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Bill Tomek’s memories of his time in the 4th Armored Division Band, Ft 

Hood, Texas 

Prelude. While Bill has written about his time in the army, 

drafted during the Korean Conflict, there is a back story. Born 

in 1932, he grew up on a 240+ acre farm in Southeastern 

Nebraska, near Table Rock, pop. 300. Most farms in the area 

were not electrified until after WWII.  His dad was proud of 

his own Czech heritage, and while the family was frugal, Bill’s 

parents valued education, which may explain his decision to 

enroll in a BS degree program in the College of Agriculture, 

University of Nebraska-Lincoln. He also auditioned for the 

Cornhusker Marching Band, barely passing. A few years later 

the experience in the Nebraska band was perhaps important 

in his army assignment. Bill thought of his mother as a typical 

farm wife; he did not appreciate the rarity of a woman who 

sometimes critiqued sermons on the way home from church, 

was a college graduate who taught both high school math 

and English and drove a car. Their farm was typical for the 

1940s. with small diverse enterprises. Bill enjoyed walking to 

the pasture with his father to check the cows and their calves and learn about their care. The 

hogs and cattle which were fed corn and for the cattle, alfalfa grown on the farm.  Bill learned 

enough about farming to realize he wouldn’t be a good farmer.  His parents bought him a 

trombone (suggested by a music teacher), which was a lucky break as this story will tell!  

 

(Photo notes and supplementary material are on pages 6-12.) 



Page 2 of 12 
 

 

NAME  William (Bill) G. Tomek 

RANK                        Corporal, 4th Armored  

       Division Band (III Corps)  

DATES OF SERVICE     1953-1955 

PLACES SERVED  U.S. (Ft. Hood, TX) 

I WAS DRAFTED in June 1953, three months before my 21st 

birthday and after finishing my junior year at the University of 

Nebraska.  Fortunately, I was assigned to the Army Band 

School after completing basic training based on an audition on 

the trombone.  The School was located at Ft. Riley, Kansas,  

only 100 miles from home.  The School provided a course in music theory; a discussion of tempi 

(e.g., never drag a march or the national anthem!); a course about the motivation underlying 

performance practices of army bands (especially at ceremonies); plus rehearsal time.  We were 

also expected to qualify on the 30-caliber carbine, but I missed 

the qualification day and was never asked again.  (The NCO in 

charge of the firing range probably “qualified” me on paper!)       

 

WHEN the eight-week school 

was completed, a group of us 

were assigned to a newly formed 

band at Ft. Hood Texas, and in 

route, we stopped at Ft. Chaffee, 

Arkansas, for several days.  This 

post used transients, like us, as 

guards at their stockade (prison).  

Guards were given a loaded 

carbine and assigned to a guard 

tower.  I recall thinking that I 

couldn’t tell the officer in charge 

that I was unqualified on the weapon.  But, I did have hunting 

experience with a rifle and shotgun.  So, I did not say a thing, and 

since no one tried to escape, it was a nonissue!  If the band at Ft. Hood had carbines available, 

they were not used. Thus, I never fired the weapon we were allegedly supposed to use.   
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MOST BAND MEMBERS had some college education or were college graduates; our director, a 

Chief Warrant Officer, was a graduate of the Juilliard School of Music. The drum-major-and 

assistant-leader was a graduate of Ohio State University, but was only a corporal.  The number 

of privates, corporals and sergeants in a 42-piece band was fixed by an “organization table.”  

Promoted to private 1st class upon 

graduation from band school, I was 

made a corporal while a band member.  

In those years, the army was integrated 

by race (President Truman’s decision), 

but not by gender.  The University of 

Nebraska Marching Band was an all-

male group until sometime in the 1960s. 

Today this seems so ridiculous.  

 

AS A CORPORAL, I was the band’s “safety officer,” and attended an occasional meeting with “real 

officers”.  They treated me politely, but safety had to do with topics like weapons handling and 

driving vehicles, which had little relevance to the band, especially since we traveled by a bus 
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provided by the motor pool.  Band members lived in suites designed for three persons, with small 

private bedrooms, a shared bathroom, and a shared living room.  A rehearsal space was nearby 

and close to division headquarters.  (The division commander sometimes attended rehearsals 

with his staff, I know not why.)  The band had a variety of uniforms that required frequent 

cleaning or laundering, which was provided.  

A TYPICAL DAY started with section rehearsal followed by band rehearsal. Since many jobs 

involved marching, little additional marching practice was needed. Performances usually 

occurred afternoons, weekends, or evenings.  With the rehearsal time plus performances, I 

became quite a good trombonist, though I did not have the natural talent to be “great.”  Monday 

was the most common day off.  On days with no job, we played volleyball, talked, wrote letters, 

or perhaps went to the PX or a movie.  None of us had a car, so off-post recreation was limited. 

THE BAND GAVE many types of performances, like playing for on-post graduation exercises. The 

monthly cook school graduation was a favorite, as they treated us to cake and coffee, and it was 

an “easy job” since we only played the national anthem and a little music before the ceremony.  

The NCO school graduation was another regular job, where a one-star general gave the same 

speech every month. This became a subject of humor, as we silently (?) anticipated his words, 

much to the annoyance of our director.  

WE GAVE CONCERTS for a variety of occasions including holidays like the Fourth of July, and we 

participated in variety shows to entertain the troops. The band played for many kinds of parades, 

on- and off-post. Occasionally we met dignitaries at a nearby airport. This involved the dignitary, 

escorted by a host, reviewing an honor guard while the band played.  The concerts were played 

at various venues, like school gyms, concert halls, outdoor stages at parks or fair grounds, etc.  

Versatility was required.  We did some traveling within the state of Texas.  I don’t remember 

many specifics but do remember trips to San Antonio several times. We stayed at the historic 

Fort Sam Houston and participated in rather lengthy parades. 

THE BAND marched in a 6 x 7 (= 42) formation.  Combining playing, watching the drum major 

(who did not use a whistle) and keeping alignments and spacing was a bit of a challenge.  Band 

members felt a little superior to the other troops in parades, as some of them collapsed from 

heat exhaustion or just plain exhaustion, while the band never lost anyone. Of course, we 

marched frequently, and were in good physical shape.  
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Our band marching on Veterans Day, November 11, 1954. Since the trombones are in the 

first row, I am quite visible (always) being 2nd from left.   

 

THE VARIOUS TYPES of engagements required that we play a variety of kinds of music.  Concerts 

included transcriptions for band of classical music as well as “lighter” music.  Of course, for 

parades and concerts, Sousa marches (e.g., The Washington Post, King Cotton, Hands Across the 

Sea) were a staple.  Since the commanding general was a West Point graduate, the Official West 

Point March was played frequently.  Playing for an occasional memorial service for those whose 

bodies were returned to the U.S. from Korea was a touching experience.  My impression is that 

very few of the dead were returned, but full military honors were provided for those that were.  I 

can still “hear” a military band playing hymns, taps with an echo, and also Chopin’s Funeral 

March.  For me, it is an emotional memory as my mother died in September 1954. I went home 

on an emergency leave. 

ALTHOUGH ASKED TO RE-ENLIST, I was not interested.  However, our group had excellent esprit 

de corps. We were highly disciplined, partly because of the demands of music performance.  It 

was a maturing experience for me.  After returning to the University of Nebraska, I rejoined the 

University Band, and played until completing a master’s degree in 1957.  But when I moved on to 

the University of Minnesota to do a PhD in economics-agricultural economics, my music “career” 

was over.  I ultimately gave my trombone to my goddaughter who says “I also loved that 

trombone and played it all through high school.  It really was a big part of our lives.  And although 

my chair was never as prestigious as my godfather’s, I always enjoyed playing in small groups and 

in the full school band!” 
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PS: Later, Bill joined a choir at Forest Home Chapel, Ithaca, NY, as a tenor, but he was frustrated by 

not singing as well as he thought he should, given his musical experience.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Emma Mount, god-daughter to her Uncle Bill, loved playing with groups.  Here she is at Forest 

Home Chapel with Abby Kish, Joe and Nick Novelli, on Christmas Eve playing Bill’s trombone. 

PHOTO NOTES 
Page 1:  Bill at 18 with his parents, Ruth and John,  

Bill at 4 years old;  

Bill at 17 months with his mother 

                         and with his father 

Page 2:  Bill in fatigues and in a summer uniform used for parades at age 21-22 

 

Page 3:   Trombone Section of the band in the uniform used by the drill team. The 

scarves and helmet liners are in yellow, the color used by armored divisions. 

Football half-time performance with drill team: many in the band had played in university 

marching bands and had experience in football half-time performances. Thus, the half-time 

performance was not as special as the General thought (see memos following). But we all 

like to be praised. And no doubt, the band director was thrilled as the letter on page 8 went 

into his personnel file and would become evidence for his promotion.  Note the language in 

the letter to the band members.  It would be important to those who joined the army, but 

not to us draftees who did not plan to make the army a career.  
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Letters of Commendation from and to the Band Director, CWO Stumpf.  

The organization top down was the Army, Corps, Divisions, regiments, battalions, companies, … 

(We were in the 4th army, III Corps, 4th armored division.) In those days, each division would 

have had a band, and the division commander was a two-star general.  At the football game, 

he was hosting the army commander, a three- or four-star general.  Thus, he was happy that 

the army commander was pleased with the half-time performance (Photo, Page 3). 
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Bill points to his discharge 

papers! 
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Program at right is for Easter 

Sunday, repeated (two services).  

Following that is a program for a 

variety ‘Revue’. Both illustrate the 

limitations of 1950s technology. 

For example, the order of the 

Easter music was typed in the 

wrong order, and at least 20 

copies were needed (one for each 

stand). The solution was to write 

the correct order by hand.  
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AGGRESSOR PARADE: the aggressors were the winning side of a war-games exercise.  They got a 

parade as a prize, ha!  Note that the band director and the drum major are saluting; the review 

stand must be to the band’s right.  I am (as in the trombone section photo page 3 and in the 

Veterans Day photo, p. 5) the trombone player second from left, i.e., band director, a trombonist, 

then me.  The uniforms must have been invented on short notice, certainly not standard.   
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THE BAND IN JEEPS: a failed experiment.   

The jeeps created a lot of noise and air pollution, especially when driven in low gear to maintain a 
speed of 3 mph or less in a parade. Ninety-degree turns were a problem as were narrow 
streets.  The idea of a jeep-band was quietly shelved. 

 


