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W hen I graduated from the celebrated 
Eastman School of Music in 1986, 
I considered myself an artist with 

aspirations of making classical saxophone 
a respected and sought-after platform for 
musical expression. 

I never would have imagined joining the 
Marine Corps, but 21 years ago I did just 
that and became the first and only female 
saxophonist in “The President’s Own” 
United States Marine Band. 

I auditioned on my 24th birthday and 
was a little hesitant to accept the job since I 
would have to enlist for four years. I worried 
that the military and I might not mix. 

The first rehearsal put my mind at 
ease. The other musicians were artists and 
professionals and I felt right at home. I 
knew this was the perfect place for a career, 
one that would give me a chance to express 
my musicality and serve my country.

In more than two decades with 
the Marine Band, I’ve played for six 
inaugurations (every one since George 
H. W. Bush), hundreds of White House 
functions, hundreds of concerts, and 
countless funerals, dedications and other 
historic events. Here are some of my 
most memorable musical and patriotic 
experiences with the Marine Band.

One singular sensation

My first big White House event was the 
taping of In Performance at the White House 
(which began in 1978 with a recital by pianist 
Vladimir Horowitz) in August 1988 for the 
Public Broadcasting Service. 

We were conducted by Marvin Hamlisch 
and backed performances by alumni from 
the original cast of the hit Broadway musical 
A Chorus Line, which earned Hamlisch (along 
with lyricist Edward Kleban) a Tony Award 
for best score. We also supported entertainer 
Shirley Jones and comedian/singer Stubby 
Kaye, among others. The show was recorded 
in front of the White House with an audience 
that included President Ronald Reagan and first 
lady Nancy Reagan.

It was surreal performing outside with the 
bright lights, glitter and celebrities. I remember 
getting a photo of the occasion from the White 
House and being thrilled.

President Reagan was charismatic yet 
down-to-earth. He always thanked what he 
called “his” band for performing at events 
he attended. 

He would invite the band to eat at the end of 
White House events. We were encouraged to 
partake, and we did!

Standing ovations from comrades 

In February 1990 the band traveled to Russia 
and made history as the first U.S. military 
band to tour the former Soviet Union. I had a 
little trepidation about going to a Communist 
country while the Cold War was still being 
fought, but apprehensions melted away once 
we met the warm-hearted people.

Soviet military bands greeted us in each 
city, performing their national anthem and ours, 
and women dressed in traditional garb offered 
us bread with salt, a Soviet ritual of welcome. I 
got tears in my eyes every time. I was so proud 
to represent my country! 

Every stage hung an American and Russian 
flag. We had a difficult time communicating 
verbally, but, as musicians, we could sit down 
with our instruments and perform together.  

In Moscow, we were told that performing 
Tchaikovsky’s booming “1812 Overture” with 
its  anthem “God Save the Tsar!” was frowned 
upon (since Tsarist rule was long over) and new 
endings to that piece were passed out. That 
made me appreciate how free we really are in 
the United States.

Audiences always gave us standing ovations 
and threw red carnations (the symbolic flower 
of Communism) on the stage. The applause 
was so different than what we were used to. 
Russian audiences would start clapping at 
different speeds, then gradually all clap in 
rhythm together. That was the signal they 
wanted us to play encores. 

At one hall, audience members came 
onstage and gave us presents. One person 
fought his way to the center of the band and 
gave me a beautiful glass vase. I still treasure it.

‘The President’s Own’
Marine Band Includes a 
Phi Kappa Phi Member
By Saxophonist and Master Sergeant Audrey Cupples

“The President’s Own” United States Marine Band, posing on the South Portico of the White House, ranks 
as the oldest continuously active musical organization in the United States. It was established in 1798 and 
performs at the White House more than 300 times annually. (Unless otherwise stated, photos courtesy of 
“The President’s Own” United States Marine Band.)
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in these songs because assumptions get 
reexamined (“You better help the voice of 
youth / find ‘what is truth.’”), territory gets 
marked (“Clean up your own back yard. / You 
tend to your business. / I’ll tend to mine.”) and 
wrongs get righted (“No, I wouldn’t put you 
on because it really did, it happened just this 
way / the day my Mama socked it to the Harper 
Valley P.T.A.”). And that’s the American way.

So is paying taxes. Perhaps the best example 
of a country tune about taxes is “The Good 
Lord Giveth (and Uncle Sam Taketh Away),” 
an underappreciated song from 1975 by honky 
tonk vocalist Webb Pierce, who had a slew of 
hits in the 1950s.

In 1990, the IRS billed the hard-working Willie 
Nelson $16.7 million in back taxes. The country 
music outlaw and famous free spirit cleared his 
bill by 1993 (the year he turned 60), partly by 
going back “On the Road Again,” as his most 
famous tune suggests — and partly by making a 
solo, acoustic double CD in 1992 titled The IRS 
Tapes: Who’ll Buy My Memories, a collection of 
demos, outtakes, obscurities and a few new tunes, 
with proceeds going to Uncle Sam. 

One reason fans didn’t turn their backs 
on The Red Headed Stranger was because 
they recognized how much Nelson loves 

his country — if for no other reason than he 
has held a Fourth of July Picnic concert just 
about every year since 1973 and, in 1985, 
co-organized Farm Aid, an annual concert to 
support family farms. 

Country music favors conservatives

Patriotism cannot be called into question 
in the confrontational manner of the Grammy-
winning Dixie Chicks who, from a London 
stage in March 2003, criticized President 
George W. Bush’s plans for war in Iraq and 
proclaimed they were “ashamed” that Bush 
also came from their home state of Texas.

Even though politicians routinely say 
worse things about each other, that statement 
crossed the line at a time in American history 
when the Iraq war was popular or at least 
considered necessary. Country radio stations 
boycotted the Dixie Chicks, the group’s 
popularity suffered and CD sales plummeted 
(generally until 2006 when the tide had 
changed and the band won another clutch of 
Grammys – although the Dixie Chicks have 
not won any CMA awards since 2002).

For conservatives, true patriots do not 
question, criticize or challenge their country 

or its leaders in a time of crisis. Country music 
tends to present a “conservative” point of view, 
so the comment by the Dixie Chicks was out of 
bounds for most country music fans. However, 
the Dixie Chicks were embraced by the pop 
music community, which tends to lean towards 
the liberal view in which questioning, criticizing 
and challenging the American policies and 
practices form essential parts of patriotism. 

Country music is the music that articulates 
the thoughts, feelings and lifestyles of the 
white working and middle class in America. 
The audience for country music tends to be 
older than the audience for pop and rock, 
which are aimed at those in the 15-24 age 
range. The bulk of the audience listening to 
country music is older than 35. The hot blood 
of youth has been cooled and tempered by the 
time most folks reach the age of 35 and older 
and the idealism of youth has been tempered 
by the realities of day-to- day life. Most young 
people crave change; most older folks resist it. 

Country music is patriotic in the 
conservative sense because the audience 
for country music is patriotic that way too. 
The fans tend to be more conservative in their 
political, cultural and social views and more 
comfortable with keeping things as they are 
or making changes slowly. It is a music genre 
that is proud to display the flag and sing about 
its love of this country. That love reflects the 
fundamental belief they have arrived at after 
working to make a living in the United States as 
well as perhaps hearing some news from other 
places on the planet. 

That love of our country and the patriotic 
country songs heard on country radio 
embrace a basic, unyielding belief: “We live 
in the greatest country on earth.”

Peter Szatmary, Phi Kappa Phi Forum Editor, spent many years writing about arts and entertainment for numerous print and online 
publications, from major metropolitan newspapers to  specialty magazines and from general-interest Web sites to concentrated-subject ones. 

For more photos and an annotated reading list, go online to: http://www.PhiKappaPhi.org/Web/
Publications/Forum/summer09/countrymusic

The Dixie Chicks (left to right: Emily Robison, Natalie Maines and Martie Maguire) lost fans and airplay 
when after questioning policies of President George W. Bush in 2003. (Photo credit: MovieWeb.com.)

Author’s note:  Many of the songs referenced in this 
article can be heard on Web sites such as YouTube or 
the performer’s official Web site.

Audrey Cupples poses in her Marine Band uniform.
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There is a curious convergence in 
cinema between the Fourth of July and 
one of the most powerful and iconic 

forms that Hollywood has ever produced: the 
movie musical. 

On the one hand, by marrying all the 
glitz, glamour and wizardry of musical film 
to patriotism, American cinema captures the 
resonance of that symbolic day. 

On the other hand, the images, plots, 
characters, and music also offer, sometimes 
coyly or subversively, commentaries on 
American identity that reflect the era in which 
the films were made.

For instance, during World War II, 
American audiences could escape into Yankee 
Doodle Dandy (1942), the biopic of exemplary 
showman George M. Cohan. At a time of 
economic and social uncertainty at home and 
abroad, Cohan’s reputation as a prolific writer 
of patriotic songs – the soundtrack includes 
his “Yankee Doodle Boy,” “Over There” and 
“You’re a Grand Old Flag” – helped revive the 
American can-do spirit. 

Production on the film (directed by Michael 
Curtiz) began a few days after the bombing 
of Pearl Harbor. The movie opened around 
Memorial Day of the next year to cheering 
audiences. Importantly for star James Cagney, 
who won an Academy Award for the role, the 
film’s jingoism helped dispel any notions that 
his liberalism and support for Roosevelt’s New 
Deal were actually Communism in disguise.

Ten years later during the Korean War, 
American audiences found another stalwart 
example of American identity in the John 
Philip Sousa biopic Stars and Stripes Forever 
(1952). Clifton Webb portrayed the march king; 
the film was loosely based on the composer/
conductor’s autobiography Marching Along. 

After the upheaval of WWII, the age of the 
nuclear family was a shiny Formica veneer 
overlaid on the rough patches of the return to 
normalcy. As nationalistic as Sousa’s music is 
(the soundtrack features “Semper Fidelis” and 
the title song), the considerable liberties taken 
with the film by director Henry Koster and writer 
Lamar Trotti – such as changing the events that 
inspired the title song – speak to the way that 
history is often repackaged for cultural impact.

In some ways, The Music Man (1962), 
based on Meredith Willson’s 1958 Tony 
Award-winning musical, anticipated the later 
1960s as a transitional moment in American 
culture. While not overtly patriotic (indeed, 
some might argue the opposite given that the 
plot involves con man “Professor” Harold 
Hill’s attempt to swindle the citizens of River 
City, Iowa), the film uses early 20th century 
Americana to comment on the present.

The confrontation between the angry mob 
and Hill (Robert Preston, reprising his Tony-
winning Broadway turn), who throws his con in 
the name of love, presages the conflict between 
the hawks and doves that would divide the 
country during Vietnam. Also, the imaginative 
power of the youth movement finds an 
equivalent in Hill’s boy band that learns to play 

instruments without ever touching them via the 
“Think System.” And it is fitting that part of the 
film takes place on the Fourth of July, including 
the famous “Seventy-Six Trombones” number, 
because the restoration of faith that reunites 
Hill with his love interest also finally roots him 
in an American home.

Similarly, 1776 (1972), a historical 
ensemble piece, came out when the 
country was reflective about the upcoming 
bicentennial yet mired in a military conflict 
(the Vietnam War) that seemingly held no exit 
strategy. The film reveals this ambivalence 
through agitated debates about what 
establishing a free republic actually means.

Portions of dialogue and some song 
lyrics were taken directly from the letters and 
memoirs of the participants of the Second 
Continental Congress as a meditation on 
how historic human events that form living 
history shape our identities in the here-and-
now. Despite winning the 1969 Tony for best 
musical, the film adaptation (which included 
most of the Broadway cast and all of the 
stage’s creative team of director Peter Hunt, 
book writer Peter Stone and composer/lyricist 
Sherman Edwards) found little positive critical 
reception upon its release. In the history of 
movie musicals, however, it marks a transitional 
moment between nostalgia for the past and the 
drive for reinvention.

Taken as a collection of frame grabs across 
decades of cinema, movie musicals celebrating 
the Fourth of July provide a protracted 
meditation on history through their context as 
much as their content.

Now Playing: the Patriotic Movie 
Musical, Starring the United 
States of America! By Stefan Hall

Stefan Hall (Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University) is an Assistant Professor of Communication and Media Studies at Defiance College in 
Defiance, Ohio. He’s published articles about movies, media, video games, and pop culture in ImageTexT: Interdisciplinary Comics Studies and The Greenwood 
Encyclopedia of Science Fiction and Fantasy. A number of his reviews appear in the Journal of the Fantastic in the Arts, and his chapter “Shaken, Stirred, 
Pixellated: Video Gaming as Bond” will appear in The James Bond Phenomenon: A Critical Reader (2nd edition), edited by Christoph Lindner and published 
by Manchester University Press, in September 2009. Hall is the Visual and Performing Arts Division Head for the International Association for the Fantastic 
in the Arts and is a member of Society for Cinema and Media Studies and the University Film and Video Association. Email him at shall@defiance.edu.

For other American movie musicals that address patriotism, 
go online to: http://www.PhiKappaPhi.org/Web/Publications/
Forum/summer09/artsandentertainment

See clips from some of the movie musicals at YouTube.com

Shirley Jones and Robert Preston starred as the 
love interests in the 1962 Americana movie musical.
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hoto credits: M
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All sorts of presents 

President Bill Clinton threw the band 
a 200th birthday party at the White House 
in July 1998. We were allowed to bring 
guests for the ceremony and picnic. I was 
excited about showing my family — my 
dad, stepmother, Aunt Renee, Uncle Joe 
and Grandma and Grandpa Cupples — 
around my workplace for the first time, 
go on a tour of the White House and take 
pictures. 

There was plenty of food and we all 
ate at picnic tables set up in the South 
Lawn. How many times had I played 
music for White House guests while they 
ate at these very tables?

I got a chance to speak with 
President Clinton about saxophones, an 
instrument he plays as an amateur. He 
asked me which brands I thought were 
best and told me which manufacturers 
sent him instruments. 

We had a concert the next night at the 
Kennedy Center and the Clintons were 
there. As a special treat for President 
Clinton in a program that included some 
Aaron Copland and George Gershwin, 
among others, composer W. Francis 
McBeth conducted one of his own pieces, 
“When Honor Whispers and Shouts.” In 
1962, McBeth conducted the Arkansas 
All-State Band. One member of the 
tenor saxophone section was the future 
president. McBeth stayed at the White 
House that night. 

President Clinton was so excited 

about the concert that he woke McBeth 
up early the next morning to talk about 
it, McBeth said.

Conducting a notable farewell

President George W. Bush thought 
it would be fun to conduct the Marine 
Band for his last White House 
Correspondents’ Association Dinner (on 
April 26, 2008). He wanted to keep this 
a secret from the press and had the band 
come over one afternoon for a rehearsal 
in the East Room. 

He practiced 
conducting us to 
“Stars and Stripes 
Forever” by John 
Philip Sousa, the 
march king and 
our band’s 17th 
director (who 
served 1880-92). 
I couldn’t help 
smiling because 

President Bush was having so much fun. 
He used facial expressions and hand cues 
to show if he wanted us to play loud or 
soft and when an important musical 
flourish was meant to come in. 

After the rehearsal, he asked one of 
his White House photographers to take a 
photo of all of us with him and to make 
sure we each got a copy.

President No. 44 and counting

Barack Obama’s inauguration on Jan. 
20, 2009, was one of the biggest events 
I’ve ever been part of — a reported 1.5 
million people were there. Sitting at the 
Capitol underneath the swearing-in area, I 
looked out over the crowd and as far as I 
could see there were people.

I realized that I had one of the best seats 
in the house and that many people would 
love to trade places with me. It’s humbling 
to be a part of an event that huge. 

While marching in the 2009 inaugural 
parade past the president and other 
dignitaries, we wanted to look and play 
perfectly, especially since we are “The 
President’s Own.”

Saxophonist and Master Sergeant Audrey Cupples (University of Maryland) joined “The President’s Own” United States Marine Band in May 
1988. She earned a bachelor’s degree in music from the Eastman School of Music in Rochester, N.Y., in 1986 and both a master’s degree in music in 2000 and a doctor of 
musical arts degree in 2008 from the University of Maryland at College Park. Prior to joining “The President’s Own,” she performed as lead saxophonist on Wynton Marsalis’ 
1987 Carnaval album. As part of “The President’s Own,” she has been featured as a soloist on a number of performances, including Heitor Villa-Lobos’ Fantasia, and in 2000 
represented the band at the International Saxophone Symposium as a soloist and a member of the Interservice Saxophone Octet, premiering her arrangement of Felix 
Mendelssohn’s “String Octet in E-flat, Op. 20.” Her husband is Gunnery Sergeant Steve Longoria, principal saxophonist in “The President’s Own,” and they have a son Jacob. 
Email her at goldie3@crosslink.net.
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For more anecdotes, photos, history and trivia, go online to:
http://www.PhiKappaPhi.org/Web/Publications/Forum/
summer09/presidentsownband
To learn more about and listen to “The President’s Own,” 
go online to http://www.marineband.usmc.mil/

Background:
The Marine Band was established by an Act of Congress 
signed by (the second) President John Adams on July 
11, 1798, making it the oldest continuously active 
professional musical organization in the United States. 

Third president Thomas Jefferson, an amateur violinist, 
was the first president to invite the Marine Band to play at 
a presidential inauguration (his first on March 4, 1801). He’s 
credited with giving the band the title “The President’s 
Own.” The band has played at every presidential inaugural 
since: 53 and counting.

“The President’s Own” is the only organization whose 
primary mission is to provide music for the president 
of the United States and the commandant of the Marine 
Corps.

Marine Band personnel are enlisted, initially for a four-
year term, in the United States Marine Corps as staff 
sergeants

Musicians audition for openings. Musicians do not go 
to boot camp; instead, they train for six weeks, under 
the command of the assistant drum major, learning 
military customs and courtesies, ceremonial drill, uniform 
regulations and other military subjects. “The President’s 
Own” has no secondary tactical or combat mission.

The Marine Band, Marine Chamber Orchestra, and 
Marine Chamber Ensembles perform more than 800 
commitments per year, more than 300 of those at the 
Executive Mansion. 

Milestones: 
The Marine Band made its White House debut on New 
Year’s Day 1801.

The Marine Band has participated in many historic events 
including accompanying President Abraham Lincoln to 
Gettysburg in 1863 when he gave his historic eulogy to 
Americans who lost their lives in that Civil War battle. 

Renowned American conductor and composer John 
Philip Sousa led the Marine Band from 1880 to ‘92, 
taking the baton at age 25. During his tenure as the 
17th director, he established the band as a world-class 
performing ensemble and established the Marine Band’s 
National Concert Tour.

On Nov. 25, 1963, the Marine Band led the funeral 
procession of President John F. Kennedy (No. 35), at the 
request of his widow, Jacqueline. 

On July 4, 1986, the Marine Band performed in 
New York City for the rededication of the Statue 
of Liberty, re-creating the band’s performance 
under John Philip Sousa for the original dedication 
ceremonies 100 years earlier.

(Source: “The President’s Own” Web site at http://www.
marineband.usmc.mil/.)

Facts About the Marine Band

John Philip Sousa

President Bill Clinton (right) mingled with U.S. Ma-
rine Band members and their guests including Cup-
ples and her aunt, Renee Dolan, at the White House 
during the band’s 200th birthday party in July 1998. 
(Photo courtesy of Audrey Cupples.)


