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Welcome …

Take my hand. Become my companion and friend in these pages. Fly with me to strange cities and follow me onto theater and convention hall stages, before large crowds, when I give my speech on success and happiness. Then relax with me here in my studio, in the glow from the fireplace, and take long walks by my side through the pines and birches behind my old farmhouse while the snow is falling and the squirrels are waiting to be fed.

Most important, listen to me as I touch upon a large variety of subjects, some trivial, some vital, while we pass through weeks and months together. If you do, listen closely … our time together just might give you an idea or two that will help to improve the conditions of your life.…

All of us are beset by fears and pain and doubts. We let ourselves get turned away from our goals by obstructions. But it is possible, as Marie Curie once reminded us, to change our world so that nothing in life is to be feared, only understood.





By Og Mandino:




THE GREATEST SALESMAN IN THE WORLD

THE GREATEST SALESMAN IN THE WORLD, PART II: THE END OF THE STORY

THE GREATEST MIRACLE IN THE WORLD

THE GREATEST SUCCESS IN THE WORLD

THE GREATEST SECRET IN THE WORLD

THE GIFT OF ACABAR (WITH BUDDY KAYE)

THE CHRIST COMMISSION

THE CHOICE

OG MANDINO’S UNIVERSITY OF SUCCESS

MISSION: SUCCESS!

A BETTER WAY TO LIVE

THE RETURN OF THE RAGPICKER

A TREASURY OF SUCCESS UNLIMITED

U.S. IN A NUTSHELL

CYCLES

THE TWELFTH ANGEL*

THE SPELLBINDER’S GIFT*

SECRETS FOR SUCCESS AND HAPPINESS*



*Published by Fawcett Books





Books published by The Random House Publishing Group are available at quantity discounts on bulk purchases for premium, educational, fund-raising, and special sales use. For details, please call 1-800-733-3000.






[image: ]




A Fawcett Book
Published by The Random House Publishing Group

Copyright © 1995 by Og Mandino
Excerpt from The Spellbinder’s Gift copyright © 1994 by Og Mandino

All rights reserved.

Published in the United States by Fawcett Books, an imprint of The Random House Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, and simultaneously in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto.

Fawcett Books and colophon are trademarks of Random House, Inc.

Grateful acknowledgment is made to the following for permission to reprint previously published material:

The J. Peterman Company: Excerpts from the OWNER’S MANUAL copyright © 1991 by The J. Peterman Company. Reprinted by permission of Mr. J. Peterman.

Success Unlimited, Inc.: “A Letter to Two Sons” by Og Mandino appeared in SUCCESS UNLIMITED Magazine in December 1968, Vol. 15, No. 12. Copyright © 1968 by Success Unlimited, Inc. “Fathers Day” by Og Mandino appeared in SUCCESS UNLIMITED Magazine in June 1971, Vol. 18, No. 6. Copyright © 1971 by Success Unlimited, Inc.

eISBN: 978-0-307-78822-1

www.ballantinebooks.com

v3.1





Dedicated to that special guardian angel who has loved and cared for me through all these years … my wife, Bette.
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Pursue, keep up with, circle round and round your life, as a dog does his master’s chaise. Do what you love. Know your own bone, gnaw at it, bury it, unearth it, and gnaw it still.

However mean your life is, meet it and live it; do not shun it and call it hard names. It is not so bad, as you are. It looks poorest when you are richest. The fault-finder will find faults even in paradise. Love your life, poor as it is. Humility, like darkness, reveals the heavenly lights. Superfluous wealth can only buy superfluities. Money is not required to buy any necessary of the soul.

—Henry David Thoreau
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A life that is worth writing at all, is worth writing minutely and truthfully.

HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW







January 2

Welcome …

Take my hand. Become my companion and friend in these pages. Fly with me to strange cities and follow me onto theater and convention hall stages, before large crowds, when I give my speech on success and happiness. Then relax with me here in my studio, in the glow from the fireplace, and take long walks by my side through the pines and birches behind my old farmhouse while the snow is falling and the squirrels are waiting to be fed.

Most important, please listen to me as I touch upon a large variety of subjects, some trivial, some vital, while we pass through weeks and months together. If you do, listen closely … our time together just might give you an idea or two that will help to improve the conditions of your life.

What are you planning for the years ahead? Are you looking forward to them with joy and excitement and anticipation, or have you already raised the white flag of surrender and decided that your life has been a waste? Did you intend to write one life story and now sadly realize that you have written another? Are you filled with remorse and self-pity when you compare the volume as it is with what you had hoped to make it?

Hold my hand. Tightly. It is not too late. Pay attention to my words and you will soon discover that mixed in with my rambling are ideas and suggestions, many not mine, that can change your life. All of us are beset by fears and pain and doubts. We let ourselves get turned away from our goals by obstructions. But it is possible, as Marie Curie once reminded us, to change our world so that nothing in life is to be feared, only understood.

January 4

Although this is truly a personal journal, it is being kept with eventual publication in mind. Henry David Thoreau once wrote, “He is not the great writer who is afraid to let the world know that he ever committed an impropriety. Does it not know that all men are mortal?”

From the age of twenty Thoreau spent his entire adult life keeping a journal. At first, perhaps, his entries were for his eyes alone, but as years passed, his journal commentaries were often rewritten and polished with the intention of having others read his words.

Thoreau’s Walden, as well as all his other writings, including the thirty-nine volumes of his journal, have brought great joy and contentment and understanding to my life ever since high school, and yet although I have written seventeen books, I have never considered keeping a journal of my own until the seed was planted by an old friend, Robert Conklin. It had been my honor to speak at a convention of the Conklin Company years ago, and we have kept in touch, through the years, via mail.

Three closing paragraphs in a letter from Bob were the prime motivation for my daring to undertake this journal:


Og, I don’t believe you have any idea how much of a legend you have become. Your works will live far beyond our present generation. Although all of your books are, in a way, self-disclosures, I hope you find a channel of some kind to allow those of the future to have an even more intimate knowledge of the “spirit behind the pen.”

Personal essays? Biographical sketches? Diary? A journal, perhaps? Five hundred years from now people will be writing about you. What they don’t know they will invent. Why not give them authentic material?

I hold your success in awe, my friend. You accomplish in a month what most authors and speakers would relish for a lifetime.



High-powered flattery that would turn anyone’s head.

Not long after reading Bob’s letter I happened to be engrossed in Thoreau’s Journal Ten. His entry for October 21, 1857, stated, “Is not the poet bound to write his own biography? Is there any other work for him but a good journal? We do not wish to know about his imaginary hero but how he, the actual hero, lived from day to day.”

I am neither a poet nor a hero but I have traveled a long and bumpy road—from the horror of being a drunken bum to the delight of being a best-selling author. Experience has been a stern but excellent teacher. So … come on along. You just might enjoy the trip, and I know I’ll enjoy being with you.

January 5

The first few days of each new year have always seemed to be filled with a special magical quality of anticipation. What will the new calendar produce in our lives? In an old edition of Elbert Hubbard’s Scrap Book, published in 1923, the year I was born, I discovered a special collection of New Year’s requirements, by W. R. Hunt, that would make any of our lives a heaven on earth:


The sun is just rising on the morning of another day, one of the first of a new year. What can I wish that this day, this year, may bring to me? Nothing that shall make the world of others poorer, nothing at the expense of others; but just those things which in their coming do not stop with me, but touch me rather, as they pass and gather strength:

A few friends who understand me, and yet remain my friends.

A work to do which has real value without which the world would feel the poorer.

A return for such work small enough not to tax unduly any one who pays.

A mind unafraid to travel, even though the trail be not blazed.

An understanding heart.

A sight of the eternal hills and unresting sea, and of something beautiful the hand of man has made.

A sense of humor and the power to laugh.

A few moments of quiet, silent meditation. The sense of the presence of God.

 … And the patience to wait for the coming of these things, with the wisdom to know them when they come.



January 7

I am making these journal entries in my studio on an old IBM Selectric typewriter, my only writing instrument for many years and at least a dozen books. Since the outside temperature is well below freezing, the gas fireplace, close to my desk, is glowing brightly.

What are we doing in an old farmhouse on a narrow dirt road in a small southern New Hampshire town after spending more than a dozen years in a lovely Scottsdale home complete with swimming pool, my own putting green, and a bright sun that made its appearance at least three hundred days a year? There have been many moments when Bette and I looked at each other and wondered. We are still not certain what forces caused us to move across the country to the tiny hamlet where Bette spent her childhood and where we were married thirty-four years ago, when we had about ten dollars between us.

As the story goes, this chapter in our life began in June 1988 when I was scheduled to give a speech at the Hynes Convention Center in Boston. Although Bette rarely travels with me, she decided to come along, also taking her aging mother and father with us. Instead of flying to the Boston airport, we would fly to Manchester, New Hampshire, and from there we could drive the old folks, in our rented car, to Grampa’s brother’s house and leave them for a week or two to enjoy, perhaps for the last time, the tiny hamlet where they had spent most of their lives.

The trip went well, and after we had deposited the old folks with Uncle Bill, we still had a day to ourselves before I was expected in Boston, so we decided to videotape the area to show our two grown sons where their mother spent her youth and where we were eventually married. And so, with Bette driving and doing the narration, I managed to capture most of the important landmarks on videotape, including Main Street with its few stores, the old church where we were married, the homes where Bette spent her youth, her schools, the tiny library, and even the Grange Hall, where she had been a member.

The small hamlet of less than three thousand is spread over several square miles, and eventually, with me still working the camera, we found ourselves on the outskirts where there were only a few scattered houses but plenty of pine, birch, and maple trees of all sizes. As we were driving along, Bette suddenly pointed out the window to her left at a small dirt road and said that in all the years she had lived in the town, she had never been down that road. Near several huge boulders was a metallic sign displaying the words FOR SALE in bright orange. I remember Bette wondering what could possibly be for sale on such a lonely road. While I kept my finger on the camera trigger, videotaping out the front windshield of the car, Bette stopped, circled around, and then turned down that small dirt road, so narrow in many places that tree branches touched one another as they leaned from one side of the road to the other.

After driving through perhaps a half mile of trees without seeing a house, we climbed a small rise, and ahead of us, on our right, was an old gray farmhouse. Out front, on the uneven lawn, was another bright orange FOR SALE sign. Bette turned toward me and then, saying nothing, pulled into the driveway. Since it was obvious that the house was not being lived in, we began peeking into the windows, through which we could see massive ceiling beams and old-style wide floorboards. I remember Bette saying that while it was an old place, it had certainly had a lot of love. While we were still looking in windows, a car pulled up in front of the house, and a smiling man came walking across the lawn, extending his hand toward me. He lived up the road about a half mile, he said, and was on the way into his office when he saw our car. Bob was a realtor and a builder and shook his head in amazement when he said that he had just listed the house on the previous day and because of its out-of-the-way location he didn’t expect to have any interested visitors for months. He asked us if we would like to go in and look around, since it was a very special place.

I thanked him and told him that we weren’t house hunting, since we already had a lovely home in Scottsdale and if he had come by five minutes later, we would have been gone. “Well,” he replied, not knowing that he was talking to someone who made his living telling stories about how fate works, “maybe this was all meant to be.” I looked at Bette, who shrugged her shoulders. “Okay,” I said, “show us the place.”

It was love at first sight. We went through all nine rooms, many needing work, and saw it all … the bright, oak-paneled living room … the wide-planked floors with old countersunk nail holes … the old floor-to-ceiling fireplace loaded with character … the aged oak beams extending across the kitchen ceiling … even an old room with no insulation and rough, unfinished walls that had obviously been used for storage, although Bob said it was called the summer room. In better times it had probably entertained families as they sipped their lemonade on hot summer days.

Five hours later Bette wrote out a check covering the deposit on the farm. We returned to New Hampshire in late August for the closing. Our oldest son, Dana, who should have been an architect, came along, did a lot of measuring, and then drew up some plans for us. The “summer room” would be my insulated and carpeted studio with built-in floor-to-ceiling bookcases to hold all my books. A thirty-by-twenty-foot new addition, off the hallway, would be our giant family room and the perfect spot for our six-foot Sony projection television set, with a huge master bedroom directly above on the second floor. On the house’s western side we would add a three-car garage and build a four-room apartment over it for Bette’s mom and dad, since we couldn’t possibly leave them in Arizona. We then turned the plans that Dana had drawn over to Bob, and his construction people went to work.

We put our Scottsdale home on the market in March 1989, and luckily sold it in September. In late October, with all our belongings, we moved across the country, and on November 1 we moved in, with Bette’s folks moving into their new place, thrilled at once again being back in the town of their youth.

Carpenters, plumbers, electricians, and painters became part of our household during the following year or so, even laying down their tools and taking a coffee break every morning at ten in our kitchen. They have finally completed all the building and refinishing that Bette and I wanted done, just a month ago!

I do believe we have finally found our own “Enchanted Haven.”

January 15

A heavy snowfall, now many hours old, made this a perfect day for me to tackle and respond to what I can only call fan mail. Most of it is sent to me with love and gratitude for the help that one or another of my books has provided and very often the letters will share words of wisdom written by some wise individual of the past.

One of the letters I answered today contained a marvelous treasure written by Bolton Hall who, my Dictionary of Thoughts tells me, was a nineteenth-century minister.


Take not anxious thought as to the results of your work nor of our work. If you are doing all that you can, the results, immediate or eventual, are not your affair at all. Such seed of truth as we plant can but grow. If we do not see the fruits here, we know nevertheless that there or somewhere they do spring up.

It would be great if we could succeed now; it will be greater if we patiently wait for success, even though we never see it ourselves. For it will come. Do not be fretted by abuse. Those who abuse you do not know what they are doing. We also were at one time deluded and cruel, therefore forgive.

Do not be worried by bigotry. We cannot help it, we are not responsible for it—we are responsible to ourselves and for ourselves and for no one else. Do not be angry at opposition either; no one can really oppose the order of Nature or the decrees of God, which are one and the same. Our plans may be upset—there are greater plans than ours. They may not be completed in the time we would wish, but our works and the work of those who follow us, they will be carried out.

Do not grieve over your own troubles; you would not have them if you did not need them. Do not grieve over the troubles of “others”; there are no others.

Therefore, let us keep God in our hearts and quiet in our minds, for though in the flesh we may never stand upon our edifice, we are building that which shall never be pulled down.



January 22

Our local historical society met in the library last evening to hear a lecture on the history of our small town. Bette and I learned plenty.

The price of real estate in these parts was around nine cents an acre in 1766. In 1767 the population of our town was twelve, but by 1774 there were fifteen families living here. The entire eligible male population fought in the Revolutionary War, and the first town meeting was held in 1771. An old history of the town states, “Of course, it could not be expected that a history of this quiet town would be very romantic or great. We have had no Indian tragedies, no national battles, no men of extensive fame, no mines of wealth, and no very remarkable record in any way. Our town has little that is brilliant; much that is solid, honorable and good.”

I suspect that any current town historian would probably come up with the same evaluation as he or she looked back over our most recent hundred years or so.

We truly hit the jackpot last night at the historical meeting, finally discovering how old this special place is that we now live in. With a little help in digging among old records we discovered that our dwelling was first built by a Nathan Cole in 1792. 1792! He lived here with his wife, Nabby, and later with a second wife, Molly, until 1800, when the place was sold to David and Mehitable Hills. Apparently a bad fire almost destroyed the old farm somewhere along the way.

Now I know why the wind, blowing through the pines at night, sounds almost like a chorus of voices … voices from two hundred years of laughter and tears, tragedy and joy, victory and disaster from people like Nabby and Mehitable and Nathan and Jeremiah and Ella and Franklin.

1792!

February 12

In that great musical A Chorus Line I can still remember a young dancer in one scene being asked what she wanted to be when she grew up. “Young” was her reply.

I have been playing a game of sorts with myself ever since I reached my sixty-fifth birthday on December 12, 1988. That date, according to my new calendar of life, is the date of my second birth, and my goal now is to live at least twenty-one “new” years, attaining a second coming of age on December 12, 2009!

I like what Shakespeare once wrote about growing old: “Some men never seem to grow old. Always active in thought, always ready to adopt new ideas, they are never chargeable with fogyism. Satisfied, yet ever dissatisfied, settled, yet ever unsettled, they always enjoy the best of what is, and are the first to find the best of what will be.”

Today therefore I am only two years and two months old in my new life. The best, I am certain, is all ahead of me.

February 19

Arrived early last evening in Vancouver, British Columbia, one of my favorite cities in the entire world. I arrived early so that I could do a radio show or two today to promote my speech tonight. What a wonderful feeling to have the program’s sponsor, Peter Legge, publisher of many Canadian magazines, inform me before my scheduled appearance on Julie Brown’s noontime radio show that the Orpheum Theatre was already sold out. When I asked Peter what that meant in terms of live bodies, he said, “Two thousand seven hundred and fifty, plus a wheelchair or two!”

February 22

Flew from Canada down to Monterrey, Mexico, to speak at the First International Leadership Congress. More than two thousand young people packed the Luis Elizondo Auditorium, at the Monterrey Institute of Technology. What impressed me most was the intensity of the group. Both the young men and the young women leaned forward, unsmiling, concentrating on every word I said, which was immediately translated into Spanish, and their questions following the speech were more on target than those from any audience I have faced in years.

Sitting in my hotel room after my appearance, I couldn’t forget the faces of the young, eager Mexicans, nor could I help thinking that if our American young don’t wake up, these Mexican kids are going to outproduce, outmarket, and outperform our bunch in the next twenty years.

The world is gaining on us … fast!

February 23

Bette was knitting in the family room when she spotted him, a giant owl, perched on the limb of an oak tree in the backyard just at the beginning of our woods. His feathers were grayish brown, and he was at least two feet tall. He had no visible ear tufts but had large, staring eyes, which silently surveyed the ground, perhaps thirty feet below, probably looking for food. We hastily checked our bird guidebook while he sat patiently and calmly, but found no owl that looked exactly like him or fit his description. The drawing of an eastern screech owl looked most like our visitor, but the book said that they rarely reached larger than eight inches at maturity. Finally our visitor lifted his huge wings, soared up through the tree branches, and was gone.

We were honored by his visit and so grateful that we are far enough away from the congestion of man to be able to see and enjoy some of God’s other creations who, under civilization’s crushing advance, are gradually disappearing from the earth. It is a loss that cannot even be measured. How sad.

March 4

A few memorable moments at the airport in Baton Rouge. I had been booked several months ago as guest speaker for the Baton Rouge Eighth Annual Business Awards Banquet, and received a letter from the program chairman informing me that Louisiana’s governor, Buddy Roemer, would be introducing me. Then, about a week ago, I received another letter informing me that the governor’s plans had been changed so that he would be unable to attend the banquet.

When I arrived at the airport, I walked down a long corridor, pausing as I reached the main lobby, puzzled as to why no representative from the awards banquet was meeting me as arranged. Getting a little hot under the collar at this foul-up, I trudged across the lobby toward the down escalator in order to pick up my luggage, scarcely noticing the dapper but tieless gentleman standing by himself and staring intently at each passenger who had disembarked the plane.

At the bottom of the escalator a young man approached me, smiling. He had been sent to pick me up, but rather than explaining why he was waiting down at the luggage area instead of in the lobby, he greeted me with, “Mr. Mandino, did you see the governor?”

“The governor? No.”

“Well, he’s upstairs in the lobby somewhere, waiting to greet you as you came off the plane, but I guess you missed each other. He said he felt so badly about not being able to introduce you tonight that he wanted to apologize to you himself. Hey, here he comes now!”

I turned and saw Governor Buddy Roemer coming down the escalator. So did a couple of hundred other citizens, pointing in dismay and wondering what their governor was doing, all by himself, waving on an escalator.

We embraced as he stepped off the escalator, and chatted for a few minutes. He said he missed me because he wasn’t expecting to see Mandino in a white sport shirt and blue jeans. I didn’t recognize him because I wasn’t expecting to see the state’s governor not surrounded by a convoy of state troopers.

Still the evening went well, and the mayor of Baton Rouge, Tom Ed McHugh, presented me with a plaque making me an honorary mayor and president of the city of Baton Rouge, parish of East Baton Rouge.

April 12

I was reading somewhere today that a cubic foot of granite weighs 150 pounds or more and that a single yard of stone wall, three feet high, calls for about a ton of granite.

We have old granite stone walls around just about all our property. As closely as I can figure, there are at least 1,200 feet of stone wall, which means that we have 1,200 tons of granite guarding our place—2.4 million pounds of stone!

Took a short walk through the woods this morning. Found a lovely and iridescent spiderweb strung across two large blueberry branches. Dew still covered it, and I stopped and watched its creator as he moved slowly across the shimmering strings. When I was a kid, I remember that I would always knock down and remove, with a stick, any spiderweb I would find, and now I just watch … and eventually walk away.

April 19

The town of Marshall, population 11,736, is in southwest Minnesota, and it is the perfect example of small-town America at its best. The town has eighteen churches, a municipal hospital, a newspaper, three radio stations, five motels, a railroad station, and even a small airport with twice-daily commuter flights to Minneapolis—Saint Paul.

Last night I spoke to well over a thousand people in the Marshall High School Auditorium, sponsored by the Rural Business Support Team. The audience was warm and friendly. They applauded so long when I finished that I began to feel tears running down my cheeks. America, the beautiful!

April 22

Went on a little exploration trip that I’ve been promising myself for a couple of months. In midmorning, with the sun shining brightly and spring in the air, I crossed our old road and walked down the steep bank into the woods beyond. We own approximately two acres on this side of the road, land where the trees are not much more than ten feet tall, probably because the area was cleared at one time in the past. Beyond our small chunk of earth the pines and oaks and birches still grow tall and dense where I entered the woods through an opening that probably was the beginning of a long-ago pathway.

The woods erupted in noise as I walked along. It seemed as if every bluejay, crow, woodpecker, and squirrel resented my presence in their virginal forest and were letting me know exactly how they felt. Nevertheless I forged ahead, often having to alter my forward course in order to continue, but eventually I came upon the object of my search, a very special place called Heron Lake. From what I had been able to learn, this unique and almost unknown body of dark water was probably created by some long-ago glacier and apparently had increased in size through the centuries until it now enveloped several acres of trees that still stood, rising out of the water with their leafless branches reaching toward the sky.

I wanted to visit this enchanted place now because several local citizens had warned me not to go near the pond in late May or early June. On top of most of the dead trees, rising out of the water, I could see huge nests. This pond has been for many years a rookery where great blue herons come each year in May and June to hatch and then nurture their young. If I had waited to visit this special place in early June, chances are that I would disturb the big birds during their parental duties and they would immediately depart, leaving their eggs or young offspring to the elements.

Splashing sounds in the brackish water just below my feet alerted me to a family of beavers, who were swimming by with large sticks of wood in their mouths. I watched fascinated, listening to the strange sounds around me and inhaling smells that were completely unfamiliar to me. Had this pond really been here for millions of years? Standing there, I felt very insignificant and small. Another family of beavers swam by, each one carrying wood for its home. Even here, in a place that time has forgotten, among the cranberry bogs, sphagnum moss, sedges, and tall grass, life goes on.

April 28

Yesterday was a hectic day in Dallas. Spoke to the Baron’s Club, representing the top salespeople of New York Life, in the morning and then went to the studios of the Automotive Satellite Television Network, where I was interviewed on tape for a program on cable to the nation’s automobile dealers who subscribe to the service. Afterward Kathy Davis, ASTN vice president, rode with me to the airport saying that she had loved every minute of our time in the studio and that there wasn’t a dry eye in the house when I told the “Disco Duck” story. “I am amazed,” she exclaimed, “at your gentleness and serenity. You had our production crew and programming staff mesmerized.” What nice words. Almost better than getting paid.

April 29

Bette and I have finally decided to put our wild-growing two acres across the road to good use. This morning a local construction company arrived with lots of heavy equipment and commenced clearing the area of trees. Then with all sorts of bulldozers and steam shovels they will excavate a hole approximately ten feet deep, a hundred feet long by seventy feet wide.

Water from our artesian well, which currently drains its surplus overflow into a pipe under our front lawn and under the dirt road until it empties into the woods beyond, will now drain instead into the new pond and, along with the rain, gradually fill the huge cavity. Hopefully by the end of the summer our new addition to the landscape, which we plan to christen Little Walden, will look like all the other old-fashioned New England ponds.

We also plan to plant grass seed around its newly cultivated, wide bank as well as a row of tall birches all the way around the east and south side plus purchase at least a couple of comfortable Adirondack wooden chairs for some heavy-duty reading and relaxing, with the pond at our feet.

I think that Mr. Thoreau would approve.

May 1

I see that the great pianist Van Cliburn, after twenty years of retirement in Fort Worth, will be performing the Tchaikovsky Concerto with Zubin Mehta and the New York Philharmonic tonight at Carnegie Hall.

Reading about Van and how, as a young man, he stood the world on its ear with his upset victory in the Tchaikovsky International Piano Competition in Moscow reminded me of a special evening, almost two years ago, when it was my honor to drape the Napoleon Hill Gold Medal for Achievement in the Arts around the great man’s neck.

Ever since the award dinners were initiated years ago, W. Clement Stone had always been the individual who hung the gold medals around each recipient’s neck. He even hung one around my tense neck a few years ago. However, Mr. Stone was not feeling well, so I was contacted by the awards committee, with not too many days to spare, and asked if I would join actress Florence Henderson at the head table. When each winner was announced, I was to stand, congratulate the individual, and gently drape the huge gold medal with its wide ribbon around the person’s neck.

It was a fun evening, presenting the gold medals to Wally “Famous” Amos; Parade magazine’s editor, Walter Anderson; NBC’s Nancy Foreman; and also to representatives for Amway’s Rich De Voss and old friend Paul Harvey.

What I remember most vividly about the evening, however, is Van Cliburn’s acceptance speech. He said that one of the things he found most inspiring about the evening was that while he sat next to Og Mandino at the head table, it gave him a personal thrill to observe people come up to Og with the “kind of warmth and sincerity of deep gratitude for the words that he has written in his very successful life.”

I hope Van knocks them dead tonight.

May 12

Mother’s Day … and although my beloved mother has been gone for half a century, I still miss her as much as if her funeral had been yesterday. She was the greatest influence in my life.

Even before I commenced school, my mother, a tough little redheaded Irish lady, had mapped out my future for me. She was constantly reminding me that someday I would be a great writer, not just a writer—a great writer. I didn’t fight her; I bought the idea. She even had me reading grown-up books and writing short compositions long before I ever sat behind a classroom desk. Yes, someday I would be a great writer!

We held on to our dream through the growing-up years, and in my senior year of high school I was editor of our school paper, writing many articles for the various editions. Also, we pored through scores of college catalogs for many months and finally selected the University of Missouri because we believed that it had the very best journalism school in the country. I was all set—in the fall of 1940 I would be in college, and my career would truly be under way.

Then, only six weeks after I graduated from high school, my mother dropped dead in our kitchen while she was preparing lunch for me, and that tragic event put an end to my dream of college and a writing career. Bitter and brokenhearted, I joined the Army Air Corps as swiftly as I could, and a year later I received my silver wings as a bombardier. Eventually I flew thirty missions over Germany, earned several decorations, and came home in one piece.

I had managed to save about a thousand dollars while in the service, so I rented a small walk-up apartment just off Times Square, planning to test the waters as a writer. Somewhere deep inside, my mother’s dream was still alive in me. I remember buying a secondhand Underwood typewriter and beginning to write. Since so many of the nation’s book and magazine publishers were in Manhattan, I would bring my finished work, articles, short stories, even poems, directly to their doors. I failed miserably. Sold nothing, not even a single filler piece. Finally ran out of money and returned to New England, land of my birth, got a job selling life insurance, and married a lovely lady.

The next ten years or so were a living hell, for me, for my wife, and even for our new and precious daughter. It seemed that no matter how hard or how many hours I worked, we were always in debt up to our eyeballs, and as time went on, we kept sinking deeper and deeper into the pit. Somewhere along the way I began doing what so many still do to hide from reality. No matter how late I worked to try to make a sale, I would stop on the way home for a drink. Soon that one drink became two, then four, then six, and I eventually, and deservedly, lost the two people who meant the most in my life. My wife took my daughter and left the miserable drunk who was her husband. Of course then I really went to hell, drinking more and more until I lost my job and our mortgaged home. With my few clothes tossed into the back of my old Ford, I traveled the country, taking any kind of work I could find in order to earn a few more bucks for that next bottle of cheap wine.

Then, on a cold and dark morning in early winter in Cleveland, I almost ended my life. I was in one of the dingiest parts of the city, freezing, no topcoat, when I passed a pawnshop and saw, inside the window on a shelf, a small handgun. Attached to the gun was a yellow tag that read twenty-nine dollars. I reached into my pocket and removed three wrinkled ten-dollar bills, all I had in the world, and I thought, That gun is the answer to all my problems. I’ll buy that damn thing, get a couple of bullets, take them back to that dingy room where I’m staying, load the gun, put the gun to my head, and pull the trigger. Then I’ll never have to face that miserable failure in the mirror again!

I don’t remember what happened next. Through the years, in countless interviews, I’ve been asked why I didn’t buy that gun, and I’ve now learned to joke about it, saying that even taking one’s life requires some form of courage, and I had fallen so low that I couldn’t even do that. I don’t know what happened. I heard no voices, no angels singing, but I slowly turned away from that pawnshop and trudged up the street in the driving rain and sleet until I found myself on the steps of a public library. I entered. It was warm—and it was free. I wandered slowly through the aisles of books until I found myself standing in front of that special section that is in every library, that gold mine containing books on how to succeed and how to hold on to one’s success after it has been achieved. I began that morning to read book after book by the great masters of success—people like Norman Vincent Peale, Napoleon Hill, Elbert Hubbard, Maxwell Maltz, Dorothea Brande, Percy Whiting, and Russell Conwell. Gradually, starting that morning, my life began to change.

I continued to wander, gypsylike, from city to city in the months that followed, but now I was spending a good deal more time in libraries and less in barrooms, searching for some answers. Where had I gone wrong? Could a thirty-five-year-old bum with only a high school education still make something of himself? Or was it too late for me?

I continued my search and discovered W. Clement Stone’s great book, Success Through a Positive Attitude, in a library in Concord, New Hampshire, and his words inspired me so much that I wanted to work for that special man. The book stated that he was president and founder of the Combined Insurance Company of America, and I began searching for the company. I found one of their branches in Boston, applied for a job, and they actually decided to take a chance on this thirty-five-year-old loser. They hired me! Also, at the same time that I was searching for W. Clement Stone, I met a woman who had a good deal more faith in me than anyone ever had before. I married Bette.

Within a year my excellent record earned me a position of sales manager, and my first territory was northern Maine. I hired several young guys right off the potato farms, taught them how to earn five times what they had been making, and soon our sales totals were attracting national attention within the company. I was flying high now that I had learned and applied Stone’s positive-mental-attitude philosophy every day.

Then I took a long step into the future, although I didn’t realize it at the time. I rented a typewriter, took a week off from work, and wrote a sales manual on how one sells insurance to rural people. The writing dream was still alive! I typed the manual as neatly as I could and mailed it to the company’s home office in Chicago, just praying that someone back there would recognize the great talent they had working for them in northern Maine. Well, someone did, and soon Bette and I and our new young son, Dana, were moving to Chicago, where I went to work in Combined’s sales promotion department, writing sales bulletins. At last, despite all the tough years, I was finally earning my living writing!

After a year or so of creating motivational material for salespeople, another break came my way. The editor of W. Clement Stone’s monthly magazine Success Unlimited retired, and I boldly applied for the job, although I truly didn’t know a galley sheet from a roll of toilet paper. Well, by then Mr. Stone and I were friends, so he gave the job to me.

I didn’t know what I was doing, but I sure learned in a hurry, and since we had a tiny staff, I was not only editing but also writing a good deal of the material that went into each monthly issue. One month I wrote and ran an article on Ben Hogan and his brave comeback from a terrible automobile accident, and after the magazine was published, I received a letter from a New York publisher telling me that he had read my story and was very impressed. If I ever decided to write a book, he would be very interested in seeing it, and a year and a half later we published a tiny volume titled The Greatest Salesman in the World.

The book’s first printing was only five thousand copies with no advertising promotion, yet it began to sell in great volume as soon as it hit the bookshelves. The publisher had to go back for printing after printing, thanks to word-of-mouth “advertising,” until sales had exceeded 300,000 copies—and that was way back in the late 1960s! Somewhere along the way my little book had also attracted Bantam Books’ attention, and the publishing giant was interested in obtaining the paperback rights. The sum of money being discussed for the rights was $350,000, which I was certain was more money than there was in the entire world. However, before Bantam would purchase the rights, they wanted to meet with the author to determine if he, too, was promotable along with the book. And so, on a day I shall never forget, I found myself nervously sitting in a large oval-shaped boardroom at Bantam’s New York headquarters being grilled by at least thirty executives. Apparently they decided that they could do something with me because the chairman of the board finally rose, walked down to where I was nervously sitting, smiled, and extended his hand as he congratulated me. They had bought my book—for all that money!

I couldn’t wait to be done with the hand shaking and get out of that huge office so that I could hurry back to the New York Hilton, where I was staying, to call Bette with the great news! I hadn’t gone very far along Fifth Avenue when the sky opened and the rain fell, in buckets. I had no topcoat to protect me, so I dashed into the first open doorway I could find—a tiny church. There was no one in the church when I entered, and the sound of heavy rain pounding on the roof echoed loudly throughout the silent building. Then I heard music coming from the basement or cellar beneath me—an organ, or a recording of an organ playing “Amazing Grace.”

I walked slowly up to the front of the church, fell to my knees, and began to sob—and all I could think of was my mother. Half aloud I heard myself saying, “Mom, it took us a long time, but we finally made it!”

I was forty-five years old. It is never too late.

May 17

Fiddleheads. Our woods are filled with them, these baby fern, their emerging heads shaped in a spiral that does indeed look like the head of a fiddle before they uncoil upward, reaching toward heaven until they become giant sprays of lush, green fern. What a lovely accent to the dark pine needles from which they emerge.

All known families of ferns have existed on our fragile earth for more than 150 million years, enduring a range of climates extending from the Arctic Circle to the hot, wet lowlands of equatorial jungles. Ferns were nibbled on by dinosaurs long before these magnificent creatures ever saw a fruit tree or a flower in bloom.

I’ve never eaten one, but I understand that fiddleheads are considered a delicacy by many, especially here in New Hampshire. Maybe instead of cholesterol-filled cheese chunks I’ll try some in an omelet one of these days.

May 19

It’s been some time since I’ve had to endure Mexico City’s terrible pollution problem for more than a few hours, and I see that several entrepreneurs have now opened special booths in local parks and malls, charging $1.60 per minute to breathe clean air through a mask!

May 23

The Inn At Spanish Bay, on the Monterrey Peninsula, is probably one of the loveliest spots on our globe. Spoke there yesterday morning to more than a hundred members of the President’s Club of National Education Centers, a group of schools that offers vocational training in electronics, business, and allied health.

My objective was to inspire the members not only to achieve bigger things themselves but to go back to their schools and lead others to a greater level of experience. Did I succeed? From the reception after the speech it would appear that I did, but only time will tell.

The golf course just outside my hotel window looked so tempting, but I never bring my golf clubs when I’m “working” because of a sorry experience I had several years ago. I had been booked to keynote a convention of the top producers of an American insurance company who were being rewarded for their achievements with a luxurious week, along with their spouses, in the faraway Algarve region of Portugal. The company president phoned me, several days before departure, inviting me to play a round of golf with him. I told him that I never mixed business with pleasure, but he insisted that he wanted a chance to win back some of the outrageous fee I was charging them, so I brought my golf clubs across the Atlantic to the lovely resort overlooking the Mediterranean.

It was raining when I arrived, and it was still raining when I departed three days later. I did get to use my putter, hitting golf balls from one of the rooms in my suite to the next, trying to get them to go into the drinking glasses I had placed on the lush carpet.

I learned a lesson.…

May 31

I doubt that I will ever forget the events of yesterday evening. I shared the speaker’s platform with an old friend whom I hadn’t seen in ten years or so, Norman Vincent Peale.

Presented by LIFE Seminars, Dr. Peale and I spoke at the Cobb Great Hall at the Wharton Center for Performing Arts on the campus of Michigan State University in East Lansing, Michigan, and all 2,500 seats were occupied when my old friend walked out on stage at seven P.M.

I was sitting backstage, close to Ruth Peale, when her husband was introduced. Dr. Peale opened by saying, “Ladies and gentlemen, I hope you all realize that I am not the feature speaker here tonight. On this program with me is not only a great speaker but a great writer, Og Mandino.” As Dr. Peale continued with his testimonial, I turned to his wife and said, shaking my head, “Ruth, will you listen to him.” She smiled and nodded and patted my shoulder.

Dr. Peale didn’t know that we had a surprise planned for him. Nancy Vogl, the bright lady who heads LIFE Seminars, had arranged for a huge birthday cake to be baked, containing ninety-three candles. When Dr. Peale finished his speech, I pushed this huge cake, with every candle lit, out on stage, to the old boy’s great surprise. Then a local group of children from the People’s Church came up on stage and sang “Happy Birthday” as well as “I Never Touched a Rainbow” to the great man.

Dr. Peale broke down and cried and kissed my cheek as we walked off the stage together, arm in arm. Backstage he actually apologized to me for the time that was being taken away from my speech for his birthday festivities!

June 5

I am at the Doubletree Hotel in Santa Clara, speaking tonight in the ballroom downstairs for a firm called Motivation Marketing. Flew into San Francisco yesterday in time to appear on Jim Eason’s KGO talk show to promote ticket sales for this evening. It was a phone-in show, and the callers were very kind to me—as was Jim.

Planned to spend this day doing some writing but haven’t even opened my attaché case. I try, again and again, but I just can’t seem to work away from my studio. Lolled around most of the day in my pajamas, with room service bringing me food while I tried to develop interest in the daytime television talk shows until my disgust overrode my boredom.

It is now slightly past five on a bright, sunny California afternoon, and I step barefooted from my twelfth-floor room out onto the concrete balcony. I lean against the pitted metal railing and gaze out in awe at part of the Silicon Valley. Every road and side road, it seems, from those passing close to the hotel to the multilane freeways almost as far away as the horizon, are choked with late-afternoon traffic. Nothing seems to be moving, even at the proverbial snail’s pace, while a thick grayish-black cloud floats menacingly not far above the thousands trapped in their vehicles as they struggle to get home for supper plus a little playtime with the kids.

Gradually, day by day and year by year, we are strangling ourselves to death as we cluster closer and closer together, not because we want to but because we have to in order to be within a couple of driving hours of our jobs, God help us. I thought of my buddy, Thoreau, who almost a century and a half ago wrote that “we live thick and are in each other’s way, and stumble over one another, and I think that we thus lose some respect for one another. It would be better if there were but one inhabitant to a square mile, as where I live. The value of a man is not in his skin, that we should touch him.”

The San Jose Mercury News was delivered with my breakfast this morning, and I read about the horrible problem facing the nearby city of Campbell, population 35,000, sitting right in the middle of a horrendous transportation crossroads in the valley. One traffic intersection in Campbell, the corner of Hamilton and Bascom avenues, is now handling—trying to handle—125,000 automobiles, trucks, and vans every day—every twenty-four hours!

Counting Paula, our mail person, I figure that four cars per day, on the average, go past our old farm on our sandy road. That means that as many cars go through the Hamilton and Bascom avenues intersection in Campbell every day as will pass our house in eighty-six years! As Thoreau added, “I have, as it were, my own sun and moon and stars, and a little world all to myself.” How lucky we are!

June 15

Our vegetable garden, just across the road, is now completely filled, awaiting the proper blend of sunshine and rain to produce baskets of food for us, I hope.

I planted three kinds of corn this year, all sugary enhanced hybrids—Kandy Korn, Double Delicious, and Quickie. Also, four rows of bush and wax beans for Bette to can, tendersweet carrots, Cherry Belle radishes, and Ruby Queen beets.

From a local garden supply house I had also purchased several boxes of small plants, including Serrano, which is supposed to have more “fire per inch” than any other pepper, King of the North bell peppers, Straight Eight cucumbers, and six Super Beefsteak tomatoes.

I found a small cluster of wild violets growing in the midst of my cultivated garden. Put a stake into the ground to keep me aware of their special presence and planted my vegetables around them.

A special calmness comes over me when I am planting, a calmness I cannot even explain.

June 21

An important part of setting goals is developing the ability in one’s mind to picture that goal vividly and clearly as already attained. A nineteenth-century wise man, Joseph Appel, once wrote,


You want a better position than you now have in business, a better and fuller place in life? All right, think of that better place and you in it as already existing. Form the mental image. Keep on thinking of that higher position, keep the image constantly before you and … no, you will not suddenly be transported into the higher job, but you will find that you are preparing yourself to occupy the better position in life.… your body, your energy, your understanding, your heart will all grow up to the job … and when you are ready, after hard work, perhaps after years of preparation, you will get the job and the higher place in life.



I’ve always found that this “mental imaging” works well for material things as well … a new car, a new house, new golf clubs. Picturing that those things are already in one’s possession is a powerful step toward actually acquiring them.

Many years ago, when we were struggling just to make our mortgage payments each month, my dream was to own a Jeep Grand Wagoneer, which for many years was the ultimate in a four-wheel-drive automobile with its luxurious leather interior and electric controls, weighing more than two and a half tons and carrying its riders high above those in normal automobiles.

In the room where I was trying to write my first book, back in Arlington Heights, Illinois, I had several color photos of the Grand Wagoneer on the walls. There were several more nailed to a wall of the garage. Every day I would see those photos and dream.

Well, we didn’t buy our Grand Wagoneer until we moved back here to New Hampshire, where four-wheel drive is a necessity in the winter. The car now looks big and boxy compared with some of its competitors, and the gas mileage is lousy, but Bette and I still love the old wagon, which Rock Hudson introduced to the world in a 1963 movie and which has a devoted group of owners. Ours has only twenty thousand or so miles on it. The motor needs to be coddled, and we are now burning high-test gasoline to keep things from knocking, but the big box on wheels has become one of the family, and neither one of us wants to part with her.

After almost thirty years, yesterday must have been a very sad day when the last model, a dark green one, came down the line, discontinued because of declining sales.

June 23

The Kellogg School of Business at Northwestern University in Evanston, Illinois, has been one of the nation’s leading business schools for many years.

Yesterday morning Bette and I sat proudly in McGraw Memorial Hall at the university and watched our youngest son, Matthew, receive his master of management degree.

Where did all the years go? It was only yesterday, wasn’t it, when I peered through a window in the maternity ward in Highland Park and saw his little face for the first time?

June 25

The first tiger lilies exploded into bloom today. We must have several hundred plants, east of our house, lining both sides of the dirt road, and within a week or so orange will be the prevailing color. Also, Bette made a major discovery this morning. Across the road, to one side of the circular path that swings around the mailboxes, is a family of wild honeysuckle. Reds and yellows and soft whites, with provocative-looking petals, look down on us from vines that have tenaciously wrapped themselves around young maples. Somehow I always thought honeysuckle only grew around old southern plantations and New Orleans mansions.

July 8

Bette and I are still exhausted even though we almost slept through all of yesterday. We have just returned from exploring one of the last untamed wilderness routes in the world, Alaska’s Inside Passage, on Holland-America’s luxurious cruise ship, Ms. Westerdam.

So many great memories … the famous Butchart Gardens, blazing with color in Victoria, capital of British Columbia; Vancouver’s bustling Chinatown; Ketchikan, acclaimed as the totem-pole capital of the world; Juneau, Alaska’s capital city, where we shopped for gold nuggets and, in a motorcoach, were driven to the giant Mendenhall Glacier, a constantly moving jagged sheet of blue ice. In a gift shop at the visitors’ center I purchased a small vial of glacial flour with the label stating that it was “a sample of finely pulverized sediment resulting from glacial action, collected from the beach area in front of the Mendenhall Glacier.”

Icebergs, whales, eagles, and a vast panorama of trees and glaciers spread before us as we traveled through the waters of Glacier Bay National Park. In Sitka, a center of rich Russian heritage, we visited Saint Michael’s Orthodox Cathedral with its immense onion dome and priceless holy paintings. The trip was a change of pace that we both needed, seemingly a journey back in time. I even bought Bette a mug of beer in Juneau’s Red Dog Saloon and a couple of gold nuggets in one of their many jewelry stores.

We truly enjoyed our “northern exposure.”

July 23

Took a long walk, alone, deep into the woods behind our farm. Woodpeckers seemed to be doing their thing in almost every pine tree, and yet there was a stillness and peace among the trees that I could almost feel as I moved through the deep underbrush. It seems that whether nature smiles and preens herself on her loveliest days or becomes pale, gray, cold, and rainy in autumn or winter, there is something in her that not only touches our soul but awakens thousands of memories of the past for those who were fortunate enough to spend some of their youth exploring the woods.

In my constant search for words with power and grace, I found this piece by an early-nineteenth-century American author, Donald G. Mitchell:


Thank heaven every summer’s day of my life, that my lot was humbly cast within the hearing of romping brooks and beneath the shadow of oaks. And from all the tramp and bustle of the world, into which fortune has led me in these latter years of my life, I delight to steal away for days and for weeks together, and bathe my spirit in the freedom of the old woods and to grow young again, lying upon the brookside and counting the white clouds that sail along the sky, softly and tranquilly, even as holy memories go stealing over the vault of life. I like to steep my soul in a sea of quiet, with nothing floating past me, as I lie moored to my thoughts, but the perfume of flowers and soaring birds and shadows of clouds.

Two days ago I was sweltering in the heat of the city, jostled by the thousand eager workers and panting under the shadow of the walls. But I have stolen away and for two hours of healthful regrowth into the darkling past I have been, this blessed summer’s morning, lying upon the grassy bank of a stream that babbled me to sleep in boyhood. Dear old stream, unchanging, unfaltering, never growing old … smiling in your silver rustle and calming yourself in the broad placid pools, I love you, as I love a friend.

Memories.…



August 1

Bette and I walked around our pond, now almost filled, soon after the sun had set. She counted 101 frogs along the water’s edge, each sitting a foot or so from its neighbor with only its head out of water, sounding off with the others in a loud chorus. Little Walden is looking better every day. I’ll have to build a beach with white sand along the western edge so that the grandchildren can have fun when they visit.

Construction commenced today on the stone wall we are having Bobby and his landscape crew erect between our flower garden and the newly planted orchard beyond. The boulders he is using look new and a little strange contrasted with the stones on our north and south wall, which have probably been in place for at least a century and are covered with that grayish-blue magical organism called lichen. Bobby says that he has developed a liquid that, when sprayed on bare stone, will speed up the lichen-growing process. He’s talking about marketing it someday.

The perennials in our flower garden continue to thrill us with their colors. Tall white spires of Icicle Veronica, dark red Starfire phlox, purple Stonecrop sedum, pink astilbe, each seemingly served by their own crew of butterflies in matching colors. Amazing!

I know that autumn is waiting in the wings, although the thermometer reached ninety degrees today. We have some Baby Tears chrysanthemums, and they are already beginning to show flat yellow buds. Hated to see the mums getting ready to bloom when I was a kid. They were the early warning that school bells would soon be ringing.

August 2

The war between the “haves” and “have-nots” just increased a notch in intensity. I see where the rental-car companies in Florida are in the process of removing any bumper stickers or other emblems indicating that their automobiles are rentals. Apparently rental cars, loaded with tourists belongings, have become prime targets for thieves, especially in vacation meccas.

August 7

Bette and I spent the day at the fifty-eighth Annual Craftsmen’s Fair at Mount Sunapee State Park in Newbury. Hundreds of artists and craftspeople, in their booths under eight huge tents, were not only displaying their creations but also demonstrating how they were made. There was an amazing array of talent and ingenuity, and we tried to take it all in, from rug weaving to bird-carving to blacksmithing to chain-saw sculpting to quilting to hand-coloring photographs, pressed-flower bookmarks, and stained glass. And the entertainment! Better than a month of television’s best efforts. There was a marvelous group playing contemporary international jazz, a fashion show, Cajun- and Shaker-style music, storytellers, folk music, even a children’s tent where the young could spend hours cutting and pasting under careful supervision.

American independence, ingenuity, and self-reliance are not dead. These special people, artisans and merchants both, despite the terrible recession that has engulfed New England, continue to smile and talk about a better tomorrow. Tomorrow. Tomorrows will be better … if we, all of us, just hang on.

August 8

Took another journey back in time this morning. Not since I was a young schoolboy have I picked wild blackberries. Dressed for protection from the sharp thorns, Bette and I moved slowly through the brambles across from our place, and when we had finished, we had two quarts of the succulent jewels. I don’t know why, but as I was picking, accompanied by a loud chorus of birds singing in the woods behind us, an image came to mind from the morning paper of Albanians being fired upon in the water as they tried to escape their impoverished nation. I closed my eyes for a moment and thanked God for all my blessings.

August 9

The long, dry spell has ended. Beginning at around noon today a heavy rain has soaked the gardens, and the dirt road was getting a little soft as darkness fell.

My writing has been nearly stalled for the past hour or so by a catalog from Miller Nurseries. Already the fall garden catalogs are arriving, not to mention toy and gift catalogs for Christmas shopping. I love looking through Miller’s catalog with all their exotic nursery items such as Hosui Dwarf Asian pear trees; kiwi vines; Saturn, a new red seedless grape; Cardinal strawberry plants; and even a single apple tree, multiple-grafted so that five different varieties—Red Delicious, McIntosh, Yellowgold Delicious, Northern Spy, and Cortland—all grow on the same main stem! I always get the urge to order at least one of everything, but, fortunately I guess, the other thirteen acres of our land is heavily wooded and it’s going to stay that way. Dinner tonight included corn and squash from our garden followed by a huge chunk of delicious blackberry pie baked by Bette from the berries we picked yesterday.

August 16

Four murders, in the poorest neighborhoods of Boston, violating our sensibilities on the eleven-o’clock television news. The morning papers had carried a piece about nine swastikas being painted on the Newton Free Library scheduled to be opened in September.

And then, in the same paper, like words from one’s mother assuring us that “everything is all right,” is the story of Daniel Perez, who didn’t like the mess of beer bottles, newspapers, garbage, and weeds that grew in the center strip of Broadway in upper Manhattan. Daniel cleared the area, worked the soil, fertilized it, and planted corn. Rustling in the breeze, as traffic passes, are more than a hundred stalks, now at least six feet tall. Swastikas … or corn. The choice is ours. This country’s future can go either way, and where it leads will be up to us. We cannot hide behind locked doors and drawn curtains and wait for others to remake our world. This life of ours needs constant cultivating, like Mr. Perez’s corn, or it will bear no fruit.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge was entertaining a visitor one day when the conversation got around to children. “I believe,” said the visitor, “that the children should be given a free rein to think and act, thus learn at an early age to make their own decisions. That is the only way they can grow to their full potential.”

Coleridge interrupted the man and said, “I would like you to see my flower garden,” and the poet led the man outside. The visitor took one look and exclaimed, “Why that is nothing but a yard full of weeds!”

“Well,” smiled Coleridge, “it was filled with roses, but this year I thought I would let the garden grow as it willed without my tending to it. And you can see the results.”

September 3

Bought a life-size white rubber duck this morning. McNeil’s Backward Look Antiques, on Route 9, always has its lawn cluttered with old horse-drawn vehicles, wooden Indians, carousel horses, and an ever-changing collection of folk art, and for several weeks I had noticed a white duck that had been placed close to the side of the road. Every time I drove by, I thought of our real live duck that we had back in Scottsdale for so many years, a duck who is still an important part of my speech on success.

One day, when my youngest son, Matt, was in the eighth grade, he came home from school carrying a shoe box, with holes punched in its cover. In the box was an adorable yellow duckling. The kids had hatched him in their biology class, nurtured him for five weeks, and then they held a raffle, and my son won the duck! Just what we needed!

In any event Matt and I built this little guy a great-looking home in a corner of our backyard. Matt painted it white and over the doorway, in bright red, he painted the word DISCO … Disco Duck! Then we went to the hardware store, bought a roll of eighteen-inch chicken wire, and erected a fence around Disco’s hut so that he wouldn’t go wandering off and get lost.

We had Disco for thirteen years, and of course Matt finally went off to college, leaving me to attend to Disco’s every need. One morning, after many years of tender, loving care, Disco commenced quacking loudly before dawn and the quacking continued for days. After all our years together I knew Disco pretty well, and this quacking sounded different from his usual sounds. It almost had a whining, complaining pitch. Something was wrong. Disco obviously was not happy. Either the water in his pool was not being changed often enough, or the food was lousy, or the straw in his hut was wet, but there was no getting around it—Disco was miserable and he was letting us all know about it.

Yes, Disco had a problem. Disco just didn’t know how capable he was. He had no idea that if he was unhappy with the conditions in his life, he had all the power and ability necessary to change them. If he truly wanted to change his life and his environment, perhaps for the better as far as he was concerned, all he had to do was flap his wings and leave. However, I remind my audiences, poor Disco didn’t know how good he was. Disco had no idea that he could fly—just as most of those listening to my words have no idea what they can accomplish.

A couple of years before we moved from Scottsdale, I went out one morning to feed my old friend and found him floating facedown in the pool. At the far corner of our yard I dug a deep hole and buried my old buddy.

The duck I bought at our local antique store looks exactly like Disco, and as soon as I returned home, I carried my new friend, who was quite heavily weighted so that he wouldn’t blow away, around to the far side of our little pond and set him close to the water’s edge. He’ll stay there until the snow flies, and then we’ll bring him in until the following spring.

How great it is to look out our kitchen window in the morning and see the little guy with his image reflected in the pond. Disco lives!

September 13

It is almost too much for the mind to comprehend. For almost fifty years our nation has had to live with the possibility that sooner or later that big bad Russian bear might force us into a war that would probably end life, as we know it, on this planet. Who knows how many hundreds of billions of dollars have been spent for defense, through the years, that could have gone, instead, to making our land, and our world, a better place for all to live?

And now we are watching, in awe and disbelief, as our archrival falls apart before our eyes. The enormity of what is transpiring as the Soviet Union disintegrates was made easier to grasp for those of us who have lived with the “red menace” for all or most of our lives by an Associated Press photograph in today’s newspaper. Three young female students, taking a break from their studies, are smiling and conversing as they sit on a huge, toppled statue of Joseph Stalin in Gorky Park. The age of miracles is not over.

September 23

Fall officially arrived this morning, at 7:48 A.M., although at least half the maple trees near our farm have already altered the color of their coats to bright scarlet and every possible shade of orange and yellow.

Two strangers helped us greet the new season, early today. We were awakened by a horrible cacophony of moans and bellows and ran to the front of the house. In our pond were two large Canadian geese, loudly announcing to the world that they were in town. As we watched, one of the geese suddenly noticed my lifelike rubber statue of Disco Duck standing quietly, close to the water. He turned and swam hurriedly toward Disco, followed closely by his companion. When they had reached land, one of the geese approached Disco from the rear and the other from the front until they were so close they could have pecked at each other. After sniffing around the duck for several minutes, they raised their long necks, looked at each other, apparently decided he was no threat, and returned to the pond, where they swam slowly and quietly for perhaps another ten minutes before lifting their long brown wings and heading south accompanied by several shrieks of farewell. Hopefully we will be visited by many more winged travelers as they pause to rest on their journey to warmer climes.

I cannot understand why William Cullen Bryant once called these days of autumn the “melancholy days … the saddest of the year.” The sky is bluer than ever, the air is crisp and sweet, and the fireplace, still unlit, is beginning to look very inviting. We are already Christmas shopping. No melancholy thoughts allowed.

September 16

In my speeches I am forever asking my audiences to take inventory of their skills, asking if there was anything they learned during all their years of school that could help them to change their lives for the better if they were to begin to apply that special ability immediately, regardless of their present condition, occupation, or age.

Then, as dramatically and forcefully as I can, I remind my listeners that they all learned how to read, and with that talent alone they can work miracles with their lives if they wish.

Thomas Carlyle, many years ago, wrote, “What we become depends on what we read after all manners of professors have done their best for us. The true university of today is a collection of books.”

Unfortunately this nation of ours has a difficult task ahead before my assurance that everyone can transform their lives through the magic of reading becomes a reality, because the latest figures indicate that at least ten percent of our population is functionally illiterate, unable to read much more than the sign on the street where they live. No accomplishment in our entire history would give off a stronger and brighter glow than our eradication of this terrible handicap, because if one cannot read the map, he or she will never find that gold mine.

Back in 1981 my selection of the ten greatest how-to-succeed books was featured in The People’s Almanac #3. If I had to recommend just three books to anyone looking for some answers to a better life today, I would suggest that they read How to Stop Worrying and Start Living by Dale Carnegie, Psycho-Cybernetics by Maxwell Maltz, and The Power of Positive Thinking by Norman Vincent Peale. However, I always have a personal struggle with that advice because I am frequently tempted to suggest a couple of my own books along with the others.

October 1

Lack of willpower has ruined more lives, destroyed more careers, and brought anguish and tears to more families than the lack of any other asset or quality, even including the lack of wealth and ambition.

A generation has now grown to adulthood since the United States surgeon general warned us that if we continue to smoke, those harmless little white sticks called cigarettes would kill many of us. More than fifty thousand Americans are now dying from lung cancer each year, yet a quarter of the adult population is still smoking!

Now a new government report tells us that there are almost eleven million alcoholics in the country and that more than seventy million—seventy million—individuals are affected by alcohol abuse because of a problem drinker in the home. Seventy million??!!

So many of us realize, too late, that life was a special gift but we never even removed the wrapping paper. For thirty years or more I have been trying to tell the world, in books and talks, that by following a few simple rules, such as counting one’s blessings and going the extra mile, it is possible to live a life filled with pride and peace. My major problem is that I’m afraid I’m going to run out of years long before I run out of people who need help in conquering life.

October 4

First frost last night, and today the giant ash, whose limbs extend protectively over most of our house, has commenced shedding its hundreds of thousands of tiny gold leaves. In an effort to stay ahead of the deluge, I swept off our deck around noon, but by dark the wood was covered again by another foot or so of leaves. Also pruned and sawed away a good deal of old wood on several of our wild blueberry bushes today before giving them their annual feeding of aluminum sulfate.

We have just about hit our peak season of fall colors in all the trees, and the roads are filled with tour buses containing people that the natives call leaf-peepers.

October 5

Completed chapter 5 of The Twelfth Angel today. More than any of my books, at least as far as I can remember, this one seems to be writing itself. I have completely fallen in love with my little fictitious hero, Timothy Noble, as he attempts to play Little League ball despite a handicap that the other players and coach know nothing about. It seems that I just sit at this typewriter, put in a sheet of paper, and watch what takes place as if I were in front of a television set. Hope this magic is sustained for at least seven more chapters.

October 7

Our pond, Little Walden, is now filled to capacity, and the overflow drain that Homestead Landscaping installed is working around the clock. The drain is just a wide piece of plastic pipe that was erected with its open top at the height we had decided was as tall as we wanted the pond to rise. When it reaches that point, the rising water then flows into the pipe, which extends down to the bottom of the pond, takes a right angle under twelve or fifteen feet of soil, and then drains into the sloping woods beyond the pond. The wind was so strong this morning and the waves so pronounced that we were looking for whitecaps. Can’t wait to see ice on it. Our own personal skating rink.

October 8

Leo Durocher, the fiery baseball player and manager, is dead at age eighty-six. Back in the mid-1960s, after working late in my office one evening, I remember stopping at the old Plantation Restaurant and Bar that was directly across the street on North Broadway in Chicago. Leo was at the bar, drinking, and I joined him.

We chatted for a couple of hours, but for the life of me I cannot remember a single subject that we touched upon or a solitary wise thought put forth by either of us.

October 15

For the past several days, like most of the nation, Bette and I have been staring at our television set watching the Senate Judiciary Committee fumble and bumble their way through countless hours of questioning in order to attempt to resolve the sexual-harassment charges brought against Supreme Court Justice nominee Clarence Thomas, by Anita Hill, a University of Oklahoma law professor—charges that concern events alleged to have occurred ten years prior.

Since there were never any witnesses to the alleged sexual innuendoes that Thomas was accused of speaking over a period of several years, it became a question of whom one believed, and both seemed to be telling the truth. A no-win situation, no matter how the Senate finally voted, which was 52–48 to confirm Thomas.

October 19

Spoke in the lovely auditorium at the Georgia World Congress Center in Atlanta last night. Of course, when New Century Productions booked me several months ago, they had no way of knowing that the Atlanta Braves would be playing Pittsburgh in the National League Championship Series and that the series would come down to the seventh and final game, tied at three games each, and that the last game would be played in Pittsburgh on the evening of October 18th!

By seven last evening the streets of Atlanta were practically deserted, as almost everyone began settling down at house parties or their favorite bar to watch the deciding game on television, scheduled to begin at eight, the same time I was due to walk out onstage and commence my presentation.

Backstage, at least fifteen minutes before “showtime,” I was told by New Century’s boss, Vern Morgan, that he doubted the crowd would be much more than four hundred, and he apologized to me for the sparseness of the turnout. I told him that if he were presenting Elvis reincarnated, he probably would not have done much better on an evening when the Braves were fighting to get into the World Series after finishing absolutely last in their league the prior year.

Waiting to go on, a crazy idea hit me, and I managed to get one of the young men backstage to cooperate. First I asked if any of them planned to listen to the baseball game while I was speaking. One of them finally admitted that there was a small radio in the office to the right of the lobby and that when he wasn’t helping out, he would probably be close to the set.

So … we worked out our stunt. After I had been speaking for about forty-five minutes or so, he was to come into the auditorium and walk down the aisle, but not so far down that those sitting in the farthest back row of seats could see him. Then, first, he was to hold up fingers to indicate how many full innings of the game had already been played. After he was certain I had picked that up, he was to hold up the number of fingers representing the number of runs scored so far by Atlanta. Then he would point down with the number of fingers representing runs scored by Pittsburgh.

Worked like a charm. Approaching the end of my speech, I saw the fellow walk slowly down the side aisle, hold up five fingers, then place both his hands behind his back, then hold up three fingers, place his hands behind his back, then point down with only a closed fist.

At that point I stopped my speech, looked around, and asked, casually, if anyone was wondering how the Atlanta Braves were doing. A loud moan erupted, followed by a sea of nodding heads.

I smiled and said, “All is well. The Braves are doing fine! At the end of five innings they’re leading the Pirates three to nothing!”

Loud gasp. Then applause. Then puzzled faces looking at each other wondering, “How did he do that?????”

It was a fun night, and even though New Century Productions didn’t fare so well financially, they still insisted their efforts were well rewarded and they were proud to have me.

The Atlanta Braves won that seventh game, 4–0!

October 20

I doubt that Bette and I watch much more than ten hours of television a week, including the news programs, but last night we sat enthralled as the 1940 award-winning classic The Philadelphia Story was retold before our eyes in living black and white.

Watching the boyish and match-thin Jimmy Stewart trying to hold his own in a cast filled with the likes of Cary Grant and Katharine Hepburn, I recalled, very vividly, another day when Jimmy was neither very shy nor bashful.

Lieutenant Colonel James Stewart had completed flying his tour of missions in a B-24 Liberator before my crew and I ever arrived at the 445th bomb group field in Tibenham, England, early in 1944. We would see the famous colonel when we dropped in at the officers’ club for a drink, and of course we looked upon the man with both admiration and awe.

Prior to Jimmy being transferred to wing headquarters, after his missions had been completed, he performed many duties on our base, and I shall never forget the day that our entire wing was dispatched to bomb an important bridge near Magdeburg. When the other two groups had passed over the target, cloud cover had been so heavy that any chance of their scoring a bull’s-eye on the bridge, with radar, was almost nil. However, when we began our bomb run, the clouds suddenly parted ahead of us. We were able to see the bridge and we clobbered it.

Upon our return a worried Colonel Stewart met us with his clipboard as we climbed down out of the Liberator. Headquarters already knew that the other two groups had failed to accomplish their mission, and when I informed Jimmy that we had truly hit the target, he made me repeat it three times, along with my assurance that when our strike photos were developed, he would know that I was telling the truth. He finally smiled, congratulated us, patted us all on the shoulder, jumped into his jeep, and headed for the tower, looking and acting not much like the shy scarecrow Bette and I had watched on film last night.

By the time Jimmy Stewart had completed his combat missions, I remember that his hair was either white or light gray. I returned to the United States after completing my tour of duty, months before Stewart did, and I can vividly recall the day he walked down the gangplank in New York Harbor. The photo of him, waving his hat to the crowd, on the front page of the New York Mirror, showed Jimmy with a full crop of lush black hair! Miracles, miracles, miracles!

October 26

Had a surprise visitor on our road this morning. There he was, a huge moose, ambling past our house slowly and calmly as if he did it every day. He was truly a giant and he lifted each of his excessively long legs high in the air as he strolled past, giving our house only a casual glance while he waved those massive antlers from side to side.

Perhaps the old boy knew what I had just read in the morning paper, that the ten-day moose-hunting season had ended in New Hampshire, two days ago. This year, according to the report, eighty-nine of these magnificent creatures of God were ambushed and slain by so-called “sportsmen” with their high-powered rifles and telescopic sights. This is sport? I call it murder!

As I watched, the old boy went behind the tiny storage building across the street that we call Matt’s Shack, circled around Little Walden, paused and looked back toward Bette and me, who were watching from the house’s front steps. Then he tossed his head high in his own strange farewell and disappeared behind the small ash trees beyond the water.

Stay well, big guy—and know that you’ve at least got another year’s reprieve from man and his deadly toys.

October 28

Spent most of this morning trying to catch up with my mail. Probably answered forty or so letters, thanking most of those who wrote for their kind words about one or more of my books. No one but myself has ever read or responded to any of my “fan mail.” I figure that if someone cared enough to take the time to write, he or she certainly deserves a response from me, not some secretary.

I was deeply touched by a small note from a woman who enclosed a clipping. The clipping, apparently torn from a greeting card, was a statement of profound wisdom from William James: “The greatest use of life is to spend it for something that will outlast it.” Who could ask for a better gift of praise than that?

My books continue to sell very well. Royalty statements are now all in for the first half of the year, and the paperbacks alone, in the six-month period ending June 30th, sold 1,107,100 copies!

October 29

It is not too difficult for anyone convinced that this nation is on a downward course toward eventual third-world status to come up with figures to reinforce his or her viewpoint. Two sets of numbers carried by the news media in only the past few days would be a good place to begin for any doomsayer.

Teenagers are now having more than three thousand illegitimate babies in our country every twenty-four hours!

Food stamps are now being dispensed to almost ten percent of our population. Almost twenty-four million people received federal food stamps in August!

Watched a one-hour television program last night whose promotional pieces, all week, had promised that it would show you how to handle things if anyone ever attempted to mug you. It was awful and a waste of time. Final conclusion of program, just before it went to its last commercial: “If someone comes up to you and tells you to give him your purse and your valuables, do it. It might save your life.” Do any of us really need that advice?

Maybe what we do need is a new Sermon on the Mount. Or, better still, someone to remind us of the first Sermon on the Mount. If all our lives are truly plans of God, someone had better call a meeting soon to remind us, once more, what great miracles we really are.

November 1

One of the prices one must pay for living in a rural area is acknowledging the fact that there are not very many decent department stores nearby to serve you. Consequently, since our return to the country two years ago, Bette and I are doing more and more of our shopping via catalog and telephone.

By now of course we must be on every possible mailing list in the nation, and I’m sure that between September 1st and December 1st we receive a wide variety of at least two hundred catalogs, from L. L. Bean to Tiffany’s, J. Crew to Victoria’s Secret, Saks Fifth Avenue to Eddie Bauer, Bloomingdale’s to Norm Thompson, Wolferman’s to Williams-Sonoma—but my favorite of all of them is mailed out several times a year from the J. Peterman Company of Lexington, Kentucky, each one titled “Owner’s Manual” followed by a number.

The “Owner’s Manual” is a long and narrow catalog, perhaps 5½ inches by 10½ inches, printed on fairly heavy stock in four colors. Two of its features make this catalog stand high above most others: the unique merchandise being offered and, most important, some of the most colorful and exciting copy I have ever read. Even if their goods were not high in quality, which they are, I would still buy things from them periodically just so they never drop my name from their mailing list.

For example, a Gatsby shirt is offered. According to the catalog copy,


Gatsby was amazing. He even managed to see to it that the book about him was regarded as a novel, as pure fiction, as though he didn’t exist. Even Fitzgerald, by the time he was through writing it, believed he’d made the whole thing up.… Gatsby walked into rooms wearing a shirt with no collar. Even a little thing like that made people talk. And probably will still make them talk. The Gatsby shirt, of course, has no collar. Only a simple collar band.… the cotton we have used in our uncompromising replica of Gatsby’s shirt is so luminous, in and of itself, that even a person who notices nothing will notice something.… Two-button cuffs. Stud at neck.… white overlaid or solid white with narrow dark-blue stripes, widely spaced as Gatsby wished them to be.



On page 14 is Lindbergh’s coat:


He was 25. He just made it over the tops of those trees, and now he was far out over the Atlantic somewhere.… At Paris they were waiting.… He did it. He did it alone. Lindbergh’s coat. Tough, supple goatskin. Belted. Luxurious dark mouton fur collar. Flapped handwarmer pockets. 2 communicating side pockets, zippered. Exterior map pocket, zippered. Interior chest pocket. Windproof full-length zippered front, wind-proof cuffs, quilted lining.… Price $980.



On page 19 a James Dean Jacket:


Dead in a car crash. Age 24. Killed but unkillable. 36 years later he’s everywhere.… Classic American windbreaker. No better, no worse.… No, it isn’t red. The movie’s over. This is for life.



On page 54 is the famous J. Peterman coat, the product which I suspect started it all for this special company:



Classic horseman’s duster protects you, your rump, your saddle and your legs down to the ankles. Because it’s cut very long to do the job, it’s unintentionally flattering. With or without a horse. Although I live in horse country, I wear this coat for another reason. Because they don’t have Dusenbergs anymore. J. Peterman Price $184.



And then of course there is Hemingway’s cap:



He probably bought his in a gas station on the road to Ketchum, next to the cash register, among the beef jerky wrapped in cellophane. Or maybe in a tackle shop in Key West. I had to go to some trouble to have this one made for you and me but it had to be done. The long bill, longer than I, at least, ever saw before, makes sense.… Price $33. (He probably got change from a five when he bought the original.)



I’ve already circled a few items I’d like Santa to bring me this year, especially that leather 1928 Air Corps briefcase.

November 6

Flew from Manchester to New York’s La Guardia Airport yesterday evening on one of those dreaded tiny commuter planes. Would much rather fly another combat mission over Germany. My trip had two purposes. To meet, for the first time, with the editorial people from Fawcett, my new publisher, and to buy Bette a Christmas present at Cartier.

There is a special aura surrounding Fifth Avenue that always makes my pulse beat a little faster. Perhaps it’s just remembering back to the hungry days after the war when I lived in a tiny fleabag apartment, just off Times Square, writing, but not selling anything I wrote, and walking to Fifth Avenue whenever I felt most depressed. Although I couldn’t afford anything in the stores, just being there and using my imagination lifted my spirits.

And now it was almost fifty years later, but I felt young again as the cab dropped me off at Fifth Avenue and Forty-ninth Street. I stood on the corner, for I don’t know how long, just watching people, then I turned and headed north on my own yellow-brick road.

I fought the temptation to go into Brentano’s to see how many Mandino books they had on their shelves and lingered outside Saks Fifth Avenue, admiring their elegant window displays. At the sudden smell of hot pretzels I turned as a vendor passed, pushing his cart slowly.

I stopped outside Saint Patrick’s Cathedral, walked up its many marble steps, and entered. In all the years since my last visit nothing had changed. How wonderful. I lit two candles, one for my mother, one for my father, knelt to say a brief prayer, and then stepped out into that other world once again.

I paused at Rockefeller Plaza. Sadly this year’s huge Christmas tree had not yet been erected. My loss. Then I went into a tiny building with marble-framed windows at the corner of Fifty-second Street.… Cartier.

I remember so vividly visiting New York in the late sixties and going into Cartier to price one of their famous Tank Watches, which I wanted to buy Bette. Well, the watch cost around three hundred dollars at the time, and I had nowhere near that amount. That watch has increased in price over the years so that it is now four digits plus, but I bought it for my lady, black alligator strap and all.

I stepped out of Cartier with my glossy vivid-red Cartier shopping bag, a perfect target for muggers, and quickly did some shuffling of items. I folded the shopping bag and stuffed it into one of my overcoat pockets and in the other I placed the gift-wrapped Cartier Tank Watch.

I continued north on Fifth, past Bulgari and Liberty of London. At the corner of Fifty-fifth, facing north, I could see two hotels. To my left the new Peninsula and, just ahead, the Saint Regis, where I was scheduled to have lunch with my agent and new editors. I checked my watch. Then I continued north, window-shopping and sight-seeing. There was Henri Bendel, with its Lalique windows, and Bergdorf Goodman, with its haute couture for women on the right side of the avenue and its store for men directly across the street.

I passed the Plaza Hotel and paused outside FAO Schwartz. Never have been able to pass a toy store. I entered that special fairyland and walked downstairs to be greeted by a giant clock with an animated face singing “Welcome to Our World.” Would like to spend the day there.

Outside again, I paused and turned south. Almost time. I stopped in at my literary agent Alice Martell’s office, and we hugged and visited. Then, arm in arm, we walked to the legendary Saint Regis, just reopened after a hundred-million-dollar renovation.

Lunch was lovely, and I felt completely at ease with my new editor, Susan Randol, and her editor-in-chief, Leona Nevler, whom I have admired for many years. It appears we have a good marriage. The atmosphere was warm and cordial, and now I feel at home with my new publisher.

Most important, I did buy Bette her watch. Finally.

November 10

I may talk and write about the secrets of success that anyone can learn and apply in order to change his or her life for the better, but like every other public speaker, I do contemplate, now and then, the sheer terror of being introduced only to walk out on some stage to discover that just a tiny group has come to hear me.

Fortunately that scenario has never unfolded (yet), and today the spacious Ballroom of Bally’s Grand Hotel, in Las Vegas, was sold out, when nearly a thousand realtors, attending their national annual convention and trade exposition, came for lunch and to listen to me.

Their warm response and standing ovation when I finished my talk made yesterday’s sixteen-hour ordeal, involving canceled flights and long hours of sitting in airports, all seem worthwhile.

Bette is with me, and as I write these words she is downstairs, in the casino, indulging in her only vice, I think, playing the slot machines.

Tomorrow we shall fly down to Phoenix, where we’ll spend a week with our youngest son, Matt, and his wife, Lori, while we do some Christmas shopping. I can still recall our early years together when buying even a single gift for each other and our children called for budgeting and sacrifice, and yet there were as many smiles and hugs and kisses then as now. I think it was Anatole France who once wrote that some of us have no idea what to do with this short life, yet we want another that will be eternal.

November 21

No two humans possess the same perspective on life. Approximately forty thousand people from other nations are congratulating themselves today because their name has just been drawn in our nation’s largest immigration lottery. A new life, one hopefully filled with promise and joy, awaits them on our shores, and yet … and yet the Labor Department has just announced that more than a million United States citizens have now abandoned their fruitless search for employment, the first time we have topped that figure since the 1981–82 recession.

How do the immigrants and the unemployed survive? Most of us who write and speak about that mysterious Shangri-la called Success have been trying for centuries to isolate those mysterious factors that enable one human to make it big while another scarcely remains alive without the help of others. Samuel Goodrich, an American author of another era, undoubtedly pointed out one of the traits absolutely necessary for survival and growth when he wrote, “Perseverance gives power to weakness, and opens to poverty the world’s wealth. Perseverance spreads fertility over the barren landscape, and bids the choicest fruits and flowers spring up and flourish in the desert abode of thorns and briers.”

No matter how tough things appear to be, one must never give up. Winston Churchill, addressing a graduating class during his years as Britain’s prime minister, stood after he was introduced, walked slowly to the podium, looked over the crowd for several minutes, and said, “Ladies and gentlemen, and all you young graduates … never, never, never, never, never, never give up!” He then slowly returned to his seat as the applause built to a crescendo of sound. Powerful story. It has survived for almost sixty years, and I am using it as the underlying theme for The Twelfth Angel. Never give up! Never! Never!

November 28

This special day, Thanksgiving, has become a day of memories, like Christmas and perhaps the Fourth of July. Unfortunately I cannot wave a magic wand to produce my two sons, their spouses, and my grandchildren at our Thanksgiving table as in past years when we were living in Arizona, but Bette and I will see them and hear them in our hearts while we are at the table this day. There is so much to be thankful for, and our kids are at the top of the list.

I walked out into the woods for a few moments, which always makes me feel closer to my own mother and father. Under my feet was a heavy cushion of fallen leaves, and the bright sun, shining through now barren branches, cast strange silhouettes on the woodland floor. I looked up, through the trees, blew a kiss at the heavens, and wished both Mom and Dad a Happy Thanksgiving. Strange behavior for an old geezer, I guess, but no one was looking. Thank you, God, for allowing me to hang around for so many Thanksgivings.

November 29

As a World War II bombardier, I was fascinated by news in today’s paper that there is a gentleman in Spanish Fort, Alabama, E.C. “Ned” Humphreys, Jr., also an old bombardier, who has been collecting names and addresses of every Army Air Force World War II bombardier for more than ten years, and his total is already over thirty-five thousand. He is now even publishing a newsletter called, what else, Crosshairs. Mr. Humphreys is being assisted by Max Springer, sixty-eight, who was an air force major with twenty-one years of active duty. Both gentlemen agree that they are in a race against time in accumulating their lists since, as Max said, “We’re dying off like flies.” Most of us, if we’re still alive, are in the neighborhood of seventy, so I guess he’s right. I understand that they even have reunions, and they must be not only touching and sentimental but also hilarious. Hell, we exaggerated our accomplishments on every mission while we were flying combat, so I can just imagine how the tales of most missions have grown in quantities of courage, heroism, and marksmanship during the past half century.

December 4

It is early afternoon. I am scribbling some notes for my journal as I sit comfortably in a lounge chair resting on the outside balcony of my sixth-floor suite, one of the more than fifteen hundred Crystal Palace and Casino rooms in Nassau, the Bahamas. Below, on the white panorama of beach sand, nearly all the plastic lounge chairs are occupied by human bodies of various sizes, shapes, and colors. Piercing shrieks from children constantly fill the air as they plunge downward and around and around the largest winding water ski slide I have ever seen.

The Crystal Palace boasts fourteen restaurants, six bars and lounges, and more than an acre of slot machines intermixed with gaming tables. The facade of its many buildings and towers, extending far down the beach, is painted in alternating bands of tacky pink, magenta, blue, and lavender, and at night, God help us, thousands of permanent lights on the buildings emphasize the colors. Had Christopher Columbus been confronted by such a spectacle when he sailed into this harbor for the first time, I have no doubt he would have turned his small armada around, never to return.

Flew down here yesterday, leaving behind a typical New Hampshire snow and ice storm. Shortly after eight this morning a limo picked me up at the hotel and drove me down to the wharf, where I boarded the Carnival cruise ship Fantasy, which had just docked an hour earlier. In the reception area I was greeted by representatives of Water Resources International, a Phoenix-based firm that provides equipment capable of improving the quality of water we consume at home and business. The company’s top salespeople, along with their spouses, were being rewarded for their performance with a five-day cruise that included my speaking to them on the secrets of success after their Nassau docking.

They were already gathered in the ship’s theater when I arrived. Unlike most business gatherings, this group was comfortably dressed in T-shirts, bathing suits, slacks, and shorts of various lengths, yet they were as attentive and receptive as any group I have ever addressed. As usual, following my speech I conducted a question-and-answer session, giving everyone present free rein to ask about any of my books, my life, or any subject that might be of interest to them.

Riding back to the Crystal Palace many hours later, after posing for pictures with just about every couple on the ship, I was mentally reviewing the questions that had been asked of me. One theme, as usual, had prevailed. Although this was a group of highly successful producers, they were still seeking answers on how to deal with life, how to cope with the constant fear of failure, how to handle rebuffs from customers and the world around them, and how to be happy—in other words, how to conquer life. Everyone, it seems, needs to be reminded again and again that we must all learn to live just one day at a time, as Sir William Osler pointed out so effectively with his example of living each day in day-tight compartments. Another remarkable human, the poet Goethe, offered a similar approach to dealing with life but from another direction when he wrote, “Take life too seriously and what is it worth? If the morning wakes us to no new joys, if the evening brings us not the hope of new pleasures, is it worthwhile to dress and undress? Does the sun shine on me today that I may reflect on yesterday? Or that I may endeavor to foresee and to control what can neither be foreseen nor controlled … the destiny of tomorrow?”

December 8

It’s difficult to realize that ten years have passed since I made my first appearance before the congregation of Reverend Jack Boland’s Church of Today in Warren, Michigan. That first engagement, so far as I was concerned at the time, was just another speaking date that had been booked by my lecture agent Cheryl Miller, although the actual presentation turned out to be quite different from any I had ever done before.

Instead of my usual one-hour speech, Jack presented me to his flock at both the nine- and the eleven-o’clock services, and after his introduction we sat very relaxed on two rather tall chairs while he proceeded to interview me, David Susskind-style, about my books, my philosophy of life, my own rocky road, and what I had been doing for the past year. The chemistry between us was great, and both sessions went very well.

During the following year I was presented with the first Napoleon Hill Gold Medal for Literary Achievement at the Conrad Hilton in Chicago, and among the large crowd attending the award ceremonies was Reverend Jack with several of his friends from the church who had all flown down to Chicago especially for the occasion.

After the ceremony, feeling very proud and elated, my hand shaking finally brought me to Jack’s table. Following some friendly banter and my thanking them for coming, I turned to Jack and said, “We had fun together, sitting and rapping in front of the congregation, didn’t we?”

“We sure did,” he said, smiling.

“I’d like to do that every year. Ushering in the Christmas season as we did was a special experience for me, Jack.”

“Og,” he replied slowly, “we’d certainly like to have you every year.”

“Well,” I said (and in my enthusiasm I got completely carried away), “let’s do it every first Sunday in December—and I’ll tell you what, I won’t even charge you a fee! How’s that?”

Jack’s eyes opened wide, but he quickly extended his hand and said, before I could change my mind, “That’s a deal!” And it has been a deal ever since.

Yesterday, as in other years, I sat at a large table in the church and autographed my books—this year for five and a half hours—eleven hundred books, they tell me! Then, this morning, in the newly completed lovely huge sanctuary, we did both services as always, and I closed each by reading a touching Christmas story titled “The Christmas Collie” by Ted Paul, accompanied by Christmas carols on the organ. It was a common sight to see tears running down many cheeks in the congregation. Mine too.

After the second service I autographed for another couple of hours. Very often when individuals pass through the line and chat with me as I am signing, they will leave me precious written messages that I am always told to “read later.” One message simply read, “Og, thanks for helping us to realize our potential.”

I wonder how many birds die in cages believing that the cage’s ceiling is the real sky?

December 11

I am sipping a soft drink in the first-class section of a Boeing 727 as it heads toward the Manchester, New Hampshire, airport. It will land before midnight and with luck I should be home by 1:30 A.M.

Spoke in the Scottish Rite Auditorium, in Fort Wayne, Indiana, this noon. Good audience. Sitting here, as I often do after a visit to an unfamiliar city, I regret that there never seems to be enough time to see the best our nation has to offer.

Fort Wayne, for example, could occupy a visitor for weeks. There is the Embassy Theater with its 1920s architecture, including marble staircases and crystal chandeliers; old Fort Wayne, completely rebuilt from the War of 1812; the Bass Mansion, a nineteenth-century palatial residence with many historical theme rooms; and the Allen County Public Library, one of the top in the nation, housing every federal population census schedule from 1790 to 1910 as well as indexes, family and local histories from the entire United States, and a large collection of military records, passenger lists, and immigration files. There is also the Auburn-Cord Duesenberg Museum, the Diehm Museum of Natural History, the Fort Wayne Firefighters Museum, and a place called the Landing, with gaslights on a thoroughfare that once was headquarters for many businesses along the Wabash and Erie Canal docks and now boasts scores of restored shops and restaurants that, I’m certain, would all be fun to visit.

During my speech I usually touch upon that terrible period in my life when, having lost my wife and daughter, my job, and my home because of my own stupidity and thoughtlessness, I contemplated purchasing a gun in a Cleveland pawnshop and killing myself. After the speech today, as usual I autographed my books for quite a while. One young man, as I was signing his book, leaned forward and said softly, “Og, I’ve had my gun loaded for a couple of months. Your message today gave me a reason not to use it for one more day. Thank you.”

So many times, it seems, we just can’t pass out life preservers fast enough.

December 12

This is my sixty-eighth birthday, and I am feeling great. Actually it is my third birthday based on that system I commenced when I reached age sixty-five and called that special day my new date of birth—with a new schedule of twenty-one fresh years ahead. Okay, eighteen to go!

For no explainable reason I started to wonder this afternoon just what was happening in 1923, the year of my birth, and after digging through a few old almanacs and historical timetables I learned plenty.

In that auspicious year the first birth control clinic was opened, Time magazine was founded, amateur golfer Bobby Jones won the National Open, and the biggest song hits were “Yes, We Have No Bananas” and “Tea for Two.” President Warren Harding died a mysterious death that has never been satisfactorily explained and was succeeded by his vice president, Calvin Coolidge. George Gershwin wrote his Rhapsody in Blue, Douglas Fairbanks starred in the silent movie classic Robin Hood, Freud completed his epic The Ego and the Id, four million German marks were worth a single American dollar, Hitler’s attempted coup in a Munich beer garden failed, Schick patented the first electric razor, Jack Dempsey retained his heavyweight title even after his opponent, Luis Firpo, knocked him out of the ring, and 200,000 bigots attended a gathering of the Ku Klux Klan in Kokomo, Indiana. To borrow from Dickens, “It was the best … and the worst of times,” and of course one can say the same about today. So many of us drift through each day, extending only enough effort to exist in misery and despair. William James, one of America’s most distinguished philosophers and psychologists, considered the following remark his most important ever: “Compared to what we ought to be, we are only half awake. Our fires are dampened, our drafts are checked, we are making use of only a small part of our mental and physical resources.” Certainly not the way to conquer life.

December 17

Snow has been swirling downward most of the day, soft, feathery stuff that remains light and fluffy in undulating white, powdery blankets on the ground because the temperature is near zero. Several days ago, on an unusually warm afternoon, I strung long strands of tiny white lights around each shrub and evergreen surrounding the foundation of our old place and now, in the darkness, they glisten and glow through the snow that has almost engulfed most of them.

The kitchen has been off-limits most of the day. I need no calendar or the sound of carols to know that Christmas is fast approaching, because Bette has commenced her annual project of baking scores of different and very delicious cookies to share with friends, relatives, and especially our own kids, their wives, and children. Everywhere in the kitchen, on shelves and tabletops, I see open jars of chopped nuts and fruits, cans of Crisco, sticks of butter, old family cookbooks, bags of flour, coconut, chocolate, recipes on tattered old file cards, brown sugar, confectionery sugar, and a delicious fragrance that seems to hover over my aproned lady as she scurries back and forth from the oven with cookie sheets, her hands protected by familiar old potholders. A portable radio sits on one corner of a kitchen counter, and I can hear, just faintly, “I’ll Be Home for Christmas.”

My world is slowing down. I have delivered my final speech of the year and, other than a few journal entries, I shall do little writing. This is the season when I forget who I am, how old I am, and all my plans for next year. This is when I wrap presents, open Christmas cards, and frequently get down on my knees in gratitude for the greatest gift I ever received—the gift of life.

December 19

Even the most optimistic individual, blessed with faith and serenity and filled with a positive mental attitude, might be tempted to believe the world is disintegrating after a week’s exposure to the daily newspapers and television news.

The Soviet Union, mighty bear and tough opponent, is on its knees. General Motors is restructuring its organization and closing several huge plants. Mighty IBM is doing the same as it begins to dissect itself in order to save itself. Salvation Army kettle collections, the backbone of their Christmas fund-raising efforts, are far behind last year’s total, although they anticipate feeding as many as twenty-five percent more hungry individuals during this approaching holiday. Things are so tough that someone actually stole the kettle containing contributions today from outside a department store in Portsmouth, New Hamsphire.

What is happening to us? One homeless person in six was denied shelter this year, and one in five could not be fed. Also, it is estimated that we have as many as three million homeless wandering the streets, and the number of school kids who are now receiving free or subsidized lunches has increased by an astounding twelve percent in the past year.

Perhaps the correct response to many of our concerns over daily events that shock and alarm us rests in the words of Thomas Fuller, a seventeenth-century English divine: “Thou must content thyself to see the world imperfect as it is. Thou wilt never have any quiet if thou vexest thyself because thou canst not bring mankind to that exact notion of things and rule of life which thou hast formed in thy own mind.”

Good advice.

December 22

This first day of winter has always seemed very special to me. It’s the time for slippers, a good book, and an extra log on the fireplace as we try to hibernate, when we can, despite so many interruptions from the outside world.

Headlined as the winter solstice, meaning “the sun stood still,” this is not only the shortest day of the year but the day when the earth’s axis tilts directly away from the sun so that our supply of sunlight, here in the Northern Hemisphere, is at its lowest ebb. However, commencing tomorrow, each day will be a little brighter, warmer, and longer as our tiny globe slowly tilts back toward that huge, blazing ball that sustains us.

Coincidentally or not, the first spring seed catalogs arrived in the mail this morning, and soon the same agonizing but wonderful decisions will once again confront Bette and me as we ponder the many new seed introductions along with our old favorite varieties of corn, tomatoes, string beans, peppers, and cucumbers.

As a kid I truly hated having to work in my father’s garden, but now I’d much rather be transplanting tomato seedlings in our tiny plot of land, my old clothes covered with mud, than walk out on a stage to the applause of a thousand or two. I need constantly to remind myself that when I’m behind the podium, I am planting other kinds of seeds that hopefully will also produce a joyful harvest.

December 25

Somewhere during this festive morning, as our living room filled with wrapping paper torn from gift boxes and the sounds of our grandchildren’s laughter blended with Christmas carols from our stereo, I momentarily recalled another Christmas, twenty-three years ago.

In the 1968 Christmas issue of the magazine I edited, Success Unlimited, I ran a short piece I had written entitled “A Letter to Two Sons,” describing the previous year’s Christmas. The public reaction was astounding to me. Newspapers phoned, from just about every part of the country, asking permission to print my piece on Christmas Day, and then Chicago’s leading radio station, WGN, phoned and asked if they could broadcast a reading of the letter on Christmas morning.

We had just purchased our first home, a new one, in Arlington Heights, northwest of Chicago. I had managed to borrow $2,500 from my credit union for the down payment. When we moved into the house, we had very little furniture. In fact there was nothing in our living room except a Christmas tree and an inexpensive stereo console that Bette and I had charged at Sears.

And so, on Christmas morning, my wife and our two young sons, along with Bette’s mother and father, gathered in the vacant living room to hear “A Letter to Two Sons” on the radio, still ranking as one of the great thrills of my life, even to this day. My first book, The Greatest Salesman in the World, had been published just weeks earlier, and little did any of us know how that tiny volume was going to change our lives.

As if it all just happened yesterday, I can still hear the mellow voice of announcer John Mallow, backed by Christmas music, reading:


A LETTER TO TWO SONS

Dear Dana and Matthew,

It’s Christmas Eve, and I have retreated to the room which your mother calls Dad’s Word Factory.

For the last few hours, in my own fumbling way, I have tried to help your mother wrap your Christmas toys, and they have now been placed under our tree to await your morning onslaught. Funny, but each year I tease mother about the care with which she wraps each package, for we know how little boys handle pretty ribbons and paper, but she still treats each gift as if it contained gold bars, and maybe they do hold something just as valuable—our love for both of you.

When I finished my duties downstairs, I came up to your room and stood between your beds, barely able to see your faces in the soft glow of the night-light. From below I could hear, just faintly, Christmas carols from the kitchen radio.

Suddenly, and without realizing it, I was on my knees—driven there, I guess, by my doubts and fears that I’m not the father I should be. Now, I don’t expect either of you to understand this letter, and the odds are great that you will never see it, but I wonder if we have given you the gifts that really count.

Have we taught you to count your blessings, not only so that you will appreciate what you have but so that you will want to do something for those who have not?

Have we taught you to be color-blind, so that you can look at a black, yellow, red, or brown child and see only a friend?

Have we taught you to love your country and to remember the thousands of other boys who gave their lives so that you can sleep in warmth and freedom?

Have we taught you to respect the laws and to understand that if you do not agree with them, you work to change them but you never disobey them?

Have we taught you to pray—and to pray only for guidance, because God can help you solve any problem if you let Him?

Have we taught you never to quit in anything you do, for if you persist, you will eventually win?

Have we taught you to share—not only your possessions but also yourself, without any thought of acknowledgment or publicity?

Have we taught you that the world is really a beautiful place, filled with beautiful people, in spite of what you see on television?

Have we taught you that you can be anything you want to be—if you are willing to pay the price to reach your goals?

And most important, have we taught you how to love? I know you both tell us that you love us, and we tell you that we love you, but it’s easy for us to love each other. What we hope is that you learn to love everyone—and that is the hardest job you will ever have—until you learn the secret, and the secret is so simple. All you must remember is that hate grows out of fear. If you are afraid someone is going to beat you in a fight, you immediately begin to hate him. When you grow older, if you are afraid someone is going to steal your job, your girl, or your business, you immediately begin to hate. Without that fear there will never be hate, and without hate it is easy to love.

Our toughest task, then, your mother’s and mine, is to help both of you to grow up without fear—and this we promise to do with every bit of our ability. Every child is a miracle, so you are both miracles—and there is no room for fear or hate in a miracle.

I prayed before I left your darkened room—and I was there so long that my eyes had become adjusted to the faint light and I could see both your faces. Because of this special night I could only look at you, my boys, and think of another tiny boy who slept on this night for the first time, nearly two thousand years ago. He was not as warm as you, His bed was not as comfortable as yours, and His poor mother and father were frightened and alone in a strange town.

Yet I wouldn’t be here in your room tonight, and thinking these thoughts, if it had not been for that small boy—and I cannot help but wonder what His dad was thinking as he looked down on His sleeping face. If it is not sacrilegious, I want you both to know that I envy that other father, for he gave his son the gifts I hope we can give to you.

One more thing. Children forget quickly, so you don’t even talk about Grandpa Teddy anymore. You say “He’s dead” when someone asks you or mentions his name. But the last time we saw Grandpa Teddy was as we were driving away from his house two years ago. Just as we were leaving, he leaned in our car window and said to me, “Drive carefully, you’ve got mighty precious cargo in the back.”

Only later, after he was gone from us, did I remember his remark—and now I think of it again and remember all my boyhood Christmases when, no matter how tough the times, there was always a gift under the Christmas tree for his boys.

You are both, indeed, my precious cargo—and I pray to God that He helps me to guide you to manhood and that He allows me the luxury of hanging around long enough to see you reach it.

Merry Christmas, my sons,
Dad



The boys have reached manhood and now they both have their own families, and they are all here, in our old farm, to celebrate Christmas with us.
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