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O'Dell Willis, a native Kentuckian, was the band director at 

Central High School in Knoxville, Tennessee from 1937 to 

1971. Prior to his tenure at Central High School he was the 

band director at Harlan, Kentucky from 1930 to 1937.  

For 42 years O'Dell played an important part in the band 

movement as a conductor and an adjudicator at public school 

music festivals and contests, co-director of the Smokey 

Mountain Summer Music Camp in Gatlinburg, Tennessee and 

director of state and clinic bands throughout the Southeast. He 

was truly one of the pioneers for instrumental music in the 

State of Tennessee. 

In addition to the distinguished record of fine bands throughout 

his career, O'Dell was active in many professional and 

honorary organizations. He served on the Board of the National Band Association and the 

Music Educators National Conference. He was an active member of the American 

Bandmasters Association, Phi Delta Kappa, the honorary educational fraternity at the 

University of Tennessee and ETA chapter of Phi Beta Mu. He served as president of Phi Beta 

Mu in 1952 and President of the East Tennessee School Band and Orchestra Association 1942-

46, 1949-51, and 1959-61. O'Dell was elected an honorary life member of E.T.S.B. & O.A. He 

also served as president of the Tennessee Music Educators Association 1962-64 and selected 

honorary life president in 1971. 

His capability as a director and clinician earned the respect of musicians throughout the State 

of Tennessee and was sought after by those seeking advice and counsel. His former students 

respected him not only for his ability to impart a musical experience but he also set an example 

for his students in citizenship, character, responsibility, and integrity. 

  

 
 


