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I started preparing this 
presentation with the idea 
that I might have some 
wisdom or “lessons” to 
share with you today. 



I abandoned that concept which 
I decided would be “preaching.” 
Instead, along with some scenes 
from my life story, I will mention 
lessons that I learned. You may 
take from them what you will. 



Hence, my title: 

 “Lessons Learned” 
©2017 David W. Erdman 

 



David Erdman in 1987 

• I joined MBC in the 
“Attorney” slot in March 
1987, and I have maintained 
nearly perfect attendance 
for 30 years – over 700 
Breakfasts – because MBC 
has meant that much to me. 

 

 

 



I missed an MBC meeting a month ago. 
Let’s just say I had to be out of town that day. 



Lynn and I were on 
a cruise on this 

ship visiting ports 
in Colombia, 
Panama and 

Caribbean Islands.  



Panama Canal – Atlantic Side 



WHERE  
I COME  
FROM 



My parents 
met and 

married when 
both were 

stationed at 
Camp Lejeune. 



Born at Camp Lejeune 
on the Fourth of July, 1949 

  



I grew up near New Bern, NC. 
The wide Neuse River was my front yard. 

 



New Bern is a picturesque, historic town that was 

remote & isolated from the world in my youth. 



Small Town Life 

• Growing up in a small town 
fosters self confidence. There, 
you can be “the best” in some 
activity or skill, and you can be 
known for it. In a big city, there’s 
always someone better. (smarter, 
richer, more athletic) and the city 
is anonymous. 



As I began the first grade, my family’s first 
home was destroyed by a hurricane. 



As a result, I was home-
schooled by my 
grandparents for a 
couple of months. 
Looking back, I believe 
that it gave me a head-
start on reading that 
pushed me ahead 
academically.  



7th birthday: 
My grandparents 

gave me a 
Science Book.  I 

read it & studied 
it repeatedly. It 
inspired me to  

become a 
scientist. 



1957 
At age 8, when Russia launched Sputnik, I 
discovered a patriotic purpose that drove 

me for the next 14 years, through 
completing an Engineering degree 

 at Duke University -- 
To be a scientist in service of America. 



Bullying 

In my rural public elementary 
school, I was bullied and 
threatened a lot. I was not 
small for my age, but very 
few of the boys in my class 
were my age. By the sixth 
grade, most had failed 2-4 
grades and two had failed 5. 
We had three 16 year olds in 
my sixth grade class when I 
was 11.  



 Once in the boys’ bathroom, three much 
older guys who looked like this one 
cornered me and held a knife to my 

stomach. Two of them later went to the 
state penitentiary for serious crimes. 



It was an unhappy time 
for me. I did not feel safe 
at school, but I figured 
that was just normal. 



My hopes were lifted 
from an unlikely source 
for a ten-year-old. 



1960 
Terry Sanford, 

running for 
Governor, 

promised better 
schools which I 

longed for. At age 
10, I got my 

mother to drive  
me to meet him.   



 

He kept his promises. 



What real leadership can do … 

Sanford promised BIG and delivered 
BIG. He called his goals “outrageous 
ambitions” for North Carolina. 

Sanford promised better public 
schools, new community colleges, a 
Governor’s School, a School of the 
Arts, and better opportunities for 
handicapped children – and he fulfilled 
all of those promises.  



From Terry Sanford,  

I learned:  

•Keep your promises. 

•Public office can be an 
honorable calling. 



My father, a 
surgeon, was a 
brilliant man 

whose creative 
projects knew 
no limits. His 

first 
homemade 
telescope. 



He built 
the 

Largest 
telescope 

east of 
Raleigh, 

even 
making 

the lenses. 



Boat building – we worked with our hands. 



My mother: Marian Williams Erdman 

Talented and 
creative: 

Author, songwriter, 
poet, Observer 
columnist, 
playwright, feminist. 





 

Mother encouraged me: 

 “Use all of your talents.” 



 

My mother also taught me: 

•Look the person in the eye. 

•Give a firm handshake. 

•Speak up to be heard. 

 

 



9th Grade: Summer study of physics at Andover. 
Aiming to be a scientist. 



That 
summer 
was the 

first time I 
ever played 
an electric 
guitar. It 
changed 
my life. 



I became a teenage 
entrepreneur. 



I formed the Summitts – being seen & paid 



Opened 
Summitts 

Club 



Wrote & recorded a song 



In addition, I 
taught 
guitar 
lessons and 
worked as a 
salesman in 
a music 
store.  



Bullies 
still put 

me in the 
trash can. 



 
Imagination and Creativity 

The first and most enduring lesson of my 
engineering education:  

Always be thinking about “what’s missing” that 
could be added to improve a device or process. 



In that spirit, I invented DoubleLegal℠ 



When I was 20, I was draftable to go to Viet Nam. 
Before I knew the outcome of the Draft Lottery, 

 I made a commitment to myself. 

 



My commitment:  

• For the rest of my life, I will be 
an involved citizen by 
supporting wise, capable, 
problem-solving individuals for 
public office. 



I was willing to do my patriotic 
duty, but I did not want to fight 
for foolish or meaningless 
policies. Our armed forces 
deserve nothing less than 
America’s wisest leaders 
making life and death decisions. 



I have kept that 
commitment both 
by seeking public 
office myself and 
by supporting 
candidates who 
genuinely want to 
address & solve 
problems. 



 My life took a turn 
on April 13, 1973 

on  
a flight from 

Washington DC to 
Chicago 



He called his friend, President 
Roosevelt, “Franklin” 

 



He was more proud of his grandchildren 
than of Presidents he had known. 



I learned at age 23: 
If I ever become so famous and powerful 
that I call presidents by their first names, 
it won’t mean as much to me when I am 

73 as my grandchildren will. 

 



Ted, 
Randy, 
David 



July 30, 1973 – My life profoundly changed 
forever. My brother Ted was killed instantly 
in a car wreck in a car like this. When I had 
seen him two weeks before, the last words 

we said to each other were “I love you.” 



I painfully learned first-hand: 
Life is fragile. Anyone can be 

gone tomorrow, including me. 
 

 



 

I decided that I would: 
  

Be gentle with people, even if 
they are not gentle with me and 
do my best to be on good terms 

with everyone. 
 

 



I learned: 
 

Tell the people you love 
 “I love you” every time you 

say goodbye. 

 



Zig Ziglar 
Other than my parents, Tom Clark and Terry Sanford, 

no role model has influenced me as much as Zig Ziglar. 



Zig Ziglar’s Echo Principle: 

 

Your world echoes back to you 
the person that you are. People 

will echo back to you the 
actions and messages that you 

send out.  
.  



I regard the echo principle 
 as the core truth of human 

interaction: 



Echo principle: 
People deal the way you deal with 
them and others. Whether you are 
gentle or harsh, the world will 
repay you in kind. 



Your children 

The best evidence of the Echo 
Principle is that your children will 
echo back to you: 

 the words you say, 

 the attitudes you hold and 

 the behaviors that you manifest. 



A Rule I have believed and 
followed: 

 

Whatever can happen to 
any human being can 

happen to me. 
 



That can motivate me  in a good way to take 
some action that others might not attempt. 

When I met the national president of the Law 
Student Division of the American Bar 
Association who traveled the nation in that 
position, I thought “some law student will get 
that opportunity next year. It could be me.” 

 

I had to campaign across the country for Law 
Student votes, but I won that election.  

It started with: Why not me? 



It can motivate me to avoid a behavior. 

• By the Grace of God, I have not had 
addiction problems. 

• However, addiction is a common human 
problem, and I’m a human. It could 
happen to me if I am not vigilant.  

• The same applies to infidelity, 
embezzlement, driving too fast or any 
other catastrophe that can befall any of 
us, if we are not vigilant. 

 

 



Best Lesson I needed to learn (age 27). 
 
A lot of my first clients were poor, uneducated 
people. After I heard a few minutes of their 
story, I wanted to tell them what they needed 
to do. 
My boss, Eddie Knox, said  essentially this: 
 

Listen to people; do not hurry them;  
do not interrupt them. 

 
For decades I have followed what I call my 
“85:15 rule.” I listen 85% of the time and talk 
no more than 15%. I listen a lot and try never 
to interrupt or hurry anybody. 



Best Lesson to Share 

Stay close to your 
spouse. 

Spend as much time together 
as you can.  

If you don’t, you will drift 
apart, and the greatest 
commitment you ever made 
will slip away. 

 You will have to start over 
again in love and financially. 

 
 



Best Lesson from MBC 

I have gained hundreds of  
meaningful insights from 
MBC members and 
programs over the years. 
 



 

“The Lifetime Value of a Customer” 

I spend an average of $250/month with my 
yard service. Over past 20 years, that’s 
about $60,000.  

At an average of $40/mo. my lifetime value 
to my barber is almost $10,000 over 20 
years. 
 



The same is true of your 
customers.  

Consider their Lifetime Value 
to you and 

Value them! 
 



I know that I have been 
fortunate. 

I count my blessings, not 
my money. 



Pay it forward: 
I received a scholarship 

to go to Duke, and it 
meant a lot to me. 

For the past decade, I 
have paid it forward 

and financially helped 
more than 30 Duke 

Engineering students, 
mostly from Charlotte. 



Scholarship help 



Still trying to use all of my talents. 
When I retire from law, I’ll apply for 

the “historian” slot in MBC. 



I have to use all 
of my talents. 



And I have to 
say I love you. 



So in closing … 

I’ll have to say  

“I love you” 

 in a song. 



Thank You! 
 



The End 
 



Thank You! 
 


