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Beautiful   Noise 
Submitted by: Vern Johansson 

Sunday, October 20, 2002 

1:14 p.m. 

Magical moment #1: Gary Corbett, a fine soprano player from the early '60's told me he couldn't play because he'd just recently 
had by-pass surgery. When Barry Bell raised his arms in preparation of the first note of music heard from the Optimists in 24 
years, there was Gary with his horn at the ready. 

1:36 p.m. Magic moment #2: The horn line plays its first note. It was the most ragged, poorly executed beautiful note I've heard 
in decades. 

Mid afternoon: Magic moment #3: Barry asks Joe Gianna if he wants to try it. It being a very powerful solo played by Joe in the 
opening of Taboo, 1962-63. Joe said, "sure". My knees buckle as I hear this long lost memory. It wasn't perfect but there was no 
mistaking who owned the tone. 

 

Phil Hennings, Warren Mills and Rick Shearer 

3:25 p.m. Magic moment #4: Upstairs, 14 drummers are wailing away on practice pads under the close scrutiny of Bob Cook. 
He's all over them about executional problems, adamantly refusing to recognize the 25 to 35 years of accumulated rust. 

3:50 p.m. Magic moment #5: Lorne Ferrazzutti teaches the snare part to Taboo. He stops to tell a story. The drummers tell him 
what he can do with his story. He tells it anyway. 

4:05 p.m. Magic moment #6: Mhairi Cumming, a member of the Seneca Optimists Colour Guard, sheds a tear of joy at hearing 
the Optimists play again. 

4:20 p.m. Magic moment #7: Al Miller shows the women in the guard the finer points of hurtling an 11 pound, fully chromed Lee 
Enfield rifle into the air. 

4:25 p.m. Magic moment #8: Barry Bell is still Barry Bell. 

4:30 p.m. Magic moment #9: Ensemble. It was ragged. It was thin in the bottom end. The drums lacked oomph because they 
were playing on a piece of lumber. None of it mattered. After 1 rehearsal, the Optimists Alumni Corps had one complete tune in 
the bag. And it was beautiful noise. 

5:05 p.m. Magic moment #10: Each person in attendance stood up and told us who they are and who they used to be. Many 
spoke of how absolutely delighted they were to be doing this again. 

If you can spare one Sunday afternoon a month and find yourself regularly reminiscing about the old days, the old ways please 
join us. It's a celebration of the music of Colonel Truman Crawford. Anyone who ever marched in a corps in the golden age of 
drum corps (the golden age being whenever YOU marched) is welcome to join us. If you have a horn, please bring it. If you 
need one, please let us know and we'll have one ready for you. If you're drumming, bring sticks. Sunday, November 24th, 1-5 

p.m. Royal Canadian Legion (former Shrine) 1395 Lakeshore Boulevard West (just east of the Boulevard Club at the foot of 
Dowling St). 

The magic moments continue.  

https://www.optimists-alumni.org/images/photos/early_alumni_rehearsal_Phil_Warren_Rick.jpg


Making  My  Family  Happy 

 

Ted Wilson and one of his dogs 

Submitted by: Ted Wilson 

Sunday, November 24, 2002, alumni corps rehearsal 

Morning Vern: 

Just wanted you to know how absolutely delighted my wife and two dogs were to see me arrive home with my new contra bass 
Their excitement was further enhanced when I went to the basement the next night and began to practice my warm-ups. Chris 
was overjoyed to hear my somewhat fluttering high C overpower and drown out the mundane voices of her favourite TV show. 
The constant howling of my two English Springers, Spencer and Heidi, encouraged me to play on as I interpreted it to be howls 

of approval and encouragement from them. I am a little concerned about Humphrey the cat however as we have not seen him 
since I sounded my first note. 

It is truly amazing how this alumni reunion thing not only brings back memories but how it also has a powerful effect on fami ly 
life as well. 

Ted 

  



Up  From  The  Basement  (Volume 1) 
Submitted by: Ted Wilson 

 

Toronto Optimists play concert (1968) 

More comments from Ted after the Sunday, November 24, 2002, alumni corps rehearsal 

It was June of 1968 and I was about to realize a dream come true. Over the public address system came the words I used to 
love to hear at every drum corps show I went to watch "On the starting line from Toronto, THE OPTIMISTS." This time it was 

different though because I was standing on the line and I was in the Optimists playing first soprano and it was The Shrine show. 
I finally made to the big time and I was marching with the Optimists. I marched in 1968 and 1969 and the memories I have of 
those two years remain vividly entrenched in my mind. 

This is my first attempt at being a correspondent for the Optimists Drum and Bugle Corps. I had no idea that hooking up with all 
the guys to form this alumni thing would lead to this but when I sent Vern an email about my family's participation in helping me 
to enjoy the chance to relive my youth, I would also have a chance to share my experiences. So if you don't like this, it's Vern's 
fault, if you do, credit goes to me. 

Here, by the way, is the email I submitted: 

"Morning Vern. I just wanted you to know how absolutely delighted my wife and two dogs were to see me arrive home with my 
new contra bass. Their excitement was further enhanced when I went to the basement the next night and began to practice my 
warm-ups. Chris, my wife was overjoyed to hear my somewhat fluttering high C overpower and drown out the mundane voices 
of her favourite TV show. The constant howling of my two English Springer Spaniels, Spencer and Heidi encouraged me to play 
on as I interpreted it to be howls of approval and encouragement from them. I am a little concerned about Himphrey the cat, 
however, as we have not seen him since I sounded my first note 

It is truly amazing how this alumni reunion thing not only brings back memories but how it also has a powerful effect on family 
life as well." 

At the second rehearsal I made the decision to switch from playing soprano to attempting to master the contra bass. 

My decision to make the switch was based on two factors. One, it has always been a warped dream of mine to play the contra 
bass. The second reason was Joe Gianna. 

When I went to the first rehearsal in October full of excitement and anticipation, I showed up, took possession of a soprano and 
went over and sat in my rightful place with all of the other lead players. Knowing full well it had been many years since I had sat 
with some of these guys, who I either knew or had heard stories about, I didn't anticipate any problems. 

That afternoon, two things happened to help me make the decision to change. One, I finally got to see the music from some of 
my favourite songs that the corps played before I joined such as Old Devil Moon and I saw the range at which these songs were 

played, coupled with all the eighth notes and triplets, I thought to myself "Houston, we have a problem". The second was when 
this dapper Italian gentleman (Note: Any Italian who marched with The Optimists was always dapper) started to play and I heard 
the tone and the power he had, I quickly realized I was not in the same league and no matter how many hours I wanted to 
practice I never would be in his league. He is without a doubt one of the best I have ever heard and he hasn't played in over 40 
years! If there is such a thing as a 'natural', Joe Gianna is it. 

So now I am a contra bass player and I have entered a whole new world of drum corps. I have to keep a supply of elastic bands 

to hold the spit valve shut on my new, slightly used instrument. I have, after one practice, also been introduced to a whole new 



way of hyperventilating. Just having Barry Bell tell you that you should be able to play at least three bars of whole notes 
interspersed with eighth notes before breathing will do the trick 

Next practice I think I will also wear a plastic apron as my trousers were soaking wet from my own saliva. 

I also must remember to bring bandages to put on the cut on my head which resulted from Barry Bell saying "horns up" and silly 
me trying to snap my new horn up to my shoulder and not realizing the total dimension of this beast. Anyhow, tonight I must 

retreat to my basement to work on my warm-ups and try to reach that high A in The Party's Over. I worry there might be a contra 
bass Joe Gianna lurking out there somewhere and I don't want to let him down if he shows up next rehearsal. 

By the way if there is anyone out there reading this and who has not yet made a commitment to come out and seize the 
opportunity to revisit a part of your life that meant so much, you are truly missing a wonderful opportunity. 

The chance to talk with old friends or to sit beside some of the legendary characters you heard about is great. We are a very 
long way from being good or sounding good but some things never change. We are still the same people who rose to every 
challenge put in front of us back then and we will do it again one more time. 

THE GREEN MACHINE IS BACK. IT NEEDS A LITTLE GREASE AND IT REALLY NEEDS SOME MORE SPARE PARTS. 

COME OUT AND BE ONE OF THOSE PARTS. 

Next rehearsal Sun Dec. 15 
Legion 1395 Lakeshore Blvd west (The former Shrine) 

  



Up  From  The  Basement  (Volume 2) 
Submitted by: Ted Wilson 

Even more comments from Ted after the Sunday, December 15, 2002, alumni corps rehearsal 

So off I went to the third rehearsal with my contra occupying two thirds of the available seating space in my truck. I was full of 
enthusiasm and eager to show off the skills I felt had achieved over the past month. 

Spencer was overjoyed to see the horn leave the house and he gave it several barks to ensure, in his mind at least, that it never 
returned. Too bad for him, however! 

Much to my delight upon my arrival I was introduced to Brian who showed up with his contra. Wow, now we are two. Then Rick 
Brown tells me he is off to pick up Paul Thompson and bring him back to rehearsal. Wow, now we are three. 

 

Ted Wilson, Rick Robida and Mel Dey with their contras 

Before rehearsal even gets going Barry Bell tells me he thinks there will be three more guys who will be showing up next 
rehearsal to also play contra. Now this is starting to get really exciting. I am going to be hanging out with five other really warped 
people who at some stage of their life thought it would be neat to play this big, heavy, loud, awkward, saliva-spewing, beast of 

an instrument. Makes you wonder what other weird choices they have made in their lives. Anyhow, I know I am going to like 
hanging out with these fellows. 

The other thing that was neat is we have a new and talented horn instructor named Kevin. He was able to show other ways to 
hyperventilate without even blowing into my horn. 

But you know the best part of the day was definitely the first time we played the first three bars of Old Devil Moon. Man did it 
sound good. Just like I imagined it would. 

Now if we can just get the boys in the drum line some drums so I can experience the full sound of Devil Moon my biggest drum 
corps dream of all will be realized. 

So the day was great and the future is looking even better for this thing we are trying to achieve. Seeing the look on everyone's 
face as we continue to improve is nice. Seeing the passion starting to fire up in Vern's eyes as he sits and watches waiting for 

that magical moment when he finally takes command of the ensemble and leads all of us through a most magical trip down 
memory lane is something I'm really looking forward to. 

  



Up  From  The  Basement  (Volume 3) 
Submitted by: Ted Wilson 

More inspiring comments from Ted after the Sunday, April 27, 2003, alumni corps rehearsal 

So yesterday despite the warnings of the World Health Organization I loaded my trusty contra in my truck and headed off on my 
monthly journey to downtown Toronto for corps practice. 

I had absolutely no fear of SARS but I was truly nervous about the fact I had not been very diligent in my practice schedule at 
home and I was nervous about how bad I might be. Or worse how much better everyone else might be. 

I pulled in to the parking lot and as I walked towards the building I saw a person standing there talking to some of the guys, who 

I instantly recognized and in an instant my fears went away as I knew I was going to get to associate with one of the greatest 
musicians I ever met while I was in Optimists. 

 

Paul Thompson playing contra 

Paul Thompson is truly one of best contra players I ever heard and now he is joined up with the rest of us which will take Jason 
and I from" wanna be" contra players to the real deal. 

Paul started to warm up and when he bellowed out low C on his horn one of the old legion vets ran to the window and looked out 
onto Lake Ontario to see if a lake freighter was passing by. 

Yesterday was truly the most fun I have had since we started this reincarnation of what we used to be. The whole level of sound 
and execution of the horn line has increased dramatically and the look in the eyes of those watching us was evidence of how 
much better we were. 

Brian Byrne was there watching as well and when we played Devil Moon I could see his eyes glisten. Then I realized there were 
a couple of young girls present and I realized quickly that it wasn't the music that had Brian's attention. 

Brian brings new meaning to our motto " THE LEGEND LIVES ON". 

At the end of the day as we prepared for ensemble you could tell that Vern was eager to demonstrate his talent of wildly flai ling 
his arms in the direction of the horn line leading us all down memory lane. 

Vern managed to get us through three numbers before having to take a rest. Guess he is going to have to do some more 
practice at home in front of his stereo with the volume cranked to the limit before next rehearsal. 

As for myself I am definitely going clean up my act and practice more at home This whole thing is starting to get really good and 
I don't want to get left behind. 

  



Common   Goals  and  Greatness 
Submitted by: Kevin Matthew 

Inspirational comments from brass instructor Kevin Matthew on the Saturday, May 31, 2003, BBQ and the Sunday, June 

1, 2003, alumni corps rehearsal 

Well, I think it is my turn to give my personal report on this group. I have been with the Toronto Optimist for 5 months now. In 
that time, I have gone from hearing a group that sounded like a lopsided bunch of lead soprano players and couple of other horn 
players to, this past weekend, a real horn-line. A horn-line with 3 sections in the Sopranos, two sections in the Mellophones, 3 
sections in the baritone line and of course, "The Contras". I love the Contras! 

 

Kevin Matthew tuning the horns 

I got three chills this weekend while teaching, once during a chord sequence during warm-up. The boys were listening and 

accomplished a balanced chord that was the prettiest thing I have heard you play. Once, again, during the new tune "Battle Cry", 
and once upstairs in a room full of people who met each other, 40 to 50 some years ago. I had never heard your corps song 
before and didn't know that you had one. I looked around to see everyone singing the song, except for a few Newbies. (Including 
myself) 

I asked a few people when they had last sang this song. Except for a couple that said 4 or 5 years ago at another reunion, most 
said 40 some years ago. All they needed was the first couple of words and then they remembered it like it was yesterday that 
they had last sung it. 

To hear people around me talking about when their "next sectional is", and at "who's house", it simply blew me away! I have 
taught for over 12 years now and have never heard any of my students say those words. I see something special happening 
here that I have never seen happen before. 

A common goal, to be great once again! 

Well, you are on the path to greatness. All I can offer you now is a bit of advice. 

1. Decide what you want. 

2. Take action -- desire is not enough. 
3. Figure out what's working for you, and drop what isn't. 
4. Continually change your approach until you achieve what you want. 

You can use this advice in all aspects of life. Of course there's much more to this formula than these simple steps. But this is a 
great foundation from which to start. 

To achieve greatness, requires goals and practice! 

Thanks for allowing me to be a part of this! 

Kevin Matthew 

  



Sucked   In  Like  A  May  Fly 
Submitted by: Gord Lefevre 

Delightful comments from newly returned tenor drummer Gord LeFevre on the June 22, 2003, alumni corps rehearsal 

I have a better appreciation for the subtle struggles between a trout and a fly fisherman now. 

The hook was baited by Vern Johansson the day we met for lunch for a friendly chat back in January 2002, it was set at the 
second consecutive BBQ/Silent Auction I attended this past May. I actually swallowed it, line and sinker too, somewhere 
between when the alumni corps finished playing their repetoire and my next brown pop when either Vern or Gord O'Halloran (the 
brown pops were taking their toll) casually suggested I should join the tenor line. This really wasn't fair, emotionally wracked by a 
wonderful performance by the alumni corps and finely tuned on some of Canadian's best hops, I folded like a two-buck suitcase. 

My wife was as surprised as I was when I told her at 11 a.m. the next day that I was leaving at noon for corps rehearsal. She 
and the majority (alright, all) of the friends I have made since aging out of the Optimists are not drum-corps people but over the 
years they have seen my passion for drum corps possess me when I am talking about it or watching it on TV. Unfortunately, my 
exuberance is typically rewarded with a look of indifference or total incomprehension. This is a Don Cherry kind of thing. You 
either love it or hate it, there's no middle ground. 

My intention for the Sunday rehearsal was simply to check out the lay of the land and go away and think some more about 
joining; however, shortly after my arrival, I found myself pounding away with Gordo with a new pair of sticks and drum pad to the 
tenor part for the Party's Over. We were in a little room just off the men's washroom flailing away and I was wondering what I 
was doing there when I heard the same balanced chords that Kevin Matthew referenced in his recent article. I was instantly 
transfixed in a time warp of beautiful sounds and memories. I love those Contras too! Boy how Clayton Keat, my friend and 

former Optimist contra player, would have loved this gig! And Kevin's right, I still remember most of the Corps song although I 
haven't sung it in years. By the way, thanks to the GCC collaborators for providing the lyrics to this inspirational song in the first 
geriatic edition of GCC. 

 

Marty Palmer, Gord Lefevre and Vince Ferraro (1967) 

My wife is concerned about the amount of time my new adventure will consume, I told her it's only one rehearsal a month. And 
King Kong is a monkey! The reality is that I am practising daily now, have already attended two additional tenor line practices 

and my first full-Corps rehearsal this past Sunday. What's better, or worse depending on your perspective, is that I am sure there 
will be a few more additional drum line practices before September 14th. Oh, the joy!  

Speaking of Sunday's rehearsal, it's been 36 years since I lugged a drum around for fun but I was totally unprepared for the 
assault on my vertebrae when I slapped on a harness and clamped on a drum. I don't remember drums being as heavy as the 
beauty I strapped on! I think it took about 10 minutes before I felt like Quasimodo undergoing back-straightening therapy. This 

probably has more to do with my Molson Muscle than with the weight of the drum in which case I'm hoping Lorne can get wheels 
for the drum stand he is acquiring for me. 

I feel like a rookie again, like one who lacks the skill and confidence that are developed through thousands of hours of practice 
with a hundred other corps-animals who are focused on achieving excellence. While my debut has been less than stellar, the 
support from my fellow drummers and other alumni is encouraging and valued. 

Frankly, it's great to be back in the Line under the banner of one of the greatest junior corps ever. 

Something strange is happening to me. It's been gradual, relentless and obsessive. I like the feeling. 

I trust I will measure up to the challenge and I look forward to sharing this fantastic experience with every one of you, executive 
and fans (we have fans?) alike.    Best regards, Gord 

 



We're  a  Drum  Corps 
Submitted by: Gord LeFevre 

Thoughtful comments from tenor drummer Gord LeFevre on the March 27 - 28, 2004, mini camp weekend 

Fellow Alumni, 

 

Optimists Alumni outside the Legion (2004) 

Something wonderful happened at the Legion on the weekend of March 27th and 28th. An itinerant, geographically-dispersed 

group of horn players, cymbalists and drummers morphed into a Drum Corps. We have been on the brink of doing this for the 
last couple of months now but I think it took the mini camp to provide the focus and format necessary to move us from 
practitioners to performers. 

Some personal thoughts about the mini camp that I would like to share with you: 

 At the Thursday night drumline practice before the big weekend, Ric Brown shows me the rehearsal schedule . 

Privately, I think it's aggressive and that it will take a Herculean effort to maintain it. At the end of the mini camp, I'm 
pleasantly surprised and greatly satisfied that we have met the schedule. 

 On Sunday, we maximize our downtime due to a church service by going outside to practice entrance, set-up and exit 

logistics for the GAS show. Despite the cold, I'm immensely relieved that we are doing this. I notice the grassy area 
outside the Legion has been staked out to the dimensions of the stage. We practice entering and exiting the stage area 
to the street beat. I think to myself, this is the Optimists' Drum Corps I know and love. Leave nothing to chance and be 
the best you can be! 

 On Saturday and Sunday, I notice a rich, full, melodic sound emanating from the Nether regions of the Legion. Other 
drummers notice and comment about this too. We know the horn line is rounding into form. 

 Remarkably, the transition from drumline sectional practices to drumline ensemble practices and vice versa goes 
without a major issue for the entire weekend. Both instructors and line members are paying attention to all the little things 
that make a difference. It occurs to me that "all's good in the hood that is the drumline". 

 On Sunday, during the last run-through of the show, Kevin Matthew makes a point about the difference between 
practice and performance and urges the Corps to give its best performance during the last run-through. For me, this is 
just one more sign that opening night is close. I want to make this run through my best yet. I'm stunned by how good the 
horn line sounds. 

 At the close of the mini camp, I sense something magical has happened and that we are a much different group of 

people but I'm really not sure why I think this. I'm talking to Vern about this and he casually says that I should have been 
out in front of the Corps during the last run-through, it was electric. After a few more days of ruminating on this, I can only 
say, "all's good in the hood that is the Corps." I can hardly wait for our first show in Rochester, N.Y. 

Best regards, Gord 

  



Notes  From  The  Back  Of  The 

Pickup   Truck 
Submitted by: Ted Wilson 

Thoughtful comments from contra player Ted Wilson on the March 27 - 28, 2004, mini camp weekend 

"Though we are not that which once moved Heaven and Earth that which we are, we are……one equal temper of heroic hearts, 
to strive, to seek, to find, but not to yield." 

I included this phrase in the last article I wrote which was shortly after our first ever performance in front of family and friends At 
the time I wrote about the performance we did that night, I was so pumped from the experience I thought nothing could ever 
surpass that evening or the feeling. 

 

Barry Bell and Lorne Ferrazzutti 

Stupid me. This is the Toronto Optimists we are talking about. It is an organization that is comprised of individuals who 
remember only too well the lessons and mentoring they received from the likes of Barry Bell and Lorne Ferrazzutti. 

All of us who shared in the experience of marching with the Optimists learned first hand that nothing, absolutely nothing stopped 
us from achieving our collective goal of winning as long as we were prepared to sacrifice some things, work as hard as possib le 

on improving and perfecting both ourselves as individuals and as a collective unit and once we had achieved that we stepped 
back and said 'no we can still do even more and get even better'. 

This past weekend I witnessed that same attitude all over again. There was a feeling of electricity as we all began to realize that 
we are starting to peak at just the right time and at the present moment we are really good. 

But, just as we did in the past, we are not satisfied with the level we have achieved. I listened and observed the interaction of 
people within their respective sections planning more section rehearsals before our next full corps rehearsal... I watched guys 
going up to guys and saying man your tenor section or your contra section or your baritone section is really good. 

The response was always the same. "Thanks we are getting there, but we still have a ways to go". 

Vern has repeatedly told me that the corps always had this intangible advantage over all of our competitors and that was the 
ability at the very last moment to take the bar and raise it just one more level above anything that could have previously been 
imagined. 

This will probably be my last article before the show and I want to thank all of you for your dedication in ensuring the opportunity 
for some of us old guys to have one more chance to rise above the competition and be the best that we can be. 

  



Post–G.A.S.   Ponderings 
Submitted by: Gord Lefevre 

Thoughtful comments from tenor drummer Gord LeFevre on the May 1st GAS weekend 

Life without goals is like a ship without a rudder. You may get to your destination eventually but the trip is likely to be circuitous 
at best and not a lot of fun. Some of us need goals more than others. Some of us don't need goals and would take comfort in a 

Yiddish turn of phrase, "Goals, smoals, as long as you get there". My problem is I'm a charter member of the group that needs 
goals. I have the attention span of a gnat and tend to get antsy when I lose focus. If I were to have had the misfortune of going 
through today's school system, I would be diagnosed as having Attention Deficit Syndrome and provided with Ritalin as a snack 
food. The point is that I need goals to keep me challenged and focused. This is why I was relieved and happy to learn that we 
have applied to perform at the DCA championships in Scranton, PA, in September, 2005. 

 

Optimists Alumni (DCA, 2007) 

I was concerned after GAS that there would be no more mountains to climb as an Alumni Corps and that we would quietly and 

unobtrusively fade from the Alumni-Corps scene not unlike the one-hit rock band, "The Oneders", from the movie, "That Thing 
You Do". I should have had more faith in our membership and our executive, a significant factor, in my opinion, in all of The 
Optimists' achievements, past and present. 

Assuming we will be invited to participate at the DCA championships, an honour in its own right, I believe we now have the 
major goal we need to keep us interested, challenged and focused on continuous improvement. I think most of us would agree 

that we have far from peaked and that we are more than capable of going to the next level. What an inspirational and motivating 
goal we now have: Playing in front of a rabid, knowledgeable drum corps crowd with the Alumni Corps of some of the past 
legendary Junior A Corps! Gadzooks, I'm tingling all over at the thought of this. 

These past twelve months have been fun. I have had the opportunity to socialize and play with Alumni members from all 
Optimists' eras and from other fine drum corps and bands. What a blast this has been! 

Looking back on the past year, it occurred to me that my tenure in the drumline has been like licking honey from a thorn. It has 
been a very challenging, rewarding and, at times, frustrating experience to be a part of the Optimists drumline. I have noticed a 
peculiar pattern in my development: Every time I smugly think I have achieved all my goals, I humbly find out at the next practice 

that I'm not as good as I think I am, that there is something else that I need to learn and master and that I need to keep working 
as hard as I can to enjoy the privilege of playing in this talented line. 

I think the best is yet to come. 

Best regards, Gord 

  



I  Love  A  Parade 
Submitted by: Gord Lefebvre 

Another entertaining word romp from tenor drummer Gord Lefebvre on the July 1st Canada Day Parade in Cambridge, 
Ontario 

A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step, so it is said. I think Confucius may have been involved in one too many 
Year-Of-The-Rat parades and created this saying to motivate himself for the annual street parade celebrating the Chinese New 
Year. Unfortunately, while we waited to enter the Canada Day parade, I was unable to inspire myself with this Confucian gem of 
rational thought due to the fact that all the cycles of my brain were fully consumed with a litany of questions about the parade: Is 
two kilometers on foot longer than two kilometers in a car? How much of the route is up hill? How much water do I need to dri nk 

before the parade starts? Will there be cold beer at the end of the parade? Will I need to give O'Halloran mouth-to-mouth? What 
am I doing here? 

 

Optimists Alumni (Canada Day, Cambridge, 2004) 

My memories of parades aren't pleasant. There were extreme conditions to overcome -- either you were freezing your filberts off 

doing a Santa Claus parade in November in Sutton, Ontario, or sizzling like a drop of water on a hot skillet over a 5 1/2 mile 
parade route replete with the Ringling Brothers Barnum and Bailey circus in July in Waukeegan (birth place of Jack Benny and 
suburb of Milwaukee), Wisconsin. A fun parade is an oxymoron if there ever was one. Nevertheless, in retrospect, I can truly say 
I had fun and excitement at the Canada Day parade. 

I noticed that something special happened at the Canada Day parade, something that had happened at GAS as well: Scout 

House and the Toronto Optimists encouraging each other with enthusiastic clapping and words of inspiration. This is 
sportsmanship at its best and I am happy to be part of it. This is helping me to understand that it's all about the performance and 
showmanship and that it's not a tick-down competition for 10ths of a point. It's about putting on the best show you can for the 
audience, enjoying and recognizing other Alumni Corps performances and having a ton of fun and enjoyment in the process. 

Incidentally, I was totally impressed by Scout House, by their size, by their colour guard, by their bearing and by their discipline. 

What an awesome sight they were as they marched proudly up the side street to position themselves to enter the parade. It 
recalled a conversation I had with Gord O'Halloran in which he told me that Scout House's discipline and organization set the 
standard for the up-and-coming Optimists of the late 1950s. 

As we moved out from the side street onto the main drag of Cambridge to our street beat, I was pleasantly surprised by the 
warm and enthusiastic response we received from the crowd. But before I could appreciate this fully, we were into the roll-off 

and our first song. From then on, I didn't notice too much as I was concentrating on playing, on keeping in step, on dressing the 
line. Actually, when I think about this some more, I'm not being entirely accurate here. I do remember passing a pub on the right 
side of the street and had to stop myself from doing a right oblique into it. I also remember someone in the snare line giving a 
heads-up to check out the lady in the orange halter top on the left side of the street. Isn't it amazing how the mind is able to 

multi-process! 

Overall, despite some of our warts, I thought we put on a decent showing that we can be proud of. Not bad for one practice in a 
parking lot that doubles as an artillery practice range. I must admit, by the time we reached that Hill (perhaps it was a sli ght 
incline?) at the end of the parade route, I was starting to run out of gas but I was refueled by the presence of Scout House 
waiting for us to finish the parade and by the thought that there would be cold beer somewhere within the confines of the park. 

Ric Brown reaffirmed my faith in humanity. He had the foresight to have his wife move their van, stocked with a cooler of iced 
brown pops, to a location in the park near the area where the parade finished. Needless to say, I was able to utilize my 
pathfinder skills to locate the van. 

Does it get any better than this on parade? Bring on the next one! 

  



Waterford   Show  Ponderings 
by Gord LeFevre 

Gord's personal impressions of how the in-door show in Waterford, Ontario on May 14, 2005 affected him. 

 

Optimists Alumni in Waterford (2005) 
Brian Byrne conducting 

One question that has been dogging my thinking for sometime now is when are we going to develop an all-for-one and one-for-
all feeling and passion for The Optimists Alumni Drum Corps. The answer to this question was provided last Saturday at the 

show in Waterford. 

I believe we became The Optimists Alumni Drum Corps in more than name only in the stairwell of Waterford high school just 
before we went on stage to perform. For the first time since I have been a member of the Alumni Corps, we sang the Corps song 
with passion and dynamics. I took this as a sign that something magical had happened to coalesce a diverse group of people 
from many different drum corps and bands into a unit that each member could identify with and be proud to be part of. I also felt 

that we were about to give our best performance of our short history. I wasn't disappointed. 

A key factor for me and, I suspect for you, for fuelling one's interest and desire to be in the Corps is having fun. I had more fun 
than a flea in a dog pound last Saturday. This was due to a lot of little things that in retrospect spelled FUN for me; for example: 

 We went about our business the entire day without getting our shorts in a knot. I was very impressed with how our set-
up/practice time on stage was managed and I thought the decision to have the horn line sit down for the drum solos was 

inspired. This is not due to the fact that I'm a drummer but more to the point that I thought it helped to keep everyone 
loose and was a very practical solution to a logistics problem. The next time we are faced with a similar situation, we 
could build on this inspiration by having the horn line turn around slightly to look at the drumline. Just a suggestion, don't 
hang me from a Willow tree. 

 There was sufficient down time that allowed me to pursue two very important personal pastimes: Watch other Corps do 
their thing during their set-up/practice time on stage; Have a dynamite Chinese scoff at Yin's with Tom May, Scott 
Butcher and Karen Pogson; 

 There was a post-show party. Beer and drum corps tall tales! What a great combination! I must remember to pack hip 
waders for the next post-show party. 

 The route I selected to get from the high school in Waterford to the Best Western in Simcoe after last call at the post-
show party somehow wound through Vern and Jennifer Johansson's lovely home on Main Street , Waterford . More beer 
and drum corps tall tales! Hip waders would have been useless here without a snorkel!  

 The Corps kicked it up a notch (just like the old days) to deliver an awesome performance. I thought our horn line was 
outstanding. What a great feeling and pleasure it is to be associated with this horn line! The drumline served notice too 

that it has regained its focus and touch and executed the best it has in a few months. Fun is executing your show well. 

I may be hallucinating on too much of Yin's green tea but it appears to me that we are a much different Corps than we were 
even a few weeks ago. We seem to be developing a new personality, one that I like and one that the audience relates to as well. 

I sense we are playing for the audience now rather than playing at them. We are relaxed, confident and starting to demonstrate 
to the audience that we are having fun performing for them. 

On Saturday, in the stairwell, I believed the Corps was relaxed, confident and ready to perform. I wasn't disappointed. 

I'm having fun. 

  



More  Than  Just  a  Song 
Submitted by: Brian Hogan 

Brian provides an educational and thought-provoking commentary on Corps songs. 

Just before the Corps went out on stage in Rochester at the St Joe's show, two things happened that caught my attention. We 
were all gathered in the cafeteria and Barry Bell was addressing the Corps. He asked those who had marched in the Optimists 

to raise their hands and, in turn, he asked those who hadn't to raise theirs. I think those who had outnumbered those who hadn't, 
but not by very much. He then thanked those who hadn't for adding their talents to those who had to make US that much better. 

The second thing that caught my attention was as we came closer together to sing the Corps song, I heard some people around 
me commenting that they didn't know the words or tune, but they gave it a valiant attempt. Now I don't know every person's 
background, but I can just about guarantee that those who did march in the Optimists have a pretty good idea of the importance 
and significance of that song. If you don't, please read on. If you do, please read on. You can never tell, you might learn 
something – I certainly did. 

 

Optimists Alumni singing the corps song (First public performance, Reunion, 2003) 

Defining the importance and significance of something like a Corps song and why we have one is like nailing jello to a wall or 
herding cats…..it's a pretty difficult task. I suppose that's because it's different for everyone. Learning the song for me was a bit 
of a survival strategy. During my rookie camp, if we (the uninitiated) wanted to survive it (the initiation) we had better be able to 
sing it at the whim of any “Old Guy” who deemed it necessary to ensure we had been properly schooled in the customs and 

traditions of an institution to which we had mistakenly felt we had become worthy of belonging. Failure to rip off a chilling 
rendition of the Corps song could mean an added egg shampoo and/or tree branch down the back of your shirt, while slithering 
in the red mud, sliding into the recently thawed river. Which reminds me – I never did thank Ron Chong for allowing me a couple 
of extra seconds in the river to clean off at least a couple of layers of that mud. It meant that when my clothes were washed, they 
came out light pink rather than dark pink. At this point it was very much just a song….learning it was just another task I had to 

accomplish, like cleaning my “master's” bucks. At our first competition that summer, I think it was in Etobicoke, we gathered  to 
sing the Corps song. Looking around at the other members of the Corps, seeing the intensity on their faces and getting an 
overwhelming feeling of pride and belonging caused “just a song” to become THE Corps Song. For me, it's just one of those 
moments that stick in your mind….some call it a defining moment. 

Our Corps song was the result of a competition. Around 1963, the Corps decided that something was required to rally the 
members and they had seen that other corps had used a song for that purpose. So, they decided to run a competition within the 

Corps. Glen Durish, who was an assistant drum major, won the competition when he penned the words to our Corps song to the 
tune of “Meadowlands”, which the Corps had used as their OTL in 1960. This, according to both Joe Gianna and Barry Bell, 
came as a complete shock, because this gentleman was not known to be particularly articulate. What he did write is, as you now 
know, quite articulate and meaningful. You'll notice that when we sing the Corps song, we put one or both of our hands on the 



shoulder(s) of other members. Corps is a French word meaning body and it is singular. By placing hands on the shoulders of 
one another, we become one -- singular. 

I wanted to get a sense of proportion for this subject, so I thought I would consult with other Corps that had been around as long 
or longer than us. I asked the directors of the Cadets, the Cavaliers and the Boston Crusaders if they had a corps song, if they 

still sang it on certain occasions and why they still sang it. George Hopkins of the Cadets (Holy Name, Garfield, of Bergen 
County ) said that they indeed still sing their song, “O Holy Name” because it brings the corps “back to their roots”. And deep 
roots they are. The Cadets are, I believe, the oldest active competitive drum and bugle corps in the world. They maintain certain 
traditions, while remaining flexible enough to adapt to the changing landscape. I doubt that Mr Hopkins could or would 
understate the importance of some traditions. 

Jeff Fiedler of the Cavaliers told me their corps song, which is sung to the tune of “Semper Paratus”, the US Coast Guard song, 

changes a little each year as different phrases and words might receive a little more or less emphasis, but the reasoning for 
singing it never changes. He further states that the Cavaliers remain a strong fraternal organization, while keeping an eye on the 
future. He said that on occasion, the Corps will sing “Somewhere Over the Rainbow”, which has been important to them for 
many years, much like “You'll Never Walk Alone” has been to the Madison Scouts. 

The director of the Boston Crusaders took a completely different tack. He had one of their more senior members, Brandon 
Marion, address these questions. Brandon, who has been a Crusader since 1999, plays in the pit and has the most seniority, 

spoke of how the Crusaders are a corps with a great amount of pride in their history. He said that their corps song “Giant”, “…. 
sums up the belief that the Crusaders have gone through some extremely trying times, and the members have always relied on 
each other to get through it”. Prior to learning the song, the rookies are given a “history lesson”, which emphasizes the origins 
and meaning behind the song and why most of their 65 year existence has included the singing of this song before every 
performance. 

You'll note that nowhere in the preceding does it state why. As I said, the “why” is likely different for everyone. I believe that's 

because it is emotionally based. Explain an emotion…any emotion. It's not so easy, but you know what it is. You just feel it. 
That's the way you should view the Corps song. Read the words, but also read between the lines. To me, it speaks of remaining 
optimistic (funny how that works out, eh?), of never quitting, of having pride in what you do and of how what we do says a lot 
about who we are as a group and as individuals. You are now Optimists. If you perform with this Corps, you have earned the 
right to sing this song. It's a very exclusive club…there aren't a huge number of people who have earned the right. I'm not about 

to tell you how to feel about it. That's entirely up to you. Look inside and maybe there's a defining moment for you in there 
somewhere. 

On, march on, 
Our battle's not yet won 
We'll march and sing, 
Defeat shall never come, 

March on. 
 
Pride of our nation, 
Champions in competition, 
Arms swinging, bugles ringing, drums resounding, 

Legs lifted high come swiftly pounding, 
Upon the ground. 
The Optimists by name, 
The “Green Machine” by fame. 
 

Colour and splendor 
Only add to our endeavour, 
Marching and music done in glorious fashion, 
Pride and perfection is our passion, 
 

Optimist Drum Corps 
Of thee we sing 
We will march on forever! 

  



Tribute  To  a  Humble  Genius 
Submitted by: Brian Hogan 

Brian remembers a wonderful mechanical genius and great supporter of The Optimists. 

 

Ben Burrage (1969) 

When I joined the Toronto Optimists in 1969, there were two brothers in the corps: Kerry and Dana Burrage. Kerry was a second 

year soprano player with the corps and Dana was a rookie tenor drummer. This story, despite the fact that they’re two good 
guys, is not about them, but rather about their father, Ben. 

At that time, the corps, like most others, was running on a shoestring budget and getting the corps from home to contest and 
back home was the priority. Equipment purchases were sometimes few and far between. All this to say that we made due with 

what we had. In 1968, our drum instructor, Ron Kaiser (who was an innovative guy all on his own) decided to take a couple of 
bass drums, flip them on their sides, remove the bottom heads, secure them together and sling them over some unsuspecting 
drummer to lug around for about 11 minutes at a stretch. He made two sets of these, tuned to match up with the music and the 
horn line. You see, tympanis were mighty expense and it was a lot easier to scrounge up a few extra bass drums. If two are 
good, then four must be better. That’s how many we marched in 1969. It was really quite interesting. Here were four guys, 

carrying eight bass drums, all tuned to different pitches. We played Dave Brubeck’s “Blue Rondo al a Turk” as a drum solo that 
year, all done on these “double basses”. I would suspect that the four guys who lugged these things around no doubt are still 
feeling the effects today. 

If four “doubles” are better, then four “triples” must be best, right? In 1970, we managed to strap four sets of three bass drums 
together. They looked like the biggest set of triple tenors you’ve ever seen and you can imagine how much these things must 
have weighed. At that time, tympani players were allowed to ground their drums, so we figured that we should be able to ground 

these cumbersome things and not be penalized. I don’t really know how the rule regarding grounding read at the time. Now, how 
to do this. This is where Ben Burrage comes in. The sets had to be playable while grounded, ie., standing up high enough to 
play and easily donned and doffed. I suspect that permanent or detachable legs were options that were explored, but Ben had a 
better idea. What about retractable legs? So away he went into his garage or basement and when he emerged, he had the 
prototype for a set of legs that would quite easily swing up, out of the way under the set, while the set was being carried. These 

legs were things of beauty. In the space between the three drums, at the player’s chest, was a lever, which operated a system of 
wires and pulleys, which were attached to the three legs. The legs were located on the outsides of the two side drums and the 
third was located in the middle, at the outside of the middle drum. By simply grasping the lever and rotating it 180 degrees, the 
legs would rotate up out of the way and when the player wanted to stand them up, he would do the opposite and slip the 
harness lugs from the drum set, leaving the set free-standing. The drummers were of course, ecstatic. During concert and parts 

of some drum solos, they could stand the sets up and not have to bear all of the weight all of the time. At this time, harnesses 
were in their infancy. Most drum lines still slung all of their drums: snares, tenors and in many cases tympanis. So, Ben came up 
with a practical harness for the “triple” basses, which looks quite similar to what is currently in use. Whenever we went 
anywhere, these contraptions were the subject of much ogling, ooooohing and aaaaaaaahing. 



 

Toronto Optimists double bass drum (Grey Cup Parade, 1968) 

In the early ‘70s, a strange phenomenon was occurring. National flagpoles started to get higher and higher and those carrying 
them started to hold them out of their slings, the higher the better. I remember the Kilties’ national flag bearer holding his 
flagpole in one hand, high up over his head. We were no exception. In some cases, size does matter. How do we get higher, 

longer, bigger? (Sounds kind of Olympian, doesn’t it?) Ben? It’s quite simple, really. You start with a piece of square extrusion 
about eight feet long and a piece of shiny pipe about seven feet long. The pipe must fit into the extrusion. Now it’s simply a 
matter of attaching yet another series of wires and pulleys to the two main pieces so that, when the carrier pulls down on the 
wire, the pipe extends out of the extrusion and rises up another four to five feet. Now, attach the biggest Canadian flag you can 
find to it and you have the longest, highest and baddest national flag in the whole world. 

During march pasts (you remember them), Rob Trimble, who carried our flag proudly for quite a few years, would extend it and 

then lift it out of the sling in two hands, holding it as high as humanly possible. It was so far up there, that we thought we might 
have to install aircraft warning lights on it. It must have been a good 14 feet from the ground to the top of this thing. It was sight 
to behold. All thanks to Ben Burrage. 

Not only was he the resident mechanical genius, but at rehearsals, he sold pop and chips out of the back of his station wagon 
and ran the booster table at contests. All the while, he was a humble man, who took the praise given to him with humility. He 
was almost embarrassed by it and probably didn’t know what all the fuss was about. I know that these two examples weren’t the  

only ingenious gizmos that Ben came up with and I’m certain that some of my fellow alums have stories about his ingenuity that I 
either don’t know about or have forgotten. 

Ben passed away not so long ago. Due to unfortunate circumstance, I couldn’t make it to his funeral, but I know that there we re 
many ex Optimists there who harbour many fond memories of this humble genius. We miss you, Mr. Burrage. 

  

https://www.optimists-alumni.org/ben_burrage.htm


The  Thrill   of  Drill 
Submitted by: Bill Kane 

 

Toronto Optimists, 1967 (Bill Kane is the rifle on the left) 

Bill's initial impressions on the Alumni Corps' tentative steps into the world of M&M. 

On Sunday May 29th 2005, the Optimists Alumni Drum and Bugle Corps literally took another step along its path of discovery. 
What was discovered this time? There is a desire to push to the next level of commitment. This is a significant step. The corps 
had its first full-blown drill rehearsal. We actually did some marching and maneuvering!!!  

You may or may not know, the nature of Alumni Corps poses some interesting drill problems, or as a wise person once told me 

“they are not problems, they are opportunities”. So keeping in mind some of the drill “opportunities” that are present in an alumni 
corps; 

 not everyone can make it to every performance 

 physical limitations of some members, 

 limited rehearsal time, 

 not to mention the fact that I haven’t done any writing or teaching of drill for about 28 years. 

It was with a fair bit of trepidation that I took on the undertaking of writing and teaching drill to the corps, but with the 
encouragement, experience and help of Brian Collingdon and Berry Bell the task has started. After Sunday my fears have been 

somewhat relieved. The turn out was very encouraging, the willingness to try something new was exceptional, and the latent 
ability and talent of the corps, once again bubbled to the surface. I’m not saying that everything is perfect, far from it, but this is 
another example of this corps facing a challenge, and delivering a significant result. 

Now we can truly say, “On March On”. 

 


