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Against all odds, a common man with angels by
his side. Standing side by side with his guardian angels, he can do
anything. A common man who achieved his highest goals. A common man
who pushed through trouble to find his way to the top, again and
again, against all odds.

–Julius “Tre” Prince






Dedication

This book is dedicated to James Garvin, Sr.,
who was truly an earthly angel. He didn't get a chance to see any
of my achievements, however, I'm sure he was pulling for me in
heaven.

This book is also dedicated to my wife of 31
years, my daughter, and all of the earthly angels who have been by
my side through it all. I will forever be indebted to you all.

–Love JG
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 Foreword

Jimmy Garvin is the only man I ever saw who
could turn a golf club into a magic wand. He used that magic to
change the lives of youths in Washington, D.C. with his formula of
“Golf is the Carrot, But Education is the Key.” I watched him work
to create opportunities for youths in the area who had no
opportunities – putting golf clubs in their hands to open their
minds to a better life.

Jimmy was such a magician, he got me – a
grizzled sportswriter who had no use for the game of golf – to
embrace him, and his work, and the legendary golf course where he
carried out his work, Langston Golf Course.

I have a soft spot in my heart for people who
devote their lives to children; there will always be a place for
Jimmy Garvin in my heart because I have seen the good he has done,
first-hand, with youths. He created an oasis in a troubled
Washington neighborhood, a place where kids, looking for security
and education, could come. That oasis was the Langston Learning
Center. He called them Jimmy Garvin All Stars, and those kids felt
like All Stars when they were around Jimmy.

His story is one of hope and victory, coming
from poor surroundings in Florida to become one of the leaders
among youth organizations in the nation’s capital. It is a tale of
inspiration. Actually, I can speak from experience – to be around
Jimmy is to be inspired to help youths. When you read his story,
you will likely be inspired as well.

Jimmy would build relationships with
influential community leaders in Washington, all with the intention
of helping kids and creating opportunities for them. That is what
Jimmy was always about – showing kids that education and commitment
can lead to a better life, something that some of these kids would
have never dreamed of in their environments. It was a tragedy that
some people of influence used Jimmy Garvin’s good heart for their
own selfish needs. But, I know Jimmy, and his heart is still
committed to better opportunities and better lives for kids. He is
still a magician who will use a golf club to help make the world a
better place.

–Thom Loverro

Award winning sports columnist,

author and ESPN talk show host







 Preface

I invite you to follow the journey of Jimmy
Garvin from a small hamlet in rural Florida. Follow his fight for
survival in the big city and join him as he shows what it takes to
persevere in the face of adversity.

Along the way, he has made numerous friends
and collected the baggage that waits in the wings for the downfall
of a successful comrade.

Jimmy’s story is one that can set an example
for the youngsters who hear the whining of adults who are content
to let circumstance beat them down. The lesson best learned from
this autobiography is “GET UP!!!” With the application of hard
work, the break you are looking for is just around the corner.

–Tim Lacy Special Columnist

The Afro-American Newspapers

 



Introduction

Let us run with
endurance the race that is set before us.

(Hebrews 12:1)

Real diamonds require a lot of heat to pass a
purity test – the ultimate proof of whether they’re real or fake.
This book is about a diamond in the rough, a young man growing up
in deep poverty in Immokalee, Florida, who climbed his way up with
the help of family and close friends. He made his way to Howard
University on a full scholarship to play baseball but left after
five years without his degree.

He then went on to work menial jobs until he
moved his way up at the Marriott Corporation. His first assignment
was at the renowned Children’s National Medical Center in
Washington, D.C., which had a food service contract with Marriott.
A job delivering food trays to patients might not seem like a
pivotal career move. But little did he know that the hospital work
would open up the door for a position he never could have imagined:
managing a golf course.

More than a corporate success story, this is
about rising from poverty to live the American dream. It is also a
cautionary tale about the tentative nature of success and how one
mistake, a poor choice of a friend, can threaten to undo a lifetime
of achievement.

This is the story of my ascent up the ranks
of golf course management, my downfall decades later, and my
eventual rebound from a federal indictment for a crime I didn’t
commit. Although the very beginning of my life starts in a shack in
Southwest Florida where I grew up (more about that later), my book
begins and ends on the golf course. Here is how the pieces of my
life fell into place just prior to the start of my career, running
a golf course.

After my first stint in hospital food service
at Children’s National Medical Center, I was transferred across
town to Capitol Hill Hospital where I worked as the cafeteria,
catering and cash operations manager. I was later promoted to
production manager, one step below the director. I was transferred
to Tallahassee, Florida, to work for the largest employer in the
state as cash operations manager at Tallahassee Memorial Hospital.
That stint lasted for a little more than a year, before I was
forced out by the new general manager who had a hard time accepting
a man of color running the front of the house operations. Looking
back, that really wasn’t a good fit for me. Luckily, my ties to
Washington had stayed strong. I returned there and landed at Golf
Course Specialists “GCS” working my way from a maintenance employee
to the top spot as the first African-American president/ partner in
the company’s 28-year history.

I was well established in my career when I
befriended a city councilman who I thought was working for the good
of the community. However, I later found out through court
proceedings that this official was a wolf in sheep’s clothing. He
was pocketing grant money intended for youth sports programs. I was
facing serious allegations for my connection to the rogue
politician.

I went about the business at hand, naively
assuming that my innocence would be proven and my name would be
cleared. But to my utter dismay, I ended up being indicted by the
U.S. Attorney General for a charge called misprision of a felony.
It is a rare charge for having knowledge of a crime but not
reporting it. I never mishandled any money, and until the charges
were filed, I wasn’t even aware that the councilman was enriching
himself using the grant funds for youth sports. I ended up paying a
heavy price for something I didn’t do. I thought I was tarnished
for life, but in reality, the false accusations were a test of my
mettle. The diamond came out of the fire better for having proven
its worth.

My journey is full of triumphs and travails.
This book will take you on a rollercoaster ride through the good
times in my life, the crushing events, and the rebound after my
world came crashing down. In this book, I give credit to my earthly
angels for the times when life went well. And when my luck ran dry,
they were there to make sure things didn’t completely fall
apart.

Lana Wife of 31
years

I had been forced out of my job at a Florida
hospital in 1991, and my wife Lana and I were leaving the state not
knowing how we would provide for our three-year-old daughter
Nicole. But true to form, my wife was my anchor when that storm
hit. I never thought I would be privileged enough to marry a woman
as strong and dedicated as Lana, someone who handles life’s
struggles with such grace and fortitude. From day one she got it. I
believe she knew we could make a difference in the world together.
Our journey began at Howard University and continues to this day.
She was there when I was a traveling salesman selling
encyclopedias, not making enough to pay for the gas it took to
travel to different locations. When I became president of a major
golf company, working long hours, Lana never complained but was
always encouraging. She has truly been an angel; I’m certain that
God has placed her in my life. Even during the worst period of my
life, these past three years, she has not wavered, only saying we
are in this together. Most people in her shoes would be tempted to
cut and run… but not her. She continues to remind me that she has
my back. What were the chances of me, the son of a migrant worker,
finding someone of her beauty, grace and courage? I found her
against all odds! She calls herself my “ride or die” chick and I
love her for that.

Nicole Capri Daughter

From day one, she has been the apple of my
eye, daddy’s little girl. There has never been anything too good
for my daughter. When it was time to celebrate Nicole’s major
milestones, like her graduation from high school and later Howard
University, my friends would tell me to carry a lot of tissue for
the tears of joy. Nicole had shared in my successes as well. So,
she was terribly devastated when my legal troubles began. She knew
they couldn’t be talking about her father, not the man who was
working to get youth off the streets and onto the golf course with
an education. She, too, was convinced that I was being charged with
a crime I didn’t commit, but there wasn’t anything she could do
except to support me as I fought the charges. Nicole has always had
great empathy for others. Her mom and I are blessed to have her for
she has truly been a blessing to us. It has been a joy to watch her
grow up from a junior golfer to a college graduate to an
independent adult. Nicole is now employed by the District of
Columbia public school system working with special needs children.
She knows, first-hand, that everyone in life deserves a fair shot
–and a chance at redemption. One of the proudest moments of my life
was when Nicole introduced me at the 2006 African American Golfers
Hall of Fame (AAGHOF) induction ceremony.

She began by singing a short chorus from a
ballad Gerald & Eddie Levert covered…

“Dad, did you ever
know that you’re my hero?”

Good Evening and
welcome. I am Nicole Garvin, proud daughter of the man you call
Jimmy Garvin. Me, I just call him dad! I am both honored and
flattered to have such an important role in this ceremony honoring
the life’s work of my dad, my hero. I’m known to many as “Daddy’s
Girl,” and I have to admit that I have been a bit jealous when
sharing him with all the other kids. But my dad never fails to
remind me that to whom much is given, much is required. And then, I
have to step back and share him as he supports and nurtures the
next generation of African-American leaders, accepting that his
vision while including me is bigger than me! Coming from humble
beginnings, my Dad has been blessed with the kindness and love of
others. He has dedicated his life to be that same someone with a
helping hand to others. With humility, my Dad does not think less
of himself; he just thinks of his selfless. My dad is a big
inspiration in my life. From the time I was small and played in my
first tournaments, he would kiss me and offer words of
encouragement telling me, “Play your best. I know you are going to
win. If not, I’ll still be happy knowing you played your best.” As
a 19-year-old college student, I’m still encouraged by his words of
wisdom. My dad’s words and the knowledge that he supports me even
if I don’t win is still inspiring me. I truly love my dad, my
hero!

Grateful for the
blessing to be positioned to give back, my Dad walks tall in his
destiny, not in his situation. He may be exhausted from working
long hours, but you would never know it. He will always strive for
the place he is going and not where he has been, a visionary, my
hero, that’s him!

With a positive
attitude, head held high, he perseveres. It’s true; my Dad has
never forgotten where he came from and we are proud that he came
our way! If, as he always says, success is preparation meeting
opportunity, then with his long hours at work, dedication,
perseverance, and determination, we can all call him a success, my
hero!

Dad, I know you can do
all things through Christ who strengthens you... Your road to
success has not been straight; there have been curves called
setbacks, loops called confusion, speed bumps called friends, red
lights called adversaries, caution lights called family and flats
called jobs. And, you’ve also had a spare called determination, an
engine called perseverance, insurance called faith, and a driver
called Jesus guiding you to the place called success.

Dad, you are my hero
and the wind not only beneath my wings but all the juniors and
adult golfers, community leaders, and the Langston Golf Course
family. On behalf of every life you’ve touched, I say, thank you
for being you, or as you say, the common man, just doing what needs
to be done; and also my hero.

[As if that wasn’t enough to make a father
beam, Nicole also shared a touching note from my mom, who was
unable to attend my induction ceremony.]

On behalf of your
mother, Florence Jelks, I bring you these words:

Son, I regret that I
cannot be there with you to share in this prestigious and honorable
occasion today. I’m sure that your mother, the deceased Mrs. Katie
Lee Garvin, is proudly smiling, looking down on you, and sharing in
this celebration, too. You have made me, your “Mama Jelks”, a happy
and proud mom because you have earned such highly acclaimed
recognition. It pleases me that you have done most of it using what
we taught you and that is to always sow seeds for God by giving to
others something that will make a bigger and better difference in
their lives. I, as well as your family, pray that God continues to
bless you and your lovely family in all of your future endeavors.
Let’s not forget Proverbs 3:1-2. I would be remiss if I did not
thank Chuck Hinton for continuing to mold James’ life when he gave
him the scholarship to Howard University. I will forever be
grateful. Love, Your Mama Jelks

With that said, I now
ask everyone here to stand with me as I proudly bring to the stage
my dad, my hero, and 2006 AAGHOF inductee, Mr. James “Jimmy”
Garvin, Jr.

I was never as proud as the day Nicole stood
before a crowded room and delivered that speech; she did an awesome
job. It’s true, the apple don’t fall far from the tree. You will
always be daddy’s little girl. I love you much.

Now, let’s you and I start our journey
through my legacy, my story.
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Nicole, Jimmy and Lana
Garvin.
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December 21, 2012

Today is December 21, 2012, the day I began
writing my life’s story in an attempt to understand an ironic turn
of events. I had a lifelong track record of overcoming impossible
odds. Yet, here I was facing an insurmountable situation: a felony
conviction at the height of my career.

It has been exactly 313 days since I resigned
my dual posts as president of Golf Course Specialists (GCS) and
general manager of Langston Golf Course. The general manager
position had historically been held by middle-aged white men in
their late ‘50s. Holding this position was a major accomplishment
for someone like me. I was the first and only African-American to
have been named president and equal partner in the company’s
28-year history. It was an amazing breakthrough signaling the end
of a longstanding racial barrier at the company. Given how far I
had come to get to this point, it was a singular moment for me
personally that constantly replayed in my head: me – a young black
man – general manager and partner. It would be hard for me to bury
that moment, even as I was leaving it all behind.

GCS was founded nearly 30 years ago by Bob
Brock. I first met Bob some 20 years ago at Rock Creek Park Golf
Course where we were clearing trees after a storm. At that time, we
didn’t know one another from Adam’s house cat, but I felt we both
had a love for work. As we cleared those fallen trees, there wasn’t
a lot of talking, just grunt work. When the work was done, Bob went
back to headquarters and I returned to the ground crew at Rock
Creek. I wouldn’t see Bob anymore for more than a year. You see, my
job at Rock Creek was a part-time position, one that I held to be
able to play as much golf as I could for free, one of the best
perks any job could have! My permanent position was at the Marriott
Corporation, where I had been steadily building a career since
1986.

Marriott Corporation

In 1986 I made my first move up within
Marriott hospital food services. They often moved managers around
the country to give them greater exposure and varied experience.
Initially, I moved across town to Capitol Hill Hospital where I
became the cafeteria and cash operations manager working under the
director of food service, Scott Klier, and district manager Henry
Richardson. During this time, Henry was the only black district
manager within Marriott’s health care division. Henry and I got
along well, even though he was a graduate of North Carolina
A&T, one of Howard’s rivals in the Mid-Eastern Athletic
Conference. The staff at Capitol Hill welcomed me with open arms as
a member of their family.

One of the highlights of the year was the
company picnic where we would go out to a nearby park for a day of
fun and games with the entire hospital staff. Henry, being
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