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PROGRAM NOTE

Joseph John Richards was born in Cwmavon, Wales, in
1878; when he was four years old, his family moved to the
United States and settled in Peterson, Kansas. “Johnny,” as
he was known to his family and friends, began playing alto
horn and cornet around the age of ten and soon joined the
town band. His progress was steady, and by the age of
nineteen he was directing the Norton-Jones Circus Band. Five
years later, in 1902, he joined the Josh Spruceby Circus Band
which, according to Richards, was prosperous enough to have
uniforms but had to depend on a hay rack (instead of a circus
wagon) for transportation in the longer parades. In subsequent
years he conducted or played cornet with the circus bands of
Barnum and Bailey (1908-1909), Dickson Humpty Dumpty, Si
Plunkard, and Forepaugh-Sells (1910). From 1912 to 1918 he
led the Ringling Brothers Band but was not chosen to conduct
the newly combined Ringling Brothers & Barnum and Bailey
Circus Band in 1919, because (according to Merle Evans, who
was selected for that position) Richards’ previous circus band
“sounded too much like a concert band.” During the off
seasons of his circus touring years Richards studied music at
Kansas State Teachers College and the American Conserva-
tory in Chicago. He taught music at the U.S. Army School in
Camp Grant, lllinois, during World War .

In 1920 Richards began teaching public school music and
directing the local Shrine Band in Pittsburgh, Kansas. In 1927
to around 1933 he spent the winter seasons in Bradenton,
Florida, to conduct the Florida Concert Band, and he returned
to Kansas each summer to conduct the Pittsburg Municipal
Band. In 1937 he moved to Sterling, lllinois, where he
conducted the municipal band the first year, added the high
school band the second year, and by 1945 was also
conducting the St. Mary's, Rock Falls,-and Kable Brothers
Bands. When Herbert L. Clarke died in 1945, Richards was
selected to succeed him as conductor of the famous Long
Beach, California, Municipal Band. At that time the band was
playing eleven concerts each week throughout the year with
thirty-five professional players, a five-man staff, complete
rehearsal and performing facilities, and an annual budget
which exceeded $100,000. Herman Vincent, now a retired
U.S. Air Force bandmaster, remembers that he was impressed
with the group’s sight-reading ability when, atthe age of fifteen,
“Richards let me play Clarke's Carnival of Venice on a band
concert one Sunday afternoon in 1945.” Information in the
April, 1981, Circus Fanfare includes a note specifying April 6,
1947, as the date of the band’s 18,733rd concert. Richards
retired from the Long Beach position in 1950, because of civil
service age regulations, but he was persuaded to return to
Mount Morris, lllinois, to conduct the Kable Concert Band from
March to September each year—he lived in Long Beach each
fall and winter.

Richards was popular with band audiences and with other
musicians. A member of the American Bandmasters
Association since 1936, he was elected president ofthat group
in 1949. In 1981 he was posthumously elected to the
Windjammers' Hall of Fame. On the University of Kansas
Band album of his works, conductor Robert Foster summa-
rizes his life as follows: “J. J. Richards was a virtuoso solo
cornetist, a respected musician, a noted conductor, an
educator, and a prolific composer and arranger.” At the time of
his death in Long Beach in 1956, he was survived by his wife,
Anna, two brothers, and one sister.

During his career J. J. Richards wrote over 300 composi-
tions for school and circus bands, over fifty of which are still
published. His most popular marches include: Crusade for
Freedom; Emblem of Unity; Golden Bear; Hail Miami, Shield of
Liberty; and The Westerner, all published by the C.L.
Barnhouse Co.

J.J. RICHARDS (1878-1956)

This brilliant march, Richards’ most popular, was written

‘while he was living in Sterling, lllinois, conducting both the high

school and the community bands. A classic and exciting
composition, this work is played by hundreds of school and
professional bands each year. In conducting an elite band
composed of outstanding Dutch musicians in 1981, Colonel
Arnald Gabriel, then conductor of the U.S. Air Force Band,
selected “Emblem of Unity” as one of only six American works
for a jubilee concert which was broadcast in Kerkrade,
Holland. Some of the composition’s unique features include:
the chord changes which precede the snare drum forzando in
the introduction, the short lower brass breaks, and the final
strain which sounds correct at either a constant, slower, or
accelerating tempo.

(Reprinted from MARCH MUSIC NOTES by Norman E. Smith. Book
available from Program Note Press, 909 W. Claude St,, Lake Charles,
Louisiana 70605)
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