
 It was during the Great Depression when Raymond 
(Ray) L. Smith embarked on an adventure that would span 
generations and technological revolutions. That adventure 
came to a close on September 18, 2018, when Ray Smith 
passed away at the age of 101 at his home in Green Valley, 
Arizona.

River in his home state of Maine in 1933. “I was 16 years old. 
I was indestructible,” he said in his May 2010 commencement 
address at the Michigan Technological University (MTU), 
where he served as president from 1965 to 1979. Times 
were hard and Ray soon found himself hitching rides on 

his money, bought a 1928 Model A Ford, and headed for 
Alaska with hopes of new opportunities and a better life. The 
Ford collapsed in Seattle, Washington, so Ray and a friend 
scraped enough money together to buy steerage tickets on 
a steamship to Fairbanks, along with hunting and camping 
supplies.
 Ray knocked around Alaska for about a year, prospecting 
for gold and living off of the land. When an offer came to 

for a change from game and foraged berries. The person who 
hired him, as it turned out, was the president of the recently 
established University of Alaska, Fairbanks. Impressed with 
Ray’s intelligence and resourcefulness, he suggested that 
Ray enroll in the university’s mining engineering program. 

conversation with JOM. “I had never thought of going to 

 Ray earned his bachelor’s degree in mining engineering, 
with a minor in metallurgy, from the University of Alaska in 

where, among other duties, he served as the lead engineer 

II, he pursued graduate work in metallurgical engineering at 
the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia, receiving his 
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director of the institute’s Solid State Division of Research.

Mining and Technology (now Michigan Technological 
University) to serve as the head of the Department of 

additional duties of coordinator of research, and in 1965, was 

resulting from his tireless promotion of the university and 
 

‘You can’t talk about money,’” he told JOM. “‘You can talk 
about hockey, but we don’t raise money.’ We only had about 

made it a priority to change that thinking in order to secure 

TMS staff visited Ray Smith and his wife, Rachel, at their 
home in Arizona in May 2017 to congratulate Ray on his 100th 
birthday. Pictured with the customized birthday card signed by 

TMS members and staff are (from left): James J. Robinson, 
TMS Executive Director; Rachel; Ray; Stanley M. Howard, 

2017 TMS President. Rachel passed away on May 29, 2018.

As a member of a volunteer corps of hazardous abandoned 
mine finders, Ray Smith uses a pickaxe to chip away at 

an underground mine, with a rope tied around his waist to 
potentially break his fall down the shaft in case the ground 

gave way. He was 92 at the time of this photo.
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A 1979 photo of the Kaiser metallurgists attending the 
educational program at Michigan Technological University 
organized by Ray Smith. Ray is in the middle row, last 
person on the right.

 Ray Smith will be remembered well for his many 
professional accomplishments. Many of these went 
beyond his service as president of Michigan Technological 
University (MTU) or his numerous research contributions. 
For instance, JOM readers might recall Ray Smith’s 
post-retirement letters to the editor on his work in finding, 
exploring, and recording the location of the multitude of 
long abandoned copper mines in Arizona. As an authority 
on the history of gold, he was the invited keynote speaker 
at the state of Alaska’s 100th anniversary celebration 
commemorating the 100th anniversary of the Klondike 
gold discovery. 
 What I would like to recall is Ray’s involvement with the 

creation of a special educational course at MTU in 1977. 
He also took the time to teach sessions while serving as 
MTU president. The course was designed for updating 
the technological awareness of practicing metallurgists at 
Kaiser Aluminum who received their degrees at least 20 
years earlier.
 In addition to providing a refreshing review of earlier 
topics, there was an objective introduction of changing 
and emerging concepts of metals and affiliated processes. 
When and where applicable, there was a focus on 
aluminum.
 The typical class size was 18 to 20 individuals 
who were nominated by their respective location 
managements. The course was conducted at the MTU 
campus for a two-week period after the regular student 
body had left for the summer. The course registrants 
stayed in the vacated dormitories and were taught by 
MTU subject professors, including Ray Smith. The MTU 
professors often commented that they themselves learned 
from the experiences of the students, many of whom had 
already worked in the industry for more than 30 years.
 There were other subtle, but tangible, program 
benefits in addition to the educational aspects. Personal 
relationships were established among class members 
who had previously only known their counterparts through 
correspondence or as a name in a company directory. 
Each class compiled its own “yearbook” with photographs 
and appropriate comments, many of the humorous kind. 
In later years, these provided many pleasant memories.  
 The Kaiser Aluminum summer program extended over 
a five-year period and involved nearly 100 metallurgists. 
I’m sure many of the alums of the program remember Ray 
fondly.

A TMS member since 1952, George J. Binczewski 
is a technical advisor for SC Systems in Moraga, 
California. His is a long-time friend and colleague of 
Ray Smith.

programs to grow enrollment from 3,400 to more than 7,600; 
and increase research funding by 250 percent.
 Throughout his career, Ray was an active TMS 

Metallurgical, and Petroleum Engineers (AIME) in 1943 
and serving as a vocal supporter of the formation of The 
Metallurgical Society of AIME as a semiautonomous society 
in 1957. (The Metallurgical Society would eventually become 
separately incorporated as TMS in 1984.) 
 “The old memories are hazy, but I worked with a small 
group to start a new division of AIME—one that emphasized 
the importance of metallurgy,” Ray wrote in a 2017 letter to 
TMS. “What I do remember is that we were successful in 
getting TMS. I became very active with this group and we 

 In a follow up discussion, Ray said, “TMS opened my eyes 

to the need for technical friends—to learn from them, to help 

It has given me a way to interact and to realize that there are 
many people smarter than me.” In 1973, Ray was inducted as 
a TMS Fellow for his service and professional contributions.
 Retiring to Arizona, Ray continued to contribute his skills 
and seemingly boundless energy. Most notably, he established 

retired engineers in Arizona. For more than 20 years, he and 
his colleagues would traipse the south central Arizona desert 
to pinpoint mines and holes, record environmental data, and 

other community initiatives, such as water conservation.
 As he had been throughout his long life and career, Ray 
was plain-spoken and straightforward when asked by JOM 
to offer his advice to the generations of TMS members that 

errors.”
 And, above all, he said, “Find adventure in your life.”
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