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PRAISE FOR BELIEVER, 
BULLDOG, COACH




Steve Smithwick combines his determination, faith, values, and personal experience to develop and articulate a proven strategy to win at life and business. This eye-opening, commonsense, and engaging read weaves the counsel from the heart of a coach and Christ follower to deliver insight you can apply each and every day.


—Ricky Smith


Lead pastor, Calvary Baptist Church


Whether you’re launching your first venture, contemplating entrepreneurship, or leading as a seasoned CEO, Believer, Bulldog, Coach is an invaluable guide. Drawing on insights from acclaimed authors and his own experiences, Steve Smithwick weaves a heartfelt and inspiring narrative about building something meaningful while staying true to your principles.


—David McFarland


CEO and founder, Coterie Insurance


I’ve known Steve for many years. I’ve competed against him, I’ve tried to acquire him, and I’ve worked with him. He’s a throwback to the old way of doing business, where his word or handshake is his bond. I know his story well, and you will find this book to be a fascinating read about a guy who beat the odds because he didn’t believe in giving up.


—Buck Buchanan


Forty-year veteran of the EIFS industry; consultant; author


With Believer, Bulldog, Coach, Steve Smithwick offers an essential and heartfelt guide to perseverance in all aspects of faith, business, and family life. Having been in business with Steve for decades, I always hear him say the same thing to me EVERY time I see him: How is your family? How is your business? And thank you for the business. You may see yourself in these pages.


—Mike Chaney


President, James River Exteriors


In Believer, Bulldog, Coach, Steve Smithwick has managed to capture and, more importantly, share all the small things that add up to make a tremendous difference in our lives and careers, things we often miss because we are too busy trying to get it right. This is a must-read for anyone starting out or struggling to find a path forward by believing in themselves and their convictions. You will find yourself reading it more than once.


—Ted DeVit


President and founder, DeVit Consulting Inc.


The knowledge I have gained from Steve Smithwick has helped me build a hunger for His Likeness needed for success. In Believer, Bulldog, Coach, Steve shows people in all seasons of life how to balance resilience with vulnerability. Steve says it all here: “Watching people use their gifts and talents without being forced into a predefined mold is fascinating and rewarding.”


—Ryan M. Carrick, PhD, MHS, OTR/L


Occupational therapist; assistant professor; legal therapy consultant


Steve Smithwick’s book, Believer, Bulldog, Coach, provides a very realistic description of what a self-starter should expect on her/his path to personal and professional success. “Never, never, never give up” is the core attitude of what creates a successful person. It is a must-read for all future entrepreneurs.


—Flavio Ronzani


In Believer, Bulldog, Coach, Steve Smithwick offers an essential and heartfelt guide to hard work and life. I am thankful for Steve Smithwick and for the influence he has had on my life.


—Matthew T. Dalrymple


Head of school, Southwest Georgia Academy


As a consultant and manufacturing business owner, Steve’s story and his experiences shared in Believer, Bulldog, Coach are powerful reminders to seasoned veterans while offering great wisdom on perspective and mindset for those just starting their careers or life journeys. It’s an encouraging read on life’s struggles, perseverance, faith, relationships, trials, and success.


—Derek Woodham


Associate director, Georgia Manufacturing Extension Partnership at Georgia Tech


Steve Smithwick’s transparent story should be required reading for anyone who aspires to make a difference with their life. Steve’s life illustrates the impact of having a clear vision built around faith, determination, and integrity—all this, combined with deep empathy for others, is powerful.


—Gary Bottoms, CLU, ChFC


Founder, Summit Legacy


Believer, Bulldog, Coach offers great words of wisdom and encouragement from Steve Smithwick, a man who not only states that he “values characteristics like loyalty, integrity, and transparency” but lives a life proving these characteristics define himself and his relationship with others. In his story, Smithwick gives tips and techniques for achievement, not only in success and business but in personal and family life as well. He has been a role model and mentor for many, and with his transparency and honesty in the telling of his story, he continues to provide encouragement and motivation to his readers.


—Nicholas Smith, DPM


As an account manager, this book will become an outstanding and trusted reference for managing complex projects as you navigate the challenges of team coordination and resource allocation. Steve Smithwick brings management principles to life in a realistic and simplified way that exceeds any previous educational attempts.


Truly I believe that Mr. Smithwick has many life lessons for all of us. When I think of Mr. Smithwick, I think of Dory’s phrase from Finding Nemo: “Just keep swimming.” Never give up on your dream.


—Dianna Renz


Senior account manager, Dow Construction Chemicals


Believer, Bulldog, Coach is uniquely realistic and a commonsensical approach to understanding not only what it takes to get where you want to go but also what it will take to get there. Steve’s personal journey and decades of hard-fought experience are brought to life with authentic prose that will resonate with everyone who is at a pivotal moment in their lives. Moreover, the EIFS industry and I have seen firsthand the benefits of Steve’s perseverance, resilience, and unshakable faith in his leadership at EIMA.


—Stephen Sears


CEO and executive director, EIFS Industry Membership Association


Living the Christian life requires genuine effort on the part of the individual. Steve Smithwick has detailed for the reader how perseverance, faith, and hope all work together to achieve a life well lived.


—Bob Gilson


Industrial Metal Fabricators, Inc.


I know Steve as a church member, brother, and friend. He overcame an unlikely start, was sabotaged early on, and survived unimaginable stress and odds to become a successful entrepreneur. Larry Burkett published ten biblical principles to follow in Business by the Book. Steve did all ten and is an example of what can happen when one does it God’s way. You, too, can follow his example to experience the fulfilled life.


—Don Wilhite


DMin, pastor emeritus, Calvary Baptist Church, Columbus, Georgia
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To my wife, Donnie Smithwick. This book would not have been possible if not for her constant help with grammar and relentless proofreading.


She is a constant in my life, with her dedication to our family and support for starting and growing Master Wall. Most of all, for the grace she has shown in our marriage and relationship. I’m constantly thanking God for her and her contribution to our fifty-one years of marriage.




 


INTRODUCTION


Writing this book wasn’t something I ever thought I’d do. I’m a builder by nature and someone who’s spent his life rolling up his sleeves, getting things done, and letting his work speak for itself. But over the years, and especially as I’ve seen others face the same struggles I once did, I’ve come to realize that there’s value in sharing where I’ve been, what I’ve learned, and how I managed to keep going when times got tough.


My hope is that this book reaches you at just the right moment—whether you’re at a crossroads in your life, feeling the weight of a big decision, or needing a reminder that, no matter how dark things look, you can always move forward if you walk in faith and stick to your principles. This is my story, yes, but it’s also a story that I hope will resonate with anyone who’s ever been told they couldn’t do it, anyone who’s had to fight for every inch, and anyone who believes in the power of perseverance.


My journey isn’t the typical success story. I didn’t grow up in a family of entrepreneurs, inherit a fortune, or have a business degree or even a college education. Instead, what I had was a hardworking father who worked every day of his life in a factory and a grandfather who owned a gas station and taught me the value of hard work. There was no grand plan for my life, no path laid out for me. I just knew I wanted to build something that mattered, something that reflected my values and would give others a chance to feel proud of the work they do.


This path has been anything but easy or straightforward. In Resilient, John Eldredge writes, “The epicenter of our being is the deep longing to aspire for things that bring us life, to plan for those things, to take hold of them, to enjoy them, and start the cycle over as we aspire toward new things!”1 This has been my story. I’ve seen my fair share of setbacks, long nights, challenges, and self-doubt. But in these pages, you’ll also see the deep satisfaction, the hard-won victories, and the power of simple principles like integrity, honesty, and faith that have guided me every step of the way.


In 1987, I founded a company called Master Wall, which manufactures quality stucco, coatings, and exterior insulation and finish systems for residential and commercial projects. This company’s goal is to provide our industry with the best quality products, backed by informed employees committed to service at a competitive price.


Today, Master Wall has multiple plants across the United States, produces millions in revenue, and has built a reputation in the industry for excellence. And while I am proud of what the company has become, I am most proud of how we got here—not through shortcuts or compromises, but through hard work, resilience, and a commitment to doing things the right way.


While it’s easy to look at where we’re at today and assume success came easily, the truth is that our success story was decades in the making. Master Wall went through some dark periods. There were times when I didn’t know how I’d make payroll, days when it seemed like every phone call brought another problem, and moments when the pressure felt overwhelming.


As Jim Collins notes, “Few successful start-ups become great companies.”2 This is because being successful takes more work and intentionality than ever anticipated. But each of those challenges, each of those obstacles, taught me something valuable. They taught me the importance of resilience, of never losing sight of my values, and of holding on to faith even when the future looked bleak.


Not only do I not have the perfect story, but I’m also far from a perfect person. I just know the value of putting my head down, building a strong team, and working in the same direction for years on end. I know what it means to stay true to who I am, have patience, build an organization that reflects my values, and have the privilege of making a difference in the lives of those around me.


Master Wall has been and will always be more than a company. It’s my community and ministry—a place where relationships matter and where we can build something bigger than any one person’s efforts. I always want our company to stand for integrity, respect, and commitment to quality—a place where customers and employees alike feel that they are part of something worthwhile. I want Master Wall to be a place where our company culture is not words on our website or pictures on the wall—it is how our people feel on Sunday night.


We don’t just make a product; we make connections. We make connections with our customers, our employees, and our community. We’re not just in business to make a living; we’re in the business of making a difference. We want to create something that will outlast us all.


My hope is that these pages offer something of value to you, whether you’re an aspiring entrepreneur, a leader, or simply someone looking for a bit of encouragement. So, let’s get started, and may this story be a reminder that with the right principles, the right heart, and the willingness to persevere, you can build a life and a legacy that truly matter.




 


CHAPTER 1


Reach Your Tipping Point




DON’T FIX THE BLAME; FIX THE PROBLEM.


—DANIEL BURRUS





Can I build a strong business and still hold true to my values?


This was the question I asked myself nearly forty years ago when I founded Master Wall—a company that has since grown into a $40 million business with plants in Lithonia, Georgia; Brookshire, Texas; and Payson, Utah.


As someone who never earned a bachelor’s or master’s degree, let alone a PhD, I never felt like the sharpest knife in the drawer. Quite the contrary. I grew up in humble beginnings in Marietta, Georgia, as the second of four children with three sisters. My father worked for General Motors as a paint superintendent. He was a tough disciplinarian who provided my first exposure to manufacturing and instilled a strong work ethic in me. My grandfather owned a Sinclair full-service gas station, and my time there pumping gas and washing windshields taught me the value of service and entrepreneurship.


After high school, I married at nineteen and started working for Aromatics International, a flavor and fragrance company. We made products that you could smell or taste, such as flavors for ice cream and scents for detergents. We used to say we made the smell or the taste, not the actual product. The owner, Lonnie Pope, turned out to be one of the people who influenced my work life the most.


Lonnie’s approach was often chaotic and unstructured. Despite being a millionaire, he struggled with simple tasks like ensuring payroll was funded on time. However, leveraging his strengths, Lonnie excelled in building successful businesses through building strong relationships. This taught me a valuable lesson. It helped me see that trying to mold people into a specific model often limits their potential. Instead, recognizing their unique talents and placing them in roles that suit them allows them to thrive.


After a few years, R. J. Reynolds Tobacco Company purchased Aromatics International and expanded it significantly, making me the production manager in the process. But it wasn’t long before R. J. Reynolds sold the business to a New Jersey–based company named Albert Verley. Choosing not to make the move north, I rejoined Lonnie, who had started a new flavor and fragrance business, Aromatic Fragrances and Flavors International, Inc. (AFF), in the same building.


This meant I ran straight back into chaos mode. Working for Lonnie was a wild experience. We’d create unique products like synthetic nuclear waste for E. I. du Pont and vanilla extracts from spent Coca-Cola vanilla beans. The pace was so frantic that the stress from this job led to me developing an ulcer, prompting me to look for other opportunities.


I sent a single résumé to a PO box in Columbus, Georgia, which turned out to be a company called Dryvit Systems. They hired me, and despite not fully understanding their business, I took the leap of faith and moved my family to Columbus. Lonnie Pope’s parting words to me were memorable. “I hope someday you will have a business of your own,” he said.


Little did he know how prophetic those words would be, for soon my world would turn upside down.


“YOU’RE FIRED”


Life at Dryvit started wonderfully, and for the first seven years, I was a plant manager. Frank Morsilli founded Dryvit, and he was the pioneer of the exterior insulation and finish system (EIFS) market. Dryvit was the first in the industry, with exceptional pricing and abundant resources.


Frank had probably the best marketing mind of anyone I’ve ever known. When he founded Dryvit in 1969, he started a whole new industry in the US. That said, Frank was an Italian with a fiery temper who managed by intimidation. He was so fiery that whenever he was in one of his moods, everyone knew to steer clear of him and warn unsuspecting employees that “Frank’s chewing the rug”—code for shut up and disappear!


Frank, however, proved to be the least of my worries. In the summer of 1987, I was sent to South Korea to set up a manufacturing facility. Admittedly, I felt a little uneasy about taking this trip. My relationship with my regional manager was strained, and I worried about leaving our home facility for extended periods, fearing he would find a reason to fire me.


Upon my return, my fears were justified. I was called into a surprise meeting and told my contract was terminated. Despite the prior red flags, I was still stunned. It all happened so fast. One minute, I was a plant manager for an EIFS manufacturer, traveling around the globe, and the next, I was told to turn in the company car keys and get my stuff out of my office desk before I left the building.


Seeing my shock, the VP tried to smooth things over and said, “I’ll tell you what, I’ll let you keep the car for thirty days, and then we’ll get it back from you.” A cold sweat ran down my face as I walked to the parking lot. I was married and had four children—the youngest of whom had not even turned one. What will I do next? How will I support my family? Is my career over? Despite my challenges with the regional manager, I’d always believed I had a secure future with Dryvit, but now everything was up in the air. Only an earned bonus that I fought for, consulting jobs, and my retirement savings kept my family afloat for the next few months.


It would take years to see how this painful experience was just the career change I needed.


OPPORTUNITY CALLS


In The Fred Factor, Mark Sanborn writes, “Don’t wait for the perfect opportunity. Just take an opportunity and make it as perfect as you can.”3


My opportunity, as it turned out, was just around the corner. After being fired, I took some consulting roles and had probably a dozen people reach out and encourage me to start my own company. “Steve, you know how to make a product,” they said. “Why don’t you start a business and make it yourself?” I trusted these individuals and had great relationships with many of them, so I took what they said seriously.


From my previous work in the EIFS industry, I believed in the products and the processes. I knew I could improve and continue to work in the field I loved. Because Dryvit was a more established company, I knew they might want to avoid taking on some of the risks a new start-up might be willing to take. This would give us a competitive advantage.


So, in December 1987, I saw my opportunity and took it. After navigating unemployment for several months, my two friends—Billy Joe Donaldson and Steve Davis—and I launched a company called Master Wall. This company now manufactures quality stucco, coatings, and EIFSs for residential and commercial projects. Our goal was simple: to provide our industry with the best quality products, backed by informed employees committed to service at a competitive price.


The pieces all fell into place quicker than I could have imagined. While at Dryvit, I had built great relationships with many of our customers, particularly some of the subcontractors. One of them, Billy Joe, had a large facility in Lithonia, Georgia, and he asked me to come there and make some material for him. I had a thirty-gallon mixing pot and a motor with only two speeds. Because of splash and very little motor speed control, I could only make a little over three five-gallon pails at a time.
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Little did I know that this was the building where my business would start and continue operating—to still be going almost forty years later. As a subcontractor, Billy Joe handled material and was a plasterer. He was also a strong, constructive critic—something every new business needs. I’d make material, and he’d say, “No, it needs to be smoother, more buttery; it’s too rough.” He was critical in the founding of Master Wall, and because he was already a large established contractor, it sure helped when he started using our material for his business.


Because Billy Joe’s business used the building during the day, I would drive two hours and arrive around four in the afternoon, work through the night, and quit when his crew started arriving the following morning. For the first six to eight months, I worked alone at night. Eventually, my father began showing up occasionally to help me. It was quite the juggling act!


While Billy Joe helped with the warehouse space in Lithonia, my other partner, Steve, provided a small amount of warehouse space, free office space, and assistance from one of his secretaries. This proved critical for our opening months of operation.


Steve, Billy Joe, and I each had one-third ownership at the time. Our situation was about as bare-bones as one could get. We had no credit and no cash flow. Still, neither Steve nor Billy Joe charged me anything for rent for those first couple of years. I don’t know how I would have made it without them. But make it we did.


While some may say this was blind luck, I believe two factors helped us exponentially. First, we had a relational mindset with our customers. We used to tell them that our company was big enough to meet their needs but small enough to know their name. The second factor was the hand of God. I don’t know how else to describe it but to say that I sensed His activity all over our business.


DIVINE AFFIRMATION


I’ll never forget the day we incorporated our business and became a C corp. I found an attorney with a great reputation, and to this day, I’m not even sure why he took it upon himself to incorporate us. His name was Cecil Cheves, and one day, Steve, Billy Joe, and I walked into Cecil’s conference room and signed the papers (Cecil was our corporate attorney for those first ten years, and then he retired).
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