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To Mom and Dad—Texas Roadhouse could not have happened without your unconditional love and endless support!

I also want to thank my kids for your sacrifice through the years. While I missed many events or moments in your lives, your support and understanding were invaluable to me and the success of Texas Roadhouse.

Finally, thanks to the thousands of Roadies who have made Texas Roadhouse the success that it is today. I am proud to be your partner!






PREFACE

About a decade ago, we received one of those fortunate phone calls that change your life. We were invited to speak to the leadership team of a favorite restaurant chain of ours—Texas Roadhouse—and there we met the founder, Kent Taylor. As authors, we were fascinated by his rags-to-riches story; as business consultants, we were intrigued by the company’s methodology, which (how to say this tactfully?) did seem a tad off plumb.

After all, isn’t it a little crazy for a publicly traded restaurant chain with seventy thousand people to mostly hire folks who didn’t quite fit into other places or may have messed up a few times? Is it lunacy for a huge restaurant chain to do almost no national advertising? Is it certifiable to keep prices low, even as food and labor costs continue to rise, or to avoid hiring anyone with an MBA or PhD, or to keep the menu basically the same since it opened, decades before?

Does it fly in the face of conventional sanity to not allow coats or ties in the home office (to the point of keeping scissors handy to cut neckties off visitors) or to have a founder, chairman, and CEO who dresses like he’s part of the landscaping crew?

Probably. To all of the above.

Welcome to Texas Roadhouse, where crazy works. What they’ve cooked up is an island of misfits that’s cool with being different. They are wild about giving their employees love and respect, and encourage store managers to spend considerable amounts of time and money on employee fun, outings, contests, and trips (in fact, for their silver anniversary, they took three original twenty-five-year kitchen employees from the Clarksville, Indiana, store number one—dishwasher Robert, cook Mike, and hot-prep guy Dan, as well as their spouses—to San Diego, and gave them a backstage visit with rock star Steven Tyler before his show).

They’re crazy about having fun, but their people are serious about following meticulous recipes, always use fresh food, and make everything from scratch every day. Each store has an in-house bakery serving up some of the world’s best rolls—hot out of the oven, and sent directly to guests’ tables as they sit down. Each restaurant has in-house meat cutters who spend hours each day in frigid thirty-six-degree rooms to ensure each cut is perfect.

While many of their competitors have cut back on making things from scratch, portion sizes, or the number of people helping serve or prepare food, Texas Roadhouse has added more people into their restaurants, including food runners and more hosts. They’ve upped the portion sizes on the free peanuts, rolls, and honey cinnamon butter.

It’s a MADHOUSE!

Most of the insane ideas at Texas Roadhouse originated with some rogue store manager or Roadie, Kent told us. Roadhouse’s blossom sauce was created by Jeff White, store number one’s kitchen manager, who challenged the founder, in the company’s first year. Jeff said he had a better recipe for a dipping sauce than the one Kent had come up with, and darn it if he wasn’t right. They let employees and guests try it. Jeff’s sauce sent Kent’s packin’ and is still being served today. As for Jeff, he’s still an important player in the company twenty-seven years later.

Brian Judd, managing partner of store number one in Clarksville, Indiana, told us that Kent from day one encouraged any and every crazy idea. They tried Mexican food for a few weeks (didn’t work), they had a stage for live country music bands over the bar (guests wouldn’t leave, so adios bands), they delivered food in shopping carts in the mall and held crazy contests for employees.

The employee line-dancing the chain is famous for also came from rogue manager Neal Niklaus in Ashland, Kentucky, who started encouraging his Roadies in 1998 to do the boot-scootin’-boogie every hour. A home-office big shot told Kent he needed to visit that store and quick, as they were “breaking the rules.” Kent drove the three hours to Ashland and fell in love with line-dancing. “Heel, toe, do-si-do, come on, baby, let’s go boot-scootin’!” Doesn’t it just make you wanna hook your thumbs in your belt and kick up some peanut shell dust? Kent thanked Neal (who is today one of the company’s five regional partners) and spread his great idea to the rest of the stores. Kent then had a coaching session with Mr. “Don’t Break the Rules,” who didn’t quite fit and chose to leave the company six months later. Probably ended up working at a bank.

CRAZY-GOOD RESULTS

Sales at store number one were just over $2 million annually in the first years, with most other early stores averaging even less than that. In fact, three of Kent’s first five stores would fail and close their doors, heavily in debt. By the end of 2019, Texas Roadhouse had more than six hundred stores and they were averaging more than $5.4 million annually, serving about six thousand guests seven nights a week, with lunch on Fridays in about half of the restaurants and lunch on Saturdays and Sundays system-wide with no lunch Monday through Thursday. Those kinds of numbers are pretty much unheard of for restaurants that serve three meals a day, let alone those mostly open only evenings. Same-store sales increased 4 percent annually (on average) over the last ten consecutive years.

INSANE GROWTH

As you’ll see in this wild, amazing autobiography from Kent Taylor, it only took Texas Roadhouse two decades to become an overnight success. In the early years, restaurants such as Outback, Lone Star, and Longhorn barely paid attention to this upstart steak and rib joint. Kent told us he once met Outback’s founder, Chris Sullivan, at an industry conference, and was hoping for the chance to pick the great man’s brain for a few minutes. What a thrill it would be, he imagined, but instead of a meeting Kent received a polite rebuff. “When he found out I only had five stores, he said, ‘Well, best of luck, kid. Maybe one day you will have ten or even twenty.’ ” A decade after that conversation, Kent had two hundred locations, and didn’t need the Outback chief’s advice, but he’s always been willing to pay attention to the good and bad choices other restaurant chains make.

CUCKOO PRICING

Texas Roadhouse has purposefully trailed the industry in menu price increases. It appeals primarily to families who watch every dollar, and such being the case, the company respects their guests’ pocketbooks. Each year Kent talks to more than one hundred team members—from market partners to store operators to servers—to determine what to do pricewise on every single menu item. Sometimes they do make adjustments upward, and sometimes they lower prices here and there to make things more attractive to guests. They have twenty regional menus with different prices around the country. What works in Adrian’s closest location of Sandy, Utah, may not work in Chester’s closest store in North Plainfield, New Jersey, so pricing decisions are made regionally—on the front lines—rather than in corporate finance or marketing departments. Such contrarianism is a consistent trait of Texas Roadhouse.

UNHINGED PROFITABILITY

You can’t buy shoes with percentages… you buy them with cold hard cash, Kent told us. Most companies we’ve studied in this space are so focused on labor-cost percentages, labor productivity, schedule models, theoretical food costs, and other ratios that they lose focus on making a buck. Tell us, what’s sane about that? Texas Roadhouse has always been first and foremost about its people and guest satisfaction. They know that if they take care of their Roadies, they’ll take care of guests. After that, the measure the company strives to achieve is top-line sales growth, because they know that will drive profitability. Such talk as this would drive many finance-oriented folks crazy, and it certainly goes against what’s taught in many business schools. It’s blasphemy to put people over profits, to ignore the percentages and focus on making employees happy. Such beliefs would probably earn you a D or an F, which are exactly the grades Kent earned in graduate business school (that’s foreshadowing!). And yet this MBA-dropout’s company’s net income graph for the last three decades looks like a StairMaster.

A LEVELHEADED BALANCE SHEET

We find most of the top casual-dining restaurant chains are significantly leveraged, which may not be a bad thing when interest rates are low, sales are positive, and margins are steady. But when times get rough (and they always do), it can be a recipe for disaster. Roadhouse’s balance sheet is built to protect the brand over the long haul. Going into the 2020 crisis, the company had more than $100 million in cash on hand and was debt-free—giving leaders more freedom to make smart decisions for the success of the business without having to worry about short-term issues like making interest payments.

MADCAP STOCK PERFORMANCE

TXRH is traded on the Nasdaq, and no one can argue with results for lucky stockholders. Investors over the long haul have been rewarded by the leaders’ contrarian approach as the stock price has steadily increased along with the company’s addition of more restaurants and increases in same-store sales. Over the ten-year period from January of 2010 to December of 2019, TXRH appreciated by more than 400 percent, crushing the increases achieved by the S&P 500 as a whole.


OFF-THE-CHARTS GUEST SATISFACTION

Year after year, Texas Roadhouse has also led all full-service restaurant brands studied by the American Customer Satisfaction Index, which annually surveys more than twenty thousand consumers at random. Heck, the majority of reviews of Texas Roadhouse restaurants are five star. The company brass reads all public comments—good and bad—and takes any ideas to improve to heart. We thought this example from Chris in Palo Alto, California, speaks for many customers: “There are many fast-casual steaks elsewhere that are, well, mediocre. You get a better-quality steak here for the money than possibly any other steakhouse. I’ve had steaks that cost a hundred dollars more that weren’t as good. In addition, the side dishes here—especially the complimentary hot rolls—are worth choosing this restaurant. We have to drive across the Bay to visit Texas Roadhouse. Still, it’s worth the drive, the traffic, and the toll. Five stars!!!”

Customer reactions like that are why these Roadies do what they do.

AND THEN, THE PANDEMIC

All was going great for our friends at Texas Roadhouse. The year 2020 was set to be one of the best in the company’s history, and then Covid-19 arrived.

To understand how hard the pandemic hit restaurants as a whole, consider the numbers: Within two months of the first U.S. coronavirus cases, 40 percent of eateries in America had closed their doors and eight million U.S. restaurant workers were out of work. The nation’s restaurants in those months lost a collective $120 billion.

Kent and his leadership team sprang into action. We were privileged to listen in on their daily Zoom calls during the crisis as they planned their strategy for each day. Their goals were to (1) keep paying their Roadies, and (2) feed America. Both noble aims.

One of Kent’s top personal priorities was keeping his people and his guests safe. Since Texas Roadhouse has restaurants in other parts of the world that had already been successfully battling the disease—such as Taiwan and South Korea—Kent picked up the phone and learned what they’d done. Thus, before the rest of us knew about PPE, Kent had ordered massive amounts of gloves, masks, and temperature monitors for his people. “You’ll freak out our guests if we wear gloves and masks,” was an early pushback inside the company, but as usual, Kent didn’t mind swimming upstream. He believed that soon they’d freak out many guests if they weren’t wearing safety gear. And he was right.

To feed their communities, the chain had to move to one hundred percent curbside dining. The trouble is, Texas Roadhouse is designed to host a party in the dining room every night—providing Legendary Food, Legendary Service, in a sit-down environment. To-go orders, which had never been more than 7 to 8 percent of total sales, would now be everything. Doubling or even tripling the curbside business would be a monumental task. Forget that. To survive, they needed to do ten times more to-go than they’d ever done.

So Kent called his “crazies.”

During crisis times, Kent often gets on the horn with his most creative (if not roguish) store managers (they call them Managing Partners), and he asks them what new and innovative ways they are serving their guests. He had little idea then how many completely mad, certifiable ideas they were going to need to survive what was to come.

One market leader had been trying something called Family Packs, a collection of four steaks/chicken/ribs, two sides, and rolls for a low price. He showed the rest of the company how it should be done. Another managing partner was moving five-dollar sliders in the parking lot; another was selling hand-cut steaks out the door. Another had tried a farmers market. Pretty soon, the entire company was implementing these crazy ideas.

You may have read that to keep paying people, Kent donated his entire 2020 salary to frontline employees, then wrote a personal check for a $5 million gift to the company’s employee relief fund, called Andy’s Outreach Fund, which helps hourly Roadies in need (he’s also donating one hundred percent of the proceeds from this book to the fund). Other company executives followed suit in donating parts of their salaries to workers, and Texas Roadhouse as a company dug into its coffers and sent out several stimulus packages for workers—totaling well over $15 million—also designed to benefit those in hourly roles. When tens of thousands of Roadies got these Texas Roadhouse stimulus checks and posted their thanks online, things got really crazy. Guests lined up in their vehicles for more than half a mile, with many saying they’d heard the CEO was giving up his pay and they wanted to support a company like that. That week, store sales spiked 45 percent.

Over the coming months, Kent and his team would have to negotiate everything from meat-plant closures to worker shortages to dining room reopenings (see Chapter 19 for all the details). All along, while the restaurant industry kept laying people off in droves, Texas Roadhouse was hiring. While casual-dining restaurants as a whole saw a 60 percent drop in traffic during the pandemic, Texas Roadhouse was back in the black in just a few short weeks. Near the end of the year, survey giant TOP Data found Texas Roadhouse was one of the country’s most popular casual-dining restaurants in the Covid world, and claimed it was “Dominating America’s return to well-known, sit-down restaurants.”

Texas Roadhouse’s 2020 out-of-the-ashes story puts it in rarefied company.

But we are getting ahead of ourselves.

To understand how this company turned on a dime and survived the pandemic, we need Kent Taylor to take us on a trip back in time—way back—to see the lessons learned along the way, the many missteps taken, and how our now-dear friend—a scrawny, distracted, unlikely kid from Louisville—created anything worthwhile at all.

ADRIAN GOSTICK AND CHESTER ELTON

New York Times bestselling authors

January 15, 2021






PART I THE SKINNY KID FROM LOUISVILLE







CHAPTER 1 BORN TO RUN


The day I set foot on Ballard High School soil in 1969, I was a five-foot-two-inch-tall, bespectacled, 110-pound freshman, barely fourteen years old (and looking all of eleven), and desperate to prove myself. I had just moved to Louisville, Kentucky, from Richmond, Virginia, and figured the fastest way to make my mark was to become a straight-up, albeit tiny, football star my sophomore year. What kid my age didn’t know the names Jim Brown or Johnny Unitas? Hell, what girls my age didn’t know about Broadway Joe Namath?

I didn’t have any real illusions about sporting panty hose on TV commercials (à la Namath), but if I could at least get a foot on the field now and then, in my mind, I’d have it made.

I was quickly cut from the team (big surprise), but somehow I convinced the JV coach to give me a second chance, and I took the final slot on the third-string JV team, playing defensive back. The coach liked my attitude and hustle. The bigger and more athletic kids were told to “work as hard as that punk over there.” Think of me as Rudy, just smaller. I then spent the entire year riding the pine at the far end of the bench. I was so far down there I made friends with the other team’s mascots. After my sophomore season, the football coach sat me down and said, “Taylor, don’t even think about coming back next year. If I ever let you get into a game, they’re going to kill you. I mean you could die. I can’t have that on MY résumé, now, can I? Why don’t you go try the track team, where a skinny little kid like you can maybe do something!”

The football coach had already spoken to Dick Bealmear, the new young track and cross-country coach, and it was all arranged. I found my new mentor in his broom-closet-size office. Only a dozen years removed from high school himself, Coach Bealmear smiled and encouraged me to take a few laps around the track, away from the refrigerators on the gridiron. Then, after timing me, he confided, “I hate to say this, Kent, but you apparently have no natural speed or talent, so your only likely option is long-distance.” I’m like: Gee, Coach, don’t hold back, just tell me straight.

I finished my first race near the back of the pack, getting lapped by the better runners. And I got laughed at in the process by kids in the stands. I wouldn’t say that I was embarrassed. I mean, I sure as hell wasn’t afraid to show my face the next day. Quite the opposite. I wanted more than anything to prove to the other guys, my coach, and the grandstand guffawers that they were wrong. To this day, I’m not sure why I stuck it out with the other slow runners on the team, the outcasts, the never-going-to-make-the-big-league guys, but I enjoyed the camaraderie. I was part of a new group. Yeah, one of the nerdy, slow guys, but I had a place, and I was okay with it.


DICK BEALMEAR, track and cross-country coach, Ballard High School (1971–77)

Kent was this very awkward kid, and I think at first even half the shot-putters could have outrun him. I suggested he try the two-mile; eight laps around the track, where even the least talented runners could improve if they trained hard enough. I was thinking he could improve from awful to mediocre, which for a lot of kids is a self-esteem builder. Yes, sure the other kids laughed at him; his form was so awkward, and he was so gangly, but he always had this strange positive attitude, no matter the poor result. And, by the way, two years later no one was laughing. Most of those who had laughed at him were now eating his dust.



By my junior year I had a new problem. I had grown about eight inches but had only gained ten pounds, so I was a gangly five-ten, 120 pounds, and easily blown over by a strong wind. I was so tall and skinny I could have slipped through a grate of a storm sewer. My new track coach nicknamed me “Snake.” As you are well aware, snakes slither on the ground and get stepped on. Other guys on my team got nicknames like Bull, Muskrat, Bear, Horse, but there was only one reptile—me, the Snake. Based on my lack of speed, they might as well have called me “Worm.”

I ran six to eight miles a day the summer before my junior year, more than probably half of the cross-country team, and surprised quite a few people with my improvement. My form still sucked, but I was able to gut it out and slowly that season graduated from the back of the pack to the middle, now joining the average runners and finally escaping the laughter and those comments that plagued me my sophomore year.

After that junior cross-country season, a group of us traveled down to Knoxville, Tennessee, to watch the NCAA cross-country championships, featuring the trifecta of Oregon’s Steve Prefontaine, Villanova’s Marty Liquori, and Western Kentucky’s Nick Rose. I will never forget Prefontaine powering through that tough hilly course, challenging anyone to catch him as he picked up the pace on each rise, daring all comers to endure pain only he was capable of enduring. Steve won the race, no problem, and wore about him afterward an aura of extreme confidence that captivated me. Still, to this day, I can remember that look, as if he wanted his challengers to bring on whatever they had, and he’d find a way to bring that much more.

After the race, I followed him around like a puppy dog as he was interviewed by several reporters. I finally built up the confidence to ask him to autograph one of my brand-new Nike Cortez shoes (Nike’s first). Later, I asked Marty Liquori to sign the other Cortez. He was gracious and did sign but chuckled, as Nike was not his sponsor, and said to me, “I’d rather sign an Adidas next time.” The following week—after I’d showed off my trophy shoes to many—someone busted into my locker and stole them.

At home, my mom tried to console me, but to no avail. To soothe my soul she clicked on our RCA stereo, which was almost always on at our house. Usually she played Ray Charles, Nat King Cole, and the Drifters, or Motown artists like the Four Tops and the Temptations. Whether doing the laundry, cleaning, or cooking, she always seemed lost in the music, singing along and dancing as she worked. I caught the music bug early, too. I had received my first clock radio in third grade, and after my parents said good night and turned off my light, I would put the radio under my pillow and listen to WAKY AM, a Top 40 channel, falling asleep to the latest hits or The Casey Kasem Show.

When my dad came home, the music would shift to Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, Sammy Davis Jr., Herb Alpert, or Elvis. Music was part of my life from day one. Sometime around 1969 we were lucky enough to get our first color TV. Talk about a game changer. On Sunday nights National Geographic came on in full color, showing the wonders of our planet, and then The Ed Sullivan Show. Super cool.

That spring, in addition to my many grass-cutting gigs, I applied at the Captain’s Quarters seafood restaurant in Louisville and got a job working part-time as a busser: clearing tables, filling water glasses, delivering bread and butter, all in my white busser top and dark slacks. It was my first taste of the restaurant business. The owner, Dottie Mahon, was as nice a human as ever walked the earth, yet she held everyone accountable. For some reason Dottie took a liking to this gangly kid busing her tables. So now I was getting positive vibes from my parents, my track coach, and my new employer, which was very cool.

I had a fairly decent track season—nothing outstanding—but the summer between my junior and senior year I learned what would be my greatest lesson in running, something that would eventually help me in the early days of Texas Roadhouse: that ladies dig letterman jackets. Actually not, just kidding. The lesson was: If you outwork the other guys, you will eventually get where you want to go and be somewhat luckier than others think you should be.

Case in point: One of my teammates that junior year, Steve Bullock, had just won State in the mile run and was one of Kentucky’s best cross-country runners to boot, so I asked him if he’d mind me tagging along on his summer training runs. I figured if I chased him all summer I could improve vastly and pick up some of his confidence. And trust me, he wasn’t just confident, he was cocky, with a badass swagger to go along with it (albeit in knee-high, white tube socks, but who knew better back then?). I wasn’t signing up for full-on cocky or looking to develop said swagger, but I figured a little more confidence couldn’t hurt. He said, “Sure,” with a bit of a laugh, but I needed to know that his plan was to run twice a day and put in more than one thousand miles that summer, as one of our teammates’ dads said he would give a one-thousand-mile T-shirt to anyone on our team who accomplished that feat.

I said, “I’m all in.”

Steve said, “Rest up, hell begins tomorrow.”

Bullock was a robotic runner, a machine; barrel-chested, relaxed stride, he almost flowed. He had built up his cardiovascular strength from many miles of training along with a naturally strong mental toughness. And for the first month he pretty much dusted me, but with every mile we ran, with every stride, I was reshaping my body. Over a very hot, muggy summer—when pollution levels in Louisville were off the charts thanks to leaded gasoline at twenty-two cents a gallon—I learned to endure more pain than I thought possible. I’d start the run thinking, Today I’ll gut it out and push myself and stay with Steve for three miles of our ten-mile run. A week later I’d try to hang for four miles. And so on.

I learned to push myself through ungodly amounts of agony, picking up the pace on uphill inclines, which by midsummer would piss Steve off. For me, I was creating a mini race with each hill. I usually died at the top, but it felt good to torment my mentor.

Sometime in late July, we both passed the one-thousand-mile mark, with me cheating and running a third time a day, about three times a week, without Steve. I wanted to put in more miles than he did. At the end of the summer, when we all turned in our logs, three of us on the team had passed the fifteen-hundred-mile mark, which equated to fifteen and sometimes twenty miles a day.

I had been building up the muscles in my heart, and by cross-country season was able to pump blood farther with less exertion, increasing my lung capacity to bring more oxygen to my leg muscles. Most importantly, I was expanding my brain’s ability to tolerate pain and push myself beyond what I had felt possible. I was reshaping myself and my destiny.


DENNIS HADDAD, Ballard High School cross-country and track teammate, retired senior director of product development, running shoes, Nike

When they started, Steve Bullock and Kent running two-a-days in the summer, it was secretive. No one knew about it. Kent was obsessed with putting the miles in, and it was one of the hottest, most humid, polluted summers I’ve ever experienced during my years in Kentucky. Not only were they doing two-a-days; I later found out Kent pulled some three-a-days, absolutely crazy. Pure guts and determination.



Now in training with Steve, instead of finishing a dozen Love Boat lengths behind him, I was usually within sight at the end of the runs. We both started to realize that with our improved running—plus a few other guys who improved while earning their one-thousand-mile shirts—we just might challenge the two Catholic-school cross-country powerhouses across town and maybe even pull an upset and earn the Kentucky cross-country championship, which would give our new high school its first-ever team state championship. All for the price of a few T-shirts. Go figure.

As that senior cross-country season started, I was approaching six-foot-one and had gained ten pounds of muscle over the summer, drinking protein shakes and adding raw eggs—“Yo, Adrian”—and basically running my ass off. As I began the season, I was finishing in the top seven to ten in the big meets, usually racing against more than a hundred other runners. Steve was typically a few spots in front of me, if he wasn’t winning. Most of the elite guys thought I was a transfer in from another state. They’d never heard of me and certainly hadn’t noticed me finishing well back in the pack the year before.

With each race, my confidence, speed, and endurance grew. My new strategy was to accelerate up the hills where the pain was the greatest. I found guts and endurance could help me overcome the runners with more pure speed than I had.

Then, about halfway through the season, a miracle of all miracles happened. I beat my mentor, Steve Bullock, in a race not once, but a couple of times—always on courses with the most hills.

Running in the lead pack, if not outright winning races, revealed an unexpected pleasure. Being in contention, dueling with someone to win, it was a rush. How cool is this? I felt good, I felt fit, and I was ready to tap into my potential. No substance on the planet can rival a rush like that.

By the end of the season, I was All-State. I had as many medals and ribbons as a Russian general, and our team pulled the ultimate upset in the state meet, despite me (and others on the team) having the flu and not running a great race. Big thanks here to my other one-thousand-mile buddies for coming through.


DICK BEALMEAR

The morning of the state cross-country meet, over at Creason Park in Louisville, Kent was really sick and having a severe nosebleed from blowing his nose constantly. His lungs must have been full of mucus. I wasn’t sure if I should run him, but he insisted. So, I’m like, okay. With the amazing season he had just had, why not? And another one of my boys, Jim Beck, was also sick, as the flu was going around. They both ran and had horrible races. As we were one of the team favorites, I’m thinking we’re done—as Kent would normally be in the top five. In a big meet you enter seven runners and score your first five, and whatever position you finish, that’s how many points you score for your team. It’s like golf, low score wins. We did win, but it was a lot closer than it should have been if Kent had been healthy. In the Ballard High School Distance Hall of Fame, there are many sub-ten-minute two-milers, but Kent still has the fastest time on record in the two-mile category.



Honestly, I should have been home in bed that day, snug in my fifteen-hundred-mile T-shirt. But as miserable as the state final was, running with a 102-degree fever and Kleenex jammed up my nose from the gusher, I felt good that even in the worst condition of my life I was able to compete with the best in the state. It taught me that you can train your mind to overcome any obstacles. Much of my confidence was instilled by Coach Bealmear. He was the first person I’d found in sports who continually used positive, not negative, reinforcement and truly believed that anyone, through the power of thought, could achieve more than they or others believed was possible. If I had a bad race, he always found some positive words and reminded me to push forward and not dwell on the past.

Most people don’t think of cross-country or track as team sports, but Coach helped us bond and ensured that even though we competed with each other individually, we truly wanted everyone to be their best, always. We were a tribe—a band of brothers.

The only time that changed was when the race started and running became an individual sport. Then it was me against the clock, me against the world, even me against my teammates, and definitely me against my competitors. For them I had no mercy. I had trained like I had never trained before; and when I lined up and waited for the gun, I was there for one thing: to be my best, endure the most pain, make sure that on every hill or on every lap I would crush my rivals. It was nothing personal.

Before a race, I would usually warm up for about a quarter mile, walk over to my cassette player and put on “Hold Your Head Up” by Argent, and get myself pumped. Just the anticipation of the starter’s pistol set my heart to racing. Then off in the distance I’d usually hear my mom cheering something like, “Come on, Kent. Let’s go. You can do it,” even before the race started.

It was time to be “Takin’ Care of Business.” BTO was also on my playlist.


MARILYN TAYLOR, my mom

Do you know what they said to me after he left high school? “Marilyn, it’s so much quieter now that Kent has graduated.” Because he was a distance runner, he ran around the track so many times, I’d start up in the bleachers and I’d practically end up right down where he was coming in by the end. I didn’t miss any meets at all. I was there every single time, cheering him on. I was so proud of him. I think he got his running ability from me. In first grade I was running second behind a boy in a race, and I wasn’t about to let him win, so I sped up, grabbed his shorts to slow him down, and unfortunately I pulled too hard and his pants came down to his knees. My dad, who was watching, was not happy at all.



My senior year I took home a medal or ribbon in every race I ran in cross-country and track, won my regional (setting a record in the process), and finished third in the state in the two-mile race. My crap luck at state meets continued as I stepped on the yellow line near the start and a judge later disqualified me and another runner. The infraction didn’t affect the race in any way. I still ran the entire distance and placed third. But those were the rules. Anyone who followed the sport knew the time I had run. The newspaper, according to my coach, had my name in there as finishing in the top three, just with a little asterisk beside it. So, don’t cry for me, Texarkana, I survived.


DENNIS HADDAD

Kent really didn’t have the speed at the end of the race to outkick somebody, so he was tough during the race and would take the lead and push the pace and wear the others out before the end. In the state meet he was running with John Wright, who set the Kentucky high school record in the two-mile, and Terrell Pendleton, who was a state champion in the two-mile a year before. Kent hung right with them and ran toe to toe with the best two-milers in the state. Kent and another person, Preston Young, got disqualified, but Kent blew it off again. It was out of his control; he had showed everybody. These geeky runners have this competitiveness inside of them. I think it goes back to not wanting to lose. There’s a parallel there between running and life. There are similarities between Kent and Phil Knight [founder of Nike who ran at the University of Oregon], who was in the office just down the hall from me. Believe me, Phil Knight wants to beat the competition, all the different brands that are Nike’s competitors. Kent’s the same way.



Two years of hard work and dedication had paid off. I had the positive assets of a strong work ethic with side effects of increased physical strength, much lower blood pressure, a positive attitude, and a way to find a natural high.

Now I was looking forward to running in college. All I’d had to do was convince a coach at the University of North Carolina—who had never heard of me and had no funding left—to give me a scholarship. How hard could that be?





MADE-FROM-SCRATCH SIDES (WHAT I LEARNED):


	There’s a perception that we can’t do much about our weaknesses in life, so we should focus only on our strengths. That’s BS. We can often get better at something if we love it and are willing to put in the work (running, in my case). In some cases, we can even become outstanding. Weaknesses can become our strengths.

	Find yourself a good coach who will give you honest feedback. Tiger Woods has a coach, Serena Williams has a coach. If every great athlete has a coach, shouldn’t every great salesperson/businessperson/etc. have someone who will give it to them straight on how they can get better and what they can do to push themselves?

	If you outwork the other guys, you’ll get where you want to go. Pain is not necessarily your enemy; it teaches you a lot about yourself and what you are capable of.

	Never underestimate the power of a simple but symbolic motivator (even a cheap T-shirt).

	If your team needs you, then show up (I had the flu at the state meet, but my team was counting on me).

	Positive reinforcement inspires much greater performance than fear ever can. Great leaders show their people a better way, i.e., what they can achieve if they strive for greatness.








CHAPTER 2 I’VE NEVER LET ACADEMICS INTERFERE WITH MY EDUCATION


Three months later, my legs feeling as strong as suspension-bridge cables and my feet thick with calluses from running more than one thousand miles the summer before college, I sat in the backseat of my parents’ 1971 Oldsmobile as we passed through the Smoky Mountains on our way to the college town of Chapel Hill, North Carolina. Go ’Heels! Always in charge of music, I had my portable eight-track player beside me, and rotated through the Stones and Zeppelin, playing a few of my folks’ favorites like Frank Sinatra and my mom’s all-time favorite, Nat King Cole, with a couple of Hendrix tracks thrown in for good measure.

To back up, starting senior year of high school, my dream had been to run on scholarship at the University of Kentucky, both my parents’ alma mater. But I’d found no love in Lexington. The Wildcats had a new track coach from Chicago who wanted the best from Illinois, not some chump Kentucky third-placer. So I had tagged along with Steve Bullock on his campus visit in the spring of our senior year to the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. My Ballard teammate already had a letter of commitment in his pocket from the Tarheels and was getting a full-ride scholarship. The visit was more of a formality for him; for me, it was everything.

I figured that if they had money to throw at my training buddy, I might score some scholarship cash as well; so I was full-on ready to pile on as much BS as I could imagine. Steve didn’t mind me coming along on the spring recruiting trip. He figured it would be a hoot to have a buddy on the team, and we could split ride expenses when we came home for visits (ten hours in my Green Machine, a 1970 used Pontiac LeMans with eighty thousand miles on it, which only took two quarts of oil and three fill-ups to get home).

That spring we had arrived on the beautiful tree-lined campus in the dusky glow of a warm North Carolina evening. UNC was a tidy, ivy-covered institution with collegial redbrick buildings, fine-trimmed lawns, brick sidewalks, and more pretty girls in bell-bottom pants and midriffs than my teenage libido could process. Go ’Heels, GO! We found the track coach, Joe Hilton, in his office. He was sixty-four years old, of Native American heritage, and proud that his grandkids called him Chief (which my grandkids call me today, in honor of Coach). As for the nervous-looking, stick-figure kid Steve had brought along, Coach Joe looked me up and down like a dog-show judge might do if he was assessing a junkyard mutt. I met his gaze squarely, panted a little, stuck out my hand to shake (like a good dog), and pulled out my newspaper clippings. He cleaned some stuff from his ear with a paper clip and stared at me for a few seconds, then looked up into outer space for an awkward few more, then finally looked me straight in the eye, ready to deliver the bad news.

Before Coach could get a word out, Steve spoke up for me. He talked about our workouts, my fifteen hundred miles the past summer. “No one trains harder than Kent,” he said. Then I finally was able to rapidly rattle off my well-rehearsed and confident pitch: “My best two-mile is 9:25, Coach. That’s a regional record in Louisville; and I know I can get faster.” I practically yelled it all into his face. The words hung in the air. I stared at the coach, waiting for a response, or possibly a call for Security.

After I made my pitch, Coach said, “Sorry, kid, all of our money is already allocated. But hey, good luck.”

I made one last plea. “Look, sir, just keep my number. Y’all got a wait list?”

I can’t remember if he said anything else, I was too busy thinking about Plan B—whatever that would be. Would Dottie take me back as a busser? Was the Piggly Wiggly hiring?

Well, shut the front door, will wonders never cease, a few weeks later I came home from track practice and my mom was standing by the door. She said the track coach from North Carolina had called and his phone number was in big block letters on the chalkboard by the new rotary wall phone, the one with the conveniently pre-tangled ultralong cord. I was supposed to call the coach the next day. Mom was talking a mile a minute, bouncing-off-the-walls excited. But we had to wait. I suppose I get my energy from my mom, Marilyn. My mother grew up in Mount Vernon, New York, in the 1940s and ’50s, in as diverse a neighborhood as America had. Her 1952 A. B. Davis High School yearbook showed the place as the melting pot of America, and she loved everyone; apparently they loved her as well, as she was voted the Friendliest and Most Happy by her classmates, not to mention Best-Looking at the Senior Dance. She used her energy in sports—playing everything available to young women at the time—and did well. She even majored in phys ed in college. Pretty cool.

I called Coach Joe the next day at the appointed time. He told me how some big-deal high jumper they’d recruited pulled out at the last minute. He rambled on a bit about the disloyalty of this new generation. Finally, Coach got to the offer. He said the long and the short of it was they were splitting Mr. High Jump’s money—one half to me and one half to someone else. He had called Coach Bealmear, heard more of the story of this underdog kid’s success so far, and thought, What the heck; you never know.

“Are you in, Ken?” he asked. I took a pause, thinking, Did he just get my name wrong? But, of course, I blurted out, “I’m in.”

Go ’Heels!

My mom, coming in from the next room (where I guarantee she was listening the whole time), asked, “Well?”

“Wrong number,” I said.

“You little rat, what did he say?”

“I’m in. Half scholarship, room and board,” I told her.

She twirled around and let out an ear-busting scream. I laughed, she laughed, and she broke out a few dance moves on the linoleum floor until Dad arrived and asked, “What’s for dinner?”

So my mom and dad dropped me off on campus, and Steve and I began our freshman year 1973 during a one-hundred-degree August day. Our tiny dorm room had no air-conditioning, no internet (not invented yet), no television, no beer refrigerator. We had communal phones, communal bathrooms, and communal showers. I imagine most students today would be on the next bus home pretty quickly, but to the two of us, the University of North Carolina could not have looked any better.

At track practice, I decided early on to try my hand at the steeplechase. It’s about two hundred yards shy of two miles, with three-foot barriers—about every one hundred yards—and a twenty-foot water hazard on each lap (which seems to grow taller each time you hit it). I was drawn to the event because with my height I fancied myself a decent hurdler, plus I liked the two-mile distance. In addition, the best guys on the team were running the mile or the 5,000 meters, so I had a better chance of standing out. But to be honest, I liked that it was the first race in a four-to-five-hour track meet. I got my event over and could be up in the stands working on my third beer while the rest of my teammates were still waiting on their event and typically not enjoying the oft-blistering heat of a Carolina day. Track meets can be quite boring, and after a tough race—back before Gatorade made it to Chapel Hill—an ice-cold Bud seemed the logical choice. I was eighteen (the legal drinking age in North Carolina at the time), which might explain a lot. Hic.


DICK BEALMEAR

Kent kept getting better and better in college. He got into running the steeplechase, which in track is probably the most grueling race. It’s a distance event and you’ve got to run hurdles and water jumps, and you have to be really mentally tough. I think that Kent’s biggest asset is his mental toughness. Most of your good distance runners are generally pretty smart and dedicated and apply themselves, which you have to do to be successful on the track or in business.



Coach Bealmear is too kind, but it took me, as usual, two years to find my stride (pun intended) at UNC. I ran my miles, but I really wasn’t pushing myself my freshman and sophomore years like I had my senior year in high school. So, for two years, I was a pretty mediocre college runner. Unfortunately, my training buddy Steve Bullock—probably the most naturally gifted runner I’d ever been around—was having his own issues due to injuries, and we weren’t pushing each other like we’d done back in the day.

Still, there was a lot to learn and admire on the team. My freshman year I got to watch Tony Waldrop and Reggie McAfee compete for UNC. Both were sub-four-minute-milers and were two of the best in the world. Waldrop (now president of the University of South Alabama) ran eleven consecutive sub-four-minute-mile races and for a while held the world indoor mile record at 3:55. He had long blond hair like me, and also stood about six feet tall, so I looked like I could be his younger brother. When running around campus in my UNC track attire, I got quite a few “Go Tony”s, and I was good with that!


TONY WALDROP, former UNC track teammate, now president of the University of South Alabama

When I had the string of sub-four-minute miles going and had set the record, I never wanted to refuse anyone an autograph. But before a race, I really wanted to be left alone and do the psychology that you always do before a race. So Kent, who looked somewhat like I did at the time, would sign autographs as if he were Tony Waldrop. Let me tell you, it was extremely valuable to me.



While my teammates may have been amazing, I was distracted. I had moved from my cozy house in Louisville—complete with two parents, my younger brother Bryan, a dog, cat, and two fish—to a co-ed dorm complete with cafeteria, no curfews, and plenty of party options on seven floors and four wings. The coaches tried putting all the UNC athletes—football and Olympic sports—into a separate dorm to keep us in check. But the resident assistants went home at seven, so that didn’t work very well. My decisions every night were: (a) study and get to bed early, or (b) find someone to listen to music with and have some fun until the wee hours of morning. Tough call.

I had entered UNC in the fall of 1973. The Vietnam War was ending, and I was in the last year to receive a draft number. Yes, Nixon had stopped drafting by then, but people my age were still very nervous. After dealing with draft protestors, burned cars, and building takeovers for the past decade, the UNC administration and campus and Chapel Hill police gave students a lot of leeway—as long as we were not doing any of the above. We could do pretty much anything we wanted, and we did, causing U.S. senator Jesse Helms to refer to Chapel Hill as “Hippie Hill.” High noon was kicked off near the Bell Tower with open pot smoking. We held a world record for streaking (which stood for a week) before the University of Georgia broke our mark of nine hundred people running naked across campus. And there were lawn parties with bands, kegs aplenty, and free love in the dorms and local campus parks. Holy cow, did I pick the right decade to go to college, or what?

I was grooving on the scene, with my long hair, tie-dyed shirts, and bell-bottoms—though I went back to straight Levi’s after two pairs of bell-bottoms got chewed up in my bike chain (we had to put on a rubber band each time we rode, and who remembers to do that?). Iconic bands came to campus to play (or nearby Duke University or NC State), so I got to see the original cast of the Rolling Stones live for $8.50 (which we thought was exorbitant), Eric Clapton (a more reasonable $5), Emerson, Lake & Palmer, Three Dog Night, Jimmy Buffett, and many others. We enjoyed either twenty-five-cent-draft nights, twenty-five-cent-dog nights, or whatever bar had the best ratios of girls to guys. Steve, still my roommate, took the preppy route, and I chose the hippie route. His side of our dorm room was clean, mine had clothes piled into a shopping cart I had borrowed. There were hippie tapestries around my bed and on the wall. For the first two years of college, I was the guy who wasn’t about to let academics interfere with his education. For instance, I took French, but concentrating was tough as our class was 80 percent female (one of my early clues as to the importance of location, location, location). Freshman and sophomore years of dorm living, partying, and listening to music had yielded me a C average, barely keeping me my scholarship.

One day my dad got my grades in the mail and called me up. He was pretty ticked.

“Yes, sir, I’ll refocus,” I told him.

And as luck would have it, I had to.

In the summer between my sophomore and junior year, I took a job as a camp counselor at Falling Creek Camp for boys in Tuxedo, North Carolina, in the shadow of the Great Smoky Mountains. I watched over a cabinful of prepubescent boys from cities in the Southeast, and would teach them to swim, paddle a canoe, go for hikes, or fish. In my off time I rediscovered my passion for hard work. I trained like I hadn’t done since before my senior year in high school. Running in the mountains was refreshing, Zen, or something cosmic—the feel of the misty mountain mornings or a twilight run (after dinner) with the sun going down. Running that summer took on a new dimension for me. That summer love affair with the Smoky Mountains is something that stays with me to this day.

I got myself into the best shape of my life, between my twice-daily mountain runs, complete with uneven trails, bears, and snakes, as well as two-a-days when I went back home to train with a group of runners from various colleges who were home for the summer. That group would normally run after dinner, in Cherokee Park, then meet up at one of Louisville’s bars or discos until late.

One night after such an outing, driving home about three a.m. with my running buddies, we came to a stop at a light with no one around. I told the guy at the wheel that he had no guts unless he ran the light, which, of course, he did. Flashing lights soon followed. We quickly tried to clear the air inside by opening windows, and as the deputy strode up smoke rolled out into the night. It was like something from a bad teenage movie. The policeman, somehow, let us off with a warning. He was probably getting off in a few minutes and didn’t want to bother with us. Of course, that would never happen today, but we were living in a different time and were as lucky as hell.

By the time my junior year kicked off I was a different runner. I was running stride by stride in training with our best distance guy, Ralph King, at least until he got sick of his shadow and dusted me on the last mile. My junior year in cross-country and track were much improved. I was one of our school’s top five cross-country runners. When track season started, I won most of my steeplechase races, clicking off one-after-another seventy-second laps like a machine. I finished second in the ACC championships (I should have won it) and was one of only four Tarheel track athletes who that year qualified for the NCAA championships.

Off the track I was living with two teammates—Tom Ward and Dave Hamilton—away from the dorms, so my grades vastly improved. Yes, my apartment-party skills continued to get better as well, but I wasn’t able to devote much time to that pursuit as I was studying more and had a few part-time jobs to pay for dating expenses.


TOM WARD, former UNC teammate

When Kent first got to Carolina, I don’t think he had drunk a beer in his life. But once he started partying, he became the life of the party. He brought a lot of energy and just craziness. He’d play air guitar on his leg or just act goofy. He was fun to be around. I think that’s what he’s done with Roadhouse. I think his idea was to replicate his track family: to get people to have fun and party together and enjoy being around each other. He’s also extremely loyal. He’s definitely part of the glue that’s kept our group of friends together for forty years now.



Junior year I was also able to fulfill a promise. In high school, I had told Coach Bealmear that if I ever won a watch running in college, I’d give it to him. Coach had believed in me when no one else had. He taught me more about myself and the possibilities that were out there for me than anyone. I owed him.

Not only did I win one watch: I won four. One for Coach, one for my dad, one for me, and a very special one for my grandfather (my mom’s dad), as he was quite proud of his eldest grandson. He wore the watch until the day he died.


DICK BEALMEAR

I had completely forgotten about the watch promise, but Kent hadn’t. It was one summer when he was at North Carolina and the doorbell rings, and there’s Kent at the door with a watch he had won in a race, which just really shocked me. I gave him my very favorite watch back, a stopwatch I had framed special because I timed a lot of outstanding runners with it. And Kent was one of them.



(I still have that watch Coach gave me framed in my home office.)

And so, with things finally all going well for me in school, my senior year I decided to prove that old adage: Frat life can be detrimental to grades and athletics, and exacerbate anything out of favor with your parents. Having spent my college years focused on intense fitness and training—at least my junior year—I decided the only logical thing to do was move into the Sigma Chi house and refocus my intensity on the seven deadly sins—after I found out what the seven deadly sins were.

That was the year a small group of runners organized our first-ever two-mile beer chug for the UNC track team, which became an annual tradition for years to follow. The rules were as such: A runner had to drink six beers during the eight-lap race, but they had to be standing still when they drank each beer and they could only down one can per lap. And if they threw up, they were disqualified. Naturally. All this meant there was strategy involved. Do you get your drinking done during the first six laps and then push it for the last two (with a full belly and a little tipsy), or do you get a head start on everyone by running the first two laps beer-free and then save your drinking for the last six (but that would allow others to catch you)? The whole thing may sound insane, but we took it as seriously as we did any other big race. Winners would often cross the line in under ten minutes, though as we got older six beers became three and two miles became one.

Senior year I kept running (in non-beer races), though not as well as my junior year. I did win a few meets, finished third in the ACC in the steeple, and barely qualified for the NCAAs. Coach Joe sent me to nationals, saying I didn’t deserve it, but I qualified, so off I went and had a great time.

The die was cast, however. I had started blossoming into this new social guy. Boy, did I know how to hold a bash by then. When you think about it, that is what I still do to this day. Every single day at Texas Roadhouse we throw a party. But I’m getting ahead of myself! Pass me the peanuts and listen up.

There would be no honors’ tassels on my robes—hardly—but I got out of UNC with a degree and a bunch of lessons learned. Like, for example, how to hook multiple kegs together, how to market yourself to college co-eds, and that the steeplechase may have been my event but looking back it was really a metaphor for my life to come. Every lap there are plenty of obstacles. If you lose focus, and miss just one, you break a knee. In the steeplechase, every lap, there’s a big water jump—one major barrier that you must deal with.

As I’ve now lived another forty years, I see that every five or so years of my life is another lap, with a major obstacle I have to power through.

For me, the next barrier was finding a job.
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