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Smithiger teaches the magic of percussion
No matter what kind of music 

is being played – whether by a 
small garage band or a symphony 
orchestra – every time musicians get 
together you can be sure that at least 
one of them will be a percussionist. 
Someone who is busy teaching a new 
generation of percussionists is Dan 
Smithiger. 

Smithiger was born outside 
of Saigon (or Ho Chi Mihn City), 
Vietnam. He arrived to the United 
States at four months old as the 
adopted child of an American family. 
He obtained his bachelor’s of music 
education degree from Northern 
Arizona University, and his mas-
ter’s and doctorate in music from 
the University of Arizona. Today he 
teaches percussion and is the director 
of the basketball band at Southern 
Illinois University Edwardsville. Like 
most all percussionists, Smithiger 
learned to play a great variety of 
instruments.

 “Membranophones are one type 
of instrument which include the tim-
pani, snare drums, base drums, any 
kind of drum, any kind of instru-
ment that has a membrane or a 
head,” Smithiger explained. “And 
then there are idiophones, instru-
ments which include the xylophone, 
marimba, bells, instruments that 
are struck and shaken. Percussion 
is the act of striking, and percus-
sion instruments include also things 
which are shaken and rattled.  From 
snare drums, from rumba to timpani, 
to steal pan, to brake drums, cow 
bells, sleigh bells, whips. I could 
keep going.”

In fact, many consider the piano a 
percussion instrument because of the 
“hammers” that strike the strings. 
Others that have a similar configura-
tion are the marimba and the vibra-
phone. 

Despite their wide use today, per-
cussion instruments were not incor-
porated into sophisticated music 

until rather late. Bach used the tim-
pani, as did the classical composers 
Mozart, Hayden and Beethoven. “It 
flourished more overall as a section 
through different composers in the 
19th century and certainly 20th cen-
tury,” said Smithiger.

Despite the variety of instruments 
they must learn how to play, many 
percussionists tend to specialize in 
a few of them. “Yes, there are some 
percussionists who are, for instance, 
soloists in recording and making 
compositions of let’s say marimba or 
timpani,” said Smithiger. “But gen-
erally percussionists have to have a 
working knowledge of all of them.” 

On the question of whether percus-
sion instruments are easier to play 
than others, such as the violin or 
the trumpet, Smithiger is reflective. 
“I have thought about this numer-
ous times,” he said. “Percussion is 
relatively easy to start, at least from 
a fundamental level of rhythm and 
larger body movements to be able to 
hit something. Like everything else 
as you grow and learn more, per-
cussion becomes more complicated 
because you go from large body 
movements like arm movements to 
more refined movements with finger 
technique and more versatility. It’s 
not just playing a drum set and it’s 
not just playing a marching snare 
drum or it’s not just playing one 
thing on a xylophone. It is all of 
that. It is the totality of everything 
you are doing.” Percussion players, 
particularly drum performers, tend 
to be associated with improvisation, 
a very difficult art to master.

“Some people can do it better just 
by hearing it and just being able to do 

it,” Smithiger said. “For improvising 
you need to be able to hear and to 
apply and to then comprehend. And 
then being able to make your own, to 
synthesize and make your own piece 
with your own chords and notes.” 
Beyond their ability to improvise, 
just what makes for a great percus-
sionist?

"For me what I am trying to cul-
tivate in our students here at SIUE 
and as a teacher in general is an 
understanding and an appreciation 
for all of percussion,” Smithiger 
said. “Not just playing in a march-
ing band, playing snare drum in a 
marching band, or not just this or 
that or the other, it is all of that. 
What it takes to be a percussionist, 
certainly the hard work, certainly 
those things, but I think it is a level 
of appreciation and sensitivity to 
all of it.”

Smithiger has been the main force 
behind making the playing of steel 
pans very popular among SIUE 
music students. These instruments 
evolved from biscuit tins in the 1920s 
and 1930s in Trinidad, where they 
would take a round biscuit tin and 
they would carve it and pound out 
six to eight notes in the tin.  “And 
they would get tones in these tins,” 
Smithiger explained. “One of the 
stories is from the mid- to late-1940s 
after the war, when they had dis-
carded 55-gallon barrels.  So they 
hammered those down and replicat-
ed that biscuit tin into these barrels. 
And now, 60 years later, steel pans 
are not necessarily made from those 
55-gallon barrels but they are from 
that idea.”

Aldemaro Romero is the Dean of the 
College of Arts and Sciences at Southern 
Illinois University Edwardsville. His 
show, “Segue,” can be heard every 
Sunday morning at 9 a.m. on WSIE, 
88.7 FM. He can be reached at College_
Arts_Sciences@siue.edu.
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Prof. Dan Smithiger (front) with part of the SIUE steel band. 
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Following his graduation 
from EHS, Jackson attended the 
University of Illinois where he dis-
tinguished himself in the world 
of Big Ten basketball sharing the 
honor of African-American All-Big 
Ten and All-American player with 
good friend and fellow teammate 
Govoner Vaughn. During that time, 
Jackson was also elected varsity cap-
tain of the Illini basketball team. 

He followed this up with a stint 
playing for the Harlem Globetrotters 
during the 1960s. Decades later, in 
1993, Jackson bought the Harlem 
Globetrotters and became the first 
African-American to own a major 
international sports and entertain-
ment organization. Under his own-
ership, the team saw 12 consecu-
tive years of double-digit growth, 
expanded countries visited to 118 
with attendance of more than 2 mil-
lion annually and topped the Sports 
Q ratings as the most liked and rec-
ognized team in the world for the 
years 1999, 2000 and 2002, accord-
ing to information on his company 
website, www.boxcarholding.com. 
Jackson sold his majority share in 
the team’s ownership in 2005. 

Jackson said although the book 
is a chronicle about his life, it also 
serves as a frame for the wider story 
of world events that have shaped 
the 20th and 21st centuries. He said 

he also hopes it can be an inspira-
tion for anyone feeling down and 
out and looking for a way to create 
a better life. 

“The front story is autobiography 
and it’s really thinly shielded over 
a message of hope and inspiration,” 
he said. “It also provides a chronicle 
of the depression years, of World 
War II and post-World War II, the 
segregation of our country and the 
integration of sports in the ‘50s, 
and the state of sports entertain-
ment as its expanded, the corporate 
world expanding, and it talks about 
the Vietnam war and it moves into 
the electronic digital explosion of 
the ‘70s, how it got started and 
caused a wave of desegregation in 

the workplace. And it moves into 
the crazy era of the depressed state 
we’re in now with the nation and 
the economy.” 

Writing the book, Jackson said, 
was a revealing experience for him. 
He said it forced him to take an 
honest look at his life and address 
many subjects he had avoided up 
to this point. He described himself 
as a “quiet, shy person” and said 
writing the book was like a “com-
ing out” party for him. 

“I said, ‘To hell with it. I’ve done 
it and I’ve only got one life and it’s 
been a rich life, and I’m going to 
share it with other people.’ I quit 
being shy about telling my story 
and I realized we all have a story to 
tell. That was the best realization I 
had,” Jackson said. 

If taking a hard look at his own 
personal struggles was difficult, 
then figuring out how to navigate 
the complicated subject of family 
was even harder. Jackson said one 
of the toughest parts of writing the 
book was tackling issues involving 
his family while trying to ensure 
nobody was disrupted by his state-
ments.

Another difficult subject was 
Edwardsville itself. He said that 
while he has “tried to be a hero for 
Edwardsville,” he felt it was neces-
sary to address the difficult issues 
of growing up in a small town in 
southern Illinois during the days of 
segregation and desegregation. 

“That was hard to touch on that 
without overdoing it to the point 
where I could also say thanks to 
a lot of people who helped me get 

where I got to from that town,” he 
said. 

In addition to his tremendous suc-
cess with the Harlem Globetrotters, 
Jackson is currently the chairman 
of Boxcar Holdings LLC, which 
is a collection of business initia-
tives that include sports properties, 
real estate holdings, supply-chain 
management and Broadway and 
casino entertainment ventures, as 
stated on his website. He previ-
ously served as senior vice pres-
ident of Honeywell Inc., served 
on the board of directors of six 
Fortune 500 companies and is a 
former chairman of the Naismith 
Basketball Hall of Fame. 

He is involved with many philan-
thropic organizations, both interna-
tionally and closer to home. In 1997, 
Jackson endowed $100,000 to the 
Lincoln School Alumni Foundation 
of Edwardsville to help provide 
youth with college scholarships and 
in 2005, he made a $250,000 dona-
tion to the Edwardsville YMCA 
building fund. 

In the end, Jackson said his book 
is more of a personal letter to those 
he cares most about. 

“It’s like a personal letter to the 
people I’ve known and worked 
with and that raised me or I’ve 
raised them and been with all my 
life. It’s a letter to the community 
of thank you and appreciation,” 
he said. 

“Boxcar to Boardrooms: My 
Memories & Travels” is available 
to buy on Amazon.com. For more 
information, visit www.boxcar-
holding.com. 
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Benna Denue and Mike Reinhardt, of the Edwardsville Beautification and 
Tree Commission, told the council that Edwardsville had been designated a 
Tree City U.S.A. by the Arbor Day Foundation once again.

Denue said 407 trees had been planted under the public-private planting 
program that generated $73,000 in local tree purchases, $24,628 of which was 
returned to participating households.

The downtown flowerpot project, in its 10th year, boasts 57 plantings at 19 
locations and two at the Public Library, Denue said.

The undertaking has gained “praise and notoriety far and wide,” she 
said.
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No drugs were found in the car, and there was no evidence of foul play, 
Metzler said. 

Relatives told investigators that Rench had a history of using crystal meth 
and heroin. 

Metzler said that Rench had been involved in an accident around 2:45 a.m. 
after which an Alton officer gave her a ride to a house on Franklin Avenue 
in Alton.

Investigators learned that Rench had left that house around 6 a.m., to buy 
cigarettes, and never returned.

Her car was discovered about two blocks from the Franklin address. 
She was pronounced dead at the scene.
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Friday, April 20

Edwardsville, 4:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. 

Doors 8:00 p.m. 

Alton

Blanche M. Touhill Performing Arts Center, St. Louis, 8:00 p.m. 

Doors 8:00 p.m. 

p.m. 

Saturday, April 21

a.m. to 5:00 p.m., Runs through October 27.

Runs through April 29.

Louis, 10:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., Runs through May 5.

Missouri Botanical Garden, Ridgway Visitor Center, St. Louis, 9:00 a.m. to 
5:00 p.m., Runs through May 13.

Sheldon, St. Louis, 10:00 a.m. - 2:00 p.m., Runs through August 18.

Air, Alton

Louis, 8:00 p.m. 

2:00 p.m. 

Philharmoniker, The Wildey Theatre, Edwardsville, 3:00, 6:30 and 9:30 p.m.

p.m. 
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New neighbors
Members of the Edwardsville/Glen Carbon Chamber of Commerce recently conducted a ribbon cutting ceremony with the staff 
of DMWII Salon, which is located at 112-4 S. Buchanan St. in Edwardsville. For more information, call David Martin Williams II 
at 530-8059. 
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