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CHAPTER ONE

Building a Bridge

A ll was right with the world on this warm September aft ernoon 
in 1960 in Kokomo, Indiana. My older brothers and sisters were 
bounding down the street from school, and soon we would be 

consumed by our daily ritual of playing baseball in the backyard. I loved 
baseball. It was the one thing we all did together on a regular basis in 
this big family.

Th ose games were spirited. Fights occurred, but no one ever got hurt 
because the older kids knew not to hurt the younger ones. One year shy 
of starting fi rst grade, I would listen spellbound to my siblings’ stories 
about what went on at school. I wanted to be bigger and older just like 
them.

Th at particular day, the game was fairly close, and I had a chance to 
help my team win if I could drive my sister Trudy home from second 
base. My older brother Aaron stopped me before I got to the plate and 
whispered in my ear to hit the ball to the right side of the yard; that, he said, 
would score the run. At fi ve years old, I was a pretty good little hitter, 
because every one of my older brothers had spent time showing me how 
to hit, catch, and throw the ball. Even then, I was always looking for 
lessons.

My older brother Bobby Cecil was the catcher that aft ernoon. I pre-
pared to hit the ball to the right side, knowing that I had to wait for the 
pitch. As I got ready to swing, out of the corner of my eye I saw Bobby 
Cecil move to the right, but I was unsure of what he was doing. I took a 
full swing . . .  and hit him in the head with the bat.
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10   Foundation

I’ve never been able to forget that moment. Bobby Cecil did not cry; 
he simply fell to the ground, his head bleeding profusely. I tried to stop 
the bleeding with my hands and my shirt. I don’t recall how or why I 
knew to do this. My older sister Ruby was the fi rst to reach us. She told 
me to keep the shirt on the wound and she helped me hold him.

I don’t remember how long it took for the paramedics to reach us. 
Th ey had to struggle to take Bobby Cecil away from me. It was a total 
mystery to me where they took him.

At only fi ve years old I didn’t have a lot of perspective on life, but I 
thought I would never see my brother again. Th e tears I shed lasted 
for what seemed like hours. Th ere was an eerie silence in the house 
aft er they took our brother away. My sister Trudy, who is one year 
younger than I, never left  my side that evening. I remember her hugging 
me at least a hundred times. She is closer to me today than any of the 
others.

I could not understand any of the emotions that were fl ooding 
my little brain, but I was certain that I would never see Bobby Cecil 
again. My mom had no money to pay for treatment. (I didn’t know how 
the ambulance had even been summoned, because we didn’t own a 
phone.)

Several hours later my mother came home and I was shocked when 
Bobby Cecil walked in the door right behind her wearing a bandage on 
his head. When I think about the special joys in my life, the moment I 
saw him walk in behind my mom ranks right up at the top for me. My 
mother came over to me, hugged me, and whispered, “It was an accident, 
and thank you for holding his head until the paramedics came.” I felt so 
much better aft er that.

Th at baseball incident is etched in my memory as a moment in my 
young life when I knew that I wanted to help my family. My mother and 
Bobby Cecil were right at the top of that list, even though my mother 
didn’t need my help to take care of herself.

Bobby Cecil was mentally disabled, but I didn’t know what that 
meant. I just knew that he was diff erent and that sometimes other kids 
teased him, and that made me angry. I remember resolving to help 
whenever I saw someone in my family being talked down to, mistreated, 
ridiculed, or disrespected. We were told repeatedly never to throw a fi rst 
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Building a Bridge   11

punch in a fi ght, but I wanted to jump on the boys who made fun of my 
brother. I carried that attitude with me for a long time.

I never had the infl uence of television, so my childhood was devoid 
of TV heroes such as Batman, Superman, and the Lone Ranger. But I 
saw enough tough characters in my neighborhood to know the diff er-
ence between big bad Leroy Brown and Mr. Rogers. When it came to my 
family, I was quick to anger, but I would characterize myself as a nonag-
gressive, quiet child with a tremendous amount of respect for adults. 
I had none of the toughness that defi ned two older brothers.

From There to Here

My life experiences have carried me from the grinding poverty that 
defi ned so much of black America in the 1960s all the way to a status 
that, as a child, I could never have imagined for myself. Writing a book 
seems surreal to me. My friend Dr. Noel Tichy at the University of 
Michigan has been encouraging me to write this book for years.

I’ve always been rather fl ip in my response to the question “So, Bob, 
how did you become so successful?” I typically say, “I’ve been lucky.” So 
I’ve resisted every overture that has been made to me to do this project. 
I’ve always hated rags-to-riches stories. Th ey’re painful and, to me, 
unhelpful. And my attitude has been to let the guys who have it all fi g-
ured out write the books. Now that has changed.

Writing this book has forced me to think about every aspect of my 
life and my career. I don’t have a textbook solution to anything. I will 
merely spend some time talking about winning. Take, for example, the 
PGA golfer Jim Furyk. He has the ugliest golf swing on the PGA Tour, 
but I’ll wager you a round of golf at Pebble Beach that Jim doesn’t waste 
a single calorie trying to mimic the eight steps to a perfect golf swing. 
He just takes what he has and goes out and gets it done.

Twenty minutes into this project I was crying, and I’m not normally 
a crier. A good friend told me that writing this book would be a cathar-
tic process. He was right. So while the journey of my life has been 
incredible and the rewards too extreme to comprehend, the number of 
brushes with failure and even death have forced me to admit that luck 
and the grace of God do factor into it.
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12   Foundation

I’m not suggesting that if you do what I did, you will be successful. 
I am merely telling you that the simple formula of “work hard, treat peo-
ple decently, and always tell the truth” will get you close to your goal.

I believe that beyond his upbringing, a person defi nes himself by 
the external conditions that aff ect his life. Th e response to those condi-
tions is what counts. It’s not where you came from that is essential. It’s 
what you do with your potential.

I will tell you where I came from, what I experienced, and how I got 
from a really distant “there” to a very present “here.” I don’t  candy-  coat 
my stories, so some parts of them are hard to tell, even hard for me to 
look back on. But you should know about those parts because of what 
each story represents and the messages it sends about success and fail-
ure in a challenging, complicated, but fascinating world.

I believe that my story is a model for what can happen over time 
when lots of hard work is spliced into an unyielding quest for excellence 
and a passion for victory. You can never lose sight of the importance of 
those things. No one ever got to the top of anything by planning a lei-
surely, indiff erent ascent to reach the middle.

Play to Win

I’ve never walked onto any playing fi eld, any court, any course, planning 
to lose. I can say the same for any position I’ve ever held: no matter the 
challenge, I’ve always played to win.

Sometimes people become phenomenally successful through no 
fault of their own. Th ose are fl ukes in the history of business, and not 
something anyone can count on. Your story is yours to build. Th e fact 
that there will be obstacles along the way is not as important as what you 
do to overcome them. No matter the challenge, the only thing that mat-
ters is your response, because that is the one thing you can control.

It would be so easy if there were a clear pathway that guaranteed suc-
cess. Th at doesn’t exist. But in its place is a reliable, tested strategy that 
will always work to advance your interests. Because so much of my life 
has been defi ned by intense competition, either as an athlete or as an 
executive, I am certain about the central element at the heart of most 
success stories:
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You have to really want to win.
Even when you have been defeated, you still have to want to win. In 

fact, from the moment that defeat is imminent, you must suit up for the 
next opportunity. Th is drive to win will help you know yourself and 
understand your mistakes. (Th ere will be many.) It is the fuel that will 
help you get back into the contest, which, fortunately, never really ends. 
Losses never deter people who want to win. Th ey are not embarrassed 
or humiliated by defeat. Th ey learn from it.

Th e only genuine defeat happens when that desire to win isn’t there 
anymore. Th at is when you know the game is really over.

So, if you want to know what is inside my story of business and suc-
cess, here’s a simple description of where everything starts for me:

I always want to win.
I want the basketball with the game on the line. I want the bat in my 

hands with two outs and two on in the bottom of the ninth. I want to 
have the baton in my hands at the beginning of the race. I want the 
tough job assignments that no one else wants. Th ey are tests of your 
character and are real-life experiences that can be more valuable than 
reading case studies in a library because these challenges will shape you. 
Th ey give you the knowledge, competence, and confi dence to step up the 
next time, maybe to an even bigger challenge. Th ey are the doorways 
that lead you beyond your own world.

My Bridge

As 2010 began, I was in Mexico City with Ricardo B. Salinas, the chair-
man of Grupo Salinas, helping him with the transformation of his 
remarkable family business, which he has grown and diversifi ed into a 
 multibillion-  dollar conglomerate.

I learned a lot about Ricardo in the fi rst fi ve minutes in his offi  ce. 
When I entered, I could not help but notice the stacks of books on his 
desk, coff ee tables, and conference room table. Unable to restrain myself, 
I asked him if this was a new decorating fad or if he was searching for 
something in all those books. He responded, “Neither.” He picked up a 
book and quickly began telling me about ideas and concepts it had given 
him. He picked up another, and the explanation was the same.
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14   Foundation

Salinas is a learner.
Every time I meet with him, he pulls out a pad of paper and takes 

notes. He studies businesses around the world and is unashamed about 
taking an idea, a best practice, and implementing it in Grupo Salinas. It 
is this thirst for knowledge that gave me the chance to work with him in 
the fi rst place. He became aware of the work Tichy had done at GE, 
Ameritech, Intel, and other companies and wanted to meet him. Th at 
meeting led to a multiyear engagement for Tichy. I’ve known Tichy for 
almost twenty years, and he asked me to join him in the work with 
Ricardo. (Ricardo wanted my assistance for one of the Grupo busi-
nesses, the wireless company Iusacell.)

What makes Salinas and others like him so intriguing to me is also 
their ability to teach. I’ve seen him in forums with his plaza managers 
teaching them how to read their P& Ls or how to grow their store port-
folios or how to coach and develop their people, and these are priceless 
sessions of CEO leadership. Th en you witness his thirst for knowledge, 
and it becomes clear that the really great CEOs are leaders, teachers, and 
learners. Over the course of our time working together, I have heard 
many stories from the Grupo executive team about how Salinas con-
sumes information constantly. He is always benchmarking. Working 
with Ricardo was like going back to school to learn how another part of 
the world thinks about business. His insight and his diligence left  their 
marks on me, proving again that learning never really ends.

Grupo Salinas is a noteworthy venture for many reasons, not the 
least of which is Salinas’s belief in providing easy access to everyday 
products and services to the lower and middle classes. In a way, it’s one 
of Henry Ford’s lessons moved south of the border. Ford knew he needed 
to help create the economy that would build demand for his auto-
mobiles. He knew how important the lower and middle classes were to 
his business. So does Salinas.

Th e United States, a beacon of great opportunity to impoverished 
Mexico, plays a big role in his plans. Too much of that relationship has 
been defi ned by the troubling cliché of drug traffi  cking, which is creat-
ing havoc on both sides of the border. Salinas knows how important it 
is to tackle that problem. In an address given on March 22, 2010, to 
American business writers at the Walter Cronkite School at the 
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University of Arizona, he argued that the relationship between the 
United States and Mexico should not be defi ned solely as a  long-  running 
struggle over drugs. Both countries had too much to off er to allow that 
kind of poison to wreck opportunity.

“Th e issue isn’t one of pointing fi ngers, but of fi nding a solution to 
this cancer together,” he said. He said he wanted to build bridges 
between the United States and Mexico, not fences.

I like that  bridge-  building metaphor. It presents a very good model 
for my own life and career, an image that helps explain how things 
played out for me. Th e bridge I built stretched from a world of disadvan-
tage and the racism that defi ned the United States in the  mid-  twentieth 
century; into a transformation accomplished by education and the com-
petitive challenge that is at the heart of all sports; and then, quite natu-
rally, to business.

If you could walk back across that bridge, there would be points at 
which you would fi nd me underground with phone company cable 
splicers, or rambling around my territory in my phone company truck 
to visit with my installation technicians as they stopped at people’s 
homes. Th at has always been one of my defi ning behaviors: learning 
everything I could about how my business worked, how my workers 
approached their jobs, and how they worked through their challenges.

If you are expecting stellar performance from the people around 
you, knowing something about their jobs will help you. I have learned 
how to perform my employees’ tasks, and that gives me a keen sense of 
how to improve the function and help my organization serve customers 
better.

Ricardo Salinas shares my interest in the workers’ jobs. He keeps his 
foot on the gas pedal. He knows how every one of his businesses works 
and he is an expert at retail, banking,  telecommunications—  at whatever 
he takes on. I’m certain that this point of view is not embraced by some 
leaders, but it has been essential in my journey and Ricardo’s. Each job 
has its own language, and it gives you a great advantage as a leader to 
know how to speak it.

Just showing up is not enough. We are the engineers of our lives. 
How we use our skills, our experience, our values, and our diligence 
dictates where we go next. In business and in life, there is no point at 

9781591844228_YouCanGet_TX_p1-280.indd   159781591844228_YouCanGet_TX_p1-280.indd   15 22/06/11   3:40 PM22/06/11   3:40 PM



16   Foundation

which we are fi nished with this immense construction project. But let 
go of either the drive to win or the focus on quality, and the building 
stops.

You risk building a bridge to nowhere.
Ricardo Salinas’s company, Grupo Salinas, consists of a retail bank, 

a wireless company, around a thousand retail consumer electronic/ 
household goods stores, a television network, and several more diversi-
fi ed entities. Each company has its own senior executive team, but they 
are all united by Grupo’s emphasis on rapid growth, strong results, and 
 world-  class performance. The array of services involved is broad, 
stretching from cell phones and television networks to motorcycle sales. 
As principal of my consulting company, Eagles Landing Partners, I’ve 
worked with Ricardo Salinas to address an array of challenges his many 
companies face as they improve and expand their businesses and 
develop the next generation of leaders.

I am also working with Tichy at a large conglomerate in Th ailand 
(CP Group), where we are helping the chairman with several strategic 
initiatives while simultaneously developing the company’s next genera-
tion of leaders.

We are working in Brunei, too, in an eff ort aimed at improving the 
country’s 256 schools. Th e challenge there is that Brunei schools are 
already good. Th e country is one of the wealthiest on the planet, and 
99 percent of the citizens return to Brunei aft er studying outside the 
country. But the rich oil reserves will dry up in the next twenty to thirty 
years, and the country has to defi ne a new economy. Entrepreneurism 
and private industry need a jump   start, and the children in the country 
have to have a  world-  class education. Just as it matters everywhere else, 
leadership is crucial in education, too. Th at is how we will help the Min-
istry of Education improve the capability of Brunei’s children, by help-
ing Brunei create great principals.

I’m also working with a small soft ware company in Jacksonville, 
Florida (Meridian Technologies), which was founded eleven years ago 
by a brilliant guy named Chris Pillay. He picked up the phone one day 
and called Ross Perot to ask him some questions about how Ross had 
founded EDS. Ross called him back, and the rest is history. Pillay and 
his wife, Monteen, have developed a very special business that is poised 
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to go to the next level, and I’m having a lot of fun working with them on 
their journey.

I’m also working with a fascinating fi rm called Avanade and its CEO, 
Adam Warby. Avanade is an IT fi rm that was started more than ten 
years ago as a joint venture between Accenture and Microsoft . I’ve been 
a customer, so I’m very familiar with the fi rm’s capabilities. Adam is a 
great CEO who has guided the fi rm through some impressive growth 
years, and I expect it to perform even better as we exit the fi nancial 
downturn of 2009/ 2010.

Suffi  ce it to say that I have a variety of clients who keep me busy. 
More important, they keep me challenged.

My career will never escape these kinds of challenges. I don’t want it to.
I have spent much of my life building the experience and skills I need 

to help governments, institutions, and companies excel at what they do. 
Yet I think if I had to rewrite my curriculum vitae to put it in the clear-
est terms possible, it would simply say, “How can I use what I have 
learned to help you?” And in that question, the word learned would 
cover a vast collection of executive experiences.

I didn’t start out at the bottom in the fi rst phone company I worked 
for, Indiana Bell, but it was pretty close. A few years aft er I joined the 
company, I had the good fortune to be at the beginning of the vast tran-
sition in which the  twenty-  two Regional Bell Operating Companies that 
made up AT& T were broken up. Indiana Bell and a handful of other 
Midwestern Bells were consolidated to become Ameritech.

Th e learning in my early jobs was constant, not only about my own 
responsibilities but also about how corporations  work—  not what they 
say they do, but what they actually do.

Mine, of course, are the same credentials that many successful busi-
nessmen and consultants carry into the fi eld, references to their years in 
banking, in retail, in communications, in technology. Th ey might also 
point to their backgrounds, how they were raised in cultures or in fami-
lies that put a high value on success at business.

Only a piece of that is my story.
Th ere was nothing in my culture, particularly in my earliest years, 
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that would have led anyone to believe a business career would eventually 
unfold for me. My fi rst preference for college, aft er all, was divinity 
school, but it would have taken a big leap of faith for me even to fathom 
that college would be in my future back then.

I have been blessed in so many ways (and I am not reluctant about 
using that word or believing it) that I am shy about listing them. I have 
a beautiful family and lovely places to live and visit. I have a whole army 
of friends constructed carefully over a long career. People I thought I 
might grow to despise have frequently converted me. And I have con-
verted people who thought in the beginning that I could not get out of 
their lives quickly enough.

Having the kind of career where friends will follow you wherever you 
may go is priceless. Th e question “Who is with me?” should play a cen-
tral role in the thinking of every executive, not in the sense that you are 
looking for loyal supporters and trying to avoid enemies. It’s deeper 
than that. If I left  tomorrow to go do something else, who would pull up 
stakes to come along with me? Who would want to keep learning and 
developing and conquering new things? Who would want to keep that 
relationship alive? Particularly when you have been working hard at 
transformation, at genuine change and reform inside a company that is 
full of challenges and complexity, you want those kinds of people with 
you. Th at they want to be there, too, makes the relationship all the more 
valuable.

You are, aft er all, building the bridges of your lives together, and 
what could be more important than that?

Th e real lesson of transformation is that it happens not in companies 
and not in offi  ces, but in lives.

An Unlikely Place

My story starts in an unlikely place and then  climbs—  sometimes 
because I made it climb and sometimes because people I hold close to 
my heart reached down and grabbed my hand and helped pull me up, 
or at least gave me a little boost. What those people did was more 
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valuable than favoritism or nepotism or special advantage. Th ey shared 
advice. Th ey showed me what I needed to know.

I came from a part of town that was not much associated with suc-
cess of any kind. It was an unlikely place to start building a big bridge. 
Many of the black children born in my generation were never able to 
break away from that diffi  cult, impoverished beginning. Th e slope out-
side the front door of the life I was born into was so steep it kept most 
people from making the climb. And once you started  slipping—  maybe 
with drugs or alcohol, crime or  hopelessness—  the plunge to the bottom 
was swift  and unforgiving. It left  people who may have been full of talent 
but short on opportunity crushed at the bottom.

A blessed few of  us—  and again I use the word blessed knowingly and 
with  intention—  became exceptions because of hard work, diligence, 
and an unyielding focus on our goals. We had no idea in the beginning 
what we would be. We were just kids, black and American and as full of 
spunk as anyone else our age. But we were at the forefront of an era of 
sweeping social change that would redefi ne where we fi t in the compli-
cated ethnic and racial patchwork that was America. We would enter 
that era as an aggrieved class that could trace its injuries all the way back 
to the days of slavery, and we would leave it with the same legal stand-
ing, and the same opportunities, as everyone else. Th ere was no way we 
could know how that period would touch our lives until many years had 
passed.

A Hard, Happy Childhood

Th ere is a protective beauty in the joy of childhood.
You are never really aware of your circumstances, because they are 

the same as the circumstances of everyone around you. We had no tele-
vision, no radio, no telephone. We spent a lot of time just playing in the 
backyard. Mostly just kids in the family were part of that scene, because 
no one was allowed to visit when my mother wasn’t home. She cleaned 
people’s houses during the day.

My mother’s name is Geneva. I am one of the last six children she 
had. I come from a family of thirteen brothers and sisters (eleven with 
whom I share a mother, two who share my father) spread across a couple 
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20   Foundation

of marriages. We lived in Kokomo, Indiana, until I was in the third 
grade. My mother and father, Robert, split up when I was in the fi rst 
grade, at which point my father, who worked in a steel mill and who 
struggled with an addiction to alcohol, went to live in Grand Rapids, 
Michigan.

I recognize that this might all sound chaotic and might also evoke 
images of a deprived, troubled childhood. True, I had  fl oppy-  soled shoes 
I had to hold together with my toes. But I wasn’t the only one. Most of 
the kids I knew had  hard-  luck stories. When no one you know has much 
of anything, there is no shame attached to having nothing.

It would be easy to take those circumstances and turn them into a 
story of deprivation, loss, and aching need. But there was something 
stronger at the center of my childhood, at least for me. Hard times and 
diffi  culties aside, I deeply loved my mother and father. Because of that I 
thought I had a great childhood. I delighted in helping my mother and 
happily anticipated every minute I could spend with my dad. Th ere are 
important lessons there about embracing what you have, not fretting 
about what is missing.

Long before the era of bass boats and  fi sh-  locating sonar, there was 
just fi shing. It was a discipline as much as it was a sport. Patience, 
knowledge, and, yes, even strategy came together in catching fi sh. Th at 
was true on the Sea of Galilee in the Bible and it was true of the best 
places to fi sh around Kokomo.

What could be better for a young boy than lessons from a father in 
reading water, in knowing where you were likely to catch crappie or 
largemouth bass? My father taught me everything there was to know 
about fi shing, from harvesting night crawlers aft er the rain (free bait!) 
to cleaning fi sh. I never ate what we caught, because I have an allergy to 
fi sh, but my family did. We would head as oft en as we could to the Mis-
sissinewa Reservoir, Wildcat Creek, or the Wabash River to fi sh. Some-
times we caught so many catfi sh and bass that I would have to drag 
them on the stringer to the house. Th ere were nine of us living in the 
house at that point, and the fi sh were important. Sometimes we would 
fi sh two times in one day, once at dawn and then again in the evening.

I lived to come home to see my dad. Everything about the joy of life 
as a young boy swirled around him. He was a  soft -  spoken man and 
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rarely had much to say. But sitting on the banks of rivers, he would tell 
me things about life and about what was happening at home. He tried 
to help me understand what was going on.

You never forget those talks and lessons. Even our diffi  cult moments 
sometimes presented revelations. I knew that he loved my mother. He 
told me he hated their arguments and that he felt he could not please her.

I remember the day my brother Bobby Cecil, the one I injured in the 
backyard baseball game, was taken to an institution in Logansport, 
about  thirty-  fi ve minutes from Kokomo, because of his mental disorder. 
To me, the institution seemed really cool because the place had rolling 
lawns and real baseball diamonds and I had never seen anything like 
that. Th at was probably the fi rst indication I had that there was a life 
outside of my neighborhood in Kokomo. Th at awareness came with a 
hard lesson. In what became a lasting heartbreak for me, Bobby Cecil 
died of cancer when he was fourteen.

My Father Leaves

One Saturday my father took me fi shing and told me he was going to be 
leaving our family. I will never forget that day. I didn’t understand.

“Will we go with you?” I asked, and he said no.
“Will you be sleeping at Grandma’s house?” I asked, and he said yes.
Th en I told him I didn’t understand why we couldn’t come and sleep 

at Grandma’s house, too. He explained that it was time for Mother and 
Father to live apart because they did not get along very well anymore. 
Nothing he said made any sense to me.

I got to see him a lot at fi rst, because Grandma was just six blocks 
down the street. We still went fi shing. But from Mom I gradually came 
to understand that he wasn’t ever coming home. He fi nally left  and went 
to Grand Rapids, Michigan.

An interesting thing happened at that point. I shift ed all of my atten-
tion to my mother. She became the center of my universe.

Th is was about the same time that the family went on welfare, which 
in Kokomo in that era meant you got some food. It was simple stuff . 
Macaroni. Blocks of cheese. Cans of peanut butter. Processed meat. I 
never thought much about the welfare food, but I thought it was strange 
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that we had to go to this building to get the food rather than to the A& P 
grocery store.

I would watch my mother make bologna sandwiches for all of us. She 
made certain everybody had a sandwich, but it didn’t take me long to 
notice that there was no sandwich for her. Th e very fi rst time I noticed 
that she didn’t have a sandwich, I decided I wasn’t going to eat mine. She 
asked me, “Junior, why didn’t you eat your sandwich?” and I told her, “I’m 
not hungry, Mom,” and she said, “Well, you need to eat anyway.” I told her 
it would make my tummy hurt. She said okay, but she wrapped the sand-
wich up for me to eat later. Th at was not what I’d expected, so I told her 
okay again and began to eat the sandwich. When I was done with half 
the sandwich, I told her I was full. When she was cleaning up later, I saw 
her eat that sandwich I’d left  on the table. I had it fi gured out now. She 
would fi rst make sure all of us had food, but there would always be one or 
more of us who wouldn’t eat all of our food, so she would eat what was left  
over. If everyone ate everything on his or her plate, that meant our mother 
would go without food. I kept watch on this and would eat slowly to make 
sure I left  something if my siblings ate all of their food. To this day I still 
eat slowly, and oft en when I’m at dinner with friends or a client and I’m 
the last to fi nish, this memory of my mom going without food comes to 
mind. It’s a constant reminder of those tough days.

I used to go with her to the welfare offi  ce to pick up the food. I would 
pull a little wagon to use to carry it home. We would get two boxes of 
fl our, four cans of processed meat, two cans of peanut butter, powdered 
eggs, a block of cheese, and other brown boxes. Th e cans and boxes had 
plain labels, so I didn’t know the contents.

I will never forget the day my mother stopped going to collect the 
welfare food. She asked the guy behind the counter if she could substi-
tute more peanut butter for the second bag of fl our. “You wouldn’t be in 
here begging for more peanut butter if you didn’t have all those kids,” 
the man said. My mother swore off  welfare at that point and we never 
went back.

Even aft er my father moved to Michigan, I continued to catch fi sh to 
bring home. I would walk over to Wildcat Creek and catch a nice 
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stringer of them, then bring them home, clean them, and watch my 
mom cook and eat them with pride. I also helped my mother clean the 
house. I wanted to be a good boy. I know that sounds a little precious 
today, but the alternatives in that era for young black boys were not 
acceptable.

I saw relatives and friends dropping out of school and using drugs. 
A lot of them ended up dead or in prison. And I didn’t want to be like 
that. Sitting on the porch at my grandmother’s house, I would hear sto-
ries about the dysfunction within the broader family. Most of my rela-
tives were not doing well. But there was one role model: my cousin Mary 
Lou. She was the fi rst in our big, big family to go to college. Mary Lou 
was older than me, but not old enough to ignore me. I loved visiting her.

She would occasionally come out into the street for a game of kick-
ball, but as we grew older, the attention she paid to me and her younger 
brothers and sister began to dissipate. But I was paying attention to her. 
Mary Lou didn’t drop out of school like everybody else. She was active 
in her high school and church, and I could see that she had goals. I 
wanted to be like her. When she told all of us she was going to Ball State 
University, that seemed like another world to me. Only years later did I 
realize that Ball State was only sixty-one miles east of Kokomo. When 
she went off  to college, I carried her senior picture around in my wallet 
and showed it to everyone. I had a cousin in college! I decided I wanted 
to go to Ball State just like Mary Lou. To this day, she is still a special 
role model for me.

Going to Work

Aft er my dad left  and when I was in the third grade I started getting 
jobs.

I delivered the Kokomo Tribune. It was actually my brother Aaron’s 
paper route, but he let me have it because I was always up between 4:00 
and 5:00 with my mom anyway. I don’t remember how much I made 
doing that, but I put every dime of it on the table for my mother.

Sometimes I would go to meet her when she was done with her work 
at the Conkles’ house. Th e Conkles owned a car dealership in town. I 
thought they lived in a mansion because their house, like the houses in 
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their neighborhood, was so big and the lawn so manicured you just 
knew not to step on the grass. I remember taking a ride through that 
neighborhood a few years ago and realizing that those houses weren’t 
mansions at all, just modest homes.

Th e Conkles would give my mother clothes, toys, and books for us. 
I read a lot as a child. I loved it. What we had available to read from the 
Conkles’ donation of books to the Knowling clan was the Nancy Drew 
mystery series. I read all of them several times. I know all about Ned and 
Nancy and Hannah. My brothers used to tease me about it, because I 
kept all the books in the room where all of us boys bunked.

I went to  Willard-  Douglas Elementary School in Kokomo, where I 
was just an average student. My earliest years in school didn’t leave 
many strong impressions, but there are some strong memories. One 
happened in the fi rst grade. I had just one pair of shoes back then, and 
the sole of one had come apart. Th e shoe looked like a mouth when 
I walked, and it would make a fl apping sound.

My teacher, Mrs. Whitacre, asked me about that sound one day, and 
I just said, “What are you talking about?” She told me to wait for her, but 
I walked away, using my usual trick to stop the fl opping noise, holding 
the sole with my toes. Two days later she asked me to stay aft er class. 
When all the kids had gone, she pulled a box out of her desk. In the box 
was a  brand-  new pair of Buster Brown shoes.

“Tell your mother it was a gift  from me, so she is not upset,” she 
told me.

I went home and told my mother and she cried.

Learning at the YMCA

Th e YMCA was my second home. I loved the Kokomo YMCA. It was a 
great place for kids to go. It accepted kids like me, who had no money, 
which was very important for many of us. When my mother told all of 
us that we could go to the Y and that we just needed to enroll, I was the 
fi rst and only of the siblings to run over there immediately to sign up. I 
only knew a handful of the other kids there, but that didn’t matter 
because within a short period of time you would know everybody, 
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because that is how the YMCA works. Th e place was so clean, spacious, 
and bubbling with exciting stuff  to do. I had never played sports and 
couldn’t swim, but I was game for anything that was going on in that 
building.

My mother never made any of us go to the Y, but I was there every 
day. Truth be told, I lived at the YMCA. I learned how to swim there, but 
not through a swimming program. One day some older kids tossed me 
into the deep end of the pool and I immediately sank and started swal-
lowing water. I knew I was going to drown, so I started fi ghting and 
fi ghting and quickly realized I was going nowhere. I sank to the bottom 
again and then very calmly pushed hard off  the fl oor of the pool and 
immediately made my way to the top. Once I got there, I started to swim 
and I have never stopped.

Th e Kokomo YMCA built an academic and religious foundation 
for me that would stay with me all my life. Th e Y is where I learned 
about values, about Christianity. Th ere is a reason for the C in YMCA. 
All of the great Christian values were on display there. Th e staff  exem-
plifi ed those values every day, so I had great role models. For example, 
before you could play anything at the Y, you had to complete your 
homework.

Th ese days those kinds of contributions are viewed as, perhaps, 
quaint. But they were very important for me. Th e training and program 
experiences at the YMCA gave me the foundation to meet the challenge 
I’d set for myself to be a good boy. My mother’s guidance and courage 
inspired me, but the YMCA gave me the environment and opportunity 
to grow as a young man. I have tried to return those favors by helping 
the Y throughout my adult life.

Th e YMCA leaders I have had the privilege of knowing over the years 
have included Jack Lund, the CEO of the New York City YMCA, with 
whom I worked in Chicago before he sprouted as a leader; and Tom 
Massey, who was with the YMCA of the USA as a fi eld leader and later 
became CEO of Triangle 2, a consulting fi rm that caters to YMCAs. 
Over the years, I’ve watched Jack and Tom, progress and make a dif-
ference in the lives of disadvantaged kids. Along the way, my friend-
ship with them has kept me grounded and never too far from a larger 
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obligation in life: “For those of us to whom much has been given, much 
is required.”

Th e Y was a place, then, that gave me values and friendships that 
have followed me all along my journey. It is as crucial in the develop-
ment of young lives today as it was so many years ago, when I was work-
ing my way through the challenges of childhood and looking for good 
behavioral models to embrace.

Reunited with My Father

When I was in the fourth grade (I was nine) it was decided that I would 
go stay with my father for a while in Grand Rapids. I’ve never asked my 
mother why she gave in to my constant plea to see him, and I’m not sure 
I want to know the answer, because she allowed not only me but also my 
two younger sisters, Freeda and Trudy, to go to live with him. Th at left  
my older sister Ruby; the twins, Darlene and Charlene; and my younger 
brother Danny with our mother.

While living with my dad, I attended Sheldon Elementary School. 
Th at’s where I found out I could be a very strong student and a good 
writer. I wrote great papers, and you could always count on me to have 
the answers, because I did the homework. I also got what every young 
man needed: a teacher to look up to. It was in the fi ft h grade at Sheldon. 
Her name was Miss Brown and she was the fi rst and only black teacher 
I have ever had.

Being close to my father again was great for me. He introduced me 
to sports in Grand Rapids. We would go to see the Detroit Tigers play. I 
got a chance to see Al Kaline, Willie Horton, and Norm Cash on the 
fi eld. Before long, I could recite the whole lineup.

I got into the Boy Scouts in Grand Rapids, too, but that was boring 
for someone who had been fi shing since he was three. I told my dad I 
wasn’t having any fun at it, and he said I didn’t have to go. I told him 
that I loved going to the YMCA, however, so one Saturday he drove 
me  over to the local Y and it was just like being back home at the 
Kokomo YMCA. Th at’s the universal thing about the YMCA: once 
you’ve been in one, you’ve been in them all. Great staff , everyone walks 
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the Christian principles, homework before fun, and a great environment 
to promote “healthy minds, bodies, and souls.”

I look back on my time with my father in Grand Rapids now as a 
 three-  year love aff air. Th e only downside was that he had a girlfriend 
who lived with us and who mistreated my sisters. Th is awful woman 
berated and spanked my sisters so much that it seemed like a daily 
thing. Years later, my father said that if I had told him about how this 
woman had been treating us he would have stopped it. I was disap-
pointed in myself aft er I told him about the mistreatment. Watching 
him get very emotional right in front of me, and he was not an emo-
tional man, I realized that this was something I should have kept bottled 
up. My father is dead now and telling him about that problem was some-
thing I believe I should have taken to the grave. As a father, I should 
have known that. What positive outcome could I have expected by tell-
ing him? What was I thinking? Th ere are not many things that I want 
to take back in my life, but this is one of them. I’m glad I never revealed 
to him the details of the mistreatment.

I remember when I decided I was going to stop the abuse myself, an 
experience that taught me a lifetime’s worth of lessons in a few minutes. 
When you see injustice, you have to act against it. Aft er she spanked my 
sister Freeda one day, I confronted the woman with a knife. (Freeda was 
a good kid and never got into trouble. To this day she leads with her 
heart and tries to do good all the time. If you knew her as a child or an 
adult, you would never understand why anyone would want to hurt her.) 
I was ten years old at the time and decided that this woman would never 
touch my sisters again. I don’t think my father’s girlfriend was actually 
afraid I would use the knife. But I could tell that the confrontation 
frightened her, and I know that she feared I would tell my father about 
her physical abuse.

Aft er that, she never mistreated my sisters when I was around. Th e 
experience changed my behavior, too. I was so worried about my sisters 
that I stopped going outside to play. I hung around to make sure they 
were safe. I had taken on a responsibility that was a big burden for such 
a young boy. To be sure, my sisters were now protected, but protecting 
them meant that my own possibilities were severely limited. I don’t 
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know how my two sisters think about those days in Grand Rapids, as 
I’ve never wanted to revisit the subject; I don’t want to pick at that par-
ticular scab.

Th ose years I spent with my father were when I really connected with 
sports, particularly baseball. I would read the papers, fi nd all the statis-
tics, and memorize them. I would also collect baseball cards and memo-
rize the statistics on the back. Before long, I had a huge collection.

My father had a brother, Uncle Woody, who lived in Chicago. We 
would go to visit Uncle Woody and Aunt Catherine, and these were 
very, very cool trips. Like me, my father and Uncle Woody were sports 
fanatics, and they would allow me to sit and talk with them like an 
adult. I knew those statistics cold. I didn’t know it at the time, but this 
was the beginning of a long and loving relationship with baseball, bas-
ketball, football, and golf. I wasn’t yet a player, but I was learning every-
thing I could about the games.

As mysterious as it was to me when my mother let us live with our 
father, it was even more mysterious when she suddenly wanted us back 
in Kokomo. One day she drove up and collected us without telling him. 
We were out of there like thieves in the night. Only years later, as an 
adult, did I understand the pain this stealth exit infl icted on my father. 
I was sitting in the hospital with him during his fi nal days when he told 
me about that incident. He explained to me how much it had devastated 
him to come home and fi nd his three children gone without an explana-
tion. Th ere he was, frail, staring at death, sorry for so many things in his 
life, and with only me there with  him—  he had only a distant relation-
ship with Freeda and Trudy and no relationship with the twins and 
 Danny—  with tears trickling down his face as he talked about that day. 
It broke my heart to hear him describe how that day never went away 
for him. He stared out the window as he said this, and I was left  with the 
silence of a very raw moment between us. I wanted to reach over and 
hug him, but I didn’t know how to do it. What kept me from doing it 
still haunts me to this day. I regret I didn’t hug my father. Th e long 
embrace I gave him in his casket gave me no return.

I continue to lock up from real emotion. I recall one Christmas when 
my oldest daughter, Jennifer, gave me a Christmas card. For years I 
would not let the kids buy me anything. Th at morning, I sat down and 
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read the long note she had written me, and I had trouble fi nishing it 
because tears clouded my vision. Th en there she was in front of me. She 
took the card from my hands and hugged me tightly and told me that 
she loved me. It is one of the most intense and loving experiences I have 
had as a father. Th e true magnitude of what I could have done to ease 
my father’s pain was once again right in front of me. I know that he can-
not hear me now but I need to tell my dad how sorry I am for not easing 
his pain. He knew how much I loved him. Th at is very clear to me. I only 
wish I had the memory of an embrace when he was going through his 
most diffi  cult phase.

When my sisters and I got back to Indiana, we learned that our mother 
had a new husband, an air force enlisted man. He was the guy she’d 
been dating when we left .

Th ings were not the same. My mom now lived in a bigger, nicer home 
on Jeff erson Street. Th is new husband had a new car. Th ere was ample 
food to eat. Clearly things were much better from a material perspective. 
Still, I cringed with every act of public aff ection between my mother and 
this man, and suddenly I realized that I didn’t know this woman. Th e 
reality that my mother would never again let my father back into her life 
hurt. I struggled with these new emotions and decided to clam up and 
stay out of sight as best I could.

By that time, my older brother Bobby Cecil had died. Th at death, and 
the new surroundings and change of marital status for my mother, 
made me think about asking her to let me go to Missouri to help her 
parents with their farm. My older brothers, Aaron and Jerry, lived on 
the farm, and Bobby Cecil had been living there when he passed away 
from leukemia. As the days passed, this idea of moving south felt right, 
so I approached my mother one Sunday aft ernoon and asked if she 
would let me move. For what seemed like days to me, she sat there with-
out responding, but then she smiled and said yes. Th e move presented 
an opportunity for a big change in my life.
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Picking Cotton and Learning Lessons

My grandparents lived on a farm in Haiti, Missouri. Charlie and Jea-
nette Spicer were wonderful people who lived simple, diffi  cult lives off  
the land. Almost everything they needed in their lives came from that 
 sixty-  acre farm, which had no indoor plumbing.

The routine at the farm began with chores at dawn: feeding 
the chickens, slopping the hogs, collecting the eggs from the hen-
house, bringing in water for my grandmother to use during the day, 
and empty  ing the slop jars. I had no clue what a slop jar was until I was 
summoned to take care of my grandmother’s one morning. It was 
a porcelain bucket with a lid and handle with newspaper lining the 
bottom. You went to the bathroom in it in the middle of night, rather 
than trying to fi nd your way to the outhouse. My chore involved empty-
ing the jar in the outhouse and then going to the yard pump to wash it 
out. It was an awful duty, but over time I got used to doing it every 
morning.

Aft er breakfast, we would go into the fi elds to work. Depending on 
what time of year it was, we were either chopping weeds with a hoe or 
harvesting cotton. We picked the cotton by hand; there were no 
machines. We’d bend over and pull the cotton from the bulbs. Once 
we’d cleared the husk, we’d put the cotton in a  fi ft een-  foot-  long bag that 
we wore over our shoulders. We’d spend the whole day in the fi eld bend-
ing over, picking cotton, and putting it in the bag. It was a harvest ritual 
that stretched right back to the days of slavery.

We would do this from sunup to sundown, in  one-  hundred-  degree 
heat. My brother Aaron, who had a darker complexion, would be blue 
by the end of the day. I was supposed to go to school, Peach Orchard 
Elementary, but I didn’t go about half of the time. When the school bus 
came to the  house—  you could see it from afar because of all the dust it 
kicked up on the dirt  road—  we would lie down in the fi elds. Th e bus 
would wait for a few minutes, until it was clear we weren’t coming, and 
then off  it would go. We lay down in the fi eld because we didn’t want the 
kids on the bus to see us working in the fi eld.

Even though I went to school only half the time, I was still a 
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straight-A student. Th ere were no distractions on the farm. I loved 
school, and I had nothing else to do.

A Powerful Mentor

My life on the farm and the relationship I developed with my grand-
parents was very special. By the time I was in the sixth grade, from 
watching and listening to my grandfather, I knew all about farming. I 
could do everything but start the old John Deere tractor he used, his 
only piece of equipment. (You had to get it started by spinning a heavy 
fl ywheel, and I was too small for that.)

My grandfather had a blacksmith station near these huge pecan trees 
in the yard. I would sit there and listen to him talk while he worked. He 
would sing and he would preach, in the same cadence Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr., used when he preached, and I would sit there mesmerized for 
six, seven hours, as he worked and preached and sang.

My grandfather was a tall man, and red looking because he was part 
Native American.

Each Sunday morning, we would go to church, where he would 
preach. My grandfather cited the Bible frequently in his sermons, but as 
he could barely read, it was all in his head. And each Sunday morning, 
someone would have to walk my grandmother out of the church, fan-
ning her all the way, because she would become so overcome with ela-
tion, a kind of spiritual ecstasy that is common in black churches. She 
was a woman who got so deeply into the Gospels that they were alive for 
her, and you could see it.

At home she would sit and talk to me about the family, fi lling in all the 
gaps in terms of my aunts and uncles, and where my mom fi t in. Oft en she 
would look at me and tell me something that I still cherish to this day:

“You’re going to be somebody, Robert.”
I didn’t know what it meant then.
My grandmother was never harsh. She was never angry, even under 

very diffi  cult circumstances. By example, she and my grandfather taught 
me all about courage and compassion and unconditional love.

Some behaviors of theirs bothered me, though. One of them was my 
grandmother’s insistence on going only to the back doors of the homes 
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of white neighbors she visited. When I challenged this, saying she 
should knock on their front doors, she would say, “We just don’t do it.” 
Th at is all she would say. It made me angry. It made me feel that I was 
not worthy to go through people’s front doors.

Tin Can Basketball

One time, my grandfather made a basketball for me out of a collection 
of old cans. He melted the cans down and made me a ball. Granted, it 
was a heavy ball, but it had no rough edges. Of course, it wouldn’t 
bounce, but you could shoot it like a basketball. My hoop was a big lard 
can with the bottom cut out nailed to the smokehouse. I am still a very 
good shooter. It began there, with a tin ball and a lard can and grand-
parents who were patient enough to put up with an immense amount of 
noise for hours every day. Glorious sermons and basketball with a tin 
ball and a lard  can—  these became powerful infl uences in my life.

My grandfather’s role in my love of sports stretched beyond that tin 
ball and lard can, however. All the teams at the school I attended were 
in the junior high and high school levels. As I was only in the sixth 
grade, my grandfather went to the school and told one of the teachers 
that I was a pretty good player (even though I had never played a sport 
before). So they put me on the junior high baseball team; I was the short-
stop. I had never played in school, only with my brothers and sisters, but 
I knew the game, what each position was supposed to do. My fi rst time 
at bat, I hit the ball out of the park. I was up fi ve times and I got fi ve hits. 
And when any ball came my way, as shortstop I was the able to throw 
the runner out at fi rst. I surprised myself  by how well I performed.

Th en basketball season came along, and my grandfather told the 
school I was good at that, too. Th ey put me on the  seventh-  grade team, 
but aft er practice the coach came up and told me he wanted me on the 
 eighth-  grade team. I think I scored  thirty-  six points in my fi rst game. 
My grandfather came to every game and, boy, was he proud. It was 
heaven having him at my games.

My grandfather had a powerful infl uence over my spiritual life, too, 
but not by anything he dictated. He did it by example. I asked my grand-
mother once about his preaching and praying, and she told me the story 
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of a tornado crashing its way toward their house. When the storm was 
within a mile, she said, my grandfather went out on the front porch and 
stood there and had a conversation with God.

“I knew we were going to die,” my grandmother told me. “Th e tor-
nado was a half a mile wide. It was huge.” But my grandfather started 
praying on the porch, using one of his most common pleas: “Please, sir, 
have mercy!” He prayed and prayed, but the storm came that much 
 closer—  and then it veered ninety degrees from the house.

Lessons on the Farm

Despite all the joys, there are some tough memories from those years.
During one period we went for months without meat for a meal. 

Th ere was oppressive heat and obviously no  air-  conditioning. We had 
bad  run-  ins with snakes and no connection to the outside world except 
the local news we heard on the radio at dinnertime. I remember a 
Christmas when my  sixth-  grade teacher told us to bring in one of the 
presents we’d received, for  show-  and-  tell. My only gift  that Christmas 
was a new fi shing lure that my mother had sent to me. It couldn’t have 
cost more than fi ft y cents in 1967, but I was eager to take it to school to 
show everyone.

Th e day of  show-  and-  tell, a little girl, Mary Jane, who sat behind me, 
asked what I’d brought. I gave it to her in its plastic case so she could get 
a closer look. Th en I asked her if I could have it back, and she started 
crying: the lure had become tangled in her sweater. Th e teacher heard 
her crying and came back to our desks and asked what had happened. 
Mary Jane said, “Robert did it,” and the teacher grabbed me by the ear 
and pulled me out of my desk and took me to see Mr. Stewart, the prin-
cipal. I never had a chance to tell my side of the story.

Mr. Stewart told me that I could have injured Mary Jane. He said my 
behavior reinforced his belief that it was wrong to have black children 
in school with white children.

Th en he told me to put my hands on his desk and he paddled me 
maybe twenty times. Th en he stopped and unbuttoned his shirt and 
rolled up his sleeves and paddled me some more. He hit me twenty or 
thirty more times, but by this time I wasn’t feeling anything. He stopped 
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paddling me and left  the offi  ce for about fi ve to ten minutes. When he 
returned I saw that he’d merely gone to get a Coke from the machine 
near the cafeteria. He drank it and started yelling at me again. Th en he 
told me to stand up again, and he beat me for a half hour. He stopped 
only to wipe the sweat from his brow.

Th e rest of the day was a blur. I couldn’t feel anything in my butt. 
When I got home, my grandmother noticed I was walking strangely, 
and she said, “What’s wrong with you?” I didn’t want to tell her what 
had happened, but she pulled up my shirt and she saw. “What hap-
pened?” she asked. When I told her, she just started singing. Not singing 
singing, but spiritual singing. She bathed my back and legs with Epsom 
salts, but the wounds just got worse.

I never looked at my teacher or at Mr. Stewart the same way again, 
though. And I made a promise to myself. I swore that one day I would 
come back to Peach Orchard Elementary and show them that they could 
not keep me down. It was one of the fi rst deposits in this reservoir of 
adversity that I draw on when I am in stressful situations. It helps me 
keep focused and helps me reduce to child’s play almost any tough 
encounter I have in my professional life.

Th e story doesn’t end there.
Someone asked me years ago if I ever went back to Peach Orchard 

Elementary, and I said that I had but that Mr. Stewart had gone. But I’m 
glad that I didn’t have the opportunity to avenge myself on him. Th ere 
is scripture around the question of getting vengeance. Time heals all 
wounds, and anytime vengeance becomes your motive, you are only 
holding yourself hostage. Other people have moved on, and you are the 
only one still holding the baggage.

A Farewell to the Farm

I never asked to leave my grandparents’ farm, but one day my mother 
showed up with her husband and asked me if I wanted to leave. I felt this 
terrible confl ict, because I so loved my grandparents. But they were 
 getting very old, and my mother said it was time for them to sell the 
farm. Th at was one of the darkest days of my life, sitting in the car going 
down the lane, looking back at my grandmother waving to me. I’m sure 
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she was crying, because I know I was. She moved to Indiana several 
years later, aft er my grandfather had a fatal accident. He was out driving 
his pickup truck when he was hit by a semi. My mother left  home to be 
with him and was with him when he passed away.

I’d left  the farm and was moving again, this time into a much more 
comfortable house on an air force base. I was also about to become a 
serious athlete, which would carry me into college and the world beyond. 
Perhaps just as important, I was about to start my own business.
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