns an ad for a trombone player, let us say, Butler Bros. Circus. The trombone 
player might decide to try his luck again whereupon he would study railway 
schedules and ascertain the best way to get to the city where Butler Bros. would be 
showing the following day. If he were fortunate enough to have the price of a ticket 
he would probably elect to ride a day coach but lacking the wherewithal to provide 
this luxury he might choose to ride "blind baggage." Finding the lot he might stand 



dismayed to discover all the show's wagons were painted with the name Norton Bros. 
Circus. As he stood in his perplexity the chances were that a begrimed workman 
might approach him and ask, "Need some help?" with some such dialog as this 
ensuing, "Well I guess I've hit the wrong town. I was looking for Butler Bros. Circus." 
With a spat of tobacco juice, the workman might reply, "Oh that. Don't let that bother 
you, mister. We've been in a mite of trouble with some of the doggone sheriffs in 
these parts so we've been changing our name about every week or so. If you're 
looking for a job the boss is up in that yellow ticket wagon." 

 
Photo: Carl Clair is shown seated in front of his band on the Barnum show around 1905. 

Wilson Collection. 

 
In the mud wagon years musicians received from $3.00 to $4.00 per week to both 
play in the band and to help "put 'er up and take 'er down." By 1900 the salary scale 
had risen to about $8.00 per week, with the band director receiving $18.00 to 
$20.00. When the Barnum & Bailey Circus toured Europe from the fall of 1897 
through the 1902 season. Carl G. Clair had a thirty-one piece band with the Show. A 
weekly allotment of fifty-five pounds sterling was made to pay this band and there 
was an additional grant of twenty-four pounds per week for lodging. 
 
After the advent of the railroad circus musicians had little of which to complain 
regarding their living conditions on these shows. Always they were provided with 
sleeping berths, usually two high, although on some of the smaller circuses they were 
required to sleep in three-deckers. The band director was provided with a stateroom 
on the train. The cookhouse fare was simple but adequate, and the musicians shared 
the same table throughout the season. Like everyone connected with a circus they 
were required to pay their own transportation to winterquarters or the city where the 
show was to open the season. 
 



For several years prior to the First World War the salary scale on the Ringling Bros. 
Circus was according to the ability of the individual musician. Solo or first chair men 
received $20.00 a week and the second and third chair men $12.00. Gentry Bros, for 
years carried some of the best circus bands in this country and paid the men $15.00 
per week in 1918. During these years the better circuses paid their musicians about 
$17.00 a week. 
 
In the spring of 1919 the newly merged Ringling Bros, and Barnum & Bailey Circus 
opened in Madison Square Garden in New York City. Their band was unionized 
during the first week of this season's engagement with a salary of $17.50 per week. In 
1922 the salary was increased to $25.00 per week; in 1925 to $32.50, in 1938 to 
$46.50 and in 1955 the salary was increased to $96.00 for a six day week and to 
$112.00 for seven days. The Barnum & Bailey, the Ringling Bros, and the Ringling 
Bros, and Barnum & Bailey Circuses always defrayed the living expenses for their 
musicians in Chicago and New York and on the road in addition to the salaries listed 
above. The present indoor circuses pay their musicians the union scale in all cities 
they exhibit in and these will vary from city to city. 
 
To some the salaries of circus musicians prior to unionization may appear to have 
been absurdly low, but our study indicates that in most cases they were comparable 
to those paid musicians in other branches of the show world in the larger cities of our 
nation. In 1918, for example, the year prior to the unionization of the Ringling-
Barnum Show's band, the musicians in New York commanded the following union 
salaries: theaters, musical comedy $30.00 to $33.00 per week; dramatic shows 
$24.00 to $26.00; vaudeville $33.50 to $35.00; the Winter Garden $35.95, and the 
Hippodrome $39.75. These musicians were required to pay their own living expenses 
which was not true on circuses. 
 
In discussing both living conditions and salaries of circus musicians it is essential to 
keep in mind the general living conditions and salaries paid in the country at large at 
any given time. Society had not yet arrived at the "push button" era of ease and 
comfort. Living was much more rugged then than now, and earning that living taxed 
physical capacities beyond that which is generally considered either desirable or 
tolerable today. Very few escaped these rigors and most of those few who had known 
the life of toil as they climbed to higher pinnacles of power and comfort. 
 
Edward J. Heney compared the salaries and living conditions of musicians in circus 
bands with those in the big concert organizations thus: "In 1919 I was a member of 
the Al. G. Barnes Circus Band, Eddie Woeckner, director. Salary for playing B flat 
clarinet was nine dollars per week and 'cakes.' That meant all meals in the circus 
cook house and a berth with another windjammer in the circus sleeping car . . . In the 
1920 season I was a member of the Sells-Floto Band, Don Montgomery, Director. My 
salary was eighteen dollars per week for playing first chair solo clarinet. Salary 
included all meals in the cook house and the usual bunk with another musician in the 
sleeper." 
 
Mr. Heney was a member of the Arthur Pryor Band in 1928 where he received 
$65.00 per week for playing saxophone solos and doubling on B flat clarinet with the 
band. He was required to furnish his own uniform and pay his own living expenses.. 
As saxophone soloist with the Sousa Band from 1924 through 1931 he received a 



salary of $110.00 per week and again furnished his own uniform and paid his own 
living expenses. 
 
John Jaquish was a member of the bands on the Gollmar Bros., the Hagenbeck and 
Wallace and the Ringling Bros. Circuses. He wrote: "The sleeping quarters were 
comfortable, clean and well regulated. The performers rated the highest and had the 
best berths and state rooms. The band, ticket sellers and some single male 
performers were usually housed in one Pullman. The meals were very good. Ringling 
was the best. Every one had to tip the circus employees for services rendered. We 
tipped the porter of our Pullman and the table waiter. The latter, in turn, would tip 
the cooks, so naturally the table which tipped the most got the choicest cuts from the 
cooks. The meals were not bad though. The time of serving was often irregular due to 
poor train connections, bad weather, long jumps, etc. One practice was very bad. We 
were served dinner immediately after the afternoon performance and yet we had 
another show in the evening. After the evening show we were as hungry as we were 
before dinner. Most of us looked for the cheapest lunch room we could find at night, 
because this meal came out of our own pocket. The bands were not unionized, and 
the top salary was about $15.00 a week. I think I got $12.00. We paid our own 
laundry, baths, transportation to and from the lot and tips." 
 
Present day truck circuses provide sleepers for their bands. This is driven overland, 
usually by one of the members of the band either after the night performance or early 
the following morning. 
 
For years there was to be found in the backyard of the Ringling Barnum Circus a 
wagon or truck fitted out to dispense tea, coffee, soft drinks, sandwiches, pie, cake 
and other snacks. By some it was called a "Juice Joint", by others a "Grease Joint." It 
was not circus owned but operated under leased concession rights, and every one 
who patronized it paid for what he obtained. Needless to say the place was busy at all 
times of the day and until about nine at night. 
 
Many of the old time circuses carried on their trains what was known as the "Pie 
Car," where lunches could be obtained after the night show. The present day 
Ringling-Barnum indoor circuses carry lunch cars on their trains to feed their people 
from everything from coffee to steaks and these can feed the people throughout the 
day and most of the night. 
 
The unionization of circus bands followed many earnest discussions among the 
musicians. Many of them belonged to local unions in their home cities and were not 
forbidden to play with non-union circus bands. Many of the musicians counseled 
against organizing any union that would favor either themselves or the circus 
owners, insisting that the welfare of both must be given equal consideration if 
success was to be assured. Musicians traveling with the various circus bands at the 
time union agitation was prevalent shortly after World War I were well aware of the 
fact that a number of circus owners were not financially situated to warrant their 
greatly increasing the salaries of their bandsmen. Some of these circus owners 
sincerely desired to pay higher salaries both to the men in their bands and to the 
better performers, but the competition for business was great and overhead costs had 
to be carefully controlled if the show was to remain on the road. 
 



Once circus bands were unionized there was a tendency for the control of union 
affairs to become more highly decentralized and after a time the management lost 
contact with the day-today realities of circus life. The struggle for a circus owner to 
remain in business was not always fully comprehended by the union managers in 
some distant city office. The natural urge of these union organizers and managers 
was to seek always to improve the salary scale of the men on the road though they 
have not always been equally concerned with the living conditions afforded their 
members. The result has been that today the owners of truck circuses find 
themselves unable to carry twenty or thirty piece bands. At the present day there are 
only two truck circuses with bands. One of these has five pieces and the other eight. 
When a circus has to resort to phonograph records or an organ or has a band but 
does not play circus music nor cue a performance you just have a show that lacks the 
zip, the pep and the dash of a performance that is backed by a good snappy circus 
band. 
 
This is unfortunate, for the absence of a good band costs a circus performance much 
appeal. A competent band under an able circus band leader, even though the unit 
must be limited in size, is essential to properly cue acts, to inspire performers, and to 
build each number on the program to its rightful climax. A well balanced circus 
performance presented to the accompaniment of a competent band possesses a 
sparkle, a luster that is sadly lacking when music is furnished by a non circus musical 
organization. A circus performance tendered without adequate band accompaniment 
resembles a dinner served sans sugar and salt. 
 
On the other hand it must be remembered that trade and craft unions came into 
existence only as the result of long years of real need for such. Today it is doubtful if 
any circus musician would willingly forego his union affiliation. The musicians union 
has greatly improved the lot of these troubadours of the road. Not alone does the 
circus musician get a decent salary but he is assured of prompt payment, for failure 
on the part of any circus owner to meet this obligation on a given date means a union 
official immediately pulls the band off that show. Another benefit the circus musician 
has reaped from his union member ship is a rule that forbids him to do any work 
about the lot other than to play in the band. No longer does he help to erect the tents, 
put up the seats, build the bandstand, or the like without his consent and extra pay 
for such services. This rule was designed to safeguard the musicians' hands against 
injuries which might incapacitate him either temporarily or permanently. One rule of 
the circus musicians' that may be legitimately challenged is that which require the 
indoor circuses to employ a certain number of local musicians in each city in which 
they show regardless of their ability to play the music. Too often this results in the 
band director being compelled to accept an undue proportion of men who can play 
only saxophones and, too frequently the local musicians cannot play circus music as 
it should be rendered - they simply cannot 'cut it,' to use the colloquial phrase. 
Common sense would seem to dictate that if a circus is required to engage a specified 
number of local musicians it should at least have access to those qualified to meet its 
particular requirements! Unfortunately the one weakness of the grand and glorious 
Milwaukee circus parade is that the bands on the band wagons do not play band 
wagon marches nor with the tempo of the old time circus bands. Neither do they 
straighten out what they do play. For this reason there is no difference between the 
music of the marching-bands and the bandwagon bands. This takes a lot of pep, zip 
and go out of the parade that should be full of circus spirit. 
 



In 1922 Frederick Alton Jewell, an excellent baritone player, outstanding circus band 
composer and a very competent band director for both center ring concerts and the 
performance, wrote a march he entitled "That Old Circus Band." One wonders if in 
writing this march Mr. Jewell foresaw the end of the great circus bands in our 
country. 
 
The Golden era of the American Circus is dead, but one glorious segment of this great 
amusement enterprise lives on in the music composed for it by some of its most 
famous Knights of the Road. The ranks of the old time circus bandmasters is fast 
thinning, and when the last one has passed on from the scene such circus performers 
as are left will have to carry on as best they can with music furnished by men more 
familiar with dance halls than with circus arenas, by men who have never felt the call 
of the tanbark trail, by men through whose veins no sawdust courses. 
 
The circus band has always provided the pulse beat for every performance, but it has 
been the arenic stars that have had their names and pictures in the printed program. 
Occasionally a band director's photograph has appeared in the advertisement of 
some manufacturer of band instruments in the program. In the 1890s the Barnum & 
Bailey Circus did use posters of the Carl G. Clair Band, and one season Merle Evans 
and his band, seated atop the Liberty Bandwagon, was featured in the billboards by 
the Ringling-Barnum Show. 
 
The hundreds of thousands of Americans who through the years have thrilled to the 
music of circus bands may be interested to learn a little about some of the leading 
musicians who have graced these. 
 
H. Benne Henton, one of the greatest saxophone soloists to appear with the Sousa, 
Kryl and other bands, was at one time a member of the band on the John Robinson 
Circus. Benjamin Vereecken was a member of the Ringling Bros. Circus band for a 
time and he made the five year tour of Great Britain and the European Continent 
with the Barnum & Bailey Show before becoming a saxophone soloist with Sousa. 
Samuel Albright played with several major circus bands prior to appearing as soloist 
with the Alessandro Liberati organization. 
 
Bohumir Kryl, whose cornet playing was sheer magic, was for many years a brilliant 
soloist with Sousa, Frederick Innes, and the Kryl concert bands. He likewise toured 
our country with his two talented daughters, Marie, the pianist, and Josie, the 
violinist. Mr. Kryl displayed a delicacy of tone which has seldom been equaled. Music 
lovers who had the good fortune to hear his solo work will never forget his brilliant 
technique and splendid triple tongueing as exemplified in such compositions 
as Carnival of Venice by J. B. Arban. Critics were always amazed at the ease with 
which Mr. Kryl played the high notes and the extremely low ones in this particular 
piece. It will undoubtedly come as a surprise to many to learn that Bohumir Kryl was 
at one time a member of a circus band, but let him tell of this in his own inimitable 
style: 
 
"When I was a boy of eleven years, while living in Bohemia in a town by the name of 
Horice, a circus came to our town, and as I was the leading acrobat in the town I of 
course went to see the show. Name of circus was Rentz Circus. This was the leading 
circus in all Europe at that time. After the afternoon performance I stayed at the tent 
when all the people have gone. I wanted to show off some of the best tricks which I 



knew. Managers have seen me doing these acrobatic tricks and the result was that I 
left my home with circus the following day. I was engaged as an acrobat but a few 
days after being on the road the manager have heard me practice on my trumpet and 
so next day I was playing the circus parade and at the performance I did my tricks. I 
was with the circus seven months and after having bad accident at one of the evening 
shows, I left the circus and walked home from Warsaw, Poland, which took me two 
weeks to get home. On way I stopped at many places of large restaurants, inns, etc. 
and by giving my own performance I have made enough money to pay all of my 
expenses and have had plenty left when I got home. I went back to school and 
studied very hard on my violin and trumpet. This was when I was eleven years of age 
and was back in 1886, and when I was fourteen we left for America where my father 
was engaged as a sculptor. I took up the same profession and when working in 
Indianapolis, Ind., on the Soldier's monument Mr. Sousa came to Indianapolis and 
after my audience with him he liked my playing and same result as with the circus, I 
left with Sousa band the next day, giving up sculptoring. Have been traveling with 
band for thirty-five years and after that fifteen years with the Kryl Symphony 
orchestra." Mr. Kryl also wrote that the Ringling show tried to prevail upon him to 
bring his band on the show to play center ring concerts. Kryl related that he refused 
to do this because he did not think circus audiences would like his kind of music. The 
Sells-Floto Circus also tried to contract the Sousa Band to play center ring concerts 
without success. 
 
When Patrick Gilmore brought his famous band to Indianapolis one year one of his 
cornet soloists was Ben C. Bent, whose work was well known and admired. As Bent 
walked to the concert hall that day one Herbert L. Clarke walked behind him wishing 
that he might be given the truly great privilege of carrying the noted soloist's cornet 
case. Clarke would have then thought it strange, indeed, that when Bent walked 
around a circus lot none of the youngsters carrying water for the elephants 
abandoned that avocation to carry the cornet case of the great soloist. That same 
Herbert L. Clarke later became the greatest cornet soloist of all time. In fact there 
were three Bent brothers, all outstanding cornet players traveling with a circus. 
 

Photo: Everette James lead the band on the Christy Bros. 
Circus from 1919 until 1930. He is shown in 1922 with his son 
Harry James, a well known present day orchestra leater. 
Braathen Collection. 

 
Near the turn of the century Everett James was smitten 
with the circus fever. The lure of the street parades and 
the music of the circus bands held him for many years. 
He played cornet and directed bands on the Mighty 
Haag, Lee Bros., Golden Bros., and Christy Bros, 
circuses. In 1916 a son was born to Everett and his wife 
Mable, at Albany, Georgia. As an old circus saying goes 
Harry James "was born in a red wagon." When this boy 
was six years old, Everett gave him a snare drum and 
taught him to play it. Before his seventh birthday Harry 
was a member of his father's band. By the time he was 
ten his father had taught him to play the cornet, and 
Harry could "cut" the music in the circus program with 
the best men. in the band. He had a very fast tongue and 



could "straighten out" the fast one-to-the-bar galops like a veteran. In his tenth year 
Harry led the musicians on the second bandwagon in the street parade, in which his 
mother played a steam calliope. She also did a stint in the arena, and her young son 
would leap from the bandstand to assist her in the ring. 
 
Harold B. Bachman chanced to be in Mason City, Iowa, the home town of Meredith 
and "Dixie" Willson, when the Al. G. Barnes Circus played a one day stand there on 
July 7, 1913. He watched the street parade, captivated by the band racing through the 
fast marches. He went to the lot, hunted up bandmaster Eddie Woeckner, and asked 
if he could use another cornet player. Mr. Woeckner was happy to have another 
musician, so Harold Bachman left Mason City to tour with the Barnes Circus the 
balance of the season. When this show played Fargo, North Dakota the following year 
young Bachman found he could not resist the land of sawdust and spangles and again 
joined the circus's band. 
 
As the days wore on Harold Bachman came to the conclusion that if he were to make 
music his profession he needed additional instruction. He went to Chicago where he 
studied cornet under an old circus cornet player and one time director of the band on 
the J. H. La Pearl Circus, H. A. Vandercook. Acquiring proficiency on his instrument, 
Mr. Bachman became a member of Bohumir Kryl’s Band. 
 
Bachman was born in Atlanta, Illinois on September 2, 1892, and moved with his 
parents to North Dakota when he was seven. They took up a homestead in the 
western part of the State, twenty-five miles from the nearest town. Harold's first 
musical instruction was given him by his mother on an old reed organ. He purchased 
his first cornet from a Chicago mail order house. After graduation from the local 
country school he went to Fargo and enrolled in the North Dakota Agricultural 
College and studied music. In 1917 he was directing a band at Harvey, North Dakota 
when the governor prevailed upon him to organize a band to serve with the Second 
North Dakota Infantry, a new regiment being raised for duty in World War I. 
 
When this infantry band arrived in a training camp it was transferred to the 116th 
Engineers, 41st Division, with which it went overseas. On Christmas Day, 1917, 
Bachman's band gave a concert for the troops. General Hunter Liggett studied the 
response of the men to this concert and was so impressed by it that he remarked, 
"That band is worth a million dollars to the American Army." Bachman did not forget 
this comment. It was his inspiration to organize a concert band when his army unit 
returned to the States after the war. He named this new organization Bachman's 
Million Dollar Band and with it made a number of concert tours of the nation and 
played various parks. Later Mr. Bachman became director of bands first at the 
University of Chicago and then at the University of Florida. He is a past president of 
that distinguished musical organization, the American Bandmasters Association. He 
is now known as Col. Harold B. Bachman. 
 
Cornetist Joseph W. Dobie spent fourteen years with circus bands, no less than 
thirteen of them with Merle Evans on the Ringling-Barnum Circus. Henry C. Werner 
played cornet with circus bands seventeen years, of which fourteen were with the 
"Greatest Show On Earth." Philip Garko had a career of thirty-one years with circus 
bands, thirteen of these under the direction of Merle Evans. Among other cornet 
players that have possessed the lips of steel with the toughness of leather that 
enabled them to meet the exacting demands of circus bands may be mentioned O. A. 



Kirchies, Thomas P. Fallon, and C. M. Frankiser. One of the all time cornet greats 
was Bobby Sturgell. He was really an artist but unfortunately he died in his early 30s. 
 
Shortly after the five brothers from Baraboo, Wisconsin, founded their circus, each of 
the Ringlings began to specialize in one or more departments of their show. For 
many years Al., the eldest, was the equestrian director and laid out the program at 
the start of each season. Like all circuses of that era the Ringling show presented an 
aftershow concert. This was usually made up of a series of stunts and acts similar to 
those presented on the vaudeville stage. During the 1906 season this aftershow failed 
to attract sizeable audiences and was in other ways displeasing to Al. Ringling. It so 
happened that Albert C. Sweet was directing the Ringling band for the first time that 
year. Al. Ringling approached Mr. Sweet one day with the problem of the make-up of 
the after-show. 
 
Mr. Sweet mulled the matter over in his mind and for a few days and then broached 
the subject to his first chair clarinetist, one Tom Brown. They discussed the matter at 
some length, making and vetoing a number of suggestions. Finally Tom Brown asked 
Mr. Sweet what he would think of a saxophone unit as the core of a new after-show 
routine. They took the suggestion to Mr. Ringling who gave the green light to give it a 
trial. 
 
Brown had a couple of brothers on the show and Tom knew they could give a 
creditable performance on saxes. He also also arranged with a Mr. Hopkins to work 
in this unit, thus organizing a saxophone quartet. Together these men worked out a 
clever routine, with Tom acting as the black face comedian. After several rehearsals 
the group felt they were ready to appear in the concert after the main performance. 
Most of the circus performers were among the audience for that initial show, so it 
was a critical crowd the new sax quartet played to. They won a good deal of applause 
interspersed with much hearty laughter, so Mr. Ringling knew he was on the way to 
building an aftershow that would have audience appear. He was right and business 
continued to improve for the balance of the season. 
 
The Ringlings were not the only ones to profit by this venture of Tom Brown. By the 
close of the 1907 season Brown had decided to make a bid for vaudeville 
engagements. He had been receiving $15.00 a week as first chair clarinetist with the 
Ringling Circus and an additional $5.00 for his work in the aftershow concert. On 
December 9, 1907 the Four Brown Brothers opened on the Considine Vaudeville 
circuit in Minneapolis, Minnesota. A "Doc" Kealey was a member of this quartet, 
apparently supplanting the Mr. Hopkins who had joined the three Brown brothers to 
comprise the original saxophone group. The Ringling Circus band roster for the 1907 
season discloses neither a Hopkins nor a Kealey, but the arenic program does list a 
Doc Kealey working on elephants in one of the end rings. 
 
From the very start the Brown Brothers Saxophone Quartet proved to be a popular 
favorite and was almost immediately given headline billing. This musical unit 
ultimately evolved into the Brown Brothers Saxophone Sextette, with Tom still cast 
in the comedy role. It toured this nation on the various vaudeville circuits and with 
minstrel and musical shows. For some years there were two Brown brothers 
saxophone sextettes touring the country but no family relationship existed between 
them. The second of these, was founded by C. L. Brown who was at one time the 
circus band director of Sells-Floto Circus and in 1949 of the Cole Bros, band. C. L. 



Brown's Sextette was known as the Original Brown Brothers. No one who heard the 
Tom Brown Sextette on Phonograph records would ever forget them. 
 
Tom Brown married one of the show girls on the Ringling Circus, and she became a 
dancer with the Dillingham musical show. She remained with this show while her 
husband took his unit to Great Britain. Mr. Dillingham found himself in need of an 
outstanding attraction for one of his productions and inquired of Mrs. Brown as to 
how her husband was faring abroad. She assured him that they were doing very well 
in England. Dillingham thereupon sent Tom a cable tendering him a long time 
contract at $2,500.00 per week if he would return with his unit to this country to be 
featured on one of the former's shows. While working for Dillingham, Tom procured 
a goodly number of club dates which he and his group filled after the conclusion of 
the musical show. An appearance of a short time at a club date brought the sextette 
an additional sum of $500.00 in an evening and no doubt brought additional patrons 
to the Dillingham musical with which the brown unit was currently playing. 
 
E. A. Lefebre, the greatest saxophone soloist of all time played center ring-solos with 
the Liberati band on the Ringling Bros. Circus during the 1895 season. 
 
Many outstanding clarinet players have trouped with circus bands but few of these 
have attained to the heights Tom Brown reached. Antonio J. Ramarez played clarinet 
in J. J. Richards band on the Ringling Bros. Circus in 1918 and played for Merle 
Evans on the Ringling Barnum Circus for 21 years from 1929 thru the 1949 seasons. 
He also played for Merle for a number of years in the Garden only after John 
Ringling North closed the show as a tented circus. One had to be a died-in-the-wool 
trouper to give twenty-two years of his life to that of a circus musician, but some of 
them did including Nicholas Althroth and Wiley B. Scott. Joseph Pomolio had a 
record of twenty-three years, Frank Tonar twenty-four years and Arthur Cox twenty-
five years. 
 

Photo: Russell Alexander was a fine baritone player and 
composed many circus tunes. Braathen Collection. 

 
One of the most illustrious of circus musicians is, ironically, 
one of the least known. Russell Alexander was born in 
Nevada City (now known as Nevada), Missouri on February 
26, 1877. His father, James W., was born in the State of 
Pennsylvania, and his mother, Belle Wired, in Illinois. At the 
time of Russell's death two brothers survived, Woodruff 
("Woody") and Newton, both outstanding musicians. 
Nothing is known of Russell's early life, his musical training 
and professional experience. At the age of twenty he signed a 

contract to play baritone with the Barnum & Bailey Band, under the direction of Carl 
G. Clair, for the five year tour of Great Britain and Europe, the winter of 1897 
through the 1902 season. His name does not appear on the roster of the Barnum & 
Bailey Circus for the 1897 summer tour of the United States. With Russell Alexander 
in the Barnum & Bailey Band were Walter P. English, an excellent bass player, and 
Henry F. ("Hank") Young, perhaps the best bass drummer in the history of the 
circus. 
 



As a member of the Barnum & Bailey Circus Russell rode the first bandwagon, the 
ornate but beautiful Five Graces. With fabulous Jake Posey clutching the reins this 
bandwagon was drawn by forty splendid, matched horses through the narrow streets 
and around the sharp corners of the principal cities of Great Britain and the 
Continent. Alexander arranged all the music used by the Barnum Band during this 
foreign tour, and those five years seem to have his period of greatest creativeness as a 
composer. 
 
At the time the United States was involved in the Spanish-American War. The battle 
of El Caney in Cuba raised great enthusiasm among Americans everywhere and 
inspired Russell Alexander to write his greatest galop, - The Storming of El Caney. 
He dedicated this to the 2nd and 8th Infantry Regiments and to the Rough Riders of 
the 8th Brigade, 5th Army Corps in recognition of their valiant fighting on the slopes 
of El Caney. At least one American who participated in this battle revealed in every 
minute of the combat and in his later years liked nothing better than to relate its 
details to his sons. This man was, of course Theodore ("Terry") Roosevelt. 
Alexander's galop captures in rich measure the fury of that battle and requires an 
excellent band to properly execute it. Merle Evans has referred to it as a musicians 
number where the basses, trombones, cornets and every one really take off. 
 
Among Russell Alexander's great compositions one must note the following 
marches: Colossus of Columbia, Memphis the Majestic, The Southerner, Olympia 
Hippodrome, Bedford's Carnival, Burr's Triumphal, and the galops, Bastinado, 
Shoot the Chutes, and Steeple Chase. These are to be found in the libraries of all 
circus, college, university and municipal bands and are as popular today as the day 
they were written. The best rendition of many of Alexander's marches and galops has 
been made by Merle Evans and his Ringling-Barnum Band for several of the 
recording companies. 
 
When Russell was touring Europe with the Barnum Band his brother Newton, was 
playing trumpet with theater orchestras in Philadelphia and Atlantic City. Sitting in a 
theater orchestra pit day after day watching vaudeville acts and other shows Newton 
Alexander conceived the idea of a musical unit. He organized a troupe that was to 
gain great popularity as the Exposition Four. At first it was comprised of Newton, his 
brother, Woodruff, James A. Brady and Willie Patton. As a tribute to this musical 
group Russell wrote his march, The Exposition Four. He also wrote Salute to Seattle, 
dedicating it to James Brady, who came from Seattle. Returning from Europe in 1903 
Russell became a member of his brother's troupe, supplanting Willie Patton. All four 
of these men were very talented musicians on strings, reeds and brass, and were good 
vocalists as well. 
 
This musical combination quickly gained a national reputation and was given top 
billing with the headline spot in vaudeville programs. It played a surprising number 
of repeat engagements year after year in all the leading theaters. One of the men 
worked blackface - the other three worked straight. While the comedy part of their 
act was never overdone and was not the slapstick variety it always provoked riots of 
laughter. Newton Alexander was featured in "duets" in which he played two brass 
instruments simultaneously and could make up an endless number of variations with 
both single, double and triple tongueing. Many critics contended that Newton could 
play two instruments at the same time better than many musicians could play a 
single one. 



 
The Exposition Four was always presented against a beautiful creation of settings 
and costumes. The set was of pale blue velvet, with canopies and with monograms on 
the backdrops. Numerous quick changes of costume were effected by means of 
drawstrings and these in themselves won popular approval. 
 
Like Mozart, who died at the age of thirty-five, in the prime of life of tuberculosis, 
Russell Alexander succumbed to the same disease at the age of thirty-eight at Liberty, 
New York on October 2, 1915. He is buried in this New York recreational center. Both 
Russell and Woodruff had been in sanitariums from time to time for treatment of 
this dread killer. 
 
When The Exposition Four was disbanded, Newton continued on the stage with a 
unit known at Alexander and Lightner Sisters. Prior to her marriage to Newton, Thea 
Lightner was doing a "sister" act with Dolly Jordan, and they were one of the hits on 
the Sullivan-Considine Vaudeville Circuit. Winnie Lightner, a sister of Thea, became 
a theatrical star through the training and instruction received from Newton. Like 
Russell, Newton was a composer but unlike his brother he was a writer of songs and 
never had the good fortune to win popular success in this field. 
 
Russell Alexander must be ranked with Karl L. King, Frederick Alton Jewell, Charles 
Sanglear, Hugo Helander and Noble Howard as a great baritone player. 
 
Unlike musicians in circus bands who played wind and reed instruments which 
required tremendous lip endurance, drummers had to have strong wrists and supple 
hands to meet the demands made upon them by the fast marches and the one-to-the-
bar galops that comprised the main portion of the lengthy programs. 
 
William F. Ludwig, founder of the Ludwig Drum Company of Chicago, often looks 
back on the experiences he had with a circus band and other show bands. Like 
Bohumir Kryl, Ludwig was of foreign birth. He was born in 1879 in the Rhine River 
Valley of Germany and was eight years old when his family moved to the United 
States. Shortly after his arrival in the new country William saw a spectacle that left 
lasting impression and led him to the study of drums and eventually to the founding 
of the drum manufacturing company that bears his name. This spectacle was a 
political rally held in a tent. He had only just arrived on the scene when a torch-light 
parade started up the street. This was headed by the drum corps of the first Regiment 
of the Illinois National Guard. A drum major led twelve drummers, one beating a 
bass drum. 
 
Watching and listening to this drum corps Ludwig then and there determined to 
become a drummer. His father sought to disuade the boy, suggesting that he study 
instead the trombone or at least one of the wind instruments. Failing in this elder 
Ludwig prevailed upon his son to take instruction on the piano and the violin. Again 
it was the old, old story - the son remained adamant in his determination to become 
a drummer. He purchased his first drum for $3.00 and never missed any opportunity 
to practice, practice, practice. 
 
In 1895, when William was sixteen, he and his father joined the Wood Bros. Circus as 
members of its eleven piece band. His salary was $10.00 per week and "cakes". There 
were sixteen acts in the show program and of these seven required galops. Despite 



practice young Ludwig's hands had known he wondered how he managed to remain 
the season with his first circus band. 
 
Autumn came and the Wood Bros. Circus headed south. As the days grew shorter the 
owner decided to move the Show to the next days town immediately after each 
evening performance. In those days it was necessary for a member of the show 
troupe to ride at the head of the wagon train carrying a lantern to guide the caravan 
along the unmarked roads. Since sixteen-year old Ludwig was the smallest and 
lightest member of the show troupe he was put astride a pony, a lighted lantern 
strapped to his back, and assigned to the lead position. The weary lad often grew 
drowsy and several times came near to falling from his mount. This was remedied by 
tying him securely in the saddle, and he quickly learned to get a fairly good night's 
sleep while the pony plodded on through the night, a sputtering lantern the beacon 
for the teamsters that followed. 
 
When the Wood Bros. Circus went into winter quarters that year the Ludwigs, father 
and son, returned to Chicago. The young drummer then joined the Chicago 
Federation of Musicians, and his father obtained a position with a theater orchestra. 
With the return of spring the "young man's fancies turned lightly to the thoughts" of 
the tanbark trail and soon he was again drumming the fast marches and the one-to-
the-bar galops as pretty girls performed on the high trapeze bars and horses raced 
around the rings. Unfortunately William chose the wrong circus and after playing for 
twelve weeks with nary a pay day he returned home. 
 
A theatrical production, Lost in Egypt, was advertising for a drummer, and Ludwig 
decided to try his hand in a different phase of show business. With this Show he had 
first to play with the band for an hour in front of the opera house then go into the 
orchestra pit for the overture and then perform a few numbers on the stage. When 
the Lost in Egypt Company went into Wisconsin the manager absconded with the 
funds, and Ludwig found himself lost in the Badger State. He was determined to 
recoup his losses and joined another show that was taking to the road from 
Bloomington, Illinois. After playing to capacity houses for two or three weeks this 
show company awoke one morning to discover their manager had gotten lost in 
"Little" Egypt," all the cash assets in his possession. The show people voted to 
reorganize and continue the tour under the management of the trombone player. 
They spent some of their personal funds for increased advertising which resulted in 
yet better business. The trombone player manager lacked his predecessor's glib 
excuse for skipping pay days; he could think of nothing better to do than skip out 
with the weeks receipts. By this time the sheriff had caught up with the show and 
began attaching its physical assets. Ludwig was getting familiar with the ways of 
sheriffs and decided not to tarry. He had his trunk and drums taken to the depot and 
caught the first train to Chicago. His trouping days were over. Henceforth in addition 
to band work he played with theater and symphony orchestras until he could devote 
all his time and energies to the manufacture of drums. 
 
Two other drummers eventually left the sawdust world to engage in drum 
manufacture. They were Haskell W. Harr and George W. Way. 
 
In addition to great hand and wrist endurance the prime requisites for circus 
drumming was a mental alertness that enabled the musician to pick up the many and 



fast cues in the lengthy and constantly changing program and to add the 
innumerable incidentals the arenic artists desired to emphasize certain feats. 
 
A competent drummer remains a "must" with every circus band director. Today all 
the indoor shows are required by union rules to engage a certain quota of musicians 
for their bands, but the bandmasters insist that they be permitted to carry their own 
circus-experienced drummer. They fully appreciate how insipid is a circus 
performance without a drummer capable of spicing it with almost endless cues and 
curlicues. 
 
W. Ray ("Red") Foyld, who was with Merle Evans for twelve years under the big top 
and an addition of eight years in buildings, was during all of that time Merle Evans' 
right hand bower, is conceded to be the most gifted of all snare drummers. Many 
musicians have credited Floyd with adding greatly to their knowledge of and facility 
with the snare drum. 
 
Two of the best bass drummers the circus world had known were Henry F. ("Hank") 
Young and Roland Sherbondy. Young had the longest circus record of the bass 
drummers, no less than thirty-six years. He began his career with the Sells Bros. 
Circus in 1883, and spent twelve years with the great Barnum & Bailey Circus, 
including the five year tour of Europe. He was also with the Sells Floto Circus for a 
number of years as well as other circuses and finally crowning his career by playing 
under the direction of Merle Evans the 1919 season. Even as this was Young's last 
year of circus trouping it was Evans' first as director of the combined Ringling Bros, 
and Barnum & Bailey Circus Band. Roland Sherbondy was another musician 
stranded when the Tim McCoy WW folded in Washington, D. C. in 1938 after their 
disastrous nineteen days tour. Following this Sherbondy was a bass drummer for 
eight years on the Ringling Barnum combine. Albert Yoder played bass drums for a 
total of thirty years with the John Robinson, Walter L. Main, Hagenbeck-Wallace, 
Cole Bros., Clyde Beatty and Ringling-Barnum Circuses. 
 
Many bandmasters have stated that the trombone is the backbone of any circus band. 
A few masters of this instrument have written excellent circus music. Among these 
may be named Fred Buffer and Charles E. Duble. Like so many of the circus musical 
fraternity Huffer came from the Central States. He was born in Stewardstown, 
Illinois, in 1879 and moved with his family to Helena, Montana. There his father 
played violin in the theater orchestra, and Fred began the study of music. When he 
was studying under A. F. Weldon in Chicago he chanced to see an ad of the Ringling 
Bros. Circus for a baritone player for their side show for the Chicago engagement 
only. He filled this engagement and when the Ringling Show left the Windy City for 
its road tour Huffer discovered that sawdust had been injected into his veins. He left 
for Omaha to join Royal Shows. After "tromboning" with this circus for six weeks he 
became a member of that large group of musicians who had at least once in their 
career been stranded when their show went broke. He had received no pay check but 
he had drunk deep of the cup of circus comraderie, and the absence of a few pay 
checks did not discourage him from joining bands on other shows. He proved himself 
a versatile musician who could hold his own on the trombone, baritone or cornet 
with any circus band. In his leisure time he found vent for his circus music 
enthusiasm by composing several marches and galops of which the best one is 
possibly Gollmar Bros. Triumphal. Much of his music never got into print and is in 
the Circus World Museum in Baraboo. 



 
Charles E. Duble came from Jeffersonville, Indiana. He left home to play with the 
Gentry Bros. Circus Band after he had mastered an old brass trombone. He trouped 
with many different circuses including Barnum & Bailey and was with Merle Evans 
on the Ringling-Barnum Circus. His Bravura March can be heard year after year in 
programs of circus bands and his Old Glory Triumphant March is one of the best 
ever written for the Grand Entry of by gone years. Some of his other outstanding 
marches are Barnum & Bailey's Royal Pageant, Battle of the Winds, The Circus 
King, Wizard of The West, and Ringling Bros. Grand Entry, all standard repetoire 
with circus bands. 
 
Henry F. Fillmore played trombone with a circus band and was one of the founders 
of the Fillmore music House. He also served as President of the American 
Bandmasters Association. He chose to write music under at last nine different 
names, of which Will Huff, Al Hayes and Harold Bennett are the best known after 
that of Fillmore. This propensity may have had its inception in a comment of one of 
his musicians who contended that the Sousa marches sold solely because the 
composer's name was so well known in the band concert world. Fillmore challenged 
this statement and urged the musician who made it to select from the Cincinnati 
telephone directory any name he desired, asserting that he, Fillmore, would then 
write a march under the name chosen and wager that it would sell. His contention 
was that a piece of music won on its merits rather than because of the name of the 
composer. Among Fillmore's better composition are the Marches Circus Bee, Rolling 
Thunder, Americans We, and his trombone smears, Miss Trombone, Dusty 
Trombone, Teddy Trombone, Lassus Trombone and others. 
 
Frank Holton, the founder of the Holton Band Instrument Company at Elkhorn, 
Wisconsin, was a member of the trombone section of Bands of Sousa, Brookes, the 
Barnum & Bailey Circus and Minstrel shows. After he retired from trouping, 
whenever a circus came near Elkhorn there was nothing Mr. Holton liked better than 
to don the bright coat of the band and play for the two performances. Whether they 
be doctors, lawyers or merchants former circus musicians will always sit in with 
circus bands whenever possible. Lee Hincle formerly with the Buescher Band 
Instrument Company never missed the opportunity to do drumming with a circus 
band. Circus musicians no less than circus performers "can shake the sawdust out of 
their shoes but they can't shake it out of their hearts," as that ardent circus fan the 
late Cecil B. De Mille once observed. 
 
Andrew ("Andy") Granger was born April 3, 1886 at Sturgis, Kentucky. His mother 
had an excellent voice and played the organ in a little church. When his father died 
while Andy was a very young lad he had to go to work in the coal mines to help 
support his mother. He learned to play trombone and gained experience with a coal 
miners band. When the opportunity came to join the Gollmar Bros. Circus Band in 
1913 he was happy to escape the coal mines. For thirty-six years Granger rode the 
circus bandwagon and played the center ring concerts, the performances and the 
after shows. Eighteen of these years were spent with Merle Evans and his great 
Ringling-Barnum Band. He is now living in Kokomo, Indiana. 
 
Louis D. ("Lou") Bader came from a musical family. When they lived in West 
Lebanon, Indiana an old German barber came to the town in 1906 and found board 
and room with the Bader Household. This man was not alone a barber but a music 



instructor as well. To pay for his board and room he taught music to several 
members of the Bader family, which included Lou's four brothers and two sisters. 
(Incidently, this itinerant barber and music teacher was the father of Tom Gott, the 
original trumpet player in Paul Whiteman's Orchestra.) After playing trombone with 
several local bands and orchestras Lou Bader decided to become a professional. His 
first engagement came with a carnival band. At the suggestion of Ellis ("Skinny") Goe 
Bader wrote to Al. Massey, a director of the Sells-Floto Circus Band and asked for a 
job. After a playing with this circus band he joined the band on the Ringling-Barnum 
Circus and played under Merle Evans for twenty-nine years. He is living in 
Springfield, Ohio. 
 
Other trombone players who have followed the tanbark trail year after year are 
Stanley Czwrwinski with Ringling-Barnum for fifteen years, Herbert Cliffgard from 
Graf ton, North Dakota twenty-two years and Rudolph Anderson thirty-two years. 
 
Clinton R. (Johnny) Evans and Harvey G. Phillips were two bass players whom Merle 
Evans could rely on to carry the bass section when his band was executing that 
demanding galop, The Storming of El. Caney. These two men were two of the best 
musicians that ever graced circus bands. Clinton Evans gained his first experience on 
the John Robinson Show in 1923. He enjoyed a career of 16 years with Merle Evans 
under the big top. He has also played with Merle in Madison Square Garden for a 
number of years and some times in Boston and Detroit. He also played with the 
bands on Golden Bros. Christy Bros, and Mills Bros. Sousa's Band, and U. S. Coast 
Guard bands. 
 
Harvey Phillips was but fifteen years of age when he began playing bass on the 
Ringling-Barnum Band. After six years with Merle Evans Phillips was ranked as one 
of the most brilliant players in this country. He has played with the Goldman Band, 
Band of America and has made frequent radio and television appearances. In 1960 
James F. Burke, the brilliant cornet soloist, referred to Mr. Phillips as a bass player of 
Impressive professional stature and accomplishments. 
 
Only the larger and better bands have employed horn players. Some of the bands had 
as many as four horns in their instrumentation while smaller ones used but one. The 
Blue Unit of Ringling-Barnum Circuses use no horn players regardless of size of 
bands. For some reason horn players did not pursue circus careers as long as did 
other musicians. Of these Paul S. Davis is the leader. He was one of the very select 
group that could play after beats in a circus galop. Paul was with Merle Evans for 
seventeen years on the Big Bertha, "The Greatest Show on Earth." He was also a 
member of the Arthur Pryor Band that some musicians have said was a better band 
than the Sousa Band and the Houston Symphony Orchestra. Fred A. Jewell referred 
to Davis as the most brilliant horn player he had ever known. Al. S. Baker played 
after beats with major circuses for twelve years. Fred E. Bates spent all his fifteen 
years in the horn section of the Barnum & Bailey Band including the five year tour 
abroad. Charles Wetterman remained with circus bands for seventeen years. Hilde 
"Swedie" Lindor, the horn man was a Swedish musician who jumped ship in New 
York and spent the rest of his life in this country and played with various circus 
bands. He could play the most difficult wagner horn passages like a C scale. 
 
Ruth King, widow of Karl L. King, was one of the first calliope players in a circus 
band. During the war years of 1917 and 1918 King, as director of the Barnum & Bailey 



Band played an intriguing if sometimes frustrating game. Each morning he would 
guess how many men he had lost to the armed services since the last circus 
performance. There were weeks when he had so few men that had it not been for 
Ruth's eager and competent support on the calliope Karl doubts that the arenic 
artists could have heard the music. There was, of course, no electric amplifying 
devise then known. 
 
In later years the calliope became the mainstay of many circus bands but not because 
of their losing men to the military services. Rather it was due to the great increase in 
salary schedules and the spiring costs in general and the smaller bands. Some of the 
present day truck shows have substituted the electric organ for the air calliope. Louis 
Grabbs played the air calliope for thirty-one years with the bands on Sells-Floto, 
Dailey Bros., Cole Bros., Downie Bros., Rogers Bros., Mills Bros, and Al. G. Kelly 
Miller Bros. Circuses. Fred Mullins played either a calliope or an organ with circus 
bands for twenty-three years, of which ten were with the Ringling-Barnum Show 
under Merle Evans. 
 
As a rule only the larger circus bands included a flute and piccolo in their 
instrumentation. The greatest master of the piccolo was Max Ring, who played with 
Merle Evans for twelve of his fifteen years on the road. In 1938 Max had the 
experience of being stranded when the Tim McCoy WW folded after only nineteen 
days out. 
 
The bassoon and oboe were instruments used only by the larger bands and primarily 
for the center ring concerts. Saxophones were used by a number of circus bands but 
invariably musicians who played the saxophone also played the clarinet and are 
invariably listed as playing the clarinet rather than the saxophone. Only the Ringling 
Bros, and Barnum & Bailey bands made use of all the percussion instruments. When 
Ray H. Weisbrod who still lives in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, played with the Ringling 
and the Barnum & Bailey Circus Bands he carried six trunks with the Ringling show 
in 1913. Two of these were for tympani, one for tall chimes; one for the xylophones, 
two for traps and personal belongings and he used them all. He was at that time only 
twenty years old. He remarked that the Ringling band was a wonderful band. When 
he played with the Barnum band in 1915 it was a larger band but "Ned" Brill had a 
noiser band and not as good as the one on the Ringling show. Weisbrod commented 
there was an added attraction on the Barnum show. When the show was in the 
Garden John Ringling had gone to see "Watch Your Step", a musical show starring 
the Vernon Castles. Vernon had been a drummer of considerable skill and he 
engaged in the use of many contraptions assisted by a man in the pit. After seeing 
this show John Ringling wanted Weisbrod to have the works, and he got it, including 
electric chimes strewn over Madison Square Garden. 
 
It is interesting to note that with few exceptions all great circus music, - the marches, 
galops, waltzes, rags and novelties was written by musicians who played with the 
Barnum & Bailey Circus. Interesting, too, is the fact that for the most part this music 
was written by men who played bass, baritone or trombone. William Paris Chambers 
an excellent cornet soloist wrote a number of very excellent marches including his 
well known Chicago Tribune and Hostrausor. It has been said that he was a member 
of circus bands but we have not found him listed on any of our band lists nor in all 
the route books, Billboards and New York Clippers we have checked. That Chambers 
loved circuses is evidenced by his generosity in helping and giving cornet lessons to 



many circus cornet players, in most cases without any charge for the lessons. One of 
Chambers' students was Charles W. Storm who was born in Lexington, Kentucky on 
December 23, 1879. He became an excellent cornetist, playing with circus bands and 
was a soloist with some leading concert bands. Storm, too, wrote a number of stirring 
circus marches including Rhoda Royal, Hagenbeck-Wallace Grand Entry, 
and Under The Big Top, and a lilting waltz for Lillian Leitzel which he entitled Queen 
of the Air. 
 
As our forefathers pushed farther and farther west they continued to accept pioneer 
conditions of living. Uncharted roads, water obtained from lakes and springs, crude 
dwellings, Indians and lawless whites, prairie fires and wild animals were but a few 
of the problems that daily challenged the ingenuity and hardihood of these men and 
women. Circuses followed the westward expansion of our frontiers, their musicians 
and other personnel sharing many of these hardships. More than one bandsman 
found himself either fighting a prairie fire or fleeing before one. More than one 
awoke to a new day to find the circus owner in a frenzy because during the night 
thieves had made off with all or most of the horses. Probably no musician who tooted 
a horn or beat a drum with a circus prior to about 1920 failed to learn the 
significance of the phrase "Hey Rube," for the youths growing up on the frontiers of 
this nation were an amusement-hungry, daring lot who found it fun to descend upon 
a circus with bowie knife and six-shooter. 
 
Accepting the uncertainties and hardships of this pioneer life it was circus bands that 
brought to pioneer Americans stirring marches and lilting waltzes and kindled in 
many of them an undying desire for music, which eventually found satisfaction in the 
formation of local municipal bands. The life of a circus musician was a strenuous one 
but for those who made it a career it was also a peculiarly rewarding one. 
 
 


