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      For Dad, who made us all feel like the richest man in town

   
      AUTHOR’S NOTE

      As I grew up among the tall pines of Carrollton, Georgia—a town of twenty thousand of the nicest people on earth, most of whom
         had never been to New York—I never dreamed of one day living in the big city, or running with the big dogs (that’s what we
         call the rich and famous in my hometown). I did dream, however, of being a writer. Thirty years later, I can say that I have
         lived in the big city, and as this book attests I have been blessed to run with the “big dogs.” It is my sincere hope that
         after twenty-five years in magazine publishing with Esquire, Civilization, The American Benefactor, and Worth, a book titled The Greatest Stock Picks of All Time, and now with this labor of love, I have proven myself as a writer. But of course, I will let you be the judge of that.
      

      Back in the 1960s, in the hamlet of Carrollton, I lived in a nice house at the top of the hill, overlooking acres and acres
         of Jones land that had been in my family for generations. As idyllic as the view was then, and is still today, I often found
         myself dreaming of a different view and a different life. Not necessarily a better life, but rather a richer life, in the
         most meaningful and existential sense of the word rich. To see the grandeur and glories of the world, to know the most interesting people around the globe, and to experience, learn,
         and truly understand the best that this wonderful world has to offer: Those were my dreams.
      

      Quite simply, I wanted to succeed. Admittedly, I was not exactly sure what success really meant. I dreamed of living in a
         sizable home with two-story columns—I have. I dreamed of making a seven-figure salary—I have. More important, I dreamed of
         a life of constant learning. Thankfully, I’m still very much in the process. And yes, I secretly dreamed of being rich, yet
         I was not at all certain what that really meant. I’ve done well, but full disclosure: I am not the richest man in town—certainly
         not in New York City, or in Carrollton, Georgia, the two towns that I call home today. I am not done yet, however, and I trust
         neither are you.
      

      My curiosity is perhaps the character trait of which I am most proud. The most successful people I have known along my journey
         to this richer and fuller life share this one critical character trait—boundless, near-insatiable curiosity. Samuel Johnson,
         the most quoted English writer other than Shakespeare, had it right when he said, “Curiosity is, in great and generous minds,
         the first passion and the last.” It is mine.
      

      In conceiving this book, I found I was most curious about people, because from others, I believe we learn our most vital and
         valuable lessons in life. Second only to our own mistakes and unique experiences, we learn best from the experiences of those
         whom we most admire and respect—and in rare cases those we detest. I am and have always been most interested in and intrigued
         by those men and women who by dint of their own talent, ingenuity, creativity, promise, and perseverance accomplish truly
         great things and amass great wealth as a well-deserved by-product of their accomplishments.
      

      This book is replete with such people. It is a treasure trove of their personal experiences, their triumphs, their failures,
         and—most important—their wisdom. It is not your run-of-the-mill get-rich book. It is not one man’s or one woman’s story. It
         is instead the collective wisdom and proven wealth-creation philosophies of one hundred of America’s greatest success stories.
         All of them self-made—actually, the term I prefer is one Birmingham, Alabama’s richest man in town, Miller Gorrie, coined:
         self-sufficient—successes. Yes, they have all attained a staggering amount of wealth, but, much more significant, most have attained a monumental
         degree of satisfaction in their lives by contributing real value to the world. They have not led the “life of quiet desperation”
         that nineteenth-century philosopher Henry David Thoreau so feared. They are hunters and explorers, constantly seeking new
         ideas, new ways of thinking, and new opportunities. They both love and value the thrill of each quest. Their expeditions excite
         them, fuel their passions, and, not surprisingly, make them truly happy. They are living the American Dream.
      

   
      PART I
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      IT’S GOOD TO BE RICH

   
      MY AMERICAN DREAM

      Secretly, if not overtly, almost everyone in America desires to become rich: to make it big and enjoy the fruits of a prosperous
         life. So if the desire is there, why do the vast majority of Americans never achieve great success and its attendant rewards?
         Simply put, most of us do not have a clue about how to reach this all-too-elusive position. We have no proven blueprint for
         reaching greatness, no cleverly devised plan, and almost certainly little or no access to those who have actually accomplished
         the feat of becoming the richest person in town. It is my American Dream that this book will give every young man or woman
         with an ounce of ambition a personal road map and the inspiration to embark on the journey. Furthermore, I hope that The Richest Man in Town will also reach out and grab those who are adrift, those who have experienced failure or temporary setbacks, or those who
         haven’t yet found their path to success. Whether you are eighteen or fifty-eight, the lessons I have learned from the most
         successful Americans will, I hope, inspire, cajole, and mentor you to that rich, full, and successful life of which you have
         dreamed and I hope you deserve.
      

      A Word About the Word Rich

      I admit it. I love the word rich, but not in the pejorative “filthy lucre” meaning of the word. As I was growing up in the South, rich was often thought of as a four-letter word, a term not used in polite company. One simply did not discuss religion, politics,
         sex, or money—all my favorite subjects. Not surprisingly, today I see things differently. Now I think of this powerful adjective
         in its most holistic sense. When I think rich, I think of a life of bountiful joy, of sincere goodness, filled with great worth and value. I think of things that are magnificent,
         sumptuous, beautiful, and of people being rich in ideas, spirit, and generosity. I think of abundance, of fertile land, of
         meaningful, significant, productive lives, and, yes, of profitable enterprises—I think of rich as being financially sound
         and secure.
      

      Legendary billionaire oil baron J. Paul Getty, once the richest man in the world, said, “Richness is at least as much about
         character, philosophy, outlook and attitude as it is about money.” So true. How wise. Money may be the scorecard, the easiest
         barometer of success to measure, but it is only one component of the American Dream.
      

      When I was launching Worth magazine in the early 1990s, I said to anyone willing to listen, “Money is simply a means to an end—that end being a richer,
         fuller, more exciting and dynamic life.” My belief was then and continues to be today that money in and of itself is not evil,
         but rather gains its meaning from the ways in which it is earned and the ways in which it is utilized. Most successful and
         secure people agree. The subjects of this book certainly do. They also agree that a mother lode of money without personal
         fulfillment is bona fide failure, pure psychic bankruptcy. Believe me, the richest men and women in town are constantly in
         search of true fulfillment, not just financial riches. The riches flow from the fulfillment of their passions, from the contributions
         of value they make, and from the successes of their enterprises. Their quests to fulfillment are the basis of this book. The
         common elements of their personal success expeditions show us the way we each can become the richest person in town if and
         only if we heed their collective advice.
      

      Every Town Has One

      A richest man or woman, that is. Without serious thought or reading farther, you probably have an idea who is the most successful
         person in your hometown. Often this is the largest employer, the most generous philanthropist, the most admired; very often,
         it’s the most colorful or even the most feared person in town. One thing is certain—this person holds considerable sway over
         their town; his or her influence is unquestioned. So who is the richest self-sufficient person in New York, Los Angeles, Sacramento,
         or Savannah? The Richest Man in Town isolates these folks in a hundred American towns, delving into their psyches to reveal their very personal stories and, more
         important, their wisdom on wealth creation. They have all achieved their own American Dream; now, many of them for the first
         time have taken time to reflect on how they did it, what they learned along the way, and what advice they would give to their
         best friend or their own children or grandchildren.
      

      It was my intention that The Richest Man in Town would be the most substantive and substantial collective analysis of modern America’s most successful self-made individuals
         to date. It is also perhaps the only analysis of the proven ways in which one gets mega-rich in America today. F. Scott Fitzgerald
         may have been right when he wrote, “The rich are different from you and me.” Of course, they have more money, way more money,
         but are they really that different? What sets them apart, other than copious amounts of cash? What are the commonalities among
         these hundred self-sufficient individuals? Did they set out to get rich, or did their success evolve over time? What is the
         one thing that most affected their success? Who was their role model or mentor—if they even had one? What is the true secret
         or secrets to their success? Are they religious? What role has marriage or partnership played in their success? At what age
         did they make it big? Who do they most admire? What were the most important steps they took to achieve such monumental success?
         What were the hardest lessons they learned in their journey to becoming the richest person in town?
      

      It’s Good to Be Rich

      For the record, I believe strongly that it is good to be rich and that the self-made rich (most of them, anyway) are, at heart,
         good people. A few years ago, I spearheaded a special anniversary edition of Worth magazine called The Richest Person in Town. In the issue, we surveyed the hundred largest towns in America by population,
         uncovering the richest person in each. Our goal was to paint a truly representative portrait of wealth in America. Too often,
         we view wealth and success through the lenses of New York and Hollywood. As important as these two engines of commerce and
         creativity are, they are not representative of success in this huge and diverse country of three hundred million people. America
         is vast; success and wealth reside all across this great nation. As interesting as the original Worth list was, in truth, we didn’t analyze the commonalities among these extraordinary individuals, nor did we distinguish between
         self-made wealth and inherited riches. The Richest Man in Town changes all that. I have scoured hundreds of American towns to uncover the most compelling and prescriptive success stories
         of our time. In my journey, I was struck by so many people who were living the American Dream that one of the greatest challenges
         was simply deciding which ones to interview.
      

      In the end, all fifty states are represented in this survey, proving that the American Dream is not only alive and well but
         clearly attainable in any town, anywhere in America. My goal was simple: to determine the state of self-sufficient success
         and wealth creation in America today, but also, more important, to shed light on the ways in which we can learn from the triumphs
         and the trials of these fabled folks. Notice I said rich and successful; I did not mention the word famous. Though some of these successes are indeed famous, most are not. They are not national household names by any measure, though
         they are quite well known by many, if not most, in the towns they call home.
      

      Why the Richest Man in Town Title?

      Because ninety-six of the hundred most financially successful self-made people in the chosen hundred towns are, well, men.
         I realize this book does not prove that women have shattered the so-called glass ceiling, certainly not the glass ceiling
         of wealth creation, but I found powerful evidence that many women are gaining fast on these local icons. My editor, Rick Wolff,
         also believes that the title Richest Man in Town simply has a more lyrical, familiar ring than the more accurate Richest Person in Town. For me, the inspiration came from one of America’s (and my) favorite movies of all time, It’s a Wonderful Life, in which Jimmy Stewart as George Bailey so positively affected the lives of his fellow citizens in fictional Bedford Falls
         that his brother raises a toast to him at the end of the movie saying, “To George Bailey—the richest man in town.” Because
         Stewart’s George Bailey saved the town and many of the townspeople from financial ruin due to a greedy slumlord and a run
         on the bank (sound familiar?), he deserved the title in the richest sense of the compliment. Also, our literary and contemporary
         culture has produced these American archetypes, from Jay Gatsby to Citizen Kane; from Don Corleone to the Simpsons character Montgomery Burns. Or maybe it’s just that we all know, or at least conjecture constantly, about who is “the richest
         man” in our own hometowns.
      

      The Rich Research

      I spent more than two years interviewing local business editors and community leaders in a hundred towns across America to
         uncover the most successful and, yes, the richest self-made persons in each. The friends I have met during my career of covering
         the wealthy were my most valuable resource and source of introductions. Subsequently, I used all available public data, including
         Hoover’s, LexisNexis, SEC filings, Forbes, EDGAR, and The Rich List, to value their public holdings. I even “Zillowed” their residences for valuations. I interviewed
         local newspaper editors, bankers, and investment bankers in an attempt to value privately held companies, but in the end I
         was not terribly interested in the exact amount of wealth they had accumulated. What I was after was the ways in which they
         created their own unique success.
      

      All net worth estimates are therefore just that—informed hypotheses. It is impossible to calculate the net worth of folks
         who have achieved this kind of remarkable financial success with complete accuracy. And given what has transpired in this
         most recent economic crisis, it would be foolhardy. In the final analysis, though, it is just as J. Paul Getty, the billionaire
         oil tycoon, once said, “If you can actually count your money, you are not really a rich man.”
      

      Nevertheless, my research indicates that the poorest of these richest folks in town (hereafter referred to as RMITs or RWITs)
         is conservatively worth in excess of $100 million. For most ambitious Americans, that amount will probably suffice. Getty
         also observed that, “Money is like manure. You have to spread it around or it smells.” I would add that wisdom follows the
         same rule. Sharing this wisdom is why I have gathered the stories, advice, and cumulative intelligence of these truly extraordinary
         individuals who have achieved success, in most cases, beyond their wildest dreams.
      

      The You Factor

      The ultimate question is, of course, how does all of this apply to you? It doesn’t, unless you’re ready to change a few things
         in your life. It alters nothing unless you’re prepared to open your mind to the possibilities, to believe that with diligence,
         desire, and some proven, smart direction that you, too, can become one of the most successful people in America. If you have
         not yet achieved the American Dream, you must be willing to change. Billy Joe “Red” McCombs, San Antonio’s most successful
         serial entrepreneur and without doubt its most colorful character, says, “You’ve got to be willing to change what you are
         doing and the way you have been doing things or you will continue to produce the same old results.”
      

      Charles Darwin was thus right, I believe, when he observed: “It is not the strongest of the species that survive, nor the
         most intelligent, but the ones most responsive to change.” It’s never too late to change your life, but you have to be willing
         to make the effort. “When you’re through changing, you’re simply through,” notes McCombs. He should know. He was a millionaire
         (when a million bucks was real money) before his thirtieth birthday. More than fifty years ago, he began building his fortune
         by selling cars; he owned his first dealership by the age of twenty-five. Ultimately, he became the sixth largest automobile
         dealer in the United States. McCombs is the co-founder, with fellow San Antonio bigwig Lowry Mays, of Clear Channel, the media
         and entertainment conglomerate, which is the largest owner of radio stations in the United States. He is a major real estate
         developer who once owned the San Antonio Spurs, the Denver Nuggets, and the Minnesota Vikings. According to the San Antonio Business Journal, he bought the Vikings for less than $250 million and sold them for $625 million. McCombs knows how to make a profit, and
         he knows the power of change.
      

      How Much Is Richest-Man-in-Town Rich?

      What is rich anyway? What does that really mean? How much money does it take to be rich in modern America? The eminent satirist
         and journalist H. L. Mencken once defined a wealthy man as “one who earns $100 a year more than his wife’s sister’s husband.”
         Understandably, then, rich is a very personal term and a highly individual amount.
      

      The average RMIT has a net worth of more than $3.5 billion. Fifty of the one hundred on the list are currently billionaires.
         The total wealth of America’s RMITs is a stunning $355 billion, which represents 7.4 percent of America’s total wealth of
         approximately $48 trillion. The poorest RMIT is $100 million rich and the richest is Bill Gates—worth more than $50 billion,
         the second richest man in America, behind Warren Buffett. (Note: I did not choose Warren Buffett as the RMIT of Omaha, Nebraska,
         because so much has already been written about him. In truth, I was more interested in Buffett’s neighbor, Joe Ricketts, the
         quiet billionaire who created what is today TD Ameritrade.) Stunningly, while America’s RMITs control better than 7 percent
         of the nation’s wealth, the top 1 percent of the demographic pyramid currently controls almost 35 percent of the total wealth.
         The top 10 percent controls an astounding 70 percent of the nation’s wealth. The concentration of riches has never been, well,
         more concentrated. According to the Federal Reserve, there are approximately nine million millionaires in the United States
         and 517,000 deca-millionaires (worth $10 million or more).
      

      Phil Ruffin, the RMIT of Wichita, Kansas, offers a common RMIT sentiment: “Liquid assets, however, are the truest test of
         what is really rich—stocks, bonds, and cash.” He should know. On the day I interviewed him, he was buying a billion dollars’
         worth of bonds on the heels of having sold thirty-four acres of land on the Las Vegas Strip for a record $1.4 billion. Unlike
         RMITs, many Americans might appear outwardly rich—what my Texas friends call “all hat and no cattle.” They have all the trappings—the
         big house, the fine cars, the shimmering jewels—but if they had to put their hands on $15 million of ransom money in twenty-four
         hours, they would be hard-pressed. Ruffin says, “There are a lot of people who have a couple of billion in assets, but when
         you see that cash in the bank every morning, then you know you’re really rich.”
      

      One thing all RMITs have in common is that they have plenty of cattle, figuratively speaking—they are liquid-asset-rich. The
         other is that they have created their success and amassed their fortunes without the help of inheritance. They are all self-made.
         Let’s be clear about the definition of self-made, though. I don’t believe that anyone is ever entirely self-made, not those of us living in the democracy of America anyway.
         With public schools, scholarship opportunities, and financial aid, almost anyone can get a great education in America—that
         provides a head start. With tax incentives and governmental research that benefits private enterprise, we all are equal inheritors
         of these democratic gifts. Without question, coming from a more privileged educational or societal background can give a significant
         advantage, but no degree of head start can buy the traits and beliefs of the most successful Americans—the richest people
         in town.
      

      Statistics suggest then that being self-sufficiently rich means having a net worth of $10 million or more. Most of us can
         live quite lavishly on $10 million. Is $10 million or more within your grasp? This book proves it is most certainly possible.
         Remember, the poorest RMIT (poor soul) is worth an estimated $100 million. That amount of money then is ten times what it
         takes to be really rich by modern standards. The good news is that this is within your grasp. It’s time to grab hold of the
         American Dream.
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