
"He got lucky", A personal OUTLIER story 

 
 
I recently read the book, "OUTLIERS, The Story Of Success" by Malcolm Gladwell. In it he tells some very 
interesting and detailed stories about how successful people rise not just from personal will and tenacity 
but from the most unique formulas of timing, place, circumstance, actions, cultural legacy and of course 
mastery.  
 
After reading the book, I couldn't help but think of someone I've known for many years, who's success 
falls somewhat outside of the norm, perhaps even placing him in the category of Gladwell's Outliers. His 
name is Brett, a mildly spoken, senior executive of a Fortune 500 company he has worked for almost 30 
years. He is wealthy, not mega wealthy as in a Bill Gates or a Warren Buffet but wealthy and enjoys a 
lifestyle well beyond that of most Americans.   
 
Brett lives on a 8,000 square foot custom built log cabin set on ten acres in the hills above Steamboat 
Springs CO,  one of a half dozen properties he owns throughout the country. The driveway is heated so 
no one has to shovel the snow in winter and there is a life size bronze moose on the front lawn. He flies 
around the country in his own jet. He is a pioneer of his industry and has built entire markets from 
scratch. He built his mother a dream home on the Colorado River and saved his father from  disaster 
after  the earthquake of 1994 in Northridge, CA....built him a new house too. He married his high school 
sweetheart and they have been together for over 30 years. They have dinners with U.S. presidents for 
their generous donations to the community. He sends his kids to places like Spain and the Caribbean for 
a year of college or to learn of other cultures. He travels the world, takes his family on vacations that 
include week long train rides through Alaska. They are the kind of trips that would cost the average 
yearly salary of someone living in Tucson, AZ. The list could go on but you get the basic idea. Not bad for 
a guy, who for the last 30 years, has rented cars for a living..... But that's getting ahead of the story.  
 
So what makes Brett fit into the category of an Outlier? Well, the story begins with the fact that Brett's 
last name is also Nann and he is my brother. He would go on to help pioneer an unknown company in 
Southern California that would become the largest of its kind in North America and second largest in the 
world. A company with over 50% of the worldwide market share and annual revenues in excess of $12 
billion, more than all of its competitors combined. The company is Enterprise Rent A Car and in 1981, in 
Southern California, no one had even heard of them. Over the next three decades he would become a 
bit of a folk hero within the organization, a multi-millionaire in the process and set in motion the next 
chapter of the Nann Family cultural legacy.  This is his Outlier story... 
 
Although the story is only a biographical snapshot to compare my brothers success to those in Malcom 
Gladwell's book, I always get a kick out of telling his story at any level, for several reasons; First, because 
I was there. I've seen much of the evolution of my brother's success first hand and know many of the 
true details. Second, I suggest that his professional life falls right into my formula for Black Belt Business. 
From early self-mastery to business skills mastery, to team and organizational mastery, it's all there.  
Next, are the reactions that I get from people when I tell his story, it's always pretty much the same; "He 
just got lucky." or "He was just at the right place, at the right time."  or "He simply worked hard and 
made his own success."  The responses are almost always variations of those themes and as Gladwell 
says in his book, "It would be an incorrect explanation for his success." It makes me chuckle even more 
when my brother says that he just got lucky. He is very humble about his success, yet another Black Belt 
Business trait. Make no mistake though, he is an astute and shrewd businessman who leads his teams 



with tenacity and integrity. He has that paradoxical leadership style referred to as "Level 5 Leadership" in 
the book, "Good to Great" by Jim Collins. To say that his success was simply the luck of time and place 
would greatly underscore the influences that shaped his character and the skills acquired that led him to 
make the right decisions within those places and times.  
 
If I had to compare him to a sports coach, I would say that he was much more like John Wooden than 
Vince Lombardi in style. In fact, his somewhat quiet self-assurance has often thrown off some of his 
colleagues or even intimidated them. In my own days with Enterprise, I had a local manager in charge of 
the city, we'll call him Devin. He had very distinct opinions on what he believed constituted leadership 
and example setting. He was soon promoted to a regional vice president position which meant he would 
attend senior level meetings with general managers and corporate executives. We ran into each other 
after his first big meeting and he said to me, "You know, I met your brother the other day at the VP 
meeting. "Oh? And?", I replied. "Umm, he wasn't quite what I expected." He replied with a tone of 
shattered hero worship. I chuckled and said. "What exactly where you expecting?"(In retrospect, I 
probably shouldn't have laughed at an RVP.) "He didn't say much, he didn't high five anyone or seem 
that pumped up." Devin said, as if in a state of self-doubt of his own overzealous style. "Um, yea, that 
kind of stuff is not really him." I replied. That would not be the last time I would be questioned on my 
brothers leadership style. 
 
Lastly, I enjoy telling his story most to, in some sense, satiate my own personal guilt. We have not been 
the best of brothers to one another over the years. Rarely have I expressed how much gratitude I have 
for all that he has done for our family, the lessons I have learned from the few words we have 
exchanged and the pride I shared with my parents in his successes. As the calendar rapidly approaches 
my brother's retirement and his 50th birthday, I write this not only as a lesson of leadership and success 
for others but as a tribute to a man I respect and admire. The last year has taught me that life is too 
short to keep your loved ones at a distance.  
 
But I've digressed, time to move on to four pieces of Malcolm Gladwell's formula for an Outlier ... 
 
The last of the Baby Boomers, growing up amongst three generations 
 
One of the first concepts Gladwell discusses in his book is the timing of a person's birth. The idea that 
the generation, the year and even the time of the year a person is born can play a significant role in 
shaping a person's future and their success. Brett was born on September 10, 1960 putting him right at 
the tail end of the Baby Boomer generation and the cusp of  the next, Generation-X. The timing of his 
birth would give him the distinction of having the influence of three generations at his disposal. Growing 
up he would learn the 'ethic of the farm' from the World War II/Great Depression generation. Early to 
bed, early to rise, work hard with focus, pride and integrity, those were mantras of the times. Much like 
the culture of the rice patties discussed in Outliers, you were up before dawn and worked well into the 
sunset. Our grandparents were extremely frugal and he would develop a sense of that same discipline 
over the years to invest, not spend his money and grow his wealth "exponentially" as Brett himself once 
explained it. He never became extravagant or excessive though, for years he still wore outdated Ocean 
Pacific shorts and Nike racquetball shoes. Even today, if you were to glance at him on the street, you 
would have no idea of his wealth, something that's always been respected that about him.    
 
 
 



By some accounts the Baby Boomer generation, those born somewhere between 1946 and 1964, is 
considered to be the largest single generation in known history and the most influential. They 
outnumber the next generation, Gen-X, by almost three to one. They are also considered the most 
competitive generation in history. Just by virtue of their size, Boomers would grow up learning to 
compete for what was considered to be scarce resources in most areas of their life. The peak of the 
Baby Boom generation could be marked by the famous phrase from Michael Douglas(a baby boomer) in 
the 1987 movie Wall Street, "Greed is good".  
 
Brett would be 27 when Wall Street hit the big screen, four or five years out of college and into his 
professional career. He would be armed with a relentless work ethic learned from a Great Depression 
generation, a strong sense of integrity and a high level of personal discipline. That foundation of internal 
mastery would prevent him from making the poor choices that faced many growing up in the, "Greed is 
good" generation. Yet he was still a Baby Boomer which made him competitive as hell, a Baby Boomer 
growing up around entrepreneurs who had a 'no risk, no nothing' attitude. He would adopt some of that 
attitude and risk a career path that would cultivate his inherent competitive nature and an upside to the 
'greed is good' mentality. In later years, he would summarize it all to me with the mantra of an early 
manager and mentor; "Nann, There simply is never enough. Don't forget it." 
 
The subsequent generation, Gen-X, would be almost a third of the size as the Baby boomers. One of 
their many labels would be that of the, "Lost in the crowd" generation being wedged in between the 
much larger Baby Boomers and the Millennials. Many Boomers view much of the Gen-X group  as 
lacking ambition, cynical and have a hard time relating to their seemingly less assertive nature. 
Conversely, many Gen-Xers are distrustful of the Baby Boomers and view them as bit selfish and 
arrogant. The debates continue to rage on about connect and disconnect between the two, but Brett 
would be in a unique position to rally members on both sides. Being born in that "borderland" between 
the two generations he would be young enough to blend in somewhat with the Gen-X. Although he 
would not subscribe to the philosophy of the generation, he could tolerate it and navigate through the 
differences. He would also have a younger brother who was a Gen-Xer and learn their behaviors close 
up. For many Gen-Xers, who saw their world as full of "spin doctors", Brett's hard hitting but straight 
forward and sincere style would be appealing as a leader. His consistency of character and integrity of 
business practices, inherited from post WWII influences, would earn him the trust of a cynical 
generation.  
 
Certainly, the timing of entering into the work force in the early 80's was very advantageous for Brett. 
Technology, computers, cell phones, the internet, real estate and financial market booms were coming 
into being and would fuel wealth that drove the automotive industry to a mega growth over the next 
two decades. In 1981, however, most people did not see all of that coming. Brett's success would not be 
as much a matter of luck as a matter of choice, a choice to risk a career path that most people found 
ludicrous. A choice based on an internal ethic that is was better to be employed and making money than 
to daydream and wait for something to happen. A choice based on the mindset that everyone starts at 
the bottom, pays their dues and has to work their way up and a choice that he previous ten years of 
influences had prepared him to make.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
The San Fernando Valley, not a cultural legacy but a cultural smorgasbord 
 
A second concept of Gladwell's Outliers is that of cultural legacies. The idea that the heritage, morays, 
norms,  community influence and familial decisions are all passed down like DNA itself and affect the 
potential success of future generations. In the case of Brett's family, it was a matter of escaping cultural 
legacy not embracing it and an attempt to create a fresh start.  
 
Judith Janke would leave Milwaukie Oregon with her young son Brett to escape a depressed economy, 
rainy weather and a community intolerant of a single mother. Nick Nann would leave a life of steel mills 
in Youngstown Ohio almost two decades earlier in the pursuit of the American Dream and a career in 
the music industry. Although he was not Brett's biological father, he would eventually adopt him as a 
Nann and become the only father he ever knew. A new cultural legacy would take root in the place of 
their meeting, The San Fernando Valley of Southern California.   
 
From about 1965 to 1976 the now 'Nann family' lived in Tarzana California, in the heart of the San 
Fernando Valley. It was on a little over two acres, off of Reseda Blvd, right behind the 101 Freeway on a 
street called Collins. The property belonged to Nick's mother, Della and she lived in one of the three 
houses on the property. The houses were more like shacks, remnants of the agricultural age of "The 
Valley" and most likely built in the 30's or 40's. Brett, Nick, Judy and their infant son Bryan lived in the 
biggest of the three houses. The third was always vacant and overgrown. Della at one time had been a 
nurse and used the third house to rent out and care for patients. By the early 70's, she had become too 
elderly and in ill health herself to care for others so it just sat and deteriorated. The shack slipped into 
the role of storage shed and a quality fort for an imaginative 6 year old. 
 
When Brett was 16, Nick and Judy sold the Tarzana property to a man remembered simply as 'Sherman' 
and moved to a much bigger house in a suburban neighborhood of Reseda California. There was no land, 
but the house was big and inviting. There was room for a bar and the family pool table. The house was 
free of the constant noise of the 101 freeway, the neighborhood was quiet and its people were friendly. 
Sherman built an entire apartment complex on the old property and probably put his kids through 
college and retired from the profits. Talk about a decision that changed the legacy of a family. Of course 
for Brett, it was independence and it meant no more sharing a room with his kid brother. No one should 
have to endure high school with a roommate, let alone a younger brother.  
 
If there was one cultural legacy that did carry on, from both the Nann and the Janke family, it was 
perhaps that of disconnect. Both Nick and Judy left their homes and histories for a fresh start in 
California and wanted little to do with family influences. Nick's mother, Della, did live in the house next 
door but familial interactions were rare and even the immediate family seemed to keep a cordial 
distance. Even when family get-togethers and vacations occurred, they felt like they were forced and 
everyone always seemed slightly uncomfortable. You could feel it....at least an intuitive kid of 7 or 8 
could feel it. It was as if someone had crossed "That 70's Show" with some version of an MTV reality 
show with a bunch of strangers living in the same house. Everyone was related, but they had almost 
nothing in common and acted more like roommates than family.  
 
 
 
 
 



Only Brett himself would know best his thoughts on the topic, but most people certainly would and have 
found growing up with a measure of 'step family' disconnect...awkward at best. Compounding, were the 
subtle reminders of a side of family history unrelated to him, perhaps serving to only further aggravate 
and distance any possible cultural bonds. Della, for example, could never seem to say his name correctly 
pronouncing 'Brent' as if her lingering Southern speech patterns did not allow her to enunciate the word 
Brett properly. She was born and raised in rural Tennessee and although years in California had washed 
away much of her accent, many of her "Southern Ways" remained. One can only speculate as to 
whether her speech challenge was intentional or not.  
 
 Whether a direct result or not, Brett did develop a sense of cultural legacy through the world around 
him; from friends and their families, from his Little League baseball organizations and from the 
businessmen he worked for delivering newspapers. The San Fernando Valley of the 60's and 70's was 
becoming a melting pot of cultures, entrepreneurs, blue collar workers, would-be musicians, real 
Hollywood stars and wealthy  land speculators. Brett would learn about life and business from many of 
them. He played baseball for years developing friendships close enough to become part of those families 
and absorb their unique cultural influences. By age 13, he was running three paper routes, learning the 
skills of earning money and developing a sense of financial acuity from assertive valley businessmen. By 
age 16, he was already practicing the disciplined balance of school, a job, sports and a steady girl friend.  
 
Had the family not been so disconnected, he might have not sought out these diversions that became  
the critical internal and external influences. He might not have learned the power of  "no risk, no 
reward" from The Valley entrepreneurs, the courage to take action despite family and peer pressures. 
He might not have seen the variety of approaches to business and had that early exposure to money 
management. There might not have been the people and relationships of the San Fernando Valley that 
taught him cultural variety, communication skills, flexibility and something he would have never learned 
at home; The ability and confidence to sell himself as a professional.  
 
Mastery, It's paper routes, Pup & Taco and the 10,000 hour rule 
 
It was 5:00am on a Sunday morning; Brett's kid brother would wake to the sounds of shuffling paper and 
the snap of rubber bands in the small bedroom that they shared. Brett was in his early teens and getting 
a fresh stack of Sunday edition newspapers ready for the day’s delivery, one of three paper routes he 
ran. It was a common first job for kids in the 70's, but a job that taught the value of getting an early start 
on the day, personal responsibility, execution and money management. Customers expected the daily 
news paper with the morning coffee, so that meant getting up before dawn and rolling/rubber banding 
each paper and getting them delivered quickly. It also meant being your own boss since you were 
usually up before mom and dad, so they would not be waking you up. The 'paper boy’ was also charged 
with collecting monthly dues from each customer, which meant money management and some personal 
integrity. From that first job, the seeds of Brett’s business mastery were planted.  
 
On rainy days, Brett would pay his little brother a buck or two to help him by stuffing the newspapers in 
the clear plastic bags that protected them from the rain. At age 13, he was already learning to manage 
and motivate employees. By age 17, paper routes had evolved to a managers position of a "Pup & Taco" 
location in Reseda. It was a San Fernando Valley predecessor to the Taco Bell franchise that never made 
it to the fast food wars. Too bad though, they had really good grape slushes.  
 
 



All through junior high and high school, Brett played baseball. Even into his first year of college he 
stayed with the game but it was just not in the cards to become a pro. Ironically, Gladwell talks about 
the right times of birth for would-be professional ball players in Outliers. Brett was the kid who was 
always a year younger than everyone else, quiet and perhaps a bit smaller. From Gladwell's perspective 
success in baseball wasn't in the cards from birth, but those details are better left for the book. What 
Brett would take away from a decade of baseball, however, are the lessons of team cooperation and 
organizational development. He learned team leadership.  
 
By the time Brett entered the workforce at age 23, he had already spent over a decade running a 
gauntlet of mastering fundamental business skills. Having three paper routes at 13 taught the 
intangibles of professional discipline and follow through. He learned to manage peers and employees by 
running a taco shack in Reseda. Continuously playing baseball from age 8 taught him how to build/run a 
winning team and analyze statistics. There was early sales and service experience through jobs during 
college; this allowed him to hone crucial people and relationship skills. By the time he was presented 
with an opportunity of a lifetime through twist of fate, he wasn’t lucky, he was ready.  
 
In the book, Gladwell calls this the  "10,000 hour rule", meaning that it takes approximately 10,000 
hours or around ten years to begin to develop mastery of any particular skill. He illustrates the idea with 
the specific career histories of computer giants like Bill Gates and Bill Joy. If you look at it on a broader 
scale though you see other examples of how this formula really has validity. In medieval tradition, a 
person had to go through a developmental hierarchy and system of promotion for any craft or trade 
profession. Stone masons for example had to start as an apprentice then were promoted to journeyman 
and finally given the title of master mason. In line with the 10,000 hour rule, that could be achieved in 
about ten years. Higher education of today follows a similar path; It's a bachelors degree, then a 
masters, then the doctorate or the PHD. That process takes about ten years, depending on the intensity 
and topic of study. Mastery of the martial arts? It's the same process. Most arts begin to consider the 
practitioner to be a 'master' around the 4th or 5th degree black belt level depending upon the school. 
No coincidence, it takes a good 10,000 hours of practice or ten to twelve years to achieve that rank 
level.   
 
From about the age of 10 to the age of 23, Brett had already logged close to that 10,000 hours of 
practice. It was a level of mastery, not just of sales and management skills but a combination of tangible 
and intangible talents that would make him a natural leader, disciplined manager and shrewd 
businessman.  
 
You have a college degree, what are you doing renting cars for a living? 
 
Brett's college of choice was Humboldt State University in Northern California, the right school for 
someone wanting a career as a forestry engineer.  Had the world of the early 1980's been a different 
place, chances are that he would have succeeded. Today, Brett would most likely be a thirty year 
veteran of the forestry industry with a Masters degree or a PHD and a respectable six figure salary. 
Circumstance of the times, however, would make that career path nearly impossible for anyone right 
out of college. It was about five years too late to get into the forestry industry. Any company that was 
hiring required previous experience and no one new to the business could get a job, to get the 
experience. If you were willing to start as a park ranger or a similar position, you might have a chance to 
get a foot in the door but even those jobs were hard to find.  
 
 



It's better to be employed making money, even if it's not the job you want, than sitting around waiting 
for the right opportunity to come along. That was the ethic inherited from time, place and family. So 
there he sat, in the middle of his parent’s living room, with the classified ads spread across the entire 
floor. Circling any opportunity he thought he could apply for, he stumbled across an ad for an unknown 
company with key words that caught his eye. The company would be a departure from his desire for 
that forestry career, but the key phrases would ring familiar to business lessons of his past; “Career 
advancement”, “Entrepreneurial spirit”, “Learning  business from the ground up”……”Management 
trainee”.  It was an ad for an unknown rental car company that just opened in Southern California. It was 
called, Enterprise Rent A Car.  
 
It would be simple to summarize by saying, "and the rest is history", but that would not even be close to 
accurate. Many people of the time; friends, peers, academics and even family members found it almost 
laughable that someone with a college degree would embark in a career of.... renting cars for a living? 
Brett made the decision that most would not, he took the chance that many would pass on and saw an 
opportunity that others could not see. Childhood influences shaped his attitude to rise before dawn and 
take action, he had spent a decade learning business basics and how to manage, lead people and he was 
part of a competitive generation willing to take risks. This opportunity would prove to be, as they say, 
right up his alley.   
 
It is arguable that Brett is perhaps being given too much credit, that he was just happy to have had a job 
and it was just coincidence. That may be true to some extent but there were other entry level jobs 
available at the time, why this one? Brett's intuition told him to go with Enterprise Rent A Car, that 
intuition was developed over all those years of business skills mastery. He has often been asked, "Didn't 
it bother you, all those people poking fun at you about what you do for a living?" Brett replied, "Years 
ago it bothered me a bit, now I just laugh all the way to the bank." 
 
In summary, the career success of Brett Nann was more than a matter of luck or coincidence or even 
hard work by itself. The timing and place of his birth certainly played a role, it shaped his attitudes, his 
character and work ethic. Cultural legacies of family, friends and the San Fernando Valley shaped his 
entrepreneurial spirit and set in motion a core of intangible personal skills. On that was built a circle of 
basic business skills he would begin to master over a period of 10,000 hours. Circumstance would offer 
him a unique, life changing opportunity but it would be those two spheres of influence that would lead 
him to risk it, take action and stay the course. That certainly sounds like the makings of an Outlier. 
 
Brett Nann is the Group Vice President/General Manager of Enterprise Holdings in Houston, Texas. He 
recently announced retirement to take effect as of August 2010, he will be just short of 50 years old. He 
served as a pioneer, a leader and a role model for thousands of professionals over the course of a career 
spanning three decades. His efforts made possible the career paths for countless Enterprise Rent A Car 
executives that followed him, throughout the United States. Whether you consider Brett Nann to be an 
Outlier or even subscribe to the concept at all is a matter of personal choice. It's hard to deny, however, 
that the influences of time, place and culture combined with the choices one makes and the personal 
discipline applied have a direct impact on the future and successes.   
 
 
 
 
 
 



For Brett Nann, the last thirty years have certainly been as he has always proclaimed it to be, "A great 
ride". There is no doubt that he has earned a quiet and easy retirement, but knowing him it's just the 
beginning of a new chapter to his story. There is no doubt that in some fashion it will be a promotion to 
the next degree of Black Belt in business.  
 
         Bryan N Nann 
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