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Rams professional football game. The performance was
the first of a series of nationally televised half-time
shows for the band. It was also the first time that a his-
torically black university band appeared on national tel-
cvision. ‘

The "Aristocrat of Bands,” the appellation
given to the school’s “Marching 100,” brought national
recognition and distinction to the university when it per-
formed on National Television in 1960 at half time dur-
ing the Baltimore Colts—Green Bay Packers profession-
al football game in Baltimore, Maryland. Reportedly, TV
announcer Lenny Nelson declared that he had never seen
stadium spectators remain in their seats amazed and
electrified at the performance of the “Aristocrat of
Bands,” as they went through their 32 intricate steps and
drills on the field. Greer's Aristocrats had the unique dis-
tinction of combining high quality musicianship with
high quality showmanship, never sacrificing their boom-
ing symphonic sound regardless of the movements and
intricate dance steps. Between 1955 and 1978 the TSU
band performed half-time shows at nine professional
football games. TSU’s Aristocrat of Bands also appeared
in the Orange Blossom Classic in Miami, the Blues
Bowl in Memphis, and the Grantland Rice Bowl in
Wichita Falls, Texas.

In 1961 the band again made history and added
another first to its record when it became the only histor-
ically black college or university to march in President
John F. Kennedy’s Inaugural Parade. One of the students
who marched in that parade was Edward L. Graves, who
later became the band’s director. In addition to marching
in Kennedy’s Inaugural Parade, Greer’s band also played
for President and Mrs. Lyndon B. Johnson on their visit
to Nashville. “The Aristocrat’s Aristocrat,” a designation
given him by Robert Churchwell, Greer passed the baton
to Dr. Charles Watkins in 1972, when he resigned as
director of the Aristocrat of Bands to become the univer-
sity’s chief recruiter of students. Watkins continued the
high quality musicianship and excellent performances of
both the Marching and Concert bands. After serving as
the band’s director for seven years, Watkins was suc-
ceeded by Edward L. Graves.

Since taking over as Director of Bands and
Associate Professor of Music in 1979, Graves has devel-
oped a band program that has been acclaimed both with-
in the country’s borders and abroad for its amazing musi-
cal performance, innovative arrangements and meticu-
lousness marching. Under his direction, the band trav-
eled to Japan to perform at halftime in the Mirage Bowl,
and the Jazz Ensemble has traveled to Switzerland as
part of the Montreaux Jazz Festival and toured Nigeria.
In 1993 and 1997 the band performed in the Inaugural
Parades of President Bill Clinton. In addition the band

has been featured during numerous television halftime
shows and specials.

From 2000 to the present, TSU’s famed march-
ing band has added numerous appearances to its credit,
including but not limited to: the CBS All American
Happy Thanksgiving Day Parade; the American
Celebration of Music in China; the Inaugural Honda
Battle of the Bands Invitational Showcase in Atlanta,
Georgia; the CMT Music Awards, with country music
stars Big and Rich; Porgy and Bess with the Nashville
Symphony; and as a featured performer at the Second
HBCU National Band Directors Consortium Convention
in Atlanta, Georgia. In 2003, the Aristocrat of Bands was
named the official spirit band of the National Football
League’s Tennessce Titans. On August 6, 2011, in
Canton, Ohio, when Richard Dent became the first foot-
ball player from TSU enshrined in the Pro Football Hall
of Fame, the Aristocrat of Bands served as his escort dur-
ing the Timken Grand Parade.

For over sixty years, audiences have been thor-
oughly entertained by the band's unique marching style
and musical versatility. Recognized by their appellation
as the Aristocrat of Bands, TSU’s marching band has
performed in parades, half-time shows, music videos,
movies, and television commercials. The band’s
majorettes enhance its dynamic style and sound. From
1956 to 1974, the majorettes were under the direction of
Carrie Gentry. Later, under the direction of Judy Fenton
Gentry, the majorettes were given the appellation
Sophisticated Ladies.

Linda T. Wynn
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