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S

ince before the founding of the United States, musicians
have been an integral part of the military. Throughout history armies have used trumpets and drums to enhance communication and assist the movement of mass forces.1 Over time, the
military has influenced both the makeup of musical ensembles,
and styles of popular music. The modern American wind band
featuring brass, woodwinds and percussion, is modeled after
British military bands.2 And the marches of John Phillip Sousa,
who served as the director of the President’s Own Marine Band
for twelve years,3 remain popular to this day. His “Stars and
Stripes Forever” is considered our national march. Today, the
US Army declares itself “the oldest and largest employer of
musicians in the world.”4 Military musicians around the world
perform in bands, choruses, orchestras and popular ensembles.
Such a rich historical and cultural resource is well documented
in government publications. It is possible that official information could be utilized by service members, policy makers and
the general public. The scope of this paper is to discuss types of
information sources, highlighting examples relating to the current state of military bands.

Background
The tradition of bands in the United States military dates back
to colonial times.5 From the fife and drums of Washington’s
Continental Army to the regimental bands of the Civil War
to the rock bands entertaining troops in Iraq, military musicians have provided music that inspires and entertains soldier
and civilian alike. The official mission of US Army Bands is
to “provide music throughout the spectrum of military operations, instill in our soldiers the will to fight and win, foster
the support of our citizens, and promote our national interests
at home and abroad.” 6 Although each of the armed services
explains it slightly differently, the ceremonial, inspirational
and diplomatic roles of military musicians are demonstrated by
soldiers, sailors, airmen, marines and coast guardsmen serving

their country as musicians in bands throughout the United
States and around the world. The role of military musicians was
lauded by President Bill Clinton in a speech delivered at the
White House on the two-hundredth anniversary of the founding of the President’s Own Marine Corps Band.7 It was even the
subject of an entire issue of Music Educators Journal, a publication of the National Association for Music Education.8 With
more than six thousand musicians performing throughout the
world in active duty, reserve and National Guard bands,9 the
US military continues to support the contribution of military
musicians. There are currently more than one hundred bands in
the US Army, seventeen in the Air Force, thirteen in the Navy,
twelve in the Marine Corps, and one in the Coast Guard.10

Funding Legislation
In 2012, the amount military musicians and the question of
funding was the spotlight of an amendment to a defense spending bill in the US House of Representatives.11 Representative
Betty McCollum sponsored a measure to limit spending on
military bands from $325 million to $200 million.12 In a statement on her official website, the representative argued that the
amount currently spent on military bands is neither strategically necessary nor fiscally responsible. “It is excessive and a
luxury the Pentagon and taxpayers can no longer afford.”13
This amendment was countered by Representative John Carter,
who argued in favor of the important role military bands play
in military ceremonies, funerals and patriotic celebrations.14
Ultimately, the measure was not included in the final bill. But
the threat of spending cuts to military musical units continues.
It was highlighted again by recent House legislation requesting
a Government Accountability Office (GAO) report on the current state of military bands. The report requires GAO to “submit a report to the Senate Committee on Armed Services and
the House Committee on Armed Services by February 1, 2017,
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on the Department of Defense requirement
for military bands.”15
GAO has previously prepared reports
on military bands for Congress. Its report to
the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations
titled Expenditures for Public Affairs
Activities, Department of Defense, dated July
1973, provided statistics on the five military
bands located in the Washington, DC, area
and three other bands on separate bases.16
A later GAO report on military bands was
conducted in 1981. According to the report,
there had been steady reductions in the
number of bands and personnel since 1964.
Despite a decrease in funding, however, the
report noted an increase in the number of
performances per band.17 The 2016 House
report on military bands, in addition to the
GAO report, requests from the Secretary of
Defense a briefing on the current state of
military bands and a recounting of spending reductions over the last five years. Band
related items are also occasionally included
in spending bills. For example, a Navy Fleet
Band National Tour was listed in section
4301 of the House’s military appropriations
bill for fiscal year 2016.18

Figure 1. The Presidents Own Marine Corps Band performs funeral honors at Arlington National
Cemetery, 2016. Source: “The President’s Own,” United States Marine Corps Band, www.marine
band.marines.mil/Photos.aspx?igphoto=2001546967.

Other Legislation
Although spending bills feature prominently
among legislative documents relating to
military bands, there have been other actions
that have affected musical units of the US
military. One significant change in US military band policy has been to allow bands
to make and sell recordings. Previously to
1974 this was not allowed as a protection to
professional civilian musicians and the iniFigure 2. Members 101st Airborne Division Band perform for soldiers in Afghanistan. Source:
tial changes were limited in scope. In 1974, Featured Photos, www.music.army.mil/images/slideshow/h_101ABN_2013_01.jpg.
House Resolution 14401 was passed, allowing military bands to make recordings in celebration of the
military bands states that, “A military musical unit may proBicentennial celebration and Public Law No. 93–571 allowed
duce recordings for distribution to the public, at a cost not to
the commercial sales of records from 1975 to 1976. Later,
exceed expenses of production and distribution.”21 This change
The National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 1991
in policy is reflected by the online music source, iTunes. A
allowed special bands to sell recordings.19
search for “us military band” returns recordings by the US
Army Band, the US Military Academy Band, The United States
Finally, all military bands were allowed to distribute
Marine band and the US Air Force Band (figure 3).
recordings as part of the National Defense Authorization Act
20
for Fiscal Year 2010. The current law regarding recordings of
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resources, career opportunities and links
to social media. In addition to printed and
electronic visual media, military bands
have released a variety of audio and video
recordings available through their unit websites, YouTube channels and online music
distributors such as iTunes. For members
of military musical units, information and
news about military bands is often found
on social media, and through media outlets such as the Washington Post and Army
Times.23 Archival documents are also available, including obsolete forms (figure 4) and
historic photographs (figure 5).

Figure 3. Search results for “us military band” in iTunes. Source: Image capture of iTunes taken by
author.

Executive Policy
Department of Defense (DoD) policies also influence military
bands. In 2005, the Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC)
commission made significant changes to military bases,
prompting many units to deactivate or relocate. Although the
initial report did not mention Army Bands, The Army overview for fiscal year 2008/2009 listed changes to specific facilities affecting the bands at Fort Carson and Fort Eustis, as well
as the Army Material Command Band and 151 Army Band.22
For some bands it meant being located to a new or renovated
facility. In the case of the 70th Army Band, the closure of Fort
Lawton actually resulted in deactivation of the band.

Official Publications
Government published documents related to military bands
take a variety of forms, from official regulations and training
manuals to legislative reports and public laws. An information
need for military musicians is locating current versions of official publications. Each branch of the armed services manages
its own publications. Regulations, Technical Manuals, Field
Manuals and other official publications for the US Army are
managed by the Army Publishing Directorate (APD) (armypubs.army.mil), which is currently undergoing a migration to a
new website (www.apd.army.mil). Searching the open web for a
document often results in an obsolete version from an unofficial
source. Finding current documents often requires a knowledge
of the document name, and specific agency producing it.
Many military bands also have their own websites, providing information regarding performances, educational

Dissemination of Information/
Access Issues

Finding information about military bands
has some built in obstacles. The first of which
is the fact that many documents are produced and managed
by each individual branch of service. As a result, searching for
“military bands” may not include resources prepared by or for
the individual services. A Google search for “us military band”
returned more than 6 million results. The first page of results
included six links for Army Band websites, a Marine Corps
Band, a YouTube video featuring military musicians in concert, a tourist guide to Washington, DC and a Wikipedia entry
for “United States military bands.” The previously mentioned
National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 1991,24 for
example, affects all military bands, but is applied to each branch
in Title 10 US Code in separate chapters for Army, Navy and
Marine Corps and Air Force, with the exception of the Coast
Guard, which is listed in its own Title of US Code.25 Recent
legislation has further complicated search efforts by replacing
the term “military band” with the term “military musical unit”
in the US Code.26 Awareness of the switch in terminology is
helpful in framing queries.

Conclusion
Performing musical units have been firmly established as an
important part of the US military, and government published
documents provide a rich resource for information about them.
In addition to legislation and federal policy, the bands of each
service create promotional materials, educational resources and
recordings in a variety of media. As the GAO prepares its report
on the current state of military musical units, it will be important for service members, policy makers and the general public
to acquire current and historic information. There are voices on
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Figure 4. Technical Manual TM 20–250: Field Music, 1940. Source: Field
Music [electronic resource]: technical manual. Online collection of Historic
Government Publications at Central University Libraries, Southern
Methodist University, http://digitalcollections.smu.edu/cdm/ref
/collection/hgp/id/665.

Figure 5. President Truman inspecting troops at Guantanamo Bay, 1948.
Source: Photo from Harry Truman Library located by search on National
Archives website, www.trumanlibrary.org/photographs/printRecord
.php?id=39268.

both sides of the funding issue, with some declaring military
bands an institutional necessity, and others criticizing them as a
frivolous and unnecessary expense. Access to government published information will be important for both parties, as will
news regarding future reports and policies.
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