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The purpose of life is a life of purpose.

—ROBERT BYRNE








Preface

I lost my dad when he was still a very young man, just fifty-three years old. Because his passing was so sudden, entirely unexpected, it was a devastating blow to everybody in our family. He was my hero, a presence in my life so large that no one has ever been able to replace him. I suspect many have similar feelings. You only have one dad. As is so often the case, my father became even more important after his death. What he taught me, especially concerning lessons about how to be a good man, has guided me ever since.

As a result, from the time of his tragic passing, as one of my purposes in life, I’ve made a commitment to write a book about this larger-than-life man. During his brief tenure on earth, and even more so after his death, his words, his leadership, and his example have provided me with inspiration. I’ve looked to his words to influence me, and they have, including times where I’ve had to go through some very rough waters. His leadership, even from the grave, has provided me with the prudence I’ve needed to make wise, sound decisions. My hope is that I can pass on the lessons I’ve learned to those who read An American Hero.

Without his fatherly mentoring, I doubt I would have become as successful as I have. In fact, I’m certain of it. Although I’ve made plenty of mistakes along the way, because success is almost never a straight line upward, the character qualities I’ve internalized from being his only son have allowed me to make far fewer miscues than I would have on my own.

Now, as I am nearing the end of my business career and approaching full retirement, I want to pass on what I have learned, but I don’t want to bore readers by enumerating sappy platitudes. Instead, because I learned my lessons from real-life experiences, I want to pass them along in like manner. At times, my dad handled things in ways that modern-day parents wouldn’t, but they were effective in teaching me the lesson I needed to learn. I’ve chosen to include these stories.

I believe that, as I recount the story of the man who inspired me, the reader can learn what I have in exactly the same way. My hope is that the tale I am about to tell will have lasting benefit to you. That’s my purpose. As much as anything, An American Hero is the story of my dad’s life. Let me assure you: it is an interesting, compelling tale—one that will keep you fully engaged. Except for some creative license with dialogue, the story is completely true to life.

When I began to develop the book’s contents, it quickly became clear that to provide full justice regarding who James Thomas Davis Sr. was, I would need to tell the story of my grandfather, my siblings and their children, and my own story as well. So, instead of this book focusing exclusively on my father’s life, the memoir I intended has turned into a four-generation saga. Starting from the time Thomas Davis came into this world, his unique story reveals not just how influential my father’s life has been on me personally, but also on the rest of my family and many others as well.

An American Hero is actually a tapestry, an intricate weaving of thoughts and actions that have been impactful for more than a hundred years. My hope is that you will also draw inspiration from my father’s life and legacy along the way.
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There are really three parts to the creative process.

First there is inspiration, then there is the execution, and finally there is the release.

—EDDIE VAN HALEN



My name is Thomas Davis Jr., but most people call me Tommy. As far as a career is concerned, I’ve done many things. More than any other line of work, I’ve been in the construction business. I’ve been pretty good at it, too, achieving a substantial measure of success. Some might say I’m a perfect example of the American dream coming true.

Now in my early seventies, I continue to work because I love what I do. I’m not a workaholic, though. I’ve learned to stop along the way, smell the roses, and enjoy the fruits of my labor. My wife, Buttercup, makes certain that I do.

Life is good for my wife and me. Now semiretired, we have a great time eating out, traveling, and spending quality time with our friends and family. We’re very social, especially her.

Having achieved prosperity, we live in a lovely, well-appointed home in Boca Raton, Florida. Not all that far from Mar-a-Lago, our home is located where many of the most well-to-do and influential people in America live. With both of us in good health, we enjoy the benefits of having reached the American dream.

Although I worked long hours and many years to become successful, experiencing several reversals along the way, we now live in an era in which being diligent, hardworking, and steadfast in purpose are no longer considered praiseworthy. For many in the United States, striving to achieve excellence is no longer lauded. Instead, it is ridiculed.

In this upside-down way of thinking, being fruitful has become reviled. The qualities necessary to achieve success are no longer considered estimable. Instead, they are scorned in favor of elevating mediocrity. Younger generations, the Gen Xers, Millennials, and Gen Zers, have an entirely different interpretation of what successful businessmen like me are really like. Criticizing us, they consider us to be callous, self-seeking, greedy villains. They refuse to believe we have achieved the fruits of our success legitimately. Dismissing our hard work and the values we’ve internalized to reach our goals, they believe our success is based on “white privilege.”

Because of this privilege, the narrative asserts, we don’t deserve the wealth we’ve accumulated. According to this Progressive way of thinking, the deck of cards has been stacked in our favor and against others. According to this worldview, we’re oppressors. They insist it has always been this way, going all the way back to America’s founding. Holding us in contempt, they reason we have used others unfairly. Having done so, our wealth doesn’t rightfully belong to us. This makes us the benefactors of ill-gotten gains.

Millions of young Americans fervently believe this perspective to be true. Rather than aspiring to emulate what people like me have accomplished, gaining the same level of prosperity for themselves through diligence, they repudiate every aspect of the American dream. They resent people like me for being successful. They do this without having the slightest clue about who we are or what we are really like. They just assume that we don’t deserve what we have, that what we have accumulated has been gained illicitly.

Embittered by the perceived disparity in our favor, they are convinced the system is rigged for us and against them. Repudiating the Judeo-Christian work ethic in its entirety—which is based on a worldview that has been adhered to by nearly all Americans since the days of the Pilgrims and the Puritans—woke Progressives now consider being an affluent white male a shameful thing. Consequently, men like me are depicted as unworthy of respect.

Based on this viewpoint, there is nothing heroic about me or others like me. Analyzing this perspective, the question needs to be asked: Is it possible that their worldview is accurate? Are we oppressors? Do their pronouncements have merit? Are we what they consider us to be, or are we something entirely different?

To begin with, even though the Progressive worldview is puzzling, it doesn’t anger me that many think this way, especially naïve young people. It’s what they have been taught.

The problem is, I don’t believe that what woke Progressives espouse is accurate or true. It’s certainly not in my case, and it’s probably not for many others as well. Our stories don’t fit the narrative they have created for us. Mine definitely doesn’t. To understand who I am and what has made me successful, one must first know and understand my dad and my grandfather’s stories. This requires taking a deeper look at two earlier generations.

Generational sin is discussed in the Bible. It’s described in several places in the Pentateuch—the first five books of the Bible. There is a verse that says the sins of the fathers are passed down to the third and fourth generations (Exodus 20:5). If this is true, and I’m convinced that it is, then the inverse is also true. It would have to be. The blessings of the fathers are also passed down to the children, the grandchildren, the great-grandchildren, and to subsequent generations after that.

These multiplied generational blessings, which go back to the settlers, are what have made the United States the greatest, most prosperous nation in the history of the world. These blessings are what transpired at the macro level, benefitting the entire nation.

To know my story, which is a story at the micro level, you must understand that my blessings weren’t material. They were the values I learned and internalized from being my father’s son. I didn’t start out as a wealthy man. When I began my career as a young man, I certainly wasn’t financially set for life or even close to it. Despite not being wealthy, I was blessed to have developed many estimable character qualities. These qualities were bestowed on me by my father.

Often learning lessons the hard way, like so many do, significant positive character qualities were instilled in me through my father’s diligent efforts. He poured into me what he had to give: not money, but valuable life lessons. He did this for my three sisters as well.

Although I didn’t start out affluent, I was rich nonetheless. I possessed a sense of purpose, a sense of direction, and a highly defined awareness of what was right and what was wrong. I knew who I was and who I aspired to be. Becoming wealthy was a natural byproduct of all of this.

I was my father’s son. More than anything, I wanted to make him proud of me. I still do, even though he has been gone for more than half a century. I continue to seek his approval posthumously.

The character qualities I gained from being the son of Thomas Davis Sr. are what positioned me to succeed, not being the beneficiary of inherited wealth. White privilege was never involved, as An American Hero will attest.

What my father had to give—integrity, purpose, and a righteous worldview—he gave, but the questions need to be asked: How did my father obtain these qualities? Where did he get them? Where did they originate? Did he obtain them from his father, or could there be another, more interesting explanation?

I suspect you might know the answer. It’s how he gained these qualities that makes the following story so interesting. It’s why I have written An American Hero.

I am who I am because of who my father was.

More than any other thing, what follows is the story of an American hero from the Greatest Generation. Thomas Davis Sr. was unique, and so was his life.

This is where the story begins. It started on a hot summer day in August, shortly after the end of the Great War, in the deep woods of Hanging Dog Mountain, located in the Appalachians in rural North Carolina.


I know whom I have believed, and I am convinced that He is able to protect what I have entrusted to Him until that day.

(2 TIMOTHY 1:12)
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Believe in yourself!

Have faith in your abilities!

Without a humble but reasonable confidence in your own powers you cannot be successful or happy.

—NORMAN VINCENT PEALE



In August 1921, just a few days after President Warren G. Harding commemorated the 300th anniversary of the Pilgrims’ landing at Plymouth Rock—perhaps even on the same day that the Italian opera star Enrico Caruso died—my father was born on Hanging Dog Mountain in rural North Carolina. This sparsely populated area in the Appalachians is just a few miles east of the Tennessee border.

My dad, a true son of this mountainous region, was very proud of where he was born. Whenever he would tell someone that he came into the world from such an unusual place, his eyes would light up. He loved the surprised looks on the faces of his audience. This always made him smile.

Hanging Dog Mountain was a name created by a Cherokee Indian. It was where a dog had been rescued from the hanging debris on a tributary overlooking the Hiawassee River. My father never bothered to mention this part of the story—that the dog was rescued. Instead, he allowed the listeners to draw their own conclusion, which they inevitably did. That they thought some poor animal had been hanged delighted my father, even though that’s not what really happened.

During this era, it wasn’t unusual for families to be quite large. My father’s family was no exception. He was the middle son of James Edgar Davis and his wife, May Bell Palmer Davis. When there are numerous children in a household, older siblings often do as much parenting as the mother and father. In my dad’s case, it was the family dog, a boxer, who was responsible for him, especially for his safety. As a toddler, my father liked to wander around outside, often venturing toward the dirt road. When he did, the boxer would grab ahold of my dad’s diaper or shirt and drag him back to safety. The dog was so proficient at guarding Jimmy, which is what everybody called my dad, that whenever he would go outside, May Bell would make certain the dog accompanied him. She knew that even though her son was an adventurous toddler, the dog would keep him safe.

When Edgar and May Bell married, though they were from Appalachia, they were quite well off financially. Edgar had inherited a great deal of money from his parents, perhaps as much as $1 million. This was an astronomical sum a hundred years ago. It would be valued at a little more than $15 million in today’s dollars. This financial cushion was sufficient for the Davis family to live comfortably, without any financial worries for the rest of their lives—and perhaps for their children’s lives as well.

Being the beneficiary of such a fortune was the good news. The bad news was my grandfather was a gambler and a heavy drinker. A profligate by nature, he eventually lost everything he’d inherited. Obviously a poor gambler, one might think he should have been smart enough to stop, but he never did. His narcissism and his addiction drove him relentlessly downward, but that’s not all. His misfortune didn’t end by wasting a fortune.

He had other issues as well. A man given to the pursuit of vice, Edgar wasn’t constitutionally built to withstand even a modicum of adversity. With a penchant for dissipation, when a crisis arose in the family that required strong leadership, he didn’t have the necessary character qualities to weather the storm. When tough times arrived, he refused to be the one who was negatively impacted. Instead, he passed the buck, forcing his children to be the ones to suffer—and suffer they did.

Edgar Davis’s actions in the face of calamity negatively impacted his children’s future for the remainder of their lives. In the South, when someone behaves like my grandfather did, people say, “He’s just sorry.” In my grandfather’s case, no truer words could have been spoken. Edgar Davis was a “sorry” man.

The crux of the family crisis involved my grandmother’s health. When my father was still quite young, no older than five, his mom was diagnosed with a brain tumor. With medical treatment for such a condition in its infancy in the 1920s, there was little available to fight her disease. Consequently, May Bell’s health deteriorated quickly. Within a year she died, leaving her husband alone to raise a family of four children.

Given a regrettable situation like this, some men rally to the cause, doing whatever is necessary to meet the needs of their children. A few go to extraordinary lengths to raise them properly. My grandfather wasn’t such a man. Not only was he incapable of doing what was necessary, he had no desire to even try.

He was unwilling to play the hand he had been dealt, choosing instead to fold his cards.

With May Bell’s parents having passed years earlier, Edgar was all his children had. He knew this, but it wasn’t a responsibility he was willing to embrace. It was a burden that required unloading. His children were an unwanted encumbrance, adversely affecting his lifestyle. They were an infringement on the lewd lifestyle he desired to lead.

Making the decision to walk away instead of manning up to his responsibilities courageously, Edgar refused to do what was necessary to keep his family intact. Instead, he chose the exact opposite. Just a year before the stock market crashed, launching the Great Depression, my grandfather put all three of his sons into the car one morning to take them on a six-hour, four-hundred-mile trek across North Carolina. Eventually arriving in Oxford, a small town located forty miles north of Raleigh and ten miles south of the Virginia border, Edgar Davis had no qualms about what he was about to do.

His sons were clueless regarding their impending fate. Having no idea why they had been in the car for so long, the boys did not want to incur their father’s wrath by expressing their curiosity. They knew better than to ask where they were going, much less why. Despite the length of the trip, they did their best to behave, refusing to cause a ruckus in the back seat.

Arriving at their destination, Edgar Davis directed his three sons to get out of the car. Then, refusing to be honest about what was about to happen, after unloading their sparse clothing from the trunk, he simply got back into his car, put it in gear, and drove off, leaving his three sons, all under seven years old, to fend for themselves. He left them at the front door of the Masonic Home for Children at Oxford.

The Masonic Home was an orphanage, the first one in North Carolina. It’s still in operation today, having housed more than eleven thousand children over the years. Founded in 1873, just a few years after the end of the Civil War, its existence was necessary because there were so many fatherless children due to wartime casualties. The need for such a home was overwhelming after the Great War. It continued to be necessary during the Great Depression, which began shortly after my father and his brothers arrived at the Masonic Home.

To my six-year-old father, that his dad would abandon him, just a few months after the death of his mother, must have been overwhelming. At such a young age, how could a small child even understand what was happening? The answer is, he couldn’t have.

Over time, however, my dad came to realize exactly what had transpired. Along with his two brothers, he was forced to come to grips with being abandoned. Discarded and cast aside, the three Davis boys had no option other than to admit the truth about what had happened to them, but it was a difficult pill to swallow.

When Edgar Davis deserted my father, as well as his older brother, Frank, and his younger brother, Robert, all three eventually realized that their father wasn’t coming back. At first, as they watched for his car to pull into the orphanage’s driveway each day; they felt certain he would return. Eager for him to do so, they were vigilant. Like loyal dogs, they waited patiently, but he never came back.

But that’s not all. He never even came to visit them—not once. When he dropped them off, they were on their own. He was through with them. Edgar never called, nor did he write. He never sent them any money either, not even when he’d had a good night gambling.

Edgar considered them to be an unwanted burden and was grateful to be rid of them. Out of sight, they were also out of mind. Now divested of his three sons, Edgar was free to pursue his calling—drinking, gambling, and womanizing.

My dad’s younger sister, Mary Jo, experienced a similar fate. Stricken with polio as an infant, she required specialized attention. Following the same pattern, my grandfather left his infant daughter at an orphanage where her medical needs could be addressed. This was a plus for her even though she was several years younger than my dad. The negative part was that she was all alone. Having to deal with the most dreaded disease of the era, Mary Jo, an unwanted child, was both motherless and fatherless.

At least my father had his two brothers. He wasn’t isolated. As the reality of their situation became clear, their fraternal bond intensified. Although they had no parents, and never would again, they had each other. This produced a tight, unassailable bond among them that lasted throughout their lives.

The normal fighting and squabbling that exists between siblings, especially boys, was not their experience. Knowing that it was them against the world, they parented themselves. Instead of allowing their situation to destroy them, however, they refused to be deterred. In spite of everything, they thrived.

Abandoned at such an early age as the country entered the Great Depression, my dad and his brothers spent more than ten years at the Oxford orphanage. With scarcity plaguing the nation, one can only imagine the level of destitution Edgar’s three sons must have experienced.

Meanwhile, my grandfather found another woman to bed and to take care of his other needs. Eventually marrying her, the couple had several children. Essentially, Edgar replaced his first family in its entirety. His second batch of children might have done well if their dad had learned his lesson about drinking and gambling, but he never did.

I saw for myself that he hadn’t when I was still quite young. Because we—especially my older sister—hounded Dad so much, he took us on a road trip to visit his father. Not having met my grandfather before, or even heard much about him, I was definitely curious. Like any kid would be, I was anxious to meet him.

When I did, I was stunned. Immediately revolted walking into the shack where he lived, which was deep in the woods, I was repulsed by how filthy everything was. To have come from such wealth only to end up in such abject squalor was something I will never forget. My grandfather’s life was like a sermon illustration about how to destroy your life. Everything was dirty; I didn’t even want to sit down.

Even though we only stayed for a few hours, I couldn’t wait to leave. What bothered me most was the smell. Rancid and acrid, it was sickening. I breathed through my mouth the entire time I was there. To this day, I remain sickened by the remembrance of that odor. I can still smell it nearly two-thirds of a century later.

Leading the lifestyle he did, my grandfather should have died young, but he didn’t. He lived a normal lifespan, dying an old man. When informed of his death, my father refused to attend Edgar’s funeral. Others coaxed him to go, thinking it would provide him with a measure of closure, but my father, who loathed hypocrisy in any form, adamantly refused. He didn’t feel any grief for the man who had betrayed him and his siblings. He refused to pretend otherwise.

As I think about it, I don’t believe any of Edgar’s other children, none of May Bell’s offspring, attended their father’s funeral, but I’m not certain about that.



Life at the orphanage was rough for Edgar’s children. Never pleasant, it was austere by nature. There was no warmth provided by the adults who were paid to take care of the orphans. For them, looking after the children was just a job. There was no love bestowed, no comfort or affirmation provided. Any validation that came my father’s way was delivered by his brothers and some of the other orphans. The life my father lived at the Masonic Home for Children at Oxford was not unlike what Oliver Twist experienced in the Charles Dickens novel, but at least Jimmy and his brothers were housed and fed. They weren’t left to fend for themselves on the street.

Even as young as they were when they first arrived, they were given significant responsibilities. During the cold winters, the boys were required to get up before dawn to light the fires in the kitchen. They also had to light the fireplaces throughout the facility to warm it before the caretakers arose.

The only adult who took a personal interest in my father and his brothers was the Black caretaker, Mr. Jack. Struggling to survive the Great Depression, the orphanage grew most of its own produce. It was Mr. Jack’s responsibility to ensure that the crops were bountiful. It was my dad’s job to help him, but this was a labor of love. While working, he and Mr. Jack would talk, laugh, and have a great time doing everything that was necessary for the orphans to survive.

When he later spoke about his life at the home, the only aspect of it my father considered pleasant, other than growing up with his brothers, was the time he spent with Mr. Jack. Full of life, this older gentleman was the only adult who ever showed that he cared about my father.

One might expect that growing up like this might have made my father bitter, but it never did. He never considered himself to be a victim, nor did he bemoan his situation. Although he had been dealt a tough hand, even from early childhood he understood that he was required to make the best of it.

This was the first lesson I learned from him: Never whine and never lament. Instead, regardless of your situation, if you can’t change it, try to make the best of it. When life gets you down, which it inevitably does, never wallow in self-pity. Instead, get up, shake off the dirt, and move forward. Always move forward.

That’s what my father and his two brothers did. Despite being raised in an orphanage, they thrived. Deprived of the love of an intact family, what my father wanted most in life was to have a loving family of his own. He vowed that he would make that happen at some point.

Unlike his dissipating father, my dad would often say, “No matter how the cards fall, you deal with the hand you are given.” Learning from him, this is exactly what I have done.


Everyone is handed adversity in life. No one’s journey is easy.

It’s how they handle it that makes people unique.

KEVIN CONROY
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We must accept finite disappointment, but never lose infinite hope.

—MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.



Although it is hard to imagine, at the tender age of six—with the Great Depression looming, bringing financial ruin to American families at an unprecedented rate and decimating the nation’s economy while producing want and even famine—my father, along with his siblings, was forced to face the world fatherless and motherless. For any six-year-old, the safety and comfort of a family is their whole life. Nothing can be an adequate replacement, certainly not an orphanage.

My father was deprived of experiencing many of the essential building blocks of life. Along with his seven-year-old brother, Frank, and four-year-old brother, James, the trio were forced to endure a parentless existence.

Their sister, Mary Jo, still a toddler, would be confined to a wheelchair her entire life. Having polio from infancy, she never walked. Her situation was even more grim than theirs. She didn’t even have the presence of her siblings to comfort and nurture her. All girls want to have protective big brothers. Mary Jo had three but, thanks to her heartless father’s abandonment, they were never around.

Confined to live within the walls of a sanitarium, she was entirely on her own. Crippled and helpless, unable to walk or even perform routine bodily functions on her own, including essential things like tying her own shoes, her father’s desertion seemed particularly callous.

It’s difficult to imagine how my grandfather could have done what he did. Remorseless, feeling no guilt or recrimination for doing so, Edgar Davis dismissed his daughter’s existence as an unwanted burden. He never bothered to visit her at Christmas. He didn’t send her birthday cards either. Hardened narcissist that he was, life was all about him, never about his children.

All of Edgar’s children experienced such a dismal beginning, with absolutely no positive prospects for the future, so one might expect that their future would be dismal, drab, and fruitless. Beginning with virtually no chance in life, having absolutely no concept of what white privilege was, having been cast off by their dad, Edgar’s kids were programmed to live a life of ignominy, defeat, and poverty.

Although such an outcome would be a natural assumption to make, this is not what happened. This was not their experience. Each child, resilient in his or her own right, bucked the odds, accepted their lot in life, and moved forward, achieving significant success.

They began with nothing in the way of material possessions, nor did they have any parental support. Although unfair, even with having very little going for them, this was not enough to keep them down.

Young and resilient, they had one thing in their favor. They were Americans. They were citizens in a nation filled with opportunity, even back during the Depression. All four of them—knowing they had the ability to make something out of their lives instead of accepting the defeated future their father had prescribed for them and refusing to be a burden to society like their profligate father was—chose to look ahead with a positive attitude. Embracing optimism, they left negativity far behind.
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