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In Remembrance
Commemorating the Life and Debate Career of

Ross Kennedy Smith

Saturday - November 21st, 2009

Wake Forest University 

Shirley Classic Debate Tournament


A Legacy Remembered
Distinction:
· National debate coach of the year in 1994 and 1998

· American Forensics Association – Distinguished Service Award 2009
· George Ziegelmueller Award for career contributions to the national debate community – 2009
· Coached - NDT National Champions, 1997, 2008. Runner up (2006, 2009), Semi-Finals (1993, 1994, 1995)

· Coached Copeland winner 1995, runner up 1997, 2001; Top Speaker 1985, Runner up 2001.
· Coached 25 first round teams; 40 teams qualified for NDT elimination debates
· First seed 1978 Denver NDT, with John Graham

Innovator: 
· Ross cut the Gordian knot that merged the NDT and CEDA communities. 

· Invented 9-3-6, changing collegiate competitive fairness, and by imitation the HS world as well.

· Revolutionizing tournament administration. A short list includes: Judge Preferences, Side-Equalization, Decision time limits, Case list collection, all either pioneered at or massively improved at Wake.

· Championed the NDT to improve judge assignment system over the years in his role as the only chair the Tournament Procedures Subcommittee ever had. 

· Broke new ground in civic engagement with unique web outreach (e. g. founded debatescoop.com), nationalizing public debates (e. g., Bio-Ethics, HBCUs, and Government Agencies), and community (e. g., politician and local UDL-style programs). 


Eulogy for Ross Kennedy Smith
Wait Chapel –Wake Forest University - July 23, 2009
Delivered by Tim O’Donnell, University of Mary Washington

My name is Tim O’Donnell. Over more than two decades, I was Ross’ student, employee, colleague, fellow competitor, friend, caddie, and one of his many sidekicks—you know – the sidekick that every superhero has. For so many of us here today and around the world, Ross was our hero – foibles and all. The one thing I never was, was Ross’ partner. There were only a few of those over the years – and they included John Graham, Roger Solt, and of course Allan Louden… It is a distinct honor to give voice to his words. 

Ross Remembered – Allan Louden
Ross was bigger than life.
Ross challenged and changed those he encountered.
Ross truly loved his work, a gift of life that he appreciated
For a time I had the image of Ross giving my eulogy in a setting much like this. I was reassured knowing in Ross-style he would speak essence, capturing what mattered. I also knew that when Ross stood up to talk you never knew what would follow, but you knew you’d be surprised and delighted. I wish that were the case some time in the distant future, not to change providence, but it would be the natural order, as it ought to unfold.
As I’m sitting in a Bulgarian dorm, trying to write my thoughts I’ve allowed the tears. Like all of you, it hurts. Just doesn’t feel fair.
I believe that Ross would want us to continue our work. Ross was never one for excessive ceremony, nor for lamenting that which cannot be changed. While Ross theorized, fundamentally he was a doer, happiest when engaging students and debaters.
It is of course with a grieving heart I have to write from this great distance. The depth of my very being knows I ought to be in Winston-Salem, to be with all of you gathered at Wake Forest, in celebration of a life worth living. Circumstance makes that impossible. Yet part of Ross is with us in Bulgaria as well. The 160 students here all took a class from Ross, and now carry with them a part of his passion and insight. Tonight, Wednesday, at the student’s initiation, they are observing a moment of silence in Ross’ honor.
We’re also comforted by a cadre of the Wake Debate community tucked in the Mountains—Odile, Taylor, Sean, David, Blake, RJ--whose hearts are hurting and spirits are with those at Wake Forest. Like you, we are sharing our favorite Ross stories, laughing at the “moments,” freshly aware of how much he taught us, and each trying as best we can to reach an understanding.
It will take time, but we’ll be fine, in part because we all are supported by the Wake Forest family and the larger Debate community, each of which Ross distinctively shaped and occupied. 
At this point I imagine the natural move for a speaker would be to share some witty stories from Ross’s life. And as you know they are legendary. Imagine sharing hotel rooms with Ross Smith for twenty plus years every other weekend at debate tournaments. That alone takes a certain fortitude.
I have chosen, however not to tell these stories, for others here and on the web are recounting their narratives of this unique man. I have received hundreds of messages, facebook posts, and phone calls, many retelling the moments when Ross touched their lives. I am grateful for those remembrances, as they are a tour de’ force of Ross’ presence in our lives.
I searched for the perfect antidote, but without satisfaction. The truth of the matter is our relationship was composed of countless stories, much more a matrix, a tapestry of time and respect that resulted in the best times of my life.
I often tell the account, perhaps a tall tale, that the secret to any success I had with Wake debate was for two reasons: to not be afraid to hire folks smarter than myself, and then know enough to get out of their way.
Ross proved the first rule, as all of you know; he was brilliant, even to a fault at times. But when there was a problem to solve, a need for a fresh perspective, an occasion when clearing the clutter was needed, we all turned to Ross. Simply put, he was smarter than the rest of us.
As for rule two--knowing enough to get out of the way—any claim of having that insight on my part is exaggerated. Those who know Ross, have to be smiling--“As if that was a choice.” Ross marched to his own drummer. And he earned our respect for that very trait; his independence of thought and action.
Working with Ross was not always easy, which is part of the explanation for why it was so worth it. If you were around Ross you grew. He often referred to our tag-team as “partners.” I always liked that characterization.
Across time Ross toughened me up and I hope I offered him a bit more forbearance.
Ross, speaking for myself, you will be terribly, terribly missed.
I had two opportunities this year to publicly praise Ross’ accomplishments; once before the Wake Forest Board of Trustee’s dinner and the second at the National Debate Tournament which was held at the University of Texas at Austin, where he was presented with the George Ziegelmueller award for his distinguished career.
Each was a different mission and each recalls what should be part of our remembrance.
Before the Trustees I wanted administrators to appreciate just how hard it is to be a top coach, to navigate the labyrinth of argument and personality, to labor unselfishly for too many hours in a day. It is difficult enough to reach the apex of this competitive world, yet Ross did not reach the pinnacle for a season, or even some years; he was at the top for decades with no demise in sight.
For the NDT Community gathered in Texas, the message was, while accomplished, Ross’ motives, his simple love for the activity and those who also love debate, was the measure of his career. Winning was fun, an end, but not the end. He loved what he did and he loved those who shared in that journey.
Those who know him best often recount their Ross emersion. Even as some said Ross scared the heck out of them, they eventually found the caring--do anything for you--Ross. We who know him are forever loyal, just as he was loyal in return.
Please indulge a few personal remarks that I wish were given in person.
To the Smith Family: 
I was always grateful to be included in the family, the often turbulent lasagna celebrations authored by Ross, the Christmas gatherings somewhere between Norman Rockwell and Family Feud, and the numerous occasions when the family embraced Ross’ debate family. Those decades of warmth taught me that which defines the family Smith is love and respect. The Smith’s will be fine, the family its own Citadel.
To Ross’ Mom: 
Marguerite I trust you know full well that you and Ross were incredibly alike: your passion, your intelligence, the rightness, and in the end your compassion. This loss asks too much from a Mother, yet, as with Ross, your strength shelters others.
To Ross’ Son: 
Alex, losing your mentor and I suspect in phases of your life, your hero, cannot be easy. I remember well the day you were born, during the Dixie Classic tournament. The tournament nearly melted down with the absence of an incredibly proud papa. And for three days I thought your name was Axle. Always remember you are without doubt a “chip off the old block.” And be assured “hearing your own drummer” in its own way made Ross proud.
To Ross’ Wife: 
Jayne I love you as family. You saved me at more than one faculty party, provided comfort when it was needed, and as always are a stalwart in my life.
We’ll talk, and hang, and hug, when I return.
What matters more, in these tough times, is your bequest to Ross. I knew the before and after. The simple truth is you changed his life. You grounded him, gifted him place and emotional shelter. Ross was a lucky man. Yours is the most difficult path, but it will be a journey surrounded by loving friends.
To the Wake Debate Community: 
Ross believed in Wake debate, in part for it prowess, but more for its sense of community. Our debate family has lost more than any one of us can individually comprehend. Through our shared stories, we might approach how cavernous the void will be. Ross, in the most important respects, was Wake Debate.
It is not an exaggeration to say that even when Ross frustrated, he was our leader, our mentor, the embodiment of what it meant to be a part of Wake Debate. Our family will continue, even prosper, but that future will forever be influenced by Ross. Collectively we are his legacy.
God Speed my friend. I am forever grateful for having known you. Your partner in a life’s work, Allan Louden
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Tim O’Donnell’s concluding remarks

I would like to impose on you for a few moments more—to reflect as one of his many students. Ross always wanted to know what his debaters were thinking – so I’ll think hard and talk fast.
For us, his students, Ross was a noun, a verb, an adjective and an idiom. He loved to talk—and talk a lot, but he thought and taught in aphorisms. He was intercollegiate debate’s leading innovator yet was deeply sentimental and held strongly to tradition. He was clumsy and awkward but so graceful and dignified. He had no time for protocol and decorum, but insisted that we all follow the protocols and sense of decorum that he created.
 He was for so many of us, the living embodiment of the virtues we aspire to exhibit in our own lives and none was more characteristic than his passion; passion for life and family, passion for debate and golf, passion for politics, public policy, and living the life of the mind. And central to it all, passion for Wake Forest. He sure did love Wake Forest—this place, its people, the very idea.
Over the years, Ross taught us all many things – big and small. Of course, he taught us about debate – and he did that exceptionally well. He also taught us to be fierce in competition, but gracious in victory as well as defeat. He taught us to eat savory foods and that the best humor was self-deprecating. He taught us how to think, how to ask questions, how to solve problems and how to make sense. He had no time for those unwilling to make sense. He taught us what is right, what is wrong, and how to split the difference. He taught us how to bridge differences, build networks, and engage others in the communities we inhabit. He taught us how to dream, how to love, and how to smile. He taught us that we should have no time for petty things, because more time needed to be devoted to the really big things. He tried to teach me and a few others how to swing a golf club and stroke a putter. But that failed miserably – and it wasn’t because he was a poor teacher. We were poor pupils. 
But most of all, he taught us how to serve and care for others and showed so many of us through the overwhelming power of his example, that no job, however dirty, however small, is beneath any of us. Ross taught us so many things . . . . . and over the last few days, he’s taught us how to hug and how to cry.
Yet for all the time we spent together there were so many things he didn’t teach us…too many things. But he gave all of us -- and the tens of thousands of others like us all over the globe – who are just a few degrees of separation from Ross -- the tools to figure it out. He left us too soon, but I know that he had confidence in us to continue the work—not as a legacy, but because it will make a difference.
His email signature line urged us all to “Be the debater you want to see.” Thanks to Ross we all know better how to bring what it is that we want to see into focus. I can’t imagine life without him, but I know that tomorrow and every day after it will be better for me and everyone around me because of him. And while we will all miss him, his life and all those he has touched – in so many wonderful ways – has already filled the void that we feel so acutely at this moment. 
Ross was not one for goodbyes. And I’d very much like to think that he just decided this past Sunday to hop a flight for Turnberry, Scotland – a place very near to the ritualistic gathering place of the Scottish Clans of Smith and Kennedy – a place which Ross’ uncle, Selden Kennedy Smith, summoned in his eulogy for his brother -- and Ross’ daddy – little more than a year ago. Yes, Ross circulated that eulogy, like so many other things, because he always wanted to share his family with us his debate family.
So I’ll end, simply by using the three words that he used often. I love you. We all love you.
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Remembering Ross— Notes from July in NC
Brian Lain, University of North Texas
Brian wrote a personal remembrance of the Wake family gathered for Ross’ service in late July. His account is an insightful, personal, often profound account. It is worth returning to the In Memory of Ross Smith page on Facebook. Brian, speaking for all, concludes . . . 
What can we do after this tragedy? We have a great debt to pay. That next generation will only know of Ross through our own actions, teachings, and work. Many of us will work a long time to try to do justice to the care and dedication Ross showed to us. No matter if you knew Ross for a day or for a lifetime, he made an impression. He was eager, encouraging, welcoming, brilliant, pragmatic, a gambler, fiercely protective of his students, a hoot to listen to at an awards ceremony, but most of all a genuine man who despite his own projects, foibles, struggles and varied interests, always had time for others. I know that I definitely disappointed Ross at many points in the past, but he never let me know it. It was a special treat to get to see him at a tournament and for him simply to ask how things were going and somehow to make everything you were doing seem more important than you had thought it was.

Well, here is one half of team Myron saying thanks Ross, and trying to pick up as much of what you started as I can. 
