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"There is a spir it of good that exists in al l .  And at t imes, you can enter the
depths of the spir it of a person and transcend the negative — when that

happens, he wil l  no longer go against you. 
You become committed to the humanity of each other."

Ada Goodly Lampkin, Director 



Biography 3

Memorandum 4

From the desk of... 5

Highlights 6

In his own words 8

Contact Information 11

 
S U L C  -  L O U I S  A .  B E R R Y  I N S T I T U T E  F O R  C I V I L  R I G H T S  A N D  J U S T I C E  P A G E  0 2M R .  J E R O M E  S M I T H  

RTA bus features the artwork, “Tribute to the Freedom Riders,” and depicts New Orleans Civil Rights icons and Freedom Riders, Doratha “Dodie”
Smith-Simmons, and Jerome “Big Duck” Smith. Source: New Orleans RTA enters bus into service celebrating city’s Freedom Riders

https://www.masstransitmag.com/bus/vehicles/press-release/21227746/new-orleans-regional-transit-authority-rta-new-orleans-rta-enters-bus-into-service-celebrating-citys-freedom-riders


1961 arrest photo of CORE member Jerome Smith as
Freedom Rider. Source: The Core Project

From boycotting stores that refused to hire or serve Blacks to sit-ins along Canal Street, CORE’s substantial
contributions were integral to the Civil Rights Movement from 1960 onward. Speaking of CORE, the late Rudy
Lombard stated, “They had ‘a certain confidence,’ . . . because they came out of a culture that was so rich.
They knew that everything that was unique about the city could be traced to the Black presence.”

Thereafter, Smith challenged Federal desegregation laws across the South as a member of the Freedom
Riders. Throughout his travels, Smith participated in numerous protests that resulted in battle wounds. In
fact, Smith had been beaten at least 12 times by mobs or police during the struggle. On May 24, 1963, Smith
met with Attorney General Robert Kennedy and a host of celebrities and civil rights leaders in New York City
to discuss the state of civil rights in the United States. During this meeting, it is said Smith emotionally told
the United States’ Attorney General, “I’ve seen you guys [from the Justice Department] stand around and
take notes while we’re being beaten.” Despite grave injustice and adversity of the times, Smith made a
profound impact on civil rights history. 

Beyond the Civil Rights Movement, Smith continued to impact our city, particularly in the Treme. In 1968,
Smith founded Tambourine and Fan to instill important culture, history, and tradition in New Orleans youth.
He continues to teach classes modeled on those of the Freedom Schools during the 1964 Freedom Summer.
“Children in the Center recite lyrics of “Strange Fruit”, the names of the four young girls killed in the
Birmingham, Alabama Church-fire of 1963, the Neville Brothers’ ‘Sister Rosa’, and chants of Mardi Gras
Indians who will ‘not bow down.’”

Jerome Smith has mentored multitudes of individuals across the city for decades and continues to do so.
Smith is the definition of a true warrior and his legacy continues to inspire people everywhere. 

Jerome “Big Duck” Smith, a life-long resident of New Orleans,
Louisiana, is considered a stalwart of the Civil Rights Movement
locally and nationally. Smith’s involvement in the Civil Rights
Movement dates back to the late 1950’s when he joined the
New Orleans chapter of the Congress of Racial Equality
(“CORE”) as a 19-year old student at Southern University of New
Orleans. 
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http://www.thecoreproject.org/omeka/items/show/64
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Mr. Smith is a pilar of the community
whose work and advocacy on behalf of

youth and marginalized communities has
never ceased since he was a young man

himself. He is a true example of a 
life of dedication to something 

larger than yourself.

Mr. Smith’s life’s work speaks volumes 
for his dedication and passion to civil

rights and racial equality. He inspires us 
to be better versions of ourselves.
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May 3, 2011 
    - A Freedom Rider's First Stand: Jerome Smith recalls the childhood event that later led
him to join the civil rights movement

https://www.nola.com/300/article_2e8a72e4-9a39-58e7-a7ac-641de5d4a33a.html
https://www.aarp.org/politics-society/history/info-05-2011/jump-off-point.html
https://www.aarp.org/politics-society/history/info-05-2011/jump-off-point.html
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August, 2017 
    - MLK 50: The fire inside Jerome ‘Big Duck’ Smith that keeps him fighting for civil rights

 

https://wgno.com/news-with-a-twist/mlk-50-the-fire-inside-jerome-big-duck-smith-that-keeps-him-fighting-for-civil-rights/amp/


S U L C  -  L O U I S  A .  B E R R Y  I N S T I T U T E  F O R  C I V I L  R I G H T S  A N D  J U S T I C E  P A G E  0 8M R .  J E R O M E  S M I T H  

August, 2017 
   - Jerome Smith and His Freedom-Fighting Peers’ Enduring Light Smith Recently Honored
at Ashe’s Maafa Ceremony

 

Smith spoke about his past and children’s present and future in New Orleans. He remembered the
“speech-impediment” that had kept him “in a prison” for much of his own childhood. He said that this
impediment made him be quiet, listen, and think. Smith said that because he couldn’t speak a voice
grew inside his head and he became freed from “the walls” of written language. His handicap compelled
and empowered illumination for the boy. He praised his mother’s wisdom and her belief in him. “One
day—one day, Jerome, you will speak, and all that you’re storing up will come out for you. Be patient
and keep learning. You are not dumb, Jerome. You are gaining knowledge.” Smith said his mother told
him that the truths gained within his empowering silence were “worth more than any dictionary” and
that “there are no words in that Dictionary equal to what you have to tell.” Then, the next day, his
mother bought him the entire set of ‘the Great Books of the World’.”

https://theneworleanstribune.com/jerome-smith/
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February 2, 2019
    - Jerome Smith: New Orleans Native and Civil Rights Icon in a rare television interview,
Smith talks about his time in the civil rights movement and how he's still inspiring young
people today.

https://www.wwltv.com/article/news/jerome-smith-new-orleans-native-and-civil-rights-icon/289-be86e066-d994-4d38-99c4-dcbf633ea3a5
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May, 2021 
      - Why civil rights activist Jerome Smith wants Lee Circle renamed 'Good Morning-Good
Evening Circle'

 

https://www.nola.com/news/article_7c94c4d6-b5f6-11eb-9f04-7baa8e546a65.html
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