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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO my wife, Marlene, without whose love and unrelenting support this life story would have never been written. To my parents, thank you for taking the ultimate “trust me” chance and allowing me to realize the American dream. To my adult children and grandchildren, each one of you was a gift from the beginning and has a special place in my heart. To the many friends who made an indelible mark in my life, thank you for the memories. And to God, thank you for my life. I don’t thank you enough, but I wouldn’t have lived my life any other way.




“It is not what you gather, but what you scatter that tells what kind of life you have lived.”


—HELEN WALTON
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FOR MY FAMILY AND FRIENDS, sometimes it might seem as if they’re in the movie Raiders of the Lost Ark, and I’m the Harrison Ford character—close calls and all. I’m always right there with them through the adventure and urging them, “Trust me.” But sometimes my fellow actors wonder if even that is enough.


George Clark has been one of my main sidekicks in such episodes. One time, George and his wife, Letitia, and another couple chartered a 78-foot sailboat with us to explore the Caribbean. We anchored the Swept Away off the beautiful island of St. Lucia, and I got around to enlisting George in my next goal: conquering one of the famous twin peaks of the island, Gros Peton and Petit Peton.


These two mountains are iconic features of the Caribbean landscape. Each rises directly out of the sea and is covered all around by a carpet of trees; Gros Peton rises to a height of more than 2,600 feet and Petit Peton, to a mere 2,400 feet. Yet they can be conquered by everyday people in good physical shape without benefit of pitons, ropes, or pulleys. So the Petons have been a magnetic attraction to climbers for centuries—and that’s exactly how they presented themselves to me on that day.


George wasn’t as attracted. “Petit Peton is a vertical cone pretty much straight up and fairly high,” he said. “It has a pitch like a dunce cap.” So the first thing we thought is, “How can we do that?” We found a kid, maybe thirteen years old, who said he could take us up. The resorts around there have lots of guides like that. But it was clear right away that this kid was not any more familiar with how to get up Petit Peton than we were.


Yet we climbed and kept climbing and got about 80 percent up the mountain. Suddenly huge stones started falling on us from up above—they were four to six inches in diameter. They kept coming at us, but fortunately the trees were deflecting them away from us. So we got a little higher and I saw that someone was throwing stones at us—it wasn’t accidental! The goats at the top of the peak were doing it. And they weren’t stopping! Either one of us could have been killed by one of the rocks that came down. I said, “I think we’d better terminate this hike and go back down,” so we did.


At the same time, George said, the episode also was characteristic of me because “… he lived on the edge. It wasn’t something you visibly saw or that was obvious to anybody. But he pushed himself, and he pushed other people. He pushed me to do things I never would have dreamed of doing.”





The byword of my life has been “trust me.” As my grandson, JT Mestdagh, saw it, when Papi said, “Trust me,” it was meant to convey a can-do attitude. “He’s saying, ‘It may be challenging, but you’re going to get through it,’ ” JT said.


Actually, sometimes I would say, “Trust me,” even when I wasn’t entirely sure I could be trusted for the result. But I guess it was a sign of my character that people generally followed anyway.


I encouraged people to “trust me” as far back as many can remember, to when I was still the young son of Dutch immigrants who risked everything to realize the American dream. I’m sure that’s where I got the courage and confidence to try things others wouldn’t dare do.


For example, on our family’s boat trip to Europe when my sister Diena and I were just eight and nine years old, respectively, I would grab her hand and imply that she should trust me as we sneaked into the first-class section from our berths in tourist class.


“He was a rascal like that from the start,” Diena said. “And he never let up. His favorite words were, ‘Trust me; you can do it. You can do it. Just trust me!’ He was even doing that when we were both about seventy years old and he’d taken us on this cruise in the Mediterranean, and he dared me to jump off the boat into the water. Now we have pictures of us both swimming in the sea with our heads bobbing above the water.”


Most people who’ve spent any amount of time with me intrinsically understand the “trust me” theme. They saw it play out in my relationships in business, philanthropy, and every realm of life. In everyday settings, my invitation to trust and have confidence in me was simply implied—but also tacitly reinforced by everything about my behavior.


“One thing about John is that, if he had a contract, he would do it by handshake,” said Bob Starnes, a friend through Christian circles. “His word was in his trust.” Another friend, Mike Timmis, said that “… other honest and trustworthy people lined up to do business with me.”


Within my family, it got to be such an apparent truth that at one point, my secretary Pam Davis requested from the Colorado DMV a personalized license plate that said “TRSTME” and put it on a butterscotch-colored Mercedes-Benz that we drove to leave at Beaver Creek. This was especially appropriate given that, as an infamously too-fast driver, I was known to yell out, “Ziggy, zaggy, ziggy, zaggy” while swerving in a car and giving my children and grandchildren many white-knuckle moments.


In so many ways, the mantra “Trust Me” has been the story of my life. From my courtship of my wife, Marlene, to the early business relationships I established as a young developer, earning others’ trust through honesty, hard work, and dependability became hallmarks of my career, which culminated in becoming the first businessman to take a collection of manufactured home communities to Wall Street.


A bold idea that started with only a wheelbarrow and a shovel became what others have called one of the most unlikely success stories in American business. In the pages that follow, you’ll read about the incredible characters, events, and tragedies that I encountered along the way.


It’s a rags-to-riches tale could only happen in America—and only with the hand of God leading the way.


It’s the adventure of a lifetime, with so many twists and turns, but I’ll take your hand and guide you through.


Just trust me.










CHAPTER 1 Trust Me [image: ]



IN THE SUMMER OF 1952, I was a twenty-year-old Army corporal from Detroit, training as a medic and stationed at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. Along with four base buddies, I was enjoying the freedom of a weekend pass as we cruised town in our civvies, open to any adventure that might come our way.


I had saved enough money working in auto plants back home to buy my first automobile—a 1949 Mercury. After six months of basic training, the Army allowed me the privilege of keeping it on base. Raleigh, North Carolina, about a half-hour ride away, was one of our favorite destinations.


My Mercury was hard to miss, a powder blue beauty that I was easily maneuvering—I’d learned to drive in automotive madness of the Motor City. During that Saturday midafternoon cruise, we pulled up at a stoplight. Immediately, we couldn’t help but notice who else was at the intersection.


“What are you ladies doing standing on the corner?” my buddy Pete yelled out from the front passenger window at five attractive and unusually leggy young women. The ladies looked lost. They talked hurriedly over one another, clearly upset.


That’s because they were late for a rehearsal. They had missed their bus to the North Carolina State Fair, where they were performing. They were dancers from the Roxy Theater just off Times Square in New York, known as The Roxyettes, and were scheduled to perform that evening along with nineteen colleagues in a high-kicking exhibition of athleticism, coordination, and stamina. Walking several miles to the fairgrounds simply wasn’t an option: If they were late for a rehearsal, Roxy docked their pay.


Obviously, catcalls from lunkheads like us were the least of their concerns. Yet something about Pete’s greeting caught one girl’s attention. His rough, thick Brooklyn accent was a homing beacon for Melva, who was from the very same New York City borough. Not only did it sound reassuringly familiar and out of place in the land of syrupy Southern drawls, it made her think we were probably good guys.


“Are you from Brooklyn?” Melva chirped back. “We really need a ride. We’re going to be late for our rehearsal!”


Thinking through the situation quickly and being cordial as always, I came up with a solution. I ordered the other guys to “give up your seats” and get out of my car at the curb, letting the young ladies slide in as the men exited. I would get the girls to their rehearsal on time, I told my buddies. The fairgrounds were about ten minutes away—and then I would return to pick them up.


In the weeks that followed, my fellow medics-in-training would tease me about masterminding those few seconds, though I knew well that events unfolded too quickly for me to have planned anything at all. Still, I couldn’t have written a better script for how the scenario played out. Marlene Miller, a strikingly beautiful young woman from New Jersey, jumped into the front seat next to me.


“I didn’t look up, look at him, or look anywhere in the car,” Marlene remembered. “We were in such a hurry. I just got in—and there he was.”


But I watched Marlene the entire way to the fairgrounds. I couldn’t take my eyes off her, as my heart skipped a beat—or three. Right then and there, I knew she was the kind of woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. It just took her a while to realize it too.





When U.S. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt died on April 12, 1945, less than three months into his fourth term, Vice President Harry S. Truman took his place in the White House. After the end of World War II, the U.S. was able to maintain its military forces with only volunteers. But when the Cold War started heating up, Truman recommended to Congress that the draft be reinstated. The Korean War draft required men between the ages of eighteen-and-a-half to thirty-five to serve an average of two years of active service. We never knew when our names would be pulled, but it was inevitable.


I was working on small-bore construction in Detroit with my father when Uncle Sam summoned me to Fort Bragg. The Korean War was just entering its third year, with armistice negotiations stalled and the action on the battlefields of the far Asian peninsula also at a stalemate. So the U.S. Army needed to keep training new recruits at Fort Bragg, the largest defense installation in the world. I was one of the thousands at the base who’d never imagined themselves being in North Carolina, much less Korea.


While the locals in Raleigh certainly appreciated the wartime contributions made to the local economy by Fort Bragg and its soldiers, they were still uneasy about many of the strangers in town. Perhaps their biggest concern was that most of us were Yankees—and less than a century removed from the Civil War, there was still plenty of local resentment against people from north of the Mason-Dixon line. Many families in Raleigh were the ancestors of slaveholding tobacco farmers, and the succeeding generations had vivid memories of the War Between the States and its horrors for their clans.


Making matters worse for us, many of the draftees from the North were chosen to fill out the 31st Infantry Division, which was commonly known as the “Dixie Division.” I’m still not sure how a Yankee ended up in the Dixie Division. It was originally organized in 1917 during World War I from national guardsmen in Alabama, Florida, and Georgia, and then its men were mobilized to fight in the South Pacific during World War II.


Of course, I stood out like a sore thumb because of my Northern accent. Obviously, it was something I couldn’t hide. As part of our hazing, guys from the North were made to salute the Confederate flag. After a while, it reached a point where the Army ordered all Confederate flags to be removed from Fort Bragg, except for one—the Dixie Division flag. That made the Southerners resent us even more. Eventually, because we were working and living together, we figured out how to get along.


I was among sixteen men who were selected to train to become medics. I didn’t know much about medicine or first aid. Once I completed basic training, the Army sent me to Fort Sam Houston in San Antonio for medical school. Then I was deployed to Camp Stoneman in Pittsburgh, California. It was from there I would leave to fight in Korea—or so I thought.


In the early morning in which I was supposed to load a boat to be ferried to a troop ship, which would carry me nearly 5,000 nautical miles to Korea, I was suddenly pulled out of line. An Army clerk explained to me that I had been red-listed.


“Corporal, your clothing records have not followed you here from Fort Sam Houston,” he told me. “We’ll have no way to keep tabs on your clothing, so we need to keep you here until your clothes catch up with you.”


At the time, I couldn’t have known that my displaced clothes would keep me from having to go to Korea altogether. Looking back now, I can only believe that it was divine intervention. For whatever reason, God stepped in and changed the course of my life. I have to believe that He prevented me from going to Korea—just as it had been His plan for me to meet Marlene at that intersection in Raleigh.





There was another complication for all of us soldiers at Fort Bragg: Girls of Marlene’s era across America, not just in the South, had been told time and time again by their elders about the dangers of mixing socially with servicemen. For whatever reason, it wasn’t considered proper to date soldiers back then. Mothers and fathers preferred that their daughters socialize with doctors, lawyers, and college students. Despite the fact that an earlier generation of GIs had rescued the world for democracy and sacrificed their lives by the thousands for their country, the soldiers in training for the Korean War weren’t respected in the same manner. In fact, The Roxyettes’ management even forbade its dancers from dating guys in the military while they were on their East Coast tour.


Of course, my buddies and I had already figured out how to get around both forms of cultural disapproval while we were training at Fort Bragg: We simply made up a story about ourselves. We agreed that if we met any girls, we would not tell them we were in the Army. Instead, we would say we were going to college to become doctors. Over and over again, we programed ourselves to do just that. That little white lie would explain our Northern accents, and because we were training to become medics and were familiar with medical terminology, we could use it to complete the ruse. So when we’d go to Raleigh for the weekend, we would get our civvies out of my trunk, get a hotel room, and change—and then we were everyday people, except for our voices.





As fate would have it, Marlene was in Raleigh that day chasing her dream to become a professional dancer against all odds. As the youngest of six children from a blended family—and the only offspring of her biological parents—she was heavily relied upon by her mother to stay around home; her father had died two years earlier. Yet after growing up dancing as a little girl, and then training intensely during high school, Marlene very much wanted to try her dancing dreams at the next level.


Her mom reluctantly agreed to let Marlene audition at the Roxy Theater in New York, where she knew the choreographer. The theater hired Marlene as part of a chorus line show for the summer that would start in Canada and wind down the East Coast to the Carolinas. The summer gig would have the combined benefits of allowing Marlene to hone her dance skills and to further develop her professionalism, as well as help her mother pay some bills. Once Marlene finished the tour, she would return to her home in Roselle, New Jersey, to finish high school.


Blonde, beautiful, and poised, when this 18-year-old woman plunked herself down next to me in the Mercury that day, I knew right away that she was the most intriguing person I had ever met. Certainly, she was the most striking woman I’d ever seen; I couldn’t take my eyes off her. And once she looked into my eyes, it only took about five or six hours for my courtship to begin in earnest.


As the girls climbed out of my car, one of them forced a pile of tickets for their show into my hand. I fully intended to use at least one for myself—even if I had to leave all the other guys twiddling their thumbs in some park for a couple of hours. After driving Marlene and her friends to the fairgrounds, I did faithfully turn around and pick up my entourage, who were still hanging out at the intersection.


Pete had taken a liking to Melva too. So that evening all of us went to see The Roxyettes. One of their routines involved dancing across a “floor” consisting of wooden balls about two feet in diameter, an impressive display of agility and nimbleness. It was quite a sight, even if I couldn’t take my eyes off one particular dancer the entire time.


By the end of their show, it was quite late, but the ten of us still went out for a bite to eat. The girls asked us why we were in town—and of course, as I told you earlier, we were more than prepared for that question. We knew that admitting we were in the Army wouldn’t be a smart answer, so we instead shared our story that we were all attending medical school in Columbia.


Even our choice of a fictional home was very deliberate. The capital of South Carolina, about 200 miles to the south, was close enough to make our story about weekend visits to Raleigh convincing, but it wasn’t nearly close enough for anyone to be able to check out the story in person.


I did almost get tripped up by another bit of fiction. I forgot that I made the trip to Raleigh with a Band-Aid prominently displayed on my forehead, where I’d been scraped by another soldier’s boot in a training exercise. When Marlene asked me about it, I scrambled for an explanation and told her I’d gotten into a college fight. She didn’t think much about it, fortunately.


As the evening wrapped up, the girls announced they were moving on to Charlotte, North Carolina, for a show the next weekend and asked if we’d like to meet them there. We promised to see if we could arrange it, though in my mind I figured getting Army passes two weekends in a row for all five of us might not be in the cards.


Much to our surprise, our entire group managed to get permission to leave Fort Bragg the next weekend as well, and we faithfully showed up in Charlotte to see The Roxyettes—and take the girls out on the town again. It was at that show where I unfurled a white handkerchief and waved it at Marlene so that she spotted me in the crowd, a gesture that I would repeat whenever I attended one of her shows from then on. After a few hours together that evening, the group broke up. The girls had reached the end of their tour and were scheduled to take off for New York the next day.


While there were varying degrees of mutual romantic interest among the others, Pete and I were clearly smitten with Melva and Marlene. Pete promised to write to Melva, and I certainly planned to stay in touch with Marlene.


For me, it wasn’t just that Marlene was gorgeous, intelligent, warm, and responsive to my interest. She wasn’t Dutch—and she certainly hadn’t been raised in the Dutch Reform church as I had. But she was a mainline Protestant, and that was about as far from my denomination as I wanted to stray—or my devout parents would have allowed me to go. I knew my parents would have concerns about Marlene’s chosen profession since the Dutch Reformed frowned upon dancing.


In addition to being dazzled by her beauty and her confidence, I sensed a depth and sincerity in Marlene. When we began to open up to each other, we recognized a sort of shared background in our difficulties and challenges, as well as our hopes and dreams.


I’ll be honest: I’m not sure Marlene was as captivated by me in the beginning as I was with her. I learned years later that she appreciated my confidence, my easy way with words, and my gentlemanly manner. And, of course, she liked the fact she would have a boyfriend who was going to be a doctor—or so she thought!


However, she did have serious concerns that I was going to school in South Carolina and hailed from Detroit. Because of her obligations at home, she was pretty bound to the New York City area for the foreseeable future. Marlene just didn’t see any way around the geographic challenges to start a serious relationship with me.


Nonetheless, I did my best to reassure Marlene about the future I envisioned for us—even if she couldn’t see it yet. As we exchanged addresses in Charlotte—hers, the real one in Roselle, and mine the address of a conspiring friend in Columbia—I looked deeply into her eyes.


“Marlene, just trust me,” I told her.










CHAPTER 2 Dreamers and Builders [image: ]



THE CAPTAIN OF THE SHIP knew exactly what was on the minds of many of the passengers who’d just boarded his steamer in the Netherlands. They were bound for a new life in the United States, and for various reasons—opportunity, shame, adventure, escape, economic necessity, family bonds that had been stretched across the Atlantic Ocean—or some combination of these.


Now chugging into the North Atlantic on a midsummer journey accompanied by friendly nautical breezes, hundreds of Dutch men, women, and children harbored a variety of emotions as well as motives. Many were hopeful; many were anxious. Lots of them also were bracing for the homesickness they knew would follow them from their familiar Holland to a fresh start in America.


“In about eight days, start watching the horizon for a green statue,” the captain of the ship told Anton and Alberdiena Boll that day in late June 1928, after they boarded the ship.


The newly married couple from Groningen, in the northern Netherlands, had heard for years about the Statue of Liberty in New York’s harbor, and about Ellis Island where immigrants were processed. They understood that seeing the iconic, towering “Lady Liberty” would signal their imminent arrival in their new land.


Beyond that, the Bolls knew little about what they would encounter in America. Only Anton spoke a little English. There wouldn’t be a translator greeting them with a beckoning sign when they got off the ship. And they certainly didn’t have relatives in New York, or anywhere else in America, who would be eagerly gobbling them up with hugs and kisses, huddling around them once they disembarked from the steamer, ushering them to safety, security, and love.


No, Anton and Alberdiena Boll, who would soon thereafter become my parents, had only each other when they arrived in New York City in early July, shortly after Independence Day and under the unflinching gaze of the grand and glorious statue. So it would be up to them, and the providence of God, to figure out their future in America.





The Bolls trace their lineage in the Netherlands at least back to 1678, when a patriarch, Frederick “Frik” Everts, registered as a member at a church near Zoutkamp, a fishing village on the far northeastern fringes of Holland. But the Boll ancestry goes back much further, before these things were recorded, because even in the late 1600s the clan was recognized as one of the oldest living in the town, according to Wija Friso, a niece of my father living in the Netherlands and the dedicated family historian.


My family and its name are tied clearly to where my ancestors lived and what they did for a living. For centuries, Zoutkamp was known—and still is today—for harvesting the gray-colored shrimp that are abundant in a canal just a few miles from the North Sea. To this day, the Dutch like to say that their shrimp are tastier than wriggling pink rivals from the Far East.


In any event, like millions of other surnames that originated from occupations, the “Boll” name quite possibly got its origins from a “bolship,” a type of fisherman’s boat. The Dutch in earlier days used just nicknames to refer to one another, but at some point, according to Friso’s research, they were required to take an official family name. My clan’s surname isn’t mentioned in church records until 1780, and then it is spelled “Bol.”


With a family occupation so tied to the uncertainties of the sea, it was little surprise that Mother Nature would play an important role in the fortunes of the Boll family at some point. And in 1897, after shrimp fishing in Zoutkamp hit a long slump, my paternal grandfather, Johannes Bol, sailed his boat northeast along the coast, to Rysum, Germany—like Zoutkamp a fishing town, just west of the city of Emden. There, he met and married Henderiene Elkes, a local girl, in a medieval church.


My father, Anton, was born to Johannes and Henderiene on September 4, 1904, their fifth child. He was baptized in a church in nearby Campen, according to family records. By 1905, Johannes Boll had moved his growing brood to the bigger city of Emden, and two more children would follow. His occupation was listed as “dredger.”


Within twenty years, according to Friso’s research, the Boll family moved to Wolthusen, then a small town, now a suburb of Emden, and were living at Ligariusstreet number 7, on the first floor. The family’s livelihood was still tied to the sea. My grandfather’s occupation sequentially was listed as “owner of a ship” in 1925, as “captain” in 1927, as “skipper” in 1934, and, by 1937, as “retired,” according to the Emden Adressbook.


Meanwhile, my mother, Alberdiena Sekkur, was born in Zullen, north of Utrecht in the middle of the Netherlands, on November 1, 1904. In 1923, Friso’s records show, Alberdiena’s parents sold their ship. Then they owned a grocery store in Groningen, peddling potatoes and other vegetables, buying just enough each day from wholesalers because refrigeration wasn’t yet available.


Although it isn’t exactly known when my parents first connected, Friso’s research suggests the future bride and groom knew each other from childhood because of their families’ connections to the seafaring Groningen region, and perhaps from being together in school.





But that doesn’t mean it was smooth sailing between my future parents, or at least between their families. As with so many couples, there was a star-crossed aspect to their relationship because of their lineage.


By the late 1800s, the Boll family was known as ship owners, with captains and other staff working for them. Their vessels were called “coasters,” and sailed the Baltic Sea, off the coasts of Scandinavia and northern Germany, according to Friso’s research. My grandfather owned three big ships, each about 300 feet long, large enough to transport commodities such as lumber and coal from Sweden to Europe’s growing industrial centers.


By contrast, the Sekkur family owned just a single small boat and could only sail the inland waterways, not the Baltic or, especially, the highly exposed and near-Arctic waters of the North Sea.


This disparity in industry prominence and financial heft came to weigh heavily on my parents as their relationship blossomed. My grandmother, Henderiene Boll, was none too happy that her son and the Sekkur girl had taken a liking to each other, Friso discovered, partly because of the difference in the families’ statuses. In fact, in the future, my grandmother would refuse to stay with my father and my mother’s parents in Utrecht when the couple returned from the United States to visit, according to family legend.


My father was both a dreamer and a planner—that applied to his head and to his heart—and I’m certain he planted those same traits in me throughout my childhood. In the Dutch tradition, my grandfather helped his son get started in a trade, so my father began working in a bicycle shop. When he was eighteen years old, one of his customers was going to America, which piqued his interest. He ended up accepting the man’s invitation to accompany him overseas. My father landed in Port Huron, Michigan, about an hour’s drive north of Detroit along the St. Clair River at the bottom of Lake Huron, working odd jobs for several years and learning some English.


Still, my father never forgot about my mother. In fact, even before embarking for America the first time, it was clear in his mind that eventually he would marry her. Dutch law required presentation of two legitimate birth certificates for marriage, and my father made a copy of his birth certificate in March 1923—more than five years before he ultimately would marry her.


Friso’s research shows my father went to America because he “saw opportunities for the future.” In fact, she believes that my father was mainly “looking for adventure” when he soon departed Holland for America for good.


That information lines up with the stories I heard my parents tell over the years. For my dad, before and after he arrived in the United States, it was always about the American dream. I don’t know exactly why he accepted the invitation to come to America or why he decided to live here. I never asked him how he could walk away from his parents and his country and go to a different place, where he didn’t know the native language and when he wasn’t yet skilled in a trade. He must have had some kind of vision that caused him to take such a risk. Or maybe it was God’s plan for him all along.


While the life of the Boll family in Holland was comfortable and secure, they were more inclined to live a quiet and simple lifestyle. My father wasn’t interested in creating disorder, but he wanted greater opportunities for himself, his future wife, and their children—and that meant striving for something better, which had become synonymous with what immigrants were doing in America.


And because my mother, his hoped-for companion for adventure, was central to the future he envisioned, my father decided that during one of his return visits to his homeland, he would take her as his bride—and let the family chips fall where they may.





It may have taken lots of convincing for my father to persuade his future wife to go along with his plan. When he asked for her hand in marriage in the spring of 1928, each was only twenty-three years old. He had five brothers at home in addition to his parents, and she had two brothers and a sister as well as her folks. Despite my father’s trips to America as a professional sailor, he had no acquaintances there, much less kin or good friends. They would be on their own.


It’s lost to history whether their actions next were impulsive or long planned out, but while my father’s copy of his birth certificate was getting wrinkled with years, my mother didn’t apply for a copy of her birth certificate until June 9, 1928. Within three weeks, stunning their family members across the board, they got married. The next day, they were on that ship to the United States. Now, that’s what I call eloping!


My father’s initial plan, like that of so many immigrants who hopped off ships onto Ellis Island, was to find a job right where they’d landed, in New York. After all, Gotham not only was America’s largest city, with a population of more than six million people, but it also was the most ethnically diverse, suggesting opportunity for just about anyone who came there and who was ambitious and determined enough to find work.


But my father’s efforts to find a job were hampered by a number of factors, including his background as a sailor. The boroughs of New York City didn’t have many jobs for seamen like him. Making matters worse, there wasn’t a large, highly developed and cohesive Dutch community in the area like the enclaves of Italians, Irish, and other ethnic groups, who looked out for one another and hired their own.


My parents did somehow learn that they might want to look to Detroit for what they were seeking. Jobs in the developing auto industry were booming in Michigan as the Roaring Twenties were climaxing. Also, there were a lot of Dutch in the state; in fact, 150 miles to the west, in Grand Rapids, Michigan, a huge cluster of immigrants from Holland had formed a distinctive local community that was shaping the character of the entire west side of the state.


So my parents soon boarded a train to Detroit, where my father acquired a job as a tool-and-die apprentice in a factory. He worked for Midland Steel Company at its plant at the intersection of Van Dyke Road and 6-Mile Road in Detroit. Because my parents didn’t have a car and my dad had to walk to work, they rented a house as close as they could to the factory. Their address was 7831 Sherwood Avenue, a location within a couple of miles of the old Midland plant—and one that now sits a few blocks away from the General Motors assembly plant straddling the border of Detroit and Hamtramck.


From the start in Michigan, my father was building for the future. The coming Great Depression would slow him down for a while as it did hundreds of millions of people the world over, but as a new decade dawned, he looked for ways to expand his income. He located a house with an unfinished upstairs and made a deal with the landlord: He’d finish off the attic himself, where he would make two sleeping rooms, and rent it out himself for some extra income. My parents preferred female renters who could be roommates, and there would be no drinking of alcoholic beverages allowed—nor gentleman visitors.


My father had plenty of reason to seek extra income and security—my mother was pregnant with their first child. I was born on June 20, 1929, just a few months before the stock market crash of October 1929. But the coming depression wouldn’t stop my father, and nothing that happened in the half century to follow would slow me down, either.










CHAPTER 3 Apprentice at Life [image: ]



I LEARNED SEVERAL IMPORTANT THINGS from my parents. Among them: the importance of sticking with decisions, the dividends of hard work, the vast potential in entrepreneurship, and the transcendent importance of faith. I would absorb and build on those lessons over the couple of decades I spent growing up in the Boll household.


As for my parents, they continued to defend their jarring decision to move to America the day after their wedding in Holland, despite all manner of complaining from their families over the years, and in the face of continual reminders how they’d abandoned their kin for an impulsive and selfish decision to move across the ocean to a country that no one from their homeland could afford to visit—especially during the Depression.


Of course, my parents empathized with their families’ distress and certainly didn’t want to cut off their deep ties to the Netherlands. After nearly a decade had passed, by the late 1930s, they were ready to revisit their homeland for the first time and introduce their two children to my grandparents. My sister, Diena, was born in 1930, just eleven months after me. My parents also finally had the financial wherewithal to do so, thanks to a decade of my father’s hard work and scrappiness amid very challenging economic conditions.


They decided that my father would stay behind in Detroit and continue working, while my mother and us two kids would board a ship to Holland in May 1939. The plan was for my dad to take another ship in August and join us for the last couple of weeks of our visit, which would end in September.


There was a big problem with those plans, however. The winds of war in Europe had begun whipping wildly, as Adolph Hitler and the Nazis were gathering strength, and our extended vacation would head right into the vortex of the gathering storm. At the time, Hitler was threatening to attack Poland, and my family’s plans included a stay in Emden, Germany, with my mother’s parents.


OEBPS/e9781637630327/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Introduction



		Chapter 1: Trust Me



		Chapter 2: Dreamers and Builders



		Chapter 3: Apprentice at Life



		Chapter 4: Sealing the Deal



		Chapter 5: A Wheelbarrow and a Shovel



		Chapter 6: A Houseful



		Chapter 7: An Unspeakable Tragedy



		Chapter 8: Delayed Justice



		Chapter 9: A New Vision



		Chapter 10: Stretching



		Chapter 11: Searching for Understanding



		Chapter 12: Ring that Bell!



		Chapter 13: The Grave Dancer



		Chapter 14: Walking Away



		Chapter 15: The Builder at Home



		Chapter 16: Captain John



		Chapter 17: “Marzy, Why Don’t You Write a Letter?”



		Chapter 18: Spiritual Gifts



		Chapter 19: Roll Call of Gratitude



		Chapter 20: Lasting Legacy



		Chapter 21: The Ties that Bind



		Chapter 22: Only in America



		Photographs



		About the Author



		Endnotes



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Start of Content



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Introduction



		About the Author



		Endnotes



		Copyright













		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224











OEBPS/e9781637630327/images/common01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781637630327/images/9781637630327.jpg
JOHN BOLL

The Story Behind America’s
Most Unlikely Real Estate Empire





OEBPS/e9781637630327/images/title.jpg
JOHN BOLL
[ sl
ghicn

P

The Story Behind America’s
Most Unlikely Real Estate Empire

uuuuu





