
 
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
         DOCUMENT NAME/INFORMANT:           HARRY D. WILLIAMS #2 
         INFORMANT'S ADDRESS:               R.R.#3 
                                            WALLACEBURG, ONTARIO 
         INTERVIEW LOCATION:                WALPOLE ISLAND 
                                            ONTARIO 
         TRIBE/NATION:                       
         LANGUAGE:                          ENGLISH 
         DATE OF INTERVIEW:                 12/20/78 
         INTERVIEWER:                       BURTON JACOBS & 
                                              GLADYS TOOSHKENIG 
         INTERPRETER:                        
         TRANSCRIBER:                       HEATHER BOUCHARD 
         SOURCE:                            ARCHIVES OF ONTARIO 
         TAPE NUMBER:                       #IH-OA.019A 
         DISK:                              TRANSCRIPT DISC #127 
         PAGES:                             12    
         RESTRICTIONS:                      THIS RECORDING IS UNRESTRICTED. 
          
 
          
         NOTE:  This interview was conducted eleven months after the 
                first interview by a different interviewer.  As such, 
                interview #IH-OA.19A does not follow interview #IH-OA.19 
                in terms of content. 
 
          
         HIGHLIGHTS: 
          
         - Discusses the Walpole Island brass band.          
         Burton:   ...Walpole Island brass band, I understand that you're 
         one of the last surviving members.  We want to ask you a few 
         questions about the band.  What instruments did you play? 
          
         Harry:    The Walpole Island brass band, they had pretty near 
         all the instruments to use.  And when I started playing for 
         it... 
          
         Gladys:   What instrument did you play? 
          
         Harry:    Saxophone.   
          
         Gladys:   Can you remember what year you started?  And how old 
         were you when you started in the band?  
          
         Harry:    Oh, I'd say about...  Oh gee, about 1935 I guess.  
         When I was about 20 years old, 23 years old, I took piano 
         lessons and I played the piano in the Parish Hall.  And I know 



         I attracted a lot of young people my age, and they figured if 
         Harry Williams can play they could play too, so that's how come 
         lots of them are musicians. 
          
         Burton:   Do you have any idea when the Walpole Island brass 
         band began? 
          
         Harry:    Oh gosh, that would be about 1900 -- even before 
         that, I guess.  They played a powerful long time ago.  Even 
         the, what you call, (Indian), what's his name, Nelson (Indian) 
         people over there.  They used to... 
          
         Burton:   George? 
          
         Harry:    George (Indian), I guess.  And I remember Arthur 
         Miskokomon, and Peter Miskokomon, and Fred Levare.  Oh gosh, 
         that's an awful long time ago.   
          
         Gladys:   Do you remember how many muscians were in the band?  
          
         Harry:    Oh, we used to have quite a bunch.  Say maybe 
         twenty-three, twenty of us, I guess, or eighteen. 
          
         Gladys:   And did they all play different instruments, or were 
         there some...? 
          
         Harry:    Different, different, we all played different.  Just a 
         band.  
          
         Burton:   Did you play in your native costume when you were on 
         tour?  
          
         Harry:    Yeah.   
          
         Gladys:   Can you tell us some of the places the band travelled 
         to and where they played?  Did they go on excursions? 
          
         Harry:    Yeah, we used to go on a boat. 
          
         Gladys:   And where did the boat take you? 
          
         Harry:    We used to, they even used to take us to Belle Isle; 
         we'd play up there on a boat and come back.  And sometimes 
         maybe we went down to west Port Huron, Sarnia, on a boat.  
         Excursion boat. 
          
         Burton:   Would these be moonlight excursions? 
          
         Harry:    Something like that, you know, be gone all day.   
          
          
         Gladys:   Do you know how they raised money to buy instruments 
         for the band?  Where the instruments came from, who paid for 
         them?  
          
         Burton:   Did each individual have to buy his own band, or was 
         there...? 



          
         Harry:    They used to belong to the band.  (laughs)  I don't 
         know, but I believe, you know...  That's beyond me how they 
         used to beat the drum, they had them old drummer (Indian) 
         family.  They had a big drum, you know, one of those great big 
         drums.  Where they got those drums I don't know.  But 
         Wallaceburg used to donate some odd instruments.   
          
         Gladys:   How often did the band practise? 
          
         Harry:    Every Sunday, they used to practise every Sunday.  
         That was our pastime, you know, on Sunday afternoons, even all 
         summer long.  Get the music going at the Council Hall, 
         upstairs.  And I used to play a saxophone at that time.  And I 
         got the benefit of that knowledge playing the saxophone, 
         because when I went overseas it happened they wanted a 
         saxophone player.  "Anybody can play a saxophone make one step 
         forward," they said.  So that's what the man says, the officer 
         says.  While I was waiting for somebody to make that one step 
         forward, nobody made that one step forward, so Harry Williams 
         made that one step forward.  Boy, you don't know it.  It was my 
         platoon was ever so proud of Harry Williams that they had a 
         saxophone player amidst them.  That was me.  Boy, the officer 
         says, "Williams, you drop out."  And I got a different uniform 
         after that.  I used to go to all the concerts and whatever, it 
         didn't cost me anything.  Simple reason I was, I belonged to 
         the orchestra.  I played that saxophone.  And they wanted to 
         know, "What instrument do you play?"  I said, "E flat."  
                   
          
         There's B flat too, see.  They gave me a test on it, maybe he 
         thought I was just bluffing.  So I'm bragging about myself now 
         for that reason.  They were pretty proud of me too, for that 
         too, my platoon.   
          
         But on Walpole we used to go to those places on sailing on a 
         boat playing, you know, playing for the different people on the 
         boat, our band.  I used to play with Lawrence Miskokomon -- 
         he's the one that learned me how to play the saxophone.  But we 
         had a lot of musicians on Walpole.  They used to, I don't know 
         how they know about it.  We had the instruments that they could 
         play.   
          
         Gladys:   Did they ever have anyone come out and teach people 
         how to play certain instruments, or did they all learn on their 
         own?  
          
         Harry:    Just learn the best way they could, I guess.  Oh no, I 
         guess Father Bray from Wallaceburg... there was somebody used to 
         come out and learn them how to play those instruments.   
          
         Gladys:   Can you remember who some of the band masters were?  
         Like the people that... 
          
         Harry:    Miskokomons were in on it, used to be the band masters.  
          
         Gladys:   Did the council ever pay...? 



          
         Harry:    And Bob Williams was our next band master.  Bob 
         Williams, that was my father.  And when he came home from 
         overseas in 1918, well then, I guess you know the rest.  He was 
         the band master, and he was one of those guys that could play 
         most any instrument.  He's the one who livened up the band 
         after that.  He secured the instruments too.  He got the 
          
         Walpole Island band on it, you know what I mean.  Lots of them 
         fellows used to come from back Southerland and play.  Oh heck, 
         quite a while ago.  Charlie Jacobs used to beat the drum.  We 
         had lots of drummers then.  We had lots of musicians, I guess you 
         could say.   
          
         Burton:   So you were invited to go to different towns?  
          
         Harry:    Yeah. 
          
         Burton:   What were some of those towns? 
          
         Harry:    Like we used to go to all the towns around here.   
          
         Burton:   Did you receive any pay or was that a free service 
         that you provided?  
          
         Harry:    More or less a free service, I guess.  But we could 
         play at transportation and Papa gave us something to eat.  
          
         Burton:   Paid for your meals. 
          
         Harry:    You know.  But we used to get a little money from 
         him, you know, they'd give us as a group.  Them people thought 
         we was pretty good and they'd donate a few dollars for the 
         band.  We used to play just for the fun of it, just for the 
         pleasure of playing, you could say.  But they didn't like that, 
         and the people, organizations they'd, they thought we was 
         pretty good and maybe they'd donate a bunch of money.  If they 
         gave $100, well maybe they'd give $25, or $30 for it.  And that 
         went into the treasury.              
          
          
         Gladys:   Did you have a committee that looked after the money, 
         or a board of directors that looked after the money and 
         organized things for the band? 
          
         Harry:    Yeah.  Because if you done that otherwise then we 
         never got nothing because the fellow would spend it anyways.  I 
         know it was like that too.   
          
         Gladys:   Were most of the people in the band able to read 
         music?  
          
         Harry:    Pretty much.  I don't know about them before.  I 
         don't think... some of them, they just played by ear.  If they 
         heard the music once and maybe they remember how it used to 
         sound, and then maybe he'd think, "I can play that."  And then 
         he'd get that instrument and he could make a noise just the 



         same as the other fellow.  Lots of time it used to throw them 
         off guard though, you know.  My father used to play by music 
         and this other fellow was (inaudible) at the wrong instant and 
         kind of throwed the music sound out.  But things like that and 
         couldn't play too much by ear.  So, you know, they got the 
         organization going after that.  I took music lessons, too, for 
         that reason; they made me. 
          
         Burton:   When was the band phased out, or when did it come to 
         an end?  Approximately what year? 
          
         Harry:    Gee whiz, about 19--...  Well, it's about 1945, I guess.  Or 
         was it '48 or '49? 
          
         Burton:   Yeah, I think it's somewhere around there. 
          
         Gladys:   Do you remember why the band...? 
          
          
         Harry:    Well, all the old fellows dropped out.  There was too 
         much radio and all that business come on then, you know.  We 
         got phased out, you could say.  The radio used to come on and 
         everybody had, you know, some kind of a radio. 
          
         Gladys:   What ever became of all the instruments in the band?  
         Do you know what happened to them? 
          
         Harry:    Gee, Burton would know more about that.  I don't know. 
          
         Burton:   They were just deposited in the Council Hall, and 
         from there they just disappeared. 
          
         Harry:    Yeah.  That's what I think about it, but I had mine, 
         mine was my own instrument and I...  But it got burned out.  My 
         house caught on fire there one time on kind of a hot plate and 
         it burned away.  Not too long ago.  Never owned one since.   
          
         Burton:   What connection did the band have with the fair?  Is 
         that the same group that more or less organized the fairs?  
          
         Harry:    Yeah.  If it wasn't for our band at the time...  That's 
         what attracted the people to...  Well, there was a fair going 
         on and then they'd come and play.  Even the people from different 
         reserves, they'd come over and bring their instruments and 
         they'd come and sit in with the band and they'd play that way.  
         And, you know, people liked music at the time so that would draw to 
         the fair more than likely, you could say, for the band, music 
         band.   
          
         Burton:   What routine did you go through when the excursion 
         boats came in during the fair, and maybe at other times? 
          
          
         Harry:    Well, we go out there and meet that excursion boat 
         that's coming in and we'd play our music to the people that's 
         getting off the boat.  And the people liked that music pretty 
         good, and there was a fair going on and that got all the people 



         off of the boat, the Tashmoo boat.  The Tashmoo used to go to 
         Alginack and go right on up to Port Huron.  But half the people 
         would come to our fair, you know, pretty near most of them 
         would get off.  Just because we played those music to them 
         people, you know, they like the music, anybody likes music.  So 
         that's why we got, attracted them to get off the boat.  After 
         they got off Walpole Island there was hardly any people on the 
         boat that was going up the river.  Our music got  them, got the 
         best of them.  It was like that.  You know, that was before we 
         had loud speakers and all that business.  Our instrument music 
         band got the best of them and so that's how come we got it 
         going.   
          
         Burton:   Did you also take part in -- I think they call them 
         tattoos in those days -- where a group of musicians would come 
         together at a town and play? 
          
         Harry:    Oh, that was a real time then.  We'd have a big, big 
         music then too.  We had a lot of different bands come and gang 
         up together on account of Labour Day or Dominion Day or 
         something like that.  We had all the band there.  Had the  
         Brigden band, and the Dresden band, Wallaceburg band, and 
         Walpole Island band, instrumental band, music band. 
          
         Gladys:   Did they ever have any...? 
          
         Harry:    We used to have a band tattoo, them days it was called. 
          
          
         Gladys:   Did they ever try and have a contest, like for the 
         best band?  Or give any prizes for the best band when they got 
         together?  
          
         Harry:    Well, we was always the best, because we wore the 
         Indian costume.  Whatever is the attraction of the whole thing, 
         you could say.  You had to get on the boat with some people 
         from Dearborn or someplace, and have an excursion to Port Huron  
         where they'd stop by Walpole Island dock there.  We had a big 
         dock there right in front of my place where the boat used to 
         land, the passenger boats.  We didn't have no Customs and all 
         that business that time, because that boat would land maybe in 
         Sansousie(?), Tashmoo Park, come on down to Russell Island, and 
         got to Russell Island opposite here, made an immediate turn and 
         come to Walpole Island dock.  And half the people would get off 
         there, because we'd be out there.  It would happen to be on a 
         fair time, or Labour Day time, or like Dominion Day maybe, or 
         something like that.  And we'd get out there with our instru-  
         ment music, band going, and we'd get the people, you know.  
         They love music, everybody likes that.  So the people used to 
         get off, you know, just to...  Then we had to let them take our 
         pictures too, you know, with our Indian costume on.  And the 
         people with their young ten-year-old kids and they want to 
         stand alongside of me and get my picture taken with them, you 
         know what I mean.  They used to get all our feathers off.  Have 
         you got any feathers?  Well, Burt used to get his feathers off 
         too. 
          



         Gladys:   Do you think that would be a good idea if they formed 
         another band?  Do you think that young people would be 
         interested in this kind of thing today? 
          
         Harry:    I wonder about that.  It would be pretty hard because 
         lots of those people they got those little pocket radios, 
          
         because I know different people that's got those pocket radios.  
         I can go out the back of the public bush and I never knew that 
         guy had that little pocket radio.  He just turned the switch on 
         and there was music right there.  Yeah, I know that.  So it's 
         pretty hard to start up another music band like that.   
          
         Got lots of music, you'd never believe it, but I'm telling you 
         I know it.  They got them pocket radios.  They even got private 
         telephones now.  Parker Pinnance, if he wants to talk to my son 
         David, then he'll tell him beforehand maybe, "I'm going to give 
         you a ring say maybe about two o'clock this afternoon, or three 
         o'clock."  So Parker would turn that pocket radio and he'd talk 
         to David.  He talked to him, just like that.  But David had to 
         know what time he was going to talk.  Lots of times he'd be try-  
         ing to get him to talk, but he was busy doing something else and 
         he forgot about it.  That's the way it is today.  I know, I'm 
         telling you the truth, I know what it is all about.  Like Parker 
         there, he had his pocket radio.  That's the way it is now. 
          
         So I don't know about if we could ever have another instru-  
         mental music band like that.  It's pretty modern now, just one of 
         those things.  Lots of people could have a music band, they don't 
         want to hear that music there, that sounds flat.  "I have better 
         music in my pocket," they'd say.  Just turn their radio on and 
         they got their pocket radios today.  Even my honorable friend 
         Gilette Soney -- he's the one that's got a little colored 
         television, maybe ten inches (inaudible).  He has that right in 
         his bedroom and he turns that on -- there's music there.  You see 
         what I mean?  He sees it, plays music.  It's like that today. 
          
         Burton:   There's an event people talk about -- I don't know 
         whether you took part in this or not.  But this thing I think 
         happened in Chatham.  There was a parade of many bands in the 
         evening, and at that particular time all the lights went out 
          
         and all the bands stopped playing except one.  And this band, 
         they came from way behind, and when it came to within view we 
         knew that it was the Walpole Island band that was playing in 
         the dark.  People talk about that.  They wondered how they 
         could... 
          
         Harry:    They don't need no light. 
          
         Burton:   Yeah. 
          
         Harry:    They could play anyhow.  Yeah.   
          
         Burton:   Yeah, they thought quite a bit about Walpole Island 
         because of that. 
          



         Harry:    For that reason.   
          
         Burton:   I think we've covered the subject very thoroughly and 
         I want to thank you for your information. 
          
         Harry:    Is this your daughter? 
          
          
         (END OF SIDE A) 
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