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To everyone who lives with focus, enthusiasm, and purpose.

Specifically to my Zachariah, my mentor and Dad.





INTRODUCTION
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During my formative years in Africa, I developed deep feelings for the surrounding nature and wildlife; they became a part of me, and I of them. But as I became an adult and turned my attention to the world of business, I left Africa and the Serengeti behind to immigrate to America.

It was not until a recent visit to the Serengeti Plains of East Africa that I reconnected with this unique refuge. Simply put, it is the last sanctuary for the greatest concentration of wildlife remaining on earth.

Nearly two million wildebeest, zebras, and gazelles annually run a 1,000-mile journey filled with hunger, thirst, predators, and exhaustion. The journey is so incomparably dangerous and massive that it is often rated the number one natural wonder of the world.

For me, this journey is a parable for success. It’s a window into the very meaning of life that provides a simple way to understand, appreciate, and remember the basic skills that all living beings need to survive and thrive.

For most of us, the world we live in today is, of course, a far cry from the Serengeti. Television, the Internet, mobile media, fast food, and many more innovations comprise a society dominated by a demand for speed, comfort, and instant gratification. We continue to advance technology, only to find ourselves spinning through one “solution” after the other. We face global financial and economic challenges that stretch our resources and shape our professional and personal lives as never before.

The obstacles that those who live and die on the Serengeti face are, in many ways, no different than the challenges we face at the office or at home every day. While our trials certainly take place in a different realm, the seven skills that the animals use to overcome their harsh conditions can also help us rise above our own adversities.

It is my hope that this fable will reaffirm that:


	Everyone can survive his or her own personal Serengeti, no matter the challenges.

	No journey is ever too long.

	Nothing is impossible.


—Stefan Swanepoel





Chapter 1

ARRIVAL IN AFRICA
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”Where am I?” Sean Spencer thought as he peered out of the dirty Plexiglas window at the vast open expanse below.

The droning of the airplane’s engine lulled him deeper into his thoughts. Though he knew how much this trip meant to his wife Ashley, he couldn’t just forget about everything. The recent loss of her teaching job and his struggle to keep his company afloat placed their whole livelihood on the line. This trip—which she’d won as a rookie salesperson of the year—couldn’t have come at a worse time.

The pilot nudged the throttle as the wheels of the small six-seat Cessna grazed the top of a large acacia tree and came to rest on a narrow dirt strip. As the propeller carved its last arc against the late afternoon sun and yellow dust settled around them, Sean wondered again where exactly they’d landed. Surely this wasn’t an airport. The landing strip was hard to distinguish from the surrounding veldt. It didn’t even have a building—just one old weather-beaten wind sock.

He sat back and took in the scenery around them as the heat rose inside the plane. There wasn’t much to see except a single Land Rover parked a short distance away at the edge of the clearing. He smiled to himself as he looked at Ashley sitting in the seat next to the pilot. Like a little kid on a new adventure, she absorbed every detail with wonder on her face—and she wasn’t going to waste a minute of it.

As he climbed out of the side door and rubbed his stiff back, he instinctively took out his BlackBerry and squinted at the screen in the glaring afternoon sun. He sighed and shrugged his shoulders—no bars. This was going to be a long three days without communication. His company’s recent proposal for a large solar generating system in California’s central valley was under review, and he was concerned they would be underbid again. Without this business, he was worried that he’d have to make further cutbacks.

“Sean!” Ashley shouted. She was already standing next to the driver of the Land Rover, waving him over.

As he approached the vehicle, a young man dressed in green khaki shorts extended his hand. “Greetings Mr. Spencer; welcome to the Serengeti. I’m Raymond. I’ll be your guide for the next couple of days. Help yourself to a cold drink from the icebox while I take care of your luggage,” he yelled over his shoulder, already on his way to the plane.

Ashley noted the distant look on Sean’s face. “Isn’t this awesome? We’re in Africa! Can you believe it? Have you ever seen anything so majestic? What do you say we just clear our minds of all our problems and enjoy the trip?”

This was something Sean had always admired and even envied in his wife: her ability to seamlessly adapt and enjoy what she was doing without any interruption. To her, Los Angeles and all their troubles simply didn’t exist right now. She could shut out whatever she chose, and focus on where she was in that instance.

Ashley put her arm on Sean’s shoulder. “I promise you all our problems will still be there when we get back,” she said.

Sean smiled. “I’m sure they will.” Like it or not, his dead BlackBerry would force him to give it a shot—for her sake, if nothing else.

“The pilot says he’ll be back in three days,” Raymond exclaimed, after he stashed their bags in the back of the Land Rover and opened the front door. Sean gave Ashley the front seat and clamored into the back with the gear.

He tried to focus on the passing panorama as Raymond headed for camp, but his mind kept reminding him of all that had been left unfinished at the office. Success hadn’t come easily for Sean, and the company he’d enjoyed building had become the very thing that consumed him. The first-class team he had gathered needed guidance and inspiration now more than ever before. In fact, the last thing his employees needed right now was for him to be thousands of miles away, completely out of touch.

“How long have you been a guide?” Ashley asked Raymond.

“It’s been seven years since I completed my training.” Raymond smiled with pride.

“How long does the training take?”

“To become a certified guide, you have to undergo a minimum of four years of study and practical hands-on experience before you are ready to get your own Land Rover. I grew up right here on the Serengeti, so it’s always been a central part of me all my life.”

“We’re lucky to have you,” Ashley said, admiring Raymond’s dedication.

Raymond began to tell them about his home as he navigated the Rover. “The Serengeti,” sweeping his arm in a wide arc, “is predominantly a plateau of endless plains and grassy savannahs. It is one huge ecosystem that spans over 10,000 square miles, spreading over two countries, Tanzania and Kenya. Right now, we’re camped in the south-central part of the park in an area called Senoera. Over there in the east are the mountains, including the one everyone knows—Mount Kilimanjaro. She is an inactive volcano and Africa’s highest peak at 19,330 feet above sea level. Because the location of Mount Kilimanjaro is so close to the equator, one encounters almost every climate on earth as you ascend from the valley floor to the peak, which remains covered with snow all year round.”

Ashley couldn’t take her eyes off the vast expanse of Africa being unveiled around every turn. “This is absolutely stunning. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Raymond smiled and continued. “In the west are various lakes, with Lake Victoria—the largest tropical lake in the world—being the most famous, and the source of the longest branch of the Nile River.”

Raymond looked at Sean in the rearview mirror and beamed as if he was talking about his most prized possession. “The region has been blessed with an abundance of natural diversity that cannot be found anywhere else on the planet. For that reason, it has received World Heritage status as a biosphere ecology reserve.”

As they rolled deeper into the bush, Sean and Ashley began to take in the wild breath of Africa. A subtly intoxicating sense of freedom and exhilaration came over them.

“I didn’t expect it to be so hot this late in the day. Does it ever cool down?” Sean asked, draining a bottle of water.

“Yes, just as soon as the sun goes down,” Raymond replied. “You’ll feel the difference tonight at supper.”

“Is this what the weather’s like all the time?” asked Sean as he wiped his forehead for the umpteenth time.

“No,” Raymond said as he continued to share more interesting snippets of information. They found themselves being drawn into the moment, despite the constant plume of dust rising up from the tires that slipped in one window and out the other, coating everything and everyone.

As they climbed a low rise, the sun was just barely hanging above the horizon. It painted the entire skyline with an inconceivable palette of reds, oranges, and yellows. Raymond pulled the Rover under a large acacia tree pointing his finger straight west into the setting sun. In the distance, silhouetted by the horizon, grazed a huge herd of animals. Ashley and Sean could hear the grunting, snorting, and occasionally the sound of hooves against the hard, sunbaked ground. Everywhere they looked, as far as they could see, the plains were filled with animals.

Sean was absolutely amazed. “I’ve seen the Serengeti savannahs on the Discovery Channel—but the real thing. Wow, it’s so much bigger than I ever envisioned.”

They got out of the Rover to stretch their legs and Raymond handed them a pair of binoculars. “Those are white-bearded wildebeest. You’ll also see some zebras and gazelles.” For the next 10 minutes no one said a word; they simply stood in awe of the abundance of animals—the ocean of life mingling together, prancing and tossing their heads as they moved in rhythm.

Raymond rested his arms on the open car door and broke the silence. “The wildebeest are the dominant species; they far outnumber any other animal on the Serengeti. Since the wildebeest prefer areas that are neither too wet nor too dry, they are constantly in search of a balance between the two. Their strong dependence on water and constant migration makes them a constant target for many predators.

“So, as if by nature’s silent command, more than one-and-a-half million zebras, wildebeest, and gazelles leave the savannahs here on the southern plains and move through the woodlands to the western corridor, where the wildflowers are coming into bloom. Then from Lake Victoria they will curve back northward toward the sweet grass of the Masai Mara in Kenya. As the rains return life back here on the Serengeti savannahs, the great herds will migrate south and come back here where they started.”

Ashley stared at the vast herds and handed the binoculars to Sean. “I never dreamed of seeing so many animals in one place—let alone within a few hours of arriving in Africa!”

Suddenly, a small group of about 100 wildebeest came running from behind them, swerving around the trees and anthills, leaping across the road heading toward the larger herd. They all ran in a single line, carefully preserving as much of the grass as possible. Sean and Ashley stood motionless as they watched the animals gallop a mere 10 yards in front of the Land Rover. There were no bars or fences; they were truly free in their natural habitat.

“Look at their muscular, front-heavy appearance with that distinctively large muzzle,” Raymond continued. “See how their prominent horns are shaped like parentheses, extending outward to the side and then curving back inward, sort of like putting a bracket around that elongated snout of theirs. Based on their odd outward appearance you would never cast them as the animal species that would dominate the largest wildlife refuge on the planet.”

“No, you definitely wouldn’t,” Ashley said. “It’s a far cry from our society, where appearance means so much.”

“Never judge a book by its cover, especially one as dusty as this one,” Raymond said as he opened the door for Ashley.

“Incredible is the only word that can describe it,” Ashley remarked. “Absolutely incredible.”

Raymond smiled as he started the engine once again. “We need to move along if we’re going to make it to the camp before dark.”

The sound of grunts and snorts began to die down as they drove away from the herd. The last colors of sunset were draining from the western sky—it was only then that Sean and Ashley noticed that the oppressive heat was giving way to the chill of the night air. The dark was arriving quickly and soon Raymond was navigating some unseen path without headlights. Sean peered ahead, trying to discern some form of a road or trail, but it was as dark as the inside of an inkwell. “Why are you driving without lights?”

“Headlights would blind the wildebeest running across the road—and the last thing we need is to have one run into us. Driving in the dark lets the animals see us more easily and as we are the strangers here, it is best we stay out of their way and not intrude on their territory.”

Raymond dodged another acacia branch that seemed to jump out of nowhere before making one final turn into a clearing. Suddenly, Sean and Ashley could see the outline of several tents ahead, silhouetted against the night by the warm glow of a campfire. Home at last—wherever that was. For now, home was a place that didn’t belong to man—where wild animals ruled, and civilization had no purpose and little value.


“In the distance grazed tens of thousands of animals. Never in their wildest dreams could they have imagined the vastness of the Serengeti stretching out for miles and miles before them.”



Sean checked his BlackBerry again—still no bars. He was concerned about his colleagues back at the office even though he had seen them all this past week. But since there really wasn’t much he could do about it, Sean switched his phone off and gazed out into the veldt.

This African jungle was so completely unlike the concrete jungle, he thought. Unspoiled, unscarred, and controlled by an entirely different set of rules. Everyone was forced to abide by nature’s laws, with all of their wonderful yet harsh realities.

As Raymond pulled up in front of a large tent, they saw a number of people sitting around a campfire. A huge man approached from the dark and introduced himself.

“Welcome to the Serengeti, Mr. and Mrs. Spencer. My name is Aly. It is my pleasure to see to your every need while you are with us here at the Senoera camp. We have prepared your tent, and your luggage will be dropped there within a few minutes. Let me escort you to your new home so that you may freshen up before supper.”

As they walked behind him, Aly pointed out a family of baboons perched in a tree. As Sean and Ashley approached the tent, the sight brought them up short. This wasn’t a small tent. This was a spacious, well-equipped tent with two rooms and an enclosed toilet and shower section.

“Remember to put on something warm before you return for supper.” With that, Aly bowed slightly and disappeared.

“Well,” Sean said as he closed the tent flap behind them and looked at the bowls of steaming hot water along with a set of freshly wrapped soap and towels that would make even a five-star hotel blush. “This is the second time I’ve been impressed today.”

Free of the afternoon’s dust and ready for supper, Sean and Ashley stepped out of their tent. Nearby a choir of crickets and frogs pierced the darkness and they heard laughter in the distance. The evening chill swirled around them as they walked toward the glow of the campfire. They were glad to be wearing the sweaters that had been neatly laid out for them on the bed, since neither of them had thought to pack warm clothes for a trip to the tropics.

The freshly fed fire was crackling; its warm glow lit the small circle of camp chairs around it. The scent of something aromatic and spicy drifted from the cooking tent.

As they approached, Aly came walking toward them. “Mr. and Mrs. Spencer. I trust you found everything in your tent to your liking?”

“Absolutely,” replied Ashley. “Everything is just perfect.”

“Wonderful. May I get you a sundowner before supper?”

“Sundowner?” Sean frowned.

“Ah yes, it’s how we end the day here in Africa, a drink before supper to smooth out the wrinkles of the day—we have Budweiser, Castle Lager, or perhaps a glass of wine?”

“Let’s try the wine,” Ashley suggested to Sean.

“Most certainly; may I suggest a Pinotage, a deep red wine from Southern Africa?”

“Thank you.”

“While we get your drinks, let me introduce you to our other guests.”

Aly led them closer to the fire where two other couples were engaged in a lively discussion. As they walked into the light of the fire the others rose from their camp chairs and Aly made the introductions.

“May I present your fellow campers, Mr. and Mrs. Johnson from Montana, and Mr. and Mrs. Cruz from New York.”

With that, a huge man in his late sixties thrust his hand out to Sean. “Hi, I’m Dave Johnson and this is my wife, Mary.”

Sean smiled in return. “I’m Sean and this is Ashley. We’re from LA.”

“We were just discussing who beat the Patriots in ’05—was it the Panthers or the Eagles?”

“Give it a rest, Dave,” said a young man in his mid-thirties, stepping forward and shaking Sean’s hand.

“Hi, Sean, I’m Anthony Cruz, and this is Cecilia. Welcome to our little group. We’ve been wondering who the empty chairs were for.”

“Are you with the mystery man?” asked Dave.

“Mystery man?” Sean repeated.

“Dave, let the man sit down before you drag him into your continual barrage of questions.”

Without blinking, Sean responded, “By the way, the Patriots won over the Eagles—the only other team besides the Cowboys to win three Super Bowls in four years.”

“Yeah, yeah. See? I told you, Anthony,” Dave bolstered.

Sean had a knack for numbers and easily remembered different facts and figures—something that had always served him well in business. They were great conversation starters and provided him the ability to effortlessly communicate with anyone.

As they were warming up by the fire, Cecilia asked, “So Ashley, how did you two wind up coming to the Serengeti?”

“Well, actually, I won it. I started about a year ago as a sales consultant at a large multilevel marketing firm, and was fortunate to win rookie salesperson of the year. We had our choice of destinations: Hawaii or Africa. Even though Sean would rather be on the beach, I felt this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity—even if it was only for three days.”

“Congratulations, that’s awesome,” Cecilia and Mary both chimed in.

Mary was easily twice Cecilia’s age, but both women had warm and engaging smiles.

Dave got up and went over to the table to freshen his drink.

“So, Sean, have you met the mystery man yet?” he asked.

“No—who is this mysterious man you keep talking about? We just arrived this afternoon and have only met Raymond and Aly.”

“Well, there’s another man in camp. He’s really tall. We’ve seen him twice, but only from a distance. He’s neither a guest nor member of the crew. He leaves really early in the morning and returns long after sunset when the camp is closed down for the night. It all seems very secretive.”

“What type of business are you in, Sean?” Anthony asked, changing the subject.

“Renewable energy. Started my own company a while back. We’re involved in the planning and development of solar power systems for small and mid-sized companies. It’s a fascinating field, but business has been slow recently. How about you guys?”

“Talk about slow,” responded Anthony sarcastically. “Until recently, I thought I had a bright future in banking. But as a result of the economy, I’m among the millions of unemployed.”

“Sorry to hear that, Anthony. I can really relate to how difficult it must be,” Sean said.

“Thanks. And after applying for more than 40 jobs and still finding nothing, I needed a break. Cecilia suggested we come to Africa to participate on a mission trip arranged by our church, which starts next week.”

“That’s wonderful. And you, Dave?” Sean prompted.

“Well, after a lifetime in the Navy, I couldn’t find a way to wrangle myself into the cockpit any longer—and the thought of a desk job didn’t sit very well with me. So retirement offered me a chance to do something different.”

“What’s that?”

“About five years ago, Mary and I bought a franchise with one of the large real-estate companies. Unfortunately, the market took a beating. As you know, housing has been pretty lousy the last couple of years.”

“Times are definitely tough,” Sean said, as he thought about his own company’s poor cash flow and low morale. Everyone had his or her own unique set of challenges in life.






End of sample
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