
The ~ornerstone 
From Marching Band to Scatter Band 
by Lee Pecht, G4 

W 
ith the intent of creating a first
class band, Rice administrators 
started formulating plans in the 

spring of 1913 by ordering 15 
instruments for use by a musical unit. 
Enough sheet music was ordered for 
each instrument in the next year to 
entice a small group that made its first 
appearance in 1914 at the Rice-TCU 
football game. In 1916 the group was 
formally organized with 12 members, 
appearing at basketball and baseball 
games and commencement, and a 
director was hired to improve the 
quality of the band. H.G. Thayer was 
hired in January 1916 to develop the 
group into a marching and drill music 
unit. Uniforms were needed, and the 
1916 yearbook shows a tunic style 
coat with a wide contrasting band on 
the dark coat and pants that changed 
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in 1920 to dark blue trousers, gray 
shirts, blue ties and sailor caps, and in 
1921 to blue coats over gray trousers. 
A former student director and later 
Rice graduate, Lee Chatham, was 
hired as director in 1924 and by 1926 
the band was run on a strict 
disciplinary military basis with an 
executive committee governing. 
Additional instruments were added as 
the group grew to 53 members, and 
the repertoire added popular music to 
be played at athletic events, parades 
(specifically the Millionth Bale), and 
concerts in the park. Membership was 
open to civic and municipal band 
musicians that helped swell the ranks 
of Rice student musicians. The band 
became wildly popular and in 1927 
won the tide of best band in Harris 
County, winning over groups of 
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professional musicians, and also the 
Houston Jubilee award. A new 
tradition began in 1927, the awarding 
of the C.F. Montgomery award for 
best all-around band member. 
Additional appearances included 
broadcasting from KPRC radio and 
appearing on Humble Oil Company
sponsored and Coca Cola Boeding 
Company College Night broadcasts, 
with Houston Symphony Orchestra, 
Rice Nice, Rondelet concert, Rice 
Engineering Show, dances, May Fece, 
president's garden party, Lion's Club 
Charity Show, and the State Fair. 

The Rice Owl Band was a 
volunteer organization (as it 
remains today) with no course 
credit given. The band rehearsed at 
Autry House across Main Street 
from the campus, and received 
funding from a percentage of the 
student blanket tax, and lacer from 
profits of the annual dance jointly 
sponsored by the band and the 
Owen Wister Literary Society. 
Service medals and pins were 
awarded as early as 1916, 
underclassmen were awarded 
sweaters and wallets, while seniors 
received the coveted band key. 

Uniforms changed again and by 1926 
the band was known as one of the 
best dressed in the state with capes 
over lighter shires and pants and call 
furred hats. Membership fluctuated 
with a high of 88 members in 1931. 
For only one year in 1933 the band 
had a "sweetheart," or mascot, pre
teenager Mary Twombly Squires, who 
sang, danced and tumbled. Officers 
were elected chat have at one time 
included President, Vice President, 
Secretary-Treasurer, Business 
Manager, Librarian, Drum Major. Kie 
Reid became director in 1938 and 
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membership reached 110 in 1941. Due co the war draft 
during World War II there were not enough student 
bandsmen, so a band of Navy cadets, with additions from 
the student body, was formed from the V-12 program. Kie 
Reid was called to war in spring 1943 as were many 
bandsmen and the group was forced to disband. A General 
Manager took control and the band came under student 
leadership. However, it reformed in fall of 1943 with 45 
members. Membership grew to 60 in 1947, and for the 
first time in the all-male organization four females were 
welcomed as majorettes in 1948. 1948 also saw the first 

Tuxedo tails with embroidered owl, 1971 

recording of "For 
Rice's Honor" and 
the Rice fight song. 
Holmes McNeely 
cook over as director 
in 1951 and coed 
mus1c1ans were 
welcomed. Short, 
double-breasted 
navy jackets lead co 
military- type 
uniforms and then 

changed with the 
status of 
"University" co 
blue with white 

embroidered "R" bibs??? Bert Roth became director in 
1967 and silvery bibbed jackets over blue pants cook over 
and then a more formal look: blue tuxedo tails with giant 
embroidered owls on back, and call fuzzy white hats. The 
band became well known for its swing music and precision 
drill and after football season, the band presented concerts, 
played at basketball games and track meets, baccalaureates 
and commencements. New music was acquired with 
funding from the Athletic Department and Alumni 
Association, and scholarships were available to qualified 
band members. 

The Rice Owl Band morphed into the MOB 
(Marching Owl Band), a "scatter" band at the 1969 TCU 
game when members "ran, scrolled, scrambled, moseyed, 
and ambled from one weird formation to the next." The 
MOB joined roughly 12 scatter bands in the country (with 
the greatest concentration in the Ivy League) chat specialize 
in satire and back-handed tributes of better known 
precision-marching bands and their schools. The shows can 
be described as eccentric, unorthodox, irreverent, unruly 
and unpredictable. Less student time and less funding is 
needed and the shows are rarely planned in advance so few 
knew the content of the halftime event. The most 
notorious performance was in 1973 at the Rice-Texas 
A&M game when the MOB parodied A&M institutions, 
including the Corps of Cadets and mascot, Reveille. 

Angered Aggie fans surrounded and threatened the band 
and after several hours the band was rescued by food 
service vans. As a result of the A&M incident, denim 
uniforms of jeans, work shirt and vest, and denim quilt cap 
were introduced in 1976 so the group could blend into a 
crowd of angry fans. At a 
Rice-Baylor game the 
MOB poked fun at Baylor 
administrators who 
protested when Playboy 
magazine photographed 
campus coeds. T he MOB 
donned bunny suits and 
bunny ears, and the parody 
made the pages of Playboy. 
A devastating flood in the 
RMC basement rehearsal Denim cap and jeans 
space in 1976 soaked music 
and some was salvaged by freeze drying at NASA. Ken Dye 
became director in 1980, membership swelled to 180, and 
several years lacer blue polyester pants and vest replaced the 
denim, and a gray fedora became the signature item. T he 
band appeared on ABC's Monday Night Football halftime 
in 1992. A 3-piece dark blue striped suit with white oxford 
became the "uniform" in 1996, and the gray fedora was 
retained. In 1997 the band released its first CD of 25 
greatest hits: "MOB Reborn." Bob Cesario became director 
in 1998, and Chuck Throckmorton has served as director 
since 2002. 

The MOB's sole purpose is co entertain, and it knows 
it can't compete, and doesn't even try, with other big bands 
due to lack of time and funding. The band's notoriety 
precedes it and no one second guesses what it will do. Bert 
Roch summarized the popularity of the MOB with both 
Rice fans and rivals: "the toilets in the stadium don't flush 
when we' re doing our halftime show. And not much 
popcorn is sold either." 

The MOB 



Rice's Honor: The Rocky Path to an' Alma Mater 
by David Bynog 

M 
usic has long been an integral part of Rice's culture. 
The opening ceremonies in 1912 included a 

.__ _ ___. performance by the renowned Kneisel Quartet, and 
the composers Nadia Boulanger, Maurice Ravel, and 
Arthur Honegger lectured at Rice during the 1920s; the 
two latter composers also performed recitals. Music
making also enhanced student life. Glee clubs formed, 
functioning both as social clubs and as a means to provide 
entertainment, and the Rice band provided inspiration and 
spirit at football games. There was even talk of forming a 
Rice mandolin ensemble. One enduring musical tradition 

from the early days of Rice 
Institute is its alma mater, "Rice's 
Honor." Set to the trio section of 
the Our Director march with 
lyrics by Ben H. Mitchell ('24), 
the song caught the attention of 
the student body after its 
appearance in 1922. Not 
everyone has been enamored 
with the song, and its status 
as Rice's alma mater has been 
challenged by other songs 
over the years. During the 
1960s, the song was 

Ben H. Mitchell, lyricist of temporarily displaced by 
"Rice's Honor" another in a substantial 

controversy that involved the 
student body, alumni, administration, The Thresher, 
and even the President of the United States. 

Student-composed songs celebrating (and 
parodying) Rice date from early in the school's history, 
and several examples survive. A pamphlet for the 1915-
16 year entitled The Songs of Rice Institute: Together 
with the Yells, School Calendar, and Football Schedule 
was produced "in the hope that it may help the new 
students to learn the songs of our Alma Mater, and that 
it may serve to strengthen our college spirit." Nine 
songs in total were gathered including two songs with 
both original words and music, "The Blue and the 
Gray" and "For R. I. We Are." The other seven songs
two of which are named Alma Mater-published only 
the lyrics and were likely sung to familiar tunes of the 
day. 

The First World War greatly changed the 
environment at Rice, and military traditions supplanted 
Rice's fledgling ones. A return of school pride in 1920 
once again stirred interest in school songs. The editors 
of The Thresher wrote in the November 5 issue: 

/) 

Rice Institute students are more inspired by "Hail, Hail, 
the Gang's all Here, "than by any other music that the 
band can furnish. This piece of music is unfortunately 
another survival of the war days .. .. The band has never 
played our own Rice songs and music. Whenever ''When 
Ever You Go on the Gridiron, "has been sung or played 
before a Rice audience, the company has never foiled to go 
"wild with enthusiasm. " The band is now prepared to 
render our Rice music and in the future it will fill us with 
enthusiasm, in place of a survival of the military regi,me. 
Listen for it. 

The next issue ofThe Thresher (Nov. 12) asked 
freshmen to familiarize themselves with Rice's songs before 
the football game with Texas A&M. Only one of these 
songs, Victory (Hail to the Blue), was a holdover from the 
Songs of Rice Institute pamphlet. Even while The Thresher 
was suggesting that students learn these songs, they were 
lamenting in the next issue that "A Rice song is what we 

For R. I. We Are 
Louise Beraud 

I. For R. l., for R. I.. for R. I., we are! 

2. For R. I.. for R. I., for R. I., WC ing! 

3. For R. I., for R. I .. for R. I., we s1and! 

mf 

Her hon or and glo ry we nev er will mar! 

Her cloi Siers and gar dens will1 JOY al ways ring! 

In Sci CllCe and Know ledge we wait her com - mand! 

The Blue and the Gray, the Blue and the Gray, 

TI1e Blue and the Gray. Ilic Blue and Ilic Gray, 

TI1e Blue and the Gray, the Blue and the Gray. 

I':', 

mf 
We'll love and we'll che rish for e ver and aye I 

hall live and shall nou rish for ma ny day! 

Our pa1h shall en light en for- c vcr we pray! 

Early Rice song from the pamphlet "The Songs of Rice Institute" 



need at present, and in response to the call of The 
Thresher, a number of verses have been submitted." 

Though a few songs were published in 1920, another 
serious search for a new school song materialized a couple 
of years later. Ben H. Mitchell was a staff member for the 
newspaper at the time and a leader in the effort. Like 
many other students, Mitchell made up new words to 
popular tunes of the day for sheer amusement and as a 
means to pass the time. In this instance, the words for 
"Rice's Honor" were composed while he walked 
Montrose Boulevard to tutor a local youth. The call for a 
new song yielded considerable interest: "We held a 
meeting in the Mess Hall one night after announcing in 
'The Thresher' some time before that ' The Thresher' was 
interested in a New Rice Song .... I think that in all there 
were eight or ten songs sung that night but the concensus 
[sic] of opinion seemed to be in favor of 'For Rice's 
Honor. ' 'The Thresher' then printed the song and by 
common consent it became the School Song." (Letter 
from Ben H. Mitchell to Barry W Talbot, Nov. 1, 1930, 
Rice Songs/Yells Information File, Woodson Research 
Center). "Rice's Honor" was then performed at football 
games, lauded by the Campanile, and sung by students 
across campus; it was on its way to becoming Rice's song. 

The presence of an alma mater (whether official or 
de facto) did not deter students from honoring Rice's in 
song, and "Rice's Honor" had its detractors. Kit Reid 
made a call for a new song when he took over the band 
in 1938, resulting in a new alma mater with words and 
lyrics by George Evans ('38). Despite several high-profile 
performances, the work received only a lukewarm 
reception. In 1941, "The Song of the Owls" appeared 
with original words and music by Eugene Duncan. This 
song was given credible exposure with its publication in 
The "Allen" Official Intercollegiate Song Book, which 
gathered alma maters and songs from universities around 

the country. While 
publication in this book 
may have given the 
appearance of its stance 
as an "official" song of 
the university, it earned 
no such reputation on 
campus, and it did not 
remain a fixture for 
long. A song that did 
remain a fixture was The 
Rice Fight Song, with 
lyrics by Louis Girard 
(' 41) set to music 
composed by his father, 
Harry. The Rice Band 

Louis Girard performed the song at 
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the Rice-SMU football game on Dec. 7, 1940, and later 
recorded the work. This tune quickly gained popularity 
on campus, though its adoption as a fight song did not 
challenge "Rice's Honor" as the university's alma mater; 
it would take another song by Girard to do that. 

Girard's second university song, "The Rice Hymn," 
was written post-graduation in 1947 with fellow alumnus 
Nealie Ross ('41). This new song was more solemn in 
tone than either the Rice Fight Song or "Rice's Honor", 
but since the composers were now residing in New York, 
the song did not get broad notice in Houston. In 1959, 
The Thresher became aware of this song and deemed it 
worthy of resurrection. The newspaper's interest in the 
song echoed growing dissatisfaction with the alma mater, 
as expressed in a letter to the editor from Les Grady, Jr. 
published in the November 6, 1959, issue: "I have long 
felt that 'Rice's Honor' just doesn't have it as an Alma 
Mater. Like most Seniors I would like to take with me a 
few fond memories and an inspirational Alma Mater. 



However, nothing has been less 
inspiring to me than 'Rice's Honor."' 

While the editors of The Thresher 
were advocating ''The Rice Hymn" as 
a challenger to the alma mater, they 
felt it could benefit from new words. 
In a contest that garnered city-wide 
publicity, The Thresher offered a prize 
of $25 for new words to the tune, 
which was later increased to $100 by 
Girard. Students and alumni debated 
the merits of either song as an alma 
mater, and the search for new words 
dragged on. The new version of "The 
Rice Hymn" officially premiered at 
the October 1, 1960, Rice-Tulane 
football game, and the student senate 
began investigating an official change 
in Rice's alma mater to the newly 
revised ''The Rice Hymn." The 
greatest challenge to "Rice's Honor" 
came when President Eisenhower 
visited on October 24, 1960. T he 
singing of " Rice's Honor" caused 
considerable embarrassment for many 
students on such a momentous 
occasion. "It certainly is a helluva 
shame that Rice University does not 
have a decent alma mater. I have 
never seen a more ludicrous scene 
than that of the Special Convocation 
of students, faculty and alumni 
singing their 'FIGHT, FIGHT, 
FIGHT' song before the President of 
the United States." (Anonymous 
letter in the October 28, 1960 issue 
of The Thresher) 

The vocal discontent over "Rice's 
Honor" was part of the university's 
growing pains during the early 60s. 
The official and contentious change 
in name from Rice Institute to Rice 
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Ticket stub from the / 960 Convocation 

The Glee Club, 1920 

University occurred in 1960, and the 
matter of charging tuition was being 
explored. The dispute over the 
appropriateness of an alma mater 
reflected the larger concerns about 
what type of institution Rice was 
attempting to become. But old 
traditions die hard, and even the flak 
from the Eisenhower convocation had 
no immediate effect on Rice's alma 
mater. 

The breaking point came during 
the semicentennial festivities two 
years later. For the semicentennial, 

Rice invited a group of 
dignitaries to participate in 
a celebration that included 
the inauguration of 
Kenneth Pitzer as the third 
president of Rice. T he 
performance of "Rice's 
Honor" at the event 
exacerbated the rift that had 
been growing and proved to 
be the final push that the 

supporters of a new alma mater 
needed. The editors of The Thresher 
expressed their displeasure in the 
October 17, 1962 issue: 

A few minutes earlier, the 
assembled band and men's chorus 
had played the subtle and time
honored strains of "Veni Creator 
Spiritus": shortly before that, the 
bold verses of ''The Star-Spangled 
Banner" had rung through the 
Houston Music Hall. 

Now, with dramatic fanfare, as 
the impressive convocation drew 
to its close, the band struck up 
the final number on its program. 
The distinguished audience rose 
to its feet. 

"All for Rice's H onor, we will 
fight on ... " 



A few members of the faculty, 
facing three thousand onlookers 
in the Hall, joined in the singing 
of Rice's school song. Students, 
some reaching hurriedly for the 
thoughtfully-provided programs, 
recited the words more as ritual 
than as devotion. 

" ... we will be fighting, when this 
day is done ... " 

Arnold Toynbee, looking a bit 
bewildered, glanced 
uncomfortably at his shoes. 
Eminent scholars from around 
the globe stared blankly, a little 
puzzled, into the crowd. 

" ... we'll be fighting on, Rice, for 
the Gray and Blue ... " 

And then it was over. A 
benediction, a recessional-by 
then the audience had willingly 
forgotten an alma mater 
distinguished only by its jarring 
inappropriateness for almost any 
. . 

given occas10n. 

The momentum was now in favor of 
the students, and they promptly 
formed a committee to explore a new 
alma mater. The Thresher still favored 
''The Rice Hymn," but other 
submissions were considered. At the 
Rice-A&M game in November, 
students heard "The Rice Hymn" 
and a new candidate, "Rice is Our 
Home." Set to Sibelius's Finlandia 
with words by a group of students, 
"Rice is Our Home" became the new 
darling. 

The student senate acted in the 
spring of 1963, passing a resolution 
to change the current alma mater to 
a new one of the students' choosing 
if adopted by a 75% majority of 
students. The measure easily 
surpassed that mark, and students 
declared "Rice is Our Home" the 
new alma mater. The resolution, 
however, exposed a problem. No 

formal procedure had established 
"Rice's Honor" as the university's 
alma mater, and no formal procedure 
existed to replace it. Alumni were 
quick to denounce the new song, and 
university administration was visibly 
concerned about displacing a 
venerable Rice tradition of forty years. 
They demanded input beyond the 
current student population in making 
such a significant change. 

The administration thus 
proposed a compromise. At football 
games "Rice's Honor" would be 
played at the beginning and the new 
song, "Rice is Our Home," would be 
played at some other point during the 
football game. The administration's 
position was that this would allow 
alumni to familiarize themselves with 
a new song, and any official change to 
the alma mater could be revisited 
after a few years. The administration 
also was trying to buy time in the 
hope that the issue would just 
disappear. The students were unhappy 
with this compromise and did not 
agree with it until the 1964-65 school 
year. The policy also caused confusion 
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for the band, and on occasion each 
song was accidentally omitted from a 
game, upsetting that song's 
supporters. In the end, university 
administration's calculations were 
correct. As the student body 
graduated and was replaced with new 
members, other concerns became 
more prominent. With the social 
unrest of the late 60s, students found 
more notable causes than the choice 
of a school song. The entire incident 
was dropped much more quietly than 
it entered, and "Rice is Our Home" 
proved no more of a threat than any 
other would-be alma maters. It 
disappeared in just a few years. 

Having withstood it greatest 
challenge, "Rice's Honor" is now 
firmly established as the university's 
alma mater. The song is enjoyed at 
football games with Girard' s Fight 
Song and ''The Old Gray Bonnet" 
(another early song with revised lyrics 
set to the existing tune "Put on Your 
Old Gray Bonnet"). Fortunately the 
end of the alma mater debacle did not 
signal an end to student-composed 
songs. In 1968, George Greanias 



wrote Hello Hamlet, a musical 
parody of Shakespeare chat has 
become a Wiess tradition. The songs 
follow a similar formula of early Rice 
songs whereby new lyrics were set to 
existing songs. Another Rice 
tradition, Baker 13, inspired A. J. 
McCaffrey co pen a song. Performing 

II 

r 

at the Rice Coffeehouse in 1996, 
McCaffrey was concerned that he 
would be interrupted by the Baker 13 
run. Just as he received an eye-full, he 
gave the runners an ear-full with a 
song commemorating the event. With 
his roommates Phil Rothman and Jim 
Harper, they finished out the verses, 

Rice's Honor 

3 

r 
Ken Dye Arrangement/ 

Keyboard Reduction by huck Throckmorton 

and Baker 13 has become a staple of 
Rice's a capella group, The 
Philharmonics. As the university 
enters its second century, readers can 
be sure chat Rice will continue to give 
students something new to sing 
about. 

be 
u 

true! 

KO 
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