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50 Years Later: A Conversation

by Richelle Johnson ’91, USCGA Office of  Inclusion and Diversity

In honor of African American/Black 
History Month and the upcoming 41st 

Annual Eclipse Week, Genesis Council 
President 1/c Rheanastasia Doctorelo, 
along with fellow Genesis Council 
members 2/c Taylor Wright, and 3/c 
Tyler Exum interviewed CDR Merle 
J. Smith Jr, USCGR (ret), Class of 1966 
and first African American to graduate 
from the Coast Guard Academy, and 
first sea service African American to 
receive the Bronze Star. The cadet led 
Genesis Council generated questions and 
interviewed CDR Smith in the Henriques 
Room in Hamilton Hall on January 20, 
2016. 

What force or motivators in your 
life drove you to seek a degree and 
commission from USCGA?
CDR Smith attributes his success to 
his family.  His parents instilled a 
strong work ethic in him as a child that 
remains with him today. As a child, CDR 
Smith observed how his father, U.S. 
Army Colonel Merle J. Smith, accepted 
challenges and valued a high level of 
performance.  His mother was a teacher 
and instilled a love of education and 
pursuit of excellence in the family.  CDR 
Smith attended schools in the U.S., Japan, 
and Germany. He embraced every move 
by making the most of it, doing his 
best in school, and learning about the 
language and culture.

In high school his superior academic 
performance and desire to play football 
led him to the Coast Guard Academy. 
He received a message at school one day 
that he needed to return a call to pro 
football legend, Coast Guard Academy 
Football Coach Otto Graham. In speaking 
to Coach Graham, Smith was impressed 
that the first questions he was asked 
were about his academics and leadership 
skills. It wasn’t until later in the 
conversation that Coach Graham asked 
about football. Smith knew then that 
CGA would be a good fit for him and 
set out to impress Coach Graham on the 
football field, which he was and Smith 
ultimately was offered an appointment.  
What made the Academy feel like 
“home” for you? Or... did it never feel 
like “home”?  
Smith entered the Academy in June of 
1962 and felt a warm reception by Coach 
Otto Graham, his peers, and Academy 
staff. In particular, he built a strong 
camaraderie with the football team. 
The juniors and seniors on the football 
team encouraged him to do his best and 
made him feel like part of the team; they 
looked out for him and other teammates. 
Smith played football and lettered as a 
first team defensive end. He diligently 
worked at his studies and completed a 
four-year Bachelor of Science degree, 
becoming the first African American to 
graduate from the Academy.  
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Academy’s first African American graduate offers advice and 
encouragement to generations of cadets.
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As an African American ensign, did you 
feel as though there were limitations to 
what you would be able to achieve in the 
Coast Guard or did you feel a sense of 
optimism about the future?
“Cadets should know that they can do 
it,” said Smith. “Wherever they come 
from, it’s what they bring to the party, 
not what others think of them. Embrace 
opportunities, take chances, do whatever 
it takes, and do your best. It is important 
to let your performance speak for itself.”

Smith didn’t allow limitations to be 
placed upon him. His first assignment 
out of the Academy was the 255-foot 
cutter MINNETONKA (WHEC-
167) on which he initially served as 
communications officer and later as 
operations officer. He then went on to 
command CAPE WALSH (WPB-95310) 

out of Monterey, California and two 
years later was assigned to serve in 
Vietnam. While in Vietnam he earned the 
Bronze Star Medal (with Valor) for his 
service and he was recently inducted into 
the Academy’s Hall of Heroes. Following 
Vietnam, he went on to serve at Coast 
Guard Headquarters in Washington, 
D.C. working on the international affairs 
staff during the day and attending law 
school at night. After a year, he was 
granted the opportunity to attend law 
school full time, where he met his wife 
Lynda. 

In 1975, he was assigned to the law 
faculty at the Academy where he taught 
and was reunited with his mentor Otto 
Graham. During this time, he helped 
coach the Academy football teams and 
served as Class Advisor for the Class 
of 1977. After teaching at the Academy, 
he transferred his commission to the 
Coast Guard Reserve and began a 
career as legal counsel for Connecticut-
based General Dynamics, Electric Boat 
Company. He maintained his connection 
to the Academy by teaching law classes 
on a part-time basis.  

Vice Admiral Manson Brown (ret) 
’78 was a cadet when Smith was a law 
instructor at the Academy and he shared 
the following thoughts.

“Then LT Smith was a role model 
and mentor to many cadets, particularly 
cadets of color. His calm and professional 
demeanor and approachable style gave 
him a unique ability to influence cadets. 
He taught us, tutored us, mentored 
us and generously interacted with us 
socially. He also modeled for us what 
we could become in the Coast Guard. As 
such, he added to our motivation to stay 
and do the hard work necessary to thrive 
at the Academy.”

Eclipse Week 2016
The Academy will host the 41st Annual Eclipse 

Week, April 4-9, 2016.  Eclipse is a weeklong 
conference devoted to strengthening the 
Academy’s commitment to inclusion and diversity.  
The Eclipse Week 2016 theme, “Mirroring 
Positive Change, Starting from Within,” further 
underscores this devotion and provides upcoming 
leaders from USCGA an opportunity to gain 
insight from a diverse cross section of leaders 
from across the service and from a variety of 
professional backgrounds.

This year the Academy will pay special 
tribute to commemorate the 50th anniversary of 
Smith’s graduation. Keynote speakers include 
Carl Wilkens, who in 1994 was the only American 
who chose to remain in Rwanda after the 
genocide began and is the author of I am Not 
Leaving; Shankar Vedantam, NPR’s social science 
correspondent and the host of the Hidden Brain 
podcast; and Jane Hyun, author of Breaking the 
Bamboo Ceiling.

Other events include the Eclipse Speaker 
Series, a Take Back the Night Event, Women’s 
Leadership Discussion Panel and Film Screening, 
4/c Cadet Poetry Slam, Cadet Talent Show, and 
Cadet Professional Development Workshops. The 
event closes with an awards dinner ceremony and 
keynote speaker. To find out more about Eclipse 
week or to register for an event, please visit 
www.cga.edu/eclipseweek.

“[Smith] modeled for us what 
we could become in the Coast 
Guard. As such, he added to 

our motivation to stay and do 
the hard work necessary to 

thrive at the Academy.”
-VADM Manson Brown, USCG (ret), ’78


