
I’ve heard a story told about an estate auction that was held in the home of 
a wealthy widow shortly after her death. Dozens of people gathered in the 
cavernous living room and engaged in some lively bidding for paintings, antique 
furniture, rare book collections, and other treasures. 

At the end of the day, the auctioneer pulled an old fiddle out from under his 
lectern. He had saved the fiddle for the end of the proceedings because he 
believed this to be the least valuable item in the entire collection. It had been 
a long day, and the auction had already netted well over two million dollars for 
the heirs.

“Mrs. Smithson’s family found this old fiddle in the attic,” the auctioneer began. 
He gripped the fiddle by the neck with one hand and hoisted it for all to see. 
“Clearly, this is not a precious heirloom like many of the items we’ve seen today; 
however, this was the only musical instrument Mrs. Smithson kept in this vast 
residence. It must have held some special significance to her at one time. Who 
will give me $10?” 

The tone of the auctioneer’s voice, slightly hoarse from a long day of bid-calling, 
indicated that he was perfectly ready to get this last bid over with and go home.

“Ten dollars,” a man in the back called half-heartedly.

“We have a $10 bid, now twenty, now twenty, will you give me twenty?” the 
auctioneer called.

Silence. Several people stood and stretched in preparation of taking their leave. 

The auctioneer waved the fiddle over his head. “Now folks, this old fiddle may 
not look like much, but it is in perfect condition and Mrs. Smithson kept it for all 
these years—”

“In the attic!” someone called sarcastically. There were several chuckles, and a 
few more people stood. Somebody yawned.
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“It must have had some special value to her,” the 
auctioneer continued mechanically. “We have 
$10, now fifteen, now fifteen, who will give me 
fifteen dollars?”

“Twenty dollars!” a man in the back called out. He 
had lost several bids on some prized items, and he 
glowered at the others in the room. “I’m gonna 
take something home from this auction, even if it 
isn’t worth much!” There were a few chuckles.

“We have a $20 bid, now twenty-five, twenty-five, 
who will give me $25 for this fine old fiddle?”

“Let him have it,” someone said resignedly. 
Conversation was starting up around the room, 
and the auctioneer knew 
it was time to call it quits. 
“Twenty dollars! Twenty 
dollars! Going once for 
twenty dollars, going, 
going—”

“Please, sir, a moment.” 
An older man in his 60s 
stood up and started 
walking toward the 
auctioneer. “I’d like to 
look at this fiddle, as 
you call it.” A few people 
turned to peer curiously 
at this man, who had 
not bid on any of the 
items that day. Some 
might have called him 
an eccentric. He seemed 
out of place somehow; 
his gray hair reached to his shoulders at a time 
when long hair on men was no longer fashionable. 
His beard was also long and flowing but neatly 
trimmed, and he wore gold-rimmed reading 
glasses. He was dressed in a very expensive dark 
suit. A few people noticed a thin, gold watch chain 
attached to his vest. A few more sets of eyes 
turned to look at the man, who walked with great 
poise and dignity to the auctioneer’s lectern.

“May I hold this?” the man asked the auctioneer. 

“What you’re calling a fiddle?” “Surely.” 

The older man gently took the fiddle from the 
auctioneer’s hand. Perhaps it was elegance of the 
man’s demeanor that caught people’s attention. 
More likely it was the obvious care with which he 
held the fiddle, as if he were handling some of 
the fine china that had been sold earlier that day. 
The man held the fiddle lightly in his palms, and 
the room grew quiet as a look of love lit the man’s 
face. He looked as overjoyed as if he was holding 
his firstborn child!

The man held the instrument up close to his face 
and peered at it carefully. He turned it over and 

gave the instrument 
a similarly thorough 
inspection. He nodded 
once with satisfaction 
and his smile widened. 
Then he took the 
instrument, and with 
great poise and grace 
placed it under his chin. 
He took the bow and 
drew it gently across the 
strings, playing a few 
soft notes. After making 
some adjustments, the 
man nodded again, 
closed his eyes and 
began to play some of 
the most beautiful music 
that anyone in that room 
had ever heard! One by 

one, the people in the room sank back into their 
seats, listening closely.

They say that the best violinists can make you cry. 
The man began to play with greater intensity, 
his body swaying back and forth with the music. 
Everyone in the room saw this virtuoso become 
one with the music; they realized that they were 
privileged to be in the presence of one of the 
most accomplished musicians they had ever heard 
in their lives.
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For the next five minutes the man transformed a 
dead woman’s living room into a concert hall. The 
people sat mesmerized. No one spoke; no one 
shifted in their chair; no one so much as coughed. 
They hung on every sweet, soaring note from the 
violin. And yes, there were tears trickling down 
several cheeks.

At the end of the five minutes, the man finished 
with a flourish and took the violin from his chin. 
The room was utterly silent. No one clapped; 
no one spoke; it was as if each man and woman 
was still hearing that unparalleled melody in 
the stillness and feared that any sound would 
mute its matchless beauty. The man cradled the 
instrument in his hands and looked down at it 
with another long, loving smile. Then he turned 
and handed the violin—reluctantly, it seemed—to 
the auctioneer.

Like everyone else in the room, 
the auctioneer was staring wide-
eyed at the long-haired man. 
The auctioneer had been utterly 
transported by the incredible 
beauty of the music. He took the 
violin from the man and held it 
carefully in both palms, staring 
down at it as if he had never seen 
such a thing before in his life. 

The stranger spoke into the 
stillness. “Allow me to introduce 
myself. I am the maestro for 
a philharmonic orchestra that 
travels throughout the world. 
I have been a musician all my 
life, and I am a collector of violins made by the 
Stradivari family.

“Antonio Stradivari and his family revolutionized 
the crafting of stringed instruments in the 17th 
and 18th centuries. Stradivari took the violin to an 
entirely new level because of the geometry of the 
instrument. He gave the violin a soul, and a sweet, 
rich tone that had never been achieved previously. 
His violins are still considered to be among the 
finest ever made, and to this day, Stradivari’s 
design and tone is the standard for the instrument. 
They were all made by hand, of course.

“I own three of these masterpieces and play all 
three in our concerts. Stradivari made about 
1,100 violins, harps, guitars, violas, and cellos. It is 
estimated that less than 600 of the violins have 

survived to our time, and most of those are locked 
away in collectors’ vaults. I came to this auction on 
a whim, but I became very excited when you held 
up this instrument ... that you called a ‘fiddle.’” 

The maestro gave the auctioneer the kind of 
gentle smile that one would give an awkward 
child. “As I examined this instrument and saw the 
label inside and the construction, I became more 
excited. But there are hundreds of knockoffs 
and imitations floating around. Many of those 
are worth no more than what was bid on this 
violin you now hold in your hands. There is one 
final test: you must play the instrument, because 
the sound of a genuine Stradivarius cannot be 
duplicated. It is unequaled. And when I played this 
violin, and heard it produce this beautiful sound, 
which is so enrapturing to the soul, I knew.”

The maestro looked out at 
the men and women in the 
room. Not one person had left; 
everyone was listening to him 
with rapt attention. “Ladies and 
gentlemen,” he said, “I just want 
you to know, this is no ‘fiddle.’ 
This is a Stradivarius. One of 
these magnificent instruments 
sold not so long ago for more 
than fifteen million dollars.” 
Again, the maestro looked at the 
auctioneer. “Sir, you saved the 
most valuable item of this entire 
auction for last!” 

The man who had bid $20 for 
a “fiddle” glanced around the 

room; then he stood and started to applaud. 
Several others joined in, and soon everyone in 
the room was standing, pounding their palms 
together and shouting, “Bravo!”

After several moments, the applause died. 
Everyone sat down and looked expectantly at 
the auctioneer. The auctioneer looked down at 
the Stradivarius cradled in his hands, and with 
a whole new passion in his voice, he cried, “We 
have an heirloom here, this one-of-a-kind piece 
of craftsmanship. You’ve heard the history of this 
magnificent piece, you’ve heard the incomparable 
quality of the music it produces. Who will start 
the bidding at $1 million for this magnificent 
Stradivarius violin?”

“One million five!” the maestro called.



“$2 million!” someone else shouted before the 
auctioneer could speak.

“We have a bid for $2 million, now $2 million, now 
$2 million, who will give me two million five?”

“Two million seven!” The pace of the bidding did 
not slow for quite some time . . .

What happened in that room? What changed? The 
maestro filled the souls of every man and woman 
in that room with the knowledge of the glorious 
worth of that rare instrument. The actual value of 
the Stradivarius did not change from the moment 
the auctioneer first held it up to the second time 
he opened the bidding; what changed was the 
people’s understanding of the value of the so-
called “fiddle.”

The auctioneer 
originally defined 
the instrument 
for everyone as a 
fiddle. Everything in 
his tone, his words, 
and his actions 
communicated that 
this was an item of 
very little value. So everyone in the room treated 
it accordingly. It was barely worth $20 to them. 
But when the maestro gave everyone the proper 
understanding of what that instrument actually 
was—a Stradivarius, perhaps the finest violin ever 
made—their definition of the musical instrument 
changed dramatically. Once the instrument was 
defined in harmony with the true nature of its 
value, then it was rightly perceived in light of its 
true worth and significance. 

“Jack,” you might ask, “what in the world does a 
story about a violin—a story which may very well 
be apocryphal—have to do with the business 
world?” It has everything to do with business! 
A great many of the men and women I meet, 
whether they spend their days in the C Suite or 
at the cash register, clearly have no sense of the 
incalculable value of the human spirit.

Just like the auctioneer in the story, if we have 
an impoverished understanding of what we’re 
beholding, we’re not going to treat it and value it 
accordingly. The maestro understood the worth 
of the Stradivarius, and so he treated it with 
the dignity, respect, and honor that it was due. 
Similarly, human beings should be treated with 
the respect and honor that they are due because 

of their inherent dignity and worth. Every man, 
woman, and child has an innate right to demand 
that others treat them with the highest ethical 
and moral standards that they are due, simply by 
virtue of being human! 

Many of us in the business world are just like 
the men and women who sat in Mrs. Smithson’s 
living room. We watch our leaders treat men 
and women with little or no care, respect, and 
honor, as if they were worth little more than an 
old fiddle. Why does this happen? Because too 
many of us have never been taught what it means 
to be human! If we have not learned to define 
human beings as walking marvels, masterpieces, 
and miracles—created with exalted dignity, 
inestimable worth, and unparalleled potential—

we will never 
treat each other 
according to the 
true value of who 
we are! And as 
a result, we will 
never create true 
engagement in 
our homes, our 

businesses, our communities, and our nation.

I have been talking about this subject for many 
years. I travel all over the United States; I talk 
to the men and women who lead Fortune 500 
companies and I also talk to the men and women 
who work for these leaders. I ask them all this 
question: “At what level of education did you 
finally meet a teacher who defined for you and 
your classmates what it means to be human?” I 
always get a blank stare. Regardless of whether 
I’m talking to a high school graduate, a college 
grad, or someone with an MBA or a doctorate, the 
answer is always the same: “No one has ever given 
me a definition of humanity. I’ve never heard 
anyone talk about the worth of the human spirit 
at school ... at work ... anywhere!”

I’ll be the first one to admit that my survey is 
far from scientific, but I’m still appalled! If our 
teachers are not advocates for the dignity and 
worth of the human spirit, where is anyone going 
to learn it? Most of us walk through our homes, 
our workplaces, and our communities speaking 
and behaving as if we are bumping into a bunch 
of old fiddles, rather than interacting with a 
spectacular Stradivarius.



The maestro acted as an advocate for the value 
of a Stradivarius and he changed the appreciation 
of everyone in that room. That violin may have 
been worth $10 million, but how much more is the 
human spirit worth? It is of inestimable value! The 
human spirit devised refrigeration. The human 
spirit created a vaccine for polio. The human spirit 
invented the microchip. The human spirit wrote 
the symphonies and poetry that have lifted the 
hearts of men and women for centuries. There 
may very well be a man or woman whom you 
work with every day who has the next big idea 
that will change the world ... if someone sees that 
individual as a Stradivarius. If the maestro acted as 
an advocate for the value of the violin, how much 
more should we act as advocates for the value of 
each other! 

Many of you have heard the story of Chester 
Carlton. Shortly before the outbreak of the 
Second World War, Chester Carlton approached 
his supervisor and told 
him about his idea for 
something he called 
“electrophotography,” 
which Carlton had 
developed in his 
kitchen. The supervisor 
scoffed at him and 
told him his idea would 
never work. Chester 
Carlton took his vision 
to more than 20 
companies and was 
turned away at each 
one. Finally, the owners 
of a small laboratory 
in Ohio listened and considered and decided to 
invest in Chester Carlton’s idea. They formed a 
company called Xerox, which today still employs 
140,000 people.

Value comes from ideas. All the people Chester 
Carlton talked to prior to the lab in Ohio didn’t 
value him or his ideas. Chester Carlton was a 
Stradivarius, but more than 20 potential investors 
saw little or no value; they saw an old fiddle.

I meet so many educators and business leaders 
who talk only about what people can and should 
do ... but being comes before doing! Belief 
precedes behavior; theory precedes practice; 
philosophy precedes performance. The maestro 
understood the value of the Stradivarius and 

believed in it. Because of that great belief, he and 
the Stradivarius could combine together to create 
that lovely music. But it took a believer to create 
that behavior.

If I, as a business leader, am going to expect 
great things from people, I must first believe 
great things about people! When I stand on the 
foundation of an unwavering belief in the dignity 
and worth of humanity, I equip myself to lead in 
a way that motivates people to give their highest 
and their best every day. 

Here’s the bottom line: treating men and women 
with dignity, respect, and honor is the sustainable 
competitive advantage—it’s not “a” competitive 
advantage, but the sustainable competitive 
advantage. Technology will change, the economy 
will surge and decline, but the human spirit is 
infinitely upgradeable. And when you leverage 
this advantage consistently, you unleash the true 
power of people, the power which will set you 

fully and finally apart 
from your competitors. 

Let’s go back to Mrs. 
Smithson’s living 
room for a moment; 
imagine the reaction 
if, after the maestro 
had explained the 
true worth of the 
Stradivarius, someone 
had snatched the violin 
out of the auctioneer’s 
hand and smashed it 
on the floor! There 
would have been cries 

of horror and outrage! “Why?!” people would 
have screamed. “How could you do such a thing?!” 
And yet when we hear someone tell a coworker 
something like, “What a stupid idea!” or “I could 
get anybody to do your job,” there is hardly a 
murmur of protest. 

The importance of valuing the dignity, worth, and 
potential of humanity is to set a guard against 
anyone who is dehumanizing people. There is 
always a despot—whether it is a world leader, a 
manager on the shop floor, or a schoolyard bully—
who seeks to devalue the human spirit. And when 
we see this, you and I should be outraged! We 
should be there to say, “How could you do such a 
thing! That’s morally and ethically wrong!”



Both the Jewish and Christian faiths stand solidly 
on the foundation of the Ten Commandments. 
The fifth and six commandments (“Honor your 
mother and father” and “You shall not commit 
murder”) are both celebrations of the innate 
dignity and worth of people. In today’s society, 
business leaders are cautious of publically 
expressing any personal religious faith for fear 
of offending someone who holds to a different 
faith. And yet for nearly two hundred years, the 
American people were united in the concept that 
commands like “You shall not commit murder,” 
“You shall not steal,” and “You shall not lie” 
were the foundation that undergirded society. 
The commandments were a common code that 
united us all, because we agreed with our nation’s 
founders that, “We hold these truths to be self-
evident, that all men are created equal, that 
they are endowed by their Creator with certain 
unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 
Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” Today 
you can read that quote from our Declaration of 
Independence, and many people would have no 
idea where it comes from! And because we have 
discarded that foundation, we are not as kind to 
each other as we once were. 

One of the blessings of the explosion of social 
media is that we can now be united by viral calls 
to community. One such call is the Ice Bucket 

Challenge, which was launched by the ALS 
Association to fight the disease many of us know 
as “Lou Gehrig’s Disease.” As of this writing, more 
than $100 million dollars has been donated to 
the ALS Association, an outpouring of generosity 
which has largely been fueled by Internet appeals 
and videos. And yet, in the middle of such a happy 
story, evil seeks to intervene. In Ohio, a group of 
high school students duped a 15-year-old autistic 
boy into taking the challenge, only to dump a 
bucket of human waste, saliva, and cigarette 
butts over the boy’s head. The tormenters who 
perpetrated this despicable act were so pleased 
with themselves that they recorded the event with 
the boy’s cell phone and posted it on Instagram.

And yet as sickening as these actions are, our 
children are reminded of an evil that is even more 
monstrous every day. They enter their school 
buildings through metal detectors placed there 
in hopes of protecting them from someone who 
may bring a gun or bomb to school to use on 
teachers and classmates. What has happened to 
us as a society? We have lost our moral authority; 
therefore we have lost our moral compass. We 
are a people who have lost our way. Because we 
have forgotten what it means to be human, we 
grow comfortable with treating each other in 
subhuman ways. 



I bring our People First philosophy to audiences 
and organizations all over the world. I must 
confess that there are times when I feel a little bit 
like the maestro in the story; people look at me 
oddly, almost as if I was an anachronism, when I 
insist that we have forgotten what it means to be 
human. Some people even ask me, “What’s the 
big deal? Why are you so passionate about this?” 

I reply that I’m passionate about this subject 
because I don’t hear anyone teaching it or talking 
about it! I hear a few men and women talking 
all around it, but they don’t talk about it—the 
incalculable value of the human spirit.

I do hear plenty of business leaders talking a lot 
about creating “value-added” product offerings 
and services. Please don’t misunderstand what 
I’m about to say; 
we at People First 
International are 
1,000% for adding 
value, but there is 
something more 
fundamental than 
“valued-added.” There 
is something missing, 
and its absence is the 
reason many of our 
businesses are failing 
to create a sustainable 
competitive 
advantage. What is more fundamental than value-
added? Two things: value-recognition and value-
acknowledgement. The maestro recognized the 
value of the Stradivarius and acknowledged its 
value to everyone in the room. When that value 
was recognized and acknowledged, you saw 
incredible value-creation take place in that room. 

The sweet music that captured the hearts of all 
the listeners was heard because the Stradivarius 
was in the hands of someone who knew how to 
bring the best out of the instrument. The maestro 
understood what he held in his hands and thus 
he was able to elicit those achingly lovely tones. 
In exactly the same way, until business leaders 
recognize the immense dignity, worth, and 
potential of human beings, and acknowledge 
that value, those leaders will be incapable of 
creating the great symphony of interrelationship 
we all hope to enjoy within our organizations. 

All too often, I find organizations that are more 
characterized by cacophony than symphony, 
because no one in the building recognizes the 
value of the men and women who work there and 
acknowledges their dignity, worth, and potential. 

A great many of the execution methodology 
programs available today discuss the importance 
of a value chain. But I have not yet found one 
of these programs that talks about the value 
generator. The value chain has got to be generated 
by the value of the human spirit. 

A Stradivarius is designed to deliver whatever 
your creativity can devise. The greater your skill 
and imagination, the greater the sound that will 
come out of the instrument. Some might struggle 
to play “Happy Birthday” on a Stradivarius; others 

will use the instrument 
as the vehicle for 
creating a magnificent 
musical composition, 
like the maestro in  
the story.

In the very same way, 
the human spirit is 
designed to deliver 
whatever you want 
it to deliver. The only 
limitations are your 
belief and skill. If you 
don’t believe (and 

therefore do not recognize) that the human spirit 
is designed to deliver greatness, and if you lack 
the skill to throw the “go” switch on the energy, 
innovation, and ideation of the men and women 
you lead, you’ll never unleash all that the human 
spirit was designed to deliver. The creativity that 
exists within your company is unbelievable! The 
human spirit is endowed with an amazing ability 
to create; all you and I have to do is learn how to 
unleash it! 

When the maestro finished playing the violin 
before the people gathered in Mrs. Smithson’s 
living room, no one in that room would ever again 
look at that instrument as a common fiddle; it had 
become an uncommon Stradivarius. As we learn 
and grow in our understanding of the exalted 
dignity, worth, and potential of the human spirit, 
we should begin to treat each other with the 
greatest respect and honor.

As we learn and grow in 
our understanding of the 
exalted dignity, worth, and 
potential of the human 
spirit, we should begin to 
treat each other with the 
greatest respect and honor.
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“My message to my Senior Team is that this has 

the potential to have the most transformational 

impact on our lives and our company that we 

will ever encounter, and will create a culture gap 

between MiTek and our nearest competitor that 

is so wide, it will be inconceivable to imagine 

them ever coming near to us culturally.”

Thomas J. Manenti
Chairman and CEO 

MiTek, Inc. – A Berkshire Hathaway Company

A People First Certified Company

Become a People First  
Certified Company

At People First International, we’re  
nothing short of DRIVEN to bring about total 
transformation in the workplace. We’re passionate 
about building a better world … one person, one 
family, one organization at a time.

And we want you to be next!

Our diagnostic tools, coupled with our leadership 
training and certification, provides you with 
everything you need to enrich the spirit and 
increase the effectiveness of everyone in your 
organization.

There are no shortcuts here ... just real, solid 
progress and true transformation.

As you embrace the People First philosophy, you’ll 
watch as your entire culture is revolutionized, 
becoming a wildly successful breeding ground for 
inspiration, innovation, and enthusiasm! Suddenly, 
your competitors begin to seem irrelevant—not 
even on the same playing field!

 

When you’ve completed your People First 
Certification, every person you and your Purpose 
Partners encounter will notice the difference and 
appreciate the change in attitude, in service, and 
in professionalism. People will want to know your 
secret. Tell them the secret is putting People First!

The BEST time to get People First Certified is 
NOW, BEFORE your competition does.

This whole concept will transform the way you 
see yourself, the way you see others, and the way 
other people see you. When we meet someone 
for the first time, we will no longer ask that tired, 
old question, “What do you do?” As if “I must know 
what you do in order to value you.” Our attitude 
should be, “I know who you are—a walking marvel, 
masterpiece, and a miracle; therefore, I value you!” 
We must learn to honor human beings, rather than 
simply seeing human doings. 

I will tell you that when I do that with people, they 
act as if it seems odd to them. They’re not used 
to it! And that’s because no one looks at them 
like a Stradivarius. Our attitude should be, “I know 
who you are, and I can’t wait to hear the beautiful 
music that lies inside you.” 

We at People First International are working 
to teach business leaders how to achieve more 
purposeful, enriching, and profitable lives by 
treating people with the utmost dignity, respect, 
and honor. It all starts with putting People First. 
Let us all commit to becoming maestros of the 
human spirit. That’s how we  
will generate true value  
creation in our homes,  
businesses, and communities. 

The virtuosos of the human spirit don’t add to the 
value of people, but they will make the people 
around them want to be more and do more! 
And they will reap a rich harvest of sustainable, 
profitable engagement!
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