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The Walpole Cornet Band: the mystery and the history 
Betsey Dexter Dyer 
 
A mystery and its solution  
A few months ago Anne Marie LePage, an historical society director noted that the only photo we have of the Walpole 
Cornet Band was taken in front of an unidentified building. Both Betsey Dyer and Annie pursued the matter for a 
time. We were sure the building was not in Walpole, Massachusetts. We were fairly sure it was not the Walpole New 
Hampshire Cornet Band; now and then the Walpole Historical Society is given artifacts that actually belong in New 
Hampshire. We knew that Walpole’s band sometimes visited other towns to perform and so that widened the 
possibilities for where the photo was taken.    
 
More recently, at Betsey Dyer’s lecture about the Walpole Hotel (at which  the cornet band sometimes played),  Jim 
Gavartos asked where the photo of the band had been taken. That renewed some interest in the mystery.  The photo 
was from Images of Walpole and the original was in a frame on the wall upstairs at the historical society. We 
examined the original photo and realized that “Kensington” had been cropped off for the images book!  “Kensington” 
was crucial to solving the mystery. The photo was taken at the Kensington Hotel in Boston. It used to stand at 687 
Boylston Street and  was demolished in 1967.  And we know the Walpole Cornet Band sometimes played in Boston. 
Mystery solved! 
 
The history 
The two editors of Walpole’s 19th century newspaper, The Walpole Star, were  Charles McPherson (who founded the 
newspaper at age 22)  and then Frank Alden (who took over the paper at age 21). Both were  fascinated by pretty 
much any recreation in town especially  involving  people in their age group. Short news announcements (in face 
book style) described hops (dances), loud parties, sleigh riding and bicycling.   In particular, editor Alden enjoyed 
keeping readers up to date on the wildly popular Walpole Cornet Band and sometimes he sat in with the band. So here 
is a little history of that band mostly based on key word searches, like “cornet band” of Walpole Star posts.  
(The Walpole Star was digitized a few years ago and currently is key word searchable on apple computers.  For more 
information on that, stop by the historical society on Saturdays 1-4.) 
Cornet Bands and other brass bands became popular after the Civil War. Some of the soldiers had as their main duties, 
playing bugles, cornets, and drums at parades and ceremonies and to generally boost troop morale.  Some veterans, 
home from the war established cornet bands in their hometowns.  Walpole’s first well-publicized cornet band was not 
until the 1880s but there may have been earlier versions that just were not well publicized. (Or at least we no longer 
have the publicity.) In general, live, amateur music concerts and recitals in Walpole and other small towns were very 
popular entertainments. Cornet bands were especially wonderful for parades and festivities, as they were loud and 
inclusive of many players at many levels. Those just learning could follow along with their mistakes drowned out by 
the better players. 
 
The first well-publicized iteration of the Walpole Cornet Band was active from about 1886-1889.   Two news articles 
from July of 1886 noted that the band had only existed a short time. Yet there were 26 members and they played a 
concert of 16 numbers on the 5th of July at the Walpole Hotel.  Landlord A.O. Grant had erected a commodious band 
stand, just for the occasion.  There were also 50 school children on the hotel veranda, singing patriotic songs.  Mr. J.S. 
[John Stephenson] Ashman (1838-1911) led the band and also arranged and wrote some of the music; the entire 



program was printed in the newspaper.   Ashman, a professional musician born in England in 1839 and living in the 
Boston area was one of several teachers hired to teach the Cornet Band to play over the years. This was typical at that 
time for many small town bands; professional musicians traveled town to town, to provide lessons and direction. (This 
is somewhat reminiscent of the theme of “The Music Man”!  ) 
 
In July, the band members began collecting subscriptions for a bandstand on the common so that they could give 
open-air concerts. They requested lighting as well. They also intended to give concerts in the winter at an indoor 
venue. They advertised that they were seeking “young men of good moral character and musical tastes.”   
 
There was a misunderstanding with the town about the band’s use of town hall for concerts. It was said that they owed 
$25 to the town but Elmer Spear and others petitioned to waive the fee and that seems to have happened. In later 
years, the band was able to use town hall for free and even were granted money. They were also allowed  use of some 
room in lower town hall, two nights a week for practice. This was probably the “band room” that was mentioned in 
several later news articles.   
 
In March of 1887, the band led a march from Colonel William Moore’s house at the corner of Common Street and 
Lewis Avenue to the Town Hall. They were leading the way for the arrival of a speaker sponsored by Moore.  Moore 
engaged them again in June to lead 300 workmen from Moore’s piano factory. They had arrived by train and were 
marched festively and musically  from the station to Moore’s house for a huge picnic. 
 
Then in April the Cornet Band had both a street drill and a grand ball at town hall. In May it was Memorial Day which 
typically entailed two processions, one to Maple Grove Cemetery, the other to Rural cemetery. And then there was a 
fund-raiser for the Methodist Church (There were two in town; the fund raiser was probably for the Methodist church 
on Front Street.) 
The band was planning a clambake on the town common for Fourth of July! The newspaper remarked that clambakes 
were better held in groves (i.e. actual clam bake venues where pits could be dug and fires built). In fact the clambake 
was finally held in August on a (more appropriate) vacant lot on Stone Street. Also in August, the band was invited to 
go an excursion with the Odd Fellows to Downer Landing in Hingham. In the fall of 1887, they were part of a town 
hall concert series. At that juncture, the band was being directed by a local amateur musician, E. [Erasmus] Munroe 
Boyden (1850-1908).  
       
The itinerant teacher Ashman had probably moved on to instruct another town’s band.  The band was 
 said to be making “praiseworthy progress”, practicing in its band room every Monday night. 
 
Later that year they must have engaged Winfield Scott Ripley (1839-1924) as a music teacher. Ripley was already in 
the area instructing Wrentham’s band and would later go on to Dover. And later it was announced that Ripley had 
moved on from Walpole to instruct Dover’s band. Ripley was famous for writing popular songs in the Civil War era 
and was in great demand by towns around New England.   He was from Maine and is still celebrated there with 
occasional music festivals in his honor.   
 
In 1888, the newspaper introduced a regular feature “The Society Directory” that included announcements about the 
Cornet Band. They continued to practice  every Monday evening at the band hall and Warren Merrill (1857-1924)  
was now the leader. Warren was from a musical family and himself was so involved with musical groups around town 
that it is a wonder he had time for his day job, painting houses and signs. Warren’s older brother Albert had enlisted in 
the civil war in a “music company” which meant he played drums and horn for his first stint in the war. Warren’s older 
sister Julia had married (but later separated from) a well-known Boston bandleader from Walpole, George Hartshorn. 
(For more about Albert, see Civil War Soldiers of Walpole by Anderson and Hardy).  
 
The band was busy in 1888 with performances for Memorial Day and several concerts on the common and played at 
the G.A.R. clambake. They got their new bandstand in July, which is not the bandstand currently on the common; that 
one was built in 1903.  Editor of the newspaper, Frank Alden sat in on a band session. And it was reported that Herbert 
Engley, age 15 was taking cornet lessons so he could join the band. In August of 1888, a special funeral train 
decorated with black and white banners and flags, passed through town. It was bearing the remains of General Philip 
Sheridan who had died in Dartmouth Massachusetts and would be buried in Arlington National Cemetery. Bells tolled 
and the Cornet Band played a dirge on the bandstand loud enough to be heard at the train station. 
 



1889 went along in a similar way with performances at Memorial Day, at a temperance lecture and at two fund-raisers 
for the G.A.R. and Women’s Relief Corp at which they  “did credit to themselves”. And they took out a large weekly 
advertisement in the Walpole Star; it is likely editor Frank Alden gave them a discount rate. 
 
Then, surprisingly there was a hiatus until late in 1891. As is typical for many volunteer organizations, viability 
probably depended on just a few energetic people.  Some of the Cornet Band leaders, such as Warren Hartshorn may 
have been over-extended with numerous other activities in town.  Warren’s father with whom he had a painting 
business, died in 1888 and his mother died in 1890. Also Warren got married in 1891 and started his family.  He seems 
not to have returned to a leadership position in the band after that.  
 
In 1891, the Odd Fellows put together a Cornet Band, perhaps with many of the sane players as the former band.  But 
editor Frank Alden was eager to see the old band reunited and it happened some time that summer. By November 
1891 they were  “one organization in town which is on a steady gain” … “that is if the community an stand it while 
they are learning.” This suggests that some of the older players had retired and new learners were taking up the cornet. 
This second iteration of the Cornet Band was eventually a success and lasted into 1897.  
Their first big performance year was 1892 with an apparent surprise (according to the newspaper) performance during 
lent “Fast Day”; it was followed, of course, by Memorial Day. What was the surprise? That they were rehearsed 
enough to play? Or that Lent is not usually celebrated with brass bands?    
 
They held their first fund raising carnival, which turned out to be a yearly event. Columbus Day found them in Boston 
participating in a Grand Parade.  Jublilant Democrats won an election and the 28 piece Walpole Cornet Band led by 
John  Vance paraded through town. They were joined by the 40 piece Norwood Band which arrived by train. 
Apparently it was a sort of costume parade as all sorts of bizarre uniforms were worn.   The Cornet Band was non-
partisan; in other years, they celebrated with Republicans who won an election.  
 
John Vance ( c1860 -c1835) was the band leader for about six years. Born in Canada, he had come to the United States 
in 1880 and arrived in Walpole about 1887 where he married and found work in Bradford Lewis’s mill. He seems to 
have been quite a good organizer of fundraisers and coordinator of all sorts of events. Right away he hired an 
excellent music instructor. 
 
As 1892 ended it was announced that J.[John] M. Flockton (1850-1917) would be engaged as their teacher and “rapid 
progress” was expected.  In January of 1893 editor Frank Alden noted that the band will be improving under the 
direction of JM Flockton “they can’t very well help it”.  Flockton apparently worked with them for a couple of years, 
perhaps off and on and probably commuting from Boston. He was a well-known cornet-soloist and composer. In May 
of 1878 Flockton had recorded the first cornet solo on one of Thomas Edison’s newly invented tin-foil phonographs. 
And he was a founding member of the Boston Symphony Orchestra in 1881. 
 
Inspired by Flockton and led by Vance, 1893 was an action-packed year. As usual there were Memorial Day 
processions and weekly concerts all summer. They formed a committee to get their bandstand fitted with electric 
lights and amazingly were successful.  The bandstand was the first municipal or public place in Walpole to be 
illuminated.  Electric lights were installed at town hall the following year, 
 
On the same day in July they played both at a Methodist Church fund raiser and at Lake Pearl in Wrentham. Once 
again editor Frank Alden sat in with the band. Perhaps he would have joined it except that he never quite lived in 
Walpole. He commuted from Foxboro.   
 
In November the band entertained victorious Republicans at town hall and led a parade through the streets. The 
elaborate weekly newspaper advertisement for the band  stated that they would like to exchange concerts with other 
towns and of course they did.  In Foxboro they helped open the new masonic lodge and also entertained at a 
Republican rally in Foxboro. 
 
From 1893-1897 John Vance organized many activities and was also successful in getting three allotments of $100 
each voted at town meeting to support the band as well as on-going permission to use town hall for events.  These 
included: 
-An elaborate “Grand Assembly” with visiting bands and dancing at town hall as one of their fund raisers 
-A fair at town hall with vendors and concessions and music which was also a fund raiser; prizes included a bicycle 



and barrels of flour. 
-Memorial Day processions to the two cemeteries       
-Open air concerts on their bandstand all summer 
-Invitations to pay at Lake Pearl 
-Church fund-raisers 
-Rallies and parades for elections victories such as Republican one in  
 
J.M. Flockton was still providing instruction in 1895 and occasionally soloed with the band at town hall concerts 
 
In 1896 they almost burned down their band room, apparently from careless discarding of cigarettes. But does that 
mean they almost burned town hall? The news brief would have said so.  It seems likely that by then, their band room 
was at some other location. 
 
It was in 1897 that the last of the new stories about the cornet band appeared in the newspaper or in town reports.  
They received $100 from the town, they had a listing under “Bands” in the business directory, they had a grand 
assembly and there were summer concerts and then nothing more.  
 
Three possibilities, not mutually exclusive: 

1. Newspapers were changing and 1896 was the last year of the Walpole Star  (by that name) although Walpole 
columns continued to appear in the Foxboro newspaper In 1901 an entirely different newspaper The Walpole 
Enterprise was founded in a more modern style; there were fewer news briefs. Perhaps there just ceased to be 
little articles about the band. 

2. 1897 was the last year of cornet-enthusiast, Frank Alden’s editorship.   He was 29 years old and he had just 
gotten married in 1895. He had never lived in Walpole but was commuting from Foxboro, where his family 
owned a large publishing company. The 1900 census lists him in Foxboro as a compositor (ie of type for 
printing presses).   

3.  And finally, John Vance was 37 in 1897 and had done a marvelous volunteer job of organizing and 
coordinating for six years. Recall that John’s day job was at the Bradford Lewis paper mill. Furthermore he 
had a 9 year old son and   4 year old daughter but also seems to have gotten separated from his wife, as of at 
least 1900. (He remarried a few years later.) Perhaps family and work life just caught up with him and when 
he could no longer volunteer so much time, the cornet band was no more.  

 
 
                      Photograph from the collection of the Walpole History Society. 
 


