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      For Dad, who made us all feel like the richest man in town


   

      AUTHOR’S NOTE


      As I grew up among the tall pines of Carrollton, Georgia—a town of twenty thousand of the nicest people on earth, most of whom

         had never been to New York—I never dreamed of one day living in the big city, or running with the big dogs (that’s what we

         call the rich and famous in my hometown). I did dream, however, of being a writer. Thirty years later, I can say that I have

         lived in the big city, and as this book attests I have been blessed to run with the “big dogs.” It is my sincere hope that

         after twenty-five years in magazine publishing with Esquire, Civilization, The American Benefactor, and Worth, a book titled The Greatest Stock Picks of All Time, and now with this labor of love, I have proven myself as a writer. But of course, I will let you be the judge of that.

      


      Back in the 1960s, in the hamlet of Carrollton, I lived in a nice house at the top of the hill, overlooking acres and acres

         of Jones land that had been in my family for generations. As idyllic as the view was then, and is still today, I often found

         myself dreaming of a different view and a different life. Not necessarily a better life, but rather a richer life, in the

         most meaningful and existential sense of the word rich. To see the grandeur and glories of the world, to know the most interesting people around the globe, and to experience, learn,

         and truly understand the best that this wonderful world has to offer: Those were my dreams.

      


      Quite simply, I wanted to succeed. Admittedly, I was not exactly sure what success really meant. I dreamed of living in a

         sizable home with two-story columns—I have. I dreamed of making a seven-figure salary—I have. More important, I dreamed of

         a life of constant learning. Thankfully, I’m still very much in the process. And yes, I secretly dreamed of being rich, yet

         I was not at all certain what that really meant. I’ve done well, but full disclosure: I am not the richest man in town—certainly

         not in New York City, or in Carrollton, Georgia, the two towns that I call home today. I am not done yet, however, and I trust

         neither are you.

      


      My curiosity is perhaps the character trait of which I am most proud. The most successful people I have known along my journey

         to this richer and fuller life share this one critical character trait—boundless, near-insatiable curiosity. Samuel Johnson,

         the most quoted English writer other than Shakespeare, had it right when he said, “Curiosity is, in great and generous minds,

         the first passion and the last.” It is mine.

      


      In conceiving this book, I found I was most curious about people, because from others, I believe we learn our most vital and

         valuable lessons in life. Second only to our own mistakes and unique experiences, we learn best from the experiences of those

         whom we most admire and respect—and in rare cases those we detest. I am and have always been most interested in and intrigued

         by those men and women who by dint of their own talent, ingenuity, creativity, promise, and perseverance accomplish truly

         great things and amass great wealth as a well-deserved by-product of their accomplishments.

      


      This book is replete with such people. It is a treasure trove of their personal experiences, their triumphs, their failures,

         and—most important—their wisdom. It is not your run-of-the-mill get-rich book. It is not one man’s or one woman’s story. It

         is instead the collective wisdom and proven wealth-creation philosophies of one hundred of America’s greatest success stories.

         All of them self-made—actually, the term I prefer is one Birmingham, Alabama’s richest man in town, Miller Gorrie, coined:

         self-sufficient—successes. Yes, they have all attained a staggering amount of wealth, but, much more significant, most have attained a monumental

         degree of satisfaction in their lives by contributing real value to the world. They have not led the “life of quiet desperation”

         that nineteenth-century philosopher Henry David Thoreau so feared. They are hunters and explorers, constantly seeking new

         ideas, new ways of thinking, and new opportunities. They both love and value the thrill of each quest. Their expeditions excite

         them, fuel their passions, and, not surprisingly, make them truly happy. They are living the American Dream.

      


   

      PART I
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      IT’S GOOD TO BE RICH


   

      MY AMERICAN DREAM


      Secretly, if not overtly, almost everyone in America desires to become rich: to make it big and enjoy the fruits of a prosperous

         life. So if the desire is there, why do the vast majority of Americans never achieve great success and its attendant rewards?

         Simply put, most of us do not have a clue about how to reach this all-too-elusive position. We have no proven blueprint for

         reaching greatness, no cleverly devised plan, and almost certainly little or no access to those who have actually accomplished

         the feat of becoming the richest person in town. It is my American Dream that this book will give every young man or woman

         with an ounce of ambition a personal road map and the inspiration to embark on the journey. Furthermore, I hope that The Richest Man in Town will also reach out and grab those who are adrift, those who have experienced failure or temporary setbacks, or those who

         haven’t yet found their path to success. Whether you are eighteen or fifty-eight, the lessons I have learned from the most

         successful Americans will, I hope, inspire, cajole, and mentor you to that rich, full, and successful life of which you have

         dreamed and I hope you deserve.

      


      A Word About the Word Rich


      I admit it. I love the word rich, but not in the pejorative “filthy lucre” meaning of the word. As I was growing up in the South, rich was often thought of as a four-letter word, a term not used in polite company. One simply did not discuss religion, politics,

         sex, or money—all my favorite subjects. Not surprisingly, today I see things differently. Now I think of this powerful adjective

         in its most holistic sense. When I think rich, I think of a life of bountiful joy, of sincere goodness, filled with great worth and value. I think of things that are magnificent,

         sumptuous, beautiful, and of people being rich in ideas, spirit, and generosity. I think of abundance, of fertile land, of

         meaningful, significant, productive lives, and, yes, of profitable enterprises—I think of rich as being financially sound

         and secure.

      


      Legendary billionaire oil baron J. Paul Getty, once the richest man in the world, said, “Richness is at least as much about

         character, philosophy, outlook and attitude as it is about money.” So true. How wise. Money may be the scorecard, the easiest

         barometer of success to measure, but it is only one component of the American Dream.

      


      When I was launching Worth magazine in the early 1990s, I said to anyone willing to listen, “Money is simply a means to an end—that end being a richer,

         fuller, more exciting and dynamic life.” My belief was then and continues to be today that money in and of itself is not evil,

         but rather gains its meaning from the ways in which it is earned and the ways in which it is utilized. Most successful and

         secure people agree. The subjects of this book certainly do. They also agree that a mother lode of money without personal

         fulfillment is bona fide failure, pure psychic bankruptcy. Believe me, the richest men and women in town are constantly in

         search of true fulfillment, not just financial riches. The riches flow from the fulfillment of their passions, from the contributions

         of value they make, and from the successes of their enterprises. Their quests to fulfillment are the basis of this book. The

         common elements of their personal success expeditions show us the way we each can become the richest person in town if and

         only if we heed their collective advice.

      


      Every Town Has One


      A richest man or woman, that is. Without serious thought or reading farther, you probably have an idea who is the most successful

         person in your hometown. Often this is the largest employer, the most generous philanthropist, the most admired; very often,

         it’s the most colorful or even the most feared person in town. One thing is certain—this person holds considerable sway over

         their town; his or her influence is unquestioned. So who is the richest self-sufficient person in New York, Los Angeles, Sacramento,

         or Savannah? The Richest Man in Town isolates these folks in a hundred American towns, delving into their psyches to reveal their very personal stories and, more

         important, their wisdom on wealth creation. They have all achieved their own American Dream; now, many of them for the first

         time have taken time to reflect on how they did it, what they learned along the way, and what advice they would give to their

         best friend or their own children or grandchildren.

      


      It was my intention that The Richest Man in Town would be the most substantive and substantial collective analysis of modern America’s most successful self-made individuals

         to date. It is also perhaps the only analysis of the proven ways in which one gets mega-rich in America today. F. Scott Fitzgerald

         may have been right when he wrote, “The rich are different from you and me.” Of course, they have more money, way more money,

         but are they really that different? What sets them apart, other than copious amounts of cash? What are the commonalities among

         these hundred self-sufficient individuals? Did they set out to get rich, or did their success evolve over time? What is the

         one thing that most affected their success? Who was their role model or mentor—if they even had one? What is the true secret

         or secrets to their success? Are they religious? What role has marriage or partnership played in their success? At what age

         did they make it big? Who do they most admire? What were the most important steps they took to achieve such monumental success?

         What were the hardest lessons they learned in their journey to becoming the richest person in town?

      


      It’s Good to Be Rich


      For the record, I believe strongly that it is good to be rich and that the self-made rich (most of them, anyway) are, at heart,

         good people. A few years ago, I spearheaded a special anniversary edition of Worth magazine called The Richest Person in Town. In the issue, we surveyed the hundred largest towns in America by population,

         uncovering the richest person in each. Our goal was to paint a truly representative portrait of wealth in America. Too often,

         we view wealth and success through the lenses of New York and Hollywood. As important as these two engines of commerce and

         creativity are, they are not representative of success in this huge and diverse country of three hundred million people. America

         is vast; success and wealth reside all across this great nation. As interesting as the original Worth list was, in truth, we didn’t analyze the commonalities among these extraordinary individuals, nor did we distinguish between

         self-made wealth and inherited riches. The Richest Man in Town changes all that. I have scoured hundreds of American towns to uncover the most compelling and prescriptive success stories

         of our time. In my journey, I was struck by so many people who were living the American Dream that one of the greatest challenges

         was simply deciding which ones to interview.

      


      In the end, all fifty states are represented in this survey, proving that the American Dream is not only alive and well but

         clearly attainable in any town, anywhere in America. My goal was simple: to determine the state of self-sufficient success

         and wealth creation in America today, but also, more important, to shed light on the ways in which we can learn from the triumphs

         and the trials of these fabled folks. Notice I said rich and successful; I did not mention the word famous. Though some of these successes are indeed famous, most are not. They are not national household names by any measure, though

         they are quite well known by many, if not most, in the towns they call home.

      


      Why the Richest Man in Town Title?


      Because ninety-six of the hundred most financially successful self-made people in the chosen hundred towns are, well, men.

         I realize this book does not prove that women have shattered the so-called glass ceiling, certainly not the glass ceiling

         of wealth creation, but I found powerful evidence that many women are gaining fast on these local icons. My editor, Rick Wolff,

         also believes that the title Richest Man in Town simply has a more lyrical, familiar ring than the more accurate Richest Person in Town. For me, the inspiration came from one of America’s (and my) favorite movies of all time, It’s a Wonderful Life, in which Jimmy Stewart as George Bailey so positively affected the lives of his fellow citizens in fictional Bedford Falls

         that his brother raises a toast to him at the end of the movie saying, “To George Bailey—the richest man in town.” Because

         Stewart’s George Bailey saved the town and many of the townspeople from financial ruin due to a greedy slumlord and a run

         on the bank (sound familiar?), he deserved the title in the richest sense of the compliment. Also, our literary and contemporary

         culture has produced these American archetypes, from Jay Gatsby to Citizen Kane; from Don Corleone to the Simpsons character Montgomery Burns. Or maybe it’s just that we all know, or at least conjecture constantly, about who is “the richest

         man” in our own hometowns.

      


      The Rich Research


      I spent more than two years interviewing local business editors and community leaders in a hundred towns across America to

         uncover the most successful and, yes, the richest self-made persons in each. The friends I have met during my career of covering

         the wealthy were my most valuable resource and source of introductions. Subsequently, I used all available public data, including

         Hoover’s, LexisNexis, SEC filings, Forbes, EDGAR, and The Rich List, to value their public holdings. I even “Zillowed” their residences for valuations. I interviewed

         local newspaper editors, bankers, and investment bankers in an attempt to value privately held companies, but in the end I

         was not terribly interested in the exact amount of wealth they had accumulated. What I was after was the ways in which they

         created their own unique success.

      


      All net worth estimates are therefore just that—informed hypotheses. It is impossible to calculate the net worth of folks

         who have achieved this kind of remarkable financial success with complete accuracy. And given what has transpired in this

         most recent economic crisis, it would be foolhardy. In the final analysis, though, it is just as J. Paul Getty, the billionaire

         oil tycoon, once said, “If you can actually count your money, you are not really a rich man.”

      


      Nevertheless, my research indicates that the poorest of these richest folks in town (hereafter referred to as RMITs or RWITs)

         is conservatively worth in excess of $100 million. For most ambitious Americans, that amount will probably suffice. Getty

         also observed that, “Money is like manure. You have to spread it around or it smells.” I would add that wisdom follows the

         same rule. Sharing this wisdom is why I have gathered the stories, advice, and cumulative intelligence of these truly extraordinary

         individuals who have achieved success, in most cases, beyond their wildest dreams.

      


      The You Factor


      The ultimate question is, of course, how does all of this apply to you? It doesn’t, unless you’re ready to change a few things

         in your life. It alters nothing unless you’re prepared to open your mind to the possibilities, to believe that with diligence,

         desire, and some proven, smart direction that you, too, can become one of the most successful people in America. If you have

         not yet achieved the American Dream, you must be willing to change. Billy Joe “Red” McCombs, San Antonio’s most successful

         serial entrepreneur and without doubt its most colorful character, says, “You’ve got to be willing to change what you are

         doing and the way you have been doing things or you will continue to produce the same old results.”

      


      Charles Darwin was thus right, I believe, when he observed: “It is not the strongest of the species that survive, nor the

         most intelligent, but the ones most responsive to change.” It’s never too late to change your life, but you have to be willing

         to make the effort. “When you’re through changing, you’re simply through,” notes McCombs. He should know. He was a millionaire

         (when a million bucks was real money) before his thirtieth birthday. More than fifty years ago, he began building his fortune

         by selling cars; he owned his first dealership by the age of twenty-five. Ultimately, he became the sixth largest automobile

         dealer in the United States. McCombs is the co-founder, with fellow San Antonio bigwig Lowry Mays, of Clear Channel, the media

         and entertainment conglomerate, which is the largest owner of radio stations in the United States. He is a major real estate

         developer who once owned the San Antonio Spurs, the Denver Nuggets, and the Minnesota Vikings. According to the San Antonio Business Journal, he bought the Vikings for less than $250 million and sold them for $625 million. McCombs knows how to make a profit, and

         he knows the power of change.

      


      How Much Is Richest-Man-in-Town Rich?


      What is rich anyway? What does that really mean? How much money does it take to be rich in modern America? The eminent satirist

         and journalist H. L. Mencken once defined a wealthy man as “one who earns $100 a year more than his wife’s sister’s husband.”

         Understandably, then, rich is a very personal term and a highly individual amount.

      


      The average RMIT has a net worth of more than $3.5 billion. Fifty of the one hundred on the list are currently billionaires.

         The total wealth of America’s RMITs is a stunning $355 billion, which represents 7.4 percent of America’s total wealth of

         approximately $48 trillion. The poorest RMIT is $100 million rich and the richest is Bill Gates—worth more than $50 billion,

         the second richest man in America, behind Warren Buffett. (Note: I did not choose Warren Buffett as the RMIT of Omaha, Nebraska,

         because so much has already been written about him. In truth, I was more interested in Buffett’s neighbor, Joe Ricketts, the

         quiet billionaire who created what is today TD Ameritrade.) Stunningly, while America’s RMITs control better than 7 percent

         of the nation’s wealth, the top 1 percent of the demographic pyramid currently controls almost 35 percent of the total wealth.

         The top 10 percent controls an astounding 70 percent of the nation’s wealth. The concentration of riches has never been, well,

         more concentrated. According to the Federal Reserve, there are approximately nine million millionaires in the United States

         and 517,000 deca-millionaires (worth $10 million or more).

      


      Phil Ruffin, the RMIT of Wichita, Kansas, offers a common RMIT sentiment: “Liquid assets, however, are the truest test of

         what is really rich—stocks, bonds, and cash.” He should know. On the day I interviewed him, he was buying a billion dollars’

         worth of bonds on the heels of having sold thirty-four acres of land on the Las Vegas Strip for a record $1.4 billion. Unlike

         RMITs, many Americans might appear outwardly rich—what my Texas friends call “all hat and no cattle.” They have all the trappings—the

         big house, the fine cars, the shimmering jewels—but if they had to put their hands on $15 million of ransom money in twenty-four

         hours, they would be hard-pressed. Ruffin says, “There are a lot of people who have a couple of billion in assets, but when

         you see that cash in the bank every morning, then you know you’re really rich.”

      


      One thing all RMITs have in common is that they have plenty of cattle, figuratively speaking—they are liquid-asset-rich. The

         other is that they have created their success and amassed their fortunes without the help of inheritance. They are all self-made.

         Let’s be clear about the definition of self-made, though. I don’t believe that anyone is ever entirely self-made, not those of us living in the democracy of America anyway.

         With public schools, scholarship opportunities, and financial aid, almost anyone can get a great education in America—that

         provides a head start. With tax incentives and governmental research that benefits private enterprise, we all are equal inheritors

         of these democratic gifts. Without question, coming from a more privileged educational or societal background can give a significant

         advantage, but no degree of head start can buy the traits and beliefs of the most successful Americans—the richest people

         in town.

      


      Statistics suggest then that being self-sufficiently rich means having a net worth of $10 million or more. Most of us can

         live quite lavishly on $10 million. Is $10 million or more within your grasp? This book proves it is most certainly possible.

         Remember, the poorest RMIT (poor soul) is worth an estimated $100 million. That amount of money then is ten times what it

         takes to be really rich by modern standards. The good news is that this is within your grasp. It’s time to grab hold of the

         American Dream.

      


   

      THE AMERICAN DREAM: UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL


      What is the American Dream? When asked to define the American Dream, RMITs cite freedom as the greatest by-product of their

         success—other than the money, of course. Freedom to live as they please, freedom to be a perpetual student, freedom to use

         philanthropy as a mechanism to change the world, or simply freedom to do just about anything their innate, unique abilities

         allow them to achieve. Cynics like the late comedian George Carlin have said, “The reason they call it the American Dream

         is because you have to be asleep to believe it.” RMITs really don’t buy into that kind of cynicism (and by the way, George

         Carlin also died a very rich man). RMITs appreciate the humor, but they feel strongly that $100 million or more does, indeed,

         buy a lot of freedom and a lot of happiness.

      


      Jorge (he prefers the pronunciation of George) Pérez is the richest man in Miami, Florida. The real estate mogul of Related Industries and the most successful Hispanic

         American in the United States, he has his mark on virtually every condominium building with blue-water views of the Atlantic

         Ocean. “The American Dream is the freedom to do the things you want to do with the people you want to do them with,” he says.

         “That’s success.” He should know. He fought hard to get here from Argentina and Colombia as the son of Cuban exiles.

      


      Peter Nicholas, the co-founder of Boston Scientific, notes that those who are cynical about financial success usually do not

         have the drive or the ability to achieve the American Dream. He warns, “There’s a big difference between long-term sustainable

         success and fast bubble success.” The whiplash of the last Internet bubble is indelibly etched in his mind, as are the dizzying

         recent market gyrations. David Jones of Humana fame, Louisville, Kentucky’s top slugger and definitely a long-term success,

         says, “You’re living the American Dream if your children are independent. It’s also great if you have created jobs for your

         community. I figure I have created over a hundred thousand jobs with my businesses.”

      


      Robert Jepson Jr., Savannah, Georgia’s savant of success, says the American Dream is “having the greatest number of personal

         options to do good in one’s life: to provide for others, to live a productive life, to be able to provide for one’s community,

         and to be recognized by your peers as successful in your personal endeavors.” He admits, though, that since he made his fortune

         in the buying and selling of companies, much of his definition of the American Dream is now in the accumulation of wealth.

         With major successes in the three businesses that he has built or turned around (more on that later), Jepson has spent his

         well-earned wealth at least partially on a great lifestyle and in his powerful philanthropic works. Perhaps his proudest achievement,

         though, is endowing the Jepson School of Leadership Studies at his alma mater, the University of Richmond.

      


      When I asked the RMIT in Dayton, Ohio, Clayton Mathile (pronounced ma-TEEL), how he personally defined the American Dream, he said, without any hesitation, “Applause at home.” He says this means your

         wife loves you, your kids love you, and your best friends love you. Sometimes the simple truths are, indeed, the most powerful.

         Even though Mathile has billions in the bank thanks to his success with Iams, the premium pet foods company that he sold to

         Procter and Gamble in 1999 for $2.3 billion, he still reverts to what he considers true success—the love and respect of family

         and friends. He says, “I didn’t want to look back on my life and think that my biggest accomplishment was just making a big

         ol’ pile of money.” The former farm boy did have a hard time selling the company that had come to define him, however. He

         says his wife, Mary, used to joke that Iams was “like their sixth child who grew up, but wouldn’t leave home.” That sixth

         child did finally leave home in what was at that time the largest acquisition P&G had ever made.

      


      Clay Mathile agrees with Ralph Waldo Emerson, who said, “To laugh often and much; To win the respect of intelligent people

         and the affection of children; To earn the appreciation of honest critics and endure the betrayal of false friends; To appreciate

         beauty, to find the best in others: To leave the world a bit better, whether by a healthy child, a garden patch, or a redeemed

         social condition; To know even one life has breathed easier because you have lived. This is to have succeeded.” Perhaps this

         is why Mathile has built a 114-acre campus just outside Dayton called the Center for Entrepreneurial Education where he spends

         much of his time today in a post-pet-foods world. He wants to use his considerable resources and expertise giving local entrepreneurs

         the education and mentoring to one day enjoy a self-made success similar to his. These are the kinds of rewards that RMITs

         seem to enjoy most. These are their American Dreams.

      


      What About the Odds?


      How likely are you to become an RMIT? If, as we know, there are more than nine million millionaires in this land of three

         hundred million Americans, that means approximately one in every thirty-three thousand of us is a millionaire. You also now

         know of the fallacy that the rich in America are all a part of the Lucky Sperm Club. Fully 90 percent of all wealth in America

         today is first-generation wealth. There is not a Rockefeller, Vanderbilt, or Whitney written about in this collection of RMITs.

         The folks in this book are all self-made. Further, two-thirds of the current Forbes 400 list (the four hundred richest people

         in the country) are also self-made, proving once again that America is still the land of opportunity where anyone can make

         it, if you have the right stuff or choose to cultivate the right stuff.

      


      Money and Time


      There is one element that $100 million or more of net worth can’t buy—time. The very rich are no different from anyone else

         when it comes to this highly prized commodity. We all have the same twenty-four hours in each day. As is noted in the Broadway

         musical Rent, there are 525,600 minutes in a year. But it’s not how many minutes there are, it’s what we do with those minutes that matters,

         and in many ways this determines whether you will become the most successful person in your hometown. Biotech billionaire

         Randal J. “RJ” Kirk of Belspring, Virginia, a town that consists mostly of his six-thousand-acre farm with its own runway

         for landing his private jet, says, “The only relationship we have to the future is through this moment in time.” He adds,

         “This architecture of thinking emphasizes the importance of optimizing now. This moment in time is all we have, so we must

         make the most it.”

      


      It is readily apparent to me that RMITs optimize their time better than most of us. This key ability is one of the principal

         reasons for their blazing success and hefty bank accounts. RMITs also appear to need much less sleep than the rest of us.

         Former air force pilot and real estate developer Leroy Landhuis of Colorado Springs says, “I have a physiological phenomenon

         that requires me to need almost no sleep. I don’t sleep more than twelve to fifteen hours a week max, but I function at the

         same level whether I sleep or not. Consequently I get a lot more opportunity to read.”

      


      Almost embarrassed, Providence, Rhode Island’s Jonathan Nelson, the private equity prince whose firm Providence Equity Partners

         recently completed the largest leveraged buyout in history (in excess of $50 billion) and who owns movie studio MGM, explains

         his work ethic by quoting Shakespeare’s powerful refrain: “The test of a vocation is the love of its drudgery.” He says, “I

         don’t sleep much. I work way too much, but it’s because I truly enjoy it.” Peter Drucker, a management expert and philosopher

         hero to many RMITs, was famous for saying, “There are not 24 hours in a day—there are only two to three that matter. It’s

         what you do with those two to three hours that determines one’s success.” Savannah’s Bob Jepson agrees: “Time is the greatest

         gift we have and I don’t want to waste a minute of it. I want to get up every day and have it include some joy, some happiness,

         not only for me, but everybody around me.” San Antonio’s Red McCombs sums it up this way: “Time is a million times more valuable

         than money—you can always get more money, but you cannot get more time.”

      


      What follows are American RMITs’ very personal stories and the Twelve Commandments to finding and enjoying success and wealth

         in America today. Unlike the thousands of diet books that come and go on the market—each promising a better way to lose weight

         and stay fit with its own unique gimmick—The Richest Man in Town has no get-rich-quick gimmicks, just the proven methods of the most successful self-made people of our time. As Bernard Marcus,

         the richest self-made man in Atlanta and the founder of Home Depot, told me, “It takes a long time and a lot of hard work

         to become an overnight success. It took me twenty-five years.” David Green, the Oklahoma City success story and founder of

         Hobby Lobby who says he doesn’t consider himself self-made—he prefers the term God-made—concurred with Marcus when he said, “I have worked thirty years to become an instant success.” Here’s wishing you great joy

         on your passage to becoming the richest man or woman in town. Remember, these RMITs prove that the joy is in the journey.

      


   

      WHO ARE AMERICA’S RMITs?


      Business legend has it that there are three types of people: those who make things happen, those who watch things happen, and

         those who have no idea what is happening. American RMITs, not surprisingly, are those who make things happen. They make big

         things happen. They thrill in ideation and even more in execution. Quite simply, they are builders—they love to create and

         build more than anything else. They build businesses, they build homes, and they build great wealth.

      


      The vast majority of them say they are ultra-happy as well, and they all agree on one thing—retirement sucks! With a conservative

         net worth of $6 billion, Sam Zell is the richest man in Chicago. He’s a real estate titan and recent buyer of the Tribune

         Company, the media colossus that encompasses the Chicago Tribune, the Los Angeles Times, and the Baltimore Sun. When I asked him, “What’s next?” he replied, “Who knows? I just know there will be something and it will be fascinating—I’m

         a professional opportunist.” What follows is the collective wisdom of one hundred “professional opportunists” who uniquely

         define the American Dream.

      


      America’s RMITs—The Greatest Success Stories of Our Time


      Akron, OH: James Oelschlager


      Albany, NY: Guha and Karthik Bala


      Amherst, MA: Michael Kittredge


      Anchorage, AK: Robert Gillam


      Anderson, CA: Archie “Red” Emmerson


      Atlanta, GA: Bernard Marcus


      Austin, TX: Michael Dell


      Baltimore, MD: Stephen Bisciotti


      Bangor, ME: Stephen King


      Belspring, VA: Randal J. “RJ” Kirk


      Birmingham, AL: Miller Gorrie


      Boston, MA: Peter M. Nicholas


      Boulder, CO: Judi Paul


      Buffalo, NY: Robert Wilmers


      Burlington, VT: Robert Stiller


      Carrollton, GA: Robert J. Stone


      Charlotte, NC: O. Bruton Smith


      Chicago, IL: Sam Zell


      Cleveland, OH: A. Malachi Mixon


      Cleveland, TN: W. Allan Jones


      Colorado Springs, CO: Leroy Landhuis


      Columbia, SC: Joe E. Taylor


      Columbus, OH: Leslie H. Wexner


      Dallas, TX: Harold C. Simmons


      Danbury, CT: Fred DeLuca


      Dayton, OH: Clayton H. Mathile


      Daytona Beach, FL: Ron Rice


      Denver, CO: Charles W. Ergen


      Des Moines, IA (Ankeny): Dennis Albaugh


      Detroit, MI: William Davidson


      El Paso, TX: William D. Sanders


      Fargo, ND: Gary Tharaldson


      Fisher Island, FL: Bharat Desai


      Fort Lauderdale, FL: Wayne Huizenga


      Fort Worth, TX: David Bonderman


      Fresno, CA: David McDonald


      Grand Rapids, MI: Richard DeVos


      Greenville, SC: Leighton Cubbage


      Greenwich, CT: Thomas Peterffy


      Harrisburg, PA: Alex Hartzler


      Hartford, CT: Ronald Williams


      Hollis, NH: Patrick McGovern


      Honolulu, HI: Jay H. Shidler


      Houston, TX: Dan Duncan


      Indianapolis, IN: Christel DeHaan


      Kansas City, KS: Min Kao


      Kansas City, MO: James E. Stowers


      Knoxville, TN: James A. Haslam II


      Lake Charles, LA: William J. Doré


      Las Vegas, NV: Sheldon Adelson


      Little Rock, AR: Frank Hickingbotham


      Livonia, MI: Danny Gilbert


      Los Angeles, CA: Kirk Kerkorian


      Louisville, KY: David A. Jones Sr.


      Madison, WI: Pleasant Rowland


      Memphis, TN: Frederick W. Smith


      Meridian, MS: Hartley Peavey


      Miami, FL: Jorge Pérez


      Milwaukee, WI: William Kellogg


      Minneapolis, MN: Richard Schulze


      Missoula, MT: Dennis Washington


      Morgantown, WV: Milan “Mike” Puskar


      Nashville, TN: Thomas F. Frist Jr.


      Newport Beach, CA: Donald Bren


      New York, NY: Carl Icahn


      Oklahoma City, OK: David Green


      Omaha, NE: J. Joseph Ricketts


      Orlando, FL: Harris Rosen


      Palo Alto, CA: Sergey Brin


      Pensacola, FL: Fredric Levin


      Philadelphia, PA: Josh Kopelman


      Portland, ME: Roxanne Quimby


      Portland, OR: Phillip Knight


      Providence, RI: Jonathan Nelson


      Raleigh, NC: O. Temple Sloan Jr.


      Rochester, NY: Thomas Golisano


      Rodeo, NM: John McAfee


      Sacramento, CA: Marvin “Buzz” Oates


      Salt Lake City, UT: Jon Meade Huntsman Sr.


      San Antonio, TX: Billy Joe “Red” McCombs


      San Diego, CA: Charles Brandes


      Sandpoint, ID: Dennis Pence


      San Francisco, CA: Larry Page


      Savannah, GA: Robert Jepson Jr.


      Scottsdale, AZ: Bruce Halle


      Seattle, WA: William Gates III


      Sioux City, SD: Denny Sanford


      Spartanburg, SC: George Johnson


      Spokane, WA: Harlan D. Douglass


      St. Louis, MO: Jack Taylor


      Syracuse, NY: Robert J. Congel


      Toledo, OH: Paul Ormond


      Trenton, NJ: Jon Corzine


      Tucson, AZ: Jim Click


      Tuscaloosa, AL: James I. Harrison Jr.


      Washington, DC: David Rubenstein


      Wichita, KS: Phillip Ruffin


      Wilmington, DE: Charles Cawley


      Woodside, CA: Larry Ellison


   

      PART II
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      HOW THEY DID IT:
THE TWELVE COMMANDMENTS
OF WEALTH


   

      RMIT COMMANDMENT #1
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      SEEK MONEY FOR MONEY’S SAKE AND YE SHALL NOT FIND


      Money will only come when you are doing the right thing in the right way.


      —Randal J. Kirk


      In virtually every discussion I had with America’s RMITs, each would say, in one form or another, “It’s not about the money.”

         But this, I found, was one of the great lies that rich people tell themselves and anyone willing to listen. This belief—that

         it’s not about the money—somehow makes ultra-affluent folks feel better about themselves. Maybe it helps assuage some misplaced

         guilt. At least it makes them appear humble. After two years of similar discussions with these extraordinary individuals,

         I can tell you unequivocally it’s very much about the money. But it’s about the money only as the barometer of their success.

      


      New York City’s activist investor Carl Icahn, who has a net worth of $16 billion, says, “All humans collect something, I collect

         money. Money is the scorecard in business success.” But he rightly points out that “to a world-class cellist, success is making

         it to Carnegie Hall.” While Icahn is correct that there are many definitions of success, the one I will focus on is the success

         of wealth creation. Many RMITs were candid and admitted that growing up, they wanted to be rich, and often thought about having

         more abundance in their lives. Quite simply, they wanted to have a better life than they enjoyed during their youth.

      


      Here’s the startling and seemingly counterintuitive revelation that the majority of RMITs have experienced or observed along

         their unique journeys, however. If you seek money strictly for the sake of becoming rich, most likely you will never achieve

         true financial freedom. Ironically, great wealth most often comes to those who seek it least. If you seek wealth for wealth’s

         sake, you’re doomed to failure and destined for a life of little real worth or value. This is a philosophy that America’s

         great successes embrace fervently. RMITs are staunch in their belief that you must first create substantial value—products

         or services that enhance people’s lives—before the money will flow from any commercial enterprise. Only by creating value

         will you ever attract significant wealth. This is the first commandment of creating great wealth. Seek money for the sake

         of money alone and ye shall not find.

      


      This common sentiment was summed up best by Randal J. “RJ” Kirk, the biotech billionaire from Belspring, Virginia. He said,

         “It’s a Zen thing. If you seek money alone as your ultimate goal, you are almost assured of not receiving any.” Kirk believes

         that money is a valuable tool and a very useful by-product of some highly valuable contribution you make to the universe.

         He counsels, “Never ever do anything only for money, period. If you find something you really love and that society finds

         valuable, then the money comes rather easily.” Carl Icahn shares the most common philosophy I heard from RMITs: “Find something

         you love to do, that you are absolutely passionate about, and the money will come.”

      


      My initial reaction to the countless statements like Icahn’s and RJ Kirk’s was, Well, yeah, that’s easy for you to say as you sit comfortably upon your billion-dollar wallets. My RMIT research reveals, however, that Kirk and Icahn are correct—it is the value you bring to a company, an organization,

         indeed, the universe, that ultimately determines your level of wealth. Kirk is right on the money when he says, “Money will

         come only when you are doing the right thing in the right way.” He believes, like most RMITs, that accumulating wealth for

         the sake of wealth alone is self-defeating. In other words, it is the voyage that counts; it is the journey that produces

         the real pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.

      


      Indianapolis’s RWIT, Christel DeHaan, has learned that the critical lesson of wealth creation is to generate value first;

         money is the very pleasant by-product. She has experienced the ultimate American Dream, even though it all began in her native

         Germany. To develop her English-language skills, she left home at sixteen to be a nanny in England. She later returned to

         Germany and worked for the American armed forces as a translator. There she met and married an American soldier, who brought

         her to Indianapolis. With two young children and in need of extra income, she ran a typing service from her home. She says,

         “For me, I never thought about the desire for money or great wealth, I never thought about coming to America to seek fame

         and fortune, I simply thought about the needs of my family and I did what I needed to do to help provide for them.”
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