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For Liz,
 who has abundantly enriched my life with understanding, grace, and love.







PREFACE

I​’m a lucky man. I’m a blessed man. I’ve lived a full life. And I’m happy to say that, as I write these words, my life has gotten even fuller.

I’ve had dealings with every president from John Kennedy through Donald Trump (though it pains me to mention those two men in the same sentence). I have stories about them all. I have opinions about them all.

I’d also like to offer an opinion about me. I find the opinion humbling. That’s because it comes from one of my great mentors. It comes in the form of a quote from Larry Temple, the White House counsel under Lyndon Johnson.

“Ben Barnes was President Johnson’s premier protégé,” said Temple. “On more than one occasion, LBJ publicly expressed his hope and confidence that, given Ben’s singular political and people skills, Ben would one day become president himself. I never heard Johnson say that about anyone else.”

The president’s statement pleased, embarrassed, and excited me. Ironically, his generous words even hurt me in the political arena. Stay tuned for that story.

Another quote, this one from Texas Governor Ann Richards, I find especially endearing. “Ben Barnes is an oscillating fan. He never stops moving. He’s got so many ideas and so much energy he wears me out with his stories until I see that his stories are all about doing the impossible. So God bless Ben’s stories.”

I not only love telling stories, but I’ve reached a point in life—age eighty-eight at this writing—when I see the urgent necessity of doing so. The right stories can enlighten. With the world so dark, I want to generate light. I want to utilize this burst of newfound energy whose source is a kidney transplant I received on my eighty-fifth birthday. Before that operation, I was at death’s door. Only a miraculous combination of high-tech surgery and extraordinary human kindness kept me alive. I see these post-operation years as a gift I can’t squander. The full transplant story—one that I still can’t quite believe—will be unpacked later.

Right now sunshine is flooding my Austin apartment and I’m feeling healthy as a horse. My ringtone on my cell phone has Willie Nelson singing “On the Road Again.” At 92, Willie remains a close friend and a role model. He’s still writing, recording, and touring. I’m still living my life between Austin; Washington, DC; New York; Florida; Nantucket; and several points in between. I’m racing around the country looking to solve big problems. My advocacy firm is running on all cylinders.

I’m in a hurry because, well, I’ve always been in a hurry. But now my hurry is super serious since, having extended my expiration date once, I’m a little concerned about how far this new extension can go. But forget extensions. I’ve got to get this book written to record these stories and do whatever I can to change this suffocating political climate.

I’ve been deeply involved in the political scene for seven decades. I’m still involved, now more than ever, because I’ve never seen a situation this dire. In some ways our situation today is worse than the Great Depression. Trump has put a stake through the moral heart of our nation. He projects the notion that success can be built on small-minded and mean-spirited acts fueled by spite and vendetta. Only today I read that his administration has defunded a hotline service for LGBTQ+ youth at risk for suicide. This is only one of dozens of programs, including vital foreign aid to impoverished countries, that he has heartlessly dismembered.

That is why I will not ignore the present. The dangers we face are too grave to go unmentioned.

I’m grateful that I was born with energy to burn. I’m doubly grateful that my energy has been restored and renewed. My plan is to inspire you to where you say, “If this son of a bitch Barnes can pull off half of what he claims, I should get off my rear end and do something that matters.”

You might ask me—Why do I matter? Who the hell do I think I am?

Well, I was a peanut farmer from rural Texas who fell in love with the possibility of politics to change lives for the better. Still in my twenties, I was on a rocket ride. Newspapers were calling me “the Golden Boy”—the youngest Speaker of the Texas House of Representatives and then the youngest lieutenant governor in Texas history. And then the rocket crashed. I was voted out of politics in my early thirties, only to find big-time success in business before going bust followed by a reinvention that made my real estate business even bigger. I was also a lobbyist. Which means I’m a salesman. I’m still lobbying and still selling. What I’m selling you today are life-lesson stories intended to entertain you so thoroughly that you won’t even realize my instructive aim.

The first story features a twenty-one-year-old country boy dumb enough to think he’s got a chance to beat the shoo-in favorite for state representative. It’s one helluva race. Let’s drop down to Comanche County, Texas, and see what the excitement is all about.
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OFF TO THE RACES

“Your chances of winning are slim to none,” said Ben Sudderth, the retiring state representative from Comanche County, a rural and sparsely populated district in Central Texas where I grew up. We were standing in the grand rotunda of the State Capitol in Austin when I told him I was running to replace him. “Another strike against you, son,” he said, “is that you look like you’re eighteen. How old are you?”

“Twenty-one.”

“Did you even graduate law school?”

“No, sir. I’ve just enrolled for my first year.”

“And you think you can serve as a representative and attend law school at the same time?”

“That’s my plan.”

“Young man,” he said, “that will never work.”

Well, naïve or not, I believed it could. My belief was based on something I had already gotten done. I had become a successful whistleblower.

Now I need to go back and let you know how that came to be. In fact, I need to go even further back and tell you how this country kid wound up in Austin.

I was born Benny Frank Barnes in Gorman, Texas, on April 17, 1938. My dad was B. F. Barnes and my mother was Ina B. Carrigan. I was the first of my family to be born in a hospital. The doctor also delivered my stillborn twin brother. A lifetime later when, against all improbability, I got close to Elvis Presley, we bonded over how we had both lost a brother at birth. What had that done to our personalities? Is that why we were so intent—even desperate—to connect with people? Were we looking to make up for a loneliness that never went away? Were our souls always searching for that lost brother? Elvis thought so, and so did I.

As a farm kid, I didn’t do heavy thinking. I did heavy work. Through heavy work, I came to love the land. I felt the primal relationship between humans and nature. I grew up on a peanut farm. We had 270 acres where we also raised corn, pigs, and chickens. We got by, but barely. Nature provided. But cultivating nature required work without end.

Imagine a freezing cold morning in the winter of 1945. I was seven. I was fast asleep at 6 a.m. when something jarred me awake. I rubbed my eyes. There was Dad holding a bucket nearly as big as me.

“Take this bucket,” he said, “and go milk the cow. Do it this morning and again tonight before supper. Twice a day.”

“Twice a day?” I asked.

“Twice a day, seven days a week, rain or shine.”

“For how long?”

“Forever.”

“I don’t know how to milk the cow,” I said.

“I’m gonna show you.”

I got dressed in a hurry and followed Dad to the barn. I was shivering. It was pitch-dark. Dawn was an hour away. The only light came from Dad’s lantern. Electricity was a year away. The cow stood still as a statue. I held the lantern as Dad approached the animal. The cow’s bloated udder looked like a balloon about to burst. Dad’s hands were rough and coarse, the hands of a man who worked fourteen-hour days. I studied my father’s hands as he manipulated the cow’s teats. After his three-minute lesson, I was on my own. I had to take a deep breath. I had to overcome considerable fear. Could I do it without messing up? Were my little fingers even strong enough to do the heavy squeezing?

As I got started, Dad watched over me. I dug deep inside and found the strength. I found the steady rhythm. I tried my best to spill the fewest drops of milk. I wanted to show Dad that I could do it. And I did. From then until I left home for college, I did it twice a day for twelve years. Each time I completed and carried that heavy bucket overflowing with milk into the house, I felt good. I loved the feeling of completing a task.

That became the paradigm for the rest of my life: Get the job done.

From age seven on, the jobs expanded.

I was ten when I learned to drive our pickup. I was hauling melons, peas, and peanuts to market. A few years later, I was measuring peanut acreage for a soil conservation camp. Learning the land, square foot by square foot. Not missing an inch. Getting deep into the nooks and crannies.

This was another paradigm that popped up when I got into politics. Learn every last thing about your constituency. And about your colleagues. Learn every name. Shake every hand. Leave no stone unturned.

My bright red hair and fair complexion came from Mother’s Irish origins. They say redheads have fiery personalities. I see myself as more persistent than fiery. And it was with great persistence that I worked the fields during those brutal Texas summers until Mother made me stop. She saw my skin was blistering and peeling. She feared I’d contract skin cancer and told Dad to find me a job where I could work inside. That job was churning milk in a creamery.

Early on, I loved to read. One book, given to me for extra credit in the twelfth grade by English teacher Lucille Duke, thrilled me to my core: Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables. The novel magically moved me from twentieth-century Texas to nineteenth-century France. The story stirred my imagination and forced me to examine big ideas—the whimsy of fate, the pain of injustice, the power of compassion. It was my first encounter with a work of epic art. I could not envision myself living an epic life. But at least I started imagining the big wide world waiting for me outside Comanche County.
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A STRANGE TRUCK PULLED UP TO OUR HOUSE…

“Whose truck is that?” I asked my father.

“Rural Electrification Administration,” he answered.

“What’s that?”

“Son,” he said, “you’ll see.”

I saw plenty. At age eight, I saw electric lights go on in our house. REA brought electricity to rural farms. In Texas, where the cities had used electricity for decades, only 3 percent of the farms were wired. We were not. The arrival of that truck meant that poles would be built and lines would be activated. This would change our lives profoundly. Ultimately, it would radically improve the life of rural America.

I loved watching those lines go up. Everyone loved watching—mothers in aprons, fathers in overalls, kids of all ages, all of us following the leather-gloved workmen with their spiked shoes as they climbed those poles. They were our heroes. We cheered them on. And soon, the miracle was real.

Light bulbs were blazing. Our primitive radio was humming. We gathered together at evening time when President Franklin D. Roosevelt, who had created the REA and pushed it through Congress, spoke to us like a wise and loving father.

As a preteen, I absorbed an indelible lesson: that government is a force for good. I saw government as a way to improve lives, especially the lives of the dispossessed. At Sunday school, that attitude was reinforced when I learned that following the God of love meant attending to the least among us.

I was largely unaware of the great political moments in our state. For instance, in 1948, I was ten when a former school teacher named Lyndon Baines Johnson defeated Governor Coke Stevenson in the Democratic primary by less than a hundred votes. Accordingly, they called him “Landslide Lyndon,” a nickname they dropped when he trounced his Republican opponent and came to the US Senate, where he became a titan. Even now, it seems wildly improbable that this remarkable man became my mentor.

I was acutely aware of World War II. I had seven uncles in the armed forces. Three were at D-Day, another at Iwo Jima. They all survived except my Uncle Ray, who we were told was missing in action. The uncertainty of his fate hung over our little three-room house like a black cloud.

Then came Christmas dinner when I was seven. We had no money for presents, but there were vegetables from the garden and chicken from our chicken coop. Santa Claus didn’t show up, but someone far better did. A loud knock on the door. Who could it be? Uncle Ray! Standing tall in his flight jacket! Shouts of joy and tears of happiness! What a moment!

Uncle Ray had flown from England to San Antonio, then hitched 250 miles to Comanche County before trudging two miles in the bitter cold to our house. Only because I begged, my parents let me stay up all night to hear his war adventures as a tail gunner. I can still feel his triumphant energy.

That’s when life made sense. That’s when goodness prevailed. The good guys had beat down the bad guys. The good guys weren’t only soldiers like Uncle Ray who defeated the Nazis, but the cowboy heroes who rode their horses through my childhood: Gene Autry actually rode his horse Champion down the main street of Dublin, a town only twelve miles east of De Leon. Whether it was my imagination or not, I saw him wave and wink at me like I was his pal. Later Autry made Dublin the rehearsal home of his national rodeo company.

Gene Autry, like Roy Rogers, also sang his way through my childhood. When I was washing milk cans at the crack of dawn, my granddad came over to me and said, “Well, what do you know. It’s morning already,” before breaking into a spirited version of Gene’s “Back in the Saddle Again.” I loved hearing Roy sing “Happy Trails”; on the big screen in our little local movie house, I loved seeing Hopalong Cassidy shooting straight; I loved Lash LaRue and Whip Wilson wielding their bullwhips in the cause of justice.

Hollywood justice made me feel good. But real-life injustice—especially seen up close—made me sick.
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A BURGER, FRIES, AND A COKE

Everyone loved the De Leon Peach and Melon Festival. The gruel of farmwork was lifted, at least for a day. Gaiety arrived. Carnival rides and live bands. Music! I loved music to the core of my being. Loved whatever musical sounds were coming out of a little radio. Seeing the stars was a huge thrill. One year it was Bob Wills and his Texas Playboys performing their Western swing; another year it was Ernest Tubb, the Texas Troubadour, singing “Walking the Floor Over You.”

On this August day, the sun was high in the sky. It was 1948 and I was ten. The festival was in full force. Hundreds of folks had flocked in from all over. Dad and I had driven into town to see the festivities and eat lunch at the local café.

The place had a half dozen booths and a long counter. Dad liked eating at the counter. The door was open wide so we could hear the music and laughter from the festival. We always ate in silence. Dad was not a talker. I am a talker, but I knew to leave my father alone. He liked eating in peace. We always ordered the same thing—a burger, fries, and a Coke. After Dad gave our order, a man sat next to us and ordered the same thing. The waitress refused the order. The man was Black.

“We don’t serve your kind here!” the waitress yelled. “Get out!”

The waitress screamed in the man’s face. I felt sick to my stomach. I wanted to scream back to her. I waited to see what the Black man would do. Would he answer back? Or if he didn’t answer back, would Dad?

No one answered back.

The man left without a word. Dad stayed silent for several minutes. Then ordered a burger, fries, and a Coke to go. When we walked out of the café, Dad found the Black man, who was helping run the Ferris wheel.

“Here’s your lunch,” said Dad. “If you want a little shade from the heat, you can eat in our pickup.” The man nodded appreciatively. He came to our truck, where the three of us sat there while he ate. When he offered Dad money for the meal, Dad refused.

“Thank you for your kindness,” said the man.

“You’re welcome, sir,” said Dad.

On the drive home, Dad saw me looking at him. He knew I wanted him to say something about what happened. So he did. “Never judge a man by his color,” he said. “Never think you’re better than anyone.”

“I heard that a colored man was once lynched around here,” I said. “Is that true?”

“Before my time,” said Dad. “A horrible thing. But yes, it’s true. Also true there was a sign on the Comanche County line that said, ‘N——er, don’t let the sun go down on you.’ Thank God someone tore that sign down.”

“Was that someone you?”

Dad didn’t answer.

That simple lesson stayed with me. It was only later that I learned that Comanche County had a brutal history of racism. Back in 1886, a Black man accused of murdering a white woman was chased out of the state by a mob of vigilantes. Not only was the Black man forced to flee—so was every Black family in the area. Not long after, there was a report of a lynching.

When I grew up, no Black people remained in the county. I never had a Black friend. And when I did establish such a friendship, it changed the history of Texas politics. But that remarkable story is a chapter unto itself. I’ll get to it in a minute.

Meanwhile, this next chapter, at least as I lived it as a youth, was the scariest of all.
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POLIO

In the early 1950s that one word traumatized parents like no other.

There was no cure, no vaccine. Families lived with the fear that their kids would be next. The death rates were high. The medical costs were astronomical. The impact of prolonged hospital stays and quarantine led to extreme isolation. The emotional fallout was incalculable.

Reading about polio frightened us even more. The disease was infectious. It affected children more than any other group. It could paralyze you. Cut off your very breath. Polio was a killer.

And then in 1953, the killer came to our farm. My younger brother Rick contracted polio. He was thirteen; I was fifteen.

When Rick got sick, Mom took him and ran to Fort Worth, a hundred miles northwest of De Leon. That’s where she found a hospital equipped to deal with polio. Mother stayed with Rick the entire duration of his hospitalization. He was put in an iron lung that cost $5,000 a month, a fortune in today’s money. That took all my folks’ savings—and then some.

I got scared to death, not only because my brother’s life was on the line, but because I had firsthand knowledge of my family’s dire financial situation.

Back in 1951, I got my driver’s license when I turned twelve. In Texas, young kids got to drive early because we had to help out on our family farms. On a Friday afternoon, Dad, worn out from a week of exhausting work, asked me to drive him to the bank the next morning to pay the $2,400 annual note on our farm. In those days, banks were open on Saturday.

On Friday night, though, tragedy struck. The home of my maternal grandparents burned to the ground. Without thinking twice, Dad opened the envelope that held $2,400 in cash and gave $600 to his in-laws to help them get back on their feet. So on Saturday morning, when I drove Dad in our pickup to the bank, he had only $1,800. When I asked him what he was going to do, all he said was “Don’t say anything about the fire.”

I still remember the fear I felt when we got to the bank. I still remember the banker’s name: Mr. Harvey. Mr. Harvey was a hard-ass.

When Dad handed him $1,800, Mr. Harvey asked, “Where’s the rest?”

I wanted to shout out “My grandparents’ house burned down! Dad gave money to help them out!” I desperately wanted Dad to explain. But instead Dad said, “I’m sorry, but this is the best I can do. This is all I got.”

Mr. Harvey ripped into my father. He called him a shameful debtor. He called him irresponsible. He threatened to foreclose on the farm.

“If you have to foreclose,” said Dad, “then foreclose.”

For another twenty minutes, Mr. Harvey chastised my dad like an enraged father chastising a child. I hated seeing this banker emasculate Dad. For a long time to come, I hated all bankers.

Finally, Mr. Harvey let out a big sigh and said, “I shouldn’t do this, you don’t deserve it, Barnes, but I’ll let you roll the $600 into next year’s payment.”

My father thanked him and we left. Never did Dad explain to Mr. Harvey—or to anyone except Mother—why he came up short. He didn’t want to make excuses or ask for pity. He never sought credit for being a devoted son-in-law.

Dad couldn’t be shamed because he knew he had done nothing shameful. He needed no one else’s validation. He had a sense of self-worth, and that was enough.

With Rick and Mother in Fort Worth, Dad and I doubled our efforts in working the farm. It became a supercharged father-son operation. Dad also worked on a pipeline at a pump station. Sometimes he worked all night. I cooked dinner. I was a lousy cook, but Dad didn’t care. His attitude was This may be the worst thing that’s ever happened to us, but we’re going to keep charging ahead.

So that’s what I did. I kept thrashing pecans, picking cotton, and milking the cow twice a day.

I can’t imagine anyone working harder than Dad, one of sixteen kids who, like Mother, was raised on a rural farm. Work was his life. Work became mine.

Once a month we drove to Fort Worth to visit Mother and Rick. It was tough seeing my brother. The iron lung was this huge unwieldy contraption that contained Rick’s body with only his head sticking out. Through the early days, his survival was anything but certain. What was certain, though, was Mother’s devotion. She quietly reassured Rick that he’d get well. She reassured me that she’d be home soon. Not only did this crisis never break her spirit, but the experience altered her life in a positive way. Rick did survive and after nine months was released from the hospital. That’s when Mother went back to school to become a licensed nurse in obstetrics. In helping Rick, she had discovered her gift: helping others. For the last thirty-five years of her life, she did just that.

In 1955, months after Rick had recovered, the Salk vaccine became available. Mass immunization faced challenges, but essentially the result was miraculous. A crippling disease that had baffled doctors and scientists for centuries had been cured. Over the coming years, polio cases dropped dramatically. Jonas Salk, a researcher and professor of medicine, had developed a vaccine that would be effectively used throughout the world. The vaccine wiped out polio. Untold lives were saved. Reading about this as a high schooler, I developed a respect for science. I saw how science could give life.

SIDEBAR: REMEMBERING the celebration surrounding the polio vaccine, I reflect on the pseudo-scientific culture surrounding Robert Kennedy Jr., the man that Trump—himself an uninformed doubter of science (especially concerning climate change)—installed as secretary of Health and Human Services. Today I read that Kennedy is pulling $500 million in funding for vaccine development.

How in the name of reason or, for that matter, how have we allowed half-baked conspiracy theorists and anti-vaxxers to rule over the findings of legitimate physicians and scientists? How have we allowed the madmen to run the asylum?
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RODEO REMINISCENCE

For all the pain and fear that my family felt during the early 1950s, I also felt joy. In fact, when asked if I had a happy childhood, I say yes. I say that not only in gratitude of the superstrong work ethic I absorbed, but also because of the many sweet memories that live in my heart.

Those memories don’t entirely put me in the best light, but that doesn’t make them less sweet. The sweetest involves the opposite sex.

I mentioned how Gene Autry came to Dublin to rehearse his rodeo and supply his show with bucking horses. The main supplier was Everett Colborn, a legendary cowboy in the world of rodeos. Colborn had two beautiful daughters. I was a teenager when I met them. They were a few years older than me. They wore cowgirl blouses with fringes and tight jeans. Very tight jeans. The tightness was on full display when they mounted their horses and competed in the barrel racing around the rodeo arena, a contest that required the rider to follow a cloverleaf pattern, avoiding barrels set up along the course.

The Colborn girls were champions. I followed their every move. I yearned to get their attention and figured the best way was for me to enter a contest myself. This was when I had shot up in height to well over six feet. I was playing all the sports in high school. I was feeling my oats.

Bull riding was for real cowboys. I couldn’t do that. But steer riding was less intimidating. A steer was much tamer than a full-grown bull. I could ride a steer. To prove my manhood, I had to ride a steer. So I took a big gulp and told the man in charge that I was entering the steer riding contest. I put on a pair of gloves and walked into the bucking chute. Friends and neighbors were loudly cheering me on. Among those friends were the Colborn girls. I mounted the steer. There was a rope around his chest. The idea was to hold on to the rope. When the chute opened and the steer started bucking, I’d be clutching the rope with one hand and waving my other hand high in the air. I’d look like a rodeo champ.

The chute opened. I was ready. I had that rope securely in my hand. I could feel the full weight of the steer beneath me. The steer was ready to go. The steer was straining at the rope. The steer came roaring out of the gate, and before I had a chance to wave my free hand high in the air, the rope broke and I went flying! I landed on my rear with a resounding thud. The whole thing was over before it started. I wanted to explain to the crowd that the broken rope, not my lack of skill, caused my debacle, but the crowd didn’t care. The crowd was laughing at the gangly redhead flat on his ass.

My pride was hurt a lot more than my body. I got up and figured the best thing to do was laugh it off. So I did. As I did, I saw that the two people laughing hardest were the Colborn girls.

Other steer riders rode it out for a full six seconds—the qualifying time to enter the contest. All I could do was watch. For the rest of the afternoon, I hung around to watch the calf roping, the wild horse ride, and all the other events. When the sun set, the band broke into Hank Williams’s “Your Cheating Heart” and the community dancing began. Despite my wounded pride, I joined the dancers and had a ball.
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DARKNESS AND LIGHT

The lithium mines were darkness. Austin was light.

Let me explain.

I graduated De Leon High School and went to Texas Christian University on a partial scholarship. The summer after my freshman year, I worked to help pay down that exorbitant debt my folks had taken when Rick had polio.

I wound up in Climax, Colorado, because of Uncle Ray, who was working there as a mechanic for a firm that owned a lithium mine. I was assigned to the mine. It wasn’t easy, but the pay was good. As I descended into the bowels of the earth, inside my head I heard Tennessee Ernie Ford singing his huge hit “Sixteen Tons” about waking up when the sun don’t shine and taking another trip down into the mine. Man, I hated that mine. I worked weekdays and weekends (time-and-a-half pay on Saturday, double pay on Sunday). There wasn’t a day when I wasn’t scared. I got claustrophobic. I sweated through all my clothes. The molybdenum ore dust was all up in my eyes, ears, nose, and throat. I came close to breaking down.

But instead of breaking down, I got a break. A fellow miner asked me if I could play baseball. Sure, I pitched in high school. He urged me to try out for the miners’ semiprofessional team. I didn’t have much more than a decent fastball, but in Colorado, where the altitude is twelve thousand feet, my fastball got faster. I got on the team, and the pay was way better than the mine. That allowed me to make enough money to switch schools and go to the city where my destiny was awaiting.

Did I realize that? Did I hear the call of fate? Was I drawn by forces conspiring inside my mind? And where did I get the confidence to make this new move?

Dad would have been fine if I had stayed on the farm. But my mother could feel my restlessness. She insisted that I could achieve anything I set my mind on. And my mind was set on the capital.

Austin was home to a state university with beautiful buildings, an expansive campus, and an iconic tower. In the late fifties, Austin might have been the most picture-perfect capital city in the country. It was clean and unspoiled. The pace was unhurried, yet there was a feeling of importance. Big things happened in Austin. Austin was also different from any Texas city. It was dignified but relaxed. Austin had its own special charm: the peaceful beauty of Zilker Park, the limestone cliffs of the Barton Creek Greenbelt, the placid charm of Town Lake. In fact, Austin became a major character in my life. Today, I’m still in Austin. I’m writing this book smack in the middle of Austin. I look out from the balcony of the high-rise where I live and see a city of a million while I remember, at age twenty, coming to a city of 150,000. I loved Austin then, and I love Austin now. Austin educated me, excited my ambition, and fueled my drive. Austin became both my jumping-off point and also my anchor. There were years when I left Austin, but I have always returned. I have immutable plans to be buried in the state cemetery in Austin. That way I’ll be in Austin forever.

Rather than focus on my demise, let’s keep me alive. Let’s go to the glorious moment when I arrived.

I came to Austin with my high school sweetheart, Martha Morgan. We adored one another. Ours was the sort of love that led to marriage. Our hometown ceremony was simple but joyful. All of De Leon came out to wish us well.

In Austin, Martha and I settled down and talked about starting a family. That meant I needed to make money. So in addition to taking a full load of courses with the aim of graduating in two years, I also took a job.

Meet Ben Barnes, supersalesman for Electrolux vacuum cleaners.

Let me knock on your door.

Let me cordially introduce myself.

I just need a minute of your time.

I’m not much of a salesman. I really don’t have a sales pitch. But I do have a short demonstration. As they say, “Seeing is believing.”

With your kind permission, I’d like to take this Electrolux, insert a clean bag, and vacuum the mattress in your bedroom.

Thank you for allowing me to demonstrate. You can already hear the power of this machine.

Okay, that was quick. Now let’s see how much dirt is in the bag.

Do you mind if I empty the contents of the bag on the bed?

My goodness, that is a whole lot of dirt! Let me just vacuum it all up.

Just watch—it’ll only take a sec.

The result was an immediate sale. But to get that result, to actually be invited in the home wasn’t easy. Some thirty doors would be slammed in my face before someone let me in. But I was relentless. Rejection only drove me harder.

Major lesson learned: Yes, selling involves skill, but skill without tenacity is nothing while skill plus tenacity equals success. And though I did enjoy success in selling vacuum cleaners, I found another job that paid more and involved far less stress. It also meant that I could stop pounding the pavement.
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