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“It is not in the stars to hold our destiny but in ourselves.”

—William Shakespeare (1564–1616)


To my grandchildren: Della, Lila, Virginia, and my new grandson, Thomas Erwin Highsmith.

To the heroes, mentors, and friends discovered along my path to success.

To those who desire exceptional success and are willing to make the personal changes necessary to achieve it.


Preface

In my experience, success comes to those who let themselves dream of possibilities. Through perseverance, they overcome obstacles and achieve far beyond their dreams. We all fall down at times, but success is about learning from our mistakes and endeavoring to not repeat our failures.

This book is for the very few who are driven to be exceptional—the small number willing to do the hard work to achieve a remarkable life of success and fulfillment. You might even say these people are on a quest. If you set your course for a life of incredible success, no matter what the field, The Powers will provide you with lessons that can help you on your journey.

It’s never too early or too late to begin striving for success. History is full of examples of people who have moved from an ordinary life to one of extraordinary success. While it is human nature to desire the respect and acceptance of others, some people are also driven by an intense desire to make a difference and to succeed, while others are driven by a deep-seated fear of failure. Either of these extremes can ignite your passion.

In his book Human Accomplishment, Charles Murray says, “Human beings have been most magnificently productive and reach their highest peaks in the times and places where humans have thought most deeply about their place in the universe and been most convinced they have one.”1

My friend Mike Gaddis says, in his wonderful book Legend’s Legacy, “Pursue life with a passion. Put everything you have into it. Never settle for less than yourself. There is too much to see and feel. One lifetime won’t be enough.”2

This book is built around a simple premise that has had a profound impact on my own quest for success: each of us, no matter our field of work, level of education, race, gender, persuasion, or creed, possesses a set of Powers that, when properly harnessed and put to work, will bring great achievement. We live in a storytelling culture so I have included many stories of other exceptional people. Throughout this book, you will find valuable principles that have lasted long after their authors passed into history. This wisdom lives on because it represents the highly refined, pressed down, and distilled essence of truth.

I have read many books about success, and I have many friends who are successful. I will share the great knowledge I’ve acquired from these experiences in The Powers.

Conventional wisdom says that by age seventy-one I should be retired to a life of relaxation and contemplation. Since my whole life has been unconventional, it seems to me my assignment now is to leave something behind that might help others. This volume is my legacy to those who might need encouragement along their own path to their destiny. I hope you will find the Powers I have discovered useful on your personal journey. In reading this book you will be inspired to discover what is possible in your life, to set lofty goals, and to develop the skills you need to meet—and far exceed—them.

Do you have a vision for your future? Do you want to know how to go from an observer of life to an influencer, and a doer on grander stages than you could have possibly imagined?

If you answered yes to either of these questions, this is the book for you. There are a few things worth mentioning as you start your journey. First, if you’re expecting an authoritative guide to living your life exactly how I tell you, then you will be disappointed. I will not tell you what to do. What I am interested in is helping you understand the Powers you possess that will enable you to achieve your dreams and goals, whatever they are. Second, if you have picked up this book and are reading it, then you are precisely who it is written for. Congratulations on taking the first step toward success!

While everyone has different goals and dreams, and that’s a wonderful thing, every person reading this book possesses the same set of Powers, even if some of them are hidden deep inside you.

Different folks have different strengths and weaknesses. Some people find it easy to retain knowledge, but difficult to establish and focus on goals. Others are powerful vision-casters, but struggle to persist. What I want to communicate to you is that while all of the Powers outlined in this book are important, none are static or stationary. Much like the human brain itself, these Powers are dynamic and elastic. You can work at and improve upon any and all of them, no matter where you’ve been or where you are in life.

In the chapters ahead, I will explain both what these Powers are and what they look like in practical application, and I will show you how to discover and cultivate your strongest Powers and grow those other Powers you struggle with.

I will share my encounters, mistakes, and wisdom from a lifetime of experiential learning. In the chapters ahead, you will read about many of my triumphs, but you will also read about more than a few of my failures. It may seem counterintuitive to dwell on failure in a book about success, but anyone who has achieved success knows the importance of failure.

Steve Jobs, in a commencement address at Stanford University, spoke truthfully about the nature of failure when he said,

I didn’t see it then, but it turned out that getting fired from Apple was the best thing that could have ever happened to me. The heaviness of being successful was replaced by the lightness of being a beginner again, less sure about everything. It freed me to enter one of the most creative periods of my life.

During the next five years, I started a company named NeXT, another company named Pixar, and fell in love with an amazing woman who would become my wife. Pixar went on to create the world’s first computer-animated feature film, Toy Story, and is now the most successful animation studio in the world. In a remarkable turn of events, Apple bought NeXT, I returned to Apple, and the technology we developed at NeXT is at the heart of Apple’s current renaissance. …

I’m pretty sure none of this would have happened if I hadn’t been fired from Apple. It was awful-tasting medicine, but I guess the patient needed it. Sometimes life hits you in the head with a brick. Don’t lose faith. I’m convinced that the only thing that kept me going was that I loved what I did. You’ve got to find what you love. And that is as true for your work as it is for your lovers. Your work is going to fill a large part of your life, and the only way to be truly satisfied is to do what you believe is great work. And the only way to do great work is to love what you do. If you haven’t found it yet, keep looking. Don’t settle. As with all matters of the heart, you’ll know when you find it. And, like any great relationship, it just gets better and better as the years roll on. So keep looking until you find it. Don’t settle.3

If you get one thing from this book, I hope it is a deeper understanding of, and appreciation for, the sentiment that lies at the core of Jobs’s story: You can overcome or surpass almost any obstacle. It doesn’t matter where you’ve been or where you are now. All that matters is where you’re going.

Success isn’t an easy thing to attain. Each of these Powers takes hard work and discipline, but I firmly believe that by cultivating the Powers in your own life, it is possible for each and every one of you to attain your goals, whatever they are.

So turn the page, and let’s start making our dreams a reality, together.

Make a Difference—Do Good—Have Fun—and Never Retire


In the Beginning

“Every adversity, every failure, every heartache carries with it the seed of an equal or greater benefit.”

—Napoleon Hill

Unlike most rags-to-riches tales, mine is a riches-to-rags, and then back to more meaningful riches story.

I was born into a family of wealth and privilege. Our ancestors go back to the founding days of America. Sandwich, the first town to be established on Cape Cod in Massachusetts, was founded in 1637 by the persuasive and energetic Edmund Freeman, of whom I am a descendant. While my family history is a bit murky in places since those early days, I do know that my family was also deeply involved in the Revolutionary War.

Edmund Freeman’s descendant, my grandfather, Charles Hughes Freeman, and his partner, William C. Yawkey, were the first oil barons of West Virginia, forming a solid success foundation for the Freeman family. Yawkey, who originally hired my grandfather as his lawyer, was a successful timber baron who was reportedly the wealthiest man in the state of Michigan at the beginning of the twentieth century. He asked my grandfather to travel to West Virginia to assess the value of land he had been offered as payment for a debt owed by a partner in another venture.

Grandfather and Yawkey’s son Bill rode the train together to Charleston, West Virginia, and then hired a wagon to take a look at the property. While they were exploring the land, Grandfather was intrigued when he observed a mountain spring that was on fire. When he discovered that the fire was caused by oil and natural gas leaking from the ground, he was surprised that the extensive and valuable fossil fuel resources had not been developed by anyone. Seeing the opportunity of a lifetime, my grandfather reported back to Yawkey and proposed a partnership to acquire and develop additional land to help take advantage of the original holdings, forming Yawkey and Freeman Coal Co. They hit their first oil gusher in 1906 and went on to tap more than 350 successful wells in the early twentieth century, eventually selling their business to South Penn Oil Co., which later became Pennzoil Corp. Their foresight and entrepreneurial spirit resulted in tremendous wealth and privilege for my grandfather and his family. When Grandfather married my grandmother in 1910, newspapers reported he was worth an estimated ten million dollars.

A newspaper account of his death in 1920 quoted a friend of my grandfather’s, calling him “one of the warmest-hearted men I have ever known.” His friend said, “He was a man of sympathetic insight and charitable judgment, a loyal friend and a citizen of the first order.” I strive to live up to his great legacy even today.

Due to the Great Depression and years of excess by those in the family’s next generation, my grandfather’s fortune didn’t survive far into my generation. Perhaps this was fortunate for me. Had the wealth been passed on, I may never have been inspired to develop my own skills, ambition, and Grand Vision to restore our family reputation and fortune. His daughter, my mother, Joan, was a free-spirited socialite who was used to getting whatever she desired, including three husbands. As a child, I witnessed her decline into depression, alcoholism, and despair. Our home life was sad and gloomy.

By my teenage years, I was becoming restless and rebellious. I had been smoking since I was nine and drank fairly regularly at about twelve—coincidentally the same year I spent my first night in jail.

My sixteen-year-old half-brother, his friends, and I were driving around, drinking Country Club Malt Liquor and throwing the empty cans at the school building when the police caught us. One guy ran and got away, but the rest of us were caught and taken to the police station. The policeman took me aside because of my young age and said, “Just tell us the name of the ‘rabbit’ that got away, and we will let you go home.” I said, “I’m no rat,” so I spent the night with the others.

By the tenth grade, I had developed such a poor attitude that I skipped most of the school year and was expelled. The principal of the school said, “Son, you have plenty of potential, but until you decide to use it, we do not have a place for you.”

At the time of my expulsion, because of my mother’s poor judgment and excessive pleasures, little wealth remained. Mother was forced to take a job as a sales clerk in a women’s shop to make ends meet.

Since my grandfather had been one of the early owners of the Detroit Tigers, I like to say I was born on third base, but then the family struck out. I felt like my mother had squandered my heritage on fast living and bad decisions. Resentment and disappointment led to anger and rebellion. I began to hang out with people who shared my defiant spirit. I never gave a thought to the future. My future rested in the next moment of anger. My behavior was predictable and would lead to disaster sooner than expected.

My friends and I were constantly in trouble with the law. Among many other criminal activities, I developed a scheme I thought was foolproof and undetectable. I wrote checks for small amounts and forged Mother’s signature. Since she was never quite sober, how could I get caught?

Well, it turns out Mother paid closer attention to her finances than I thought. In March 1961, at age sixteen, the police arrested me for check fraud, and I was put in juvenile hall to await trial.

I felt alone, powerless, and vulnerable. It was the first time I realized that I had absolutely no control over anything in my life. But this rock-bottom moment would become a turning point for me.

One frightening night, while in my cell, I reached out to God for the first time in my life and told Him I was ashamed and afraid. When I asked for forgiveness and mercy, I felt something inexplicable and indefinable. I knew He had responded to my plea for mercy with love and grace. How I knew, I cannot explain—but I knew He was holding me. I told Him, with His help, I would try to be someone He could be proud of in heaven.

Then, days later, a kindly judge gave me a second chance by giving me a choice of serving four years in prison or joining the military for the same term. The decision was easy. I had no financial resources and little education, so my prospects were few.

Through that judge, God had answered my prayer and given me a way out of my predicament. I did not know at the time that the judge had done so much more for me. He had put me on a path of discovery.

When I joined the Air Force, I had no self-discipline and no self-respect, both of which are key traits for successfully navigating life. If there’s one thing the Air Force taught me, it was that if I did what they told me to do, when they told me to do it, I would be fine. If I didn’t, I would be punished immediately.

The concept of doing what I was told, when I was told to do it, was not one that I absorbed immediately. During basic training, I attempted to defy the rules, but I didn’t get very far. We recruits were to be given a weekend pass to leave the base after four weeks of training, but I decided to leave with some other recruits a week early. I was caught coming back on base on the floor of a car. The sergeant said, “Erwin, you are not even worth the [gun] powder to blow you up.” He made me do a hundred push-ups, assigned me extra guard duty, and deferred my first promotion. I was learning fast that wisdom usually comes from experience, and that many times the most valuable experiences are the hard, difficult, and challenging experiences. I paid for that bad decision, but the lesson was entirely worth it. The Air Force made it clear that they were not kidding—they would treat me fairly, but they were also going to hold me to my word. They proved that they were in charge, which allowed me to quit worrying about asserting my own freedom and develop some discipline. This experience proved what I have since discovered over and over again: To be a leader, you must first be willing to be lead yourself. To possess self-discipline is to possess the highest form of self-knowledge, and it is ultimately this self-knowledge that will guide you on the path to success.

Most important, you are the only person in charge of your future.

One of the biggest benefits of learning discipline is developing self-control, or the ability to self-regulate, even under extraordinary circumstances and pressures.

One of the other key lessons I had to learn early was that the Air Force would not always be there for me to impose discipline and order whenever I came up short. I needed to learn how to do what is supposed to be done even when no one else is looking. It’s easy to do the right thing when you have superiors or peers watching you constantly, but the real challenge is continuing to have the discipline to act (or not act, in many cases) when no one will know whether or not you did the right thing.

So how do you accomplish this? We all have two inner voices, one of which is emotional and impulsive or compulsive, and another that is a more reasoned and rational voice. Recognize both for what they are and you can be anybody you want to be. You must develop your reasoned inner voice; it tells you when you’re doing the wrong or right thing and inspires you to stay on course when the going gets tough. It’s important to cultivate an inner voice that can drown out the compulsive and impulsive voice competing for attention. This can also be referred to as thinking for yourself, which is one of the common denominators among successful people.

Most of us are born into a society where social and political infrastructures, also called mores, are already established for us. Whether or not we want to admit it, this is a form of control. The design of our homes, the clothing we wear, the music we listen to, even the entertainment we subscribe to, has a tendency to do our thinking for us. We go along with what has been established for us without question, while anyone going against it is considered antiestablishment or even rebellious.

In our individual roles within the larger society, many of us refuse to do certain things that are not in keeping with the latest of everything. For example, many wouldn’t wear clothing that’s not in style. But “in style” only means that someone else is dictating what you should wear. In style means wearing the same styles—the result being that you will blend in and not be unique.

The media is used as a means of conditioning us with biased information. Ads are created to move us to act in ways that are beneficial to the businesses that seek our economic support. Without even realizing it, you can begin to live a life that others have designed for you, which makes it difficult for you to understand your own dreams and goals, let alone pursue them. This information put out for us is called propaganda. During wars, each side tries to affect the attitudes of the enemy by the use of propaganda. This same negative connotation is now called advertising.

I believe that the Internet has created untold potential and is enabling truly remarkable developments, but we must be wary of our tendency to allow ourselves to be told what do to, what to buy, and how to live through this invasive, persistent source of endless information. In order for you to become exceptional you must decide how you can be authentic. You won’t need to rebel against everything presented to you but you do need to interpret and decide what is really important to you.

So what are the characteristics of someone who thinks for himself or herself? First, you will make decisions based on your own observations and judgments, instead of accepting the opinion of someone else. This means thinking rationally about problems, something I’ll talk about in more detail later, but ultimately, it means being able to entertain an idea without embracing it, as Aristotle once said. Thinking for yourself also means that you take the time to carefully evaluate a situation and, if it seems reasonable, take a stand and eventually show that you can accept responsibility for your own decisions, good or bad.

Becoming an independent thinker certainly has its perks, the first and most important of which is that you will learn to trust yourself and your ability to make sound decisions. That will come in handy in pursuing your goals to fulfillment. Independent thinkers also gain the ability to stand up for what they believe and lose the irrational fear of being unique. Independent thinkers also have a greater sense of freedom, which broadens their view of life and adds more dimension and opportunity for self-development. They tend to be more aware of what the media is trying to sell them, which plays back into the ability to think rationally about their choices and decisions.

Cultivating the ability to think for yourself doesn’t come in handy just when making business, political, or financial decisions. Sometimes, personal and family decisions will require an even greater commitment to this principle. Self-awareness is the essential first step toward maximizing your potential. Self-awareness can improve your judgment and help you identify opportunities for personal growth. Each of us is born with unique personality traits and God-given talents. Self-awareness is having a clear perception of your own personality and recognizing your particular talents as well as limitations. This knowledge lets you manage your inner world. That in turn helps you deal with your weaknesses and maximize your strengths.

You cannot succeed without first realizing your own potential and deciding to put it to work. From there, it becomes a matter of developing a vision to inspire you when everything seems to conspire to overwhelm your days.

One great example of the importance of knowing yourself comes from the early days of my relationship with my wife of many years, Joan.

Before I dated her, I had another girlfriend whom I brought home to meet my mother. At that time, my mother was living on the old family estate, which had become overgrown, run-down, and a little abandoned. Despite my initial trepidation, Mother really liked this girl a lot. Not only did they have a shared love of adventure and a daring lifestyle, their greatest common denominator was a flighty attitude, which they both possessed in spades. They had a grand time laughing and conversing with each other, bouncing around conversational topics—ranging from art to religion to the weather.

Fortunately for me, that relationship didn’t work out, and later, I was able to take Joan home to meet my mother. This time, the introduction didn’t go nearly as well. Joan and my mother did not hit it off at all. Mother relayed to me her opinion that the other girl was a much more open-minded, free spirit. She even went so far as to predict that if I married Joan, our marriage would not last more than five years.

On the drive home from West Virginia, I decided that the best course of action would be to pray for wisdom and guidance in making a decision about my future with Joan. It hit me at some point in the drive that I needed to trust myself, rather than the input of a woman who had been in three failed marriages and endured many years of unhappiness. While I loved my mother dearly, I realized that she likely never experienced the wonderful benefits of eternal, unconditional love.
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“The Powers is much more than a motivational book,
it is a handbook for a successful life.”
—NMark Ethridge, Pulitzer Prize-winning editor and author of Grievances and Fallout
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