
Kenneth Beall

“Helping people achieve their potential and discover their optimal 
career path is one of the most satisfying endeavors I’ve found.”

Ken Beall grew up the son of a successful executive who found it 
necessary to relocate his family to different cities across the 
country as his career flourished. This meant five moves to Ken as a 
child and through his young adulthood. “Being the new kid wasn’t 
easy, but the moves gave me the opportunity to make friends from 
all over the country and experience what each new city had to 
offer.” The family’s last move was to Orange County, where Ken 
ultimately began his own career path, nurtured by the example of 
his father and fueled by his own entrepreneurial spirit.

Ken is a Founder and Principal of Dartbrook Partners, LLC, 
University Lab Partners, Precision Hospitality & Development, 
LLC and Bridge Partners.

Dartbrook Partners, LLC, established in 1998, actively makes 
direct investments in private companies (and acts as an advisor to 
those companies), real estate, venture capital and various other 
public and private financial offerings.

Founded in 2018, University Lab Partners (ULP) is a nonprofit wet 
lab incubator located in UCI Research Park. The facility offers 
17,000 square feet of leasable wet lab facilities to start-up MedTech 
and Life Science companies.

Established in 2013, Precision Hospitality & Development, 
LLC (PHD), is a franchisee of Dunkin’ Donuts with nine stores 
operating in two California territories – South Orange County and 
the High Desert.

Bridge Partners is a real estate investment and management 
company founded by Ken Beall and Steve Klein in 1990, with 
offices in Walnut Creek and Newport Beach, California. The 
company owns and manages a portfolio of apartments and hotels 
primarily located in the U.S. Southwest and Midwest. 

Ken serves on the board of CT Realty (Irvine, California) and 
Fieldstone Homes (Salt Lake City, Utah). He is very involved at 
the University of California, Irvine. In addition to his leadership as 
the co-founder and past chairman of the Beall Center for 
Innovation & Entrepreneurship, he volunteers his expertise on the 
Dean’s Advisory Board of the Merage School, as well as the 
Center for Real Estate. He is the current chairman of UCI Beall 
Applied Innovation and is a member of the YPO Gold 
organization.

In all of Ken’s endeavors, his primary goal is to create workplace 
environments that develop the talents and skills of employees. He 
was raised with the awareness of the importance of a motivated 
and inspired team to the success of any venture. This awareness is 
not only manifested in business, but also in Ken’s philanthropic 
interests.

A fundamental focus of The Beall Family Foundation is on 
education – at all levels and in many different disciplines. This 
scope of giving has provided many organizations with the 
resources and tools that, in turn, help to expand opportunities for 
the underserved. This effort was recognized by the Economic 
Development Administration, a bureau of the Department of 
Commerce, by awarding a $3 million grant to University Lab 
Partners to help fund its workforce development program in the 
MedTech and Life Science fields.

“Helping people achieve their potential and discover their optimal 
career path is one of the most satisfying endeavors I’ve found,” 
Ken says.



Mike Berns

“If you experience hardships as you follow your path, be grateful.  
View them as challenges and take them on with enthusiasm.”

Mike Berns was born July 10, 1943, during World War II. Just 
before his third birthday, his father returned from fighting in 
Europe. Mike’s parents were very poor. Every day, kids would yell 
anti-Semitic remarks at him, and throw pennies and chase him 
because he was Jewish. 

“I hated being Jewish,” Mike says. “There were no other Jewish 
kids where I lived or in my school. I felt like I was different from 
the others, in a bad way.”

Mike was an average kid in school. He did his chores at home and 
also for other people. He worked hard and was paid about 25 cents 
per hour. He saved his money, and when he turned 9, he bought 
an electric lawn mower for about $85, using money he saved over 
years of work. He went door to door with his mower, offering to 
trim all the grass for $1.

“I carried the mower for blocks, lifting it over the curbs as I looked 
for more jobs,” Mike recalls. “The day I turned 14, I was told to 
pay $2 a week for my clothing and $5 per week for my board and 
room. I did this and I never complained. It meant much to my 
parents, who were poor and on welfare.”

Mike was an average student in junior high and high school. He 
never met a person who was going to college, nor did anyone ever 
ask me if he was going to college. Male high school graduates 
he knew usually joined the armed services, and so he went to the 
Van Nuys draft board to enlist. He had a change of clothes and a 
toothbrush, and he expected to leave that day for the Army. 

“The recruiter was an older man and spoke to me for at least 
30 minutes,” Mike says. “He told me that a nasty war was just 
starting in Asia. He said he could tell I was smart and could go to 
college. Nobody had ever said I was smart, and this was the first 
time I ever heard the word college as a suggestion for me. I left the 
draft board and drove straight to Cal State Northridge, and filled 

out my application for the fall semester. I took the SAT and started 
in the fall.”

The second semester, Mike made the dean’s list and graduated 
with honors in three years. He then enrolled at UCLA and received 
a master’s degree and then a Ph.D. at age 25.

With a Ph.D., Mike had many teaching offers but chose to teach at 
Cal State Northridge, and was hired as an associate professor. He 
stayed for seven years, and then took a leave to work in business. 
While a student and later in the business world, 90-hour work 
weeks were normal for him. 

“I was still that same scared, poor kid just trying to survive,” he 
says. ”In many ways, I still am.”

What are the reasons for Mike’s success?

“First, I won the lottery by being born in the USA,” he says. 
“Second, I had to overcome many hardships, including religious 
attacks, and this made me stronger. And the Army recruiter that 
told me to go to college will always be my greatest hero.”

Mike says that he always knew that if he achieved success he 
would give back to the country that enabled the success. 

“My wife and I work with Oceana to protect our oceans – we have 
developed educational study loops in nature so young kids can 
go on school field trips and learn about the wilderness. We help 
support young cancer researchers, we work with scientists from 
the Smithsonian, and so much more. But every night before going 
to sleep, we lie in bed and think of all the things for which we are 
grateful on that day. What a wonderful way to fall asleep!”



Raj Bhathal

Raj Bhathal is co-owner of Sacramento Kings Basketball 
Holdings LLC (SBH), which owns the Sacramento Kings 
franchise of the National Basketball Association (NBA), Golden 
1 Center, the Sawyer Hotel and residences, and is the developer 
of the Downtown Commons entertainment and sports district in 
Sacramento. Raj currently serves as vice chairman and alternate 
governor of the Sacramento Kings. 

Raj has had a lifelong passion for sports, which began with soccer 
and field hockey as a child in India, and evolved toward American 
sports after he came to the United States for university studies. In 
1990, he was awarded the first franchise of the World League of 
American Football (an international league formed by the NFL), 
the Orlando Thunder. An American originally from India, Bhathal 
at that time was the only major NFL owner who was a minority.

Raj’s path is that of an almost stereotypical American success 
story. Arriving from the heat of India, he experienced the freezing 
cold South Dakota at age 18 and spoke only broken English. He 
landed his first job, as a hotel bellhop, while studying engineering 
during the day. After receiving his MBA from the University 
of Arizona, he decided to move to sunny California to pursue 
a career in aerospace engineering with all of $35 in his pocket. 
When he arrived, there was a hiring freeze in the industry, which 
led him to look for other opportunities to put his skill set to work. 
Walt Disney himself offered him a job, but since young Raj did not 
have a car, only had a bike, he had to decline the offer. He ended 
up taking a job close to his apartment in Manhattan Beach as a 
production engineer for a women’s swimwear company called 
Rose Marie Reid. 

After marrying his wife, Marta, Raj and Marta Bhathal founded 
RAJ Swim, a firm that grew to become the industry’s leading 
house of fashion and celebrated its 50th anniversary in 2017. RAJ 
designs, markets and manufactures women’s swimwear under a 
variety of owned, private-label and licensed fashion brands. The 
company has global operations and is headquartered in Orange 
County, California. Raj owned and operated the business with 
Marta from the company’s founding in 1967 until their retirement 
in 2006. 

Additionally, Raj has been an active property developer since the 
1970s, with commercial and residential properties in Southern 
California, Arizona and Nevada.

The Bhathals are strong believers in giving back to the 
community, especially in the areas of education and the arts. Raj is 
a trustee at Chapman University and past chairman of Chapman’s 
Athletic Committee. He is on the Advisory Board of the Orange 
County High School of the Arts. Previously, he served on the 
Board of Gerontology at the University of Southern California and 
was a founding member of the Orange County Performing Arts 
Center -- now Segerstrom Center for the Arts.

The Bhathals are golf enthusiasts and enjoy spending time with 
their family and friends, especially their grandchildren.



Michael Brant-Zawadzki

Dr. Michael Brant-Zawadzki escaped from communist Poland 
during the Cold War at age 9 with his family, and for the first five 
years in the U.S. the family relied on the kindness and generosity 
of others to stand up on their feet and begin a new life in a 
country diametrically opposed to the one they left. The concepts 
of egalitarianism and equal opportunity, reward for hard work 
and entrepreneurial innovation were quickly demonstrated to the 
family. Freedom of expression and the importance of self-reliance 
were newly discovered and cherished values, as was the concept 
of sharing those values with others, and supporting those who 
needed help on their journeys.

Michael has a B.A. from Stanford University and earned his 
M.D. from the University of Cincinnati, graduating first in his 
class. His residency in diagnostic radiology and subsequent 
fellowship in neuroradiology were at Stanford. He spent six years 
in the Department of Radiology at UC San Francisco, and he 
holds an adjunct professorship at Stanford. Michael has authored 
more than 250 papers and numerous textbooks. He serves on a 
variety of editorial boards for professional journals and sat on 
numerous professional organization boards and committees. He 
lectures internationally. He is a fellow of the American College of 
Radiology, a Gold Medal recipient from the Society of Magnetic 
Resonance in Medicine, and from the American Society of 
Neuroradiology.

He was medical director of radiology at Hoag Hospital and earned 
the Certificate in Leadership for Health Care Transformation from 
UC Irvine’s Paul Merage School of Business. He is a founder 
of, and consultant to, a number of companies in the biotech and 
radiology fields.

Michael is the senior physician executive at Hoag Hospital, 
facilitating business and strategic relationships with specialist 
clinicians, overseeing a platform for programmatic care that 
integrates specialized services with population health. He helps 
Hoag transform health care strategy, focusing it on specific 
health conditions using a program driven, physician led, 
multidisciplinary team approach, measured by patient focused 
outcomes. He also oversees the Hoag Center for Research and 
Education.

He holds the Ron and Sandi Simon Endowed Chair as the 
executive medical director of the Pickup Family Neurosciences 
Institute at Hoag, having led the Institute from its inception. The 
institute coordinates neurosurgery, neurology, psychiatry, pain, 
addiction, and sleep services.



Alex Calabrese

Alex Calabrese was born in 1964 and raised in Burbank, 
California. Alex’s father immigrated from Italy to America at age 
22 following World War II. Alex’s mother was born in 
Massachusetts to Italian immigrant parents who made their way to 
Southern California during the 1930s. Both of Alex’s parents were 
proud Americans who instilled strong family beliefs around 
integrity, a strong work ethic, education, faith and self-reliance. 
These beliefs helped shape Alex’s personality, as they did for his 
three siblings.

Always inquisitive with a drive to succeed, Alex started working at 
age 8, delivering the neighborhood newspaper door to door. The 
minimum age requirement for the job was 10, but Alex got to 
know the newspaper district manager through his older brother and 
convinced him to let him have a chance. A year later, he persuaded 
the district manager to give him a second route. He employed 
neighborhood friends to assist in folding and delivering the 
newspapers, while he focused on building customers and 
collections. Alex leveraged his newspaper customers as clients for 
other jobs, including lawn mowing and yard work, and handy 
home repair. 

His interest in building things led Alex to start a small business at 
12, making wooden plant and flower stands and selling them to 
local flower shops and to his newspaper customers. At 14, he 
became more interested in building furniture, so Alex used his high 
school wood shop classes to design and construct wood furniture 
for sale. This was leveraged into weekend and summer 
employment as a cabinetmaker at his high school woodshop 
teacher’s custom cabinet shop business – a position he held 
throughout high school. Additionally, Alex continued with his own 
custom cabinet business, designing and constructing custom 
furniture, as well as kitchen and bathroom projects. Alex worked at 
these various jobs while still competing as an athlete and honor 
student during high school. In college, Alex became one of the 
youngest department managers at a grocery store chain as he also 
continued with his passion for cabinet and furniture making with a 
small business of his own.

Alex attended California State University, Long Beach, where 
he earned a Bachelor of Science degree with honors. He studied 
industrial systems operations and business administration.

After graduating from college in 1987, Alex worked for Lockheed 
Corporation and ITT Corporation, where he held various positions 
of increasing responsibility in operations and supply-chain 
management. In 1991, Alex Joined RSI Home Products, then a 
blossoming cabinet company start-up, mainly serving 
the emerging home improvement retail sector. After working in 
expanding roles of executive responsibility, Alex was promoted to 
president and CEO in 1997 at age 32. Alex and his team were 
responsible for guiding RSI to significant growth and profitability. 

During this time, Alex spearheaded the acquisition and integration 
of several key companies into RSI, as well as expanding the 
company’s reach into kitchen cabinets and home organization, of 
which kitchen cabinets became the company’s largest and most 
successful product lines serving home centers, builders and 
distributors nationally. In 2011, Alex assumed the role of chairman, 
building RSI Home Products into one of the world’s largest and 
most profitable cabinet companies until the company was sold to 
American Woodmark for $1.2 billion in 2017. Alex also served as 
an advisor and on the Board of Directors of RSI Communities, a 
homebuilder that was part of RSI Holdings, which was sold to 
William Lyon. In 2018, Alex assumed the position of president 
and CEO of RSI Equity Partners, a private investment firm focused 
on investments primarily in real estate and homebuilding ventures 
and building products companies. 

Alex also serves on the boards of The American Bath Group, a $1 
billion leading bath products manufacturer owned by Lone Star 
Funds; The Simon Foundation for Education and Housing; and 
Hope Builders.

.



Antonella Castro

“You are the one with the power to change your life. Do 
not be afraid or hopeless, push forward with belief in 
yourself, and there is nothing you cannot achieve.”

Antonella Castro is a practicing lawyer specializing in real estate 
and general business transactions. Antonella graduated Cum 
Laude/Order of the Coif from Loyola Law School, Los Angeles. 
She has been named as a Southern California Super Lawyers' 
Rising Star 2018-2020.  She earned her undergraduate degrees in 
Crime, Law, and Society, and Psychology and Social Behavior at 
the University of California, Irvine, where she was a member of 
the NCAA Division I women's tennis team and Delta Delta Delta 
Sorority.

Antonella was born and raised in Las Vegas, Nevada. She has 
always had strong examples showing her how education can open 
doors and change her life. Her father was born in Naples, Italy, but 
was raised in Montevideo, Uruguay, and did not complete the 
equivalent of high school as he became a professional soccer 
player at age 14. Throughout Antonella’s life, her father has 
stressed that an education is how someone will achieve freedom 
over their life, career and choice. Antonella watched her mom 
work two jobs to support her and her brother and go back to school 
one class at a time. After her mom completed her undergraduate 
degree (she was the first in her family), she then went on to 
physician assistant school and in 2019 completed her Ph.D. in 
molecular biology and genetics. Antonella’s mother now has a 
thriving functional medicine practice in Las Vegas.

Antonella inherited her parents’ drive, determination and work 
ethic. She was a top-ranked junior tennis player, AP student, high 
school class vice president, and worked in the evenings at Express 
in the Forum Shops in Caesars Palace. “I always knew if there was 
something I really wanted I could achieve it; it was just a matter of 
figuring out the path forward, and being willing to take the path 
that was not always the easiest,” Antonella says. 

After earning her law degree, Antonella began her professional 
practice as a real estate associate at the top global firm of Paul 
Hastings, where she had a robust practice representing borrowers, 
lenders, private equity groups, developers, technology and social 
media companies, institutional investors, landlords and tenants in 
large-scale real estate transactions. 

Currently, Antonella works as an outside counsel, providing legal 
advice to several corporations, including private equity funds, 
social media giants, construction and development departments, 
telecommunication companies, and aquatic and sporting 
companies.

Antonella is a passionate volunteer and philanthropist. In Orange 
County, she is actively engaged with several local nonprofits and 
most notably, serves on the Board of Directors of OC United Way, 
and United Way Worldwide's Women United gGobal Leadership 
Counsel.  Additionally, she is Vice Chair of the Newport Beach 
Foundation, whose mission is to ignite the next generation of 
Newport Beach civic, philanthropic, and business leaders.  As a 
Board of Directors member at OC United Way, Antonella is the 
co-chair of the Advocacy Committee and is the Board Champion 
for the County-wide initiative, United4StudentSuccess. 

Antonella resides in Newport Beach, California, with her husband, 
Brad, and three young children, Tristan, Palomma and Paolo.



Irving M Chase

“We are guided by the Old Testament tenet to repair a broken 
world and live our lives to make the world a better place.”

Irving “Irv” Chase believes life is filled with everyday challenges 
encountered by all. The measure of an individual’s success in 
life is how they respond to these everyday challenges and the 
extraordinary tests that all experience from time to time. For as 
long as he can remember, he viewed challenges as temporary 
setbacks that needed to be immediately addressed and a plan 
put in place to remedy the challenge so the particular issue did 
not come to dominate all of his thinking and doing. He views all 
challenges as tasks to be completed and from which something 
should be learned. 

The most significant challenge that affected his life happened in 
his childhood. He was born with defective ankles and feet. When 
Irv was 5, doctors decided that his bones had to be altered by 
surgery to ensure that he could walk and run normally.

Irv’s mother and father were both Holocaust survivors and newly 
arrived in America. Their fear of surgeries was influenced by their 
childhood memories and World War II experiences. Because of 
these memories and experiences, they would not approve surgery 
and searched for an alternative cure. That alternative was steel leg 
braces being developed at Los Angeles’ Orthopedic Hospital.

From age 5 until about 9, Irv wore heavy steel braces on both 
legs 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. He woke up and went to bed 
wearing these steel braces. He wore them everywhere except the 
shower. It has been more than 60 years, and he can still remember 
the weight of those braces on his legs during his formative 
childhood years.

Interestingly, he does not remember how he was treated by 
strangers, friends and classmates. However, he does recall that he 
spent much of this period by himself, likely because others were 
not so nice to him. He believes that the experience of wearing 
those steel braces taught him empathy for others. This meshes well 

with his Jewish faith and the obligation to make the world better 
for all humankind.

Over the last 40 years, Irv has successfully completed a number 
of commercial real estate developments and acquisitions in 
Southern and Central California. He currently serves as the chief 
asset manager for S & A Management, LLC, (1983-present) a 
large, privately held real estate company that owns and manages 
shopping centers, apartments, office buildings, single-tenant retail 
buildings, single-tenant industrial buildings, golf courses and boat 
slips in 17 states. A member of the California Bar Association 
(1978-present), Irv previously held executive positions with the 
General Mills subsidiary Wild West Stores (1978-1983), serving 
at one time or another as that company’s general counsel, chief 
administrative officer and vice president of real estate construction.

Irv’s community service includes serving on the Chapman 
University Board of Trustees (2012-present), as co-chair of 
Chapman’s Rodgers Center for Holocaust Education Board of 
Visitors (2007-present), chairman of the Board of Directors of 
Merage Jewish Community Center (2003-present), national 
president of Zeta Beta Tau Fraternity (1994-1998), foundation 
president of Zeta Beta Tau Foundation (2002-2004), and Irvine 
reserve police officer (1984-2003).

Irv has been married to Nancy Fainbarg Chase since 1977. Irv and 
Nancy have two children, Ryan and Catie; and two grandchildren, 
Sadie and Benjamin, the children of Ryan and his wife, Brooke.

Upon reflection, the challenge of wearing those steel braces so 
many years ago improved Irv’s life. The empathy he acquired by 
wearing those steel braces allowed him to recognize the suffering 
around him. This has greatly contributed to Irv and Nancy 
identifying those in need around them and lending aid to them. 

Irv’s greatest challenge in life became his life’s greatest lesson.



Carol Choi

“I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.” 
— Philippians 4:13

Carol Choi is founder and president of United Exchange Corp. 
Originally born in Seoul, Korea, Carol immigrated to South Gate, 
California, in 1969. With her mother working double shifts as 
a registered nurse and her father opening local gas stations, her 
parents worked long, hard hours to create a better future for Carol 
and her younger brother. As Carol’s parents hustled day and night, 
she was left alone to adapt to a brand new environment. At age 6, 
she closely studied “Sesame Street” to teach herself English. She 
learned by mimicking the mouthing motions of the words she saw 
on TV, sometimes locking herself in the bathroom in front of the 
mirror for many hours until she mastered it. 

Carol’s parents loved America and what it represented. They 
made it very clear why they immigrated to the States – to provide 
their kids the education, opportunities and freedom to reach their 
dreams. Her parents’ sacrifice to move from the country they 
called home wasn’t something Carol ever took for granted. She 
embraced her parents’ gratitude for America and made it her goal 
to never disappoint them -- to simply make them proud. Carol 
studied hard and worked even harder to prove to her mom and dad 
that their 16-hour workdays would be well worth it. 

Carol credits her parents and Girl Scouts for her entrepreneurial 
spirit and work ethic. She recalls her passion for business being 
sparked by her competitiveness to sell the most Girl Scout cookies 
in her troop. In 1975, her mother opened Busy Bee, an Eastern 
Asian fast-food restaurant that successfully expanded over the 
years. It was a family business, and Carol helped her mom run 
the restaurant on Friday nights and weekends when they were 
understaffed. Carol graduated from the University of California, 
Irvine, with a Bachelor of Arts in Biology and Psychology from 
Francisco J. Ayala School of Biological Sciences. She went on to 
graduate from USC with a Master’s in Business Administration 
and Public Health. In 1993, Carol established United Exchange 
Corp. (UEC), specializing in the sales, marketing and distribution 

of Consumer Package Goods (CPG) throughout the U.S. as well as 
the Pacific Asia and Latin American regions. Through her work, 
UEC has been recognized as a good corporate citizen and valued 
community service provider in the diverse cultural neighborhoods 
of Los Angeles and Orange County. Over the past 27 years, UEC 
has developed quality products at a great value. Carol believes that 
high-quality products should be accessible and available to all.

Inspired by her mom, Carol looked for various opportunities in 
the food industry that could unite different cultures. It was natural 
to bring ramen into the mix since, per capita, South Koreans 
consume the most ramen noodles in the world. With a love for 
ramen, Carol and the Saavedra family joined forces, combining 
the legendary Tapatio Hot Sauce with the Choi family’s ramen 
expertise. Together they created Tapatio Ramen Noodle Soup. The 
latest creation of Tapatío Ramen is an ode to Carol’s roots. Today, 
Carol is continuing to develop fusion foods and is now partnering 
with Huy Fong Foods to develop Sriracha Ramen Noodles.

Carol volunteers on several university advisory boards, including 
as a trustee of the UCI Foundation and as a member of the UCI 
School of Law Board of Visitors. She attributes her success to 
the sacrifices her parents made for her when she was growing 
up. Following in their footsteps, she knew that whatever she set 
her mind to, the sky was the limit. Carol knows that without 
her parents, she would not be where she is today. Her and her 
husband, Eugene, strongly encourage their kids, Sarah and Aaron, 
to reach for their dreams - no matter how big they may seem to be. 
They believe no dream is too big, and have a passion for paying it 
forward to not only their kids, but the community of next 
generation students and immigrants as well. “We always wanted to 
be able to give back to our community,” Carol says. “We knew we 
wanted to pay it forward to the future generations to come.”



Don DiCostanzo

Today, new-millennium kids don’t share the passion for bikes the 
way their parents and grandparents did. A 2011 study found that 
the number of children who rode bicycles had declined more than 
20 percent between 2000 and 2010. But during that same time, the 
number of adult bicyclists increased. And Pedego founder Don 
DiCostanzo believes that electric bikes are going to bring even 
more people back to cycling.

“Only a very small percentage of the population ride bikes today,” 
Don acknowledges. “But electric bikes are expanding the market 
opportunity to those who might not ever ride a bicycle again in 
their lifetime. Converting just a small portion of that huge segment 
of the population to riding bikes is very rewarding.”

Not surprisingly, Don’s love affair with bicycles began in his 
youth. “As a kid, I loved bikes, and I kept trading up to better 
bikes. Then life happened. You’re in high school, you get a car, 
you meet girls, you go to college, you get married, you get a 
career, you have kids. Bicycling just fell so far behind me.”

Once an adult, cars replaced bikes as Don’s new personal and 
professional passion. “My uncle had a chain of car dealerships, 
and I worked there before getting hired at Wynn’s,” which 
supplied automotive gaskets, sealing products, and specialty 
chemicals. Don worked at Wynn’s for 23 years, starting in entry 
level marketing and eventually worked his way up to president 
of Wynn’s Worldwide in 1999, overseeing the chemical and 
automotive warranty divisions. In 2001, Cleveland conglomerate 
Parker Hannifin acquired Wynn’s. Don stayed until 2003.

Don’s belief that many of the country’s 77 million aging Baby 
Boomers would want to buy a stylish, quality, reliable electric bike 
is what led him to start Pedego. “That’s certainly enough market 
for us,” he says. Don says they struggled to get the public aware of 
their product for around two years.

The idea of independent stores appealed to Don because he had 
seen it work before. “Wynn’s had a philosophy of worldwide 
distributors, and they were all independent businessmen, 
they were all entrepreneurs. So we decided when we got into 
this business that we’d have the same thing in our dealer and 
distributor network.” They set up Pedego stores like a franchise 
car dealership. Another strength of Pedego is that the owner-
operators aren’t just entrepreneurs but enthusiasts as well. 

Mostly, being an entrepreneur is trial and error, Don says: “If 
you’ve got good, sound judgment and you’re right a lot more than 
you are wrong, then you’re probably going to be successful.” 

After years in the automobile industry, Don is mindful that 
electric bikes are environmentally friendly. “As a society, the path 
to green is a long one,” he says. “I believe that there are not going 
to be quantum leaps but rather millions of very small steps. The 
good news is that in the last 10 years, awareness and involvement 
have gotten on a fast track, and while it will likely take generations 
for us to become green, more and more people around the globe 
are on the right road.”

Despite overseeing one of the nation’s fastest-growing private 
companies, Don doesn’t see it as work. “I tell people all the time: 
I’ve always liked what I did; I never knew I could love what I do. 
The first 30 years of my career I worked hard and enjoyed what I 
did, but I didn’t love it. I don’t ever want to retire; this is just way 
too much fun. We’re in the first inning of a nine-inning game. So 
when you’re winning 9 to nothing in the first inning, why would 
you quit?”



James L. Doti

“You don’t have to plan the opportunities that come to 
you; you just have to be prepared for them.”

The son of Italian immigrants, Jim Doti was born in Chicago in 
1946, the third of four children. Both of his parents immigrated 
to the United States at the age of 12. They met during the Great 
Depression and married in the mid-1930s. Jim’s father was forced 
to quit school when he was 15 to help support his parents and 
siblings. He worked for nearly 60 years as a shoe salesman. His 
mother was a milliner.

The family originally lived in Chicago’s “Little Italy,” but later 
moved to a mixed neighborhood as Jim’s father thought it would 
be better for his children to expand their horizons and not just be 
exposed to Italian culture. He wanted them to be Americans, and 
they spoke only English at home.

The Dotis lived in a two-flat building and had two bedrooms and 
a bathroom. The children learned from their parents the values 
of respect, honesty and hard work – and a special regard for 
education.

As a student, Jim began to develop a pattern that would follow 
him through the rest of his life. He was a good student, but that 
came with a great deal of effort on his part, and he began to push 
himself, and he eventually began to succeed. Because he had a 
problem with his speech, he joined the debate team to work on 
what he saw as a weakness. His impediment kept him from doing 
well during his freshman and sophomore years, and he later 
became a varsity debater and helped his team win the Blue Island 
Depart Championship.

Not only were the Doti children expected to work hard in 
school, but they also were required to work and save for their 
college education. Jim had paper routes with his three brothers – 
entrepreneurs at early ages – and they began to farm out routes 
to other boys in high school. Jim also started a janitorial business 
cleaning and waxing floors for shops in his neighborhood, and 
later his largest account was Montgomery Ward. His earnings 
from this business, along with a modest scholarship, helped him 
get started at the University of Illinois.

During his junior and senior years at the university, he became 
a work-study student helping professors by grading exams and 
doing research. He originally planned to pursue a career in 
accounting, but after taking a required course in economics, he 
decided to become a college professor in economics. He worked so 
hard he was accepted into one of the greatest economics graduate 
schools in the country – the University of Chicago. He won a 
National Science Foundation Fellowship, which covered most of 
his tuition and expenses. He also worked as a faculty assistant 
and taught part time at Roosevelt University and at a community 
college. He earned both a master’s degree and a doctorate from the 
University of Chicago in 1976.

Jim became an economics professor at Chapman College in 
Orange, California, and later served as dean of Chapman’s George 
L. Argyros School of Business and Economics and was named
president of Chapman University in 1991.

“You don’t have to plan the opportunities that come to you; you 
just have to be prepared for them,” he says. “My advice is not to 
shy away from a new opportunity – even when you are content 
with your current situation. New experiences expand your 
horizons. If you do your best at whatever is in front of you, the 
opportunities will come.”



Jim Freedman
 

Jim Freedman grew up in Groton, Connecticut, a lower-middle-
class community where his father built submarines and his 
mother was a substitute school teacher. Jim attended public 
schools in Connecticut. At age 28, after moving to Los Angeles 
and earning an MBA from UCLA, Jim started his first company, 
Barrington Associates (after being fired from his prior job due to 
a disagreement with his boss). After about seven years of barely 
surviving economically, Jim achieved business success and went 
on to build Barrington into the largest independent merger and 
acquisition advisory firm in the western United States. He sold 
Barrington to Wells Fargo Securities in 2006.

Before founding Barrington, Jim was vice president at Foothill 
Group Inc., where he was in charge of corporate development as 
well as the commercial lending division for California. 

Now Jim is managing director, chairman and founding principal 
of Intrepid Investment Bankers. He has more than 35 years of 
investment banking and corporate finance experience and is an 
expert in the financial aspects of corporate strategy.

From 2016-2018, Jim was featured as one of the most influential 
people in Los Angeles finance in the Money Book edition of the 
Los Angeles Business Journal. He also appeared on the cover of 
publication’s Power Players special issue, highlighting the top five 
dealmakers who keep L.A.’s middle market bustling. Further, he 
has been listed in “Who’s Who in Banking and Finance” in the 
L.A. Business Journal’s annual poll of the 100 most influential 
individuals in the Los Angeles financial service community. In 
addition, Jim is a tenured C-suite advisor for CSQ Magazine, an 
award-winning L.A.-based business executive publication for 
visionaries and entrepreneurs. Jim has authored numerous articles 
for the magazine 

Jim is also active in community affairs, serving on the Board 
of Directors of the UCLA Jonsson Cancer Center, the Board of 
Advisors of the UCLA Anderson School, the Board of Directors 
of the Yosemite Conservancy, the Board of Governors of 
Cedars-Sinai Hospital and the Board of Directors of the Concern 
Foundation for Cancer Research. 



Donald Garcia

Donald Garcia is best described as a leader. He has demonstrated 
leadership in business as well as in the local, national and 
international communities.

After achieving a successful financial services industry career 
spanning two decades, Donald was named president of Pinnacle 
Consulting Group in 2000.

During his tenure at Pinnacle, Donald has developed unique 
processes and designs to implement financial strategies for affluent 
business owners, highly-compensated executives and those who 
have inherited wealth. Working with a team of tax professionals, 
legal advisors and investment analysts, Donald and his associates 
provide comprehensive, innovative solutions to fit the financial 
needs of Pinnacle’s clients.

It is Donald’s strong belief that community leadership is essential 
to community growth and strength. He has held numerous 
executive positions in a variety of organizations, including 
president of the National Association of Professional Insurance 
and Financial Advisors of Orange County; president of the 
Achievers Club of Toastmasters International; president of the 
Walnut Valley Chamber of Commerce; member of the Executive 
Board of the Hispanic 100; and an active board member of the 
New Majority of Orange County.

In pursuing his dedication to the children and the future 
of tomorrow, Donald has been a mentor to individual gang 
members. He has been honored by the City of Santa Ana as the 
Outstanding Citizen and Mentor of the Year for his contribution 
and commitment. Continuing his leadership and involvement with 
children, Donald has served on the executive Board of Directors 
for the YMCA of Orange County and Por Mi Futuro commission. 
Currently, Donald sits on the board of MIND Research Institute, 
which ensures that all students are mathematically equipped to 
solve the world’s most challenging problems. Donald has been 
inducted into Orange County’s On Purpose Foundation, honoring 
the most accomplished leaders of the community, and recognized 
by the Orange County Business Journal as one of the top 500 OC 
Leaders and Top Entrepreneurs.

Nationally, Donald was appointed by President George W. 
Bush to the international commission for the Woodrow Wilson 
International Center for Scholars, where he served as chairman of 
the Finance and Audit Committee. On a state level, he accepted 
a governor’s appointment to serve on the board of the California 
State Compensation Insurance Fund, where he served on the 
investment committee, overseeing the positioning of more than 
$20 billion in assets.

Donald and his wife, Wendy, reside in Newport Beach, California, 
and enjoy volunteering for various philanthropic organizations. 
They have been blessed with their daughter, Brooke, and son, Sho 
(Donald).



Loreen Gilbert knows what it means to work hard for every penny 

earned. Loreen grew up in Ft. Worth, Texas and at age 13, her 

parents divorced. Loreen’s mother went back into the workforce 

after being a stay-at-home mother for fourteen years. Loreen saw 

first-hand how her mother worked hard to put a roof over their 

heads and food on the table. Loreen’s first job was at the age of 

fifteen, walking three miles to work at McDonald’s. During high 

school, she worked three jobs simultaneously and then worked her 

way through college at the University of Texas at Austin. Having 

established a work ethic early on set her up for success as an 

entrepreneur, understanding that integrity and hard work is a solid 

equation for success. Also, her personal story is what gives her 

the ‘why’ behind her career choice. Loreen is motivated to assist 

other people, especially women, become financially independent. 

Loreen is an experienced wealth manager who has spent over 30 

years creating comprehensive wealth strategies for clients. Upon 

graduating from the University of Texas at Austin with a degree in 

business administration, she launched her career assisting clients 

with investment management services at Fidelity Investments. 

Gilbert then worked for a private company selling retirement plans 

to municipalities and their employees. She has been in private 

practice as a wealth manager since 1997, and is the founder and 

CEO of WealthWise Financial Services. Through her affiliation 

with LPL Financial, Loreen offers securities and investment 

advisory services to business owners, key executives and women. 

Loreen is the past chair of the NAWBO (National Association of 

Women Business Owners) Institute, which provides resources to 

women business owners around the globe. She spent four years on 

the board of NAWBO, representing more than 11 million women 

business owners in the US. Loreen was awarded the Remarkable 

Woman Award as 2016 Business Owner of the Year and 2017 

Advocate of the Year for NAWBO-Orange County, California*. 

Loreen was honored by Enterprising Women Magazine as the 

national winner of the 2017 Enterprising Women of the Year 

award in her category. In 2016, she was appointed to the Trump 

Pence Small Business Advisory Council. In 2018, she testified 

before Congress regarding potential legislation that would benefit 

both employers and employees. 

In 2020, she made the Forbes Top 1000 Female Advisor list*. For 

nine years including 2020, Loreen received the Five Star Wealth 

Manager Award* as published in Orange Coast Magazine and The 

Wall Street Journal. Loreen was also named winner of the 2020 

Silver Stevie® Award in the Female Entrepreneur of the Year 

category for Women in Business. Gilbert has been covered by 

CNBC, Bloomberg, Fox, TD Ameritrade, Cheddar, US News & 

World Report, USA Today, Investor’s Business Daily, Yahoo! 

Finance, Money Magazine, Reuters, Financial Advisor Magazine, 

Plan Sponsor Magazine and WealthManagment.com. She also 

hosts on-air segments for KX 93.5 FM in Laguna Beach, 

California, to educate listeners on financial matters. Her iTunes 

podcast is called WealthWise Moment. 

Loreen is committed to giving back through many charitable 

organizations. She sits on the Tocqueville Society Cabinet and 

Women’s Philanthropy Fund for Orange County United Way; she is 

an ambassador for Opportunity International; and she sits on the 

Business Leadership Committee for Segerstrom Center for the Arts. 

Loreen Gilbert is a registered representative with and securities 

offered through LPL Financial, Member FINRA/SIPC. 

*This award recognizes the accomplishments of one NAWBO 

member, who has used creative initiatives to overcome obstacles, 

create jobs, grow a successful business, and help her community. Must 

be a woman business owner that owns at least 25% of her business and 

actively runs the day-to-day operations. 

*The Forbes ranking of America’s Top Women Wealth Advisors,

developed by SHOOK Research, is based on an algorithm of 

qualitative and quantitative data, rating thousands of wealth advisors 

with a minimum of seven years of experience and weighing factors like 

revenue trends, assets under management, compliance records, industry 

experience and best practices learned through telephone and in-person 

interviews. Portfolio performance is not a criterion due to varying 

client objectives and lack of audited data. Neither Forbes nor SHOOK 

receives a fee in exchange for rankings.  

*Award based on 10 objective criteria associated with providing

quality services to clients such as credentials, experience, and assets 

under management among other factors. Wealth managers do not pay a 

fee to be considered or places on the final list of 2012/2013/2014/2015/ 

2016/2017/2018/2019/2020 Five Star Wealth Managers.  

LOREEN GILBERT



Parker Kennedy

From 2003 to 2010, Parker S. Kennedy served as the chairman and 
CEO of The First American Corporation, a Fortune 500 company 
with revenues exceeding $8 billion. The company consisted of 
two primary divisions: title insurance and data. In June 2010, the 
two divisions were separated into two companies. The insurance 
division retained the name First American (NYSE: FAF), and 
the data division is known as CoreLogic (NYSE: CLGX). After 
the split, Kennedy initially served as executive chairman of 
each company before focusing his efforts as chairman of First 
American.

From 2003 to 2009, Kennedy served as chairman of First 
Advantage Corporation, a NASDAQ company ultimately sold 
to private equity. He has served on the boards of a variety of 
businesses, including his current positions as a member of the 
board of the Automobile Club of Southern California and of Viant 
Technology, an internet advertising company.

Kennedy, who joined First American in 1977, was elected to the 
board of The First American Corporation in 1987. During his 
tenure, he served the company in a variety of local and national 
roles, including branch manager, national sales director and 
president before his promotion to chairman and CEO.

In 2003, Kennedy was recognized as one of America’s top 
chief executives on Forbes Magazine’s prestigious list of Best-
Performing Bosses. Ranked at number five, Kennedy was one 
of only 10 executives from the nation’s 500 largest companies to 
receive an A+ efficiency grade for pay versus performance.

He also serves on the boards of directors of various charitable 
organizations, including the Fletcher Jones Foundation. He 
is a past chairman of the board of the Santa Ana Chamber of 
Commerce, the Bowers Museum, and the Orange County Council 
of the Boy Scouts of America. Kennedy is a past president of the 
American Land Title Association, as well. He also currently serves 
on the Board of Trustees of Chapman University.

A member of the California Bar Association, Kennedy practiced 
law for four years with Levinson & Lieberman in Beverly 
Hills, California. He is a graduate of the University of Southern 
California, where he was a two-year letterman in track and field, 
and a member of the Beta Theta Pi fraternity. After graduating 
from USC in 1970 with a Bachelor of Arts degree in social science 
and communication with a concentration in economics, he went 
on to earn a law degree from Hastings College of the Law, San 
Francisco, in 1973.

Kennedy was born in Orange, California, where he now resides. 
He and his wife, Sherry, have two children and four grandchildren.



Gil LeVasseur, Jr,

Gil LeVasseur, the oldest of three children, was born in 
Washington, D.C., in 1944 while his father was in the U.S. Army 
Air Corps during World War II. His father came from a family of 
poor French farmers who immigrated to Iowa, and his mother was 
born to German immigrants who settled in Montana. Her father 
was unable to care for her after her mother’s untimely death, so his 
mother spent most of her childhood in boarding homes. 

Shortly after his father was discharged from the Army, the family 
moved to Los Angeles. His father supported the family with two 
jobs, as a woodworker in a furniture factory and a milkman, 
but the family struggled financially. His mother managed the 
household and made most of the family’s clothing. His mother 
always told him, “You be the ones who lead, and let the others 
follow.” That always stuck with Gil. His mother’s sisters and their 
families sometimes lived with them, which was a strain for the 
family with a two-bedroom home with one bath and already tight 
budget. Gil remembers coming home one day, and his parents had 
given his dog away because they couldn’t afford to feed it. 

Both his mother and aunt suffered from mental illness, so Gil 
found relief and freedom by spending time at friends’ houses, 
and as soon as he was old enough to work, he found solace in 
the escape it provided him and found his work ethic earned him 
responsible positions. 

At age 10, he began mowing lawns and cleaning windows, and 
by the time he was 14, he had his first job making hardware for 
a casket builder. He would bike from that job to a gas station 
and work the night shift there. Soon he became the manager and 
earned enough to buy a car for $500. He maintained the two jobs 
throughout high school. 

Gil credits his father for his entrepreneurial spirit. Once he asked 
his dad for a ride to a job interview with a friend’s father at an 
aerospace plant, and while they were there, his father talked his 
way into a job for himself. Within five years, he was running the 
plant. 

Gil excelled in sports and captained his high school gymnastics 
team. He later was introduced to the Long Beach State College 
gymnastics coach, who helped him apply there and get accepted. 
He continued to work two jobs throughout college, reveled in 
business classes and became close with his economics professor. 
He ultimately transferred to UCLA, where he studied under 
professors who realized and recognized his potential and pushed 
him to excel. He graduated in 1966 with a bachelor’s degree in 
finance – the first person in his family to get a college degree.

Upon graduating, a finance processor offered him a job as 
an analyst at his firm, the American Investment Counseling 
Company. It was a work-study program and allowed Gil to 
earn his master’s degree in finance in two years from USC and 
ultimately launch his business career.

At age 24, Gil was hired as assistant to the president of Canada’s 
International Chemical & Nuclear Corp. (ICN). In two years, he 
built ICN into Canada’s third-largest pharmaceutical business.

In 1970, Gil purchased a small struggling specialty-food 
processing company. He negotiated a “bootstrap” acquisition, 
which enabled him to make a modest deposit and pay the 
remainder out of the business’s future profit.

After successes with publishing businesses and an investment 
firm, in 1998 Gil fulfilled his dream of running his own 
investment firm using his own capital. He formed LeVasseur 
Capital Partners, LLC, where he is chairman and CEO.



James V. Mazzo

Jim Mazzo was born to parents of moderate means. Jim’s father, at 
the age of 7, sold newspapers on a corner in Chicago. His mother 
came from a farming family. Both of their parents immigrated 
from Italy, so they both grew up facing the hardships of settling in 
an unknown country on their own.

Jim’s dad moved up through his career and was eventually head 
of all sales for American District Telegraph. His mother was 
a journalist for the Chicago Daily News until they moved to 
California, where she raised the family.

Throughout his school years, Jim had to work and earn 
scholarships, and with some money from his parents he was able 
to go to college. Later, he faced sacrifices in moving all over the 
world with his family – first to Cincinnati, then to Canada and 
later to Italy and London.

As a young man, he successfully battled cancer.

Jim has always given back by being on multiple academic boards 
and through his philanthropic efforts and has felt very lucky and 
fortunate to be able to do so.

Jim is advisor for Carl Zeiss Meditec’s Strategic Business Unit, 
which includes Ophthalmic Diagnostic, Surgical Ophthalmology 
and Refractive Lasers. He is also executive chairman of 
Neurotech, a retinal implant company, and chairman for Avellino 
Labs, a biotechnology and genetics science company. He is an 
advisor for Bain Consulting and sits on six health care boards.

He is one of the ophthalmic industry’s best known and most 
respected business leaders, with more than 40 years of proven 
experience. His global reputation for building and running world-
class organizations is based on 22 years leading Allergan’s North 
American and European eye care organization.

Additionally, he is founder and chairman of OCTANe, a member 
of the International Intraocular Implant Club (IIIC), and special 
advisor medical devices and executive committee board member 
with the Medical Device Manufacturers Association (MOMA). 
He sits on several boards, serves on NASA’s Mission to Mars 
Committee and is an officer in the Order of St. John.

Jim’s accomplishments and contributions to the health care 
industry and business and educational communities are numerous. 
They include serving on the UC Irvine Foundation and as vice 
chair and trustee for Chapman University. He also has years of 
dedicated experience with the medical device industry, including 
cardiology, orthopedics and ophthalmology.

Jim was recognized as a Top 100 Innovator in Ophthalmology 
multiple times and recently honored with the 2020 Ellis Island 
Medal of Honor.



Carl McLarand

“Personal determination is everything.”

Carl McLarand, AIA, NCARB, is the founder and chief executive 
officer of MVE + Partners. He was born in December 1938 in 
Hollywood, California. His father made his living as a freelance 
musician playing the flute and other woodwind instruments. He 
worked with several different orchestras that played the music 
for various radio shows, motion pictures and television shows. 
In 1939, Carl’s father played in the orchestra that performed the 
musical score for “The Wizard of Oz.” It took many years for Carl 
to realize that his father was one of the very best at his craft, and 
just how hard he had worked to achieve this skill level.

Carl grew up in a modest middle-income-family household. Some 
of his earliest memories were of watching World War II unfold. “I 
remember the fear that I felt when an air raid siren would go off as 
an early warning of the potential air attack, I would run home and 
hide under my bed,” Carl says. During this era, he also witnessed 
how the entire nation seemed to come together in a unified manner 
to protect the country and defeat the enemy.

As an adolescent and through his early teen years, Carl was 
somewhat shy and insecure but exhibited an early passion for work 
and making money. He started at age 9, selling fruit at a farmers 
market for a silver dollar a day. He soon augmented his income 
with paper routes and learned to sell enough subscriptions to earn 
a transistor radio for his efforts.

Up to and through high school, achieving a high grade-point 
average was not a priority for Carl. But following graduation from 
high school, he realized that he needed a university education, and 
to have that opportunity would require him to achieve much better 
grades. He enrolled in a junior college for two years, worked hard 
and achieved a 4.0 grade-point average.

During his second year at the junior college, he determined that he 
wanted to be an architect, and after his second year he was accepted 
to the University of Southern California School of Architecture, 
which was considered one of the best in the country. Carl became 
only the second student in the history of the USC School of 

Architecture to finish the five-year curriculum in four years. “I felt 
like I needed to make up for the two years spent at junior college. It 
turned out to be an extraordinarily difficult task,” he says.

After graduation from USC and a stint in the Coast Guard 
Reserve, Carl secured employment at AC Martin and Associates, 
one of the largest and most prestigious architectural firms in Los 
Angeles. He ultimately spent 8-1/2 years at the firm. At a very 
young age, he was given the responsibility to design some of the 
most important projects to be built in Los Angeles. This also 
required him to interact with some of the nation’s top business 
leaders. At age 26, he was assigned the task of designing the 
27-story 1900 Avenue of the Stars office building in Century 
City. Subsequently, he was given the responsibility to develop the 
conceptual design for the Atlantic Richfield Plaza development, 
which included twin 52-story office buildings. This project 
remains one of the largest ever in Los Angeles.

In February 1974, he formed Carl McLarand & Assoc., with its 
office in Orange County.

In 1974, the country was in a deep recession. Carl had very limited 
cash reserves and had the added burden of having to support 
his wife and their three children. Carl was determined that his 
new firm would succeed both as an architectural organization 
and as a business. He had previously worked with several other 
architectural firms while going to USC and had witnessed how 
mismanaged and inefficient most of them appeared to operate.

His first year at the helm of his new firm was challenging, as the 
country was in a recession. Over the years, Carl was able to double 
and redouble the firm’s gross and net income.

“Personal determination is everything. I have worked very hard 
throughout my professional life, and, like my father before me, I 
have tried to be the very best at my craft that I can be,” Carl said. 
“I am very proud of our work product, the individual professional 
growth of my employees, and the financial success of our firm.”



Al Mijares

Al Mijares, Ph.D, was appointed as the Orange County 
superintendent of schools in 2012, and elected in 2014 and 2018. 
Previously he served for six years as the vice president of the 
College Board, where he worked to expand the high school-to-
university pipeline, to assure college readiness and success for 
students, especially the underrepresented.

He joined the College Board after serving as superintendent 
of the Santa Ana (California) Unified School District for more 
than 11 years. Under his guidance, the district received national 
recognition for successfully meeting the needs of its diverse 
student body. Al was praised for his innovative curricular reform 
and for improving reading and math skills.

Before Santa Ana, Al served as superintendent of the Bakersfield 
(California) City School District and Coachella Valley (California) 
Unified School District and as a principal in the Moreno Valley 
Unified School District in Riverside County, California. 

He is a member of the Board of Trustees for the College Board, 
a member of the Board of Trustees for Biola University, and a 
founding member of the Communidad Latino Federal Credit 
Union. In addition, he served as chairman of Latino Youth 
Leadership of Orange County, was a member of the advisory 
council of the Tiger Woods Learning Center Foundation, on 
the advisory board for Public Schools for Tomorrow, advisory 
board for PACE, Board of Directors for EdSource, and was the 
first chairman of the Santa Ana Empowerment Zone Board of 
Directors. Additionally, he is the recipient of several honors, 
including the American Association of School Administrators 
Leadership for Learning Award, the Orange County Hispanic 
Chamber of Commerce’s 2005 Educator of the Year Award, the 
League of United Latin American Citizens’ 2004 Excellence 
in Education Award, the Association of California School 
Administrators’ Diversity Award, and the California School Board 
Association’s Merit for Outstanding Leadership. He also received 
the 2019 Apple of Gold for Excellence in Education from the 
Hispanic Education Endowment Fund (HEEF).

The son of an immigrant from Chihuahua, Mexico, Al spent much 
of his childhood traveling among California farm communities 
where his father worked. This experience inspired him to help 
students, especially children of immigrants, fulfill their dreams 
through education. As a result, much of his professional career 
has been dedicated to serving poor students from minority 
communities. In Coachella Valley, for example, he developed a 
relationship with the United Farm Workers of America, helping 
migrant families understand the importance of education and 
regular school attendance. The district forged such a close 
relationship with César Chávez, it named its elementary school 
in honor of the civil rights leader, becoming the first school in the 
nation to do so. Al and his wife, Jackie, have five sons all of whom 
are college graduates.

He earned a bachelor’s degree in child development/special 
education from California State University, Northridge. While 
working in the San Francisco Bay Area as a project specialist 
for physically handicapped children in public schools, Al earned 
his master’s in social welfare from the University of California, 
Berkeley. He earned his Ph.D. from the University of Southern 
California. He holds several school credentials, including school 
psychology and school administration.



Jim Muzzy

“Always strive to be the best of class through hard work, sacrifice and 
continual learning; be someone who is solutions oriented — identify 

the problem and solve it, find the opportunity and capitalize on it; most 
importantly, be results driven — take the initiative to make it happen!”

Jim Muzzy was born and raised in Tucson, Arizona. His family 
was of modest means, with both parents working for as long as he 
can remember. Jim has always had a strong work ethic, with his 
first job selling Cokes at football games when he was 12 years old. 
It was an excellent learning experience, he says.

“I quickly learned that the more I hustled, the more I earned,” Jim 
says. “I had many small jobs working in the summers, after school 
and on Saturdays. My first real job was as a box boy at a local 
grocery store. Over a few years, through hard work and initiative, 
I was promoted to the coveted butcher department, working as an 
apprentice. I saved all my money and bought my first car, a 1939 
Ford Coupe.”

Following graduation from high school, Jim joined the Air 
National Guard and spent the first two years of a six-year 
commitment on active duty. This decision turned out to be a major 
turning point in his life, as it gave him time to mature and grow 
up, and helped him realize the importance of an education. Jim 
entered college following active duty, and over the next 5½ years, 
he earned an undergraduate degree in business and an MBA. 
He was the first in his family in more than three generations to 
graduate from college.

In 1964, Jim married Pam and moved to California. Over the next 
seven years, he focused on building a career in finance. In 1971, 
he was presented with an opportunity to be on the ground floor, 
launching an investment management firm that today is known as 
PIMCO.

“Our focus was on managing institutional assets for large 
corporations like AT&T, Southern California Edison, Bechtel, 
etc. The first five years were very difficult because, as we found, 
unless you had experience in managing institutional assets, had 
a competitive performance record and a list of reputable clients, 
no one was interested in hiring you,” Jim says. “To solve this 
problem, we approached Southern California Edison and asked to 
manage a small portfolio of their bonds at no fee. With very good 
results, we developed a performance record needed to attract new 
clients. Despite major headwinds over the first five years, we never 
gave up! Nor did we lose faith in our ability to succeed!”

What he and his colleagues learned over those formative years 
became the backbone of PIMCO’s culture today, Jim says: 
“Always strive to be the best of class through hard work, sacrifice 
and continual learning; be someone who is solutions oriented 
-- identify the problem and solve it, find the opportunity and 
capitalize on it; most importantly, be results driven -- take the 
initiative to make it happen!”

“This mindset will serve you well not just in business but in all 
walks of life,” Jim says.



Mario Rodriguez

Born in Hawthorne, Nevada, Mario Rodriguez was one of nine 
children. As the son of a U.S. Marine, Mario lived in several 
different states within the first 10 years of his life. After his 
parent’s divorce, Mario was sent to live with his father in San 
Clemente, California.

Once his father retired from the Marine Corps, he began 
bartending in the evenings to provide for Mario and himself. 
Finding himself alone most nights of the week, Mario began 
to realize the importance of self-motivation and self-discipline. 
As a young boy, he had no choice but to become resilient by 
circumstance.

In an effort to stay focused, Mario became very involved in 
sports in junior high and high school. This further taught him the 
importance of discipline, strategic thinking and teamwork -- all 
necessary elements to achieve continued success in all facets of 
life.

Upon graduating from high school, Mario began to study at 
Saddleback College. Shortly afterward, a career opportunity 
presented itself at the U.S. Postal Service. Upon making the career 
change, Mario worked through many promotions within the Postal 
Service, from letter carrier to supervisor to customer service 
account representative.

After eight years with the Postal Service, Mario decided to 
commission his entrepreneurial and leadership skills and opened 
his own ad specialty and marketing business. Upon his company’s 
inception, he started with $100 in daily sales and strategically 
expanded it into a multimillion-dollar business.

After a successful career in the ad specialty and marketing arena, 
Mario decided to once again expand his professional portfolio. 
In 2009, he sold his business and established a consulting and 
development firm, where he uses his professional skills to help 
expand his client’s professional and corporate brands.

Learning early in life that hard work creates success, Mario 
has embraced the many challenges and opportunities presented 
throughout his life with tenacity and conviction.



Gary Singer

“Get out in the stream of history, and swim as fast as you can.”
— Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas

Gary Singer is chair of the Simon Foundation for Education and 
Housing, the primary sponsor of the Simon Scholars Program. He 
also serves as senior vice president and general counsel for RSI 
Holding LLC and RSI Equity Partners LLC, businesses founded 
by Ron Simon. Gary is a faculty lecturer at UC Irvine School 
of Law and is a member of the UC Irvine Foundation Board of 
Trustees.

Gary was born in Los Angeles and moved to Fullerton at age 8. 
His father was in the carpet business, and his mother was a teacher 
in the Fullerton School District. He and his brother were active 
in school sports and attended Fullerton High School. He was the 
student body treasurer largely because his banner read “$inger for 
Treasurer.”

Gary’s family had various financial and emotional struggles, 
which he believes made him work harder in school and sports and 
dedicate himself to becoming successful. He had paper routes 
during elementary school and worked at McDonald’s during high 
school, with assorted other construction jobs in the summer. He 
also worked at a local driving range and golf course through high 
school and college.

Gary recalls that if he brought home a report card from school 
with a B or B+, his mother queried, “What happened?” If as a little 
league pitcher or active golf tournament player he had a “bad day,” 
his father would regularly say that he needed to focus and practice 
more. The high standards set by his parents have been a model that 
he strives to accomplish in his endeavors.

Gary matriculated to UC Irvine, and after graduation, he attended 
Loyola Law School in Los Angeles and then practiced business 
law for the international law firm of O’Melveny & Myers for 
nearly 37 years. He was managing partner of the firm’s Newport 
Beach office, a two-time member of the firm’s Board of Directors 
and chair of its international transactions department. He retired in 
2013 and joined the RSI group of companies.

Gary and his wife, Melanie, have three children and three 
grandchildren. Melanie serves as a mentor for a Simon Scholar 
who is now in college at UC Riverside. Melanie is a former deputy 
district attorney in Orange County and a member and chair of the 
Orange County Juvenile Justice Commission.

At Gary’s law firm, O’Melveny, Warren Christopher, who served 
as President Bill Clinton’s secretary of state, often quoted U.S. 
Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas, for whom he served 
as a law clerk. Justice Douglas advised Mr. Christopher after his 
clerkship to “Get out in the stream of history, and swim as fast as 
you can.”

“These are still important words for all of us,” Gary says.



Ronald M. Simon

“Real success is accomplishing what others believe to be impossible.” 

Ron is a first-generation American. He was born in Los Angeles 
in 1934 to poor immigrant parents, his mother from Russia and his 
father from England via Canada. He grew up in East Los Angeles, 
with his family sharing a duplex with his grandparents. By the 
time Ron was 5 years old, his parents had saved enough money to 
buy a small house in West Los Angeles. His younger brother died 
at age 7 from a brain tumor.

Like many poor immigrant families, Ron’s family came to 
America feeling insecure and uncertain about the future. He 
is sure some of this rubbed off on him, and growing up in this 
environment he had very little self-esteem. It was practically 
impossible for him to speak in front of a class. Even meeting 
new people, especially adults, was very uncomfortable for him. 
Low self-esteem was without question the greatest difficulty of 
his youth, but this adversity fueled a burning desire to improve 
himself and to become successful and independent, so when he 
says that adversity can be a great motivator, it has been a literal 
truth in his life.

At age 9, Ron had a paper route, and when he was 13, he took 
the streetcar to Downtown Los Angeles, where he occasionally 
worked at his grandfather’s retail store selling luggage. When Ron 
was 15, his father started his own manufacturing business making 
steel medicine cabinets, and Ron worked in his father’s factory 
as a spot welder. His father worked hard and always provided for 
the family’s basic needs. In later years, Ron worked during school 
vacations delivering mail for the U.S. Postal Service and clerking 
in department stores.

While Ron was a good student, he was very eager to get his 
schooling behind him and get a job that would allow him to 
be independent. After college, he joined Layne Bowler Pump 
Company as a junior engineer, where he worked for five years.

While Ron was reluctant to join his father’s business, because the 
two did not always see eye to eye, his father convinced him to do 
so. Under Ron’s leadership, Perma-Bilt Industries grew to be one 
of the nation’s largest manufacturers of bathroom medicine and 
vanity cabinets.

In 1987, he sold Perma-Bilt, and as he began to witness how the 
new owners were unravelling the business, he started RSI Home 
Products in 1989. Perma-Bilt closed its doors in 1991 as RSI was 
growing to be one of the largest manufacturers of kitchen and bath 
vanities and cultured marble countertops in the world. In 2015, 
Ron started RSI Communities, a homebuilding company.

RSI Home Products was sold to American Woodmark in 2017, and 
RSI Communities was sold to William Lyon Homes in 2018.

In 2003, Ron started the Simon Scholars Program, which provides 
six-year scholarships to underserved students who have overcome 
adversities and seek better lives for themselves and their families 
through determination and self-reliance.

To provide more support for the scholars, Ron created the Simon 
Scholars Leadership Association, a group of community leaders 
who will help, mentor and guide the Simon Scholars through 
college and into their careers.

Ron stresses the importance of integrity. “My word is my most 
cherished possession,” he says. “When I tell someone I’m going to 
do something, I do it. I don’t define success by how much money 
I have. For me, success is how respected you are by your family, 
friends and business associates.”



Wil Smith

Wil Smith is the President, founder, and owner of Greenlaw 
Partners, a California-based full-service real estate development 
and operating company, and Greenlaw Management, Inc. a 
commercial property management company-- collectively known 
as Greenlaw. Wil personally oversees all aspects of the company’s 
acquisitions, operations, and investment development/
redevelopment programs.

Wil was diagnosed with dyslexia at the age of 15.  Most of his 
education was in the Stockton, California public school system.  
He graduated high school with a 4th grade spelling level and a 
significant reading disability. With assistance from the disabled 
student services department Wil received a Bachelor of Science 
degree in Agriculture from California Polytechnic State 
University, San Luis Obispo.  He then went on to earn a Master’s 
Degree in Real Estate Development from the University of 
Southern California.

Since its inception in 2003, Greenlaw Partners has completed 
more than $5.0 billion in transactions related to 150 commercial 
real estate properties.  Many of Greenlaws assets have been in 
joint venture with leading global institutional groups including 
Walton Street, Westbrook, Cigna, UBS, Guggenheim, and Cross 
Harbor.  In addition, Greenlaw has also partnered with a select 
group of ultra-high net worth individuals as private capital 
partners.  Currently, Greenlaw owns and manages a joint venture 
portfolio approaching $3.0 billion in value that encompasses 
approximately 10 million square feet of commercial buildings, 
2,500 apartments, and over 4,000 acres of land. 

Wil is a licensed California real estate broker, and an active 
member of Young Presidents Organization (YPO) where he 
currently serves on the board of the Orange County Gold Chapter. 
In addition, Wil is a founding member of the Tiger21 Orange 
County Chapter, and serves as an Independent Director of the 
Griffin-American Healthcare REIT IV. As a proud University of 
Southern California alum Wil sits on the executive board of the 
USC Lusk Center for Real Estate as well as on the USC Price 
School Board of Counselors. 

The University of Southern California also recently announced 
the USC Price Wilbur H. Smith III Department of Real Estate 
Development, representing the first naming gift of a department 
at USC Price. Funds will be primarily used for student 
scholarships and a summer research fund for faculty members.



Joseph M. Stapleton

“All the water in the world can’t sink a ship unless it gets inside.” 

At a young age, Joseph M. Stapleton saw first-hand the value and 
importance of hard work and self-reliance. His Iowa-born father 
spent his life in the hospitality industry, ultimately investing in his 
own bar/restaurant establishment. His mother lived throughout the 
U.S. in her early life as the daughter of an Air Force captain and 
was working in Orange County selling insurance when the two 
met. Joe would spend only the first six months of his life in Orange 
County before the family’s relocation to Tucson, Arizona. 

At age 13, Joe began his first job as a landscaper and later waited 
tables at Tucson Country Club, all while lettering in wrestling, 
track and earning All-State honors at center for his Sabino High 
School football team. “Working at the country club really helped 
me to understand customer service, and that people should always 
be treated as human beings,” Joe said. He would go on to business 
school at the University of Arizona and started in the investment 
business as an intern at Merrill Lynch. At 19, Joe applied his 
business skills to the operation of the family’s struggling bar, 
engineering a successful turnaround that ensured his father could 
retire.

Upon graduating from the University of Arizona, Stapleton 
returned to Orange County to pursue his investment management 
career. He became a broker with a fledgling wealth management 
firm, which was run by his current Spinnaker Investment Group 
business partner. In his new hometown of Newport Beach, 
California, Joe found his calling for community service, applying 
his energy and lifelong approach to team sports to various 
organization boards and civic committees. 

Joe has remained a fitness enthusiast, favoring cycling in 
particular. He recalls participating in the fateful 2013 Boston 
Marathon, being just four minutes from the finish line when 
makeshift terrorist bombs detonated. “That event more than 
anything left a dramatic impression that we are here to live life 
to the fullest,” he said. Not one to allow the rigorous training 

to go for naught, Joe re-entered and completed the Boston 
Marathon in 2014.

As president and co-founder of Spinnaker Investment Group, 
Joe oversees the firm’s client relationships while advising 
businesses and individuals on customized wealth and investment 
management, life insurance, group benefits and executive 
compensation solutions. His top priority is assisting clients to 
achieve what is most important to them by bringing their goals 
and desires in line with their financial resources.

Currently, he serves as a member of the Finance Committee 
for the City of Newport Beach and is chairman of the board of 
the Newport Beach Foundation. He also serves on more than a 
dozen boards of directors for community and civic organizations, 
including The Pacific Club, New Majority Orange County, 
Newport Beach & Company, Literacy Project, Speak Up Newport, 
OC Cats (University of Arizona Alumni Association), The Pacific 
Arts Foundation, Corona del Mar Residence Association, Lott 
Trophy and International Executive Council. He is also on the 
Executive Board of the Commodores Club of the Newport Beach 
Chamber of Commerce.

Past awards and service include 2020 Newport Beach Citizen of 
the Year; 2019 NB & Company Dennis O’Neil Partner in Progress 
Award; 40 Under 40 – OC Metro, 2014; Harbor Commissioner – 
City of Newport Beach, 2013-2017; Charter Update Committee 
member – City of Newport Beach, 2012; Newport Beach 
Chamber of Commerce Board of Directors – chairman of the 
board; Leadership Tomorrow – board member; The Elite OC, 
Young Professionals Society – founder; OC Marathon – board 
member; Fire Ops 101 – Newport Beach – graduate; Citizen Police 
Academy – Newport Beach – graduate. 

Joe currently lives in Newport Beach with his wife, Sarah.



Daniele C. Struppa

Daniele Struppa was born in Milano, Northern Italy, in 1955, to 
Giuseppe Struppa and Emilia Galli. Both his mom and dad were 
lawyers, but Emilia gave up her profession to be an at-home mom.

Daniele had a very fortunate childhood and graduated at the top 
of his class from the Liceo Classico G. Berchet in 1973, and then 
received his Laurea in Matematica, again at the top of his class, 
from the University of Milano, in 1977.

Passionate about a career in mathematics, Daniele applied for 
a scholarship to attend the University of Maryland, where he 
arrived in the summer of 1978. The first year in the United 
States was extremely difficult for Daniele, whose knowledge of 
English was very limited, and whose financial resources were 
almost nil. With an income of less than $500 per month, he had to 
support both himself and his then-wife, living in a small roach-
infested apartment that cost $212 a month. Daniele was, however, 
working passionately on his degree, and he received his Ph.D. in 
mathematics from the university in 1981.

After a year in the army, Daniele became first assistant professor 
in Milano in 1981, and two years later at the Scuola Normale 
Superiore -- arguably one of the top research centers in the world. 
The years at the school in Pisa were very hard once again. The 
meager salary, combined with the trips he had to take weekly 
from Milano to Pisa, made for living on the edge. He slept in a 
$15-a-night hotel near the Scuola to make ends meet.

Daniele got a break in 1987 when he joined the University of 
Calabria as a full professor. He was one of the youngest academics 
in Italy with this title. But the stifling atmosphere of Italian 
academia moved him to seek another opportunity in the United 
States, a country he grew to love during his years as a student.

Daniele joined George Mason University in 1988, again 
as a full professor of mathematics, and soon he began his 
administrative career, first as the founding director of the Center 
for the Applications of Mathematics, and then as chairman of 
the Department of Mathematical Sciences, associate dean for 
Graduate Studies, and eventually dean of the College of Arts and 
Sciences at George Mason. He held the position of dean for nine 
years, starting in 1997.

In 2006, Daniele moved with his wife, Dr. Lisa Sparks, to 
Chapman University to become provost, and later chancellor. In 
2016, he became Chapman’s 13th president, a position he still 
holds.

In 2016, Daniele won the Cozzarelli Prize from the National 
Academy of Sciences for co-authoring a paper on quantum 
physics, and in 2018 he was awarded the Ellis Island Medal of 
Honor.



Bill Thompson

Bill Thompson is chairman emeritus of PIMCO, one of the world’s 
largest investment management firms. He previously served as 
chief executive officer from 1993 until his retirement in 2009. 
Prior to joining PIMCO, he spent 18 years with Salomon Brothers, 
Chicago, San Francisco, and two years in Tokyo as Chairman of 
Salomon Brothers Asia. He holds an MBA from Harvard Business 
School and an undergraduate degree in civil engineering from the 
University of Missouri-Columbia.

Bill grew up in a middle class, blue collar community in South St 
Louis named Affton. It was heavily populated by first- and second-
generation immigrants from European countries like Germany, 
Holland and France. His father was in the trucking business, his 
mom worked in the local school district office. As a young man in 
school, Bill became recognized as a leader among his friends and 
teammates, and in college he was president of his fraternity as a 
sophomore and student body president as a Junior. 

Bill’s early life in St Louis was highlighted by Cardinal baseball, 
good friends, and a close-knit family.  A devastating blow was 
served during his Freshman year of college when his Dad died 
suddenly and the world turned upside down.  Support and 
inspiration from loved ones and unexpected friends helped him turn 
the corner, and he has tried many times to pay that back.

Bill credits his parents, coaches, and teachers for early success in 
school, and he values humility, a sense of humor, and respect for 
others for his success in business. He admits the most important 
decision in his life was marrying his high school sweetheart, Nancy 
with whom he has 3 kids and 8 grandkids.

In 2005, Bill and his wife Nancy founded the Thompson Center 
for Autism & Neurodevelopmental Disorders at the University of 
Missouri.  This comprehensive center has developed a national 
reputation for excellence in clinical treatment, research and 
teaching.  In 2019 they diagnosed 800 new cases of autism for 
treatment, and in January, 2020 they also founded The Thompson 
Center for Autism at CHOC, Children’s Hospital of Orange 
County California. 

Bill served on the board of Pacific Life and Citigroup during the 
2008 financial crisis, and at CITI he contributed to strategic 
direction and leadership change which led to financial recovery. 
He has received numerous awards and honors for his leadership 
and service both in Missouri and here in California. He holds 
honorary doctorates from the University of Missouri and 
Chapman University. 

Bill has always tried to balance his pursuit of a professional career 
with his commitment to family, friends and community.  He has 
contributed personal time and leadership to important 
organizations such as Hoag Hospital, Pacific Symphony, and the 
Orange County Community Foundation.



Tom Tucker

“Remember the past, live in the present, and trust in 
the future. Most importantly, don’t give up.”

Tom Tucker was born in Des Moines, Iowa. His father was 
serving in the U.S. Army, in the Pacific Theater during World 
War II. Tom and his mother lived with his maternal grandmother. 
His grandparents were first-generation Jewish Americans who 
came with very little from Russia and Poland. They learned 
English by reading the newspaper and listening to the radio. As 
they were beginning their American Dream, they chose to only 
speak English at home. They believed that learning English and 
assimilating would make them more successful. His maternal 
grandmother, who was from Poland, loved to listen to the soap 
operas on the radio. When she would listen, Tom would help her 
with an English word or sentence. He helped her learn English and 
she taught him hard work.”

In 1946, Tom first met his father, at the Des Moines, Iowa, train 
station, as he was returning home from the Pacific Theater in World 
War II. Tom’s father opened a small salvage yard in Des Moines. 
Tom observed and learned from his father, and used his sacrifices, 
discipline and entrepreneurial spirit to drive his own success.

In November 1951, the family moved to California. The family 
rented a small tract home in Anaheim, which then had a population 
of 5,000, and Tom’s father started a used car lot. Tom worked at the 
car lot washing and waxing the cars, and also worked at his uncle 
Jack’s furniture store and his uncle Bennie’s hot dog stand in the 
summers. Tom also worked at the Disneyland coffee shop during 
the summer of his senior year in high school. Growing up, Tom 
was a Cub Scout and Boy Scout, yoyo champion, and he played 
baseball. “I was not too talented,” he said. He also accumulated the 
entire 1954 Topps baseball card collection.

Tom graduated from Anaheim High School and the University of 
Southern California. While at USC, he won an advertising agency 
contest to name a new Neutrogena skin product. He got paid $50, 
and the agency used the idea to create Close-Up toothpaste.

After college, Tom was in the USAS, Army Intelligence Reserves, 
which taught him a lot about duty, honor and country. It taught 
him discipline, built his strength and mental toughness. It was 
very helpful to him later in life, to know who he was and what he 
wanted to accomplish.

In 1971, at 28, Tom started his own furniture store with the help 
of his uncle and lived on the salary earned by his wife, a teacher. 
Tom borrowed money from the bank and grew the business to 
eight stores. The business was doing quite well. In 1979, he took 
in outside investors to expand the business, then in 1980 a major 
financial recession hit, and it forced the company out of business. 
Tom says, “It is inevitable that you will experience failure in 
the pursuit of success, but through the lows, you will find the 
highs. You just have to keep trying.” Tucker re-emerged with a 
plan to enter the homebuilding business. His neighbor had 13 
lots in Upland, California, that still had equity. He had the house 
plans, the land, and the project was ready to go. To get the project 
re-started, Tom signed a recourse note to the bank, pledging his 
home as collateral. He would get up at 5 a.m. and drive 55 miles to 
Upland seven days a week to watch the construction project hands 
on, and to manage sales, etc.

Pennhill Homes went from building and selling 13 homes in its 
first year to more than 500 homes per year when the business was 
sold in 1989. “The harder you work for something, the greater 
you’ll feel when you achieve it,” Tom says. Find your own success 
and dream big, he adds. “It is very important to enjoy what you are 
doing for a living.”

Tom strongly believes in the importance of giving back to the 
community and to those in need. Tom had the privilege of 
serving on the Board of Directors of a number of not-for-profit 
organizations: Segerstrom Center for the Arts (20 years), UCI 
Foundation Board and CEO Roundtable, South Coast Repertory 
theatre and St Joseph Hospital. Tom is also the founder of New 
Majority California.



Gaddi H. Vasquez

“The testings of life are sent to make us, and not to break us.”

Gaddi Vasquez was born in 1955 in Carrizo Springs, Texas, 
to migrant farm worker parents. Eva Vasquez and Guadalupe 
Vasquez were U.S. born descendants of Mexican parents who 
came to the United States in search of a better life and pursuit of 
the American Dream.The life of a migrant farm working family 
meant moving from labor camp to labor camp in search of work 
and never knowing if work would be available. There were many 
uncertainties and countless disappointments.

When Gaddi was 2 years old, the young family of three moved 
to the small farming town of Watsonville in Northern California. 
For years, the Vasquez family lived in a one-room trailer that sat 
on a foundation of dirt, with no running water, heating, cooling 
or electricity. Each morning the family loaded onto a box truck 
with other workers so the bosses could maintain control over 
the migrant workers and the “braceros” who were brought into 
California under a federal work program that permitted Mexican 
seasonal workers to harvest crops.

While his parents worked, Gaddi and his younger brother played 
and entertained themselves in the field of crops. Lunch was served 
from barrels of beans and rice with tortillas and milk to round out 
the daily feeding of workers and children.

One of life’s early lessons came in the form of the friendship and 
support that was made available through local community-based 
organizations, which provided supplements such as clothing, food 
and health care. Assistance was unconditional, and the helping 
hand that organizations provided proved invaluable in some of 
the most difficult and challenging times. The impact and indelible 
impressions of those moments would last a lifetime and proved 
to be formative in a career that ultimately led to fighting global 
hunger, poverty and disease.

With the assistance of relatives, the family would eventually move 
to Orange County, where it didn’t take long for his father to land a 
job in Downtown Los Angeles at the Anderson Desk Company. 

As a child, Gaddi never missed an opportunity to make his 
contribution to the family’s finances. He sold flower seeds door 
to door and visited construction sites to collect empty bottles 
left behind by the workers and redeemed them for cash. At 
age 11, he was hired by the AMF Voit rubber company. Every 
Friday afternoon, he would appear at the corporate offices of the 
multinational company and shine the shoes of the founder and 
chairman, Willard Voit.

Neither of Gaddi’s parents had graduated from high school. He 
eventually graduated from the University of Redlands, becoming 
the first person to graduate from college in the Vasquez family.

Gaddi went on to be elected to the Orange County Board of 
Supervisors, becoming the first person of color elected to the 
board. In 2002, Gaddi was nominated by President George W. 
Bush to serve as the 15th director of the Peace Corps. He became 
the first Latino to lead the federal agency and provided critical 
leadership in the aftermath of the attacks on September 11.

Serving as the director of the Peace Corps was the privilege 
of a lifetime for Gaddi. “Promoting peace, friendship and 
understanding around the world and working with some amazing 
men and women was the most gratifying experience of my 
professional life,” Gaddi says.

In 2006, President Bush nominated Gaddi to serve as the U.S. 
ambassador and permanent representative to the United Nations 
agencies in Rome, Italy. Ambassador Vasquez led U.S. efforts to 
fight world hunger, poverty and disease.

Ambassador Vasquez currently serves on a corporate board and a 
number of national and international boards which advocate for 
freedom, democracy, higher education and advancements in the 
public policy arena.  He also is the recipient of five honorary 
doctorate degrees.



George J. Wall

George J. Wall was born in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1948, the 
oldest of three children. When he was 4, his mother was forced 
to move because of his father’s abusiveness and alcoholism. His 
mother and the three children moved to New Jersey to live at his 
grandmother’s house, where they were raised by his mother and 
grandmother. After they moved to New Jersey, Wall never saw or 
heard from his father again.

After arriving in New Jersey, George’s mother took a number 
of jobs to support herself and her family while she put herself 
through college at the same time. When she graduated she became 
a teacher and took part-time jobs to make additional money. From 
their mother, her children learned the value of hard work and 
education. While working full-time, she continually pursued post-
graduate degrees in many subjects which were work-related as 
well as courses to develop hobbies and other interests.

When George was 10, he took his first of many jobs as a paperboy. 
Thereafter, both during the school year and summers, he took 
jobs to help make extra money and pay for his education. These 
jobs included being a golf caddie, working in a library, working in 
a machine shop grinding carbon parts, working in a gas station, 
waiting on tables, working in a railroad yard rehabbing railroad 
passenger cars, working in a gravel pit and working in a plastics 
storage facility. During summers, he often worked two jobs a day.

After high school, George attended the University of Virginia, 
where he majored in economics, and after graduation he attended 
law school and graduated from the University of Miami, where 
he received a JD degree. In addition to working multiple jobs to 
help pay for his education, he learned about scholarships, which he 
applied for and was fortunate to be awarded a number of times. He 
also pursued and obtained student loans. After initially working in 
litigation, he has been a corporate attorney for more than 40 years, 
specializing in mergers and acquisitions in all sectors, working on 
transactions that have exceeded more than $1 billion in enterprise 
value.

As he was growing up, George learned from his mother and his 
jobs that the keys to success were to always try your best, always 
be dependable and treat people with respect. He observed from 
others that there is no automatic success, but instead that success 
can be achieved by having the focus to outwork others, paying 
attention to detail and understanding that everyone in life has 
bumps in the road that you have to either work through or around 
with perseverance. No one has a problem-free life. 

As one of his mentors taught George, the only place success 
comes before work is in the dictionary.



Aimee S. Weisner

“Be grateful for adversity, for it motivates you and 
makes you stronger. Practicing gratitude, even for the 

difficulties in life, is the key to happiness.”

Born in rural Indiana in 1968, Aimee was the youngest of four 
children. Her early life was largely a fortunate one. Her father was 
a rural physician, and their family wanted for little. Over time, 
this deteriorated as her father became an alcoholic. Aimee’s life 
abruptly changed at age 12 when her father left their family, leaving 
only a note behind. Her mother was stunned and unprepared to 
support herself. She struggled to find a job, and over time, Aimee 
depended on an older sister for most of her needs. At age 15, Aimee 
moved to Las Vegas, where her older siblings and her father lived.

Always a good student, Aimee became fiercely independent and 
started working part-time jobs as soon as she could drive. She 
was the valedictorian of her high school, played varsity sports 
and developed self-confidence. She attended California State 
University, Fullerton, and graduated at the top of her class, while 
working to support herself in retail sales, as an office receptionist 
and then as a customer service representative.

Aimee then attended Loyola Law School in Los Angeles with 
the benefit of student loans. Her father, who provided her some 
financial assistance for tuition in college, passed away while 
Aimee was in law school, leaving her on her own financially. This 
further motivated Aimee to graduate in the top 10 of her class, 
which opened doors to her legal career. Her first attorney position 
was with a prestigious national law firm, and from there she went 
on to a successful in-house legal career in the medical device and 
pharmaceutical industries. She was recognized as a legal executive 
and trusted advisor with strong business acumen and judgment, 
and for leading with integrity, principles and compassion. She 
retired from practicing law in 2019 to devote more time to serving 
on corporate boards of directors, promoting diversity, and giving 
back to the community

Early in her legal career, she discovered a quote from James Cash 
Penney, founder of JC Penney, and it has been on her desk ever 
since: “I am grateful for all my problems. After each one was 
overcome, I became stronger and more able to meet those that 
were still to come. I grew in all my difficulties.” This challenge 
became a personal credo and allowed Aimee to put obstacles and 
problems into perspective. A second saying further engrained 
the importance of gratitude and perseverance in her life: “It’s not 
happy people who are grateful, it’s grateful people who are happy.”

Aimee credits the disruption and stress in her early life with 
motivating her to work hard and never take life’s blessings for 
granted. Those blessings start with her husband of 25 years and 
their two children. Being a child of divorce, she sees the world 
differently and has parented differently. Being present for her 
children is vital, and her faith in God and loyalty to her family are 
paramount. Moving west opened doors in her mind she did not 
even know existed. Doors to diversity, tolerance and inclusion. 
And discovering the importance of gratitude, even in her darkest 
moments, was the spark that helped her realize the joy in hard 
work and in overcoming personal and professional challenges.

When asked for professional advice, Aimee advises students that 
success starts in school, where putting in the effort opens doors 
to career success. Once in the working world, earn the trust of 
your managers and fellow employees by being accountable — 
delivering on your responsibilities without fail, keeping your word, 
and putting the success of your company and your co-workers 
before your own. Protect your integrity, without fail, for it is your 
most precious asset. 



Louis Welch

“My dad’s dad was a chauffeur,” says Louis Welch. “He used to 
keep 15-20 mostly rundown sedans in his side yard in Greenwich, 
New York. My dad, the youngest of four, was an excellent student, 
enrolled at Harvard, and reputedly flunked out because he argued 
with his professors too much. He graduated from the University 
of Minnesota and Union Law School. He spent his entire working 
career lawyering for the Education Department of New York in 
Albany, the state capital, where I was born.”

The father of Louis’ mother was a rug salesman who passed 
away at age 39. His grandmother kept the family afloat during 
the Depression by cooking for other families. “My mom was 
half Armenian, and everyone on her side of the family was very 
distrusting of anyone who wasn’t,” Louis says. “This was probably 
due to the discrimination they encountered in their home country 
and the massacre of over a million and a half Armenians by the 
Turks.”

The brother of Louis’ grandmother made a small fortune by 
inventing a speaker that RCA put in its TVs. RCA paid him in 
stock, which appreciated to the point where he took profits and 
started a vending business in which Louis’ mom and her whole 
family worked. “Her elder sister ended up taking over the business 
and cutting out her two younger siblings,” Louis says. “That drove 
an everlasting wedge between the family.”

Louis’ father commuted to Albany from Saratoga Springs, about 
25 miles away, every day until he retired. “He and my mom were 
not very happy together,” Louis recalls. “They fought every single 
day.”

After eighth grade, Louis enrolled in a Redemptorist seminary 
and spent a little over a year there. “It wasn’t really as idealistic as 
it sounds. My best friends’ dads were liquor salesmen, and we all 
started drinking in grade school. Because we weren’t old enough 
to buy alcohol legally and we couldn’t trust older guys to not rip 
us off, we began stealing. We’d go into stores and say we were 
collecting boxes to hold the local charity clothing donations. We’d 
carry two boxes -- one upside down inside a larger one. When 

we walked by the beer section we’d pull the top box off, fill the 
bottom box with beer, then cover it with the upside-down box. 
We got pretty good at pretending those heavy boxes were empty, 
and we thought we were really clever until we got busted and my 
dad grounded me for a year. That’s when I said, ‘I’m going to the 
seminary.’ My best friend, Denny, and I both went. He lasted six 
weeks. I made it into sophomore year. It was the only time in my 
life that I received straight A’s on a report card. The structure and 
discipline had a profound effect on me. Unfortunately, it didn’t 
really carry over when I left.”

Louis recalls that somehow he made it through high school and 
college, barely scraping by, usually. He started graduate school 
at Cornell University, but he hated it. After his first semester, he 
returned to Saratoga Springs for Christmas. He grabbed his friend, 
Denny, put everything they owned in his Plymouth Fury, and the 
two drove across the country. Well, almost. “We got all the way to 
Las Vegas, where we proceeded to lose everything we had,” Louis 
says. “On January 1, 1984, we rolled into California, flat broke.” 
The two worked a series of low-paying jobs and bounced around 

for almost a decade until Denny found the construction industry 
and Louis started in health clubs.

“I had done a lot of television commercials in my 20s and 
continued to do so until I got married and our first child was 
born,” Louis says. “Brendan was 2 months premature, 3 pounds at 
birth, and his birth cost roughly $100,000. That was a lot of money 
35 year ago -- even more because we hardly had any savings. Of 
course, we had no insurance. As dire as that time seemed, it ended 
up being the turning point in my life. Taking stock of everything, 
I decided to commit to one career, the fitness industry, and make it 
mine. Luckily, over time and with a few close calls, it worked.”

Louis and his wife, Michu, have been married for 37 years and 
have two beautiful daughters, Brittany and Courtney, along 
with their “miracle baby,” Brendan. “We are very close,” Louis 
says. “We live close to each other. We all work together and play 
together. I feel extremely fortunate.



Michelle Wulfestieg

Michelle Wulfestieg is a two-time stroke survivor, award-winning 
author, motivational speaker and executive director of the 
Southern California Hospice Foundation (SCHF). Meeting her 
will cause you to believe that anything is possible. 

Hearing Michelle’s story, you might be surprised by the happy 
ending. Michelle survived her first stroke at age 11, and it led 
doctors to discover a life-threatening, inoperable lesion in her 
brain. With her second catastrophic stroke at age 25, Michelle 
was in a coma with a poor prognosis. But miraculously, Michelle 
survived again, and doctors, against the odds, successfully 
removed the lesion that had formerly threatened her life. 

Michelle further shocked doctors when within only a year, she 
learned to eat, walk and speak again, and then completed her 
graduate thesis, received her master’s degree and returned to 
her career. As a result of her own health struggles, she has an 
immense appreciation for life and the purpose that fills each 
day regardless of diagnosis or prognosis. This has led Michelle 
to devote her life to solving the urgent socioeconomic needs of 
terminally ill children and adults.

Although half of Michelle’s body remains permanently paralyzed, 
since 2010 she has served as executive director of the rapidly 
growing and influential nonprofit the Southern California Hospice 
Foundation, growing the organization from a start-up to a 
multimillion-dollar organization. From an outsider’s view, the day-
to-day activities of the foundation appear impossibly challenging, 
because the complex needs of the terminally ill are so diverse and 
can change from moment to moment. However, Michelle’s survivor 
instincts have led her to be a resourceful leader and troubleshooter, 
and where some may see problems, she finds novel solutions. 

Under Michelle’s Leadership, SCHF has served 6,113 distinct 
children and adults across California, and the foundation’s reach 
is only growing. SCHF is the only organization that provides 
a broad spectrum of essential services to hospice patients that 
medical hospices are not designed to provide. The foundation fills 
vast socioeconomic needs, from helping patients afford groceries 

or utilities to helping veterans and their doctors navigate the 
special challenges they face in the final weeks of terminal illness. 
SCHF also makes fabulous final wishes come true for patients, 
and Michelle often collaborates with celebrities such as Harrison 
Ford, Oprah Winfrey, Gordon Ramsay and Selena Gomez to make 
dreams come true. 

Most importantly, in 2017 Michelle spearheaded a five-year capital 
campaign called “The Heavenly Home Project,” aimed to create 
Orange County’s first nonprofit end-of-life care facility, where the 
terminally ill can receive 24-hour care regardless of their ability 
to pay. “Finding placement for a patient after discharge from the 
hospital is a tremendous problem. Many patients have nowhere to 
spend their final days or no family or loved ones who can provide 
critical care. This is the hidden housing crisis in our community,” 
says Michelle. Slated to open in 2021, The Heavenly Home will be 
a place where each patient receives much-needed love, support and 
round-the-clock care so that no patient will ever die alone. 

At just 38 years old, Michelle has been lauded throughout 
her distinguished career with a number of awards, including 
Outstanding Founder for Orange County’s 2018 National 
Philanthropy Day, hosted by the Association of Fundraising 
Professionals. In addition, she was named one of Orange County’s 
100 Most Influential in 2019 and 2017 by The Orange County 
Register. She has authored an award-winning memoir titled “All 
We Have Is Today,” and she has collaborated on the Showtime 
docuseries “Time of Death.” 

With the heart of a servant leader, Michelle is faith-filled and 
deeply believes that everything happens for a reason. Today, 
she hopes to be an inspiration to those who are struggling, 
encouraging them to make each moment count, regardless of their 
circumstances. 

Michelle’s greatest wish for you is that you find your true  
purpose, using the gifts you were given to change a life, make a 
difference and do good works, making the world better and the 
future brighter.




