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Introduction


      
        I learned to use imagination and creativity to find my own way.

        —Richard E. Caruso

      

      Impossible is not a word in my dictionary. When it’s judged that something I want to achieve can’t be accomplished, I feel even more motivated to take on the project and work to transform my goals into reality.

      From a young age, I faced obstacles that came with being born into a large, working-class, Italian-American family in Atlantic City, New Jersey. Both of my parents came to the United States from Italy as children, found each other years later, and created our family. It was an unlikely start for achieving what follows.

      In those early years, I had no idea where my aspirations might lead. Two threads stand out as constants, though: a strong faith and natural mentoring. Now they seem to me the main reason I was able to achieve the “impossible.”

      In 2015, the National Italian American Foundation gave me its Special Achievement Award in Business for work with Integra LifeSciences Corporation. Nearly twenty years earlier, I’d founded Integra on the notion that the human body might be able to regenerate skin tissue even when it had been badly burned or compromised through injury. Others had attempted for years to bring to market Artificial Skin Integra™ and had given up. Many said it couldn’t be done.

      As a first-generation American, I was blessed with parents who didn’t hold back my aspirations with their expectations. They allowed me to struggle, dream, and build a life of my own design. I was free to exercise the entrepreneurial spirit that seems to have always been part of me.

      That spirit has led to satisfaction, success, and eventually accolades, which have felt supremely gratifying. Every one of those professional successes, though, involved collaboration with other like-minded, supportive individuals. Without their help and encouragement, if they hadn’t shared their knowledge and energy, my life would have been very different.

      We didn’t use the word then, but it has become clear that they were mentors to me. They helped me grow into who I am, and from that understanding, I’ve learned one essential lesson: the power of mentoring can release the Uncommon Individual within anyone.

      Now using my own story to share insights into mentoring, I hope to provide inspiration and encouragement to others.

      Richard E. Caruso, PhD

      November 2015

    

  
    
      
Chapter 1


      Finding a Way

      Italy to 1961

      
        He was very proud of where he grew up and the house where he lived in Atlantic City. He took me by his house several times and was proud of his Italian heritage.

        —Herb Brown

      

      When she was a little girl, Maria Louisa Pirolli’s father died in Venafro, a mountainous area near Pompeii and Naples. Soon after, in 1911, Louisa’s mother left Italy for the United States, taking two of her sons and nine-year-old Louisa. In Philadelphia, they focused on supporting themselves. Everyone helped, but Louisa got to go to school, took Louise as her American name, and learned to speak English fluently.

      Around the same time, teenage Cono Caruso left Capo d’Orlando, in Sicily. He traveled by himself to the United States to live with a family friend and work, picking up his new language well enough to make a living. For the rest of his long life, he understood English better than he could speak it.

      Also for the rest of his life he saved. He saved for years to buy his own house. Then the stock market crashed. His bank closed. He lost everything he’d saved.

      So . . . Cono kept on working—as a waiter for Atlantic City hotels (the Claridge, Hotel Dennis, Chelsea Hotel, the Traymore) and as a carpenter when he could find repair jobs. He adapted to the guys at work sometimes calling him Nick or Nicholas, and he found a way to make a living from what life offered.

      After mutual friends introduced them, he also found time to see Louise. Cono was forty-one when they married on April 29, 1935, barely a week before Louise’s thirty-third birthday, and then moved into the little house in Atlantic City that Cono had finally saved enough to buy: 2314 Leopold Terrace.

      It’s where their first child, a son, was born, and then died from complications during birth.

      Their son Carmen came in April 1938; a daughter, Frances, in September 1939; Richard Ernest Joseph on May 12, 1943; and Joseph in March 1947, nearly two years after his mother had become a US citizen.

      To their growing-up-American children, Louise and Cono spoke only English. To each other, they spoke Italian.

      Louise found room for each new child in their small home. Rich (“Ree,” his mother called him) shared a room with his older brother Carmen. That put an extra set of eyes on Rich and gave him an extra layer of protection. As they grew, Carmen had trouble sleeping because Rich, by age seven or eight, had begun snoring—sometimes so loud that Carmen threw a pillow over Rich’s face to stop the noise. It did occur to Carmen, though, that the pillow might stop Rich’s breathing too, so he finally told their parents. They took Rich to a doctor who said tonsils were the problem and had them taken out.

      Around that time, a man came to their front door selling live chickens, and Rich saw his father buy one. Cono put the chicken in the basement, and soon Rich went down to see it. The next afternoon, he went down to visit the chicken again, but it was gone. Then Rich realized they’d had chicken for dinner the night before. He wouldn’t eat chicken for another ten years, and his family took note—of his soft heart and of his determination.

      During his children’s growing-up years, Cono, of course, kept right on working—to pay for chickens, medical bills, and everything else they had to get from other people. He wasn’t home much. When he worked at the Seaview Country Club in Galloway Township, ten miles north of Atlantic City, he had to take three buses to get there—he never learned to drive; he never owned a car.

      Louise kept right on working too, from home, even growing some of their own food in their tiny garden—and flowers, always flowers—providing all she could so they needed less, so Cono’s wages would be enough.

      Two parents at home every night, their own house, enough food, enough clothes, church, school, neighbors: it was more than many children had. Louise and Cono worked hard to keep all those pieces in place. Much later, Rich put it simply: “My parents were struggling to support our family, and so they had little time to spend with us.”

      Rich saw that downside and came to accept it. By 1st or 2nd grade, he was noticing something like an upside too. All four children walked to the nearby grammar school that was part of their church, St. Michael’s. One day Rich’s religion teacher asked him if he’d help the priests with mass and communion on Sundays, as an altar boy. He thought about it a bit and then said yes, feeling no need to ask his parents first.

      Later, he remembered this as the first time he’d taken the initiative to make that big a decision by himself. He saw it as a turning point: “Undertaking the enterprise of my own life,” he’d call it.

      As an adult, he’d believe that every choice each of us makes, every action we take, shapes our brains, our future, our selves. He’d say that all of us are born with the freedom we need to develop ourselves.

      He’d describe Louise and Cono as supportive: “They never told me not to fail or not to take risks; and because I had few restrictions, I was forced to discover who I was and what I wanted to do on my own.” He remembered thinking, even at around six years old, that he and his siblings were responsible for developing their own lives and futures.

      So develop he did.

      When Rich was in 4th grade, every weekday as he left for school, Louise gave him twenty-five cents—what it cost to buy the least expensive lunch at school, but half the price of the nearby White House Sub Shop’s delicious hoagie, so famous that Frank Sinatra came by to get one now and then. One day Rich discovered a store near school with a pinball machine that cost a quarter to play. If you won the game, you won fifty cents, enough to buy the hoagie. However, if you lost the game, you lost your quarter—which meant, for Rich, no lunch. Rich decided to try it and played almost every day. He went during lunch without his friends “because I didn’t want them to know that my family didn’t have much money.” As a grown-up, he remembered winning the game—and getting lunch—75 percent of the time, and he remembered savoring each bite of that hoagie every time he won: “The bread had just the right crunch on the outside but was doughy and soft on the inside.” Most of all, though, he remembered how good he felt about figuring out a way to get those hoagies all by himself.

      Still, that summer when an ice cream truck began driving by his house, Rich’s first strategy was to run and ask his parents for money. “We don’t have any extra money for ice cream,” they answered every time, until Rich finally stopped asking them and began asking himself.

      Their house was near the Atlantic City Convention Center, and all day long there were people walking on the boardwalk in front of it. Rich decided to start his first business right outside the convention center shining shoes: “In our house I found some half-used tins of polish in different colors, a frayed horsehair brush, and a greasy shine cloth that my dad had used for his own shoes. I took these to the boardwalk and polished the shoes of men on their way to work, lunch meetings, and conferences.”

      It worked so well that by the next summer, before 6th grade, he felt confident enough to try something new. His second business plan went like this: “The beach was a block and a half from our house. Big daily newspapers put out two editions then, and I thought that by afternoon, vacationers who’d been on the beach all morning would want to know the latest news. I had dozens of copies of a large Philadelphia paper’s afternoon edition delivered to our house and took them out to the beach to sell.”

      When Rich noticed that the boardwalk and beach were starting to empty for the day, he’d walk home, relishing the choice ahead: vanilla or chocolate. Anticipating that first lick, he’d look forward to what for him became the best part: buying ice cream for his friends.

      The basic threads of Rich’s life seemed to already be in place by age eleven: belonging within a family and a faith, feeling free to want more and reach for it, knowing it was up to him to get what he wanted and believing he could, looking around for opportunities, searching out resources to tap, taking definite steps and seeing which worked, and even learning by then how good it feels to share with others.

      “I was learning to create a business plan based on a personal dream” was how he’d put it much later. “I never had anything handed to me, so I learned to use imagination and creativity to find my own way. When those ways worked, as shining shoes and selling papers did, I felt an incredible sense of independence and empowerment. Some of my tries failed, though. That felt worse at first but turned out to be important because it helped me realize that there’s no such thing as success without failure. Working on my own to get what I wanted, succeeding and failing, helped me develop a resilience that’s been invaluable throughout life.”

      Of course, some dreams took longer to realize than others. When Rich was eight or nine, he saw a stray dog at school and asked his mother if he could bring it home to live with them. She’d said no. Persisting, he’d taken scraps of bread, cheese, or meat to school and fed the dog, so the dog followed him home each afternoon. “I can’t help it, Mama. He just likes me,” Rich would claim, but there really wasn’t enough room for a dog.

      All six of them—Cono, Louise, Carmen, Fran, Rich, and Joe—overfilled the little house that Cono had saved twice for . . . until the summer of 1955, right before Rich was to begin 7th grade. That’s when Cono, who’d kept on working and saving, bought a larger house for them: 102 North Kenyon Avenue, four miles away in Margate.

      By then the family had seen Rich adopting his parents’ strong work ethic. They’d also seen evidence of his big heart, trying to save animals and using his own earnings to buy treats for friends. Both were traits to be proud of in their twelve-year-old. Had he picked up his father’s saving habit too, or had he spent all his profits on ice cream?

      “Before we moved into the new home,” Rich remembered, “I came across an ad in the classifieds of a local paper: DOG FOR SALE. I contacted the seller and told him I wanted to buy the dog. A few days later, he came to drop her off at our house, and I paid for her with my own money. I hadn’t told my family about buying the dog, so all of them were surprised when I walked through the front door with the new pet. We moved a few weeks later to our Margate home and brought my first dog with us.” Rich had indeed learned to save.

      With those savings, he also bought a camera, which wasn’t accepted by the family as readily as the dog had been. No one minded that he’d bought himself this new gadget until he started taking pictures of them. Most of the family posed for him a time or two and then ignored him, but not his dad. For some reason Cono did not want his picture taken, and for some reason Rich especially wanted to photograph his father. As Cono’s “no’s” got louder, Rich clicked more. One time, a furious Cono chased after his independent son, who laughed as he kept turning around and snapping more photos of his dad while running away from him.

      Later, as adults, his family laughed too when they looked at these pictures and retold the story. They also remembered that old-school, authoritarian part of their father. He could be very strict, and he didn’t laugh at this bid for his attention. The way he saw it, his job was to provide for them, and they were to do as they were told.

      That wasn’t the way Rich wanted it, but already one of his best-developed strengths was making good use of whatever he had. For the rest of his life, he worked at maintaining a relationship with his dad that worked for both of them.

      Also for the rest of his life, Rich worked on developing connections with others. That was a particularly useful skill about then because his circle of friends was about to expand. Blessed Sacrament, the new Catholic elementary school in Margate, was growing by adding one grade a year, opening its 2nd grade that fall. The youngest Caruso, Joseph, was enrolled there. Margate’s public Granville Avenue School went through 8th grade, but Rich wanted to be with friends at St. Michael’s for 7th and 8th grades, so he rode the city bus to get there. Soon, though, he began thinking of the four-mile rides as burdensome. Before Thanksgiving, he’d transferred to the public school in Margate.

      He made new friends there. One of them, Peter Tyrrell, saw other Margate students tease Rich, calling him by his middle name, Ernest, when he’d ask the teacher after school to explain something new until he understood it well. Rich was curious—he wanted to know how and why. Such digging deep became characteristic for him—so did figuring out ways to handle teasing and bullying.

      Another friend from junior high gave Rich the bridge to a life he hadn’t imagined as possible before then: “After graduating from 8th grade, I transferred to Atlantic City High School. There was a Catholic high school in the area, but I decided to go to the public school because that’s where most of my friends, from both St. Michael’s and Margate, were going.” One of those friends was David Aiken: “David had wonderful parents and an amazing house in Margate where we spent a great deal of time together. He loved football, introduced me to the game, and I got very interested in it. We both tried out for the football team as freshmen and made it. We trained together almost every day, at every scheduled football practice, of course, and often at home too.” David’s home gave Rich a feel for a different life, and football became part of a path to that life—but it wasn’t a direct road by any means.

      Rich was not attending classes “almost every day.” He and several of his other friends skipped frequently.

      Ronnie Wagenhein, whom Rich had met in 7th grade, remembered that “sometimes Rich took off from school on Friday afternoons and met with Alan (Pencil) Cohen, the nephew of Paul (Skinny) D’Amato, whose popular 500 Club was a block away from the Caruso house. Skinny was known as ‘Mr. Atlantic City,’ and the club allegedly was a front for an illegal gambling operation. To draw gamblers, Skinny had big-name entertainers such as his friend Frank Sinatra, Sammy Davis Jr., and other stars of the time perform at the club. Pencil got his nickname because sometimes in fights he’d try to poke the other guy in the eye with a pencil. Once, Rich and Pencil stole some hubcaps to make money.”

      That didn’t fit with Rich’s altar-boy ethics, but it was hard making all your own spending money. Besides, being tough was the only way Rich knew to handle the bullies, who seemed to be everywhere—he was not going to be bullied. Plus, the school subjects “weren’t interesting,” Rich would say; but there was a deeper reason. He’d heard that college tuition cost a lot of money, and he knew his parents couldn’t pay for it. Why bother?

      His successful, grown-up self remembered that time in a calm, rational way: “A number of my friends had already quit school to get jobs, and that fall I considered doing the same, planning to open a car-body repair shop. This seemed a reasonable plan for my future because I had an interest in, and skill for, fixing cars. Even then, before being old enough to drive, I’d buy old junk cars with money I’d earned and repair them for fun. I’d just always assumed that even if I did graduate from high school, I wouldn’t attend college. I stayed in school for the fall of my freshman year because of my love for football but was seriously considering dropping out after the season ended.”

      His older brother showed Rich a different path, though. The year Rich started 8th grade, Carmen graduated from Atlantic City High School and began college, paying his own tuition by working a part-time job in Philadelphia.

      Rich got the idea that he might be able to do that too. Besides, his coaches were noticing him and encouraging him. So he stayed in school after football season ended, and then went back the next year, and then the next.

      He even took a second look at some of those uninteresting subjects. Science, for example, could be kind of intriguing. By the end of his junior year, he’d been awarded a certificate from the New Jersey Science Teachers Association: “For Outstanding Scholarship in Science–General Physics.”

      As this different image of his future emerged, so did new enthusiasm. Rich got one or more business-related jobs every summer in high school, and he opened his own bank account. He liked seeing the balance grow and liked “the regular reminders of the benefits of hard work.”

      What he called his “first real job” was with a local soda manufacturing company. Common practice back then was for customers to buy soft drinks at soda fountains, where the drinks would usually be poured out of the bottle into glasses, over ice, and served, sometimes with a garnish. The store would return the empty bottles to the soda company to be reused.

      As Rich explained it, “My job was to oversee manufacturing of the soda; clean, fill, and cap the recycled bottles; put the newly filled bottles into a crate; load the crates onto delivery trucks; and deliver the sodas to various businesses. Even though I was underage, I looked older, knew how to drive, and held this position several summers.” In time, he even got a license to drive legally.

      That job helped Rich grow up in several ways, one of which he remembered vividly. The delivery sheet said “Camp Sunshine,” a place he hadn’t been to before. When he drove up, the man who came to get the crate was wearing an apron and nothing else. That’s when Rich learned there was such a thing as a nudist colony. Eventually, his family heard about that particular delivery and turned it into a story they’d tell, for years, to elicit from Rich a tiny, wry smile, if not the hint of a blush.

      The summer before his senior year, he worked at a car repair shop and gas station and became friends with the owner. Merging work life and social life would become a pattern for Rich.

      Peter Tyrrell became a close, lifelong friend from 7th grade on. Looking back on their school years, Peter especially remembered Rich working: “He worked hard at everything he did: football, other sports, and all his jobs. One summer, he worked on Blackhorse Pike at a garage changing truck tires, sometimes until three o’clock in the morning. He took tires off rims and put new ones on: those large, semi-truck tires, back when you had to change a tire with a tire iron. It was hard work. It took strength. One time Rich also had a landscaping job that he’d work at from eight o’clock in the morning until dusk.” Peter remembered Rich in those days as “well-educated and also street smart—a tough kid, ready to fight if a fight were called for.” He wasn’t the only one to use the words smart and tough to describe Rich.

      Another of Rich’s jobs was as an usher at the movie theater in Atlantic City. He’d watch the films over and over, at every showing, eventually memorizing every word. On Friday nights, Ronnie Wagenhein would sometimes meet Rich at the theater after work, and they’d go sit under the Ventnor pier and talk about life. Ronnie too was impressed with Rich’s intelligence and toughness: “When Rich was fifteen or sixteen, he looked twenty-five and needed to shave a lot—we’d send him to the liquor store for us! Nobody messed with Rich; he was the toughest guy in school. Only one guy was able to hit him. Once that guy came to the movie theater, saw Rich sitting and cracked him in the face, ran as fast as he could out of the theater, and spent the rest of high school hiding from Rich.”

      Later, Rich remembered that during those summers, most of his friends spent time relaxing at the beach but that he was always working “at least one full-time job each summer, up to seven days a week.” Decades later, he’d say that those jobs “helped me understand the business world and appreciate the value of personal responsibility.” Also, the physical labor kept him in good shape for his last year of high school football.

      That spring, as Rich had finished his junior year in high school, Carmen had graduated from college and been offered a full-time job. Rich was paying attention. He went back to school for his senior year. He’d graduate from high school. Maybe he’d try the path Carmen had taken, working his way through college. “My brother had a significant impact on my future,” Rich later said. “Natural mentoring” was what he’d come to call Carmen’s example.

      “After football season had ended in my senior year,” Rich recalled, “I was walking down the hall of the high school when my football coach, John Boyd, called out, ‘Hey, Richie! Do you want to go to college? We have coaches here today waiting to interview football players.’ I stopped and answered, ‘Yes, Coach, I’d like to go to college.’ I’d never heard of scholarships for athletes!” When David Aiken had introduced Rich to football in junior high, neither had guessed that it could be a path to college.

      “Coach Boyd set up an appointment for me with one college coach that same day and with several others from various colleges on following days.” One of them Boyd knew personally was Jim Garrett, the new head football coach at Susquehanna University. He’d played for the New York Giants, and his son Jason would coach the Dallas Cowboys someday, but Rich knew none of that then. The interview with Jim Garrett just stood out for Rich somehow.

      “After our meeting, Coach Garrett developed a special interest in recruiting me, and I decided I wanted to visit Susquehanna before making any decisions. My sister, Fran, four years older, had a Volkswagen Beetle by then and told me she’d let me drive it the two-hundred-plus miles to Selinsgrove, Pennsylvania, where Susquehanna University was. I went up on a weekend, taking the 76-west highway. It was the first time I’d ever left New Jersey.”

      Years later, Rich remembered being fascinated on his drive up at seeing the high-speed highway with no median barriers, but when he got to the university, what impressed him most was how the students were dressed: “At Atlantic City High School, I was used to boys wearing bell-bottomed pants with wildly patterned shirts and girls wearing very short skirts with thick makeup on their faces, but at Susquehanna, students wore more understated clothing. The women wore very little makeup and dresses with full skirts, and the men were dressed in a way that seemed more professional to me. I assumed this more modest style of dress meant the students were more mature and responsible than those in my high school. From then on, I was very interested in attending Susquehanna.”

      Another draw was a man Rich met on that same visit, Bob Pittello: “I was impressed by his handsome suit as well as his Cadillac. At first I thought he was a professor.” It turns out he was the assistant football coach.

      As his senior year went on, Rich had interviews with and offers from other colleges, but by then he’d made up his mind: he wanted to be at Susquehanna and wanted to play football with Coach Garrett and Coach Pittello: “When they gave me an offer, I accepted, joining the roster of the Susquehanna Crusaders.”

      Both Coach Boyd and Coach Garrett helped Rich get the athletic scholarship he needed. For the rest of his life, he remembered what they did and the myriad ways they helped him, before and after this turning point. He came to see them in the bigger picture of his life and values: “These men were assigned to me as coaches but evolved into what I now see as natural mentors. Although coaching is a component of mentoring, coaching and mentoring serve two different purposes. Coaching focuses on development in specific areas, such as honing football skills. Mentoring focuses more on personal and professional development. My coaches did both. They truly helped shape my life.”

      Maybe they helped Rich because they valued helping and because they saw Rich’s promise. Maybe he was able to make use of their help because of an inborn drive and because he’d been given a good enough base: the safety of a stable family balanced with freedom to reach for what he wanted and solve problems for himself. He’d copied the habits of hard work and patient saving his parents modeled, learned to cobble together hiding-in-plain-sight resources to reach personal goals, discovered that “failing” with one strategy just meant he had to try another, come to feel confident in his own abilities, and recognized the fun of teamwork and the fun of helping others. All that had led him to a beginning understanding of how life was shaped by both help from others and what he did with that help.

      Those seemed like pretty good credentials to have for starting college.
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“We humans are built to help each other.”—Richard E. Caruso, PhD
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Mentoring is a brain to pick, an ear to listen, and a push
in the right direction.
—John C. Crosby

Amentoring culture is critical to personal development.
It is activated when an individual decides to pursue his
or her dreams.

—Richard E. Caruso

Richard was a strong, optimistic mentor in business and
a great partner. He affected my life in a useful way and
gave me and others a chance to succeed.
—Stuart M. Essig, chairman of the board and
former CEO of Integra LifeSciences

Born in Atlantic City to first-generation Italian Americans, Richard Caruso
started from humble beginnings. With hard work, tenacity, and a never-give-
up attitude, Caruso founded Integra LifeSciences, obtaining FDA approval
of the first genetically engineered artificial skin, which has saved the lives of
thousands of burn victims throughout the world.

‘With his success, Richard Caruso and John Crosby started the Uncom-
mon Individual Foundation in 1986 with the belief that mentoring is the key
to unlock human potential, paving the way to meaningful and productive
lives. Caruso envisioned a book revealing the importance of mentoring in
his own life, and now his partner takes up the mantle to share it as a way of
inspiring others. Their life stories are beacons of light, encouraging readers
to truly value both structured and natural mentoring to help themselves and
others lead lives of meaning and purpose.

John Crosby, EdD; is the founding director of the Uncommon Individual
Foundation, an educational organization solely devoted to mentoring. Prior
to starting the nonprofit foundation with Richard Caruso, he was superin-
tendent of schools in Radnor, Pennsylvania.
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