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Introduction







When I was seventeen I began what I now consider to be “the six summers that shaped my life.” For six consecutive summers I spent fourteen weeks working at Camp Courage.


Camp Courage, a camp for children with serious physical challenges, such as cerebral palsy and muscular dystrophy, was truly a magical place. The kids were given the opportunity to enjoy all the regular camp activities such as swimming, canoeing, overnights, and cookouts, only with the always-ready assistance of a few dozen teenage counselors. Parents benefited by getting a short break from caregiving and counselors were the unknowing recipients of valuable life lessons, lessons that sometimes lay dormant for years before revealing themselves. I was such a recipient and my lessons were many.


The culture of Camp Courage made a lasting and important impact on the way I view the world. It was the most upbeat, energetic, joyous, can-do, happy place I ever worked. It also had an element of radical authenticity and honesty that would bring to the surface all that was not real. Laziness and phoniness were exposed quickly by the intense, close-knit environment. At the time I was unaware of how rare such workplaces were.


We had a lot of fun at Camp Courage and the kids were fantastic. I remember seeing these children confront their physical limitations with attitudes that earned my lasting respect. They were my role models for expressing freedom in the face of limitations. Though they were limited physically, they made up for it by exhibiting the freedom to try just about anything. And they brought out the best in us. We wanted to make their summer special and we were aware that not all of the campers would live to return the next year.


It would be forty years before I labeled the Camp Courage way of being present in the world “the FISH! Philosophy.” A chance event in Seattle was the catalyst. My colleague, John Christensen, needed to stay over a Saturday night in Seattle after we spent a week filming the poet David Whyte, who is known for taking his poetry into business organizations. John went shopping and happened upon a fish market that was so alive with positive energy that the documentary filmmaker in him just had to capture it. He produced a film about the market and we called it FISH! While the film was being edited, I wrote a book that we also called FISH! After that, the FISH! Philosophy was out of the tank.


Wherever you find the FISH! Philosophy, you will find the following ingredients (although the proportions may vary):




Play (fun and lightheartedness),


Make Their Day (a focus on engaging others in ways that lift their spirits),


Be There (living in the present moment and giving others our full attention), and


Choose Your Attitude (understanding that whatever attitude you are carrying with you right now, it is the one you are choosing).





The book FISH! was followed by the stories of real companies captured in FISH! Tales. Questions regarding how to keep the FISH! Philosophy alive for the long term are addressed in FISH! Sticks. And this book, FISH! for Life, is a result of something marvelous that happened as I traveled the world speaking about FISH! Those I met would often share their FISH! stories from the office and then add, often in conspiratorial whispers, “You know, this FISH! stuff works at home too!” And with only a little encouragement they would tell me their personal FISH! stories.


It became clear that at the end of the workday, lunch buckets and briefcases often carried something unusual home from the workplace. Nestled among the business documents, coffee thermoses, and leftovers was the FISH! Philosophy. FISH! for Life is a story of what can happen when FISH! goes home.


Stephen C. Lundin











Mary Jane and Lonnie




Four years had passed since Lonnie proposed to Mary Jane. They had been sitting in their favorite coffee shop, deep in the conversation of two people who woke up one day to find that a close friendship had become something romantic. Mary Jane had asked for some of the scone they typically shared 80/20, and when she looked down at what was pushed across the table it was not a scone at all. It was the large head of a monkfish with its mouth wide open. And in that massive open mouth was an engagement ring that, after a pause born out of shock, she gleefully accepted and allowed Lonnie to put on her finger.

Lonnie had access to an ample supply of fish heads from which to choose, as he was a well-known fishmonger at a famous Seattle fish market. Pike Place Fish was not only a fish market but also a tourist destination where people assembled each day in large crowds to watch the action and left with smiles and stories as well as fish. In fact, it was at the market that Lonnie and Mary Jane first met five years before, when she wandered in on her lunch break, attracted by the energy and carrying her brown bag lunch and a big problem. Lonnie, seeing the stress lines on her face, did what he does so well. He engaged her in a lighthearted conversation until the stress lines were erased by the natural smile lines underneath. He brought lightness to her countenance while he listened to her story.

Lonnie had no idea at the time of all the stress Mary Jane was feeling. He just responded to another human being, a human being who seemed to need a boost. Mary Jane had lost her husband and as a single mother of two, she had definitely needed the financial benefits of the promotion she had been offered. Even though she was aware of the terrible reputation of the group she would manage, she had accepted the position. She had hoped the problems in her new department had been exaggerated, but she soon realized they were actually worse than she could have imagined. She immediately encountered difficulties with her entrenched, entitled, and cynical staff. The day she walked into the market, she had no idea how to begin changing things and was deeply concerned and frightened.

As Mary Jane and Lonnie talked that day, Mary Jane described her promotion at First Guarantee Financial and the disgruntled and caustic staff she had inherited. Lonnie burst into laughter when she told him the managers at First Guarantee referred to her staff as “the toxic energy dump.” Lonnie was impressed by her determination and curious about life in the big office buildings that overlooked the market.

Mary Jane wanted to know more about why the market was so full of energy and whether there were lessons to be learned from the market that could help her staff. Lonnie was delighted to be of service and not just because it was his nature; he also wanted to spend more time with her, being highly attracted from the first moment of their meeting. And so Lonnie agreed to explain the inner workings of the market at a later date.

Mary Jane was a good student and began to grow as a leader. Before long she had her staff coming to the market looking for ways to bring some of the energy to the third floor of First Guarantee, where their amazing accomplishments eventually became folklore.

Mary Jane and her team had discovered for themselves the old wisdom brought to life at the fish market, and they created on the third floor a workplace so attractive that there was a waiting list of applicants from other parts of the company. The work itself had not changed, but the way they chose to do their work each day had. As they evolved as a team, they created an appealing space where internal and external customers were served like they had never been served before.

But all of that was years ago. Mary Jane had since married Lonnie, been promoted again, and become swept up in the daily, hectic crush of life and work.

What Has Happened to My Life?

As Mary Jane Ramirez cleaned the house, she dusted around a small display of wedding photographs above the downstairs fireplace. She took a closer look at the pictures. The mix of fishmongers and First Guarantee employees outside the church always made her smile. She glanced out the window at the brilliant day and thought: This is the kind of day you don’t talk about with those who don’t live here. If they knew we had days like this, they might move here and crowd the freeways even further.

When she worked her way to the upstairs loft office, she could see the Space Needle, downtown skyscrapers, uptown high-rises, and the sparkling beauty of Puget Sound. Each of the windows in this room revealed a feast for the eyes, and the walls were covered with the most recent family photos. This had always been her favorite room: its contents reflected her new life with Lonnie. But this morning she noticed something—all of the pictures were from the first two years of their marriage. Where had the last two years gone?

A desk sat in front of each of the four Victorian windows. She remembered it was not uncommon in the early days of their marriage to find all four occupied in the evening. A typical night found Brad and Sarah, her children, as well as Lonnie, each with schoolwork or reading, and Mary Jane with the residue of daily work tasks. She strived during those first few years to protect her family time; and she was embarrassingly thankful for those evenings she could combine job and family by finishing up her First Guarantee work with her two children from her first marriage and her new husband busy around her.

Suddenly feeling anxious and a bit dizzy, Mary Jane sat down at her desk. The room and all the photographs had triggered something unsettling. What happened to the dream that was to be my new life? I feel like I’m caught in a fast-flowing river of activity over which I have little control. What happened to the quiet intimate moments Lonnie and I enjoyed when we were dating and just married?

Mary Jane glanced down at her desktop. Sticking out from under the calendar was the edge of a sheet of paper that she recognized immediately in the way you would recognize an old friend. The words written on that piece of paper and the ones underneath had been a daily reminder during the most difficult time at work.

She looked at the wrinkled and coffee-stained paper. The words had started as notes from her visits to the fish market and evolved over many rewrites to become a precious guide for her work at First Guarantee. So much has happened since that day I wandered into the fish market with a big problem and no solution.

She pulled out the weathered pieces of paper and looked at them more closely. It’s time to recopy these, only this time I am going to enter them in my journal. I guess I have a bit of a paper and pen fetish, she admitted to herself as she examined the neatly arranged contents of the bottom drawer. From underneath her colored pens she opened the box that contained her “special” journal paper and extracted a half-dozen crisp prepunched sheets of Levenger’s finest. A composer might use parchment, she thought. It is time these notes were treated in a manner consistent with their importance.

Then, as she had done a half-dozen times before, she began to copy what had come to be called the FISH! Philosophy, revising and clarifying as she always did, based on her life experiences since the last rewrite. The words “natural energy” were written on a Post-it note and attached to the old version of the FISH! Philosophy. Why did I put this here? She put the note aside for the moment.


The FISH! Philosophy

The FISH! Philosophy is a way of life—based on old wisdom—that is easily viewed at the Pike Place Fish Market because it’s on the surface there all day long every day. The twelve fishmongers who work in those twelve hundred square feet of energetic retail space embody the FISH! Philosophy. The wisdom there is like a rock outcropping that gives others a view of the deeper structure below the surface.

This old wisdom was not created by the market; it has been around almost since humans began to walk upright and converse. Rather, the FISH! Philosophy was discovered by this small group of fishmongers as they engaged in a process to achieve grace and excellence in their lives at work. They realized that playing around and having fun, making people’s days brighter, being present, and choosing their attitudes consciously all contributed to a great workplace. The terms “Play,” “Make Their Day,” “Be There,” and “Choose Your Attitude” became shorthand for their version of this old wisdom.

The four ingredients of the FISH! Philosophy were mixed in proportions unique to the market and fine-tuned until the staff’s commitment to being world famous led them to become world famous. Now people arrive at the market from all over the world just to see this phenomenon firsthand; and most also go home with fish for the refrigerator, pictures for the scrapbook, and stories and memories for the heart.

Lonnie helped me discover the FISH! Philosophy and I helped my staff at First Guarantee do the same. Then my colleagues in other departments saw what we were doing, and that led to their own discoveries. Other companies also heard about our successes at First Guarantee and figured if it could be done at a financial institution it might be possible anywhere. At the very least, they were intrigued.

However, some of these organizations just wanted the results of FISH! without really committing to their own journey of discovery. They heard about the dramatic improvements at First Guarantee and wanted results of their own. And they wanted those results immediately.



Mary Jane thought, Now I remember why I wrote that note to myself about natural energy.


But many of these organizations that wanted instant results didn’t want to change in any substantial way. This helped me understand that FISH! only works with “natural energy.” You can inspire colleagues to discover and practice the FISH! Philosophy but you can’t conscript or coerce them. You can model FISH!, but you can’t demand FISH! “Natural energy is the key to success when you need the full commitment of those involved!”

Most of us have experienced quite enough “programs” in our lives. As a result, we shut down the minute we think someone is trying to do something to us or manipulate us rather than support us.

But while you can’t tell people to FISH!, you can model, expect, inspire, discuss, portray, and live FISH! It may take a bit of patience, but most people want a better life for themselves and will join in once they know it is authentic. Authentic journeys are fueled by natural energy.



As she began to rewrite her notes on the first ingredient of the FISH! Philosophy, Play, she happened to look over at her color-coded calendar. That’s playful, she thought.

Mary Jane had developed a color code so she could see with one glance the balance of activities in the different facets of her life. It was a quick “life balance” indicator. She used green ink for entries that related to work, blue for community activities, yellow for family and marriage, orange for friends and self; Mary Jane looked down at a sea of green with a sprinkling of blue coloring her calendar.

Have I let quality time with Lonnie, the children, my friends, and by myself get crowded out by the green and blue of life? Things have gone well at work, but now the rest of my life is out of whack. This is not what I imagined that day when I looked down at the open mouth of a fish and saw a ring. I love Lonnie and I love the way he has bonded with the children. But what has happened to the fun? When is the last time I went to the gym, spent time with friends, or read a book?

It was then she saw the one yellow inscription on the calendar, and it was placed on today’s date. Oh my goodness! Where has the time gone? I wanted to be at the market in time to help Lonnie celebrate his last day there.

Lonnie’s Last Day at the Fish Market

Mary Jane drove down Queen Anne Hill and parked near the market. She walked the four long blocks to Pike Place, and as she approached she heard the familiar sounds.

“One salmon flying away to Stockholm!” shouted Wolf as he launched a beautiful Copper River salmon toward the counter, to the absolute delight of the couple standing next to him. His customers had come all the way from Sweden to visit the World Famous Pike Place Fish Market and their faces were wet with tears of laughter.

“One salmon flying away to Stockholm!” the fish guys all chorused.

This place just gets better with age, thought Mary Jane as she walked into the market. Now where is that man of mine?

“Board in the sky,” yelled one of the guys as he returned a clipboard to the counter. “Board in the sky,” echoed the others. A large group of children were grouped around the monkfish rigged to open and close its mouth. They were squealing with delight as a tall, hip-booted fishmonger affectionately named Insect worked his magic.

“Hey darling, what do you think of my garb?” It was Lonnie.

Mary Jane looked at her husband and audibly gasped. He was wearing a gold crown, made from a well-weathered shark jaw, and a garish purple velvet robe that had been decorated with strips of paper, each containing a phrase. She read some of the inscriptions:


This is my last day so let’s party!

Play!

Make My Day

You can take the man out of the market but you can’t take the market out of the man.

Gone fishing

One crab at a time, please

Have fun!

Want to see my shrimp?

Go fish!

Why not sing for the Halibut?



There were so many strips of paper attached to the robe that Lonnie looked a bit like a living crossword puzzle. His hip boots had also been written on by a number of unsteady hands as each of the guys had added their personal thoughts with a grease pencil.

“How are you doing, honey?”

“It is harder to say good-bye than I thought it would be,” Lonnie replied. “I’m lucky that my last day is a busy day; no time to think about it.”

“Well, just think of how excited you are to start school and how we have looked forward to having some time to ourselves again.”

“That will be fantastic, won’t it? Imagine me studying to be a nurse.”

He bent down and gave her a quick peck, only to have Wolf shout out, “Hey, none of that lovey-dovey stuff.” A slight blush formed on Mary Jane’s cheeks. She smiled at the always-playful Wolf.

“I need to get back to work, sweetheart. Look at all these people. Who would have thought it?”

“They are here to say good-bye to you, Lonnie. The article in the Seattle Times about your retirement seems to have brought out many of your local customers.”

The article described the fish market as a local treasure that had become an international tourist destination. On one Saturday alone a Times reporter had interviewed visitors from twenty-three different countries and asked each how they had heard about the market and why they had come. The answers made it clear that twelve hundred square feet of retail space in Pike Place was a magnet that drew people from all over the world. It didn’t seem to matter where on the globe they resided; the fish market was on their lists of “Places I want to visit some day.”

“I’ll be across the street in the usual spot or I may run up to the office. I miss the kids, but it is nice to have some free time. Who knows, I might just journal a bit.”

“Thanks, honey. Some of the guys are leaving early to decorate the party room at Takara. I can’t really predict how long I will need to be here. It could be a few more hours before I can leave.”

“I am looking forward to some time to sip a latte and do some journaling, so don’t worry about a thing. Just enjoy.”

“See you later.” And with a final peck on the cheek, Lonnie was off to tend to a large family gathered around a grouper. Before he was through, he would make their day, be there, and sell them $243.00 worth of fish that would first fly to the counter and then to Oklahoma.

Mary Jane crossed the street to the coffee shop where Lonnie had taken her five years earlier when she brought her children with her to the market—the same coffee shop where he had later proposed. It was here that he had coached her on the four ingredients of FISH! She smiled as she remembered how Brad, who was just six at the time, had talked about his trip to the market and nothing else for weeks. Lonnie has been so good for Brad. He really needed a man in his life and he took to Lonnie immediately.

There may have been signs that something personal might develop between Mary Jane and Lonnie during those first encounters, but she was too engrossed with her problems at First Guarantee to notice.

She thought about her two children, now eleven and seven, and hoped they were having a good time with their grandparents in Los Angeles. Brad was four and Sarah was less than one when her husband, Ken, died. Ken’s parents, a wonderful couple, had reached out to them and had stayed delightfully involved in their lives.

As she sipped her coffee, she struggled with the idea that it was Lonnie’s last day at the market. In his twelve years there he had become an institution.

She thought about how Lonnie had dropped out of high school, but later, with help from Jack, the owner of Pike Place Fish, and the conscientious grandmother who raised Lonnie, he had earned his GED. That success gave him a much-needed boost in self-esteem and he then enrolled in Seattle Technical College. With Jack’s financial and personal support, he persisted. Last year Lonnie finished the licensed practical nurse program going to school at night and doing his required internship on weekends. After receiving his LPN degree, he continued working at the market during the week and accepted an offer to continue weekends as an LPN at County General Hospital, where he had done his internship.

This was the first Saturday in months that Lonnie wasn’t at County General at 6:30 in the morning. Instead, today he was at Pike Place at six in the morning, Mary Jane thought with a grim smile. Well, that will change. I have been looking forward to the day when our lives can once again have the sense of normalcy that was lost when Lonnie started working on weekends. The choices we made—like my spending so many hours volunteering at the community center—all seemed so logical on paper, but the reality has sure put a strain on our life together. Well, hopefully that strain will end soon.

As she readjusted herself in the chair, she was confronted with an unwelcome thought. There had been less exercise and more comfort food in her life recently and the results were all too clear. Fifteen pounds I didn’t have three and a half years ago. How could I let that happen? But Mary Jane knew how it had happened: One choice and one moment at a time, as the pressure of her demands crowded out what used to be a dedication to fitness; the loneliness of a life dominated by work and too many weekends home alone with children and no husband to provide personal breaks. It was just too much of an ordeal to get to the gym. Simply too much of a struggle to make good food choices.

I really need to do something about my weight and fitness and the way work seems to dominate my life.

An Unexpected Conversation with Wolf

“Earth to Mary Jane.”

Mary Jane looked up at the market’s biggest character, Wolf. “Hello, Wolf. I guess I was lost in thought. Sit down for a minute.”

“This is a hard day for me, Mary Jane. I know that what Lonnie is doing is good for him and I am happy for him, but I sure am going to miss the guy around here.”

Mary Jane was a bit taken aback. She had never heard much in the way of feeling or sentiment from him. He was usually quite gruff, although everyone knew he had a heart of gold from his kind and generous actions. “That makes two of us, Wolf. I’m having a hard day as well.”

Wolf sat down. Then Mary Jane remembered something Lonnie had told her. “Say, Wolf, Lonnie said you and your wife are adopting a child. How is that progressing?”

Wolf lit up like a Roman candle. “Oh Mary Jane, we just finalized the adoption two days ago. It’s the best thing that ever happened to us. It is a miracle. Babies are amazing.”
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