
A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to a Band Rehearsal #8
by M. Max McKee

The Greatest Mentor

While wonderful opportunities presented themselves many times a year during 
the 1960-1967 stint as a student at Washington State University, there is no ques-
tion in mind but that Randall Spicer shared hundreds of special methods that only 
much, much later became part of my “repertoire” as a teacher. 

Hundreds of his special sayings and methods of producing a beautiful sound 
(always first) as well as fantastic phrasing (almost as important) came through 
to me as his clarinet student. In later years, when I began to figure out what to 
do with a band, I installed many of those concepts into my own teaching. Stories 
from other students and friends of Spice have now shown me just how great this 
man was as a mentor. (Oh, and did I mention....as a friend and colleague?)

Too Long: When Randy died in 2002, the new Director of Bands, Keating Johnson, ran a story in the WSU 
Alumni newsletter about him. He told how Spice had attended his first rehearsal with the Symphonic Band. Ke-
ating had decided to hold that rehearsal in the concert hall as a means of getting to know the acoustics by play-
ing the Holst Second Suite in F. As the band was leaving, Keating noticed that Randall had been sitting quietly 
in the darkened hall. “Do you have any suggestions?” And , Spice, in his best imitation of the famed TV detec-
tive, Colombo, said, “No, not really........Well, there is just one thing. When the band plays the first measure, 
tell them to play the first note too long; it helps achieve a centered full sound that is otherwise missing without 
rushing.”

For me, it was complete deja vu. Randy had probably told me another version of that more than 50 times in 
the seven years he was my clarinet teacher. “Just drag the first 3 notes.” While it sometimes applied to cadenza 
playing. I then realized it was a favorite method of his that immediately settles the band and eliminates rushing.

Chorales: There was never a time in any band rehearsal where I witnessed Randall Spicer’s work (over 40 
years) that he missed playing a chorale. After I began teaching at Southern Oregon University, he often told me 
why, and he kept adding reason after reason for doing so. His chorale of choice was always the same one: #19 
out of Treasury of Scales (See Funny Thing #7 for details). Always playing in Eb first before going on to other 
chorales in other keys. As he often remarked, “Pro players don’t need to play a chorale, but all young players 
do. It provides a consistent anchor point every day.” He liked Eb because the tessitura (in a chorale like #19) 
keeps everyone relaxed and in a range that allows them to produce the most beautiful tone possible, while also 
warming up. Every student in the WSU Band had #19 memorized. Years later when I rewrote #19 for my own 
Warm-ups That Work “Chorale on a Scale,” I produced it in all 12 keys but always started rehearsal with the 
Eb setting. Everyone in my band had it memorized as well. The way it develops consistency of tone quality and 
listening to the bass voice is truly remarkable.

I also found that true when the band moved to another key (E major, for example). The tone immediately be-
comes very bright, but by comparing the chorale in E to the daily dose of the one in Eb, the band’s consistency 
of tone quality in other keys changed dramatically.

Tone: Because I “grew up” musically under Randall Spicer’s tutelage, I soon adopted his sound for my own 
bands. He often came to Ashland, Oregon and attended rehearsals. He always made great comments that invari-
ably had to do with making the sound of the band even more beautiful.



In 2006, while sitting in a concert by the Louisiana State University Band at the ABA in Texas, almost immedi-
ately I turned to my wife (Randall Spicer’s daughter) and was about to say . . . . . . .when I saw the tears coming 
down her cheeks. “That’s Dad’s sound.” So, if you want to hear what we consider the finest sound a band can 
make, listen to recordings of the LSU Band with Frank Wickes conducting. You’ll know what I got to hear and 
learn about for over 40 years. It’s beautiful. (And Frank instantly recreated that sound with the two 100-member 
American Band College Directors’ Bands in 2007 here in Ashland. It too was amazingly beautiful.)

Next time: The Move of a Lifetime


