Celebrating 90 Years of Strings in the Willmar Public Schools
The 2011-2012 school year represents the 90th year of the Orchestra Program in the Willmar Public Schools.   A rich tradition has been established throughout those 90 years…and still continues today.  
The tradition started with the graduating class of 1923; that first orchestra consisted of 8 members: three violins, one piccolo, one trombone, one clarinet, one saxophone, and a piano.  All the members were men, with the exception of the pianist, and the men wore suits and ties for their performances.  The first Orchestra Director was Miss Penrose, who was described as “remarkably capable of leading…and…developing an ensemble that would due credit to any school.”  
The next year, 1924, the orchestra grew to 13 members.  There were four string players (violinists), three of which were women (the only women in the orchestra).  The Director that year was Miss Amanda Dolven.

By 1929, the orchestra had grown to 28 members (12 women, 11 of which were violinists).  The Director was Ms Margaret Adolphson.  The orchestra received several distinguished honors:  the orchestra won first place in the District Contest, and first place in the State Contest.  In addition to receiving the State Award, the orchestra was given a large shield by the National Bureau for the Advancement of Music, which made the group eligible to compete in the National Orchestra Contest held at Iowa City, Iowa!  (Be sure to stop by the display area to see the shield.)   As is the case today, the music program was described as one of the leading interests at the Willmar High School.

The 1936 class, directed by Mr. Adolph M. Nervig, consisted of 39 members.  The orchestra played Haydn’s “London” Symphony, which was described as the most difficult composition the orchestra had undertaken since its inception; that is a piece that is still performed at the Senior High to this day.  The orchestra practiced during the eighth period and through to four o’clock, four days a week.  The members were required to be in a string quartet and play a solo every twelve weeks.  The orchestra performed one concert that year.
In 1941, the orchestra was referred to as the “Little Symphony” because it was modeled on the lines of a miniature symphony orchestra.  The orchestra had 60 members, and was under the direction of Mr. Jadinak.

The orchestra of 1944 consisted of 48 members, and was conducted by Mr. Jadinak.  The favorite memories of that year consisted of the audience’s “oohs & aahs” when the curtains went up to reveal the girls’ formal dresses and the boys’ bow ties, and when Mr. Jadinak would get so excited conducting that his conducting baton would go flying.  
In 1947, Mr. Victor Olsen became the conductor of the orchestra; he would remain the orchestra director until 1976.  The orchestra consisted of 41 members.  The orchestra still consisted of string, wind, brass and percussion.  The following year, the orchestra had 28 members; though the orchestra was small, the members displayed “enthusiasm, diligence, and perseverance.”

In 1952, the orchestra had 34 members (5 men).  It is interesting to note the makeup of the orchestra compared to when the program first started; in 1952, all of the string players were women.  It was also the case that ¾ of the members of the band that year were women.  That year, the orchestra had two white “King” basses; those basses are still around today (again, please stop by to see the display area).
By 1957, the orchestra had grown again to 56 members.  This was the first year that the orchestra rehearsed every day.
By 1960, the orchestra consisted of mostly strings, with a few members of the brass and woodwind families.  The orchestra did not meet as a regular class that year due to a new set-up in the school, but met during the activity hour after school.

In 1975, the Willmar High School orchestra attended the Gustavas Adolphus Orchestra Festival.  They received a special invitation to play, as only two schools were selected each year (Willmar and Mankato were selected).

In 1977, Mr. Bill Wick replaced Mr. Victor Olsen as the Orchestra Director.  The Junior and Senior High orchestras performed a combined concert under the direction of Dr. Jones.  Mr. Wick’s famous statement was “Strings, start the bow at the frog.”
In 1980, Mr. Rodger Coburn became the new director.  In 1981, the orchestra played six concerts, two of which were with the Willmar Community Orchestra.  Mr. Coburn remained the conductor until 1994.
In the 1994-1995 school year, coinciding with the opening of the new Senior High School, there were two orchestras at the high school for the first time, which continues to this day.  One ensemble had 15 members; the other ensemble had 17 members.  The Orchestra took a trip to see the St. Paul Chamber Orchestra perform at the Ordway, and they performed at the Mall of America for the Holiday Music Festival.  The orchestras were under the direction of Ms. Stivers (Mrs. Suter).

Previous Willmar High School Orchestra Directors:

1923                 Miss Hattie L. Penrose







1924 - 1927     Miss Amanda Dolven

1928                 Miss Edith M. Cotton

1929                 Ms. Margaret Adolphson 
1930 – 1933     Mr. H. Wadsworth Rundquist

1934 – 1938     Mr. Adolphe M. Nervig

1939 – 1946     Mr. Nicholas Jadinak

1947 – 1976     Mr. Victor Olsen

1977 – 1979     Mr. Bill Wick

1980 – 1994     Mr. Rodger Coburn

“Thank you” to all current students and parents for continuing the rich tradition of the Willmar Orchestra program! 

