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Praise for The Business of Happiness


“A happy team can be a winning team—that’s why you see me with such a wide smile on my face. I love my teammates and our fans and our coaching staff. Our owners believe in creating a place where we all care about each other. It is all about following Ted’s belief in happiness and success. I buy into it completely, and it really works; I believe Ted’s book can help you become MVP in your life, at work, and at home.”


–Alex Ovechkin, two-time NHL Most Valuable Player—Washington Capitals


“Ted Leonsis is one of the most creative minds in business. For more than twenty-five years he has been shaping the digital world that is now such an important part of our lives. In The Business of Happiness, he offers a personal guide to navigating the traditional boundaries between work and life. His insights on business, career planning, and how to succeed in today’s 24/7 environment reflect the wisdom of a renaissance man whose interests range far beyond the realm of technology or commerce.”


–Ken Chenault, CEO and Chairman, American Express Company


“Ted’s successful path to happiness in life, from the mean streets of Brooklyn, NY, to AOL executive to philanthropist, moved him to share his story and his way. Do yourself a favor: read it and be inspired.”


–Mitch Kapor, founder of Lotus Development Corporation and the Mozilla Foundation, which created the Firefox browser


“This wonderful book is as bouncy, ebullient, energetic, and likeable as its author. It contains much sage advice, dozens of great stories, and guest appearances by everyone from Allen Ginsberg to Alex Ovechkin. You can decide whether it contains the secret of happiness; it definitely holds several hours’ very pleasant reading.”


–Don Graham, CEO and Chairman of the board, The Washington Post Company


“With today’s economic downturn, this inspiring and essential read couldn’t have come at a better moment. This is an important American business visionary’s take on an age-old question: How can we achieve true happiness? Ted Leonsis has done a remarkable job.”


–David M. Smick, author of the international bestseller The World Is Curved

“If happiness is your goal, Ted Leonsis puts the stick in your hand, gives you the puck and tells you how and where to shoot!”


–Gary Bettman, NHL Commissioner


“Ted Leonsis is absolutely correct that money can’t buy you happiness, but it can buy you Ted’s book, which will bring you happiness—and success.”


–Lebron James, Cleveland Cavaliers


“This book makes so clear why Ted Leonsis has succeeded at everything he has touched—a first-class mind and a first-class appreciation of life’s true values. That is a rare combination.”


–David Rubenstein, co-founder and Managing Director, The Carlyle Group


“Ted Leonsis should be an easy guy to hate: wonderful family, fabulously and repeatedly successful in business. But people in Washington root for Ted, not resent him, because he seems to be genuinely happy. Read this book. You may not end up with his life. But there’s a good chance you’ll get something even more valuable——his outlook on life.”


–Chris Wallace, FOX News


“Buying Ted Leonsis’s company was one of my best moves. Buying Ted’s book could be one of yours.”


–Steve Case, co-founder of America Online, Chairman and CEO, Revolution


“The Business of Happiness is a primer for finding success, real success, in life. Ted Leonsis, the consummate gentleman businessman, has walked the road to spiritual fulfillment. His words are valuable and they ring true.”


–George Pelecanos, novelist and screenwriter


“Being successful enough in business to own a sports team isn’t easy, and being successful in business, sports, and most of all, this business of happiness is even harder. Ted Leonsis has pulled it off, and written a really terrific book that tells the tale. Anyone who aspires to being both successful and happy would do well to read The Business of Happiness.”’


–David Stern, Commissioner of the National Basketball Association


“Few successful businesspeople have truly embraced the notion that you can and SHOULD be happy pursuing your financial and business goals. Ted Leonsis not only embraces the notion, he lives by it. Ted’s list of 101 things to do is not only legendary among entrepreneurs around the world, it has served as a source of motivation for me many, many times. The Business of Happiness reminds all of us that you can enjoy every minute of every day as you work hard to achieve your goals.”


–Mark Cuban, Internet pioneer and owner of the Dallas Mavericks


“Ted Leonsis has graced us with the gift of his determined journey to find happiness. In The Business of Happiness, Ted gives us a remarkable roadmap toward what for so many people is desperately elusive, and that is achieving a truly fulfilled and happy life. As a proven entrepreneur with a zest for living, Ted Leonsis reveals the 6 tenets of happiness that have emerged from his thought-provoking experience in pursuing a life that truly integrates business, passion, faith, and purpose. Ted speaks to our hearts as he gives wise instruction on how to attain a ‘life without regret,’ a life that is imbued with the secret sauce of happiness, an amazing elixir with the power of providing financial success as well as deep satisfaction for the human spirit.”


–John S. Hendricks, Founder and Chairman, Discovery Communications, Inc.


“Ted and I shared a part of our journey to self-actualization together as students at Georgetown University—under the wise tutelage of Father Joseph Durkin, S.J. He was a wise man and emphasized to us living a life in balance where head, heart, body, and soul needed to be nourished. He gave us both permission to seek happiness in our lives and careers. Applying this Jesuit ideal to business and to public service is at the heart of this book. We have been given permission to be happy—and as Ted shows, the happier the company, the more successful it can become.”


–Maria Shriver, author, journalist, First Lady of California


“In The Business of Happiness, Ted shares insights about designing a ‘business plan’ for personal growth and success. Ted’s life story by itself would be a compelling read. But by sharing these valuable insights, he has drawn a road map for readers who share his commitment to personal development.”


–Senator Mark Warner, (D-VA)


“Ted Leonsis is the happiest person I know and one of our most successful entrepreneurs and business leaders. He is a founding father of the information age. Follow his personal journey; learn from his life lessons and deepen your own pursuit of happiness.”


–Jack DeGioia, President, Georgetown University



To Lynn, Zach, and Elle, and in memory of

Father Joseph Durkin, S.J., and Mr. Abe Pollin
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Introduction


It is my hope that your journey to happiness has begun by reading this first sentence.

My journey to happiness began by drawing up a list.

It was 1984. I was twenty-eight years old and had recently sold for $60 million an early New Media company that I’d built. And then in fulfillment of the randomness of life, I got on the wrong plane. A routine flight from Melbourne, Florida, to Atlanta, Georgia, ended with an emergency landing. No one was hurt, but in the thirty-five minutes that we spent unsure of whether the landing gear was going to work, circling the airport, burning off fuel, and learning how to brace for a crash-landing, I had to face up to something I really didn’t like: if that plane crashed, I wouldn’t die happy. It was a reckoning, a wake-up call. I had all the toys money could buy. At a ridiculously young age I had achieved what we all believe is the American Dream, and for a poor kid from Brooklyn, New York, it had all seemed to come easy. But I wasn’t happy.

It was the most important discovery of my life. The moment I got off that plane, with shaking knees and a queasy stomach, I resolved to pursue happiness and live my life without regret. I was given the world’s all-time great Mulligan, the gift of a second chance to live my life properly. I determined that when my time to die really did arrive, I would die happy.

The only problem was, like many people, I didn’t really know how to become happy. I’d figured out how to make money and grow a business by that time in my life. I’d figured out that the future lay in computers and what could be done with them, and I was already playing a role among that first generation of entrepreneurs who shaped the personal computing industry. But when it came to figuring out something so basic—so human—as knowing what steps one takes first on the journey to happiness, I was amazingly clueless.

So I treated my pursuit of happiness as if it were a business plan. I drew up a list of 101 things I wanted to achieve before I died. At the time, I thought that ticking items off my list would make me happy, and that if only I were diligent in working my way through my list, when my time to die really did come, I would have achieved the big goal: to be happy. More than twenty-five years later, with many of the items I initially put down on my list having long since been checked off, I now understand that making the list was just my first step on a long journey.

For more than twenty-five years, I’ve been on a quest, trying to determine what makes people happy, so that I can be happy. I’m now far enough along on my quest that I can properly share what I’ve learned. In the last twenty years, I’ve given more than 1000 speeches, and each speech has included a section on happiness. I have been encouraged to put this thinking into a book and, well, here it is.

This is a book about personal happiness, written by someone who’s been blessed to achieve it. As you will see, the very act of writing this book is in furtherance of my goal of being a happy and fulfilled human being.

The strangest thing that has happened is that by systematically attempting to achieve happiness, I have actually increased my prospects to be successful in business and life. It didn’t start out that way; as a 28-year-old who’d made millions of dollars selling his first business, as far as I was concerned, I already had made it. But as I studied friends and acquaintances whom I believed to be happy—some of them people you’ve never heard of, some of them household names—it became clear to me that the people I knew who were actively pursuing the path to happiness also seemed to put themselves in a better position to achieve their goals. To be clear: I’m a businessman and a relatively happy guy, not a social scientist. So take this next sentence as a layman’s attempt to explain in scientific language what he’s learned along the way. From my observation, the connection between happiness and success doesn’t merely correlate—they don’t just come together in random order. I’ve found that actively pursuing happiness seems to be a driver of success.

That’s why I call this book The Business of Happiness. I believe that happiness can be achieved by approaching it with the same degree of discipline and rigor that’s needed to build a successful business. I’m also convinced that people who approach happiness in this manner increase the odds that they’ll be successful. Money buys happiness? Not necessarily, as we shall see. Working toward happiness makes you more successful in achieving your business and career goals? Yes! I truly believe that.

Along the way, I’ve learned that there aren’t only happy people; there are happy businesses and companies. Some of the same rules seem to apply to institutions as individuals. An enterprise that actively seeks to create happiness for the customers it serves, as well as its employees, partners, and yes, of course, its shareholders—a business that in its multidimensional ambitions for fulfillment has an outlook similar to many of the happy people I have known and studied—is more likely to be successful than one that doesn’t care about the happiness it creates, or over-indexes entirely in favor of shareholders at the expense of everyone else. There is, I believe, a “double bottom line” that is made up of fiscal results and positive impact on people and society. I believe that by pursuing happiness, people and businesses alike increase the odds that they will be successful in achieving their broadest goals. This concept of the “double bottom line” is now the overriding pursuit of all my business interests.

I know that pursuing happiness probably isn’t what is taught in business school. It’s only exotic countries like Bhutan, a remote Buddhist kingdom nestled in the Himalayas, that measure output in terms of Gross National Happiness, as opposed to the Gross National Product. So I can understand that for some people, thinking about happy people and happy businesses is a stretch.

I can also understand how easy it might be at the outset to resist what I have to say. Yes, I’m a guy who at a young age built and sold a successful business, bought much of that business back, and ended up parlaying it even more profitably into a big stake in America Online, just as AOL was poised for liftoff. I helped build AOL into a global phenomenon. I also ended up becoming the principal owner of the NHL’s Washington Capitals, among other sports properties. I’ve now made award-winning movies, and since leaving AOL, I’ve launched new businesses that are predicated on my “double bottom line” and seem to be on fast paths to success. In fact, just as this book was being wrapped up, Revolution Money, a business of which I am chairman, sold to American Express for $312 million. So perhaps you’re thinking: “Yeah, sure, it’s easy for Ted Leonsis to be happy; he made a bundle off AOL, and now he makes movies and owns sports teams; how could he not be happy?”

But as you read on, remember: I was already wealthy and successful as a young man, but I wasn’t happy. I’m so much happier—and I believe I’m more successful—now than I was then. Money didn’t make me happy. I believe with all my heart that my pursuit of happiness has made me a better businessman than I would have been otherwise. And if you follow the tenets outlined in this book, you too can increase the probability that you will achieve both happiness and success.







Becoming a happy and successful person was not foreordained. There was nothing inevitable about it. It was a long learning process; a process of discovery.

I became happy in the same way I became successful in business: by developing a plan based on information gleaned from books, research, personal observation, listening to consumers, and learning from my mistakes. I became happy by paying attention on a continual basis to how I was tracking against my plan. Early on in my business career, I would impress upon colleagues the importance of continually monitoring whether we were on the right course. A good day leads to a good week, which becomes a good month, then a good quarter. Four good quarters make for a good fiscal year. Multiple good fiscal years make for a great company that has earned trust and value and . . . you get the point. Well, I believe the same principles are true in approaching happiness. Getting on, and staying on the path to happiness, is a matter of understanding the items you need to focus on daily, weekly, and monthly to ensure that you’re on track.

This book is a compilation of what I’ve learned about the business of happiness—how to live without regret and die with a smile on your face. I’ll tell you the common beliefs and practices of happy people I know and how emulating their approach can offer the same rewards they have found: happiness and, not incidentally, success in whatever they’re pursuing.

I am a family man and businessman, so consider this book the kind of advice I would offer a young man or woman who is entering the work force after college and wants to know the best approach to finding his or her way in life. The only way I really know how to do this is to tell something of my own story, about how a child of first-generation immigrants who grew up in Brooklyn, New York, and Lowell, Massachusetts, learned to connect the dots and become happy and successful. Maybe I can offer some inspiration and a way of looking at the world that, even if your life and circumstances are completely different from mine, can help you get on the right path. Maybe if I tell you about mistakes I made along the way, you won’t have to make the same ones. Maybe if I explain to you how I faced a reckoning and learned from it, you can learn the same lessons without suffering the trauma I did.

So The Business of Happiness flows in two parts. The first half concerns my journey to happiness, and is meant to explain how I’ve come to the beliefs I hold. The second part is about your journey to happiness, and offers prescriptions based on the things I’ve learned along the way.

I’ve read enough books written by business leaders to take them with a grain of salt. So many of them seem to center on how tough-minded the businessman was when he faced his key decisions. (And it’s usually businessmen, not women, unfortunately, who get in a position to write these books.) There’s usually a palpable surge of testosterone in the prose. “You have to be tough, and make the tough decisions!” they all seem to say. But that’s not what this book is about. Yes, I’m a businessman who’s learned most of what he wants to impart to an audience from having lived in the world of business. And in order to tell you what I know, I have to tell you how I know it, so there’s an autobiographical element to what I’m up to here. But my purpose in telling you about my life isn’t to show off how smart I am, or what a good businessman I am, or how tough I am. My purpose in telling you about my life is to share the quest I’ve been on.

When I was a student at Georgetown University in the 1970s, I read Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales, and I still remember the Knight, who had high ideals and championed the concept of achieving happiness. As he listened to the pilgrims telling stories in an effort to get a free dinner at the roadside tavern at which they stopped, the tales he wished to hear were the ones that would “gladden all hearts.” My quest for happiness is a little bit like that. As an optimist, I’m attracted to positive people. I also believe, as the Dalai Lama teaches, that our real role in life is to manage our personal journey to becoming a happy human being. From reading The Canterbury Tales to scores of books and studies on happiness and personal development, I’ve pursued the question: what makes us happy? I believe that by pursuing happiness as I have done—and as some of the most successful people I know have done—it will be clear that happiness is attainable by everyone, and so is success.


The Business of Happiness relies on three concepts.


First, you should treat the attainment of happiness in the same way an entrepreneur would approach building a business—with a vision, plan, goals, and a systematic approach and metrics to measure your progress. If you do this, you will increase the odds of becoming happy, and success will follow.


Second, enterprises—like companies, businesses, charities, sports teams, and political campaigns—that consider themselves in “the happiness business” will do better than those that pay no attention to the tenets outlined here.


Third, happiness is a driver of success, not the other way around.

People who are happy tend to have had some reckoning in their life that forces them to take stock of their situation and commit to attaining happiness. It is my observation that the happiest and most successful people live by six common practices, or tenets.


1. Goal-Setting: I believe that the path to happiness begins by identifying the life goals you have and actively pursuing them. It may seem basic, but it’s surprising to me how the happy adults I know, like the happy teenagers I know, are the ones who pay attention to whether or not they are on track to achieve their goals. Many of the unhappy adults I know are the ones who aren’t steering their way to a firm point on the horizon. Goal-setting is a sine qua non for business success, and as may already be clear, I believe individuals and enterprises achieve success in very similar ways. I made my list, and you should too.

2. Communities of Interest: The more communities in which you are an active participant, the more likely it is that you’ll be happy. Following this principle can make you more successful, even as it offers personal happiness. When someone is referred to as “an excellent networker,” they are usually considered to be successful. It’s my experience that they are also likely to be happy, social people who enjoy the connection they have to others and get great benefits from their sociability.

3. Personal Expression: Having an outlet to express yourself is vital to your wellbeing. Moreover, finding a means to express and communicate your authentic, unique, and individual outlook increases the prospects that you will be successful. This is true, in my observation, whether your vehicle for personal expression exists within your work, or is completely separate from it. Whether you are an artist, a blogger, or just sing in the shower, happiness flows from having such an outlet.

4. Gratitude: I believe that a critical ingredient in finding happiness is being able to express gratitude. No matter what the circumstances one faces in life—whether life is good on a given day, or absolutely daunting—being able to show gratitude for what one has to be thankful for keeps us humble and grounds us. Being able to show gratitude is also one way of arresting the harmful domino effect of a bad day becoming a bad week, which becomes a bad month, and then a bad quarter. Being able to step back from any situation and connect with what you are grateful for—from a beautiful sunset to the love of your children—will center you and create the potential for happiness.

5. Empathy Expressed by Giving Back: Giving back to society out of what you have been given is an investment, the returns on which will enrich your emotional life and sense of well-being. Some of the happiest people I know are also the most generous. Or maybe it would be better to say that there’s a clear reason why the most generous people I know are happy.

6. Higher Calling: Finally, it is my conviction that to be happy, all of us must find a higher calling of some sort. No doubt, many people find it in their religious faith, but as you will see, regardless of whether religion or spirituality play a role in your life, I believe happy people live their three score and ten years on this planet as if they are on a mission. The happiest among us are the ones who find that mission, whether it is finding a cure for cancer or teaching children the practice of virtue.



It took me a quarter of a century to connect these dots and understand how they amount to a formula for achieving happiness. It all began with my facing a reckoning—a moment when I was forced to look at my life, and I realized that on the course I was on, I would not die happy. I wanted to change the outcome and committed to working toward a happier ending.

On my list of 101 goals I wanted to achieve before I died, there was no entry for writing a book that would help others become happy, because I didn’t fully appreciate then that finding an outlet for personal expression was an ingredient in success. I couldn’t have anticipated that giving something back—in this case, sharing with others the things that I’ve learned—would make me happy. I didn’t know that leaving to others more than I took in life would be an aspect of my higher calling. I was clueless about nearly everything other than the need to get started.

Welcome to The Business of Happiness. Your reading this book makes me happy. I hope to repay the favor.
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PART ONE

My Journey to Happiness


CHAPTER ONE

Once in a Lifetime (How Did I Get Here?)


I’m a big fan of David Byrne, and I loved Talking Heads. Of all the songs they recorded over a career that was way too short, my favorite has always been “Once in a Lifetime.”

You know the song. It’s the one made famous in the 1984 film Stop Making Sense, and the lyrics include these words:


And you may find yourself in a beautiful house

with a beautiful wife

and you may ask yourself

well, how did I get here?



How did I get here?

How I got from Bay Ridge in Brooklyn to living in multiple homes with my beautiful wife Lynn is a story in itself. While there’s no question that Horatio Alger would smile on my story of how a young man, with a little “luck, pluck, and determination” became successful, it’s not the journey from my immigrant household to owning sports teams and big houses that really matters. It’s the journey from cluelessness on happiness to being able to share with you the things I’ve learned that matters most to me. There were pivotal moments in my life that prepared me for writing this book.

I was born in a happy era, during America’s post-World War II economic surge. It was January 1956, the peak of the Baby Boom, and Ike was president. My mother and father were Greek Orthodox, and their childhood was emblematic of immigrant America. Their families, like millions of others, passed through Ellis Island as they fled Greece in search of a better life in America. It’s said that the most optimistic act one can perform is to pack up and sail to a country thousands of miles away, seeking a new life. So all of us who were the sons and daughters of immigrants had a sense of limitless possibility imprinted on our personalities.

We also had, from our earliest memories, a sense of community, because most of us had large extended families, and for a host of reasons, immigrant communities tended to settle in certain neighborhoods. So let’s establish at the outset that I was born into an optimistic household, amidst a broad, well-defined community, in an optimistic age.

My father, who never finished high school, was a waiter in a restaurant. My mother, who never went to college, was a secretary at the Topps Company, which made baseball cards. Later she went to work at G.H. Walker & Company as an administrative assistant to Jonathan Bush, the brother and uncle of two United States presidents, and the father of Access Hollywood’s Billy Bush. Isn’t America a great place?

In their best year, my parents never earned more than $30,000 between them.

My mother met my father after the war. They got married and moved from Lowell, Massachusetts, where her family had settled, to New York City, in search of work. My father was forty-two when I was born, and my mother was thirty-two. I grew up in the Sunset Park area of Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, which was made famous in the movie Saturday Night Fever.

You remember John Travolta in his white suit? The movie was made in the late 1970s, not long after my family had moved from Brooklyn back to Lowell, and when I saw it, it brought back really awkward memories. It captured the neighborhood pretty well. If I’d stayed in Bay Ridge, would that have been me wearing a white suit at discos? (Probably not, because by the time that movie came out, I much preferred bands like Talking Heads to the Bee Gees.)

From where I grew up, we saw the Twin Towers being built. Manhattan was a few miles away, but just like Tony Manero, the John Travolta character in Saturday Night Fever, I knew Manhattan was a different world. I grew up in what was a quintessential melting pot community—Italians, Puerto Ricans, Swedes, African-Americans. It was socially cohesive, but it was lower middle class at best.

My parents always told me that I was gifted. My mother insisted that someday I’d be president of the United States. On a certain level, I have no idea where this confidence came from, because if you looked at my parents and their families from a financial or class perspective, they were pretty close to the bottom rung of the ladder. However, the economy was producing enormous opportunities for people who were willing to try, which my parents certainly were. They created an environment that was very positive. While I personally had no sense I would be president of the United States—I had no idea where I’d end up in life—I was not really aware of limitations to my prospects. I knew that the bright lights of Manhattan signified a more glamorous world, but I really didn’t know that we were poor, or that someone might characterize the apartment building I lived in as a tenement. The graffiti on the outside walls of my building should have been a clue, don’t you think?

Though optimistic, my parents were also realists about the struggle to be successful in America. But they also believed that every generation would do better than the last one and that education was the key that unlocked doors. I consider my childhood happy, because our house was filled with love, and I felt supported and cared for. I realize now that my childhood was also, by the standards of today—or even maybe then—quite disciplined. I always had a book that I would read in my bedroom after doing homework. I didn’t spend much time watching television, though I’d listen to Knicks or Rangers games on a transistor radio in my room. Those are very fond memories, and my love of sports started really early on.

Because I tested well and learned to read at an early age, I was put into an experimental program the New York City public schools ran called SP, for Special Progress. It was a pretty extraordinary program. We stayed with the same teacher, and mostly the same kids, from kindergarten through 7th grade, and at the end, if you did well, you skipped 8th grade. I never attended 8th grade, which, given the fact that I started school early, meant that by the time I went to high school, I was very young for my class.

My mother and father both worked, so when school let out, I’d go across the street to a big park where there were baseball fields and basketball courts, and I would literally play sports every day with the same group of kids that I’d been going to school with since kindergarten.

By the time I was twelve or thirteen, I was hanging out with kids who were older, and some of them started to get into trouble. Real trouble. Many of the kids I knew didn’t have the same sense I had that getting into trouble might keep you from your dreams. The thought of someday going to college mattered to only a very few of us. Many of the kids I knew either believed college wasn’t an option or just didn’t take the prospect of going to college seriously, so it’s fair to say there weren’t a lot of kids I knew who were goal-oriented. Add to this that by the late 1960s, drug use had spread throughout our neighborhood, and you could see paths diverging pretty sharply, some kids heading toward college and maybe success outside the neighborhood, some kids not. I watched one of my closest friends and next-door neighbors go from being a child I had sleepovers with to becoming a teenage drug addict who ended up getting shot and killed while robbing a drugstore. The tension between my neighborhood being a good place and it being a dangerous place became clearer with each passing year. I could identify kids who I knew would make it, and kids who would not, and there wasn’t a clear difference between them. I wanted to be one of the kids who made it; at this point in life, I didn’t have a set of goals, but there was something innate in my personality, in addition to the environment my parents created, that made me strive for something other than a life sitting in the park watching the world go by. Sometimes I felt it was as simple as 100 more steps from the park bench, where guys would sit drinking wine and smoking pot, to the youth center where you could play basketball. You just had to walk a little farther.

I was thirteen years old when my childhood friend was shot trying to rob that store. But the most pivotal event in my early life wasn’t his death. It was the decision my parents made to leave Brooklyn and move to Lowell, Massachusetts, where my mother’s family lived. This decision was very traumatic. My mother went on a vacation to visit her family, and when she got back, she announced to my dad that we needed to move, and apparently the reason was me. “We have to save our son,” she said.

It was very painful because I was just ripped out of school and the neighborhood and community I’d lived in my whole life. While I sort of understood, it still seemed like a radical solution to a problem I didn’t fully appreciate.

It’s not like my arrival at high school in Lowell was an automatic continuation of the positive environment I’d known in school since kindergarten. I went in the blink of an eye from having been part of an accelerated class that had all gone on to Brooklyn Tech after being together our entire lives, to a new school in a new town that frankly seemed pretty dull. I’ve stayed close to a lot of my Brooklyn friends, many of whom went on to real success. However, there’s no question that a great many others went down an unfortunate path and ended up dying young. My mother’s push to get me to a safer environment where we would be surrounded by family and friends was instinctive, and in hindsight, it’s helped me to understand that family and friends, neighborhoods and communities, help drive your destiny. But at the time, I lost my mooring, my context, and because I was no longer in a special academic program, I lost my grip on the goals I had, even if I couldn’t have articulated it that way at the time.

But it wasn’t all bad. My extended family—cousins, aunts, uncles, and the Greek friends I met in church or school—became my world, especially since I arrived in Lowell as a teenager without other friends or connections. Having this community of interest was a very strong base for going out into the world. Throughout the Greek community in Lowell, people focused on working hard to make life better for the next generation, rather than on material things.

Even though I was an only child, I felt like part of a larger family, and it gave me strength. It also helped to have a social outlook, to genuinely enjoy other people, and to have a connection with them. But I shouldn’t minimize how hard the transition was for me to go from Brooklyn to Lowell.

I was the new kid, and I didn’t really fit in. For the first time in my life, I was pretty unhappy, and my unhappiness was reflected in my performance in school. In retrospect, it seems likely that by being less happy, I was less successful (not the other way around). There was no sense anymore that I was gifted. The expectations for me began to be defined down. I got a job at the local supermarket after school and suddenly it seemed that my horizon had narrowed from someday being president of the United States to being a manager of a supermarket. And then came the kicker.

My guidance counselor at Lowell High School, whose name was Beatrice Hoar, told my mom and dad, “Ted is really not college material. When he graduates, he should consider a vocational school.”

This was not my wonderful life; how did I get there?

I remember thinking, how did I go from being “rescued” from Brooklyn to find myself working at a grocery store with the notion that I was no longer college material?

On a certain level it was clear. I’d gone from having gotten As and Bs my whole life to getting Cs, though I still got As in English and History, the classes I really liked. I had drifted. I didn’t have goals. I was unhappy. Part of what I was going through, no doubt, was an understandable byproduct of being a teenager: brooding, living in my head, withdrawing. But I knew at some level that if I didn’t fix things, it could very easily turn into a life trend. I knew the difference between sitting on a park bench drinking wine and smoking pot and walking 100 feet to the youth center. In Brooklyn, I’d always walked the extra 100 feet. I had to recapture that motivation, and it was hard.

This was my first moment of reckoning. It was a pivotal moment in which I told myself I had to adjust my course and get on a better path. In those days, the length of your hair was a statement of sorts, and my hair was pretty long. I decided I wanted to make a different statement, so I went to the barber and told him to cut my hair really short. When I came home, I remember my mother and father looking at me, and my mother actually got teary-eyed. Neither one of them had ever said, “Cut your hair.” I’d grown my hair long partly because I wanted to fit in as one of the cool kids, but it didn’t really help. On some level, letting my hair grow long was symbolic of the way I was drifting, and I didn’t want to drift anymore.

Being told by a guidance counselor that I wasn’t college material was one of those moments in which I slapped my forehead and said, “Aha, I get it. I’m on the wrong track. Time to change course, or else.”

Only a short time afterwards I walked in the door at my house and announced to my parents, “I am going to get really good grades, and I am going to go to a great college.”

Within weeks, I had started to set goals that I articulated and committed to. And it’s pretty incredible how quickly things seemed to turn around for me. I became happier. I no longer felt adrift. I stopped brooding. The irony of this moment, of course, is that neither of my parents had gone to college, so although they wished the best for me, their own feelings might have been a little closer to those of my guidance counselor, in that they certainly understood the utility of my going to a vocational school, while college was the great unknown. This was maybe the last time in American life when going to college seemed like just one of the options to choose in pursuit of a good life; it wasn’t the necessity we know it to be today—the dividing line between prospects for middle class success and falling behind. While they were surprised at my quick turnaround, my parents didn’t believe I would excel in college.

I was able to pivot from mediocre grades to at least get into the local branch of the University of Massachusetts. While my parents might have viewed UMASS Lowell as a good option, from the start of my freshman year there, I viewed it as a launching pad for getting into a better school.

As luck would have it, I also had a job in those days mowing lawns, and one of the people whose lawn I mowed was a wealthy stockbroker named Jim Shannon. Jim had gone to Georgetown, and after talking with him about the advantages of going to a Jesuit institution in the nation’s capitol, I set a goal of going there. And somehow I pulled it off. I worked hard to get good grades, and after Jim wrote me a strong letter of recommendation, I eventually got in. (Years later, when I was in a position to make my first serious charitable gift to Georgetown, I handed a $1 million dollar check to Jim, who was a trustee of the endowment fund.)

Getting accepted to Georgetown was an achievement, and it made me really happy. I look back at the process I went through in getting accepted, and it makes me realize I caught myself before my trajectory went further downward. At some level, I said to myself, I can go down this road that will not have a happy ending, or I can take control and make my own path.

As I connect the dots of my life, it’s clear that my community, starting with my family, provided a platform to stand on. I consciously worked toward a goal, in this case not just to get into Georgetown, but maybe also to show my guidance counselor that she was wrong about whether I was college material. By being so deliberate in pursuing my goal, rather than having a bad day lead to a bad week, which would lead to a bad semester and a bad school year, I put things together, step by step. For example, I became more careful about the people I hung out with and made sure I was surrounded by peers with a more positive outlook. I intuited that the company you keep and the goals you set will drive the way your life turns out. For a kid from Brooklyn, Georgetown seemed like the proverbial shining city on a hill—and getting accepted there made me feel like I was back on the track I’d been on when as a young kid I’d been chosen to be in the Special Progress class.

On so many levels, going away to college changed the trajectory of my life for the better. I’m sure I didn’t realize then that by setting a goal of going to an elite private college in a city far away from home, I’d organized my life around a large and specific purpose. Moreover, while my life seemed to brighten as I sought a slot at Georgetown University, I know I was unaware that setting and attaining goals was contributing to my prospects for happiness. I just knew the way my behavior changed. I stopped brooding in my room and was much more social with my classmates. I expressed myself through my schoolwork, and put more effort into writing and all my other school projects. I was animated by the gratitude I felt because someone (Jim Shannon) was helping me to get into a really good school. And I had, for the first time, a higher calling: to get a college education at one of the best universities in the world.

Going to Georgetown was a critical step in getting from a tenement apartment in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, to a beautiful house with a loving wife. Whether I truly appreciated it at the time, setting such a goal and working hard to achieve it was a critical step in becoming happy. Going to a really good school was the biggest step I could possibly take in becoming successful in business.


CHAPTER TWO

In Dreams Begin Responsibilities


When I arrived at Georgetown, the first thing I learned was that my family was poor. The kids I met all seemed to have gone to the best private schools. Their mothers and fathers had gone to college and apparently didn’t have jobs; they had careers. My classmates would identify their parents’ vocation by citing their title. “My father’s the CEO of . . .” I was reminded that my father was a waiter and had not finished high school.

My classmates had cars; I arrived at Washington’s Greyhound bus terminal on New York Avenue with a single duffle bag containing all of my stuff. My parents had given me a small sack filled with little bars of soap and shampoo that they’d collected from motels they’d stayed in as they traveled. In contrast to me, the kids I now met had gone all over the world, and they used the word “summer” as a verb, as in, “We summered in Nantucket; how about you?” Um, I summered in Lowell—fifty miles from Nantucket as the crow flies, but in practical terms, a million miles away.

It was the first time I realized that my happy childhood seemed maybe a little bit deprived. My life in Brooklyn and Lowell turned out not to be emblematic of the American experience. It represented, rather, a lower middle class immigrant experience that was very different from even the more middle class kids who arrived from the suburbs. I wasn’t, as I’d also assumed, from the middle of the middle class. I’d have to work just to get there.

My new friends had big houses—sometimes more than one. They could concentrate on the university experience without having to work to get spending money. I had a job at a shoe store on Wisconsin Avenue.

At Georgetown, there were different ways of keeping score. I couldn’t compete on the basis of the clothes I wore, the things I owned, or where I “summered.” And c’mon, while athletics had always been important to me, and I’d grown up a pretty fair outdoor-court basketball player, it counted for nothing there. Georgetown’s basketball team, which the legendary coach John Thompson had just then taken over, was on the verge of becoming one of the nation’s elite programs.

There was only one way I knew to compete, and that was through applying myself. So I worked hard—on my studies, as well as in other endeavors I soon became involved with.







Many of the kids I knew at Georgetown were interested in politics and public service, and this was perhaps the one area where I had a competitive advantage.

While I was still in Lowell, the summer before going to college, I volunteered to help a member of our extended Greek family, Paul Tsongas, who was preparing to run for Congress. Paul wasn’t literally a relative, but such was the environment in Lowell that we all felt kinship when one of our own was involved in something as momentous as a political campaign.

While working on Paul’s campaigns, I began to feel part of something larger for the first time. It helped forge a belief system, not in any way ideological, that politicians wanted to help people, and that they had a higher calling. I know that today people are pretty cynical about politics and politicians, but I was idealistic, and Paul Tsongas was one of those figures who could inspire a young man to believe in what I later came to think of as my double bottom line: that you could do good while doing well. That what might help your bottom line—in his case, getting elected—was tied to doing good things for others. I hadn’t yet figured out that this concept could apply to business, too.

Paul and his wife Nikki lived half a mile from our house, and I found it inspiring that someone from our community could be as well educated and ambitious as he was. It was also something of a revelation that he could so clearly have a higher calling to serve his community and ultimately his country. I knew people who’d volunteered for the military, and even some young men who’d heard a calling to the priesthood. Paul’s calling was different, though—I could relate to it a little more directly. Paul had gone to college and then served in the Peace Corps before getting elected to the Lowell City Council, and eventually becoming a county commissioner. He was elected to Congress in 1974, when I was a sophomore at Georgetown, as part of the large class of post-Watergate Democrats, and got elected to the U.S. Senate four years later. Ultimately, he ran for president in 1992, and although he won the New Hampshire primary, he lost the Democratic nomination to Bill Clinton. It was a very sad day when he died of cancer in 1997.

When Paul was elected to the Congress, I was able to work as an intern in his office. Aside from having the kind of extracurricular activity that many of my ambitious and better-off classmates really wanted—which provided me more of a sense of being equal to them—being a Congressional intern had one great advantage for a kid who didn’t have a lot of money. Working in Congressman Tsongas’ office meant I could make long-distance calls to my parents in Lowell. To a student scraping by on his wages from a shoe store, this was a big deal.

I also worked at the Georgetown Library, earning the grand sum of one thousand dollars per academic year. Between my internship, my work at the library and the shoe store, as well as all the typical activities of a student, I was very involved, very busy, but I found I had pretty high bandwidth. I matured a lot and explored a new capacity for really hard work. When other kids went home for Christmas, they’d go skiing with their families, or off to St. Barts. I worked two jobs and tried to make as much money as I could in the limited time I had before classes resumed.
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