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A TRIBUTE Tome
"FAThER OF US AIR FORCE BANDS"

From an article by Benny Knudsen

Writing about Colonel George Howard is no easy task due to the sheer magnitude of his accomplishments and influence. in this
century, there have been many military band directors, Army. Navy, Marines, Coast Guard, who were prominent and influential dining
their tenure, but few have played such a prominent role in shaping a "Band Program" as did George Howard. Some of you served with
him directly while on active duty, others had a less personal interaction. All olin recognize his accomplishments in building the Air
Force Band Program, which we enhanced, that provided us full time employment as professional musicians with enviable retirement
benefits.

George Howard has a unique and colorful history as a music educator and professional clarinetist prior to his arrival at Boiling Air
Force Base in 1943. His biography, "Symphony in the Sky." is available through Southern Music in San Antonio.

By his eighth decade, George didn’t need to do any more for the hand program. But, twenty five years after his retirement, which
included a painful post-retirement experience, he continued to influence band programs. It was during this period that he conceived of
an award for military concert bands under the auspices of the John Philip Sousa Foundation. Since it’s inception in 1988, more than 20
military concert hands and their directors have been selected for the "Colonel George S. Howard Citation of Musical Excellence For
Military Concert Bands" award. Many hand directors have related how selection has increased their command awareness and support.
Of the US Bands, the majority are Air Force bands --another testament to the legacy of George Howard. The award continues today and
the wise hand director seeks out and qualifies for this unique recognition.

The USAA Concert band, which I direct, was scheduled to perform at AF Village on May 7 and I asked George if he would like to
conduct. To my surprise, he replied that he might. At the concert, he came with Sadako and stationed himself, in his wheelchair, near the
podium next to the lust flute player. He listened to the entire program from this close position. Then I removed the podium- he got out
of his chair - and walked to the music stand. We were witnessing history and quietly wondered if this would be his grand finale as a
conductor. He gave the downbeat The USAA employcc musicians proudly played for him and history, his famous medley of service
songs. At the end, the tumultuous applause from the audience, his contemporary retirees, and the hand continued for quite some time.
Ths historic event was fortunately recorded on videotape which will be deposited in an appropriate archive. The irony of the evening
was that Sadako advised us of her medical appointment the next day to determine if her malignancy was treatable.

Within a few weeks, we sadly bid good-bye to Sadako, who loved and adored our George, and who stood by him in time of triumph,
storm and stress. He then moved into the Health Care Center where he could receive the care he needed. Soon, he had no desire to live
further without her.

In his final days, I visited with George almost daily. Some of our discussions centered on the nature of our existence and our purpose
in life. I always expressed thanks for the opportunities he created for me and also reminded him that many of you were similarly
grateful. I was honored to be the one representing all of us in visiting and helping him in his final bows. A neighbor and friend of
George and Sadako, Mae Mercereau, a retired nurse, spent many hours with him in his last weeks in selfless service to make him
comfortable. She was also with him when he died, so he did not die alone.
On September 18, in the evening. Mae called to say that George had finally left us. I went immediately to the Center. Soon the

funeral staff came and transported George to the waiting vehicle. I followed behind in a personal moment of last respect as the "Father
of Air Force Bands" made his ins] exit off the stage of life.

His memorial service was held on September29 at the Air Force Village I chapel. LTC Lowell Graham, CVI Steve Grimo and CPT
Danny Varella were there as were retirees John Kirtpatrick, Bill LaBrutta, Fnie Esquivel, David I.adwig, Jim Lantz and perhaps others.
Attendance was more than the chapel’s capacity and several sat out in the lobby and listened to the audio. The eulogy was given,
Chaplain Chris Martin spoke and a brass sextet from the AEFC Band of the West played the Samuel Barber Air Force funeral dirge.
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