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Oh! I have slipped the surly bonds of earth 
And danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings; 
Sunward I’ve climbed, and joined the tumbling mirth 
Of sun-split clouds–and done a hundred things 
You have not dreamed of–wheeled and soared and swung 
High in the sunlit silence. Hov’ring there 
I’ve chased the shouting wind along, and flung 
My eager craft through footless halls of air. 
Up, up the long delirious, burning blue, 
I’ve topped the windswept heights with easy grace 
Where never lark, or even eagle flew– 
And, while with silent lifting mind I’ve trod 
The high unsurpassed sanctity of space, 
Put out my hand and touched the face of God.

In December , Pilot Officer John G. Magee, a -year-old American serving with the Royal Canadian Air Force
in England, was killed when his Spitfire collided with another airplane inside a cloud. Several months before his death,

he composed his immortal sonnet “High Flight,” a copy of which he had mailed to his parents in the United States.

In January , Lieutenant Colonel Larry H. Lang, commander and conductor of the United States Air Force Band of Liberty 
at Hanscom Air Force Base in Massachusetts, contacted me about the possibility of composing a work for his ensemble that
would have “something to do with the Air Force, our history, our people, our aircraft.” He suggested the subject of the 

Flying Tigers as the source material for our project. My response was immediate and affirmative. I had always been fascinated by the
Flying Tigers, their lofty mission to assist the nascent Chinese Air Force at the outset of World War II and their aircraft smartly
painted with shark teeth across the nose. Lang’s father had been a member of the outfit, so it was appropriate that the Flying Tigers
would serve as the inspiration for the new composition. This is my second musical collaboration with Lt. Col. Lang. The first,
Burning Blue, was composed at his request in  for the Heritage of America Band at Langley Air Force Base, Virginia.

I wanted to compose a work that would reflect the nobility of purpose of the United States Air Force as well as the romance 
of the skies and protecting our nation from the air. I remembered the sonnet “High Flight,” which served as the inspiration for
Burning Blue. The sonnet expresses in words the bold sentiments that I wished to express again in music. The second line of the poem
inspired the title of the new work, On Silver Wings.

On Silver Wings is cast in one movement in three sections. It is unified by a vigorous fanfare-like statement that opens and closes
the work. The statement is based upon a motive characterized by the interval of the augmented fourth, particularly as it is embodied
both melodically and harmonically in the Phrygian scale. Following the initial fanfare, a noble High Flight theme, characterized 
by the rising interval of a perfect fifth, is presented by the French horns. The theme is then variously taken up by all instruments of
the ensemble, providing the basis for musical development and transformation throughout the middle section of the work.

I am indebted to my colleague Jeffrey Renshaw, Professor of Conducting and director of the Wind Ensemble at the University
of Connecticut, for his advice on the fine points of wind ensemble orchestration. On Silver Wings was composed from June through
September  in Mansfield, Connecticut.   — Kenneth Fuchs
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