Leslies Smith and Kenneth Satlin

Leslie Smith was Washington and Lee’s first African American law
student. He was a 1966 alumnus of St. Paul’s College in Lawrenceville, Virginia
and a 1969 graduate of the Washington and Lee School of Law. Leslie died in
Washington, D.C. in 1971. Police determined that the cause of death was
murder, and apparently the case has never been solved.

Kenneth Satlin, Leslie’s close friend and classmate, consented to the
interview which is attached to this statement.
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Kenneth Satlin, ‘69
Remembers Leslie D. Smith, Jr., the First African American
alumnus of the Washington and Lee School of Law

March 28, 2005
Telephone conversation with Ted DeLaney

Ted, my name is Ken Satlin and I am a Washington and Lee Alumnus of the Law School. In
1966 I came down to Lexington from New York, where I grew up, and I had never been in—
every time I think about Les [Leslie Smith] I start crying hopelessly. It is really sad. But we
were such good friends. Iam a Jewish boy who grew up in Brooklyn, New York and went to
Syracuse University and in growing up my parents always talked about the South where my
father was in the Army Air Corp in Tennessee during WWII before going overseas, and they
talked about segregation there and how ridiculous it was and I always thought, well gee, I have
got to go down there and see this for myself and I wound up going to Washington and Lee
University Law School. When I got there, that first night there was gathering in the dormitory,
the dormitory that is across from where the garage where Lee’s horse Traveler had is last home.

TD: You were in Davis?

KS: That’s it. The guys got together there and there were some undergraduates and they
explained clearly that they had never had a nigger at the school and never would because if one
ever showed up they would lynch him. I went “Gosh, this is something like my parents talked
about.” In any event the very next morning—the 5° 7", 120 pounds, Leslie Smith comes and he
is the guy next door. And I said “Boy, I have got to stay next to this guy.” I am not too big, I am
5' 8" and I was about 160 pounds. People didn’t know how to act when he came. I mean the
black people as well as the white people. In going into town, I remember coming back from
town the first week, and the black men would always tip their hats to the college students who
were always wearing coats and ties. They would say “Good morning sir, good morning sir, good
morning sir,” and when they got to Leslie they went “Good morning.” They couldn’t believe it.
In any event there were a number of instances but for the most part, well he wasn’t lynched and
he was treated decently. For the most part I think, maybe not the majority, the majority thought
he didn’t belong, but were gentlemen to him. But a substantial minority thought that it was
about time. I remember the very first week we were walking from the College Inn to Davis and
one man who had been a waiter at the College Inn watked by and passed us. His name was Ted
and he turned about and came back to us, and he said to Leslie, right to his face, “Is you that
nigger boy that got into school?” Leslie was sort of shocked and went “Uh ah.” He said, “Let
me shake your hand I think it is about time, and I am proud to meet you.” [Laughs] I said,
“Leslie his heart is in the right place and it is going to take some time to get his mouth in the
right place too.” And Leslie said, “He is probably going over to his friends, the good ole boys,
and tell them that he met me and all of that and think of himself as a liberal.” [Laughs]

Les did very well at school. He was in the Order of the Coif and that sort of thing. He had gone
to St. Paul’s College, undergraduate school. He had never gone to school with white people
before. Well I thought this whole thing was incredible. And yei, I get down there and things



have changed; they changed that year. Al the schools in Lexington were integrated and I said,
“Gee, I came down here to see what segregation was like because I couldn’t believe it, and I get
down here and they are integrated.” And Leslie’s solution was “Let’s go back to segregation so
you could see what it is like.” [Laughs] I said, “Yeah, I think that would be....” He asked
“Would that make you happy?”’

TD: Well it sounds like he had a real sense of humor.

KS: Oh yes he was so funny but mostly he was just so nice. He was one of the nicest persons I
have ever met. As far as class went, there was one instance, I remember we went to a party and
one couple left when Leslie showed up. Lo and behold, the law student was a young man from
the same town Leslie came from—Suffolk. Actuaily, Leslie was from Chuckatuck, which is now
a part of Suffolk just outside of Norfolk. That was sad. Also I remember, we are sitting at the
cafeteria that is next to Davis,

TD: Evans Dining Hall.

KS: And they sort of had bench seats, three on each side. Les is sitting across from me on one
side and then I remember Barney [another law student] was on the other side of the table and the
far side from me. Along comes Steve, the bigot in the class, and the only place open to put his
tray down was next to Leslie. So Steve sat at the far side. Then Barney comes over and says to
Steve “Would you move over next to Leslie, I want to eat.” And Steve just ignores him and he
says, “For God’s sake Steve, why don’t you just move over so I can put....” and everybody starts
laughing including Leslie, and Barney still doesn’t get it, and says, “For heaven’s sake Steve,
what is wrong with you. Why don’t you just move over so I can sit down and eat my lunch.”
And just everybody cracked up. So Steve slowly sort of nudges over, it was a riot, and
everybody was laughing at him. Les was just wonderful. Les was the best man at my wedding
and the best friend I ever had. And he was just a nice wonderful person. He was murdered.

TD: I have heard about the murder. Was that an anonymous murder too?

KS: Somebody who knew him. And when I spoke to the police they said they didn’t have any
physical evidence. I think it might have been [omitted by Ted DeLaney]. The first summer he
went to work for Senator Spong, and he was the first black to work in a United States Senator
from Virginia’s office. Then the second summer he worked for a high priced law firm in
Washington. But when he got out he went to work for the Department of Justice Civil Rights
Division and I think he was just a perfect choice because... (Interruption in telephone
conversation)

TD: What years would those be?
KS: We started law school in September 1966 and graduated in June 1969.

TD: But his years at the Justice Department Civil Rights Division?



KS: He would have started at 1969 and I think he worked there for about 3 years before he was
killed. Ithink what he was doing was just going around the country, to Federal Court, where all
of these School Boards had excuses as to why they couldn’t integrate. You know, “it was foo
expensive or what not” or “they just couldn’t do this now.”, Whatever their excuses were and
Les was such a nice guy and he would sympathize with them, I am sure, in court and say the
problem is that you have to integrate now and this can’t be put off. Your choices are you either
have to do the job yourself or we will be happy to come in, the Justice Department, and do it for
you.” 1am sure he would say it in such a nice way, that they would prefer to do it themselves,
you know, in a manner that was satisfactory to the Justice Department rather than have the
Justice Department do it for them. And so, he would go from city to city, and I am sure he was
very successful in having the school systems integrated throughout the South.

TD: That is an interesting relationship that you had and certainly at a very, very troublesome
time in United States history anyway.

KS: Right. I didn’t do it because 1 wanted to for historical reasons, I did it simply because that
was the way I was growing up. I wasn’t trying to be a hero or anything, it is just the way it was.
Some people thought it was strange me having a black best man at my wedding, but he was my
best friend and I wouldn’t think of having anybody else.

TD: Human relationships fortunately transcend race, and that’s a very important reality. Well
things have certainly changed here. My son had an absolutely splendid experience in the Law
School here. He was in the class of 2003. Last year he clerked on the 6™ Circuit Court of
Appeals. He clerked for one of the Bush judges, who was easily confirmed when he was the new
President, who I think is 2 moderate Republican, because he knew my son’s politics, and hired
him anyhow. He had a great year with that judge, but he is now with Jenner and Block in
Chicago. His experiences in the law school were extremely rich and the law school is very, very
different—I think two of his best friends in the law school were actually Asian. There was just a
wide assortment of people in the law school when he was there and just loved every minute of it.

KS: Wow, I was bored for the most part living in a small town. Being friends with Leslie helped
liven it up.

TD: Well it wasn’t such a problem for him because he was born and reared here except he
actually finished high school in Rochester, New York. It wasn’t a boring thing for him. In fact,
there is a lot more to do in Lexington then there was when you were at Law School because there
are hang-outs downtown where law students go to party. There are bars.

KS8: I remember in my time there were two movie theaters. One was a dirty one. The VMI
Cadets would go to the dirty one after church every Sunday and pack the place. They had a
traffic light in town and people would go watch the traffic. There wasn’t much more to do. The
second year we lived on Massie Street, 201.

TD: T know Massie Street well.




KS: We had a little problem finding an apartment.
TD: So you had to go to the black neighborhood.

KS: Yes. Because people, it is not that they were mean, they just didn’t know what they were
suppose to do because they hadn’t had this come up before. The things about Les at the time,
one of the instructors was Mr. McDowell. He was there from the Depression when he asked his
boss “Does this mean I am fired?,” and his boss said, “No, just means I can’t pay you.” So he
became a teacher. His wife, Mrs. McDowell, was the secretary of the Law School.

TD: I knew Mrs. McDowell.

KS: I remember when 1 called and got my application for admission and she said to me, “Well
just hold on and I will go fetch it for you.” And she was doli. The whole McDowell family
treated Leslie like a son. Charlie McDowell would do the same lecture each year. He had his
thing, he would have a script and would tell the same jokes each year. Fortunately he could not
tell the nigger jokes anymore because out of respect for Leslie. So he changed it to a Chinaman.
But the McDowell family frequently had Leslie over for dinner. Their son Charlie worked on the
Richmond Times. They were very good to him. The last year, the Chancelor of the
University—whose name I forgot—and the head of the Law School went with Les and two other
law students, to black colleges to try to recruit black students around Virginia, but they weren’t
successful. The few students that were interested in going to Washington and Lee did not have
the academic credentials to really make it there. And Les thought it would be a mistake to take
them because they were just welcoming trouble. The kids wouldn’t make it in school because
they didn’t have good enough academic background. I don’t know when it was when the next
black student came. There was a fellow I met last year who sells real estate in Fairfax, Virginia,
who was a black student at Washington and Lee.

TD: What was his name?

KS: I don’t remember his name. The thing is I talked with him, and almost all the time I talk
about these things I start crying.

TD: Was his name Dennis Haston?

KS: I think so.

TD: He would have entered in 1966 and only stayed for one year.

KS: No, that year there was one undergraduate black and he didn’t stay. This fellow had a
another name, and he was several years later. I just forgot his name and so often when I talk
about this I start crying. I went to see Les’s mom and dad about 10 years ago with my family,

and my kids never saw me cry so much. Ijust don’t seem to control myself most of the time
when I think about it. Ijust miss such a good friend.



TD: Well that is certain understandable and if weren’t so hung up on male and females roles in
our society you wouldn’t worry about whether you were crying or not.

KS: Maybe.

TD: In any case I can certainly understand the anguish and the grief you feel for the loss of a
friend, and your children will eventually understand that too.

KS: Well to tell you, I really don’t understand it because I lost my mom and dad, they were both
45 when they died. I don’t just break up into tears about them. I had a divorce when I was 30
years old and the only thing that really causes me to fall apart is talking about Leslie. And here I
am talking to you and doing a pretty good job of staying in control.

TD: That is probably because we are not face to face.
KS: Probably.
TD: So did you remarry?

KS: Yes, I remarried and my son is graduating from the University of Virginia Medical School
and he made the Honor’s Society and will be going to Cornell Hospital in Manhattan. My
younger boy just got a fantastic job with A.C. Nielson. He is graduating with a Master’s Degree
in econometrics, a combination of economics and ...

TD: Unfortunately there are people who are using econometrics for history.
KS: Well I love history.

TD: Well I do too.

KS: I can’t understand his books. In any event, yesterday was his first day of work. He got this
tremendous job with Nielson and he is working on their Kraft Foods account. Specifically they
do one of the—Ilet’s see it is part Starbucks and part Maxwell Coffee. So my two younger boys
are doing great. My daughter went to Berkeley and Columbia to teach and she spent S years
teaching at Wilson High School in the District of Columbia, and then she got married and now
she has a 9 month old baby that is gorgeous. And then my older boy went to Michigan to study
Engineering but he was more interested in the football team and the basketball team. The
basketball team was National Champions his freshman year and then he was interested in
Fraternity parties, girls and beer, and he flunked out after 3 years. But he wound up the last 12
years he has been working for ESPN covering international soccer. His brothers are jealous
because they are going to have to work for a living, and the brother just travels around and does

soccer games for ESPN.

TD: Well it must be nice.



KS: Yes. He is going to Denver, Albuquerque, Mexico City and Turkey just within the next
month or two.

TD: Well that’s great.

KS: So things have worked out for all four of my children and with my marriage. I don’t
practice law anymore. I sell real estate, I enjoy that a lot more. So things have really worked out
for me and still the memory of Leslie haunts me.

TD: Well that is part of who you were and who you are and even though that memory haunts you
there is obviously a joy it in too. So that is what is important. But I am going to have to excuse
myself because I have a 3:00 appointment.

KS: It was wonderful talking to you.

TD: Tt was wonderful talking to you and thank you so much for telling me the story of Leslie
Smith. That is a very important.

KS: Maybe I will be down in Lexington sometime.

TD: Well if you do come to Lexington make sure you get in touch with me and maybe we could
at least have lunch.
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ACADEMIC AND PROFESSIONAL DEGREES
June 6, 196g

Bachelor of Laws

JouN BucHANAN Apawms, Jr, B.A.
CHARLES FrRANK Bacrey, [II, B.A.
Rorrrt PAUL Bick, B.A.
RoOBERT GrAY Bicuan, B.A.
RoBERT LEstrr Brann, B.A.

cum laude
WILLIAM PENNIMAN Boarpman, B.S.

Ovder of the Coif, summa cum laude
WiLLiam Epcar BoseITT, JR., B.A.
Barnasas Bravstiaw Burrorn Breep, B.A.
TERRENCE DEgan Brooxs, A.B.
STEPHEN SHEVLIN Casg, B.A.

cum laude
Josern Lacy Caurcmir, B.A.

cum laude
THOMAS FELIX CoaTEs, 111, B.A.
StuarT KRING DENTON, B.A.
SterHEN LIk EcHors, B.A.
THOMAS MICHAEL Epwaros, B.A.
RonaLp Monror GaTrs, A.B,

cum laude
Eowin ArNoLD GENDRON, Jr., BA.
Davin RopnEy HackerT, B.A.
DaNIEL ScotT Harr, A.B.
Roy GARLAND HARRELL, Jr., BA.

cum laude

Roepert Epwin Harrison, B.A.

NATHAN VANMETER Hsnbricks, 11, B.A.,

THORNTON MoONTAGU HEnry, B.A.
JusTin Eucene Hoy, Jr, A.B.

* JamEs DonaLp Houmreuries, 111, B.S.

cum laude

HucH Jorn Morris Jones, IIT, B.A.
Jorn Epwarn KeLLy, ITI, B.A.
PrTer KerLY Kintz, B.A.

Rowarn Georer KiNzLrr, A.B.
WirLiam LivinesTon Kikny, III, B.A.
Kmv PeTer Lapewic, B.A.

RaNbY Harr LEE, B.A.

Order of the Goif, Phi Belg Kappa,
summa cum lnude

WirLLianm Brrp McCrLung, B.S.
Donarp BEury McFaLL, B.A.
RoBERT CHARLES McLAuGHLIN, B.A.
VAL SANDERS McWaorTER, B.A.
MiLroN DoucLas Mann, B.A.
RorerT Huntrr Manson, 111, B.A.
TrADDEUS EDwin MENDENHALE, 111, B.A.
GEeoRrGE FINLAY Nicrors, Jr, BA.
TABOR ROBFRT N OVAK, Jr., B.A.
GEORGE PrTFR Parriemos, B.S.
Davip DupLey REepmonn, B.A.
Davip LEe Ross, B.S.

cum laude
CLEMENT Paur Ryan, B.A.
KenweTe BrenT Satnin, B.A.
Fowarp FREDERICK ScHIFF, B.A.

Order of the Coij, magna cum laude
JErerEY NORFLEET SHERHAN, B.A.
Eric LEE SisLER, B.A.

Ovder of the Coif, summa cum laude
LEestIE DEvan SMITH, Jr, B.A.
RoserT Woops SPESSARD, Jr, BA.
JaMEes RopErick St. MARTIN, A.B.
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Lesiia D Bmithiwas the first black graduste of the taw schnol, Twenty-six years old and an attotngy in the civil flghts division of the Justice
Department, he waz lound rmysterioosly stabbed to death in rs Washington, 0.C. apartment lastsummer, Mo one knows why




i ABrother ofMlne . f, - _-.-_-‘;_’;'f;. .
Death is the ultlmate fate of all mortals but many lwe in afterdeath through thelr dreams and goals that
they sought to-establishiinilife, and in the hearts ofthose who hail them dear. .
This is not an attempt to |mmortal|ze Leslie, 5o his name can long be remembered Surely he was a brother
~“who, can not be replaced in the- hearts of my famlly, becatse we toved hlmdearly There Is no need to put em- -
pha5|s on his past achieverfients, but thereisa need to look at his attitudes toward life, espemally here in Amer:— 2
. ca. His behefs will yleld greater: value to us, through the recognition of his. achievéments. ..~ - =%

i could ‘obtain-his fullést - freedom and be truly” I|berated He saw. hope fora-country torn by racial: strlfe where

k called a friend, whiether. he be Black or Whlte He did:notlet the racial- dISCl’lmlna‘tIOH that he experlenced in: the

childrenat that time; because'it was for segregatlon L
The system. pro\ndes unequal edugation for Blacks Today let me- mentlon "busmg” and the outcrles agalnst

"ty of education possible. He befieved that this could noteome about until thelaws of the land be: enforced to the
~Fullest extent. The laws that are based.on the bellef“that all men.are created equal.’” B P o
£ 2 Leslié belaeved that this country hadthe poten‘oal to berme the greafest natioh. ever;if only the racual preju-

“that dlscnmmated agamet hlrn He saw hope that the system could ‘be reformed Many of us Blacks see,
d|ffereﬁtly e Lo

“Leslié’s death was not only a Ioss to my famrly, or the Biack s, but a loss tQ the country as. a whole Hls
thoughts, ‘beliefs, and dreams were sharéd by ma ny other young. extinguished Black men who were struck-down -
 before’ they. could reach the glory of their’|ife..Let.me say again that there are many other Blacks who belleve
dlfferently Let us pray for Amenca s sake that h|s thoughts hIS behef and h|s dreams C|Id not d|e wrth h|rn

—BobbyR Smlth 74

Lesllebelleved irt America; not-as. it exists’ today,. wath ‘its racial-injustice; butas. a placewhere every man =

freedom is genocnde, and war is honor He wanted peace ahd harmony to’prevail, so“that every-man- could be. .-_?‘__5

- peanut | fields ofUMr. Charley" as a chlld |nf|uence “him with- hatred::Nor did he complain; about the fact'that he -
l;—f.k was "bused!"over fifteen mifes away from hormie to an ‘all Black high school white he only Ilved flfteen yards
- from another schoal, butthat school was all White: No one screamed about busmg" Leslle and other Black _‘_-_‘-

it eould almost shatter: eardrums. ‘Why; because it means providing an* equal and top quality education -for '
| = Blacks: An education that’ Leslle was denied,’, but fo?tunately he over camé his. systematlcally imposed fiandi- -
Sl cap' Leslie believed that true freedom for Blacks could notexist, until they were provided with the highest quah- -

“dices that are now |nst|tut|onallzed could be overcome:. He worked within- the system, the very same system Tk
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