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      FOREWORD
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      I have a friend whose favorite criticism of a movie is: “I didn’t like it. The characters never grew, never learned anything
         from their mistakes, just kept repeating the same old behavior. They were the same at the end of the movie as they were at
         the beginning.”
      

      In the movie called “life,” the same criticism may be made. Some people never grow, never learn from their mistakes, just
         keep repeating the same old behavior. While others, to the contrary, continue to grow—not outwardly, but inwardly—as long
         as they draw mortal breath. In our best moments, we want to emulate them. We want to be people who grow, personally, all our
         lives.
      

      The key is action and reflection. Action, reflection, action, reflection. That is the rhythm of those lives which continue always to grow. As the philosopher
         has said, “The unexamined life is not worth living.” Live your daily life, live it to its fullest, live it in the most impulsive
         way and richest way you can; but then find regular times to sit down and meditate upon what you have done. See what you can
         learn. I know a man who every night sits down opposite a blank white wall in his house and mentally replays the day, as though
         he were watching a movie of his life—to see what he did right, what he did wrong, and what he can learn from his mistakes.
      

      “Hindsights” is an alternative word to describe the fruits of such reflection. We look back. We tell our story. We see what
         we can learn from our story, what we can do differently in the future, how we can be more wise. That is our hindsight, which
         we then carry forward with us into the future.
      

      The people my friend Guy has interviewed in this book are primarily people committed to personal growth. Here, in their conversations
         with Guy, they look back. They tell their story. And they summarize their learnings, their hindsights. Where they do not summarize
         their learnings, you are left to your own deduction as to what they were and are.
      

      Guy, as interviewer, has done his work well. Now you, as reader, must do yours. Here you will be helped if, as you read each
         story, you reflect upon what there is in your life that is similar to the experiences they are recounting. For, no other man’s
         story, no other woman’s story is ever boring so long as you can find some way to relate it to your own life. I hope that by
         the end of this book you will not be the same, but will have learned and will have grown, in this wonderful, fascinating movie
         called “life.”
      

      Richard N. Bolles

      author of What Color Is Your Parachute?

   
      INTRODUCTION
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      When you sell a man a book you don’t sell him just twelve ounces of paper and ink and glue—you sell him a whole new life.

      CHRISTOPHER MORLEY

      This book was born of pain. I began writing it as my wife and I reached a moment of truth in our marriage: Should we get divorced?
         When you face this kind of decision, you become enormously retrospective and contemplative. What could I have done to make
         a better marriage? Where did I go wrong? Why did this happen to us? These kinds of questions dominate your thinking.
      

      Eventually I extended my reflective thinking beyond my marriage to my life. I realized that I had not spent enough time with
         my family and friends. I wondered why I hadn’t broadened my interests beyond my work. My success seemed unimportant faced
         with the prospect of not having a life partner to share it with.
      

      Over the course of several months of counseling and intense conversations with my wife, I recognized that many other people
         have gone through emotional and difficult experiences before me. I wondered what advice they would have. What did they value?
         What did they regret? What would they do differently? What were their hindsights?
      

      I could not find a book that provided the answers I was looking for, although I found plenty of books filled with platitudes.
         I also found plenty of interview books, but none of them came right out and said, “This is what happened to me, and this is
         what I learned.” So, I wrote the book I was trying to find.
      

      I asked people—not necessarily rich, famous, or powerful, but people who’d had significant life experiences—to share their
         insights, revelations, and regrets with me. In many cases, they unveiled painful and traumatic moments so that others might
         benefit from their experience.
      

      The most important lesson I learned from listening to these people talk about their hindsights is that people are more alike
         than they are different. Although no two interviewees ever said the same thing the same way, four conclusions appeared again
         and again:
      

      
      	We are what we are because of what we’ve done and what’s been done to us. We cannot change our past; we can only learn from
         it.
      

      	Happiness is a function of family, friends, and spirituality. Not money. Not power. Not social status.

      	Great things are accomplished because we didn’t know how hard they would be up front.

      	Every person has the ability to change and improve the life of another person.

    

      This book is optimistic. It is about hope, progress, and change. Interviewing these people changed my life. I hope that reading
         this book will change yours.
      

      Guy Kawasaki

      September 1993

      San Francisco, California
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      Defying Gravity
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      Brenda Reed
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      PEACEMAKER
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      PERSEVERING AGAINST THE SYSTEM
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      There is in every woman’s heart a spark of heavenly fire, which lies dormant in the broad daylight of prosperity; but which

            kindled up, and beams and blazes in the dark hour of adversity.


      WASHINGTON IRVING


      On February 1, 1968, Captain James Eddie Reed was killed in the Tet Offensive in Vietnam when a mortar round exploded near

         him. In July 1987 his wife, Brenda Reed (age forty-six), reviewed her husband’s service records and reconstructed the events

         of his death. Based on what she found, she believed her husband acted with gallantry and deserved a Silver Star. She was determined

         that he would get this honor, so in July 1988 she submitted an application to the Army Board for the Correction of Military

         Records.

      


      In his final battle, Captain Reed and his men were outnumbered ten to one. The mortar round killed him and three lieutenants

         while he was saving the rest of his infantry company by directing gunfire from a parapet. Captain Reed had already been awarded

         two Bronze Stars for valor and meritorious service, an Army Commendation Medal for valor, a Purple Heart for being wounded

         in a previous battle, and a Purple Heart posthumously. However, he was not awarded a Silver Star—a medal given for “gallantry

         in action against an opposing armed force”—for his bravery in the battle that took his life.

      


      The Army Board for the Correction of Military Records stonewalled Brenda for two years, so she started circulating a petition

         and telling her story to the press. Finally, in November 1990, the Army agreed to give Captain Reed a Bronze Star, but Brenda

         would be satisfied with nothing less than a Silver Star. Finally, in June 1991, twenty-three years after his death, the Army

         awarded a Silver Star to Captain Reed. Brenda’s successful quest shows that a person can challenge the establishment and win.

         Her story is about perseverance.

      


      Reed invited me to her temporary home in Oakland, California, for this interview. She was living there because her house burned

         down in the Oakland fire in 1991. There are few Army mementos around the house because, as Reed explains, the fire purged

         her memories of the Vietnam War.

      


      Healing the Wounds of War
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      REED ASSERTS THAT THE ARMY REFUSED TO AWARD HER HUSBAND THE SILVER STAR BECAUSE IT DIDN’T WANT TO ENCOURAGE A FLOOD OF DECEASED VIETNAM VETERANS’ FAMILIES TO TAKE SIMILAR ACTIONS. REED DIDN’T CARE WHAT THE ARMY’S RATIONALE WAS; SHE WANTED RECOGNITION FOR HER HUSBAND’S VALOR.
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      The primary reason I took on this challenge was to unify my family and to heal my family from the wounds of war, so that we

         could live our lives more fully, more richly, and have a sense of peace. Our political leaders have a serious attitude problem

         where the Vietnam issue is concerned. It is a consciousness that has prevailed for far too long, directly related to the Vietnam

         era and to those people who served in that country.

      


      In my dealings with the military establishment per se, I found—for the most part —that the individuals who were officers or

         military personnel were extremely cooperative, helpful, and understood my situation. Once it got into the hands of a civilian

         board, the Army Board for the Correction of Military Records, the prevalent attitude was: It hasn’t been done before; therefore,

         we cannot do it. The attitude was one of limitation and an unwillingness to create a precedent—this would be the first Silver

         Star to go to a Vietnam vet since 1975.

      


      The men and women who went to Vietnam did their duty, and they served their country honorably. I became the symbol of what

         went wrong and of the unwillingness to deal with this in a forthright manner. Most people give up when the Army says no. I’m

         of a different ilk. When people say to me, “Sit down and shut up,” I stand up and shout. I shouted, “No, you will not see

         me in hell. I will have this award for my husband. I will have the truth. And you will deal with me with integrity.”

      


      Truth Conquers All
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      REED HAD ALMOST GIVEN UP WHEN SHE CALLED TO FIND OUT THE RESULT OF THE INQUIRY BY THE ARMY BOARD FOR THE CORRECTION OF MILITARY RECORDS. BUT WHEN A SECRETARY SARCASTICALLY TOLD HER, “HONEY, YOU LOST,” HER DETERMINATION REDOUBLED, AND SHE CONTINUED HER EFFORTS.
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      When I made it very loud and plain and clear that I was not going to go away, even if I did have to go to federal court, then

         I got to the right man, Mr. Bill Clark, who is truly a man of integrity, a man who was willing to look at the truth, a man

         who said, “For this person to have gone this far, there’s more to this than meets the eye. We have to look at this.”

      


      We have placed in positions of prominence in this country men who have no vision. Men who are not willing to take a chance

         and say, “Wait a minute, there is something not exactly right here.” At that point in time, I had spent my entire life savings

         to take this on, my home was about to go into foreclosure, the Gulf War was heating up, and I was wondering how far I could

         really go. And this woman laughed at me.

      


      I said to myself, No, I’ve come too far; I have too much support all over the country from people I don’t even know; I cannot

         let one woman laugh at my husband or at my commitment. Finally I said, “Look, I’m not going away. You have screwed around

         with my family, my husband, and me for the last time.”

      


      When you come from a place of truth, and if you align yourself with that which is right, and true, and good—that which you

         know will serve to help other people—then nothing can stop you. No one can stand in your way. No one can say to you, “Sit

         down and shut up,” and get away with it. No one.

      


      Facing Your Enemy
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      REED WENT TO VIETNAM IN 1987 AS PART OF HER QUEST FOR THE TRUTH ABOUT HER HUSBAND’S DEATH. SHE LEARNED ABOUT WAR, DEATH, AND THE LINKS BETWEEN PEOPLE IN WARRING COUNTRIES.
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      The trip to Vietnam was the turning point in my life. It was incredible—the most wonderful place for me. It’s where this alchemical

         process of healing really began. I found myself in the home of a village chief southwest of Hanoi. I sat down on this woven

         mat on the floor; and his wife, a beautiful peasant woman in her black pajamas and a long braid, brought tea; and the chief

         poured the tea for us.

      


      This man was responsible for capturing twelve American pilots. I had mixed feelings about this: How could I sit down with

         a man who symbolized everything that I had hated my whole life? I wanted to blame this man, or men like him, for all my unhappiness

         and all my sorrow.

      


      I looked up, and on the wall there were photographs of two men in uniform with citations for heroism, and I was deeply moved.

         I asked about them. He said that those were his two brothers who had been sent to the south to fight and had never come home.

         He looked at me very thoughtfully and said, “We have to put the past behind us.”

      


      My village-chief friend in Vietnam—he’s just like me. He’s just like you. He has the same hopes and dreams and aspirations.

         He’s not my enemy. He never was. From that point on, my mission was to get beyond my story. The essence of my being was not

         being a war widow. I had to look deep inside my own consciousness and say, All right, Brenda, are you going to go through

         the rest of your life playing at being a victim? Or are you going to take another tack here? How is this going to serve other

         people? What are you made of?
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      ONE OF REED’S HINDSIGHTS IS THAT SHE SHOULD HAVE SPOKEN OUT AGAINST THE VIETNAM WAR. IRONICALLY, SHE LEARNED ABOUT FREEDOM OF SPEECH WHEN SHE WAS ON THIS TRIP TO VIETNAM.
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      I met a woman who was a tour guide in Nha Trang near the Cam Ranh Bay, and going through the market, we encountered a soldier

         who had no arms or legs. He was lying in the midst of some rotten food, and he was filthy.

      


      I was just devastated by this. I arranged to take a picture because I am a photographer and pictures can say a lot. The tour

         guide grabbed my camera and wouldn’t let me take this picture.

      


      Later we had a lengthy discussion about the freedom of speech. She was frightened that maybe I would get a photograph and

         carry that truth out, and that this would haunt her in some way. She was absolutely terrified.

      


      She was deeply concerned about what I would say—whether I would misrepresent her in any way. She was not at liberty to exercise

         her freedom of speech. I saw firsthand the absence of the freedom of religion, the freedom of assembly, and the freedom to

         express your point of view.

      


      I have these freedoms. They are my birthright. They are the birthright of each and every person in this country. When you

         have a birthright, you should never squander it. It’s something to be valued and celebrated, respected and honored every day.

      


      I lied to our family [about the Vietnam War while it was going on]. I lied to my children. I lied to myself. Not in a malicious

         way, but in a way to protect us. But when you lie, the universe lies back, so consequently I had walked along my entire adult

         life with half-truths like maybe the Vietnam War was a good thing.

      


      I supported the war by my silence. That was a lie. When I saw the evidence of how it was ruining people’s lives, firsthand

         evidence of what was going on, I did not have the courage to take a stand. I didn’t act. I was insular.

      


      I should have stood up and spoken my truth then. I should have demanded the truth about what happened to Eddie Reed in 1968.

         I was twenty-one years old, and I bought into what the people in power said to me.

      


      I will be asking questions every day of my life from now on. I will not accept a half-truth from anybody in a position of

         power in this country ever again. None of us should. Never sit down and shut up. Never.

      


      Healing Your Pain
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      WHEN THE SILVER STAR WAS FINALLY PRESENTED TO REED, IT WAS THE CULMINATION OF THE HEALING PROCESS—FOR HER AND MANY OTHERS.
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      The day of the presentation was very symbolic. My husband’s family are good and simple people; they live on a farm in Tennessee.

         My mother-in-law has been very reclusive since Eddie died. She does not travel. She doesn’t go places. She’s not a worldly

         woman. But she came to Washington, D.C.

      


      She and my father-in-law and Eddie’s brothers—they all came. Their wives came. Cousins. Aunts. Uncles. People who had demonstrated

         against the Gulf War were there. Members and leaders of the Vietnam veterans and the disabled-veterans groups—virtually every

         veterans’ organization in the country was represented there. Senators, congressmen, the Department of the Army, the men who

         had served with my husband, his commanding officer, and the press corps who had participated in Vietnam were all present.

      


      The symbol of healing was that there were people in vast opposition in that room, and every single person was unified and

         moved. We were there under the guise of acknowledging my husband’s heroism, but what we were truly doing was honoring the

         heroes within ourselves. We were honoring that ability to put down this story, to put the story behind us.

      


      It was a historic thing to have this award presented in the House Armed Services Committee hearing room, because that’s where

         the Vietnam War began. The money was appropriated, and all sorts of decisions that changed the lives of every person in the

         room that day happened in that very room. We had come full circle.

      


      The Blessing of the Oakland Fire
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      THE SAME YEAR THE ARMY PRESENTED REED WITH HER HUSBAND’S SILVER STAR, HER HOME BURNED DOWN IN THE OAKLAND FIRE. SURPRISINGLY, THIS FIRE RELEASED REED FROM THE PAIN OF HER HUSBAND’S DEATH AND HER STRUGGLE TO GET THE SILVER STAR.
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      I could see that the fire was moving very quickly, so I got into my car and went back to my house. I went to the top floor,

         where Eddie’s picture was still on the wall. I stood there and stared at the picture for a long time. Finally I said, “You

         know, Eddie, this is really hard. This is the day I truly let go. I’m not going to take you with me. I’m not taking the past

         with me.”

      


      Rather than to go frantically through my house grabbing things, I chose to go into every room in my home and call up a happy

         memory. I remembered the good. I blessed the rooms, and I thanked the house. As I was going through this process, the windows

         began to break and the house began to fill with smoke, but I knew I was safe. I knew that what I was doing there was absolutely

         right.

      


      I didn’t have to be a victim anymore. I knew that I was a winner. I took the Army on. A naive little girl from east Tennessee

         who grew up on a tobacco farm could take on the establishment and win. I wasn’t anybody’s victim anymore.
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      REED HAS LOST A HUSBAND IN A WAR, FOUGHT THE MILITARY ESTABLISHMENT, AND WATCHED HER HOME BURN DOWN. SHE IS A PERSON WHO KNOWS HOW TO COPE WITH GRIEF.
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      Eddie Reed would not want me to wallow in a pit of sorrow for my entire life. Know in your heart—and I believe deeply in God—that

         wherever your loved one is, this person is living a full, happy, and wonderful life.

      


      Honor your grief. Say to yourself, I am releasing the pain of this event in my life; I am moving forward, and there’s good

         here. Sometimes it’s hard to see the good when you’re in the dark places. You have a choice. Choose life and expect the best.

      


      Absolutely have faith that the very best can happen, and it soon will. What happened to me with Vietnam, with the medal, with

         the fire storm, is that when I got to the very end, I was so much more than I ever dreamed I could be. Life looks so much

         better than I ever imagined.
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      Ethel Grodzins Romm
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      CEO AND MAVEN
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      CONTROLLING YOUR MENTAL STATE
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      Observe things as they are and don’t pay attention to other people.

      HUANG PO

      Ethel Romm (age sixty-seven) looks like Dr. Ruth and talks like Tom Peters. She is the president and chief executive officer
         of Niton Corporation, a company that builds lead detectors and radon detectors [radon is a radioactive gas]. It’s appropriate
         that she builds gas detectors, because she is a gas.
      

      Romm started her career in 1942, in the middle of World War II, immediately after high school. She became a draftsman in the
         engineering department of Bausch Machine Tool Company in Massachusetts. Three months later, the Air Force hired her to check
         engineering drawings for accuracy and feasibility. When she left two and a half years later, she was the head of the drafting
         department. After the war, she went to Associated Engineers and ran crews that designed large power transformers for General
         Electric.
      

      In addition to having been an engineer, Romm has been a construction manager, an interior designer, a newspaper and magazine
         columnist, and an author. (She wrote the best-selling children’s spelling book Throw Out Wednesday.) She also raised three sons. Five-feet-one-inch tall and beaming with energy, Romm is proof of a person’s ability to defy
         and ignore the limitations imposed by society.
      

      Romm and I met in the dining room of my hotel in Boston, Massachusetts—she came to my hotel instead of making me find her
         office outside the city. Were I not Japanese and she Jewish, we would have looked like a mother and son meeting for breakfast.
      

      Coming of Age During World War II
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      ROMM IS A SECOND-GENERATION AMERICAN. IN 1924, HER MOTHER ARRIVED AT ELLIS ISLAND ALONG WITH THOUSANDS OF OTHER IMMIGRANTS FROM EASTERN EUROPE.
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      It’s an accident of history that I’m here, because my mother nearly married somebody in Lithuania. I could have ended up a
         lamp shade. That’s luck. Many successful people have the odd idea: “I did it myself. All by myself. I’m so smart, so talented.”
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      ROMM ENTERED THE WORK FORCE DURING WORLD WAR II. BECAUSE MOST MEN WERE AWAY FIGHTING, WOMEN COULD GET MANY JOBS THAT OTHERWISE WOULD HAVE BEEN CLOSED TO THEM.
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      It was 1942 when I graduated from Manchester Central High in New Hampshire. I was fit for nothing productive—I had no work
         skills, but every defense plant in New England wanted me. Bosses didn’t say, “Ethel, you have no training.” “No useful education.”
         “You’re a girl—what can you know about engineering or manufacturing?”
      

      Instead, it was, “Am I glad you’re here!” The boys were far away in planes and tanks, and factories couldn’t hire chimpanzees,
         so they had to try women. We turned out fine. Why do we need a war to learn such things?
      

      The war gave me the chance to apprentice. The choices were endless. You discovered what welders do, what riveters do, and
         what drafters do. I learned what kind of work there was and what I was suited for. We hardly provide such opportunities now.
      

      Two hundred years ago, if you were a girl and your mother was a duchess, you knew you’d be a duchess. If you were a boy and
         your father was a cobbler, you’d be a cobbler. Their job—and your future job—was right in front of you. Now we don’t know
         what work is. If your dad is an accountant, would you know what he does all day?
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      ROMM IS EVIDENCE THAT A FORMAL COLLEGE EDUCATION ISN’T ALWAYS NECESSARY FOR A SUCCESSFUL BUSINESS CAREER. YET SHE DISAGREES WITH THIS LINE OF THINKING.
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      Young people sometimes say to me, “You don’t have an education. You made it. Why do I have to stay in school?” My answer is
         always the same: I came of age in a different time—everybody needed you and wanted you and was ready to train you.
      

      Times aren’t like that anymore. I learned everything I know by apprenticing to very smart people. You don’t have that entrée
         anymore unless you start with a formal degree.
      

      The Role of Management
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      MANY CEOS CONSIDER THEIR FUNCTION TO BE OVERSEEING THEIR COMPANY’S FUNCTIONAL AREAS, SUCH AS RESEARCH, PRODUCTION, MARKETING, AND FINANCE. ROMM VIEWS HER ROLE DIFFERENTLY.
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      I don’t do much “work” in my company—I run it. It’s like running a construction site: I don’t have a hammer in my hand, but
         I’m walking around the job all day. A CEO has two main jobs: to live in the future and to pick good people. If I don’t live
         in the future, the enterprise won’t have a future.
      

      The people who do the work have to be the very best I can find. No one else is likely to last around me. It’s the single most
         important thing I do for my company, and the next most important is keeping us all happy. First-rate people hire people who
         are smarter than they are. That is the best yardstick you can find for measuring your own middle managers—or the president
         of our country, for that matter. Anybody who chooses second-rate people is third-rate. Get rid of them.
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      ROMM ALSO BELIEVES THAT MANAGERS SHOULD BUILD CONSENSUS INSTEAD OF ENFORCING THEIR WILL.
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      Business is a garden of forked paths, and when we can’t agree on which one to take, then I make the call. There are occasions
         when you have to say, “I’m the president, and it’s got to go this way,” but that’s the weakest appeal of all.
      

      If it’s everybody’s decision—if everyone has helped to make it, or talked you out of something—then we’re all rowing together.
         Bosses say, “Go!”; leaders say, “Let’s go!” In America we don’t teach kids much about cooperation—it’s always rugged individualism
         and competition: me against you. That self-centeredness is one of the things you must melt away when you’re building a team.
      

      One problem with the bullying style of American management is that it’s hard for that type of manager—both men and women—to
         see why or how they are inefficient. They believe that they are succeeding—after all, nobody mutinies. They fail to understand
         that when you are the boss, everyone salutes you and follows your orders, regardless of your personality.
      

      Thus, they are misled into believing that their meanness or callousness is keeping everyone in line. They can easily get the
         idea that if they don’t command, control, and coerce, the place will fall apart. The feedback is all wrong.
      

      Emotions in the Workplace

      [image: art]

      MANY PEOPLE HAVE ARGUED THAT WOMEN ARE TOO EMOTIONAL AT WORK. ROMM BELIEVES THIS IS AN ADVANTAGE.
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      We raise our sons to be too stiff-upper-lipped. I remember one engineer back in the fifties because he was so competent. Suddenly,
         he was taking twice as long as he should have to design a power transformer, and he couldn’t add two and two.
      

      I learned that his wife had left him. He had told no one. With men, it can take a while to get to know that sort of thing.
         Women, on the other hand, might burst out crying. The first time somebody asked me, “Don’t you hate hysterical women?” I smiled
         and said, “Have you ever worked with stoic men?”
      

      Until the late eighties, I had never worked around a lot of women. I like it when someone starts to cry, because you know
         at once you’ve got a problem, and the two of you can tackle it. Without tears, it can take days to know. We don’t hire machines,
         we hire people, but we often act as if we are supposed to be machines.
      

      In fifty years of working around men, no one in my workplace has ever made a pass at me or a lewd remark. Those fellows would
         have to be six kinds of an idiot to try it. Why? ’Cause I’m the chief. On a construction site, it might not be obvious for
         the first twelve minutes who is running it. But when you find out, disrespect is not going to be on your mind.
      

      Picture, for instance, tens of thousands of troops at Westover Army Air Base about to go overseas, and a handful of civilians,
         mostly young women. When I walked along a road and a platoon marched by, the sergeant always ordered, “Eyes left!” The fellows
         would grin, stare, and usually whistle. I’d smile and maybe curtsy—fun.
      

      But when I got back to the balcony at Base Hangar, the door I walked through had my name on it: Ethel Grodzins, Drafting Supervisor.
         Who’s going to mess with that? Just as rape has nothing to do with love or even sex, so bullying harassment—sexual or otherwise—is
         all about power.
      

      Controlling Your Mental State
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      IF ROMM KNOWS A SECRET TO DEFYING GRAVITY, IT’S CONTROLLING YOUR MIND-SET.
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      Franklin D. Roosevelt caught polio at the height of his career. It looked like the end of his world. He once described how
         he spent a whole year trying to get his big toe to move. After that, what kind of problem could be too difficult?
      

      We all have a big toe to move. For most of us, it’s much easier than overcoming polio. In my case it was my remarkable, loving
         mother: brilliant and depressed. After my mother, like Roosevelt’s big toe, everyone has been easy to deal with.
      

      She was not an easy person. I think that’s why her three kids are so cheerful without trying. Everyone is a pleasure for me.
         I know a thousand ways to lift your heart—I’m programmed to counter gloom.
      

      Running a business, or even a crisis-every-hour construction site, is a lead-pipe cinch compared to raising a family. In your
         family the worst that can happen is dreadful—a terrifying and eternal nightmare. In business, what’s the worst that can happen—you
         lose some money?
      

      Unhappily, the West has the ancient Greek patrician idea of work: work is beneath you and fit only for slaves. So, instead
         of everyone pitching in to make workplaces the greatest places to be, our people say “Thank God it’s Friday” and look forward
         to retirement.
      

      The other day on an airplane, the man seated next to me—noting my age—asked why I hadn’t retired, and I chewed him out properly.
         Would he have asked Picasso that? Churchill? Get a job you love, and you never work a day in your life.
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      Rick Smolan
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      PHOTOJOURNALIST
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      CHALLENGING THE STATUS QUO
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      Keep away from people who try to belittle your ambitions. Small people always do that, but the really great make you feel
            that you, too, can become great.

      MARK TWAIN

      Rick Smolan (age forty-two) was sitting in a bar in Bangkok in 1979 when he got the idea for an unusual book about Australia.
         It would be composed of pictures that photographers would shoot during a twenty-four-hour period, and later, collectively,
         the photographers would decide which pictures were to be used. The project would be by photographers and for photographers.
      

      This idea became A Day in the Life of Australia, and the project led to a series of Day in the Life books about other places, including Ireland, Japan, Hawaii, China, the U.S.S.R., and America. In total, four million copies
         of the Day in the Life books have been sold to date. Previously, a coffee-table book that sold more than 15,000 copies was considered a runaway
         best-seller. In this chapter Smolan explains how he successfully challenged the status-quo mentality of the photojournalism
         industry, but his interview is applicable to anyone who’s been told that their projects are doomed.
      

      Smolan is currently running a new company called Against All Odds Productions. I drove over to Smolan’s house in Mill Valley,
         California, for this interview, and we talked in his studio next door. It’s a nerd’s and photographer’s heaven: computers,
         cameras, books, and photographs are scattered everywhere in hip disarray.
      

      The phone rang every five minutes or so. His assistant, Denise, was working while we talked. She tried to ignore what we were
         saying—except when Rick cracked a joke. Then she laughed, and we knew we had an audience. Smolan is best when he has an audience.
      

      A Day in the Life of a Photojournalist
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      THE DAY IN THE LIFE SERIES WAS BORN OUT OF A SENSE OF CAMARADERIE AMONG PHOTOJOURNALISTS AND A SHARED SENSE OF FRUSTRATION WITH HOW PHOTOJOURNALISM
            WORKED.
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      There are about two hundred men and women in the world who are photojournalists. They are of all different nationalities,
         different racial groups, and different ages. The one thing they all have in common is a childlike curiosity about the world.
         They’re born storytellers—except the way they tell their stories is not with words, but with pictures. In many ways they serve
         as the world’s eyes.
      

      These people tend to be loners by nature, and most live in hotels eleven months out of the year. After a while—and I was one
         of these people for five or six years—you start to realize the only family you have in the world is other photojournalists,
         because they show up where you show up. It’s the only continuity you have in your life.
      

      One of the frustrations all these photojournalists share is the fact that they’re out there looking at the world, and somebody
         back in New York, who didn’t have the experience, looks through the photographer’s film and, more often than not, picks something
         that reminds him of something he’s seen before.
      

      These editors look for a picture that feels familiar and comfortable—one they think their audience will understand instantly.
         Very often it’s a cliché. They don’t like pictures that ask questions. They like pictures that give answers. The irony is
         that often the most interesting pictures are the ones that are slightly enigmatic—that are slightly open to interpretation.
      

      All of us would sit around the bars complaining about the editors we worked for. We’d sweat blood and bullets and put our
         lives on the line, and then we’d pick up the newsmagazine a week later, and it would have this little, stupid picture which
         meant nothing to anybody.
      

      Because of this I came up with an idea to invite my heroes and my peers and some of the new, young photographers to come to
         Australia to take extraordinary pictures of an ordinary day.
      

      Persisting Against Conventional Wisdom
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      SMOLAN’S SUCCESS WITH THE DAY IN THE LIFE SERIES ILLUSTRATES WHAT CAN HAPPEN WHEN YOU BUCK THE SYSTEM AND DO WHAT YOU THINK IS RIGHT.
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      The way most publishers would do a book like this is to make up a list of things that have to be in the book—kangaroos, the
         Opera House, wallabies, and guys wearing hats with corks bobbing off them—and then go out and send photographers to illustrate
         those things.
      

      When I went out to publishers looking for someone to publish this Day in the Life book, they basically laughed me out of their offices. The fact that I wanted to do it on a day when nothing happened, that
         I wanted to photograph ordinary people, that I didn’t want to include all the tourist attractions and all the things that
         had to be in a book about Australia, meant that it was a doomed idea from the beginning.
      

      In addition, the fact that I wanted to hire a hundred photographers and fly them all to Australia, house them, feed them,
         transport them around, and get them cars, hotels, and film was such ridiculous overkill. The reaction they all had was, “Go
         buy stock pictures and call it A Day in the Life. Who cares if you actually did it in one day? The public would never know—what would be the difference?”
      

      I went out anyway and was basically turned down by everybody. They said nobody would be interested in a book of photographs
         of complete strangers, taken on a day when nothing happened in some godforsaken country like Australia. Out of desperation,
         I went to private companies like Apple, Kodak, and Hertz, and asked if they would give me film or computers or hotel rooms
         or airfares.
      

      In return, I told them I’d give them a private edition of the book, which they could give away as Christmas gifts. Many of
         these companies had excess airplane seats or film or whatever. I convinced them to turn something that was basically valueless
         to them into something they could use.
      

      I didn’t know anything about business at all. If I’d known more, I wouldn’t have done it. My ignorance got me so far in a
         hole that I couldn’t back out. I owed too much money, and I’d gotten too many people involved. I would have gladly called
         it off if I could have crawled away and pretended I’d never started it, but there was no way to crawl back out of the hole.
      

      All I could do was keep digging—hoping I would pop out the other side.
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      SMOLAN’S EXPERIENCE SHOWS THAT SOMETIMES, TO QUOTE THE POET THOMAS GRAY, “IGNORANCE IS BLISS.”
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      Sometimes you’re protected by your ignorance. There’s no such thing as a right and wrong way to do anything. I think the more
         you become an expert in something, you almost limit other ways of doing it. You probably get very good at one way of doing
         it, but you start assuming that’s the only way to do it.
      

      Your idea is not a good one if everybody says, “What a great idea!” When everyone is telling you this is going to be the next
         big thing, I always figure you should head in the opposite direction. The opportunities for a big win are, by definition,
         in the place most other people are not looking.
      

      Also—maybe it’s a way of rationalizing rejection, but if it was obvious, somebody else would be doing it. So you have to start
         figuring out how to trust that little voice inside of you that tells you when something’s a good idea despite the fact that
         the whole world is telling you it’s not.
      

      Ninety percent of it is just being stubborn and obstinate and pig-headed. My father used to accuse me of having tunnel vision
         when I was a kid. When I was focused on something, you could talk to me or hit me, and I wouldn’t notice. I would be totally
         fixated on something, and the rest of the world would disappear.
      

      Empowering People
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      SMOLAN ATTRIBUTES MUCH OF THE SUCCESS OF THE DAY IN THE LIFE BOOKS TO THE SPONTANEOUS QUALITY OF THE PHOTOGRAPHS. EMPOWERING PHOTOGRAPHERS TO TAKE THE SHOTS THEY WANTED WAS ONE OF THE BEST DECISIONS HE MADE.
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      My idea was to make up assignments for the photographers, make sure they were geographically spread out, make sure the assignments
         didn’t overlap too much, and then say, “If you don’t like what we’ve set up for you, if you think it is boring and not a good
         assignment, then come up with your own ideas. You’re the person on the spot. If you’re staying with a family and they say
         their six-year-old daughter is doing an elementary-school play tomorrow night, and you think that’s more interesting than
         going to the coal mine we assigned you to, great.”
      

OEBPS/images/Art_P02.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P011.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P018.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780446564830.jpg
Tue NATIONAL BESTSELLER

Hindsights

The W1sSDOM and

BREAKTHROUGHS

of
ReMmARKABLE PEOPLE

Fonewom sy Ricuann N. BOLLES, AVTNOR OF
WiaT COLOR 15 YOUR ParacHuIE?






OEBPS/images/Art_common.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_common1.jpg





