
Sylvester Williams ready to go in place of 
injured Kevin Vickerson 
By Mike Klis 
The Denver Post 
November 28, 2013 

Playing second string as a high school senior didn't stop Sylvester Williams from 
reaching the NFL. 

Menial post-school jobs at Taco Bell, Walmart and a radiator factory couldn't block 
the hulking defensive tackle from becoming the Broncos' first-round pick in the NFL 
draft. 

Surely, all those life challenges helped Williams endure a little bench time through 
the bulk of his rookie season with the Broncos. 

"No, it didn't help me," Williams said. "This is a different level, a different situation. 
I just want to get back out there and help my brothers and help my team." 

Ready or not, Williams will be out there Sunday afternoon when the Broncos play 
the Kansas City Chiefs at Arrowhead Stadium. Both teams are 9-2 and tied for the 
AFC West lead. A victory would give the Broncos a series sweep over the Chiefs and 
essentially a two-game lead with four to play. 

Opportunity came for Williams when starting defensive tackle Kevin Vickerson, who 
had played his best games the previous two weeks, suffered a dislocated hip 
Sunday, an injury that ended his season. 

"If it was up to me I would still have him here," Williams said. "He's done a lot for 
me. He's helped me out a lot. I think he's helped me become a better player, and 
he's been involved personally in me. I want to play for him. This team is going to 
play for him." 

Is Williams ready to play? 

"I think so," said Jack Del Rio, the Broncos' defensive coordinator and interim head 
coach. "We'll see. The great thing about sports is you prepare yourself and then at 
some point you get your opportunity and then it's what you do with it. He certainly 
is going to get plenty of opportunity. 

"You get an idea based on how they work, how they prepare, how they practice, 
how they take care of themselves, how they conduct themselves in meetings. But 



until he goes from playing 20 snaps to 40 or 50 snaps you don't know how he'll 
respond to the additional workload. It might be real good to him." 

Selected as the No. 28 pick in the draft, Williams got decent playing time in the 
Broncos' first two games against the Baltimore Ravens and New York Giants. Just 
enough for the Broncos' coaching staff to judge he wasn't quite ready for much 
more. 

The problem wasn't work ethic or mental toughness. Like most young DTs, Williams 
had to learn the technique of using his hands. 

"That may be true, but I've got a lot to work on," Williams said. "Obviously, I didn't 
do a good enough job to play early in the year." 

In all, Williams was a healthy scratch from three games this year. A thoughtful sort, 
Williams was plenty bothered. Did he call dad for a pick-me-up? Confide in 
defensive tackle veterans such as Vickerson, Terrance Knighton and Mitch Unrein? 

"I didn't talk to anybody," Williams said. "That was probably my biggest mistake. I 
was frustrated in myself. I was upset. I was embarrassed about not being able to 
play. I knew I was better than that. But I did keep practicing hard. I did keep 
learning from the vets. This is a huge opportunity for me." 

 
 



Broncos first-round pick Sylvester 
Williams adjusts to new level 
By Mike Chambers 
The Denver Post 
August 15, 2013 
 
Sylvester Williams is in the final week of his first NFL training camp, but unlike 
many of his Broncos teammates, the rookie defensive tackle hasn't been counting 
down the days. 

This isn't drudgery for the former teenage Missouri factory worker who molded 
radiator lids before molding himself into a first-round draft pick. Being paid to sweat 
and play a game is much better than sweating about going nowhere. 

"Best decision I ever made in my life was to finish high school, and then get that 
factory job," Williams said about what he did during a six-month span in 2008 near 
Jefferson City, Mo. "Without that factory job, I don't believe I would be here today. 
I realized how tough the work was and the load I had on my back every day. I saw 
my life go nowhere." 

Williams, 24, indeed took a highly unusual route to the NFL, particularly as the 28th 
overall selection in the draft. He played only one year of high school football, 
making just one start, and was never eligible to play for the Jefferson City High 
School basketball team because of poor grades. He rallied, however, to graduate 
with his class by taking difficult credit recovery classes with the support of 
counselors and friends. 

"Through the grace of God, I was able to graduate and walk with my class," he 
said. 

Williams used his diploma to attend Coffeyville (Kan.) Community College after 
realizing the factory didn't have to be his future. He turned heads in two years of 
playing football at the junior college and ultimately transferred to North Carolina, 
where he was a starter in each of his 45 games with the Tar Heels. 

Williams, 6-foot-2 and 313 pounds, is listed as the Broncos' backup nose tackle, 
behind five-year veteran Terrance Knighton. But Williams recently overcame a 
hyperextended knee and could become the season-opening starter. 

"I feel myself getting better. I'm adjusted (to the altitude and rigors of training 
camp), and now I can think while I'm tired,"  

said Williams, who was not credited with a tackle last week in the Broncos' 
preseason opener, a 10-6 victory at San Francisco. "It's a blessing to be out there, 
and the biggest thing I'm learning is, it's a dominant game up front." 



Williams lived with his oldest sister in high school and didn't realize he had big-
league potential until after he rallied to graduate. He remembers attending a 
University of Kansas football game in 2008 while he was employed at the factory. 
The Jayhawks were playing Texas Tech and Williams realized he was as big and 
agile as anyone on the field. 

"I told myself, 'I can play.' That day gave me a lot of hope. I saw it. I had the size, 
and I knew I was athletic. I just had to put it all together," he said. "I wanted to go 
back to school and better my life. At the time, it was just about education, but with 
football, I started to get better and began working hard, and it landed me here." 

Denver got a seasoned person in the first round. 

"He's been through a lot, and I think he's mature beyond his years, and at the end 
of the day he's a good football player," Broncos coach John Fox said of Williams. 
"The road he went on is not that well-traveled. He realized he had to adjust what 
he wanted to do in life and he had to be a self-made guy at that point. He wasn't 
going to have recruiters knocking his door down. It's a tribute to him on figuring 
out how to do that on a small budget and get to where he's got. 

"That will wake you up to, 'You know, this is a pretty good gig.' " 

Training camp isn't exactly a breeze for Williams, but it sure beats working with fire 
in a factory with no breeze. 

 



Broncos rookie DT Sylvester Williams 

looking to unleash his inner Warren Sapp 

By Christopher Dempsey 

The Denver Post 

August 6, 2013 

Growing up, Sylvester Williams just knew he’d be a basketball star. 

“As a kid I thought I was going to be Shaquille O’Neal,” Williams said, then 

chuckled. “I’m lacking a few inches.”  

His next goal?  

“My next goal was to be Warren Sapp.” 

And so Williams, the Broncos’ first round draft pick out of North Carolina (28th 

overall), gets his first chance on Thursday in the preseason opener at San Francisco 

to begin his journey to be Warren Sapp, a heckuva dominant defensive tackle who 

was just inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame.  

“As a kid I always wanted to do something great.” Williams said. “This is my 

opportunity to be great.” 

As it turned out, in the days leading up to the NFL Draft, Sapp already thought 

Williams had potential to be great. He was among those who asked Williams to 

participate in an NFL Network series called ‘Game Changers,’ taped in early April. 

Williams ate up the opportunity to be in the same space with his boyhood idol and 

get this piece of advice/info from him:  

“Pretty much as a defensive tackle, you’ve got to hunt the quarterback,” Williams 

said. “Don’t just be one of those guys that says ‘I’m a run stopper.’ He preached 

getting up the field and get to the quarterback, don’t dance at the line of 

scrimmage. He told us to penetrate, get up field and get to the quarterback. He 

said he hunted the quarterback for 13 years.”  

And so Williams pledges to do the same. A small knee injury kept him out of a few 

practices early in camp, but he insists he’s 100 percent now and ready to get on the 

field – which he will on Thursday at San Francisco – and show what he can do.  

“I’m excited,” Williams said. “I can’t wait to get out there. This is my first time 

playing in the NFL against another team. … They brought me here as a first round 

pick, so they’ve got a lot of expectations for me and I want to fill those 

expectations.” 

http://blogs.denverpost.com/broncos/author/chris-dempsey/


Wait Ends for 'Emotional' Williams 

Sylvester Williams said he was nearly brought to tears when he signed his rookie 

contract. Now he's ready to get to work. 

Gray Caldwell Editor 

DenverBroncos.com 

July 25, 2013 

ENGLEWOOD, Colo. -- When Sylvester Williams finally put pen to paper Thursday 

evening, he was overcome with emotion. 

He was officially a professional football player -- light years away from his time 

making radiators in a Missouri factory. 

"When I signed the contract, I thought about the factory," Williams said. "When I 

was back at home a few weeks ago, I actually drove by the factory just to see 

where it all started. For me, that was a starting point because I realized that was a 

point in my life that I didn’t want to return to.” 

He won't have to. 

"Most of my family was crying because it is a life-changing moment for us," 

Williams said. "The biggest thing is that I’ve been given the money, now I’ve got to 

earn this, so I’m looking forward to being out here every day and getting better 

every day.” 

The first-round pick said he was disappointed to miss the club's opening practice of 

training camp Thursday morning, so he was happy to be back on the field, even if it 

was just for a walkthrough Thursday evening. 

He said he's ready to take in his first full training camp practice Friday, as feels 

comfortable with his knowledge of the defense. He feels he's in good shape, as well 

-- he even got a workout in while the rest of his teammates practiced Thursday 

morning. 

He's just ready to get to work, and now he has that chance. 

"When I signed that contract it was an emotional moment and it was a dream come 

true," Williams said. "I’m playing for a great organization, great coaching staff, so 

being able to get in here and get that deal done and get to work as soon as 

possible was a big deal for me.” 



Now that the deal's done, Williams said he doesn't have any elaborate plans for his 

first big purchase. 

“I’m not a flashy person, so I can say the biggest thing for me is I just want to 

make sure that my father is OK," Williams said. "I mean, I have a vehicle right now 

that runs good so I’m pretty much satisfied with my life right now. So just make 

sure my father’s straight and put my money away and see how far this football 

thing will take me.” 

  



Broncos’ Sylvester Williams just wants 

“to impress my teammates and coaches” 

Jeff Legwold 

The Denver Post  

July 25, 2013 

Sylvester Williams, the Broncos’ first round pick in this past April’s draft, took part 

in his first training camp practice Thursday night — a 90-minute walk-through at 

the Broncos’ Dove Valley complex. 

Williams signed a four-year, $7.6 million contract earlier Thursday, a deal that 

includes $6.1 million guaranteed. It also became a remember-when moment in a 

long, winding journey to the NFL for Williams that included time on the assembly 

line at Modine Manufacturing building parts for truck radiators and walking on to 

the football team in junior college. 

“Most of my family, they cried because it is a life-changing moment for us,’’ 

Williams said following the practice. “The biggest thing I can say is I’ve been given 

the money now I have to earn it … (I’m a) long way from the factory … When I 

signed the contract, I thought about the factory. When I was back at home I drove 

by the factory just to see where it all started.’’ 

The 6-foot-2, 313-pound Williams will take part in his first full practice Friday 

morning and is expected to begin his time with the second-team defense. The 

Broncos expect him to push for time with the defensive starters who could play, 

early on, in passing situations. 

“I just want to impress my teammates and my coaches,’’ Williams said. “ … I just 

want to impress the people who brought me here, the people who believed in me 

enough to draft me in the first round.’’ 

And when asked what his first purchase might be with his new deal in hand, 

Williams said; 

“I’m not a flashy person so I can say the biggest thing for me is I just want to make 

sure my father is OK. I mean I’ve got vehicle right now that runs good so I’m 

satisified with my life right now. Just make sure my father’s straight and put my 

money away and see how far this football thing can take me.” 



Williams, Wolfe Bond Over Work Ethic 

Rookie Sylvester Williams has been shadowing Derek Wolfe as he transitions to the 

pros, and Wolfe has been impressed with what he's seen. 

Gray Caldwell 
DenverBroncos.com 

Jun 4, 2013 
 

ENGLEWOOD, Colo. -- As soon as Sylvester Williams arrived in Denver, Defensive 

Coordinator Jack Del Rio already knew who the rookie defensive tackle reminded 
him of. 

 

Last year, a young defensive lineman named Derek Wolfe stepped into Dove Valley 
and immediately made an impact. By the end of his rookie season, he had started 

every game and finished third on the team with six sacks. 

 

"Both of these young men, you’ve watched them come in the building — they both 

have approached it very similarly," Del Rio said during the team's rookie minicamp. 
"Come in kind of determined, serious, mature in their approach. I think you’re 

going to see Sylvester be able to come in and impact us in a similar way." 

 

It only makes sense that the two linemen have bonded quickly. 

 

Wolfe, who has taken it upon himself to step up as a leader in year two, said he has 
taken Williams under his wing as the former University of North Carolina Tar Heel 

makes the transition to the pros. 

 

“He’s got a ton of potential and he wants to learn," Wolfe said. "So I just tell him, 

'Hey, just come with me.' When we’re lifting he’s with me and on the sidelines he 
comes over and he stands by me. He’s really good at learning and he’s doing a 

really good job.” 

 

Williams said Wolfe was a player he immediately knew he wanted to seek out once 

the rookies joined the veterans in the club's offseason conditioning program. 

 

"When I first came in he was one of the guys that I kind of keyed in on as a guy 

that I was going to stick behind him because I knew he was going to do the right 
thing," he said. 

 

The biggest lesson he's learning from his fellow lineman is the importance of hard 
work.  



 

That's not a foreign concept to Williams, whose drive paved the way from factory 
worker to junior college standout to a key cog in the Carolina defense and 

eventually a first-round pick. 

 

"The thing I take from him is play hard all the time," Williams said. "He’s a hard-

nosed type of guy and he gives 100 percent to everything he does. In the weight 
room, this is the kind of guy that’s doing extra reps and some guys are struggling 

to get all the reps they’re supposed to do." 

 

The weight room is where Williams feels his work to step into the NFL game begins. 

He said his work with "Coach Luke" -- Strength and Conditioning Coach Luke 
Richesson -- has been one of the most important aspects of the OTA period. 

 

Another is his work in the film room. 

 

Defensive tackle Kevin Vickerson said Williams needs to work on his technique 

using his hands, because when he uses his hands, he can "dominate." The rookie 
has taken that advice to heart, "watching as much film as (he) can" to pick up on 

offensive keys so that he can simply react instead of hesitating to read the play 
before he gets his hands on the offensive linemen in front of him. 

 

“I definitely see myself getting better every day," Williams said. "Every day I say, 
OK, something I didn’t do as well the day before, I feel myself getting better. So it’s 

a steady progress." 

 

That work ethic isn't lost on Williams' teammates or his defensive coordinator. 

 

"That is what I like about the way he’s started here, that he’s come in here very 
determined, very serious, very mature, very much about his business," Del Rio 

said. "That is good for all of us.” 

 

  



Tar Heels' Loss is Broncos' Gain 

North Carolina Head Coach Larry Fedora said that while he's sad to lose Sylvester 

Williams, he knows Denver is getting a "special" player.  

Brandon Moree 
DenverBroncos.com 
May 6, 2013 
 

CHAPEL HILL, N.C. – The Broncos’ first-round selection in the 2013 NFL Draft, 
defensive tackle Sylvester Williams, said he "freaked out" when he got the call. He 

was relieved. While his college teammates and coaches at the University of North 
Carolina were proud of him, they weren’t quite as happy. 

 

“I’m sad for us here in Chapel Hill,” UNC Head Coach Larry Fedora said, “but I’m 
extremely excited for the people of Denver because you’re getting a tremendous 

person on top of a tremendous football player.” 

 

Williams enrolled at North Carolina in the spring of 2011 after two seasons at 

Coffeyville Community College in Kansas. Before playing in junior college, he had 
played just one season in high school. Though the Coffeyville coach told him that 

they didn’t need him when Williams first walked into the office, before his two years 
there were done he was an honorable mention for All-America. 

 

In his first season as a Tar Heel, he was one of just four defensive players to start 
all 13 games en route to starting all 25 games in his two-year career. In his junior 

year he recorded 54 tackles, and while his tackle numbers dropped in his senior 
year, his tackles for loss nearly doubled and his sack tally more than doubled. In 

2012, he was second on the team in sacks with 6.0. 

 

“His best strength, he’s a big guy but he can really pass rush,” said Kareem Martin, 

Williams’ roommate and teammate on the defensive line at UNC. “I think that 
surprised a lot of offensive lineman because he looks a lot more like a run stopper. 

He’s capable of stopping the run, but I think where he surprises a lot of people is 
with his pass-rush ability. He has great feet and great hands and he’s really quick 

and agile to be as big as he is.” 

 

Martin said that he appreciated playing with Williams especially when he would 

draw the double-team, making Martin’s path to the backfield a little less crowded. 

 

Fedora added that Williams has what he calls a great motor, which is high praise 

from the Red Bull-guzzling, high-energy, no-huddle offense orchestrator. 

 



“He’s got a great explosiveness, an initial burst off the line of scrimmage – he gets 

a great jump,” Fedora said. “He’s got great power and he’s got a lot of power in his 
hips. And then he’s got a great motor, which is extremely important for a defensive 

lineman.” 

 

Born in 1988, Williams was the oldest member of the Tar Heels’ defensive line and 

a natural leader, but not just because of his age. Fedora complimented Williams’ 
work ethic and said that when the two first met, Williams was 25 pounds above 

what Fedora wanted to be the defensive tackle's playing weight. By the time the 
season started, Williams had shed the weight. 

 

Martin said that Williams is also a very caring person and very family-oriented. At 
times, that mentality carried over to the football field as Martin described Williams 

as a big brother to the defensive linemen. 

 

“I think this past season he really stepped up vocally,” Martin said, “and a lot of 

guys jumped on him – followed him – because he was being more vocal than he 
was in the past and he was playing well, so it was easy for guys to follow. I think 

him really stepping up vocally and on the field helped his leadership.” 

 

Williams was very aware of that leadership and mentioned that it was likely one of 

the reasons why the Broncos were interested in him in the first place. And even 
though he’ll just be a rookie, he’s got his sights set on a leadership role somewhere 

down the road. 

 

“I’m the kind of guy that’s going to do everything right,” Williams told Broncos TV. 

“I’m not going to come to this program and bring any harm to it all. I mean from 
off the field to loafing in practice, anything, I’m going to do everything I can to help 

this team win. I’m going to be a great guy on the team a great guy in the locker 
room and I’m going to follow the veterans lead with the intent to become a leader 

myself.” 

 

Both Fedora and Martin seconded that opinion of Williams and had only good things 

to say about his personality and the qualities that made him a leader for the Tar 
Heels. He’s genuine, kind, calm, caring, focused and has shown great perseverance, 

they said, as they both retold the story of how he worked in a factory making 
radiators before giving football another shot. 

 

The only thing he’s not good at, according to his roommate, is the video game Call 
of Duty. 

 

“He’s usually the reason we all die at the end,” Martin said chuckling. 

 



His dexterity, or lack thereof, with a video game controller aside, Williams certainly 

left his mark in Chapel Hill. His lack of football experience before playing in junior 
college and his stint in the factory working on radiators make his rise to becoming 

the anchor of North Carolina’s defensive line and a first-round pick even more 
impressive. 

 

And in addition to all of that, he has an unforgettable personality. 

 

“The guy is a very, very special person,” Fedora said. “He’s going to be special to 

me the rest of my life, he just really is. He’s a very unique man, he’s very grateful 
for everything that happens in his life. He works extremely hard for everything that 

he achieves. He sets goals and he achieves them. He will be a first-rate citizen in 
Denver and I think he'll be a person the community puts their arms around and 

ends up loving in the long run.” 

  



Denver Broncos rookie Sylvester 
Williams took the slow lane to fame 
 
Patrick Saunders 
The Denver Post 
April 28, 2013 
 
As a raw, hulking senior at Jefferson City High School in central Missouri, Sylvester 
Williams weighed more than 300 pounds but couldn't crack the football team's 
starting lineup. Given that he was second-string defensive lineman playing his first 
season of organized football, no one expected what occurred during a routine fall 
practice. 
 
Certainly not Jefferson City coach Ted LePage, who ran his practices with the 
precision of a Swiss watch. 
 
"Suddenly, Sly came up to me and said, 'Coach, can you stop practice? I don't like 
how things are going. I want to talk to the guys,' " LePage recalled. "Now, I never 
stopped practice, not for anything. But I let him talk. And he gave the most 
passionate speech I've ever heard from a high school kid. Seriously, it brought 
tears to my eyes." 
 
Fast forward to Friday afternoon, when the 315-pound defensive tackle was 
introduced as the Broncos' first-round pick in the NFL draft. 
 
Asked about that speech, Williams said: "I'm a competitor, that's my biggest thing. 
I saw that we weren't giving it our all. I was just a backup, but I was giving it 
everything I had. I wanted this so much, and when I saw some guys who weren't 
giving everything, I had to say something. I finally had the guts to stand up and 
say something, but the guys respected me for that." 
 
That speech came after some dark, confusing times. 
 
In his first two years of high school, the classroom was an afterthought. Williams 
spent his time and energy working at Backyard Burgers and taking the late-night 
shift at Taco Bell, trying to make some money so he could buy a 1987 Cutlass 
Supreme. He eventually was kicked out of school, and off the basketball team, 
twice, for poor attendance. 
 
LePage and defensive coordinator Mark Thomas convinced Williams to return to 
school and play football. Williams fell in love with the game, the physical contact 
and camaraderie. 
 
But after his senior year, he didn't have enough self-confidence to believe he could 
go to college, earn a degree and keep playing football. So, the day after graduation, 
the 19-year-old Williams quit Taco Bell and began working at Walmart. Then he quit 



Walmart and started working at the Modine Manufacturing Co., for $400 a week. 
 
The money was OK, but assembling radiators was not his life's dream. He felt that 
every time he stood on the line for an eight-hour shift. 
 
"I saw people who had worked in the factory for 30 or 40 years," Williams said. 
 
"There's nothing wrong with that, but I just couldn't see myself doing that for my 
whole life. I knew that was as high as I was going to go with just a high school 
diploma." 
 
"I thought I'd give it a try" 
Williams' father, Sylvester Williams Sr., who had played nose guard for Normandy 
High in St. Louis, desperately wanted more for his son. 
 
"I just knew there was more possible in his life," his father said. 
 
So did his son, but it wasn't until he was sitting on the couch watching college 
football on a Saturday morning the fall after he graduated from high school that 
 
Williams realized how much he missed football. He started thinking that maybe he 
could compete at the next level. 
 
"I was watching college football and some of the guys I would see were guys that 
were 6-3, 300 pounds, 6-2 or 6-1," he said. "I realized they were around the same 
size and height as me. I realized I had an opportunity to play and I thought I had 
the ability, so I thought I'd give it a try." 
 
With the help of his father, and Andre Salmon, a teacher and confidant from high 
school, Williams decided to change his life. He made a five-hour drive from his 
Missouri home to Coffeyville (Kan.) Community College. He arrived out of the blue 
to talk to Coffeyville coach Darian Dulin, who was so unimpressed with game tape 
from Williams' one season of high school that he told him not to waste his time 
driving over. 
 
Starring for the Tar Heels 
Once on campus, Dulin became intrigued by Williams' size and allowed him to walk 
on. He had ballooned to 370 pounds by that time. Williams then went to work on 
earning a scholarship. Two years later, he was ranked the No. 12 junior college 
talent in America by SI.com — and offers from major-college programs came 
flooding in. 
 
Williams choose North Carolina, even though the Tar Heels were returning four 
starters on their defensive line in 2011. But Williams, now an obsessive workout 
junkie, won a starting job as a junior. 
 
"I think I worked harder than other guys because I had to go through so much to 
get there," Williams said. 



 
He finished his junior season with 54 total tackles, seven tackles for loss, 2½ sacks, 
an interception, a fumble recovery and a forced fumble. NFL scouts suddenly were 
interested, but Williams decided to return for his senior season in Chapel Hill, to 
earn his degree as well as sharpen his football skills. 
 
"Honestly, I didn't know much about him when I got there," said coach Larry 
Fedora, who took over the North Carolina program before the 2012 season. "He 
was contemplating going into the draft as a junior, but he decided to come back. I 
told him, 'It will be the toughest year of your life.' " 
 
After Williams said he was coming back, Fedora told him to drop 20 pounds, from 
335 to 315. 
 
"He jumped into it with both feet," Fedora said. "I don't know if I've ever seen a kid 
work that hard. Plus, he was a tremendous leader. All of his hard work made him 
that way." 
 
Last season, Williams produced six sacks and 13½ tackles for a loss in 12 games. 
 
"There were points in our games when we needed something to happen and Sly 
would dig down deep and make that something happen," Fedora said. "But you 
know the thing that he's most proud of? It was earning his college degree in 
communications." 
 
Williams, the former factory worker, the kid who was kicked out of high school 
because he couldn't wake up in time for class, was on top of the world. "For me, 
that was one of my goals in life, football or no football," he said. "When I got that 
sheet of paper in the mail, it was an unbelievable feeling. It warmed my heart 
because I knew I had done something special with my life. From Backyard Burger 
to a diploma from the University of North Carolina? When I left school, I could tell 
myself that I did everything I came here for." 
 
Dad is the family's MVP 
When he received a call from the Broncos on Thursday night, informing him that he 
had been selected with the 28th pick of the draft's first round, the first person he 
hugged was his dad. 
 
"The biggest thing that motivates me is my father," Williams said. "My father is a 
guy who tried to raise four kids by himself. The biggest thing that motivates me 
today is my family." 
 
Friday, the man who once pleaded with his son to get up in the morning and go to 
school, could barely express his feelings because he was so happy. 
 
"I'm on a cloud," Williams Sr. said. "Just thinking about everything that came 
before, and everything he's done to get here, makes me very proud. That's my son 
who's got a college degree. That's my son who's going to play in the NFL." 



Patrick Saunders: 303-954-1428, psaunders@denverpost.com or 
twitter.com/psaundersdp 
 
A long and winding road 
Sylvester Williams' journey from Jefferson City, Mo., to first-round draft pick by the 
Broncos was full of twists and turns, highs and lows: 
 
At Jefferson City High School, Williams was kicked off the basketball team twice and 
expelled from school for missing too many classes. 
 
Played only one season of high school football, as a senior, starting just one game. 
 
Walked on at Coffeyville (Kan.) Community College, won a scholarship and played 
two seasons, earning first team all-conference and first team all-region honors in 
2010. 
 
Received a scholarship to the University of North Carolina, where he had 96 tackles 
(20½ for loss) and 8½ sacks in the 2011 and 2012 seasons. 
  



Williams' Long Journey Pays Off 

From working in a factory to a first-round pick, Sylvester Williams plans to do 

everything he can to reward the Broncos for their belief in him.  

Gray Caldwell 
DenverBroncos.com  
Apr 26, 2013 
 

ENGLEWOOD, Colo. -- During eight-hour days at a radiator factory, Sylvester 
Williams had a different future in mind. 

 

As he watched college football players excel on Saturdays, players similar to his 6-
foot-3, 300-plus-pound frame, he started to believe more and more that he had 

what it took to continue his football career. 

 

So he drove to Coffeyville Community College in Kansas to ask the coach for a spot 

on the team. 

 

"That's when I told myself I was going to start a new life," he said. 

 

He came to Coffeyville with a renewed focus on football and schoolwork, and 
eventually earned all-conference and honorable-mention All-America honors. 

 

From there, he received a scholarship to the University of North Carolina and 
excelled in his two seasons as a Tar Heel, completing his path from a factory 

worker to a first-round draft pick. 

 

"I've been trying to for the last 12 hours figure to out how I got to this point, but I 

think it’s just all from dedication, hard work and working hard every day, which 
I’ll continue to do," Williams said. 

 

When he got the call from Executive Vice President of Football Operations John 
Elway and Head Coach John Fox that he was headed to Denver, Williams was 

overcome by emotion. 

 

But the joy quickly turned to panic. 

 

"I actually lost service, so I was asking for somebody to give me a phone because I 
wanted to call them back," he recalled. "I didn’t want to not get picked because I 

couldn’t answer the phone (laughs)." 



 

But Williams' worries subsided when he saw NFL Commissioner Roger Goodell call 
his name from the podium in Radio City Music Hall. Next all he had to do was get 

out from under a celebratory pile of his family members to call the Broncos back. 

 

"Coming here last week on my visit I knew that I had a really strong connection 

with these guys and its somewhere I wanted to be," he said. "So when the 
opportunity came and the Broncos took me, I couldn’t even talk because I was so 

happy to be here." 

 

"For me it was like, ‘Wow, everything I’ve ever worked for, this is what it’s (come) 

to.’" 

 

Williams' journey will continue to inspire him every day, he said, along with his 

family -- particularly his father, who raised four children by himself. 

 

"I’m going to continue to work hard every day and grind and continue to think 

about football every day," he said. "I eat, drink and sleep football, and I’m going to 
continue to do that. I want to come in right now and help this team any way I can. 

Anyway I can I want to help them win.” 

 

And the Broncos couldn't be happier. 

 

"We’ve been looking for a young anchor on the inside for a long, long time and we 
really believe we have found him here with Sylvester Williams," Elway said. 

  



KLEE: Sylvester Williams brings size — 
and a story — to Broncos 
 
Paul Klee  
The Gazette 
April 26, 2013 
 
ENGLEWOOD — With the No. 28 pick in the NFL draft, the Broncos selected an 
auto-parts specialist. 
 
As Peyton Manning says in an commercial for automobiles: “How about that?” 
Sylvester Williams knows cars. In particular, he knows car radiators. He worked two 
years on an assembly line at Modine Manufacturing Co., an auto-parts factory in St. 
Louis. 
 
His trench then was different than his trenches now. 
 
“I think the guy maybe understands what a blessing this is,” Broncos coach John 
Fox said late Thursday at Dove Valley. 
 
Sylvester Williams is 6-foot-3, 313 pounds. “Sly” has the body and the position of a 
defensive tackle and the employment history of Tommy Boy. 
 
Worst-case scenario for the Broncos: If Manning’s Buick breaks down, all he must 
do is walk across the locker room to find his new mechanic. 
 
Best-case scenario: The Broncos finally drafted the “anchor,” as John Elway put it, 
of a defensive line with more moving parts than Modine Manufacturing’s assembly 
line. 
 
Good pick? 
 
Bad pick? 
 
Big Sly is both. 
 
Good pick if you like athletes who have seen how the other side lives, and I do. 
They know what a real job is. They know where they will go if this pro-athlete thing 
doesn’t work out: 
 
Back to the assembly line. 

When Manning says it’s time to clock in, Williams knows exactly what that 

  



Williams: 'Blessed' to Be a Bronco 

Sam Davis 
DenverBroncos.com 
Apr 25, 2013 

The newest Bronco's reaction to joining the team.  

ENGLEWOOD, Colo. -- Broncos first-round pick Sylvester Williams once thought his 

football career was over. Now, it’s just beginning. 

 

The North Carolina graduate was out of high school and working in a factory as a 

teenager. Years later, he has earned a Denver Broncos uniform. 

 

“I worked in that factory, and it showed me what hard work really is,” Williams said 

after being drafted. “Being able to play football as a job is a blessing.” 

 

The 313-pound interior lineman started all 45 games in his collegiate career, which 

included two years at Coffeyville Community College in Kansas. As he tried to get 
his academic and athletic career back on track, his performance at Coffeyville 

garnered attention from D-I schools. Williams ultimately chose to spend his final 
two years in college as a North Carolina Tar Heel. 

 

“(Going) to Coffeyville basically made my whole entire career,” Williams said. 
“Because when I went to Coffeyville, I worked the (defensive) line and got to 

compete at a high level. It helped me to learn how to work hard.” 

 

Head Coach John Fox recognized the road that Williams has traveled to reach this 

point. 

 

“I think that’s a reason for his maturity,” Fox said. “The guy kind of understands 

what a blessing it is to have that kind of ability. He’s going to try to make the most 
of it from our phone conversation. I think he’s mature for his age.” 

 

In his senior campaign at North Carolina, Williams racked up 13.5 tackles for loss 
and six sacks, reeling in All-ACC honors. The Jefferson City, Mo. native also netted 

an All-America first-team selection by Pro Football Weekly. 

 

Broncos’ brass had chances to trade the club’s first-round pick in exchange for 

multiple later picks. But with a talent like Williams still on the board, Executive Vice 
President of Football Operations John Elway wasn’t budging.  

 



“We had an opportunity to go back,” Elway said. “Once Sylvester was there we 

said, ‘No this is the guy we want. We’re going to stay here.’ We did have an option 
to go back, but we didn’t want to. We were thrilled that Sylvester was there and we 

didn’t want to move.” 

 

Williams visited the team and its facilities at Dove Valley in mid-April and said he 

“felt right at home.” He’ll begin settling in shortly. The Broncos’ rookie mini-camp is 
on May 10.   

 

“When they called on me it was a blessing,” the draftee recalled. “I’m going to be a 
Bronco, and I can’t wait to give it everything I’ve got.”  

  



Williams Too Good to Pass Up 

The Broncos had an opportunity to trade away the 28th pick, but with Sylvester 

Williams available, the team knew it needed to make the selection.  

Gray Caldwell 
DenverBroncos.com 
Apr 25, 2013 
 

ENGLEWOOD, Colo. -- This year's draft was almost a repeat of last season's event. 

 

Holding onto a late first-round pick, the Broncos had an opportunity to trade back 

and accumulate extra assets for the second consecutive draft. But the player in 
front of them was too good to pass up. 

 

“Once Sylvester (Williams) was there we said, ‘No, this is the guy we want, we're 
going to stay here,'" Executive Vice President of Football Operations John Elway 

said. "We did have an option to go back, but we didn’t want to. We were thrilled 
that Sylvester was there and we didn’t want to move.” 

 

In fact, the Broncos entertained the idea of moving up in the draft to grab their 
coveted defensive tackle. But as the first round played out, "it started to look like 

we were going to get a pretty darn good football player at 28," Elway said. 

 

What the Broncos got was a defensive tackle that excelled at bursting into 

opponents' backfields as a senior in 2012. According to ESPN Stats and Info, he led 
all defensive tackles in automatic-qualifier BCS conferences with 25 quarterback 

pressures. He finished his senior campaign at North Carolina with 13.5 tackles for 
loss, part of a career that included 20.5 tackles for loss and 8.5 sacks. 

 

Elway pointed to Williams' size, quickness and ability to penetrate as traits that 
stood out to the Broncos throughout their evaluation of the lineman. 

 

"He’s got all the physical tools that you hope carries over to production," Head 
Coach John Fox said. 

 

The club even invited Williams to Dove Valley for a pre-draft visit, and came away 
even more impressed. 

 

"This kid was great at the Senior Bowl," Fox said. "We had some coaches that 
coached him there at that setting. He took a leadership role right away during that 



week in preparation. So not only was he an excellent athlete in a need position, a 

position we have been looking for, for a while now, he’s a fine young man.” 

 

At 6-foot-3, 313 pounds, Williams adds plenty of size to an an interior defensive 

line that already includes 330-pound Terrance Knighton, 290-pound Kevin 
Vickerson, 291-pound Mitch Unrein and 307-pound Sealver Siliga. 

 

That type of size is what Defensive Coordinator Jack Del Rio looks for in his 
defensive tackles, and Fox said it's "fair to say that he was very excited." 

 

In preparing for the draft with numerous mocks, Elway said Williams never made it 
past Minnesota's two first-round picks to get to the Broncos. So when the draft 

played out as it did, the team was understandably ecstatic. 

 

"You never know these rounds are going to fall, but we were extremely pleased 

that he was there when we got there," Elway said. "We had him very high on our 
board, so we were thrilled to get him.” 

 

As for day two of the draft, the Broncos are comfortable with where they stand -- 
holding onto the 58th and 90th overall selections. 

 

“We are looking forward to it," Elway said. "We feel good about where the board is. 
It’s about being patient. We’ll have to see -- again, we are going to stick to the 

same philosophy we have been and that is to get the best player we can when we 
get to the second and third pick. 

 

"We’ll see how everything falls.” 

  



What Williams Brings to Broncos 

Andrew Mason gives his take on the Broncos' selection of Sylvester Williams.  

Andrew Mason 
DenverBroncos.com 
Apr 25, 2013 

 

ENGLEWOOD, Colo. -- Just because the Broncos made an early splash in free 

agency by re-signing Kevin Vickerson and adding Terrance Knighton didn't mean 
that defensive tackle ceased to be a priority headed into the draft. 

 

And even if Vickerson and Knighton are the two starting tackles -- and 2012 
second-round pick Derek Wolfe sees his share of work on the inside, assuming he 

mimics his hybrid end/tackle role from last year -- there's going to be plenty of 
playing time waiting for Sylvester Williams, who becomes the first defensive tackle 

taken by the Broncos in the first round since Trevor Pryce in 1997. 

 

Unlike Wolfe, Williams isn't going to swing between the inside and the outside; at 

313 pounds, he's purely limited to the two inside spots, and his size is ideal for 
what Head Coach John Fox and Defensive Coordinator Jack Del Rio want from their 

defensive tackles. 

 

"He's got short-area quickness, he's got good size (and) excellent body control, 

which you're looking for," Fox said. "He's got decent-length arms, so he's got all the 
physical tools that takes. Hopefully that carries over into production." 

 

Williams has untapped growth potential. He didn't take up football until his senior 
year at Jefferson City (Mo.) High School, spent time working at a factory making 

radiator parts for diesel engines and had to walk on at Coffeyville (Kan.) 
Community College in order to continue playing before finding his stride and 

eventually earning a scholarship to North Carolina. 

 

Williams knew he had to work on his conditioning, so he was often seen in the 

football facility in the early-morning hours, working to round himself into shape. It 
was grueling, but it beat being on the factory floor. 

 

"I worked in that factory, and it showed me what hard work is," he said. "Being 
able to play football as a job is a blessing." 

 



Williams' work ethic mirrors that of Wolfe, last year's top Broncos pick. But another 

notable attribute for Williams relative to his availability at No. 28 was his arm 
length: 33 1/2 inches, about what you want for a defensive tackle. 

 

One of the potential reasons for Sharrif Floyd's descent from a potential top-five 
selection to the No. 23 choice of the Vikings was his arm length, which is 1 3/4 

inches shorter than that of Williams'. Another was his lack of pass-rush production; 
Floyd had just three sacks last year; Williams had twice as many in spite of playing 

on a sprained ankle. 

 

Floyd's unexpected plummet played into the Broncos' hands. They expected the 

Vikings to take a defensive tackle with either the 23rd or 25th selection, knowing 
Minnesota's needs and penchant for building a defense from the inside out. They 

figured that defensive tackle would be Williams -- if he fell that far. 

 

"We actually had (Williams) not getting past Minnesota," Executive Vice President of 

Football Operations John Elway said. "And we probably did three or four (mock 
drafts), and he didn't get that deep a couple of times, either. So, it really kind of 

fell a little bit different. 

 

"I think when you look at it, the things when you look at this draft, with 

(cornerback D.J.) Hayden going as early as he did (No. 12 to Oakland), and Floyd 
falling to where he did, and obviously that was the pick at Minnesota, so if anything 

changed, it was Hayden moving up and Floyd sliding, which is what pushed 
Sylvester to us." 

 

Williams wasn't the only target in the Broncos' sights as the first round progressed. 
By the time the Broncos' selection was three picks away, Elway saw Williams, UCLA 

defensive end Datone Jones and Florida State cornerback Xavier Rhodes still on the 
board. 

 

Rhodes went to the Vikings at the 25th selection. Jones became a Packer one pick 
later. 

 

"We knew we were going to get one of those; we didn't know who it was going to 
be," Elway said. "And then when Sylvester fell to us, like I said, we're thrilled to get 

him." 

  



Broncos Select Williams in First Round 

With the 28th pick in the 2013 NFL Draft, the Broncos selected North Carolina 

defensive tackle Sylvester Williams.  

Gray Caldwell 
DenverBroncos.com 
Apr 25, 2013 
 

ENGLEWOOD, Colo. -- The interior of the Broncos defensive line added another 
stout piece in the first round of the 2013 NFL Draft. 

 

With the 28th overall pick, the club selected North Carolina defensive tackle 
Sylvester Williams, who led all defensive tackles in BCS conferences with 25 

quarterback pressures in 2012. 

 

"Thrilled to select DT Sylvester Williams from UNC," Executive Vice President of 

Football Operations John Elway tweeted. 

 

Williams shed approximately 30 pounds before his final season with the Tar Heels, 

and used his newfound speed to often break through the offensive line into 
opposing backfields. He finished his senior campaign with 13.5 tackles for loss. 

 

At 6-foot-3, 313 pounds, Williams adds plenty of size to the line, which also added 
330-pound defensive tackle Terrance Knighton through free agency and re-signed 

290-pound tackle Kevin Vickerson. 

 

In his career, Williams notched 20.5 tackles for loss and 8.5 sacks. 

 

“A defensive tackle has been a need for us for a long, long time," Elway told fans at 
the team's official draft party. "We didn’t think we would have a chance to get 

Sylvester, but he did slide down to us. Now, he gives us an anchor, a young guy 
that plays hard and I think he will make everybody – all those Broncos fans 

included – proud of the way he plays the game. We are thrilled to have Sylvester." 

 

Williams played just two seasons at North Carolina and graduated with a degree in 

communications after beginning his collegiate career at Coffeyville Community 
College, where he was named all-conference and honorable-mention All-America. 

 

"When I was kicked out of high school my sophomore year, that's probably the 
lowest I've been to this point in my life," Williams said at the NFL Scouting 

Combine. "So to be able to go back and graduate with my class -- eventually I 



worked at a factory for about six months before I went back to junior college. It's 

one of the best decisions I've made in my life because it ultimately led me to have 
an opportunity to be here today." 

 

Working at the Modine Manufacturing Company, Williams said he had nothing but 
time to think about what he wanted to do with his life. It's part of what helped him 

get back to football after playing just one year in high school. 

 

"I knew I wanted to do something great in my life, and it wasn't at that factory," 

Williams said. "I love the game to death. I eat, sleep and dream football. Every day 
I wake up, I think about football, and I go to sleep thinking about football. This is 

an opportunity to do something great with my life." 

 


