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To my wife Lisa,
and my four children, Maggie, Molly, Will, and Max,
who teach me something new about love every day


Foreword

After watching Undefeated, the documentary about the football team Bill Courtney coached at Manassas High School in Memphis and reading his poignant and heartfelt reflections in this book, I was hooked. Courtney comprehends the most essential connection between coaches and players, and, for that matter, between managers and employees. To sum it up in one word: Empathy.

Empathy isn’t quite the same as sympathy; it is, rather, something much deeper: an ability to truly immerse yourself in the mind and soul of the individual you are trying to reach by understanding his or her life experiences. Will you always get through to that person? Absolutely not. I have dealt with my share of athletes who erect barriers which no one can possibly penetrate, and I’m sure Coach Courtney has encountered similar walls of resistance. Yet, in stressing the principles he holds dear, such as character and commitment and fortitude, he displays the compassion that sets him apart from many coaches and businessmen. His success serves as a moving example of what can happen when people in authority care about others—not just about winning the next game or securing the next client.

Courtney inspired his teams on the field and at the office to come together as one because of that compassion. The players and employees shared his dreams as if they came up with them on their own, and, in a way, they did. I was most impressed by how he carefully placed every value in the proper context, focusing on each player’s future long after he puts on his pads for the final time, when the significance of decisions, and the consequences, often irreversible, will mean a lot more than whether he runs the proper route or blocks the right lineman. The odds were usually not in his favor as they aren’t for many in his line of work; he spent only a few hours a day with these kids, and, to alter their behavior, he introduced concepts counter to the strong forces—family, community, etc.—that were firmly in place long before he heard of Manassas High. Yet, as much as he respected those forces, not once did he surrender to them. He believed with everything in his soul that these young men would become better football players—and better human beings—as long as they kept their word, acted in a civil manner, and served one another. How quaint in this era of non-stop self-gratification. How refreshing.

Of the lessons Courtney shares, the most inspirational was the one dealing with forgiveness. Forgiveness is rarely easy—I’ve certainly held on to my share of grudges—yet it is always rewarding. Only by expressing true forgiveness can a person extricate himself from the prison he or she built. Courtney’s thoughts about grace go a long way towards understanding who he is, and what has motivated him to donate so much of his time to helping others. I was also moved by his awareness that not every player or employee is to be treated the same; some people coach or manage for decades without ever grasping this extremely critical reality and I’ve seen many teams at the highest level fail to develop the cohesiveness they need to win for this exact reason. At the same time, Courtney makes certain that every player and employee is held accountable to the single fundamental rule which renders numerous others unnecessary: Do right. So quaint again—and again, so refreshing.

I also gained a great deal from the people he writes about who have exerted such a powerful influence in his life. Each person is brought up to illustrate a valuable principle. Many of these individuals are to be admired, such as the Vanderbilt running back who befriended his fallen opponent on the field or the former tenant of the Lorraine Motel who has never stopped following her dream. Yet, as much as he has been inspired by these examples, Courtney never puts the people on a pedestal; the lesson is that, with the proper effort and discipline, we, too, can adhere to the same principles, bettering ourselves and, more importantly, our families and our communities.

Perhaps, however, what I enjoy most of all about this book is how it isn’t about attaining success—at least not in the classic sense, and thank goodness. There are enough books in the marketplace with instructions on how to reach your “potential” or bank your first million by age thirty—as if the accumulation of money is the ultimate reward in life; it’s not. Nor has he written a “sports book,” despite its focus on high school football. Courtney is going for something else: How all of us can serve and lead one another. I can’t think of a more meaningful goal, and he pulls it off beautifully.

Phil Jackson

December 2013


Preface

I received a lot of attention after Undefeated, the movie about the 2009 football team I coached at Manassas High, captured the Oscar for Best Documentary. But the most gratifying part was the forum it provided me, first in speeches and now in this book, to lay out the principles that helped those youngsters attain success on the field and my employees to succeed in the workplace. And more important, to understand what it takes to maintain that success for the rest of our lives.

I’m often asked, “How did you do it? How did you turn a group of largely unfocused kids into a tight and highly motivated football team?” Many also wonder, “How did you turn an abandoned piece of property in the middle of North Memphis into a $45 million company with 120 employees?”

The first question is difficult to answer because my philosophy of coaching doesn’t start with X’s and O’s. It starts with believing that players win games and coaches win players. I offer my players strong examples of the values that have worked for me, and for other fulfilled people I know, and then I step back and let them draw their own conclusions. Often after thinking about it for a while, they run by me the solutions they’ve figured out. Only after they’ve absorbed these vital lessons do I coach the X’s and O’s. As for my business, once I go through the same exercise with employees I then go over the machinery and balance sheets, seeking the same result.

Obviously, with a book readers don’t have the chance to run things by me right away or to ask questions. So I’m taking things a bit further and doing a little more actual “coaching” than I normally do. I’m going to show you how the people I’ve worked with, on and off the field, improved their lives using the principles I feel are essential to anyone’s enrichment. And I’m going to give you plenty of real-life examples so you’ll have no doubts as to what I’m talking about.

I’m also going to bare my soul in describing the challenges, and scars in my own life that I’ve had to endure and get past. My hope is that when you’ve finished reading you will have a much stronger sense of how these tenets can make a huge difference in your life, and how to apply each one to your particular circumstances. You may also find ways to encourage and stimulate others to be the best they can be.

[image: ]

Few of the people I’ve coached or managed are believers in the fate society chose for them. Instead, most carved out a new fate for themselves.

I think of the star linebacker with an anger management problem who assumed responsibility for the first time in his life, and is now a loving father. Or the former drug addict and prison inmate who rose to become line manager at the lumber company I own. Or the cornerback prone to late hits that harmed the whole team, who is now a cadet at West Point. Or the wide receiver who discovered that he could reveal his emotions and the universe wouldn’t come to an end. Or the woman who suffered abuse from one man after another until she finally found a devoted husband when she was in her thirties. There are countless others who prove that, regardless of how difficult their circumstances might be, human beings can turn their lives around. It is never too late.

The transformation isn’t seamless. The same obstacles in our environment and in our souls, which hold us back from sustained growth year after year, have not mysteriously vanished. Yet we can change the direction of our lives through abiding by a series of principles —including character, commitment, civility, and service—that make a profound difference. These principles have been drawn from my own experience and through interactions with people who have guided me over many years. I’ve been extremely fortunate to meet remarkable individuals who showed me how vital it was to follow their example. They helped me envision a world far beyond myself, and for that I’ll always be grateful.

Naturally, these tenets mean different things for different people, yet they have one thing in common, and that is faith. Faith in the power of the individual to summon the will to be the best person he or she can be. Faith in the institutions that have bonded us together since practically the dawn of time. And most significantly to me, faith in the grace of God.
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Beyond enriching ourselves and our relationships, adhering to these age-old values can also help create a better society around us. I hear today’s parents talk a lot about their fear that they might become the first generation in the United States to leave the next generation in worse shape economically. No doubt this is a legitimate concern—we all want our kids (and their kids) to live in as much comfort as possible—but to me, the GDP (Gross Domestic Product) is not the overriding issue. The issue is passing on to that generation the riches that no Harvard economist could ever measure: the principles that bring out the best in us instead of the worst.

As much as I hope that the lumber company I founded and the teams I’ve coached will be part of my legacy to my own four children, I’d throw those accomplishments away in a second if I felt they detracted too much from my most critical job: teaching them the tenets I cherish. I’ve done my best to point out to them not only why each value matters on its own but also how they are tightly linked to each other. You can’t be a successful leader or mentor until you have served; you can’t serve until you have stepped out of your comfort zone. And you can’t step out of your comfort zone with any success unless you have character and keep your word.

These principles may be seen as old-fashioned, and perhaps they are, but they apply more than ever to the challenges we face today. That they run counter to our current culture merely illustrates how far we’ve strayed in recent decades.

In fact, some of the most awe-inspiring runs in football occur when the ball carrier goes against the grain, boldly cutting back into the pursuit of the defense rather than attempting to outrun the opponent. Similarly, when craftsmen sand and finish a piece of wood against its grain, it becomes warm and smooth, assuming a special quality in furniture and floors that lasts for generations. The effort is painstaking, just as it often is in adopting the values I discuss in this book. But the rewards, as in football and in craftsmanship, are amazing and timeless.
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ONE

On the Value of Character

The true measure of a person’s character is how one handles one’s failures, not successes.

People often define character by those who do the “right thing.”

I’m all for doing right—in fact, it was one of my three rules as a coach—but as honorable as that might be, it is not what determines character. Character is not revealed until you respond in the right way to a crisis. Anybody can act like a champion when all is good in the world, when your team is up by two touchdowns, or your company is making a huge profit.

The more essential question is, how did you act when all was not good? Did you rise to the challenge? Did you display grit, resilience, and integrity? Character isn’t about always making the right decisions. Character is how you respond to your own failures. It’s when you screw up and life hits you in the mouth that you have an opportunity to reveal your inner strength.
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An experience at my lumber mill brings to mind the perfect example of someone who has demonstrated remarkable character in his life. I was up before the sun and out of the house before the kids could put on the cartoons. This wasn’t my Saturday morning routine, but this was no normal Saturday morning.

There was a problem at the plant. A huge problem.

Because the tilt hoist, an intricate and heavy machine that lifts the packs of lumber and slides boards, one by one, at a 45-degree angle onto an inspection deck, was broken beyond repair, we were forced to shut down our only production line. If we didn’t install a new tilt hoist, come Monday morning we would not be able to produce or ship lumber. Worse yet, it meant that my forty-five employees at the time would have nothing to do for the whole day, perhaps the whole week, and would be earning wages I couldn’t afford to pay.

The mill, Classic American Hardwoods, was less than a year old in June of 2002. At this point, all I could hope for was to make it to year two.

The company meant more to me than I could ever describe. We built it from nothing: from used equipment bought at auctions, from a dream of mine that would not die.

The owner of another mill in town, where I had been the vice president of sales, refused to offer me a minority ownership despite the fact that I had helped triple its sales. After that, I decided to start my own business in the spring of 2001. My prime concern wasn’t money; it was security. Working for a third-generation, family-run operation, I feared that I would be replaced when the owner’s two kids, both entering college, eventually took over. Owning a piece of the business would be my only protection, and I couldn’t wait any longer.

My boss offered me a sizable raise to stay on, but he would not change policy, no matter how much I’d meant to the bottom line. Only members of the family could possess a share of the business, he kept telling me. I didn’t blame him. He was looking out for his family, and so was I.

I walked away from that job and took on the biggest gamble of my life. Everything was at stake for me, my wife, Lisa, and our four children ages six, five, four, and three. No wonder I got so little sleep in those days! I benefited from numerous contacts throughout the industry who vowed to buy lumber from me when they could have easily purchased it elsewhere. I also had the support of two coworkers from the other mill, Will Donoho and Cindy Baneck, who quit their own secure jobs because they believed in me and my vision.

The three of us sat on my couch at home, day after day, month after month, before there was a plant, any equipment, a workforce, anything. All we had was an idea, and the will to create something special.

Slowly, piece by piece, everything began to come together. A new company was born: our company.

On a beautiful day in September, we officially opened for business.

The timing could not have been worse.

Ten days after we started to take orders, the planes hit the twin towers. Uncertain about how the economy would respond to the terrorist attacks, potential customers became wary of spending money. Without minimizing the grief and anger we all felt about the mass murder of several thousand innocent Americans, my focus returned to the future of our company. If the world were to shut down for too long, which seemed entirely possible in those scary days, the fledgling business could fail before it even got off the ground.

Thankfully, we survived those early months and even managed a small profit, yet we were still in a tenuous position and would remain that way for at least several years. Our debt was enormous and by selling everything on credit, which was the surest way to secure contracts, we were always one high-volume customer’s going bankrupt away from shutting our doors. As the years went on and we acquired more clients, I slowly constructed a balance sheet that I saw as a fortress to protect the company from future customers’ bankruptcies. However, when we started out, there was no fortress.
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That Saturday morning I arrived at the plant at around five. Soon the sun began to bear down, as unforgiving as ever, just another normal summer day in the South. You sweat the moment you walk out the door and don’t recover until October.

The four of us—me, the head of sales, maintenance chief, and production manager—got started. There was not a second to waste. Monday morning would be here soon enough, and there was no telling how long it would take to replace the tilt hoist.

Why not hire someone else to do the dirty work?

Well, for one thing, it would take weeks, a luxury we did not have, to bring in the appropriate people for the task. Any heavy machine expert worth paying would already have several jobs lined up and not be sitting by the phone waiting for us to call. In addition, the four of us were more familiar with the complex machinery than anyone else. We put the stuff in, so we knew how take it out.

Our first job would be to remove the broken tilt hoist and rip apart a few other machines that made the line run. That would take about five or six hours. After that we could hook up another tilt hoist and put everything else back in place.

It was then that I saw Sam Quinn, the production line assistant manager, standing in my office, resolute and eager to do his part.

“Sam, you’re not required to be here,” I said. “It’s Saturday. Go home. This is not part of your job.”

Sam didn’t move an inch.

“I want to be here,” he said. “This is my company, too, you know.”

The determined look in his eyes told me there was no sense in arguing with him. Besides, Sam’s being there meant there was one more person I could depend upon.

Sam stayed the rest of the day and night, as we all did, breaking only for a quick bite or a nap on top of a pack of lumber before returning to some of the most grueling work you could imagine. We crawled around on the concrete floor, the smoke thick from welding torches and forklift exhaust. We were covered from head to toe, grease everywhere. We looked like men who had spent days in the coal mines. Yet no one complained. We didn’t have time for that, nor did we pause to wonder if we would finish in time. Failure was simply not an option.

Finally, around four-thirty on Monday morning, almost forty-eight hours after we got under way, a new tilt hoist was firmly in place. Nearly three hours later, those forty-five employees drove through the gates to start the workweek. We were back in business, thank God.

I got to learn quite a bit about Sam Quinn that weekend, and what I learned made me more of a believer than ever in the capacity of a human being to overcome adversity. I had never heard a story quite like his.

For years, Sam was like many young men from poverty-stricken urban areas. They feel hopeless, one meaningless day the same as the next. The streets and their irresistible temptations were his only refuge.

Raised by his grandparents in Mississippi after his mother couldn’t handle the task, Sam dropped out of school in ninth grade to take a job at a car wash. At seventeen he joined the US Marines, the one possible path to escape his fate. Sam does not usually remember dates. Ask him when he got married to his beloved Regina and he will shake his head and wait for her to answer. Yet Sam remembers July 13, 1972, the day he graduated from the Marine Corps. Whenever he hears the “Marines’ Hymn,” he feels the same pride he felt that special day at Camp Lejeune in North Carolina. At last he had a future that would be filled with something better than the past.

The feeling didn’t last. After a string of dead-end jobs, Sam began to hang around the wrong crowd. Soon the DUIs started to come, one after another. Then Sam began using crack and inevitably he wound up in prison. Prison was one topic he did not want to talk about much that weekend, and I didn’t press him. All he would offer was that “man ain’t supposed to be caged.” From the moment he arrived for his longest stint of eleven months, he counted the days until he’d be let out. Each was tougher to cope with than the one before.

Once released, he returned to Memphis. But there was one thing he could not free himself of, and that was fear.

To hold on to a regular job, Sam needed a car—public transportation in Memphis was unreliable and would take forever—but he couldn’t afford the insurance. He decided to drive without a license, which meant that every time he spotted a police cruiser he prayed he would not be pulled over. If that happened, back to prison he’d go. Back to counting the days that never seemed to end. Five years went by, years filled with fear each time he got behind the wheel. Miraculously, he was never stopped.

By the time I met Sam in the spring of 2001, he wasn’t the same man he’d been before, which was why our company’s custodian Shirley, Regina’s mom, recommended I give him a chance. Sam was finished with the drinking and the drugs and the days of loitering on the corner blaming everyone for his troubles but the one who deserved it the most: himself. What made him finally wake up and assume responsibility? Sam isn’t sure. All he knew was that he had begun to feel as imprisoned as when he was behind bars. In his early forties, he was running out of faith, in himself and in those around him. The only solution was to find steady work. At that point he went about changing his life, one day at a time.

After what he had gone through, this wouldn’t be easy. Every time he went to cash his check at the liquor store, he walked past the same drug dealers and winos he knew all too well. For him to walk out of that store without buying an ounce of alcohol was one of the most difficult things he had ever done. Yet he pulled it off, week after week.

Sam was still facing serious obstacles when we first met. No job he had ever possessed offered any real future, and with Regina and three children to feed and raise as his own, he needed something more secure.

The timing couldn’t have been better for me. I was in need of decent, hard-working men for the new plant. I learned early on that many men begged for a job but had no clue what hard labor really meant. They either didn’t make it to the mill on time or went off to the bathroom every half hour or so. There were even applicants, I kid you not, who showed up drunk for the alcohol test. Some I let go of in less than a day. Over the first year, because of those who didn’t last long, I hired 126 people before I was able to comfortably fill forty-five jobs.

Sam was different. From day one he did everything I asked of him and more, rising from one low-level job after another to positions of authority. He was often the first to arrive at the plant and the last to clock out. I had to insist that he take time off. Vacations? Forget it. He didn’t believe in them.

During breaks on that weekend when we installed the new tilt hoist, he told me about the Marines and the lonely nights he spent at Lighthouse Mission Ministries, a homeless shelter in town. Sam also told me that no matter how hard he had tried to straighten out his life, the past he threw away haunted him still, in the form of fines for DUIs and other indiscretions too high to ever repay. He wanted so desperately to do the right thing, to marry Regina and to be a real father to her three children. He knew what can happen to kids without somebody to call Dad. He was one of them.

Yet he never asked for a dime or for pity. Nothing would make him as furious as when his buddies looked for a scapegoat, the way he used to do. He created his problems, not society or “the Man.” As Sam viewed it, “the Man” wasn’t keeping black men down and “the Man” wasn’t forcing them to buy crack. They were keeping themselves down.

Before the weekend was out and the line was running again, the two of us had formulated a plan.

“Sam,” I said, “I think I can help you, but you’re going to have to trust me and tell me everything.”

Crawling around on the floor together in those forty-eight hours created a bond between us that had not existed. The next week he handed me a sheet of paper listing all his offenses over the years and the amount he owed the government. I wasn’t a bit shocked. I had known others whose fines mounted, month after month, year after year. The difference with Sam was that he was determined to pay them.

Slowly, and with the assistance of an attorney I knew, Sam did just that. The slate was finally wiped clean. After that he married Regina. He was so proud on his wedding day, and I was proud of him. He is a loving father to those kids, and they couldn’t be more fortunate.

I don’t know if I could have done what he did in paying off all the fines. He could have given up so many different times and no one would have blamed him. No one except himself.

Sam is also a perfect example of how it is never too late to show true character. You can be a scoundrel for the vast majority of your life and still turn into an honorable human being before they shovel dirt on your coffin. That is not to suggest that your past sins are suddenly stricken from the record; Sam will always be accountable for his failings, as we all are. But you can approach each new day as a new opportunity to be the person you aspire to be. Too many people don’t make that effort. Seeing the error of their ways, they assume that is how they will always be judged by society, so why bother changing now? Nonsense! Displaying character is a choice you can make at any moment—or not. It’s completely up to you.
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No less inspiring was the character exhibited by Montrail Brown, an offensive lineman from Manassas, whom everyone called “Money.”

Like others who grow up in indigent neighborhoods, he endured too much for someone so young. In January of 2006, his father, who was only in his late thirties, suffered a stroke and then a heart attack. He died weeks later. Money grew bitter, confused, and unwilling to trust a soul, including his mother. After the two got into a heated argument, Money went to live with his grandma, which was when I met him.

From the start I could see that the last thing this kid wanted was pity. If anything, he used his father’s death as motivation. He wasn’t about to let himself end up like the others in his neighborhood.

“I’m going to make something out of my life,” he assured me. “I know that’s what my dad would want me to do. I am not going to lie down.”

Nobody on that Manassas team gave more of himself, in practices, meetings, weightlifting sessions, and games. The same went for his efforts in the classroom. He was making something out of his life and his dad would have been proud.

Then, midway through his senior year, Money partially tore his left ACL in a game against Hillcrest and the doctor told him that his high school football career was finished. Money was devastated. Football was the link to everything positive in his life and now he felt alone, invisible. He stopped coming to school, spending the whole day in his room with the only things that gave him peace: his turtles and his fish aquarium. He did the one thing I never expected from him. He felt sorry for himself.

I went to see him at his grandma’s house, but I wasn’t there to offer sympathy. I rarely do that. Kids get enough already—too much, if you ask me.

“Everyone would understand if you quit hanging around the team,” I told him, “and everyone would give you a pass for being a statistic—another kid from a crappy neighborhood whose dad died and who has no money for college, and no future.”

After I let that sink in for a few seconds, I added, “But you’re better than that. You’re better than being a statistic.” As cruel as life might be at times, I told him, “If you do the rehab and do the work in school, something good is going to happen to you. But if you throw in the towel, which is what everyone will expect, then nothing good will happen and your life will fall apart.”

The next day, Money was back in school and back with the team.

It was not easy for him. It’s never easy for any player to be on the sidelines while everyone else is putting on pads and doing drills. You feel you’re not really one of the guys anymore.

Yet he kept rehabbing and stuck with his studies. Several days before the playoffs, Money received the news he had been longing for: the doctor cleared him to play.

That news was nothing, however, compared to what he found out the day he returned to the practice field. After hearing about Money’s dire financial situation, a wealthy client of one of our coaches, who was a lawyer, anonymously offered to pay for his entire four years of college. I observed another part of Money I’d never seen before. He was speechless.

I couldn’t have been happier for him. Because of his character, he would be the first in his family headed to a university, Southern Miss, and an opportunity for a real life.

However, Money would need to rely on that character again, and a lot sooner than he would have expected.

In his second semester at Southern Miss, he made an awful mistake when he broke university rules. When he finally admitted his mistake several days later, it was too late. He was kicked out of school. Just like that, the gift from the anonymous donor was thrown away. Money boarded a bus back to Memphis, his future again in peril.

I saw him shortly after he arrived. Once again, sympathy was not on my agenda.

“Tell me everything that happened,” I said. “Everything.”

As I listened to his explanation, I grew quite angry. He had come so far since his father’s death, and now this. Yet despite it all, I knew this was not the time to lecture him. I had lectured him, as I did the rest of the players, over and over for four years at Manassas. He knew what character was.

“I’m really disappointed in you because you know better,” I said. “But there is nothing you can do about it now. You are going to suffer whatever the consequences are. What matters the most about your future, and who you are as a man, is not what you did, but where you go from here.”

He started to cry.

“Coach, I’m so sorry I let you down,” he said. “I knew I was wrong when I did it.”

I interrupted him right there. Listening to a pity party was also not on my agenda.

I felt it was critical that Montrail understand the harm he’d do to himself if he didn’t respond appropriately to this latest challenge. Lack of character is a cancer that eats away at the person from the inside out, and while no one might spot the extent of damage in the beginning, it is only a matter of time before that cancer rises to the surface and everyone notices it. By then it has spread too far to be ignored.

“You didn’t let me down,” I assured him. “You let yourself down. I’m not here to save you. The minute I leave here, I’m going back to the house I own, and tomorrow morning I’ll go to the business I own. You will have to deal with this, not me.”

The tears came to an end, and from that moment on Money focused all of his attention on rebuilding his life. He went to North Carolina to learn how to be a leader for Young Life, a nondenominational Christian ministry that aids adolescents throughout the United States. He headed a chapter in Memphis for about a year but left to focus on his studies. He attends Southwest Tennessee Community College with the goal of becoming a counselor for juvenile delinquents.

Some might think that violating university rules means that Money lacks character, and they will feel that way about him no matter how well he does from here on.

To me, however, Money possesses as much character as anyone I’ve ever known. He, like Sam, could have easily given up and no one would have been surprised in the least. But he didn’t, and he even turned down an offer by the same anonymous donor to subsidize his tuition at a different school.

“I have to do this on my own,” he said.

I have no doubt that he will, and with the way he has put his life back on track he is clearly a better man.
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As I used to tell my players when we faced deficits of two touchdowns or more, trying to overcome failure is actually an opportunity, not a burden.

I didn’t say that just to motivate them. I said it because I meant every word. They soon felt the same way.

Which was why my 2009 team at Manassas, the subject of the documentary, rallied to win five games after trailing by at least 10 points. They didn’t come back because we switched our offensive or defensive schemes at halftime. I saw plenty of teams who could master all the X’s and O’s on the game plan but couldn’t deal with the first sign of adversity. Besides, it was not the X’s and O’s that put us in a precarious spot; it was our lack of effort.

The players prevailed because they knew what character truly meant, that it emanated from an honest, thorough self-examination of where they had gone wrong. They could do it because they had already examined themselves off the field, where the stakes would always be much greater.

I saw a renewed determination, just as I saw it in the men and women I hired at the plant who were prepared to turn their lives around. The fear was gone, replaced by a resolve that can be more powerful than any force on earth. The players’ face masks didn’t hide their eyes, which told me all I needed to know. I’d seen the other expression before, the one of fear, countless times. The defeat registered long before the game was over.

Did I revel in the success at Manassas? Of course I did. Did I want to win with every ounce of my soul? You bet! I’m a football coach. There is not a football coach on the planet who doesn’t hate losing. I hate it so much that I was a total wreck the first year I coached my team at Rosemark Academy, a small private school in suburban Memphis, went 1–9 (and we were fortunate to get the 1). I had trouble sleeping as I rehashed the most recent disaster, one excruciating play at a time.

When my players at Manassas rebounded over and over, giving everything they had and more, I was proud of them, regardless of what the final score might be. They had proven how much they grasped the value of character, which would serve them well long after their football days ended, whether in how they coped with the loss of a job, or the death of a spouse or a child. Those are the losses that really affect us, and they mount throughout our lives.

Winning a football game was not the point. It never is.

[image: ]

No matter how much character you might possess, however, some moments will test you more than others. I learned that all too well in July of 2006.

My company was in trouble. The profit and loss statement for June showed that we’d lost $111,000, and the numbers for July were likely to be even bleaker. Prior to June we had never posted one month in the red. Orders had slowed to a trickle, and now they weren’t coming in at all. To those of us in the lumber industry, this was the first sign that a recession was coming.

As I lay in bed the night I reviewed the June statement, I kept wondering how I could summon the courage to tell Lisa and our kids that I had failed them, and that we would have to leave the house we cherished. I also worried about what kind of job I might find in what could turn out to be the worst economy of my lifetime. I would be damaged goods, to say the least. In addition, I wouldn’t be able to coach football because I’d no longer be my own boss, able to set my own schedule. Would the players feel abandoned? I would. I even started to craft a farewell speech in my head, lecturing them one last time about the virtues of character: “It’s not how you handle your successes, it’s . . .”

It suddenly hit me: How dare I utter a word about character while I was feeling sorry for myself and wilting under the pressure? Some shining example I was!

At three in the morning I practically leaped out of bed. Over the next five or six hours I sat at the kitchen table crunching numbers, frantically searching for a way to save as many positions as I could without sacrificing the whole company. I took a short break for church, hoping for some divine guidance, I suppose, and then returned to the table for another five or six hours of number crunching.

By Monday morning I had come up with fifty-four jobs that we could eliminate out of a workforce of 120, and another $75,000 in monthly expenses. As for the people who would remain, they’d have to accept a 10 percent pay cut.

That Monday was the most painful day of my life. I was letting people go for no reason related to their performance, some of whom had been with me from the beginning. I laid off one woman in the office who had been married for three weeks. She could not stop crying. “I don’t know how we’re going to manage,” she said. Another woman I fired was taking care of a pregnant daughter who wasn’t married. The woman’s husband, meanwhile, had lost his job a few weeks earlier. There was nothing I could do. Her job had been to answer the phone, and I could save a bundle by installing an automatic phone system.

I cried like a baby driving home that night.

I thought of the employees I had let go. I thought of those remaining and the sacrifices they’d have to make with a smaller paycheck. And I thought of the vendors whose products and services I had cancelled all day long.

Yet I was grateful for one thing: the company was still running.

Before too long we were in the black again and I was able to rehire several dozen of my former workers. I also restored the 10 percent cut in wages, and since that day, while our industry has shrunk, our sales have doubled. How did we do it? We did it by responding in the right way to our most difficult challenges. While this crisis did not build our character, it certainly revealed it, and taught us a valuable lesson. We have the ability to survive anything.

Just as imperative is internal character: how an individual behaves when no one is watching. I used to say to players, “Do you privately hope your teammate fails or even gets hurt, so that you can take his position?” Or to employees, “Do you hope the person in the cubicle next to you makes a crucial mistake, so you’ll be promoted?”
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