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This is a short, quick, and easy read.

Anecdotes are usually short humorous stories. Sometimes they are thought-provoking or informative, not amusing.
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Do you know a language other than English? If you do, I give you permission to translate this book, copyright your translation, publish or self-publish it, and keep all the royalties for yourself. (Do give me credit, of course, for the original book.)
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Dedicated to My Sister Martha
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Martha wrote, “When I was working at Longaberger, I worked with a girl who had two children and was in the middle of a divorce. She was so worried about Christmas for her boys. I received a very nice Christmas bonus that year, and I went to my boss and started a donation fund for the girl. My boss told me later that she — my boss — delivered the money to the girl’s mother and father and told them not to tell her who brought the money for her. Months later the girl told me that the boys had the best Christmas that year, and she told me someone had brought money to her mom and dad for her, and she went to town and bought the boys Christmas. She never did know who did that for her. She was so thankful. I believe that I was the only one who donated to her, which was just fine.”

***
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The doing of good deeds is important. As a free person, you can choose to live your life as a good person or as a bad person. To be a good person, do good deeds. To be a bad person, do bad deeds. If you do good deeds, you will become good. If you do bad deeds, you will become bad. To become the person you want to be, act as if you already are that kind of person. Each of us chooses what kind of person we will become. To become a good person, do the things a good person does. To become a bad person, do the things a bad person does. The opportunity to take action to become the kind of person you want to be is yours.

Bai Juyi went to Zen master Daolin of the Tang Dynasty and asked what one must do in order to live in accord with the Tao. Daolin answered, “One must avoid doing evil, and one must do as much good as possible.” Bai Juyi was surprised at the simplicity of this answer and said, “Even a child knows that.” “True,” replied Daolin, “even a child of three knows this but even a man of 80 fails to live up to it.”

A seeker after truth once asked a wise person how to seek God. The wise person replied, “The ways to God are as many as there are created beings. But the shortest and easiest is to serve others, not to bother others, and to make others happy.”

The Zen master Gisan was taking a bath. The water was too hot, so he asked a student to add some cold water to the bath. The student brought a bucket of cold water, added some cold water to the bath, and then threw the rest of the water on a rocky path. Gisan scolded the student: “Everything can be used. Why did you waste the rest of the water by pouring it on the path? There are some plants nearby which could have used the water. What right do you have to waste even a drop of water?” The student became enlightened and changed his name to Tekisui, which means “Drop of Water.”

“While walking along a river, two monks noticed a lettuce leaf floating downstream. “How sad,” said one of the monks, who knew that Zen master Gisan lived one mile upstream. “Gizan has started to waste food.” Just then, Gisan burst out of the bushes, panting and sweating, jumped into the river, and began to swim downstream after the lettuce leaf. The two monks bowed low in the direction of Zen master Gisan, then they continued their walk.

***
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• Rise above. 

Theater director Tyrone Guthrie advised his actors and crew to do this. The advice means to rise above whatever forces are working against you. All of us have personal problems. No one’s life is perfect. Sometimes, life seems to conspire against us. Rise above all that, and produce the best work you can.

• Astonish me. 

Dance impresario Sergei Diaghilev advised his choreographers to do this. The advice means what it says. Do such good work that the person who commissioned the work — and of course the audience — is astonished. (Tyrone Guthrie also used this phrase.)

• Do it now.

As a young man, choreographer George Balanchine nearly died and so he believed in living his life day by day and not holding anything back. He would tell his dancers, “Why are you stingy with yourselves? Why are you holding back? What are you saving for — for another time? There are no other times. There is only now. Right now.” Throughout his career, including before he became world renowned, he worked with what he had, not complaining about wanting a bigger budget or better dancers. One of the pieces of advice Mr. Balanchine gave over and over was this: “Do it now.”

• Go out and get one.

Ruth St. Denis once taught Martha Graham an important lesson when Ms. Graham was just starting to dance. Ms. St. Denis told Ms. Graham, “Show me your dance.” Ms. Graham replied, “I don’t have one,” and Ms. St. Denis advised, “Well, dear, go out and get one.” (Everyone needs an art to practice. Your art need not be dance. Perhaps your art can be writing autobiographical essays. Of course, you may practice more than one art.)

• Assign yourself.

The parents of Marian Wright Edelman were serious about education. Each school night, she and her siblings were expected to sit down and do their homework. Whenever one of the children said that the teacher had not assigned any homework, her father used to say, “Well, assign yourself.” Ms. Edelman once made out a list of “Twenty-Five Lessons for Life,” based on the values she had learned from her parents. Lesson 3 was, “Assign yourself. Don’t wait around to be told what to do.” In 1973, she founded the Children’s Defense Fund, which attempts to get federal legislation passed to help children. 

• Challenge yourself.

Joss Whedon created the TV series Buffy the Vampire Slayer, which is noted for its clever dialogue. Day after day, people told Joss that they watched the series because of its dialogue, so he decided to challenge himself by writing an episode in which the characters could not talk. The episode, titled “Hush,” is excellent and was nominated for an Emmy.

• Practice an art. 

The father of choreographer Bella Lewitzky taught her the importance of having an art to practice. He worked at an ordinary job, but when he came home, he painted. Ms. Lewitzky says, “He taught me that it didn’t make a d*mn bit of difference what you did for a living, as long as you had something that rewarded your life.” He also didn’t feel that it was necessary to have an audience for his art because the act of creation was rewarding in itself. Bella and her sister used to steal their father’s paintings — because if they didn’t, he would paint another work of art on top of the one he had already created.

• Do it yourself.

Early in their career, the Ramones played in London on July 4, 1976. Some cool kids who called themselves The Clash hung around during a sound check before the concert and talked to the members of the band, mentioning that they played music but weren’t good enough to play in public. Johnny Ramone told them, “Are you kidding? I hope you’re coming tonight. We’re lousy. We can’t play. If you wait until you can play, you’ll be too old to get up there. We stink, really. But it’s great.” (This is a great example of punk rock’s do-it-yourself attitude. You don’t need a lot of fancy equipment to play music. Just teach yourself a few chords, get up on stage, and rock. Similarly, if you want to write, you don’t need a lot of fancy equipment. If you have a computer, great, but all you really need is some paper and a pencil or pen.)

• Be there.

After retiring from her career in dance, Balanchine dancer Barbara Milberg became a very good student — and eventually a Ph.D. (and professor). In dance, she had learned that when the curtain went up, she had better be there, and so she never handed in a paper late. 

• Get it right.

A man — who didn’t dance — visited the dance class of Margaret Craske. At the end of her class, he said goodbye and jokingly executed a port de bras. Quickly, Ms. Craske reached out and corrected the position of the visitor’s hand. As you would expect, in her dance classes, she tells her students over and over, “Get it right!”

• Do it ’til you get it right.

Garth Fagan, the choreographer of the theatrical version of The Lion King, learned an important lesson from choreographer Martha Graham: “Do it ’til you get it right!” She requested that he simply walk across the floor. He did 12 times before he realized that she wanted a walk that did not say, “LOOK AT ME! AREN’T I GORGEOUS!” When he did the walk correctly, Ms. Graham told him, “I think you’re going to go places.” As the head of his own dance troupe and as a Broadway choreographer, he did.

• Make the first mark.

Barbara Feldon, who played the role of Agent 99 on TV’s Get Smart, is friends with artist Jan Stussy, whom she calls “the most prolific artist” she knows. She once asked him about his creation of art, “How did you develop the courage?” He replied, “When I was in the 10th grade, I realized that if you simply make the first mark, the rest will just happen. Whether it’s that first mark with a brush on a canvas or pencil to paper, boldly make it and then let yourself free-fall. Art creates art.” Ms. Feldon, author of Living Alone and Loving It, has added writing to her other creative endeavors, and she often tells herself, “Make the first mark.”
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Chapter 1: From Activism to Coaches
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Activism

• At the 1968 Mexico City Olympic Games, Tommie Smith and John Carlos made a memorable political protest against USAmerican racism. After finishing first and third in the 200-meter race, they stood on the winners podium, received their medals, and then each man raised a black-gloved fist in the air. Later, at a news conference, Mr. Carlos stated, “We want to make it clear that white people seem to think black people are animals doing a job. We want people to understand that we are not animals or rats.” They paid a heavy price for their protest. They were expelled from the rest of the Olympics, and some people even sent cow manure and dead animals to Mr. Smith’s mother. Mr. Smith thinks the stress contributed to her death two years after the Olympics. He also notes that following the protest people treated him as if he had committed murder. Today, both men are respected.​[1]

• When Billie Jean King won the women’s singles title at Wimbledon in 1966, she was astonished by her prize: a gift certificate for clothing. In Rome, when she won the women’s championship at the Open Tennis Tournament in 1970, she received $600, but the winner of the men’s championship received $7,500. When she won the women’s championship at the U.S. Open in 1972, she received $10,000, but the winner of the men’s championship received $25,000. She responded to such inequality in earnings by becoming active in the women’s rights movement and fighting for equal rights and for equal pay for all women, including women athletes. In 1973, she founded the Women’s Tennis Association. In 1974, she founded both World Team Tennis and the Women’s Sports Foundation. Her career earnings reached nearly $2 million, and her outspokenness and popularity helped create the first successful professional tour for women tennis players.​[2]

• Hazel Wolf, born 1898, brought girls’ basketball to her grade school. She met with the principal and told him that she wanted to play basketball. He replied that girls didn’t play that sport, and she responded, “That’s because we don’t have any basketballs.” The principal got her the basketballs.​[3]

Actors

• Vince McMahon, Jr., the mastermind of the World Wrestling Federation (WWF), disliked having his wrestling matches regulated by state athletic commissions — and he disliked having to pay money to have the matches regulated. In 1989, Mr. McMahon told New York politicians that pro wrestling is not a sport and therefore it doesn’t need to be regulated. He pointed out that the winners and losers are chosen before the matches are held, and he testified that the wrestlers don’t want to hurt each other. He told the politicians, “We’re storytellers. This is a soap opera performed by the greatest actors and athletes in the world.” Following Mr. McMahon’s testimony, pro wrestling increased in popularity.​[4]

• Gorgeous George was a professional wrestler at night, and he worked at a shipyard during the day. In a wrestling match, he broke his leg, but he didn’t go to a doctor. Instead, he went home, and the next morning he went to work as usual. At work, he faked a fall from a ladder — his employer paid his medical bills because he thought that Gorgeous George had broken his leg on the job.​[5]

Advice

• At the 1995 British Open, Peter Jacobsen was paired with a 19-year-old Tiger Woods and Ernie Els. Even then, Tiger was very, very good, although Mr. Jacobsen noticed that he was hitting his ball higher in the air than it should be hit at St. Andrews. After they had played together, Tiger asked Mr. Jacobsen, “Is there anything you saw in my game out there that I could improve upon?” Mr. Jacobsen gave him some information about how playing at St. Andrews is different from playing on a USAmerican course, and Tiger thanked him. Later, Mr. Jacobsen ran into Mr. Els, who told him, “Hey, Peter. Guess what happened? Tiger just walked up to me and asked me if I’d noticed anything in his game that he might improve.” Both Mr. Jacobsen and Mr. Els were mightily impressed by Mr. Woods’ willingness to ask for advice and by his eagerness to improve his game.​[6]

• Tommy Bolt was a great golfer, but his temper sometimes got the best of him on the golf course. During one game, Mr. Bolt played so poorly that he kept throwing his golf clubs in anger. Coming to a par three of 135 yards, Mr. Bolt asked his caddie for advice, and the caddy recommended that he use his two iron. Mr. Bolt said incredulously, “That’s crazy! It’s only 135 yards.” The caddie replied, “But, Mr. Bolt, it’s the only club we have left.”​[7]

Alcohol

• In the 1908 Olympic Games in London, Italian Dorando Pietri appeared to win the gold medal in the marathon, despite being near collapse at the end of the race. In fact, some people say that he fell at least five times before crossing the finish line. And when he did cross the finish line, he was in the arms of an Olympic official. The USAmerican runner, Johnny Hayes, seemed to finish second. However, USAmerican officials lodged an official complaint that Mr. Pietri had received illegal help in crossing the finish line. As a result of the complaint, Mr. Hayes was awarded the gold medal. Mr. Pietri became famous as a result of the race, and he gathered much international sympathy as a result of being stripped of his gold medal. By the way, do you know why Mr. Pietri was staggering as he neared the finish line? According to eyewitness Joe Deakin, who won a gold medal as a relay runner in the 1908 Olympic Games, “The problem was that people along the roadway were giving him glasses of Chantilly instead of water. Pietri wasn’t exhausted. He was drunk.”​[8]

Animals

• Princess, the pet dog of the family of Olympic gold medalist gymnast Bart Conner, was severely arthritic, yet she accompanied Bart’s mother on a three-mile walk every day. The vet told Bart’s mother, “Lady, you’ve just got a motivated dog.” She replied, thinking of her three successful sons, “I’ve got motivated everything.” By the way, while walking around Los Angeles before the 1984 Olympics, Bart Conner and some other USAmerican gymnasts were recognized by an old wino who asked them for tickets. (Of course, the wino didn’t get them.)​[9]

• While Scott Hamilton, the 1984 Olympic gold medal winner in men’s figure skating, was growing up, he and his family owned several cats in succession, each of which was named Puffy Buttons.​[10]

Autographs

• A new generation always comes along that is unknowing of some of the great people of previous generations. Walter Payton once signed an autograph for a young kid who was excited to get his autograph. Just then, Stan Musial arrived, and the young kid’s father was excited and asked Mr. Musial to sign an autograph for his son. Mr. Musial did so, but after he left, the young boy asked, “Who was that?” The father replied, “Son, that was Stan the Man.” The son asked, “Who?” The father replied, “Stan Musial, the greatest baseball player who ever lived.” The son said, “Never heard of him.” Joe Kane was present and told his friend Mr. Payton, “Walter, remember this day. Someday you will be forgotten as well. That’s the way it works.” Apparently, Mr. Payton learned the lesson. He was never accused of being proud, and he realized that all records, including his own, were made to be broken.​[11]

• Professional golfer Peter Jacobsen is shocked by the sloppiness of some of the signatures given today by other professional golfers. He was taught to give a legible signature by none other than Arnold Palmer. When Mr. Jacobsen was autographing whatever fans wanted autographed, Mr. Palmer showed Mr. Jacobsen a hat with a scrawl on it and asked, “What the h*ll is that?” Mr. Jacobsen looked and then said, “Uh, that’s my autograph.” Mr. Palmer then said, “Well, I can’t read it, and if I can’t read it, these people can’t read it. Why in the h*ll would they want your name on a hat if they get home and can’t read it? Sign the d*mn thing so they can read it.” Ever since then, Mr. Jacobsen has tried to do exactly that.​[12]

• NBA great Patrick Ewing studied fine arts at Georgetown University. One of his works of art was stolen from an exhibition, but he suspects that it was stolen so that someone could have his autograph. Mr. Ewing did have a reputation for not giving his autograph because he disliked being the only member of the team who was asked for his autograph. When people asked him for his autograph, he told them, “I’ll sign after you’ve asked my teammates.” Also, instead of giving fans his autograph, he often would shake hands with them instead. He reasoned, “It means a lot more than having me sign my name.”​[13]

• A young fan asked Vanderbilt football great Roy Huggins for an autograph, which he graciously gave. Mr. Huggins then handed the autograph book to another member of the Vanderbilt team, saying, “You want this fellow’s autograph, too.” The young fan asked who the other player was, and Mr. Huggins told him, “He’s a freshman — in two or three years, he’ll be All-America.” The young fan grabbed the autograph book out of the future All-America player’s hand, saying, “I’ll wait.”​[14]
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