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			To my children: Elizabeth, Maxwell, Joseph, Kristen, and Carly. Brought together by circumstances beyond your control, the love and commitment to family that all of you have shown is the reason we continue on this gracious, yet necessary, path. I believe in each of you and know that this journey together will lead to a brighter future for the next generations and an ability to give back to others in a way 
I never imagined. I love you guys. Now go get ‘em! 
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			Introduction

			
Why Can’t the Webbs Be the Next Rockefellers?

			This is the American dream in a nutshell: You come from nothing, but in a land of opportunity, the person with the guts and determination to make something of themselves rises up and creates a fortune out of dust. It’s a story you’ve heard a million times before, and it’s the most American story imaginable. More American even than cowboys and baseball. Every bit as American as apple pie.

			If you had looked at the odds when I was born, you would not have bet on me getting to the point where I spend my days pondering the pitfalls of generational wealth. I was born to teenage parents in Laurel, Mississippi. Where I come from, there are limited opportunities—a job at the Masonite plant, at Howard Industries making electrical transformers, at Sanderson Farms, or maybe working offshore. If you were ambitious, maybe junior college. The rich kids got to go to Ole Miss. Don’t take that observation as a judgment. Those are the people I come from, and I love them more than anything. But through sheer luck, determination, and bullheaded resilience, I managed to get out of the cycle of low expectations that trapped so many people I knew, and so many of them were just like me.

			I didn’t have a big plan. It’s not like I used to stay up all night reading business books and designing schemes. I wasn’t a scholar, and I wasn’t a prodigy or some touched-by-God brainiac. In other words, I wasn’t born special. And I don’t believe I am today. But I do know how hard I worked to get to where I am, and I do know how building wealth has given my immediate family an incredible opportunity to contribute to our larger family, to our friends, and to people in need.

			It’s not about the money. Well, it is, but it’s not entirely about the money. I don’t apologize for being a capitalist. I won’t apologize for working hard in the pursuit of wealth. Why should I? You’re an idiot if you’re a rich guy who tries to deny that he’s rich, and for the first generation, he’d have to be a liar or a fool to claim he wasn’t driven by the pursuit of wealth. I may be a dumb redneck, but I am not a liar or a fool.

			The money makes our lives different from most, but it also allows us to think beyond the money. We can take the money we have and use it to make more money through a family business. We can use it to serve people in need. We can use it to change the fortunes of other families in need. I may have worked my tail off to get where I am, but I didn’t do it alone; there were people along the way who recognized something in me that I didn’t recognize in myself and who did what they could to help me change my life.

			Changing fate, my perceived pathway at birth, is an important idea to me. That was my goal, the thing that kept me going when the work was hard and the hours were long. It was the desire to change my family’s fate for the long haul that got me back up every time I was knocked down. Now my wife, Cathy, our five kids, and I have the chance to help other people change their destiny in life through our philanthropic efforts.

			My work has changed a great deal over the last few years. I don’t run companies the way I used to, as CEO or COO. I’m an investor, an adviser, and a chairman—things a person can only do if they’ve been through hell and come out on top. Today I work on the business rather than in the business, which gives me the time to focus on what matters most—my family and our future.

			In the chapters that follow, you will learn about my story—how a small-town kid living in near poverty found his way into the medical imaging field. You’ll read about how I was held at gunpoint by the Sandinistas and about how I met people who changed my life with their guidance, love, and strength. You’ll learn about amazing wins and devastating losses, about sin and redemption, about recovery and forward momentum.

			When you finish the last page, you will be tempted to think that you have reached the end of the story—a story that, apart from the particulars, seems a lot like some of the others you’ve heard before.

			But for my family and me—my beautiful family brought together by love and circumstances both happy and heartbreaking—it is still just the beginning. When you’ve been through what we’ve been through, you can’t let the story end where this book ends. You have to keep thinking about the future and doing everything you can to make sure that it’s a future worthy of the journey, a journey defined not by obstacles but by wholehearted belief and dedication to one simple question: Why not?

			Most importantly, in this book you will learn the benefit and advantage of resilience. If I can claim any single attribute that has been the key to the success I’ve had, it is resilience. If I can pass on anything to our children and to the generations that follow, it’s a resilient spirit, bolstered by family and dedicated to changing the fate of families—ours and others’.

			Resilience isn’t just about getting back up. Any fool can get back up when they’ve been knocked down. What other choice do you have, besides staying down in the gutter? A resilient person never considers staying down. Getting back up is an instinct, like breathing or blinking. Resilient people never take their eyes off where they’re going, even when they get knocked down. They don’t take it easy; they don’t retire. They refocus.

			Wealth helps you do that, but it’s a means, not an end. When wealth is the only thing that defines a family, they fall apart nine times out of ten, and with them goes the money. But a family built on love, compassion, communication, and resilience might just end up changing the world. That’s the family I want our family to be and why I spend so much time thinking about what I can do to make it happen. It’s why I ask myself, Why can’t the Webbs be the next Rockefellers? Why not us?
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Chapter one

			
Where the Heck Is Laurel, Mississippi?

			Resilience: When you are born in a small town in Mississippi, where opportunities are few and less is expected, you must find your motivation from within. Despite setbacks, you must remain resilient and focused on the future that you dream of for yourself. 

			You have probably never heard of Laurel. No one would blame you. It’s a cute, small town in the southeast part of Mississippi. It has about twenty thousand people and lots of parks but not much else. The town is surrounded by smaller communities: Glade, Shady Grove, Ellisville, Tuckers Crossing, and Lake Bogue Homa. The Masonite plant was the big employer when I was born, and I grew up thinking I’d be working there too. If not there, it probably would have been Sanderson Farms (chickens) or offshore on an oil platform.

			There are a few notable people who’ve come from Laurel. The actress Parker Posey, the opera singer Leontyne Price, and the NFL running back Clinton Portis, along with a few other football players. After I was grown and left town, Lance Bass, from the 1990s boy band NSYNC, was born and raised in Laurel. But other than that, Laurel is and has always been an out-of-the-way place full of nice people living in their own little world. There is nothing wrong with that, and I have great memories, but that narrow life was not for me. There’s a downtown business district built around the historic courthouse that is straight out of a John Grisham book. Big shade trees cover the small streets like umbrellas, and even now the city is full of parks. A lot has changed in the nearly six decades since I was born there, but just as much has stayed the same. You don’t need to know Laurel to understand it. It’s a small town in the heart of the Old South, where reputations carry currency and everybody knows too much about everybody else. 
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			This is the downtown Laurel that I remember as a kid.

			I was born in Laurel, the product of two high schoolers who fell in love a little too early. They were just kids, teenagers who didn’t know much about the world beyond their home lives and inner needs. It was the late 1950s, and the town was divided, as it always had been. The rich white families lived up on Bay Springs Road. The poor African American families lived on the other side of the tracks. My parents were neither black nor rich, and they did right be me and each other, getting married and becoming part of the third group in town—the poor working whites just trying to get by and put food on the table.

			This was the Jim Crowe South, but although segregation was the norm, I was never raised with hate in my life or in my heart. My first best friend in grammar school, Alvin, was African American. The best teacher I ever had, Miss Love, was African American. I used to tell my parents, “I love Miss Love.” Unlike many of the other teachers I had, she actually cared about us as students and as human beings. She was a big influence in my life.

			There were natural divides among the three groups and even more so after the schools were desegregated—shortly after which a brand-new, expensive private school popped up in a little town just north of Laurel, where the parents on Bay Springs Road, who weren’t too excited about the progress of desegregation, sent their kids.

			The churches followed the divide as well. First Baptist Church was for the wealthy families. First Methodist was for the next group. We went to the Second Avenue Baptist Church and had about four hundred members, with most being the white working class. The African American families in town went to their own church. Nowhere were social and economic divides in Laurel more apparent than in church circles. Having an African American best friend may have gotten me talked about among the other white families in our part of town, a fact I accepted, but I would never have dreamed of inviting him to church or going to his.

			My parents didn’t have much to give me other than love. My dad worked for a local electrician company, as an apprentice, for fifty cents an hour, sixty hours a week. We lived in a little white house next to the shop, which I think the owner, Mr. Blackledge, rented to my folks on the cheap because he felt for a couple of teenagers trying to start their lives as a family. I spent a lot of time with my mom, and one of my earliest childhood memories is of a drawing she made of an octopus and a swan, which hung over the bathtub. She did it for me, to take care of me. Mom was always taking care of people when I was a kid. She still does to this day. 
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			My mom with me and my brother, circa 1964.

			We spent a lot of time at church. There were Sunday services and Sunday School, of course, and I remember Sunday mornings being very Bible focused. It was about God’s Word and only the Word. We’d go back on Sunday evenings for another service, which was meant to be more educational. It was about applying the Word to your life. Wednesday evenings we went to prayer meetings, and there was usually a potluck dinner once a month. Thursday night was choir practice, which was also sometimes scheduled for the time between Sunday services. When I was older, I’d spend the other days at the church rec center playing basketball and ping-pong and whatever else was around. Church was religion, but it was also the social glue that held our community together. I liked being there. I liked being around the people in our community, among other people and other families like ours.

			The church choir was an important part of my childhood, and the director, Milfred Valentine, was one of the people who set me on my path. I remember tossing a football around with some other kids outside the church one day when Milfred came up to us and asked for the ball. We snickered at the thought of our choir director being able to hold the ball, let alone throw it. But we were set straight when he fired a perfect spiral like it was no big deal. It turned out that in addition to leading our church choir and teaching music at Jones County Junior College, Milfred was also an All-Conference high school football quarterback. I learned right there not to make assumptions about people and that you can be into the arts and also be athletic. When I was young, choir was something to look forward to, just like baseball games and Scout outings. Even when I got to high school and had given up sports in favor of work, partying, and chasing girls, I remained in the choir. I’m glad I did, too, because Milfred offered me a half scholarship to the junior college, and all I had to do was sing in the choir. Without him, I might never have pursued higher education, and I might still think of people as being capable of only one thing in their lives. He was another big influence.

			There was a large courthouse on the center square and a shopping district with a Woolworths, JCPenney, Rexall Drugstore, some men’s clothing stores, Burton’s Jewelry, and a movie theater that I remember paying a nickel to get into when I was young. There was a store, Fine Brothers Madison, that only the families on Bay Springs Road could afford. I sneaked into it a few times and can still remember the mannequins in fur coats. My mom would work seasonal shifts at the local Sears & Roebuck store to pay for layaway Christmas gifts that my parents bought for my two brothers and me.
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			Five generations in my family.

			The Masonite factory, the chicken farms, and the oil fields put food on a lot of tables in Laurel, but none of my family worked at those places. My dad’s parents—Lottie Mae and Harold Webb—owned a little corner store called Webb’s Stop & Shop. Lottie was a hard worker at the store every day. Harold was a fireman and one of the influences in my life. Harold’s mom, my great-grandmother, Grannie, was one of the most loving women I have ever met. She was the matriarch of the Webbs. You went to Lottie Mae for a popsicle. You went to Grannie for a hug and stewed potatoes and cornbread, which is my favorite meal to this day. 

			My mom’s family, the Logans, were also in town and in our lives. AC Logan was my papaw, and I don’t know that there was a nicer man in town. He was also the only person I knew at the time with an education. He was a lab and X-ray tech at one of the local hospitals. I used to hang out with him at the hospital and watch him work. He also had a TV repair business in his garage. As a child, we got our first few TVs from him so that we could watch WDAM, Channel 7, the only TV station available. The Three Stooges and Popeye dominated the early mornings, and Perry Como and Andy Williams held our attention at night. My papaw was a huge influence on me and one of the reasons I initially followed his career. My mom’s mother was Kitty, and she was a tough one. She was the quickest to reach for the belt or switch to “teach us a lesson.” Because she did not have a job, we spent a fair bit of time with her. I have good memories of her cooking and crafting but also some not so good memories of her version of punishment. She was tough on me, tough on my mom, tough on my dad, tough on my papaw. Just tough.

			When I was two, we moved out of that little white house next to the electrician shop where my dad worked to our new place at 2128 Second Avenue. My parents paid $9,000 for the house, and I have memories of them struggling to make their mortgage. It was about this time when my brother Ronney was born. My parents didn’t give him a middle name, and later in life, he would petition the court to add “Joe” to his birth records. He wanted a J in his name like the rest of us. Ronney and I were really good buddies but contentious just the same. We palled around and had a lot of fun, but two of the four best fights I’ve ever had in my life were with Ronney. We always kissed and made up.

			By the time I was eight, my dad had started working for the county electricity company as a lineman and things had gotten a little better. My brother Chris was born that year and revealed himself to be a very sweet, loving boy from the beginning. He was also a good athlete and went on to pitch in college before finding his true calling—helping others through counseling and service. Both he and Ronney grew up to be Southern Baptist preachers.

			Between my parents and grandparents, there were always presents under the Christmas tree and food on the table, but I always wanted more. I’ll cover my work life in the next few chapters, but suffice it to say that my world in those early years was defined by four things: the neighborhood, church, work, and school. I don’t know whether my parents saw potential in me or if they didn’t know any better, but I started first grade when I was five. I was already a relatively small kid, but being in a class of thirty kids, all of whom were at least a year or two older than me, might have had something to do with my immediate disinterest in school. Our teacher, Miss Odem, used to hit us on the palm of our hand with a ruler when we acted out, and even though I realized I was too young to be in school, I knew better than to complain too much. School wasn’t meant to be fun. It was meant to toughen me up.

			We had a little gang in the neighborhood, the Second Avenue Raiders. We’d sneak out at night and go on adventures, play a lot of baseball, and just generally run around the neighborhood like we owned the place. I felt a level of comfort with those guys that I never felt at school. Some of us played Little League baseball together on a team started by my dad and my papaw. I started off as a bat boy but eventually made it to the Little League Cubs and played for other teams all the way through my sophomore year in high school.

			Sports was the basis of the relationship that I had with my dad. I spent a lot of time with Mom and we were close, but as I look back, I realize that I probably had a better relationship with my dad than my friends had with theirs or that even my brothers had with him. He was a good athlete when he was in school, and Chris, who pitched in the College World Series, probably got his talent from Dad. I’ve wondered more than once what would have happened to his life if I hadn’t come along.
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			My dad and I, just chillin’.

			I don’t think he or Mom were looking for a long-term relationship when they got together. Mom had a rough time growing up, and I think Dad treated her well, a gift that she craved. Dad was probably just like any other teenage boy, drawn by instincts as old as time. They fought a lot when I was young, but I don’t remember either one of them ever showing resentment toward or blaming me for their lot in life. We were far from a perfect family, but we made it through, and I have always admired my parents for what they did to provide for my brothers and me. It might not have been a picturesque situation, but there was a lot to be proud of, particularly how my parents demonstrated resilience in their lives.

			When I was bumbling my way through high school, my mom, who had always been a caregiver, decided to go back to school. She picked up a student loan for $525 per quarter and studied nursing at the local junior college for the first two years, then finished her degree at the University of Southern Mississippi. I had never thought too much about college, but seeing Mom do it made me think it was possible. My dad never went to college, but it was important to him that I go. I remember him telling me, “I want you to go to college so you don’t have to work for a living.” I didn’t understand what he meant and was kind of disappointed because I wanted to work for him in the electrical business. Then one day in 2001, it finally made sense to me. I was driving in Dallas through a brutal winter storm, and while stuck on an overpass, I looked up to see a lineman working on a power line in the freezing dark. Boom—I got it. That’s what Dad meant by working for a living. He wanted more for my brothers and me and for himself too.

			But wanting more doesn’t always mean achieving it. When I was a senior in high school, my dad started an HVAC company. For the first time in his life, he was working for himself and finding success. But then, one day, the IRS showed up at the door and took just about everything he had. His accountant had been skimming and not paying the bills, and in the blink of an eye, everything my dad had built was gone and he was saddled with debt. He could have quit right there. God knows there were people in our neighborhood who would have done just that, but if Chris got Dad’s throwing arm, I was blessed with his resilience. He rebounded and paid off every last cent, which nearly killed him, but it is one of the things he did in life that impressed me the most. He was responsible and he was resilient.

			When I think back to my youth in Laurel, I can see the building blocks of the person I eventually became. I don’t remember learning that much in school, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t learn in my youth. I inherited nothing monetary from my relatives and friends, but I absolutely got some of their traits. I got my grandparents’ entrepreneurial spirit and my mom’s instinct to take care of people. I got my dad’s work ethic and resilience in the face of failure. I got my sense of community from church. I learned bravery in the face of stupidity from Alvin and Miss Love and all the African American families who crossed the segregation lines. From the rich parents who would rather start a school of their own than let their kids go to school with Alvin or learn from Miss Love, I learned the wrong way to be successful. I learned that tragedy can influence you without defining you and that life doesn’t double back to help you out.

			You have to do it for yourself.

			Redneck Recap

			Family and outside influences start at an early age. Embrace them. Learn from them. Challenge yourself. 
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Chapter two

			
Potholders and Blood on a Pillow

			Resilience: Most of us don’t know from an early age exactly what we want to do. Many will take the wrong path time and again until they find their true calling. Those small failures build resilience and the temperament for eventual success. 

			The potholders were going for five cents apiece, and they looked easy enough to make. I was about five years old and attending a church-sponsored bazaar, where folks were selling everything from vegetables to old clothes to handmade items. It was then, on the front lawn of the Second Avenue Baptist Church, when I had my first business idea: learn how to make potholders and sell a lot of them.

			Despite being a mediocre student, I wasn’t dumb. I understood the connection between opportunity, effort, and outcome from a very early age. This was in no small part because I couldn’t rely on other people to get me the things I wanted, and I always wanted more—things, sure, but also freedom and opportunity. I remember knowing that if there was something extra I wanted, I had to get it for myself. That’s why the potholders stuck out to me. They looked uncomplicated but could be made flashy, and everyone seemed to be buying them. My mom taught me the basics of weaving a potholder, and I eventually learned how to make patterns and even words in the designs. Our church would have these bazaars, potluck dinners, and yard and craft sales. Some of the things were junk and didn’t get bought. Some things were expensive and were a more considered purchase. But everyone seemed to be buying those potholders and particularly from a kid. Over the course of three years, I made and sold a ton of them.

			How do I know that I sold a boatload? Because I saved the money and used it to buy a lawn mower when I was eight years old—and the James Webb Lawn Service was born. I mowed lawns, pulled weeds, and raked leaves. I walked door-to-door and made my pitch to neighbors who were either impressed by my entrepreneurial spirit or too tired to mow their own lawns. I did that until the year I turned twelve, at which time I transformed my lawn-mowing income into my next business opportunity. I bought a Schwinn bicycle—the most badass purchase and possession of my young life—and went down to the local newspaper office to sign up for a delivery route.

			Unlike mowing lawns, which was something I did mostly by myself unless my dad was helping me with repairs or my brother was joining me to rake or mow, the paper route was more of a family affair. I have fond memories of sitting with my mom or my brothers or my grandparents, rolling up the papers, and loading up my satchel before heading out on my run. I collected the subscription money and learned a lot of discipline on the cold and rainy days when I would rather stay in bed than get on my bike and cover my early-morning route.

			When I was thirteen years old, I bought my first car. Yep, thirteen. It was a Plymouth station wagon that I took off my parents’ hands for the whopping sum of fifty dollars. I wasn’t old enough to get a driver’s license, of course, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t drive. Maybe it was a sign of the trust my parents had in me or just a sign of the times, but I used to drive my brother Ronney to grammar school before parking a few blocks away from the middle school and walking the rest of the way. And for a very short time, I continued my paper route throwing newspapers from my car. Delivering papers was a lot more fun and exciting when I did it from my own car. Grab a rolled-up newspaper, hang it out the driver’s side window, throw it over the car’s roof, and land it on the porch. I missed only a few times and once broke a window! I also don’t remember ever getting caught driving underage, but if I had been, I doubt I would have been in too much trouble with my parents. Mom, who had three boys driving her crazy at home, and Dad, who worked a lot, probably liked the fact that their oldest boy was seeking and gaining independence. The young parents needed their oldest to make his own way, and I always remember them supporting that concept.

			The paper route and mowing lawns were the perfect jobs for me. I didn’t really answer to anyone—other than the man at the newspaper office who delivered my papers and took the money I collected—and I could make money without sacrificing too much of my childhood. I could still run around with the Second Avenue Raiders, play baseball, take karate classes at the YMCA, and chase girls while having some money in my pocket and my sights set on my next goal. I didn’t mind working either. I liked it. I liked to be busy. Idle hands and all that, or maybe it was the precursor of what today would be diagnosed as ADHD. If I hadn’t been working, I probably would have gotten into a lot more trouble than I did. The Second Avenue Raiders were always playing pranks on people. If I hadn’t had work to do and money to make, I probably would have taken one of those pranks too far and done some real damage.

			Working at a young age and seeing my family work developed “muscles” in me that I worry may be lost for my own kids if I’m not careful. I worked out of a necessity manifested in a couple of forms—the monetary but also the activity. I remember seeing my first television at my grandparents’ house. I was born too early for video games, and the kinds of distractions kids have today were not even pipe dreams back then. All we had were sports, clubs (I was a Scout), church, and work to keep us out of trouble. Work came with the added bonus of a paycheck. 

			[image: ]

			My first look at entrepreneurship. My grandparents, Harold and Lottie Webb, opened a small food vending business.

			An early adoption of work habits combined with a lukewarm (at best) interest in school drew my attention to the DECA program when I entered high school. At that time DECA stood for the Distributive Education Clubs of America. It was essentially a work study. We’d get out of school every day at 1:00 p.m. to go to work in a local business or industry for real-world learning. Anything to get me out of school sounded good, plus, again, there was the opportunity to get paid. I took a job working for MCB Business Services in Laurel, which is probably best described as a precursor to Kinko’s printing services. I made paper pads and copies (mimeographs), designed flyers, took photographs, and delivered products all over town. Eventually, I even learned to operate the printing presses and at one point was the pressman for that small company. It was hard work and hot down in the windowless basement workroom.

			I worked for that company all the way through high school and stayed on after I graduated. I didn’t know what I wanted to do. Heading off to Ole Miss or Mississippi State wasn’t in the cards. That was for the rich kids, and anyway, I wasn’t sure I had the grades to get in. Plus, I’d worked enough to know that spending a lot for college when you didn’t know what you wanted to do was a waste of both time and money. My parents didn’t pressure me, other than to indicate that it was time to move. My mom had gone back to school and was still going when I was ready to graduate high school. Dad hoped I’d go to college so that I wouldn’t have to work for a living. But I wasn’t convinced that college was for me. I considered the oil fields. And I considered the Masonite plant. It was only when the church choir director, Milfred Valentine, offered me a half scholarship to Jones County Junior College to sing in the choir that I thought perhaps I could go to college. I don’t think the scholarship was official. I suspect he might have paid for it out of his own pocket, which is why he remains, to this day, one of a handful of people who changed my life. He was a truly good man whom I was blessed to have in my life.

			I decided to enroll for the fall quarter, but then, in August of that year, a couple of things happened that, like Milfred’s scholarship, changed the direction of my life. The first was that my high school girlfriend dumped me. She was heading off to college and didn’t think a long-distance romance would work. Either that or she wanted more than she thought I was willing to give. In retrospect, I don’t think I was ready to marry her, but the example of early marriage had been set by my folks and the thought had probably crossed my mind. She made the decision for me when she moved on, leaving me with even less direction than I’d had before.

			It probably wasn’t the next day, but it was close to that when I woke up and found a pool of blood on my pillow. I didn’t think much of it that day. I just cleaned it up and moved on. But then it happened again the next day—and the day after that and the day after that—for close to six weeks, which is when I got scared enough to ask for help.

			While growing up, I had earaches. Nothing terrible but fairly regularly. The only other health scare I ever had was when I was five years old, swinging on the swing set my dad had put up in the backyard and singing “Jesus Loves Me.” I fell off the swing and bit my tongue almost completely off. My parents took me to the emergency room, and the doctors said they could sew it back on, but they couldn’t use pain medication. They tied me to the table and stitched it back together before sending me home. By the time we got back to the house, the stitches had come loose, and we turned around and went back to the ER to do it all over again. That one lasted about a day, so we went back to the hospital for a third time. Tied down, no pain medicine. Stitched through and through my tongue. This time it worked.

			I don’t think you need to be a psychologist to make the connection between my hesitation to see a doctor about the blood coming out of my ears and that early experience of having my tongue sewn on without so much as a local anesthetic three times in two days. So believe me, things were pretty bad for me to ask to be taken to the ER.
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