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Praise for Be Unstoppable



“Whether you’re an entrepreneur, athlete, or simply looking to level up in life, Be Unstoppable is your guide to achieving success regardless of the obstacles in your path. Alden’s wisdom and actionable insights from past experiences are an invitation to push beyond self-limitations and realize your true potential.”


—Coach Lenny Vandermade, Coach of the Year (WCAL) and NFL Lineman and USC All-American


“Here are the lessons you want your children to learn and the tools and foundation for personal fulfillment.”


—Luka Erceg, Founder, Simbol Materials


“As a former US Army Special Forces operator (the Green Berets), an entrepreneur, and a father, I highly recommend this book. Mills does a masterful job of embedding the mission-critical components of how to succeed at anything in a wonderful storyline that is both memorable and remarkable. Put this book on your required reading list!”


—Larry Broughton, Founder and CEO, broughtonHOTELS.com and BROUGHTONadvisory.com


“Reading Be Unstoppable is like getting a royal flush every time you play poker, except it’s better. Mills removes the mystery from success with a wonderfully simple code that you can apply to anything you have the courage to go after. This is a book that you will read over and over!”


—Annie Duke, Professional Poker Player, World Series of Poker Gold Bracelet Winner


“This book teaches what most people in their heart of hearts know to be true. However, knowing achieves nothing. Only action leads to success and that’s where this book scores so high. Through clever fables it guides and motivates you to action.”


—Mike Faith, CEO, Headsets.com, Inc.


“Alden infused this important work with energy, practical thinking, and a challenge for anyone looking for real change. I look forward to applying these principles to my own business and life.”


—David R. Duncan, President and CEO, Silver Oak and Twomey Cellars


“I plan to read this to my daughter at least a few times. I recommend this book to parents, and to anyone who wants to get more out of their life.”


—Chris Caren, CEO, Turnitin.com


“The bad news is that this book wasn’t available when I was playing football! The good news is that it will be mandatory reading for all three of my children.”


—Damon Huard, NFL Quarterback and Two-Time NFL Super Bowl Champion
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For our Captains-in-Training,


H-master, Chow, Bear, and Yummy:
 

Be Unstoppable at going after your dreams!
 

Love, Mom and Dad










AUTHOR’S NOTE


The story in this book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of my imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.









“Go confidently in the direction of your dreams! Live the life you’ve imagined.”
 

—Henry David Thoreau


“The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams.”
 

—Eleanor Roosevelt










FOREWORD



When you watch someone transform the mindset and trajectory of your 13-year-old son in a matter of hours, it becomes very personal. It’s one thing to read a book, listen to an amazing keynote, and become dear friends with someone—but it’s quite another when you witness the impact of their approach with your child. This is my story of how I experienced this book in real life.


Ten years ago, a member of my Entrepreneurs’ Organization forum asked if we could invite some new expats to a family barbeque we were hosting at our home in Barcelona. Those guests were Alden Mills, a former Navy SEAL, and his family. At that time, he had just sold his business after a 10-year Scaling Up journey.


As our families mingled, Alden and I discovered we shared a purpose in helping people follow their dreams and achieve their goals. He and his lovely wife, Jennifer—who, like us, have four children—also shared our determination to pass along our love of international travel and learning from other cultures.


Fast-forward five years and our families had become dear friends. My youngest son, Quinn, was taking part in a rites of passage experience my pastor helped us design for our children. As Alden was a former platoon commander and mentor to Quinn, I sought his help on a weekend dedicated to strengthening Quinn’s physical and mental well-being.


Alden designed a sunrise hike in the Marin Headlands of Northern California that included a half-dozen false summits. Quinn, who wasn’t accustomed to activities like this, lagged from the beginning.


“Hustle up here, Quinn,” was one of the first things I heard as we embarked on our journey. Alden had summoned Quinn to the front while coaching him on mindset training. The stories he told and the practical tools he shared kept Quinn’s focus on learning and away from the steep climb he was experiencing.


I watched, somewhat surprised, as my son shifted his perspective and ended up beating all of us up a difficult two-hour climb and back down, with no complaints. I remember Quinn’s mother exclaiming, when he returned, that he’d been transformed from a young insecure boy to a confident young man overnight. Quinn subsequently developed a love of physical activity and embraced, as Alden would say, “an Unstoppable Mindset,” which he continues to exude today.


Shortly after that early morning climb, Alden asked me for an endorsement of the second edition of Be Unstoppable. I did not hesitate. My description of his book was simple and to the point: “Timeless and transformative. READ THIS BOOK.” I have witnessed Alden in action not only with my son but on our Scaling Up stages across the country. From his speaking to his coaching, he lives by the lessons in this book.


If you are a parent seeking another voice to inspire your child to get out of their comfort zone: READ THIS BOOK.


If you are thinking of making a career change to do something new and exciting: READ THIS BOOK.


If you are considering throwing caution to the wind to chase your dream: READ THIS BOOK.


Or


If you just want to be inspired to live a little bit better: READ THIS BOOK.


Be Unstoppable will recondition how you think about what you want in life, what’s holding you back, and how to achieve it; arming you with several useful tools to help you and the ones you love keep pursuing their dreams. You’ll have a chance to experience the lessons that made a lasting impact on my son and led me to invite Alden to open for General Stanley McChrystal, who keynoted our Fortune magazine Growth Summit. Alden’s impact has since spread to our tribe of growing firms.


As H. Jackson Brown Jr.’s mother once wrote:


Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things you didn’t do than by the ones you did. So, throw off the bowlines, sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore.


If you sense it’s your time to set sail, or know someone ready to leave the comfort zone of their safe harbor, I promise you the next few hours of reading will be worth it.


—Verne Harnish, Founder of Entrepreneurs’ Organization (EO) and Scaling Up, and author of Scaling Up (Rockefeller Habits 2.0)










INTRODUCTION



My inspiration and purpose for writing this book comes from my boys—all four of them. As their mother and I proudly watch them grow and test our patience by purposely not listening to our spoken words, I’m hopeful the written word might have more lasting impact. Like most parents, we want our children to succeed. We want to give them the tools for success, including a good education and a full array of life skills from swimming to not hitting their brothers to flossing their teeth. As we navigate parenthood without a map or playbook, life doesn’t wait for us to adapt; it just happens.


A lot has happened since I made the decision to leave the SEAL teams and start my own business. For starters, several of my SEAL teammates are no longer with us. Back then we prepared “just-in-case” letters to be sent to our loved ones if we didn’t return from a mission. In mine, I would thank my parents for the gifts they had given me, which enabled me to do what I loved doing most at that moment: leading SEALs. I would tell them not to be upset—that if the letter had been sent, it meant that I had died doing what I loved, and how many people are privileged to say that? I always wrote a letter to my younger brother, Andrew, usually starting it with a laundry list of apologies. Sorry for throwing a rock at your head in third grade, sorry for pretending to drown you at the lake, sorry for breaking your favorite Matchbox cars, and (the one I will always regret most) sorry for missing your wedding. But I always tried to end on a positive note, telling him how proud of him I was for following his rowing dreams, and that he could do anything he put his mind to. I would tell him to keep trying, to never give up, and to know that even though I was no longer physically there for him I would always be with him in spirit, cheering him on.


Thankfully, none of my letters ever needed to be sent. But that hasn’t been the case for many SEAL teammates. Such was the situation with Petty Officer First Class Neil Roberts, the first Navy SEAL to die in Afghanistan. Neil was a friend, training classmate, and a former sister platoonmate, and when he died on March 2, 2002, I knew that a letter was going to an 18-month-old son. While grieving Neil’s death, I found myself wondering what he had written to his child. During this time of reflection, my wife became pregnant. Her pregnancy and Neil’s death inspired me to write a “just-in-case” letter to my soon-to-be child. It wasn’t a particularly good letter—more like a list of “do’s and don’ts.” I felt that it wasn’t quite right, that it was too preachy and not very memorable. The busyness of life got in the way of editing it until we were blessed with another pregnancy, which inspired me toward a rewrite. This process would repeat over the next ten years with the birth of my four boys. Even after Yummy (William) was born, the letter still wasn’t great, but with my wife’s encouragement and on an anniversary trip to Hawaii together, I outlined what would become this book.


Back in those SEAL days I had the confidence of knowing I could do anything I put my mind to. I wanted this book to capture those themes in a way my boys and everyone else who reads it would remember. A collection of vignettes could illustrate how anyone can accomplish great things, but would it leave a lasting impression? So I tried to create a framework, a code my sons can follow throughout their lives, a touchstone to encourage them when the going gets tough. I want this book to capture the essence of my spirit as a tangible reference for them, a pick-me-up when they feel like giving up on a dream, a voice of encouragement when no one else believes in them, or perhaps simply the voice of a proud father saying, “Go for it—you can do it!”


I’ve spent the better part of the last ten years thinking about what this book should be. In the end I settled on three ideas to make it memorable and, hopefully, inspire others to go after their dreams. The first idea was to decipher and distill the essence of how I was able to beat asthma, become a rowing champion, lead Navy SEALs, and create the fastest-growing consumer products company in the United States (in 2009). What I realized by analyzing these pivotal successes in my life was that in each of them I unknowingly put eight actions into motion. Over time I refined those actions into a simple, easy-to-remember code called U.P.E.R.S.I.S.T., as explained in the eight chapters of this book.


The second challenge was determining how to teach the code in a memorable way without losing the reader (my boys and you) in the process. I decided that a parable would offer the most memorable and engaging way to introduce the code, and what better way to build a connection with the reader and the code than to use the metaphor of a captain and his ship? (Sorry, Army fans, but Navy wins on this one. If you prefer a land-based metaphor, simply replace the word “ship” with “tank.”)


The final component was to provide readers with the ability to implement each of the eight actions immediately. There’s no time like the present to start making your dreams happen, and this book should encourage you to take action ASAP! This is the reasoning behind the “How to Get Started” section at the end of each chapter. I include short insights into my SEAL and entrepreneurial experiences in each of these eight sections to help demonstrate how these actions can work for anyone going after their dreams.


Speaking of dreams, if you remember nothing else from this book, remember this: “YOUR LIFE IS UP TO YOU. YOU DECIDE WHAT KIND OF LIFE YOU LIVE!”


Those words, I now realize, have guided me over the course of my life. I decided not to listen to the doctor who said that, due to my asthma, I should learn to play chess instead of playing outside. I decided to work harder so I could pull harder than other rowers and earn the opportunity to win a gold medal at the New England Championships and the Olympic Festival. I decided not to quit when more than 80% of my classmates rang out of SEAL training. I decided to invent the Perfect Pushup when my investors told me to get a job. In each of my most important successes in life, the key was not giving up on a dream. And the key to not giving up on a dream is understanding why you want to make that dream come true. The better you understand your “why,” the better able you will be to persist when others give up on you. Understanding your “why” also lets you figure out your way. Once you do, you’ll come to appreciate that we have only two limitations in life: our ability to dream and the courage to follow those dreams.


Dreaming isn’t difficult (especially when you’re young). It’s the follow-up that’s hard, and that’s where I know this book will come in handy. The sad truth is that few dreams ever become reality. Why? The answer is in your head: Your mind can be your best friend or your worst enemy, and it’s the deciding factor for the kind of life you live. Your mind isn’t pre-programmed to tell you what to do with the dreams it conjures. Your mind is only as good as the inputs it receives. If the chief input is a constant stream of “you can’t,” then your dream is dead on arrival. But if the inputs streaming in begin with “What if . . . ?” and “You can!” your dreams have a chance of becoming real. And the most important inputs, the ones that matter most, are the ones your mind gives itself.


Unfortunately, essential though it is, the power of positive input isn’t all you need to succeed. Your master and commander, your mind, needs more to be convinced to work at making a dream real.


This book gives your mind a code to follow so that no matter what obstacles attempt to derail you, your mind will be working for you, not against you. And when your mind is on your side, no obstacle is too big, no dream too daunting, and nothing can stop you from living an amazing life!


Once you’ve mastered the code in this book, your biggest challenge will be dreaming bigger! Because once you’ve tasted success and gained confidence from making a dream come true, a funny thing happens—you get addicted to making even more dreams come true. And as each dream gets a little bigger and a little scarier, you get stronger, smarter, and better at reaching them. And isn’t that what life is all about? Live your dreams!


Dream on, boys, you can do it!


I love you,


Dad










PROLOGUE TO A SEA STORY
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The town of Uptoyou is unique. Every resident owns a boat. From oldest to youngest, each person gets a boat the day they are born, and they keep it until the day they die. Their lives are spent learning how to captain their boats. These boats are unlike any you can buy; each one is slightly different—unique to the individual—but all function the same.


Uptoyou boats grow with their owners and can be modified over time. They can be made faster, bigger to carry more, or tougher to handle bigger seas. But modifications take time and commitment—the bigger the change, the longer the wait.


All children born in Uptoyou attend Uptoyou University, where they learn how to be captains. They study the basics of seamanship and navigation: how to drive, maintain, and improve their boats, as well as how to make a living with them. By the time they graduate, they’re ready to test their skills in one of the busiest ports in the world, Hardwork Harbor. It’s where all the people of Uptoyou go to work and play. From ferries and cargo boats to explorers, Hardwork Harbor has a place for everyone’s boat.


Recently, two boys named Tim and Ted graduated from Uptoyou University. They grew up on the same street and had been friends as long as they could remember. Both dreamed of high adventure, captaining their boats around the globe in search of fun, fortune, and fame.
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Though they had attended the same school and earned the same degree, Tim and Ted weren’t the same. Nothing came easy for Tim. He often felt life was unfair because he had to work harder than Ted at nearly everything—whether getting good grades or boating on the water.


Ted loved to talk about everything he did. He boasted about how easy it all was for him. He bragged about what he would do after leaving university—travel the world in his boat, invent things everyone needed, and become rich and famous. No one doubted Ted; he made everything look easy, and it seemed inevitable he would succeed in Hardwork Harbor.


Ted was popular and had many friends. Tim wasn’t nearly as popular, but he still called Ted a friend. Tim had dreams too, but he kept them to himself, afraid others would laugh at his ambitions of sailing the seven seas—especially since he had barely passed the university navigation exams.


When they finally graduated, Ted won the award for most likely to succeed in Hardwork Harbor. Tim didn’t win any awards, but they both earned their degrees and became captains.


Their first weeks of work were exciting. They started with the same job: ferrying cargo from one side of the harbor to the other. Tim found the work challenging but rewarding. He worked hard to keep up with the other boats while learning to navigate Hardwork Harbor’s waters, which were much harder to manage than those he’d studied in school. Every week brought new challenges. Sandbars constantly shifted, and winds and waves never stayed the same, making it difficult for the captains to carry their loads.


Tim loved the challenge. No two days were the same. Ted, on the other hand, grew frustrated. Just as he thought he had mastered the best route, he had to relearn it the next week. He was destined for greatness—everyone at school had told him so. Why should someone like him be stuck doing a lowly cargo job when he should be navigating the high seas with precious cargo bound for foreign harbors?


After a few weeks, the young captains met with the older captains of the cargo company. The seasoned captains offered advice—from how to carry cargo more efficiently to how to read the waters to avoid running aground. Tim listened carefully, taking notes and asking questions. He respected their experience, knowing it would help him improve.


Ted didn’t think he needed their help. Some of these captains hadn’t even graduated from Uptoyou University, let alone won awards like Ted had. What could they possibly know that he didn’t?


As the weeks turned into months, something interesting began to happen. At first, it was barely noticeable, but every so often Tim would finish his cargo run before Ted, even though they carried identical loads over the same routes. Tim had never beaten Ted at anything before. Ted had always been first at everything—as he liked to remind Tim. But now things were changing.


On the days Tim finished first, he never mentioned it. Ted, however, always found ways to take credit for Tim’s success. He made sure to talk about it only when other captains were within earshot, saying he’d slowed to save fuel or stopped to chat with another captain.


After a year, Tim consistently finished his work before Ted. The older captains took notice and offered Tim more responsibility: a new course with heavier cargo. As word spread, Ted began telling anyone who’d listen that the senior captains didn’t like him, that they were jealous of his natural abilities. He insisted that was why he wasn’t given the bigger loads or longer routes. He even told Tim the only reason he got the new route was because the older captains felt sorry for him.


While Ted made excuses, Tim made changes to his boat to handle the increased workload. He needed to make it bigger and stronger to carry more cargo and manage the longer course. It wasn’t easy. Tim struggled to navigate his boat with the heavier load and often spent weekends practicing his docking skills or testing new navigation methods to manage deeper waters. Adapting his boat was exciting, but it was also frustrating, frightening, and a lot of work.


Tim had just gotten comfortable with his expanded cargo course when the older captains offered him a chance to navigate a route across the bay to the North. This made Tim nervous. It had taken nearly a year to master the east-west route across Hardwork Harbor, and the new course required northerly headings. Only a small portion of his old route would overlap with the new one, and navigating the bay would mean taking seas broadside—a first for Tim.


In the nights leading up to his departure he tossed and turned, mind filled with questions: How long would it take to master this new course? Would he even make it? What if he ran his boat aground? What if it sank? The questions wouldn’t stop, and all he could focus on were the things that could go wrong. By the time the departure day arrived, Tim was an anxious wreck.


The day he ran the new course turned out to be the worst of his life on the water. Ted and his group of friends showed up, supposedly to wish him luck—but their smirks made it clear they were there to see him fail.


Tim was so nervous when he motored away from the pier that he forgot to untie a dock line. The result was a parted line, a bent cleat, and a harbor full of laughter from Ted and his friends.


Once he left them behind, Tim began to relax. The first leg of the route was familiar—he had navigated it the entire previous year. But soon, he turned onto a new heading and entered unfamiliar waters. At first, it seemed manageable, then the winds shifted and the seas grew rougher. Waves began crashing over the port side.


The boat shuddered and wallowed as it plowed into one wave after another. Tim panicked. He had never encountered conditions like this and feared his boat wouldn’t hold up. He found himself repeating aloud the questions that had haunted him during his sleepless nights.


Lost in his panic, Tim stopped paying attention to his navigation. By the time he realized he had slipped out of the channel, it was too late. He spotted the sandbar on the starboard side just as his bow scraped into the hard sand.


Tim tried to reverse off the sandbar, but with broadside seas and a heavy cargo, his engines weren’t strong enough to free the boat.


Tim sat trembling on the bridge for several minutes, trying to avoid what he knew he had to do: make a distress call. He was less worried about getting off the sandbar than about the entire harbor hearing his call for help. He was certain it would ruin his chances with the cargo company, and he dreaded the teasing he’d endure from Ted and his followers. His stomach churned as he made the call: “This is Captain Tim requesting . . . ah . . . assistance, over.” His voice was weak and uncertain as it echoed over the radio channel that all harbor captains monitored.


“Captain Tim, this is Captain Bill. Please advise what kind of assistance is required, over.” It was the same captain who had given him the new course. Tim was crushed. It took him a full minute to stammer a reply: “Ah . . . ah . . . a . . . tow.”


Captain Bill didn’t hesitate. He requested Tim’s location and confirmed that he was on his way. It took two hours for Bill to arrive, and during the wait Tim kept trying to free his boat by revving the engines. But it was in vain, And by the time Captain Bill arrived, Tim had damaged his propellers. He now needed a tow not just off the sandbar, but all the way to his destination.


Captain Bill kept their radio transmissions brief as they coordinated the tow, but even with minimal chatter, word spread to Ted and his buddies about what had happened.


To make matters worse, while Tim was under tow he had to keep his shipboard radio on to communicate with Captain Bill. This also meant enduring Ted and his shipmates’ relentless quips about the incident. Tim felt this was the worst day of his life. He didn’t want to leave his boat and even wondered how long he could live onboard to avoid facing other captains. Maybe he could drop anchor in the middle of the bay, as some captains had done, and only row ashore at night to get provisions, avoiding as many people as possible.


As Captain Bill towed him to a berth, Tim continued plotting ways to hide from the other captains. When they arrived, he was too upset to look Bill in the eye or thank him. He hurriedly untied the towline from his bow, and the older captain, without a word, tipped his cap at Tim before heading back to the south end of Hardwork Harbor.


Tim hid on the bridge, watching as his cargo was unloaded. The late-afternoon sun cast its light across the bay when a ship silently glided into the slip beside his. At first, Tim didn’t want to look, afraid he might make eye contact with the other captain and face more ridicule. But that thought quickly faded.


The hardware and brightwork of the approaching vessel gleamed as though a signaling mirror were capturing the sun’s rays. The reflection was so dazzling that Tim had to shield his eyes. As his vision adjusted, his jaw dropped, and he rose to get a better view of the magnificent ship.


Momentarily forgetting his sadness, Tim stared in awe at the most incredible vessel he had ever seen. The stainless steel railings, cleats, horns, bells, anchors, capstans, and portholes reflected the light brilliantly. But there was more—the ship’s high-flared bow was coated in onyx black marine paint, with a bloodred stripe where the hull met the water.


Tim’s eyes danced from stem to stern, taking in every detail of the ship. Massive satellite domes rose above the bridge, and matching anchors adorned both bow and stern. Oiled teak decks and varnished handrails gleamed in the sunlight, and the graceful hull lines flowed like waves from bow to stern. She was a masterpiece.


Tim stood in silence, mouth agape and eyes wide, as the captain expertly maneuvered the ship into the slip. He couldn’t believe such a vessel even existed, let alone that it was moored just one slip away from his own.


Tim stood in a daze on his bridge, staring at the large, brass-colored letters arcing across the teak transom of the ship: Persistence. Lost in daydreams about the ship’s capabilities, he almost missed the captain’s hearty call: “Ahoy there, captain!”


[image: ]


What Tim saw
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