
Lessons and wisdom from a son 
 
In the summer of 2006 my son Ki, 10-years-old, was living his dream. First, no school, he wasn’t a huge fan of 
school. He liked spending time with his friends at school, but he never enjoyed the structured learning. Second, 
most days that summer he spent at Camp Winne-Y-Co, the Oshkosh YMCA day camp. I am sure that he did more 
than just build forts in the woods at Camp Winne-Y-Co, but that is all he ever talked about. He loved to build. And 
third he swam every day on the OSHY team.  
 
The last week in July was going to be a busy week for our family. Ki had qualified to swim at the 12+Under State 
Meet. His mom was in Tennessee at a conference all week, returning late Sunday night. I was going to be at the 
meet Friday with Ki, but not on Saturday because of commitments with the older swimmers preparing to leave for 
the YMCA National Championships on Sunday. On Saturday we had arranged for Ki to go to the State meet with 
another OSHY family, the Mann’s, Melinda, the mom, and Joe, the 12-year-old son. On Sunday he wasn’t going to 
go to the meet, instead hanging out with a friend for the day until his mom got home.  
 
The weekend got started on Friday at the swim meet with Ki was dropping 7 seconds in the 100 fly, earning a 
medal and a spot on one of the lower steps of the podium. That success gave him the slightly irrational thought 
that he might make a Zone cut the next day in his 50 fly if he dropped a lot of time.  
 
On Saturday morning I wished him luck as he got picked up to go to the meet. About mid-day I got a phone call. He 
had dropped 3 seconds, earned another medal, moved one step higher on the podium, but no Zone cut. He asked 
about doing a time trial still hoping to make Zones. I told him that if he could convince Melinda to stay until the 
end of the meet he could. He convinced her to stay and he swam the time trial. He dropped another 2 tenths, but 
still not a Zone cut. Swimming for that summer was over for him.  
 
When he got home, he was quieter than usual. After an hour or so around the house he asked if he could go down 
to the meet on Sunday and time trial again. I was leaving the house at 5 AM the next morning, his mom wasn’t 
going to be home until 8 PM the next night. We didn’t have too many options. He asked, “Could I go with Joe and 
Melinda tomorrow?” A few minutes later Ki called Melinda to see if he could hitch a ride AND if she would wait 
until the end of the meet for time trials. She said yes. 
 
At 5 AM Sunday morning I left $10 for the cost of the time trial on the counter as I left for the airport trusting that 
Ki would get up with his alarm. About 12 hours later, I was in Maryland, and I got another phone call. Ki was 
breathing heavy on the other end, “I made it.” He had dropped another 7 tenths of a second to get under the Zone 
cut.  
 
I know the result of the day, but I didn’t see any of it, nor did his mom. All I can do is imagine. I imagine his alarm 
going off and him getting up on his own. I imagine him making his own breakfast and packing his own bag. I 
imagine him putting the $10 in his pocket and answering the door when Melinda and Joe showed up to pick him 
up. I imagine him at the time trial desk with a wadded up $10 bill signing up for one more chance that would come 
8 long hours later. I imagine him sitting there all day waiting for his opportunity. I imagine him up on the blocks, no 
cap, suit strings hanging out, almost all alone after the facility has emptied out. I imagine him racing the length of 
the pool, looking at the clock, and figuring out that he had “made it.”  
 
To say that I was pretty proud of him is an understatement. A 10-year-old boy figuring out how to get “it” done on 
his own. 
 
Fast forward 8 years and Ki got an opportunity that would change his life…if he could figure it out.  
 
He was going to be paid for building things…if he could figure it out.   
 
At 18…if he could figure it out, he could “make it.” 



 
He figured it out.  
 
Ki has been pretty lucky. He was lucky to have people like Melinda that were willing to help him out. He was lucky 
to have people like Bill, Jim, and Don, all swim team dads, that taught him how things work and to build things. He 
was lucky that when his opportunity presented itself, he had the skills to take advantage of it.  
 
At 15 Ki fell in love with salt water fishing; barracuda, tarpon, shark. His love fueled dreams. Dreams turned into 
plans and he started figuring it out. Today, at 23, Ki travels the world building things. His skills are in high demand. 
Often, I only know where he is by his debit card swipes. (I am still linked to his account from back when he was a 
kid.) Alabama, England, West Virginia, Salt Lake City, Germany, Spokane, New Jersey, Amsterdam…  At 21 he 
bought his first house. At 22 he built a “shop” behind his house. (I think it is just a “garage” for the end game of his 
dream.)  At 23 the fulfillment of the dream occurred when he bought his first boat. He can now make it from 
wheels down at the Tampa airport to his own home to his own boat on the waters of the Gulf of Mexico in less 
than three hours.  
 
In a world where young people become self-sufficient adults at an older and older age, Ki is the exception. He 
became self-sufficient young. Thousands of things have gone into making Ki who he is today. A 10-year old boy 
making a Zone cut didn’t make a self-sufficient 23-year-old man, but the experience contributed. Whether it be by 
plan or necessity, Ki was lucky to have the opportunity to function autonomously at a young age.  
 
Pretty proud of him is still an understatement. He knows how to turn love into goals, goals into plans, and plans 
into reality. 
 
The keys to fulfillment, contentment, and happiness are not the same for every person. But regardless of what 
those keys are self-reliance and resiliency make them easier to attain. There are no classes for self-reliance. There 
are no classes for resiliency. These things must be earned as the opportunity presents itself.  As I have watched Ki 
grow, I know that self-reliance and resiliency have been the most important parts of his success. 
 
A month or two ago after buying his boat Ki called to talk. He had been thinking and wanted to share. This is what 
he said, “Next time you talk to the kids (meaning the swimmers) you have to tell them how important it is for them 
to get out of their comfort zone. You don’t really accomplish anything important if you are comfortable.”  
 
When kids take responsibility early on for themselves, they make mistakes. Ki’s Zone jacket is still a little big for 
him today. After making his Zone cut, he had to fill out the Zone application. 10-year-old Ki knew he wore a large, 
so he checked that box. He didn’t know there was a difference between youth large and adult large. If a parent had 
been there that day with him, we would have kept him from ordering the wrong size jacket…and kept him from 
learning to be self-reliant.  
 
Our conversation that day finished with Ki saying, “15-year-old Ki is pretty happy right now.”  
 


