The rise and fall of senior drum
corps in the Pacific Northwest

by Carl Latchaw, Drum Corps World staff (laichmand4@yahoo.com and PacificNorthwestDrumCorps.com

American Legion & VFW Drum
e Pacific Northwest had many senior corps -- American Legion, Veterans of Foreign Wars, Elks, Moose,
Eagles, Shrine and independent corps. Since Legion/VFW comprise an average of 92% of all the PNW
senior drum corps activity, our focus will be on them.

All data presented here was extracted from PacificNorthwestDrumCorps.com
and shows what we believe to be an accurate representation of our local drum
corps population back in the day. Reference sources for the onginal material
was derived from material found in the December 1963 and April 1964 issues of
Drum Corps News, the Kipsap Sun in Decembeer 1967 and the PNW Web site.

Washington had a greater number of American Legion and VFW corps than
Oregon. That was a function of population density. The same was true with the

Pacific Northwest Drum Corps Population

1960s and 1970s corps of J'—'“'F'—*\I 1917 through 2021
scene. Per the 1960 U.S. | .
Census, the Washington A — All Corps }
state population was A — Lagson & VFW Corps |
2,853,214, Oregonhad |t 4 sanill ) B e b '
1,768,687 people, 38% - / A .,
less than Washington. i 4 L e
Less people equals less I Ty 2 v
corps. | . e
Obviously, we cannt T RS NSNS LS T T T
account for every corps
that existed due to lack
of data, but we have T e -
documented around 150 " Popuztion = 25 iy
Pacific Northwest - Junior vs. Senior Corps Populations s
1917 through 2021 B ot
and 1995,
_.*.'r‘-"..."l. ..... s B e e 2 5 ZErmsizmesizss ! “ﬂrldwar'
¥ HEANN == Ml e Referring to
g . 4 G VA S It the “PNW DC
£, L MIEN L \ Population®
i [ i I N chart, you can
mikiii N =) Y see that the
ARRa e G farrear it PNW Legion/
LA AN b - i =i VFW corps
’ : fHncs: e population
exploded with
g the creation of
US Enters WWwa OO & Formaed the ﬁmerjlﬁan

19491 1972

e LEGON in 1919

after World War | and peaked in 1939.
World War ll

Germany invaded Poland on September 1, 1939 starting WWII. A year later, on September 16, 1940, the
United States instituted the draft for all able-bodied men between the ages of 18 and 45.

The war resulted in many Legion and VFW veterans being drafted or voluntarily re-enlisting into the military.
The chart reflects the war by the rapid drop of senior corps between 1939 and 1943. Other minor contributing
factors could also be at play, like finances or equipment issues, but they would not account for a reduction of
20 senior corps in four years. That's a 63% drop in senior corps. Wow.

The Korean Conflict

The Korean War ran from 1950 through 1953, creating the secondary peak of returning troops on our graph
between 1953 and 1955. From there things went downhill with the senior corps population dipping below the
junior population in 1960. [See “Jr. vs Sr chart™ on the previous page]

By 1963, discussions had taken place between senior corps and the Washington State Drum Corps
Association to find a way to staunch the flow of senior membership. The feeling at the time was to have the
seniors hold on for a few more years until the juniors aged-out and became available. Others felt it was too
late already.

In 1964 discussions were still taking place about dropping the senior age limit from 21 to 19-years old. The
seniors weren't asking permission to draw from active junior corps, but to approach those coming home from
the military who were no longer interested in marching with the juniors. This amounted to stealing the most
experienced (oldest) members from the juniors and they weren't having it. [From our point of view, we suspect
the seniors just wanted the bodies of retuming soldiers to fill their ranks. Their skill level was a secondary
concern at best].

There was a new local drum corps association created in the fall of 1965. That was the Northwest Drum
Corps Association (NWDCA). As usual, when an existing drum corps association doesn't heed those member
corps interested in change, a new association will form. There was more than the senior membership issue
involved in the creation of the NWDCA, but it took the NWDCA to finally
take some action.

In December 1967, the NWDCA agreed to lower the senior age fimit.
The agreement was o allow 17-year-olds 1o join the seniors during
the 1968 season, 18-year-olds to join the seniors in the 1969 season and
19-year-olds to join the seniors from 1970 and so on.

The problem with this solution? There was only one senior corps
alive in 1968. The Bremerton, WA, Grenadiers, and they were the ones
presenting this proposal to the NWDCA. Too little too late in our opinion.

The NWDCA probably saw this as a “no lose™ proposition with only one
active senior corps left. This decision would've also been a “no-brainer”
in our book.

Under the new membership rules, the Grenadiers won the last
Washington State American Legion Senior Championship {unopposed) in July 1970 and marched their last field
competition at the American Legion National Championships (prelims) a month later in Portland, OR.

That bears repeating -- The 1970 American Legion Nationals in Portland was the LAST senior drum corps
competition held in the Pacific Northwest. Ever!

The Grenadiers soldiered on, marching parades off and on until their last sighting at the New Westminster,
British Columbia, parade in 1982.

The declination of Legion and VFW membership over the past 50-plus-years has caused many posts to
merge or close. This is a sad state for such proud institutions. The posts we visited have rented their floor
space fo dojos, wedding receptions or other community events to raise funds because they don't have enough
dues-paying members anymore to cover their costs. It is what it is.

We fear there will never be another American Legion or VFW senior drum corps in the Pacific Northwest.
Their glorious moment in tima has passed forever.

Long live drum corps!, PacificNorthwestDrumCorps.com. 1l ll B © Pacific Northwest Drum Corps.com 2023
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