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​INTRODUCTION
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[image: ]HERE IS A GENTLE tapping on the front door followed by the turning of the knob and a timid push. Through a small crack,

a blond tassel of hair appears followed by two beautiful blue eyes that dance with excitement and a little bit of mischief. With his eyes sweeping the room to make sure the coast appears clear, the little explosion of energy bursts into the room. It is Andrew, he is six years old, and he is on a mission. He is to deliver a secret message that no one but the old man has security clearance to see. He soon locates his objective and climbs up onto Grandpa’s lap. There is, of course, “the secret code” to authenticate that this is the right Grandpa. It comes in the form of a big bear hug. And once Andrew receives it, he knows he has found his intended target. The secret envelope is then opened to reveal the highly sensitive message inside. It reads: “I love coming to Grandpa’s house because you make my heart giggle.” A few tears well up in the old man’s eyes, and a second hug is given to simply say, “Message received, and understood.”

This secret message has caused me to reflect on the importance of our heart in everything we do in life — especially those things that have real meaning. All of us can reflect on experiences that have forever altered the direction of our lives. Two life-altering events that happened to me both involved the heart. The first was where I honestly felt that my heart would
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break. It occurred with the death of my ten-year-old son, Eric, from a tragic drowning accident. The second was where my heart actually did break. It happened when I went into total cardiac arrest caused by cardiomyopathy: a condition where my heart muscle became so weak that it simply stopped working. The chance of my survival was around one percent. The chance of my son’s survival was zero.


I have learned powerful lessons from these two experiences.




From Eric’s death I sadly learned the importance of priorities.

From my own brush with death, I learned to be grateful.



Concerning the importance of gratitude, Michael J Fox, who has battled Parkinson’s Disease for over thirty-two years, has said, “With gratitude, optimism is sustainable. And if you can find something to be grateful for, you can find something to look forward to, and you carry on.” He has since raised over $2 billion for Parkinson’s research to find a cure.

I wanted to share with others the lessons I have learned, not only from these two experiences, but also from my life as a whole. I have come to the realization that the best teachers have been those that I love the most. And one who stands out largely in my life is my father. I was a very ordinary son, but he was an extraordinary father.

Dad taught a lot of life’s lessons through what I have come to call “Dadisms” — sayings that reminded me of stories he would use in order to teach me life’s lessons.

Each chapter in this book begins with one of the Dadisms, followed by the principle(s) that Dad was trying to teach. I end each chapter with a story from history that teaches the same lesson. Each chapter stands independently of the others.

Life is made up of accumulated experiences. And I have chosen to tell them mostly in story form.
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“Tell me facts and I will learn.

Tell me the truth and I will remember it.

Tell me a story and it will live in my heart forever.”

Steve Sabol, NFL Films




I wanted to give some insight as to why the bond between fathers and sons exists. Not only as a son to my father, but also as a father to my sons. The lessons my father taught me were ones he learned in large part from his father, and the lessons my sons and grandsons are learning from me, came from Dad.

One day I ran across two journal entries — one from Charles Francis Adams, the other from his son, Brook. Charles was the son of John Quincy Adams, the seventh president of the United States, and the grandson of John Adams our second president. Charles was born in 1807 in Massachusetts, He had practiced law with Daniel Webster and had served as a state senator. He ran unsuccessfully for vice president in the election of 1848. He served as Lincoln’s foreign minister to London during the Civil War and, in 1869, as an overseer at Harvard University. To say the least, he was a very busy man. Brook, his second oldest child, had hungered for any interaction with his busy father, and finally convinced his dad one day to take him fishing. Their journal entries of that activity are quite striking. Charlie’s entry on that day read as follows: “Went fishing with my son today, a day wasted.” Brook, his son, wrote in his journal that same day: “Went fishing with my father today

— the most wonderful day of my life.” I shed a tear when I read that passage. It was totally foreign to me that such a relationship could exist. My dad was my hero, my confidant and my best friend growing up.

We use such terms as:




“He’s got heart.” Refers to passion “Give it all your heart.”  Means personal effort
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“Heartfelt” Relates to a sense of being genuine “He broke my heart.”   Love lost or disappointment “Heartache”   Causing emotional pain

“Heartless” Without feeling or affection



The heart is the symbol of love, and love is the most powerful force in the world. The Christians believe that the first and greatest commandment is to love God, and the second is like unto it, to love thy neighbor as thyself. The Muslims believe that God is so loving that he created His attribute of love as an instinct in us. Hence, true love is part of God’s love. The Buddhists believe that love is a gift of one’s innermost soul to another, so both can be whole.

A little about my dad:

Little Johnny, as my father was known, spent his early childhood in Cache Valley, a beautiful mountain setting in northern Utah. The valley was lush and green in summer with horses and cows grazing peacefully in fields framed by homemade log and wire fences. The severe winters were in stark contrast to the mild summers. Bitterly cold, but beautiful. Each morning, the sun would stream through the trees, causing the hoar frost (which had settled on the branches during the night) to sparkle like a thousand little gems. Against a cobalt blue sky, the contrast was stunning. Cache Valley was a wonderful place for an active young boy to grow up in: pine covered mountains to climb, clear running rivers to fish, and plenty of places to explore. Cache Valley got its name from the mountain men and trappers who traveled the Rockies in search of valuable furs, such as fox, beaver and bear. Beaver pelts were in high demand in the east because top hats were all the rage, and a beaver top hat signaled wealth and class. Jim Bridger and Jedediah Smith were a few of those who roamed the high mountains in the 1820s. Jedediah was born and raised in Boston, and Jim hailed
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from Chicago. These young men had left the comforts of eastern cities for the lonely and rugged life in the west. It was a solitary existence, always working the trap lines by themselves. Each spring, around the first week in May, these intrepid young men would come together to retrieve their hidden fur “caches” that they had created during the winter months in what was for them the high social event of the year. It was called “the rendezvous.”

Dad’s father, Rube, was slight of build. He had come from humble circumstances. Raised on a small farm that managed to put food on the table but little else, Rube would spend his entire life raising livestock and living off the land the same as his father and his grandfather before him had done. Dad’s mother, Charlotte, was the daughter of John Anderson who was a tall man, and rather quiet and soft spoken. He was impeccable in appearance and altogether a rather handsome man. He had amassed a small fortune in real estate and as president of the Logan First National Bank and as the proprietor of the old ZCMI Mercantile Store on Main Street. His parents had walked from St Louis Missouri to the Rocky Mountains to homestead in the northern Utah territory in 1859, and John was born a few years later in 1864. It was said of Charlotte that she could have any man in the valley, but she settled on a quiet country boy. As a cattleman, Rube was hardly ever home. He was demanding of his children, but in a kind sort of way.

My father, Little Johnny, was a very active and outgoing young boy with little fear of anything, always towering over his fellow schoolmates. Despite his size, he was a kind and gentle child. As an adult, he was larger than life, not only physically, but also large intellectually, emotionally, and spiritually. At six foot six and 320 pounds, with size 16 shoes and a coat size 56, everyone quit calling him Little Johnny, and he simply became known as Big John.

He had an unwavering love for his country. He was part of what Tom Brokaw called “the Greatest Generation,” serving in
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World War II in the South Pacific. He was involved in the battles at Saipan, Tinian, Iwo Jima, Leyte, Philippines, and Okinawa, along with being part of one of the first contingencies to enter Hiroshima after the atomic bomb was dropped.

He loved golf, he loved to travel, and he never held public office, but was deeply involved in local caucuses, state conventions, and campaigning for candidates he believed in. As far as singing, he could not carry a tune, but he loved music and the arts and saw to it that we often attended the Utah Symphony, plays at the Promised Valley Playhouse, and excursions to the local galleries, so we could appreciate fine art. We could decide for ourselves as to whether or not we wanted to play sports, but we had no such freedom when it came to learning how to play a musical instrument. To Dad, it was non-negotiable. He said simply, “You will.”

I knew he loved me, not only by what he said, but by what he actually did. One night in late August 1968, my father came home from work and asked if he could visit with me for a few minutes. My first though was, “Oh no, what have I done now?” I soon realized that his tone was very different from past visits. He said, “Son, I have been offered the job to be the principal of your high school, and I need to know if that would bother you in any way.” I then asked him what he would do if the answer was yes. His response surprised me. He said, “Son, you are far more important than any job could ever be, and if it would cause you even the slightest worry or concern, I will turn the job down.” I knew that he really wanted that job, but I also knew he really meant what he said. My answer to him was that it would be fine, and for the next three years we had what many would call a rather unique experience together.

I hope the stories I tell here will be of some interest. But more importantly I hope they will awaken in each reader the realization of the lessons that each has learned from those who have been their source of inspiration and learning. Those who have truly made a difference in their lives.
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​CHAPTER  1
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“FAINT HEART NEVER WON FAIR MAIDEN (OR ANYTHING ELSE FOR THAT MATTER)”
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Courage / Determination
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––––––––

[image: ]



“What lies ahead I do not know, but I am unwilling to stop. I must go on.”

John Wesley Powell (Grand Canyon expedition of 1869)




[image: ]HE DIRT ROADS WERE not well maintained but were heavily traveled. In summer, the air was thick with the dust thrown up

by the hoofs of the oxen and the churning wheels of the wagons. Relief came occasionally when a slight breeze came, but a strong wind only made things worse. Winter brought slower progress. If the roads were not frozen with ice and snow, they were deep in mud. There would be the occasional tavern or inn along the way where a weary traveler could get a meal and find a place to sleep, but most nights were spent on the hard planks of a covered wagon or on the ground under a starry sky. After passing St Louis, Missouri there would be no inns and taverns to speak of. You were very much
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on your own. During the summer, on a good day, one could travel twenty miles. In winter, five miles would be pushing it. In 1868, a person leaving Elmira, New York traveling west to homestead in southern Idaho could expect the rugged and demanding journey to take four months and cost between $400 and $1,500. In 1869, with the completion of the transcontinental railroad, the same trip would be cut to just seven days and cost as little as $70. Seventy- five years later, not much had changed as a young twenty-one- year-old farm girl from a little town south of Sun Valley, Idaho, Lois Manwill, worked her way east along the same route with only a single suitcase.

When Lois stepped off the train in Elmira, New York in February 1943, she was met by a tall, strapping young man from Utah who introduced himself as John Larsen. This first encounter produced two opposite reactions: he was smitten, she was not. After John left the train station that morning, he confided in a close friend that he had just met the girl he would one day marry. The young farm girl always kept a very detailed journal, and her entry on that same day briefly described having met a young man from Utah, but that was all she wrote. She recorded no other thoughts. Apparently, she was not overly impressed. When John returned from New York to Salt Lake City, the country was at war in the most horrific conflict in history, World War ll. John had a deep and abiding love for his country, so instead of waiting to be drafted, he enlisted. He served in the Pacific from September 1943 to March 1946. Most of his time was aboard the USS Cambria as an Rm 3/c petty officer. During the war, he continued to correspond with Lois, and when he came home on leave for two weeks in September of 1945, he invited Lois to travel from Richfield, Idaho to Salt Lake City, Utah to meet his family. Following a nice lunch, John took Lois into the living room, sat her down on the couch and slipped a ring onto her finger. Her journal entry on that day reads, “John gave me a ring today and asked me to marry him. I have no idea why. Obviously, he has feelings for me that I definitely don’t have for him.” When I
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came across that entry, I thought, “How in the world did these two ever make it?” John refused to give up and continued to court her through letters for the remainder of the war. The total number of letters written by John to Lois during the war was 252. As World War II came to a close, John came to the conclusion that maybe he wasn’t going to win fair maiden after all, so he wrote a letter to Lois, which included the following: “Lois, maybe this courtship isn’t going to work after all, so why don’t you just send the ring back and we will just be friends.” That letter was a wakeup call to her. The thought of no longer having him in her life was very disconcerting. She suddenly realized that maybe she did have feelings for him after all. He returned from the war on February 5, 1946, and they were married April 6 of that same year. I was born six years later.

I always believed that Dad’s “Faint heart never won fair maiden” applied to dating and courtship. But over time, I have realized it applies to any worthy endeavor in life. He always asked, “Is your heart really in it? Do you really believe?”

The poster read: “Come and join 180 high school students from across the Wasatch front in six glorious, fun-filled weeks in Europe. College credit will be given as we will learn about the culture, history, traditions, and art of five beautiful countries. We will be visiting such places as the Eiffel Tower, the Louvre and the Palace of Versailles in France, the Vatican, Venice, and Pompeii in Italy, the Bavarian Alps in Germany, Big Ben, Westminster Abbey, and Windsor Castle in England, and so much more. The tour includes food, lodging, air fare, and all entrance fees to the places we will visit.”

The advertising poster hung in the front hallway of our school. The company behind the tour was the Foreign Study Language League. My assistant high school principal encouraged me to go on this trip whenever he saw me, but my response was always the same: “Dr. Burton, I would love to go, but there is no way my family could afford to send me.” And his response was also
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always the same: “Brent, the company is offering one scholarship to a deserving student that covers all expenses, so why don’t you apply?” And again, my response was the same: “Dr. Burton, my grades are far from stellar. They’re even far below average, so it would be a waste of time to apply.” After about the fifth such conversation, I realized that Dr. Burton was a very persistent man and that there was only one way to end this repetitive discussion, and so I finally applied. Three months before the tour was to leave, I received a letter from the company notifying me that I had been awarded the scholarship. I immediately thought that it was a scam, and so I contacted the company to ask two questions. The first question was, “How many of these scholarship award notices were sent out?” Their response was, “Just one, and it was sent to you.” My second question was, “Why in the world was I awarded the scholarship?” their answer was simple: “Because you were the only one that applied.” So, in the summer of 1969, I spent six magical weeks in Europe with 179 other high school students. I have often reflected on this experience, and I have come to a simple realization: if you don’t try, you already know the outcome. As the great hockey player Wayne Gretzky once said, “You will miss 100% of the shots you don’t take.”
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​John Wesley Powell, Intrepid Grand Canyon and Colorado River Explorer
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My oldest son once said that if he ever had a mistress, it would be the Grand Canyon.

To stand on the rim looking down into the Grand Canyon is breathtaking, but to stand in the bottom of the canyon looking up is life changing. The majesty is beyond description. Kevin Fedarko in his book The Emerald Mile comes close. “On any given evening in summer, but most notably in late June. There comes a moment just after the sun has disappeared behind the rimrock, and just before the darkness has tumbled down the walls, when the bottom of the Grand Canyon gives itself over to a moment muted grace that feels something like an act of Atonement for the sins of the world. This is the fleeting interregnum between the blast-furnace heat of the day and the star-draped immensity of the night, and when it arrives, the bedrock bathes in a special kind of light, the pink-and-orange blush of a freshly opened nectarine. This is also the canyon’s loveliest hour. When there is nothing sweeter, nothing more calming to the soul, than standing along the shallows at the edge of the Colorado River and breathing in the wonders of that place.”

John Wesley Powell was a thirty-five-year-old major, standing five foot six and weighing only 125 pounds. His father was a Methodist preacher in Wisconsin where John grew up. In 1861, as a lieutenant serving under Ulysses S. Grant at the Battle of Shiloh in southwestern Tennessee, he lost his right arm from a Confederate Minnie ball. He continued to serve in the Union Army until January 1865, reaching the rank of major. Two years later, he found




[image: ]

himself as a natural history and geology professor at Illinois State University and working at the Illinois State Natural History Society. While collecting specimens for the museum, he hit upon the idea of exploring the mighty Colorado River for scientific purposes.

The year was 1869, and the setting was Green River, Wyoming, a small frontier town on the banks of the river that carried the same name. The population of this small community was just over 2,000. It was pretty much a forgotten town. If it was not for the mighty river that flowed throughout the center of town, it would probably not exist at all. It was here that Major John Wesley Powell assembled his ragtag crew of nine men, most of whom had little or no experience in boating, and some could not even swim.

The men had no way of knowing what to expect. The river could slowly descend or drop off in a major waterfall. They only knew that from their beginning point at Green River Station and their anticipated endpoint, the river would drop some 5,280 feet. None of these men had ever experienced white water or rapids of any kind.

Three of the boats they were to take, weighed close to half a ton each. They were twenty-one feet in length and had the capacity to carry approximately 2,000 pounds of cargo. All four boats were ill-suited for river running. They were hard to control because they had been designed for the calm waters of lakes and harbors.

They were to face some 500 rapids before their journey ended. Most rapids in the United States are ranked on a scale of one to five, yet because of the mighty diversity and complexity of the Colorado River, the ranking is one to ten, one is a rather mild and a delightful ride, and a ten is equal to some of the great rapids in the country. People can die in such rapids if they’re not careful.

By August 10, Powell and his men had reached the Little Colorado, a small tributary that entered the main Colorado on their left. To them, it was nothing more than a muddy little stream, but when the water runs clear, this “little stream” transforms itself into
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one of the most vibrant turquoise colors that Mother Nature could ever create. The confluence of these two rivers is sacred to the Hopi Indian Tribe.

From his own diary, we gain an incredible insight that John Wesley Powell, of all men, had anything but a faint heart.

“We are now ready to start on our way down the great unknown. We are three-quarters of a mile in the depths of the earth, and the great river shrinks into insignificance, as it dashes its angry waves against the walls and cliffs that rise to the world above. They are but puny ripples, and we are but pygmies, running up and down the sand, or lost among the boulders. We have an unknown distance yet to run; an unknown river yet to explore. What falls there are, we know not; what rocks beset the channel, we know not; what walls rise over the river, we know not. What lies ahead I do not know, but I am unwilling to stop. I must go on.”

By the end of their incredible journey, the men of the expedition had nothing left to give.




“The men were unshaven, sunburned, their clothes threadbare, almost nonexistent, and all nearing starvation. The only supplies they had left were a day’s rationing of flour and a small amount of coffee beans. On the bow of the lead boat was a small, tattered piece of cloth, what was left of the Stars and Stripes.”

The Emerald Mile




Ninety-nine days after leaving Green River Station and having traveled over 1,000 miles down an unknown and treacherous river, Powell and his men would end their expedition near the Grand Wash Cliffs where the Colorado enters present day Lake Mead.
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​CHA P TER  2
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“UNTIL MY DOINGS CATCH UP WITH MY KNOWINGS, I AIN’T GOT TIME FOR NEW LEARNIN’S”
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Education / Learning
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“We choose to go to the moon, we choose to go to the moon in this decade, and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard.”

President John F. Kennedy




[image: ]EARS LATER IN REMINISCING about his college days, Dad wrote, “I suppose as a freshman and sophomore that I wasn’t going to let my formal studies stand in the way of my education. All of those warm, sunny afternoons on the beach of the Great Salt Lake did not compensate for Ds in bacteriology and chemistry. With medical school out of the picture, I went to help Dad on the farm.” It was definitely true that he really didn’t have time for “new

learnin’s.”

His time on the farm, then living in New York, followed by two and a half years in the South Pacific during World War II gave John plenty of opportunities to contemplate what it was he really wanted
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out of life. During that time, he came to an epiphany that would change his life: knowledge is power. Power to build, to grow, to motivate others, to achieve your life’s dreams, and to control your own destiny. From the time he returned from World War II in April 1946 until his death a little over fifty years later, he embarked on a journey of learning and discovery that never ceased.

I rarely saw Dad without a book either in his hand or nearby. He was a voracious reader and his thirst for knowledge was never quenched. His personal library consisted of over 10,000 volumes. He instilled in me a great love for the arts, native cultures, science, and especially history. Whenever we traveled as a family and came across a roadside historical marker, a museum or a site on the National Register of Historic Places, we knew instinctively that Dad was going to stop. We seldom minded. Dad had an amazing gift. He could describe some historical events in such a way that we felt we had actually traveled back in time to witness the event firsthand. We were there at the driving of the golden spike where the Union and Central Pacific railroads first met in northern Utah on May 10, 1869, completing the transcontinental railroad. We witnessed the signing of the Declaration of Independence on July 2, 1776, the day that the continental congress voted for independence. We felt the concussions of the bombs from the Japanese torpedo bombers as they tore through the deck of the USS Arizona on December 7, 1941, at Pearl Harbor. We experienced the wind on our face, blowing in from the sea at Kill Devil Hills, North Carolina as we witnessed the first powered flight in history, watching Wilbur Wright take to the air for eleven seconds on December 17, 1903. Dad also introduced us to many great authors. Men and women who had the creative ability to bring amazing people to life. One of these authors was David McCullough. When Dad suggested that I read his book on Harry S. Truman, Truman, I was discouraged by its sheer volume My attention span is relatively short, and so the 1,117 pages of Truman kept me from even attempting the
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read. Dad even gave me his copy of the book as a gift, still to no avail. The book simply went on the shelf and there it remained for the next ten years. It wasn’t until after Dad had passed away that I came across the book, and I contemplated on why he had been so high on it. I assumed it was because Truman had been the President of the United States when he was younger and raising a family of his own, and therefore the book Truman was more relevant to him. So, I started to read the book more out of a curiosity to find out why Dad had enjoyed it so much. I was a young boy when Harry Truman was still alive, but I knew little of his personal and political life, and so I decided to jump in. I soon found myself unable to set the book down. The more I learned about Truman, the more I came to understand why Dad had been encouraging me to read the book. When my wife and I traveled through Independence, Missouri a few years later, I had to stop at the home where Truman had lived, and we also visited the Truman Presidential Library. One of the displays in the library showed two surveys taken of college professors from across the country. Their expertise was in the fields of history and political science. The first survey was conducted just after Truman left office, and the other one was compiled fifty years later. The first survey taken when he left the White House rated him as one of the five worst presidents ever to hold office, and the other more recent survey ranked him as one of the top five presidents to ever serve. His accomplishments included his “Fair Deal,” which expanded public housing, increased aid to public education, and instituted a higher minimum wage and federal protection for civil rights. Other accomplishments included desegregating the military, recognizing the creation of Israel, and expanding social security, He also instituted the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan to help rebuild Europe after the terrible destruction caused by World War II. He accomplished so much, especially for a farm boy from Missouri who never had a college degree and never owned his own home. His motto, which was on
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