
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Praise for 
What Made Me Who I Am

			 

			“When a legend of an industry writes a book, you take notice. Bernie Swain, founder of the nation’s top lecture agency, recounts the watershed moments of a number of well-known clients. What Made Me Who I Am is an insightful guide to what has empowered a generation of leaders. It’s also full of fresh, moving stories that will help you navigate your life and challenges—no matter where or who you are.” 

			—AMY CUDDY, Harvard Business School professor 
and New York Times bestselling author of Presence

			 

			“Imagine having a backstage pass to the most interesting stages of the past three decades. Bernie Swain didn’t just have that seat; he built the stage. In this inspiring book, he convinced many of the great leaders of our time to share the key turning points in their lives. It’s like 34 autobiographies in one volume—full of delightful stories, surprising insights, and practical wisdom.”

			—ADAM GRANT, Wharton professor 
and New York Times bestselling author of Originals and Give and Take

			 

			“Bernie Swain’s What Made Me Who I Am is a treasure. By revealing the core motivations of some of our most powerful leaders, the book challenges all of us to push back our own frontiers and become better versions of ourselves. Prepare to be surprised, inspired, and—most of all—changed.”

			—DANIEL H. PINK, New York Times bestselling author 
of Drive, A Whole New Mind, and To Sell Is Human

			 

			“Rarely do we get intimate profiles of so many outstanding leaders as we do in What Made Me Who I Am. Author Bernie Swain, a legend in the speaking world, reveals his clients’ most personal leadership struggles alongside his own. Leaders at every level will see themselves in his frank, true-to-life tales about risk, tough times, and resilience. You’ll also get some powerful inspiration and practical advice that could make a real difference for the rest of your life.”

			—STEPHEN M. R. COVEY, New York Times bestselling author 
of The Speed of Trust and Smart Trust

			 

			“The stories in What Made Me Who I Am are both heartfelt and inspiring. The trust and confidence these famous names have in Bernie Swain is obvious on every page because they reveal to him intimate details of their lives that give real insight into how they became who they are today. Plus it is a fast and fun read.”

			—MAUREEN ORTH, Award-winning journalist 
and special correspondent for Vanity Fair

			 

			“History is composed of the stories we tell; their turning points often have the power to inspire. From the personal trials of some of today’s most iconic leaders, Bernie Swain has created an inspiring gem.”

			—KEN BURNS, Renowned filmmaker, including Civil War and Baseball

			 

			“Everyone starts somewhere, and some of the most successful people of our times started in circumstances that were light years away from the lofty peaks they reached. Bernie Swain’s book shares the stories of some of the successful individuals with whom he’s worked—and the pivotal moments that proved life changing. You’ll look at the events in your own life differently after reading about the lives of these leaders.” 

			—DEBORAH NORVILLE, Anchor of Inside Edition 
and New York Times bestselling author of Thank You Power 

			 

			“We all have moments when we decide our fate—when we face down a problem, for example, or take a big risk. What Made Me Who I Am focuses on those inflection points for 34 notable people. You learn what has made all the difference in each of their lives and how these influences continue to drive them forward. This is an important book with great meaning for the rising generation.”

			—EUGENE ROBINSON, Pulitzer Prize–winning columnist 
for the Washington Post and MSNBC analyst

			 

			“I love What Made Me Who I Am simply because Bernie Swain understands what moves people. You’ll see yourself in every story, and you’ll be inspired to take charge of your problems and opportunities in fresh, new ways.” 

			—KATIE COURIC, Award-winning journalist 
and New York Times bestselling author

			 

			“Bernie Swain’s book What Made Me Who I Am wisely states that all of us must appreciate the evolution of our lives and seize those teachable moments. Bernie has met many remarkable men and women with lessons to teach. In this book, he shares them with us.”

			—CHARLIE ROSE, Emmy-award winning journalist

			 

			“I’ve always believed that the most effective leaders are as generous as they are ambitious. They are at their best when they bring about the best in everyone they encounter. This book confirms that belief. In a true act of generosity, Bernie Swain has persuaded many of the remarkable thinkers, statesmen, and executives with whom he has worked to share the secrets of their success. The stories are larger than life, but their lessons may change your life. What Made Me Who I Am will help make you what you hope to become.”

			—WILLIAM C. TAYLOR, Fast Company cofounder 
and New York Times bestselling author including Simply Brilliant

			 

			“Every human life is unique and unrepeatable. What we do and what we become in our lives has everything to do with whether we discover our personal talents and passions and have the determination to pursue them. What does that take and what happens when we do? In this compelling collection of powerful stories, Bernie Swain explores these fundamental questions through the lives of 34 extraordinary people in many different fields. No matter who you are, or what stage of life you’ve reached, you’ll find What Made Me Who I Am is a treasure trove of insights and experiences on leadership, life, and achievement.”

			—SIR KEN ROBINSON, New York Times bestselling author 
of The Element: How Finding Your Passion Changes Everything

			 

			“Bernie Swain—who has worked with US presidents, executives, and public figures for 35 years—gives us a rare look at the private moments that have helped determine the achievements of some of today’s most compelling leaders. What Made Me Who I Am will remind you of the tremendous power of human potential, and that we are all in the people business.”

			—JOHN WREN, President and CEO, Omnicom Group

			 

			“Here’s the truth in What Made Me Who I Am: Your future is in your hands—regardless of your circumstances. Get a copy. You’ll be newly motivated to have more of a positive influence, get ahead, and expand your role in the world.”

			—DAN SCHAWBEL, Partner at Future Workplace 
and author including the New York Times bestseller Promote Yourself

			 

			“Great people are sometimes born and sometimes made. But either way, great people are those who take charge of their potential. Bernie Swain’s insightful book delivers first-hand accounts of how 34 of this generation’s stars did just that—facing down problems, taking on risk, and persevering through tough challenges. What Made Me Who I Am is a terrific read for anyone who wants to make the most of what they have, and become all they can be.”

			—JACK AND SUZY WELCH, Business leaders 
and New York Times bestselling authors including The Real-Life MBA

			 

			“Behind every president, CEO, Hollywood actor, or successful entrepreneur you’ll find a person who’s rarely talked about. Don’t be surprised if that person’s name is Bernie Swain. In his remarkable book What Made Me Who I Am, Swain shares a fascinating insight into some of the world’s most admired individuals and how they in turn shaped equally remarkable individuals. What Made Me Who I Am is a must-read for anyone who aspires to reach for the stars—and have fun at the same time.”

			—MARTIN LINDSTROM, New York Times bestselling author 
of Buyology and Small Data

			 

			“Bernie Swain has a compelling personal story and an incredibly unique vantage point on life. This book gathers it all together in powerful short profiles; read them and be inspired, entertained, and delighted.” 

			—RORY VADEN, New York Times bestselling author 
of Take the Stairs and Procrastinate on Purpose 

			 

			“Bernie Swain has written a deeply insightful book, capturing the moments that turned ordinary people into today’s heroes. What Made Me Who I Am is to be treasured.”

			—MARSHALL GOLDSMITH, New York Times bestselling author 
including Triggers

			 

			“Everyone carries with them a lasting lesson that defines them. Bernie Swain has done a masterful job capturing the moments that have become lasting lessons for so many of today’s greatest leaders.”

			—LUKE RUSSERT, Correspondent, NBC News

			 

			“Bernie Swain has created the perfect book for every bedside. When he called his friends of many years and asked them to tell their personal stories, they responded with warm, revealing tales—stories that are charming, often humorous, and inspiring. No wonder Bernie’s clients are favorites of audiences all over the world.”

			—DAVID GERGEN, Political analyst, advisor to four US presidents, 
and Harvard Kennedy School professor

			 

			“The most unexpected moment can change your life, but only if you’re paying attention. Bernie’s terrific new book captures the real-life turning points of productive heroes—each one his friend. Who grabbed the opportunity, got competitive, and leaped forward? Learn from the best in What Made Me Who I Am.”

			—BARBARA CORCORAN, Shark investor on ABC’s Shark Tank, 
and New York Times bestselling author
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who inspired me 
since the day they were born.
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			INTRODUCTION

			A PREPOSTEROUS IDEA

			In the lives of truly successful and accomplished people, you will often find a turning point. It may be a person in their life, a moment in time, or an unexpected event. It may be more intangible, such as the expectations set by others, or something that totally surprises you. But success and accomplishment don’t happen in a vacuum; they rise from experiences that have a profound and lasting influence.

			When you ask these successful and accomplished individuals about their turning points and listen carefully, you will often hear truly enlightening and inspirational stories—stories that can serve as a shining beacon of light to us all.

			I learned this over a period of twenty-five years while founding and building our business, the Washington Speakers Bureau. We represented some of the biggest names in world leadership—among them, three of the past four presidents of the United States, the last four prime ministers of Great Britain, five secretaries of state, countless government and military leaders, journalists, authors, and sports legends. Throughout the course of my career, we shared much time and many experiences together. In our conversations, those we represented spoke often of the powerful influences and defining moments in their lives. These were the turning points they experienced that they rarely talked about in their speeches and appearances, stories that caused me to reconsider my own life and reflect on what I was hearing. 

			I credit Alex Haley, the author of Roots and one of the most compelling people that we’ve had the privilege to represent, for helping me to see that all these stories should be a book—this book. One day in the late eighties, Alex showed up at our office unannounced. He was like that—even though he was at the height of his fame and one of the best-known writers in the country, he would just walk into our offices and sit with us for an hour or more, talking and sharing stories.

			On this occasion, Alex repeated one of his favorite sayings: “When an old person dies, it’s like a library burning.” That pithy phrase stuck with me, and as the days and months passed, I began to understand what he was telling me. Each life—the ones recounted here, the millions that go uncelebrated—is defined by experiences that have volumes to teach us. Each life is a storehouse of wisdom and knowledge, its own library, stuffed to the rafters. 

			I wrote this book for two reasons: To share with you a collection of stories that have inspired me for many years and taught me something about life, the stories of a compelling and eclectic group of my friends who were guided by their powerful influences and defining moments. And, by my recounting these stories, to give you a better picture and understanding of your own life, and the importance of your turning points in the process. 

			Many names will be familiar. You’ve read about them, seen them at press conferences, on news broadcasts, on playing fields. You probably know what they’ve accomplished and why they’re famous. CNN and Wikipedia can tell you. The stories they shared with me and I recall in this book reveal something more personal and relevant—what makes us who we are. 

			My front row seat to the worldwide lecture circuit has provided me with a lifetime of insight and inspiration. It began and unfolded like the stories in this book. I was in my early thirties and just months away from becoming the athletic director at George Washington University when a friend’s half serious note spurred my wife, Paula, and me to abandon our careers and risk our family’s future on a preposterous idea. Our friend Harry Rhoads had sent us an article from Fortune magazine, entitled “Speech is Golden on the Lecture Circuit,” about the Harry Walker Agency in New York, then the world’s largest lecture agency. In the article, Henry Kissinger was quoted as asking Walker why he should sign with his company instead of with one of his competitors. Walker’s response: “We don’t have any competitors.”

			Harry taped a note to the page. It read: “No competitors?” Paula took the note as an invitation and a challenge. I thought she was kidding. Weeks later, Paula’s simple but passionate argument—that every life, even ours, needs a great if totally unpredictable and crazy adventure—prevailed and I gave in. With no experience or real plan (but with a one-year-old baby), we quit our jobs, ended our careers, and started a lecture agency with Harry.

			Our first office was, quite literally, a closet. It held the office supplies for Chuck Hagel—who would become US secretary of defense—and his business partner (and our friend) Bill Collins. The three of us shared two small desks and two telephones. When Chuck and Bill’s staff needed stationery supplies, they walked into our closet/office. When we needed to leave our office, even to use the restroom, we sometimes had to wait until one of Chuck’s meetings was over. 

			For months, we sat in our closet hoping that someone would call us. But no one ever did. As it turned out, Harry Walker’s claim of “no competitors” was a strategic boast, a way of separating himself from other agencies. There were dozens of lecture agencies up and down the East Coast representing all kinds of famous people. We were clueless. There was, after all, no Internet in 1980 to save us from our decisions. 

			Sitting in our closet late at night, I would often close my eyes, shake my head, and ask myself, “What have we done?” 

			A year later, little had changed. Harry Walker and the other big agencies still controlled the industry. Most of the famous speakers remained under written contracts with those agencies. Our office was still a closet, and we didn’t represent anyone. Only one thing had changed. We had spent all our savings on supplies, rent, mailing lists, brochures, and direct mailings that had little or no effect, and we were out of money.

			Then, just as we were about to close our closet door, we got our first exclusive speaker—Steve Bell, anchorman for ABC’s Good Morning America. I had helped Steve get access to the GWU swimming pool for a news story years before, and he had just left his old agency. When he called us, we were so excited and anxious that we simply sealed the deal with a quick handshake and no paperwork. “If someone is unhappy with us,” I justified after the handshake, “what good will it be holding him to a signed piece of paper?”

			This questionable decision turned out to be a “defining moment” strategy for our new little company. Word spread in the small, news-driven town of Washington. Knowing they could walk out on us at any time, a surprising number of speakers, mostly Washington journalists (including Hugh Sidey, Carl Rowan, Robert Novak, and Mark Shields) gave us a chance. Knowing we could lose them at any time, we worked hard to keep our clients happy.

			For the next seven years, we did what many start-ups must do to succeed. We arrived to work every day at dawn, we didn’t leave the office until late at night, we obsessed about every small detail, and we learned from our mistakes. There were no vacations; we often worked seven days a week. We were driven, always thinking, planning, and rethinking, but most importantly, we were networking intensely and building relationships. 

			Thankfully, it started to pay off. We added another impressive list of speakers, which is what most distinguishes one agency from another, among them Peter Jennings, Art Buchwald, Charles Kuralt, David Brinkley, George Will, Lou Holtz, Jim Valvano, and Terry Bradshaw. We eventually moved to new offices, got health insurance (just in time for the birth of our three-month-premature, two-pound baby girl), and hired what was the start of a very talented staff and team of agents that would fully develop in the decade to follow. For the first time, we could favorably compare our success recruiting talent (speakers) and booking events against much of our competition. I’m not sure Harry Walker took much notice of us, but in just seven productive and foundation-making years, our reputation in the industry and roster of speakers was strong.

			The big turning point came in 1988, when we received an invitation to the White House. Ronald Reagan would be leaving office in a few months, and he was looking for an agency to book and manage his speaking engagements. We got invited to interview.

			There were dozens of agencies in the running, including large East Coast companies that specialized in politicians and Hollywood agencies that Reagan knew from his acting career. The president’s staff conducted the initial interviews, and although we knew the field of potential agencies was being narrowed, we remained totally in the dark. Unlike almost every other thing going on in Washington, there were no rumors to shed light on their thinking. All we knew was that the top two choices of the staff would be presented to the president and First Lady, and they would make the final decision.

			I don’t think anyone in Washington, or elsewhere for that matter, thought we would be the agency selected to represent Ronald Reagan, and yet we were optimistic. There’s a confidence you get over time when you build something of your own and, after years of surviving the early days and then thriving on later challenges, we were confident. But that optimism was challenged when we heard nothing for two months, not a word. Then out of the blue, my secretary buzzed me in the office: “Fred Ryan is on the phone for you.” Fred was Reagan’s chief of staff and now publisher of the Washington Post. I held my breath and took the call, braced for bad news. Fred got right to the point: “Bernie, President and Mrs. Reagan have selected you to represent them.” It was that simple, and yet breathtaking. Trying not to sound too excited or unprofessional, I thanked him, assured him that we would do a good job, and hung up the phone. 

			Superstitious and worried that the decision was somehow a mistake, we refused to ask how it all happened. But then one day in our office, I blurted out the question to Fred Ryan. “You actually came in second; Harry Walker was first,” he said. Time stood still and I barely heard the next few sentences. “But, it was the president himself who chose you. He liked that you, Paula, and Harry were starting up a new business, and he wanted to give you a chance.” 

			I sat in my office that day thinking how totally amazing it was that a president would trust his legacy to a fledgling agency and a small, inexperienced group of people. But, as the years passed, I came to understand why it made perfect sense. Reagan was, at heart, a small-town boy who believed in entrepreneurship and the little guy. Like the people whose stories are in this book, he was guided by and true to the powerful influences and defining moments that formed and shaped his life.

			With the president’s decision, our lives were to change like we’d never imagined. Twenty-one months later, Margaret Thatcher, at the recommendation of President Reagan, asked us to represent her without meeting us. Then, General Norman Schwarzkopf called us from his bunker near the end of the Gulf War. Over time, we were representing George H. W. Bush, Colin Powell, Madeleine Albright, Tony Blair, Condoleezza Rice, Rudy Giuliani, Bob Gates, and so many others. The roster of clients we would eventually represent, it was said, became the greatest in history since the very first agency, the Redpath Bureau, represented Mark Twain, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Susan B. Anthony, Frederick Douglass, and other notables of the post–Civil War era.

			If you’d told me in my twenties that I would play a part, even this small part, in the lives of presidents, prime ministers, and great achievers of all kinds, I might have questioned your sanity. But it was real, and not only did we represent these famous individuals as clients, we soon got to know them and, over time, earned their trust and friendship (the key to our success). In this book, I’ll share with you what my conversations with my friends taught me: the powerful influences and defining moments, the turning points in our lives, don’t just change us, but they can make us stronger and wiser, and contribute greatly to our character and accomplishment.

			The storytellers whose journeys I will recount and narrate in this book stand as an assembly of individuals who defined their generation. Here, they share the moments that defined them. Bob Woodward finds his passion for investigative journalism while working as a janitor. Condoleezza Rice’s life path is set by her grandfather’s controversial decision over a hundred years ago. Tony Blair’s journey to becoming prime minister is almost derailed by Mick Jagger. Robert Reich’s childhood friend’s death sends him on a life mission to change the world.

			These stories, about extraordinary people who often started from humble and modest beginnings, will surprise you. Some may even move you. My genuine hope is that you will see yourself in many of these stories and they will inspire you to recognize and learn from the turning points in your life. They did that for me. 

		

	
		
			MADELEINE ALBRIGHT

			Before Madeleine Albright was confirmed as the first female US secretary of state, there were many people who thought a woman wouldn’t be able to negotiate with Arab countries. But she told me once that she actually had more trouble with American men. She had been around Washington for a while, and many of the men in her circle knew her either as a friend of their wives or someone they’d sat next to at a dinner party. Some of them had a hard time, she recalled, making the leap from carpool mom to secretary of state.

			It wasn’t what I expected, but the defining moments and influences that Madeleine shared with me over the years centered on the theme of parent/child relationships and how they shape us. As she talked about her life, it reconfirmed what has crossed my mind many times—that we grow up, become our own person, and still, for many of us, the powerful urge to make our parents happy remains. 

			 

			I was born in Prague in 1937, when the Czechoslovak nation was less than two decades old. At the time of my birth, my father, Josef, was a young press attaché stationed in Belgrade, Yugoslavia. He came from a family of businessmen, but he wanted to be a diplomat; he had an instinct for civility and cooperation. He had studied at Charles University in Prague, which was founded in 1348, and then at the Sorbonne in Paris. A passionate Czechoslovak patriot, my father was a remarkable man and the most important influence on my life. It was his clearheaded and fair-minded character that saw me through an unsettled, even tumultuous childhood, and that set a standard I have endeavored to live up to ever since.

			In September 1938, when I was still a toddler, the Munich Agreement was signed by Germany, France, England, and Italy. It allowed Germany to annex the largely German-speaking northern part of Czechoslovakia and was widely regarded as an act of appeasement toward Adolf Hitler. Soon thereafter my father was recalled from his position in Yugoslavia. I didn’t find out why until years later, but it turns out my mother, Anna, was indirectly responsible. She was a smart, vivacious woman, charming and fun, but very outspoken. She was furious that Czechoslovakia wasn’t a participant in the conference that negotiated the agreement and that it accepted the annexation without a fight. At a dinner party, she announced that she would “rather marry a street sweeper than a soldier who didn’t fight.” Her indiscretion was reported to the Czechoslovak government, which was under the influence of the Germans. Soon thereafter, my father was recalled from his post.

			We were living in Prague in March of 1939 when the Nazis marched into the city. A Czechoslovak government in exile was established in London, and we moved to England so that my father could be part of it. He took a prominent role in countering German propaganda, including participating in BBC radio broadcasts to Czechoslovakia. I remember listening to his voice on the radio and being awed by his intelligence and passion. It’s safe to say that he became my hero.

			My early years were deeply influenced by the tense atmosphere in Europe and then by the war itself. Before we moved to the English countryside, we were in the middle of the Blitz, with bombs dropping all around us, and I spent many hours in underground air-raid shelters. These were serious times, and my parents cared deeply about democracy, morality, and human rights. After we had moved to the country, my father walked me to school every day before catching the train to London. As we walked, he would encourage me to do my best in school, and in life, and to always treat people with respect.

			After the war ended, we moved back to Prague, and my father was named ambassador to Yugoslavia. These years were the first stable ones of my childhood, and life in the embassy was comfortable, with a cook, maids, and a chauffeur. We were in Belgrade for three years when my father was named the Czechoslovak representative to the United Nations to deal with the issue of India and Pakistan over Kashmir.

			Then the communists took over in Czechoslovakia. My father had no interest in being part of that government, so he defected to the United States, where he asked for, and was granted, political asylum for himself and his family. At that time, the Rockefeller Foundation was helping political exiles find jobs that suited their talents. While diplomacy was his first love, that wasn’t an option. With the foundation’s help, he found a job teaching international relations at the University of Denver.

			My father was a serious man, with a far-ranging intellect, but there were other sides of his nature. He loved to sing and play the piano and to spend time playing with me and my younger sister and brother. Every night, all of us sat down to dinner together, and the topic of conversation inevitably turned to foreign affairs. Although our lives had been nomadic, my parents maintained a consistency that made it all seem normal.

			We were living in faculty housing at the university, which was quite a step down from an ambassador’s residence. The house was small and cramped, and we children had the first-floor bedrooms. My parents slept in the basement, where my father set up a makeshift study. There was one problem: the basement flooded constantly. My father would sit at his desk, working away with his feet up on bricks. We all laughed about it, but it wasn’t exactly the way you would visualize a former ambassador living. Again, my parents handled it with equanimity and grace; they simply carried on. It was a powerful lesson.

			Of course, there were times when I was a bit embarrassed by my father. Although we lived in America, he remained an Old World European in many ways. But he also wanted to fit in. So, since he was in Colorado, he took up fishing—wearing a coat and tie. There he was, looking like the very model of a European diplomat—tailored suit, combed-back hair, wire-rim glasses, and a pipe—casting his rod. As for me, I just wanted to be an ordinary American teenager.

			My English elementary school awarded honor points—for grades, sports, behavior, and community service. Whenever I got a point, I would come home and tell my parents and they were thrilled. So I started telling them I’d won points when I hadn’t. Of course, each point had to have a story behind it. One day, I came home and claimed that I’d pulled a teacher out of a rosebush and been awarded multiple points for my bravery and dexterity. Then I upped the ante by claiming that I’d won so many points that the school was going to award me its ultimate accolade, the Egyptian Cup. 

			The cup, of course, was another figment of my parent-pleasing imagination. My father, who I suspect was on to me by this time, kept asking me when I would be bringing home the vaunted Egyptian Cup. Cornered, I switched directions. I was soon losing points, unfairly of course, for minor infractions. I was being singled out, bullied. Why, one teacher had even made me sit on needles. That was the last straw for my mother, who announced she was going to march down to the school in the morning and demand that this mistreatment cease immediately. At that point, I had no choice but to come clean. From then on, whenever I said something fishy, my father would ask, “So, where’s the Egyptian Cup?”

			I continued in Denver public schools for seventh and eighth grades. Then I got a scholarship to a private girls’ school. I didn’t want to accept it, but my father insisted. There were sixteen girls in my class, and they were all from wealthy families. We didn’t belong to the country club. I was intimidated at first, but my parents had given me the great gift of confidence. While I couldn’t compete with my classmates for best dressed, I knew that my parents were smart and read a great deal, that my father had authored books and had served his country.

			When I was a sophomore in high school, I won a United Nations essay contest and I also formed an international relations club. I was trying to be the perfect daughter. I’m still trying. I was going through my papers recently, and I found an essay I’d written in high school about Mohandas Gandhi. I’m sure I picked the topic because my father had served in India as a diplomat, and I wanted to please him. Later, my father wrote extensively about the communist takeover in Czechoslovakia. Need I say what the topic of my honor thesis at Wellesley was?

			When it came to dating, my father was very strict. When a boy came to pick me up, he and my mother would make comments in Czech, sizing him up. The poor boy, of course, had no idea what they were saying. Then my father would get in the family car and follow us to the dance or party or movie. When he saw we had safely arrived, he would drive home. Hours later, when the boy and I left wherever we were, we’d find my father sitting patiently in the car at the curb, waiting to escort us home. He would then invite my date to come in for milk and cookies. I didn’t have a lot of second dates until I got to college.

			My parents came to love America deeply; they were very grateful to be here. My father’s favorite statement was, “Nothing makes me happier than to be a professor in a free country.” He loved teaching, loved his students, and loved to make foreign affairs come alive in the classroom. Condoleezza Rice studied with him, and she credits him as having a strong influence on her thinking and maturation.

			After college, I married, worked as a journalist, had three daughters, and earned advanced degrees in foreign relations, before being nominated and confirmed 99–0 by the United States Senate as secretary of state. 

			Today, I’m busier than ever, teaching, writing, and being a grandmother. Through it all, I’ve felt that my father was with me, perched on my shoulder, still following me around, inspiring me. The volatile politics of Eastern Europe short-circuited his diplomatic career. That has always been on my mind and I hope in some small way, I’ve made him proud. Being secretary of state is a challenging experience. But I never had any trouble staying focused. I just had to picture my father in his flooded basement study, working away with his feet up on bricks.

		

	
		
			DAVE BARRY

			Sometimes, the joke is on the jokester. In 1988, the Miami Herald played a prank on humorist Dave Barry, the author and nationally syndicated columnist. On his way to Key West with his eight-year-old son Rob, Barry got a call from his editor asking him to drop by the office to discuss a story. When he arrived, he found everyone gathered in the newsroom for the announcement that he had won the Pulitzer Prize. Noticing the disappointment on his son’s face because their trip together would be cancelled, Dave whispered in Rob’s ear, “I’ll buy you a Nintendo game.” Rob immediately jumped into the arms of his father as someone took a picture. The next day it ran on the front page of the Herald with everyone commenting on how excited the boy had been for his father. The joke was, Barry would recall, that young Rob was just in the throes of Nintendo fever.

			I’ve always wondered how people with distinctive personalities, in Dave’s case those who make us laugh, got to be that way. In recalling the powerful influences in his life, Dave tells his secret: humor, like our individual differences in the way we think, feel, and behave, comes in great part from the strong and sometimes profound impressions made on us when we are very young.

			 

			My mother, Marion, was the funniest person I’ve ever known. She passed away in 1987, and, in the years since, I’ve come to realize just how hilarious and edgy she was. Growing up with her, I took her skewered point of view for granted, and when I went out into the world, I was surprised to learn that most people didn’t see things the way Mom did. She picked up on the odd side of, well, just about everything.

			I had two brothers and a sister, and in the Barry household, we didn’t compete on the basis of academic or athletic achievement—it was all about who could make everyone laugh. We didn’t take anything or anyone too seriously, including ourselves.

			I grew up in the New York suburb of Armonk in the 1950s. Dad took the train to work; Mom was a housewife. She cooked our meals, did the laundry, and drove us everywhere. She had an incredibly dry, sometimes dark, sense of humor. For example, one summer day, my sister Kate and I set off to go swimming in a pond near our house. Mom opened the kitchen window and called out, in her best June Cleaver voice, “Don’t drown, kids.” And we answered, “We won’t, Mom.” Some people would have found that exchange alarming; we found it hilarious.

			Mom did all her errands in Armonk Village, which was full of mom-and-pop stores. One day I was with her at Bricetti’s Market, surrounded by other 1950s mothers. Ray Bricetti asked from behind the counter, “How are you doing today, Marion?” Mom answered, “Just shitty, Ray.” The other customers gasped. I thought it was hilarious, as did Ray. Housewives weren’t supposed to talk like that back then.

			My father, David, also had a terrific sense of humor and introduced me to my favorite humorists. I probably ended up being a writer because I was exposed to Robert Benchley, P. G. Wodehouse, Art Buchwald, and Max Shulman. Dad had a dry, subtle wit, and a wonderful sense of the absurd. The combination of Mom’s edgy, fearless humor and Dad’s more low-key wit shaped and defined me.

			At school, I used humor to make myself popular. It didn’t always work, especially with the teachers. I was a wiseass and, if there was a particularly uptight teacher, I was likely to mouth off. I spent my share of time in detention. What can I say? I was this dweeby little guy and being funny helped me win acceptance. In fact, I was elected class clown of Pleasantville High School’s class of 1965. That’s my earliest major achievement in the field of humor.

			Mom’s humor masked some pain. She was a troubled person, unhappy in many ways, and she saw a psychiatrist later in life. But she never lost her sense of humor. In 1984, my father died after a long struggle with heart disease. He was a much-loved Presbyterian minister and social worker in New York City. After the service, my brothers, sister, and I went to the cemetery with Mom, who was carrying Dad’s ashes in a cardboard box. We placed them in the hole that had been dug and said a few words. We all cried. Then, as we were leaving, Mom read a nearby gravestone: “So that’s why we don’t see him around anymore.” All of a sudden we were all laughing and crying at the same time.

			Mom was straightforward and unpretentious. My Dad was from Kansas, so the two of them were very midwestern. Neither had any patience for hypocrisy or snobbery.

			Dad ran an organization called the New York City Mission Society, which operated programs for inner-city kids, overwhelmingly black and Puerto Rican. They also ran a summer camp in upstate New York. My siblings and I all went to the camp, which we loved. Armonk was pretty much all white. Then in the summer we would go off to camp and find ourselves in the minority.

			I always wanted to be a writer. I wrote for the high school newspaper and the college paper during my four years at Haverford. After graduating, I went to work as a reporter for a small-town Pennsylvania daily. I never thought I’d be able to make a living as a humorist. Then I moved to the Associated Press, and after that I left journalism and taught writing seminars at big companies. Basically, I would get a bunch of people in a room and try to get them to use fewer, less pretentious words. Usually I failed.

			By then I was in my thirties. I was writing a weekly humor column that ran in the small paper where I had started my career. They paid me $23 per column. I wasn’t wildly ambitious, I had my column, and I was feeding my family by teaching the ineffective writing courses.

			Then I got the classic big break. When my son Rob was born, I wrote a comic essay on natural childbirth, which was all the rage among yuppie baby boomers. I mocked it because it turned out to be so different from what my wife and I had been taught in the natural childbirth classes we’d taken. The essay was picked up by the Philadelphia Inquirer’s Sunday magazine. I guess it struck a nerve because just about every paper in the country reprinted it. Suddenly I was in demand as a humor writer. The Miami Herald offered me a job, and I’m still there.
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