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About This Issue

Go for your life, some American kids are 

saying today. �Go your own way� and 

�Do your own thing� are the slogans some 

songwriters have left us. �Do what you want to do.� 

Different cultures and different generations have 

chanted a lot of mottoes about that stage of life when a 

person is becoming an adult and making hard choices 

about the future.

Mottoes like these 

make it sound like 

becoming a stand-

up adult is a totally 

excellent adventure. 

But � reality-check 

� most young people 

are also worried about 

finding some kind of 

interesting work that 

also brings them the 

income to make a 

comfortable life. 

Whether you call 

it choosing a career, 

making a living, or just 

getting a job, everybody 

would like to find a way 

to be amped-up about 

their work and still 

pay the bills. What�s the secret? No magic words, no 

mysterious spells will do it for you, but we�ve managed 

to pin down some advice that might give you some 

direction. 

On the pages that follow, we�ve asked a variety of 

Americans to tell how they found a path to a career that 

is right for them and what they learned along the way. 

They tell the good part, but they don�t leave out the bad 

moves and wrong turns. You�ll meet people who found 

their calling while doing very hard work for very little 

pay. Several will tell you how their families influenced 

their choices. Others describe years spent going in one 

direction, only to learn 

they really had to 

follow a different path. 

This issue also 

contains some advice 

from experts who 

found their life�s 

work in helping other 

people find the right 

careers. They might 

help you figure out 

what skills, credentials, 

and passions you bring 

to the search for a 

career. 

These stories 

are all different, but 

really, they are all 

about the same thing: 

self-determination, 

empowerment, 

dreaming your own dream, and finding a way to get 

there. 

							     

 				            �The Editors

Ba
rt

on
 S

ta
bl

er
/P

ho
to

di
sc

/G
et

ty
 Im

ag
es



What You Offer the World
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�graduation.� 

A River Runs to It
Jeff Rennicke 
An outdoors writer describes how nature called him 
to a career.
 
Congraduations, Dude: American 
Express CEO Kenneth I. Chenault 

Chili, Hot Dogs, and the Family Legacy
Jeanne Holden
Ben�s Chili Bowl in Washington, D.C., is a family 
business that has been passed to a second generation 
dedicated to customers and community.

Making Memories to Make a Living
Walter Scheib
A former White House chef explains his love for the 
hospitality industry.

Congraduations, Dude: California 
Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger

A Gamer Goes to “The Darkest of 
Days”
Bill Wadleigh
A video-game producer describes how he came to the 
dream job he didn�t know he wanted. 

A Tribute to Dirty, Difficult, Dangerous 
Jobs 
An interview with television host Mike Rowe of 
Discovery Channel�s Dirty Jobs who discusses the 
value of dirty work and the qualities of the people 
who do it. 
 
Swimming with Sharks
In his blog, Mike Rowe describes diving into a 
school of hungry sharks.

Congraduations, Dude: Supreme Court 
Justice Stephen Breyer

Choosing a Career in Changing Times
Phyllis McIntosh 
New technologies and economic restructuring have 
created a different environment for career selection 
and job-hunting.

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF STATE / DECEMBER 2008/ VOLuME 13 / NuMBER  12 

http://www.america.gov/publications/ejournals.html

Choosing a Career

4

9

12

6

10

13

18

19

26

eJOURNAL USA  2

21

25

16

27



eJOURNAL USA  3

Giving Public Service, Gaining a Career 
Siobhan Dugan
Participants in Americorps, the national youth service 
program, discover skills and gain experience that help 
them choose a career path.

Empowering a Community
Gwen Moore 
Moore, now a member of the U.S. Congress, recalls 
her experience in Volunteers in Service to America in 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin.

Congraduations, Dude: Pop Singer Billy 
Joel 

Every Call Is Different
Andrea Clark
A female firefighter left a career as an electronics 
engineer to take up work in emergency services.

  Getting to College
   The nongovernmental organization College 
   Summit is working in 10 states to give promising 
   secondary school students a boost into college. 
		
  Open Your Eyes
   Eldon Harmon
   A veteran of College Summit recalls the experience.
  
  A Journey of Revisions
   Maggie Leffler
   A physician-novelist explains why she must pursue 
   two careers.

  Additional Resources
   Books, articles, Web sites, and films on choosing a 
   career.

36

30

33

35

40	

42	

38

44



eJOURNAL USA  4

What You O� er the World
Richard N. Bolles

Life planning expert Richard N. Bolles, author of What Color 
Is Your Parachute?, offers some advice on how to identify the 
skills you have that will lead you to the career you want. 

For years, I�ve taught workshops attended by people 
from around the world � poor, rich, young, old, 
schooled, and unschooled. I�ve discovered that 

everyone � and I mean everyone � has at least 500 skills. 
The questions are: Which kind, and what are they?

We are all born gifted; we are all born �skilled,� even 
those with severe disabilities. Watch a baby learn, digest, 
and put information to use. The skills every child has are 
astounding!

Look at your skills, examine them, and recognize they 
are talents you offer the world.

Basically there are three kinds of skills, and it is useful 
to think of them in three categories: verbs, nouns, and 
adjectives.

Some of your skills are 
verbs, things you do.

Like: healing, sewing, 
constructing, driving, 
communicating, persuading, 
motivating, negotiating, 
calculating, organizing, 
planning, memorizing, 
researching, synthesizing, 
etc. These are your 
Transferable or Functional 
Skills. They are also called 
talents, gifts, and �natural 
skills.�

They are strengths 
you have, often from birth. 
Some people, for example, 
are born knowing how to 
negotiate; but if you weren�t, you often can learn how to do 
it as you grow. So, some of these skills are �acquired.� You 
rarely ever lose these skills.

They are called your Transferable Skills because they 
can be transferred from one occupation to another and 
used in a variety of fields, no matter how often you change 
careers.

These skills are things you are good at doing in one of 

three universes: people, things, or data/information/ideas. 
Most of us lean toward preferring work that is primarily with 
either people, things, or data. And why? Because that�s where 
we use the skills we most love to use.

Some of your skills are nouns, subjects, and objects 
you understand well.

Like: computers, English, antiques, flowers, colors, 
fashion, Microsoft Word, music, farm equipment, data, 

Some research shows that peo-
ple working in jobs in which they 
care for, teach, or protect others 
experience the greatest levels 
of job satisfaction. Individuals 
working in creative pursuits also 
report high levels of content-
ment in their work. A kindergar-
ten teacher (above) in California 
teaches students to run on the 
grass, not the cement.
 

Students in a vocational educa-
tion program in upstate New 
York are getting some training in 
veterinary assistance skills. 
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graphics, Asia, Japanese, the stock market, 
etc.

These are called your Subject Skills or 
Knowledge Skills. They are subjects that 
you know something about and love to use 
in your work. They are often called �your 
expertises.�

You have learned these, over the years, 
through apprenticeships (formal or informal), 
school, life experience, books, or from a 
mentor. Which ones do you absolutely love to use? This is 
the second set of skills you have to offer the world. 

Adjectives or adverbs are the third kind of skills.
Like: accurate, adaptable, creative, dependable, 

flexible, methodical, persistent, punctual, responsible, self-
reliant, tactful, courteous, kind, etc.

These are your Personal Trait Skills. Traits are the ways 
you manage yourself, the way you discipline. They give a 

style to your transferable skills. Often these are developed 
only through experience.

In everyday conversation, we speak of our traits as 
though they floated freely in the air: �I am dependable; I 
am creative; I am punctual.� But in reality, traits are always 
attached to your transferable skills, as adjectives or adverbs.

For example, if your favorite transferable skill is 
�researching,� then your traits describe or modify how you 
do your �researching.� Is it methodically, or creatively, or 
dependably?

These styles, these self-disciplines, are the third thing 
you have to offer to the world.

How you combine these three kinds of skills is what 
makes you unique. 

It is important, then, that you figure out what kinds 
of jobs need the transferable skills, and the expertises, and 
the traits that you most like to use. After all, you were born 
because the world needs what you uniquely have to offer.

This article is adapted from http://www.jobhuntersbible.
com, the official site of Bolles�s book What Color Is Your 
Parachute? Reprinted with permission.

The opinions expressed in this article do not necessarily reflect the views or 
policies of the U.S. government.
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Simmie Knox is a Maryland artist, and the first 
African-American painter to be commissioned 
to do a presidential portrait.  
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Tricia Borneman, right, works at a farmers’ market in Philadelphia. She is among a new 
crop of farmers sprouting up around the country who are college educated and leave 
other careers to enter farming. 
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How young people make career choices varies widely in 
different countries. A career expert surveys these various 
standards exclusively for eJournal USA.

Richard N. Bolles is the author of What Color Is Your 
Parachute?, a guide to job hunting and career choice that 
has been reprinted in 10 editions over the last 30 years and 
translated into more than 20 languages. 

Let�s start with a story. 
Imagine, if you will, a beautiful valley, �lled with 
every kind of fruit tree. You are told that you may 

choose any tree in that valley, and its fruit will be yours. 
To aid you in your choice, a little table is set up at the 
entrance to the valley, where you may taste the various 
fruits to see which one you most prefer. When your 
tasting is �nished, you point to one fruit you�ve decided 
is your favorite. They lead you down the valley until you 
are looking at this beautiful tree. �That is your tree,� they 
tell you. 

You should be thrilled, but instead your heart falls 
because the lowest-hanging fruit is at least 20 feet (seven 
meters) above the ground. Though in theory you may 
have the fruit you chose, in fact you cannot reach it.  

You resign yourself to the 
frustration that your favorite fruit is 
forever beyond your reach, or you devise 
some plan for attaining it.  

First you try to knock down some 
of the fruit by throwing rocks at the 
lowest branches of the tree. When 
that approach is not successful, you 
try another. You get several of your 
friends together, and they form a living 
pyramid, standing on each other�s 
shoulders, then hauling you up, like an 
acrobat, to the very top of this human 
pyramid where you will be able to reach 
the fruit. But the friends are unsteady, 
and the pyramid beneath you soon 
begins to crumble. You come up with 
one last idea. You take out a book from 
the library, and with the advice and 
practical help of those same friends, you 
learn to build a 30-foot (nine-meter) 
wooden or bamboo ladder. Once built, 

it can be carried from one spot to another beneath the 
tree, and you can pick the lovely fruit you so desire.

Once you have the fruit in hand, you exit the valley 
at the other end, where there is an inspector to ascertain 
if the fruit is really yours before you are allowed to  
keep it.

You may have guessed that this is a parable or 
allegory, designed to help us picture the approach to 
career pursuit in the United States, with its four stages:

The choice of a career that pleases you. This  
is represented by the fruit tasting at the entrance to  
the valley.

The job hunt. This is represented by the fact that 
you cannot reach that fruit at �rst. Here is our principal 
truth in this article: Career choice without job-hunting 
skills is �fruitless.� They are two parts of one indivisible 
whole. Without job-hunting skills, career choice is only 
a dream. Without a career choice, job hunting is no 
more than drifting. Drifting or dreaming: These are the 
consequences of mastering only one side of the career 
hunt as it is pursued in the United States.

Culture Affects Career and Life Planning
Richard N. Bolles
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This job fair was sponsored by the City University of New York to bring graduating students, 
alumni, and recruiting employers together.
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The various methods of job hunting. These are 
represented by the rocks, the human pyramid, and the 
ladder. Favored job-hunting methods in the United States 
are the sending out of resumes (throwing rocks at the 
tree, hoping to shake some of the fruit to the ground); 
networking (building a human pyramid in order to reach 
the fruit); and/or empowerment, becoming a competent 
job hunter forever by using the present crisis to learn how 
to deal with this kind of crisis for the rest of your life. 
You�ll achieve that by inventorying your skills, learning 
to provide evidence of those skills, and then identifying 
the needs of targeted employers (this is represented by the 
building of a permanent ladder).

Successfully passing the interview with a 
prospective employer. This is represented, in our 
parable, by the inspection station at the exit from the 
valley at the far end.

With this parable about the U.S. careers system as 
our background, let�s see how the process of career choice 
and the job hunt (one indivisible topic) diverges from 
this model in other countries around the world. Keep in 
mind that in every country this process is like a rainbow. 
We may select or discuss a dominant color in that country, 
but the other colors are always present in one degree or 
another. Hence, claiming that any country has just one 
method of going about career choice or the job hunt is 
ridiculous; there are usually as many exceptions as there 
are �rules.� We can speak only in terms of dominant 
assumptions, tendencies, or trends, and these frequently 
occur only among some social classes in that particular 
country.   

Keeping these caveats in mind, let us 
catalog what variations there are around the 
world. Let us look at the rainbows:

Career choice. Around the world, 
some people will just �fall into� a career by 
accident or happenstance, hence �career 
choice� is not something highly valued or 
expected; in such cultures, young people do 
not know what they want, nor do they have 
the perspective to even frame the question 
to themselves. While at the other end of our 
rainbow, in some countries career choice 
is certainly expected, but the whole family 
chooses what career you will be pointed 
toward. It is a communal choice, not an 
individual one � based on what will gain 
the greatest prestige, or �face,� for the 
family as a whole. (In many cultures, �face� 
refers to a family or individual�s reputation 

or standing in society.) It is worth noting that societies 
that do not use the vocabulary of �face� often base their 
career-choice system upon the concept nonetheless: Does 
a certain career automatically earn respect and confer 
admirable social standing upon the individual or family? 
Typically, engineer, doctor, and professor are at the top, 
while entrepreneur and politician are at the bottom. 
Individual choice is constrained by such considerations.

The job hunt. In some cultures, or at least amidst 
certain classes, there is little choice as to how you go 
about your job hunt. The method of the job hunt is 
prescribed and even ritualistic: �There is an order to 
things; this is the way it�s done.� In Northern Ireland, for 
example, the law requires that for certain state jobs every 
candidate has to be asked exactly the same questions. In 
other countries, the ritual may not have all the status of 
law but may be a heavily prescribed expectation. In some 
Latin or South American countries, for example, you 
are expected to deliver to companies that are of interest 
a package, running up to 10 pages or more, in advance 
of an interview. This package should include a three- 
to �ve-page resume (sometimes longer), educational 
records, certi�cations, photocopies of diplomas, letters 
of recommendation from previous employers, etc. The 
point is to provide credibility � �I am who I say I am� 
� before companies even ask for such evidence. Some 
cultures (as in Europe) have an almost indestructible 
belief that the job-hunting system functions in a well-
ordered, prescribed way � even when there is a ton of 
evidence that this simply is not true. Even much of the 
United States is not immune to this delusion.  
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Richard N. Bolles, seen here in California, is the author of What Color Is Your Parachute?,  
the bestselling career-advice book of all time, according to publisher Ten Speed Press. 
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The various methods of job hunting. At the other 
end of this job-hunting rainbow, in the United States and 
countries with similar latitude, you can use any method 
of job hunting that occurs to you. If you invent a new 
method tomorrow that nobody has ever heard of, more 
power to you. There are no limits, apart from avoiding 
weirdness and bad taste. In What Color Is Your Parachute?, 
I identify 16 different methods of job hunting, but the 
three most common methods are those alluded to in our 
allegory earlier: resumes, networking, and empowerment. 
Unlike the allegory, however, these are often not 
alternatives, but are all used simultaneously in pursuit of 
success in any particular case.

Successfully passing the interview with a 
prospective employer. The rainbow here is impressive. 
The outstanding difference, however, revolves around 
whether the interview and the job are perceived in terms 
of the group or perceived in terms of the individual. In 
the United States, we are accustomed to the emphasis 
being upon the individual. The individual is the subject 
of the hiring interview, at which time the individual 
must say what makes him or her outstanding, compared 
to other job hunters with similar backgrounds. The 
individual must describe and document the results he 
or she achieved in previous jobs or roles. The individual 
must, in the end, ask for the job and later decide which 
job offer to accept. 

In many, many countries around the world, this is 
a totally foreign process, particularly in those cultures 
where the family is a dominant social force. In these 
countries, the emphasis is on the importance of the 
community, the group, and the team, both at work and in 
the interview.  

For openers, the community may be present in the 
interview, with the entire family coming to the interview 
(in some Asian cultures or Maori). Their role is to 
volunteer things about you that you may have forgotten 
to mention or that humility may dictate you not say 
about yourself. As the process advances, the role of family 
members is to decide which position and �rm you should 
accept, based on which offers the most �face� to the 
family. 

The community is the subject of the interview. It 
is not the individual who accumulates achievements � 
only the group or the team. Indeed, in some cultures, in 
order for the team to function at its highest, employers 
may only consider hiring everyone from the same city or 
community to be sure they will work well together.

As job hunter, your role in the interview is to 
emphasize what you contributed to the team or group 

you worked with in the past. More than this � that is, 
trying to stand out from the other members of the group 
� is regarded as arrogance. In Japan, this prohibition 
is enshrined in the adage �hit the nail that stands above 
the rest, so they all are even�; while in Australia and New 
Zealand, this is referred to as �the tall poppy gets cut 
�rst.� Ouch!

You are advised instead to speak of your assets only 
in terms of �added value,� a term that almost every 
employer understands. 

Now that we have seen how the process of career 
choice and the job hunt varies in countries around the 
world, I see four lessons for someone who is about to 
head down this road: 

as you possibly can. (See exercises in What Color Is Your 
Parachute? or similar works.) Decide what transferable 
skills you have, particularly what skills you could 
contribute to a team or community of workers.

conversations with people who work in your �eld of 
interest, �nd out as much as you can about companies 
or organizations where you might like to work. If you 
know more about that company than other job seekers, 
you�ll make a good impression when you get an interview. 
Companies love to be loved.

typically done in the land where you are seeking work. 
Talk to several people who have found jobs there, and ask 
how they did it. Take notes.    

didn�t 
follow the typical path but found work they enjoyed 
doing anyway. Talk to them face-to-face, if you can, and 
ask how they did it. Take note of all the details so you can 
devise a �Plan B� in case the typical path in that country 
doesn�t work for you.  

What you want, more than any job, is hope for 
your future and in your life. And in job hunting, as in 
life, hope is born from always having alternate ways of 
pursuing your search for purpose and meaning on this 
earth.  

Further information about job hunting is available at the 
author�s Web site http://www.jobhuntersbible.com/

The opinions expressed in this article do not necessarily re�ect the views or 
policies of the U.S. government.
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Corporate Executive Michael Dell: 
The Contest With Your Own Potential

Congraduations, Dude

You have an abundance of 

opportunities before you � but don�t 

spend so much time trying to choose the 

perfect opportunity, that you miss the right 

opportunity. Recognize that there will be 

failures, and acknowledge that there will 

be obstacles. But you will learn from your 

mistakes and the mistakes of others, for 

there is very little learning in success�.

Many times along the way, you�re 

going to ask why. Why am I on this path? 

What is it all about? You�ll ask yourself 

those questions in 10 years and in 20 years as often as you�re asking them now. Well � I have an 

answer for you. It�s all about winning. That�s right, winning.

But I�m not talking about the most points, or toys, or sales. I�m talking about winning in a 

contest with your own potential. I�m talking about believing in yourself enough to become the 

best accountant, engineer, or teacher you can possibly be. I�m talking about never measuring 

your success based on the success of others � because you just might set the bar too low.

Michael Dell is the chairman of the board of directors and chief executive officer of Dell Computer 

Corporation, the company he founded in 1984. In 1992, Mr. Dell became the youngest CEO ever 

to earn a ranking on the Fortune 500. He spoke to graduates at the University of Texas at Austin in 

2003. (Excerpt used with permission.)

Michael Dell occasionally still works the phone line in the 
company’s U.S. consumer department. 

©
 A

P 
Im

ag
es

/H
ar

ry
 C

ab
lu

ck



eJOURNAL USA  10

An outdoors writer explains how rivers set him on a path to 
a profession.

Jeff Rennicke is an award-winning outdoors writer, 
who has lived a life of travel and adventure. His search for 
stories has taken him to the wildest places on �ve continents, 
travels he has chronicled in 10 books and more than 
200 magazine articles in such publications as National 
Geographic Adventure, Backpacker, and Reader�s Digest, 
twice winning gold medals for excellence from the Society of 
American Travel Writers. He teaches writing and literature 
at Conserve School in Wisconsin and still loves to paddle 
rivers.

I am a writer because of a river. It wasn�t much, just 
a tired old stretch of an industrial waterway, but 
I could see it from my high school classroom. On 

days when the hands of the clock seemed glued in place 
and the pages of textbooks wouldn�t turn, I�d sit for 
hours watching the river, dreaming. Here was Ernest 
Hemingway�s Big Two-Hearted River where Nick Adams 
�shed for a new start in life. Here was Mark Twain�s 
Mississippi with Huck and Jim lying on their backs 
aboard a raft pointing out stars with their toes. This small 
stretch of river was, on some days, the only thing moving, 
the pathway of my dreams, my ticket to the world that 
lay around the bend. And then one day the teacher 
mentioned Carl Sandburg.

A River Runs to It
Jeff Rennicke

The author is at the oars of this raft as it roars down the Yampa River in the state of Colorado.
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�I know now it takes many, many years to write 
a river,� the poet wrote, �a twist of water asking a 
question.� At that moment, staring out the window at the 
river, my very own �twist of water,� I knew what I would 
do with my life. I would be a writer and I would begin by 
writing about rivers.

Being a writer is not the kind of career they tell you 
about at a job fair. It doesn�t �t neatly into the check-off 
boxes of any �occupational aptitude survey� a guidance 
counselor might give you. With writing you make your 
own path, �nd your own way, a prospect that is both 
frightening and exhilarating. 	
       In college while others 
were doing job interviews and 
internships, I was practicing 
an Eskimo roll in my kayak, 
paddling every chance I got, 
and reading, always reading 
� River Notes by Barry Lopez, 
John McPhee�s Coming into 
the Country, The River Why by 
David James Duncan. I knew 
in my heart that there were 
stories told in rivers, questions 
in the twisted currents, if only 
I could �nd them.

With a bachelor of arts in 
English/Creative Writing in 
the bottom of my backpack, I 
took a job as a river guide after 
college and set off searching � the Colorado River in the 
Grand Canyon, Alaskan rivers with their banks stitched 
together in grizzly tracks, rivers with unpronounceable 
names and raging whitewater in China, South America, 
and Canada. I paddled them all, sat around the camp�res, 
listened to the stories. Along the way, I learned about 
rivers, about time, and about language.

Wild rivers are more than just pathways of water 
from here to there. They are as much pathways into 
ourselves. There is no rushing a river. When you go there, 
you go at the pace of the water and that pace ties you into 
a �ow that is older than life on this planet. Acceptance of 
that pace reminds us of other rhythms beyond the sounds 
of our own heartbeats, teaches us about the �ow of an 
idea, the pace of a good story, the preciousness of time. 
I paid attention. I took it all in. And then I sat down to 
write.

As much as running wild rivers, writing is an act of 
exploration. You set off on a blank page to explore the 
mountains and canyons and rapids of ideas. You stare 

down questions and keep yourself open to the echo of 
answers, however faint. You hone your skill with a pen 
instead of a paddle, lay bare your soul on paper, and send 
it in to a magazine editor.

And they say �no thanks.� Or at least they do some 
of the time. But you try again � another magazine, 
another story. And then one day, they say �yes.� A 
magazine comes out with your name in it, your story, 
something that started with an idea as indistinct as the 
swirl of a river current is now in a magazine, a story, your 
story, shared with the world.

Then you do it all over again, 
and again. Within two years, I 
was writing as much as paddling, 
the money I made as a guide 
supplementing the money I made 
as a writer. Magazines began to 
call. Assignments came that took 
me away from rivers to other wild 
places � hiking among the giant 
grizzlies of Kamchatka, hang gliding 
off the Outer Banks of North 
Carolina, trekking in Antarctica. 
Soon I was an editor at Backpacker 
magazine and contributing regularly 
to the publications of the National 
Geographic Society. Magazine 
articles became books. Somewhere 
along the line I stopped de�ning 
myself as a river runner/writer. I had 

become a writer and the river �ows on in words.
There has never been a better time to be a nature 

writer. Books and magazine articles, the stories we 
tell, have always been one of the ways we �nd our way 
through the darkness of uncertainty, a way to address 
the great questions of our time. With global climate 
change, increasing extinction rates, and the host of 
environmental challenges we face, the questions of the 
human relationship to the environment and our place in 
the natural world will be among our most vital literary 
inquiries, the most important stories that we can tell. 
There are indeed questions in the layers of rock on a 
mountainside, in the swirls of grass in a meadow, and 
in the �twists of water� as a great poet once wrote. And 
there are answers too, in the rivers, in the mountains, and 
inside each one of us, if only we learn how to look.  

The author�s Web site is http://www.jeffrennicke.com

Author, adventurer, and teacher Jeff Rennicke.

C
ou

rt
es

y 
of

 K
im

 S
ch

um
ac

he
r



eJOURNAL USA  12

Corporate Executive Kenneth I. Chenault: 
Face History, Make History

Congraduations, Dude

Whether you are heading off for further study or 

moving into the workforce, we need you. Our nation 

needs you. Our community needs you, both in the United 

States and the world at large. We need your energy, your 

intelligence and insights, your skills, your determination to 

take on the world, and your confidence to succeed. 

Always remember your dual responsibility. Recognize 

that you can contribute to a company but also to the 

reconstruction of New Orleans and the Gulf region. 

You can pursue profits and promotions, but you can 

also help a little girl in Panama pursue her potential. You can 

build a career and start a family, and you can help close the 

gaps of inequality that still exist for too many in the African-

American community. 

Face prejudice, and make progress. Face history, and 

make history. Recognize that dual responsibility and lead. 

That is your indelible ancestral imperative.

Kenneth I. Chenault is chairman and chief executive officer of the American Express Company. A wide 

variety of civic, social service, and community organizations also have recognized his public service 

leadership. He delivered the 2008 commencement address at Howard University in Washington, D.C., 

among the nation�s most highly respected historically black universities. (Excerpt used with permission.)

American Express CEO Kenneth 
Chenault at a 2007 event at the 
Whitney Museum of American Art in 
New York City.
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Ben�s Chili Bowl is a small restaurant with a huge reputation 
in Washington, D.C., and beyond. A West Indian immigrant 
to the United States started the business more than 50 years 
ago, and his sons lead the business into its sixth decade.

Jeanne Holden is a freelance writer. 

It�s about the people. It�s always been about the 
people,� says Nizam Ali, when asked why he went 
into his family�s business, Ben�s Chili Bowl. �It came 

down to helping my family and realizing how much our 
restaurant means to so many people.� 

Nizam, now 38 years old, didn�t always want to run 
the landmark hot dog and chili shop his parents started 
50 years ago in Washington, D.C. In fact, he was in his

late 20s before he truly appreciated the signi�cance of his 
parents� accomplishments.

Mahaboob Ben Ali, Nizam�s father, came to the 
United States in 1945 from Trinidad, West Indies, where 
he was born. According to Nizam, Ben had the drive of 
the poor immigrant who must succeed. �Dad�s people 
were business people,� said Nizam. The United States 
was the land of opportunity. Ben Ali tried several careers, 
from the import-export business to dental school to 
waiting on tables.

On August 22, 1958, he opened a little hot dog 
and chili parlor in a vibrant section of the U.S. capital 
then known as �Black Broadway� because top African-
American performers played clubs in the area. Ben started 
the restaurant with the help of Virginia Rollins, the 

Chili, Hot Dogs, and the Family Legacy
Jeanne Holden

Nizam Ali inspects his family’s storefront on U Street in Washington, D.C. The Lincoln Theater, another Washington landmark,  
is in the background.
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