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[00:00:00] 
 
Smith was born in Lynchburg, Virginia in the mid 50s. She and her family lived there for 
a year then moved to Baton Rouge, Louisiana, where her mother is from and where her 
parents attended Southern University.  They then moved to Memphis, where her father 
was a professor.  Then they moved to Durham, North Carolina where her father went to 
graduate school at North Carolina Central University.  Then they moved to Washington 
DC as her father went to medical school at Howard University.  The settled in DC 
around 1959.   
 
[00:01:54] 
 
Both her father and grandfather were involved in tennis.  Her grandfather, Dr. Robert 
Walter Johnson, ran a tennis camp from his home in Lynchburg, Virginia.  They always 
called him Dr. J. Her parents would send her she and her siblings down to the camp 
every summer. Dr. J had reel-to-reel films of tennis techniques that he would share with 
the students at the camp. This was unusual at the time. 
 
[00:03:44] 
 
The family was born into tennis.  Smith recalls a photo of her as a little girl standing on a 
tennis press.  Dr. J had a dark room in his basement where he would develop photos.  
Dr. J was a jack of all trades.  Smith didn’t realize the impact of his life on theirs until 
she stared working on getting his home on the National Register of Historic Places.  
Smith had four siblings, one sister and three brothers.  The family’s tennis ambitions 
were mostly focused on the brothers.  Smith took modern dance classes and an 
instructor thought that that was a good fit for her, but her father took her out of those 
classes to pay tennis.  So that the family could play tennis year round, her father rented 
a space in an old Marriott warehouse and constructed a tennis court inside, where 
Smith and the family would play tennis in the winter.  They played tennis seven days a 
week, with summers in Lynchburg. 
 
[00:07:04] 
 
Smith’s family was mostly the only tennis playing family in their neighborhood.  They 
grew up in a predominately African American neighborhood.  It had many accomplished 
residents.  Smith discusses some of the residents and their accomplishments.  By the 
time Smith started to transition to college, the neighborhood become more mixed. She 
describes the family home as similar to a Georgetown brownstone.  It had three floors. 
The family home was originally a rooming house when the family first moved in.  Her 
family lived on the third floor.   Her parents would rent rooms to Ethiopian students 



mostly from Howard University.  Her parents had a diverse group of friends.  After 
Howard her father attended medical school in Lausanne, Switzerland for three and a 
half years. He had to learn French and when he came home for visits, her parents 
would speak fluent French to one another.  Smith studied French throughout school in 
to college. They were one of the only tennis playing families.  Tennis was an expensive 
sport to play, the equipment, the entry fees. It was expensive to dress five children in 
tennis gear. Her father invested in a racquet stringing machine. Her brothers learned 
how to string racquets and would earn money stringing racquets. Her younger brother 
still strings his own racquets. 
 
[00:11:43] 
 
In tennis you could meet people from different walks of life.  They were exposed.  She 
and her siblings all went to private school, while her parents ended up being public 
school teachers.  Her father had to drop out of medical school.  When her father was 
away in Switzerland it was tough on her mother.  Their father’s mother came to live with 
them.  They were exposed to people of many cultures and races and in tennis mostly 
White people.  Their grandfather’s reputation held strong for the family.  The tennis 
community was a small community.   
 
[00:13:44] 
 
Her childhood neighborhood was Dupont Circle in Washington DC.  They did not belong 
to clubs. They played at Turkey Thicket in North East, DC.  They also played at Fort 
Stevens in North West, DC. They played at Carter Barron, her father would give lessons 
there.  He taught elite African Americans tennis. And they would play at Rose Park in 
Georgetown.  This area was predominantly Black but now there is only one family who 
still owns their home.   
 
[00:16:26] 
 
She didn’t meet Ashe at her grandfather’s tennis camp.  Ashe was older when she 
would attend.  She most likely met Ashe at her parent’s house. Sometimes Ashe would 
pick up her younger brother Lange to hit balls with him. Lange was his warm up partner.  
Seeing Ashe was like seeing a movie star. Her brothers would ball boy at many of the 
matches that Ashe played in the DC area.   
 
[00:19:24.03] 
 
In the late 70s or early 80s, a tennis court in Rivermont Park (now Riverside Park on 
Rivermont Ave) in Lynchburg was named after Dr. J.  Both Althea Gibson and Ashe 
came to the dedication.  Smith found this phenomenal as Ashe hadn’t attended Dr. J’s 
funeral, he was in Europe at the time playing Wimbledon.  She mostly saw Ashe at 
events and tennis tournaments and Ashe always recognized her and her family.   
 
[00:21:07] 



 
Her grandfather was honored for a number of things he did in Lynchburg.  Ashe used to 
give her father tickets to the US Open every year.  He took all five kids on one occasion 
but vowed he would never do it again as they were more interested in eating the food 
than the tennis.  It was great to be in the environment and see Ashe play.  Ashe would 
always give her father great seats and would say Hello if he saw them.   
 
[00:23:31] 
 
When Ashe would call to warm up and hit, it was always with the boys, not the girls.  
The focus was always on the boys.  She mentioned Althea Gibson being the first, but 
not getting her due as much as male Black players. Smith and her brother Lange are 
left handed. She writes with her right hand, but remembers breaking her arm in 
Lynchburg one summer and having to learn to play with her left. Juan Farrow lived next 
door to her Grandfather. He was a competitive player, but didn't get the support that he 
needed. 
 
[00:26:44] 
 
Her brother went to Georgia to visit Farrow, but he has become somewhat reclusive. 
Her brother used to be really close to Farrow. They were around the same age and 
would play together in Lynchburg.  African Americans playing tennis didn’t always have 
the resources to move to the next level.  She remembers learning life lessons from her 
grandfather and that they could not always do what White players could do.  In thinking 
about John McEnroe’s antics on the court, Black players could not get away with 
behaving that way.  Her grandfather would say that they would “taint the race.”  She 
recalls Dr. J sending one of her brothers back home to DC for his behavior.  Dr. J 
stressed the importance of education. One time during college at Fisk University, Smith 
had to sit out a semester and her father, who was the tennis coach at Howard 
University, got her to attend Howard.   
 
[00:31:23] 
 
Dr. J was involved in many political and civic minded organizations.  His efforts made it 
possible for Black doctors to practice in hospitals in Lynchburg.  In 1959, when the 
family had moved to DC, her grandfather had to come to DC to take classes that would 
allow him the privilege to practice in the Lynchburg hospitals.  These activities inspired 
Smith to get involved in civic activities.  Smith shared her experience getting her 
grandfather’s house on the historic registry.  In this process Smith learned that her 
grandfather opened his home to African Americans traveling south during segregation.  
A number of famous, prominent African Americans stayed at his house. Duke Ellington 
even signed her grandfather’s condolences book when he passed.   
 
[00:37:06] 
 



Dr. Melvin Penn also played tennis at Dr. J’s camp. Smith is still in touch with many of 
the people she played with at the camp. Smith shared some of the prominent African 
Americans who attended the camp. Ashe attended her sister’s wedding in 1983.  That 
was the last time Smith saw Ashe. Smith had many mementos that her mother got rid of 
at some point, including photos, some included photos of Ashe.  When her grandfather 
got inducted into the Hall of Fame in 2009, Jeanne Ashe did the introduction for her 
brother who was accepting the award on Dr. J’s behalf. Charles Pasarell attended. 
 
[00:44:14] 
 
Ashe winning the US Open in 1968.  The family was sitting around the tv watching the 
match, but then decided to listen to it on the radio.  When Ashe won everyone erupted 
in screams.  As Smith got older she was less involved in the tennis world.  During her 
time in Richmond, she played at The Westwood Racquet Club, a club that Ashe and 
other Black players couldn’t play at during segregation.  Jewish players couldn’t play at 
the club as well. She remembers her brother also not be able to play there when they 
were younger, post 1968. 
 
[00:48:49] 
 
People were not open to Ashe’s statue being on Monument Avenue.  She attended and 
spoke at a city council meeting to rename the street Arthur Ashe Boulevard. She recalls 
that everyone who was against the proposal got 3 minutes to speak where as those 
who were for it got only a minute to speak.  She shares some of the points she made in 
her speech.  Some of the arguments against the proposal were that the proposal wasn’t 
vetted correctly, or that they would have to change their address or get a new business 
license.  It was the third time that the council had gone through the process. In the end 
they voted to change the name to Arthur Ashe Blvd.   
 
[00:52:07] 
 
Ashe’s health issues.  Smith learned of Ashe’s passing from the news, but her father 
may have been more aware of what was going on. Smith describes Ashe’s legacy as 
one of determination, his demeanor.  His was not outwardly militant or vocal, but he 
accomplished so much similar to her grandfather.  He was classy, professional and at 
ease.  His motto could be “It can be done.” 


