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The President’s Message 

Boston, Mass., April 1, 1911  

Dear Brother Sinfonians:   

“We come a band of Sinfonians true, 
An earnest crowd, a hustling crew. 
We’ll raise the flag of black and red, 
And keep it raised until we’re dead! 

“Now, on to the tune of Sinfonians true, 
An earnest crowd, a hustling crew— 
Into the air with all your hats 
And drown this old world’s sharps and flats!” 

In the early days of Alpha Chapter I spoke the foregoing lines at a 
local banquet.  The Sinfonia spirit in me had inspired—save the mark—
poetry!  I spoke the lines hoping to make things move a bit.  I forget 
whether I succeeded in this or not.  Never mind.  It is the “forward 
movement” of the present Sinfonia year that makes me recall the inci-
dent.  I do not refer to the verses as such, but to their embodiment in 
vital forces—”Sinfonians true,” “an earnest crowd,” “a hustling crew.” 

During the past year it has been a high privilege of mine to visit at 
least once each of our new Chapters and to preside over the installa-
tion of the two new ones.  It did me a world of good to see “the flag of 
black and red” and hear “the drowning of this old world’s sharps and 
flats.”  The one regret is that my capacity was not big enough to take in 
all the Sinfonia oxygen and life that were everywhere about, and that 
what I was not able to absorb could not have found its way into the 
minds and hearts of the many absent brothers throughout the land.   

Brothers, do you realize the vitalizing forces about you?  Do you 
feel them coming to you?  No!  Do you feel them going out from you?   
That is the right question.  It is a fine thing to discover for one’s self in 
life’s great battle, that we are all brothers of one human blood, one 
American home, one Divine Father.  One cannot help but bow his head 
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in gratefulness and humility when he feels the cordial clasp of a broth-
er’s hand, hears a brother’s warm welcoming word, sees the glow in a 
brother’s eye, whenever and wherever in this vast country of ours he 
meets a man who loves to throw his hat into the air and shout: “Once a 
Sinfonian, always a Sinfonian! Long live the Sinfonia!” Almost I am 
moved to write of recent Sinfonian incidents and anecdotes, but if I 
should begin—well—Harry Kaiser’s book should contain a lot more 
than a President’s Message and an Index of Members.  We’ll leave 
something for that Ann Arbor banquet in June.  It will be a hummer! 
Get there and hum, brother.   

I have looked into the Year Books of the past three years, and I 
see that the “messages” have been given in “sermonette” form.  The 
three worthy objects of Phi Mu Alpha have been treated, and now what 
is left for the text and theme of this year’s annual message?  I feel that 
the time of preaching is about over.  Practice is becoming more and 
more the style among us.  This makes me wonder why the theme 
“Practice” might not do for the 1911 message.  I think I shall try it. 

The historian Gibbon once wrote: “Every man receives two educa-
tions—the one he gets from others, and the more valuable one that he 
gets from himself.”  Sinfonia affords the latter sort, for first she teaches 
a man the brother idea, and next the brother acts it out in life.  He has 
been preached to, now he practices.  The fraternity man should feel his 
fraternity as a personal epoch in his life.  Instead of throwing cobble 
stones at one another, we are picking up precious stones and clasping 
hands.  Yes, Sinfonia has proved her right to live by her very products.  
What has she done for the individual, for the best in music, for the 
Alma Mater, go a long way to demonstrate to the world that Phi Mu 
Alpha principles are not all theory.  We have passed from the static to 
the dynamic stage of life and by moving ourselves we are moving oth-
ers.  We are ready and eager to hitch up, to share, to work and move 
together.  The Yorkshireman said, “‘Ear all an’ say nowt, tak all, an’ pay 
nowt; an’ if tha does owt for nowt, do it for thi sen.”  If this had been 
our  philosophy, mice and not men would have come forth in our midst.   

Sinfonia has lived as a club and as a fraternity for thirteen years.  
While it has been our day of schooling and discipline, it has not been for 
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us all passive—indeed, it has been an active, progressive, producing 
period.  How far we have progressed, how often we have practiced, 
how much we have produced, can be measured only by the Unseen 
one.  Records and figures tell us only of records and figures.  Deep 
feeling, high hopes, ennobling inspirations, pure thoughts, uplifting 
emotions and exalted aspirations have all been ours—yet no one can 
sound, measure, weigh or figure them out.  Our veins have tingled and 
the handshake has become a brother’s grip.  We cannot explain every-
thing, but we know that because of Sinfonia we have been living our 
brotherhood life and not merely our routine lives.  To understand one 
another better means less discord, less strife, less war.  We have under-
stood, we do now understand one another better than we could have 
ever dreamed without our fraternal oaths and bonds.  We begin to 
realize that the only true friend after all is he who knows all about you 
and likes you just the same. 

The personnel of the Sinfonia is not by any means perfect.  No 
one boasts of that, but those in its fold are better, and bigger and 
broader, for they have been taught sincerity, sympathy and sacrifice, 
and they have set themselves to practise and to work out the real, the 
true, the best things in this transitory life.  Some men have looked “bad” 
before they passed through the first degree, and almost succombed in 
our seemingly heartless midst.  We have had the lesson taught that the 
surface often fails to reveal the substratum and that gold and diamonds 
in the world’s history have been ofttimes stumbled upon.  We have 
discovered that every man has a heart, and we are ever seeking to find 
how that heart can be reached and touched.  The spirit of pettiness, 
fault-finding, jealously and envy is dying away.  In many instances this is 
because it has been preached away, and men have learned to practise 
broadness, discreet admonition, conciliation, co-operation and just 
praise.  The hearty, royal slap on the other fellow’s back is becoming 
popular.  It is said that Matthew Arnold was a continual grumbler.  The 
story goes that after he died Robert Louis Stevenson said to a friend: 
“Well, Arnold is in Heaven, but I imagine he is awfully disappointed in 
God.”  Let us be thankful that less and less Sinfonian “Arnolds” are on 
their way there—or elsewhere. 
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Best of all, the Sinfonian can go right on living out his principle of 
brotherhood—of “close harmony.”  He is not a Sinfonian for four years 
and then a “superior” graduate, a forgotten and forgetting Sinfonian.  
Phi Mu Alpha issues no four-year endowment policies.  Hers is a life 
insurance.  Our fraternity is not like an express train which runs you 
smoothly along the college track, gives you a good time while you are 
on, and then when you strike the outside world in a new and perchance 
distant spot, where there may be no local Sinfonian stations, drops you 
off the rear car with a thud.  It is a through ticket you get from the first 
“bat on the head” or “crack on the coco,” or whatever you may style 
those physical tokens of pristine affection—through to the last breath 
of the body at the final degree of life itself.  The man in Phi Mu Alpha 
can be preached to and he can preach, can be practised on and practise 
on.  The full course in Brotherhood gives him a good ear, a good tongue, 
a sore body (for an initial period) and a strong muscle.  It aims to make 
him a man—however else, little or much, he may be. 

So brothers are drinking now from the golden cup at the Sinfonian 
fount.  They will never cease to drain its contents, for the fount is an 
everlasting spring of Brotherly Love.  Fifty years hence men will drink 
from this same chalice and be revived.  And they will carry two precious 
instruments in their hands, bequeathed unto them by you and me, the 
intellectual microscope to discern and solve the deep and difficult prob-
lems of music lore and the spiritual telescope to catch a vision of the 
brotherhood ideal in their life work.   

Do you ever wonder, brothers, what the history of the Sinfonia 
Fraternity of America will be fifty years hence.  Many of us will not be 
here to read its printed page or hear it fall from eloquent lips.  When 
that far distant day comes my hope is that the history may be told in 
words as beautiful and true as those which I heard not long ago in that 
marvelously tender voice of Eva Booth.  When she was asked to write 
the history of the songs of the world she answered, “I can’t do it.  They 
are in the dying bed, the child’s lisp, the shout of victory on the bat-
tlefield, in hallelujah chorus, the morning song of the redeemed, the 
evening song of the penitent—in man’s soul.  Feeling engulfs them.  
Not until the subtle nature of man is solved can it be done.”   
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Until the half century comes may the Sinfonian who has seen the 
light see also a vision in his daily toil and joy.  May those who are still 
without and blind, but all the time our brothers, come too, and see.  Go 
with me, if you will, brother of the Black and Red, half way around this 
globe of ours.  I want to show you something—somebody.  The story is 
told as true.  Listen.  In most parts of China the natives have no 
knowledge that cataracts can be removed from the human eye.  Not 
long ago a blind Chinaman visited an American missionary doctor in one 
of the larger cities in the interior of China.  The cataract was taken off 
and after the eye had healed the Mongolian went away rejoicing to his 
humble home many miles back in the country.  One morning, some two 
weeks later, the good doctor was looking out of his office when, lo! A 
strange procession met his eye.  At the head strode his Chinese patient.  
He had told the joyful tidings of the surgeon’s science to all the blind 
natives in and about his village, and here they come—every man’s 
hands upon the shoulders of the man ahead—all blind—a company of 
thirty poor yellow men, guided on by the grateful Chinaman who 
through the skill of “the American god” had been brought from the old 
darkness into the new light.   

With this picture for the Sinfonian to look upon and to think over 
in its application to the life and light of our fraternity, I am happily 
bound to write yet again:  “Once a Sinfonian, always a Sinfonian! Long 
live the Sinfonia!”  

Fraternally yours in Phi Mu Alpha, 

Percy Jewett Burrell 

from The Phi Mu Alpha Annual; Vol. X, 1911. 

 

To Sinfonians 

To you who think of me,  
Wherever you may be,  




