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OPENING COMMENTS







WHAT IS THIS

Many of the world’s greatest minds have a hard time articulating their philosophies when asked about them directly. These philosophies are dynamic and cover far more ground than can possibly be stuffed into a quick answer to a spontaneous question. However, by asking detailed questions over time, and by watching how someone thinks and acts in diverse situations, it’s possible to elicit their winning strategy successfully. Although I never got accepted into medical school, I felt like a doctor carefully dissecting the mind and thought process of Dr. C. Terrence Dolan, M.D., whom I will refer to respectfully as “Terry” for the rest of this book. You probably don’t recognize the name, but there is a 33 percent chance you and your healthcare provider benefit from the computer-based laboratory information system he co-created decades ago, which is used by one-third of U.S. hospitals and clinical laboratories around the world. I have put this trailblazer’s extraordinary life under a microscope to extract key insights that will allow myself and others to mirror his success.

 You are about to tap into the raw, on-going conversations that took place over the past five years between myself, a twenty-three-year-old recent college graduate in search of direction, and Terry, an eighty-five-year-old established giant in multiple industries, including medicine, technology, real estate, and oil, to name a few, who was generous enough to share the wisdom he gained from his experience.

 The information in the following pages will serve as a time machine, allowing you to travel back through the well-documented history of Terry Dolan to see how he both developed and continues to use his philosophy to create new innovations and great wealth. This book is an opportunity to learn powerful lessons without having to spend decades in the field. It’s a road map of how to cultivate long-lasting relationships, develop profitable businesses and investments regardless of your professional background, and design your ideal lifestyle just like the 0.1 percent.

 This book can also be thought of as a filter, allowing you to step into the mind and see, through the eyes of someone who has victoriously overcome diverse economic and life challenges, what is worthy of your time and energy, and what should be left behind. Terry does the heavy lifting by skipping over the unimportant minutia and highlighting only the most important insights that have led to abundance in his life. It makes no sense to reinvent the wheel. Instead, learn how the wheel works from someone who is successfully spinning it.

 A stress-tested philosophy is the easiest type to deem credible because it’s backed by tangible results. It felt nice to listen to someone I knew I could trust because I could see the long-term return on investment of his principles. I knew what I was going to get, and so will you.

 I find it amusing when self-proclaimed “gurus” or internet bloggers, with only a drop of experience, confidently market their “successful tips and tricks,” claiming to have the keys to life and wealth, eager to sell those keys to anyone with two ears and a wallet. I’ve personally fallen for their traps numerous times. It’s not only a spirit crushing affair, but something that breaks trust, making it hard to believe anyone’s advice. Who has credibility? Thanks to the internet, anyone can emit noise into the world. In some ways it’s empowering, but it can also have the effect of drowning out truly authentic individuals. What makes the rare messages like this one even harder to come by is the fact that some of the most experienced professionals refrain from advertising their success since it offers diminishing returns on their time investment. Advertising their success can also put an unnecessary target on their back. These individuals aren’t desperate for a quick buck or fame. Their achievements speak for themselves. As the saying goes, the smartest, or perhaps the most successful, one in the room says nothing at all. However, I’ve come to learn that if you reach out to these experts and show your genuine interest in learning their philosophy, you might just be lucky enough to see them pull back the curtains and reveal their most powerful secrets. These secrets are the treasures that await you in this book.

 Admittedly, after our first few conversations, I was hesitant about whether Terry was regurgitating popular ideas he’d read in some trendy New York Times best sellers or from genuine personal experience. I revealed to him my early suspicions and asked if he was an avid reader of self-help books. He chuckled. “The ups and downs of my life experience over the past eight and a half decades taught me how to help myself,” he said. “I didn’t find all the answers in print.” I was baffled at how he could offer such insightful ideas without reading them somewhere else. I now realize that Terry learned these concepts from the merciless teacher that is experience, earned by overcoming a rigorous curriculum of trial and error, supplemented by the conversations with and knowledge gained from other professionals who had already achieved the degree of success he desired. It was only after hearing his real-life stories, the background that led him to adopt these key principles, that I realized the lessons he was teaching were authentic. This book is not theory; it’s information derived from the defeats and victories of everyday life. This is a philosophy with battle scars and history. Most importantly, this is the story of a life being well lived.







BENEFITS AND MAIN OBJECTIVES

The main benefit of this book is that it’s written explicitly from a collection of ultra successful personal experiences. An integration of what Terry failed at, overcame, and the tips and tricks he learned over eighty-five years of winning the game of life. No one can buy experience. It’s possible to appear experienced—in other words, fake it till you make it—but the most valuable wisdom can only be earned through time in the game. This time is what separates Terry from the masses. He’s a warrior who has been in the ring longer than anyone else.

 So, what was Terry able to manifest living by this philosophy? He earned his medical degree from Creighton University, graduating first in his class, received his Pathology specialty at the Mayo Clinic, and is currently board certified in three areas. He has served as an instructor at the Mayo Clinic Medical School, a Clinical Professor of Pathology at the University of Oklahoma Medical School, and a member of the Board of Editors of the American Journal of Clinical Pathology. He has also served as president of the Oklahoma State Association of Pathologists.

 He taught himself the basics of data processing and software programming to introduce automation and computer technology to the medical laboratory setting, becoming a lead developer of the Enterprise Data Warehouse, currently one of the most robust data warehouses in health care. With the help of three accountants, he went on to co-create the first software product, a Laboratory Information System (LIS), for a Fortune 500 electronic health record company, which was acquired by Oracle for $28 billion in June 2022.

 In 1980, Terry co-founded, and is currently a managing partner of, a physician-owned professional corporation for a group of pathologists in Tulsa, Oklahoma. The following year he co-founded Regional Medical Laboratory, which has become one of the largest hospital-owned laboratories in the country, with over 650 employees that perform more than ten million clinical tests a year as of this writing. He served as both president and member of the Board of Directors of Regional Medical Laboratory until its sale to Labcorp in 2022. He’s also currently a member of the board of the St. John Health System, under which Regional Medical Laboratory formerly operated.

 As a result of his tremendous achievements, he was accepted as a member of the prestigious Royal College of Physicians in Ireland and, in 2018, was honored with the highest award offered by the Mayo Clinic for leadership in laboratory medicine. To this day, Terry continues to develop extensive methods of measuring laboratory performance, using informatics to leverage medical and management decisions in the clinical laboratory.

 From lucrative stock holdings to oil exploration to over twenty years of owning a commercial real estate empire, being summoned to Saudi Arabia upon the king’s request, and breeding over thirty pure bred registered Morgan horses on his ranch, Terry is clearly not a one-trick pony. Born to first-generation Irish-American parents, he embarked on this journey without any significant financial handouts or unique intellectual talents. He set off on foot with a worn backpack slung over his shoulder rather than in the leather driver’s seat of a brand-new Mercedes gifted to him at birth.

 At the same time, Terry has made enough money to understand that success extends far beyond the often overemphasized financial measure of wealth. If you were to ask him to elaborate, like I did, he would tell you that focusing on money won’t net you lasting satisfaction. He’d probably add that working tirelessly to bring his three kids back together, all of them residing within the same city limits, continuing to live happily with his wife, rounding out a sixty-year marriage, and acquiring multiple vacation homes for getaways, reunions and to strengthen the ties of his entire extended family are amongst his greatest personal achievements. If this level of success is something you desire to emulate, then this is your handbook.

 For most, it would be a miracle to accomplish just one of the feats mentioned above in a lifetime. The following pages will break down how he was able to perform all of them. This will gift you a mental framework adaptable to your own personal goals and unique life path so you might be able to do the same. You will learn about the mindset needed to start and run a profitable business, effective ways to invest, how to stand out as a leader, how to create a real estate dynasty, a new approach to grueling challenges, dealing with frustration, how to balance work and play, sustaining a long-term romantic relationship, and much more. Although there are many practical topics covered, understand that this isn’t a step-by-step how to. The most useful knowledge is learned from direct personal experience or from the mouth of an expert who can teach from their own database of successful experience. The latter kind of knowledge is only as valuable as the action it inspires, and that is precisely our main goal. Action is the serum that will bring these passive words to life.

 The first objective of this book is to supply you with actionable ideas that will facilitate incremental improvements to your own philosophy and daily activity. We want to help you exceed your goals. Slight changes lead to weighty sums. The second objective is to help you develop the mindset of jumping off the metaphorical cliff into the ocean of new experience despite uncertainty and fear. In other words, the intention of this book is to create a paradigm shift in how you approach the learning process and novel challenges. Experience is the key word here. The third and final objective of this book is to combat the stress rooted in the popular belief that success requires complete plans, a clear direction, or special ability from the start. News flash: there is no prerequisite or a hell of a lot you need to start with to be successful. You don’t need to emerge a genius straight out of the womb with your entire life plan mapped out. Terry’s story is proof. Most importantly, you don’t have to pigeonhole yourself in one college major or remain shackled to your primary occupation. Overcoming industry barriers is Terry’s specialty.

 My hope in authoring this work is to touch inquisitive people like myself, who have a passionate curiosity to learn, and who are relentlessly searching for actionable and authentic principles to better navigate the complex world around them. This book is also meant for individuals who have plateaued and desire some fresh insight to unleash their untapped potential. Forward progress in your personal development journey will make this book a success for all of us. Enjoy.









FORMAT

My primary role is to translate Terry’s story in a manner that is both entertaining and accurate. I’m the means of transporting this information, which has been so integral to my own development, to others who might benefit as well. I’ve put an enormous emphasis on preserving his actual responses, keeping them raw and untouched, minus a few tweaks along the way to maintain a coherent flow. With that said, this information isn’t riddled with complex formulas or definitions. In fact, it was a straightforward dictation because Terry understood he was talking to someone in their early twenties. Impractical stodgy language would’ve gone to the equivalent of my mind’s recycling bin, straight out the right ear. There’s no fluff, all meat.

 The following are lessons Terry felt were important enough to mention when I picked apart his success, starting with the story of his incredible career in Part One; powerful business insights, which will be discussed in Part Two; his personal investment approach, which will be covered in Part Three; a breakdown of how to build a lucrative commercial real estate portfolio in Part Four; and lifestyle advice he picked up along the journey packed into Part Five. Every idea in this book might not be of direct interest to you. However, if you’re interested in improving the financial and relational aspects of your life, I’d bet that at least one will be.

 With this unique format, you are now able to tap into our private conversations and use them to catapult yourself to a higher state of living. Without this notation, I do not believe these valuable insights would have spread beyond the confines of Terry’s family tree. If you are listening to the audio format of this book, work out, walk the dog, watch the dog work out, or sprawl out on a lawn chair with the print version and digest this accumulation of experience, thoughts, and ideas that have resulted in millions of dollars, long-lasting relationships, and a life lived in style. This book is meant to be savored.







PREFACE







PREFACE

It was a humid spring evening in Tulsa the first time we met in person. He was surprisingly tall, towering over my five-foot-nine frame at six foot two, but he had a calming presence and a smile that put us on the same level. He had a full head of silky hair the color of snow and plate-sized hands in line with the Irish roots of his ancestors. His blue jean slacks emanated simplicity, and the plaid button-down shirt he was wearing lacked even the slightest resemblance to flashy designer apparel. Aside from the ring on his finger, there was no gold jewelry on his body. That’s what a millionaire looks like, huh? I didn’t understand, until he cracked open a Guinness for each of us, invited me to sit at the rustic circular table, and started to engage with me, that there was more to this man than well-washed jeans and a good ol’ boy affect.

 Although I’m sure he had polarizing emotions, I never saw them. During my visit, he was never angry, sad, or worried. He did laugh a lot, tilting his head back with deep breaths of joy erupting deep from his stomach and out through the beaming smile that was always glued to his face. What surprised me most was that he seemed so young, both in physical appearance and in how sharp his mind was. With a humble, quiet demeanor, he spent more time inquiring about my life than offering any insight into his own.

 Let’s rewind. I’ll never forget the first call I had with Terry Dolan about five years ago. I was a starry-eyed eighteen-year-old finishing up my first year of college. Coincidentally, he was turning eighty-one. Leading up to our first conversation, I had tunnel vision from a lifelong dream of Division I soccer that, upon achievement, gave me more stress than satisfaction. A serious three-year relationship with my now ex-girlfriend was also imploding before my eyes. My net worth was negative, and I felt lost in every bucket of life. Everything I thought I wanted turned out to be smoke and mirrors. It didn’t feel right.

 One steamy northern California night, during my freshman year at UC Davis, I was heading home on my silver Trek Mountain bike after a typical college house party. As I approached the Ryerson student housing commons on campus, my impatience, and the alcohol in my system, got the better of me. My brick dormitory building was situated on the opposite side of the empty four-lane road, with the nearest crosswalk fifty yards away in either direction. With a pinched face, I looked left, then right, then straight ahead at my cracked-open third-floor bedroom window. I figured I’d make my own shortcut, save a minute or two, and jump the curb. The moment the rubber tread of my front wheel made contact with that black gravel street, BOOM. The old tire exploded as the rusty metal chain under my foot snapped into pieces, sending my body flying headfirst toward the rocky pavement. Blackout.

 I awoke in a dreamlike state at 6:00 am the following morning to the beeping of a heartbeat monitor in what felt like a depressing Hollywood movie, with my back flat on the hospital cot. I had a fractured orbital bone, the swelling around my face looked like I had gone the distance with Conor McGregor, and black asphalt still caked the peeling flesh on my cheek like makeup. That was after it was supposedly cleaned. The first responding officer later informed me that I had laid unconscious on the side of the street, with a fake Pennsylvania ID and a Coors Light stuffed into each pocket, until a good Samaritan drove by my seemingly lifeless shadow and dialed 9-1-1. That was the turning point. Something had to change.

 Puzzled, I spent some time staring into the piercing fluorescent light on the ceiling of the hospital unit, wondering where it had all gone wrong. I had done all the right things that were supposed to make me feel like a success. I had gotten the blonde southern California girl, was recruited to play a Division I sport at a highly-ranked university, and had become the life of the party with a popular friend group. Only the feeling of success never came. I was left discouraged without any substantial career aspirations, or even a short-term plan, and now my health was taking a nosedive. Worst of all, I was still clutching on to some false hope that my current life philosophy, the one that had gotten me into this mess to begin with, would still somehow bring me to the top! There’s nothing like a near-death experience to kick your ass back to reality.

 My father had observed the extent of my dramatic decline, and I could see the worry in his eyes. It wasn’t that I was lazy, dumb, or a negative person. On the contrary, I was a hard worker, a skilled student athlete, and I had an upbeat personality. The problem was I lacked direction. I was lost but couldn’t face reality. My father offered a solution; to reach out to an older individual, who believe it or not, had more wisdom than I, or the baby-faced influencers in my Instagram feed, did. After hearing his impressive resume, and seeing as I was as close to rock bottom as one could get, I was sold on reaching out, but I was nervous. There was a huge generational gap at play. How could we ever relate?

 It took me about a month to get around to dialing those ten digits. I was at an ex-girlfriend’s house, of all places, locked upstairs in her room, pacing, anxiously waiting for the clock to read 4:00 pm. This was call number one. I had nothing to take notes with, no plan, and truthfully, I had no idea what I would say to this mysterious man. All I had were clammy hands and back sweat. That evening we began a transformative journey that continues to this day.

 Learning from Terry has been a breath of fresh air throughout my young adult life, often a melting pot of noise and judgment. To every question I ask, he thinks before releasing an answer with a soothing flow. His voice is steady and lacks any sort of affliction. If he can’t think of the best response off the top of his head, he’s perfectly fine saying he needs to think about it. He always follows up. Terry doesn’t tell you what you’d like to hear, but how he believes it to be based on his personal experience, regardless of whether it elicits a calming or unsettling effect. His life philosophy is a credible model in a world where authenticity is scarce, where everyone has their trigger finger on a hypothetical loaded submachine gun, able to fire off an endless barrage of mind-penetrating bullets of advice without any real experience to back their words. It can leave you dazed and confused in the pursuit of truth.

 In each of our conversations, Terry was talking to me, but, in a sense, he was also talking to everyone in my extremely common predicament. Some calls were longer than others, some more detailed, some were about current events, and some were on his larger philosophy on careers, investment, and life. We covered a lot over the years. I humbly offer these insights to anyone who is motivated to improve their life with the help of someone with a successful public track record spanning decades, not an anonymous internet blogger. With that said, this story isn’t about me, Terry, or anyone else. It’s about you. Hopefully the message in the following pages can be an asset to your life and a useful example of what is possible.

 I did eventually ask Terry what I could offer him in return for the helping hand he continued to extend in my direction. The time he spent reorienting me to the principles of success was money, and his rate wasn’t cheap. He helped alter the trajectory of my life, in a sense saving my life, and that was worth more than everything I had. I was willing to give him all the change in my pocket. Terry gave the same simple response every time I asked. He urged me to pass on any helpful guidance I had received to others in a similar dark situation. To be clear, he never had any intention of making our one-on-one conversations public. For months, I procrastinated telling him I was organizing my personal notes into this book, as he’s extremely private about his life and a humble individual by nature. He might just be the most successful trailblazer you’ve never heard about. Until now, of course. Clearly, fame was never one of his goals, but he did inspire me to act. This is my way, in your words, Terry, of “paying it forward”.

 As I write this, I’m a recent college graduate, and, looking back, I can see just how dramatically he helped me find my way, little by little, every call. Being one of the few individuals to have internalized this philosophy, direct from the source, I can tell you that my improvement has been quite dramatic. My troubled past self has become a speed bump along the road, instead of a dead end. I’m not yet where I need to be, but I’m now moving in the right direction. Terry’s advice was a huge influence on my 180-degree turnaround. His teaching helped me form a positive mindset that has facilitated even further growth.

 Here’s the kicker. It took me several years of consistent interviews and dedicated research to elicit his extraordinary life strategy. This book has condensed that process into a matter of hours. As you flip this page, you will embark on a new journey, and there are no limits to where you can go. Don’t forget; now it’s on you to pay it forward. It’s time to pick up and answer a call from experience. Welcome to the conversation.







PART ONE

WHERE IT ALL STARTED







ONE

INCREDIBLE OPPORTUNITY & SWIFT ACTION

“You can never cross the ocean until you have the courage to lose sight of the shore.” – Christopher Columbus

“People who are unable to motivate themselves must be content with mediocrity, no matter how impressive their other talents.” – Andrew Carnegie

“A journey of a thousand miles begins with one simple step.” – Lao Tzu







NO GIANT OF INTELLECTUAL OR FINANCIAL CAPITAL

Dr. Terrence Dolan: Growing up I didn’t have much, but I did have two hard-working parents that taught me the principles of right and wrong. My father was a pharmacist. He was a wise man that put in long hours and tried not to make any waves. My mother, on the other hand, only had a high school education, but she was one of the smartest people I’ve ever been around. She had such good intuition and could always anticipate what the hell I was thinking. Occasionally, Pop would put the foot down, but his five-foot-one wife did most of the decision making. Mom was the driving force.

 My mother had an ear infection when she was younger, and even with hearing aids, she was practically deaf in both ears. To get around this acute impediment she taught my older sister, Jean, and I to repeat what was said in group conversations. We were her ears. When she was home alone, she always had a dog by her side that would bolt to the phone or door when someone was ringing or knocking. Dogs looked out for her; I think they had a sense that she needed them. Be that as it may, she never complained about her impairment and worked arduously to maneuver through every challenge that resulted from it. Although she became amazingly perceptive, she would rarely venture out in public because of her handicap. My father was a quiet man who didn’t mind being a homebody, so we had lots of family time together when I was young. My parents were pleased with my sister and I, for the most part.

 I was a challenging student growing up. My mother’s goal was to straighten me out. This proved to be a difficult task; I guess I had some of her stubborn genes. One scorching Midwest spring she got ahold of my failing grade school report card. She was so frustrated with what she saw that she stuck me out on the front porch in a pink dress for half the day. It didn’t faze me one bit. Regardless of what I did, she always worked with me. Various grade school and high school teachers also contributed to my cause. I once took a math exam in grade seven, and my teacher, who doubled as a nun, approached me on the playground afterwards to ask me what I thought I got on it. I figured zero would be one of the integers in that figure. When she revealed that I had gotten my first perfect score I was absolutely dumbfounded. She added, “I have a feeling you have a lot more capability than you’re letting on.” That got my wheels turning. When I was young, I lacked self-confidence, but slowly certain people in my life drew it out of me. Their collective support kept my head above water long enough for me to learn how to swim.

 There was nothing abnormal about my high school years. The subjects of chasing girls and enjoying parties took precedent over the others. I enjoyed it maybe a little too much at times. However, by my sixteenth birthday I had taken a part-time job at the local pharmacy, a block away from my home, working every weekend, and on some occasions, in the evening during the week. This helped me derive self-confidence from my ability to work hard. Eventually, I got it together in high school.

 There is a saying that Jewish and Irish mothers are exactly the same. That they basically rule the roost with an iron fist. I couldn’t have said it any better. Toward the end of my senior year, with college admissions looming, my mother asked me about my career path. By this point, I had already transformed my identity into that of a hard worker, but I still lacked any inkling of what I wanted to pursue long term. She pushed me in a direction, saying, “Your father was always able to make a living through the Depression, so you’re going to start in pharmacy like he did. You can figure the rest out later.” End of conversation. My mother was a driving force. She knew more than I did at the time, and because I felt she had my best intentions at heart, I took a stab at it.

 I enrolled in the University of Kansas City Pharmacy School with the class of 1954. As I invested more of my time and effort into the study of medicine, I started leaning toward an emphasis in pharmacology, which is the study of the interaction of drugs within the human body. I revealed my master plan to the department chairman of pharmacy. He had his Ph.D., but told me not to bother getting one, and instead pushed me to get a Doctor of Medicine, or M.D., which, in his exact words, “would give me a ticket to do virtually anything.” He instructed, “You’re young enough to get your M.D. and still have ample time move in another direction if you so desire in the future. Create the foundation, then build the house.” At a young age I opened my mind and ears to people who had more experience than I did, those who had been to the promised land, and that was quite possibly the smartest thing I ever did. This department chairman was right, because with an M.D. ticket in hand, you have access to almost any route in healthcare. I made up my mind to pursue medical school, even though I would have to take an additional semester of physics courses before I applied. The first milestone was to complete the rest of my undergraduate education.

 I completely underestimated how difficult the path to becoming a doctor would be. It didn’t take me long to figure out that it would demand every ounce of my energy. In those days, pharmacy was a four-year undergraduate degree, but due to the number of hours it required to complete, the school had to extend the program to five years shortly after I finished. Free time was almost nonexistent for me because, on top of my undergraduate coursework, I also continued to work various low-level positions at the local pharmacy store. I chose to work primarily because I needed the cash, but it turned out to be a blessing in more ways than one. This disciplined schedule kept me from getting distracted and on track to reach my goals.

 As the end of my senior year approached, I set my sights on joining a larger regional drug store chain in my off hours. They always had an appetite for new pharmacists, and with over sixty stores across the Midwest, I knew I could pick up shifts over holiday breaks if I were to visit home from an out-of-state medical school in the future. The problem was I had to pass the state of Missouri board exam first. Fortunately, I was able to expedite the process and take the test a little early since I had accumulated enough prior experience as an assistant at my local pharmacy. I graduated with a bachelor of pharmacy in the first half of May, took the state board exam the first half of June, and was stuck on the evening shift at Katz Drug Store a week or two before I got my results back. For the conclusion of my undergraduate senior year, I played the role of student by day and practicing pharmacist by night.

 Most of the company’s seasoned professionals refused to work in the high-crime-rate submarkets of Kansas City out of concern for their safety. My arrival turned out to be their golden solution. I was stationed on the front lines servicing customers over the counter as a rookie. I had the pleasure of working in some of the toughest neighborhoods in the region, shady places where you had to be wary of addicts trying to rob you for narcotics. Although I wasn’t the most physical guy, I was six foot two with thick jet-black hair and looked more intimidating than I was. I knew this position wasn’t going to be permanent, and I was on a fast track, planning to leave for medical school by the coming fall, so nothing was going to deter me.

 The grind seemed endless, but it allowed me to pay my way through Creighton University Medical School in Omaha, Nebraska, from 1958 to 1962. I was on the clock at Katz Drug Store for the entirety of my freshman and sophomore summers, in addition to whenever I visited home for the holidays. During the school year I was also the only pharmacist on shift at one of Creighton’s busiest hospital pharmacies through Sunday evening. Between work and studying, aside from a few belligerent nights at the frat house, my social life was, once again, nonexistent.

 In medical school, the professors try to sort out their students, to see if they have the wherewithal to survive a tremendous amount of stress. With the kind of pressure you are subjected to, you either survive it or you don’t, and even if you do, you’ll find yourself at the edge of your breaking point. For example, our professors would periodically schedule exams every so many weeks, and during the final week leading up to the exam, they would intentionally double the course material we had to study. If they covered the first five chapters in class before the last week, they’d instruct us to read up to chapter ten by test day. As a freshman, I lived right across the street from an older junior friend of mine who was living at the frat house. One night I went over to vent about the craziness. He revealed that the professors were pressuring us for a reason, to see who could mentally handle the demands of the job. My friend explained that there would likely only be a few or no questions at all from the additional chapters. It was a bluff meant to psyche out the students who weren’t totally confident in themselves. That’s how my first exam played out, and after that, I never let myself worry too much. The other challenge you’re dealing with, on top of that, is the fact that all the students in medical school were previously top performers in their undergraduate classes. So, you had the faculty trying to psyche you out while simultaneously competing with the cream of the crop. It was a son of a bitch, but I dug deeper into my position, fully committing to the challenge. One way or another, I was going to get through it.

 Sophomore year was the gatekeeper, the toughest of the four. I had to spend an ungodly amount of time studying, something like seventy to eighty hours per week. Many of my peers couldn’t handle the pressure and waved the white flag during year two. I was always empathetic to their situation because I could relate. At times I wondered why in the hell I was staying myself, but then I remembered I couldn’t return home and face the wrath of my mother, so I didn’t really have a choice. I knuckled down, and through the chaos, realized that work ethic is often a more valuable weapon than brains. I discovered my most powerful attribute.

 After I emerged from the living hell of those first few medical school years, I could handle just about any kind of workload. Once, I was asked to present the two-page medical history and physical examination of a patient before our team discussed the diagnosis and how to approach the case later that week. The night before my presentation, I needed something to keep myself occupied, so I memorized the entire write-up before bed. The next day, I stood up in front of the group and presented the patient’s complete history word for word. All wide eyes were glued on me. They didn’t understand how long I’d been working at my limits. This work ethic paid off in dividends down the road, but at the time I couldn’t see the full return on investment.

 I never took my foot off the gas. In fact, I think I broke the gas pedal, finishing first in the class of 1962. When my mother came to the Creighton University Medical School graduation, she didn’t know my rank. As I crossed the stage, she shot me a look that said, “I never doubted your capability.” Earlier on, I didn’t think I had the heart to do it. I’ll never forget that look. Over my career, I’ve gotten to know some world-renowned businessmen and philanthropists. My five-foot-one driving force of a mother measured up to every single one of them. Once you hit your thirties you realize your parents are smarter than you thought. It takes life experience to understand.

 Looking back, many people along the way taught me how to think through difficult situations. I took their suggestions to heart. This stage of my life solidified the principle of “learn from people who are more experienced than you” into my growing philosophy. I don’t believe I was blessed with innate talent or natural ability. If anything, based on my early grade school development, I lacked them. However, I chose to work hard while drawing on those with more experience than I had to help channel my efforts in the right direction. Gradually, I found my way.
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