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Neil Smith was born on April 10, 1966 in New Orleans, Louisiana and has always been extremely close to his family, especially his mom Lutisha. Neil was an all-area and all-district football and basketball player at McDonough 35 High School in New Orleans. Neil graduated and went on to play football for the Cornhuskers of the University of Nebraska, where he earned All-American honora. In the 1988 NFL draft, he was selected second overall by the Kansas City Chiefs for whom he played nine seasons. He joined the Denver Broncos in 1997 as an unrestricted free agent, and helped them defeat the Green Bay Packers in Super Bowl XXXII. Neil has appeared in six Pro Bowls. Neil has been involved in various community outreach projects directed toward youth and serves as the national spokesman for the "Yes I Can" Foundation, which encourages, enhances and empowers children and youth with disabilities to attain their greatest potential. In 1995, Smith, who is dyslexic, received the Lab School of Washington’s 11th Annual Outsanding Learning Disabled Achievers Award.
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The Dream
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My name is Neil Smith and I’d like to tell you the story of how I ended up playing in the National Football League. I feel incredibly lucky to be playing professional football for a living. But it wasn’t just luck that got me where I am today. You might be surprised to learn that I had to face a lot of the same kinds of challenges many kids face at home and in school. Along the way I’ve had to deal with embarrassment, lack of confidence and a learning disability. Hopefully, when you read about how I tackled these problems, you’ll realize that you should never let anything stand between you and your dreams. Within each of us is the potential to become a real winner in life and I’ve written this book to be part of your game plan for achieving that goal.

I play DEFENSE, which means that my teammates and I must work together to stop the other team from scoring. My position is called defensive end. When you watch a football game, you’ll notice two lines of players leaning forward on one hand, ready to charge each other once the play begins. I line up on the outside end of the defensive line. My main target is the opposing quarterback, and once the play begins, I’ve got to get to him as quickly as I can. Dragging the quarterback down before he can pass the ball to a receiver or hand it off to a running back is called a sack. If I can sack the quarterback once or twice during a game then I’ve had a very good day. If the QB does manage to pass the ball or hand it off, then I try to tackle whoever has the ball.
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I’ve played in the National Football League since 1988, the first nine seasons with the Kansas City Chiefs. Now I’m a member of the Denver Broncos. Quarterbacks around the league are never happy to see me lining up against them because they know I will be doing my very best to fight my way through the offensive line and put a big bear hug on them. It is to my benefit that I am 6 feet 4 inches tall, that Weigh 270 pounds and can run 40 yards in under 5 seconds.
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I was born on April 10, 1966, in New Orleans, Louisiana. I was lucky to have an older brother Kevin and an older sister Sandra who spent a lot of time watching out for their little brother Neil. That made up quite a bit for the fact that my dad was not around while I was growing up. Along with my momma, Lutisha, we lived in a little apartment on Fig Street. Our place was nothing fancy, with just one bedroom, a kitchen and a bathroom, but my mother made it feel like home, always keeping things neat and clean. My mom worked a variety of jobs, anything she could do to keep food on the table and pay the rent. Cleaning houses was just one of the things she did. When we were small, Mom had to place us in day care which was an added expense. It was pretty tough at times. I was a rough and tumble little boy, and even at the age of three I was extremely energetic. I loved anything that had to do with sports. My friends and I raced up and down the block for hours on end, playing tag, stickball and touch football.
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When I was old enough to go to the park by myself I began playing basketball. “Pistol” Pete Maravich of the New Orleans Jazz was my favorite player. Everyone wanted to be like Pete. Dribbling behind his back and through his legs, Pete was the Michael Jordan of his time! Whenever one of the kids would try a move like Pete’s down in the playground, we’d all yell out “Pistol!”, “Pistol!” Summer days were spent playing basketball from dawn till dusk. We’d play until it got so dark we could barely see the hoop and backboard. We would probably have kept on all night if we didn’t have to run home for dinner.
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About the time that I turned eight, Kevin and I found a way to make a little extra money to buy some of the things that my mother just couldn’t afford, like marbles, water guns and candy. We would wake up at four o’clock in the morning and quickly get dressed. Then we’d run outside and wait for the garbage truck men to drive down the block. We would jump right up on the truck and help the garbage men, picking up bags of garbage and throwing them into the back of the truck. We made a few extra dollars each time we did this and were always back home in time to get ready for school.
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On Sundays, I didn’t get to play much basketball because my mother insisted that I attend Sunday School. My mother has always made it clear to me that she got a lot of her strength and will power from her belief in God, and that’s what got us through. One of the earliest memories I have is of standing next to my mother at the New Home Baptist Church, with my nose poking above the row of seats in front of me, surrounded by people clapping their hands and singing loud beautiful hymns in praise of the Lord. I wasn’t always thrilled about going to church, especially when the sun was shining and it would have been a good time to be out playing. But now that I’m an adult, I find myself remembering and trying to apply many of the lessons I learned in Sunday School. I was taught to treat others with respect and to show kindness and caring for those in need. Looking back, I’m glad my mom made me go.
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In those days my favorite football feam was the Dallas Cowboys! I remember sitting in my living room watching the Super Bowl in 1976. The Cowboys were playing the Pittsburgh Steelers and I couldn’t take my eyes off one of the Cowboy players, Ed "Too Tall" Jones. He got his nickname because he was big and had incredibly long arms.

He would leap high into the air with his arms fully extended to block a pass or a punt. I loved the way he was able to take control of the moment and to make something exciting happen. As I watched Too Tall, I dreamed about being in a Super Bowl myself and making things happen for my team. Pittsburgh defeated Dallas in that game and three years loter they beat the Cowboys again in the Super Bowl. But I stuck by my Cowboys and I never forgot my dream.
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A WAR OF WORDS

I was very tall as a kid and skinny too. You might think that it would be cool to be taller than everyone else but it’s not true. I ended up being the one who was always at the end of the line. I was always the one who kids stared at. As far back as the first grade I felt like I stuck out for another reason. I couldn’t read as well as the other kids in my class. I thought I wasn’t doing well in school because I wasn’t as smart as the other kids. I worked as hard as I could, but I kept falling further and further behind. When the teacher would choose someone to answer a question or to read aloud, I would scrunch down in my seat and wish I was invisible.

It was so embarrassing. I tried to hide my reading problem from my teacher. I didn’t realize that the teacher was there to help me. At home, my mother would sit and go over my reading with me. But when I picked up the book by myself, I couldn’t figure out the words. By the time I was in second grade my mom knew I had a real problem, but she wasn’t sure what to do.

Things got worse. The kids caught on that something was wrong with me. They decided that I was a great big dummy who was too stupid to read. So that’s what they called me, “Dummy!” I didn’t have a better explanation so I figured that they must be right. I don’t know if I can explain how much that hurt, but if you’ve been picked on in school for any reason, you’ll know what I’m talking about. Most kids don’t mean to be cruel, but sometimes they get caught up in the moment and don’t realize how much pain they can cause with their words and actions. Before you make fun of someone else, stop for a minute and try to put yourself in their place. Wouldn’t you appreciate a few kind words instead of being teased? If you want to be a real winner in life you won’t automatically go along with what the other kids are doing, especially if you know that what they are doing is wrong. It takes real courage to stand up to a group. But you’ll find that it gets much easier with practice.

For me, things got so bad that I started looking for excuses not to go to school. My teacher told my mom about a clinic where I could be tested to see what was wrong. Mom took me down to the clinic and waited nervously outside the testing room. Afterwards they called her in to explain what was wrong with me. As it turned out, I had a condition known as dyslexia [dis-LEKS-ee-uh]. People with dyslexia see letters backwards. As my mother began to understand what my problem was, she actually felt relieved that it wasn’t anything more serious. There was nothing wrong with my sight or my hearing. The problem was that the words I tried to read got mixed up between my eyes and my brain. It was like walking around with a set of crossed wires in my head. People with dyslexia have problems reading and writing. They can also have trouble following directions, telling letters from numbers, and mixing up left and right. Even though I now knew the cause of my reading problem, I was still afraid of going to school and being teased by the other kids. But Mom explained that I just had to go. “Neil,” she said, “the only way to overcome this problem is to face it head on!”
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I began attending a special after school program where I learned a new way to read. Once I realized that the trouble I was having reading had nothing to do with how “smart” I was, I began to get excited. began to believe I could overcome my “disability” I needed to put in extra hours of study each day to keep up with my schoolwork. My family continued to encourage me and my confidence grew. I came to believe that if I refused to give up, then nothing could stand in my way. I was going to prove to the other kids that I was not a dummy.
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When I got to high school I played three sports; football, basketball and baseball. I worked just as hard on the field and on the court as I did in class, and was selected for the all-area teams in all three sports. Having success in sports was very helpful in building my self esteem and gave me more confidence when it came to my work in class.

In my senior year, our football team was one of the best in the city. Our quarterback was the star of
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