MY FRIEND DON SMITH

I lost a very good friend this week when Don Smith passed away.  He was a remarkable individual.  I never knew anyone who had anything but kind words and praise for him as a human being and as a professional.

In the fields of public relations and sports marketing he was the consummate professional.  He began his career as a sports writer for a daily newspaper in New York.  He then joined the New York Giants and was considered by his peers as the dean of public relations directors in the National Football League.  For a number of years he chaired the NFL’s public relations committee and was responsible for press operations for the first 10 Super Bowls.


He was one of the pioneers in sports marketing.  As an athlete, in high school he was twice the New York State pole vault champion.  During his military service in World War II in the Pacific, he learned judo and achieved the highest degrees of black belt in that sport.  He was an avid squash racquets player and loved to promote the sport.  He also became a very competent golfer, a sport he loved playing at his Wykagyl Country Club golf course in New Rochelle, N.Y.

I worked with several outstanding grammarians during my career, but Don was absolutely the best.  He had a passion for the English language and would get upset anytime it was misused, especially by writers and broadcasters.  At the top of his list was “a new world’s record.”  Don would say “A record is a record.  Period.  There is no such thing as a ‘new’ record.”  Another misuse of the language that irritated him was “first annual,” since there cannot be an annual event until the second one is held.  He was especially angered when anyone used the Postal Service abbreviations for states in a story.  “The use of two letter abbreviations for states is to be used only to mail a letter,” he would insist.


To give you an idea of how upset he would get with any anyone misusing English, he would tell the story on himself about daily passing a sign on the way to his office in Manhattan.  The sign read “Charlottes’ Boutique.”  Finally, one day he could no longer resist and walked in the store and said to the lady at the counter, “How many Charlottes are there?”  When the woman said she was Charlotte and gave him a look like he was crazy and maybe ready to call for help, he told her that the apostrophe was misplaced and should be before the “s” and not after, for Charlotte’s  Boutique. 

Don also was one of the most creative persons with whom I worked.  In the early 1960s, when he was still with the Giants, he wanted to prove to a New York sportswriter the popularity of the team’s great middle linebacker, Sam Huff.  When they played a game in Los Angeles, in front of the doubting journalist, he dropped a postcard in a mailbox addressed only to #70, New York City.”  A week later the card was delivered to the Giants office at Yankee Stadium.  That would never happen with the post office today.


In 1984, Don and I were responsible for planning a week-long nationwide tribute for the U.S. medal winners in the Los Angeles Games.  It was being funded by our client, the Southland Corporation of Dallas.  Part of the planned celebration was a ticker-tape parade in New York City.  Don kept sharing with me his frustration trying to get a response from a young woman on Mayor Ed Koch’s staff who had become an obstacle.  
We were at the deadline stage for an answer when he called me and said we had to get word to the Mayor.  He said he would call his friend Sonny Werbelin, the late sports and entertainment impresario and friend of Koch and asked me to call Bill Simon, a former heavyweight on Wall Street, our first Energy Czar, and former Secretary of the Treasury.  He knew both were good friends of Koch. 
Both of our friends called Koch over the weekend and asked him why he didn’t want a parade to honor the U.S. medal winners.  As we expected, Koch knew nothing of the request and thought it was an absolutely fantastic idea.  He would lead the Olympians down Broadway.  The mayor didn’t appreciate not being immediately made aware of the request and during his Monday morning Koch expressed his outrage with the young woman.  New York rolled out the red carpet and more than two-and-one-half million people turned out for the ticker-tape parade.

Don was always generous with his time and always gave back and mentored any young person wanting to get in or ahead in the business.  He would help anyone improve writing skills.  He served as a volunteer board member for YMCA’s in a several cities.  He initiated and engineered campaigns to get several outstanding individuals elected to the National Football Hall of Fame and honored by other organizations.  During his career he also found the time to author 16 books.

I have a number of wonderful memories working with Don on behalf of our clients.  I saw another example of his creativity and an expertise he had when we were handling media relations for the 1983 FINA Water Polo World Cup at Pepperdine University.  Following every game the coach and selected players were to come to the media center for a conference and questions by the press.  After the first game, the Soviet coach only replied “Nyet, nyet” and walked away.

When Don heard about this problem he said he would handle it.  The next morning when the teams were having breakfast, he went up to the Soviet coach and introduced himself and started speaking in Russian.  He and the Russian coach and players were friends from that day on.  I then learned that he graduated from Columbia University and also from the school’s Russian Institute.  Every time we were together or communicated I learned someone new about my friend.

One of my fondest memories was being with him and working together for the nationwide tour of the 1984 Olympic medal winners.  There has been no comparable celebration for our Olympians since.  It began with a breakfast in Los Angeles with President and Mrs. Reagan and presided over by Mayor Tom Bradley and executives of the U.S. and Los Angeles Olympic Committees.  Then on to Washington for an event at The Capitol before the parade in New York.


Every medal winner brought a guest so we had to deal with the logistics for nearly 500 people in the party.  The three 727 airplanes landed at JFK in New York and there was a convoy of buses taking the entourage into Manhattan.  Olympic decathlon gold medalist Rafer Johnson, who lit the Olympic flame in Los Angeles, Don and I were in the last bus.  As we crossed one Long Island expressway after another and on to the Grand Central Parkway near Shea Stadium, traffic was at a complete standstill.  The elite police department of New York City had security on every overpass and bridge and had all rush hour commute traffic was stopped.  Normally, New Yorkers would be outraged, but today people were out of their cars, waving American flags and yelling “U-S-A, U-S-A.”  And crowds lined the streets all the way to the Plaza Hotel where several thousand more people were waiting to greet the athletes. 


The next day was the parade up Broadway followed by an event at City Hall.  The rest of the tour had events at Disney World in Orlando and grand finale in Dallas with a parade downtown and spectacular evening at Southfork Ranch.  It was a week I will never forget.  Don and I were on call 24/7 and there were always fires to be put out.  Don and I produced a documentary film of the event that won a “Golden Eagle,” the equivalent of an Oscar for non-theatrical productions.

We all will miss Don.  He was a one-of-a-kind.  I wonder if God had something in mind when he asked for him on the opening Sunday of the NFL season.






- Rene A. Henry, 9/14/10
