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Objective

Oral history is a collection of an individual's memories and opinions.
As such, it is subject to the innate fallibility of memory and is
susceptible to inaccuracy. All researchers using these interviews
should be aware of this reality and are encouraged to seek
corroborating documentation when using any oral history interview.

The Pryor Center's objective is to collect audio and video recordings of
interviews along with scanned images of family photographs and
documents. These donated materials are carefully preserved,
catalogued, and deposited in the Special Collections Department,
University of Arkansas Libraries, Fayetteville. The transcripts, audio
files, video highlight clips, and photographs are made available on the
Pryor Center Web site at http://pryorcenter.uark.edu. The Pryor
Center recommends that researchers utilize the audio recordings and
highlight clips, in addition to the transcripts, to enhance their
connection with the interviewee.

Transcript Methodology

The Pryor Center recognizes that we cannot reproduce the spoken
word in a written document; however, we strive to produce a
transcript that represents the characteristics and unique qualities of
the interviewee's speech pattern, style of speech, regional dialect, and
personality. For the first ten minutes of the interview, we attempt to
transcribe verbatim all words and utterances that are spoken, such as
uhs and ahs, false starts, and repetitions. Some of these elements are
omitted after the first ten minutes to improve readability.

The Pryor Center transcripts are prepared utilizing the University of
Arkansas Style Manual for proper names, titles, and terms specific to
the university. For all other style elements, we refer to the Pryor
Center Style Manual, which is based primarily on The Chicago Manual
of Style 17th Edition. We employ the following guidelines for
consistency and readability:
e Em dashes separate repeated/false starts and incomplete/
redirected sentences.
e Ellipses indicate the interruption of one speaker by another.
e Italics identify foreign words or terms and words emphasized by
the speaker.
e Question marks enclose proper nouns for which we cannot verify
the spelling and words that we cannot understand with certainty.
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e Brackets enclose
o italicized annotations of nonverbal sounds, such as laughter,
and audible sounds, such as a doorbell ringing; and
o annotations for clarification and identification.
e Commas are used in a conventional manner where possible to
aid in readability.

Citation Information
See the Citation Guide at http://pryorcenter.uark.edu/about.php.
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Lindsley Armstrong Smith interviewed Stephen Austin Smith on
June 19, 2022, at the Smith residence in Fayetteville, Arkansas.
[00:00:00]

Lindsley Smith: My name's Lindsley Smith, and I'm here with
Stephen Austin Smith in our home at 340 North Ralston Avenue
in Fayetteville, Arkansas. And today's date is June 19, 2022.
Uh—Steve, do you give permission for this video biography
today and for the donation of it to University of Arkansas Special
Collections and for the David and Barbara Pryor Center for
Arkansas Oral and Visual History and their full use?

Stephen Smith: I do, without restriction.

LS: Oh, excellent. Thank you. Well, thanks for doing this. Um—
we're gonna start with your biography and—uh—um—your early
life. So tell us where and when you were born.

SS: 1 was born in Fayetteville, May 15, 1949, in the old—uh—City
Hospital, which is now—uh—Fayetteville Public Library.

[00:00:55] LS: AnNd tell us about—uh—your family, as much as you
can remember, starting with your parents.

SS: Well, [clears throat] I had—uh—had wonderful parents. Uh—my
father—uh—Austin Smith was—uh—a country doctor. Uh—my
mother, Margaret, was a homemaker, and—uh—she managed a

family business for a while. Um—my grandparents—uh—really
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had an influence on me, I think. My grandfather, my maternal
grandfather, Albert King—uh—had been involved in politics a lot.
And—and I—uh—had—was influenced by him and always
enjoyed—uh—time with him and it—sort—introduction to politics
for me. And my—uh—Grandmother Smith, Annie Smith—uh—
was frequently my babysitter [/laughs] when I was growing up,
but she was—uh—she was one of the kindest people that I ever

knew.

[00:01:53] LS: Mh-hmm. And tell me bout—more about your

SS:

LS:

SS:

parents.

Well, my father was the—actually the first person on either line
of my family—uh—to attend college. And he—uh—graduated
from Huntsville High School in 1942 and went to the university—
uh—for a year, I think, and then joined the Army Air Corps, was
stationed in the Philippines during World War II. And my
mother—uh—graduated from Huntsville High School in 1946 and
attended the University of Arkansas, was working on an
accounting degree until—uh—she and my father got married,
and then she—uh—became a homemaker. They lived in
Fayetteville at that time.

And your mom's still alive, and she's livin' in Fayetteville.

She is. She's wonderful.

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas
Arkansas Memories, Stephen Austin Smith Interview, June 19, 2022
http://pryorcenter.uark.edu/



http://pryorcenter.uark.edu/

LS: Ninety-three years old. [00:02:48] Now you have two children
and one grandchild?

SS: I have—uh—a wonderful wife [LS laughs], Lindsley Smith, the
love of my life. I have a son, Caleb, who is a professor at—uh—
Yale University, an English professor, and a daughter, Maggie,
who's an attorney in Little Rock. And then Van is my grandson,
Caleb's son, Van Smith, and he's—uh—just graduated from
kindergarten in New Haven, Connecticut.

LS: Excellent. And where did you grow up and attend school?

[00:03:24] SS: Um—well, I was born in Fayetteville. I don't have
any recollection of that. My earliest recollections were—uh—
when we lived in Little Rock. My father was in med school. We
lived in a duplex on Commerce Street—uh—just adjacent to—
uh—what was then a fire station in MacArthur Park. So the
duplex is no longer there, but the land's part of MacArthur Park
today near the Arkansas Arts Center. Um—and that's—I
remember some—uh—people I played with growing up. And—
uh—it was [laughs] a very integrated neighborhood at the time.
It was not a—a—not a problem that I was aware of. And then
my father—uh—did his internship in the air force, and we moved
to—uh—Pennsylvania. Lived in Chester Springs and Phoenixville

just outside of Philadelphia and then moved to—uh—Fort Bragg,
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North Carolina, and lived in—uh—army housing there. Uh—it
was sort of the first time I realized there was class distinctions in
life. I had gotten into a kerfuffle with—uh—another—a boy
about my age. And it turns out my father was only a captain,
and his father was a major, and there was some concern that I
was acting out on that. [Laughs] But we moved to—uh—moved
to Huntsville when I was five years old. Um—Ilived, I think, first
on Drake Street, and then on Phillips. And then probably when I
was six, we got—uh—our first home on Parrott Drive where 1

lived—uh—the rest of my high-school years there. Um . ..

[00:05:17] LS: And do you go—North Carolina?

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

Well . ..

Yeah.

. . . that was Fort Bragg and—yeah.

Fort Bragg in North Carolina.

Yeah.

Okay, excellent. And you had—uh—Presbyterian church camps?
Oh ...

That you did?

. . . yeah, that's—that was . . .

Talk about those.

There—well, there were several things—um—sort of growing up
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LS:

SS:

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas

in a small town. Uh—there were either more opportunities or
fewer opportunities. Uh—I was active in 4-H—uh—clubs. Uh—
especially interested in automotive, and I think I also won a—
uh—an award for entomology at that time. Uh—my family—uh—
had attended the Presbyterian church—uh—since its founding in
Huntsville in the 1880s, and—uh—I attended church there.
And—and some of the youth activities—I think it's called United
Presbyterian Youth—had—uh—retreats and church camps and
things that I—I really enjoyed. Attended—uh—camp several
years at—uh—Dwight Mission in Oklahoma, and then—uh—went
on a cities and college tour—uh—I guess during my junior year
in high school, and we went—uh—took a bus of sort of high-
school-age kids, went up through St. Louis when they were
building the Arch and—uh—on to Chicago—uh—uvisited
Northwestern University in Chicago. [00:06:50] Uh—talked
with some Blackstone Rangers who were doing a food program.
And visited other little schools and things. So that was—church
was sort of a big part of my life in growing up. Uh—not so much
theology, but the activity and the social parts of it, I think.

And activities you did, such as—uh—Ilike in Huntsville. Like the
sports,and I . ..

Oh yeah.
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LS:

SS:

. . . know Easterling was important.

Yeah.

[00:07:19] LS: And student council, and you were in the

SS:

LS:

SS:

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas

newspaper?

Yeah, well, in junior high—uh—[/aughs] I don't think anybody
really reflects back on their junior high years and thinks it's the
best—best years of their life. Uh—but I was—was really active
in—in sports, football and—and basketball. And—uh—we had
a—had a pretty good basketball team. We won a district
championship. [00:07:45] And—uh—Charles Easterling was the
coach, and he was—was really influential—uh—and supportive,
and I—uh—wish I'd—uh—had more time to talk to him—uh—
later in life. Um—I was—uh—president of the junior high
student council and coeditor of the school newspaper, which
was, I think, mimeographed [/aughs] at the time or something.
And you mentioned Easterling, but Janice James . ..

Janice James was my ninth grade civics teacher, and she was—I
mean, I had competent teachers in all my classes, really, in—in
junior high, but she was—uh—inspirational in a way. I mean,
she had—she would have a current events quiz as well as talking
about civics, and we would do—uh—when we were studying

other cultures, we would, you know, prepare foods and serve
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'em and—uh—I remember making borscht and—uh—in that

class. And anyway, she—she expanded my horizons a lot, and

she—uh—Ilater went to Colorado, I think, and was like teacher of

the year in Colorado.

[00:09:00] LS: AnNd you said Charles—uh—Easterling was
inspirational, too? What sort of . . .

SS: Well, he—he . ..

LS: Why, specifically, was he inspirational?

SS: He was—he was a coach.

LS: Yeah.

SS: And he was always supportive of me and—and joking, and it was

sort of the first time I had a teacher who treated me other than

just as merely a student.

LS: Mm. About—um—and your high school. The—where you went

and your activities during high school.

SS:  Well, I think there were probably ninety-seven people in my
graduating class.

LS: That's Huntsville High School.

SS: At Huntsville High School. And I graduated in 1967. Um—I

played football for three years—uh—Ilettered for three years. 1

was captain and All-Conference—uh—defensive tackle. Um—I'm

s—president of student council. Uh—was in a number of—of
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other clubs and things. It was a—you know, that was one of the
advantages of being in a small town. You—[/aughs] you could
have a lot of offices and—and be a lot of activities that you
wouldn't otherwise do.

[End of verbatim transcription]

[00:10:11] LS: And you did some work for hire, didn't you, like . ..

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas

Oh, well.
. .. hauling hay or . . .
It's, you know . . .

. . strawberries, mowing lawns . . .

Madison County . . .
. . . ditches.

. . wasn't a thriving economic center with lots of opportunities
for high school kids, but the—you know, I did the jobs that were
available. The one that I [/laughs] probably liked the most was
hauling hay because we would—a bunch of friends would go out,
and someone would have a pickup, and then there would be
three other people. There'd be the driver of the truck, who got
two cents a bale for takin' it from the field to the barn. And then
there were two people, one on each side of the truck, that would
pitch the bales of hay up. And then there was the stacker, who

stayed in the truck and stacked up the hay. So you had a four-
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person crew. And we were paid five cents a bale to get the hay
into the barn. So that was one cent per pitchers and stackers
and two cents for the driver. But it was, you know, fun. It was
camaraderie. It wasn't—we didn't have a boss [/laughs] I think
was part of it. [00:11:32] One summer I picked strawberries,
which was a fascinating experience, I think. There was a
strawberry farm, commercial strawberry farm near Alabam and
Forum in Madison County, and they would send a truck around
and pick up people that wanted to pick strawberries and take
you out to the field and—I believe we got paid two cents a quart
for strawberries that we picked, although I probably ate almost
as many as I picked. But it was fairly [/aughs] brutal, stooped
labor, and there weren't really any workers rights. I remember
one of the guys who was picking them, older than me, had put
some rocks in the bottom of his quart so he was fillin' 'em up
faster, and when they discovered that, they took—I think it was
a black hose. It looked like a washing-machine hose or
something, and just whipped him across his back with it. And
that was not a labor violation if no one knew about it, I guess.
[00:12:40] I mowed lawns. My first hourly job was I washed
dishes at the Crossbow Restaurant. I was a dishwasher for sixty

cents an hour. I was—1I realized then that was not a career
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LS:

SS:

opportunity I wanted to pursue after high school.
And the Crossbow was owned by your parents.
My parents built it. My uncle managed it for a while and was a

chef. And then my mother managed it after that.

[00:13:12] LS: And you mentioned 4-H, automobiles, and your . . .

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas

Yeah. Yeah, I had a—whe—[/aughs] when I was in high school.
I guess when I was a sophomore in high school, I had a 1948
Oldsmobile that had 42,000 miles on it. It was almost like new,
but it'd be sen—it belonged to a doctor in Huntsville, and was—
anyway, had it repainted and drove it. I really enjoyed that car.
And you had a debate team at school?

Oh, I—yeah . ..

And play—and a theater and all, in a small Huntsville . . .

Yeah. Yeah. I was in class plays. I was tryin' to remember.
Our Town, Ask Any Girl, and The Mouse That Roared were the
three plays that I was in. And then I was on the debate team.
Did extemporaneous speaking and debate and duet acting, I
think, once. My partner there was a woman named Elaine
Woods, who was sort of like my first really female friend that we
would talk politics and things. She was—her dad was a
Republican from Kansas that had moved in, had a farm. So she

was really supportive of Barry Goldwater, and I was supporting

10
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Lyndon Johnson in 1964, and we would have arguments about
that, and as she matured, her political views came closer to
mine, I think. But I haven't seen her in a long time, but she was

like my first female friend, and we talked about things.

[00:14:59] LS: And Roy Gunter was in your class?

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

He was a—Roy Gunter was an English professor or English
teacher. He'd been a Fulbright scholar in Germany, I think, and
he started the debate team. He taught me how to write. He
encouraged me to have the subscription to The Atlantic to read
and learn how other people wrote. So he was really
inspirational. And we remained friends th—you know, through
the late [19]90s. And he's dead now, but we'd correspond some
even then. He was—he and James were the most inspirational
of my high school teachers.

Okay. And you also—you know, you talked about politics just
now, and you had like politics of the courthouse. And tell us
about Frank Hoyt's . ..

Oh.

. . . Campaign.

[00:16:00] SS: Well, you know, growing up—it was a small town. I

knew all—every merchant and every store on the square. ButI

spent a lot of time in the courthouse. My gran—my great-
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grandfather and grandfather'd been county officials. And the
county sheriff, a guy named Noah Leatham, had given me my
first dog. So you know, hangin' out at the courthouse was sort
of somethin' you did [/aughs] when you—in town. And then
after my junior year, I guess, the summer of 1966, was the first
time I had a role, an official role in a political campaign. I drove
to Little Rock and interviewed for a job with Frank Holt for
Arkansas. He was a—I think a supreme court justice that was
running for governor that year. And I—I mean, I just did grunt
work, really. I would deliver supplies to different parts of the
county and listen to—and report rumors and whatever was going
on at the time. So that was my first political job. [00:17:15]
But in the summers I would spend time in Little Rock with my
Grandfather and Grandmother King. And it was not unusual to,
you know, go to something at the Governor's Mansion, or work
through the State Capitol, running around the State Capitol.
“Crip” Hall was the secretary of state at the time, so always go
by and get my picture taken.

LS: Now what about right after high school and up to your junior
year when you ran for the Arkansas House of Representatives?

SS: Well, after—when I graduated from high school in 1967, I spent

that summer in Searcy, Arkansas, working for Charles Lovell's
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construction company sort of as a welder's assistant to a guy. I
member we built the jail in Sharp County at—was one of the
projects. And others were—apartment complex, I think. So I
just drove a truck and hauled materials and helped out, but I
wasn't actually anyone who actually constructed anything. And
then I started at the university in the fall of 1967. I'd thought
about playing football at a couple of other scho—Arkansas Tech
and UCA, but I wasn't good enough to play for the Razorbacks,
so—I was in a fraternity, Phi Delta Theta. I ran—as a freshman I
ran for the student senate and was elected. Mack McLarty was
the president of the student body that year. And he and I later
served together in the legislature, and then he was Chief of Staff
for President Clinton in the White House. [00:19:12] I was
active in Young Democrats. Julie McDonald encouraged me to
be active, and I was elected to the executive committee of the

Young Democrats there. And then when I was . ..

LS: Who was she?

SS: She's—her father, Gene McDonald, was in the legislature. She
later worked for Ray Thornton in his office in Washington, and
then I hired her in the governor's office to work with me later.
And she's—yeah, we're still friends.

LS: Y'all were classmates at the time?

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 13
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She was older than I was. She was a couple of years older than
I was.

And you were pre-med?

[00:19:53] SS: Well, [laughs] 1 started pre-med, and that lasted

about a semester. There were a lot of things about Huntsville
High School that were educational, but biology and chemistry
were not among those. Tur—what—I—although I took the
classes, I don't—my skills were not such as they should have
been. One was taught by a football coach, and one was taught
by another guy who was not particularly knowledgeable. So
anyway, I didn't make it [/laughs] long in pre-med. And I took
courses that—sort of a smorgasbord, and a lot of different
courses. I took courses in business. I took political science
courses. Kay Goss was one of my political science—I think I
took state and local government from her at the university. And
she later worked for—in Washington, and is still active as a
consultant with James Lee Witt Associates. She's just brilliant.
And Ernie Deane—I took some journalism courses, public
relations courses from Ernie Deane, who was quite a character.
And we continued—when I was in the legislature, he and I
worked together and got a resolution to help for the restoration

of Old Main. At that time there was consideration of tearing it
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down and building something else there, so we advocated for the
restoration. [00:21:40] But the most influential person in my—
on my entire academic career was Jirmmy Jimmie Rogers. And I
took a course for my, I guess, my—probably my senior year
called American Public Address. And he was really the first
college professor that really took an interest in me and, you
know, let me know that I could do these things. And so then I—
he was really my mentor, even as an undergraduate, but
especially in graduate school. He—ya—just encouraged me to
go to graduate school. I took research methods from him, and
to this day we're still very good friends.

[00:22:38] LS: And what made you decide to run for the legislature?
As I understand you were a junior in college.

SS:  Well, it was a—yeah. Spring of my junior year. I'd always been
interested in politics, as I said, you know, from a kid around
politics. And my father encouraged me to do it, and I thought,

"Well, yeah, that's a good thing to do." The incumbent, Danny
Patrick, had—was in his second term at that time. And the
district was Carroll County, all of Carroll County, and all of
Madison County. Madison County was the smaller county

population-wise. And so anyway, we sort of figured out how to

do press release. Skip Rutherford, who was one of my fraternity
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brothers and still a good friend—he was just retired as dean of
the Clinton School of Public Service, but he also worked for
Senator Pryor for a long time and other high-profile jobs. He
was sort of my campaign manager and would do press releases
and—but I remember when I decided to run I knew I had to sort
of have the blessing of the local political machine, so I drove
over to Huntsville and went to the courthouse. [00:24:04] And
Charlie Whorton was the county clerk at that time. And Clarence
Watson was county judge. He was a relative of mine. He wasn't
in the office at the time, but I went in, and Charles Whorton was
there, and he'd assembled a group of former officeholders.
Andrew Nelson, who'd been the county assessor, Omer Fowler
who'd been county assessor, and Noah Leatham, who'd been the
sheriff. So I sort of made my pitch and told 'em I'd like to run,
and they pondered it and decided they would support me. And
they did in terms of contacting people. And Andrew Nelson
sometimes would drive around with me and take me to meet
people and things. A guy named Harley Fancher in Carroll
County did the same thing over there. I had a lot of friends and
support. But I would go—there were four newspapers, four
weekly newspapers, in the district and one radio station, so it

wasn't a high-media campaign, but I got to know all the editors.
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And at the radio station, a man named Carroll Autry was the
manager, and we became friends. And sh—and when I was in
the legislature, I would call in every day after the session and
have a report from Little Rock. And they would play it on the
radio station. The whole campaign, I think, including filing fees
and gas and advertising came to about $1,600, which is less
than the [/laughs] filing fee is now. But it was a good campaign.

And I won. I carried both counties.

[00:26:05] LS: And you had a birthday around then and—how old

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

were you?

Oh, well, [laughs] I'd announced in April of 1970. But I turned
twenty-one in May, of course. So then I was eligible to register
to vote, and I registered to vote at the courthouse in Huntsville,
and then drove to Little Rock and filed for office for state
representative, so that was my birth—my twenty-first birthday.
[Laughs] And to this day you are still the youngest state
legislator, is that correct?

Yeah. There've been some other legislat—and even some that
were twenty-one, but in terms of months to swearing in, I'm still
the youngest at that. Yeah.

Mm-kay. And people who served in your family in elected office

were, what, your great-grandfather, your . . .
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SS:  Yeah.
LS: ... grandfather, your father, and your sister.
SS: Well, my great-grandfather was county judge for three terms in

the 1920s in Madison County and then was chairman of the
Democratic Party. My grandfather, Albert King, was county
treasurer in the [19]30s and again in the [19]50s, and then he
worked in state government in the Faubus administration,
[19]54 to [19]64. My father and my sister, Nancy, were both
members of the city council, and my wife, Lindsley, was a
member of the Arkansas House of Representatives from 2005 to
2010. So a lot of people in my family have been involved in

politics.

[00:27:53] LS: Okay. Talk to us about your first term as an

SS:

Arkansas State Legislature—legislator in the Arkansas House of
Representatives and bills that you sponsored that were
important to you.

Well, you know, it was all a learning experience. And one of the
things that I remember most is the people who helped me, you
know, people who helped me in my campaign but people who
helped me become oriented to the legislature, so even before
the session met. Bill Foster and his wife were helpful. Talbot

Field and his wife. Talbot was the parliamentarian. And Ray
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Smith Jr. was speaker of the house. And they were all very
supportive of me. And then I—you know, my friends in the
legislature, two people elected the same—three people elected
the same time I were, Rudy Moore from Springdale, Hugh
Kincaid from Fayetteville, and Mack McLarty from Hope. And so
we were, you know—Hugh, I think, was the oldest at thirty-five,
at that time. Anyway, there were a lot—they were good.
[00:29:12] But it was—you know, I wasn't—I didn't come in
with a legislative package or anything. But I was—Dale Bumpers
had just been elected governor, and I was co-sponsor on some
administrative bills that expanded statewide kindergarten and
provided med-school scholarships for doctors who would agree
to go to rural areas. Working to expand Arkansas Educational
Television state wide. And then another was the designation of
Kings River in Madison County as a scenic river. And I supported
the ratification of the constitutional amendment to allow
eighteen-year-olds to vote, so that was sort of—but most of it's
just a learning experience and—for me. I was, you know, I was

a college kid tryin' to figure it all out.

LS: Is Kings River the first river of Arkansas that was designated the
scenic river?

SS:  Yes, it was.
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LS:

SS:

Was that difficult to get passed?

It was—well, it was a—there was a puzzle—there was a state
scenic rivers commission that had been set up under Governor
Rockefeller, and they had included Kings River as one of the le—
rivers that they wanted to address. And they had a lot of
provisions in it that the landowners found objectionable so—and
my constituents were the landowners. So I sort of figured out
what it is we need to preserve, and how can we let people
continue with their noninvasive agricultural practices, and so we
specified what was covered and what wasn't covered and got the
support of the local people to pass it. But it was—yeah.

[Laughs] It was controversial. You know.

[00:31:29] LS: And you were—mentioned the ERA that you were a

part of . . .

SS: Well, that was actually my second term.

LS: Oh, your second term?

SS: Yeah. You know, and all these things sort of run together, but
during my second term in 1973, I was co-sponsor on ratification
of the Equal Rights Amendment, but it got out of committee, and
because of some legislative shenanigans by Paul Van Dalsem, it
was never brought up for a vote on the floor.

LS: Okay. And were there any other remembrances from your first
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term about people or colleagues or anything you wanna . . .

SS: Yeah, just. ..

LS: ... like to share?

SS: . ..you know—one of the things that I didn't really realize at the
time that most of successful legislators—Ilegislation's built on
relationships. And at that time—now this was before term limits,
and it was—you know, people would serve for a long time, and if
they were gonna be effective, they had to be honest and truthful
and stick to their word. And I don't see that happening as much
now. I mean, it's really changed. The culture's changed a lot.
[00:32:59] But just—there were people like Tom Sparks, who I
thought was a dedicated public servant. As I said, Mack
McLarty, who I'd known from college, and then Rudy Moore was
my seatmate and we were sort of lifelong friends.

LS: And you mentioned your second term. Is there anything you
wanna share about your second term that you haven't shared
already? I know you were a DNC delegate and . . .

SS: Right. Well, that was—getting to my second term was sort of a
surprise. During the—in 1972 I was elected a delegate to the
Democratic National Conven—well, I was a delegate to the state
convention, and then elected as a delegate to the Democratic

National Convention. Arkansas had twenty-seven delegates that
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year, and I was one of five elected from the Third Congressional
District. And it was a—there were four people running, I
remember. And one was from Crawford County, a guy named
Ed Thicksten. And then one from Sebastian County, and one
from Washington, and then me from tiny Madison County. And I
worked with friends, legislative friends from the smaller
counties, a guy named Turner Whitson, who was a longtime
family friend, and in Johnson County Vernon McDaniel, and put
together a coalition of, you know, the smaller counties and got
enough votes to win on the first ballot on that. [00:34:33] And
then went to Miami for the national convention. And all of the
Arkansas delegates were committed to Wilbur Mills for president.
But it was—there were different alliances beyond Wilbur Mills in
that. There was one point during the convention that Judith
Rogers made a motion that the candidates tell who their second
choice was. [Laughs] But anyway, I went to Miami and did a lot
of work there. I mean, it was a fascinating time. I got, you
know, on the convention floor, got to hear Shirley Chisholm and
Hubert Humphrey and others as speakers. George McGovern
was nominated. And I was the only Arkansas delegate to vote
for McGovern that year when he was nominated. Wilbur Mills

had withdrawn from the race, but twenty-five of the delegates
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continued to support Mills even after he was out of the race.

And I voted for McGovern, and Dewey Stiles voted for Scoop
Jackson. But there was some negative reaction to that. One of
the editors ran an editorial called Demo or Pinko about me and
wondered how—you know, tying me in with guh—with policies of
McGovern they thought were too radical for Arkansas. I got re-
elected with, I think, 68 percent from both counties, so that was
an [laughs] easier campaign.

[00:36:25] LS: And in your second term you had a Freedom of
Information Act package.

SS: Several, yeah, several bills on the Shield Law and protecting
freedom of infor—I don't recall [/laughs] if any of 'em actually
passed. I did some—carried some bills for Arkansas Consumer
Research and got other people to sometimes be a lead sponsor
on 'em to spread it around. But it was a—you know, and I
supported all of Bumpers' administrative proposals. [00:37:00]
I remember one time goin' to his office and during the session,
and they had this big board up in there of the administrative bills
and how each legislator voted on 'em. So if [laughs] you came
in and talked to him about somethin', the—had your voting
record there, right there. And I don't know, I came in, and I

think I was tryin' to get someone hired in the forestry
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department or some little nigglin' thing like that. And I said—I
looked over at that. I said, "Look, I've got 100 percent voting
record for the administration. You oughta do this," and he said,
"No, you voted that way because it was the right thing to do."
[Laughs] And anyway, the person got the job, too, so that was

good.

[00:37:47] LS: And you were in the legislature while you were an

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas

undergraduate and then, I guess, it crossed over in to you bein'
a master's student. Tell us about your . . .

When . ..

. . . the—when you graduated from the University of Arkansas,
when you were going there, your degrees, and your bachelor's
and master's. Why you were doing this.

Yeah. Well, because I'd taken off a semester. I took a reduced
load when I was campaigning for office in the fall.

The first time.

Yeah, the first time. And then took off a semester during the
session and did, you know, correspondence work and other
types of things. But anyway, I ended up finishing my degree at
the—December 1971, but the degrees were only awarded in May
of each year. So I was a 1972 graduate, but I—Jimmie Rogers,

who I mentioned before, a professor, had encouraged me to go
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to graduate school, and so I took his courses, and he helped me
get an assistantship. So I started teaching public speaking
courses in January of 1972. And then ran for re-election while I

was in graduate school.

[00:39:08] LS: And what were the years you were in the legislature?

SS:

LS:

SS:

Well, I was elected in 1970 and then re-elected in [19]72, so it
was—served in the [19]71 through [19]74.

So you finished out your bachelor's and started with your
master's and completed your master's, and you did all that while
you were state legislator.

Right, right. I fi—actually I wrote a thesis. Jimmie Rogers was
my thesis director. It was about—I think it was called "Forensic
Oratory," but it was about legal rhetoric during the territorial
period in Arkansas. It was a rhetorical analysis that was my
master's thesis. And I defended it in June of 1973, but then my
degree wasn't awarded until May of [19]74. But I'd already
moved on [/aughs] by then. But anyway, that—and also decided
to apply to a doctoral program. And I applied—I can't remember
where I applied, but Northwestern was my first choice, and I was
accepted there and offered an assistantship, so in September of

1973, I began graduate school at Northwestern.

[00:40:33] LS: Kay. And so you term limited yourself in 1974.
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SS: Well, I was goin' to graduate school in Chicago, and I wasn't able
to do constituent service like I thought I should. One of the
things that [laughs] I did—we—in that term, my second term,
legislators first got an expense account. So I think we got $100
a month for legislative expenses. And I hired a friend of mine, a
guy named Steve Nickles, who was in law school and had—was
very close to David Pryor—anyway, Steve and his wife, Kathy,
were personal friends. And Steve wrote a weekly column—
ghostwrote—and published in all the county newspapers, so that
was sort of how I, you know, kept in touch with—kept my
constituents informed. [00:41:33] But I wasn't able—like, you
know, if I had to go deal with a state agency or somethin', I
wasn't able to do that. So I just decided that, you know,
running for re-election from Chicago would be difficult, I think.
But Charles Whorton, who's by this time county judge in Madison
County, really wanted me to run again for re-election, and I said,
"Well, I'm in Chicago, I can't—I'm goin' to school. I can't ma"—
he said, "You file, we'll get you elected." [Laughs] And I'm sure
he could have. But I didn't. So that was—TI did not file for
re-election in 1974.

[00:42:14] LS: Anything else you wanna share about Arkansas

House of Representatives service?
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SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

Yeah, I'm glad I did it. I was—you know, I'm proud of my voting
record. But I don't think I was particularly outstanding as a
legislator. I wasn't considered a leader. I mean, I was a kid. 1
retired at twenty-five, so.

And you were known to have great relationships with legislative
staff, and you had some relationships there.

Yeah, well, a number of people—Bob Lyford was a legislator or
on the legislative staff at that time, and we became good
friends. We later worked together in attorney general's office
and the governor's office and, yeah, good folks. [00:43:04] I—
one of the bills that I had sponsored was to bring in graduate
internships in the Bureau of Legislative Research, which is—had
a much smaller staff than they do now, so it was helpful to them
and helpful for students interested in pursuing a career in public
administration.

So you mentioned Northwestern University, and since I know
you wanna talk about Haiman and Rein and—let's talk a little bit
about your doctoral experience.

Yeah. Well, I started there in September of 1973. Franklyn
Haiman was sort of the reason I decided to go to Northwestern.
He was a free speech scholar, and it was something that I was

very interested in, so he was my advisor and was on my doctoral
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LS:

SS:

dissertation committee, and he's written a book called Speech
and Law: Our Free Society, which is still a classic of free speech
theory. [00:44:09] Irv Rein—I was his teaching assistant, and
Irv was trained in rhetoric, but it was not a stodgy approach to
rhetoric. He thought rhetoric occurred in, you know,
supermarkets and used car lots and places where people, every
day, engaged in the art of persuasion. So I learned a lot from
him about sort of communication in contemporary society and
how rhetorical theories operate in the real world.

So your bachelor's, master's, and your doctorate degrees were
all in communication?

Yes.

[00:44:56] LS: Great. What did you do after legislative service and

SS:

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas

before you ran Bill Clinton's 1976 campaign for Arkansas
attorney general?

Well, in fall of 1974 I wasn't runnin' for re-election, but I worked
in his—during that summer of [19]74 after—in the primary and
in the fall campaign I worked in his campaign. We had a
campaign headquarters in Fayetteville at 824 North College. It's
now a little boutique of some kind, but the building's still there.
And I did issue research and helped plan the press conferences

and television spots and things. I was pretty active in his
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campaign. I was doing some part-time teaching at what was
called North Arkansas Community College Extension Courses.
And at the University of Arkansas, I was the managing editor of
a little independent newspaper in Fayetteville called the
Grapevine for a few months. And then in the 1976, helped Bill
Clinton run for attorney general. We ran the campaign out of his
little house over on what was then California, 930 California, I
think, and in the living room was sort of our headquarters for a
while. And then later as the campaign progressed we opened an
office in Little Rock as well. But it was a primary campaign only.
He had two opponents. [00:46:47] One was the chief deputy
attorney general for consumer protection, a guy named Clarence
Cash, who was a good candidate. And the other was George
Jernigan, who was long involved in Arkansas politics and had
been appointed secretary of state by David Pryor, so it was
three-person race. And I think we spent about $90,000 in the
primary, which is—people spend that much on a state legislative
race [laughs] now. And Clinton won without a run-off in the May
primary, I think it was, and then was unopposed in the general
election. So and then after he took office in January, I was chief
of staff in the attorney general's office.

LS: For Clinton.
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SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

For—yeah.

Okay. And you mentioned the—where Bill Clinton and Hillary
Clinton were living over on what used to be California Avenue,
which is now Clinton Boulevard, but . . .

Clinton.

.. . you're currently the president of the Clinton House Museum.
Yeah.

Right.

And that—and you've talked before about the war room.

Yeah, the living room—or the dining room in the—in their house
on there was where we ran the campaign. It was called the war
room. The original war room before the presidential war room

took prominence.

[00:48:32] LS: Okay. So tell us a little bit more about meeting Bill

SS:

Clinton.

I first met him in 1971. And I was in my first term as a
legislator. And he was in Arkansas on spring break from Yale
Law School. He'd already been to Oxford as a Rhodes Scholar.
So the speaker of the house, a guy named Ray Smith Jr. who
was an outstanding speaker and an outstanding person, called
me off the floor and said, "Go—I want you—come over here. 1

want you to meet someone." So he introduced me to Bill
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Clinton. That was our first meeting. I don't recall much about it
other than shaking hands and making small talk at the time. We
got to be friends later in [19]72 when I was running for delegate
to the national convention. He was on George McGovern's staff
and sort of keeping up with what was going on. And we worked
together a lot, both at the state convention and at the national
convention and kept in touch. I remember when, in the fall of—
or the spring of [19]73 before I'd gone to Northwestern—I was
still—just after the legislative session, he came to Fayetteville
and was interviewing for a position and . . .

LS: Clinton.

SS: Right—at the law school. And I remember being with him,
meeting with him when he was here for that. And then the next
year he ran for congress, and I was involved in his campaign.
So that's sort of, you know, how it got start—[/aughs] how our
relationship got started.

[00:50:19] LS: And you became very good friends.

SS: Yeah. Yeah. And then incidentally, you know, he got elected
president, so —but all these things are serendipity. They're not
[laughs] planned career path.

LS: Did you wanna tell anything else about the attorney general's

campaign?
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SS: No. It was—I mean, he—our strategy was just to come strong
out of the Third Congressional District where he'd just run two
years before and already had an organization in place and then
try not to get wiped out anywhere else. And he did well. 1
mean . . .

[00:51:01] LS: And you ran that campaign and then became, you
already mentioned, his chief of staff.

SS: Right.

LS: So tell—so after Clinton won, you served as Clinton's chief of
staff in the attorney general's office from 1977 and 1978. Give
us some insights into that.

SS: Well, it was fun. I mean, we were friends, and we had shared
interests. And my office was—you know, we were actually in
what's the Justice Building. The attorney general's office was in
the Justice Building at the time. And my office was adjoined to
the attorney general's office. I mean, there was a door that was
usually open between our offices, so we—regular contact there.
There were seven divisions in the office, and so every Monday
morning I would meet with all the division heads, the deputy
attorney generals, and go over what's on their agenda, what's
coming up this week, what's—what are potential political

problems and legal problems, and what do we need to be doing?
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LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

So sort of, you know, the mechanics of managing the office
while the attorney general was giving speeches all around the
state. [Laughs] And. ..

And there were seven divisions, and you were over those?

Well, I wasn't over 'em. I just managed 'em. Yeah. Yeah. I
wonder if I remember what they were. There was criminal
justice, opinions, civil, consumer protection, utility rates, and I
think appellate cases. I don't remember the details of how the
office was organized, but there were seven deputy attorney
generals I met with every Monday. And we did that. [00:52:57]
And then Clinton announced for governor during the second year
of that and was out of the office quite a bit, so I sort of spent my
time— most—you know, spent—my day job was at the attorney
general's office to—making sure we didn't have any problems or
anything coming up. And then I would also work in the
campaign some weekends and nights.

And in 1978 you also studied First Amendment issues at Harvard
Law School. Did you know then that your future teaching focus
would be on First Amendment issues?

Well, yeah. I mean, I always, from the time I—even when I was
in politics, I planned on being in academia. And First

Amendment studies—I mean, that's what I'd gone to
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Northwestern to study with Frank Haiman and others there. And
had the opportunity to take a summer course at Harvard with
Gerald Gunther, who's a Constitutional scholar and—I mean, it
was just a short summer course. But it was—yeah, it was fun.

It was helpful. I got to see the Red Sox. [Laughs]

[00:54:14] LS: Andin [19]78 as well, you were elected as a

SS:

LS:

SS:

delegate to the Arkansas Constitutional Convention of 1979-
1980 and served as vice-president of the convention. So give us
some insights. Tell us about that . . .

Yeah.

. . . convention.

Well, there'd been a proposed constitutional convention in 1975,
and the governor appointed some of the de—it wasn't elected
delegates. The governor appointed some of the delegates and
the legislature appointed some of the delegates. So Governor
Pryor had appointed me a delegate to the 1975 constitutional
convention. But because of the enabling legislation was struck
down, the convention never met. And then in [19]78 I ran as a
delegate from Carroll and Madison County, my old legislative
district. There were four people, four candidates. And then I led
the general election in November and then there was a run-off

two weeks later with a friend of mine—I can't even—Ted Larimer
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who was mayor of Green Forest and publisher of the newspaper
in Green Forest, so we were in a run-off. And I remember in the
run-off he got twenty votes in Madison County. So it wasn't a
high turnout, but I had so—and he led in Carroll County, but not
by as much as I led in Madison County, so I was elected
delegate to the constitutional convention. And it was a good
group of people. I mean, there were a lot of outstanding folks in
it. Cal Ledbetter, who's led—a professor and a legislator.
Robert Leflar was president of the convention. Archie Schaffer, a
friend of mine who worked with Governor and Senator Bumpers,
was a member. And I was on the Citizens Rights and Services
Committee, which was charged with drafting the declaration of
rights. And two of the things that I was pleased to be able to
get into that—one was a right to privacy, and the other was to
equal rights—inserting gender into the classes assured for equal
rights. But you know, that was a good start, but the constitution
was rejected by the voters, not because of those revisions but
mostly because of a fight the bankers were having over interest
rates, I think.

[00:57:27] LS: And you were also on the administrative committee?

SS: Yeah, we just adopted all the rules and hired the staff and things

like that. Two of the staff members—Susan Webber later
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became a federal judge, Susan Webber Wright, and Becky Lynn
became a state representative, so they were—and other people
on the staff were, you know, fairly prominent in politics later.

[00:58:05] LS: Tell us about Bill Clinton's gubernatorial campaign.

SS: Well, [laughs] it was a whirlwind. It was—you know, there were
five candidates running that year. And he announced on the
steps of the Old State House. And you know, eventually won the
primary without a run-off against four opponents, but that was
the first campaign that Dick Morris did polling for the campaign.
And a guy named Marvin Chernoff of Chernoff and Silver—Rick
Silver was the other per—but anyway, I became friends with
Marvin Chernoff, who was the media guru from Columbia, South
Carolina. It was a fun campaign and—but—and then—I mean,
the polling showed that the general election wasn't gonna be
much of a challenge. [00:59:16] So we spent the fall campaign
in our advertising and speeches and everything, sort of delving
building public support for the policy positions that would
become administrative proposals in the session of 1979. And
Clinton gave a wonderful inaugural address. I mean, I think of
all of his gubernatorial inaugurals, it was the most important and
most impressive, I'd say. Something that deserves close

rhetorical analysis.
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[00:59:53] LS: And you wrote a book of—with Clinton's speeches.

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

Yeah, later I did. One of—I collected all of his speeches from the
time he ran for congress through his campaign for the
presidency. But just took . ..
Now is that speech, was that included in the book?
Yes, it is. Yes.
Excellent. I member that you—when you went to the White
House and went a few times . . .
Yeah.

. . when Clinton was president, there was a staff member that
said they kept that book . . .
[Laughs] Right.
. . . that you wrote of speeches.

Yeah.

[01:00:29] LS: What—tell us about that story.

SS:

LS:

Oh, I was just walkin' down the hall by the speech writer's office,
and I saw it on the shelf there where they were. Then later I
talked to a guy. He said, "You wrote that book?" And he said,
"We use that all the [/aughs] time to find stuff." It was, anyway,
it was—I didn't make enough on royalties to retire from it, but it
was—it's a good book, and it's a good historical document.

And after Bill Clinton won, you became Governor Clinton's
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executive assistant from 1979 to [19]80, so would you discuss
those years of Clinton's first term as governor?

SS: Yeah, it was—Rudy Moore, my friend, was chief of staff, and he'd
been the campaign manager. He—or he wasn't the chief of staff.
He was—well, he was technically chief of staff. I think it was
senior executive assistant was his title. I was one of the other—
two other executive assistants, and I was charged with
coordinating state policy on economic development and natural
resources. [01:01:40] And economic development was a little
bit of a change from the past. I mean, economic development
had been called industrial development. It was what we call
smokestack chasing, tryin' to get factories from the North to
move to Arkansas where they got cheap, non-union labor and
low taxes and other kinds of, you know, corporate welfare. And
we tried to change that up a little bit by, you know, supporting
farmers' cooperatives and small businesses, other approaches to
economic development just besides industrial development. And
natural resources. Tried to coordinate all of the agencies that
deal with any type of natural resources, although they weren't all
in the same department. And that was an exciting thing. I
worked with smart people and national figures. I did a lot of

work with the National Governor's Association staff and the
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Council of State Planning Agencies. I was on their—Council of
State Policy Advisors is what it was called. I was on their
executive committee and was the governor's alternate on the
Ozarks Regional Commission. So and had a great staff at that
time, a woman named Donna Yearby, who was my secretary.
Julie McDonald, who I mentioned earlier from college, was the
staff person on the Ozarks Regional Commission. Kay Arnold did
a lot of work. She was on my staff there. And good folks.
[01:03:41] Oh. [Laughs] Oh. In 1979 part of my economic
development responsibilities—I attended USA ROC. It was an
international trade mission in Taiwan. And Maurice Smith and I
were the two delegates from Arkansas. So we went over and
met with Taiwanese officials, met the premier and others and
agencies and toured factories and—and then we also did
advance work for that. Governor Clinton was gonna come the
following week, so we set up meetings and things in Taiwan and
that, and then we also went to Japan, Osaka and Tokyo. Did
business with folks from Sanyo who had a television plant in
Forrest City at the time, and so met—it's actually a family-owned
business. The Iue family owned it, and so y—Mr. Iue, who was
the son of the founder, had a reception for us and dinner at his

house, which is a beautiful sort of Italianate mansion overlooking
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Kobe Harbor. And then we went to Hong Kong and were there

probably three days, I think.

[01:05:23]LS: Well, tell us what you did after you left working for

the governor's office.

SS: Well, I...
LS: And what year that was.
SS: Yeah, it was in fall of 1980. I moved to Kingston. I was

president of the Bank of Kingston and was back to Madison
County. I bought it with Jim McDougal who'd also worked in the
governor's office and before that worked on Fulbright's staff.
McDougal was just a brilliant guy, funny, had great stories and
things. Later in his life, he sort of suffered some mental health
issues, but at that time all was good. And managed my
dissertation so that in the fall of 1982 Jimmie Rogers hired me
for an instructor's position at the University of Arkansas in the
communication department. And that began my professional
academic career. And he was a mentor from, you know, from
my undergraduate and graduate school days. He gave me my
first job there and supported me, and we did research together,
we coauthored papers and articles, and was just a wonderful
friend. So I was at—the next year I finished—I had completed

my dissertation, defended my dissertation, and was hired as an
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LS:

SS:

assistant professor in [19]83. And. ..

When you received your degree.

Right. Yeah. And published my dissertation as a book called
Myth, Media, and the Southern Mind. And then after two years I
was promoted to associate professor. And then after four years
as associate, I was promoted to full professor in 1989, so that

was the rank I held from [19]89 till I retired in 2015.

[01:07:54] LS: Professor. Now during that time, you did, what,

SS:

LS:

SS:

twenty years or—you did—you created this study-abroad
course . . .

Right.

. . . that the students loved. Talk to us about the summer
abroad courses.

Yeah. Well, one of the things I did while I was at Arkansas—I
had a number of visiting fellowships. I had two summer NEH
fellowships at Princeton, one in the department of politics and
one in department of anthropology. Had another NEH was a
visiting scholar at Stanford Law School. I was a visiting fellow at
the La Follette Institute in Madison, Wisconsin. And an Andrew
Mellon Fellow at University of Pennsylvania in the history
department, which was a wonderful experience. I taught two

summers at the University of Virginia and enjoyed that
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experience, which was, you know, great for research, and was
teaching political communication courses then. And then I had a
visiting fellowship at Cambridge in 1992 and [19]93, and then a
visiting fellowship at Oxford in 1994. But from that experience
of being at Oxford and Cambridge—it was just—I mean, it was
just such an expansive intellectual experience that I wanted to
share it with students. So I organized this summer study-
abroad course. Did the first year at Cambridge and the second
time at Oxford. [01:09:54] And then after that started doing—
splitting it, doing both Oxford and Cambridge and did that for
twenty years taking, you know, hundreds of students from
Arkansas to study there. It was a wonderful experience at—both
for teaching and, I think, for the students, too. Really life

changing for a lot of people who hadn't been abroad at all.

LS: What were the courses you taught when doing the study
abroad . . .

SS: Yeah, ...

LS: ... at Oxford and Cambridge?

SS: ... freedom of speech and freedom of religion and the history of
philosophy of freedom of expression. And actually the readings
that I used in those two course are—formed the basis for a
couple of books that I later published.
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LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

One on freedom of religion and one on—a reader on freedom of
expression.

Right. And another wonderful event in 1974. I was married in
Manchester College Chapel at Oxford.

Nineteen ninety-four? Nineteen ninety-four.

Yes.

Yeah.

Yes.

With me.

With you. [LS laughs] And every day's been joy since then.
Which is a university chapel at Manchester College.

Right.

[01:11:16] LS: Yeah. Excellent. And what are some of the honors

SS:

and awards you received from your teaching and writings?

Well, from the University of Arkansas, I was named a master
teacher and master researcher, which were two academic
awards from the University of Arkansas. In the regional
communication association I won the James Madison Prize I
think six times, which was the—for scholarship, First Amendment
scholarship. And then later won sort of a career award called
the Osborn Teacher-Scholar Award, which is from the Southern

States Communication Association. From the National
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Communication Association I won the, actually, the Haiman
Award three times, which was free speech publications. One
what was called the Golden Anniversary Monograph Award for
the top monograph in the field for that year. Was an article I
wrote called "The Origins of the Free Speech Clause." It was
published in Free Speech Yearbook. And then I won the Wallace
Bacon Lifetime Teaching Excellence Award from the National
Communication Association. So those are some of 'em. You

know, I mean, I don't dwell on that. [Laughs]

[01:12:57] LS: Well, another big one you received was from the—

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas

what, Southern States Communication Association. You won the
James Madison Prize.

Prize—I thought I mentioned it.

Oh, okay, you did mention that?

Yeah.

Okay. Yes, it's huge. And I know that you were celebrated,
what was it, three years ago or something at the NCA. And you
also had—you started two national organizations. The
National . . .

Yeah.

. . . Communication Honors Society for college students, and the

American Communication Association. So tell us about how
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those organizations got started.

[01:13:31] SS: Well, both of 'em, I think, have made a difference in
the field. The first was an undergraduate honors society for
communication majors. Most academic disciplines have one of
those, and there wasn't one in communication. I mean, there
were some, like Pi Kappa Delta was a debate-forensic
organization, but there wasn't anyone just for general
communication. And had a student named Lori Griggs from
Marion County came into my office and said, "Why isn't there a
national honors society for communication?" And I said, "Well,
because you haven't started one." [Laughs] So she and 1
worked together, and we set it up first as a—it was just a
registered student organization, a local group. It was called
Lambda Pi Eta for Communication Honor Society. And then a
friend of mine, Raymond Rodgers, at North Carolina State heard
about it. He said, "This is the best thing I ever heard." Said,

"We want a chapter." And then word—you know, several people
wanted chapters. And we had more and more. And finally it
was taken over by the National Communication Association, and
there are like over 500 chapters worldwide now that recognize

and encourage scholarship by undergraduates. It's a wonderful

thing that started at the University of Arkansas. I think there's a
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LS:

historical marker on campus about it. [01:15:15] The other
was the American Communication Association, and that was a
response to sort of what was going on in the discipline in—
around 1994 when the internet began. And the traditional
academic organizations were very effective and continue to be,
but they were expensive. I mean, they were doing print journals
that cost a lot to produce and run. And they continued to get
larger and larger staff. And it seemed to me that you could
reach more people at a more economical cost if you used the
web and had online journals that were free and didn't charge
people. And everybody kept their own copyright, so it was a
reaction, I think, to the opportunities that were being missed.
So we—a group of us formed the American Communication
Association. Had the first online communication journal called
the American Communication Journal. I think it's still in
existence. And there were no paid staff, so it was all volunteer.
It was a, you know, it was a virtual organization. It was an
experiment we wanted to try. Some things worked out. Others
didn't, but it—I think it really spurred the traditional
organizations to move online more quickly. And so it—that was
a good experience.

So you started the American Communication Association. Was
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that the fall of 2005? I mean, 19957

SS: [Nineteen] ninety-four, [19]95, I don't recall . . .

LS: Okay.

SS: ... exactly. Yeah.

[01:17:13]LS: Okay. What are activities outside of teaching that
you were engaged in during the thirty-three years you taught at
the University of Arkansas?

SS:  Well, I did—still did a lot of political consulting—a number of
candidates. One of the most fun was my friend in Huntsville,
compadre, Lioneld Jordan, who was elected mayor of Fayetteville
in 2008 and is now serving his fourth term and has been a great
mayor. So working in his campaigns was always fun. He was a
great candidate and fun times. I was active in Sierra Club, was
on the state executive committee for a while and the political
committee. Was active in labor unions, ASFCME 965, which at
that time represented employees at the University of Arkansas,
and was later president of the Northwest Arkansas Labor
Council, which included coordinating a number of different
unions in Northwest Arkansas. Just generally tried to be a good
citizen in the community, I think.

[01:18:48] LS: Is there anything else you wanted to share about

your life?
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SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

SS:

Well, I think I've been blessed in my life. I mean, I've had
better friends than anyone deserved. And things that I've
learned that—you know, I'm glad—I didn't always know this.
Glad I lived long enough to know that it's important to be kind,
to be generous, to be curious, to be tolerant. And those are
virtues that come about. But the main thing's just good friends
and people who have helped me along the way in politics.
Certainly Jimmie Rogers is a lifelong mentor. My family, and my
wonderful wife.

Well, as to Arkansas history, you have a breadth of knowledge
about many notable Arkansans, places, and events. [01:20:15]
So I'd like for you to give us some insights and stories about a
few from your long history in Arkansas politics. Would you do
that? And start with . . .

Sure.

Let's start with Bill Clinton.

Well, Bill Clinton's a brilliant person. I mean, he thinks through
policy alternatives, and he's a wonderful politician in that—I
mean, he knows how to connect with people and remembers
them, and anybody that talks to Bill Clinton in a room of 1,000
people thinks they're talkin' directly to him. So he's really gifted

as a politician, but he's also really smart. He's widely read. He's
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LS:

obviously curious. He reads fiction and nonfiction and talks to
people. [01:21:11] I remember one of the things—one time
when he was president, he invited me to spend the night in the
White House. I was goin' to—Thurgood Marshall's papers had
just been opened at the Library of Congress, so I was goin' to
Washington anyway, and somehow the White House found out I
was gonna be in Washington and invited me to spend the night
at the White House. So it was good. And I remember one of the
things he said that evening was, "You know, one of the great
things about bein' president, if you read a book and you find it
interesting and you'd like to talk to the author," said, "you can
just invite 'em, and they'll come [/laughs] to the White House and
have dinner with you and talk about it." So that was good. And
I think—you know, one of the things he has achieved as a
politician was being able to compromise and move things
forward, work bipartisan ways instead of the polarization that we
have now so much, I think. And he's always been good—I
mean, generally progressive, and we agree on most things. I
didn't always agree with everything he did as president, but I
think in most cases on a policy level, things were better than
they were before. Right.

And you, when you went up the White House. I love that story
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SS:

LS:

of—you had an old, what, Dodge van, like a [19]76 Dodge van
or something, and . . .
Oh yeah.

Tell us about that story and the Secret Service.

[01:22:59] SS: [Laughs] Well, it was—yeah, I had a 1977 Dodge

LS:

van that I'd bought for $600 a couple of years earlier, so that
was my main mean of transportation. So I was goin' to
Washington, and I drove it. The first night I spent at a rest area
somewhere in Tennessee, and then took a shower at the Texaco
truck stop. And the Secret Service—goin' to coordinate my visit
to the White House and asked what kind of vehicle I had. I said,
"Well, it's a [19]77 Dodge van." There was a large pause, and I
said, "But you can just pick me up at the Willard Hotel." Well, I
wasn't staying at the Willard Hotel, but I [/aughs] parked my car
somewhere, went to the Willard Hotel, and was picked up and
taken to the White House by the Secret Service. It was a little
different than the night before. [Laughter]

Well, tell us about Hillary Clinton.

[01:24:161] SS: Well, I first met Hillary—I think I first met her in the

summer of 1974. Her—she'd just finished her work with the
Watergate committee, and she and a woman, an older woman

named Sarah who was a friend of hers from Washington, drove
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to Fayetteville. And Bill was campaigning at the time, and he
said, "Would you meet them and get 'em a place to stay and a
hotel room?" I said, "Sure," so I did. That was the first time I
met Hillary, and I—I mean, I was immediately impressed with
her. She's just really brilliant. Probably in terms of intellectual
power more so than her husband. But she didn't have his
political skills as a campaigner, I think. Anyway, we were
friends. I always admired her. She contributed to the campaign
in [19]74 and was—always had Bill's best interests at heart
although some of the staff got their feathers ruffled in the
process. Not me. [Laughs] I was all forit. [01:25:26] And
we—I mean, we socialized. I was at their home a lot working
together on campaigns and stuff. We would have disagreements
on strategy and things. Great arguments, which she almost
always won. And anyway, I like her a lot. She would've been a
great president, and our country would've been a lot better off
today if we'd had her instead of four years of Donald Trump,
including Supreme Court appointments.

[01:26:03] LS: In terms of Arkansas history, share your insights
about Orval Faubus.

SS: Yeah. Orval Faubus was just part of the political culture when I

was growing up. I mean, he was from Madison County where I
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was from. My grandfather worked in his campaign, worked in
his administration in Little Rock. You know, as a kid, I'd go to
the governor's office or go to things at the Governor's Mansion
and didn't think anything unusual about all of that. And then
when I ran for the legislature in 1970, my two most famous
constituents, I guess, were Gerald L. K. Smith in Carroll County,
the right-wing firebrand. Built the Christ of the Ozarks and other
things in Carroll County. And then Orval Faubus, the—by that
time had become kind of notorious because of Central High
School integration opposition. So those were my two most
famous constituents when I served in legislature. [01:27:18]
But Orval Faubus was always charming, personally charming, as
was Jim Johnson, who was another very conservative Arkansas
politician. But personally they were—I mean, I understand how
they got elected for people who just knew them and liked them
and didn't know much about their policies, I think. Faubus was
always kind to me and recoghized me and tolerated me, I think,
because of his relationship with my grandfather and great-
grandfather. He didn't think much of my politics. I remember
one time he was giving an interview with the Washington Times,
I think. And he said my politics were to the left of Leonid

Brezhnev, which sounds about right. [Laughs] Anyway, that's—
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I've been in his home in Huntsville. It's a wonderful Faye Jones
home. I actually went there—Bill Clinton and I went there in
1975 or [19]76 for a meeting with Faubus.

LS: Talk to us about David Pryor.

[01:28:53] SS: I always liked David Pryor, and he was a
congressman when I first met him. My friend Steve Nickles, who
I mentioned before, was on his staff for a while in the Governor's
Office and a close confidant. But I was Pryor's county campaign
coordinator in 1972 when he ran for the United States Senate
and lost in a run-off to John McClelland. But Pryor's a wonderful
politician. Real sensible, self-effacing, in it to try to help people
and make government better, I think. You know, all of the—I
think Bumpers and Pryor and Clinton were—all had ambition, of
course. They wouldn't have gotten where they were as United
States Senators and president if they didn't, but they were really
committed to making the world a better place through
government. And Pryor was one of those. I just think he's a
wonderful retail politician. He doesn't [laughs] talk trash about
people even when he has an opportunity and would be justified
in doing so. But a wonderful person.

[01:30:28] LS: And then talk to us about Bumpers, Dale Bumpers.

SS: Yeah, I met Bumpers actually when I was running for office in
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1970. He was one of a number of people running for governor
that year in the Democratic Primary. And he won, of course,
and defeated Orval Faubus, and then he defeated Winthrop
Rockefeller in the fall. Was a great governor, and he took many
of Rockefeller's policies and made 'em palatable to the
Democratic majority legislature and had good ideas of his own
and was very progressive. And then in 1974 he ran against
Senator Fulbright, which was a difficult choice for many in the
Democratic Party at that time because they'd supported both
Fulbright and Bumpers in the past. And defeated Fulbright in the
primary in 1974 and was a great United States senator and a
great storyteller. [01:31:37] I was doing some research on a
book I'm working on, so I called him—this was after he was out
of the Senate, but he was still in Washington in his law office.
And I was just gonna ask him a short question about this
attorney from Ozark that he would have known and worked—
anyway, it was—turned into a half an hour conversation of him
telling great stories and just delightful. So he's a good
storyteller and a good person. Senator Fulbright I liked a lot,
too. I really—first time I met him was during the Democratic
Convention in 1972, and I got to know him. And then because

Bill Clinton had worked on his staff when he was a student, they
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had a good relationship, and I think we sorta became friends in
the—after he was out of office more than in. I—when I was at—
just came to the university the first year—I think I was still an
instructor. I had a chili party at my house and found out he was
gonna be in town, so—actually he was in town for the dedication
of Fulbright College [/aughs] being named in his honor, but I'd
invited him to come to the chili party, and he showed up. Of
course, it was sort of a conversation stopper. [Laughs] The
whole conversation just centered around him in the kitchen
there, and the flow of traffic was quite—people would walk in,
see the senator sittin' there havin' a bowl of chili. It was a fun
time. Anyway, I liked him a lot. Last time I saw him, I think,
was during the presidential inaugural in 3972 1993. And he
says, "Well, they tell me you're in England this year." And ]I
said, "Yes, I am." And he said, "I was there myself in 1924," 1
think he said. I said, "Well, Senator, they're still havin' the same
conversation." [Laughs] He laughed and said, "I'm sure they
are." Anyway, he's—I liked him. And I think a lot of his, you
know, his commitment to international understanding and
education are just lasting examples. I think his position on civil
rights is less respected. Maybe a product of his time and

necessary, he thought, to get elected at that time. Anyway, I
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look for the best in people, and there was a lot of good about
him to look for.

[01:34:48] LS: Are there other people you'd like to provide insights
about for preservation of history?

SS: The smartest politician I ever met, the best politician I ever met,
was Charlie Whorton. He'd been county clerk and county judge
in Madison County and was later state representative. Smartest
guy I ever knew about politics and campaigning and how to get
people involved and how to get majorities. And I member there
was—after I came back from the national convention of 1972
and had supported McGovern, there was a member of the
Democratic Central Committee, a guy named Gene Hudgins, who
supported my opponent, a Republican opponent. This guy was
on the Democratic Central Committee. And I was all hot and
said, you know, that he didn't—get rid of him. He shouldn't be
on the Central Committee if he's not supportin' the party's
nominees. And Charles said, "Well," he said, "you should never
tell a man to go to hell unless you can make him do it."
[Laughs] And he said, "You know, he's gonna support
everybody else on the ticket, and we need him. You can't let
your personal piek pique get in the way of the greater good." So

I learned a little bit about tolerating opponents and opposition at
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that time. But any—Charlie's still alive, and he must be ninety-
seven or ninety-eight. And just brilliant. Best politician I've
ever known.

[01:36:45] LS: Is he the one you went to and asked how do you
do—when you were first running for a state legislature, you said,
"How do you think I'm gonna do?" and he said something about
a—"Do you have a pencil?" or . ..

SS: Oh. [Laughs] That was my great-grandfather, Charlie King. He
was—had been a county judge and was chairman of the county
central committee, I think, in 1930. Brooks Hays was running
for governor, and Brooks Hays later told me this story. He said,
"Well, we're gonna be for you, Brooks," and he said, "Good,"
said, "As soon as the vote comes in, will you, you know, give me
a call?" And he said, "Well, one, we don't have phone in the
courthouse." He said, "Well, what about—can you send me a
telegram?" He said, "Well, I've got a Western Union wire, but
the office is closed after that," and Hayes was kinda frustrated,
and he said, "Well, I need to know as soon as possible how votes
are gonna go in this county." And he said, "Well, Brooks, have
you got a pencil?" [Laughs] He was gonna tell him exactly what
the vote was gonna be. I don't know quite how he knew that,

but that was the story. [01:38:15] But Madison County's—you
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LS:

know, there was not a stoplight in Madison County when I was
growin' up. I think there's one now. Just one in the county.
But weren't any at the time I was gro—it was a small town.
People knew people. Also knew all your business. [Laughs]

As to places and events related to your extensive research, how

bout—tell us about labor issues in Arkansas.

[01:38:51] SS: Well, politically, labor's always been at a

disadvantage. The power, you know, the political power in
Arkansas early on was the planter class, the big East Arkansas
and South Arkansas planters, cotton planters, that got us into
the Civil War. So you know, [laughs] their attitude to labor was
to buy people, not pay them. Called the non-wage economy.
And continued to be. I mean, that's where the money is and the
influence in the business class. So labor's been at a
disadvantage, certainly, since the 1940s when they passed the
so-called Right to Work constitutional amendment that—it just—
there has not been any political support. But one—now when I
was in the legislature, a guy named Bill Becker was head of the
AFL-CIO who was really smart, and I liked him a lot. But they
didn't have—I mean, they had an agenda of their own. It wasn't
just labor issues, things like minimum wage or job safety. It

was things like education, health care, and environmental
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positions. So they took a, you know, a broad, progressive
approach. But the ability of labor unions to have any support in
Arkansas has always been difficult because of the political and
business alliance against it so that, you know, every time if you
wanna raise the minimum wage in Arkansas, you have to do it
by initiated act. And they always pass. I mean, the people
always vote for 'em, but the legislature would never pass one
because they're, you know, the tools of industry that like to pay
people less money and recruit saying, "Come here with low
wages," as if that's a good thing. A lot on—I mean, same thing
on a lot of environmental issues. It's business concerns against
preservation of natural resources. Some wanna exploit 'em,

some wanna protect 'em. And. ..

[01:41:16] LS: What about—you have a book—well, a couple of

SS:

LS:

SS:

LS:

books. One's on Commonwealth College. The other's about
Jehovah's Witnesses of Arkansas, I believe, around the . ..
Yeah.

. . . World War II. But talk to us about Commonwealth College
in Mena, Arkansas.

But yeah. Two books . ..

In the time period.

[01:41:34] SS: Two books that I'm still working on and hope to get

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas

Arkansas Memories, Stephen Austin Smith Interview, June 19, 2022
http://pryorcenter.uark.edu/

59


http://pryorcenter.uark.edu/

written while I can still write. One's about Commonwealth
College. It was a progressive labor school. First started in
Louisiana in 1923 and then moved to Mena, Arkansas, in 1925
and eventually bought 320 acres west of Mena and had a
campus there with about twenty-five buildings. S—never more
than, say, fifty students at a time. Training labor leaders and
things like, you know, public speaking and journalism, literature,
organizational activities, economics. Had a great library. Pro—
one of the—probably 10,000 volume labor library in the 1930s,
which would've been significant collection of works there.
Anyway, it's fascinating. It's—Orval Faubus went there for one
term and was president of the student body. A lot of other
people. And I've done a lot of interviews of people that were
students there and actually with the last director. So it's gonna
be a good book about sort of what Commonwealth tried to do for
workers and the obstacles they faced, both nationally but
especially in Arkansas where there was a lot of opposition to
them led by preachers and the American Legion and business
coalitions. [01:43:22] The other is—book I'm working on is on
the Jehovah's Witnesses in Arkansas, mostly their contribution to
free speech, freedom of religion and free speech issues. They—

there were members of what was then called International Bible

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 60
Arkansas Memories, Stephen Austin Smith Interview, June 19, 2022
http://pryorcenter.uark.edu/



http://pryorcenter.uark.edu/

Students Association in the late nineteenth century and early
twentieth century. In 1935 they became known as Jehovah's
Witnesses. And form 1940 to 1946 there're probably twenty
court cases dealing with the Jehovah's Witnesses that they both
won and lost, from—you know, the ability to distribute their
literature, their position on being conscientious objectors or
ministers. They were mobbed, shot, beaten up. The—
especially, you know, during World War II, so I'm exploring that,
both the arguments they made and what does it say about
Arkansas's commitment to religious liberty. Anyway, it's a great
book. Get in line. [Laughter]

LS: And you and I have worked on . . .

SS: That's it.

LS: ... Stateswomen and Arkansas . . .
SS: Wejust. ..

LS: ... Women Legislators that . . .

[01:44:48] SS: Yes, we're just finishing a wonderful book called
Stateswomen: A Centennial History of Arkansas Women
Legislators that the University of Arkansas Press is gonna—
you're the lead author on that, and includes biographies of 146
women who've served in the general assembly. It's been a great

project. It's fun working with you on it.
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LS: Is there anything else you would like to add that—for this video
that I have not asked?

SS: No. Thank you for takin' the time to do it. And if anyone
actually watches it, thanks for being interested, and just
remember to be kind.

LS: Well, thank you. Thank you for doing this. It was excellent.

SS: Thank you.

[End of interview 01:45:32]
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