
 

 

 

 

A Personal Recollection of the Four Years in the Yale Marching 

Band  (By Mitch Silver) 
 

As one of several trumpet players who entered Yale with the Class of 1968, I reported to the first 

rehearsal of the marching band on the fourth floor of Hendrie Hall in September of 1964 fresh 

from parading around in high school in those absurd uniforms with the braid and epaulets and the 

rest—the kind of 19th-century, Naughty Marietta get-up Dick Nixon would design for his White 

House guard. So I was surprised, and delighted, to be told to wear a blue blazer, Yale striped tie 

and charcoal slacks. As a predecessor of Class Book writing has put it, “We looked like a bunch 

of funeral directors.” Which was a step up from the East Meadow High look. 

 

 

 

Because I played on the Yale freshman soccer team that fall (along with Whiff Dan Badger!), I 

would have to miss band practice during the week and only join the group Saturday mornings 

before the games. I’d figure out where I was supposed to be on the field by borrowing the 



mimeo’d diagrams everyone else had studied for days, and I screwed up several times: maybe 

you remember when LBJ’s marching gall bladder (we played Cole Porter’s “Anything Goes” 

less as a salute to the Great Society and more to the President’s lifting his shirt to show the scar 

from the operation) lost one of its surgical stitches at the 45-yard line. 

 

Of course, the beauty of the Yale Precision Marching Band is that it wasn’t. Instead of trying to 

march in straight lines like the Rutgers or UConn bands (speaking of...I thought for the longest 

time we were playing Yukon, and ignoramus that I was, and am, I marveled at their making the 

trip down from Juneau), we’d do the London Smog formation (probably to the tune of “I Love 

Paris”) in which we’d run anywhere on the field as long as it was between the 40-yard lines, and 

then we’d segue into our L.A. Fog formation, which called for more running, as long as it was to 

a different spot. 

 

Our four years of on-field antics climaxed (oops, wrong word) with the fondly remembered 

Yale-Vassar formation. Return with me now to those thrilling days of yesteryear, when half the 

band formed a V near the home sideline and the other half a Y near the opposition’s sideline. I’m 

not sure which song we thought we were playing (maybe “Get Me to the Church on Time”?), but 

I do remember the tail of the Y leading the march down to the V, which, well, spread its “legs” 

as the Y got closer.  

 

As an undergraduate group known for its subtlety, the Yale Band and its Y, understandably, 

penetrated the V while our PA announcer was going on about the possibility (and advantages!) 

of the merger. 

 

I think it was the late John Kebabian who led the way with his Sousaphone, or maybe it was 

George Day and the snare drums. I seem to remember some of them wearing shower caps 

representing...uh, ejaculate...and dribbling out of the contracting tail of the Y after the V had 

closed its legs. 

 

Vassar would eventually pull out of our collegiate embrace, leaving us with blue... pennants on 

the walls of our dorm rooms. Before that, the administration called several of our number onto 



the carpet of Woodbridge Hall to decide whether we should be “rusticated” for the rest of the 

academic year, or merely scolded. Yale College Dean Georges May announced to the about-to-

be-tongue-lashed band officers that, “I don’t do discipline,” which struck me at the time as a 

disclosure of intimate personal practices I didn’t need to know. 

Henry “Sam” Chauncey, Kingman Brewster’s “special assistant”, did do discipline. I seem to 

remember him telling us “there are families in the stands, and they shouldn’t have to be 

subjected to this.” I remember some quip about the need, then, for ‘family planning” rising to my 

tongue, which I managed to bite just in time. 

 

If Yale-Vassar was a micro-aggression in today’s parlance, then it's a good thing the band didn't 

take the field at Princeton senior year. It wouldn’t have proved a “safe space” for today’s 

undergraduates. 

 

But first, something about Princeton and their band. We officers had accepted their challenge to 

a touch football game the morning before the varsity tussle. I was the quarterback for the Yale 

band, which gives you an idea of the hopelessness of our cause. It was already drizzling, and the 

field they chose for the game was a sodden mess. But we were out there anyway, tossing (and 

mostly dropping) the old pigskin in warm-ups when the Tiger band came out wearing CLEATS! 

I mean, doesn’t that say everything about their over-eagerness? Honestly. The fact that I cheated 

a couple of times by passing from in front of the line of scrimmage was, from my POV, merely 

an anarchic touch of bladderball-ness injected into what was otherwise a by-the-rules rout. 

 

Later, the game officials kept both bands off the field, claiming it was too muddy after a 

drenching rain and that we would tear up the remaining turf. Well, maybe the cleated Princeton 

band would have. Our show that never was included a salute to the brave Princeton students who 

in 1967 were leaving the eating clubs and going independent, choosing to make an evening of it 

elsewhere with their girlfriends that weekend. The band would have formed the word EAT and 

then the E and A would have become an O and a U.  

 

The EAT/OUT formation—at least a macro-aggression by today's standards if not one that 

required a trigger warning—earned me another visit to the Dean. This time a bona fide adult was 



on my side, longtime Band Director Keith Wilson. I believe he was ready to fall on his sword 

when it was made clear that the script hadn’t actually been performed, so the only damage was to 

Mitch Silver’s mind, which was damaged already. Case dismissed. 

 

A fun subset of the YPMB was the MPMB, a two-man marching band Steve Darwall and I 

formed to provide halftime antics at the tackle football game between Morse and Harvard’s 

Dudley House as part of the Tang? (Ting? Ming? Dang?) Cup competition our senior year. 

Anyway, I wrote a parody script of the regular halftime shows, which themselves were parody 

scripts, and then proceeded to read it out at the top of my voice to the two-dozen or so Morsels 

and girlfriends of the players (I seem to remember my roommate Raleigh Tozer in pads) 

assembled for the game.  

 

The highlight of the brief show was my announcing “the Morse Precision Band rolls snake eyes” 

before playing “Luck Be a Lady Tonight” while Steve (now a very staid and revered Philosophy 

prof) and I rolled on the ground, him trying to play his First Trombone part while I played my 

Third Trumpet part. Try it sometime...painful. 

 

My final appearance as part of the YPMB was at The Game at Harvard the November after our 

graduation. As a Harvard Law first-year (okay, I’d already dropped out after Day 3 but I was still 

allowed to buy tickets ahead of time, a good thing because a pair on the 50 was going for over a 

thousand bucks with the scalpers) I was able to sell my seat for mucho bucks. Then I wangled a 

place in the visiting band section and watched my (and your) Elis do an el foldo, losing a 16-

point lead in the last two minutes to drop into a 29-29 tie. Ah well. 

 

I won’t go on to narrate the Yale Band’s 1968 summer trip to Europe, and my getting locked in 

that youth hostel in Zurich and learning to pour red wine (secret: with both hands) on the high-

speed train that took us to Wrexham, Wales, because technically it wasn’t a Marching Band but a 

Concert Band trip. Still, there’s a coda to report. 

 

After dropping out of Law School, I wangled an interview to be an advertising copywriter with 

Vic Kenyon, the head of the Ford Cars TV account at J. Walter Thompson in New York. He 



noted “Script Writer, Yale Marching Band” on my brand-new and pathetically short resumé, and 

he asked me, “Did you write the script for last year’s Dartmouth game?”  

 

Uh oh. I confessed I had. It went something like, “Yale recently adopted a new grading system, 

replacing letter and number grades with High Honors, Honors, Pass and Fail. The Yale Band, 

however, must salute the pioneer in the field, Dartmouth University. Dartmouth has had the pass 

fail for years.” 

 

Vic said his brother went to Dartmouth and that he’d broken up in hysterics when they took their 

extended family to the game at the Bowl. I was hired on the spot. 

 


