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Dedication
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Have you ever cleaned a gold-plated toilet?

In my career, I have. That experience was like no other, and as a janitor, I have had the chance to be in places and see behind the scenes, so to speak, opportunities that I most surely would never have had otherwise.

In this first volume, The Making of a Janitor, you’ll walk beside me as I learned the ins and outs of the profession of being a janitor.

It wasn’t a smooth journey. Like life, there were lows and highs, but from the start, I saw the chance to make other people’s lives better by my actions. As someone who enjoys being at the forefront and making things happen, it has turned out to be an enriching career.

I dedicate this book to the men who were instrumental in the start of this career: my father, Don Thompson; my stepfather, who became my dad, Virgil Valentine; the janitor who gave me his keys; and the principal who gave me a passing grade in Spanish.

For those who may think that being a janitor is beneath them or not a viable career, I hope this trilogy, A Janitor's Life, will show you that it’s not where you start. 

It’s not where you end.

However, the journey of getting there brings rewards, challenges, heartache, and ultimately, as I experienced, a passion I did not know was there. 

I am a Janitor, and I Save Lives™
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Part I: Roots and Realizations

Introduction

[image: ]




Picture yourself as a sophomore, heart pounding, palm slick against a jangling ring of keys, each turn of the lock echoing through empty hallways. That was me stepping into a role I never imagined, the night’s unseen guardian: a janitor. 

In this first volume of the series, The Making of a Janitor, I open with the first chapter of my journey born from an accident, one that still drives me today.

With every mop stroke under fluorescent lights and every stubborn scuff I blasted from the gym floor, I was making choices that would ultimately shape my destiny. Detours came, some of my own making, others by fate, but my true north never wavered: to inspire others through honest work.

Life reroutes us in harsh ways if we dare to listen. Trusting my gut fueled my fire, while I searched for silver linings that kept me pushing past moments of deep exhaustion.

Get ready to dive into the gritty origins of my calling, that of being a Janitor. I’ll reveal the raw reality of janitorial life, a choice that might surprise you. For newcomers, think of it as a backstage pass to our sacred halls. For veterans, it’s a salute to truths we rarely voice.

Cleaning isn’t just wiping down surfaces; it’s a battle to remove harm. Remember your childhood chores, dragging toys back to their box? It’s somewhat the same fight. 

Pros in this field wage war on invisible enemies, such as bacteria and viruses, as well as dirt, saving lives one healthy surface at a time. Too often, we go unnoticed, yet we are the unsung heroes of public health.

Before we proceed, let me review three key terms: janitor, custodian, and cleaning.


	
Janitor: a doorkeeper and caretaker of property

	
Custodian: entrusted with custody and care of something valuable

	
Cleaning: taking something and putting it in its place somewhere else.









Buzzwords like “Green Cleaning” and “Cleaning for Health” are tossed around as freely as water from the tap. To me, it’s basic: eliminate threats, protect people. Call it eco-friendly, health-focused, or whatever, just do the work.

For over fifty relentless years, I’ve used rags, buckets, and cleaners. I’m no gym fanatic; I skip dawn runs and protein shakes. My body fights its own battles now, such as heart, asthma and COPD issues, but I learned this key rule: if I don’t take care of myself, I can’t help others. 

If we don’t prioritize our health, what do we have?

My career has directly helped hundreds and indirectly influenced thousands more. While the media focuses on tragedy, I create a sanctuary of positivity, shaping brighter lives one scrub at a time.

In this volume one, The Making of a Janitor, you’ll walk beside me from that first tentative sweep across the gym floor to running a contracting empire spanning millions of square feet.  

Volume Two shares my 35-year sales victories in Missouri. 

Volume Three, still unfolding, tells the story of founding the Academy of Cleaning Excellence, empowering professionals worldwide with hard-earned wisdom and certification.

As son, brother, husband, and now grandfather, my janitorial creed has shaped every role. I’ve been a student and teammate, leaving my mark wherever I go. 

Today, I teach, design programs, and consult to protect the health and dignity of janitors, custodians, technicians, and all who battle grime in the unseen trenches of our world.

As we begin this journey together, I’ll share with you how I conclude each episode of my podcast today. “Wherever your journey takes you, make sure it is healthy, positive, and proactive. Stay safe out there.”
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Chapter 1: Life Before
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Today, we live tethered to tiny glowing oracles, iPhones, and GPS, always demanding a launch point. 

So, let’s kick this off where it all began: Montgomery, Alabama, 1957. 

My memories from those times are ghostly, but there is a single, faded snapshot of me as a two or three-year-old child with the toy pedal car, well, a Firetruck, really. 

[image: A child sitting in a toy fire truck

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Over 20 years later, I found out my father had hidden it behind a shed in the backyard. I took that shell of a pedal car, sandblasted it, and then spent way too much money transforming it: a molten-orange metallic paint that shines under the sun, a snarling black “katt” prowling its hood, and a hand-painted leather seat. 

[image: ]

Today, it sits guard outside my office, its bell and ladders long removed, but for me, it still seems to vibrate with a spark of recreation, telling the story of my personal life and professional career. 

When Mom, Anna, and Father, Don, had split, money vanished overnight, and life became a blur.   Mom, my brother John, and I moved into a two-story apartment on the west side of Tulsa, I don’t know where my father went.  

With kindergarten beckoning, I had to decide whether to walk or ride my bike to school.  Learning to pedal felt like taming a wild beast, and during a spill, I smashed the handlebars into my mouth so hard that blood pooled, teaching me fear and grit at once.

One rainy morning, I decided to walk to school instead. The sidewalk betrayed me, opening beneath my feet into a waist-deep pit of choking mud. I clawed at the earth that swallowed my legs, drenched through with cold water that smelled of rotten soil. Getting to school was an ordeal and a challenge, as I would learn in the years to come.

Funds were getting thin again. Mom took us to stay with my paternal grandparents, Father’s parents, in West Central Oklahoma. She went off to find a new start for us. Since I had moved before kindergarten ended, education needed to continue, but the grandparents had full lives tending to the farm and the field.  

There was no kindergarten schoolhouse for me, just my aunt’s living room just down the dirt road, where I squeezed in lessons amid her calls to herd cattle and haul peanuts. I learned to count using flashcards while sitting on makeshift desks made from stacked feed sacks and bales of hay. 

John is three years younger than I am, so we learned some things together, like counting with snap peas, green beans, and peanuts. Our flashcards were handmade by our aunt and featured items, machines, and animals commonly found around the barnyard and peanut fields.

At night, it was back to grandpa’s house.   I’ll never forget the trips to the garden to get that night’s fresh veggies for dinner. This is also where I found out that cow’s liver and I would never have a relationship together!

Another adventure was on the horizon when Mom returned for us.  She had fallen for a drifter in Arizona. We had no idea what was ahead, but he had a car and trailer that would take us anywhere, Mom said. 

After the grandparents’ farm and what we saw in Arizona, I was ready to leave. It couldn’t get worse, could it? 

We packed our lives into an old station wagon, chasing after his promises. The trailer was sold soon after we hit the road to make money to live on. There went the first promise: a permanent place to live. 

Later, we found out he had never married Mom; he just used us for his wandering life while running from his parents and religion. We were part of his plan; he now had a family to support, which helped him get into places that, as a loner, he would have been shut out of.

I started first grade in Kansas and had to keep starting second grade in more classrooms than I can remember, all while living in ramshackle shacks with leaky roofs and frozen stoves, since he couldn’t keep a job at any ranch or farm. 

As we moved across the Midwest, we found ourselves using bologna on a string to catch fish in a stream. I’ll never forget the taste of “sagebrush burgers.” Yes, somehow, he found money to buy hamburger, and where we were, there were no trees, just plenty of sagebrush. 

That April, we all ended up outside Salmon, Idaho, on a sheep ranch and dairy farm. The schoolteacher looked over my attendance record with a glare. I had only been there for a few weeks and was denied permission to move on to third grade. 

That summer, John and I were sent on a bus alone, away from the Idaho mountains to his parents’ home in the Ozarks of Missouri. They followed later that summer.

We were sent to a Baptist church community, an outpost in the trees, where his dad was a pastor at a small rural church. The old man’s place was on the edge of a clearing, with a trailer and barn. Rabbits in cages, and the sounds of chainsaws echoed in the trees that hadn’t fallen yet was what greeted us.  

Here, board games, cards, and any music other than old religious hymns were not allowed. John and I challenge every one of the old man’s rules. We spent more than a few hours in the barn, if you get the drift. Let me just say, what we endured in that barn would qualify as child abuse today, for sure.

Before that summer was over, we were off to a cattle ranch, The Hawkins Ranch to be exact, many miles outside Arthur, Nebraska, in the middle of the Sandhills. When I say the middle, the next neighbor was over 8 miles away, and that was as a horse traveled, not the road.
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