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“In the five decades I have been working, I can’t think of any business executive, who has been such a meaningful mentor as Frank O’Connell. He taught all of us how to define goals, understand creativity, have positive attitudes, and love our work. There are so many successful executives who owe their fruitful and rewarding careers to Frank. We were all so very lucky.”


—Lois Whitman-Hess, HWH PR


“Frank O’Connell was successful because of his commitment to goal achievement, flexibility, and ability to employ proven marketing techniques. Frank thought outside the box and has worked assiduously to maintain a mentoring relationship with me and other fellow team members.”


—Robert P. Kirby, former CEO of Oroweat/ Arnold Brands, Inc.; Dairy Division, Borden Inc.; Murray Bakery Products; Castleberry/Snows Brands Inc.


“Like Mentor in Homer’s Odyssey, Frank tutored us in the realm of possibilities, preparing his cohorts for grand adventure and its rewards and perils. As the result, our ventures over four decades yielded both extraordinary shareholder returns and professional development.”


—Sam K. Reed, CEO of Keebler Foods Company, founder of TreeHouse Foods Company


“ ’When the internal speed of an organization is slower than the external speed of the market, the company will eventually fail.’ This is one of my favorite quotes from Frank. Creativity, energy, optimism, and fun continuously infuse Frank’s life. I’ve been blessed to work with and learn from Frank, a motivating leader who energizes organizations, turning them into winners.”


—Kosmo Kallerekos, managing director at Baring Private Equity Asia, former founding member and senior partner of The Parthenon Group


“Jump First, Think Fast describes how Frank approaches his life. It is his instincts, risk-taking, and ability to do things differently that impressed me. I learned a lot about how to just jump into things. His stories are both practical and personal. I urge readers to enjoy the stories and learn. I certainly did.”


—Chris Walsh, founder of CW Resources, Inc. former VP of operations for Reebok, former Sr. VP of operations for LA Gear, former managing director for Nike/ Taiwan and managing director of Nike/China
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This book is dedicated first to my mother, Virginia, who endured the worst of me, saw the best of me, loved me anyway, and correctly identified my life as a carnival. Next, to my wife, Barbara, who endured the worst of me, saw the best of me, loved me anyway, joined my carnival, and never looked back.


And this book is dedicated to my children, Beth, God rest her soul, Kim, always giving to and saving humans and animals, Sean, whose humor and brilliance is astounding, and Mack, the wild card in the bunch. The grandchildren will be mentioned in the next book because they weren’t around when these things happened. I love you all and thank you for your support.










FOREWORD


Note from a Friend


My good friend Frank asked me to read the beginning of his career life story, written for him by professionals as an “airport business advice” book. It didn’t feel right to him. It didn’t read right to me. Frank and I have known each other for almost thirty years; we both have dual degrees from Cornell, and both of our families hail from the Finger Lakes of New York. I felt I could do Frank’s voice justice.


He’s not a preachy sort of guy who takes himself so seriously that he thinks people need to take notes when he talks. Frank is a successful titan of business who did what he did and got where he was going because he loved what he was doing. He was and still is passionate and driven about every minute he spends on this earth. I admire that and decided to help him tell his story exactly because he does not preach from some business gospel. What he does is use every ounce of his experience, throws it at the problem at hand, and tries like the devil to solve the problem (and one look at Frank’s smile, and you just know there is some devil in there). Innovation, that thing made of perspiration and inspiration, is his stock and trade. Frank is the Chieftain of Innovation. Sometimes he succeeds and sometimes he fails, but it is never for want of passion and genuine effort.


This book is a memoir of Frank’s business life. It’s about the amazing stories of his interactions with the movers and shakers of our times, of the trends that have set the course of our existence these past fifty years, and of the subtle nudges he gave to those movers and movements that actually “moved the needle.”


I don’t mean to overstate Frank’s importance to human civilization. In fact, the greatness of the man is that he would smile, scoff, and self-denigrate any attempt to suggest that he has moved the needle of mankind. But for a simple farm boy of humble origins, his “light touch” affiliation with meaningful trends, brands, and ideas makes his career a veritable hallmark of his generation of business leaders. And the best part about it all is that Frank never sacrificed a moment of fun for himself or anyone near him. He is a testament to the power of innovative thinking.


Rich Marin










CHAPTER 1 (1990) PUMP IT UP



On a lonely bridge in eastern Washington state, two athletically clad men stand on the railing over the rushing waters hundreds of feet below. They both have long bungee cords wrapped around their ankles, and they are both very nervous. One man bends over and pumps up his Reebok Pump athletic shoes with the basketball-shaped pump on the tongue of the shoe. Then, they dive off the bridge like Acapulco cliff divers, heading for the steel-gray waters below. The bungee goes taut and snaps back. The man with the Reeboks hangs from the bridge upside down in silence. The other bungee goes slack and comes back up with nothing but a pair of empty Nikes. The announcer says, “The Reebok Pump. It fits a little better than your ordinary athletic shoe.” Every mother’s son just fell to his death off the Spokane River Bridge.


Our New York ad agency group, along with the San Francisco office of Chiat Day, came up with the bungee jumping commercial. In 1990 I was the president of Reebok Brands North America and felt the advertising needed to be as bold and dramatic as the Pump shoes. To the credit of Paul Fireman, Reebok’s founder and CEO, he supported producing and running the commercials. When we had applied for clearance to run the commercials on the three major networks, one refused. We knew in advance that it was all pretty controversial, as it implied people dying from a bungee jump. My marketing team was very concerned. On the other hand, I thought the response was fantastic news. Controversy is always a friend to advertising. The controversy would surely send viewers to the other two networks to see the commercial. Calls came into those two networks, calls came into the company; everyone thought the commercial was outrageous. Outrageous was good. We needed outrageous. I wanted outrageous. That is exactly what I got, and what happened next made marketing history as the Reebok Pump took off like a rocket ship.


The commercial only ran six times and cost $500,000, but it caused Reebok to sell out of every pair of $180 Reebok Pump shoes we had in inventory around the country. This created a fresh playing field in the consumer’s mind and was uber-cool—now there was an alternative to Nike. The day after the ad ran, Arsenio Hall, a TV trendsetter, spent twelve minutes on his show talking about the ad and the shoes. The public reaction was so remarkable that the networks pulled the commercial as too controversial. That is the definition of outrageous. For me, it was a near-perfect outcome for branding the new urban chic shoe.


We held a press conference in Atlanta for the product launch. It was in a building with a three-story atrium. The press was having drinks and food when we asked them to look up, at which point two guys jumped off a ledge. One jumper was wearing Nikes and the other Reeboks. They dove off the atrium supports three stories up and came within a foot of the floor. No one came out of their shoes, but there was that moment of doubt among the crowd, all of whom had seen the commercial. It was dramatic and it drove home our point. Jump first, think fast. Outrageous.





Playing from the second spot, like Reebok did with Nike, is always a challenge in any market, but let’s stop and think about this in the context of risk and reward. People in the investment world always think and structure their business in this very productive and universal context because everyone can usually agree that one comes with the other. And yet the ratio of one to the other is rarely the same in different circumstances. You can take lots of risk and have little chance for reward, but that is usually just called being stupid. You can get lots of reward and have minimal risk attached, but that is almost always called lucky, or maybe privileged. Most of business is about the balancing act and trying to get as much reward as possible with as little risk as possible, and this takes continuous market awareness and strategic thought.


The context of brand positioning is just the sort of context that demands lots of strategic thinking. By definition there is only one market leader, so everyone else is playing catch-up. Not being the market leader is the position that most businesses find themselves in, and it’s perhaps the most troubling because of the tantalizing proximity to success. No one exemplified this notion better than Avis with its “When you’re only No. 2, you try harder… Or else.” Avis’s ad agency, Doyle Dane Bernbach, chose in 1962 to embrace Avis’s second-place status as a compelling means of emphasizing their customer service. It was very memorable, which is good in advertising-speak.


Everyone wants to work for the market leader or become the market leader. I didn’t get out of business school and decide to go find underdogs and play from the second spot. I needed a job and took it. But brand marketing finds you in that place eventually, and my turn in the breach came after fifteen years of honing my marketing and business skills, when the opportunity at Reebok came calling. Every career has many turning points, but the Reebok chapter has always seemed to me to be my Rubicon. And this ad was the moment of truth that would lead to the creation of the new Roman Empire…and also my ignominious defeat. Those are the moments that seal your fate, and my fate as a marketer took direction from that.





The ’80s had been about burgeoning technology, led by the silicon chip industry, global capitalism with Reagan and the actual and symbolic breakdown of The Berlin Wall, and a shift in personal values to an emphasis on health and exercise. In many ways, my career path, which had begun in the mid-1960s, was perfectly consistent with these trends. I was engaged in all of them—tech, globalization, and running as fast as I could every day. In some ways I was surfing on the leading wave of most of these trends. On reflection, I’m unclear whether that was a case of me following the trends closely or me being one of the trendsetters that led the way over the decade. It was probably a combination of both, but when I was more aware of it (and it did not escape my attention), then my next step was in exactly that direction.


It was Gerry Roche the famous Heidrick & Struggles executive recruiter, who formally reached out to me. Gerry was heading the search for a president for Reebok Brands. I had maintained contact with him throughout my career since my days at Carnation. It was important to be known by and to be in the databases of the top recruiting firms, and no one was bigger in the field than Gerry. After securing a job through a firm like Heidrick & Struggles, you are on the radar screen for future positions. The top firms and the executives they consistently hire and source as candidates are like an elite club. This was a club of which I wanted to be a member. And they seemed to want me as a member.


My friend Joe LaBonte, who I knew from when he was President of 20th Century Fox, which had backed my video game company, and was then president of Reebok International, touted the position to me by saying during our initial phone call, “You will be known as Mr. Reebok.” Joe was banking his comment on his three-year tenure at Reebok, working for Paul Fireman, chairman and CEO. It had been a turbulent ride, to say the least. To the world, Paul Fireman was Mr. Reebok. The unwritten plan was for me to replace Joe LaBonte as president of Reebok International, and Mark Goldston, who had been hired as the head of Marketing, would replace me as President of Reebok Brands. Reebok was on that first wave of the personal exercise trend, and the industry growth was eye-popping. Paul was the creator of Reebok as we knew it.


Every picture you see of Paul Fireman makes him look like the smallest guy in the room, and one with a slightly pudgy waistline to boot. Not exactly the icon of a sports-shoe empire. But Paul often looks that way because he is standing with athletic giants. In many ways, this is the story of the man. He is a complex guy with issues (who of us cannot be thus characterized?), but he also had that entrepreneur’s drive and zeal accompanied by that “syndrome” of not wanting to let go. He is the guy who likes standing with giants, and while he often suffers physically by comparison, it doesn’t preclude him from standing proudly, smiling from ear to ear, beside them. The story of Reebok is inextricably linked with that of Paul Fireman.





Reebok, as I came to see it, had no truly differentiated image. Nike was threatening to dominate the market. That market, while driven by technology, was surrounded by entertainers and high-profile athletes, neither of which Reebok had in its stables. Reebok was losing market share and was being heavily discounted at retail. I was afraid the serious athletic shoe buyer was no longer considering Reebok versus Nike in its purchasing decision. Brand awareness was falling, and the most recent advertising was the corporate campaign (as opposed to a product campaign) of “Reeboks Let U.B.U.,” which was considered by many a colossal failure. With no truly differentiated shoe in a few years and in an industry ruled by product innovation, this was a bad omen for Reebok. The company needed to get back its mojo, and that would require a dramatic roundhouse punch.


Paul Fireman was a street-fighting product guy. It all started when, at a trade show, he met with an Italian designer who had come up with a shoe design. Paul asked me if I would meet the designer and review his concept. I remember this rough prototype for the pump, with tubes and fluid flowing through it. I quickly concluded that we could never manufacture a shoe taking this approach, but it did trigger a concept in my mind.


I talked with our designers about using some type of bladder that could be inflated with air and surround the foot. I was a skier, and there were similar concepts used in high-end ski boots where ankle support was of the essence. Ankle support was key in many sports; indeed, high-tops were born of that very concept. The advantages of an adjustable system were obvious in terms of ankle support, but naturally it needed to be lighter in weight than a ski boot. Also, since no two feet are the same size and shape (including differences between the right and left foot), adjustability was crucial. Incidentally, while everyone was familiar with ski-boot bladder technology, this was decidedly not the physical model that drove the concept.


Many stories surround the origin of the Pump. As with most great inventions, there is an endless list of people who claim to be responsible for the invention. I don’t begrudge them their due and trust that they will grant me the same respect.


Nike already had Air Jordan, which was a huge success but a totally different technology. They also had a shoe with a bladder that was inflated with a separate pump, much like those used to pump up water floats. It was a clumsy design that wasn’t popular. The trick would be to find a technology that worked better than those already in existence.


I came away from the show and wrote a general concept brief describing the idea and the end benefits. Then I started to look for the best outside non-footwear technology firm known for innovative solutions through the application of materials. Business Week had done an article on the top innovative technologies companies. Luckily one of them, Design Continuum, was located in Boston and appeared to have a perfect profile for the challenge. I contacted them and told them about the project. They immediately said, “But we don’t know anything about making shoes.” I said that was a good thing. We knew how to make shoes, and what we needed was someone who understood technology and material science. We hired them, gave them my concept sheet, and asked if they would get back in a few weeks with their preliminary thinking. Their website does a nice concise job of describing their four-step approach to the challenge through a design-thinking lens. They came back with a rough prototype that was spot-on—a polyurethane bladder with a built-in, off-the-shelf pump in the shape of a basketball. At that point, it was time to put them together with the internal design team (the Shoe Dogs) who knew how to turn it into a manufacturable, cost-effective, and safe athletic shoe.


I decided not to have the Pump development run through the traditional product development bureaucracy. I had learned from my other product development experience that it was best to have a small, carefully picked SWAT team representing each functional area (design and development, operations/costing/manufacturing, marketing, and sales), reporting directly to me. I established what was a high-speed SWAT team. I was the process director and needed to be the barrier buster. I needed to push for revolutionary solutions and then let the process slip back as needed but never bog down. Reebok was not used to rigid deadlines.


Athletic footwear companies typically have difficulty dealing with the integration of technology in the design and manufacturing process. Thus, it is critical to get outside technologists to work with the internal “Shoe Dogs” (guys who spend their life thinking only about shoes), who design the shoes around the technology such that it can be mass manufactured, resulting in a high-quality shoe at the right cost. We concluded that the most difficult shoe to apply the Pump technology to, due to its already large size and sturdiness standards, was a basketball shoe—ironically, the shoe that would most benefit from added ankle support. Basketball shoes take a lot of punishment, and a two-hundred-pound guy jumping and landing required a design that would both last and protect against breaking an ankle. I decided that we needed to send the Design Continuum people and our Shoe Dogs to Korea to work together with the production team in developing prototypes that we could launch quickly.


The team started sending me samples on an expedited basis. There was a group of Reebok employees who regularly played basketball, and they volunteered to be the guinea pigs for the prototypes. The early prototypes came back to me the next day all torn up after only one game.


The design requires sonically welding two halves of the bladder together. The weld had to be strong enough to hold, since giving way under pressure would likely result in a broken ankle. We were fortunate to find a small manufacturing and engineering firm with a very smart engineer by the name of Eric Stahl at the helm. We met with him at his company in Springfield, Massachusetts, on a rainy Saturday. He was using sonic welding in a white room, producing medical devices where a weld failure would be life-threatening. We saw that he had the technical and manufacturing capability, but we told him we needed millions of bladders. Furthermore, we were uncomfortable relying on a single source for such a critical component. In the end, we needed to take a risk. We did, and Eric delivered. Had we not taken that leap, it would have taken us months to find and qualify a second source with the capability we needed. As a side note, Eric became a friend, and coincidentally, owned a home in Woodstock, Vermont.


The Pump was born. A whole book could be written about it. It was the vehicle that brought the Reebok brand back to its original luster. The Pump was all about design and product development—both crucial components of the athletic footwear business—and we nailed them both.


The built-in pump looked like a basketball in the tongue of the shoe. There was a release valve in the shoe’s heel. The design engineers assumed we wanted to hide the pump. Quite the opposite. We wanted to expose the technology, making it a design feature. The early prototypes had a valve in the heel that made a hissing sound when the air was released. The engineers wanted to make the release of the air silent. I said no, based on a series of experiences, including in the toy business. I believed the hissing sound made the technology more believable. Also, I observed that when you gave people the shoe, they put their hand in the shoe and pumped it up so they could feel the bladder inflating and then pushed the release valve and loved the hissing sound it made, almost like it was an interactive toy.


The last, and some would say the most critical, step was to make the advertising and communication as bold as the product itself.


With technology and design in hand, I turned next to the marketing and advertising campaign, which as I’ve said, had to be as bold and provocative as the shoe. We needed to create a new playing field where we could beat Nike (the nemesis that never faded).


What drives fashion in the athletic footwear business is not the fashion runways but the courts in the hood. Reebok learned this lesson early on. They would test and introduce shoes, first in the city stores, before launching nationally. We researched inner-city athletic heroes, who never played in the big leagues but became neighborhood legends. Guys who just played their hearts out. Reebok had a smart program of refurbishing inner-city neighborhood playgrounds. They often had interesting names, like Lamar Fontaine Field. There was always speculation that the athletes found in these inner-city playgrounds might have been better athletes than their major-league counterparts. There was strength and honor in the hood. So Reebok hired inner-city kids as design consultants. They wore dreadlocks, and they knew hip when they saw it.


Chiat Day had been Reebok’s agency for many years. They were an outstanding creative agency under the direction of Jay Chiat. However, they had just taken a hit with the U.B.U. campaign, since, as explained, it was very controversial and panned by the retailers (mostly due to a lack of product orientation). Even though I felt it was brilliant in holding Reebok’s awareness until we got some new shoes, we were on the edge of searching for a new agency. But we nevertheless agreed to give Chiat Day a shot at developing a Reebok Pump campaign.


The typical approach to creating an ad campaign is to agree on a direction for the agency. Then the agency goes off on their own and develops various alternative approaches. Finally, they make presentations to the management team, who tries to shoot holes in the campaigns. I decided to take a different approach and create an internal competition between Chiat’s offices and my own management group, assigning one member of my team to partner with each of their offices. It was a unique approach, to say the least.


The direction I gave the San Francisco team was that we needed a product demonstration that exceeded the uniqueness of the Pump product itself. I asked them to give me an advertising campaign that their other clients would never run. I felt we would never beat Nike on the court (in the NBA or in the hood), so they needed to come up with a new playing field (our own) where we could win and be the U.B.U. nonconformists, all at the same time. The San Francisco office came up with a whole series of crazy things like running with the bulls in Pamplona, where the Reebok runner outruns the Nike runner. When they came up with the bungee side-by-side, Nike versus Reebok, with guys jumping off a bridge and only the Reebok jumper snapping back up, we knew we had something. The result was the bungee jumping commercial.


The Pump commercial’s dramatic presentation of a new shoe and new technology compared favorably to the cerebral and not-street level nature of U.B.U. Most states had outlawed bungee jumping, making it all the more intriguing. We made the management presentation, and most of the people who saw the ad were horrified. The Reebok public relations department commented that every mother in America would be calling me to complain, and all I could say was, “Great!”


We introduced the top-of-the-line Pump at $180. We were consciously using what was called a pinnacle pricing strategy with a plan to later introduce less expensive versions. The initial distribution went to inner-city stores, where we purposely limited the inventory and distribution to create scarcity and buzz about the product. Kids would be lined up outside the stores before they opened to try to buy a pair from the most recent shipment. We tightly controlled the allocation of product, putting up with the wrath from the big retailers who were fighting for an unfair share. There were constant fictitious rumors about shipments to retailers who were spying on one another. Buzz, buzz, buzz…


The ad had worked like a charm. We finally had Nike on the run.


Even though we had tried to avoid going up against Air Jordan on the court, the court had come to us. In the highly televised NBA slam dunk contest, Boston Celtics rookie, Dee Brown, went over to the bench and pumped up his Reeboks in full view of the audience. It was the tipping point for the Pump.


This ad and all that went into it not only changed the course of Reebok, creating billions of dollars in shareholder value, but it also changed the course of my career.





If there is a major theme that runs throughout my background, it is the ability to take concepts and solutions I have learned in other businesses or industries and translate them into my current business. By any other name, this is the essence of innovation. Some people say that there is nothing new under the sun. I say that there is always something new to be learned from cross-fertilization of ideas between industries. For me, the common thread has always been an understanding of consumer behavior and retailers. There are other areas that provide equally rich knowledge transfer, such as operations. Certainly, the knowledge of how to build and motivate a management team transcends industries.


I am often asked about the notoriety of having run these well-known companies, how I felt about being the president and CEO, and so forth. I’m taken aback by these questions, as my title has never been what brought me satisfaction. I think I have always had the ability to separate who I am from what I do for a living. That’s the only way I can stay grounded.


I find my brain is like a radar screen that is constantly scanning, pulling some remote thought or experience and applying it to the current situation. Sometimes the experiences and ideas are stuck in my head as vignettes or little stories. This often provides unique solutions, especially when I’m dragging the ideas from one industry to another, such as from greeting cards to toys. I often think about executives who spend their entire career in one industry, wondering how they gain fresh perspectives and ideas from the huge and changing business and social universe. I have had numerous interchanges with these executives and find it takes only a few minutes and questions to see the narrowness of their views and exposure. I come away screaming (if only to myself), “Why don’t you hire some young people from other industries and proactively do things that expand your horizon?”


My favorite approach is to ask these managers if they have been to India and China. And have they taken their families? I am constantly honing my questions for these insular managers. If you work at increasing the number of positive responses, you will begin to melt the ice of isolation around you.


I am wired differently. This sounds like an introspective analysis, but it’s really just a personal observation. I started to recognize when I was at Cornell that I thought differently and had a different perspective and picture of the world from most people. It’s hard to define, but I saw life through a broader lens, open and fueled by new and different thoughts and experiences. I had an innate ability to understand the consumer and was completely intrigued by consumer behavior and psychology. I can easily place myself in the consumer’s shoes, or perhaps I have never left those shoes. No matter what executive level I have achieved or what company I have run, I have always stayed grounded with the mass consumer. It has become a bit of a mantra in every business I look at, I ask, “What do you know about your consumer? Do you have any research?” I am constantly blown away by how little both the big corporations and start-ups really know about their customer and ultimate consumer. Also, the type of consumer is changing fast, and the demographic shift from the Baby Boomers to the Millennials is a speeding bullet train of change that many companies can’t see.


At times my view of the world is a bit of a kaleidoscope. Ideas seem to flow like a stream. I can get stimulus from every person and thing around me. I think in half-baked ideas, analogies, stories, and vignettes, and I build quickly from others’ ideas. That is random thinking at its finest.


A big part of my style and unique view revolves around humor. I treat everything with humor and think in humorous terms. I find humor adds to the fluidity of my thinking. I don’t take myself too seriously (important for us all). When I am in an intense meeting where there are strong people with differing points of view, I try to melt the ice with humor, loosening the grips to improve the chance for a collaborative solution. I am known for treating major business catastrophes with perspective and humor. I remind you of my line, which is—business is not life-threatening.










CHAPTER 2 (1943–61) MEANWHILE BACK ON THE FARM



I have carried so many lessons from the farm and my hometown of Ovid, New York, that they are almost hard to enumerate. Where and how I grew up has had more to do with my success and who I am than anything that has happened to me. I vaguely remember wandering around our barnyard as a toddler, learning how to walk where creepy crawlers and chickens ruled, falling down and briskly relocating off the deck when something came after me. I started life with two solid stakes in the ground: my mother’s love and guidance, and everything that growing up on a farm offers. These have proven to be valuable life traits over the years. Farming is nothing if not innovative.


Confidence and being secure in knowing how to make a living came to me shortly after learning how to walk. That may sound like an exaggeration, but it’s not. The cause-and-effect cycle is so much more evident on a farm, where you put in the effort to grow or raise something and then you eat it or sell it. This wasn’t running a paper route or starting a social media company while sitting at a computer… it was the ultimate in entrepreneurship. Doing chores made things grow. Not doing chores caused things to die. The lessons were simple but never forgotten.


Our farm was in Ovid, New York. Ovid is a medium-sized town of less than forty square miles and 2,300 residents (it peaked at 3,400 residents in my youth), located in Seneca County between the two largest Finger Lakes—Seneca and Cayuga. In other words, it was in the middle of nowhere. Growing up on a farm in Ovid provided one lesson after another. It was my mother and older brother, Dan, and I doing all the learning as we went. One day we learned how to castrate sheep.


There’s a reason for everything you do on a farm, and nothing is done casually; it’s always done with purpose. We were raising the sheep for wool and slaughter, and excess testosterone was simply not helpful. This was a case of changing the things we could change. This may seem trivial to hardened farmers, but to a young, impressionable boy, it was all shocking (the castration especially) and had the effect of opening and healing the wounds of youth with daily regularity. Innovation was always at the top of my mind.


The day after we castrated the sheep, we watched from the kitchen window as a hailstorm destroyed our entire bean crop, which was about to be harvested. There was nothing to be done and we learned the inverse about accepting the things we cannot change. But tragedy not only breeds resilience. It also breeds ingenuity.


We raised laying hens and when we hit the worst market in forty years, instead of wholesaling our eggs, we sold them door-to-door on an egg route we built. Every Friday my mother drove us around the route to make deliveries. Going straight to retail was not a gimmick we did to be cute. This was no lemonade stand on the corner; this was economic life or death, and life came from getting those few extra pennies per egg that retailing afforded. Marketing innovation helped us survive when other farms didn’t. Don’t get me wrong, we always managed to have fun while we did it (we were always riding pigs, washing cows, building huts in the haymows, and driving tractors from a very young age), but farming was serious business, and we always knew where the fun began and ended when the serious business came into play.


A farm is a 24-7 sort of place. One wet summer we couldn’t get the tractor and bean machine on the fields to harvest because the fields were simply too sodden. Time for an alternative solution. We rented a bunch of Gravely Garden tractors with sickle bars, hired kids from school, and harvested fifteen acres literally by hand. The crop was saved. We solved the problem with our brains and our brawn.


Hard work is the essence of farming. There is no substitute for it, no chemical additive or magic potion to lessen the load. When you mechanize, you do so to plant more acreage, not to make your day shorter. And the beauty of it all is that you see the progress you are making as well as the impact of your mistakes in real time. You can’t misinterpret or ignore causality on a farm. I quickly came to love the satisfaction of seeing and making progress and, yes, money.


Almost every meaningful endeavor in life requires great effort. There are so few instances of things coming easily or with pure luck that “winning the lottery” is, indeed, the appropriate expression for those rare lightning-struck examples. Farming makes this all very clear. You wake up at dawn or before, you break your back for twelve hours, and then you pray that your luck will not be bad and undo all that you have worked for. This is not praying for the roulette wheel to make your fortune; this is praying for the gods to not whimsically prove that man is but a mere pawn in nature’s game. I have always said that nature is my boss and I am happy with the odds she offers.


We were always trying to cheat Mother Nature out of a win without abusing her as our most important partner. I remember at lambing time bringing sick lambs into the kitchen and putting them by the radiator in hopes that keeping them warm would keep them alive. It worked. Severe winters and bad snowstorms were more the norm in upstate New York in those days, and Ovid seemed to get at least its fair share. This forced us to find ingenious ways to get our far-ranging cattle fed. One time we had to take advantage of a government-supplied airdrop of hay down to the cattle or let the winter take them. Losing the cattle would have meant losing the farm. And then there were the run-of-the-mill hardships like frozen pipes, something we learned to avoid at all costs. Once again, hay was the most common solution, but mixing in a bit of naturally bio-reactive manure didn’t hurt either. ABI—Always Be Innovating.


Farming is also a team sport. While Mother worked at Cornell to earn a living, running the farm back in Ovid was mostly left to Dan and me. We had very different approaches to doing business. Dan was older and naturally more frugal and conservative. He always wanted to buy old machinery at auction and spend our otherwise peaceful winters (when we could catch up on our educations) busting knuckles repairing the old, worn machines. His form of innovation was a bit more hardscrabble than mine. He wanted us to do everything ourselves in his vision of parsimonious good business. He was the original “Make versus Buy” kind of guy.


While Dan was tight with money, Mother knew money was dear and that we simply had to do what needed to be done. At one point, she determined that we needed some extra money for necessary repairs on critical farm equipment, so she unilaterally decided that we needed to turn our house into a tourist home by renting rooms whenever there was demand. We had a sign on the road that offered rooms for rent and below it another offering “Farm Fresh Eggs.”


This had several very real impacts on me. To begin with, there was the lesson of flexibility, since room sales were the determining factor on where I would sleep at night. This also made me somewhat less attached to my possessions as I watched my favorite bathroom cup get used to soak one lodger’s false teeth overnight. You see, we had only one bathroom, so this was not just about camping out for a night or two; it was about learning to share what today would be thought as unsharable personal space. Hello, Airbnb. What this did for my business sense was to give me a hard lesson early on about the importance of cash flow in every enterprise.


Diversity is also learned quickly on a farm. As small boys, Dan and I worked with the hired hands, when we could afford them. These were rugged and earthy men. Their vocabulary and demeanor were not the same as Mother wanted us to use in polite company. We learned a lot of practical things about farming and machinery from these men, but also learned a more “manly” vernacular and manners than Mother wished we had. She was unabashed in commenting to us when she noticed our vocabulary changing for the worse. She once asked how we could be outside working all day and not come in to go to the bathroom. While she was not a prude, she did have her standards of civility and reminded us that we were fortunate to have acquired indoor plumbing and that we had damn well better plan on using it. I think we found the limits of her manly trait indulgence when Dan and I each came in with a plug of chewing tobacco in our cheeks and a touch of tobacco spittle on our chins.


I guess I was sort of a farming overachiever in that I didn’t just join the FFA (Future Farmers of America) and 4-H (Head, Heart, Hands, and Health), but became the local Ovid chapter president. Mother always encouraged us to enter projects and win smaller—and eventually larger—prizes. Building on success was a big theme in our household. I went all the way to the New York State Fair with my pet roosters, who were literally covered with ribbons. I went so far in the poultry world as to being made a judge in the Laying Hens Division (all that egg route work had paid off). I even won a trip to New York City as Poultry Man of the Year. It may sound like a lot of chicken shit today, but at the time it was quite a big deal. I strutted my stuff through the Fulton Fish Market (I guess there was no poultry market at the time) and was even elevated to international competition at the Toronto Winter Royal Fair. Those Canadian boys sure do know their chickens, so that was all she wrote. But back on the farm in little old Ovid, we turned a small, smelly chicken coop into an operation raising three thousand broilers per quarter and six hundred laying hens and pheasants.


Growing up on the farm in Ovid and learning about life from my mother and my best friend, Walt, and my brother, Dan, I gained the confidence that I could solve any problem or pass the best and the brightest by outworking them.


Virginia Rapp Davidson Smith O’Connell Govern (aka Mother) lived ninety-seven glorious years, spending most of those years in her beloved upstate New York. She was married three times: to an attorney; to a farmer, my father, Daniel M. O’Connell Sr.; and to an engineer, George Govern, whom she put through college at the age of 40 and set him on a course to becoming named City Engineer of Auburn, New York. Her careers spanned the breadth of college administrator at Cornell, dairy farmer, and mother to two strapping farm boys. Mostly what she did was encourage and motivate all the men around her.


Mother had learned about life the hard way. Originally from Buffalo, New York, she was married first to an attorney from DC. It became clear early on, when their bank account dwindled, that he was having a love affair with the blackjack table, so she packed up the house and left for good. Her second husband, my father, Daniel, endured a long sanitarium bout with TB before he met my mother and then died of cancer at the young at age of forty-three after only five years of marriage. That wrenching and unexpected harsh reality left her on a farm with two boys to raise. It was pretty gut-wrenching for my brother and me, too.


When a friend of my father, Roy Weston, showed up, she was sympathetic and trusting enough to mortgage the farm to invest in Roy’s business. But Roy proceeded to hightail it to Brazil with the money, and while he was eventually apprehended with a small portion of the money, it was a very hard but lasting lesson about trust for all of us.


Her third husband, George, who achieved one of the highest scores on the Civil Engineering exam while studying at Manhattan College, had been with the Army Corps of Engineers and worked hard to help us run the farm while trying to make something of himself with her support. But he ultimately fell to alcoholism and all that that entailed for her and the family. All of these experiences served to make my mom an understanding mother who knew the difference between peccadillos and major problems and character lapses.


My mother was the best mentor, motivator, and matriarch of the family anyone could ever have had. She taught me about working hard, the value of ambition and education, the importance of innovative thinking and, mostly, the imperative of unconditional love. She was not highly educated (though she promoted and supported it with all her men), but she was always wise and a good business woman in the end. She had a tolerance for young boys that made growing up a learning experience rather than a series of crimes and punishment.


She understood how an altar boy, presiding over a Christmas midnight mass, could walk behind Monsignor Sullivan in the procession, lean forward, and end up catching his cassock on fire in the process. I wanted to get home and open my presents! She accepted that tipping over the outhouse on Halloween and being chased by the cops was something that just had to be done. And when I was coming of age, using a fake ID at Katie and Harry’s Bar at the age of fifteen for some mild refreshments after a basketball game, and the state police raided the joint, she came to “bail out” (we were only almost arrested) both me and the local justice of the peace’s son. She went above and beyond pleading my case to not be thrown off the team, even though the valiant effort failed. She was mother, father, and pal to us when we needed any of those.


Except for gum-chewing, which I use for concentrated thought, my farm-boy traits are mostly good and valuable. The experience being president of the FFA and 4-H taught me Robert’s Rules of Order and how to run a meeting and form committees. Those lessons have stuck in my head, and I still use them in board meetings. When I experience the typical boardroom drama from a bunch of suits trying to intimidate me, I smile and think of the beautiful reality of the farm. I admit to occasionally wishing I had a cattle prod to help the process along.


A high energy level is a gift, but it still needs to be directed. I do my most creative thinking and take my riskiest, boldest moves early in the morning, just as I did in the Ovid farmlands. I can chart my biorhythms, which tell me when to do various tasks: After exercising early in the morning, I face my most difficult situations and do my creative thinking and problem solving but want to be alone (lots of space in Ovid). By 10 a.m. I am ready to meet and talk to people. I seldom ever go to lunch (it takes too much time and nobody on the farm eats lunch) but have pushed myself at times to do so and to be more social. I meet with groups early in the afternoon and save routine tasks or the urgent but unimportant for late in the day as the sun sets over Seneca Lake. I don’t procrastinate but suffer from the reverse plague of wanting to get it done now. I can drive people nuts by wanting everyone to stop what they are doing to focus on completing my task. After all, I managed to command all the attention there was in good old Ovid.


In other words, the farm and Ovid, strangely enough, prepared me for a life in the fast lane of innovation, and the first entrance ramp was a mere twenty-five miles south in Ithaca on the Cornell University campus.










CHAPTER 3 (1961–66) GOING TO CORNELL



The town of Ovid and Cornell University have more in common than meets the eye. The transition was The Cascadilla School. The school was also considered by the local community to be something in between a prep school and a reform school, all at once. Getting “sent to Cascadilla” in Ithaca was as much an indicator of juvenile delinquency as it was upward mobility.


Any objections I had about making a long daily trip and leaving my comfort zone in Ovid were overcome by an unpleasant incident. I managed to get into a car accident doing one of my usual stunts, this time in the Lodi Cemetery. My girlfriend at the time was in the car and was injured. Taking one too many stupid risks had the result of thrusting me into an even bigger risk of leaving Ovid High School for the strictures and seriousness of Cascadilla. I was fortunate to get the “air cover” of Walt, Dan, and five other Ovid boys “deciding” to go at the same time. This made it seem less personally impactful and socially outcasting. At age sixteen, I went off to Cascadilla with a 1956 Oldsmobile Convertible, with glass-packed exhaust pipes and teardrop fender skirts. It made the miles figuratively fly by down Route 96.


Maxwell Kendall was then the headmaster of the school. While he was a great academic and great headmaster, as a dairy farmer himself, he came to school smelling of cow shit many mornings. It never bothered us farm boys since we sometimes came to school smelling even worse. Mr. Kendall was in the habit of doing write-ups predicting what each student would likely do in their lives. His assessment of me in those days was that my openness and sense of adventure would lead me down paths others would not go because of their skepticism. He went on to suggest that these traits would propel me a great distance in life. Never underestimate the value of having someone in authority characterize your potential in a positive light.


When it was time to apply to Cornell, Mr. Kendall’s assessment carried a great deal of weight with the admissions staff. You see, many of our teachers at Cascadilla were faculty spouses, so it really was like a Cornell “farm team,” to make an appropriate sports pun. The most likely Cornell College to which my crowd applied was, naturally, the School of Agriculture. Not only was the farm life our guiding light, but there was the added issue that as a state or land-grant college, it was more affordable for New York State residents compared with the tuition cost of the endowed colleges. At the time, the college was tuition-free for New York State residents living on farms.


Once admitted to Cornell, the real differential advantage for me came in the form of Professor Wendell Earle. In addition to being an important academic and life advisor to me over the years, he eventually helped me double register my senior year into the Graduate Business School (where MBAs were being minted). That would prove to be pivotal to my later career goals. For years the only undergraduate business program at Cornell was the Agricultural Economics area in the Agricultural School.


A major stabilizing factor for me during those early college years was my very early marriage (we were each seventeen years old) to Gail Young. It’s an age-old story. Boy meets girl and they fall in love. Girl gets pregnant. Girl and Boy decide to keep baby. Girl and Boy decide, contrary to the “plan,” to get married sooner and start life together. But naturally, there’s much more to the story.


The Young family was quite different from other local families. They had an aura of wealth. They were from the Shaker Heights section of Cleveland, Ohio, where the family patriarch, Ray, was a successful machine tool business executive. The family lived on a beautiful property, Nundawaga Farm, on Seneca Lake about ten miles away from Ovid. This stood in stark contrast to our 250-year-old farmhouse, where we put hay bales around the foundation in the winter to insulate against the cold. But in the summertime, when Gail and I were dating, and later after we were married, we lived with the Youngs at the lake, water skiing and generally having a good time. It’s no wonder that Ray Young quickly became a father figure to me. I had never known anyone so successful or with such a big house, new cars, and water skiing boats. Gail’s brothers and sisters were all smart, interesting, fun, and artistic.


My decision to marry Gail was mine and mine alone. It was difficult for my mother because it was certainly not in her life plan for me, and, more importantly, it demarcated that my life had moved independently into my own hands.
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