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			I am dedicating this book to my five children and my wife, Parvina, who helped shape the way I operate. We all affect the ones around us.

			Also, to my loyal employees and top managers, who have followed my voyage in business as if I really knew where it was all going. Every journey should have a start and a destination. This journey has no definitive ending. It is all about constant change! Sears and JC Penney’s stood still and watched Amazon march right by them. They should have been the ultimate winners in merchandising wars, but they just would not change.

			There are a lot of beliefs in this book that you might find kooky. You are welcome to discard them, but keep reading for the gems that do make sense to you. Ideas I espouse are not cast in stone—neither are they black or white, but many shades of gray! You must adapt and use only the ones you truly believe will work for you!

			I submit that I don’t know exactly which of my ideas are so important that they could have been removed from the mix without affecting the outcome. But if you like the idea of building and running a little sub-chapter S corporation that does over $500m a year, then read on! What you learn will help you achieve your dreams. Then you should write me and say, “Thank You”.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1: Ordinary Reality of an Ordinary American

			There are no extraordinary men, only men with extraordinary reactions to ordinary circumstances.

			—Jim Glidewell

			The early years

			I can still recall the cloud of dust as my father’s tires came to a skidding halt on that dry summer day. He exited the truck and came back moments later carrying a rusty wrench he’d spotted in the dirt on the side of the road. My dad was raised in backwater Kentucky—the kind of place where travel is not an option, where land is passed down through the generations, and where families bury their dead in the front yard. Burying the dead on one’s property was outlawed in most of Kentucky, but that didn’t stop people from continuing the practice even as late as the 1950s.

			My father was born in 1913, which means he came of age right smack in the middle of the Great Depression. Being 20 years old during that challenging era shapes a man’s heart and mind. When my dad left Kentucky in 1930, my family was so poor that the men left to find work. He tried to join the Army, which would have meant money plus food and board, but at six feet tall and 130 pounds, he was too thin. A man had to weigh at least 135 pounds to enlist. He forced himself to eat as many bananas as he could stomach in order to get heavier, but in the end, he still missed the minimum weight.

			This was the era when President Roosevelt started the Civilian Conservation Corps program, or CCC. The program created work for people by having them build roads and bridges across America in order to put starving people back to work. Dad was first assigned in Utah and ended up in Caliente, Nevada.

			When the CCC program began to wind down, he got a job with the Union Pacific railroad. At the same time, he and a partner opened a pool-hall bar, called The Bucket of Blood. His business partner, Charlie Coverwell, eventually bought dad out so he could move to Las Vegas when his job with the Railroad became permanent.

			My father met my mother, Mary Geraldine Brierly, in Vegas. They married in Kingman, Arizona in 1944, because this had become the number one destination to get married ever since Carol Lombard and Clark Gable—the most famous couple of that time—had been married there.

			I was born one week after Germany surrendered in the second world war. It was May of 1945 and the world was ablaze, but I was millions of miles away from all of the action. Vegas was a very small railroad town when I was born. Nearly every baby born then was delivered by Dr. Hardy, who also happened to be the railroad doctor. And then Bugsy Siegel, an American mobster known as being one of the most “infamous and feared gangsters of his day,” built the Flamingo Hotel, which was completed in 1946. At that time, Nevada was the only state in the Union that allowed legal gambling.

			Fifteen months after I was born, and when my little sister Luana was just three months old, my mother walked out on us. We would later say that she suffered from the “baby blues.” I never spent a thought on my mother for many years; she was just not there. I don’t think I missed any motherly love—you don’t miss what you never had.

			My mom had been married once before, in Oregon, and had a baby girl named Linda. Six months after the baby’s birth, my mom abandoned her baby and husband and ran off to Las Vegas. All I knew for a long time was that my mother had abandoned my father with two little kids and, even though it might have seemed strange to the rest of the world, that fact became something that was no more important than the colors of my hair or skin.

			Shortly after I was born, my mom’s sister moved up to Las Vegas and helped take care of Luana and me. I was suffering from asthma, and doctors recommended that I be sent to live with my elderly grandparents in Kentucky to live in a pollen-free environment. So, even though I was born in Las Vegas, I became a small-town Kentucky boy. Life in Kentucky could not have been farther removed from the craziness of the war’s aftermath back then. I stayed with my elderly grandparents from the age of four until I was nine years old.

			I attended a one-room schoolhouse called Holly Grove. There were 15 of us, but I was the only first-grader and the only kid in my class through to the third grade. An outsider would have perceived me as a quiet, nice boy who did not stand out and never caused trouble. I was certainly shy, but not a complete wallflower. I grew up living on a farm. We raised two hogs, had three or four dairy cows, and raised our tobacco allotment. We didn’t have indoor plumbing, running water, or electricity. I thought we lived like everyone else.

			In the mid-1950s, outside of town, no one had any electricity. The nearest town of Burkesville was five miles away. We kids would sometimes ride on a hay trailer drawn by a Fordson tractor all the way to the ‘big city.’ Every Saturday was a big party day.

			In 1954, I moved back to Las Vegas and experienced a deep culture shock. I couldn’t believe it; the bathrooms were right in the house. At the local elementary school, there were 20 kids in my class. And most of all, there was electricity!

			Dad loved working for the railroad. He was a conductor on freight trains that ran between Las Vegas and Milford, Utah and Yermo, California. On the west run, the trains changed crews at Yermo, California. Then the Los Angeles crew took over. The crews from Salt Lake City also took the trains from Milford into Salt Lake City. Freight trains don’t have a regular schedule like passenger trains do. Instead, they wait until they have a certain number of cars and then they start going to their destination. Therefore, dad and our little family never knew when he was going to be leaving or when he would be back.

			This kind of grueling work and erratic schedule is hard on a family. If dad came home at 3am, he would be asleep when I left for school. An entire week would go by without me seeing him. Sometimes, I got lucky and would have a chance sighting about once a week. The few times when we really had time with him, it was special. My father’s schedule and distance as a result of his work were especially hard on my younger sister, Luana, who was a little needier. She retreated into her schoolbooks and was respected as a school genius. Even today, I don’t like to get into any deep discussions with her. I’ve been wrong too many times.

			When I entered the seventh grade, my father said to me one day, “You don’t know your mother. It’s time for you to meet her.”

			“Isn’t Ethel my mother?” I asked in confusion. For the first few years of my life, I had been convinced that my Aunt Ethel, who had come to help out shortly after my birth, was my mother.

			“No son. Ethel is your aunt. When your mom took off, Ethel came up here to help take care of you guys, filling in because she realized that her sister had issues with babies.”

			I had no memory of my aunt not being with us. She had been a part of my earliest memories. She kind of hung around until my dad met a woman whom he married in 1952. I was living with my grandparents in Kentucky when he got married. 

			“What’s my mother’s name?” I asked my father.

			“Her name is Geraldine.”

			Overnight, I traveled by train to Glendora, California. And, just like that, I met my mother for the first time. I was 12 years old.

			To this day, I don’t know if it was guilt or actual love, but my mother could not stop doting over me. She would hover, like a strange insect flying above my head. Each morning, she would bring me breakfast in bed and take me to school. She even folded my socks. 

			I didn’t know what to make of her constant and very sudden motherly attention. The truth is that I had never been a ‘momma’s boy.’ To make matters worse, when I got to school, I was the only non-Hispanic kid for miles. Everyone else was Mexican, which meant I was getting the crap kicked out of me on a daily basis. I was everyone’s punching bag. And as a small 12 year old, it didn’t take much to scare me.

			I’ll never forget this one kid, Richard Arias. He was a bad guy. It seemed like he was 22 years old and in the same class as me. He was held back a few years. That ‘kid’ was big and tough and just loved to push me around like crazy. One afternoon, when I couldn’t take it anymore, I told my mom: “There is this huge kid in school punching me around every day.”

			That was all I needed to say. The very next day, my mom marched over to school to give them an earful. But they said that they couldn’t do anything about it or protect me in any way. Between the awkward and constant doting of the mother I barely knew and the bullying of this kid in school, I decided I wanted to go back to Las Vegas. The trip had been some kind of trial visit, with the possibility of staying longer if it went well, but I only remained a few months before I went back on the train.

			The stay had given me the chance to get to know my mother and to work in my stepfather’s machine shop, filing parts in order to pay off my bicycle. His name was Bob Price, but he had me call him Midge from the moment I met him. He would become like a second father to me. During my entire visit, my mother treated me with such deep kindness. Whether it was guilt or motherly love discovered later in life, I am not sure. But she treated me with the attitude that everything Jimmy wants, Jimmy gets.

			To this day, I’m glad I had the experience of getting to know Geraldine, this mother who had given birth to me. She was a quiet, intellectual woman who was always writing. I can’t say she wasn’t a nice lady. In fact, quite the opposite. So she had the baby blues. She basically had a bad day or week or month—it happens. It didn’t bother me. I always like to remember that none of us are getting out of life alive, and holding grudges is a waste of energy. What’s the point of resenting someone? Yes, there are people I avoid, but in no way do I hate them or hold grudges against them. I avoid them because I don’t want to get into a conversation.

			The other night, I was out to dinner with my family when I spotted a couple standing a few feet in front of me. I realized that I knew the man standing ahead of us, though I couldn’t remember his name. I quickly pulled out my phone to look it up. And then I remembered all at once who he was and how I had never gotten along with him very well. I had occasionally played golf with him but had decided to no longer make that happen because he complains constantly about everything. He complained and complained and complained. I recalled being at the country club we were both members of and him saying, “I would be embarrassed to bring people here to this country club; this place is a pig sty.”

			And I might reply with something like, “You know they’re going through a remodeling. They’re reworking the ground. They’re giving the place a facelift, and it’s going to take two or three months before it looks good again.”

			It didn’t matter what I said, he was too committed to complaining. The reality is that I have no patience for people who whine about things they cannot change. Am I supposed to be listening? Am I going to be changing it for you? Why are you talking to me about it? It’s a waste of the air in your lungs. I’ve always believed that successful people see the perfection in all things, while unsuccessful people only see the imperfections.

			As I had predicted, the country club now looks amazing. It’s funny how people can be so negative sometimes. We live in a society where people have a tendency to focus on the undesirable aspects of a situation, even if everyone is working for a common good. If one person decides to remove even a dead tree from a communal space, I can guarantee you that a handful of people will come out of the woodwork to bitch about it and say how they removed the wrong tree, or the tree should have been left alone, and so on. I, however, believe in taking the path of least resistance.

			Don’t get me wrong, I believe fighting for what you believe in and what you want to bring to fruition. But, in the end, it comes down to that serenity prayer said by addicts in their meetings: “God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.” I’ve been surrounded by enough addicts to know that this prayer speaks to the truth that the only things worth focusing on are those that we can change. The rest needs to be left alone.

			[image: ]

			In 1952, my father married my stepmother, Eileen, who was born in England in 1912. The queen knighted her father in 1913. Eileen had travelled to Las Vegas to get a divorce from a wealthy ex-husband—favorable Nevada laws attracted a lot of women seeking divorce. She also had income from some English real-estate holdings and owned a couple small houses in Las Vegas that she rented out, allowing her to live comfortably. My stepmom liked to drink and gamble. That’s an easy occupation in Las Vegas, so she was often gone from the house. I would run into her just a couple times a week and simply say hello. And since my dad was gone several days each week due to his work, I was often on my own. Today, I would be described as a ‘latchkey kid.’

			I learned a thing or two from Eileen. The first thing was about British arrogance. I also learned from her own resilience and sense of pragmatism. Eileen never believed I would amount to anything. Generally speaking, I agreed with her and felt I didn’t deserve all that I had in those days. Eileen thought I should be a carpenter or an electrician. She convinced me I would never succeed outside of a trade. I suppose she was right, since being a dental technician is definitely a trade!

			When my father married her, we became one large family—I gained two new stepsisters, Barbara and Dorothy. Eileen always put her kids above Luana and me. She thought they were perfect and, in retrospect, I agree with her. She was a very hands-off parent who never knew anything that my sister and I were up to—including the fact that I received a report card from school. Eileen was so typically British that her comments always sounded so upper crust to me.

			The British are different. One can move to England, but you can never become British! Heavens no, you must be born into it. In many ways, it was kind of neat having Eileen for a mom. I got to see firsthand how one group of people could look down on another group simply for being different. It was in those early days that I realized ethnocentrism is a form of prejudice that can negatively affect your business.

			Dad was always the soft one, and mother Eileen a little more demanding. She wasn’t too tough, just preoccupied with her own life. At the time, my parents were never quite sure where I was or what I was doing. They just knew I worked in grocery stores.

			My older stepsister, Dorothy, probably tried to shape me more than my mother. She was always so thoughtful, and tried to guide me into being a responsible man. But she was married with children and moved to Chicago by the time I was 14. So, I was really on my own. I feel eternal gratitude to Dorothy and my other older sister, Barbara—both were angels.

			When I did spend time with my dad, I watched how he interacted with people. He was soft and agreeable, always seeing the best in everyone. He owned three rundown houses, which he rented out. My dad always tried his very best to take care of his wife, and they were together for 20 years before his death.

			What’s the point of school?

			After I returned to Las Vegas, I finished grammar school. I was not a real studious kid and I couldn’t quite figure out the point of studying. Why should I work so hard? To do what? My first brush with business was when I had a paper route and started delivering newspapers for the Review Journal. I still wasn’t a good student, but I was making $12 a week delivering about 120 newspapers. I collected money door-to-door, paid for my papers, and that was business. My dad once asked if we ever got report cards from school and I told him that they didn’t give them out anymore. He bought it. For the rest of my school years, I signed his name on report cards.

			At age 14, I gave up papers and started working in a local grocery store, where I worked as a ‘box boy’ stocking the shelves and working my way up to operating the cash register. I’m sure I wasn’t a standout employee, but by age 15½ I had made, and more importantly saved, enough money to buy myself a ’56 Chevy for $600 cash. I couldn’t drive it until I was 16, but I loved that car.

			Overall, high school was hard—especially if you never remove your books from the trunk of your car! I graduated 328th out of a class of 331. In the end, I concluded that I worked too hard, not too little. I could have been 331st!

			I don’t imagine anyone would have suspected me capable of any exceptional success through high school. The local pastor at my Episcopal church did tell me I seemed to be a natural leader though. I was involved as an altar boy for a couple years. The counselors at my high school told me that their testing showed great intelligence. At that time, I thought they were very wrong and perhaps had the wrong Jim Glidewell.

			My sister Luana, on the other hand, was a year behind me in high school and had accomplished so much that the school suggested to my dad that she enroll prematurely in a college. At 15 years of age, she was off to college in Los Angeles. Meanwhile, I had to take a lapidary course just to finish with enough credits for the school to allow me to graduate. I polished six rocks and was able to escape high school. I might have borrowed some rocks from a classmate… I’m trying not to remember.

			Vietnam

			The day I turned 18, I signed up for the Army. A day after turning in my application, the Army recruiter called and inquired if I was the same Jim Glidewell who had had 17 moving violations in the last two years. I proudly said, “Yes, yes, that is me.”

			“Well, young man,” he said. “Anyone who blatantly has disrespect for law and order cannot be a part of the Army.” And just like that, I was denied entry. The Army recruiter pointed out that the Navy recruiter next door had no such demands. So, off I was into the Navy. I had no real plan; it was just something to do.

			My stepmother read about my enlisting in the newspaper, since I’d never consulted my parents. But Eileen probably suggested it by saying something like, “It’ll make a man out of you.” Ultimately, she was right.

			In June 1963, I arrived at the US Naval Training Centre in San Diego on Rosecrans. Today, the place is a shopping mall. Boy was I in for a shock when I got off the bus to attend boot camp and realized that I needed to apply myself for the first time in my life! I began learning fast because I was finally motivated to do so.

			My entrance exams indicated that I was the sharpest guy in my platoon, so I was appointed the Education Petty Officer for my 60-man platoon. I still didn’t think I was that smart; I felt I was average at best. Who knew I had just raised myself from being nearly last in my high school class to having the highest entrance grades in my naval training class? The only thing that kept me out of the Officer Candidate School was my vision. They want perfect vision to fly Navy jets.

			I was in boot camp for 16 weeks, instead of the usual nine, because we had a couple of deaths as a result of spinal meningitis, leaving us quarantined. After graduation, I was assigned to a new ship, the USS Mars in National City. We did a shakedown cruise to Acapulco and came back. We fixed a couple of things that were wrong and then took off for Seal Beach in Orange County, where we loaded military munitions for about a week. We kept taking munitions until we were full.

			In late 1963, after some shakedown cruises, we departed for Yokosuka, Japan. We made a five-day stop in Hawaii, then motored to Pearl Harbor. From there, I went directly to visit my sister, Luana, who lived in Honolulu. She had settled there two years earlier after dropping out of Woodbury College to go to a party vacation in Hawaii. She met a boy there and never went back. 

			From Yokosuka, we headed south to Subic Bay, Philippines. There I was confronted with people living in real poverty and willing to do anything, legitimately or illegitimately, for money. Subic Bay in the 1960s was hell on earth—fights, robberies, prostitution, all types of crime. People lived day-to-day in survival mode. There was no time for niceties. I got used to it. I knew my way around and eventually felt safe enough, but never without having several friends protecting one another.

			It was during those days that I began to read a lot. Only through my reading aboard the ship did I slowly come to the conclusion that I alone was in charge of my future. At age 19, I came into a consciousness that directed my focus in a way that would eventually lead to my success.

			The Navy was the first real parent to whom I listened. There were no excuses allowed. It was “get your s—t together or get out.” Today, and now that I’m a parent myself, I realize that sometimes parents love their kids so much that they don’t ever try to direct their learning. They don’t teach “cause and effect.” Real success comes when you do the right thing when no one is watching.

			Vietnam was just heating up and we started replenishing other naval vessels at a geostationary position in the Tonkin Gulf, called Point Yankee. We were a big support and supply operation. We had two big helicopters on board. Sometimes I would wake up in the morning and see two ships on either side of us. We’d stream along at about 16 knots and high-line supplies to the ships on these great big cables—a tricky operation because it required our ship and the ship alongside us to reach the exact same speed before wires were shot across the divide. While we were doing that, the helicopters would go out and service the smaller ships that were farther out, like the destroyer escorts.

			As the war progressed, we started receiving dead soldiers delivered by helicopter, as we had refrigeration storage on board. The airbase at Da Nang hadn’t been built yet, so bringing the dead to us for transport back to Subic Bay was the drill.

			On March 8, 1965, during what was known as the ‘Invasion of Red Beach’, I started transporting Marines to shore at a place named Chu Lai. It was called ‘Red Beach’ because of the way the light would reflect over the water at dawn. That day the seas were rough, with four-foot waves making landing particularly challenging. This was the first large-scale conflict in the Vietnam War. 

			That morning, we landed 4,800 Marines. Vietnam would never be the same—neither would I. This was the moment in which I became discouraged about what our purpose over there really was. What was the point of the war, anyway?

			What’s the point of living?

			These last days in Vietnam marked the beginning of my big introspection. When you look death in the face, it makes you think about what your purpose on Earth might actually be. I started having misgivings about what our country was doing in the conflict. I just never felt that people back home knew why we were fighting a war in Vietnam. Democracy is about having free elections, and here we were supporting military dictators.

			Subic Bay was the backstory behind the Richard Gere movie, An Officer and a Gentleman, which accurately portrayed the grit and danger of that place.

			I think Vietnam was a huge deal to me. Here I was, a Las Vegas boy with a Kentucky heart. I was totally on my own. I was probably good military meat because I could handle being alone. Nobody bothered me. My parents never told me to do anything anyway.

			But then I got into the military and they said, “Here is a set of rules you’ve got to operate by.” That was the first time anyone had ever told me what to do, so I didn’t rebel against it. I thought, there is function here; there’s form and function to this whole thing. I can’t say I embraced it fully, else I would have extended my stay in the Navy, which I didn’t.

			To be honest, a big part of my reason for not re-enlisting was that I desperately wanted to create something more meaningful than just mindlessly repeating the same tasks every day. There we were in the middle of the Gulf of Tonkin most of the time, working ten-hour shifts in addition to being what they called “on watch.” It meant you were driving a boat and playing lookout for a minimum 12 hours a day. Sometimes it was 16 hours. Sometimes you slept on a pile of ropes or something. You just collapsed until someone woke you up and said, “You’re on watch; get up!” And we’d start it all over again. We worked day and night.

			During my time aboard the ship, I loaned money to others who were constantly broke as they were going on liberty. I loaned $5 for $7, $10 for $14, and $15 for $21, and was repaid every two weeks. The scheme got so big that the disbursing officer would check with me when someone was getting transferred to another ship, so that I would get paid. I lent the officer money too! For the last 15 months I never drew a paycheck, just lived on the income I made from lending money. I kept each month’s $85 check during my service. When I was finally discharged, I cashed them all in and had a nice sum of money.

			I left the Navy in June 1965. I had been a two-year active-duty reservist. I knew if I did two years in the reserves, I was expected to go to monthly training meetings at the Navy Reserve. That’s how they set it up. But since I had completed my two years of active duty, I was never required to do any of the meetings. When I got back to Las Vegas, I checked in with my Reserve center, and he said, “We’ll call you if we need you.” No one ever called.

			Dedicating my life to the greater good

			Against the needless carnage of the war and the experience of Subic Bay, I promised myself that if I got home in one piece, I would dedicate my life to doing the very best I could—not only for myself, but for those around me. I wanted to be a voice of progress and better the human condition in any way I could. The Army recruiter back home did me a favor by referring me to the Navy recruiter. Probably kept me out of a body bag!

			At this time, I also started reading about different religions, because my faith had been shattered by the war. In those days I constantly thought, how can God not fix these problems? I read the Bible; I read the Book of Mormon; and then I read Atlas Shrugged by atheist, Ayn Rand. Her voice rang very clear to me. I had been an altar boy in the Episcopal Church in Las Vegas, which I had enjoyed as a positive activity, but in Vietnam, I lost my belief in organized religion. After all, the monks were burning themselves to death in the streets. If they were the true believers, I knew that I was not.

			Ultimately, Ayn Rand’s teachings gave me the commitment to carry on with her theories on objectivism. Her philosophy reflected my viewpoint on my own life and the world I was just beginning to discover. Rand believed each of us is totally responsible for our own actions. It was she who said, “It is futile to fight against, if one does not know what one is fighting for.” 

			I had lost track of what I was fighting for in Vietnam. I understood only that we are each responsible for our own actions, and driven by our own selfish motives, and I did not want to be responsible for supporting the carnage of a war that seemed to be doing more harm than good. By the time I was discharged from the Navy, I was ready to apply myself to building something that would allow me to be financially secure and so provide for myself and my family. But it also needed to be something that contributed to bettering the world in some way.

			I had no idea where I was headed or how I was going to get there, but I wanted my life to amount to much more than what I had done in Vietnam. Rand’s philosophy influenced my actions greatly. In the end, it came down to respecting the rights of all humans, valuing myself and my own path to happiness, but never at the expense of another human being. Fifty years later, I’ve never doubted that she was correct on how to live a responsible life.

			I encourage anyone to read that tome, though it is a commitment. Rand’s philosophy helps us understand what the United States is going through today. Though her book was written in 1957, it clearly prophesied the self-interest and political divide that is at the heart of so much stress and strain on our modern nation.

			Ordinary man with extraordinary reactions

			Overall, I was deeply shaped by those early years growing up with my grandparents, living without electricity, and then later living with my father and stepmother in Las Vegas. I watched my father’s frugal demeanor. In many ways, these early years determined my work ethic.

			My father never needed to lecture me about a man’s sweat and tears, or about the value of a dollar. He was very hard working. As a Depression-era survivor, my father never threw out anything. The back of our house was one storage shed built next to another. He stored paint that was totally useless, but he couldn’t bring himself to trash the cans. When my brother-in-law Danny and I cleaned out the storage units after he passed, we didn’t find a single useful thing that my father had saved. It all went in the trash.

			Through the years, I had watched dad send clothing back to Kentucky to help his family. My dad never spent a lot, but did save quite a bit. Although we didn’t have much growing up, we lived just fine. Today, as the founder of a 5,000-employee company, I drive a 14-year-old Hummer H2. When people ask me why I won’t buy a ‘nicer’ car, I tell them I don’t want to drive a car that my average employee can’t afford. I also feel it is difficult to demand that your employees save and sacrifice when the owner is driving around in a new Ferrari. It’s just hypocrisy. I suspect those days in which my father would pull over on the side of the road to collect a rusty wrench had a little something to do with this philosophy.

			When people ask me to reveal the secret to building such a successful business, I tell them there is nothing special about me. In the end, the real secret is knowing that there are no extraordinary men, only ordinary men with extraordinary reactions to ordinary circumstances.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2: The Call to Adventure

			The ladder of success is best climbed by stepping on the rungs of opportunity.

			—Ayn Rand

			A new beginning

			In the same way that people love to reach for a magic weight-loss pill, or look for a step-by-step formula they can follow to bring their dreams to fruition, people ask me: “How did you build such a successful business from such humble beginnings?” Yes, there were pivotal moments in my path to success, each playing a big role in where I am today. But not all were recognized as being that at the time. One of the big life-changing moments was actually one of the lowest points along the way—a moment I’ll remember for as long as I live.

			In June of 1965, upon discharge from the Navy, I worked at Delta Airlines fueling DC8 jets at McCarran Airport in Las Vegas. Sometimes I was lucky enough to run the fuel truck, but most of the time I had the honor of operating the ‘honey bucket.’ It was often 120 degrees on the tarmac. When I hooked up to the belly of the aircraft, I donned a thick winter jacket, which was necessary because of the leaky valves that sprayed more on me than into the tank. Draining toilets on aircrafts quickly lost its allure!

			My stepmother always believed that I would best serve as a carpenter or an electrician, if I was lucky. I actually tried to join the Electricians Union in Vegas, but they only accepted ten trainees a year and it was always filled by union members’ sons—which is understandable.

			My dad greatly admired my brother-in-law, who was an insurance agent for State Farm. He had initially dated my stepsister Barbara, but ended up marrying my other stepsister, Dorothy. “Oh, Danny is the guy. You really want to be like Danny,” was always my father’s mantra.

			On May 15, 1966, the day I turned 21, I took the exam to get my license to become an insurance agent, just like my brother-in-law Danny. I got the license right away and was able to terminate my job with Delta Airlines. But the hitch was that I had to be 23 and a college graduate in order to work for State Farm. So here I was, a high school graduate, a Vietnam vet, and 21 instead of 23 years old—I went to work for Prudential Insurance instead.

			Prudential Insurance hired me on the spot. This was no small potatoes for me—a small-town kid in the big city. Even though I’d been in Las Vegas for most of my life, my very modest days in Kentucky had always remained a part of me. You can take the boy out of Kentucky, but you can’t take Kentucky out of the boy!

			Early at the start of my new job with Prudential, the staff took a field trip down to the Prudential home office, next to the La Brea Tar Pits in Los Angeles. I went right up to the big executive dining room, wide-eyed and impressed by all of the fancy corporate people. I thought to myself, ‘wow, we are doing big business here. This is really amazing.’

			That first job gave me my first taste of corporate business. I was wearing a suit and tie! They gave me a small dose of marketing and sales training. Not a lot, but enough to learn a thing or two while I was still wet behind the ears.

			After a while, I began to sell some policies. It wasn’t really my calling. Selling a contract—it wasn’t tangible. I didn’t see the value in it. I was a practical guy who had always been a good mechanic. I liked fixing things. I liked making concrete things whose value I could measure by how much they impacted and improved the lives of people. I didn’t see my whole life coming down to just selling a piece of paper that I didn’t believe in. Luckily for me, my entire life was about to change.

			A pivotal moment

			I met my first wife, Lawana, five days after I returned from military service. Other than the fact that she shared my sister’s name (Luana), we had very little in common. Very soon after we met, she became pregnant with our daughter, Julie.

			One afternoon in 1966, I was sitting with my wife and new baby in the car. This was Las Vegas, which means that it was hot most of the time—you shouldn’t live in the desert without air conditioning in the car, especially when you have a baby. Yet, I was driving a 1959 Chevrolet without any AC. I was mechanical enough to install a system myself, but I needed an engine-driven Freon compressor to finish the installation.

			I went to a junkyard and bought a used compressor for $20. But when I went to install it, it was clear that the part wasn’t functioning properly. I marched back to the junkyard and tried to return it for a full refund. “I can’t give you your $20 back. There is a ‘no refund’ policy.”

			Money was really tight in those days—$20 was a whole lot of money for me. I argued and argued and argued with the guy behind the counter. I was actually mad at myself. When you buy something in a junkyard, you take the risk that it won’t work, and once you leave the premises, that piece of junk is yours, no matter what. I knew there was a ‘no refund’ policy on those purchases.

			The guy and I continued to argue about it. He actually hooked up the compressor to a battery and said to me, “Look, the clutch works.”

			“Sure,” I said, “but it won’t pump Freon.”

			“Listen man, the clutch is working fine.”

			“The clutch may be working, but the Freon won’t circulate. The actual pump itself is not running properly.”

			On and on we argued. In retrospect, the point that each of us was making was valid. It wasn’t about being right or wrong. The reality was that I couldn’t afford to lose $20. After going back and forth long enough, the guy said to me, “I’ll meet you halfway and give you back $10.”

			That was great, but I was still down $10 and my AC still didn’t work. I became overwhelmed with the feeling of powerlessness. I’ll never forget the moment when I walked back to the car where my wife and baby were waiting. I felt so frustrated. I had failed them somehow. I had failed myself. Here I was fully relying on another man’s subjective opinion of what something was worth. And that ‘something’ had a big impact on my life.

			That compressor was not only worth $20, but also worth my family’s safety in the heat of Las Vegas. As I sat back down in the car with my wife and kid, I swore to myself in that moment that I would never allow myself to be put in that position ever again. I vowed I would never be at the mercy of another man’s judgment to determine my own decisions and, worse yet, affect my wellbeing and that of my family.

			Believe it or not, it was that simple moment—one many people might forget within minutes—that became one of the pivotal moments in my journey to success. From that point forward, I just avoided situations where I’d be that financially vulnerable and dependent on another man’s decision-making. Some people might think I would have sworn off buying used equipment. Quite the opposite. My first laboratory was put together with $4,000 worth of used equipment. Mainly because I had very limited funds and my budget dictated that I remain frugal. I incorporated it with 4,000 shares of stock. I formed a C Corporation, which I later changed to an S Corp—the C Corp caused a lot of grief between me and the IRS.

			Fast forward 40 years, and I still buy used large equipment. Why? Quick story. About 10 years ago, our CFO Glen Sasaki and Greg Minzenmayer, my present COO, bought a $250,000 milling machine to start a dental implant department. The familiar argument is that you don’t want to start something this important with used equipment; you want to do it right! So they went with the brand-new machinery.

			Well, it took almost one month for the Swiss technician to get the new machine up and running. After it was clear we were going to be able to make the parts we needed, we paid an average of $60,000 for the next 20 machines (Tornos Deco10E). That told me, had we failed with that first $250,000 machine, that I would probably have been forced to sell it for about $60,000. That would have been a $190,000 loss! Whereas, if I paid $60,000 for a used machine, I could resell it for about the same.

			Look, I don’t always have brilliant ideas. But I would resist the urge to believe one must start a new enterprise with nothing but the best equipment. It’s obvious to me when I attend auctions and see so much brand-new equipment coming across the auction block; in less than a year, the business is bust and the banks take everything back and send it off to auction—they rarely get more than $0.20 on the dollar for the resale.

			I also find it strange that banks are willing to lend money when it goes toward purchasing new equipment. They usually don’t want to lend on used equipment. Banks are part of the problem. Most bank VPs have an MBA, but no practical business experience. If you can place all of your business calculations on a neat spreadsheet, it is very persuasive to these lenders.

			My bank lenders have been Comerica and U.S. Bank. They mainly lend on accounts receivable and will finance some capital expenditures, but they won’t lend on what I call ‘enterprise value.’ A well-versed buyer understands what the risks and rewards are, but can also see the potential a company might have. 

			Banks don’t lend on potential. Bankers have to protect the banks’ assets and their own jobs. Real risk is always avoided. I’m sure that our company’s 49 years of rising revenue gives them a sense of confidence that going forward, more of the same is going to happen. However, I’ve never received
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