
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Not everyone who's on top today got there with success after success. More often than 
not, those who history best remembers were faced with numerous obstacles that forced 
them to work harder and show more determination than others. Next time you're feeling 
down about your failures, keep these famous people in mind and remind yourself that 
sometimes failure is just the first step towards success.  
 

While some athletes rocket to fame, others endure a path fraught with a little more 
adversity, like those listed here. 

 
 

1. Michael Jordan: Most people wouldn't believe that a man often lauded as the best 
basketball player of all time was actually cut from his high school basketball team. Luckily, 
Jordan didn't let this setback stop him from playing the game and he has stated, "I have 
missed more than 9,000 shots in my career. I have lost almost 300 games. On 26 occasions I 
have been entrusted to take the game winning shot, and I missed. I have failed over and over 
and over again in my life. And that is why I succeed." 
 

2. Babe Ruth: You probably know Babe Ruth because of his home run record (714 during his 
career), but along with all those home runs came a pretty hefty amount of strikeouts as well 
(1,330 in all). In fact, for decades he held the record for strikeouts. When asked about this he 
simply said, "Every strike brings me closer to the next home run." 
 

3. Tom Landry: As the coach of the Dallas Cowboys, Landry brought the team two Super 
Bowl victories, five NFC Championship victories and holds the records for the record for the 
most career wins. He also has the distinction of having one of the worst first seasons on 
record (winning no games) and winning five or fewer over the next four seasons. 

 
4. Stan Smith: This tennis player was rejected from even being a lowly ball boy for a Davis 

Cup tennis match because event organizers felt he was too clumsy and uncoordinated. Smith 
went on to prove them wrong, showcasing his not-so-clumsy skills by winning Wimbledon, 
U.S. Open and eight Davis Cups. 
 

5. Michael Oher: Michael was born as 1 of 12 children to a mother who was an alcoholic and 
addicted to crack cocaine, and to a father who was constantly in jail. His upbringing was so 
brutal, he had to repeat grade 1 and 2 because of lack of parenting attention. He was placed 
in a foster home at only age 7 and lived in and out of homelessness for quite some time. 
Michael eventually got drafted into the NFL and went on to win a Super Bowl. The 
Hollywood film, Blind Side, was also created and based on his life. 

 
 



The Kid Always Chosen Last 
By Lisa Miller Fields 

 
Pudgy and shy, Ben Saunders was the last kid in his class picked for any sports team. 
"Football, hockey, tennis, cricket -- anything with a round ball, I was useless," he say 
now with a laugh. But back then he was the object of jokes and ridicule in school gym 
classes in England's rural Devon County. 
 
It was a mountain bike he received for his 15th birthday that changed him. At first the 
teen went biking alone in a nearby forest. Then he began to pedal along with a runner 
friend. Gradually, Saunders set his mind on building up his body, increasing his speed, 
strength and endurance. At age 18, he ran his first marathon. 
 
The following year, he met John Ridgway, who became famous in the 1960s for rowing 
an open boat across the Atlantic Ocean. Saunders was hired as an instructor at 
Ridgway's School of Adventure in Scotland, where he learned about the older man's 
cold water exploits. Intrigued, Saunders read all he could about Arctic explorers and 
North Pole expeditions, then decided that this would be his future. 
 
Treks to the Pole aren't the usual holidays for British country boys, and those who 
didn't dismiss his dream as fantasy probably doubted he had what it takes. "John 
Ridgway was one of the few people who didn't say, 'You're completely nuts,' " Saunders 
says. 
 
In 2001, after becoming a proficient skier, Saunders embarked on his first long-distance 
expedition toward the North Pole. It took incredible stamina. He suffered frostbite, 
had a close encounter with a polar bear and pushed his body to the limit, hauling his 
supply-laden sledge up and over jagged ice ridges. 
 
Saunders has since become the youngest person to ski solo to the North Pole, and he's 
skied more of the Arctic by himself than any other Briton. His old playmates would not 
believe the transformation. 
 
This October, Saunders, 27, heads south to trek from the coast of Antarctica to the 
South Pole and back, an 1,800-mile journey that has never been completed on skis. 

 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Not everyone who's on top today got there with success after success. More often than 
not, those who history best remembers were faced with numerous obstacles that forced 
them to work harder and show more determination than others. Next time you're feeling 
down about your failures, keep these famous people in mind and remind yourself that 
sometimes failure is just the first step towards success.  
 

These businessmen and the companies they founded are today known around the world, but 
as these stories show, their beginnings weren't always smooth. 

 
 
 

1. R. H. Macy: Most people are familiar with this large department store chain, but Macy 
didn't always have it easy. Macy started seven failed businesses before finally hitting big with 
his store in New York City. 
 

2. Soichiro Honda: The billion-dollar business that is Honda began with a series of failures 
and fortunate turns of luck. Honda was turned down by Toyota Motor Corporation for a job 
after interviewing for a job as an engineer, leaving him jobless for quite some time. He started 
making scooters of his own at home, and spurred on by his neighbors, finally started his own 
business. 
 

3. Bill Gates: Gates didn't seem like a shoe-in for success after dropping out of Harvard and 
starting a failed first business with Microsoft co-founder Paul Allen called Traf-O-Data. While 
this early idea didn't work, Gates' later work did, creating the global empire that is Microsoft. 
 

4. Harland David Sanders: Perhaps better known as Colonel Sanders of Kentucky Fried 
Chicken fame, Sanders had a hard time selling his chicken at first. In fact, his famous secret 
chicken recipe was rejected 1,009 times before a restaurant accepted it. 

 
5. Tommy Hilfiger: He couldn't get anyone to buy his jeans, but he knew that what he loved 

doing was designing clothes. Instead of starting a new pursuit, he sold his jeans from the 
trunk of his car.  Now, he is one of the most respected designers. Double your income? Not 
Tommy, he's a mega millionaire. 

 
 

 



What Walt Disney Knew About Failure 
By Heather Foeh 

 
Walt Disney is remembered for his many successes - for Mickey Mouse, for Donald 
Duck, for Disneyland. 
 
But he also saw his share of hard failures including a bankruptcy, a mental breakdown, a 
devastating strike, and the loss of control over his creation Oswald the Lucky Rabbit. 
He discussed these failures frankly. He once said, “You may not realize it when it 
happens, but a kick in the teeth may be the best thing in the world for you.” 
 
There are advantages to failure, in other words. As Walt himself put it: “It is good to 
have a failure while you’re young because it teaches you so much. For one thing it 
makes you aware that such a thing can happen to anybody, and once you’ve lived 
through the worst, you’re never quite as vulnerable afterward.” 
 
Walt also explained his formula for overcoming failure. “To some people, I am kind of a 
Merlin who takes lots of crazy chances, but rarely makes mistakes. I’ve made some bad 
ones, but fortunately, the successes have come along fast enough to cover up the 
mistakes. When you go to bat as many times as I do, you’re bound to get a good 
average. That’s why I keep my projects diversified.” 
 
Walt’s comments show us a way out of failure: trial and error. Innovations can happen 
in any workplace, if you have the tenacity to keep trying. Even the great Disney had to 
borrow from loan officers when funding for Snow White and the Seven Dwarves ran 
out. 
 
Success is often built on failure. Steve Jobs knew this. So did J.K. Rowling. And Walt 
Disney. 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Not everyone who's on top today got there with success after success. More often than not, 
those who history best remembers were faced with numerous obstacles that forced them to 
work harder and show more determination than others. Next time you're feeling down 
about your failures, keep these famous people in mind and remind yourself that sometimes 
failure is just the first step towards success.  
 

While their music is some of the best selling, best loved and most popular around the world 
today, these musicians show that it takes a whole lot of determination to achieve success. 

 
 

1. Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart: Mozart began composing at the age of five, writing over 
600 pieces of music that today are lauded as some of the best ever created. Yet during his 
lifetime, Mozart didn't have such an easy time, and was often restless, leading to his dismissal 
from a position as a court musician in Salzburg. He struggled to keep the support of the 
aristocracy and died with little to his name. 
 

2. Elvis Presley: As one of the best-selling artists of all time, Elvis has become a household 
name even years after his death. But back in 1954, Elvis was still a nobody, and Jimmy Denny, 
manager of the Grand Ole Opry, fired Elvis Presley after just one performance telling him, 
"You ain't goin' nowhere, son. You ought to go back to drivin' a truck." 
 

3. The Beatles: Few people can deny the lasting power of this super group, still popular with 
listeners around the world today. Yet when they were just starting out, a recording company 
told them no. They were told, "We don't like their sound, and guitar music is on the way 
out," two things the rest of the world couldn't have disagreed with more. 
 

4. Ludwig van Beethoven: In his formative years, young Beethoven was incredibly 
awkward on the violin and was often so busy working on his own compositions that he 
neglected to practice. Despite his love of composing, his teachers felt he was hopeless at it 
and would never succeed with the violin or in composing. Beethoven kept plugging along, 
however, and composed some of the best-loved symphonies of all time–five of them while he 
was completely deaf. 

 
5. Igor Stravinsky: In 1913 when Stravinsky debuted his now famous Rite of Spring, 

audiences rioted, running the composer out of town. Yet it was this very work that changed 
the way composers in the 19th century thought about music and cemented his place in 
musical history. 

 



The Understudy 
By Joseph K. Vetter 

 
"Angie, I know you like to sing," her father, a practical autoworker, told Angela 
Brown, "but you gotta have something to fall back on." 
 
Brown took her father's advice. She got a degree in secretarial science before 
enrolling in Oakwood College, in Huntsville, Alabama. Her aim was to become a 
singing evangelist.  But then the opera bug bit. 
 
So after graduation she headed to Indiana University to study with legendary soprano 
Virginia Zeani. 
 
Once, when Brown was plagued by self-doubt, Zeani challenged her: "If you want to 
be the next Aretha Franklin, go, you need no more lessons," Brown remembers her 
saying. "But if you want to be the best Verdian soprano this world has ever seen, 
you must work." 
 
Work she did. Three times she competed in the Metropolitan Opera National 
Council Auditions. Three times she failed to make the final round in New York. 
Then, in 1997 at age 33, the age limit for sopranos to audition, she gave it one more 
try. She signed up at the last minute and didn't even practice, figuring: "All they could 
do was tell me no, and that didn't hurt my feelings anymore." She had the strength 
she needed to fall back on if she failed.  
 
She won. But making it to New York was just the beginning. Singers don't spring 
into starring roles. It took her three more years to become a Met understudy. But 
waiting in the wings was fine with her. Finally, her time came. When the featured 
singer fell ill, 
 
Brown earned the chance to sing the lead role in Aida. And The New York Times 
proclaimed her debut a triumph. Angela Brown, soprano, who had prepared for 20 
years, was an "overnight" sensation at age 40. 

 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Not everyone who's on top today got there with success after success. More often than 
not, those who history best remembers were faced with numerous obstacles that forced 
them to work harder and show more determination than others. Next time you're feeling 
down about your failures, keep these famous people in mind and remind yourself that 
sometimes failure is just the first step towards success.  
 

From politicians to talk show hosts to actors on the big screen, these figures had a few 
failures before they came out on top. 
 

 
 

1. Abraham Lincoln: While today he is remembered as one of the greatest leaders of our 
nation, Lincoln's life wasn't so easy. In his youth he went to war a captain and returned a 
private (if you're not familiar with military ranks, just know that private is as low as it goes.) 
Lincoln didn't stop failing there, however. He started numerous failed businesses and was 
defeated in numerous runs he made for public office. 
 

2. Oprah Winfrey: Most people know Oprah as one of the most iconic faces on TV as well 
as one of the richest and most successful women in the world. Oprah faced a hard road to 
get to that position, however, enduring a rough and often abusive childhood as well as 
numerous career setbacks including being fired from her job as a television reporter because 
she was "unfit for TV." 

 
3. Jerry Seinfeld: Just about everybody knows who Seinfeld is, but the first time the young 

comedian walked on stage at a comedy club, he looked out at the audience, froze and was 
eventually jeered and booed off of the stage. Seinfeld knew he could do it, so he went back 
the next night, completed his set to laughter and applause, and the rest is history. 
 

4. Harrison Ford: In his first film, Ford was told by the movie execs that he simply didn't 
have what it takes to be a star. Today, with numerous hits under his belt, iconic portrayals of 
characters like Han Solo and Indiana Jones, and a career that stretches decades, Ford can 
proudly show that he does, in fact, have what it takes. 
 

5. Marilyn Monroe: While Monroe's star burned out early, she did have a period of great 
success in her life. Despite a rough upbringing and being told by modeling agents that she 
should instead consider being a secretary, Monroe became a pin-up, model and actress that 
still strike a chord with people today. 

 



 

The Kid Stays in the Picture 
By Fran Lostys 

 
He was no scholar, and his classmates teased him. Rather than read, the kid really 
preferred running around with a 8 mm camera, shooting homemade movies of wrecks 
of his Lionel train set (which he showed to friends for a small fee). 
 
In his sophomore year of high school, he dropped out. But when his parents persuaded 
him to return, he was mistakenly placed in a learning-disabled class. He lasted one 
month. 
 
Only when the family moved to another town did he land in a more suitable high 
school, where he eventually graduated. 
 
After being denied entrance into a traditional filmmaking school, Steven Spielberg 
enrolled in English at California State College at Long Beach. Then in 1965, he recalls, in 
one of those serendipitous moments, his life took a complete turn. Visiting Universal 
Studios, he met Chuck Silvers, an executive in the editorial department. Silvers liked 
the kid who made 8 mm films and invited him back sometime to visit. 
 
He appeared the next day. Without a job or security clearance, Spielberg (dressed in a 
dark suit and tie, carrying his father's briefcase with nothing inside but "a sandwich and 
candy bars") strode confidently up to the guard at the gate of Universal and gave him a 
casual wave. The guard waved back. He was in. 
 
"For the entire summer," Spielberg remembers, "I dressed in my suit and hung out with 
the directors and writers [including Silvers, who knew the kid wasn't a studio 
employee, but winked at the deception]. I even found an office that wasn't being used, 
and became a squatter. I bought some plastic tiles and put my name in the building 
directory: Steven Spielberg, Room 23C." 
 
It paid off for everyone. Ten years later, the 28-year-old Spielberg directed Jaws, which 
took in $470 million, then the highest-grossing movie of all time. Dozens of films and 
awards have followed because Steven Spielberg knew what his teachers didn't -- talent 
is in the eyes of the filmmaker. 

 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Not everyone who's on top today got there with success after success. More often than not, 
those who history best remembers were faced with numerous obstacles that forced them to 
work harder and show more determination than others. Next time you're feeling down 
about your failures, keep these famous people in mind and remind yourself that sometimes 
failure is just the first step towards success.  
 

These people are often regarded as some of the greatest minds of our century, but they often 
had to face great obstacles, the ridicule of their peers and the animosity of society. 

 
 
 

1. Albert Einstein: Most of us take Einstein's name as synonymous with genius, but he didn't always 
show such promise. Einstein did not speak until he was four and did not read until he was seven, 
causing his teachers and parents to think he was mentally handicapped, slow and anti-social. 
Eventually, he was expelled from school and was refused admittance to the Zurich Polytechnic 
School. It might have taken him a bit longer, but most people would agree that he caught on pretty 
well in the end, winning the Nobel Prize and changing the face of modern physics. 

 
2. Isaac Newton: Newton was undoubtedly a genius when it came to math, but he had some failings 

early on. He never did particularly well in school and when put in charge of running the family farm, 
he failed miserably, so poorly in fact that an uncle took charge and sent him off to Cambridge where 
he finally blossomed into the scholar we know today. 
 

3. Socrates: Despite leaving no written records behind, Socrates is regarded as one of the greatest 
philosophers of the Classical era. Because of his new ideas, in his own time he was called "an immoral 
corrupter of youth" and was sentenced to death. Socrates didn't let this stop him and kept right on, 
teaching up until he was forced to poison himself. 

 
4. Thomas Edison: In his early years, teachers told Edison he was "too stupid to learn anything." 

Work was no better, as he was fired from his first two jobs for not being productive enough. Even as 
an inventor, Edison made 1,000 unsuccessful attempts at inventing the light bulb. Of course, all those 
unsuccessful attempts finally resulted in the design that worked. 
 

5. Orville and Wilbur Wright: These brothers battled depression and family illness before starting 
the bicycle shop that would lead them to experimenting with flight. After numerous attempts at 
creating flying machines, several years of hard work, and tons of failed prototypes, the brothers finally 
created a plane that could get airborne and stay there. 

 



"You're Studying Dirt" 
By Fran Lostys 

 
Dr. Judah Folkman keeps a reproduction of a 1903 New York Times article in his 
archives. 
 
In it two physics professors explain why airplanes could not possibly fly. The article 
appeared just three months before the Wright brothers split the air at Kitty Hawk. 
 
In the early 1970s, Folkman proposed an idea in cancer research that did not fit what 
scientists "knew" to be true: that tumors did not generate new blood vessels to "feed" 
themselves and grow. He was convinced that they did. But colleagues kept telling him, 
"You're studying dirt," meaning his project was futile science. 
 
Folkman disregarded the catcalls of the research community. For two decades, he met 
with disinterest or hostility as he pursued his work in angiogenesis, the study of the 
growth of new blood vessels. At one research convention, half the audience walked 
out. 
 
"He's only a surgeon," he heard someone say. 
 
But he always believed that his work might help stop the growth of tumors, and might 
help find ways to grow blood vessels where they were needed -- like around clogged 
arteries in the heart. 
 
Folkman and his colleagues discovered the first angiogenesis inhibitors in the 1980s.  
Today more than 100,000 cancer patients are benefiting from the research he 
pioneered.  His work is now recognized as being on the forefront in the fight to cure 
cancer. 
 
"There is a fine line between persistence and obstinacy," Folkman says. "I have come to 
realize the key is to choose a problem that is worth persistent effort." 

 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Not everyone who's on top today got there with success after success. More often than not, 
those who history best remembers were faced with numerous obstacles that forced them to 
work harder and show more determination than others. Next time you're feeling down 
about your failures, keep these famous people in mind and remind yourself that sometimes 
failure is just the first step towards success.  
 

We've all heard about starving artists and struggling writers, but these stories show that 
sometimes all that work really does pay off with success in the long run. 

 
 
 

1. Vincent Van Gogh: During his lifetime, Van Gogh sold only one painting, and this was to 
a friend and only for a very small amount of money. While Van Gogh was never a success 
during his life, he plugged on with painting, sometimes starving to complete his over 800 
known works. Today, they bring in hundreds of millions. 

 
2. Theodor Seuss Geisel: Today nearly every child has read The Cat in the Hat or Green 

Eggs and Ham, yet 27 different publishers rejected Dr. Seuss's first book To Think That I Saw It 
on Mulberry Street. 
 

3. Stephen King: The first book by this author, the iconic thriller Carrie, received 30 
rejections, finally causing King to give up and throw it in the trash. His wife fished it out and 
encouraged him to resubmit it, and the rest is history, with King now having hundreds of 
books published the distinction of being one of the best-selling authors of all time. 
 

4. J. K. Rowling: Rowling may be rolling in a lot of Harry Potter dough today, but before she 
published the series of novels she was nearly penniless, severely depressed, divorced, trying 
to raise a child on her own while attending school and writing a novel. Rowling went from 
depending on welfare to survive to being one of the richest women in the world in a span of 
only five years through her hard work and determination. 

 
5. Charles Schultz: Schultz's Peanuts comic strip has had enduring fame, yet this cartoonist 

had every cartoon he submitted rejected by his high school yearbook staff. Even after high 
school, Schultz didn't have it easy, applying and being rejected for a position working with 
Walt Disney. 

 
 



The Manager Who Couldn't Write 
By Gary Sledge 

 
 
What launched Amy Tan's career was not a big break, but a kick in the butt. 
 
Before the million-copy sales of The Joy Luck Club, The Kitchen God's Wife and The 
Hundred Secret Senses, Amy Tan was a writer. A business writer. She and a partner ran 
a technical-writing business with lawyer-like "billable hours." 
 
Her role with clients was largely that of account management -- but this daughter of 
immigrants wanted to do something more creative with words, English words. 
 
So she made her pitch to her partner: "I want to do more writing." He declared her 
strength was doing estimates, going after contractors and collecting bills. "It was horrible 
stuff." The very stuff Tan hated and knew she wasn't really good at. But her partner 
insisted that writing was her weakest skill. 
 
"I thought, I can believe him and just keep doing this or make my demands." So she 
argued and stood up for her rights. 
 
He would not give in. 
 
Shocked, Tan said, "I quit." 
 
And he said: "You can't quit. You're fired!" And added, "You'll never make a dime 
writing." 
 
Tan set out to prove him wrong, taking on as many assignments as she could. 
Sometimes she worked 90 hours a week as a freelance technical writer. Being on her 
own was tough.  But not letting others limit her or define her talents made it 
worthwhile. And on her own, she felt free to try fiction. And so The Joy Luck Club, 
featuring the bright, lonely daughter of Chinese immigrants, was born. And the manager 
who couldn't write became one of America's bestselling, best-loved authors. 
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