
The master
Some years ago, I met a master cabinetmaker.

He was long past retirement age. His eyes were growing dim, damaged by a long
bout with diabetes. He used a large magnifier to verify his measurements and
walked somewhat haltingly.

He turned up in my office because the room was a bit odd -- a pillar here, a wall
there, and the measurements that were taken by his underlings didn't suit him.
This was a man who specialized in quality and precision -- he finally decided to
measure everything himself, and talk with me about what I needed.

We talked a bit while he took notes and made measurements. The company had
kept him on because there was no other person in the carpentry department who
could replace him -- although he was training someone. He rarely got out to meet
his customers -- he was so valuable that his time was better spent building, not
measuring -- except in a case like mine.

He figured "one of these days," his sight was going to get so bad, that he'd have
to give up his beloved cabinet making. I believe he feared the loss of the work
more than he feared the diminishing eyesight.

This man was a master. The drawing tables and cabinets he built for me were
masterfully designed, incredibly built. When the cabinets were ready to be
installed, a couple of his assistants installed them -- the master's work was done.

Some years later, when the need for those cabinets was gone, I took a hammer
to them. I'd tried to find someone to take them -- I'd attempted to get them placed
somewhere else in the company, but to no avail. So, in a matter of an hour or so,
I destroyed his handiwork, turning it into a pile of broken wood.

I had destroyed the master's handiwork -- with little more than a hammer and
some energy.

I was reminded of that the other day, when I took apart another of his creations --
a bookcase. I marveled at how when the bookcase was screwed together. It
appeared to be a seamless whole -- too heavy to move easily, and too big to fit
through the door. When a few screws were removed, it turned into a couple of
independent modules that could be easily moved down the hall. I examined each
step of his work, and was amazed at the ability of the master to first visualize,
then to build his vision -- and to make his creation attainable by making it adapt
to the realities of the physical limitations.
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Now, I'm not a carpenter or a cabinetmaker. My carpentry projects usually wind
up looking like something from Bill Cosby's descriptions of his shop class in junior
high school: "Cut two grooves in it, and it became an ashtray." Perhaps I'm
impressed unduly with the cabinetmaker's expertise -- but I don't think so.

Now, why am I telling you this story about the cabinetmaker?

To drive home a point:

Any fool can tear down a great work. Any numbskull can destroy a great
initiative. Any nitwit can delay, damage, and derail progress. But it takes a
master to create, to build, to envision progress and then set about to
achieve it.

In our lives, from childhood onward, we soon find that destroying things is easy,
and sometimes -- face it -- it's really fun to do.

It just takes a moment to destroy an antique vase. It only takes an instant to mar
an expensive painting. It only requires a minute to damage someone's good
reputation.

In almost every company, and in most situations, you find the backbiters, the
doubt spreaders, the butt kissers, the rumor mongers, the self-serving managers,
and a whole host of weasels, slackers, yes-men, time card padders, jackals,
clock watchers, slime merchants, doubt spreaders, and self-appointed defenders
of "the way we've always done it."

These people go through life casting doubt on every situation, speaking badly
about every up-and-coming professional, complaining about every high, and
wallowing in every low. They actively work to tear apart everything -- no matter
how masterful, no matter how valuable.

They can be easily identified by their familiar refrain: "Well, I could have done
that, if only I....."

Unable to contribute to beauty, art, function, or quality, devoid of vision or
creative sense, and striving to continue to move through corporate life without
ever really doing anything, they attempt to raise their own status by tearing down
other people and organizations.

You can compare these people to the bureaucrats who placed fig leaves on the
paintings and sculptures created during the great renaissance.  They couldn't
create great art -- but they could control it.



A company I know keeps buying other companies, and then guts them.
Companies like this one have no real vision, but act from fear -- they buy
innovative companies, and then shut them down in order to minimize that
innovative threat.  It's really an interesting technique -- but far from where they
really ought to be. Rather than taking the best from those companies, they tend
to minimize the best -- attempting in the process to maximize the mediocre.
Rather than fostering innovation, they kill it -- innovation run by cost accountants.

This approach has been used for years by people who seek to minimize
innovation in their own companies -- and in people's own lives, as well.

So -- what's a person to do?

1. Choose to become the master.

Not everyone uses their visionary abilities, but everyone -- well, almost everyone
-- can learn to develop them. Read extensively, challenge yourself continually,
follow mentors, spend time thinking, not just acting.

2. Recognize that mastery doesn't develop all at once.

I saw my cabinetmaker at the end of a 45-year career building cabinets and
doing carpentry. He knew the tricks of the trade, the pitfalls, the methods. He
knew these because he had developed them -- and in our search to become the
master, we must first become a willing student.

3. Banish from our lives all weasel-like behavior.

I'm certain that there's something good to be said about weasels -- the animal, at
least -- but there's not a lot to be said about the weasels that inhabit our offices.
Choose to become the "anti-weasel" by banishing weasels from our immediate
circle of associates -- perhaps you can help them become masters, not weasels -
- and banishing weasel-like traits from our own lives.

4. Seek to build, not to destroy.

What legacy do you want to leave? A builder, or a destroyer? Sure, it's good TV
when a building is torn down to make way for a newer one, but I'm sure most of
us would prefer to be the builder, not the demolition expert.  Anybody can tear
something down. (Well, some people tear things down with style -- I'll leave them
out of this conversation.)

5. Seek to grow, not to shrink.



When you choose the path of the master, you choose to grow, progress, and
move towards quality. When you choose the path of the weasel, you choose to
shrink, retrogress, and move toward mediocrity. Which path seems better to you?

When I was a high school student, some decades ago, I built sets for a theater
teacher whose motto was "if it doesn't fit, get a bigger hammer." I took his adage
to heart, building sets that worked -- but weren't anything close to structurally
sound.  I drove in screws with a hammer; I used a staple gun where a hammer
and nail would have done better; I was able to get away with it because the sets
only stuck around for a short while -- the show would be over, and the set would
go away.

Unlike my stint at building sets, we're trying to build companies and lives that will
exist for the long term. We're building deep quality, not just a flash in the pan.
We're building visions of the future, not just temporary structures that are
doomed before they start.

We can -- and should -- become masters, not weasels. We should concentrate
on the building -- not the demolition.
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