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Entertainment
Tavis Smiley promotes his new book at Special Occasions in Winston-Salem.

He's Still Smiling
Nicole Spruill
Reporter

Thirty m inu tes  before a book signing on 
March 3, m an y  people  lined u p  outside 

Special Occasions.
Unlike o ther days  at Special Occasions, the 

ow ners  w ere  p repar ing  them selves for a very 

special guest  —  Tavis Smiley.
Smiley, the host  of BET Tonight and a politi­

cal com m enta to r  on the Tom joyncr Morning 
Show, v isited Winston-Salem on his book 

tour.
As cars l ined u p  ou tside  of Special 

Occasions, Smiley conducted  interviews with 

reporters  and  au to g rap h ed  his third book. 

Doing What's Right.
Smiley g rew  u p  with  n ine brothers  and  sis­

ters. His family h ad  very  little m oney so he 

knew  how  it w as  to struggle.
"We were  d isenfranchised  socially, political­

ly, and economically, so 1 knew  how  it was to 

go w ithou t,"  he said.
At age 13, he  found his role models, 

Douglas H ogan  and  Sen. Birch Bayh. H ogan 
w as a m em ber  of the city council in Kokomo, 
Ind. He w as  also the S un d ay  school su p e r in ­
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tendent at N ew  Bethel, Smiley's church. 
Focusing on both leaders, Smiley began to lis­
ten and  absorb the information that he  was 

learning from both  men.
"1 was at the age of 13, 

sandw iched  be tw een  a guy  
w ho  was m aking  a difference 

on a local level and  ano ther  
guy  w ho  was m aking  a d if ­
ference on a national level. 
Listening to them talk, 1 
soaked up  the information 

like a sponge."
In the fall of 1982, Smiley 

w ent  on to Indiana University  w here  he 
enrolled in the school of Public and 
Environmental Affairs. His concentration w as 

law and  public policy. He entered that u n i ­
versity with  the question: H ow  can he m ake  a 

difference?
During his sophom ore  year, he w as  ca ta ­

pulted  into social advocacy w hen  a close 
friend of his, D enver Smith, w as shot and 
killed by police officers in Bloomington, Ind.

"They shot him  an inordinate  n u m b er  of 
times in a ttem pting  to arrest him; half  of the 
bullets hit D enver in the back. T ha t 's  w hat

m ade  the story such a hot topic," he  said.

This s ituation d rove  Smiley into advocacy. 

M aking a difference in peop le  lives is s o m e ­

thing he felt he could  d o  well.

Smiley has  m ad e  peop le  listen to his m es ­

sage and  he has b rough t  abou t  m any  

changes.

For example, w hen  Living Single w as  to 

have  been first canceled, Smiley w ent  on the 

Tom joyner Morning Shoiv a nd  gave ou t  the 

p h one  and  fax n u m b er  for I’eter Roth, the 

then-president of the Fox netw ork.

After all the faxes a nd  p h o n e  calls, Roth 

gave in and  Living Singh’ w as  b ro ugh t  back 

on to start the Fall season.

Also, UPN w as  p lann ing  to launch a sitcom 

about slavery called The Sccrct Diary of 

Desmoid Pfeiffer.

Not seeing any th ing  funny abou t  slavery, 

Smiley went on air the next d ay  and  listed all 

the sponsors  w ho  bough t  adver t is ing  time for 

the show. O ne by one, the sponso rs  s tar ted  

dropp ing .

Questions & Answers
Spruill: You speak a lot about advocacy 
and m aking a difference. You have also 
been blessed w ith  wonderfu l opportuni­
ties such as hosting BET Tonight and com­
mentating on the Tom Joyner Morning  
Show. What w ou ld  you say to students  
especially black males w h o see you as a 
role m odel and at som e point in their lives  

w ou ld  like to be where you are today?

Smiley: First of all you have to discover in 
l ife what your passion is. I'm passionate  
about trying to em pow er people. As such I 
have been blessed with the opportunities  
on the radio and televisions and through  
the lectures and books to do what I do. But 
ultimately you  have to figure out what it is 
you are passionate about and not do it 
because som ebody else is doing  it, but do  
it because that is what you wanna do.

Spruill: Listening to the N ige l  Alston pro­
gram on WSNC-FM 90.5, you said one of  

your favorite quotes was by your big  
mama; Once a task you have first begun.  
Never finish until it's done; Be the labor 
great or small. D o  it w e ll  or not at all. 
Being that this quote has inspired you a 

great deal, has there ever been a time in

your life w hen  you just wanted to give in?

Smiley: Many times. The older I get the 
more I realize you can't really enjoy suc­
cess unless you have had many failures 
anyway. Life for us is like a heart monitor. 
When the machine is go ing  up and dow n  
it's all good. It's w hen  it flat l ines on you,  
that is when you are in trouble. We all 
have times w hen  w e feel that w e  want to 
give up, but ultimately w hen  you allow  
yourself to g ive up, you surrender .
Success is a journey not a destination. You 

just got to keep m oving . It's better to 
have gotten started on som ething than to 

start and not complete the project. I 
believe  in fo llow ing  things through.

Spruill: On the N igel Alston program, you  
also said that issues have a way of finding  
us and you pick your hills and fights care­
fully. You said there are som e fights that 
aren't worth fighting for even if you win,  
but there are fights you must engage in 
even if you lose. My question is there are 
students here at W SSU w h o  feel boy ­
cotting Myrtle Beach is useless. However,  
many students feel it is appropriate for us 

to take action against the courts over the

Diallo  case. D o  both the situations co in ­

cide with what you were saying  or do you  

think both issues are worth fighting  for 

even if w e lose?

Smiley: I think you ascertain how  impor­

tant som ething is to you and if you are 

going to get involved , you ought to go for 

it. The purpose of the quote is, there is 

som ething called principles that always  

have to be guided by. If you be lieve  in 

som ething that adamantly, then you fight  

for it. It is not always about w in n in g  all 

the time. It's about standing up and being  

heard. N ob ody  l ikes to lose, but som e ­

times you  have to go for it even  w hen  the 

odds are stacked against you. You have to 

fight the fights that you are most pass ion ­

ate a b o u t . Som etim es there are fights that 

are easier and there are fights that are 

more difficult, but you have to be guided  

by your principles.

Do you have a story idea? Call us at 750-2327


