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Michael Smith spent hours working on the Veterans of For- father, José “Joe” Diaz, on to the state competition, and al-

eigh Wars Voice of Democracy speech that won him local
anddistricttitles. He took the speech, inspired by his grand-

though he didn’t win, plans to try again next year.
Photo by Kathryn Burke/The Goodland Star-News

Sophomore spreads
voice of democracy

By Kathryn Burke
The Goodland Star-News

What does freedom mean to you?

To Michael Smith, freedom is the em-
bodiment of the sacrificeshisgrandfather,
José Diaz, madein World War 11.

That'spart of what Smith, a16-year-old
Goodland High School sophomore, talked
aboutinhiswinning speechfortheK ansas
Veteransof ForeignWarsVoiceof Demaoc-
racy program.

The three-to-five-minute speech won
Smith the local and district titles and sent
himto abanquet in McPherson last month
tomeet thenineother
winners from around
Kansas.

Thisyear’s theme
was “celebrating our
veterans' service,”
and recalling his
grandfather’s life,
Smith celebrated a
veteranwhowasdear
tohim.

He said Diaz was an ammunitions spe-
ciaistinthe153rdArmoredDivisioninthe
war.

Although he heard only afew stories,
Smith said hisgrandfather alwaysfocused
onthehappier side of war.

“The sanctity of family is afar better
thingtoremember thantheimagesof war,”
hesaid in hisspeech.

The talk begins with afirst-person ac-
count of Smithwalkingintohislivingroom
and noticing the American flag that was
presented to hisgrandmother at hisgrand-
father’sburial almost four yearsago.

“Oneof thethingsl never saidtohim, but
probably should have, was ‘thank you,’”
Smith said in his speech.

Smith said the flags that hang in homes
and offices serve asasaluteto veterans.

“| seethe celebration of our veteransin
every corner of the country,” hewrote.

He said he didn’t know much about
his grandfather’s experience in war
but through talks with his uncle, Joe
Diaz, Smith finally heard some of the
stories.

“1 learned of hisstoriesof friendship, of
how peoplearoundyouwhoyouhavecome
to love, can be taken so quickly from you
becauseof anominousevil,” hewroteinthe
speech.

He said the accounts of war taught him
that compassion, the samekind helearned

Smith

Students have a chance to use their
pens and voices to celebrate America
with the Veterans of Foreign Wars
Patriot’s Pen essay program for sixth
through eighth grade, and Voice of De-
mocracy oratory contest for ninth
through 12th.

JoAnnWahrman, school librarianand
an auxiliary member and post chair for
theprograms, saidthecontestsareaway
for theveteransto work with kids.

She said each VFW post sponsors a
local winner to go onto the district con-
test. District winners can go on to state

Studentsuse pens, VoICes
to celebrate America

and then national competitions.

She said at nationals, the students
competewith 54 othersfromevery state
and around theworld.

Students can win scholarship money
atal levels, withthetop prizeof $25,000
in the Voice of Democracy nationals.
National competitorswinatriptoaban-
quet in Washington.

Wahrman said thenew themefor both
competitionswill beout inthefirst part
of April.

Sheencouraged studentsto start think-
ing about their entries soon.

his grandfather showed in battle, was one
way to celebrate veterans.

Smithismost thankful for the freedoms
he received through the sacrifice of veter-
ans.

Of thefreedomshewasgranted, heval-
uestheability of Americansto succeed re-
gardlessof “race, creed or color.”

Race isimportant to Smith, who said
growingupanAfricanAmericaninasmall
town hasbeen difficult.

“It'sanissue,” hesaid, “whenyouareone
of only three or four black people in the
entire school system.”

He said most peoplethink hiscultureis
about baggy jeans and gold teeth, so he
worksto combat the negative stereotypes.

“1 was raised completely different,” he
said.“1 wouldliketoportray black America
as something more positive.”

Smith was born in Dallas to Celia and
Reggie Smith of Chicago. He moved to
Goodland, hismother’shometown, when
hewas?2. Hestarted school here, andinhis
sophomore year he maintains a“ straight-
A" 4.0 grade point average.

Heisinvolved in American Field Ser-
vice; DECA, a student business club; and
Student Council and heisrunning for dis-
trict president for Family, Career, Commu-
nity L eaders of America. Smith also sings
in the X -Pressos show choir and playsthe
baritonetrombone, thefluteand the piano.

Evenwithsomany extraactivities, Smith
still squeezesinapart timejob at theradio
station. He reads weather, public service
announcements, news and sportson air at
KLOE, KKCI and KWGB radio here.

For his speech, the contest requires stu-
dents to submit entries on a compact disk
or tape. Smith said he practiced hisinflec-
tion, placing emphasi sonimportant words
or phrases.

Histapewonthelocal contest sponsored
by the Goodland VFW Post and Auxiliary.
The speech went on to the District 9 com-
petition, which covers the area from the
Coloradoboarder east to Victoriaandfrom
Sharon Springsnorthtothe Nebraskaline,
wherehewonagainst 12 other competitors.

At thestate competition, Smith said, the
ninefinalistsspent anhour getting toknow
each other. Hesaid they all attended aban-
quet wherethey introducedthemselvesand
their families.

At the end of the evening, he said, they
|earned that the judges had chosen K el sey
Fowler of Emporia, and she read her
speech.

JoAnnWahrman, librarian at Goodland
High School and amember of theauxiliary,
saidthey wereproud of Smith’sspeechand
hopeto see him compete again.

“He did an excellent job presenting it,”
shesaid. “Welook for himtobeastatewin-
ner inthe next few years.”
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