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The melody of our nation’s oldest 
service song has an unexpect-
ed provenance. The lyrics are 

thought to originate with an unknown 
Marine in 1847, yet the closest pub-
lished melodic relative wasn’t composed 
until 1867 by French composer Jacques 
Offenbach. The Offenbach reference is 
a jaunty duet between two gendarmes 
in his operetta Geneviève de Brabant 
that even John Philip Sousa cited as the 
source of The Marines’ Hymn. 

Sousa joined the Marine Band as an 
apprentice musician and served in that 
role from 1868 to 1875, thus after the 
1867 date of Offenbach’s Geneviève de 
Brabant. In the period of 1875 to 1879 
when Sousa was not in the Marine 
Band, he performed in an orchestra 

conducted by Offenbach at the 1876 
Philadelphia Centennial Exposition. 
It’s possible that Sousa heard the 
Gendarmes Duet during the engage-
ment. 

Walter F. Smith was Second Leader 
(Assistant Director) of the Marine Band 
from 1899 until 1921. He received cor-
respondence from Marine Colonel 
Albert McLemore which read in part:

“Major Richard Wallach of the 

Marine Corps, retired, informs 

me that in 1878, when he was 

in Paris, the air to which the 

Marines’ Hymn…is now sung was 

a very popular air.”  

Smith responded, “Major 

Wallach is to be congratulated 

upon a wonderfully accurate 

T H E M A R I N E S’  H YM N
j a c q u e s  o f f e n b a c h
a r r a n g e d  b y  d o n a l d  h u n s b e r g e r
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“ T H E PR E SI DE N T ’ S  OW N ”  
U N I T E D STAT E S M A R I N E BA N D

Established by an Act of Congress in 1798, the United 

States Marine Band is America’s oldest continuously 

active professional musical organization. Its mission is 

unique—to provide music for the President of the United 

States and the Commandant of the Marine Corps. 

President John Adams invited the Marine Band to make 

its White House debut on New Year’s Day, 1801, in 

the then-unfinished Executive Mansion. In March of 

that year, the band performed for Thomas Jefferson’s 

inauguration and is believed to have performed for 

every presidential inaugural since. An accomplished 

musician himself, Jefferson is credited with giving the 

Marine Band its title, “The President’s Own.” 

Whether performing for State Dinners or South 

Lawn arrivals, events of national significance, or 

receptions, Marine Band musicians appear at the White 

House an average of 200 times each year. Every fall, 

the Marine Band performs throughout a portion of the 

continental United States during its National Concert 

Tour, a tradition initiated in 1891 by “The March King” 

John Philip Sousa, who was the band’s legendary 17th 

Director from 1880-92. While preserving its musical 

traditions, the Marine Band is equally committed to 

serving as a leading ensemble in the development 

of new repertoire for winds and continues to attract 

prominent guest conductors to its podium. Now in its 

third century of bringing music to the White House and 

America, “The President’s Own” continues to affirm that 

the arts are an invaluable bridge between people. 
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musical memory, for the air of 

the Marine Hymn is certainly to 

be found in the opera, Geneviève 

de Brabant…The melody is not 

in the exact form of the Marine 

Hymn, but is undoubtedly the 

air from which it is taken…I am 

informed, however, by one of the 

members of the band, who has a 

Spanish wife, that the air was one 

familiar to her childhood and it 

may, therefore, be a Spanish folk 

song.” 

The Spanish folk song reference 
has two possible explanations: either 
Offenbach’s melody, likely popular 
around France and Spain, was attribut-
ed as a folk song, or Offenbach heard an 
actual folk melody that he incorporated 
into his operetta. Neither speculation 
changes the published evidence under 
Offenbach’s name. 

The Marines’ Hymn was officially 
authorized and standardized by the 
Marine Corps in 1919. One might 
think the matter was settled, but as 
the Marine Corps updated the text of 
the first verse in 1929, Major General 
Wendell Neville, 14th Commandant of 
the Marine Corps, asked John Philip 
Sousa about the source of The Marines’ 
Hymn. Sousa responded on December 
21, 1929: 
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My dear General Neville: 

I am sending [you] with this 

under separate cover the orig-

inal score of Offenbach’s opera 

“Genevieve de Brabant,” and, if 

you will look on page 128 you 

will find the music of the Marine 

Hymn. I imported this copy from 

Paris and it places you in a po-

sition to talk intelligently about 

the music of “From the Halls of 

Montezuma.” 

Believe me with great respect, 

yours most sincerely, 

John Philip Sousa 

That score, a piano/vocal reduction 
of the operetta, is in the collection of 
the U.S. Marine Band Library. 

The United States Marine Band has 
proudly performed The Marines’ Hymn 

thousands of times, but one of the most 
memorable was in 1949 when Winston 
Churchill spoke at Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology’s Mid-Century 
Convocation at the Boston Garden. The 
Marine Band was present under the di-
rection of Lieutenant Colonel William 
F. Santelmann. After completing his 
remarks, Churchill paused before 
leaving the stage and said, “I would be 
disappointed leaving these shores if I 
did not hear the Marine Band play the 
Marine song.” Lt. Col. Santelmann gave 
the downbeat, and Churchill sang from 
memory all three verses with tears in 
his eyes. 

This arrangement of The Marines’ 
Hymn was created by Donald 
Hunsberger, Marine Band trombonist 
and chief arranger from 1954 to 1958. It 
has become a Marine Band trademark 
and is among the band’s treasured tra-
ditions. 
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“Retreat” is another signal 
for field communication 
played by a bugler. It dates 

to the American Civil War and was 
originally used to signal falling back 
from the line of battle.

In more recent decades it is used 
to signal the end of the workday at 
American military installations around 
the world, often coinciding with sunset. 
It may be followed by the ceremonial 
lowering of the base’s colors and the 
U.S. flag. 

“Retreat” has also been used to 
close the legendary Evening Parades 
at Marine Barracks, Washington, “The 
Oldest Post of the Corps.” This brass ar-
rangement was created for the Marine 
Band by Thomas Knox, member of the 
United States Marine Band from 1961 

to 1985, and who retired as the band’s 
chief arranger. Knox’s original works 
and his masterful transcriptions gave 
the United States Marine Band a dis-
tinctive sound and character.

LEFT: PHOTO BY LANCE CPL. BLAKE GONTER
CIRCLE INSET: PHOTO BY CPL. SARAH GRAWCOCK
RIGHT: PHOTO BY LANCE CPL. BRYNN BOUCHARD

“R ET R E AT”
a r r a n g e d  b y  t h o m a s  k n ox



18

is that you consider your ‘sacred 

cloth.’

In the U.S. Marine Corps we 

cherish qualities such as hon-

or, courage, commitment, and 

service as being who we are as 

Marines. That is represented by 

the iconic Marine uniform; how-

ever, every profession is import-

ant to allow our world to thrive, 

grow, remain safe, and work in 

harmony with all of God’s cre-

ation. As you listen to this music, 

I ask that you consider, ‘What is 

YOUR sacred cloth?’ 
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Robert Jager, a native of 
Binghamton, New York, was 
professor of composition and 

theory at Tennessee Tech University 
for thirty years until his retirement in 
2001. Prior to his graduation from the 
University of Michigan, he served in 
the United States Navy as staff arranger/
composer at the Armed Forces School 
of Music, in Norfolk, Virginia. He has 
over 150 published works and is one of 
the most respected composers for band, 
being the only person to receive the 
prestigious ABA/Ostwald composition 
award three times. 

“Esprit de Corps” was commissioned 
in 1983 by the United States Marine 
Band under Colonel John Bourgeois. 
Both life and world events conspired to 
create the environment in which Jager’s 

“E SPR I T DE C OR P S”
r o b e r t  j a g e r
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new work was created. 
At the time, his son was entering the 

Marine Corps Reserves. He went on to 
serve in Kuwait with the 3rd Battalion, 
24th Marines in Operation Desert 
Storm. Jager’s connection with the 
Marines was personal, and he explained 
what happened next:  

Having received the commission 

from Colonel Bourgeois, I debat-

ed what kind of work I should 

compose. I considered a hymn 

or elegy, but then the Marine 

Barracks in Beirut, Lebanon was 

bombed and over 200 Marines 

were killed and many others in-

jured. Out of that tragedy, I was 

inspired to write music that 

exemplified the heroic passion 

of the Corps - to capture the 

dynamic strength and de-

termination of the United 

States Marines. Events came 

together to create the driving spir-

it of ‘Esprit de Corps.’ 

The resultant work, both energetic 
and virtuosic, has been described as a 
“fantasy-march” based on The Marines’ 
Hymn. It was premièred at the 1984 
National Band Association convention 
in Knoxville, Tennessee, and has re-
mained a staple of the Marine Band’s 
repertoire since that time.
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Marines. It is an honor to wear it, 

and to call ourselves ‘Marine.’

God also brought to my mind 

that ALL people have a ‘sacred 

cloth.’ One evening when pray-

ing and considering the mu-

sic, I clearly saw a vision of my 

dad. He was not a Marine; he 

served in the Army before I was 

born. My vision was him leaving 

for work in the morning wear-

ing his light blue, short-sleeved 

button-down shirt with his name 

on one side, and the company 

he worked for on the other. He 

wore navy blue work pants and 

black boots. Immediately I knew 

that represented my dad’s ‘sacred 

cloth’—the uniform associated 

with his ability to provide for his 

family and be an active partici-

pant in God’s world. Although 

unlike Marine dress blues in vi-

sual reception or notoriety, it was 

equal to him in importance.

It became evident where God 

was leading my inspiration. While 

the ‘sacred cloth’ of the Marine 

Corps is the Marine uniform, and 

my symphony reflects that, we 

each have our own ‘sacred cloth.’ I 

have been out of the Corps for 

nearly twenty years. My sacred 

cloth could be the tuxedo in 

which I conduct concerts. It could 

be a suit I wear to academic con-

ferences. But most importantly, 

we ALL have a ‘sacred cloth.’ My 

hope is that this music will con-

nect with all people in whatever it 
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Onsby Rose is Director of 
Instrumental Studies and 
Associate Professor of Music 

at Dordt University. He previously 
served an eleven-year career in the 
Marine Corps, working as a trombon-
ist and conductor with fleet bands in 
Albany, Georgia, and New Orleans. He 
was also on staff at the Armed Forces 
School of Music in Norfolk, Virginia 
and served for two years as a baritone 
bugler with “The Commandant’s Own” 
United States Marine Drum & Bugle 
Corps in Washington, DC. Rose wrote 
this note about his work:

In the summer of 2023, 

then-United States Marine Band 

Associate Director Major Ryan 

Nowlin approached me about 

a commission to be premiered 

for the celebration of the 250th 

Birthday of the United States 

Marine Corps. I have desired 

to write another symphony for 

years. The symphony genre per-

mits expansion of artistic expres-

sion and allows me to be true 

to whatever I feel God is giving 

me. In late 2023 I began to pray 

about what the symphony should 

be. One evening, the words ‘the 

sacred cloth’ came vividly in my 

mind. God was leading my mind 

toward the symbolism of our U.S. 

Marine Corps dress blue uniform. 

People around the world associate 

it with excellence in military skill 

and virtue. What struck me most 

was that the Marine dress blue 

uniform is a “sacred cloth” to all 

SYM PHON Y NO.  2 ,  T H E S AC R E D C LOT H
o n s b y  r o s e
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David Gillingham is Professor 
of Composition Emeritus at 
Central Michigan University. 

His work Heroes, Lost and Fallen is a 
tribute to the men and women who 
served during the Vietnam War and is 
based on a poem written by the com-
poser. 

Banish our thoughts 
From this grueling war. 
Let suffering and Death 
Rule no more. 

Resolve this conflict 
In hearts so sullen 
And bring eternal peace 
To the heroes, lost and fallen. 

Gillingham served in Vietnam, 
from October 1970 to January 1972 
on active duty with the United States 
Army where he was a member of the 
Headquarters, U.S. Army Band in Long 
Bin. Gillingham remembers: 

Years later, a friend with whom 

I’d served asked if I’d ever written 

anything about Vietnam. I hadn’t 

at the time, but thought that in 

music I could pay tribute to all 

who had served there. I liked the 

phrase ‘Heroes, lost and fallen’ 

and thought it would be nice if 

it was the last line of a poem, so I 

wrote one. I thought about heroes, 

and knew that many were not wel-

comed home from Vietnam as he-

roes, as had been the case in other 

wars for those who served our 

H E ROE S ,  LO ST A N D FA L L E N
d av i d  g i l l i n g h a m

PHOTO BY LANCE CPL. BRYNN BOUCHARD
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country. I thought about the peo-

ple who never came back, all the 

names on the Vietnam Memorial, 

and also those who came back 

changed. 

The work was commissioned by the 
Ann Arbor Symphony Band and its 
director Victor Bordo. They did not 
stipulate what kind of work it would 
be, and it was the perfect opportunity 
for Gillingham to realize his goal to 
write a work about the Vietnam War. 
It was premièred by the Ann Arbor 
Symphony Band in 1989, and in 1990 
Heroes, Lost and Fallen won the Barlow 
International Composition Contest. 

It tells a story by weaving poignant 
melodic figures into the texture, includ-
ing military bugle calls and fragments 
of “The Star-Spangled Banner,” the song 
“Where Have all the Flowers Gone,” and 
the Vietnamese National Anthem. After 
a mysterious and ominous opening, a 

warm chorale is heard. The music trans-
forms into a frenetic and somewhat vi-
olent section before the chorale theme 
returns, overtaking the conflict and 
ever asserting that peace can prevail. 
After a tremendous climax in C major, 
“the key of the earth,” the work subsides 
and concludes with three powerful 
statements by the drums, a reminder 
from the composer that the threat of 
war is always present. 
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Band, serving there alongside his father. 
Sousa served as Director of the 

Marine Band from 1880 until 1892. 
During that time he transformed the or-
ganization, raising its musical standards 
and professionalism. He had the perfect 
laboratory to develop the marches that 
would make him world famous.

In 1888 he composed a new march 
he titled “Semper Fidelis,” dedicated by 
him “to the officers and men of the U.S. 
Marine Corps.” Its clear form exempli-
fies Sousa’s maxim that a march must be 
“as free of padding as a marble statue.” 
In later years, Sousa wrote that he con-
sidered it his very best march, musically 
speaking.

It was infused with personal connec-
tions and history. His own words con-
firm that sentiment: “I wrote ‘Semper 
Fidelis’ one night while in tears after 
my comrades of the Marine Corps had 
sung their famous hymn at Quantico.” 

 

 

M A RC H , “SE M PE R F I DE L I S”
j o h n  p h i l i p  s o u s a
e d i t e d  b y  t h e  u n i t e d  stat e s  m a r i n e  b a n d
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The phrase “Semper Fidelis” 
meaning “always faithful,” has 
roots in ancient Rome and was 

the motto of the British Royal Marines 
in the eighteenth century. So when 
Commandant of the Marine Corps 
Charles McCawley chose it for the 
United States Marines in 1883, it had a 
venerable legacy.

For John Philip Sousa, it had a more 
personal meaning. His father, John 
Antonio Sousa, was a career trombon-
ist in the U.S. Marine Band and the 
youngster grew up within earshot of 
Marine Barracks. He heard the music 
of the Marine Band from infancy. That 
family connection was formalized when 
young Sousa was enlisted at age thirteen 
as an apprentice musician in the Marine 

M A RC H , “SE M PE R F I DE L I S”
j o h n  p h i l i p  s o u s a
e d i t e d  b y  t h e  u n i t e d  stat e s  m a r i n e  b a n d
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The bugle call we know as “Taps” 
was adapted by Major General 
Daniel Butterfield in July 1862. 

He modified it from a longer signal 
called “Extinguish Lights” for bugle 
and drum that ended with three single 
drum strokes. Those final drum strokes 
inspired the title “Taps.” It was formally 
recognized in the United States military 
in 1891 and in 2013 was designated by 
the United States Congress as the na-
tion’s “official song of remembrance.” 

Composer James Stephenson was 
commissioned by the Brevard Music 
Center to create a setting of “Taps” for 
solo trombone and trombone choir in 
memory of trombonist Bill Zehfuss, 
a longtime Brevard faculty member. 

Years later, Stephenson was moved to 
re-score the work for full concert band 
with the idea of presenting it to the 
United States Marine Band: 

They didn’t ask for it. I did it of 

my own accord and thought the 

setting was perfect for the Marine 

Band. It’s very solemn, with a 

reflective character to invoke 

thoughtful reminiscences of all 

that ‘Taps’ represents. I present 

three verses of ‘Taps’ with inter-

ludes between the verses, and we 

only hear the solo trumpet in the 

last seconds of the work. 

Stephenson, who began his career as 
a professional trumpet player, has a per-
sonal connection to the music: 

“TA P S”
d a n i e l  b u t t e r f i e l d
a r r a n g e d  b y  j a m e s  st e p h e n s o n
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The very first time, I was a 12 

year-old middle-school trum-

peter asked to play it at a local 

cemetery. It’s technically easy, but 

on a cold day with all the mean-

ing behind it, it was challenging. 

One of the most memorable times 

was in Naples, Florida, when 

I was playing with the Naples 

Philharmonic. I played frequently 

at a local church and was invited 

to play for their annual Memorial 

Day service. At the most solemn 

part of the service, elderly veter-

ans came down the aisle in silence 

to lay wreaths in memory of their 

fallen comrades. Many had tears 

in their eyes and it was very mov-

ing. That experience influenced 

how I wrote the piece.
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