The following article appeared in the Cambridge Clarion on October 14, 1982. It was written by Alan Gaskill, editor. 
Cambridge…Where the Big Band Began
Editor’s note: The following story was written from notes of the late band leader, Tommy Watkins, and from the memory of his friend, Margaret Kraninger of Cambridge.

The name Tommy Watkins may not mean anything to a lot of the people of Cambridge nor may many of the younger residents of Cambridge know much about Glenn Miller. But Cambridge meant a lot to both men.

Glenn Miller was a big-band director in the 1920’s, 30’s, and until his death in 1944, and is a legend among musicians. Watkins was also a big-band director, but his main contribution to music was possibly the discovery of Miller. Watkins, a native of Cambridge, discovered Miller and brought him and nine others back to Cambridge to form a band and “to get the beat”.
The story begins shortly after World War I when Watkins returned to the Midwest after serving in the U.S. Navy as a saxophone player in the Naval band. Watkins went to Denver to recruit musicians for his own band. There he met and hired Glenn Miller, a young trombone player. And after hiring several others, the group gathered in Cambridge to rehearse and to “try out” a few music engagements.

The Cambridge Stock Pavilion, located where the low-cost housing is now, was where the band members assembled for the major portion of their rehearsals. The pavilion had a full size stage where the auctioneers sold cattle. It had stadium seats that extended across one end of the building to form a half-circle. When the band wasn’t in formal rehearsal, a couple of the members would gather around the up-right piano in Watkins parents home. Watkins was the son of Dr. Elmer and Mary Watkins of Cambridge.

After being in Cambridge for several weeks, the band members did not have much money to spend on food, and it was noted that friends and family members of the Watkins would cook them hamburgers to help them get by. And in repayment of the Cambridge hospitality, the band members played a few private parties testing out their music to the public.

As the time for leaving Cambridge approached, Watkins wanted to give the well –rehearsed orchestra a real test of the public’s like or dislike. What better way, he figured, than a concert and what better place than the stage of the Cambridge Stock Pavilion? The pavilion neatly scrubbed and professional-like, the members of the orchestra sold tickets and filled the pavilion to the rafters with an enthusiastic audience.
And in order to see how dancers would respond to the orchestra, Watkins arranged a dance in the Thorndike Hall. The Thorndike Hall was directly above were the Gamble’s Store is now.

The orchestra had advertisements and hand bills placed in all the area towns and when the day of the dance arrived, the dance floor was packed, the entrance stairway full and others stood in the street. It was with this type of response that the orchestra knew it was ready for its tour.

In the last few days in the Cambridge area, the band members tried to make their stay into a vacation taking long rides in the Watkins’ family car. The band members would drive the unpaved, roller-coaster Nebraska hills and wide-spread prairie. They visited other towns along the Burlington railroad and went through “Buffalo Bill” country north of Cambridge.

Finally, the orchestra members gathered at the Cambridge railroad depot and began their tour together starting in Texas and continuing through several western states.

The Watkins orchestra proved to be very successful, but as the band members improved, they began to want to expand with their individual talents and Miller wanted to become a director, so the band eventually split. Glenn Miller moved to California and formed the Glenn Miller Band. Watkins went on to play the saxophone with a large orchestra under the leadership of Charles Scheuerman, director and musician.
Miller and Watkins kept in touch until the death of Miller. During World War II, Miller took his orchestra overseas to entertain the soldiers. While in England, he took off from a London airport on December 15, 1944. The plane he was on headed over the English Channel into a thick fog as the plane was Paris bound. The plane never reached Paris, and Miller was never seen again.
Watkins returned to Cambridge after retiring from his musical career in 1942. He was tired of playing night after night and had some personal problems resulting in a marriage separation. When he was on top everyone seemed to know him, but after he gave up music, he was kind of forgotten. So he came back to his memories and Cambridge.
He wrote, “But, Cambridge, Nebraska, where I now find myself is a long way from radio microphones, theatre ‘Spot-lights’ and the gay excitement of crowded dance floors. Here there are only the memories of these things. Memories, of Glenn’s bright personality, as he laughingly partook of pumpkin pie at my mother’s dining table –thoughts of our ‘concert’ in the old stock pavilion; and, when I walk, at dusk, looking up at the walls of ‘Thorndike’s hall’ there is the almost believable feeling that I hear the haunting, mellowness of the Miller trombone.”

Tommy Watkins died in Cambridge at age 66. He is buried next to his parents in the Fairview cemetery in Cambridge with a military monument.

Tommy Watkins does live on through the big band music, the music once played by the Glenn Miller band. Thanks to the hospitality of the Cambridge people.

Photo of Band Members with instruments (from left to right): Joe Burris, George Ridman, Clyde Whitney, Glenn Miller, Chick Sherbert, Tommy Watkins, George Harris, H. Woods, Cassie Campbell, Less DeLame, and Louie Craft.

