Lesson In Heroics Is Written On The Wall

By Michele Miller

HOLIDAY - It's been more than three years since Sgt. 1st Class Paul R. Smith was killed in Iraq. He lies buried at Arlington National Cemetery under one of the few stones etched with gold lettering.

Sometimes, his wife, Birgit, wishes he hadn't been such a good soldier. She would rather have him here playing baseball with their son, walking their daughter down the aisle and joining in the excitement that comes with the birth of their first grandchild, expected to be only days away.

Still, his presence lingers - especially for those who knew him best.

In the middle of the night, Mrs. Smith sometimes gets a whiff of his cologne. Then there are the times she hears their song, Shania Twain's You're Still the One, as she pushes a cart through the supermarket. Occasionally, a light in the family's Holiday home will turn on by itself, or Smith's picture will fall off the wall even though it was well fastened.

"I think he wants to make sure I know that he's here," said his 12-year-old son, David.

There's more tangible evidence of Smith and the way he lived his life, both here and as a soldier in Iraq. In April 2005, he was the first soldier in the Iraq war to be awarded the Medal of Honor for his heroic service on a Baghdad airfield. There's a training facility in Orlando that bears his name. A tree at Fort Stewart. The Holiday post office was named after him. So was the Holiday AmVets Post 98.

And now a school.

Ironically, Mrs. Smith said, the school colors are silver and blue, the same as the Dallas Cowboys, Smith's favorite football team. And when the students voted on a school mascot, they chose the eagle. Her husband collected eagles.

This was perfect.

"I didn't want to see his name die out," Mrs. Smith said. "Now that they've named a school after him, his name will never die out."

Paul R. Smith Middle School has been open since Aug. 8, but the dedication ceremony was held Aug. 25 in the school's gymnasium. Greeting visitors as they entered the gym were students dressed in red, white and blue and a poster-sized picture of Smith taken when he was about David's age.

That made Mrs. Smith smile as she signed the guest book and was escorted to her seat in the front row.

"Just look at him," she said.

About 300 students and 100 special guests attended, including U.S. Rep. Mike Bilirakis and Pasco school superintendent Heather Fiorentino. There were veterans and members of the military, including Col. Mark McKnight and Command Sgt. Maj. Jeffrey L. Greer.

Smith's childhood friend Greg Harris attended with his wife, Heather. Chuck Hunter, a family friend and a member of the Holiday AmVets, also was there.

"His dad and I used to go out fishing with him when he came home," Hunter said. "I still have a fillet knife on the boat that Paul was the last one to use. I won't let anybody touch it."

Hannah Worley, Jooli Mastrangelo and Allison Knajdek, all students at the school, sang the national anthem. Zach Davis led the audience in the Pledge of Allegiance.

After the invocation, Mrs. Smith was the first to speak. David stood by her side dressed in a Tampa Bay Buccaneers shirt and holding the Medal of Honor that's usually kept in a bank safe deposit box.

If her husband were watching this, he would be wondering what the fuss was all about, she said. He was just doing his job. He did what he had to do. He didn't like the spotlight, Mrs. Smith said.

"He was a modest man," she said.

It was important that his soldiers -"his boys" - came home, she said.

Others talked of Smith's heroics and what it would mean to a younger generation that would roam the halls of a school named after a hometown hero.

Students would learn better the meaning of civic responsibility, the cost of freedom and the value of serving others, Fiorentino said.

"Paul R. Smith Middle School would be a special reminder to students of what it means to lead by example," she said.

The children will not have to look far to find a hero, Bilirakis said.

"I think this was the best dedication we've been to," said Smith's mother, Janice Pvirre. "They talked about the way we brought him up. We taught him to be a good person, and I think everything just fell into place."

