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Smith's feet flashing to a new beat

Retired Cowboys, Cardinals running back succeeds in ballroom dancing, real estate

These days, women are as apt to ask Emmitt Smith for a dance as they are for an autograph.

And that's understandable, because the Dallas Cowboys legend created quite a stir last year while Fred Astaire-ing his way to victory on ABC television's immensely popular Dancing With the Stars. 

Still, Smith never envisioned the craze that would ensue. The most prolific rusher in National Football League history still can't believe he has become as well known for his tangos as for his touchdowns. 

"It's been an absolutely crazy phenomenon; I never expected this," says Smith, who will receive the Coca-Cola Sports Personality of the Year Award at the Rochester Press-Radio Club's Day of Champions charity dinner Thursday night at the Riverside Convention Center. 

"It's funny to see how people, especially couples, react to me. The woman will ask her boyfriend or husband, 'Hey, isn't that the dancer?' And the guy will say, 'Nah, that's the famous football player.' I get a chuckle out of it." 

Smith's proficiency on the dance floor should not come as a surprise, because there definitely were times during the running back's unparalleled 15-year career when he had to display some fancy footwork. A man doesn't gain a pro football record 18,355 yards without employing an occasional jitterbug, quickstep and spin. 

"Yeah, you got to dance out there every so often," Smith says via phone from his real estate development office in Dallas. "You have to have good feet to succeed in both endeavors." 

At age 38, Smith has developed a whole new fan base. Many people are as impressed with his Disco Ball Trophy as they are with the Lombardi trophies he won while carrying the Cowboys to three Super Bowl titles in the 1990s. 

Smith found the ballroom dancing competition to be very demanding, but he is quick to point out that tapping and spinning your way around the floor is a lot safer than being crushed by the likes of Lawrence Taylor or Bruce Smith. As the iconic football coach Vince Lombardi was fond of saying: "Dancing is a contact sport; football is a collision sport." 

And the compactly built 5-foot-10, 210-pound Smith endured his share of collisions while lugging the ball an NFL-record 4,409 times. He was remarkably durable and consistent, avoiding serious injuries during a career that saw him supplant his boyhood idol, Walter Payton, as pro football's most prolific rusher. 

Records are made to be broken, but it's going to be awfully difficult, even for someone as great as current San Diego Chargers running back LaDainian Tomlinson, to surpass Smith's marks. 

"He certainly has the ability to do it," Smith says. "But the one thing he's going to have to avoid is injuries. Also, you have to play for a team that puts good players around you year after year, and that's not easy to do in this era of the salary cap, where guys jump ship." 

One of the most humble superstars of all-time, Smith readily acknowledges the contribution of his teammates to his success. He says he was fortunate to play with a Hall of Fame quarterback (Troy Aikman) and wide receiver (Michael Irvin), who took some of the defensive focus off him, and behind an offensive line and fullback (Moose Johnston) that opened many a hole. 

"What I accomplished definitely wasn't achieved by myself," he says. "Without others, none of this would have been possible."

Many retired athletes have difficulty adjusting to life after their playing days are over. Not Smith. When he hung up his shoulder pads and helmet two years ago, he was finished with that chapter of his life. He felt a sense of fulfillment, a feeling that there were no more worlds to conquer as a player. 

"I don't miss it because I was able to walk away the way I wanted to walk away," Smith says. "I was able to leave on my own terms, with three Super Bowls rings, the all-time rushing record and numerous fond memories and lifetime friendships. What more could I have asked for?" 

That's not to say he left the game cold turkey. He still loves talking about football. He believes his work as an ESPN studio analyst this fall will sate his appetite. Smith is jacked up about dissecting games and issues with Chris Berman, Mike Ditka and Tom Jackson on pre- and post-game shows every Sunday and Monday. 

"It's a good way for me to keep my hand in the game," he says.

Though he has dabbled before in broadcasting and enjoys it, it's not his long-term career goal. Instead, Smith envisions a day when he owns an NFL franchise. 

"I have that desire," he says. "I've already had some people who have reached out to me about it."

When he's not making charity appearances or giving spur-of-the-moment dance lessons, Smith usually can be found working as a real-estate developer. 

The eight-time Pro Bowler has successfully invested in commercial properties in the Dallas area and his hometown, Pensacola, Fla. The University of Florida graduate has a thirst for business knowledge and often picks the brains of Cowboys owner Jerry Jones and Hall of Fame quarterback Roger Staubach — each of whom made his fortune in real estate investment. Staubach and Smith co-own a development company, and the one-time Cowboys quarterback is impressed with Smith's entrepreneurial sense. 

"Emmitt has the leadership skills to build a real business," Staubach recently told Fortune magazine. "Someday, he may come in here and say, 'I'm buying you guys out.'" 

As Smith proved on the football field and the dance floor, he's up for challenges, so anything is possible.

"People ask me what my sport is these days, and I tell them as far as I'm concerned I'm in the ultimate arena of competition," he says. "It's called free enterprise, and it's the most competitive thing I've ever attempted." 
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