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‘She understood what the Urban League’s mission was
and how to implement that mission.’

CANTON Margaret “Joan” Gillespie, a longtime Canton Urban League executive

and civil rights advocate, is being remembered for her dedication to the local
community.

A native of Watertown, S.D., she served as the local Urban League’s program
director for 25 years under the late Joseph N. Smith. She died March 2.

“Joan was fiercely loyal to the Canton Urban League and to Joe Smith,” said Ron
Ponder, veteran community activist and president and CEO of the Ponder
Group. “She understood what the Urban League’s mission was, and how to
implement that mission. She saw no colors of people and based her relations
with people on their needs and their actions. The community is much better
because of her efforts over the years with the Urban League.”

Gillespie, a graduate of the University of Iowa, earned her master’s degree from
Walsh College (now Walsh University) in North Canton.

Temple Israel Rabbi Emeritus John Spitzer said he admired Gillespie for her
loyalty to Smith and her ability to forge partnerships.

“My first encounters with Joan were working with her and Joe Smith here in the
community,” he said. “They were such a team, working for the betterment of
race relations, fair employment and cooperation between communities. She had
an affinity for working with the Jewish community and nurtured what I believe
was a classic partnership between our communities.”
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Spitzer noted that he also was grateful that Gillespie and her family worked to
preserve a historic house owned by the late Paul and Mary Heller.

“She became fascinated by the house and the Hellers,” he said. “She tried to
preserve the home because she was convinced that Mary Heller still inhabited
the home... It brought her great comfort.”

“Joan was a ‘no nonsense’ person when it came to diversity,” said Betty Smith,
founding executive director of the EN-RICH-MENT music school. “She was
very outspoken about her love for all people and expected the same for those
who were in her presence. She was my friend. Always willing to help with a
project whether it was writing or editing a grant, taking me shopping to pick out
flowers for the EN-RICH-MENT garden or just having a great time at breakfast
or lunch. She was special and will be greatly missed.”

In addition to the Urban League, Gillespie hosted a show on WHBC and served
on a number of community boards, including the Canon Symphony Orchestra,
Girl Scouts, the Palace Theatre, TASC, Nova, and as a charter member of the
Stark Mental Health Addiction & Recovery Services Board.

“Joan was the driving force behind the comprehensive training calendar that we
have today,” said John Aller, executive director of StarkMHAR. “She saw the
importance of having education, without cost, around the reduction of stigma in
our community and promoting overall best practices as well as cultural and
linguistic competence.

“She viewed the people she helped to serve as equals always, and advocated on
their behalf with remarkable passion. She will be thought of often, and
StarkMHAR is better, thanks to her insight and leadership.”

Gillespie spearheaded an important study on housing discrimination for the U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development and served as an
undergraduate internship coordinator at Walsh.

“She helped to make Stark County a better place to live, not only because of what
she actually accomplished,” Spitzer said, “but by those visions and dreams that
she believed were possible.”
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Gillespie is survived by her husband of 54 years, Charles; son and daughter-in-
law, Charles and Lara Gillespie of St. Louis; daughter and son-in-law, Elizabeth
and John Slater of Hudson; two sisters and a brother; and four grandchildren.

Visitors will be received at the family’s home at 711 24th St. NE from 5 to 8 p.m.
April 5 and noon to 5 p.m. April 6.

In lieu of flowers, memorial donations may be made to StarkMHAR and the
Canton Symphony Orchestra.

Reach Charita at 330-580-8313 or charita.goshay@cantonrep.com.
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