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Thanks to Kale Walker, Direc- 

tor of HR at ISUFoundations 

who had the pleasure of 

meeting Mr. Quentin Smith in 

2012 and thus contributed 

this piece to honor his lega- 

cy. Black History Month 2013 

we remember and spotlight 

Mr. Quentin Smith, ISU alum- 

ni and Tuskegee Red Tail, 

July 30, 1918 — January 15, 

2013. 
 

I was excited to meet 

Tuskegee Red Tail, 

Quentin Smith. Someone 

that could tell me what 

books would never have 

the courage to say. Some- 

one that was a real life 

hero; a black superhero! 

Someone I could look  up 

to and say I knew him per- 

sonally. Someone I could 

embed in my soul and 

thereby allow him to live 

through me. We often find 

ourselves looking up to 

icons that are no longer 

here. People we have nev- 

er met, but read their sto- 

ries and adopt them as 

part of our external fami- 

lies. We take bits and 

pieces of their lives and 

incorporate it into ours, 

using their stories, dreams 

and beliefs  to stand on 

solid ground. 
 

As I walked inside of his 

home, it reminded me of 

my grandmothers, my 

childhood, cozy, warm, 

inviting, and overstuffed. 

Still, I quickly felt at home. 

The room we sat in was 

stuffed with books on top 

of books; awards and 

medals were spread 

throughout;     and     model 

planes from WWII. I chuck- 

led at the  sofas  wrapped 

in plastic, I was home! 
 

I came expecting to meet 

a frail 94 year old man 

with a  wheezing voice. 

Instead, to my amazement 

I met a deep based, strong 

spirited man who recalled 

things as if they happened 

yesterday. I humbled my- 

self, trying to contain the 

overwhelming feeling of a 

kid in a candy store as he 

told stories of his life and 

the people he had met 

along the way. These 

ranged from: Childhood 

memories of Nat King Cole 

playing at his High School 

Prom; Willa Brown - 

Chappell (31’ ISU Grad 

and DAA Recipient) teach- 

ing him how to fly; Stand- 

ing side by side with Thur- 

good Marshall breaking 

barriers to help integrate 

the Armed Forces;  Sitting 

in the front row at the in- 

auguration of the first 

Black President, he had 

experienced it all. 
 

His recollections about his 

time at ISU left me com- 

pelled and slightly sad- 

dened. As he spoke, I 

made up in my mind that 

he and his legacy would 

live forever though me. His 

stories reminded me of 

personal struggles, gener- 

ational struggles, and 

community struggles. It 

became difficult to imag- 

ine his struggles: A young 

Black man from East Chi- 

cago in the late 1930s in 

a town with no one and 

nothing   but   a   desire   to 

succeed. Accepted  to  a  col- 

lege with unoccupied rooms 

in the residence halls  that 

he couldn’t stay  in  because 

of the color  of his skin. He 

found housing close to cam- 

pus in the basement of a 

wealthy family and was 

charged with the task of 

turning the furnace through- 

out the night so the  family 

did not get cold. He was 

harassed daily by the police 

as he walked to school 

through the all-white neigh- 

borhood, yet he was not 

discouraged from his desire 

to succeed. He later found 

out        that 

the       man 

who al- 

lowed him 

to  live  in 

his      base- 

ment was 

the   2nd   in 

c o m m a n d 

of the KKK. 
 

While       at 

ISU, he 

taught the 

children of 

professors 

and some of Terre Haute's 

leading residents at the uni- 

versity's lab school, played 

football, served on the Un- 

ion Board and as vice- 

president of his senior class 

but still was not considered 

equal. He was existing dur- 

ing a difficult time and re- 

gardless of what he did to 

prove to those around him 

that he was just  like  them, 

he failed because of the 

complexion of his skin. Re- 

spected but not respected 

was  not  an  easy  thing  to 
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swallow but Mr. Smith 

never walked with  his 

head down  and  never 

gave up on his dreams of 

someday making a differ- 

ence. It wasn’t until he 

jokingly talked about going 

to     the     school 

p r o m        w h e n 
things became 

relevant that he 

would never be 

accepted. 
 

As I sat  at  his 

feet listening to 

this strong, deep 

based man, there 

was a crackling in 

his voice as he re 

-lived a moment 

70 years ago as if 

it was yesterday. A little 

teary eyed, but too strong 

of a man to allow us  to 

see his pain. I felt his pain 

and took it with me along 

with his legacy. Bribed by 

school  officials  would 

have killed the spirits of 

most men but not 

him.   He   was   a 
scholar and he 

thought  the   one 

p l a c e l ib e rt y , 

thought and ac- 

tion would exist 

was within the 

confines of a uni- 

versity. I believe it 

was this moment 

some    70    years 

ago that Quentin P. Smith 

decided to fight for  what 

he believed in no matter 

the  consequences. 
 

He continued to fight for 

his beliefs and stood up 

against Generals, and was 

sent to prison for 20 years 

for having the conviction 

to defy an order of a Com- 

manding Officer whom he 

felt was wrong no matter 

what the societal times 

demanded. Mr. Smith’s 

legacy and  motivation  be- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

came to change history, 

creating change, imple- 

menting policies, and in- 

still truth and justice. 
 

Mr. Smith’s purpose was 

to educate, he had a 40- 

year   career   as   a   high 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

school Latin teacher, guid- 

ance counselor & principal 

with Gary Public Schools. 

He was the  first  principal 

of Banneker Elementary 

School and developed 

Emerson High School for 

Visual and  Performing 

Arts. He was also the first 

principal of Westside High, 

the city of Gary’s  answer 

to desegregation in 1968. 

The building served 

3,900-students and  he 

tried to get to know each 

student  personally. 
 

A life  of  awards, 

a c k n o w l e d g e - 

ments and re- 

sponsibilities nev- 

er seemed to go 

to his head. He 

lived modest and 

took everything 

that was given to 

him and gave it to 

the children he 

served. He strived 

to make sure eve- 

ry dime was spent 

on education and educat- 

ing those that were under- 

privileged and sometimes 

less deserving. He was a 

man focused on change. 
 

Before his passing, I had 

the honor to sit with Mr. 

Smith several 

times,  digesting 

all that he would 

give me. Under- 

standing what 

made a man of 

his statue love a 

society so much 

that didn’t love 

him back. Each 

visit was more 

intense than the 

last one as I slow- 

ly was able to see that it 

wouldn’t be much longer 

before this great man was 

no longer with us. I 

begged my colleagues to 

go back with me just one 

more time. It won’t  be 

long. We have to go now. 

On the last couple of trips Mr. 

Smith said that ISU has done 

well. That he sees that they 

have changed. He was hon- 

ored to meet President Brad- 

ley as Rex Kendall draped 

him the highest honor as a 

Distinguished Alumni. He 

praised his education as a 

starting point of many great 

things that he would later 

accomplish in life. He looked 

at me and Roland Shelton 

and said to us in a private 

meeting,  “ISU  has  done 

great. You guys have come to 

visit me too much just to be 

the hired help. You  must 

have a high position to spend 

so much time with me be- 

cause I  never  imagined  in 

this lifetime that they would 

have Blacks in  those posi- 

tions. For that alone and the 

change that I see I want to 

commit to the continuing 

education of  students  at 

ISU.” He signed  a  document 

to start  the Willa Brown 

Chappell & Quentin P. Smith 

Legacy Endowment in the 

amount of $75,000 that will 

be used to enhance the De- 

partment of Aviation. 
 

It was an honor Mr. Smith to 

sit at your feet and hear your 

story. To engage in meaning- 

ful conversations that will live 

with me and allow you to live 

through me. Your story will 

always be something that I 

share. You will forever be a 

part of the great rich history 

at ISU. You are my Black For- 

rest Gump. My  hero!  My 

Black Superman. May you 

Rest in Peace. 


