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Spoken/Written in Byron’s own words: 
Everything hasn’t been perfect for me growing up.  Unlike many kids, I wasn’t fortunate to have all of the luxuries of a normal childhood.  I grew up in a poverty stricken home in Calera, Alabama with my late great-great grandmother (Katie).  Although I know she raised me, I still don’t know how she was able to do it all.  From maintaining the household, to caring for me and all my needs as a young child, she did it all earning while only earning $400.00 a month which included food stamps.  Poverty wasn’t the only thing I had to overcome to get to where I am today.  Time and healing have allowed me to now share areas of my life that I have kept close at heart and silent for many years.  I believe it is time to share my story because I have come to know others that share similar experiences, and I hope that in doing so I will reach so many others that may be going through what I did and feel alone. More importantly, I hope that by sharing my story nationally, I will have an opportunity to reach our youth to be a living example to them that exemplifies that you can overcome negative experiences and become successful through faith and determination.  

At the age of six, I was severely burned.  I suffered 2nd and 3rd degree burns to my face.  I can recall the doctors advising my grandmother that I would be permanently blind, and would never regain my skin tone.  Through prayer and much needed support, I overcame the trauma.  Grace is the only explanation for me regaining my sight and for my skin being restored.  Growing up without a mother or father in my life was also very tough.  My great-great grandmother was 70 years of age when she adopted me as an infant (4 months old).  I tried hard, as many kids in my situation do, to have a relationship with my parents.  My father never had time for me, and by age five my mother finally allowed me to come to visit her in her home.  Contrary to what I thought or expected, my mother abused me physically, sexually and mentally.  She would threaten to kill me if I told anyone about the abuse.  Despite the fact that my grandmother tried all she could from what she knew to do for me in the ways my mother and father didn’t even playing catch with me I turned to sports as way to release and escape. Imagine having to accept that the only parent that would spend time with you would only do it for abusive reasons.  My mother even tried to stop my sports activities because it was interfering with her abuse time. At age 14, I finally gained the courage to tell my mother that she would have to kill me, because I wasn’t taking it any more.  After nine years of abuse, I would rather die than continue the pain of her abuse.  From that point on, every time she got a moment to try and hurt me she would.  I was highly recruited my junior year of high school by virtually every college in the Southeast.  With everything I had been through, you would think that I would make it a point to maintain good grades to position myself to go away to college.  However, as many kids do, I didn’t take my grades seriously.  My dream was to play football and attend school at Ole Miss, until I visited the University of Georgia and met Coach Dooley.  I thought my dreams of going to college were ruined because I hadn’t applied myself the way I knew I could.  I was fortunate enough to complete high school and receive scholarships to attend Alabama State University (ASU) and University of Chattanooga.  I started out at ASU, but transferred to the University of Alabama at Birmingham after only two year.  I played football and ran track for the Blazers. Little did I know, at the time, that one of my track teammates would make such a lasting impression upon my life?  Olympic Gold Medalists Vonnetta Jeffrey Flowers helped to inspire me and played an intricate role in developing my passion to help children reach their goals and dreams.  I worked to build a career out of my passion.  I graduated in 1994, and moved back to Calera, Alabama.  Over the next couple of years, my grandmother took ill and my mother tried to take advantage of the situation.  She actually tried to turn the woman who raised me, my great-great grandmother, against me.  She thought that it would allow her gain financially from my grandmother’s death.  She went as far as to file three bogus police charges against me in three different cities all within a two-week period in 1995.  That was another low point in my life.  It wasn’t any easier that it was the coldest winter ever in Alabama.  I stayed in a house with no lights, heat or running water for the entire winter.  Not because I had to, but because I let my pride get the best of me.  I didn’t want to tell anyone because I was ashamed of my situation.  Resulting from my mothers plan, in order to remain out of prison, my Pastor and his wife stepped into my situation and posted my bail.  My attorney had to result to serving my grandmother a subpoena to testify against my mother.  Once again my grandmother, even in poor health, had to step in and save me from my mother.  Through God’s grace and mercy, I received the victory over all three charges.  I was drowning in attorney fees, but I was free.  Many times I had to make a bag of chips last for a week, and I would reward myself $100 on payday to get a hotel room once every two weeks to take a hot bath.  I found myself stressed and fatigued often.  One night, while staying at a hotel, I passed out due to extreme dehydration.  I was rushed to the emergency room, and they contacted my next of kin which happened to be my mother.  She advised the hospital and doctor that I was suicidal and needed to be admitted to a mental hospital.  A psychiatrist asking me to admit myself for evaluation and I refused.  My mother signed the papers for me to be admitted, and I remained in a psychiatric hospital for a week undergoing evaluation.  As a result, I had to go before a Probate Judge that ruled I was perfectly normal.  To their knowledge I had undergone a series of test and various medications.  However, every pill they gave me I acted like I was taking them only to hide under my mattress later.  I would keep the medicines given to me in a plastic bag.  My attorney was able to present this before the judge that further proved that I was perfectly normal without, in fact, medication.  The judge quickly ruled in agreement and I was released.  This was truly a trying year and a half of my life.  My grandmother was admitted to a nursing home two weeks later a sad but joyful reuniting.  

After everything, I was still facing debt stemming from the attorney’s fees and getting myself re-established.  I may have been poor, but I had purpose for being alive.  After all of the struggle I came out on top because I Never Gave Up!  (Jimmy Valvano)  

I knew I had to help others.  I moved to have a more normal life and career.  Helping others especially young people was still the root of my passion.  In November 2004, I launched the Byron De’Vinner Foundation in honor of my late great-great grandmother, Katie. Ironically, she passed on my birthday, November 5, 1999.  In her memory, I give back to youth throughout the Southeastern United States.  The Byron De’Vinner Foundation bring together a host of current and former professional and collegiate athletes to impact the lives of our youth through various camps, celebrity basketball games, forums, speaking engagements, mentoring, and other charitable events.  To me my foundation goes deeper than just charity events to raise money.  My foundation paves the way for other to develop their lives and deal with pressures of society on a daily basis.  Now that my foundation is in full force, we are taking a more creative approach to make lives better for our youths throughout the Southeastern United States.  Through the support from my many sponsors more noticeably Dick’s Sporting Goods, T-Mobile Communications, New Life Art, First United Security Bank, Bo Jackson Enterprises, Marriott Hotels, and Crunk Energy Drink, my foundation has grown to reach other youth in our community to share my dreams and successes.  

As I walk to a podium, as a motivational speaker throughout the Southeastern United States, I reflect on where I have been and where I am now in my life.  Many may say that they have been through so much, but I can truly say that I have been through the trials that life has to offer and weathered the storm.  I share that with our youths and adults to allow them to understand that there are others out here that have gone some of the same issues and concerns, but my most important message is to allow my audience to understand that with drive and determination you can achieve any obstacle and challenge.  I know that you can not change the world, but you can make a difference in it.  That’s just how I plan to tackle the issues within our community.  
One of my most successful events happened July 2006 when my foundation hosted a Youth Summit in Murfreesboro, Tennessee.  Topics of panel discussion included drugs and alcohol abuse, teenage pregnancy, gang violence, peer pressure, and the importance of education.  We brought in a very diverse panel to tackle these issues for our youth such as a former gang member and drug offender.  Other panel members included a Tennessee Judge Larry Brandon, a professor from Vanderbilt University, female basketball athletes from MTSU, male athletes from Vanderbilt University, Alpha Kappa Alpha and Delta Sigma Theta Sororities and other community leaders.  Being the children are our future, we need to teach them what we have learned so that they know right from wrong.  I want to bridge the gap between parents, teachers, and our youth of today.  Being endorsed by several agencies throughout the Southeast such as the Non Profit Resource Center of Alabama, the Byron De’Vinner Foundation is more than just a sports foundation.  

For Christmas 2006, the Byron De’Vinner Foundation partnered with Dick’s Sporting Goods to sponsor a Christmas toy drive.  We provided shoes and backpacks to several less fortunate kids throughout Rutherford County.  Our guest speakers included Dr. Gloria Bonner Vice President of Deans of Education at MTSU, and Collegiate and NFL Hall of Fame athlete Ross Browner and, me Byron De’Vinner.  To learn more about the Byron De’Vinner Foundation or to book speaking engagements please feel free to contact our office at 615-525-0077 or visit our foundation website to learn more at www.byrondevinnerfoundation.org 
