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BY MIKE SUTTON
On a Personal Note

Relearning Old Lessons

Afew weekends ago Carol and I traveled 
to Marquette, Mich. — on the Upper

Peninsula (UP) — to our son Brian’s Parents’
Weekend at Northern Michigan University
(NMU). For those of you who read this
column on a regular basis, you know that
I’m still in transition from “cocksure igno-
rance to thoughtful uncertainty” — a.k.a still
being educated! This particular weekend, I
got a couple of extra doses of “learnin’.”

Brian, Carol and I went to see NMU’s
Wildcats play Grand Valley State’s Lakers. As
I sat there in the Superior Dome (known local-
ly as the UPer Dome) next to Brian I realized
that he was very quiet compared to the other
students and their parents. At one point, I
put my arm around him and said, “You’re
just putting up with all this, aren’t you?”

“No,” he said. “I just get quiet when I watch
football.” At that point it occurred to me that
like similar approaches to doing a given job,
there was more than one way to watch a
football game. And Brian’s approach was as
valid as anyone else’s — including mine!

That night, we went to see an entertainer
who claimed to have physic powers. My
skeptical genes overrode my inner child and
I seriously thought that the “performance”
might be less than “genuine.” I must admit
that the thought of going to this show didn’t
excite me a great deal, but the real attraction
was spending time with Brian. 

As it turned out, the entertainer was
incredibly talented. I saw things I never
believed possible. This man was truly gifted
as a performer and/or a physic. He really
impressed the audience for well over an hour.

The first thing I relearned was that we
often tend to take brilliance for granted.
About 30 minutes into this gentleman’s
show, I found myself saying “So what?”
Although his feats were no less impressive
than they had been to start with, they had

become commonplace. Sitting there in the
NMU auditorium, I realized how easily we
in business — especially in management —
tend to expect miracles from “miracle
workers” on a regular basis! Genius becomes
the expected norm from those who are
capable of it.

Clearly that’s not reasonable or fair. Genius
isn’t like a light switch that gets turned on
when a person walks into the office. Yet,
many managers and others in positions of
authority often expect it regularly.

The second thing I relearned was that my
20-year-old son is far more mature than his
actual age would suggest. On Sunday,
Brian and his girlfriend Abby joined Carol
and I for brunch. Abby spent a couple of
hours with us then went to spend some time
with her family. After she left the three of
us ventured into the hotel bar to watch a
few minutes of football before Carol and I
had to leave.

Brian and I got into a discussion about
his school and academic activities, during
which I got the impression that his advisor
had let him down in terms of recommending
classes he needed to take for his minor. To
his great credit, Brian kept trying to make

me understand that his advisor hadn’t done
anything wrong.

Of course, as hardheaded as I am, it took
me a while to catch on. Brian didn’t quit in
his attempt to set me straight! It takes a lot
of guts for a young man who is dealing with
a parent — and former drill instructor — to
stick to his guns.

I’ve always been extremely proud of Brian,
but never more so than this weekend. It
would have been simple for him to roll over
and say: “That’s right Dad! My advisor
screwed up!” But he didn’t. He defended her
on and on! He stood up for her repeatedly, in
the face of parental pressure ... the worst kind!

So, I relearned that there’s always more
than one way to skin a cat. We often expect
too much from our top performers. They
can’t be expected to hit a grand slam every
time at bat! And, maybe more importantly,
sometimes those closest to us smack the
ball out of the park when we least expect it!

To paraphrase Vern Allison, one of my
partners, “I continue to be impressed and I
never cease to be amazed by my own igno-
rance and the brilliance of those around me!
Brian, you are my hero! 
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