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DEDICATION

For Tracy, Phil, Langdon, Bailey, and Sierra.

And also Mom and Gran!

Honestly, this is probably the page that required the most thought. What I kept coming back to is this: Who I am today is a reflection of everyone I’ve ever interacted with. From the incredible people in the low-income neighborhood where I grew up, to my amazing ex-wife, my extended family, and the entire community at the church that shaped my foundation, this book is dedicated to everyone who has played a part in building me.

Thank you all.






INTRODUCTION

My teachers in high school used to tell me, “You have to go to college unless you want to dig ditches for a living!”

Man, oh, man, were they right—but none of us could have predicted that literally “digging ditches” would result in my owning an $18 million, multistate construction company with more than one hundred employees! Those were some very profitable ditches! As it turns out, there was a lot of money (and hard-learned lessons) in those ditches.

I was a D student on average, with a flurry of Cs from time to time, and I had to attend summer school my senior year to graduate because I failed English class. There was a huge push in the 1980s and 1990s for everyone to go to college. The “college or else” threat was real, but looking back, I realize some of the most successful local people I know moved into the trades after high school instead of getting that esteemed, must-have four-year degree.

Due to that same rhetoric that shamed people for not attending college, the US is now short on skilled trades in every way. Let’s put this into real terms.

In an interview with FOX Business, television host Mike Rowe mentioned that for every five tradespeople who retire, only two replace them, and this has been happening for about eighteen years. He said it’s hard to find a major corporation today that relies in some way on skilled labor that isn’t struggling to hire.1

According to an article from The Hill, the US is expected to be short 550,000 plumbers by 2027.2 Wow! That’s a shortage of 11,000 plumbers in each state. Think about that. We all need plumbers, and when we need one, it is usually an emergency!

The site EducationData.org states that the average cost of a degree from an in-state university is $108,584 over four years!3 That seems like a lot, but that is not even the true cost. You also have to factor in the four years of missed income you could have had if you’d been working all those years—plus the four years of contributions you could have been making to your 401(k) or other retirement plan.

Now let’s factor in that the average student graduates with $37,853 of debt.4 Considering that the average hourly pay for someone with a bachelor’s degree is $28.21 per hour (as of 2025), that is hardly an enticing reason to go into debt for college.5

According to ZipRecruiter.com, the pay for a skilled trade job is around twenty-four dollars per hour in the US.6 It is basically the same pay, but you don’t have debt, and you don’t have to miss four years of income. Plus, if you are self-employed, you can triple those numbers—easily!



I’ve learned that life will give you what you are willing to settle for.

Settle for less, and you’ll get exactly that—less. A job you hate, a paycheck that barely covers the bills, and a life that feels like it’s happening to you instead of because of you. But if you refuse to settle, if you push for more, life will meet you at that level. It won’t be easy, and it won’t happen overnight, but doors will open for you when you refuse to accept anything less than what you were put on this planet to do!

If you are reading this book, it means you don’t want to settle. It means you want something more for your business and your family. I’m here to tell you, you can have a successful business and a thriving family life.

In this book, I reflect on the humble beginnings of my journey as a business owner. When I started, it wasn’t about grand ambitions; it was about survival. I began by performing small, labor-intensive tasks like cleaning cars and picking up trash, all while figuring out how to navigate a path that wasn’t laid out for me.

I was always content in each job but then would feel the itch to make a move. That is how I worked at more than twenty companies before the age of twenty-nine. I went from cleaning cars and mowing lawns on the weekends to having more than one hundred employees with gross revenues of $18 million.

My teachers were right: Without a college degree, I did end up digging ditches. And doing so helped me develop the work ethic to turn those ditches into a thriving business. And my experiences—both failures and successes—have forged a passion for helping others grow, not just in business but also in life.

Perhaps you are wondering if college is right for you. Maybe you went to college but your degree doesn’t fit you now. Maybe you’ve already skipped college and are worried about making a living, or you have children in high school who are weighing their options. Please hear me when I say I don’t hate college education. It is absolutely the perfect choice for many people. But it’s not the right choice for everyone, and it’s time someone said that out loud.

There is a lot—and I mean a lot—of success to be found without a college degree. My guidance counselors told me I was making a huge mistake, but that “mistake” turned out to be the best, most life-changing decision of my life!

And it just might be yours too.







1 STARTING ON EMPTY How Struggles Prepared Me for Success


I sold my company and effectively retired at forty-seven years old.

You might read that and think I had a big head start in life—maybe wealthy parents and an Ivy League education. You might think I’m a tech genius or some viral app developer. You might think I lucked into some unique product or service that made me a millionaire overnight.

Nope.

The truth is, I didn’t have any real advantages—at least not the ones you’d expect from a successful entrepreneur. Sure, some people are born on third base, but not me.

I was raised in Fort Mill, South Carolina, by a sixteen-year-old single mom. I only met my dad once. He struggled his whole life and was overcome with addictions to alcohol and drugs. I was obviously a surprise—a shock, really—but despite her young age and what I’m sure was enormous fear and intimidation, my mother loved me and did whatever it took to survive the best way she knew how.

Growing up, I never thought of my mom as young. She was just my mom. It wasn’t until I was around ten or eleven that I started noticing how different my life was from the lives of my friends at church. I didn’t understand the concept of being poor, but I did notice that their kitchen cabinets were always stocked, and their fridges were always full—even with snacks! I loved going to friends’ houses because there was always endless food and, best of all, color TVs that didn’t need antennas.

To save money, my mom had truckloads of wood dumped in our backyard, and by middle school, one of my jobs was to split it with an ax or a sledgehammer and wedges. We had a woodstove in the center of our seven-hundred-square-foot house, and it was my responsibility to keep the fire going. That was cheaper than paying for heat. We had an air conditioner, but electricity was too expensive, except for one special tradition: On the Fourth of July, we’d turn it on for an hour and sit beside it, soaking in the cool air.

Our backyard also had a garden that provided vegetables for our meals. My mom did whatever it took to make things work. Looking back, I’m not sure if she ever thought much about our situation—whether we were struggling or just living. We didn’t talk about it; we really didn’t talk much at all. She was busy surviving, and I was busy just being a kid.

Near the end of my senior year in 1993, I moved out of my mom’s house and into Porter’s Motel (the creepiest, nastiest motel in Rock Hill, South Carolina) with my girlfriend. She and I both worked at the local Hardee’s restaurant. So, again… I wasn’t really starting off with a silver spoon in my mouth.

I failed English my senior year. For graduation, which I did not qualify for, the school offered to allow me to walk across the stage and receive what was basically a blank piece of paper. A fake diploma? Just for show? That would have been too embarrassing—so I skipped graduation.

I needed to go to summer school to graduate for real, but I had a problem: Neither I nor my girlfriend had a car to get me back and forth. However, on the first day of summer school, I ran into Hugh, a guy I barely knew, who was one year behind me and also in summer school. Hugh was an extremely popular guy and the MVP of the football team. He offered to pick me up from that motel and take me back and forth to summer school every day.

To this day, I have no idea why he did that for me. I did not have anything to give him to repay him, and I am not sure he would have accepted it anyway. It was as if God placed him in my life at that time, just for this. Tragically, Hugh passed away a year later before graduating high school himself.

He was only on this earth for a short time, but man, he played a big part in changing my life. I will never forget him.

I finally graduated at the end of the summer of ’93 after passing the English class. No graduation for me, though; I just stopped off at the school to get my diploma. A lot of people I knew from high school were going to college, but I didn’t hang around people who were on the college track. I remember people taking the SATs and PSATs, but frankly, that whole process intimidated me. We never talked about it at home. The conversation never came up about college or testing, so I didn’t understand anything about the process. I just assumed college was for other kids—the rich kids.

My girlfriend and I worked at Hardee’s until we were able to save up seventy five dollars for a broken-down Volkswagen Rabbit. It had a busted axle, so we parked it until we could save up the money to fix it. We were able to scrape together another seventy-five dollars for an axle, which I somehow installed myself after asking my uncle and the guy at the local auto salvage yard for help—and then we were in business.

My family paid for six months of car insurance up front for my graduation, and then I was in the fast lane. Well, maybe not the fast lane, per se. We had to add one gallon of gas and three quarts of oil to that car just to get to work and back each day!

This was the beginning of my working career. I had made zero preparations, and I didn’t understand anything about adult life or what it would bring.

I had more than twenty jobs between the ages of eighteen and twenty-six—one of which lasted only three hours! I worked as a cashier at Hardee’s and a cook at Denny’s. I worked as a helper for a stump grinding company. I worked at a moving company. I picked peaches for the farmers market. I installed gutters. I even spent a couple of months working as a roofer. And I was fired from at least two jobs.

It’s funny—looking back, a lot of these jobs provided me with bits and pieces of knowledge and experiences that God would use to build me into who I am today.



God knew the skills I would need later in life. I now believe that’s the reason I had those twenty jobs. While my family thought I was just restless, I see now that each job was part of a bigger plan. I needed to learn various skills across different types of work, and every experience added another piece to the puzzle of who I was becoming.

Often, we don’t recognize the bigger picture when we’re in the midst of struggle. The road ahead is rarely clear, but every challenge, every bit of strain, is laying the groundwork for your future. If you’re feeling the weight of your journey right now, take heart—you’re not lost. You’re simply in the process of paving your road to success.


[image: ] ACTION: Write down two skills you learned through various jobs that have benefitted you in your current situation. Then, write two skills you still need to propel you forward from here.
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The groundwork was being laid for a future I didn’t yet know. After my relationship with my high school sweetheart fell apart, I met and married the love of my life, Tracy, in 1997. Then, in the summer of 2000, at the age of twenty-five, I struck career gold. I found a job at an engineering firm that paid $12.80 an hour—more than I’d ever made. Plus, I got a company truck and a clipboard!

This is when I proved my high school guidance counselor right—without a college degree, I really was going to dig ditches for a living. My job was to dig holes with a hand-operated auger and use an instrument to measure the bearing capacity of the soil to determine whether it was suitable and sturdy enough to build a house on. One of the major benefits of this job was that it required daily contact with the engineers. I’d never interacted with people on this level. Just being in proximity to them and hearing their decisions about situations began to change the way I thought and processed information.

All the lower-level jobs I had worked—restaurants, warehouses, and moving companies—put me in a cycle of earning a check and then spending all of it, without making any long-term growth.

At the time, I didn’t yet understand the power of surrounding myself with the right people and putting myself in the right places to create opportunities for success. However, by landing a job where I was the least-educated and least-experienced person in the company, I unknowingly positioned myself for growth. Being surrounded by people who were ahead of me in knowledge and success changed everything.

Simply put, you become who you surround yourself with. You get to choose whether to be around low achievers or high achievers, and that choice will determine your trajectory. It will either lift you up or hold you back.

You become who you surround yourself with.

I decided to use that opportunity to improve my life.


[image: ] ACTION: Who are the people you have chosen to surround yourself with? List them. Is it time for an upgrade? By being intentional about who you spend time with, you can place yourself in a whole new world of thought, even if it takes manual labor to do it.
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2 NEW GIG, NEW BEGINNINGS How New Connections Started It All


Little did I know that everything I learned at the engineering firm, along with the people I met there, would provide everything I needed to start my own company.

Over the next two and a half years, I met countless construction managers all over the city. I found that if I worked really fast to knock out the tasks for the engineering firm, I had time to stand around and talk to the customers, which enabled me to build good relationships with the clients.

I also learned what the construction managers wanted and needed. For instance, I learned that they worked long hours and never had time to get their trucks or cars washed. So my wife, Tracy, and I started washing and detailing the cars of the construction managers and subcontractors at night and on the weekends after getting off work at the engineering firm. Then the salespeople reached out wanting their cars washed. That led to the site manager telling me he could not find anyone to install anchor bolts (bolts that hold the walls down to the floor in homes), so we started installing those in the houses and townhomes. This paid really well. We would earn a week’s pay in four hours!

One day, one of the construction managers asked if I would be willing to mow his vacant lots. Homebuilders would typically develop fifty to one hundred acres of land and install the streets and underground drainage systems. Then they would build house by house until the community was complete. Throughout the construction process, the vacant lots for sale needed mowing every couple of weeks to keep everything presentable. At completion, the community would consist of two hundred to four hundred homes.

The homebuilder supplied me with a thirty-inch-wide walk-behind mower. Each day, I would walk and mow a couple of acres. Man, that was a lot of walking. I could look across the field and see the concrete guys laughing as I walked behind this puny mower.

These guys were actually my friends, and they would later help me out quite a bit with repairs when machines that I would purchase for the business would break down. I had no idea how to repair the machines, but Billy, a concrete contractor, came to my rescue every time I called him, dropping whatever he was doing to help me.

As mowing jobs increased, we started renting a tractor with a bush hog attachment to work faster and keep up with demand. One day, I rolled the tractor into a ditch, and within an hour, Billy was there shaking his head, laughing, and pulling the tractor out. He then took out a sledgehammer and beat the twisted sheet metal back into place. Then he patted me on the back, gave a laugh, and said, “Later, Phil.”

I would not have made it if it wasn’t for him.

By that time, Tracy and I were both working full-time jobs and doing all this extra work in the evenings and weekends. It was taxing, but we were trying to save money “for a rainy day” and pay down the mortgage on our house. We did all this work—what you’d now call a side hustle—for two years.

Interestingly, I had no idea that a side hustle would be born almost immediately (and would go on to become my career) from the new job at the engineering firm. You can’t always see what is coming! Contrary to the glamorous stories you see on social media, it’s a bad idea to simply quit your job, take out a loan, and dive headfirst into starting a business without first test-driving it. Many bankruptcies begin this way.

Starting your business as a side hustle isn’t just about bringing in extra income; it allows you to refine your process, discover what works, and avoid unnecessary risk. It gives you time to build, improve, and adjust your side hustle before you’re fully dependent on it for your livelihood.

Starting your business as a side hustle isn’t just about bringing in extra income; it allows you to refine your process, discover what works, and avoid unnecessary risk.

Yes, there is no way around it: It takes a lot of extra energy and sacrifice, but if this side hustle is what you’re truly meant to do, it won’t drain you; it will fuel you. The passion you have will give you the energy to push through those long days and nights.


[image: ] ACTION: Consider your current employment situation. Write down two or three possible side hustles you have access to that don’t compete with your employer.
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3 TRASH, TRIUMPH, AND THE FIRST $4,000 Going from Side Hustle to Full Hustle


In 2003, my hours at the engineering firm dropped from more than sixty-five hours a week to about ten to fifteen hours per week. And let me tell you, when you are living from paycheck to paycheck, having your check cut by 75 percent is devastating!

After working for a couple of weeks at the reduced hours, it was clear that we would not be able to pay our mortgage and bills like this, so I started making calls, trying to find more income. I remember it like it was yesterday.

I made a call to John Watson, a site manager at Ryland Homes, whom I met through one of the homebuilders. His job was to oversee the entire jobsite. There were roughly one hundred acres of land with only the streets paved and vacant house lots freshly graded and waiting for someone to build a house on them. This community had already started because they had begun construction on fifty houses at the same time, so the jobsite was a mess from all the activity.

John said, “Phillip, go get some insurance, and I will let you pick up trash on my jobsite. You have to have insurance though. I can’t let you work unless you are insured!”

I had no money, no resources, and no contacts. I didn’t even know how to begin figuring anything out. John helped me by calling the main office at his company. They said I could buy “in-house insurance” through them, and they would just deduct 12 percent of my check. Done!

The next day, I went in to quit my job at the engineering firm… but no one cared. It only helped everyone else, because my ten hours per week could be divided among the other fifty employees.

I was now in business for myself, but the funny thing was, I didn’t see this as a business. I could not see that far ahead or think that big. I just saw it as a job that had endless amounts of work. I was terrified and excited all at the same time! I had just turned twenty-nine a few months earlier, and I finally had something I could run with.

At the time, Tracy worked for an insurance company answering phones for ten dollars an hour. We asked Judy, an accountant who occupied a small back room of their insurance office, if she would help us do the paperwork to start the business. She agreed, but I can only wonder what she must have thought with both of us wanting to start a business with almost nothing.

She set up an S corporation for us—I had no idea what that meant—and then she asked a question that left me speechless.

“What do you want the name of your company to be?”

Holy cow! I had no idea. I had not even thought of that. I drew a blank and could not answer her.

A couple of months earlier, my grandparents had invited us over for dinner. My grandfather asked me if I was learning to use computers yet, which we definitely were not. Our grocery budget at the time was twenty-five dollars a week. There was no room for computers in that budget.

My grandfather said, “At least let me set up an email address for you.”

I am probably the only man in history whose grandfather taught him about technology. I was way behind the curve! It was 2003, and I had no idea what an email address was or what to do with one. He proceeded to set up an email address: pandtl@aol.com.

I remember saying, “What is PandTL?”

My grandfather said, “Phillip and Tracy Lanier. That should cover you both.”

To this day, I have no idea what prompted him to invite us over and do that.

And so, when Judy asked me what I wanted to name our company, for some reason, I thought of our new email address. At that moment, we decided to name the company PandTL Inc. She said it would cost $500 for the incorporation, and I used my credit card. Now that I think about it, I don’t think she ever charged me for any of her time setting up the company…

When I showed up to John’s jobsite the next day, it was less glorious than I thought. He pointed to a house being framed, then pointed to all the trash and shingle wrappers and soda cans in the yard, then proceeded to point to the big blue dumpster and said, “It goes in there.”

It took more than a week to clean up around each of the houses, and Tracy came out to help me in the evenings and weekends. We realized we could not keep up, so we reached out to her family members and neighbors, and they came out to help us. We even hired a man who called himself “Bat-Mite.” No one knew why this was his name, but we were desperate for help. If Bat-Mite was ready and willing, he was welcome. Our hiring practices were definitely in the early stages of development!

Looking back, I cannot even imagine what we must have looked like. What I am sure of is that it had to look hilarious. It was a buffet for me. I had never seen so much work in my life. The fellow subcontractors even helped us stay in business, in a way. They would look at us and not even bother carrying their debris to the dumpster. Instead, they would just throw it on the ground in front of us and smile.
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