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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
 
 Alfred L. Watkins came to Lassiter High School in 1982 from which point the 

band grew from its original membership of 78 participants to over 300 individuals in the 

total program. The marching band won the Bands of America Grand National 

Championships twice and appeared three times in both the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day 

Parade and the Tournament of Roses Parade. The premier Symphonic Band at Lassiter 

performed twice at The Midwest Clinic and both of the top two Symphonic Bands 

performed three times each at the Bands of America National Concert Band Festival. 

Numerous chamber ensembles at Lassiter performed at both regional and national level 

events, and the community band, the Cobb Wind Symphony, also performed at several 

prestigious conferences including The Midwest Clinic and twice at the College Band 

Directors National Association. 

 While the diverse, comprehensive, well-balanced constitution of the Lassiter band 

program is intriguing, perhaps just as compelling is the story of how Watkins arrived at 

Lassiter. Born and raised in the small town of Jackson, Georgia, Watkins attended an all-

black school in a segregated school system and began playing trumpet in the band in 

seventh grade. He attended Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University, an 

Historically Black College and University, where he studied music education, and then 

taught for six years at Murphy High School in the Atlanta Public School System. When 

the band director position at the newly constructed Lassiter High School came available 

in 1981, he declined an offer for the job due to concerns related to the predominately 

white area where the school was located. However, when he was approached again the 

following year, he hesitantly accepted the position. 

 The struggles and accomplishments Watkins experienced throughout his career, 

both personally and professionally, are of value to both current and future music 
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educators as they strive to emulate successful models and form their own ideologies and 

effective practices. The purpose of this study, therefore, is to document the life, 

influences, and experiences of Alfred L. Watkins and his work with the Lassiter High 

School Band through 2010 and is presented in a chronological, narrative form. 
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C H APT E R 1 
 

IN T R O DU C T I O N: N E E D , PURPOSE , A ND PR O C E DUR ES 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Figure 1.1: Alfred L. Watkins (Watkins’ personal collection, used by permission) 
 
 

Introduction 

 Alfred L. Watkins was born in the small town of Jackson, Georgia, on June 3, 

1954. His mother and father raised Watkins, his two older brothers, and a younger sister 

in a small community on Jackson Lake, and Watkins enjoyed and excelled at sports as a 
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youth. He began playing the trumpet in seventh grade, continued in the high school band, 

and had unique experiences during that period as a black American in the South when his 

school integrated his junior year. 

 Beginning in 1972, Watkins pursued a Bachelors degree in Music Education at 

Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University (FAMU), an Historically Black College 

and University. He studied conducting with Dr. William P. Foster and Dr. Julian E. 

White and graduated with honors in 1976. During his teaching internship at Booker T. 

Washington High School in Atlanta, Georgia, he was offered and accepted a position as 

the band director at Murphy High School in the Atlanta Public School System. He taught 

at Murphy for six years (1976-1982), and built the band program in a low income area at 

a school known for its dangerous environment. 

 In 1981, Watkins was offered the position as Director of Bands at the recently 

opened Lassiter High School in Marietta (Cobb County), Georgia. Although Lassiter was 

located in a very affluent area and had a large middle school feeder program for the band, 

Watkins was concerned about race relations in the area and initially turned down the 

position. When he was approached the following year, however, he hesitantly accepted 

the position. Through nearly three decades of his work and leadership, the Lassiter Band 

program grew from its original 78 members to over 300 musicians, including five 

symphonic bands, a marching band with a minimum size of 250 participants, and 

numerous chamber ensembles. 

 Under Watkins’ direction, the Lassiter concert ensembles achieved a far-reaching 

reputation for their high performance level. In particular, the Lassiter Symphonic I Band 

was well-recognized for its advanced level of musical excellence. In 1997, the Sousa 

Foundation listed it on the Historic Roll of Honor of Distinguished High School Concert 

Bands in America, 1920-1997, and, in 1989, the same foundation awarded the band the 

prestigious Sudler F lag of Honor. 

The Symphonic I Band performed at some of the most prestigious clinics, 

conferences, and symposiums, at both national and international levels. In both 1989 and 

1996, this premier group at Lassiter performed at the prestigious Midwest Clinic, an 

International Band and Orchestra Clinic. It performed at the 1986, 2000, and 2010 

Georgia Music Educators Association Conventions, 1988 National Band Association 
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Biennial Conference, 1989 Black Music Caucus Convention, 1989 National Adjudicators 

Invitational, and the 1996 Atlanta International Band and Orchestra Clinic. The 

Symphonic I Band was also featured in performances at symposiums on the campuses of 

the University of Southern Mississippi (1985), University of Georgia (1990 & 1997), 

Florida State University (1987), Troy State University (1990), and the University of 

South Carolina (1992). 

Other concert ensembles at Lassiter also achieved a great amount of success under 

Watkins’  direction.  In 1993, 1995, and 2002,  both  Lassiter’s Symphonic I Band and 

Symphonic II Band performed separately at the National Concert Band Festival of the 

Bands of America organization. All Lassiter Symphonic and Concert Bands boasted 

earning “Superior”  ratings  in  performance  and  sight-reading for numerous consecutive 

years at Georgia Music Educators Association District Band Festivals, performing music 

in Grade levels VI, VI, V, IV, and II respectively. 

A great part of the success of the concert ensembles at Lassiter was due to 

Watkins’ innovative development of a Symphonic Band Camp. In 1988, Watkins began 

the three day, post-marching season, intensive study of symphonic literature, and since 

then hosted the residency of numerous professional musicians and conductors for the 

event. In later years, the concept was expanded to include a middle school component. 

As an outgrowth of the concert program, several of Lassiter’s chamber ensembles 

also performed at national level events including the Flute Choir (The Midwest Clinic-

1989, Florida State University symposium-1987, Georgia Music Educators Association 

Convention-1986, National Concert Band Festival-1993), Clarinet Choir (University of 

Illinois clarinet choir clinic-1993), Trumpet Choir (International Trumpet Guild 

convention-1993), Trombone Choir (Florida State University symposium-1987, 

International Trombone Association convention-1995, National Concert Band Festival-

1995), and the Percussion Ensemble (Bands of America National Concert Band and 

Percussion Ensemble Festival-1995, 2000 and 2002, Georgia Music Educators 

Association convention-2000 and 2008, The Midwest Clinic-2005, Percussive Arts 

Society national conference-2007). 

 Watkins achieved an equal amount of success in his work with the Lassiter 

Marching Trojan Band, which also maintained a national reputation for its achievements. 
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In both 1998 and 2002, the band won the Bands of America (BOA) Grand National 

Championship, and won BOA Regional Championships in 1995, 1997, 1998 (twice), 

2001, 2002, 2005, 2007, and 2009. Since its inception, the Trojan Band has claimed 

participation in over one hundred contests, receiving championship awards in all but six 

and  “Best  Music”  in  all  but  four  of  these  events.    The marching Trojan band also 

participated in the 1984  World’s  Fair  in  New  Orleans,  1986 and 1995 Orange Bowl 

Parade; 1997 Citrus Bowl Parade; 1988, 2001, and 2005 Tournament of Roses Parade; 

and 1999, 2004, and 2010 Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. 

In 1999, the John Philip Sousa Foundation recognized the Marching Trojan Band 

as one of the most outstanding high school marching bands in America by awarding it the 

prestigious Sudler Shield, making Lassiter only one of four high school band programs in 

America to earn both the Sudler F lag and Sudler Shield awards from the Sousa 

foundation. A byproduct of the marching band, the Lassiter High School Winter Guard 

also enjoyed much success, winning the Winter Guard International World Title in both 

1996 and 1997, and making finals in 1998, 1999, 2001, 2003, and 2004. 

In 1999, Watkins also became the founder, conductor, and musical director of the 

110-member Cobb Wind Symphony, an adult-based community band based in the 

Atlanta area. The community ensemble performed at such prestigious events as the 2002 

and 2008 Southern Division College Band Directors National Association/National Band 

Association convention, the 2003 and 2007 Georgia Music Educators Association 

convention, the 2010 January Music Festival  (“Jan-Fest”) at the University of Georgia, 

and the 2003 Midwest Clinic in Chicago. The ensemble received the prestigious Sudler 

Silver Scroll in 2009, which made Watkins the only individual to hold the three awards 

from the Sousa Foundation. 

Watkins, was a highly-sought-after clinician, adjudicator, lecturer, and guest 

conductor throughout the United States, and received numerous awards for his 

accomplishments. In 2002, the John Philip Sousa Foundation awarded him the Legion of 

Honor for significant contributions and dedication to bands and band music. He was also 

selected as a charter member of the Florida A. & M. University Gallery of Distinguished 

Alumni in 1987, Associate Director for the Atlanta Olympic Marching Band that 

performed in the opening and closing ceremonies of the 1996 Centennial Olympic Games 
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in Atlanta, and inducted into the prestigious American Bandmasters Association in 2005. 

He received 12 Citations of Excellence from the National Band Association, and was 

elected into the Band World Magazine Legion of Honor. In the area of professional 

service, Watkins served on the Educational Advisory Boards for Bands of America and 

the Midwest Clinic. He also served as an adjudicator for Bands of America and, in March 

2008, was inducted into the BOA Hall of Fame. 

Watkins was also recognized as much for his teaching abilities as he was for his 

musicianship. During his career, he was named Teacher of the Year in 1978, and Star 

Teacher in 1982, 1983, 1989, 1994, and 1997. In 2008, Watkins was nominated to 

receive the prestigious Turknett Leadership Character Award from the Turknett 

Leadership Group, a metro-Atlanta leadership consultant firm, and was the first public 

school educator to be nominated for this award. He was also an Outstanding Instructor 

nominee for the first Ovation Award in 2009, an award which recognized individuals for 

their dedication to the arts of Cobb County. 

He and his wife, Rita, currently reside in Marietta, Georgia, and their two sons, 

Christopher and Jonathan, are students at the Manhattan School of Music graduate school 

(classical trumpet) and Auburn University (undergraduate business) respectively. 
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12 Harold L. Jeffreys, “The Career of Herbert R. Hazelman: Public School Bandmaster” (Doctoral 
dissertation, University of North Carolina at Greensboro, 1988) In Dissertation Abstracts International, 49 
(08), 2141A 
 
13 Brian H. Norcross, B. H. One band that took a chance: The Ithaca (New York) high school band from 
1955-1967 directed by F rank Battisti (Ft. Lauderdale, FL: Meridith Music Publications, 1994) 
 
14 Cavanagh, “William D. Revelli” 
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the country.15 Cavanagh used scrapbooks, newspaper articles, programs, yearbooks, 

transcripts, and Revelli’s personal records and correspondence, in addition to interviews 

with Revelli and his wife, as data for the dissertation.16 

 In The Career of Herbert R. Hazelman: Public School Bandmaster, Harrold 

Jeffreys studied Hazelman’s career which was spent in its entirety from 1936-1978 as a 

band director in Greensboro, North Carolina. His commissions included pieces of 

notoriety such as Meditation for Band by Gunther Schuller, but Hazelman was most 

notably remembered for his relationship with John Barnes Chance, which led to the 

writing of Incantation and Dance and Variations on a Korean Folk Song. The data 

collected for this dissertation consisted mainly of interviews with Hazelman and his 

contemporaries, supplemented by personal papers, scrapbooks, scholarly works, and 

other items made available to Jeffreys.17 

 Brian Norcross’ dissertation, The Ithaca (New York) High School Band F rom 

1955-1967 Directed by F rank Battisti, explored the unique attributes of the Ithaca High 

School band while under Battisti’s direction that were considered avant garde for the that 

time period. This included its commissioning project, student compositions, and 

numerous high-profile guest artists and performing ensembles. Data was collected in a 

similar fashion to the previous two studies mentioned, and the dissertation was later 

published in book format under the new title, One Band That Took a Chance.18  

 

Need for the Study 

 Documentation of the life, work, and philosophies of such successful high school 

band conductors as Revelli, Hazelman, and Battisti, with their respective ensembles can 

provide future band conductors with models as they form their own ideologies and 

effective practices. There is a need, however, for additional research documenting the 
                                                           
15 Stephen L. Stroud, “An Examination of Five Active University Band Directors Selected as Exemplary 
Conductors” (Doctoral dissertation, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1991) In Dissertation 
Abstracts International, 52 (07), 2456A (UMI No. 9136746) 
 
16 Cavanagh, “William D. Revelli” 
 
17 Jeffreys, “Herbert R. Hazelman” 
 
18 Norcross, “Frank Battisti” 
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philosophies and historical context of recent high school band conductors, particularly 

current models who have successfully developed diverse, comprehensive programs. 

Therefore, a study documenting the life and work of such an individual as Alfred 

Watkins and his work with the Lassiter High School bands has value to both current and 

future band directors in the development of their own programs. 

 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to document the life, influences, and experiences of 

Alfred Watkins and his work with the Lassiter High School Band through 2010. A 

similar study by Sue Samuels ran concurrent to this one and primarily focused on the 

organization and program structure of the Lassiter High School Band, as well as Watkins’ 

pedagogical approaches.19 While the aforementioned study gave a “brief account”  of 

selected events in Watkins early life preceding his tenure at Lassiter, this document 

provides a complete history of the subject’s pre-professional life as well as that of his full 

career at Lassiter. This study is, therefore, guided by a distinctly antithetic set of 

questions, including: 

 

Questions 

1. What people and events from Watkins’ early life were instrumental in his future 

as a musician and educator? 

2. Who and what influenced Watkins professionally and pedagogically while 

studying music at FAMU? 

3. What were Watkins’ experiences and how were his philosophies shaped while 

teaching at Murphy High School in the Atlanta Public Schools from 1976-1982? 

4. What individuals, experiences, and challenges surrounded and contributed to 

Watkins’ move to Lassiter High School in 1982? 

5. What events and experiences exemplified Watkins’ successes and philosophies as 

director of the Lassiter Bands (1982-2010), particularly in relation to the concert 

bands, marching bands, and small ensembles?  
                                                           
19 Sue Samuels, “Alfred Watkins and the Lassiter High School Band: A Qualitative Study” (unpublished 
Ph.D. diss., Auburn University, December 18, 2009), p. 20, 26. 
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6. What were the events and philosophies surrounding the inception and success of 

the community organization, the Cobb Wind Symphony, and, particularly, its 

relationship to the Lassiter band program? 

 

O rganization 

 Chapter 1: Introduction. This chapter presents the need, purpose, and procedures 

for the study. 

 Chapter 2: Childhood and Youth. This chapter discusses the early life of Watkins 

through his high school years, including individuals of particular influence such as 

parents, grandparents, siblings, extended family, and band directors, as well as special 

events and experiences that shaped him. 

 Chapter 3: The College Years. This chapter presents the individuals that 

influenced Watkins’ philosophies and methodologies during his years as a music major at 

FAMU. 

 Chapter 4: Early Professional Life. This chapter relates the experiences and 

individuals of significance surrounding the six years Watkins worked as band director at 

Murphy High School in the Atlanta Public School System. 

 Chapter 5: The Transition. This chapter discusses Watkins’ choice to move to 

Lassiter High School in 1982, particularly the challenges and support of individuals such 

as parents, community, administrators, supervisors, students, and colleagues surrounding 

it, as well as memorable events in the process. 

 Chapter 6: Lassiter: The Early Years Part I (1982-1986). This chapter presents the 

events  that  surrounded  Watkins’  first  four  years  at  Lassiter  and  the  personal  and 

professional challenges he faced as the program grew rapidly. 

 Chapter 7: Lassiter: The Early Years Part II (1987-1989). This chapter relates 

Watkins’ experiences as he worked to give both the Lassiter marching bands and concert 

bands a national presence. 

 Chapter 8: Lassiter: The Middle Years (1990-1999). This chapter discusses the 

Lassiter program’s move into the national spotlight in the 1990’s through marching band 

competitions as well as the concert bands and small ensembles performing on national 

levels.  
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 Chapter 9: Lassiter: The Late Years (2000-2010). This chapter presents Watkins’ 

shift in emphases from the large ensembles at Lassiter to pushing the community band 

and select small ensembles into the national forefront. 

 Chapter 10: Summary and Conclusion. This chapter includes summary comments, 

concluding remarks, and some recommendations for possible further study in the area. 

 

L imitations 

The study makes no attempt to provide a complete documented history of 

Watkins’ alma mater, FAMU, its band or music program, or any of the schools where he 

taught and their respective school districts (Murphy High School/Atlanta Public Schools 

and Lassiter High School/Cobb County School District). 

Although the Lassiter Orchestra also developed an international performance 

reputation including performances at The Midwest Clinic in both 2001 and 2008, the 

study does not attempt to document its complete history or that of the other music 

organizations at Lassiter. 

The study makes no attempt to provide a complete historical background of The 

Midwest Clinic, the Bands of America (BOA) National Concert Band Festival and 

marching band Grand Nationals, the Sousa Foundation’s Sudler Shield, Sudler F lag, and 

Sudler Silver Scroll, or any other events or awards the Lassiter Bands were associated 

with during Watkins’ tenure. 

In addition to his high demand as a clinician and guest conductor, Watkins was a 

member of numerous professional organizations such as Kappa Kappa Psi Honorary 

Band Fraternity, National Band Association, Phi Beta Mu National School Bandmaster 

Fraternity, Black Music Caucus, Music Educators National Conference and the Georgia 

Music Educators Association, and NAACP. He was an elected member of the prestigious 

American Bandmasters Association and a charter member of the Florida A. & M. 

University Gallery of Distinguished Alumni. Watkins served on the Educational Advisory 

Board of Bands of America and as an adjudicator for Bands of America (BOA). He was 

on the band selection committee for the John Philip Sousa Foundation and was a faculty 

member for the Conn-Selmer Institute. Although these honors and affiliations were a 
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result of his success as a music educator and band director, the study neither attempts to 

include an historical background of these organizations nor Watkins’ role in them. 

 

Procedures 

The following sources, both primary and secondary, were collected as data for the study: 

 Documents collected from Watkins’ personal files and the Lassiter High School 

Band archives including photographs, scrapbooks, year books, itineraries, press 

releases, newspaper/magazine articles, programs (concerts, conventions, and 

banquets), correspondence (notes, letters, and e-mails), concert recordings, 

videos, and awards. 

 Interviews with Watkins, past and present students, teachers, mentors, colleagues, 

friends, and family. 

All interviews conducted were recorded using a Sony ICD-PX720 digital voice recorder 

and stored electronically in mp3 file format. All non-electronic documents were scanned 

using a Hewlett-Packard Scanjet 3970 digital flatbed scanner and stored electronically in 

jpg file format. The sources were then catalogued in a chronological format, and the 

information for the study is presented in a chronological, narrative form. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

CHILDHOOD AND YOUTH 
 
 
 

 
“It was very interesting how I got into music… 

that was by accident.” 
 

Early Life 
Alfred Lee Watkins was born June 3, 1954 in the small town of Jackson, Georgia. 

His Father, Oscar Jewell Watkins, worked for the Georgia Power Company for nearly 

forty years as a general laborer and later as an electrician. His mother, Lucy Bell Watson 

Watkins, was a petite lady who stayed home initially and raised their four children, all 

four years apart in age. The family lived in a small village of about fifteen homes at the 

dam on Jackson Lake, and Oscar walked to and from work a half mile each day. Most of 

the men in the village also worked for Georgia Power, and, for the bulk of his career, 

Oscar was one of only two black Americans at the company. As a result, the Watkins 

children grew up playing and interacting with white friends, which created an 

environment that was something quite different from a lot of homes in the South during 

the mid-1950's.1

                                                 
1 Theotis Watkins, phone interview by author, September 24, 2009, digital recording in possession of 
author 

 Although the family was not wealthy, they always had a car, radio, and 

television, as well as running water, electricity, and other amenities of middle class rural 

life. In 1966, when Watkins was 12, the family moved into a new three-bedroom all brick 

home on an acre of land in the county seat of Jackson, which put them in a more urban 
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setting only 40 miles from the big city of Atlanta.2

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 2.1: Young Alfred Lee Watkins (Watkins’ personal collection, used by 
permission) 
 
 

Oscar and Lucy were known as good citizens; salt-of-the-earth people who taught 

family values that disfavored alcoholism, drug abuse, and divorce.3 The Towaliga County 

Line Baptist Church was the cornerstone of the family’s value system, and the Watkins 

boys were required to attend Thursday night meetings if they wanted to attend the 

football game the following night.4

                                                 
2 Alfred Watkins, email correspondence with author, March 22, 2010, in possession of author 

 As with many youth, “church was something that you 

 
3 Alfred Watkins, interview by author, Marietta, GA, May 19, 2009, digital recording in possession of 
author 
 
4 Theotis Watkins, interview, September 24, 2009 
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just did growing up, but later became a [greater] aspect of adult life.”5 Later in life, 

Watkins remarked how this foundation of Judeo-Christian ethics helped guide his values 

and philosophies as an educator toward a selfless approach to serving one's community.6

Though Watkins’ parents valued education, they were restricted in their own 

opportunities, as were most black Americans in the South at that time.  Like their parents 

before them, they were not college educated; however, both received high school 

diplomas, which was not the norm in the small Georgia town.

   

7 Their lack of opportunity 

for higher education only encouraged them to impress upon their children the need to 

receive as much education as possible. Whether or not the Watkins children wanted to 

attend college, Oscar and Lucy talked about it, expected it, and offered to help their 

children accomplish it. So when the time arrived, the children simply assumed that “it 

was supposed to happen".8

Our parents taught us that our education was key to our present, and it was key to 
our future. Our parents taught us that whatever you put in your head, no one could 
take away from you, because I came through during an era when many white 
people liked to take your liberties away from you: take your honor, take your 
dignity, take some of your belongings, take your birthright, your liberty...But we 
were taught that what went in your head was yours. So we valued what went 
inside.

 Watkins later reflected: 

9

 
 

 Oscar and Lucy’s dedication to their children’s education netted great results. 

Fred, the oldest, graduated from high school in 1965 as valedictorian and immediately 

attended Morehouse College in Atlanta, which made him one of the first black males in 

Jackson (and in the Watkins’ extended family) to attend college.10

                                                 
5 Fred Watkins, phone interview by author, October 2, 2009, digital recording in possession of author 

  Four years later, the 

second son, Theotis, followed in his older brother’s footsteps and attended college at 

Albany State University.  Therefore, when the time arrived for Watkins, both older 

 
6 Alfred Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
7 Ibid. 
 
8 Theotis Watkins, interview, September 24, 2009 
 
9 Alfred Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009; A. Watkins, email, March 22, 2010 
 
10 Ibid. 
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brothers already showed it could be accomplished, and he had no thoughts other than 

doing the same.11

 Oscar came from a large family of ten children, so Watkins had several aunts, 

uncles, and first cousins that lived in the Atlanta area, and the family frequently went to 

visit them. Members of the extended family were all very close and often helped out one 

another.

  Later, his younger sister, Janice, also followed the same educational 

path. 

12 The family consisted of many good, educated individuals, some of whom were 

college educated and served as strong academic role models for young Watkins. His aunt, 

Martha Johnson, lived in Jackson and was a teacher at the school he attended.  Also, a 

first cousin, Curtis Gay, grew up in Jackson, graduated at the top of his high school class, 

and then attended Morehouse College. He was the first black male from Jackson that 

Watkins can remember who attended college, which was a big event in the community. 

Gay returned to Jackson after graduating from Morehouse and also served as one of 

Watkins’ teachers for two or three of his high school years.13

 Watkins attended an all black school until his junior year of high school when the 

public schools in Jackson were integrated. All of his teachers were black, all were college 

educated, and all served as academic exemplars for the youth.  Their role and example 

were particularly strong in the small, Southern town, and the position of a teacher was 

considered quite honorable in that setting. Their example later influenced Watkins in his 

choice to become an educator.

 

14

 All of the siblings in Watkins’ family were close growing up despite the 

differences in age. The boys all attended the same school, which consisted of first 

through twelfth grade on the same campus. Watkins’ close relationship with his two older 

brothers (who were four and eight years older) encouraged the development of two of his 

strong traits: an enhanced athletic ability and a somewhat rowdy disposition.

 

15

                                                 
11Theotis Watkins, interview, September 24, 2009 

 

 
12 Fred Watkins, interview, October 2, 2009 
 
13 Ibid.; Alfred Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
14 Alfred Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
15 Theotis Watkins, interview, September 24, 2009 
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Figure 2.2 Watkins (left) with brothers Theotis (middle) and Fred (right) in front of 
the Watkins family’s first home in Jackson, Georgia (Watkins’ personal collection, 
used by permission) 
 
 
 The three boys grew up in the country and loved sports. During the summers 

when Watkins was about six, the boys watched the Olympics on television and then ran 

into the woods by their house to create their own series of “Olympic” events.  Watkins 

was forced to compete against his brothers who were much older than he was, but, as his 

brother, Fred, remembers: 

He was so competitive and had such drive. Alfred would always [pretty much] 
lose because he was younger, and he’d just keep bouncing back; he’d get up, 
you’d knock him down, and he’d get up [again].  The thing about Alfred is, his 
competitive nature, his drive, and all the things that make him such a great 
director and musician probably stem from the fact that [even when] he was so 
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little, he had that inner something in him. Most people would just internalize and 
then go the other way. But every now and then, he would beat you in something.  
He wouldn’t back away.  We would look at him like, ‘Why is he still out here?’ 
and we basically wanted him to go away, but he never would. 
 
Then we would begin to compete against the other kids in the neighborhood as a 
Watkins’ team, and we’d put Alfred out there, because we knew he was going to 
be the toughest of all of us to compete. I think those kinds of things led to his 
innermost drive and competitiveness, and he probably doesn’t even realize those 
character traits he was developing at that time when we were just being older 
brothers and trying to make him mad.16

 
 

Watkins was also known as the “rowdy” one of the family. When he was about 

six, his brother, Theo, began instigating him to curse as part of a joke, but Watkins 

attached himself to the colorful language and it became an occasional addition to his fiery 

personality.  He was always known as the one in the family who “had a lot of mouth,” 

meaning, he did not hesitate to say anything he thought, even to adults.  He was the one 

in the family to talk back and ask the “why’s,” and, as a result, was in trouble more than 

any of his siblings.17

 

 

Early Musical Influences 
 One of Watkins’ earliest musical memories involved his grandfather, Duffie 

Watson. Before Watkins was old enough to begin formal schooling, he spent many days 

at his grandparent’s house following his grandfather around on the farm. Watkins 

recalled the following about his grandfather: 

He sang a lot. He had a bass-baritone voice. And about once a month, in his 
parlor, he led a shape-note singing group [movable-do]. He would establish the 
pitch center and where the harmony was. He had a really good ear.18

 
 

 Watkins’ parents did not listen to classical music, but they listened to "good 

music, and there was always good music flowing through the house: show music, 

                                                 
16 Fred Watkins, interview, October 2, 2009 
 
17 Theotis Watkins, interview, September 24, 2009 
 
18 Alfred Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
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musicals, and that kind of popular vein,”19

Although Watkins’ interests in sports continued, he began to show other interests 

as well. His brother, Theotis, recalled: 

 and, as devout members of the Baptist Church, 

there was always a strong, gospel influence from the church choirs. 

We would watch football games on TV on Sundays, and the band would always 
come on at half-time back then. Me and my older brother would go outside to 
play football during half-time, and Alfred would come inside and watch the band. 
I didn’t know then [why he was doing that], but I thought, ‘That guy’s pretty 
strange.’20

 
 

 Young Watkins also found great interest in television broadcasts that contained 

music: 

It was very interesting how I got into music…that was by accident. 
 
I fell in love with musical sound by watching Leonard Bernstein and Arthur 
Fiedler on TV. Leonard Bernstein would have the young people’s concerts in the 
1950’s and 60’s, and Arthur Fiedler had the Boston Pops, and I was fascinated by 
the sound. This was before I ever played a musical instrument.21

 
 

There was one band in the small town under the direction of Andrew Buggs, and 

Watkins began playing the trumpet in seventh grade on an instrument lent to him from 

Buggs’s personal, family collection. Buggs was already somewhat familiar with Watkins; 

he frequently fished around the edge of Lake Jackson from Watkins’ home and met him 

once. Buggs also knew the family well.  Watkins’ older brother, Theotis, played 

saxophone in the band for a while. Buggs was also the pianist at the Towaliga County 

Line Baptist Church where the Watkins family attended, and through that position knew 

Watkins’ father, Oscar, quite well.22

                                                 
19 Ibid. 

 

 
20 Theotis Watkins, interview, September 24, 2009 
 
21 Alfred Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
22 Andrew Buggs, phone interview by author, September 11, 2009, digital recording in possession of author 
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Watkins, however, had no intention of continuing his participation in the band in 

high school due to his involvement in—and great enjoyment of—several sports, 

including basketball, baseball, and particularly football.23

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 2.3: Watkins (first row, far right) participating on the Jackson baseball team 
(Watkins’ personal collection, used by permission) 
 
 

Watkins was somewhat of a small town hero in Jackson after winning a regional 

“punt, pass, and kick” competition, and his intention was to play high school football.24 

When he began ninth grade, his father made him choose between band and football.25

                                                 
23 Alfred Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 

 

 
24 Theotis Watkins, interview, September 24, 2009 
 
25 A. Buggs, interview, September 11, 2009 
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I was quarterback in sixth, seventh, and eighth grade on the youth teams, …[but 
when I reached high school] we had one football team—the team. And when I 
became a ninth grader, I would have to block the players of the Varsity team that 
were larger and older, and I was 5’11”, 130 pounds.  The coach would put you in 
these drills to see how tough you were; whether you could make it or not. It was 
like one-on-one football …[where the older, bigger kid] flattens you and 
everybody laughs. So after about two or three days of that, I went back to the 
band room and said, ‘Mr. Buggs, do you still have that trumpet sitting around that 
I used to play?’ He said, ‘Yes.’ So I went back, turned my [football] uniform in, 
and played in the band, and that was it.26

 
 

During his high school years, Watkins’ musical interests and abilities as a trumpet 

player developed, and Buggs complimented them with numerous opportunities for 

growth and learning. Buggs taught him private lessons (as did Steve Jett, the minister of 

music at the local First Baptist Church) and went over to Watkins’ house periodically to 

play duets with him. He even served as Watkins’ piano accompanist when needed. “He 

was a great trumpet player,” Buggs said.27

As Watkins’ musical growth and skills developed, he sought for additional 

experiences as a trumpet player by participating in Solo and Ensemble Festival as well as 

performing with the school band at District Festival. Due to continued social barriers 

placed on black Americans in the South at that time, however, there were some 

restrictions imposed upon his participation in some other regional and statewide 

functions.  Although the public schools he attended in Jackson became fully integrated 

his junior year, he did not have the opportunity to participate in such organizations as the 

District Honor Band, Georgia All-State Band, or the Governor’s Honors Program.

 

28

I tried out for the Governor’s Honors Program my junior year. Mr. Buggs was my 
accompanist and took me to the audition in Macon. I had the Corelli, Sonata 8 I 
was going to play. I was all ready to go; I had my shirt, tie, and suit on. I had 
already passed the district-level audition, and this was the state audition. And 
when we went to the registration desk, they pulled him off to the side and talked 
to him. He [came back] and said, ‘Let’s go back to the car,’ and I got in the car 
and we started driving away. I had no idea, [but] remember it like it was 

 

Watkins recalled two particular experiences: 

                                                 
26 Alfred Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
27 A. Buggs, interview, September 11, 2009 
 
28 Alfred Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
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yesterday. I said, ‘Where are we going?’ and he explained to me that we weren’t 
allowed to audition as African Americans in Georgia. 
 
Then, the next year, I passed the preliminary round for the All-State Band, and 
went to Macon to play my All-State audition. He took me to Macon [again] and 
they wouldn’t let me try-out for the All-State Band. He explained to me that they 
had a black All-State and a white All-State, and they were just combining GMEA, 
which was the white organization, and [another organization] which was the black 
music teachers’ organization for the black schools. 
 
[I knew] we went to district band festival with the white kids, and I had gone to 
those events, so I didn’t know that I couldn’t participate in those [state-wide] 
things.29

 
 

Watkins also began to develop traits of a future music educator that Buggs 

recognized and fostered. “My band director knew that there was something there that 

needed to be nurtured and developed. I didn’t know, but he knew it.”30 Watkins began to 

demonstrate leadership capabilities in the high school band program. He was band 

captain twice, and when Buggs was sick once, he had Watkins run the class.31

I kind of hung in his office all of the time and said, ‘Give me some more 
stuff…Give me something else to learn.’ So I had listened to and followed the 
score to all of Beethoven’s nine symphonies, Brahms’s four, and a couple of 
Tchaikovsky and a couple of Shostakovich by the time I left for college. But I 
didn’t do it to prepare for college, I did it because I liked it.

 Buggs 

gave Watkins copies of scores and sample recordings that he received from publishing 

companies. He also made available his own personal library of recordings and scores of 

the symphonies of Brahms, Shostakovich, Tchaikovsky, and Beethoven. 

32

 
 

Through all of their work together, a quality relationship was formed.  “We were 

pretty close and spent a lot of time together,” Buggs said.33

                                                 
29 Ibid. 

 Watkins was the only one to 

help Buggs move into his new house in 1971, and the first person to recognize Buggs as 

 
30 Ibid. 
 
31 A. Buggs, interview, September 11, 2009 
 
32 Alfred Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
33 B A. Buggs, interview, September 11, 2009 
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the director at a concert with an award. Referring to Watkins, Buggs said, “He learned a 

lot about band before he finished high school… [and] is a better band director than I 

was.”34

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 2.4: Watkins modeling the new high school band uniform (Buggs’ personal 
collection, used by permission) 
 

                                                 
34 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

THE COLLEGE YEARS 
 
 
 
 

“I realized I could not live without it. It had such a strong hold on me.” 
 

FAMU 
Watkins was a “star student”1 and ranked academically at the top of his class for 

most of high school. When graduation came in 1972, his academic success, coupled with 

the examples of his older brothers, left no question as to whether or not he would attend 

college. The only questions remaining were what he would study and where he would 

attend.2

“I knew my junior year in high school band that I wanted to be a professional 

musician,” Watkins said. “I realized I could not live without it. It had such a strong hold 

on me.”

 

3

                                                 
1 Andrew Buggs, phone interview by author, September 11, 2009, digital recording in possession of author 

 His parents did not favor the idea of him majoring in music. Since the only 

contacts they had with any professional musicians in their small town (besides Mr. 

Buggs) were the unschooled ministers of music in the local churches, it did not seem like 

a viable option for their son to pursue.  But, with most likely some help from Watkins’ 

 
2 Theotis Watkins, phone interview by author, September 24, 2009, digital recording in possession of 
author 
 
3 Alfred Watkins, interview by author, Marietta, GA, May 19, 2009, digital recording in possession of 
author 
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teachers, they came around and gave their consent to what seemed to them a somewhat 

unconventional idea at the time.4

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 3.1: Watkins graduating from the recently integrated high school in Jackson, 
Georgia (Watkins’ personal collection, used by permission) 
 
 

With the choice made of what to study, the decision of where to attend remained.  

Both of Watkins’ older brothers and his teachers had attended Historically Black 

Colleges & Universities (HBCU), and he did not feel like there were many other options 

for him at that time in the South.  

                                                 
4 Alfred Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
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I didn’t know where to go. I was going to an HBCU, and Morris Brown College 
had a good band. I wanted to be a music major…[and] to me, “music major” was 
to be in a good band. That’s all that I knew.5

 
 

Buggs was an alumnus of Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University 

(FAMU) and the FAMU band was a strong tradition in his family; he was the oldest of 

eight siblings, seven of whom attended FAMU on a music scholarship. He was also a 

former classmate and good friend of Leonard Bowie, the trumpet professor at FAMU.6 

Watkins recalled, “My band director suggested that I go down to Tallahassee and see the 

FAMU band. I went down there for a football game, and I was sold.”7

Buggs later drove Watkins down to FAMU for his audition, and remembers that 

young Watkins did a “tremendous job.”

  

8 Following his acceptance to the university, 

Watkins made plans to attend FAMU. According to his older brother, Theotis, “It was a 

huge deal [in the family and small community] that he went to college out of state and 

made the band.”9 Concerning his choice, Watkins later remarked, “I went to FAMU to be 

in the band,…[but] it was just a blessing. The best thing I could have ever done.”10

While FAMU had a small music department that possessed a high-quality 

marching band at the time, the focus of the band program was on music, and Watkins was 

met by a faculty and courses that provided him a fundamentally strong music education 

in theory, history, conducting, trumpet performance, and instrumental methods.

 

11

Dr. William P. Foster was the Director of Bands at FAMU during Watkins 

education at the school. Most of Watkins’ interaction with Foster, therefore, was under 

 Three 

individuals were particularly influential during Watkins’ years at FAMU: Dr. William P. 

Foster, Dr. Julian White, and his trumpet teacher, Leonard Bowie. 

                                                 
5 Ibid. 
 
6 A. Buggs, interview, September 11, 2009 
 
7 Alfred Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
8 A. Buggs, interview, September 11, 2009 
 
9 Theotis Watkins, interview, September 24, 2009 
 
10 Alfred Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
11 Ibid. 
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his direction in rehearsal, but he was also a student in some of Foster’s other classes. 

Watkins remembers him as “a fine musician, very well organized, a wonderful 

gentleman, carried himself with the greatest deal of respect for himself and others all of 

the time,…[and] brought in excellent faculty [to FAMU].”12

I remember [Watkins] initially as a freshman entering the music program at 
Florida A & M; it was a very pleasant experience. He was a very energetic young 
man, inquisitive, an apt cornet player, and a dedicated student. It was my pleasure 
to work with Alfred as his conductor and I remember him as a student in my 
conducting class; he had all the earmarks of a very fine musician and director.

 Foster recalled: 

13

 
 

In addition to Foster, Dr. Julian White, Assistant Director of Bands, was also in 

contact with Watkins in both marching and symphonic band rehearsals. White first met 

Watkins during the young trumpet player’s sophomore year in the marching band. When 

Watkins later became section leader, White was impressed by his high level of 

musicality, his ability to detect problems in ensemble performances and offer solutions to 

those problems, and his very practical approach to marching.  White also had contact 

with Watkins in conducting classes. As a part of the classes, Watkins was required to 

observe and talk to local band directors, and White recalled that Watkins’ observations 

always showed keen interpretive insight.14

White’s pedagogical influence on Watkins, however, came most directly through 

his courses in instrumental methods and techniques.

 

15 The courses were divided into two 

parts, marching band and concert band, and dealt with the organization, philosophies, 

techniques, and methodologies of each.16

                                                 
12 Ibid. 

 White, who was a successful high school band 

director in Florida previous to his appointment at FAMU, taught Watkins how to 

organize a band class where music literature did not dictate much of the rehearsal time. 

Instead, fundamentals such as daily routines, scale studies, and theory made up the 

 
13 William P. Foster, interview by author, Tallahassee, FL, September 25, 2009, digital recording in 
possession of author 
 
14 Julian E. White, phone interview by author, December 21, 2009, notes in possession of author 
 
15 Alfred Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
16J. White, interview, December 21, 2009 
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majority of the class time. White provided his instrumental methods and techniques class 

with a detailed daily curriculum, including a bibliography of books containing 

fundamental exercises for band that he used with his advanced band when teaching high 

school. “When I got out [of college], I just did this,” Watkins said in reference to White’s 

curriculum. Watkins kept his own copy of White’s fundamental curriculum in his office 

desk drawer for the next 34 years and used many of the suggested fundamental books 

with his own groups.17

Perhaps one of the most influential individuals during Watkins’ years as a student 

at FAMU was his trumpet teacher, Lenard Bowie. Bowie was offered the position as the 

trumpet instructor at FAMU right after graduating from the institution in 1958, and when 

Watkins began his studies there in 1972, Bowie had recently returned from receiving a 

masters degree from the Manhattan School of Music. Watkins later described Bowie as 

“a phenomenal trumpet teacher: phenomenal skills, highly intellectual, perfect gentleman, 

very good role model, everything across the board, [and] still very pivotal to my role and 

musicianship as a professional now.”

 

18

Bowie required all of his students to play the staples of standard repertoire for 

trumpet at that time. He also taught them to look at etudes from a chordal, harmonic 

viewpoint. Initially, Watkins was not one of the more natural trumpet players in Bowie’s 

studio and many times did not understand why he had to practice more than some of his 

contemporaries. He came to Bowie with some slight embouchure issues that were 

probably the result of his high school director being a woodwind player, but these 

problems were quickly fixed and Watkins soon “became like a sponge when he heard the 

change in his sound.”

  

19 Bowie recalled, “I would say that during my twenty-plus years at 

FAMU, literally hundreds [of trumpet players] went through my studio. And of those, I 

would say that Alfred was probably in the top 25—He was one of the best.”20

                                                 
17 Alfred Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009; Julian White, “William M. Raines Senior High School Band 
Course of Study 1970-71,” Watkins’ personal collection, 1-3. 

  

 
18 Alfred Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
19 Lenard Bowie, phone interview by author, September 17, 2009, digital recording in possession of author 
 
20 L. Bowie, interview, September 17, 2009 
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Watkins and his contemporaries in the studio (some of whom were Ronald 

McCurdy, Professor of Jazz Studies at The University of Southern California, and 

Longineu Parsons, Professor of Trumpet at Florida A & M University) often visited the 

other university in Tallahassee—Florida State University—to attend performances by the 

FSU trumpet professor there. While FSU had a large music school and a reputation for 

the quality of its program, Watkins never considered his education at FAMU to be 

inferior, due to the excellent education he received. 21

After finishing his coursework, Watkins interned at Booker T. Washington High 

School in Atlanta, making him one of the first two FAMU music students to intern out of 

state.

 

22 However, Watkins said, “I had no intentions of teaching—none.”23

                                                 
21 Alfred Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 

 With 

ambitions to become a professional trumpet player, and encouraged by Bowie to audition 

for graduate schools, Watkins made plans to attend the University of Michigan to study 

with Armando Ghitalla. His plans soon changed, though, when he received word that his 

mother was diagnosed with cancer. When a position at Murphy High School in the 

Atlanta Public Schools was offered during his internship, he decided to accept it and stay 

in the metro-Atlanta area, one hour from his mother and hometown, and not go to Ann 

Arbor until his mother’s condition improved. 

 
22 J. White, interview, December 21, 2009 
 
23 Alfred Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

EARLY PROFESSIONAL LIFE 
 
 
 
 

“All I knew was I wanted a band and I wanted to make music.” 
 

Murphy High School 
 Murphy High School was located in the inner-city of metropolitan Atlanta and 

part of the Atlanta Public School System, one of the largest in the state at that time. It was 

located in a very low-income, rough neighborhood, and when Watkins began there in 

1976, it had a reputation as the most dangerous school in the district.1  It was nicknamed 

“Murder High” because the previous year, the Assistant Principal was shot in the neck 

and a student was murdered on campus.2 James Camp, another director in the school 

system, remembers when he first met Watkins, “I told him I was glad it was him and not 

me, and that was not encouragement. But [Watkins] said he was up for the challenge.”3 “I 

don’t know how I survived,” Watkins said. “I was mean as a snake. I had to be.”4

 The band program at that time was one in transition with very little happening.

 
5

                                                 
1 John Johnson, phone interview by author, October 2, 2009, digital recording in possession of author; 
James Camp, phone interview by author, September 21, 2009, digital recording in possession of author 

 It 

had about 55 participants when Watkins started (which included all winds, percussion, 

 
2 Alfred Watkins, interview by author, Marietta, GA, May 19, 2009, digital recording in possession of 
author; Robert Harris, phone interview by author, October 19, 2009, digital recording in possession of 
author 
 
3 J. Camp, interview, September 21, 2009 
 
4 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
5 Julian E. White, phone interview by author, December 21, 2009, digital recording in possession of author 
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and color guard), had not performed a formal concert in five years, “and no one could 

play a scale at all.”6 “All I knew was I wanted a band, and I wanted to make music with 

the band,” Watkins said.7

 

 So, he began the first week by throwing out most of the older 

students in the band and keeping the majority of the ninth- and tenth-grade classes, 

leaving a core of roughly 38 students remaining. 

 

 
 
Figure 4.1: Watkins (front) with the Murphy High School Band (Watkins’ personal 
collection, used by permission) 
 

Watkins recalled the situation, the way he approached it, and the transformation 

that occurred: 

It was a horrible situation. But because they were, for the most-part, poor, and 
because they were city/urban kids, didn’t mean they were bad people. I learned 

                                                 
6 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
7 Ibid. 
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that they had a chip on their shoulder because they were deprived. And once I was 
able to get through the veneer of their anger towards society, and showed them 
that I loved them with “tough love,” things just took-off. 
 
I had a few rules. I used colorful language in the classroom. They didn’t use 
colorful language…ever. If you did drugs or alcohol, you were out. [And] if you 
got into a fight at school, or if I heard you got into a fight in the community, you 
were out. 
 
Then the kids bought into the process and I had an extremely well disciplined 
organization. The students were very respectful of me. They were very respectful 
of the program. I never had the problems that the school had. 8
 

 

Due to the socio-economic climate of the area, the majority of the students in the 

Murphy band program were not able to afford private instruction. Watkins, therefore, 

created another rule: “If you want to practice, the (band) room will stay open.” As a 

result, many of the students came early and stayed late. “Some of the kids didn’t want to 

go home, (and) they had found a skill that they wanted to do. They would stay until nine 

o’clock at night practicing on their individual instruments (and) I taught them all 

privately.”9 Watkins set up a lesson schedule with the students and they signed-up for as 

many lessons as they chose, some requesting as many as one a day. Long days resulted 

for Watkins, sometimes from 7:00 a.m. until 9 or 10:00 p.m., five days a week, but very 

seldom did he miss anything.10 According to Watkins, “I wanted a band, and if I didn’t 

teach them, they weren’t going to learn.”11

                                                 
8 Ibid. 

 He spent a considerable amount of time 

reading books, listening to recordings, and talking to as many people as possible during 

this time in an effort to gather as much information as he could on such things as 

mouthpieces, reeds, alternate fingerings, pitch tendencies, timbre, characteristic sound, 

embouchure, etc. “I learned the instruments because I had to,” he said, in an effort to 

 
9 Ibid. 
 
10 R. Harris, interview, October 19, 2009 
 
11 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
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always stay one step ahead of the students and bring more valuable information to them 

each day.12

Watkins was taught in college to seek out and find older mentors, which he did 

amongst the other band directors in the area.  The high school directors in the area were 

all quite competitive and stayed to themselves.

 

13 Watkins, therefore, found several 

middle school directors who eventually became close friends and mentors: James Camp, 

John Johnson, and Robert Williams. Watkins referred to Camp as the individual who 

“raised me as a band director,”14 and Johnson was the director at Murphy’s feeder 

program, Coan Middle School.  They all congregated together in the basement of 

Williams’ house where he had an instrument repair shop, and, as Williams put it, “all the 

band directors would come by my shop and just sit and tell all their lies, but we learned a 

lot from each other that way.”15 “It was a great learning environment for me,” Watkins 

recalled. “Some of it was to learn what to do, and some of it was to learn what not to do. 

But you heard it all, like the barbershop.”16

Those three individuals, some of whom were close to twenty years his senior, 

reached out to Watkins and took him under their wing. When Watkins began teaching at 

Murphy, his poor financial management left him with no discretionary money, so these 

three invited him to attend the Midwest Clinic in Chicago each December and the Music 

Educators National Conference every other spring. They paid for his expenses including 

food, registration, and flight, and even shared their room with him.

 

17

Another individual who mentored Watkins during this time was Timothy Adams, 

a band director in Covington, Georgia. Watkins was eight years of age when he attended 

a parade where he saw, for the first time, Adams leading his band. When Watkins first 

 

                                                 
12 Ibid. 
 
13 J. Camp, interview, September 21, 2009 
 
14 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
15 Robert Williams, phone interview by author, September 21, 2009, digital recording in possession of 
author 
 
16 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
17 J. Camp, interview, September 21, 2009; R. Williams ,interview, September 21, 2009; J. Johnson, 
October 2, 2009 
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began teaching at Murphy High School, he attended a Georgia Music Educator’s 

Conference and recognized Adams from that event almost fourteen years earlierr. He 

approached Adams, recounted all of the details of the event—including the uniform 

Adams wore that day—and a close friendship began. They met at conferences and spoke 

frequently on the phone during Watkins’ early years at Murphy, at which times Adams 

shared his insights from years of teaching experience.18

His first year at Murphy, Watkins took the concert band to the district band 

festival. The band, composed primarily of ninth graders, was the first to perform that day 

in February of 1977, and “everyone ranted and raved because Murphy was at the festival 

for a change.”

   

19  The Grade III concert program included Brittany March by Ted 

Mesang, For Love is Kind by James Ployhar, and Pageantry Overture by John 

Edmonson, and the group received a “two” rating. “That’s the only two I’ve ever 

conducted with an advanced band in my life,” Watkins said. “I didn’t like the feeling of 

being second-rate or inferior to anyone else.”20

Following their performance, Watkins spoke to his supervisor, Robert Wagner, 

concerning the rating his group received. Wagner explained that the other groups that 

received higher ratings played more difficult music. He suggested that Watkins remain 

playing the Grade III music for four to five years, and once the ensemble’s skills 

advanced, he could then move into Grade IV music, which Wagner said he believed 

would more than likely be the ceiling of progression for the kids of that neighborhood.

 

21 

Watkins, however, did not take this advice. Instead he worked hard to dynamically 

change the program as quickly as he could over the course of his six years at Murphy.22

As soon as festival ended that year, Watkins began filling out the band’s 

instrumentation in certain sections. He lacked double reed instruments, so he recruited 

more students from the school to be in the band and taught them oboe and bassoon after 

 

                                                 
18 Timothy Adams, phone interview by author, January 18, 2010, digital recording in possession of author 
 
19 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
20 Ibid. 
 
21 Ibid. 
 
22 J. Johnson, interview, October 2, 2009 
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school. He had only one tuba player, so he recruited more. Until that point, his concert 

band horn section consisted of two mellophone players who played with towels over their 

bells, so he began switching them to concert horn. “I learned in college that you’ve got to 

teach them where they are. You can’t teach them where you [wish] them to be and then 

complain about the results,” Watkins said. “If this is where [they] are, then you lift them 

up. That’s my job.”23

The band had old blue and white uniforms that were used for both marching and 

concert band, and that were soiled due to age and use. There was not enough money in 

the budget to purchase new ones for several more years, so Watkins and the student 

leaders took the uniforms to the Laundromat each year and washed them preceding their 

district concert band festival. They then came back on Sunday and had an “ironing party” 

where the students brought their irons and ironing boards to the band room to press the 

uniforms. Watkins then visited local cleaners, obtaining white dress shirts from items 

which were abandoned by customers and the stores were planning to discard. He then 

was able to outfit his band students who were unable to provide their own shirts. He 

purchased black bow-ties for the group from a formalwear store, “and when they walked 

in Monday morning of district festival every year for two or three years, they had clean 

band uniforms.”

 By the second year, he had a slightly larger, more experienced band 

with more complete instrumentation. 

24

Watkins also took new steps in his own growth and development as a musician 

and band director. After completing his first year at Murphy, he began auditing classes at 

Georgia State University in Atlanta, beginning in the summer of 1977. He also identified 

and followed what became his five “musical heroes”: William Revelli, Fredrick Fennell, 

Harry Begian, Arnold Gabriel, and John Paynter. “Those were the people that influenced 

me…the five big, national influences,” Watkins said. “I didn’t miss whatever they said or 

did.”

 

25

                                                 
23 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 

 Watkins remembered one noteworthy experience that was particularly influential: 

 
24 Ibid. 
 
25 Ibid. 
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I once drove to Ann Arbor, Michigan [during my second year of teaching] to Hill 
Auditorium to hear Revelli’s band. I drove all day (I was nuts)…I got to the 
balcony and this big, 120-piece pipe organ of a band was on stage. And I 
remember when I walked in the back door it was tense in the room…The band 
was just rehearsing. There was no one was there. Revelli was on stage with the 
band and he was so firm and so authoritative about what he said that they didn’t 
move…They weren’t playing, and then I heard them take a breath and I could 
almost feel my body move. They played a note of a chorale and I had never heard 
anything like it before…I went to the concert that night, and all I remember they 
played was Toccata and Fugue in d minor, Rocky Point Holiday, and some other 
[pieces]. I got a hotel room in Ann Arbor…and drove back the next morning...It 
changed my concept of sound.26

 
 

Following that experience, Watkins said, “and then once I heard that, I realized 

they [his five heroes] were living in a different world…I would go to conventions and 

hear them talk about music, and about how they approached music and I kind of got it. 

Then I got hooked onto them and never let go.” Watkins continued to follow those five 

throughout his career, and eventually met and developed relationships with each one of 

them.27

 By his second year, Watkins not only had a more well-rounded instrumentation in 

his band, but he also possessed a better concept of the sound he desired from the group. 

When district festival arrived again, he chose a Grade IV program of pieces from two of 

his favorite composers

 

28 including A Festival Prelude by Alfred Reed and John Philip 

Sousa’s Black Horse Troop. The band received all superior ratings from that year 

forward.  Following that performance, Wagner approached Watkins again and warned 

him not to advance to the next grade level the following year. That time Watkins listened, 

but only for that year.29

 Watkins’ third year, the band performed Grade IV level music again, then Grade 

V his fourth year. His last two years at Murphy, the band performed the most difficult 

grade level of music, Grade VI. They played such pieces as Armenian Dances (Alfred 

 

                                                 
26 Ibid. 
 
27 Ibid. 
 
28 R. Harris, interview, October 19, 2009 
 
29 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
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Reed), Music from Othello (Alfred Reed), and Chorale and Alleluia (Howard Hanson), 

which performances left lasting impressions on many of those present and commanded 

the respect of his colleagues.30 By the end of his time at Murphy, Watkins’ concert 

groups reached such a high level of performance that his colleagues requested that he 

close every district festival.31

 Paralleling his work with the concert bands was Watkins’ work with the marching 

band at Murphy. For the first four years he was at Murphy, the marching band did the 

high knee lift style traditionally associated with marching bands at Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities.  However, that began to change during his fourth year due to 

interactions with the Atlanta-based drum corps, The Spirit of Atlanta. The corps practiced 

at a bingo hall about half a mile away from Murphy, and Watkins stopped by one day on 

his way home from school to observe. He met Freddy Martin, one of the leaders of the 

corps, found that they were in need of a different location to rehearse the group, and 

offered for them to use Murphy’s practice field at the school. 

 

The corps then practiced at Murphy for all of their spring training and in between 

the two summer tours. Watkins attended many of the rehearsals and, through his 

observation, became familiar with the corps style of marching. There were also several 

members of the corps that were about the same age as Watkins, and after some time, they 

became good friends. Watkins visited with these individuals and asked many questions 

concerning the corps marching style. Additionally, The Spirit of Atlanta drum corps 

hosted summer band clinics at Murphy to help teach corps style marching to those 

students as well as to some students from several other local schools.32 During the 

summer of 1980, Watkins volunteered to drive the food truck and spent the second tour 

with the group. That allowed him to spend a concerted amount of time watching 

rehearsals and receiving informal, private instruction from some of the corps members on 

principles of that marching style.33

                                                 
30 Mary Francis Early, phone interview by author, September 23, 2009, notes in possession of author; J. 
Camp, interview, September 21, 2009 

 

 
31 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
32 R. Harris, interview, October 19, 2009 
 
33 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009; R. Harris, interview, October 19, 2009 
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Figure 4.2: Watkins conducting the Murphy High School Band at the Community 
Pride Celebration, 1979 (Watkins’ personal collection, used by permission) 
 

From that experience, Watkins said, “I learned a lot about drum corps and how to 

run a practical [rehearsal] experience, so I came back the next year and I put some drum 

corps in my Murphy marching band.”34

He had his constituency that wanted and expected certain things from the band, 
yet he wanted to explore…the new drum and bugle corps style. So, he did a split 
show, but he did it well…Both styles were pretty consistent with what they should 
be.

 The first year doing so, he added a ballad, glide 

step, and trumpet solo, while retaining some of the previous traditional style, and thus 

created a hybrid approach of his own. The next year, he continued the modification and 

added tuned bass drums and tenor drums. Barry Morgan, who was peripherally involved 

with the Spirit corps at that time, judged the Murphy band at a local competition and said: 

35

                                                 
34 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 

 

 
35 Barry Morgan, phone interview by author, September 17, 2009, digital recording in possession of author 
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 “Then,” Watkins said, “when the Lassiter job opened up, I had some knowledge 

of…how to do that [marching style].”36

Watkins’ six years at Murphy left many memorable impressions on his 

colleagues. He was remembered as “a bright fellow with lots of ideas” who was always 

very eager to work together with and help other directors.

 

37 He had a short fuse when 

performances drew near, but he had the students’ respect and they worked hard for him.38 

Watkins sometimes took aggressive measures to obtain desired results, as exemplified by 

the time that, after numerous attempts to have his band room heated to an acceptable 

temperature, he relocated the band to rehearse in the hallway in front of the principal’s 

office.39 A former director and colleague said, “He had a way of getting people to do 

what he asked them to do: the children and us.”40 Mary Francis Early, one of Watkins’ 

music supervisors while at Murphy, said he was very opinionated and always had 

something to say, but he was often right.41 But, above all, he was most remembered for 

his musicality of the highest level and his high expectations for the students, regardless of 

their socio-economic status or backgrounds.42

Though Watkins’ time at Murphy was a time of much personal growth and 

development as a teacher and musician, he also contributed much to the community, 

school, and individuals. “There wasn’t a lot of motivation in our community for that kind 

of music,” a former student remembered.

 

43

                                                 
36 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 

 Watkins, however, worked closely with the 

students and their parents, and gained such a high level of respect from them that he 

 
37 J. Johnson, interview, October 2, 2009; M.F. Early, interview, September 23, 2009 
 
38 M.F. Early, interview, September 23, 2009; R. Harris, interview, October 19, 2009 
 
39 J. Camp, interview, September 21, 2009; J. Johnson, interview, October 2, 2009 
 
40 J. Johnson, interview, October 2, 2009 
 
41 M.F. Early, interview, September 23, 2009 
 
42 Ibid. 
 
43 R. Harris, interview, October 19, 2009 
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became an extremely important influence on the community as a whole.44 He “always put 

the children first”45

 

 and, as a result, had a great impact on many of the students at 

Murphy on an individual basis. One such student who exemplified many others whom 

Watkins devoted himself to while at Murphy was Robert Harris. 

Robert Harris 
 When Watkins began teaching at Murphy High School, Harris was playing 

trumpet in the seventh grade band at Coan Middle School, but Harris had no plans to 

attend Murphy due to its reputation for violence and drug problems.46

The drum major got ‘big-headed’ because he was popular at the school [and] 
started acting up at rehearsal one day…He started fussing and arguing, so 
Watkins kicked him out…and we did not have a drum major. The kids were 
complaining, ‘Who’s going to be the drum major? We need a drum major!’ and 
Mr. Watkins never said a thing. [At the next football game,] Watkins came up to 
me in the stands and said, ‘Son, I’m going to let you march tonight, so, go in there 
and put your uniform on in the bathroom.’ I went in to put on my uniform in the 
bathroom at the stadium, I saw somebody come out of the stalls, and it was the 
drum major! …He said, ‘Are you ready, son?’ I looked, and it was Mr. Watkins! 
He was dressed up in the drum major uniform. I’ll never forget that. So, the first 
time I got to march with the band, he was drum major at the same time, and when 
we went out there, the crowd went wild.

 However, several 

of the band students at Coan marched with the Murphy band, so Harris decided to do the 

same. At first, he did not march but played trumpet on the sidelines as an extra, until the 

following experience happened: 

47

 
 

 Harris stayed with the band, began playing horn in eighth grade, and decided to 

attend Murphy High School. Watkins pushed Harris to practice and obtain private 

lessons, and exposed him to local professionals, masterclasses, numerous professional 

recordings, and local, regional, and state auditioned ensembles. “Music was my way to 

get away from my problems in my family,” Harris said. As a result, Harris spent a great 
                                                 
44 J. Camp, interview, September 21, 2009; M.F. Early, interview, September 23, 2009; J. Johnson, 
interview, October 2, 2009 
 
45 J. Johnson, interview, October 2, 2009 
 
46 R. Harris, interview, October 19, 2009 
 
47 Ibid. 
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deal of time in the band room, and Watkins became like a big brother to him. Through 

Watkins’ tutelage, Harris said, “I started to understand the language of the music and how 

it worked.” Harris became the first person from Murphy High School and the first of 

Watkins’ students to be chosen as a member of the Georgia All-State band.48

 “He knew how to motivate us,” Harris said in reference to Watkins as Murphy’s 

band director.

 

49 Watkins taught the history of the music to the students including its role 

in society and its application to their own culture. When Watkins distributed Grade VI 

music to the band, Harris recalled, “Sometimes, we thought he was out of his mind 

[when] he would put that music in front of us.” One particular instance, when Watkins 

distributed Alfred Reed’s Othello, Harris looked at the horn part and told Watkins that it 

was “impossible.”  Watkins, however, taught Harris and the other students that it was not 

impossible, but that it was a “challenge.” Watkins then taught fundamentals and built 

confidence and a surety in the students, so that not only did they play well, but also knew 

when they did.50

 Watkins also pushed the students to excel and achieve their best, often beyond 

their own desires and expectations. Preceding Harris’s senior year, Watkins encouraged 

him to prepare and send in audition materials for the McDonald’s All-American Band. 

One day at the end of the summer when Harris was leaving campus after his last day of 

summer school, he saw Watkins drive up in his car. Watkins inquired if he had submitted 

his audition materials, since that day was the deadline, but Harris had forgotten. Watkins 

then put Harris in his car, drove him to the house of Dr. Alfred Wyatt at Clark Atlanta 

University, and made him stay and record the audition material until it was right. Later 

that fall, Harris’ friend, Paula Thomas, called and told him that the two of them were 

nominated, but he had been selected for the group. Harris was one of only two students 

from the state of Georgia to be selected. Much publicity followed, and local individuals 

collected money and bought Harris additional clothing for the trip to New York that 

Thanksgiving. 

 

                                                 
48 Ibid. 
 
49 Ibid. 
 
50 Ibid. 
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 “He was a great teacher,” Harris said, referring to Watkins. “He gave those kids 

all of his life.”51

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 4.3: Watkins (center) with Paula Thomas and Robert Harris receiving 
McDonald’s All-American Band certificates (Watkins’ personal collection, used by 
permission) 
 

                                                 
51 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

THE TRANSITION 
 
 
 
 

“Divine intervention popped in, and I hesitatingly took the job.” 
 

Transition 
 The Cobb County, Georgia, School District opened a new high school, Lassiter 

High School, in the fall of 1981 in an effort to relieve two overcrowded high schools in 

the area, Sprayberry and Walton High School.  The county music program was under the 

supervision of Boyd McKeown at the time and consisted of a small, tight group of band 

directors. One of the high school directors in the county, Barry Morgan, was the first to 

recommend Watkins for the upcoming band director position that was opening in 

conjunction with the new school, and his recommendation was seconded by a couple of 

the others.1

At the time, Morgan was the director at North Cobb High School and, a few years 

later, moved to Sprayberry. He first met Watkins in a graduate class at Georgia State 

University the summer of 1980, and was also familiar with him through their associations 

with the Spirit of Atlanta Drum and Bugle Corps. In the spring of 1981, Morgan was in 

charge of the Cobb County District Honor Band, and invited Watkins to be the guest 

conductor for the group. That same spring, Watkins invited Morgan to hear his band from 

Murphy High School perform at their concert festival. The festival combined the bands 

from the Atlanta Public Schools, which were predominately black, and the Fulton County 

 

                                                 
1 Bob Cowles, phone interview by author, September 14, 2009, digital recording in possession of author; 
Boyd McKeown, phone interview by author, January 16, 2010, digital recording in possession of author 
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Schools, which were predominately white, and the Murphy High School Band closed the 

festival. Morgan remembered, “I’ve always known the quality of teacher that Alfred 

is…because of the program he had at Murphy. His Murphy band, in my opinion, [was] 

every bit as good…from a musical sense as, the Lassiter bands.”2

Boyd McKeown, the Cobb County district music supervisor at the time, was also 

present for the District Honor Band event and was thoroughly impressed with Watkins. 

McKeown had also heard Watkins’ work with the Murphy Band and described it as 

“dynamic” for an inner-city program that many people did not hold high expectations 

for.

 

3 He was particularly interested in Watkins’ work with the concert band and wanted 

to recruit him to help raise the level of concert band performance in the district.4

McKeown began to pursue Watkins for the upcoming open position at the new 

Lassiter High School then under construction. “I figured if I could put him in this new 

school in a rather affluent part of the country, that that would be an unbeatable 

combination,” McKeown said.

 

5

Watkins was particularly concerned about the racial element involved in the 

transition and how he would be accepted. Some of the directors in the Atlanta Public 

Schools also “gave him a hard time about teaching in a wealthy, white school.”

 He met with Watkins a few times that spring but could 

not sell him on the idea. 

6  “I 

wasn’t ready to leave my cocoon of my black school, my black community” Watkins 

said. “I had gone to an all-black high school, went to an all-black college, taught at a 

black high school for six years…Why on earth would I want to do anything otherwise?”7 

Also, “Cobb County was a very different place in 1980” Morgan recalled.8

                                                 
2 Barry Morgan, phone interview by author, September 17, 2009, digital recording in possession of author 

 It was a very 

 
3 B. McKeown, interview, January 16, 2010 
 
4 Ibid. 
 
5 Ibid. 
 
6 Ibid. 
 
7 Alfred Watkins, interview by author, Marietta, GA, May 19, 2009, digital recording in possession of 
author 
 
8 B. Morgan, interview, September 17, 2009 
 



 44 

small, contained community, predominately white, that kept its own strong boundaries 

from the inner-city of Atlanta. Watkins said, “I didn’t want to take the job in that 

community.”9 He suggested to McKeown that they temporarily hire someone else, at 

least for the first year, but McKeown rejected the idea. The person he hired, however, 

resigned after his first year at Lassiter, and left McKeown to resume his search for a 

suitable replacement.10

During that first academic year Lassiter was open, several other band directors in 

the Cobb County district also became familiar with Watkins’ abilities. Bob Cowles, the 

director at Walton High School during that period, was one such individual. Cowles 

decided to go and hear Watkins’ Murphy band perform at festival in the spring of 1982. 

The Murphy band was performing one of the pieces Cowles had programmed for his own 

group’s festival performance, and, having heard that Watkins was scheduled to judge the 

Cobb County bands at their festival that year, Cowles wanted to hear his interpretation of 

the piece. He was so impressed with how much Watkins was able to get out of the 

Murphy band that he later recalled, “His band at Murphy was a great 

band…unbelievable… maybe the best band at that festival that year. He was doing Grade 

VI music with kids from the inner city, and they were playing—I mean really playing.”

 

11 

McKeown approached Cowles about persuading Watkins to reconsider taking the 

reopened band position at Lassiter, and, as Cowles remembered, “When Boyd asked me 

about him coming, I said, ‘You better jump on him, because somebody else will, and he 

needs to be in our county.’”12

When he was approached the second time to take the job at Lassiter, several 

things contributed to Watkins’ change of heart. The first was his association with Melvin 

Hodges. Hodges was one of the first band directors Watkins met when he began at 

Murphy. They met in a music store in downtown Atlanta where Hodges taught music 

lessons in addition to his full-time position as band director at Stone Mountain High 

 

                                                 
9 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
10 B. McKeown, interview, January 16, 2010 
 
11 B. Cowles, interview, September 14, 2009 
 
12 Ibid. 
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School in Stone Mountain, Georgia. Hodges came to Stone Mountain High School in 

1967, was the first African American on faculty at the predominately white school, and 

had a very good experience in that environment.13 Through talking with Hodges, Watkins 

said, “I immediately realized that you can teach at an all-white school in Georgia or in 

Atlanta, and it’s ok…that the [glass] ceiling had already been broken.”14

Watkins was also encouraged to take the job by several individuals he held in 

high regard. He contacted his college mentor, Dr. Julian White, who, despite hearing 

Watkins’ concerns, encouraged him to take the job.

 

15 Another individual who influenced 

Watkins when he was approached the second time was Bob Morsch. Morsch was the 

band director at Georgia State University and Watkins’ professor during his summer 

studies there. Morsch also spent a good deal of time with Watkins during his time at 

Murphy, both in the band room and on a personal level. Morsch lived within the district’s 

boundaries for the new Lassiter High School and, even though Watkins did not want to 

take the job, Morsch wanted him to be his son’s band director and encouraged him to 

reconsider.16

Feeder program size and community affluence also affected Watkins’ decision to 

move. Lassiter’s main feeder program, Mabry Middle School, had nearly five hundred 

participants in the band. “That was my personal reason for coming—because of a huge 

middle school feed,” Watkins said. “I wouldn’t have to teach beginners anymore. I could 

teach kids who had three years of playing experience, and I could work with that. And I 

was starting a lot farther up the pole than I was starting at Murphy.”

 

17

                                                 
13 Melvin Hodges, phone interview by author, September 18, 2009, digital recording in possession of 
author; Steven P. Ericson, “Lassiter’s Watkins Offers Positive Influence,” Atlanta Daily World, December 
3-4, 1998, p. 4 

 Affluence also 

provided opportunities that were unavailable at Murphy. More students, in general, were 

able to afford professional line instruments, and Watkins said, “The Lassiter community 

 
14 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
15 Julian E. White, phone interview by author, December 21, 2009, digital recording in possession of author 
 
16 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
17 Ibid. 
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was also affluent enough to be able to afford to do things that I was interested in doing 

(marching in major parades, traveling) without too much discomfort.”18

Even with all of these factors in place, Watkins still showed resistance in 

accepting the position until, as he said, “divine intervention popped in, and I hesitatingly 

took the job.”

 

19

I don’t give the impression easily because my language is colorful, but I’m really 
a very religious guy, and there’s no other way I can explain it: that the Good Lord 
just decided that this is what I should do and where I should go, and there’s no 
other explanation as to why I came. 

 He further explained: 

 
I was very comfortable in my other community. I had a terrific high school band 
that could play all the [literature that Lassiter could], and it was going to develop 
even more as I developed. And I was really a very important person in the 
community at a very young age, because [the band program] was one of a very 
few things on the campus of excellence and everyone knew it. So I could have 
been like the mayor of that little community had I stayed. I was very comfortable 
in my black community, being an African American, working with my own folk, 
helping them to learn to love what I have loved. I was giving to my community. 
 
There was no explanation, particularly considering Cobb County didn’t have a 
good reputation for race relations. There was no sense as to why I would leave 
there and come to a program that wasn’t as good, that was just culturally different, 
and all of the things that I learned culturally in the black community, none of 
them worked here…There was a cultural difference, and it didn’t make sense for 
me to come to a place when I was a fish out of water. Especially in a community 
that by and large did not want me here. 
 
The only reason that I could think of was that this was part of what I should be 
doing. I did not know it immediately. I was just the Good Lord’s shepherd, and I 
was His servant, and once I got in here for two or three years, I said, ‘Ok. I 
understand now. This is where You want me to be. And You want me to be here 
as a beacon of light for these people that don’t all agree with Affirmative Action.’ 
And so, as I learned, Affirmative Action wasn’t for me. Affirmative Action was 
for them. 
 
I took a pay cut to come, so it didn’t benefit me to come, because I was going to 
have a good band wherever I was. It benefited them to have an African American 
in a positive position in their life. So that’s what it was, it was God’s will to put 

                                                 
18 Ibid. 
 
19 Ibid.; Ericson, “Lassiter’s Watkins,” p. 4 
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me here and to leave me here. And so as a result of that, I adopted this county and 
this place as my own.20

 
 

Watkins signed his contract with the Cobb County School district on July 29, 1982, and 

began his duties as the band director at Lassiter High School nine days later. 

There was a special meeting held to introduce Watkins to the band’s booster club 

community, and since East Cobb never had an African American band director in its 

schools before, the Lassiter’s principal, Joe Davis, was quite nervous about the event. 

During that same time, the Atlanta Falcons professional football team had a receiver 

named Alfred Jenkins, and Davis was very concerned he was going to mistakenly 

introduce Watkins as Alfred Jenkins. After repeatedly reminding himself, “It’s Alfred 

Watkins, not Alfred Jenkins,” Davis stood up in front of the audience, went through the 

history of Watkins’ career, and said, “And now, Ladies and Gentlemen, I am pleased to 

introduce to you, Alfred Jenkins.” Without missing a beat, Watkins ran out, faked 

catching a pass and ran it up to the front.21 Dale Pass, an administrator at Lassiter who 

was present at the event, commented on the ease with by which Watkins overcame “the 

anxiety of Joe Davis and the ‘Alfred Jenkins’ [gaffe]. He’s just that good.”22

 

 

Adjustment 
 “I got along real well with the students from about the second day on,” Watkins 

remembered. 23

My first day on the job here at Lassiter, I’m teaching class and getting ready for 
band camp, and I walked over to a student in the flute section, and just kind of 
touched her on the shoulder—just talking, and using the room as my classroom to 
keep the attention of the children—and she was frightened. So I went up to the 
podium and said, ‘Ok, we need to talk…I’m your band director, and I’m black. 
I’m not going anywhere, and I’m going to stay black. I can’t help that you’re 

 As for the first day at Lassiter, however, he described the events as 

follows: 

                                                 
20 Ibid. 
 
21 Dale Pass, phone interview by author, September 14, 2009, digital recording in possession of author; B. 
McKeown, interview, January 16, 2010 
 
22 D. Pass, interview, September 14, 2009 
 
23 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
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white. Those are your problems. I’m not going to bother you; I’m just your band 
director.’ That was it. That was the transition. I faced it head-on, and said ‘Ok, 
let’s go about our business here.’ 
 
It was really easy with the children. I was their band director. I had been teaching 
for six years. I knew my way around the band. I knew how to produce a good 
product. They knew it. They believed it. I was nice to them. I was honest. I was 
forthright. I was decent. So I had no problem with them.24

 
 

 

 
 
Figure 5.1: Watkins teaching on the Mabry Middle School/Lassiter High School 
campus in early years (Watkins’ personal collection, used by permission) 
 
 

However, that afternoon, tension rose again when the band went to practice in the 

parking lot adjacent to the main road and a car of adolescents drove by and yelled some 

racially derogatory terms directed at Watkins. 

Now mind you, I had just left Murphy, and those kids were hard as nails…so 
nothing was going to scare me away…And so first day on the job…I was out here 
and some kids drove by and yelled, ‘Go home, Nigger!’ I knew they were going 
to come back (my poor little children didn’t know who I was), and so they came 

                                                 
24 Ibid. 
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back this way, and I yelled out a couple of expletives and scared them to death. 
And so, that was the beginning.25

 
 

Watkins also had to adjust to teaching solely corps style marching, and although 

he had observed and integrated some of it into his Murphy band, he recalled: 

My first day at Lassiter, I did not know how to start the band off, however, using 
vocal commands—I was only familiar with whistle commands—and I was 
nervous about it… I had only done some of the things [and]…I don’t know why 
they hired me with no experience in drum corps style. The drum major lined them 
all up on the practice field, said ‘Here’s your band,’…and I was supposed to take 
over. So I said, ‘Well, just show me what you did last year. Go through all of your 
routines so I can just see what you do.’ I watched how he called ‘Mark-time, hut’ 
and all that, and I said [to myself], ‘Ok. I can do that.’ I stopped by the music 
store on the way home and bought a book called Corps Style Marching by Dale 
Hopper, and it had all the [commands] in it. Went home that night and read it. 
Came back the next day…and I was fine. They had no idea I didn’t know what I 
was doing calling commands on the first day.26

 
 

Although the students quickly adjusted and accepted Watkins as their new band 

director, he recalled that it took the other individuals in the community longer: the 

parents between three and five years, the administration about ten years, and the Lassiter 

community fifteen. “But I didn’t teach them, I taught the kids. So those were their 

problems and not my problems.”27

Watkins recalled one of his first issues with the band parents. The booster club 

president approached him during the first band camp and said they didn’t like the flags he 

chose and wouldn’t fund them. He then gave Watkins some alternatives that were 

acceptable to the parents. “I thanked him for his time, and I thanked him for his service, 

and I said, ‘You all can go. You can leave now.’ I said, ‘If you can’t follow what we 

need, and you’re going to try and dictate the direction of the program, then I don’t need a 

booster club.’” After Watkins explained the relationship between the boosters and the 

 

                                                 
25 Ibid.; Alfred Watkins, email correspondence with author, March 22, 2010, in possession of author 
 
26 Ibid. 
 
27 Ibid. 
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director and the roles of each, the booster president spoke to the other parents and then 

reconsidered.28

Another instance occurred as the band was returning from a competition and the 

chaperone chair approached Watkins requesting that he let her son switch buses for the 

ride back. Watkins declined the request citing the fact that a rule was established prior to 

the group’s departure for the event prohibiting such things. At the next booster meeting, 

the individual brought the incident up and was very emotional. Watkins responded, “I’m 

sorry, but this is the way it works, and if you and your family want to be in the band 

program, this is what you’ll do. If not, then you leave.” The individual rebutted that her 

son was the drum major, and Watkins replied, “I’m fully aware of what he does, but this 

is how it works.”

 

29

Some of the issues, Watkins felt, were race related. He also recalled the following 

events: 

 

The first football game—we played our home games at Walton because the 
stadium wasn’t built (it was a brand new school)—so we headed out going to 
Walton, and there was a sign that said ‘KKK rally’ that way, just here in the 
adjacent park…I stood up and laughed and said, ‘Hey, your parents are having a 
meeting over there, you better go.” And it was about a year or two later when I 
was in a Lassiter Band Booster Board meeting, and that subject popped back up 
again. And a guy said, ‘You mentioned that Klan rally, Mr. Watkins…there were 
a bunch of us in here that were over there, but we’re glad you stayed.’30

 
 

Watkins said, however, “I’ve always believed that if people didn’t agree with my 

policies or practices, that it was [simply] because they disagreed, and I wouldn’t allow 

race to become part of my reasons for thinking that they did not agree.”31

Watkins also felt some frustrations in his dealings with the operations and 

administration at the new high school. Having left Murphy where the band program was 

vital to the operation of the school, Watkins felt there was a lack of interest from the 

 

                                                 
28 Alfred Watkins, interview by author, Marietta, GA, Feb. 3, 2010, digital recording in possession of 
author 
 
29 Ibid. 
 
30 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009; Ericson, “Lassiter’s Watkins,” p. 4 
 
31 Ibid. 
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school and community in the music programs at Lassiter. At the same time, he struggled 

to culturally understand both the students and the community.32

One individual, Dale Pass, was particularly helpful to Watkins during this time as 

he dealt with these particular struggles in the transition. Pass was the principal at Mabry 

Middle School which was Lassiter’s primary feeder school. Mabry was overcrowded and 

Lassiter was under-crowded (there was no senior class due to it being a new school), so 

the eighth graders from Mabry moved into a temporarily-empty wing at Lassiter. Pass 

moved with them and, since part of Watkins’ responsibilities during that time was to 

teach the eighth grade band students in the other wing of the school, they interacted on a 

daily basis. As Watkins periodically became frustrated with the operations at the high 

school level, he would go over to visit Pass, and they would go outside behind the 

building and “kick rocks.”

 

33

During those times, Pass helped Watkins to better understand how the families in 

the Cobb County community functioned. He described it as a “refrigerator magnet 

community,” and told Watkins that the families ate dinner together every night and 

during that time they planned and discussed everything. He told Watkins that in order to 

build a successful band program, he needed to get his agenda on their refrigerator, and 

that would be a sign that it was something of importance to the families in the 

community. Pass also described the Lassiter community at that time as a homogeneous 

community where opinion and motivation was more collective than individual. He told 

Watkins that if he figured out how to motivate one student or family, he could then 

motivate the rest in a similar manner. “I thought he was going to run away a few times” 

Pass said. Through these talks, however, Pass was able to provide necessary counseling 

to Watkins to help him navigate through some of the difficult times of transition.

 

34

Pass also found his time with Watkins to be equally enjoyable and helpful. He 

recalled: 

 

                                                 
32 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
33 Ibid. 
 
34 Ibid.; D. Pass, interview, September 14, 2009 
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He is one of the best band directors and teachers that I have ever had the pleasure 
of being in his presence. Obviously, sometimes as a principal, you need to get 
away from it all, and you’ve got to go to those teachers that you go in their 
classroom because you know it’s going to be good for you…Alfred is a fabulous 
teacher. I opened three new schools and employed the entire staff for all three of 
them, [and later became chairman of the board of education]. He is one of the five 
or ten best teachers I’ve ever been associated with. There’s no doubt about it. 
He’s not an angel. He can aggravate you sometimes. You want to yell at him 
sometimes. But when you needed him, he stood hitched every time.35

 
 

Concerning his transition to Lassiter, Watkins said, “They were character-

building years, and they were foundational years for the program, because the community 

knew what I stood for…and I never deviated from it all those years. So quite honestly, 

once I got things established those first two or three years, I knew what direction I 

wanted the program to move into, and I never deviated, and I stayed real consistent.”36

 

 

 

                                                 
35 D. Pass, interview, September 14, 2009 
 
36 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
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CHAPTER 6 
 

LASSITER: THE EARLY YEARS PART 1 (1982-1986) 
 
 
 
 

“I built the Lassiter program on the back of the marching band.” 
 

Beginnings 
 The year before Watkins began at Lassiter, the marching band was comprised of 

78 members who did not yet have uniforms, and, due to the newness of the school, 

performed at junior varsity football games only. At the District Concert Festival, the 

concert band played a Grade IV program and was awarded a composite rating of II 

(“Excellent”); one judge gave them a I, the second gave them a II, and the third judge, 

Alfred Watkins, gave the group a III. Lassiter’s jazz band participated in the district 

festival and at the University of Georgia Festival of Champions.1

 When Watkins began at Lassiter in the fall of 1982, the band program consisted 

of 120 students. Although this number was close to the same number of students in his 

Murphy band when he left that program, and the Lassiter students had more training and 

accessibility to nicer instruments, the bands at Lassiter did not perform at the level of the 

Murphy band for a few years. There were also many behavioral issues with the Lassiter 

students when Watkins arrived. He recalled an early board meeting when he asked what 

type of band they would like him to produce, and the booster club president said, “All we 

 

                                                 
1 “Spring Concert,” Lassiter band and orchestra concert program, May 17, 1984, Lassiter High School 
Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; Alfred Watkins, interview by author, Marietta, GA, Feb. 3, 2010, digital 
recording in possession of author 
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want you to do is to get them to where they can sit down on the bus and not act like a 

bunch of monkeys.”2

The kids, when I first started here, were not always interested in having the 
strongest work ethic. They were more anxious to get quick results without a lot of 
blood, sweat, and tears. [Since] they liked quick results without working and it 
was the early stages of the microwave oven,…I affectionately called them ‘The 
Microwave Band’ to help them with their work ethic, [and] they took that term 
affectionately.

 Watkins remembered: 

3

 
 

 

 
 
Figure 6.1: Watkins teaching at Lassiter High School in early years (Watkins 
personal collection, used by permission) 
 
 

The day before marching band camp began, Watkins held a meeting with the 

student leaders from the Sprayberry and Walton High School bands that now were 

members of the Lassiter band, and asked them what type of band program they wanted. 

As they individually took turns responding, the majority of the answers fell into one of 
                                                 
2 Alfred Watkins, interview by author, Marietta, GA, May 19, 2009, digital recording in possession of 
author 
 
3 Ibid. 
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two categories, both of which pertained only to marching band. The students either 

responded that they wanted, “a band that can beat Sprayberry” or “a band that can beat 

Walton.” They asked Watkins if he could do that, and he affirmed that he could. “So we 

never competed with Sprayberry [or Walton] all those years,” Watkins said.4

But I saw then that they wanted a marching band, and I couldn’t come here with 
these concert [band ambitions and] skills until I could convince them I could give 
them a [marching] band that was as good as everybody else in the area. Those 
were the student leaders. The band was exactly the same way and the parent 
community was exactly the same way…So I built the Lassiter program on the 
back of the marching band…It’s what the community wanted. It wasn’t what I 
wanted…but I would have been foolish to do my own thing.

 

5

 
 

 With that mentality, Watkins went to work building the Lassiter marching band. 

He quickly picked music, wrote the drill for the show that year, and took the group to a 

couple of local competitions. The first competition was the Old South Marching Festival 

in Newnan, Georgia, where the band shocked everyone and earned “Best in Class” as 

well as superior ratings in all captions. Later that season, the band traveled to Dalton, 

Georgia to compete in the Atlantic States Marching Festival. 

Barry Morgan, another band director in Cobb County, traveled to Dalton to watch 

the competition. Morgan recalled sitting in the directors’ section and hearing numerous 

inquiries about Lassiter. Once the directors discovered that Watkins was a new director 

from inner-city Atlanta, they immediately decided he was not a threat. However, when 

Lassiter, due to its size, entered a lower class division and swept the competition, Morgan 

described it as a “silent victory.”6

 The program’s growth to 120 students that year also resulted in the formation of a 

second concert band, and the two groups were named the Symphonic I Band and the 

Symphonic II Band. Watkins took both groups to the District XII G.M.E.A. Music 

Festival his first spring. The Symphonic I Band performed Grade V music and received a 

 

                                                 
4 Ibid. 
 
5 Ibid. 
 
6 “Spring Concert,” program, May 17, 1984; Boyd McKeown, phone interview by author, January 16, 
2010, digital recording in possession of author; Barry Morgan, phone interview by author, September 17, 
2009, digital recording in possession of author 
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Superior/I rating, while the Symphonic II Band performed Grade III music and received a 

rating of Excellent/II.7

 Other events by the Lassiter program during Watkins’ first year included the jazz 

band winning the high school division of the Georgia State University Jazz Festival as 

well as performing at the Arts Festival of Atlanta in Piedmont Park.

 

8 Also, The Furman 

University Bands and their director, Jay Bocook, gave a visiting performance at Lassiter 

on March 3rd, and stayed in the homes of the Lassiter band members’ families.9

Also that year, Watkins was selected by Henry Ramirez, a student in the band, as 

Lassiter’s STAR TEACHER—an annual award which began in 1958 where the “top 

academic senior in each participating Georgia high school is named the High School 

STAR student and in turn chooses a STAR teacher to share the recognition.”

 Watkins 

continued the practice of inviting university ensembles to perform at Lassiter’s campus 

numerous times throughout his career. 

10 This award 

not only exemplified the positive impact Watkins had on his students, but also brought 

attention to him from school administration and local government leaders as a quality 

teacher.11 Watkins went on to receive the STAR TEACHER award four more times during 

his tenure at Lassiter.12

As his first year began to wind down and knowing his plans for the future 

direction of the program, Watkins commenced aggressive preparations for the upcoming 

season. He began by initiating a heavy recruiting sequence with the upcoming freshmen, 

 

                                                 
7 “Spring Concert,” program, May 17, 1984 
 
8 Ibid. 
 
9 Jay Bocook to Alfred Watkins, letter of appreciation, March 9, 1983, Lassiter High School Band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia 
 
10 “STAR Awards Banquet,” Event program, February 21, 1983, Lassiter High School Band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia 
 
11 Thomas S. Tocco to Alfred Watkins, letter of congratulations from superintendent, March 1, 1983, 
Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; Zell Miller to Alfred Watkins, Letter of 
congratulations from lieutenant governor, February 23, 1983, Lassiter High School Band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia 
 
12 “Georgia Music Educator’s Association In-Service,” concert program, January 29, 2010, in possession of 
author 
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since, he said, “The second half of the year is spent toward moving to the future—

teaching for the present, but always working toward the future.”13 He established the 

philosophical basis of the marching band program as “a way of growing up.”14 He also 

took the spring of his first year to organize the student leadership component of the 

program as well as the marching band schedule for the upcoming year.15

When his second year, 1983-84, began, not only had Watkins established and 

organized the program in the direction he wanted it to move, but its size had grown 

significantly to from 120 to 190 members. The marching band embarked upon its first 

road trip to Washington D.C., where it performed on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial 

and competed in The Virginia Tournament of Bands. This was intentionally done by 

Watkins to expose the band to the high quality of the Fairfax County, Virginia bands who 

were also participating in the competition. Watkins said, “I took them because I wanted 

their clocks to get cleaned by somebody that could play. Fort Hunt, which was [Frank] 

Wickes’ old band, played…and it was fabulous—I remember it like it was yesterday.”

 

16 

Lassiter finished fifth overall in the competition, received local press for participation in 

the event, and Governor Joe Frank Harris issued a proclamation naming them 

Ambassadors of Good Will.17

The marching band then entered the Tropicana Music Bowl that same fall in 

Jacksonville, Alabama, and finished in third place overall—.3 from first place.

  

18

                                                 
13 A. Watkins, interview, February 3, 2010 

 This was 

what Watkins described as an “intermediate competition”—an event drawing groups 

from a regional level and falling somewhere between a local competition and a national 

level competition. Due to the rapid growth, success of, and community support for, the 

 
14 Alfred Watkins to Lassiter Band Parents, letter, March 1983, Lassiter High School Band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia 
 
15 Ibid.; Alfred Watkins to Lassiter Band Students, student leadership letter, May 10, 1983, Lassiter High 
School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
16 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
17 “Lassiter Band Competes Nationally,” October 13, 1983, Cobb Extra, Lassiter High School Band 
archives, Marietta, Georgia; “Spring Concert,” program, May 17, 1984 
 
18 “Spring Concert,” program, May 17, 1984 
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Lassiter marching band, Watkins began to foresee it competing on a national level in the 

future, and therefore felt that such events were good bridges between local and national 

level competitions. Also, the Lassiter marching band was the largest in the state at that 

time and would often be the only group competing in its class at local competitions. “And 

so the kids [would] get these numbers—98 percent, 99 percent—and they got a skewed 

opinion of their musicianship,” he said. Watkins, therefore, used these intermediate 

competitions to expose the students to a more realistic level of competition.19

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 6.2: 1983 Lassiter High School Marching Band (Lassiter band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia, used by permission) 
 

 
The marching band participated in other events that year including a return to the 

Old South Marching Festival in Newnan, Georgia where the band was acclaimed 

Sweepstakes Winners and Superior in every caption. The group also performed for 

                                                 
19 A. Watkins, interview, February 3, 2010 
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President Ronald Reagan at the “Salute to Free Enterprise Day” in the Omni Arena in 

Atlanta, and was a finalist in the Flav-O-Rich Band of the Year competition.20

Watkins’ second year produced the genesis of the Wind Ensemble—a small, elite 

group of 37 students—as a supplement to the concert program.  Inclusion in this group 

was by invitation only with one individual per part. The ensemble met one night a week 

on a completely elective basis and the group performed regularly.

 

21 “I treated it much 

like a University Band—I gave them music in the folders ahead of time, at the first 

rehearsal just gave the downbeat and took everything at performance tempo. They liked 

that challenge.”22

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 6.3: 1984 Lassiter Wind Ensemble (Lassiter band archives, Marietta, 
Georgia, used by permission) 
 
 

Watkins continued the wind ensemble program for years, but always kept it as a 

side organization due to a conversation he later had with John Paynter, Director of Bands 

at Northwestern University: 

                                                 
20 “Spring Concert,” program, May 17, 1984;Ronald Reagan to Alfred Watkins, letter, May 4, 1984, 
Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
21 Alfred Watkins to Lassiter Band Students, Wind Ensemble beginnings letter, January 1984, Lassiter 
High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
22 A. Watkins, interview, February 3, 2010 
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Some years later I met Mr. Paynter around 1987…and I asked him if he thought I 
should switch from a Symphonic Band to a Wind Ensemble since he had heard 
them play at the NBA convention. And he said, ‘No. Your job is to bring the 
masses of good music to as many students as you can. If you have an elite 
ensemble in the framework of your program, then you’ve just pulled these kids 
out and told them they’re more special than these [others], so you’ve created an 
emotional gap and a musical gap.’ He said, ‘So you should go the other way—you 
should put more kids in your top concert band, then have another concert band 
that plays similarly, and another that plays similarly. So you’re moving your 
curve forward, as opposed to pushing these kids down.23

 
 

The concert program increased the difficulty and quality of their performances 

that year. Both the Symphonic I and Symphonic II Bands received Superior ratings at 

District Festival. The Symphonic II Band moved up to performing Grade IV music that 

year, and the Symphonic I Band moved to Grade VI, a tradition which it kept for the 

duration of its existence.24

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 6.4: 1984 Lassiter Symphonic I Band (Lassiter band archives, Marietta, 
Georgia, used by permission 
                                                 
23 Ibid. 
 
24 “Spring Concert,” program, May 17, 1984 
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Figure 6.5: 1984 Lassiter Symphonic II Band (Lassiter band archives, Marietta, 
Georgia, used by permission) 
 
 

In Watkins’ third year, 1984-1985, the marching band grew exponentially to 225 

total participants. It entered three local competitions (—the Southern Invitational Field 

Show Championships, the Atlanta All-Star Marching Festival, and again at the Old South 

Marching Festival) and was acclaimed Grand Champion in all three events. The band 

then traveled to New Orleans that year and performed at the World’s Fair, a nationally 

televised event, and later at the Davison’s of Macy’s Christmas Parade, a locally 

televised event. Those two events were evidence of Watkins’ effort to expose the band to 

the greater Atlanta community as well as to the rest of the country.25

With the marching band successfully winning competitions, Watkins began to put 

the concert program on the road: 

 

In 84-85, I started running [with] the concert band program…The community 
wanted a marching band, and so what I did was ram the concert band down their 

                                                 
25 “Spring Concert,” Band and orchestra concert program,  May 21, 1985 7:30 p.m., Lassiter High School 
Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; A. Watkins, interview, February 2, 2010 
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throats without them knowing it. Because, as long as you’ve got the marching 
band good and strong and it was winning, they didn’t know.26

 
 

That spring, Watkins began what became a five year span of annual regional and 

national conference appearances with the Symphonic I Band. The first of these was in 

February of 1985. The group performed at the 29th Annual Southern Instrumental 

Conductor’s Conference held at the University of Southern Mississippi, a performance 

which was highly regarded by both the USM faculty and conference participants.27

Also, the concert program that year was extended to three bands adding a Concert 

Band to the two existing symphonic bands.  All three bands received an Excellent rating 

at the District Festival in Grades VI, IV, and III respectively. 

 

 During that year, however, the anxieties of the time and workload associated with 

the exponential growth of the Lassiter program began to take its toll on Watkins 

personally.  In addition to all of his professional work with the program, his first three 

years at Lassiter were quite eventful on a personal level as well—he was married in 1983, 

his mother died in 1984, and his first child was due in 1985. Additionally, he and his new 

wife, Rita, decided to live close to her work in downtown Atlanta, which resulted in a 

long commute each day for Watkins. Rita said, “At the time it was a wise choice to live 

in that area, although Alfred had to make that horrible commute each day.”28 In the 

middle of his third year, all of the personal and professional anxieties he was feeling 

culminated in an event he later referred to as his “fictitious firing.”29

We were pregnant with our first child and he was scheduled to be due in 
March…It was Christmas—the last day before Christmas on Friday. I was called 
into the principal’s office, and the principal, the school superintendent, and the 
head of personnel told me that my certificate had expired and that I had to be 
terminated. And so I was fired [and] they gave me a letter of termination. 

 

                                                 
26 A. Watkins, interview, February 3, 2010 
 
27 “The 29th Annual Southing Instrumental Conductor’s Conference,” concert program, February 8, 1985 
4:30 p.m., Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; Tom Fraschillo to Alfred Watkins, 
letter, February 13, 1985, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; Patricia Malone to Alfred 
Watkins, letter, February 14, 1985, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
28 Rita Watkins, email correspondence with author, March 12, 2010, electronic files in possession of author  
 
29 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009; Steven P. Ericson, “Lassiter’s Watkins Offers Positive Influence,” 
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It was a horrible, horrible period of time—horrible… 
 
I cried. I just started crying… 
 
At that time, I was under enormous pressure to succeed—enormous pressure. I 
felt it. I sensed it…The parents still didn’t trust me. I was not a part of the 
community. The administration obviously didn’t care for me. The school board 
obviously didn’t care for me. And I felt like I could not make a mistake at all. If 
not, then, ‘Aha! He couldn’t do the job.’ 
 
The other thing was, I didn’t have an assistant, the marching band alone was 225, 
I had one color guard instructor and one percussion instructor, I was the drill 
writer, the arranger, I had four concert bands, and I was exhausted because I was 
driving [back and forth every day]. So I was not clear.30

 
 

 Following Christmas, Watkins’ wife began to inquire more into the details of the 

matter. After telling her that the county’s justification for the termination was that he did 

not have the required amount of certification hours, she asked about the graduate school 

courses he had completed over the past five years. Watkins explained that they told him 

he had used those hours already, and she then suggested checking with the State 

Department of Education. “I was young, they told me I had used my hours up, I knew 

that I hadn’t gotten any more hours,…and [I trusted them] rather than checking myself,” 

Watkins said. When he contacted the State Department of Education, however, Watkins 

was able to clear the matter, renew his certification using the graduate courses already 

completed, and resume his teaching duties. Watkins kept the letter of termination in his 

office desk drawer for the entirety of his career at Lassiter.31

 

 

Growing Pains 
 The 1985-86 and 1986-87 school years were times of incredible growth and 

challenge for the Lassiter program. The fall of 1985 brought some aid to Watkins with 
                                                 
30 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009; Douglas Allen to Alfred Watkins, letter from principal, November 
1, 1984, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; Carrie Battle to Alfred Watkins, letter 
from Georgia Department of Education, January 15, 1985, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, 
Georgia; “Teaching Certificate,” Renewed Georgia teaching certificate, January 15, 1985, Lassiter High 
School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; Charles Sanders to Alfred Watkins, letter from Cobb County 
Public Schools Personnel Division, April 22, 1983, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
31 Ibid. 
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the addition of a full-time assistant director, Gary Gribble. Gribble was a student in the 

Georgia State University Band when he met Watkins for the first time. The Murphy band, 

under Watkins’ direction, performed a joint concert with GSU, and Gribble remembered 

that the combined ensemble was programmed to play very difficult literature: 

As college people, we were thinking, ‘Great! An inner-city high school coming in 
to play this stuff—it’s going to be horrible.’ And Alfred’s little band came in and 
just about blew us off the stage. So Morsch, [the GSU director,] came over to me, 
and he said, ‘You’re going to be a band director, right?’ I said, ‘Yes.’ He said, 
‘Follow that guy. Student-teach with him. Wherever he goes he’s going to have a 
great band. Just pay attention and see if you can go hang out with him.’32

 
 

Gribble did his student-teaching under Watkins at Lassiter during the spring of 

1984. He recalled, “Alfred had been there two years when I student taught there, and the 

program was just phenomenal. I mean, I had seen nothing like it.” After completing his 

student teaching, Gribble taught at another high school for a year before he was hired as 

Watkins’ assistant director in the fall of 1985.33

During that time, Lassiter itself was experiencing some severe growing pains. The 

school enrollment was around 3000 students in facilities built for 1800, and the school 

was therefore forced to implement extended days and overlapping schedules. Due to the 

issues of over crowding and also a new administration at the school, the teachers were 

assigned a great deal of additional duties on top of their normal workloads. These issues 

continued through the 1986-1987 school year until a new high school was built to relieve 

some of the overpopulation.

 

34

As a result, the band program and its directors felt a great deal of strain during 

that time. In 1985, the marching band had grown to 265 students and continued to expand 

to 290 in 1986 which brought with it many questions concerning how to best handle the 

growth.  Due to its oversized nature, the marching band had as many as 30 to 40 student 

“alternates” at a time not marching, which initiated discussions of creating a second 

marching band composed generally of lower classmen. Trying to schedule rehearsal time 

 

                                                 
32 Gary Gribble, phone interview by author, February 19, 2010, digital recording in possession of author 
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with limited practice facilities was another issue the program faced. 35  Of particular 

concern were the issues of how to fund such a large organization. At that time, the county 

provided the band an annual budget of only three to four thousand dollars to cover all of 

its expenses. “In those early years, the boosters shouldered an enormous burden just to 

provide the materials,” Gribble said. “It was a race to keep ahead of the equipment and 

the uniforms just to have the activity.”36

During that time, the concert/symphonic band program grew and involved over 

300 students in four full-sized ensembles.  This growth was accompanied by issues of 

both size and quality of space since the original band was designed for a program of 75 to 

80 students.  Rehearsals were “wall to wall,” Gribble said. “The Symphonic Band was 

literally sitting with their backs against the walls, and it was so loud you couldn’t hear 

yourself think.” Negotiations for a new band room were underway, and, as Gribble 

remembered, “Alfred really, in a lot of ways, was key in expressing the needs of the band 

programs (facilities, support, professional courtesy to plan together) as they developed 

and as the quality went up…He was really a voice in what it took to have quality 

programs.”

  

37

Watkins also ran into difficulties with funding instrumentation needs for the 

concert program. “I opened the school with $30,000 worth of equipment they put in 

here—one xylophone, two timpani, four over-the-shoulder tubas that we also converted 

to concert tubas, plastic low woodwinds, bad bassoons, no oboes, no English horns, 

nothing.”

 

38

                                                 
35 Alfred Watkins to Douglas Allen, letter to principal, September 16, 1986, Lassiter High School Band 
archives, Marietta, Georgia; Gary Gribble to Lassiter Band Parents, letter, Fall 1986, Lassiter High School 
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 Issues arose when the parents and booster organization saw the marching 

band and its needs as greater in importance than those of the concert program. “I could 

tell the parents I wanted an English horn for the concert band, and they wouldn’t have 

wanted to buy it—they would have complained,” Watkins said. However, he found a 

creative solution for such a dilemma: “I just put an English horn soloist on the field [for 
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the marching band show], they played twenty seconds, and I’ve got an English horn. You 

need a new French horn? Put a French horn feature in the marching band.”39

 The growth and accomplishments of the Lassiter program did not go without 

some professional envy from its counterparts. Many other band directors called it a 

“fluke” due to the monetary resources of such an affluent community. Watkins’ reply to 

such criticism was, “When you’ve got a marching band of 290, that’s 580 feet that have 

to be in step, and no amount of money you throw at it is going to help those kids be in 

step any better than anybody else.”

 

40

 The marching band competed and was named grand champions at all 

competitions it participated in during those two years. In 1985, that included two local 

competitions and the Music Bowl VII—an intermediate/regional level competition.

 

41 In 

1986, the marching band also competed and won two regional competitions—the 

Beatrice Music Bowl in Furman, South Carolina, and the Bradley Classic in Cleveland, 

Tennessee—as well as performing at the Coca-Cola Centennial Celebration, a second 

performance for President Ronald Reagan at the Georgia Victory Celebration in Atlanta, 

and an appearance at the nationally-televised Orange Bowl Parade on New Year’s Eve.42

 The concert program enjoyed an equal amount of success during those two years 

as it traveled to several conventions. First was a performance as the featured ensemble at 

the University of Georgia’s High School Festival in January of 1986. The Symphonic I 

Band performed such pieces as Rocky Point Holiday by Ron Nelson and Armenian 

Dances, Part 1 by Alfred Reed.

 

43

                                                 
39 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 

 The group then repeated the program one week later on 

a joint concert with the Lassiter Orchestra at the Georgia Music Educator’s State 

 
40 G. Gribble, interview, February 19, 2010 
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Convention, adding a piece performed by the flute choir.44 The following year, the group 

traveled to Tallahassee, Florida, and performed as the featured ensemble at Florida State 

University’s Tri-State Band Festival and Conducting Conference in February of 1987. 

The program featured such pieces as Alfred Reed’s Othello and Ralph Vaughn Williams’ 

English Folk Song Suite among others. Watkins’ college mentor, William P. Foster, 

served as a guest conductor for a piece on the program. Also, Watkins included special 

performances on the concert by two student sections, the Lassiter Flute Choir and 

Trombone section, a practice which he implemented numerous times at regional and 

national level performances during his years at Lassiter.45

 Perhaps one of the most eventful happenings during that time for the community 

was the Lassiter Band’s invitation to be featured in the full-length film, “Leader of the 

Band” (1988), starring Steve Landesberg. Watkins was first approached by the 

production company in August of 1986 to have the Lassiter band participate in a “Bad 

News Bears” story of two high school bands—a good band which Lassiter played, and 

another band of unmotivated pranksters. Watkins sought the school board’s advice and 

was told that it was acceptable after script approval, which was accomplished with some 

minor revisions. Soon before production began, however, the school board reversed their 

decision stating that the event was non-educational, and the students, therefore, could not 

be excused from school to participate. They also argued that the uniforms and 

instruments could not be used for the production because they were school property.

 

46

 The band parents and community were quite upset at the decision, and the affair 

received quite a bit of local press.

  

47
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 A community forum was scheduled for members of 
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the community to discuss their concerns with the school board. Watkins stayed aloof 

from the excitement and never implied support or disapproval of the matter. He stated 

that he “lived in East Point and Fulton County and could not give [his] opinion on matters 

of their county and educational practices,” and continued with the affairs of the band as 

normal.48 The day of the forum, however, while Watkins was rehearsing the band, he was 

approached by the band booster president who requested that he end rehearsal early. The 

booster president would not give him the reason to do so, but implored Watkins to trust 

him in the matter. After Watkins conceded to his request, members of the band gathered 

under their own direction and marched to the community forum, marching in cadence 

through the back doors. With the room filled with unhappy parents and students, the 

school board chose to neither sanction nor refuse to sanction the movie under certain 

conditions—the band was not allowed to use the school-owned instruments and student 

absences were not excused.49

 The band borrowed instruments from Georgia Tech University and production 

continued. “The parents were fiercely supportive,” Gribble said. “It was one of those 

moments when the program itself stood up and said, ‘You know, this is something we 

feel strongly about and are willing to support.’”

 

50

 Other major events during Watkins’ fourth and fifth years included a visiting 

performance by Jim Croft and the Florida State University Bands, the receiving of all 

Superior ratings at District Festival by all four bands (Grade levels VI, V, VI, and III), 

and the Lassiter band leading the state of Georgia for the first of many years to come in 

the number of students selected to participate in the All-State Band.

 

51
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 The band also 

received numerous recognitions from government officials on local, state, and national 

level, including Official Proclamations from both Vicki Chastain, mayor of the city of 
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Marietta (Georgia), and Joe Frank Harris, governor of the state of Georgia, as well as a 

Citation of Recognition read to the United States House of Representatives, sponsored by 

Congressman George (Buddy) Darden.52

 

 

 

 
  
Figure 6.6: Watkins, Gribble, and two Lassiter band students receiving an Official 
Proclamation from Vicki Chastain, mayor of Marietta (Lassiter band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia, used by permission) 
 
 

With hopes to relieve some of Lassiter’s burden of overpopulation during that 

time, the Cobb County School District was in the process of building a new school, Pope 

High School, and planned to open the school in the fall of 1987. Although Gribble was 

quite happy as the assistant at Lassiter, Watkins felt it was necessary to have more band 

programs similar to Lassiter’s in existence and that Gribble should attempt to build one at 

Pope. It was a difficult decision for Gribble, but after many long conversations with 

Watkins, he accepted the position as Director of Bands at the new school and left Lassiter 
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in 1987.53

 

 Gribble was replaced by Sue Samuels, a clarinet player and recent graduate of 

Furman University in Greenville South Carolina. 
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CHAPTER 7 
 

LASSITER: THE EARLY YEARS PART 2 (1987-1989) 
 
 
 
 

“Marching band didn’t drive the bus.” 
 

A National Presence 
In 1987, Watkins began to move both the Lassiter marching and concert programs 

from local, state, and regional levels, to a national spotlight. He chose to use national 

parades as the catalyst to do so with the marching band. “I did the Orange Bowl Parade 

before I started to do really big competitions, because…I thought parades were more 

integral to the school band movement than high school marching band competitions,” he 

said. With the Orange Bowl Parade successfully completed, Watkins made plans for what 

was considered then as one of the most photographed and televised events in the world—

the Tournament of Roses Parade in Pasadena, California.1

Having just performed at the University of Georgia’s High School festival in 

January of 1986, Watkins asked the faculty band directors at the university to write letters 

of recommendation for his band to play at the Rose Bowl Parade.

 

2

                                                 
1 Alfred Watktins, fundraising letter, 1987, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 

 Watkins had already 

been rejected twice before, and, even with the faculty’s strong advocacy in behalf of 

Lassiter’s acceptance to perform in the parade, he was not very hopeful.  Later that year, 

 
2 H. Dwight Satterwhite to Tournament of Roses Parade Committee, letter of recommendation, February 
26, 1986, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; Roger Dancz to Tournament of Roses 
Parade Committee, letter of recommendation, February 26, 1986, Lassiter High School Band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia; James Copenhaver to Tournament of Roses Parade Committee, letter of 
recommendation, March 3, 1986, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; Alfred Watkins, 
interview by author, Marietta, GA, Feb. 3, 2010, digital recording in possession of author 
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however, while performing at the Coca-Cola Centennial Celebration, he became 

acquainted with the directors of the Los Angeles Unified School District Honor Band 

which had played at the Tournament of Roses Parade previously. The directors of the 

L.A. Unified band were impressed by the Lassiter band and suggested that Watkins 

apply. After hearing about Watkins’ application history, they told him they would 

advocate for him with the parade committee. He was later notified of his acceptance to 

participate in the 1988 parade.3

 “That was the biggest event that we had ever done,” Watkins said in reference to 

the parade that year. Preparations for the trip began over a year in advance and the 

excitement in the Cobb community resulted in a lot of local press for the band.

 

4 In order 

to make the trip, the 300-member band had to raise over $200,000 in necessary funds, as 

well as prepare for the five-and-a-half mile parade march of practically non-stop playing 

through the northern suburb of Los Angeles.5 After months of preparation, the group left 

on December 27, 1987 and the following four days were packed with rehearsals and west 

coast attractions.  On New Year’s Day, the band arose at 4:30 a.m., prepared, began the 

long parade around 8:20 a.m., and finished around noon. They returned to Marietta the 

following day.6

Due to the heavy commitment of the parade, the marching band did not compete 

in the fall, but chose to participate in parades, professional sporting events, and other 

local activities. Watkins explained, “I liked local things that would get us on TV, because 

I wanted the community at large to know what we were doing. It was difficult enough to 
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get information in the local Cobb County newspaper…so what I did was just bypassed 

them and went to the greater Atlanta community.”7

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 7.1: Watkins, Sue Samuels (bottom right), principal, band booster president, 
and others at the Tournament House in December of 1987 (Lassiter band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia, used by permission) 
 
 

NBA Convention 
When the marching band returned from California, Watkins immediately began 

preparing the Symphonic I Band for its first national conference performance—the 

National Band Association’s (NBA) national conference in Knoxville, Tennessee, on 

June 10, 1988. Perhaps the most important event in the preparation process was the 

inception of a Symphonic Band Camp program—a three day, intensive study of concert 

band literature. “The camp that we did—it really turned the program upside-down,” 

Watkins said. “I wanted to do something to de-emphasize the marching band without 
                                                 
7 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
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giving the impression that we were [doing so], so what I decided to do was to emphasize 

the concert band season at the end of marching season.”8

In January of 1988, Lassiter High School held its first annual Symphonic Band 
Camp. As far as [I] know, that camp was the first ever of its kind. At that time, I 
was a first-year teacher, serving as the Assistant Director of Bands at Lassiter. I 
shared an office every day with Alfred Watkins for the following twelve years.  
‘Talking shop’ was a regular part of the job for the Lassiter Band Directors.  As a 
result of many conversations, we wondered why it was so commonplace for high 
school bands to spend five or six days during the summer focusing upon marching 
band camp and no equivalent period of concentrated time focusing upon the 
symphonic band program.  As teachers who believed that the symphonic band is 
the foundational element for most of the musical teaching that takes place in the 
high school band curriculum, we decided to create a Symphonic Band Camp that 
would demonstrate our sense of purpose to our students and the greater band 
community. When the Symphonic Band Camp concept was created in 1988, the 
intent was to provide an intensive music study period to ‘jump start’ the district 
assessment preparation period. To the present day, the camp continues to serve 
that purpose, and it has grown in scope and depth as well. 

 Sue Samuels said the following: 

9

 
 

Watkins’ philosophy of the Symphonic Band Camp was to “bring the mountain to 

Mohammad” through exposing the student ensembles to guest clinicians, conductors, and 

professional performers. That year, the band program hosted composer Vaclav Nelhybel 

as part of a “Meet the Composer Day” to work with the ensemble on his composition, 

Trittico.10 William Revelli also came as a special guest conductor to work with the band. 

“I met him in ’86 for the first time and I called him up…in ’88,” Watkins recalled. “I 

began to describe who I was to him so he’d remember me, and he said, ‘Oh. I remember 

you. You’re the black guy down in Georgia with a good band!’”11

 

 

 

                                                 
8 Alfred Watkins, interview by author, Marietta, GA, May 19, 2009, digital recording in possession of 
author 
 
9 Sue Samuels, “Alfred Watkins and the Lassiter High School Band: A Qualitative Study” (unpublished 
Ph.D. diss., Auburn University, December 18, 2009), p. 82-83 
 
10 Alfred Watkins to Joe Davis, letter, April 28, 1988, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, 
Georgia; A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
11 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
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Figure 7.2: Watkins and Vaclav Nelhybel in Lassiter band room, 1988 (Lassiter 
band archives, Marietta, Georgia, used by permission) 
 
 

Watkins used existing parent organizations to help organize the camp. In many 

other situations, Watkins said, “All of the equipment dads, the sewing committee, the 

chaperone committees, and all the various committees that help us through our [marching 

band] parent organizations stop in November and are dormant for winter.” Watkins, 

therefore, utilized the parent infrastructure already in place from marching band to run 

the symphonic camp. “So the parents never become inactive as far as those various 

committees and things.”12

The camp along with visiting composers and conductors was a major success that 

Watkins continued to implement annually during his years at Lassiter, and which became 

a driving force behind the concert band program. 

 

At the NBA convention that summer, the group performed a very difficult 

program for the concert, including Percy Grainger’s Lincolnshire Posy and Trittico by 

Vaclav Nelhybel. The program at the convention also included The Southerner March 
                                                 
12 Ibid. 
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(Alexander/Bainum), a performance by the trombone choir, Rejouissance composed and 

conducted by James Curnow, and a concerto featuring Timothy Northcut, tuba soloist.13

Everyone [who] was a great bandmaster in the United States was at the NBA 
convention that year—everyone. The audience was 200, and 150 of them were the 
most prominent people in the profession. I had no idea until I looked down in the 
front row and there were all of these guys sitting there—(Jim Croft, Frank 
Wickes, John Paynter, Fredrick Fennell).

 

Watkins remembered: 

14

 
 

 

 
 
Figure 7.3: Lassiter Symphonic I Band at the National Band Association’s National 
Convention, June 10, 1998, Knoxville, Tennessee (Lassiter band archives, Marietta, 
Georgia, used by permission) 

 
 
At the end of the concert, those individuals, along with Harry Begian and William 

Revelli, among others, came and congratulated Watkins on the high quality of Lassiter’s 

performance, but Watkins said, “What they heard was not what I heard…I didn’t know 

what they were talking about.”15

                                                 
13 “National Band Association National Conference,” performance program, June 10, 1988 10:15 a.m., 
Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 

 Wickes, the NBA president at the time, wrote a letter to 

Watkins after the performance saying, “If there’s a finer group in the Southeastern United 

 
14 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
15 Ibid. 
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States I haven’t heard it.”16 Paynter said it was one of the top five high school bands he 

had ever heard.17 That performance “ended up being pivotal to my career,” Watkins said. 

“And I say that for this reason: ...the NBA convention gave me credibility [from those 

individuals] that I was on the right track.”18

In reference to the 1987-1988 school year, Watkins said, “That was a pivotal 

year…The performance at the NBA convention may have been one of our best ones ever, 

and the Rose Parade was significant.”

 

19

At the close of that school year, as Watkins prepared for the upcoming marching 

season, he called in the upcoming senior class members and spoke with them. Until that 

point, the marching band had won numerous years of consecutive championships, and 

Watkins said they “were graduating-out at the awards banquet saying ‘We had never lost 

a show.’ That was becoming the focus…so I kept doing these parades and things [in an 

attempt] to keep the group grounded on non-competitive events.” Watkins still felt, 

however, that the marching band’s self image was inappropriately skewed. “So I called 

the seniors in ‘88 and said, ‘I want to do this BOA event to teach the band that they’re not 

the best band in the country. You’ll be a rising senior. Do you mind if we go to a 

competition and lose?’ And they said, ‘No. If that’s what the band needs, let’s do that.’”

 

20

The band of over 300 members then traveled to compete in its first ever Bands of 

America event that fall of 1988 which was a regional competition in Hattisburg, 

Mississippi. The group was ranked first in prelims, and, at finals, was marginally ranked 

first in music and general effect, but tenth in marching, for an overall rating of “second 

with an apology”—Watkins explained that the BOA general director called him the next 

day, apologized, and “said the judges had talked about it after the competition and said 

 

                                                 
16 Frank Wickes to Alfred Watkins, letter, June 20, 1988, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, 
Georgia 
 
17 John Paynter to Alfred Watkins, letter, November 21, 1988, Lassiter High School Band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia 
 
18 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
19 Ibid. 
 
20 Ibid.; “Awards Banquet,” Lassiter Band awards banquet program, May 20, 1989, Lassiter High School 
Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
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the best band did not win.” Watkins said, “I didn’t care, because marching band didn’t 

drive the bus….but I thanked him for what he said.”21

 That spring of 1989, the concert program performed at two more significant 

events. The first performance was by the Symphonic I Band at the Black Music Caucus 

National Convention held in Atlanta on March 30th.

 

22 The group performed a Grade VI 

program which included Florentiner March (Fucik/Lake/Fennell), Symphony No. 3, 

movements III & IV (Giannini), The Freelance March (Sousa/Revelli), Little Red 

Schoolhouse (Still), and closed with Armenian Dances, Part 1 (Reed). The band later 

repeated selections from that concert at another performance on April 22nd at the National 

Adjudicator’s Invitational for judges such as Alfred Reed, Elliot Del Borgo, Chris Izzo, 

Dwight Satterwhite, James Swearingen, and Frank Wickes. The significance of the event 

for the Lassiter program, however, was that the Symphonic II Band also performed a 

Grade V program at the invitational. 23

I would always take two bands out to play. I would never just take one unless I 
had to. It was that John Paynter advice to ‘push more kids to the top.’ So, rather 
than having a small wind ensemble of 45-50 kids involved in this cool thing, I 
would take two 80 piece bands so it’s 160 kids [and] you’ve got half your 
program involved in it…That was my way of building depth into the program and 
allowing more children to participate on a higher level.

 Throughout his years at Lassiter, Watkins 

continued, as much as possible, to take more than just the top concert ensemble to 

perform at such events. 

24

 
 

 Perhaps the greatest event for the Lassiter concert program that year was 

receiving “the highest national honor that can come to a high school concert band 

program,” the Louis Sudler Flag of Honor, sponsored by the John Philip Sousa 

Foundation.25

                                                 
21 Ibid. 

 Lassiter’s concert program was awarded the Sudler Flag due to its high 

 
22 “National Black Music Caucus,” concert program, March 30, 1989 12:00 p.m., Lassiter High School 
Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
23 “National Adudicators Invitational,” concert program, April 22, 1989, Lassiter High School Band 
archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
24 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
25 Al G. Wright to Alfred Watkins, Sudler Flag award letter, December 20, 1988, Lassiter High School 
Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
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level of musical achievement at local, regional, and national level performances; the large 

number of students consistently placed in all-state bands and honor bands; as well as the 

letters of recommendation written in its behalf by notable individuals in the field. In one 

such letter, John Paynter, Director of Bands at Northwestern University, said: 

When I heard the Lassiter Symphonic Band in Knoxville last June, I decided it 
was one of the top five high school bands I have ever heard. 
 
Under the direction of Alfred L. Watkins, who is a brilliant conductor and leader, 
they played a highly sophisticated concert program with skill and musical 
understanding. 
 
Lassiter has a wonderfully balanced band program that includes marching pep 
band, and jazz activities, but it centers its core of music making on the concert 
band, in which it excels. 
 
I am pleased to give this group my enthusiastic endorsement.26

 
  

After receiving the Sudler award, the Lassiter bands received a great amount of 

attention and recognition such as letters from state senators and the lieutenant governor of 

Georgia, an Official Proclamation from the governor of Georgia, a resolution by the 

United States House of Representatives, and local and national press.27 The award was 

presented at a special concert held at the Woodruff Arts Center in Atlanta on March 19, 

1989, at which the Symphonic I Band performed. The award was administered by Gladys 

Stone Wright of the Sudler Foundation.28

 

 

 

 

                                                 
26 J. Paynter to Alfred Watkins, letter, November 21, 1988 
 
27 Wyche Fowler Jr. to Alfred Watkins, letter, March 16, 1989, Lassiter High School Band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia; Sam Nunn to Alfred Wakints, letter, March 15, 1989, Lassiter High School Band 
archives, Marietta, Georgia; Zell Miller to Alfred Watkins, letter, April 5, 1989, Lassiter High School Band 
archives, Marietta, Georgia; Joe Frank Harris, “A Proclamation by the Governor of the State of Georgia,” 
March 17, 1989, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; Glen W. Ellard, “A Resolution,” 
House of Representatives, March 2, 1989, H.R. no. 399 
 
28 “In Concert—In Honor of Receiving the Sudler Flag of Honor,” concert program, March 19, 1989 3:00 
p.m., Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; Gladys Wright to Alfred Watkins, letter, 
April 12, 1989, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
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The 1989 Midwest Clinic 
With the success of the Lassiter concert program, Watkins received from 

members of the Sudler Foundation and individuals who heard his Symphonic I Band at 

the NBA convention encouragement to apply to perform at The Midwest Clinic, an 

International Band and Orchestra Conference held annually each December in Chicago. 

“I really hadn’t planned on applying for the Midwest Clinic,…but once we had done so 

many regional concert events, then the next thing was a national event, especially after 

having played at the NBA convention,” Watkins said.29

I always saw the Midwest Clinic for many high school band directors as a 
stepping stone to the universities, and I didn’t want to let my students or my 
colleagues think that I was doing something as a stepping stone to something else. 
That’s using people as far as I’m concerned. I wouldn’t do that…so I wasn’t 
going to apply.

 

30

 
 

When the time approached to apply, however, Watkins was in a car accident. His 

wife, Rita, recalled the experience: 

In March of 1988 after a grueling and stressful band festival, Alfred was driving 
home at the end of the night.  His father, the kids, and I left earlier from the event.  
About a mile from our home, Alfred fell asleep at the wheel of his car and ran 
head on into a telephone pole…I drove to the location to find him bleeding and 
unable to move his legs.  He was taken to the hospital after being cut out of his 
tuxedo.  Fortunately, he was not terribly hurt.  It could have been so much worse.  
He was so exhausted after working so hard to prepare for festival that his body 
just couldn’t take any more.31

 
 

During Watkins’ recovery time, the application deadline for The Midwest Clinic 

arrived, and he said: 

I had a back injury, was on some medicine, and Suzy called up and said, ‘Gladys 
Wright just got off the phone, and she said the Midwest applications are due next 
week. Do you mind if we apply?’ And I said, ‘I don’t care what you do, I’m in la-
la land’….and it ended up being we got accepted into Midwest. I had no intention 
of going—it was kind of accidental.32

 
 

                                                 
29 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
30 Ibid. 
 
31 Rita Watkins, email correspondence with author, March 12, 2010, electronic files in possession of author  
 
32 Ibid. 
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Despite any hesitance, Watkins accepted the invitation and began preparations for 

Lassiter’s performance at the 43rd annual event. 

The previous spring, the Symphonic I Band had close to 40 individuals graduate, 

so Watkins’ top ensemble in the fall of 1989 was relatively young. In order to focus on 

preparing for the conference, Watkins limited the marching band activities to a couple of 

local competitions that fall, and the Symphonic Band Camp, which was usually held in 

January, was moved up a month. The Symphonic I Band performed a “pre-Midwest” 

concert at the Cobb County Civic Center and another performance at Troy State 

University, Alabama.33

The program for the concert contained eleven works and included a performance 

by the Lassiter Flute Ensemble as well as a premier of James Curnow’s Fantasy on a 

Colonial Air, a piece commissioned by the Lassiter Symphonic Band and conducted by 

the composer. The program also featured guest conductors Harry Begian and William P. 

Foster.

 

34

The group performed on Friday, December 15, 1989 at 7:30 p.m., and received 

numerous standing ovations.

 

35

You will never know what an immeasurable and positive effect your group had on 
me.

 Letters received after the performance included such 

comments as: 

36

 
 

I have been fortunate enough to witness many performances on this stage, many 
of them being outstanding. Your own presentation ranks with those very few on 
the absolute highest level of musical communication.37

 
 

The highlight of the convention.38

                                                 
33 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 

 

 
34 “Forty-Third Annual Midwest International Band and Orchestra Clinic,” concert program, December 15, 
1989 7:30 p.m., Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
35 “Midwest” program, December 15, 1989; A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
36 Tim Lautzenheiser to Alfred Watkins, letter, December 1989, Lassiter High School Band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia 
 
37 Joe Allison to Alfred Watkins, letter, January 10, 1990, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, 
Georgia 
 



 82 

 
A beautiful ‘model’ of excellence.39

 
 

The clinic performance demonstrated ensemble technical skill and an expected 
wide range of musical expression rarely obtained by high school bands.40

 
 

The ‘hit’ of the convention.41

 
 

I have attended this event for the last nine years and I cannot remember a 
performance by a high school ensemble that exhibited more musical maturity, 
excitement, and audience appeal than the performance by the Lassiter Symphonic 
Band.42

 
 

 

 
 
Figure 7.4: Lassiter Symphonic I Band at The Midwest Clinic, December 15, 1989, 
Chicago, Illinois (Lassiter band archives, Marietta, Georgia, used by permission) 

                                                                                                                                                 
38 James Copenhaver to Alfred Watkins, letter, January 9, 1990, Lassiter High School Band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia 
 
39 Ed Lisk to Alfred Watkins, letter, December 19, 1989, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, 
Georgia 
 
40 John Culvahouse to Alfred Watkins, letter, January 10, 1990, Lassiter High School Band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia 
 
41 Dan Wilson to Alfred Watkins, letter, January 3, 1990, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, 
Georgia 
 
42 Ed Davis to Alfred Watkins, letter, December 23, 1990, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, 
Georgia 
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That was more pivotal than anything we’ve done,” Watkins said in reference to 

the 1999 Midwest performance. “The National Band Association ended up being pivotal 

for my career, [but] Midwest was pivotal for the bands’ career…The NBA audience was 

only about 200 people…and the Midwest was The Midwest, and everybody in the world 

was there.”43

                                                 
43 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
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CHAPTER 8 
 

LASSITER: THE MIDDLE YEARS (1990-1999) 
 
 
 
 

“The 90’s were marching band years.” 
 

1990 Grand Nationals 
 When the Lassiter Band program moved into the 1990’s, the marching band had 

grown to a  membership exceeding 300 students, a new and larger band room had been 

built, both the Symphonic I and Symphonic II Bands began performing Grade VI 

literature at district festival each year, and a solid chamber music program was in place.1

The Symphonic [I] Band played conferences in ‘85, ‘86, ‘87, ‘88, and ‘89—five 
consecutive years of putting them on the road…We did the Orange Bowl parade 
in ‘86, Tournament of Roses Parade in ‘87, and did our first BOA Regional in 
‘88…We were leading the state in all-state participants, had chamber music out 
the ears, the concert band had been on the road all over the place, and the 
marching band was then a secondary organization, and that was all by design.

 

Also, by that point, as Watkins said: 

2

 
 

 Although the marching band was then a ‘secondary organization,’ the Lassiter 

community thrived on the competitive aspect of the activity and, Watkins said, “The 

marching band touched all the households, all the families.”3

Although a vast majority of the concert band students marched in the marching 
band, the visibility of the marching band reached all corners of metro-Atlanta and 

 He went on to explain: 

                                                 
1 “Mad Dash to Nationals!!,” Band awards banquet program, May 19, 1991, Lassiter High School Band 
archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
2 Alfred Watkins, interview by author, Marietta, GA, May 19, 2009, digital recording in possession of 
author; Alfred Watkins, email correspondence with author, March 22, 2010, in possession of author 
 
3 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
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beyond. As the top symphonic band performed at conferences, it was important to 
create activities where all of our students, including lower band students, could be 
involved. The marching band was a natural vehicle for this. However, the concert 
band was always the cornerstone of our band program.  We continued to build our 
concert program as we developed the skills associated with the marching band.  
Throughout the enormous success of the marching band in the nineties, the 
concert band was always at the forefront of our programs.  This remains true 
today.4

 
 

 A great deal of the success and development of the marching band during the 

1990’s was due to its participation in the Bands of America Grand National 

Championships competition. “[It] was the next logical step for the marching band,” 

Watkins explained.5

The concert band program was building, so by the time I went to the first Grand 
Nationals, we’d had several years of superior ratings through the lower bands. 
The music production and the fundamentals of the program…were real secure, so 
it was appropriate to begin competing on the national level with the marching 
band and not have a dramatic and/or negative effect on the direction of the concert 
band, chamber, and individual skills program. That’s a mistake that a lot of young 
teachers make. They let [Grand Nationals] be the single greatest event of their 
career and I didn’t work on competitions.

 

6

 
 

There was also a secondary purpose in attending Grand Nationals that year, as he 

explained: 

I wanted to go in 1990 because most of them were Midwestern/Northeastern 
bands and Texas [bands competing]—Southern bands didn’t go to that sort of 
thing. I was judging it each year, and I would hear what they would say about 
Southern bands (and I didn’t know that northerners were openly biased against 
people from the South)…They would talk about Southern bands as if we couldn’t 
do anything…They thought they had a patent on excellence. So I went in 1990 to 
show them that the South could do something. 
 
After competing at Kingsport, Tennessee as well as two local competitions that 

October, the marching band traveled to the Hoosier Dome in Indianapolis, Indiana to 

compete at its first Bands of America Grand National Championships on November 16-

                                                 
4 A. Watkins, email, March 22, 2010 
 
5 Alfred Watkins, interview by author, Marietta, GA, Feb. 3, 2010, digital recording in possession of author 
 
6 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010; A. Watkins, email, March 22, 2010 
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17, 1990. The band placed second in music, tenth in visual effect, and fifth in general 

effect, for a composite rating of fifth overall.7

The success of the group competing for its first time on a national level carried 

with it some positive results. Both the Lassiter and greater-Atlanta communities rallied 

around the competitive success of the organization, including both individuals who were 

directly and indirectly affiliated with the band as well as local press.

 

8

We went to Grand Nationals for the first time in 1990 in U-Hauls…I had been 
trying to get them to buy a truck for a couple of years, and they didn’t understand. 
They went to Indianapolis to Grand Nationals and parked those little U-Hauls 
next to the spacious 40-foot trucks of most of the competing bands, [and] they 
came back the next year and wanted a truck so bad they couldn’t stand it. 

 Also, the band 

booster organization purchased a much needed semi-truck upon its return: 

 
The Grand Nationals experience was also followed by some negative outcomes. 

Concerning the students, Watkins said, “I wasn’t prepared for the recovery time they 

needed after that [event].” He described it as both a “mental fatigue and a longing for that 

‘marching band high’ to continue.”9

When we went to Grand Nationals in 1990, it took us until February to recover. 
The kids didn’t want to play. They didn’t want to concentrate. They were just 
tired. They just got like they are in late May, [but were that way] in late January 
and half of February, and I couldn’t get them back…I had to do something to shift 
their emphasis back from “we had a great marching band season” and I did it with 
music.

 

10

 
 

Watkins used extremely challenging concert literature as the tool to help them 

recover and, therefore, chose to perform the Symphony in B-flat by Paul Hindemith at 

district festival that year. 

In order to re-create an intense musical atmosphere and to drastically invigorate 
the musical element of our program, I chose to program the Symphony in B-flat 

                                                 
7 “Mad Dash to Nationals!!,” May 19, 1991 
 
8 Glen C. Rose to Alfred Watkins, letter, November 26, 1990, Lassiter High School Band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia; Joseph P. Rundell to Alfred Watkins, letter, November 20, 1990, Lassiter High School 
Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; “Education Briefs,” The Atlanta Journal and Constitution, November 9, 
1990, sec. G-2 
 
9 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
10 Ibid. 
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for members of the Symphonic Band to play as our early second semester study.  
The challenge of Hindemith proved to be the perfect choice to immediately shift 
our focus from marching band to concert band. This is a repertoire decision we 
used after the 1994 and 1998 Grand Nationals and it worked beautifully.  
Hindemith pushed us back into proper concert music mode 11

 
 

The year following their first trip to Grand Nationals, the marching band 

competed in two small local events, performed at an Atlanta Falcons National Football 

League game, and traveled to Florida for performances in the Junior Orange Bowl 

parade, the Blockbuster Bowl II football game, and the Epcot Center at Walt Disney 

World.12

Marching band [during that time] was kind of just on hold… [and] I tried to let 
the program breathe. It was important after 1990 when everyone wanted me to go 
back to Grand Nationals that I didn’t go…The good thing was that I didn’t lose 
personnel. Because that marching band animal is so powerful that if you go to 
Grand Nationals and you finish fifth, then the natural instinct is to go back and 
compete for the championship. And so I waited until all those [graduated].

 Watkins said: 

13

 
 

The close of the marching season that year saw a new formation of the Lassiter 

Winter Guard.14

We had a winter guard when the school just opened, but many guard parents were 
very aggressive to extend the already tight booster club budget, so I found it 
necessary to eliminate the winter guard program for [several] years…They 
practiced at least as much as the marching band, and the cost—it’s very 
expensive.

 

15

 
 

When Watkins reinstated the Winter Guard, he made sure that strict guidelines 

were in place for costs, travel, and, particularly, personnel. “[The] Winter Guard is 99% 

                                                 
11 A. Watkins, email, March 22, 2010 
 
12 Alfred Watkins to Lassiter band parents, letter, December 9, 1991, Lassiter High School Band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia; “The Tradition Continues,” Band awards banquet program, May 17, 1992, Lassiter High 
School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
13 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010; A. Watkins, email, March 22, 2010 
 
14 “The Tradition Continues,” May 17, 1992 
 
15 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
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non-musicians—always has been,” he said. “I don’t want them spinning when they 

should be playing clarinet. What kind of sense does that make?”16

In February of 1992, the Symphonic I Band traveled to Columbia, South Carolina 

to perform at the University of South Carolina Band Clinic and Conductors Symposium. 

On the 22nd at 7:30 p.m., the ensemble opened with Gavorkna Fanfare (Stamp) and then 

performed the first three movements of Vincent Persichetti’s Symphony for Band. Next, 

the Lassiter Clarinet Choir, a thirty-member voluntary group comprised of students from 

all of the concert bands, performed Fugue in G minor (Bach/Curry) in its first 

performance outside of the state of Georgia. Andy Wen was then a featured soloist on 

Diversion for Alto Saxophone (Heiden), followed by Bravura (Duble). The ensemble 

then closed the concert with Ron Nelson’s Rocky Point Holiday.

 

17

The following fall, the marching band reached its largest size yet in the history of 

the program—307 members. With its show, “From Russia with Love,” it competed twice 

on a local level before traveling to the Bands of America Southern Regional 

Championships in Hattiesburg, Mississippi. Due to a very rainy fall season in 1992, 

however, the band’s practice and performance schedule was restricted, and the group 

never quite reached its potential. As a result, it finished first in music and second in both 

visual and general effect, for an overall rating of third at the event.

 

18

The end of the fall in 1992 was the conclusion of a long, personally exhausting 

time for Watkins. In 1991, his father contracted cancer, and Watkins and his sister 

decided to share the responsibility of caring for him. His father still lived in the family’s 

home in Jackson about 60 miles away from Lassiter. Watkins’ sister moved in with their 

father and took care of him during the middle of the week while Watkins taught at 

Lassiter on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays. After the school day ended each 

Thursday, Watkins drove to Jackson to take care of his father through the following 

 

                                                 
16 Ibid. 
 
17 “The University of South Carolina Band Clinic and Conductors Symposium,” event program, February 
20-23, 1992, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; “The University of South Carolina 
Band Clinic and Conductors Symposium,” concert program, February 22, 1992, Lassiter High School Band 
archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
18 Alfred Watkins to Lassiter band parents, letter, September 2, 1992, Lassiter High School Band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia; A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
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Monday. Also during that time, Watkins’ assistant was replaced with a new and 

inexperienced assistant director, which left him to carry the entire burden of the large and 

thriving program. “My life was completely overwhelming,” he said. After an extensive 

period of trying to balance his responsibilities to both his work and his family, his father 

passed away in November of 1992.19

In the midst of this overwhelming period in his life, Watkins was also trying to 

prepare the band for its first visit to the recently-formed Bands of America National 

Concert Band Festival. He wanted to use it as a springboard to give the concert program 

at Lassiter a national lift after performing at The Midwest Clinic in 1989. He also desired 

to shift the overall emphasis of the Lassiter band program away from heavy marching 

band competition after its trip to the 1990 Grand Nationals. 

 

I couldn’t go back to Midwest [yet], and I had done that tour [of the colleges in 
the South] and didn’t want to do it again,…so I had to find something else. I was 
actually on the committee that formulated the National Concert Band Festival 
around 1990-91 through Bands of America to help to give it its shape, so I knew 
what it was going to be…when the judges would be Revelli and Begian, John 
Paynter, Arnold Gabriel, [and] Fennell.20

 
 

Lassiter’s participation in the event was monumental for the program because 

both the Symphonic I and Symphonic II Bands were invited to the festival and both 

performed a Grade VI program. “They were two bands as premier bands,” Watkins said. 

“They didn’t piggy-back on the same concert, so they were two invited groups of honor.” 

The trip did not come without a price, however. “The preparation was difficult. The 

traveling was difficult. [It was] very difficult to have two bands on national stages,” 

Watkins said.21

The program for the Symphonic II Band included Clifton Williams’ Symphonic 

Suite, Howard Hanson’s Chorale and Alleluia, Noble Men March (Fillmore), and 

Yorkshire Ballade (J. Barnes), as well as a performance by the Lassiter Flute Choir. The 

Symphonic I Band performed Bennet’s Triumphal March (Ribble), variations I, II, V, and 

 

                                                 
19 Alfred Watkins, phone interview with author, March 22, 2010 
 
20 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
21 Ibid. 
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VI from Enigma Variations by Edward Elgar, Elegy for a Young American (LoPresti), 

and closed with Karel Husa’s Music for Prague, 1968.22 Concerning the quality of the 

Symphonic I Band in particular, Watkins commented, “This may have been the best band 

we ever had.”23

In the 1993-1994 school year, the Lassiter Clarinet Choir performed as a featured 

ensemble at the 25th Annual University of Illinois Clarinet Choir Clinic, and the Lassiter 

Trumpet Choir gave a special performance at the International Trumpet Guild 

Conference.

 

24

 

 Lassiter’s marching band and large concert ensembles, however, saw little 

or no traveling that year in preparation for return appearances to the two large national 

level Bands of America events which were both scheduled for the upcoming year—the 

Grand National Championships and National Concert Band Festival. 

1994 Grand Nationals 
Watkins described his reasons for the marching band’s return to the Grand 

National Championships in 1994 as follows: 

I only personally wanted to go one time [in 1990]…and once we tied for fourth 
[overall] and second in music, I said, ‘I’m done with that’…[However,] I was 
interested in creating another unique marching band experience for another 
generation of Lassiter band students, so we went back to National in 1994…I 
decided to go back when all the kids had graduated out to prove to my colleagues 
that you don’t have to go every year to be competitive. You don’t have to go once 
every two years or three years or have kids that have to overlap—that you can 
have a whole new slate of people and go again.25

 
 

On Saturday, November 5, 1994, the Lassiter marching band performed selections 

from The Year of the Dragon and Belshazzar’s Feast in the RCA Dome in Indianapolis, 

                                                 
22 “National Concert Band Festival,” program, March 26-27, 1993, Lassiter High School Band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia 
 
23 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
24 “Fiftieth Annual Midwest International Band and Orchestra Clinic,” concert program, December 20, 
1996 
 
25 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
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Indiana. That time, the band finished first in music, fifth in visual, and third in general 

effect, for an overall rating of third.26

Having finished third, when the season ended, the students still longed to return 

and win. Watkins said: 

 

The good thing about marching band season is that, if you do it right, it can build 
stamina…There’s a point where it can be an obsession—an obsession in winning, 
an obsession in ‘this is the only thing’—…so that balance is difficult to find in 
there. The people who can find the balance will have a successful total program. 
The people who can’t find the balance will have a successful marching band until 
the marching band [competitive drive] runs out—[and] it’s going to run out.27

 
 

In order to keep the competitive drive of the marching band from taking over the 

program, Watkins immediately returned with the top two concert ensembles to the 

National Concert Band Festival that spring. “That was in an effort to keep things 

balanced,” he said. At the event, the Symphonic II Band performed Chicago Tribune 

March (Chamber/Boyd), George Washington Bridge (Schuman), Panis Angelicus 

(Franck/A. Reed), and Where Never Lark nor Eagle Flew (Curnow). The Symphonic I 

Band program included performances by the Lassiter Percussion Ensemble and the 

Lassiter Trombone Choir, as well as Gallant Seventh March (Sousa), Festive Overture 

(Shostakovich/Hunsberger), and Symphony in B-flat by Paul Hindemith.28 “We played 

the Hindemith Symphony three times in the 90’s for adjudication—after every Grand 

Nationals I played [it],” Watkins said. “Once it worked in ‘90-‘91, I just kept it in 

place.”29

Also during that year, Watkins sought to continue his education at Georgia State 

University.

 

30

                                                 
26 “Grand National Championships,” event program, November 4-5, 1994, Lassiter High School Band 
archives, Marietta, Georgia 

 Beginning in 1977, he audited classes during the summers and continued to 

do so until he fully enrolled in 1980. He continued to take classes during the summers 

 
27 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
28 “National Concert Band Festival,” event program, March 30-April 1, 1995, Lassiter High School Band 
archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
29 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
30 Alfred Watkins to Don Taebel, letter, December 4, 1994, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, 
Georgia 
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and was finished with nearly three-quarters of his education when his mother died of a 

heart attack in mid-July of 1985. Unable to cope with the combined emotional and 

academic stress, he withdrew from the two classes he was taking right before final 

examinations for the term. The incomplete coursework eventually turned into failures, 

“so my GPA tanked as a result of those two classes,” Watkins said. The institution 

wanted Watkins to retake the classes, but, by that time, his first child was born, the 

Lassiter program was performing on a national level, and he, therefore, did not feel it was 

necessary to his development as a band director. “After that it was just a bunch of 

tumbleweeds going nowhere,” he said. When Watkins later attempted to re-enroll, he 

said, “They told me that I was too undisciplined and would not focus well-enough to earn 

their degree.”31

I had always been interested in the process of learning and maintaining a healthy 
family life. At that time in my life, I chose to place my efforts on personal growth 
through listening, lots of reading and continuing to be a musical sponge, [as well 
as] a better husband/father. I refused to earn a graduate degree in order to simply 
get a pay raise. Graduate school did not fit into my future.

 After that, Watkins ceased his pursuit of an advanced degree. 

32

 
 

 The 1995-1996 school year began with several noteworthy events for the 

marching program. First, the band traveled to the Band of America Southeast Regional 

Competition at East Tennessee State University and won all captions as well as its first 

ever Grand Champion Award at a Bands of America event. Next, the marching band 

traveled to Miami, Florida, for its second appearance in the King Orange Jamboree 

Parade. Later that year, the four-year-old Lassiter Winter Guard “A” was selected as 

Scholastic “A” Class World Champions at the Winter Guard International World 

Championships in Dayton, Ohio.33

In the spring, both the Symphonic I and Symphonic II Bands performed a 

combined concert at the inaugural Atlanta International Band and Orchestra Conference 

on April 4, 1996. The groups’ program for the event included Celebrations by John 

Zdechlik, Amazing Grace (Ticheli), Marche Slave (Tchaikovsky/Laurendeau), March 

 

                                                 
31 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009; A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
32 A. Watkins, email, March 22, 2010 
 
33 Seth Coleman, “Marching to a Winning Tune,” The Atlanta Journal and Constitution: Cobb Extra, 
October 19, 1995, sec. J, p. 1; “Midwest Clinic,” December 20, 1996 
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“The Southerner” (Alexander/Bainum), Fantasy Jubiloso (Douglas Court), and all four 

movements of Vincent Persichetti’s Symphony No.6. 34

Also that year, Watkins was chosen as the Associate Director for the Atlanta 

Olympic Marching Band that performed on the ground for both the opening and closing 

ceremonies at the 1996 summer Olympics in Atlanta. The 350-member group consisted 

of young adults between the ages of 16 and 22 who all had a connection to the state of 

Georgia, and approximately 20 were Lassiter students. Watkins later referred to it as “still 

probably the most exciting thing I’ve ever done.”

 The conference appearance 

marked the fourth time that both top ensembles from Lassiter performed together at a 

national event. 

35

In December of 1996, the Lassiter Symphonic I Band gave its second appearance 

at the prestigious Midwest International Band and Orchestra Clinic. Preparations for the 

event began in late August of that year, and all but three students in the 77-member 

ensemble additionally participated in the marching band that fall, which included 

rehearsals three days a week, Friday night football games, and several Saturday 

rehearsals/competitions, in addition to a three-hour rehearsal each Monday night with the 

Symphonic I Band. That schedule lasted until late November when the Symphonic Band 

Camp was held and the Symphonic I Band began a regular rehearsal/sectional schedule 

three days per week. The band then gave two “pre-Midwest” concerts before traveling to 

Chicago for its performance on Friday, December 20, 1996 at 8:00 p.m. in the 

International Ballroom of the Chicago Hilton and Towers Hotel.

 

36

The program for the concert included Celebrations (Zdechlik), Valley Forge 

March (Edmonson), Watchman, Tell Us of the Night (Camphouse), Mid-West Golden 

Jubilee Overture (Curnow), Ballad for Peace (Erickson), Dance of the New World 

(Wilson), Into the Light (Bocook), movements II and IV of Vincent Persichetti’s 

Symphony No.6, and Bennett’s Triumphal March (Ribble). The program also included a 

special performance by artist Jim Walker on American Flute Salute (Mairs) as well as 

 

                                                 
34 “Atlanta International Band and Orchestra Conference,” concert program, April 4, 1996, Lassiter High 
School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
35 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
36 “Midwest Clinic,” December 20, 1996 
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guest conductor appearances by Ray Cramer, Sue Samuels, Eugene Corporon, and Gary 

Markham. The Symphonic I Band’s performance at the 50th annual event was dedicated 

“to the life of John Paynter” who had recently passed away.37

Concerning the performance, Watkins said he recognized it as a “high point” in 

development of the Lassiter concert band program “when I had kids leaving the stage 

crying because they were so filled with emotion from a job well done, and they all knew 

it.”

 

38

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 8.1: 1996 Symphonic I Band (Lassiter band archives, Marietta, Georgia, 
used by permission) 
 
 

The rest of the 1996-1997 school year was filled with several other notable 

events. The Symphonic I Band repeated its performance from the Midwest Clinic at the 

University of Georgia’s High School Festival in January (“Jan-Fest”) and was placed on 

the Sousa Foundations Historic Roll of Honor of Distinguished High School Concert 

Bands in America, 1920-1997. The Winter Guard was named Scholastic “Open” Class 

Champions. Also, when the Symphonic I Band traveled to Chicago and Athens for 

                                                 
37 Ibid.; “The Midwest Clinic: An International Band and Orchestra Conference,” event program, 
December 20, 1996 
 
38 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
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conferences, the members of the remaining four concert/symphonic bands traveled to 

Washington D.C. to perform at the nation’s capitol.39

Moving into the 1997-1998 season, the marching band had the largest number of 

participants—350 members—in its history, and there were an additional 75 members in 

the concert programs who did not march. Due to the size, Watkins decided to divide the 

marching band into two separate organizations—Marching Band 1 (MB1) and Marching 

Band 2 (MB2). “We had to handle it very carefully,” Watkins said. “I wanted to make 

sure that the MB2 kids weren’t ‘red-headed step-children,’ so [when] I formed the two 

bands up in ‘97, I was real careful in making sure they rehearsed at the same time and 

each band had a staff” which provided the students with quality instruction. He 

continued, “We had maybe a dozen kids…in the second marching band to make all-state 

during those five years—late bloomers, sections just filled with kids [and] couldn’t have 

space for them [in the other band]. But you give them quality instruction and they’ll 

grow—all of them will grow.” MB2 was a non-competitive group that performed at 

junior varsity and freshmen football games as well as occasionally traveling to perform in 

exhibition only at competitions. “The weirdest thing was to be on the tower with the big 

band [in rehearsal] and see MB2 in performance in the stadium at the same time,” 

Watkins said.

 

40

That fall, Watkins took the competitive marching band to the Bands of America 

Southeast Regional Championships in Atlanta. The group was named Grand Champions 

with rankings of first in music, fourth in visual, and first in general effect. The Lassiter 

marching band then traveled to Florida and performed in the 1997 Citrus Bowl Parade.

 

41

 Notable events in the spring included a performance by the Symphonic I Band at 

a regional conference of the Bands of America National Concert Band Festival on March 

28, the color guard placed 9th in the “World” class of the Winter Guard International 

 

                                                 
39 “2000 Georgia Music Educators Association In-Service Conference,” concert program, January 28, 2000, 
Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; Ibid. 
 
40 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
41 “2000 GMEA,” January 28, 2000 
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championships, and all five concert bands earned superior ratings at district festival in 

Grades VI, VI, IV, III, and II.42

Also, at the end of that year, he said, “My sons declared to me going into the 

eighth grade and going into the fifth grade that they ‘wanted to be in Daddy’s band.’”

 

43  

His wife commented that, “He never pushed the boys into music.  I took them to as many 

band activities as possible.  They saw the wonderful work their dad was doing and 

couldn’t wait to be a part of it.”44

 

 The family decided to move to East Cobb County that 

year so the children could be in the Lassiter band, which also put Watkins closer to work 

and eliminated his long, daily commute. 

1998 Grand Nationals 
In the fall of 1998, Watkins decided to return again to the Bands of America 

Grand National Championships. “The championship in ‘98 is the only time I’ve ever tried 

to win a marching band competition,”45

[In 1994,] we finished third…but I got insulted. If you look at the records, the 
marching numbers are not high in comparison to the music numbers, and they 
insulted me on tape. They said, ‘You all play real well, Lassiter, but don’t come 
back until you learn how to march…” 

 he said, and further explained: 

 
In ‘97, I put about a two-year’s course of study in place to influence the marching 
component so that everybody marched like machines…I looked at what we were 
doing and found that we were not as fundamentally strong marching as we were 
musically and that was only because of a lack of nurturing and a lack of know-
how.  So I followed a couple of drum corps around to see what they were doing. 
[I] got some tapes out and some books out and read them, and found out how to 
more effectively teach the corps style movement… 
 
[When the band returned] in ‘98, I wanted to win…just to shut them up.46

 
 

                                                 
42 Ibid. 
 
43 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
 
44 Rita Watkins, email correspondence with author, March 12, 2010, electronic files in possession of author  
 
45 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
46 Ibid. 
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With the decision to return in 1998, Watkins felt a lot of pressure from the 

community. Having finished fifth and then third in the two previous Grand National 

competitions, Watkins said the community “counted in odd numbers” and frequently 

asked, “You’re going to win this year, aren’t you?” That pressure made him feel that 

“anything less than second or third was going to be a failure.”47

Watkins scheduled an intense season for the marching band that fall, but found 

some relief in the addition of a second assistant director, Catherine Sinon, and he turned 

the management of MB2 over to her. The season began with both marching bands 

performing in exhibition at two local competitions in the metro-Atlanta region. The 

competitive marching band, MB1, then competed and won the Grand Champion award in 

all three captions in Bands of America Regional Competitions at both East Tennessee 

State University on October 31st and Atlanta on November 7th.

 

48

For the Grand National Championships, the band traveled to Indianapolis on 

November 12-14, 1998, to perform its show, music from Jerry Goldsmith’s score to The 

Wind and the Lion. The group was accompanied by over 1,000 parents, alumni, and 

friends, including the members of MB2 as spectators.

 

49  In both the preliminary 

competitions and the semi-finals, Lassiter’s band won all three captions. In finals, the 

band won the best visual and best general effect captions, finished second in best music 

by .1 point, and finished first overall with a final score of 97.55—the highest in the 

history of the competition until 2008.50

“The community went nuts,” Watkins said. “They still talk about it.”

 
51

                                                 
47 Ibid. 

 The band 

was greeted by a huge corridor of cheering fans waving sparklers and banners as the 

buses pulled into the school. A special performance of the show was held the following 

week and such individuals as Governor Zell Miller, Governor-elect Roy Barnes, Cobb 

 
48 “1999 Calendar,” Grand national championship commemorative calendar, January-December 1999, 
Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; Jane Allan, press release, November 18, 1998, 
Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
49 Jane Allan, press release, November 18, 1998 
 
50 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
51 Ibid. 
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County Superintendent Dr. Richard Benjamin, Cobb County Music Supervisor Gary 

Markham, members of the Cobb County School Board, and State Board of Education 

chairman, Johnny Isakson, were guests at the event. The championship and events 

leading up to it received a great deal of press in the metro Atlanta area.52

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 8.2: Lassiter High School Marching Band being named BOA Grand National 
Champions at the 1998 awards ceremony, RCA Dome, Indianapolis, Indiana 
(Lassiter band archives, Marietta, Georgia, used by permission) 
 
 

On a personal level, the event marked for Watkins a level of acceptance into the 

community that he had not fully experienced until that point. His picture was the cover 

                                                 
52 Jane Allan, press release, November 18, 1998; Diane R. Step, “Lassiter’s Top Band Home on High 
Note,” The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, November 17, 1998, sec. C, p. 1; Richard L. Eldredge, “Marching 
Toward Victory,” Peach Buzz, November 11, 1998, sec. D2; Richard C. Benjamin, “Pattern of Success 
Brings Challenge to Reach Higher,” Introspect: The Newsletter for the Cobb County School District, 
November 20, 1999, p. 1; Jenny J. Wagner, “March to Success,” Cobb Neighbor, November 5, 1998, p. 
3A; “Good News from Your Schools,” The Cobb Quarterly, January 1, 1999, vol. II, issue I; “Lassiter H. 
S. Marching Band Wins Grand Nationals,” The Cobb Webb, January 1999, vol. IX, ed. 1; “Lassiter 
Band…On The Road….To Grand Nationals In ’98,” East Cobber, November 1998, p. 5-6; Bill Hendrick, 
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photo of the local news paper, and he openly shared the challenging events during the 

time he came to Lassiter in a metro Atlanta newspaper.53

Speaking of the 1998 Grand Nationals championship, Watkins said, “That was the 

high point for the emotions of the band program…I declared in ’99 I would do it one 

more time, but that was going to be it.”

 

54

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 8.3: Watkins with wife, Rita, with sons Chris (left) and Jonathan (right) 
celebrating immediately following the announcement of Lassiter’s win at the 1998 
Grand National Championship (Watkins’ personal collection, used by permission) 
 
 

                                                 
53 “Cover Photo,” East Cobber, January 1999, p. 0-1; Steven P. Ericson, “Lassiter’s Watkins Offers 
Positive Influence,” Atlanta Daily World, December 3-4, 1998, p. 4 
 
54 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
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CHAPTER 9 
 

LASSITER: THE LATE YEARS (2000-2010) 
 
 
 
 

“You’ll compete with yourself, and one year, one of you will lose.” 
 

Growth and Expansion 
 In addition to the two functioning marching bands performing around the state, by 

the year 2000, the Lassiter band program had five concert bands that were consistently 

receiving Superior ratings at the District Concert Festival, a competitive Visual 

Performance Ensemble and Winter Guard, 110 students performing in the District Solo 

and Ensemble Festival, 100 students in the district honor band, 40 students in either the 

All-State Band or Orchestra, and several others in such organizations as the Governor’s 

Honors Program in Music, the Atlanta Youth Symphony Orchestra, and the Metropolitan 

Youth Symphony Orchestra.1 Lassiter was named a 2000 Grammy Signature School by 

the Grammy Foundation. Also, the band had just traveled to New York City and 

performed for its first time at the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade in November of 

1999.2 That, Watkins said, “was a result of putting the two marching bands together” to 

make a more than 350 member band, and, therefore, “[made it possible to get] all those 

kids involved in the ‘big event’ of the year.”3

                                                 
1 “We Can Make it Anywhere!,” Band awards banquet program, May 21, 2000, Lassiter High School Band 
archives, Marietta, Georgia 

 

 
2 “1999 New York City Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade,”  itinerary, November 21-27, 1999, Lassiter 
High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
3 Alfred Watkins, interview by author, Marietta, GA, Feb. 3, 2010, digital recording in possession of author 
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 As the new millennium began, and having pushed both the concert and the 

marching programs to the forefront of national view, Watkins said, “What I decided to do 

then was to promote the other groups that I had some affiliation with—the Percussion 

Ensemble and the Cobb Wind Symphony. And so during that period, they became 

extremely active in conferences—which made me active in conferences and things of the 

sort, but I was pushing them out front.”4

 The Cobb Wind Symphony, an all-adult community band, began in September of 

1999. Watkins said, “For so many years, as a high school band director, I have always 

taught my students to love music and play it for the rest of their lives. After awhile, my 

students came back to me and said, ‘We want to play but can’t find a place.’”

 

5

There were five young adults that came to me,…four of which I had taught in the 
high school band program and one was a spouse, and they said, ‘Would you form 
this up?’ So, yeah, that was the genesis of it in ‘99. And I told them I would 
conduct it, I would rehearse it, I would give it a musical philosophy and musical 
direction, but they had to do everything else. I can’t do any communication with 
the band, I can’t do equipment, I can’t do programs, I can’t do any of that. I can 
just show up on Sundays and conduct it and give it a personality—that was the 
most important thing, [to] give it a soul.

 He further 

explained: 

6

 
 

The group began rehearsing twice a month that year under Watkins’ direction in 

the Lassiter band room and quickly grew from its initial membership of 77 to over 100 

participants, 20 to 25 of whom on average were former Lassiter students.7

 

 

 

                                                 
4 Ibid. 
 
5 “57th Annual Midwest Clinic,” concert program, December 20, 2003, Lassiter High School Band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia   
 
6 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
7 “57th Annual Midwest Clinic,” December 20, 2003; Ibid. 
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Figure 9.1: The Cobb Wind Symphony, 2001 (Watkins’ personal collection, used by 
permission) 
 
 

Lassiter’s Percussion Ensemble began to perform at a state and national level 

beginning in 2000. By that point, the percussion program at Lassiter was under the 

direction of Mike Lynch. “Mike Lynch came on in the second Midwest year. That was 

really pivotal to us,” Watkins said. “Our percussion program then became a national 

caliber program too.”8 In the spring of 2000, the top percussion ensemble—roughly 15 

students selected out of a percussion program of 40 total members—was invited to 

perform at the Georgia Music Educators Association In-Service Conference in January (a 

joint concert with the Symphonic I Band), and, later in the year, performed at the Bands 

of America National Concert Band Festival in March.9

 In regards to the invitation for both the Percussion Ensemble and Symphonic I 

Band to play at the state conference, however, Watkins recalled: 

 

The night before the event, a snow front came… 
 
We were in rehearsal until about nine o’clock that night, and about 8:15 the 
Assistant Principal walked in…We’re in our final run-through, and she said, ‘The 
superintendent just called. All events are cancelled for the weekend which 
includes your trip to Savannah, and they wanted me to make sure I came down to 
tell you personally. 
 

                                                 
8 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
9 “2000 Georgia Music Educators Association In-Service Conference,” concert program, January 28, 2000, 
Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; “9th Annual National Concert Band Festival,” event 
program, March 23-25, 2000,  Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
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There was no snow outside, but it was scheduled to come overnight and didn’t 
come. So the convention went on, and we didn’t play.10

 
 

“It was a downer for the kids,” he remembered.  “They were real disappointed 

that they couldn’t play.”11

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 9.2: Lassiter Percussion Ensemble I, 2000 (Watkins’ personal collection, used 
by permission) 
 
 

In the 2000-2001 school year, the two Lassiter marching bands were again 

combined (similar to the Macy’s Parade performance) for the program’s second trip to 

California for the 112th Tournament of Roses Parade on New Year’s Day 2001.12 In 

reference to the Lassiter band’s travels to the Tournament of Roses Parades and 

numerous other trips to such events as the Bands of America National and Regional 

Championships, the National Concert Band Festival, the Midwest Clinic, the Macy’s 

Thanksgiving Day Parade, one individual stated, “While many band members are 

fortunate to experience one of these events during their academic careers, the Lassiter 

Trojan Band has been making a once-in-a-lifetime trip almost every year for the past 

several years.”13

                                                 
10 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 

 

 
11 Ibid. 
 
12 “2001 Tournament of Roses Parade Itinerary,” itinerary, December 28, 2000, Lassiter High School Band 
archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
13 Jennifer McInerney, “Upclose: Alfred Watkins,” School Band and Orchestra, June 2003 



 104 

The following year, Watkins took the two marching bands to the Bands of 

America regional competition in Morgantown, West Virginia. While the second 

marching band was supposed to continue its non-competitive tradition and only march in 

exhibition, an interesting thing happened: 

[When] I took both bands to Morgantown, West Virginia, MB1 won first place in 
class AAA, and MB2 won third place in class AAA. MB2 wasn’t supposed to get 
numbers, but the judges were misinformed. And so they went ahead and gave 
them a number, and they ended up third.14

 
 

That same year, Watkins received what he later described as, “probably the 

greatest honor a band director could ever get.”15 The new Lassiter band building had just 

been constructed, and “unbeknownst to him, the band boosters had taken the necessary 

legal avenues to have the brand new band building named after the band director.”16 

When Watkins called to invite his family for the dedication of the building, his older 

brother, Theotis, recalled that Watkins “beat around the bush about things, and then 

finally came out and said it would be named after him.”17 The family came on Saturday 

for a special tour, and on Sunday, January 20, 2002, the $1.5 million structure was 

dedicated, and bore the name Alfred L. Watkins Band Building on the front. Theotis, said 

it was a very special event for the family. In addition to his family, Watkins’ high school 

band director, Andrew Buggs, was also in attendance for the ceremony.18  One individual 

noted the unusual circumstances of such an event, “since, in many cases, buildings are 

named after individuals upon retirement or once they are deceased,” but not while they 

are still living and working there.19

 

 

                                                 
14 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
15 J. McInerney, “Upclose: Alfred Watkins,” June 2003 
 
16 Ibid. 
 
17 Theotis Watkins, phone interview by author, September 24, 2009, digital recording in possession of 
author 
 
18 Ibid.; Alfred Watkins, interview by author, Marietta, GA, May 19, 2009, digital recording in possession 
of author 
 
19 J. McInerney, “Upclose: Alfred Watkins,” June 2003 
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Figure 9.3: Alfred L. Watkins Band Building, dedicated January 20, 2002 
(photograph by author, May 19, 2009) 
 
 

In the spring of 2002, Watkins returned for the third time to the Bands of America 

National Concert Band Festival with not only both the Symphonic I and II Bands, but 

also the Percussion Ensemble, all by invitation. Speaking of the importance of those three 

trips to the National Concert Band Festival, Watkins said: 

They were very important because we took two bands as invited bands three 
times—it’s difficult enough to get an invitation for one band to play and we took 
two bands. They were both…75- to 85-member ensembles, and that really helped 
to stretch our program. Up until that time, in many places,…people would live off 
of their first bands…and they would let the second/third/fourth groups fend for 
themselves. I never believed that was a sound doctrine. And so, if I could take the 
second band as an invited band to an event then I would.20

 
 

At the event, the Symphonic II Band performed such numbers as Bullets and 

Bayonets March (Sousa/Fennell), Do Not Go Gentle Into That Good Night (Del Borgo), 

and Incantation and Dance (Chance), in addition to two manuscripts. The Symphonic I 

                                                 
20 A. Watkins, interview, May 19, 2009 
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Band performed movements I-IV of Paul Hindemith’s Symphonic Metamorphosis (arr. 

Wilson), An American Elegy (Ticheli), and movement IV from The Pines of Rome 

(Respighi/Duker).21

That same spring of 2002, the Cobb Wind Symphony gave its first national 

performance at the College Band Directors National Association Southern Division 

Conference. The program for the concert was Festive Overture (Shostakovich), 

Rejouissance (Curnow), English Country Settings (LaPlante), Armenian Dances, Part 1 

(Reed), His Honor March (Fillmore), Concerto for Trumpet, Mvmt. 3 (Hummel), Blue 

Shades (Ticheli), and America the Beautiful (Dragon/Ward). Guest conductors for the 

performance were David Gregory, Harry Begian, Bob Cowles, and Andrea Strauss, and 

Fred Mills, trumpet, was a guest soloist.

 

22

Other notable events during the 2001-2002 school year included the Lassiter 

Winter Guard I placing sixth in “Open” class at the Winter Guard Internationals National 

Competition in Dayton, Ohio. Band director Bill Biskup, from Columbine High School, 

visited Lassiter’s campus in residency to work with the Symphonic I Band on American 

Elegy (Ticheli), and an official tribute was made to Watkins by Hon. Johnny Isakson of 

Georgia in the House of Representatives.

 

23 Also, Georgia Public Television featured the 

Lassiter band on a broadcast entitled, “One School, Two Bands.” The year 2002 saw the 

end of the second marching band at Lassiter due to the opening of Kell High School and 

a decrease in overall enrollment.24

When the 2002-2003 school year approached, Watkins kept the promise he 

previously made and planned his return to compete at Grand Nationals one final time. 

 

                                                 
21 “11th Annual National Concert Band Festival,” event program, March 21-23, 2002, Lassiter High School 
Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; “2002 Bands of America National Concert Band Festival,” itinerary, 
March 20-24, 2002, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
22 “College Band Directors National Association Southern Division Conference,” concert program, 
February 23, 2002, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
23 “2001-2002 Highlights,” Band awards banquet program, Spring 2002, Lassiter High School Band 
archives, Marietta, Georgia ; Hon. Johnny Isakson, “Congressional Record,” proceedings and debates of 
the 107th conference, July 11, 2002, second session, vol. 148, no. 93 
 
24 “2009-2010 Freshman Orientation,” Band handbook, Fall 2009, Lassiter High School Band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia 
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Since the band went in 1990, 1994, and 1998, a four year pattern was set, and the 

expectation was that the band would return in 2002. 

I declared in ‘99 I would do it one more time, but that was going to be it. [By 
2002] they had plenty of time to get all that out of their system. Once I put the 
[four-year] template in place, I was bound to do it—and so it was going to be 
2006, and 2010, and 2014, and, at some point in time I wasn’t going to do it 
anymore. I told them in 1999 I’d go one more time and they were fine with 
that…. [Also,] once we won it the first time, then in 2002 we were expected to 
win again. But I wasn’t going to let that happen again in 2006 and 2010…The 
most important thing is, if you go every year, you’ll compete with yourself, and 
one year, one of you will lose.25

 
 

The show for 2002 was a fast moving performance entitled “Liturgical Sketches.” 

Musical selections included three pieces, all with the Doxology interwoven throughout: 

Ballet Exaltare (Holsinger), John Rutter’s Requiem, and Lassitare, an original 

composition by the band’s musical arranger, Jay Bocook. The concept of the show was 

derived and expanded from the previous year’s marching show, “Stained Glass,” but with 

completely new music and drill.26

After participating in a few local competitions that fall, the 280 member band 

entered the Atlanta Bands of America regional competition in November. At that event, 

they were selected as the regional grand champions and won best overall visual and 

general effect. Two weeks later, the band traveled with new uniforms and a newly 

dedicated semi-truck to compete at Grand Nationals in the RCA Dome in Indianapolis. “I 

wasn’t anxious to necessarily win that competition,” Watkins said. “I just wanted to do 

the best we could. Ninety-eight was the only year I really wanted to win.”

 

27

Concerning Lassiter’s performance at the 2002 Grand Nationals, Watkins said, 

“We didn’t play as well in 2002 as we did in ’98, but we moved better…By that time the 

show design was [also] really sophisticated.” The band won all three captions in the 

preliminary and semi-final rounds, and then won the championship with an overall score 

of 95.55, two points less than its previous appearance in 1998. In finals, the group “won 

 

                                                 
25 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
26 Catherine Sinon to local news, press release, November 13, 2002, Lassiter High School Band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia; Ibid. 
 
27 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
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best music that year, but the band didn’t play as well as the ’98 band,” Watkins said. The 

band also won the caption for best general effect, and placed second by .1 in visual.28 The 

judges sheets in finals included such comments as, “Wow!,” “Wow! Wow! Wow!,” and 

“Wow. Wow-squared.”29

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 9.4: Lassiter High School Marching Band at the 2002 BOA Grand National 
Championships (Lassiter band archives, Marietta, Georgia, used by permission) 
 
 
 The band returned home the next day and, similar to 1998, was greeted by 

parents, friends, and members of the community with banners and balloons. The band 

again received a great deal of local press for the championship both in Marietta and in the 

metro-Atlanta region, and gave an encore performance for the community.30

                                                 
28 Ibid. 

  

 
29 “Judges Sheets,” Grand Nationals finals judges sheets, November 16, 2002, Lassiter High School Band 
archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
30 John Tuohy, “Lawrence Central Marches into 2nd,” Indianapolis Star, November 17, 2002; Joe Kirby, 
“Strike up the Band for Lassiter High’s Trojans,” Marietta Daily Journal, November 19, 2002, p. 6A; 
Jingle Davis, “Lassiter Band Plays Champions’ Tune,” The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, November 18, 
2002, www.ajc.com; Michael Boo, “2002 Grand Nationals Results,” Bands of America, November 16, 
2002, www.bands.org; “2002 National Championship Marching Trojan Band,” encore performance 
program, November 19, 2002, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
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Changing Emphases 
After Lassiter won its second Grand National Championship in 2002, Watkins 

said: 

[In] 2002, I started to shut down national level marching/concert band events… I 
had just finished Grand Nationals and National Concert Band Festival, so I was 
done with those national level events…We kept doing regional things and events 
with the band with BOA, but no more national events—I retired from that after 
2002 and I will not do anymore because it can be the tail wagging the dog.31

 
 

On a personal level, the success of the marching band that year gave Watkins 

several honors: he was awarded the Sudler Order of Merit from the Sousa Foundation, 

received the Band World Magazine Legion of Honor for outstanding service to the band 

profession, and both of his sons, Jonathan and Christopher, participated in the national 

championship. 

 
 

 
 
Figure 9.5: Christopher (left) and Jonathan (right) Watkins at the 2002 Bands of 
America Grand National Championships (2003 Souvenir Program, Lassiter Band 
Archives, Marietta, Georgia) 
 
 

                                                 
31 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
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In 2003, Watkins again put the Cobb Wind Symphony on the road. In January, the 

group performed at the Georgia Music Educators Association In-Service Conference. The 

program for the event included Toccata (Frescobaldi/Slocum), movements 1-4 of Othello 

(Reed), Shepherd’s Hey (Grainger), An American Elegy (Ticheli), Second Suite in F for 

Military Band (Holst), and Americans We (Fillmore). Later in the year, the ensemble was 

invited and performed at The Midwest Clinic in Chicago. The concert program included, 

Portrait of a City (Sparke), Canzon, Fugato and Hymn (Camphouse), First Flights 

(Cichy), To Walk With Wings (Giroux), Ballade (Jenkins), The Gallant Seventh March 

(Sousa), Christmas Overture (Sayre), Vesuvius (Ticheli), Fandango (Turrin), The Sussex 

Mummers’ Christmas Carol (Grainger/Clark), At Dawn They Slept (Bocook), Through 

Courageous Eyes (Balmages), and IV. Finale from James Barnes’ Third Symphony. 

Guest conductors included Andrea Strauss, Bob Cowles, Harry Begian, and Richard 

Clary, and guest soloists included Chris Martin (trumpet) and Colin Williams (trombone) 

from the Atlanta Symphony Orchestra.32

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 9.6: The Cobb Wind Symphony at the 2003 Midwest Clinic, Chicago, Illinois 
(Watkins’ personal collection, used by permission) 
 
 

The Lassiter marching band, in the fall of 2003, performed in a few local 

competitions, and then traveled to Tampa, Florida. “It was a pleasure trip after the year 

                                                 
32 “Georgia Music Educators Association In-Service Conference,” concert program, January 23, 2003, 
Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; “57th Annual Midwest Clinic,” December 20, 2003 
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before,” Watkins said. The band participated in the Chamberlain Invitational Festival and 

went to Walt Disney World.33

By the end of the 2003-2004 school year, the Lassiter band program led the state 

in the number of all-state band participants for its 18th consecutive year. The Winter 

Guard was competing annually and was selected as a finalist at the World Championships 

in San Diego. Also, the chamber music program continued to thrive and included a 

saxophone choir, a clarinet choir, a trombone choir, a trumpet choir, and three percussion 

ensembles.

 

34

In 2004-2005, the Lassiter band program embarked upon its greatest traveling 

venture yet. With the most recent marching band national championship still fresh in the 

minds of the students, parents, and community, Watkins decided to use participation in 

either the Macy’s or Tournament of Roses Parade “to get marching band Grand Nationals 

out of our system.” Watkins continued, “I applied to both parades with the hopes of 

getting into one. Both parades accepted us, [and] when I tried to postpone each one of 

them by a year, they both said ‘No.’” Watkins decided to accept both the invitation for 

the Lassiter marching band to perform in the Macy’s Parade on Thanksgiving Day and 

the invitation for the Tournament of Roses Parade on New Year’s Day, 37 days apart—

“37-day magic is what we called it.”

 

35

The first major hurdle to clear to attend both events was fundraising. The total 

cost for the 304-member marching band to participate in the combined event was 

approximately $450,000 and exceeded $475,000 when instructors and chaperones were 

included.

 

36 Fortunately, Watkins not only had the support of the band parents, but he was 

strongly encouraged by many of them to participate in both parades.37

                                                 
33 “Color Our World With Music,” Band awards banquet program, May 15, 2004, Lassiter High School 
Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 

 The students and 

 
34 “Color Our World With Music,” May 15, 2004 
 
35 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
36 James Carter to Lassiter Partners in Education, sponsorship request letter, September 27, 2004, Lassiter 
High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
37 Catherine Foster to Alfred Watkins, email, November 3, 2003, Alfred Watkins’ personal files, Marietta, 
Georgia; John and Mary Robeck to Catherine Sinon, email, November 4, 2003, Alfred Watkins’ personal 
files, Marietta, Georgia; Trina Hinkson to Alfred Watkins, email, November 7, 2003, Alfred Watkins’ 
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boosters raised $100,000, an anonymous donor matched the amount, and the rest was 

paid by fees assessed to the students. In an effort to honor his philosophy of “If one goes, 

all of us go,” 38  Watkins and the Lassiter band boosters also created the F.A.N.S. 

(Financial Assistance for Needy Students) program and acquired funds for 14 students in 

financial need to be enabled to participate as well.39

The second hurdle the band had to clear in the preparation process dealt with the 

challenge of learning two contrasting shows for two completely different parades, in 

addition to the show performed that fall in competitions and at football games. The 

Macy’s Parade program was Christmas music in a choreographed show performed at 

Herald Square. However, the Rose Bowl Parade was a five-and-a-half mile “marathon” 

parade of continual marching and playing of non-holiday music. First, in order to 

accomplish the learning of multiple shows, Watkins kept a loose local schedule for the 

marching band during the fall, including a performance at an Atlanta Falcons’ National 

Football League game, participation in a local parade, and two local competitions.

 

40 After 

winning their last competition on October 30th, the band immediately began learning their 

show for the Macy’s Parade. Since the band was selected to escort Santa Claus in the 

parade, they performed a medley of Christmas music and, after returning from New 

York, learned new music and began building marching stamina for their trip to Pasadena. 

“We learned Macy’s the month of November, and when Macy’s was over, we took the 

month of December and learned [the other].”41

The logistics for preparing and taking the band to both national parades was an 

enormous feat for Watkins, “but the trips—they were just the best thing in the world,” he 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
personal files, Marietta, Georgia; Ben Moravitz to Alfred Watkins, November 7, 2003, Alfred Watkins’ 
personal files, Marietta, Georgia 
 
38 J. McInerney, “Upclose: Alfred Watkins,” June 2003 
 
39 James Carter to Lassiter Partners in Education, September 27, 2004 
 
40 “I Love a Parade!,” Band awards banquet, May 14, 2005, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, 
Georgia; “Bands Compete at Newnan High,” The Times Herald, Newnan, Georgia, November 1, 2004, p. 
1; “Atlanta Falcons vs. Detroit Lions,” itinerary, October 10, 2004, Lassiter High School Band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia 
 
41 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
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said.42 The theme of the trip was “Coast to Coast in 37 Days,” and the Lassiter band 

program received at least as much (if not more) local press than ever before, particularly 

when Tournament of Roses president David Davis visited Lassiter in August to formally 

invite the group to perform.43 The event gave the students a memorable experience, and 

some later referred to it as “completely unforgettable” and “one of the best experiences of 

my life.”44

Concerning his philosophical basis behind traveling choices, Watkins said he 

preferred to base trips around opportunities to educate the students through exposure to 

different cultures: 

 

First and foremost, I want to make sure there’s a strong educational tint, or 
reason, or rationale behind any trip we make…I try to avoid taking them to New 
York City just to see New York City. I try to avoid taking them to California just 
to show them what California, the West Coast, looks like. If I’m interested in 
getting the kids to another culture—which New York is for us in the South, and 
which the West Coast certainly is—then I will try to find those areas that can 
provide that kind of growth for us…I’ve found that if you can kind of camouflage 
a learning experience for high school teenagers around things that they like to do, 
then the learning curve is stronger and sharper, and the program is healthier as a 
result of that.45

 
 

The 2004-2005 school year closed with Watkins being named to two major 

honorary societies. In March, Watkins was named Georgia Bandmaster of the Year for 

2005 by the Zeta chapter of Phi Beta Mu, International Bandmasters Fraternity. That 

same weekend, he also received word of his election into the prestigious American 

Bandmasters Association, considered the “Hall of Fame” of American band directors. 

                                                 
42 Ibid. 
 
43 Tucker McQueen, “Band on the Run,” The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, November 18, 2004, sec. J1/ 
J8; “And the Band Played On…,” The Fundrasing Edge, Spring 2001, p. 3-4; Joanne McWilliams, “Band 
Gets Ready for New York Performance,” The Laureate, November 2004, vol. 22, no. 3; David Burch, 
“Lassiter Band Gears up for Big Shows,” Marietta Daily Journal, November 19, 2004, p. 1B/3B; John 
Gillooly, “Lassiter Band Back from Trip to California,” Marietta Daily Journal Online Edition, January 5, 
2005, www.MDJonline.com; David Burch, “Lassiter High Band Departs for Rose Bowl,” East Cobb 
Neighbor, December 30, 2004, vol. 36, no. 52 
 
44 Brett Williams to Alfred Watkins, student essay, February 5, 2005, Lassiter High School Band archives, 
Marietta, Georgia; Kellee Gaski to Alfred Watkins, student essay, February 2005, Lassiter High School 
Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
45 J. McInerney, “Upclose: Alfred Watkins,” June 2003 
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Watkins was also given an Official Proclamation from the Cobb County Board of 

Commissioners for receiving the two awards.46

Originally, Watkins said, “2006 was going to be my retirement year after 30 

years.”

 

47 He decided to defer that decision, however, as he realized it was his son’s senior 

year, and wanting to give him the spotlight during that time, Watkins decided to wait 

“one more year” for retirement. “One more year” turned into several more, during which 

time Watkins continued with his former plans and pushed the Cobb Wind Symphony and 

Percussion Ensemble to the national forefront, while limiting the marching and concert 

programs to regional and state level events.48

In 2005, the marching band competed and won the Bands of America (BOA) 

regional competition in St. Petersburg, Florida, and the Percussion Ensemble I performed 

at The Midwest Clinic in Chicago.

 

49

In 2006, the marching band performed at an Atlanta Falcons game and finished 

third at the St. Louis BOA regional competition.

 

50

The Cobb Wind Symphony performed at the Georgia Music Educators 

Association (GMEA) Annual In-Service Conference in 2007, and later that year, the 

marching band traveled to New York and won the BOA regional competition at Hofstra 

University.  Also in 2007, the Percussion Ensemble performed at the Percussive Arts 

Society Convention (PASIC) national convention.

 

51

In 2008, after being inducted into the BOA Hall of Fame and receiving the 

Turknett Leadership Character Award, Watkins took the Cobb Wind Symphony to 

 

                                                 
46 Cheryl Katz to local press, press release, March 25, 2005, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, 
Georgia; Cobb County Board of Commissioners to Alfred Watkins, Official Proclamation, April 28, 2005, 
Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
47 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010; J. McInerney, “Upclose: Alfred Watkins,” June 2003 
 
48 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010 
 
49 A. Watkins, interview, Feb. 3, 2010; “Georgia Music Educators Association In-Service Conference,” 
concert program, January 29, 2010, Lassiter High School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia; “60th Annual 
January Music Festival The University of Georgia,” concert program, January 21, 2010, Lassiter High 
School Band archives, Marietta, Georgia 
 
50 Ibid. 
 
51 Ibid. 
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another national performance at the College Band Directors National Association 

Southern Conference, and the Percussion Ensemble performed at the GMEA Annual In-

Service Conference.52

The band took its “longest and best trip ever taken” in the spring of 2009, when 

250 members traveled to perform in Hawaii. Later, in the fall of that year, the marching 

band traveled to West Chester, Pennsylvania and won the BOA regional competition. 

Watkins was an Outstanding Instructor nominee for the first Ovation Award recognizing 

individuals for their dedication to the Arts of Cobb County. Also in 2009, the Cobb Wind 

Symphony received the Silver Scroll award from the Sousa Foundation, an award given 

to outstanding community bands and their directors. The receipt of this made Watkins the 

only individual to hold all three awards from the Foundation—the Sudler Flag, the Sudler 

Shield, and the Sudler Silver Scroll.

 

53

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 9.6: Lassiter band in Hawaii, 2009 (Watkins’ personal collection, used by 
permission) 
 
 

                                                 
52 Ibid. 
 
53 Ibid. 
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In January of 2010, the Symphonic I Band performed at the GMEA Annual In-

Service Convention, the Cobb Wind Symphony was the featured ensemble at the 60th 

Annual January Music Festival (“Jan-Fest”) at the University of Georgia, and the 

marching band accepted another invitation to perform at the 2010 Macy’s Thanksgiving 

Day Parade in New York City.54

 

 

                                                 
54 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 10 
 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 
 
 
 
 

“My career is over.” 
 

Summary 
 Looking back on his time at Lassiter, Watkins said, “I have been blessed. I have 

had a wonderful, wonderful career.”  

I can use that word (career) for the first time—never used it before… [But] it’s 
over—my career is over. You spend a long time building your life, and after 
awhile, you…slow down. So, all this—Lassiter—is behind me. It’s done. It’s 
been done for years. I could keep it going and keep it maintained, but I have had a 
good career. I never called it or thought of it as a career—ever. I didn’t 
purposefully avoid the word it just was not in my vocabulary because I guess I 
was still trying to develop [a career]—I guess that’s what it was. And after I had 
been established 30 years into teaching I realized, ‘Ok. You can retire now.’1

 
 

Concerning the development and successes of the Lassiter band program over his 

years as its director, Watkins said: 

I never wanted to have this big, ‘super-band.’ I never wanted a flagship 
organization, [or] whatever name we give Lassiter. That was never part of the 
plan. I just wanted to have a good band… 
 
I believe in the ‘amongst’ theory—as long as you’re amongst the best, you’re 
ok….So what happened at Lassiter was (if you just take the two big organizations, 
the marching band and the concert band)…I wanted [the marching band] to be 
one of the best in the county. Then once we had gotten to ‘one of the best in the 
county,’ then I wanted the concert band to be one of the best in the county…’Ok, 

                                                 
1 Alfred Watkins, interview by author, Marietta, GA, May 19, 2009, digital recording in possession of 
author 
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that’s behind us, so what’s next?’ I wanted to be one of the best in the state. 
[Then] I wanted to be one of the best in the southeast region of the country. 
‘What’s next?’ I wanted to be one of the best east of the Mississippi. 
 
That’s how it happened. And it wasn’t ever in my interests in being the best or 
winning—it was of no consequence, not really…So I always looked for the next 
frontier…If you win competitions along the way—fine. If you don’t win 
competitions along the way but you’re still pretty close to the top, it’s all about 
the same. A lot of times it just boils down to tastes. So that’s how the large 
program developed.2

 
 

Watkins grew up as a black American attending a segregated, all-black school in 

Jackson, Georgia. He graduated from the Florida Agricultural and Mechanical 

University, an Historically Black College and University. He taught at a predominately 

black high school, Murphy High School, in the Atlanta Public School System. In 1982, 

he hesitantly accepted the position as the band director at Lassiter High School in Cobb 

County, Georgia, a predominantly white school in a predominantly white community. 

Both marching and concert bands under his direction were repeatedly invited to perform 

at the most prestigious national events in the field, and, Watkins said, “All that was 

divine intervention. I went from not being able to call ‘Mark-time-hut’ to winning a 

national championship with Bands of America scoring in the 97th percentile—that’s got 

to be God. That’s just not normal.”3

Watkins struggled for numerous years in the new community with resistance he 

felt was due to racial differences. He coped with his feelings by not letting race become 

the issue when oppositions arose. 

 

I don’t dwell in that world because I can’t get positive things out of it. I just don’t 
forget that world. I mean, I’m not going to be naïve and stupid, but I never 
allowed it to control me. I never saw myself as being inferior to another man—
ever. I never saw myself as not being capable of doing what the next person could 
do. I just never saw myself that way.4

 
 

                                                 
2 Ibid. 
 
3 Ibid. 
 
4 Ibid. 
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He also, again, felt that “divine intervention” played a part in his move to Lassiter 

in order for him to assist those “people that don’t all agree with Affirmative Action” by 

being “an African American in a positive position in their life.” 5

And some still are on the outside. Some…still have problems with me. I’d like to 
think it’s because of my decisions and my practices as the band director…But I 
am a part of Lassiter now and they’re not. I’ve got 27 years in the saddle and 
they’ve got, you know, two years. I’m more in the fabric of it now than they are 
as I see it.

 

6

 
 

When Watkins began at Lassiter, he asked the band community what they wanted, 

and there was a strong desire to have a highly competitive marching band. While Watkins 

felt that a good band program should be built around the concert bands, he chose to give 

the community what they wanted while simultaneously building the concert program on 

the back of a successful marching band. This resulted in a balanced program that 

successfully incorporated comprehensive musicianship on every level.7

“[In] the whole process of developing a program,” Watkins said, “the fun part 

about it is that there are no boundaries.” He continued:  

 

There are no boundaries and there are no parameters…and I am only bound by 
my (and their) creativity. And that’s the beautiful thing about working on the high 
school level by myself in terms of leading a program. I don’t have to go through 
deans or layers of bureaucratic [nonsense] to make a decision. If I want a double-
reed ensemble, I don’t have to go ask the oboe professor would they mind. If I see 
the need, I can fill the void. And so that freedom is pleasant.8

 
 

Watkins currently continues to work with the Lassiter High School band and 

enjoys sharing his knowledge and experience with young teachers: 

The thing that I enjoy doing, more than anything else, is working with young 
teachers. My favorite of my hobbies is working with them to help them create 
shortcuts so that they can avoid some of the [nonsense] that we have to do on our 
own to discover how to get to point B (the shortest distance between two points is 

                                                 
5 Ibid. 
 
6 Ibid. 
 
7 J. Steven Moore, “The Marching Band: A Tool for Teaching Comprehensive Musicianship,” Bluegrass 
Music News, March 2003, p. 22 
 
8 Ibid. 
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a straight line), …then you can get to enjoyment faster…But that’s what I enjoy 
doing more than anything else.9

 
 

Watkins plans to leave the program with a regional and national presence when he 

retires in two years after thirty years at Lassiter. 

 

Conclusion 
This study accomplishes the following; (1) provides current and future music 

educators with a model of what individuals, events, experiences, and philosophies shaped 

and led one American music educator to establishing a nationally recognized high school 

band program and (2) displays the process by which he developed as a teacher and 

individual, and the cultural struggles he encountered as a black American. While this 

document is an historical narrative of one music educator’s life and experiences, further 

research concerning the lives and experiences of other prominent individuals in the field 

is warranted to explore the ways and means by which they achieved their 

accomplishments. 

                                                 
9 Ibid. 
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Figure A.1: Article written in local Jackson, Georgia paper by Watkins as a high 
school student (Andrew Buggs’ personal collection) 
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Figure B.1: Julian White’s pedagogy from Watkins’ studies at FAMU 
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Figure B.1.2: White’s pedagogy continued 
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Figure B.1.3: White’s pedagogy continued 
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Figure B.2: Letter to continue graduate school, 1994 
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Figure C.1: Letter from Ronald Reagan in regards to performance, 1984 
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Figure C.2: World’s Fair performance, 1994 
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Figure C.3: Renewed teaching certificate following suspension, January 15, 1985 
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Figure C.4: Letter to Lassiter band parents regarding growing pains, 1986 
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Figure C.4.2: Letter to Lassiter band parents regarding growing pains, 1986 
continued 
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Figure C.5: 1988 Tournament of Roses Parade program supplement 
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Figure C.5.2: 1988 Tournament of Roses Parade program supplement continued 
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Figure C.5.3: 1988 Tournament of Roses Parade program supplement continued 
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Figure C.5.4: 1988 Tournament of Roses Parade program supplement continued 
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Figure C.5.5: 1988 Tournament of Roses Parade program supplement continued 
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Figure C.5.6: 1988 Tournament of Roses Parade program supplement continued 
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Figure C.5.7: 1988 Tournament of Roses Parade program supplement continued 
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Figure C.5.8: 1988 Tournament of Roses Parade program supplement continued 
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Figure C.6: Sudler Flag recommendation letter from Johnn Paynter referring to 
NBA convention performance, 1988 
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Figure C.7: Letter from Frank Wickes in regards to NBA convention performance, 
1988 
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Figure D.1: Page containing Lassiter’s performance information from the 1989 
Midwest Clinic program 
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Figure D.2: Letters in regards to 1989 Midwest Clinic performance 
 



 147 

 
 
 
Figure D.2.2: Letters in regards to 1989 Midwest Clinic performance continued 
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Figure D.2.3: Letters in regards to 1989 Midwest Clinic performance continued 
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Figure D.2.4: Letters in regards to 1989 Midwest Clinic performance continued 
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Figure D.2.5: Letters in regards to 1989 Midwest Clinic performance continued 
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Figure D.2.6: Letters in regards to 1989 Midwest Clinic performance continued 
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Figure D.2.7: Letters in regards to 1989 Midwest Clinic performance continued 
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Figure D.2.8: Letters in regards to 1989 Midwest Clinic performance continued 
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Figure D.2.9: Letters in regards to 1989 Midwest Clinic performance continued 
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Figure D.2.10: Letters in regards to 1989 Midwest Clinic performance continued 
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Figure D.2.11: Letters in regards to 1989 Midwest Clinic performance continued 
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PHOTOGRAPHS FROM THE LATE YEARS AT LASSITER 
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Figure E.1: Lassiter band at Atlanta Braves game (Watkins’ personal collection) 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure E.2: Lassiter band at Atlanta Falcons game (Watkins’ personal collection) 
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Figure E.3: Cobb Wind Symphony conductors and guest performer at 2002 College 
Band Directors Association Southern Division performance (Watkins’ personal 
collection) 
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Figure E.4: Alfred L. Watkins Band Building (photographs by author, 2010) 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure E.4.2: Alfred L. Watkins Band Building continued 
 
 
 



 161 

 

 
 
Figure E.4.3: Alfred L. Watkins Band Building continued 
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Figure E.4.4: Alfred L. Watkins Band Building continued 
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Figure E.4.5: Alfred L. Watkins Band Building continued 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure E.4.6: Alfred L. Watkins Band Building continued 
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Figure E.4.7: Alfred L. Watkins Band Building continued 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure E.4.8: Alfred L. Watkins Band Building continued 
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Figure E.4.9: Alfred L. Watkins Band Building continued 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure E.4.10: Alfred L. Watkins Band Building continued 
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Figure E.5: 2002 Bands of America Grand National Championships (2003 Souvenir 
Program, Lassiter Band Archives, Marietta, Georgia) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure E.5.2: 2002 Grand National Championships 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure E.5.3: 2002 Grand National Championships 
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Figure E.5.3: 2002 Grand National Championships 
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Figure F.1: Finals adjudication sheets from 2002 Grand National Championships 
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Figure F.1.2: Finals adjudication sheets from 2002 Grand National Championships 
continued 
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Figure F.1.3: Finals adjudication sheets from 2002 Grand National Championships 
continued 
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Figure F.1.4: Finals adjudication sheets from 2002 Grand National Championships 
continued 
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Figure F.1.5: Finals adjudication sheets from 2002 Grand National Championships 
continued 
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Figure F.1.6: Finals adjudication sheets from 2002 Grand National Championships 
continued 
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Figure F.1.7: Finals adjudication sheets from 2002 Grand National Championships 
continued 
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Figure G.1: Special congressional recognition by George (Buddy) Darden, August 6, 
1986 
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Figure G.1.2: Special congressional recognition by George (Buddy) Darden, August 
6, 1986 
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Figure G.2: Official Proclamation by Vicki Chastain, mayor of Marietta, Georgia, 
February 4, 1987 
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Figure G.3: Official Proclamation by governor Joe Harris of Georgia, February 24, 
1987 
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Figure G.4: Letter of induction to FAMU gallery of distinguished alumni, July 1, 
1987 
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Figure G.5: Sudler Flag of Honor award letter, December 20, 1988 
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Figure G.6: Sudler Flag of Honor certificate, 1988 
 
 
 



 184 

 

 
 
 
Figure G.7: House Resolution read on March 2, 1989 
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Figure G.8: Official Proclamation by governor Joe Harris of Georgia, March 17, 
1989 
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Figure G.9: Sudler Shield award plaque (photo by author), 1999 
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Figure G.10: Tribute to Alfred L. Watkins by Johnny Isakson of Georgia in the 
House of Representatives, July 11, 2002 
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Table H.1: Abbreviated overview of Lassiter High School Band significant events by 
school year (1982-1989) 
 

Date Marching Band Concert Band Other 
1983-
1984 

Ronald Regan, Atlanta     

  Linconln Memorial     

  Tropicana Music Bowl, 
Jacksonville, AL 

    

1984-
1985 

World's Fair, New 
Orleans 

University of Southern 
Mississippi 

  

1985-
1986 

Music Bowl VII University of Georgia   

  Coca Cola Centennial, 
Atlanta 

Georgia Music Educators 
Association 

  

1986-
1987 

Orange Bowl Parade Florida State University Trombone Choir (Florida 
State University) 

  Ronald Regan, Atlanta   Flute Choir (Florida State 
University) 

  Leader of the Band 
Production 

    

1987-
1988 

Tournament of Roses 
Parade 

First Symphonic Band 
Camp 

  

    National Band 
Association 

  

1988-
1989 

BOA Hattiesburg Black Music Caucus 
Convention 

  

    National Adjudicators 
Invitational 

  

    Sudler Flag   

1989-
1990 

  The Midwest Clinic   

    Troy State University   
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Table H.1.2: Continued (1990-1999) 
 

Date Marching Band Concert Band Other 
1990-
1991 

BOA Grand Nationals 
(5th place) 

    

1991-
1992 

Junior Orange Bowl 
Parade 

University of South 
Carolina 

  

  Blockbuster Bowl     

1992-
1993 

BOA Hattiesburg BOA National Concert 
Band Festival 

Flute Choir (BOA-
NCBF) 

1993-
1994 

    Clarinet Choir 
(University of Illinois) 

      Trumpet Choir (ITG) 

1994-
1995 

BOA Grand Nationals 
(3rd place) 

BOA National Concert 
Band Festival 

Trombone Choir (BOA-
NCBF) 

      Percussion Ensemble 
(BOA-NCBF) 

1995-
1996 

BOA East Tennessee 
State University 

Atlanta International 
Band and Orchestra 

Winter Guard "A" World 
Champions 

  Orange Bowl Parade     

1996-
1997 

  The Midwest Clinic Winter Guard Scholastic 
"Open" Champ. 

    University of Georgia   

    Sousa Foundation 
Historic Honor Roll 

  

1997-
1998 

Second Marching Band 
(MB2) 

BOA Regional Concert 
Band Festival 

Winter Guard 9th Place 
"World" Class 

  BOA East Tennessee 
State University 

    

1998-
1999 

BOA Johnson City   Winter Guard 10th Place 
"World" Class 

  BOA East Tennessee 
State University 

    

  BOA Atlanta (MB2)     

  BOA Grand Nationals 
(1st place) 

    

  Sudler Shield     
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Table H.1.3: Continued (2000-2010) 
 

Date Marching Band Concert Band Other 
1999-
2000 

Macy's Thanksgiving 
Day Parade 

Georgia Music Educators 
Association 

Percussion Ensemble 
(GMEA) 

      Percussion Ensemble 
(BOA-NCBF) 

      Genesis of Cobb Wind 
Symphony 

2000-
2001 

Tournament of Roses 
Parade 

  Winter Guard Finalists 
Scholastic "A" 

2001-
2002 

BOA Morgantown, WV BOA National Concert 
Band Festival 

Percussion Ensemble 
(BOA-NCBF) 

      Alfred L. Watkins Band 
Building Dedicated 

      Cobb Wind Symphony 
(Southern CBDNA) 

      Winter Guard 6th Place 
"Open" Class 

2002-
2003 

BOA Atlanta   Cobb Wind Symphony 
(GMEA) 

  BOA Grand Nationals 
(1st Place) 

  Winter Guard 2nd Place 
"Open" Class 

2003-
2004 

    Cobb Wind Symphony 
(The Midwest Clinic) 

      Winter Guard World 
Champion Finalists 

2004-
2005 

Macy's Thanksgiving 
Day Parade 

    

  Tournament of Roses 
Parade 

    

2005-
2006 

BOA St. Petersburg, FL   Percussion Ensemble 
(The Midwest Clinic) 

2006-
2007 

BOA St. Louis   Cobb Wind Symphony 
(GMEA) 

2007-
2008 

BOA Hofstra, NY   Cobb Wind Symphony 
(CBDNA) 

      Percussion Ensemble 
(GMEA) 

      Percussion Ensemble 
(PASIC) 

2008-
2009 

  Hawaii Trip Cobb Wind Symphony 
(Silver Scoll) 

2009-
2010 

BOA West Chester, PA Georgia Music Educators 
Association 

Cobb Wind Symphony 
(University of Georgia) 
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Table H.2: Major performances at regional and national events by the Lassiter High 
School Symphonic Bands 
 

Date Event 

1985 University of Southern Mississippi Conductor’s Conference, Hattiesburg, MS 

1986 University of Georgia High School Festival, Athens, GA 

1986 Georgia Music Educators Association Annual In-Service, Jekyll Island, GA 

1987 Florida State University Tri-State Band Festival, Tallahassee, FL 

1988 National Band Association National Conference, Knoxville, TN 

1989 National Black Music Caucus Convention, Atlanta, GA 

1989 National Adjudicators Invitational, Atlanata, GA 

1989 The Midwest Clinic, Chicago, IL 

1990 Troy State University Symposium, Troy, AL 

1992 University of South Carolina Symposium, Columbia, SC 

1993 BOA National Concert Band Festival (Sym. I and II Bands), Evanston, IL 

1995 BOA National Concert Band Festival (Sym. I and II Bands), Chicago, IL 

1996 Atlanta International Band and Orchestra Conference, Atlanta, GA 

1996 The Midwest Clinic, Chicago, IL 

1997 University of Georgia High School Festival, Athens, GA 

1998 BOA Regional Concert Band Festival, Atlanta, GA 

2000 Georgia Music Educators Association Annual In-Service, Savannah, GA 

2002 BOA National Concert Band Festival (Sym. I and II Bands), Indianapolis, IN 

2010 Georgia Music Educators Association Annual In-Service, Savannah, GA 
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Table H.3: Bands of America regional and national level competitions and results 
for the Lassiter High School Marching Band 
 

Date Event Score Placement (Overall and Captions) 

1988 Hattiesburg 86.8 2 1-Music       5-Vis 1-GE 

1990 Grand Nationals 90.9 5 2-Music     10-Vis 5-GE 

1992 Hattiesburg 89.15 3 1-Music               2-Vis 2-GE 

1994 Grand Nationals 92.05 3 1-Music     5-Vis 3-GE 

1995 ETSU, TN 87 1 1-Music       1-Vis 1-GE 

1997 Atlanta 89.15 1 1-Music          4-Vis   1-GE 

1998 Atlanta 93.2 1 1-Music       1-Vis 1-GE 

1998 ETSU, TN 90.05 1 1-Music       1-Vis 1-GE 

1998 Grand Nationals 97.55 1 2-Music      1-Vis 1-GE 

2000 Atlanta 89.3 2 1-Music      3-Vis 2-GE 

2001 Morgantown,WV 93.7 1 1-Music      1-Vis 1-GE 

2002 Atlanta 92.1 1 2-Music      1-Vis 1-GE 

2002 Grand Nationals 95.55 1 1-Music      2-Vis 1-GE 

2005 St. Petersburg 89.7 1 1-Music      2-Vis 1-GE 

2006 St. Louis 85.6 3 3-Music          4-Vis      3-GE 

2007 Hofstra, NY 90.65 1 1-Music      1-Vis 1-GE 

2009 West Chester, PA 85.1 1 1-Music     1-Vis 1-GE 
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Table H.4: National parade appearances by the Lassiter High School Marching 
Band 
 

Date Parade 

1986 King Orange Jamboree Parade, Miami, FL, on NBC-TV 

1988 99th Annual Tournament of Roses Parade, Pasadena, CA 

1991 Junior Orange Bowl/Blockbuster Bowl Parade, Miami, FL 

1995 King Orange Jamboree Parade, Miami, FL, on NBC-TV 

1997 Florida Citrus Bowl Parade, Orlando, FL 

1999 Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade, New York, NY 

2001 112th Annual Tournament of Roses Parade, Pasadena, CA 

2004 Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade, New York, NY 

2005 112th Annual Tournament of Roses Parade, Pasadena, CA 

2010 Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade, New York, NY 
 
  
Table H.5: Lassiter High School Winter Guard major accomplishments at Winter 
Guard International competitions 

 

Date Event 

1996 Winter Guard “A” World Champions 

1997 Scholastic “Open” Champions 

1998 9th place in “World” Class Championships 

1999 10th place in “World” Class Championships 

2001 Finalists in Scholastic “A” Competition 

2002 6th place in “Open” Class 

2003 2nd place in “Open” Class 

2004 World Championship Finalists 
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Table H.6: Major performances at regional and national conferences by the Lassiter 
High School chamber ensembles 
 

Date Ensemble Event 

1986 Flute Choir 
Georgia Music Educators Association Annual In-
Service 

1987 Flute Choir Florida State University symposium 

1987 Trombone Choir Florida State University symposium 

1989 Flute Choir The Midwest Clinic 

1993 Flute Choir BOA National Concert Band Festival 

1993 Clarinet Choir University of Illinois symposium 

1993 Trumpet Choir International Trumpet Guild conference 

1995 Trombone Choir International Trombone Association convention 

1995 Trombone Choir BOA National Concert Band Festival 

1995 Percussion Ensemble  National Concert Band Festival 

2000 Percussion Ensemble  National Concert Band Festival 

2000 Percussion Ensemble 
Georgia Music Educators Association Annual In-
Service 

2002 Percussion Ensemble  National Concert Band Festival 

2005 Percussion Ensemble The Midwest Clinic 

2007 Percussion Ensemble  Percussive Arts Society national conference 

2008 Percussion Ensemble 
Georgia Music Educators Association Annual In-
Service 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 196 

Table H.7: Past Assistant Band Directors of the Lassiter High School Bands 
 

Name Years Current Position 

Gary Gribble 1985-1987 Pope High School, Director of Bands 

Sue Samuels 1987-1999 University of Alabama, Director of Bands 

Lisa Keys 1991-1992 Unknown 

Catherine Sinon 1998-2007 University of Texas-Austin, DMA Student 

Ginny Ferrell 1999-2005 Allatoona High School, Band Director 

Cara Morantz 2005-2007 Cooper Middle School, Band Director 

Laura Borchert 2007-2010 Lassiter High School, Assistant Director 

James Thompson 2007-2010 Lassiter High School, Assistant Director 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table H.8: Major performances at regional and national events by the Cobb Wind 
Symphony community band 
 

Date Event 

2002 College Band Directors National Association Southern Conference 

2003 Georgia Music Educators Association Annual In-Service 

2003 The Midwest Clinic 

2007 Georgia Music Educators Association Annual In-Service 

2008 College Band Directors National Association Southern Conference 

2010 University of Georgia January Music Festival 
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Table H.9: Past guest conductors in residence with the Lassiter High School bands 
 

Guest Conductor Name 

Frank Battisti Gary Green Robert Rumbelow 

Harry Begian David Gregory Sue Samuels 

Jay Bocook David Holsinger Dwight Satterwhite 

Mark Camphouse James Keene Gary Smith 

Richard Clary Joe Kreines Gary Sousa 

Eugene Corporon Gary Markham Jack Stamp 

Ray Cramer Matthew McInturf Andrea Strauss 

Paula Crider Vaclav Nelhybel Frank Ticheli 

John Culvahouse Don Owens Gerald Welker 

James Curnow John P. Paytner Julian White 

Jack Delaney Stephen Peterson Frank Wickes 

Frederick Fennell Steven Pratt Dana Wilson 

William P. Foster William D. Revelli Peter Witte 
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