The Pride of Broken Arrow

Behind Main Street America’s Friday night football games and homecoming parades, exists the competitive subculture of high school marching bands. The Pride of Broken Arrow captures how patience is tested and loyalties are questioned when the staff and students of a legendary Oklahoma band pursue their dream of a national championship.

Documentary filmmakers Matt Maddox and Dana Merwin received unrestricted access to the back room deliberations of the staff, students and parents. By combining DV technology’s mobility with the candidness of the cinema verite style, the result is a revealing film inside one season with the nationally ranked marching band. 

A small town blanketed on the Midwest plains, Broken Arrow, Oklahoma has prospered despite dust bowls and oil busts that left many cities barren. Located on the outskirts of Tulsa, locals are determined to distinguish themselves from their neighboring metropolis and cross-town rivals. This combination of staunch loyalty and pioneering spirit is personified in the town’s marching band.

Affectionately known as "The Pride" by its supporters, the program enters its 72nd season in the fall of 2001 as the staff and students face a pivotal point in their band’s program. After losing to their rival Tulsa Union at state competition and barely making the coveted Top 12 at Nationals the previous year, the staff attempts to bolster the morale of the band with a show entitled The Ride of Your Life. The show’s title becomes a prophetic declaration of the band’s own season. 

The patriarch of the program is Tom Stout. A veteran of The Pride for 22 years, Stout is often forced to balance between the younger staff members’ desire to win national prestige and teaching the students to obtain satisfaction from their performance and not a trophy. With what sounds like the philosophy of a coach with a losing record, Stout has instead produced walls and cases teaming with trophies and plaques from Oklahoma state championships to President Clinton’s Inauguration parade.

After competing in local and regional competitions for years, The Pride decided in 1998 to measure their program against the best bands in the country by entering the Bands Of America Grand Nationals competition. In their debut performance, Broken Arrow stunned 90 schools and 30,000 marching band spectators by placing 11th in the country. The dark horse from Oklahoma would return each year, placing as high as 7th and always in the coveted Top 12.

The pressure to follow in these impressive footsteps is felt differently by two students. Leading The Pride is 17-year old drum major Adam Shisler. As drum major, Adam embodies all of the band’s success and failures and serves as the link between the staff and students. At a family dinner, Adam voices his disgust over a letter to the editor scrutinizing the band’s apparent focus on winning over performing. Contrasting Adam’s loyalty to The Pride is his friend and trumpet soloist Philip Pittman who tolerates the stress of marching only for the reward of playing. 

The importance of competition begins when the students are dismayed by the announcement of members academically ineligible to march in the first contest. The solidarity of The Pride is further jolted by the unexpected death of a fellow student. Stout attempts to console his band by gathering them together for an open discussion of their grief. 

After attending the funeral the same morning of their contest, The Pride competes at the Owasso Invitational with a disappointing performance. The staff struggles to be sensitive to the circumstances while also preparing the students for a possible loss.

Momentum continues to spiral as the staff prepares The Pride for a showdown at the Oklahoma state championship with their archrival Tulsa Union. Tensions rise after several practices reveal weak marchers. Behind closed doors, Stout vouches for these students when visual designer Darrin Davis lobbies to cut them from the state contest. Debate continues when musical arranger Steve Vento eliminates a part of the show that the students are unable to play.

With the reputation of The Pride at stake, the staff wrestles with their own creative insecurities. In their last practice before state, the band has a disasterous show that provokes Vento and Davis to confront Adam about the band’s lack of focus. 

Through the championship, these young musicians and their teachers come to understand the power of tradition, the depth of their character and the undeniable force of destiny that will push them towards the pinnacle of their season - Grand Nationals in Indianapolis, Indiana. Here the band faces a playing field much larger and more fierce than any contest in Oklahoma. Their appearance at Nationals will tell the country’s marching band community and The Pride of Broken Arrow if they are poised to become a national legend or only an Oklahoma notable.

In the season veteran band director Stout describes as the toughest one in his 22 years, both staff members and students are tested mentally, physically and emotionally. When the obstacles on and off the marching field are ones they could have never imagined, the band from Broken Arrow rallies together.
