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Introduction


My story is not mine. It is a composite—a quilt of sorts. Over the years benefactors who were generous with their wisdom and time sat down next to me and added their best threads to my life’s garment. The goal of this book is to show what can be done when we give to others what heaven has given us. I want to encourage families to lean into each day with an elevated objective—an objective to build a better family, a better business, and ultimately a better society. After all, nothing is truly ours; we are but managers here on Earth working the night shift, and there is work to be done.


Research for this project uncovered a spiraling meteor on a collision course with the world of wealth. Somewhere between $50 trillion and $85 trillion of financial capital will change hands between generations over the next thirty years. Of these numbers, 85% is estimated to be inherited and 15% donated to charity.


Families are grappling with issues around this unprecedented transfer. The central question is how can we leave financial capital behind while also enhancing the lives of those it will eventually touch in nonmonetary ways?


The Spirit of Wealth Preservation is my written endeavor to foster a readiness that transcends monetary wealth. This work is an invitation to explore principles observed and applied across years of service, which have fostered positive change within the families I’ve worked with, including my own.


I have organized my experiences into the Laws of Preservation.


The first three chapters are about my personal walk. As you read I hope you can see how your own story is the building block for your personal legacy. This is the First Law. The footprint of your life will become the blueprint for your legacy.


The following two chapters are designed to encourage you by sharing examples of how we can all develop a clearly defined purpose for our families. Money does not sustain a family; a collective purpose does. We will explore what it means to save your best thinking for those you love the most and how a document can have a soul. This is the Second Law. Your family’s collective purpose will determine its longevity.


The remaining chapters will outline principles and frameworks learned while leading Arlington, a multifamily office I founded in 1998 to help families measure true wealth. We discuss a path called Built on Purpose and the Index of Purpose, including where I reveal our Perpetual Purpose Model that presents another option for owners who want to infuse stewardship into their organization. This is the Third Law. The method and means by which wealth is accumulated will shape your family’s lineage.


I hope, after reading, your mind opens to fresh ideas and new opportunities you did not see before.


Let’s begin.




 


FIRST LAW


The footprint of your life will become the blueprint for your legacy.


One





The End


Writing your obituary while in good health is a sobering exercise. No other activity can so effectively identify what needs to change until you write a document designed to be read when change is no longer possible. My experience began years ago. I was seeking a form of accountability from which I could not escape. This created a unique focus to better my life, my spirit, and my family. I remember the morning well.


It was early. I sat at my desk staring at a blank sheet of paper spotted with human raindrops. I took a deep breath and inked the first sentence, a hyphenated phrase. The left side noted the date of my birth; the right side remained empty.


This was difficult, but I kept writing. “The following eight words identify Ken’s characteristics: humble, transparent, generous, intentional, trustworthy, inspirational, dependable, and strategic.” I wrote in optimism. Although reflection is generally reserved for the past, on this day I reflected on the future. My desire was to balance the certainty of my beginning with the quality of my end. This obituary, this document of death, would become my living manifesto.


I leaned into the years I could not see, because the greatest threat to our families is the unknown. The greatest risk we face is not what has happened, but rather what has not. We must imagine the impossible and plan as if the impossible happens all the time. We must dream, because the only thing standing between dreams and reality is time.


I kept writing, imagining what challenges would arise. I was thinking of my wife, my children. I thought about the moral, spiritual, and material resources needed to create a life full of meaning, full of dedication and commitment. “He was dependable,” I wrote about my future self. “If he said he would do it, it would be done. No follow-up needed.”


Whether I would reach the goals set that morning was yet to be seen, but I subscribed to one fate. If, at the end of life, I left this world unrecognizable, having more failures than successes, or shredded from disappointment—my children would mention their father’s name with a lift in their voice, proud of the man who gave all to build a better family.


We have only a few chances to get it right. Wrong needs no management in order to grow. Weeds don’t need fertilizer, but if we want a beautiful garden, a beautiful life, we must, with the days we have, pour intention into every second. We must prune what no longer serves our desired end and thoughtfully care for all that does.


These many years later, much of what I wrote that quiet morning in 2006 has come true. Much is still in process, and the delta between what has happened and what I hope will happen started me thinking. What if I could, in one book, share all I have learned so far from those who have impacted my life? What if I made public the private lessons gathered from men and women who, through their planning, work, and wisdom, built great businesses and great families?


This would be a book written not for the purpose of advancing reputations, but to gift insight to generations yet born. These would be stories told not as the latest entry into motivational lore, but as actionable counsel given by those whose life authorizes their voice. It was then the idea for the book you now read was born.


THE SCENIC ROUTE


My personal story took the scenic route. Long before my wife and I started a family of our own, before having a meeting of destiny with my mentor Jay Hughes, and long before launching the firm I founded, Arlington, my story began with a walk. I was seventeen.


I was not only younger than most freshmen at Lipscomb University, but I entered on a baseball scholarship, an 80/20 deal—80 percent scholarship, 20 percent my financial responsibility—which is not often given. There was only one problem. I was good. Yes, that was the problem. I arrived on campus as the first in my family to attend college. Yet it all seemed so easy. There was no doubt I would continue to receive great results without having to fully commit myself to a task. But making As without studying nearly guarantees an unseen failure will visit you years later when the stakes are highest. And that very well may be the first lesson brick in the wall of my personal story.


Our current success hides the risk of future failure. One can be successful for a long time despite doing something the wrong way. This makes it nearly impossible to change, because “right” is relative when “wrong” is profitable. Identifying this risk, identifying this error of thinking, is a tall task made shorter if we surround ourselves with people who tell us the truth.


As a kid I was fortunate to have grown up in a solid home. My parents were loving and supportive. My father was an entrepreneur, a moderately successful one. I had great friendships. Life was good. There was no reason to believe it wouldn’t get better.


My personality comes from my dad, his work ethic too. I took on Mom’s love, and her listening ear became mine. Together, they created a powerful footprint in my life; but still something wasn’t right. There were unfilled areas, spaces of comfort and complacency.


There were gaps, times when I should have been forced to look more honestly at myself, particularly after that walk.


BAD INVESTMENT


So, as for that walk. It was the end of my freshman year, and I was preparing to go home. Coach Dugan, my college baseball coach, asked to speak with me. He suggested we take a walk to discuss my performance on the field that year. Somewhere between step one and step fifty, Coach paused, looked me in the eyes, and said these words: “I made an investment in you, Ken, and it didn’t work out. I’m cutting you. You’re done.”


I am more than three decades removed from hearing those words, and still today my heart fills when I think about it. That day on the sidewalk, I made a promise to myself. I would never again give less than all. My professional and personal life would experience a fully committed individual.


I started this book with an obituary. The opposite is a birth announcement—a proclamation to the world that another chance in the form of a perfect child has just arrived. This book is both. It’s a celebration of purpose and how we can extend purpose indefinitely through the lives of our family and the organizations we steward. We must not only create heirs to wealth, but heirs to our experiences.


We want to inspire families to be more intentional about building their future, to create defenses against future threats, and to display raw introspection so all who read this writing will put it down the better for having picked it up. Walk with me as we start building today what can only be finished after we’re gone.


The story ahead is my own, and the first question on my mind is this: How do we create the gap we spend our lives trying to fill? How do we, on behalf of our children, give them the struggles that forced us to be great when we have built businesses so they would never have to struggle?


Let’s take a walk.


Once you decide to commit your life’s story to paper, a sobering reality pays you a visit. You realize how many books have already been written. Brilliance lives on millions of pages published all around us. What is left to be said? We can find traces of untapped wisdom tucked away in common activities, like simply walking.


None of us arrived here with the ability to walk. Others taught us how. But walking is more than a physical skill. It is a metaphor that represents character formation. It points to persistence, purpose, and most of all, people. To walk means we take the same action over and over: persistence. To walk implies we are going somewhere: purpose. To walk suggests we need community for the journey: people. No one can walk this life alone.


We are taught to walk during a time when we cannot resist the teaching. There is no procurement process for our instructors, no license or syllabus. We listen, we imitate, and we trust.


Over time what is jagged and unsure becomes smooth and confident. We begin to master the ground game of self-transport. And soon, with the occasional assistance of pant legs and furniture corners, we have learned to walk. We have learned, despite failure, to be persistent.


Our walking is a result of unsuccessful attempts. Our first steps represent ambition and desire. They are clumsy, coarse, even painful. A child often wants to give up. These early steps are really a dream, showing us how to dream the rest of our lives.


Not every child walks the same. It is during childhood that we often discover problems in need of intervention. Whether the obstruction is physical development, cognitive, or character based, if we do not correct early, we could enable a lifetime of limping.


When I think about it, one could write an entire story about taking our first steps. The term has multiple uses. For example, when we discuss a process or solvency found for a problem, we describe the answer in the form of “steps to be taken.” Our education, who we date and who we mate, our career choices, raising children—these are all “major steps” in our lives that eventually become our walk. Right beneath the surface of what it means to walk lives a world of wisdom.


This process of walking is a wonderful way of understanding experiences, successes, and failures from the inside out. As we walk through the coming chapters, you will find traces of wisdom left along the path by family, friends, clients, mentors, and our advisory board at Arlington. You will sense the fragile balance between what we can control and what we cannot as well as the power of inspiration and the magic of action.


Think about who taught you to walk. Picture the individuals who impacted your life—those who made you who you are today. I went through this exercise myself, and it caused me to remember something I had long forgotten.


A ROUTINE CHECKUP


When I was five months old, my mother carried me to the doctor for a routine visit. Dr. Higginbotham was his name. He checked my vitals, took my temperature, looked in my throat and ears. As the story has been told to me, everything was normal, but then Dr. Higginbotham settled a bit. He was quiet. After touching my legs, my feet, and my hip, his face grew concerned.


“Is … is something wrong?” my mother asked.


The doctor shook his head in a semicircular motion—signaling he was still assessing how to answer.


My mother, who is a “mother’s mother,” sensed an issue. She also sensed the answer to her question.


“Mrs. Polk,” Dr. Higginbotham said, his hands on my tiny shoulders, “Kenneth’s feet are both turned outward.”


“What do you mean?” Mom asked.


“We must address this now,” he said.


“What happens if, well, what could this turn into?”


The doctor paused, looked my mother in the eyes, and said, “If we don’t act, your boy will never walk.”




 


Two





Happy Days


“Grab an ice pick.”


“I’m sorry?”


“An ice pick,” Dr. Higginbotham repeated with a nod.


“Okay,” Mom answered.


Higginbotham continued. “Then buy a pair of the white high-top boots with hard soles. Now follow me. I want you to take the ice pick and pierce the top of each boot. Not at the center, but at eleven o’clock on the right boot and one o’clock on the left. Are you with me?”


Mom nodded in soft disbelief.


“At night before Kenneth goes to sleep, I want you to slip these boots on his feet, take a shoelace, thread it through each opening, then tie the boots together—not so tight as to cause him pain, but tight enough so his movements won’t loosen the lace during the night. We’re going to train his feet to begin growing properly. This is the right time to do it.”


Mom sat on the edge of the examination table feeling like she had just run a race. New information can be exhausting. The problem was a surprise, the solution was unique, and there was no time to waste.


My mother left the doctor’s office, drove straight to the store, and purchased everything. Unbeknownst to me, I began sleeping each night with my feet tied together to prevent them from growing apart. What would have happened if action had not been taken at that moment? I often wonder.


What if a correctable problem had not been corrected? Would I be the same person I am today? How much of who we are is tied to the simple yet powerful gift of mobility? Would my friends and associates be the same had I met each while looking up from a permanent seated position? How do relationships change when the physical condition of one is opposite of the other, or is there a change at all?


We have all watched strangers from a distance who were physically challenged. Many seem happier than those without challenges. It’s odd to observe the peace often present in those who have less. We assume disability means things are automatically worse, but what if they are better?


I wonder.


At such a tender age, I was completely in the hands of another—in the hands of a thoughtful physician and a loving parent. This tells me that, for all the learning we do on our own, many of the critical decisions that will forever affect our lives will be made by someone else on our behalf. In the end an ice pick, high-top boots, and a shoelace worked, and I was none the worse for wear.


SMALL-TOWN ALABAMA


I was born in a small town called Pleasant Grove, Alabama. If you haven’t heard of it, you are not alone. There are people in Alabama who have never heard of it either. My parents are both from Hueytown, only four miles away. During this process there were many nights I sat at my desk thinking. My faithful guitar kept me company with Stevie Ray Vaughan playing through my speakers as if to say he was thinking too. I tried to recall my earliest memories of Pleasant Grove and quickly learned to do so I had to reach into the gray.


Sometimes memories appear as slices of a car ride in the back seat of our Buick station wagon, trees rushing by and radio static hiding a sportscaster’s voice that is struggling to find its frequency. The mind reaches for your favorite cartoon as you recall the joy and laughter but not the jokes. Some memories remain clear, like the innocent sadness a child experiences when losing a family pet. Do you remember the tire tied to a tree? I know I’m not the only one. Do you remember?


There was a rope pushed through holes in the tire much like the lace in my shoes. The tire would swing horizontally then slightly upward, allowing kids like me to sit in the middle without falling through the center. That’s actually my earliest memory. I was a little boy on that tire, probably five years old.


This was the mid to late ’70s. Pleasant Grove had maybe five thousand residents. We had a Jack’s fast-food restaurant. The fact that Jack’s was noticeable enough to mention should tell you a lot. We were small. We were middle class. Okay, maybe lower-middle class. Still, it was my foundation. My friends were there, my roots.


I don’t know if the name was aspirational or if the owners wanted to plant a seed of joy for difficult times sure to cross our paths one day, but whatever the reason, our kindergarten was called Happy Days. As you can imagine, Happy Days is where I made a lifelong friend, where I learned to share and cooperate with others. It was a step in the right direction.


At six I started first grade at Pleasant Grove Elementary. You may be sensing a theme of happiness and pleasantries in my small town. Our community was patriotic, hard working. This was a time when first graders stood and said the Pledge of Allegiance along with the Lord’s Prayer at the beginning of each school day. Sounds like science fiction, doesn’t it? Imagine a chorus of optimistic voices, ripe with dreams, saying with one unified voice,


“I pledge allegiance to the Flag of the United States of America and to the Republic for which it stands, one Nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.”


I would venture to say you could not gather up fifty first-graders today who know this pledge by memory. The world has changed. Our walk has taken us in different directions.


MY SECRET STRUGGLE


Elementary school had a little surprise waiting just for me. I’m reaching into that gray fog again, but I remember being routinely taken out of my class, separated from the other kids and placed into this shaky mobile trailer held up by cement blocks. The floor was uneven, creaking with every step. I was there because I could not read.


For some reason I just wasn’t connecting with the words on the page. Something was wrong. My teachers thought I had a learning disability and enrolled me in a program to help me with phonics and word recognition. Thankfully, it worked. Within a few weeks, my comprehension increased and the mocking from other kids decreased. Most clichés are exaggerated, but the one about kids being brutal is accurate. Any problem, any issue that sets you apart from the crowd will be leveraged to increase your pain, especially among adolescents. Kids teased, but it didn’t affect me. I was resilient—a trait from my dad.
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