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Reflections of a River Rat: 

Another chorus of alma maters 

By Jim Holleran 

 

    This will feel like a bit like a football official’s announcement. “Upon further 

review …'’ 

     A few weeks ago, we visited the school fight song of defunct St. Mary’s 

Academy in Ogdensburg, and learned Morristown and Hammond had alma 

maters. Those schools weren’t alone. You can find Canton’s school song in old 

yearbooks. Lisbon has an alma mater too. (See breakouts).  

    Although alma maters have faded from student life at 

most North Country schools, one major exception 

remains at Gouverneur. You’ll find the Wildcats senior 

class singing its alma mater at graduation this coming 

June, as senior classes have done for years. It’s a tradition 

that might date to 1908 when student Ryland Hewitt 

penned the lyrics.   



   “I graduated in 1988 from Gouverneur High School and we sang it then,’’ 

remember GHS principal Cory Wood. “I remember that in sixth grade at our 

Moving Up ceremony we sang it as well.’’ 

   Gouverneur has managed to prolong a tradition that seems to be preserved only 

by big-time college sports programs. As a Gouverneur graduate and school leader, 

Wood has developed a fondness for the song and its singers. 

    “I know this may sound like a cliché, but each graduating class is special,’’ Wood 

said. “From my position on the stage when we do the changing of the tassel, I get 

to see where the students have come to. Literally, their next step off the stage is 

the next step into adulthood. It is really a nice spot to be at this point in the 

students' lives.’’ 

     Wood’s understanding was that words or themes for “Dear Old G.H.S.’’ were 

lifted from a couple of songs; one of them was entitled “Watch on the Rhine.’’ 

The lyrics were set to an air called “Nellie Gray.’’ GHS music teacher Jenelle 

Yeoman re-arranged the music a few years back, Wood said, adding “some new 

elements but still respecting the original’’ that first appeared in the student 

publication ECHO in February 1908. 

        Wood has heard the song performed several ways – acapella, taped music 



and a piano accompanist.  Often, 

chamber singers lead the song and 

about 110 students join in.  

   “There are several moments in 

each graduation that I find to be 

powerful,’’ Wood said. “If we are 

able to conduct our outdoor 

graduation on the St. Lawrence 

County Fairgrounds grandstand, 

when the senior class marches out 

to the stage remians a great 

moment. The line stretches the 

entire length of the field and two by 

two the class takes the stage. The 

other moment that I find to be 

powerful is the moment that the 

group is announced as the 

graduating class. Lastly is the 

moment above when the class exits 

the stage and they are on their way 

to the rest of their lives.’’ 

    I found words to the school songs 

at Canton and Hammond, and 

Morristown alumnus Lois Langtry 

explained how cheerleaders led the 

alma mater from the center of the 

basketball court during halftime. 



  
Lisbon alumnus Mike Backus, a 1970 graduate, fondly recalled the ritual before 

 varsity basketball games when Golden Knights cheerleaders faced the stage that 

displayed a blue and gold school flag and the U.S. flag. They led the crowd in the 

alma mater, then lapsed into “The Star-Spangled Banner.’’ 

   "I think it died out after that era,’’ Backus recalled, but his memory was strong 

enough that he could sing the tune that was printed in the 1971 edition of the 

school yearbook, The Echo. He remains a dual threat – he can sell cars and sing on 

key. 

 

   Jim Holleran, a Morristown native, is a retired teacher and registrar for the Rochester City 

School District, and former sports editor of the Democrat and Chronicle. Reach him at 

jimholleran29@gmail.com or view past columns at  

https://hollerangetsitwrite.files.wordpress.com under Reflections of a River Rat. 
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