Tales From A Long Career Of Small Failures


I dropped out of college at the end of my first year to join a rock band.  Seven years later I was a record producer, working with some of the musicians that had been my heroes growing up: Santana, The Grateful Dead, and a few years after that, Stevie Wonder and Eric Clapton.  But it came neither quickly (those seven years were full of setbacks) nor easily.


My parents were naturally disappointed that I planned to drop out, unsure of what kind of future I could make for myself without a college degree.    I told them about my plans to become a professional musician, but said I wasn't really sure how to go about it.  They confessed that they didn't know either.  I joined a series of rock bands that didn't get very far.  We would collapse under the weight of our own  incompetence, or we would simply find it impossible to be booked at clubs.  After more than two years or so of such floundering, I came home to visit for my father's birthday in October.  My father is a businessman who has always had a preternatural gift for problem-solving.  His entrepreneurial spirit led him in his younger days to start his own accounting business but he soon moved to a position at a large corporation.  In his mind, there was an apt analogy here: starting a band from scratch might be more difficult than joining a going concern, he told me.  I realized that I had been playing with musicians who weren't much better than me and in fact, I was often the best in these little groups that were forming.  And I wasn't particularly good. That was no way to learn.  If I was to become a professional, I had to be the worst member of the band.  And so, I set out to become the worst musician I could in a really good band! Or rather, I set out to become good enough that I could join a band of musicians who were just out of my league, who could help raise me up a notch in ability, who saw in me some potential that could be sculpted and molded.  


My father gave me a book written by George Plimpton called The X Factor that described how people become experts in their respective fields.  Plimpton points out that successful people have had far many more failures than unsuccessful people.  Of course this seems paradoxical.  But the resolution is this: people who eventually become successful have had many, many failures along the way, and what distinguishes them from the rest of the population is that they don't give up.  These leaders – corporate heads, expert chess players, actors, writers, athletes – look at failure differently than everyone else.  First, when they fail they don't assume that there is anything wrong with them ("I'm not good enough," "I suck") nor do they figure that this is a permanent state ("I'm never going to get better," "I will always suck").  Rather, they look upon each failure as a necessary step toward reaching their ultimate goal.  A person who becomes successful sees the progress toward a goal as involving a number of steps that will inevitably produce some minor setbacks.  "This is something that I need to know in order to reach my goal," they say to themselves.  "And until now, I didn't even know that I needed to know this.  This setback is an opportunity to now go about acquiring the knowledge that is necessary to succeed."


In order to be the worst musician in a better band than the ones I was playing in, I knew I needed to practice more. But at the sort of menial jobs I could get without a college degree, all my income went toward the high rents in California, even with 5 people crammed into a 3 bedroom flat (one person sleeping in the living room and one the dining room).  I moved to Oregon where I knew rents were cheap so that I could spend most of my time practicing the guitar.  I took a job as chef at Sambo's, a chain of pancake restaurants, and I could make my expenses in just 2 days a week of work – leaving plenty of time to practice the guitar.  After six months of playing 8 hours a day I felt myself getting pretty good and I answered an ad at the local grocery store for a band that was looking for a lead guitarist, the Alsea River Band.  This was a well-known band on the Oregon coast, and they had actual gigs lined up several months in advance.  They were led by a singer and songwriter named Etienne who was originally from Québec.  He may have been no older than 45, but that was ancient to me at the time, and his heavily creased face looked world-weary, battered, and he sang about love lost like he had lived every word.  The band was a four-piece when I joined, Etienne playing rhythm guitar, a husband and wife duo on bass and keyboard, and a drummer.  Etienne couldn't play lead, but he knew what he wanted to hear.  He gave me cassette tapes of his songs as done by the band before they lost their lead player, and of some of his favorite music, by Hank Snow, George Jones, and Tammy Wynette.  I had never played country music and I had no particular interest in becoming a country musician, but this was the only game in town, and they were good, and I mean really good.  


So what if I didn't want to play country? My father said that in business (and music, he assumed) it was important to be flexible. Wouldn't I learn a lot about being a musician, about being in a band?  


We rehearsed three nights a week in a trailer that the husband and wife were living in out in the forest, right on the Alsea River itself.  No one had much work then; Oregon was in a recession.  The drummer worked the counter at a car parts store, the bassist chopped wood and his wife the keyboard player cleaned houses a few hours a week.  I scraped by cooking pancakes at a local Sambos restaurant two days a week.  Etienne had a straight job too but no one talked about it.  The first night I played with them was at the Waldport Lodge, which had seen better days.  But it was a Friday night gig, a good night with a lot of people.  The bartender introduced us as "an Oregon Coast institution – The Alsea River Band."  Etienne took the microphone and launched into one of his signature tunes, "I Never Went to Bed With an Ugly Woman (But I Sure Woke Up With a Few)."  I had a few little fills to play, nothing complicated.  After a Hank Williams medley we played "Mamas Don't Let Your Babies Grow Up To Be Cowboys."  The crowd loved us and applauded boisterously after every number.  


Then Etienne took off his cowboy hat, held it respectfully in one hand, and started talking to the crowd for the first time.  He had never been farther south than Oregon,  but he had perfected a sort of Memphis/Mississippi Delta accent.  "We sher are happy y'all came out ta hear us tonaht, and we're a-gonna do are best to give y'all a little comfert at the end o' yer wee-uk."  Etienne knew that most of the audience were unemployed locals, spending whatever they had managed to scrape together to come out to the lodge, to nurse cheap drinks as long as they would last, and to see an actual live band, a rare occurrence in these parts that would help them get through the drudgery of another two weeks or so without anything to do but look for work.  "And tonaht yer all vury lucky, cuz we're featurin' somethin' rully special, our new guitarist, Dazzlin' Dan."  He had named me that because he never could remember my last name, and even so, he couldn't pronounce it.  I didn't feel particularly dazzlin'.  For one thing, I had shown up wearing the same torn jeans and gravy-stained t-shirt that I wore to work, not being able to afford an actual performance wardrobe.  Etienne would have none of that – he fished around in his duffle bag right before we went on and gave me one of his old jeans shirts to wear.  It was two sizes too big, but at least it was clean and with the sleeves rolled up I looked almost stylish.  Etienne wore a western shirt with hand stitching on the shoulders and shiny, mother-of-pearl buttons. He had all the dazzle. "And Dazzlin' Dan," he continued, "is gonna show y'all a little of what five people kin dew tuh-gether when they's a playin' good music."  This was my cue to begin a little lead part that I had struggled over, a complicated fingerpicking pattern to open another of the group's signature tunes, "Poison' Love" by Hank Snow.  I played my bit passably, but the crowd was generous, maybe a little drunk, and applauded as Etienne slid into the first line: "Oh your poison love has stained the lifeblood in my heart and soul, dear . . . "


Standing on stage, surrounded by my new friends, I felt at home.  I wished the song would never end.  I hadn't lived long enough to have been done wrong by a woman, but Etienne and the crowd surely had.  I started wondering about why the audience would be so happy to be reminded, lyrically, of infidelities and betrayals.  It seemed as though there was comfort in numbers, camaraderie in a shared experience.  And Etienne was a master at making it all seem o.k.  He was both a ladies' man and a man's man – women of all ages wanted to sleep with him, and men wanted to kick back and tell stories with him.  Whatever he had done in his life, whatever he had been, his face and his voice were utterly without guile or deceit.  I've known dozens of musicians like him, but only a few with his power to make everyone in a room forget about everything that was going on (or not going on) in their lives, trading it all in for the extended reality of the four minute song.  "Yes," he seemed to be singing, "we've all been hurt, but that's part of life and in the end, everything worked out allright and here we all be, together."


I drove down to San Francisco once to visit my sister, and while I was there I saw some rock bands playing in clubs.  The scene in San Francisco was vibrant - new bands were forming all the time, and they were exciting.  This was the beginning of what would later be called the punk or New Wave movement but no one knew that then, it was just a lot of new music and a lot of excitement.  This was the kind of music I wanted to play.  And having been with the Alsea River band, I felt that I knew how to be in a band, and my guitar playing was better than it had ever been.  When I got back up to Oregon, I gave Sambos and the band my two weeks notice.  I packed up my things -- everything I owned fit in the back of my VW Bug in those days – and I moved to San Francisco.  


I auditioned for bands for a month.  The band I liked best were called The Mortals and I thought they were amazing.  I brought a little cassette recorder with me to the audition and I recorded the rehearsal.  They asked me back for a second time.  Then a third.  They were surprised that I had learned their songs so quickly.  Of course it was easy because I had recorded them. And it hadn't been easy - I spent dozens of hours trying to figure the songs out.  Apparently, no one else that they brought in had thought to record the audition.  They offered me the job, but not as their guitarist, but as a bassist.  I couldn't believe what I was hearing.  "We auditioned bassists for a year and we couldn't find one who played melodically enough for us," they said.  "So we figured we'd audition lead guitarists, and when we found one we liked, we'd get him to switch to bass."  Their logic was sound – this is in fact what had happened with Paul McCartney in the Beatles – but it didn't take the sting out of my disappointment.  I had worked so hard to become a guitarist, and now I would have to start over.  But I reasoned that I was better off being a mediocre bass player in a really great band than a dazzling guitarist in a band that was going nowhere.  And these guys weren't just good, they were the best band I had ever heard up close.  So I sold my car and bought a bass and  amp.  


The Mortals had a good run – we had our tapes played on all the local radio stations, and people in California knew who we were.  Neil Young came to see us, and so did Paul Kantner from the Jefferson Airplane.  The band broke up for the usual reasons that bands do.   I was back to square one.  I was frustrated.  Having spent years crawling my way up to the bottom of the music scene in California, I didn't know what to do next.  During all this, the band wasn't making enough money to support ourselves.  We all had "straight jobs."  Our singer owned a pillow stuffing business.  Our guitarist was a warehouse clerk and the drummer was a firefighter.  I worked as a clerk for the phone company.  Actually, I started out as a clerk, but within three years I was a project manager with a dozen people reporting to me, all of whom had college degrees and all of whom were older.  How did that happen?


In large corporations there are always several layers of management.   A piece of advice that my father gave me was to avoid trying to look like a hot-shot, and never, NEVER embarrass my boss in front of HIS boss.  Instead, he said, do my job the best that I could.  If I make my boss look good, he'll get promoted, and then he'll bring me up with him.  The thing is, a company usually has a huge investment in the people whom they name as managers.  There are job descriptions, job requisitions, searches, employee evaluations, organizational charts.  Most of the people at my level wanted our boss's job, and they were always trying to impress the boss's boss whenever she came around.  Instead, following my father's advice, I did everything I could to make MY BOSS look good.  Sometimes that wasn't easy -- he made a lot of mistakes.  But I always covered for him.  He started bringing me to meetings with his boss and sometimes with his boss's boss -- the person who was the Vice President of Marketing for all of AT&T.  My boss was soon promoted from manager to District Manager, and he brought me up with him, and that's when I became a product manager, still reporting to him.  AT&T sent me to a Harvard Business School intensive workshop for two months, where I received a lot of the training that Harvard MBAs got from real Harvard professors.  I was awarded a "Certificate in Management" from Harvard Business School, and all this still without a bachelor's degree, and while working my phone company job during the day and rehearsing and playing with the band at night and on weekends.  

Around the time the Mortals broke up, my boss's boss – the Vice President –  asked me if I'd like to have a career at the telephone company.  They would send me to college to get my degree.  He confided that he was about to fire my boss, that it was clear that I had been doing a lot of his work, and that I was loyal.  He noted that everyone else in our unit was always trying to make my boss look bad and that was bad for morale.  Of course, he also worried that if they were promoted they might try to make him look bad!


I was at a crossroads because the band had broken up and I didn't really see myself staying at the telephone company.  I told him this.  He arranged for me to get a job with a large consulting firm, Booz-Allen Hamilton, as a data analyst.  I could work for them by the hour and make more money than I was making at AT&T.  This was the financial foundation I needed.  I learned a lot working for this consulting firm.  We went into companies and studied their organization, their structure, who reported to whom and what they did, and we made recommendations.  AT&T had been one of their clients.  It was they who suggested that my boss be fired because he wasn't pulling his weight.  I found out later that they had asked AT&T if they could hire me away.  If they had tried to hire me directly from AT&T their contract required that they pay a premium to AT&T of 6 months of my salary.  If I applied to them, no such cost was involved.  My boss's boss, that Vice President, had steered things so that I would apply to them and they'd save a ton of money.  And they were so grateful, they gave some of that money back to me in salary.

While I worked as a consultant, the people that I met in the recording studios where The Mortals had recorded helped me to find work as a producer, the musical director of other bands.  One thing led to another and I eventually 

worked with better and better bands.  Along the way I helped to start a record company with some friends and we built it up, eventually taking on Columbia Records as a partner in 1986.  I quit my consulting job then.  I was given an office at the big Columbia Records headquarters in Los Angeles, another office in New York, and I was given a fancy title, Vice President of Artists & Repertoire.  I gave my staff the kind of independence that I had loved when I was just an employee.  I gave them enough support and encouragement to show what they could really do.  I empowered them to do good things, and most of them rewarded my confidence in them by doing amazing things that neither of us knew they were capable of.  We made this little record company into something and in 1989 we sold it to Sony Music, then the biggest record company in the world.  


The things I learned through all of this were to basic principles that I think apply in any organization.


(1) First, I learned how important it is to be flexible.  Opportunities come up and your future can present itself to you in ways that you didn't anticipate.  Like a lot of people, I spent my 20s trying to envision what my future would be, what I wanted to do, what breaks I hoped would come my way.  But fate has a way of handing you things that are different than you thought – maybe fate has a better imagination than any of us.  Anyway, I tried to take opportunities as they presented themselves, even if they weren't what I thought I wanted.


(2) I also learned how many failures it takes to make a success.  I produced and engineered 30 or 40 bands who went no where, and maybe only 5 who went somewhere.  But those 5 really went somewhere and they didn't come along until after several years of failure.  Each time I made a record that didn't do well, I learned from it.  Each time someone at AT&T was promoted and I wasn't, I tried to learn from that.  And to be patient.


(3) Organizations are complex entities, and Universities are no different.  Each employee represents a sizable investment on the part of the employer.  People are fired only reluctantly, unless of course they've done something dishonest or immoral.  (I won't even start to talk about all the people at the phone company who stole office supplies and toilet paper!).  It is never a bad idea to make your boss look good.


(4) If you have employees, and you feel that you've chosen them well, give them the freedom to fail.  Give them the freedom to experiment, to change things, to explore.  Not so much that they can ruin everything, but enough that they can change anything.  Out of this can come real innovation.
