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To my loving parents, Farmer and Jane Rowe.


To my lifelong love, my wife, Tyra.


To my lovely daughters, Dominique and Ebony.


I am also dedicating this book to those coming along in this journey of life, leadership, and happiness.
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As iron sharpens iron, so one person sharpens another.


—Proverbs 27:17





Nick O. Rowe and I met in the lobby of The Hotel Hershey at an American Water Works System Manager’s meeting in 1990. I had given a presentation that day, and Nick had sought me out to congratulate me.


I remember thinking how great the conversation was. Nick was authentic, humble, and engaging. He made me feel good about my moment, and I immediately wanted to get to know him better. It turned out we had a lot in common. We were both ambitious, emerging leaders at the time. We were both married to our childhood sweethearts. In addition to just starting our water careers, we were starting our families. And our parents had passed on to each of us a strong faith and the encouragement to lead a purpose-filled life. We both sensed that we needed to get together again. Little did we know that just a few short years later, Nick and I would work together and live next door to each other in what would be a life-changing blessing.


The Bible tells the story of David and Jonathan’s friendship. They strengthened and encouraged each other. They celebrated life’s joys together. They also mourned each other’s losses as their own. They were bound to each other and loved each other as themselves. David and Jonathan lived and loved together as friends.


I know how it must sound—comparing your friendship to a biblical one! I just know that I love Nick with all my being and count his friendship and our brotherhood as a true blessing from God. He has an amazing life story filled with successes as the world would define. But the real success story of Nick O. Rowe is his “servant leadership” and the impact he has had on his family, friends, and colleagues. He is a true force for good, and I am a far better person for it! This book humbly shares Nick’s leadership journey, and its truths can change your life as well!


Eric W. Thornburg


July 2023
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This book is about doing the right thing for the right reasons at the right time. I firmly believe that everywhere we go, each of us has the opportunity to leave people and places better than they were when we got there. Whether that is at school, at work, at home, or in the community, there are chances everywhere to make the world a happier, more peaceful place.


Some might think money is the definition of success, but even the richest people in the world reach a point where they have all the stuff, have seen all the places, and have done all the things they wanted to do. When that happens, they are left with a choice to turn inward and hoard their knowledge and wisdom or to turn outward and share it. You can have all the money in the world but have nothing in the end. The way you inspire people and make a difference is the real measuring stick of success.


I have always believed the next generation is not only going to be better than the last, but they will also be the solution to many of the social problems we face today. Unfortunately, I have noticed a growing crisis of identity. Too many young people aren’t sure of their purpose or where their values lie, but they have so much potential! This book contains the wisdom gathered from decades of being a servant leader and watching as people and environments responded to positivity and true leadership. I think our rising leaders want to do everything they can for the greater good, but they don’t know where to start. This is why I wrote this book. I want to be able to say at the end of my life, “I had a good life because I gave back. I’m ready to go.”


As I started gathering my thoughts on leadership and interviewing family members, friends, and colleagues, I noticed several themes emerge. The first was the importance of recognizing and building on the foundational value system we gained in our early years. When I look at successful people I know, so much of their decisions go back to good parenting and the principles that are instilled in our youth. For those who did not have the advantage of a strong foundation, I have noticed that successful individuals can point back to another influential individual such as a relative, teacher, or coach who helped shape them. We can’t make excuses for making bad decisions if we remember what we were taught as children.


The second theme that I saw was how important it is to put others first. Servant leadership is key. Anyone can be an inspirational leader by having a contagious “you before me” mentality. Every leader can create a ripple effect of positivity all around them while still driving productivity and results.


Having faith in God and a surrender to a plan greater than one’s own is another theme that I explored. I am a Christian, so I use the name of God throughout this book, but I hope that readers can attach these leadership lessons to their own belief systems, whatever it may be.


Finally, if you want to build a legacy that endures, you have to think beyond yourself, particularly your family and those who are closest to you. Just like my parents always said, “It’s not what we leave to you, it’s what we leave in you that really matters.”


When I think about servant and inspirational leadership, I think of a wonderful lady I met recently. Jackie Joyner-Kersee is one of the greatest track-and-field athletes in American History—a world-renowned Olympic medalist and deemed the top female athlete of the twentieth century. What I noticed most about her was her humble attitude and her drive to win. What great characteristics for a leader! She is a native of East St. Louis, Illinois, where she founded the Jackie Joyner-Kersee Youth Foundation to encourage underserved youth in her hometown to play sports. She inspires many young men and women to reach for the stars and continue to dream big and have winning attitudes.


Looking to servant and inspirational leaders, such as Jackie Joyner-Kersee, provides opportunities to reflect on our personal journey to better understand how our choices affect others in every relationship we have, whether they be with our family, coworkers, neighbors, classmates, and even strangers.


Now, how can we use those characteristics to make ourselves better leaders? You see people who are winners and good leaders, and they don’t have to tell you how great they are. We just know it already. We feel good when we are around them, and we are happy to help them in any way we can. This is, in essence, what the goodwill jar is all about. My hope is that as you read this book, you will learn how to fill the goodwill jar of everyone around you and how to have yours filled in return!
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A Firm Foundation







Through our daily walk, we can make things a little bit better in our little part of our little world.









Well, congratulations! It looks like you were successful at getting yourself born. As the newest soul on earth, you quickly learn to manage yourself and the world around you. You crawl, then walk, and then talk, and your parents and other caregivers are always there to teach you and keep you safe. Before you know it, you’re in school. This new world of desks and books and other children can be disconcerting at times, but you find that you enjoy it a great deal. You come home every day excited to show your mom the things you did. Your dad asks you at dinner how your day went, and you tell him some of the things you have learned.


One day, the class bully chooses you as his target for reasons you don’t understand. He starts calling you a name you haven’t heard before, but you know it is mean by the context. When you go home that night, you tell your parents about it. They counsel you on how to handle the situation if it happens again, using many of the words you have heard before from them: integrity, values, kindness, faith, patience, and, above all, love.


The next day, he finds you on the playground and begins calling you that name again. You try behaving in the way your parents told you to behave, but his meanness escalates, and he pushes you down. So much for patience and values, you want revenge. You stand up and hit him back. Before you know it, you are both being hauled into the principal’s office to explain yourselves. Parents are called in, and consequences are discussed. As you go through adolescence, you and your parents discuss this bullying incident, and you learn important lessons about relationships, building trust, and self-control. They help you learn how to disarm people with love and kindness so that the next time you are mistreated, you are better prepared. You are guided by teachers who see your potential and other caring adults who act as coaches, counselors, and mentors.


That was not the only difficult experience, by a long stretch, but it was one of the formative moments in your life where you decided you had the ability to control the way people treat you. You can love instead of hate. You can stand up for others who are being mistreated. You can have faith through troubled times. And you can choose the right, even when the wrong seems so appealing.





Building Relationships


I’m a living testimony to the power of empathy.


I lived through the time of segregation and integration in the United States. From kindergarten to second grade, I attended a segregated school in Bowling Green, Kentucky. We lived on the side of town which was predominantly white, and I remember being confused that all the kids in my neighborhood went to the school down the road, while I was being driven all the way across town to go to the Black school. I remember saying, “Dad, the school’s right around the corner. Why am I going way over there?”


He’d say, “Yeah, I know. But it’s a good school over there that you go to.”


I’d say, “Yeah. But, Dad, we gotta get up so early, and we gotta drive all the way over there.”


My parents refused to make a big deal of it, so I let it go. I don’t remember thinking much more about it until I was in third grade, when the integration happened. Suddenly I was going to the school around the corner with the neighbor kids. Everyone in the class was white but me, including the teacher, so I was the odd man out. People there had not seen anybody like me in the classroom.


There’re a lot of hurtful things that happen to kids in the third grade. Children say things or laugh at you. You’re left alone at recess, and nobody’s playing with you. It happens everywhere, children being insensitive. And it was no different for me. But somehow, even at that early age, I knew I had to find a way to build and maintain trust with the people in my class if I wanted to have any friends.


My breakthrough came when my teacher had a class-wide math contest. She wrote all our names up on one of the two chalkboards, and she would give us a problem. “What is 246 times 24?” That kind of thing. As kids got the problems wrong, their names were erased from the list. I was always really blessed to have a sharp mind, so this was my moment to shine.


At the end of the contest, I was the only name left up on the board. Suddenly the kids in my class started looking at me a little bit differently. I wasn’t the odd man out as much now. The math contest continued to the next level, where each classroom winner in the third grade competed against each other to see who would win for the whole grade. Because I was representing my classroom, they were all cheering for me to be the best.


I ended up winning that too. This meant I became the representative for the whole third grade. Boy, did they cheer for me then? By just being myself (which happened to be someone who was good at math), I connected with the rest of the kids. They all wanted to see me win the next round, and the next, and show the whole school that our class had the smartest kid in it. That’s how I broke down the walls that were there before. We had common ground. Pretty soon, recess was different.


For some people, building relationships starts a little later, maybe when you’re in high school. You start building trust with your peers, your counselors, your teachers, your coaches, or your principal. They become your mentors and confidants. The things you learn from those interactions stay with you into adulthood.


I was the first Black American valedictorian at Bowling Green High School. I have to admit that was a pretty big deal to me. Even now, when I consider all the other awards I have been given over the years, that is still one of the most important honors I was ever given. I went to a big high school, so there was strong competition for that top spot. We were all just an A or B apart to determine who would be number one, number two, and so on. When I was chosen, it was the ultimate validation that my efforts to be a part of this school that I had not even been allowed to attend for the first two years had paid off. I was truly recognized as an important part of my peer group.


It doesn’t matter where you are in your journey; we all have to learn how to build those important connections with others. My journey probably isn’t that much different from yours. You might not have been the best math student or the valedictorian, but I’ll bet you found things that you could use to make connections with your peers and the adults in your life. As we grow from elementary school to middle school to high school, the whole notion of building relationships of trust looks a little bit different at each stage. Then it starts all over again in college and then again in the workplace.


With each shift, relationships bring more complexity and richness into our lives. Children can easily become best friends in the sandbox and never even learn each other’s names. For adults to become close friends, there are so many factors that can help or hinder us. Biases, history, similar interests, mood, schedule, personality types, and so on. It’s kind of a wonder that anyone can make friends after the age of ten!


But we can, and we do. And we need to continue to build relationships throughout all our lives if we want to live our fullest, richest, happiest life possible. One of the key factors that dictates the way we interact with others (and one that we often forget) is the foundation we were given as children.




Foundational Values


In my home office, I have a photograph of an old Western Union telegram. It reads:




Mr and Mrs Elmo Rowe


Burkesville KY


The secretary of the Army has asked me to express his deep regret that your son PVT Rowe, Farmer J. was seriously wounded in action in Korea on 14 June 52.


WM E Bergin Major General USA The Adjutant General of the Army




My father was twenty years old when his parents received that telegram with no further explanation. They didn’t even know if he was still alive or not, or where on the planet he was. They wouldn’t learn anything more until he called from a foreign hospital, telling them that he had been hit numerous times and that he was going to be coming home with one Purple Heart and one leg.


To this day, I struggle to hold back my tears when I think of what happened to him as the only Black American soldier returning home on a flight full of wounded soldiers. My friend and Attorney-at-Law Sam Henry knows, so I’ll let him tell the story here.






Nick and I were friends since college, and we would visit his family in their home in Bowling Green, Kentucky. We grew so close that I always called his father and mother Daddy Rowe and Momma Rowe. On one of my first visits, Daddy Rowe shared one of the great stories of his life with me.


I remember the day like it was yesterday. Daddy Rowe had all of these medals from serving in the military, and they were hanging up on a wall. I had asked him about each medal, and he was telling me about them. It was like I was getting a history lesson, so to speak, on the medals and his service in the Korean War, and all of those great things. One medal was the Purple Heart, where he had gotten his leg kind of blown off when he was very young.


Then he told me when he was flying back home, everybody on the plane was eating. Somebody said, “Has everybody eaten?” And then somebody else said, “Everybody, but that [bad word] in the back.”


Tears ran down Daddy Rowe’s face when he told me this. And tears ran down my face. It was hard for me to see the pain that his father experienced after making such a great sacrifice for our country all those years ago. It left a lasting impression on me, and a moment I will never forget.







Every time I think of this, I get pretty emotional. He put his life on the line for our freedoms and came home a war hero, but he still wasn’t getting fed on the plane ride home because of his skin color. That hurt more than anything else his whole life.


You know, using that bad word, the N word, has become common today. I’ve had people ask me, “Why don’t you use it?”


Well, that’s why I don’t use it, and I will never use it. People don’t know what words mean sometimes. I know Black Americans who use it. I know white Americans who use it. It’s hurtful when I hear rappers use it. Every time I hear it, I think about my father thinking, “I gave everything I had, but I’m still the same guy. I’m still not good enough. Everybody’s been fed on the plane except for me.”


This was just one of the countless reasons my parents might have been justified to raise me and my six siblings with resentment and even hate for the way we were treated by some people, but they didn’t. Instead, I grew up in a home that was full of love and respect. My siblings and I grew up going to church every Sunday with our parents. All I knew was to be a member of a church. Even up to the day my father and mother passed in their eighties, they made church a priority, as much as their health would allow. My testimony of God grew with me, and I can honestly say, it has been one of the most constant forces of good in my life.


My father had numerous wounds from the war and became a carpenter. My mom was a nursing assistant. They lived a good life. We may not have had much by way of material possessions, but we always had enough. My parents were wonderful role models of integrity and love and compassion. They really knew how to treat people right. My parents were married sixty-five years at my mother’s passing, so we saw what a loving marriage should be. Because that was my first example of what a husband and wife were, I always assumed I would have the same kind of marriage one day. And I do!


I know my childhood was distinct to me, but I believe everyone is given similarly foundational experiences in their youth that give us the core values that shape the way we live the rest of our lives. Now, I recognize that not everyone is fortunate enough to be born into a home with two wise and loving parents like I was, but I know if you weren’t fortunate to be raised in a stable home with devoted parents, it’s very possible that you had another adult who taught you values, whether it was another relative, a teacher, a coach, a church leader, a guidance counselor, or someone else.


Most children have many adults in their lives who add value to their lives. For me, one of these adults was my high school principal. He was extremely invested in the future of his students beyond high school. He had a list of jobs in his office, and he would make sure we were all employed every summer. I’ll never forget how he would pull out his notepad and say, “Nick Rowe, this is where you’re going to work.”


Then he would send me off to meet my new boss. Every year it was a different place. I guess if you think about how most high schoolers are, they always want the highest-paying jobs. But he’d say, “No, you’re not going there. You did that last summer. You’re going to go over here now.”


Some of those jobs paid next to nothing. But for him, it was bigger than the money. That first dishwashing job seems just like yesterday. My principal had more perspective than we had. Another one of my earlier jobs was in a factory. I worked at building carburetors on the line on a midnight shift. I had my role to add a certain part and then pass it on to the next person. This job really gave me an appreciation for safety. Even now as an executive, I’m a big safety guy with my employees because I was always worried about getting hurt or having that other person next to me getting hurt. I did that through the school year, where I had to be in an eight o’clock engineering class in the morning, so I learned how to dig deep and keep going, even if I was exhausted.


The factory paid well, and so I wanted to go back to that the next year. The principal said, “Nope, you are going to sell men’s clothing now.” Like I said, he had the big picture and knew I needed a variety of experiences. He helped me get a position in the department store, Sears & Roebuck. I had to go to work every day in a suit and a tie, which I didn’t like. But it taught me what customer service was all about. He taught me to dress for success. Of course, my parents were always great dressers.


I had also been working during my time in high school with my dad’s landscaping company, so I knew how to get my hands dirty, to sweat, and to appreciate hard work. It helped me to be able to appreciate people at all levels of any organization, and there isn’t any better way than to walk in their shoes. So many things that came out of that journey. I learned that everybody comes from a different place, but it doesn’t make you any better because you wear a suit and a tie.
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