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TO MY WIFE Deanna, my daughter Paige, and my son Brandon—their inspiration in good times and bad over the years has always motivated me to be better.

—Tom Berthel





FOREWORD

SO MANY PEOPLE have celebrated, and continue to celebrate, the story of Coach Fry and the Iowa Hawkeyes. Fewer people know the story of Tom Berthel and how he built a multimillion-dollar company from the ground up. And even fewer know the great story of the friendship that these two men share. The following chapters provide a snapshot of their relationship and challenge all of us to really think about what it takes to achieve and maintain success.

Even though Tom is a business executive and I am a football coach, we both owe a great deal of our success to the mentoring of Coach Fry. In fact, most of what I have learned about college coaching started with his direction and guidance. Whether it was how a program should be run, how to mentor others, how to hire people, or how to recruit, the foundation of my own story was built upon what I learned during my early coaching years at Iowa.

By the time Coach Fry hired me, he and his staff had been in the building process for two years, and a lot of the heavy lifting had already been done. They had experienced several close games and tough losses, and the team was very, very tired of losing. What impressed me was that everybody had their minds solidly set on achieving a winning season, even though it hadn’t happened yet. Coach Fry and his staff had certainly been successful at instilling an attitude of winning.

During the year prior to my arrival at Iowa, I was a graduate assistant at the University of Pittsburgh, where we finished second in the nation and were blessed with a team of very talented players. In fact, eleven of our seniors were drafted that year, and three of them were first-round picks.

We didn’t have that sort of talent at Iowa in the early eighties. Ron Hallstrom went in the first round and Andre Tippett in the second of the 1982 draft, but the majority of our players were free-agent, good college types rather than NFL prospects. Still, what Coach Fry lacked in team talent, he made up for in a demanding work schedule, and by instilling a true sense of team in everybody. It was steep and fast-paced, but it was all good because we were unified for a single purpose. Coach Fry set the bar high and it paid off. Not only did we achieve a winning season, but we also earned a Big Ten Championship and an invitation to the Rose Bowl. It was an amazing story.

Needless to say, I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about what happened at Iowa in the 1980s, reflecting on methods and strategies. First, there was the staff. I don’t think there was a guy on staff that was not an underdog in terms of having an opportunity to coach at the University of Iowa. Nobody but Coach Fry would have even given me an interview, let alone hired me. I was young and had limited experience, but for whatever reason, he invited me out and then asked me to join the staff. I learned a very valuable lesson from that. Even though everybody had a public opinion about what he should do and who he needed to hire, he did what he felt was right and stood behind it. That took an unbelievable amount of courage.

In addition to hiring me, Coach Fry brought in Barry Alvarez, a successful high school coach in Mason City, and Bill Brashier, who was on the staff that had been fired at North Texas prior to Coach Fry going there. Bill Snyder and Carl Jackson joined Hayden at North Texas and then moved with him to Iowa. Both coached high school football for many years, and Bill also worked as an offensive coordinator at Austin College, a Division III school, prior to joining Hayden’s staff at North Texas. The point is that there were certainly guys with more impressive résumés, but Coach Fry saw something in each of us that he believed in; he was not always about hiring or recruiting the most acclaimed or highly decorated people. He obviously wanted people with some level of expertise, but most important, he wanted good people who were team players. In football, that’s everything. We were all on the same page, and that is one of the things I enjoyed so much about being on that staff. We just had a great camaraderie, and there’s no doubt in my mind that it was not by accident. Coach Fry selected people who were going to mesh well together, coaches and players alike.

Once he had the “right people,” he was deliberate in building a culture that allowed us to get out of our own way and succeed. Typically, coaches and competitors want to keep one foot on the gas, continually pushing harder, but Coach Fry has an amazing way of knowing when less is more. I can remember being in the locker room prior to the 1984 Freedom Bowl, preparing to play Texas. I think he sensed that all of us were pretty tight, and we all knew how much a win would mean to him, since he was from Texas. After giving the team a little talk before the game, Coach finished off with a god-awful joke about Texas belt buckles and the room busted up laughing. It was totally out of left field and completely relaxed everybody in the room. The rest is history. We went out and played a tremendous football game, winning 55–17.

Another memory of Coach Fry’s ability to get the team refocused for crucial games came prior to a midseason game in 1987. We were 4–3 and struggling to gain momentum. It seemed to be one step forward, one step back, and he obviously knew that a good belly laugh could be the fuel we all needed to get in sync. Before Coach Fry came into the locker room, one of our players got up in front of the team with a cardboard cutout of Coach’s face. He got really animated, gesturing and talking like Coach Fry.... Of course, the whole team was laughing. In the midst of it all, Coach came into the room, behind the player, and started miming that he was strangling the guy. Well, the laughter got louder and the player kept going because he thought it was all about him. He had no idea that he’d just been busted. We ended up winning six straight games after that, and I’ve often wondered if the whole thing was orchestrated. It was just too coincidental. Coach Fry was a master at knowing when to do things like that. It is a gift.

I don’t think any of us knew at the time how demanding it was to be the head coach of a college program. Coach Fry made it look so easy and seemed to take everything in stride. I will never forget calling him a couple weeks after accepting my first head coaching job at the University of Maine. As soon as he answered I said, “Coach, how in the world did you ever do it, and how did you make it look so effortless?” He just chuckled, like a dad would do. I guess I always thought he was drinking coffee and reading the paper behind those closed office doors; I found out in a hurry that there’s a lot more to it than that.

All of us who worked for Coach Fry picked up many of his values, ideas, and even his traits. As Tom explains in the following pages, Coach is one of a kind, and I would certainly never attempt to duplicate him or pretend to have his charisma or charm. One thing I learned a long time ago is that you cannot be somebody you’re not. That’s why they call it mentoring, and not cloning. I’m fortunate to have had more than one mentor in my lifetime: my father, Coach Fry, and Joe Moore, my high school coach and former boss at Pittsburgh. The personalities of all three men are very different than mine, and I’ve had to figure out how to learn from them while being true to myself and doing things that fit my own personality. Obviously, that is what Tom has been doing for years—listening and observing Coach Fry, and then making it his own.

Most of us are successful in life because somewhere along the way somebody took a special interest in us. Needless to say, I am so appreciative and have always felt indebted to Coach Fry for taking a risk on me. He gave me a solid start, personally and professionally, and I feel very fortunate that our current coaching staff at Iowa is much like that of Coach Fry’s staff in the 1980s.

My deepest thanks to Tom Berthel, for sharing his own story in Beyond Xs and Os; in doing so, he is helping the rest of us to celebrate the life and contributions of Coach Fry. As you read, I invite you to enjoy some great football memories; to set a new goal or follow through on an old one; and, most important, to consider the people in your own life who may need someone to believe in them.

Enjoy ... and Go Hawks!



 —Coach Kirk Ferentz

University of Iowa





INTRODUCTION

DESPITE THINKING THAT we have laid out the best of plans, sometimes we go through life wondering where we are headed and what direction we should take. Working hard to succeed has always been foremost in my mind. Meeting Hayden Fry was a defining moment in my life, even though I wouldn’t recognize it for some time. I assume that many of his players and coaches realize that his stories, advice, and caring attitude helped shape them into better people. Slowly, and with specific intentions, he always works to bring out the best in each of us. From the locker room to the boardroom, he has woven together the magic of team, family, and the spirit it takes to succeed.

In this book you will learn about some of those ideas and how they may help you go through life more fulfilled. Although I never got to take the field for him in football, I took the field with him in life, and we became great friends in the process. Never wanting to disappoint him, I set out on this adventure after realizing how much I have been inspired by Hayden. Here is your chance to learn more about the philosophies of a legend. I hope you enjoy my story and leave with some inspiration for your own journey through life.



 —Tom Berthel

April 2010





1

THEY TOLD US WE COULDN’T

Discovering the personal desire to win

IT’S SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 26, 1966, and Hayden Fry is in the heat of battle, up to his neck in controversy. The Texas sun shines cautiously on Southern Methodist University receiver Jerry LeVias as he takes the field at Texas Christian’s Carter Stadium in Fort Worth. History is in the making. The first black scholarship football player ever to play in the Southwest Conference, LeVias must play two games today—one against the TCU Horned Frogs, and the other against the symptomatic hate and violence of racial integration. Stadium security is beefed up in response to an anonymous caller, who has threatened to harm LeVias if he sets foot on the TCU campus. Fort Worth police and FBI agents comb the stadium, looking for a potential sniper. Even the Boy Scouts, serving as ushers, have been prepped to help with surveillance.
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Jerry LeVias, center, with some of his SMU teammates




Unaware of the pending threat, players from both teams carry out routine warm-ups as LeVias tries to block out the sound of angry fans telling him he doesn’t belong. A tempest of tension is growing, and in the midst of it, in the proverbial eye of the storm, is the confident presence of SMU head coach, Hayden Fry. “Just concentrate on what you came here to do,” Fry tells LeVias, “and ignore everything else.”

Coach Fry recruited LeVias to SMU and believed in his potential despite the school leadership’s opposition to a black player. The SMU alumni didn’t want him, either, nor did the other teams in the Southwest Conference. Even some of his own teammates didn’t want him. But Coach Fry didn’t see color. He saw an outstanding student athlete with exceptional academic ability. He saw a young man who would benefit the SMU program—nothing more, nothing less. It is this attitude that makes Hayden such a great leader and mentor to me and to so many others.

Hayden has an amazing ability to look past obstacles and see untapped potential; to anticipate what someone has the ability to do, well in advance of their doing it. He is always on the hunt for the next great breakthrough, and oftentimes it is someone (or something) no one else noticed. Once he finds it, he pushes hard and expects the best. On the field or in the boardroom, Hayden loves to work his psychology, and even though he is demanding at times, his approach is incredibly inspirational and thoughtprovoking. Hayden simply brings out the best in people. Often against the odds, his advice leads to a way out and a way up.

This toughness and determination was surely bred through the adversity Hayden experienced during his childhood in Odessa, Texas, during the 1930s and ’40s. His father was a butcher and his mother worked at the local movie theater. She earned one dollar a night and went nineteen years without a raise. Growing up in Odessa, many of Hayden’s friends were black, and he enjoyed spending time with them, using money earned from salvaging scrap metal and soda pop bottles to pay for an occasional bus ride and a movie. On those bus rides, Hayden saw his buddies mistreated. At school, he saw their athletic talents disregarded. “About my sophomore year of high school it dawned on me that something was very wrong,” Hayden recalls, “and I made a commitment: If I ever got in the position to help my black friends, I was going to do it.”

LeVias and his fellow black athletes, like Hayden’s childhood friends, were told repeatedly they couldn’t succeed because of the color of their skin or their impoverished backgrounds. When we come across folks who have been kicked around by life, the way to help them is not by giving them a handout, but by providing them with a pathway to success. We have to look for ways to give people the opportunity to succeed. It is something that needs to be fostered in our world. Everyone has the right to succeed, and everyone deserves to experience the satisfaction and joy of hard work.
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Cora Fry, Hayden’s mother
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Petersville, Iowa




When Coach Fry originally interviewed for the position of head football coach at SMU, he made it clear that he intended to offer a scholarship to a black student athlete. The president of the college at the time, along with a hiring committee of nineteen bishops from the Methodist church, responded decisively, telling him he couldn’t. So, Coach Fry walked away from the coaching opportunity and returned to his job as offensive backfield coach at Arkansas. Just a few weeks later, the leadership at SMU had a change of heart and offered Coach Fry the position. He accepted.

Hayden and I have many things in common, not least of which is a childhood littered with skeptics. In high school, Hayden fought through adversity to become the president of his student body. I completed my college degree after being told during high school that college was unnecessary, and that I should be content to work for the rest of my life at one of the factories in my hometown. There are plenty of good, hardworking people who chose that route, but it wasn’t for me.

During our childhood, my siblings (eight brothers and four sisters) and I attended a one-room schoolhouse in Petersville, Iowa. The school’s outhouse and the long walk to get there were a real treat during the harsh Iowa winters. (Luckily that only lasted two years for me.) My family lived in a house on the property of the Catholic Church in town, where my father mowed lawns and dug graves in exchange for rent.
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Jerry and Verna Berthel with twelve of their thirteen kids




Eventually, we moved 6 miles northwest to the still-small town of Delmar, Iowa, where my family made up nearly 5 percent of the entire population. Even though the town was small, we no longer attended a one-room schoolhouse. Instead, we spent our days in a school that had shiny tile floors, indoor plumbing, multiple teachers, and classrooms divided by age. We were really moving up in the world.

While my father, who never finished high school, never seemed interested in having any sort of deep relationship with me, he did teach me the importance of hard work and how to push myself in order to complete a project. At a very young age I can remember waking up at four o’clock in the morning to help my grandfather collect mail in several small towns and then deliver it to the central distribution center. Later, I worked for my father’s electrical business, repairing televisions and rewiring buildings on local farms. In my spare time, I swept floors for the janitor of our school for meager wages.
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Tom’s graduation from the University of

Iowa, MBA





Despite the work ethic I developed, I was told repeatedly by teachers, coaches, and my own father that I shouldn’t dream too big. College was not a realistic option for me. Instead, I was told that I should be satisfied with settling down and spending my life working in our town, just like my father had done. I’m sure they had no idea that their negative feedback was actually fueling a fire that had been growing within me throughout high school. I wanted desperately to get away. I didn’t know how it would happen, but every time they told me I couldn’t, it made me more determined to prove them wrong.

In addition to enduring the usual growing pains of adolescence, I was raised during the scary and turbulent Vietnam War era. Every time I watched the television coverage of battles and death tolls, I grew more nervously aware that I was in line for the draft. I was fortunate to never be drafted despite maintaining my eligibility and refusing deferments.

My educational dreams were realized—first in 1974, when I graduated from St. Ambrose University with a degree in music, and again in 1993, when I earned an MBA from the University of Iowa. When I crossed the stage to receive my college diploma, I imagine my face probably looked much like Hayden’s did the day he watched Jerry LeVias and his Mustangs defeat TCU.

Over the course of a very successful career, Hayden took on three losing college football programs. He chose these programs because everything about them screamed, “You can’t.” The players and fans were used to getting their butts kicked every Saturday. They were used to being told, “You can’t win,” and, whether they knew it or not, they were hungry for someone to believe in them again. Coach Fry walked into their lives, got in their faces, and said, “Pick up the ball, get back on the field, and show the world you’re winners.” A losing attitude was never an option for a Hayden Fry-coached team. Hayden loves the psychology of motivating people in the face of “You can’t.”

This is precisely the reason why his friendship has so profoundly impacted my life, both personally and professionally. I am a survivor. Despite a rough relationship with my father and an environment that attempted to push me down, something in me—in all of us—wants to win. I had the desire and drive to achieve my dreams, but I was also hungry for someone to believe in me. More important, I needed someone who would look past my quirks and blunders to the potential within—to awaken my confidence and to help me develop a game plan. This is something everyone needs now and then, and it’s something we often receive from spouses, family members, friends, and coworkers without even realizing it.
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Fred Fisher and Tom Berthel of Berthel

Fisher & Company





In 1985, Fred Fisher and I became pioneers in the independent broker/dealer industry when we formed what would eventually become the company I operate today, Berthel Fisher & Company. The business of investments can be volatile, and we have experienced our share of ups and downs along with the rest of the industry. In the wake of the tech-market crash of 2001 and the aftermath of 9/11, we experienced the largest downturn in market history when many sectors were already starting to collapse. Closer to home, a division of our company that had been highly profitable suddenly began to lose millions of dollars. As the company’s leader, it was a time of great turmoil for me.

The year 2001 was tumultuous even before the attacks on the World Trade Center. In the beginning of this market storm, Hayden invited me to California, to play with him in the Pro-Am Coaches golf tournament. One of the longtime participants was unable to attend, and Coach wanted me to fill in for him. I wondered whether I could really afford to leave at a time like this—and to play golf. But Hayden, in his wisdom, knew I needed a break, and suggested I step back and use the trip as an opportunity to look at my current situation from a fresh perspective. So, anxiety stirring within, I went.

It was a three-day tournament chock-full of Division I coaches, played the first day at Spyglass Hill at Pebble Beach, one of the toughest courses in the world. I’m a fairly good golfer, but the difficulty of the course—combined with the star quality of the participants—made me more than a bit nervous. To top it off, in usual fashion, Hayden had set the bar high by telling everyone that he had brought in a “ringer.”

We arrived the night before the tournament, and I was trying hard to present a confident exterior as we previewed the club and the stakes. Each golfer in a foursome was allowed to use his handicap, and the two best scores from each hole would be added together to create a team score. In all, the tournament presented an opportunity to win using either gross or net scores. The scratch golfers went for the gross-score win, and everyone else went for the net-score win. While we all joked that the tournament was “all in good fun,” every one of us knew better. Every team came to win. Why not? These were highly competitive, Division I coaches. Of course they wanted to win.


[image: e9781616081133_i0008.jpg]

Tom and Hayden playing at Pebble Beach, May 2001




Words cannot describe the childlike awe I felt as I rode in the cart from the clubhouse to our assigned hole for the shotgun start. We were assigned a personal caddy who rode next to me, and the morning fog was just beginning to lift as we came over the hill to our destination. I could hardly grasp the breathtaking view as I wondered how in the world I had gotten there, next to Hayden Fry, and how many people from my hometown of Delmar would have given anything to be there in my place.

The moment of truth arrived and we prepared to tee off number six. Cut through majestic pines, it’s a 446-yard par four with a dogleg right and a cluster of bunkers surrounding the green to the left and right. Beautiful. I only wish the view had been enough to stop my heart from pounding and my knees from shaking. Assigned the clean-up position, I approached the tee box after my teammates had each made their shots. They had all been fine—nothing great, no one in trouble—and I did everything in my power to look confident as I stood at address. Knowing that I almost always hit my three-wood straight, I decided to go with accuracy over distance. I wound up with a power swing, struck the ball, and saw it float slightly left, but not too far left (I thought). Looking for the ball ... still looking ... where was it? Everyone in our foursome was looking, when all at once we heard a loud “crack.” The ball had struck a low-hanging branch, which sent the ball high into the air and back toward the tee box. It landed next to the cart of the team playing behind us and bounced into the creek next to the cart path. Perfect.

Everyone was stunned, not sure whether to cry or to laugh. My first shot at Pebble Beach as Coach Fry’s ringer was a disaster. All I wanted to do was pack my bag and head back to Iowa, but I knew I had to hit a second shot. Coach knew it, too. He didn’t make a joke or try to console me. Instead, he simply sauntered up beside me and said, “Hit ’er out there, Tom. You can do it.” Then he chuckled as if he was remembering one of the times he had punted on third down. Quiet confidence oozed from his voice, and all of a sudden, I relaxed. I approached the ball for my second shot, starting the hole with a three. This time I sent the ball straight down the fairway and I ended up taking a six for a double bogey and a minor victory.

My next hole brought a birdie on a par five (which, as it turned out, was not my last birdie of the tournament), and, with my handicap, an eagle. Setting up for a long putt late in the round, Coach again eased the tension in his usual and subtle way: “Don’t worry about that putt,” he said. “You’re a lot better than I am. You know, I’m the only man in captivity that can hook a putter.”

Looking back now, I see that Coach was teaching me a valuable lesson that day. He was showing me that leaders never stop casting vision, especially when their team members are down and out. He knew that I was doubting myself, and said just enough to remind me that mistakes happen, but quitting isn’t an option. Mostly, he taught me the power of instilling confidence and the will to overcome adversity. It would have been easy for me to dissolve into a pool of self-pity on that first day. Instead, we went on to win the tournament, beating heavily favored teams from across the country. My first-tee nerves and embarrassment were completely overshadowed by the walk to victory alongside Hayden to accept the tournament trophy, which is still sitting in my office next to a photo of our team.

The whole Pebble Beach experience, as Hayden suggested, did give me a fresh perspective on my business situation, and I returned to Iowa feeling much more prepared to tackle tough decisions. The fact was, our company could survive. In the midst of chaos, leaders see opportunity. Regardless of the losses we were experiencing due to the slumping economy, we would survive by making the right decisions and by committing ourselves every day to winning. Our tee shot may have hit a low-hanging limb, but it was time to “hit ’er out there” again.
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Tom Berthel at Pebble Beach




Great automobile innovator Henry Ford once famously said, “Whether you think you can, or that you can’t, you are usually right.” The key word there is you. Whether it was the SMU administration telling Hayden that he couldn’t recruit a black football player, my father telling me I couldn’t go to college, or hole number six telling me I was out of my league, the path to success is littered with cynics. I’ve found, without exception, that my dreams have never been achieved by listening to external opposition, but rather by listening to internal optimism. There will always be people and circumstances screaming “You can’t,” but we have to tune them out and listen, instead, to the voice of our own dreams.

Rarely is the red carpet rolled out for us, leading us on an easy path to success. Instead, we have to carry it with us in our hearts and minds. Hayden is a red-carpet friend, always believing in my ability to win, always overshadowing the cynics, and always ready to roll out the red carpet for my next big idea. Who is your Hayden? Are you surrounding yourself with friends and associates who believe in your potential and truly want the best for you? More important, are you that sort of friend to someone else? People are standing in line to squelch your dreams and point out your mistakes. But if you’re going to succeed in life, you must surround yourself with positive people—not people who drip with empty praise, but people who are willing to get in your face every now and then and say, “Pick up the ball, get back on the field, and show the world that you are a winner.”


POSTGAME WITH COACH FRY

They told us we couldn’t

There are thousands of books out there today about mentoring, and I’m sure most of them are worth reading. Still, my background in psychology tells me that it’s just not that complicated. People want to feel valued and they need to be reminded of their goals. That’s it. If you can offer that to people and take a sincere interest in their lives, then you’ll be an unintentional mentor of the winningest kind. It really is that simple.

In fact, until I had read the chapters in this book, I never realized the impact my words and actions have had on Tom. I’m amazed at the things he says he’s learned from me over the years (and still remembers), even though I never consciously set out to teach him a thing. I just enjoy being with him and seeing him succeed.

In the interest of full disclosure, however, the reason I took Tom to Pebble Beach is because I like to win and he’s a good golfer. Plain and simple. The problem is that he almost forgot he’s a good golfer. We all forget sometimes, and that’s what I love about coaching. When people get uptight and start to lose confidence, there is no greater satisfaction than pulling them back from the ledge, setting them on solid ground, and reminding them of their goals. Anyone can do it. All you have to do is sincerely care about people and remind them to stay motivated in the face of opposition, to listen to internal optimism. That’s what red-carpet friends do.
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Young Hayden Fry with a golf club




As Tom mentioned, I experienced a fair amount of opposition when I was growing up in Odessa, Texas. When my family first moved there, we lived on the wrong side of the tracks. In fact, I was raised so far out in the country that I thought anyone with a “two-holer” outhouse was wealthy. Daddy was a butcher in the grocery market, and I helped him at the store by wringing chickens’ necks and plucking feathers, restocking all of the canned goods and the fruits and vegetables, and throwing down new sawdust each night to prepare the floors for business the next day.

When I wasn’t busy at the store, I caddied at the country club and quickly learned that golf is chock-full of life lessons (especially with a handicap like mine). One of my favorite memories of caddying came in 1940. I was eleven years old and the Odessa Country Club was hosting a big tournament. One of the players came over from Fort Worth, but his caddy got sick and was unable to make the trip, so they asked me to carry the guy’s bag. We walked three rounds together, one round each day for three consecutive days. He was a real nice guy, and in three rounds of golf he never said a word to me, never asked me about the yardage or anything else. (Being as young as I was, I guess I didn’t blame him. I didn’t know anything anyway.) After the final round on the third day, he shook my hand, said “Thank you,” and handed me a twenty-dollar bill. Twenty dollars ... I couldn’t believe it. In those days, we earned a dollar for carrying a bag eighteen holes, which was real good money. Turns out, the guy’s name was Ben Hogan. I wrapped my fist around that money and went straight home to show Mom and Daddy (a little concerned they’d think I stole it). We hadn’t seen many twenty-dollar bills.

I followed Mr. Hogan’s career pretty closely after that, and have never forgotten the lesson he taught me that week: If you don’t have something important to say, keep your mouth shut.

A couple of years later, at age thirteen, I went to work for the city: I pulled weeds, whitewashed tree trunks, and took on other odd jobs to beautify the town. When I was fifteen, I obtained an underage work permit so that I could be a roughneck, roustabout, and pipe liner in the oil fields during summer vacation. It was a hard life for those guys. Back in those days the equipment wasn’t very good, and I saw friends get their fingers cut off and their hands broken. At night, I’d see the guys come out of one honky-tonk, a beer in each hand, and walk into another honky-tonk right next door. They’d work their tails off all day long in the oil fields, risking (and then nursing) injuries, and then spend half the night in honky-tonks just to get up the next morning and start all over again. I loved all those guys, but seeing their lifestyle really motivated me to go to college.

I played football during high school, but Mom and Daddy never knew it until my junior year. It was different in those days. Many parents never saw a high school sporting event because they were working so hard just to put food on the table. When the bus dropped us off after practice each day, I still had to walk quite a distance to get to our farm, so it was late by the time I got home. My parents never questioned where I’d been, though, because I made really good grades in school.

When we weren’t playing football, my friends and I loved to box. None of us had any money and nobody owned a car, so we had to make our own fun. There’d be ten or twelve of us guys and we’d draw a circle on the ground in the dirt. Then, we’d take turns boxing each other to see who could stay in the circle the longest. It was “anything goes” and real tough. (We may have been ahead of our time.) I’m really proud to say that in fifty or sixty fights, I never lost. Of course, I was too smart to go to Fort Worth or any other regional tournaments. I stayed away from that.

My childhood and early teenage years collided with World War II, when the government was rationing just about everything: food, gas, clothing, and even farm equipment. Dad knew that folks had become quite accustomed to eating Spam, Treet, and all that good stuff, so occasionally he invited my whole football team over for a meat supper (remember, he was a butcher). It was such a luxury during that time, and I really appreciated him doing that for my buddies.

The bottom line—and what Tom talks about in this chapter—is that life is what you make it. My family was poor, but I never felt like we lacked anything. I was expected to work very hard, but through that hard work I learned so much about the satisfaction of a job well done. I feared for my life, and Jerry’s life, during the SMU days (more about Levi later), but we did a lot to change life for black athletes in that part of the country.

Opposition is only a downer if that’s how you choose to see it. On the flip side, it can provide a wonderful foundation for success. Looking back at the circumstances and people who have brought you to where you are today can be a wonderfully motivating thing. Success will come when you can see the obstacles and the “you can’ts” as tools that have shaped you into the person you’ve become. Embrace them and use them as a catalyst to get you where you want to be tomorrow. No excuses. In the process, you might just inspire somebody else to do the same.
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