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“I’ve always believed if I was
good enough to be second in
command then I was good
enough to be first at any oppor-
tunity given to me,” these words
came from  Mayor Robert Smith
who grew up to become the first
African American mayor of
Columbus, Mississippi. It is a
city which boasts of a U.S.  Air

Force base, the home of
Tennessee Williams; the nation’s
oldest state university for
women which is Mississippi
University for Women (known
as the “W”, though now men
attend.  The “W” also produced
Pulitzer Prize winning author
Eudora Welty); and a growing
industrial area-- among many
other ‘firsts’ and notables.
“It’s an honor and privilege to

be the first Black mayor of
Columbus... I have to be mayor
to all the citizens of
Columbus—Black, White,
Latinos, Asian Americans or

whatever the case may be. My
job is to be a public servant to all
the citizens of Columbus,” he
emphasized.
This ‘first’ happened in 2006

when a special election was
called when the former mayor
decided to retire. At the time
Smith was serving as vice mayor
via his seat as city councilman
chairman. In other words, who-
ever is chairman of the city
council becomes the vice mayor
—sort of like whoever is vice
president of the United States
immediately becomes the ‘presi-
dent’ of the Senate. Though
Smith had no idea that the may-
oral position would be thrust
upon him, he says he was ready
for it.
“When I was serving as vice

mayor as a city councilman, I
tried to learn everything I could
from the previous mayor,” said
Smith.
Obviously, he has pleased his

constituents having now been
elected twice to the position.

In an era where Historical
Black Colleges and Universities
(HBCUs) are now being dis-
cussed as possibly being  irrele-
vant into today’s era of integra-
tion, Smith is proud to say that
he a product of an HBCU,
Mississippi Valley  State
University   where NFL legend
Jerry  Rice was a graduate.
Smith attended Mississippi

Valley State on an athletic schol-
arship and felt his time at the
college not only made him well
rounded but paved the way for
him to go on to get his Master’s
Degree in Secondary
Administration in the field of
Education from Mississippi
State University.
On today’s front in the public

school system the Black male
has become a rarity, something
Smith is quite cognizant of,
along with the frail state of pub-
lic education in general. In
February 2014, he was instru-
mental in appointing  along with
a majority of  city council mem-
bers an African American male
to the school board as a much
needed role model.
After graduating Smith made

the choice to teach at his old
alma mater, S.D. Lee High
School where he served as coach
and a classroom teacher from
1975 to 1983. 
“I had the opportunity to come
back and teach at the same high
school I graduated from,” he
proudly pointed out, and one
cannot help but notice how
many times he emphasizes the
word ‘opportunity’.  Like so
many African Americans espe-
cially at the time he was grow-
ing up, he knows how much
‘education’ was stressed not
only from one’s immediate fam-
ily but from the neighborhood—

Mayor Robert Smith

those days when the African
American neighborhoods were
the epitome of  that old African
proverb of  “It takes a village to
raise a child.” Education was
synonymous with ‘opportunity’
in building an economic founda-
tion and Smith had heard this all
of his life from people who had
education and from those who
did not have it but knew the
value of it-- preached the value
of it in church and home. This
philosophy transcends into how
Smith runs the city with his
intense interest in the public
school system and in believing
that a good education system is
paramount in attracting new
industry in this 21st Century of
electronics and the World Wide
Web.
Another historical footnote is

that Smith himself was among
the African American students
who integrated the Columbus
public school system. 

Smith’s career expanded in
education and he later served as
assistant principal at Joe Cook
Junior High School from 1983
to 1992.  This led to the position
of principal at West Lowndes
Middle School from 1992 to
2006 when he resigned to
become mayor.
“I taught as a classroom teacher

for 31 years. The first eight
years as a classroom teacher and
football coach,” he sums up his

experience, saying that this ped-
agogic route also honed his
administrative skills to take a
leadership role in this ever
expanding city, one of
Mississippi’s largest metropoli-
tan areas.
“I try to encourage kids to stay

in school and get their education
because education is very
important, especially to African
Americans,” Smith expresses
figuratively and literally his Old
School philosophy. “Back in the
70’s if you received a bachelor
degree you were doing well. If
you have an ‘opportunity’ and
you’re working, do not stop at
your Master’s but get your doc-
torate. As an African American,
you can never get enough educa-
tion… I didn’t   see it all the time
when I was growing up… I’ve
known some who said that it’s
not what you know but ‘who’
you know… It’s a fact. I see it
everyday in life.” He hesitates
and continues with a big “BUT,
I do know that success does not
come overnight. Success comes
from hard work, success comes
from dedication and commit-
ment and staying focused on
whatever task you’re doing. But
I have found out that if people
know you’re working hard, you
will be surprised at the people
who will help you,” he ends  this
interview in a ‘pay it forward’
fashion.

“My goal for the City of
Columbus is for it to become a
city of hope, a city of opportuni-
ty, a city of choice where all cit-
izens of Columbus will be
afforded a better quality of life,”
he says. “From an economic
standpoint-- I would also hope
from a retail standpoint-- that
we—and by ‘we’ I mean the
mayor, the city council, and the
citizens-- can come together to
sell our community and make
others want to come to and
invest in Columbus.”

Century standards but neverthe-
less, they represent an ongoing
philosophical viewpoint on
African Americans at one time
entrusting Black students to
Black teachers in HBCUs
because in the Black communi-
ty, education represented the one
value – the one commodity upon
which Blacks also defined its
middle class. Unlike the white
community which could literally

afford to base its middle class on
a monetary measurement, the
Black community could not
because it had no money upon to
base it! Education represented
one more blow against white
suppression and a route upon to
secure some type of symbolic
measurement of wealth if not
wealth itself.
From the HBCU developed yet

another economic layer: African

American fraternities and soror-
ities. Outside of the Black
church (which gave birth to
many HBCUs), these fraternities
and sororities also served as
socio-economic guardians in
Blacks helping Blacks. Long
before any type of welfare sys-
tem was in place to help impov-
erished African Americans,
these organizations (along with
the Black church) provided
funds, food, shelter, and scholar-

ships. Contrary to perception,
these were not snobbish organi-
zations and to this date, they still
have charities and do humanitar-
ian works in Black communi-
ties.

These organizations and alum-
ni groups are among the few
entities which have been fervent
in saving HBCUs.

***
Black Civil War soldiers con-

tributed to what would become
HBCUs. The 62nd and 65th reg-
iments raised $6,325 for Lincoln
Institute which is known today
as Lincoln University in
Jefferson City, Missouri. 
Out of HBCUs came some of

the greatest post-Civil War mili-
tary minds such as Col. Charles
Young, Tuskegee Airmen,
Buffalo soldiers, and others –
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