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Good afternoon—and welcome to the opening of this 100th anniversary exhibit of the 

Joliet Township High School Band Program! I was very excited to hear that the Joliet 

Area Historical Museum was planning this display and have been pleased to be a part 

of this effort.  

 

I especially want to thank the Museum staff and numerous volunteers—for their tireless 

work in putting this exhibit together. From the start, they have been committed to 

historical accuracy and the need to tell this important story the right way. Last winter, we 

sat around the table looking at materials and talking over ideas for the displays. As you 

know, stories can “evolve” over time and we really wanted to separate fact from legend, 

or in some cases, confirm the legends. Unfortunately, most of the people from the very 

early days of the band are no longer with us, so we had to reconstruct history the same 

way detectives solve crimes—by looking at original—or what historians call primary—

sources. Historical research is often the process of putting together very small pieces of 

a very large puzzle, and that’s what we’ve done here. We knew the location of some 

materials, such as McAllister’s baton and gloves, and the State and National contest 

trophies at Central High. We also had the school yearbooks, some newspaper articles, 

and research on McAllister and the Band that I had conducted myself.  

 



But we knew that wasn’t enough! So the museum staff made an appeal to the 

community and alumni of the band asking for artifacts and other materials. The 

response was overwhelming! Former JTHS students, members of the McAllister and 

Houseknect family, and alumni from all over the country came forth with recordings, 

contest medals, instruments, photographs, and personal memories that made this 

exhibit what you see today. It is these contributions as well as the collective experiences 

of the thousands of current and former band members that make this a truly community 

event.  

 

Thank you to all who have loaned materials to this exhibit. You all have not only 

contributed to this event, but also to the historical record of the JTHS Band program. 

Although these materials will go back to their owners after the exhibit has closed, the 

museum staff is committed to taking photographs and making copies for the archives. I 

hope that future researchers will access these materials and formally document the 

history of the bands through books and scholarly journal articles.  

 

Look carefully as you explore the history recorded in this display. Notice McAllister’s 

cornet and the National Contest Trophy that gained a permanent home in Joliet after the 

Band won three times in a row (in 1926, 27, 28). Look at the photographs. Do you 

recognize anyone, maybe a younger version of yourself? Remember the time you spent 

in the band under one of many fine conductors associated with the programs at Central, 

West, and East high schools. Was it merely “fun”, or was it much more than that? 

Perhaps “exciting”, “interesting”, “challenging”, “engaging”, or “life-changing” better 



describe your experiences. It was probably also sometimes “difficult”, “tedious”, or 

“frustrating”, but learning to play an instrument and make music at a very high level 

usually are these as well.  

 

So why is the JTHS Band so important? It was certainly not the first school band in the 

country and there was initially no reason that it would grow into anything special. It 

started like many other school bands during this time. A small group of HS boys who 

played instruments (or so they thought) got together in the fall of 1912 to lend their 

support at the football games. According to the 1918 JTHS Yearbook, however, this 

effort was “short lived”. In the fall of 1913, the Board of Education became involved and 

hired Louis Condy to organize a band, but Condy was a very busy musician and teacher 

and he was not able to spend the time needed to get this group off the ground. Their 

only performance occurred on the day before Christmas break in Dec. of 1913.  

 

The Board of Education decided to try again. They released Condy from his duties 

because he lived in Chicago and couldn’t spend enough time at the school. He left on 

good terms, however, and went on to organize school bands at East Aurora HS in 1915, 

and later became a prominent bandmaster and Supervisor of Military Bands in the 

Chicago Public Schools. 

 

Fortunately, the JTHS Board had another option. They had just hired A. R. McAllister as 

an assistant manual arts teacher in October of 1913 and knew that he was also a 

musician who played cornet in local bands, had some formal training, and had 



conducted a band before. He started right away by purchasing additional instruments, 

and—after Christmas break—recruiting players. He only accepted freshmen and 

sophomores to play the school instruments, since they would have time to develop. 

Older boys would have to supply their own instrument if they wanted to join. Rehearsals 

began in January of 1914 and the first performance occurred at a school assembly 

about six weeks later in March. They were soon playing for school athletic events and 

numerous other community activities—a typical routine for school and town bands 

during this time.  

 

What makes this school band different from those in other communities was the 

director—A. R. McAllister. He could have simply met the board’s goals and supplied a 

band for football games and other school activities. But he had a musical vision and 

expectation for his students that went beyond what other school bands were doing at 

the time. He also had the expertise, work ethic, and leadership ability to make it happen. 

By 1920, McAllister’s band had become a model that others in the state and nation 

wanted to emulate. The timing was right. Performances by the JTHSB in cities all over 

the country demonstrated the possibilities of the school band and inspired other schools 

to form similar organizations. At the same time, renewed patriotism generated from 

WWI and new ideas about education made bands a good “fit” in schools. The JTHS 

Band led the way in the school band movement of the 1920s and 30s, by which time 

most school systems had a band program.  

 



McAllister became ill and died in September of 1944. This could have been the end of 

the story for the JTHSB, at least in terms of being a national leader in music education. 

However, the board found Bruce Housekneckt (who served as director from 1945-

1969), and later Ted Lega (1969-2002) and Mike Fiske (2002-present). Directors at 

East and West High Schools also continued the tradition of excellence: Marshall 

Erickson (JTHSEast 1964-1980), Mike Fiske (JTHSEast 1980-1981), and William 

Leafblad (JTHSEast 1981-1982) at East; and Arthur Katterjohn (JTHSWest 1964-1968), 

Dean Sayles (JTHS West 1968-1990), I. V. Foster (JTHSWest 1990-1992), Ted Lega 

(JTHSWest 1992-1993), and Kevin Carroll (JTHSWest 1993-present) at West. 

 

When people talk about the legacy of the JTHS Bands, the conversation invariably goes 

back to the trophies and awards—first the State and National championships in the 

1920s and 30s, and more recently to honors at the University of Illinois Superstate Band 

Festival and the Illinois State University Concert Band invitational. Awards at these and 

other events are a testament to the ongoing quality of the JTHS band programs, 

maintained by excellent teachers, dedicated students, and supportive parents, schools, 

and communities.  

 

In my opinion, however, these accomplishments are not the real legacy of A. R. 

McAllister, Bruce Houseknecht, and the JTHS bands. The most important 

accomplishment of the JTHS band programs is that they have helped make this 

community a musical community. Even the municipal seal contains a music lyre. Look 

how many community groups we have in town—the American Legion Band, the Joliet 



Community College Band, the Bicentennial Park Band, the Joliet Symphony Orchestra, 

the St. Francis Wind Ensemble, numerous church choirs, and many more. All of these 

groups are supported, largely, by alumni of the JTHS band, as well as by former 

students of the HS orchestra, and choir programs, both of which also have a long 

tradition. 

 

Today, almost every school has a band—though recent changes in the economy and 

education are causing a decline in music education in some communities.  In our efforts 

to “leave no child behind” and “race to the top” (the two latest educational initiatives), we 

have sometime left music by the wayside. For those of you who played in the JTHS 

bands, could you imagine your life without that experience? Did it not help you reach 

your full potential, not only as a musician, but also a citizen and a human being? Might 

music instruction be part of the solution to the challenges of education? Therefore, let 

this exhibit not only be a celebration of the past, but also a recommitment to the cause 

of music education in all Joliet Public Schools, now and in the future. Strike up the 

band!! 

 

Thank You. 

 

 


