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Sherwin “Sherm” James Watkins 
A Biography by Richard Martin 

 
 interviewed Sherm in late January 2009. As he reflected on his life it reminded 
me of what a unique and special person he is.     
 

Sherwin James Watkins, always called “Sherm,” was born on May 15, 1944, in Provo, 
Utah. He was the first born son of Carl Wat-
kins and Mae James. He had one brother, Carl 
Watkins, Jr., who was born on May 3, 1948.  
 

Early Days 
 

Sherm was raised in Provo and attended 
Maeser Elementary, Farrer Junior High, and 
graduated from Provo High School in 1962.  

 
In ninth grade Sherm played on the Farrer 
basketball team. He was a forward and a 
solid player, leading the team in scoring most 
games. Basketball was his favorite sport, but 
he decided to try out for the football team in 
high school. On the very first play he caught 
the pass, but was hit in the knee and seriously 
injured. Although he never had surgery, the 
knee gave him trouble for many years; pre-
venting him from playing basketball again 
(his knee could pop out and cause him to 
suddenly fall to the ground).    
 
During his high school days he was a “renegade,” which meant he smoked and drank 
beer. He only drank the “hard stuff” once, and it made him so sick that he never did it 
again. This was on a Friday night and the next morning he was supposed to go to his 
part time job cleaning and scrubbing the floors of an office. So his mother got him up 
and made him go to work. He was so sick that he had to frequently stop and rest and 
didn’t finish until eleven that evening. 
 
Sherm’s first job was at Matkman & Associates, an architectural firm, where his mother 
worked as a secretary. He began when he was fifteen and worked there part time until he 
graduated from high school. He worked as an office boy cleaning up and running errands. 
He earned and saved enough money to purchase his own 1953 Ford Victoria, for which 
he paid three hundred dollars. It was a great car for a young man of seventeen. In addition 
to having leather seats it had chrome wheels (unfortunately they were so nice someone 
stole them).  
 

I 
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College 
 
After graduation his mother insisted that he go to college, but his friends said, “Why do 
you want to do that? You don’t need to go to college. Stay with us and we’ll have a great 
time.” Sherm told them, “I’ll be back on weekends so we’ll still have a good time.” He 
enrolled in Stevens-Henager Business College in Salt Lake City. He left his car behind 
and boarded with a lady five blocks from the campus. She was very strict. He had to be 
up at 7:30 each morning, walk to school and after class return to do homework for a 
couple of hours before dinner. They were allowed one television show each night and he 
remembers watching the Beverly Hillbillies. Lights had to be out at 9:30. Sherm said, “It 
was terrible; it was so restrictive.” Nevertheless, Sherm admits, “I learned good skills. 
We had the first computer in the state, which was as big as a wall, and I learned how to 
use punch cards.”   
 
Sherm went to college for two years from 1962 until 1964. He was awarded an Assoc-
iates Degree in Accounting. “I was always good with numbers,” he said.      
 
During this time Sherm was a member of the Majestic Car Club. They had about twenty 
members and met once a week. They would plan their parties; who was to bring the 
hamburgers, the keg, etc., and they would cook their food over an outdoor fire. They put 
their motto in the back window of their cars, “Have Car Trouble? Call the Majestic.” One 
of their favorite activities was “dragging” Center Street in Provo between 100 East and 
400 West on Friday and Saturday nights. “Kids from all over the county would come to 
drag Center Street.”  
  

Karen 
 
One evening Sherm was dragging Center when some friends called for him to pull over. 
Karen, who was from Springville, was with her best friend, Carol, and her boyfriend, 
Dave Anderson. They said, “Let’s go skating.” Sherm said, “I don’t know how to skate.” 
Karen replied, “Oh it’s easy. I’ll show you how.” Sherm tried to roller skate, but he just 
couldn’t do it; he kept falling down. The next week they again went on a double date. 
Carol and Dave were getting serious about each other (they later married) so Sherm and 
Karen started seeing each other every week by themselves.  
 
Sherm let Karen use his car during the week while he was at school. The first week that 
she had his car she drove up to see him on a Thursday. He said, “What are you doing 
here?” She said, “I couldn’t wait to see you.” So they went to a movie and she drove 
home. It was past midnight and the rules of the lady’s house were that all doors were 
locked at twelve. He was forced to sleep on the porch swing. 
 
Sherm and Karen were married on April 12, 1963, in Provo and their honeymoon was in 
Salt Lake City. Karen had studied shorthand in school and could write 120 words per-
minute, which made her the “fastest girl in the state.” She began working as a secretary at 
a real estate company while Sherm got a job in accounting at Ahlender Hardware.  
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Top: Sherm when a boy and a teenager. Above: 
Sherm and Karen on their wedding day, April 
12, 1963, in Provo, Utah.   

Family and Work 
 
Eighteen months later on September 14, 1964, Todd James Watkins was born in 
Provo. He weighed less than five pounds and had a hernia, which had to be operated 

on after six weeks. Karen had quit her 
job to stay home and “took really good 
care of him; she did it all herself.” 
They missed her help at the real estate 
firm, and when Todd was older she 
went back to work with them.    
 
Their first home, an apartment, was at 
236 South 200 East (where they were 
living when Todd was born) and their 
second apartment was at 300 South 
700 East (now a Maverick Gas Station). 
 
Sherm’s second job was working as 
an accountant with Heckett Engine-
ering. He set up a new inventory system 
for them. They had huge machines to 
convert slag to be used on highways. 
Sherm said, “The people there were 
really good; my boss had a special 
personality.” Six years later, Sherm 
was recruited by General Refractory 
Company. After twenty years of work-
ing as an accountant Sherm got to do 
what he wanted to do most: work in 
sales. They said, “Are you willing to 
give up all those years in accounting 
and be a salesman?” He said, “Yes.” 
No one knew it at the time, but that 

decision was to affect the lives of hundreds of people. It wasn’t long after this that 
General lost their main contract with Geneva Steel Corporation. This forced them to lay 
off two hundred employees; everyone but upper management. They had a “one-of-a-
kind” product and Sherm was confident that he could find new customers.  
 
The boss gave Sherm sixty days to find someone; otherwise they were going to close 
down completely. The ore for their product was mined out of a mountain by Grants-
ville, Utah. Tests were completed by a company just in time before his sixty days were 
up. They saw that the product wouldn’t separate like others at four thousand degrees 
and said that they wanted all General could make. Eventually, all two hundred employ-
ees were rehired and another two hundred more were added later. In token of their ap-
preciation they made a giant card and had everyone sign it, thanking Sherm for saving 
their jobs. 
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Above: Sherm and Karen with their children and grand-
children about 2008.  

As sales manager, Sherm was privileged to travel all over the world. He traveled to 
China, Korea, Japan, Vietnam, Cambodia, Philippines, Australia, Russia, Belgium, 
London, Paris, Germany, Luxemburg, Italy, Spain, Morocco, Egypt, Israel (twice), 
Canada, Mexico, Peru, Bra-
zil, Argentina and many 
other countries.   
 
When he was in Australia 
the cab driver asked him 
where he as from. He said 
“The United States.” The 
driver said, “I could tell 
that from your accent, but 
what part?” “Utah” came 
the reply. “What part of 
Utah?” “Provo.” The driver 
turned around, extended 
his hand, and said, “Wel-
come brother.” He was 
also a Latter-day Saint.  
 
His trip to Israel in 1993 with his family was special. In Egypt he took a cruise down 
the Nile.  
 
On May 15, 1968, Brian Scott Watkins was born in Provo on Sherm’s birthday.  
 
General Refractory Company was purchased by a “corporate raider” in 1989. The new 
owner released anyone from the company who was receiving a high salary, including 
Sherm, and sold the company in parcels. When the seventy-eight year old owner was 
asked about the lives of the regular employee he said, “You don’t get it. I don’t care.” He 
did make a sizable profit of about six million dollars.   
 
Sherm said, “This was actually one of the best things that ever happen to me.” Sherm 
with his oldest son, Todd, started College Academic Services. They did their homework 
and learned that six billion dollars in academic scholarships go unused every year. For 
example: BYU offered a full four year scholarship in accounting for a person from the 
Cheyenne area, but no one had ever applied for it. Sherm organized the company as a 
scholarship matching service, which for a fee of $39.95 matched a student with scholar-
ships for which he qualified. Salespersons would advertise and make presentations in 
various cities then sign up everyone who was interested. The business prospered and 
caught the attention of investors, who purchased the company from Sherm in 2000. 
Sherm didn’t want to sell the company, but they made him an offer he couldn’t refuse.  
 
For the next three years Sherm enjoyed the life of a retiree. He and Karen traveled 
often to see their son Todd in Arizona and to various resort places such as Palm Springs. 
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Sherm began to miss work so he decided to become a real estate agent and he is still 
in that profession to this day.  
 

Church 
 
About 1975 Sherm got active in the church. The Bishop of the Sunset 1st Ward lived just 
three houses down from his house at 1763 West 120 South in Provo. Sometimes on Sun-
day Sherm washed his car in the front of his house. One day the Bishop asked if he would 
do him a favor. He said, “We’re having a meeting at seven o’clock tonight and I would 
like you to come. It will only last an hour.” Sherm told Karen that the Bishop had invited 
them to church at seven o’clock. “What for?” Karen asked. “I don’t know,” Sherm re-
plied. They attended the meeting with two other couples. The speaker talked about the 
different stages of life and about being with your family forever. “After the meeting they 
asked if we would be willing to come back again next Sunday. We kept coming back and 
soon the Bishop was getting us ready to go to the Temple.” The Bishop had once been 
inactive so he knew what it was like. 
 
It was during this time that Sherm decided to quit smoking. He was driving down the 
freeway when he reached into his pocket, pulled out his pack of cigarettes, crushed them 
and threw them out of the window. He said to himself, “That’s it. No more of that.” On 
December 12, 1975, Sherm and Karen were sealed together in the Provo Temple. The 
ward made a big deal about it and number of people gathered at Elliott’s Café after their 
temple session. Sherm said, “It was a great experience.” Since going to the temple Sherm 
and Karen have been 100% active.  
 
About two years later, Sherm moved his family to a new house at 1196 North 1450 West 
in Provo. Their new ward was the Provo 29th Ward.  
 
On September 29, 1980, Sherm’s youngest child, Emily Watkins, was born in Provo.   
 

Tragedy 
 
In 1990, Sherm and his family traveled to New York City to attend the United States 
Tennis Open. They watched a match and then went back to their hotel room to change 
and go out for dinner. Their hotel, the Hilton, was located near Broadway. They went 
down to the subway station to wait for a train when they were suddenly attacked by a 
gang of eight men. They had jumped over the turnstiles and started yelling as they ap-
proached them. It wasn’t a robbery in the usual sense of the word, but an attack meant to 
hurt Sherm and his family. They didn’t demand any money, but immediately cut Sherm 
with a knife and took his money. Karen was kicked in the face. Todd fought them off, but 
Brian was stabbed. As the attackers ran off Brian ran after them; but he quickly fell to the 
ground, bleeding and in serious condition. Sherm ran up the stairs and got a taxi driver to 
call 911. The ambulance arrived, but there were no trained professionals to help. They 
took him to an emergency room located fifty-four blocks away instead of one that was 
located closer. Brian Scott Watkins died on the way to the hospital on Friday, the 20th of 
September, 1990.  
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A report of the attack reached the news media; as Sherm came out of the hospital twenty 
reporters where there to ask him questions. The outrage was immediate and the imply-
cation obvious: New York couldn’t protect visitors to a major national event hosted by 
their city. A police officer assisted Sherm and asked, “If I find the attackers and bring 
them to trial, will you testify against them?” Sherm replied, “Of course. Why wouldn’t 
I?” The officer replied, “Because some people are afraid of repercussions from the 
gangs.” He explained that he had seen other cases where at the last minute the victims 
refused to testify. 
 
Within twenty-four hours the officer, an Irish policeman named Denny, had found all 
eight offenders in a dance club and arrested them. He told Sherm that the media attention 
that the case was getting was unusual. Every day for the next year anything that Sherm 
said was quoted on the front page of the New York Times, Daily Herald, and other major 
New York publications. He met with Mayors Dinkins and Juliani, and because he had 
become a local celebrity, they listened.  
 
Denny suggested to Sherm that he use his status with the city to accomplish some major 
changes. He said, “What we need is to have a cop on a beat like it was in my father’s day. 
This way he knows the people and what’s going on.” The city hesitated because they 
would have to hire more policemen, but the papers reported what Sherm said and the 
people agreed. So the politicians acquiesced and formed new policies. Another major 
change was that an EMT would be assigned to each emergency vehicle. Brian’s life may 
have been saved if a trained professional had been in the ambulance to help him. These 
changes were made largely because of what had happened to Sherm’s family.  
 
The eight suspects were convicted in two separate trials and all sentenced to twenty-
five years to life in prison. Karen and Sherm flew ten times from Utah to New York to 
testify.  
 
The sadness of losing Brian was immense and he is missed to this day. Brian was an 
excellent, much loved son. The city of New York honored his memory by naming a 
newly renovated sports place, “The Brian Watkins Tennis Center.”       
 

Last Move 
 
In 1996, Sherm and Karen moved to 4524 North Brookshire Drive near Osmond Lane 
in Provo, where they have lived to the present day (March 2009). Their ward during 
this time has been the Sherwood Hills Ward. 
 

Miracle 
 
In November 2008, while visiting his family in Arizona, Sherm had a major heart 
attack. Sherm had a weak heart due to an unusual dental infection which had destroyed 
about a third of his heart many years earlier. He was taken to the hospital, where it was 
determined that he wouldn’t survive an operation. Yet without an operation it was 
thought that he couldn’t live. The doctors decided to try one desperate procedure. 
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Above: Richard Martin at Sherm’s 
grave in Provo City Cemetery in June 
2014.  

They destroyed his clotting mechanism by thinning his blood to the point where he 
bled from every part of his body. The doctor’s gave him a slim chance of surviving 
this procedure, but felt he would certainly die otherwise. Sherm was in serious condition 
for a number of days, but began to improve. The 
doctor called Sherm, “The Miracle Man.” He had 
never seen anyone survive what Sherm had gone 
through.  
 
During this time Sherm had a remarkable exper-
ience. He went to the other side where he saw his 
mother. She appeared surprised to see him and 
said, “What are you doing here? You’re not sup-
posed to be here. It’s not your time.” She then 
turned around and walked down what appeared to 
be a hallway. Sherm said, “Wasn’t that an unusual 
way for her to respond to me. Why do you think 
she acted that way? And why didn’t I see my 
son?” The answer came immediately to my mind. 
“You weren’t supposed to stay there. If you had 
seen your son you would have wanted to remain 
in that world and you needed all your will power 
to get through the difficult times ahead.” 
  
After a few weeks Sherm got well enough to go home. He even flew to California to see 
his new born grandchild. While in California he had another heart attack. This time 
Karen used CPR and was able to restart his heart. He was taken to the emergency room 
and then traveled back to Utah. Sherm said, “Karen has saved my life twice.”   
 
Sherm is now walking two ten minute sessions daily. He has more strength than he has 
had in months and amazes everyone with how much he is able to do. Last Sunday he 
even drove to church alone.  
 
No one knows what the future holds for Sherm, but it obvious that God has given him 
more time for a special reason. His fortitude and determination has set a good example 
for everyone.       
 

Epilogue 
 
Sherm Watkins died of a heart attack in his sleep on November 3, 2011, and was buried 
in Provo City Cemetery. 
 
Through tennis Sherm and I had become good friends and for about four years we played 
a match each week. Later, when his heart prevented him from playing anymore, we 
kept in touch by having lunch together each week. These lunches were special and we 
had many fun conversations. About a year before his death he said that I was his best 
friend. I am honored that he felt that way about me. One of the things that endeared me 
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towards Sherm was that he always treated me as if I was exceptional. How could you not 
love someone like that?  
 
We often talked about the fact that he didn’t have much time left. He accepted it as a fact 
of life and it was refreshing that we could converse about it honestly. No denial; no “I’ll 
get better one day,” just a calm resignation to his fate. But he often marveled that God 
had blessed him with more time. As I wrote earlier in his history, he wondered why God 
had given him an extension. I’m just grateful that our all wise Father blessed me to have 
more time with Sherm. He enriched my life and it will be a joy to see him again in eter-
nity.      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
         


