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It just so happens that your friend here is only MOSTLY dead 
~ Miracle Max; The Princess Bride 

 
 
I once heard a story about a young boy who ran to his father, tears swelling in his eyes, holding his pet turtle Herkimer 
in his hands. The young boy had just discovered that his beloved pet Herkimer was dead. Pained by his son’s sorrow, the 
father, thinking quickly, said: 
  
“Don’t worry, son. Herkimer is happy where he is. I know what we’ll do. We’ll have a big party to celebrate Herkimer’s 
life. We’ll invite all of your friends, cook hot dogs on the grill, and we’ll all tell fun stories about Herkimer!” 
  
As he talked about the party, the father noticed his son’s tears drying up and his spirits lifting. They continued to plan 
the celebration, and soon his son began to speak excitedly about the upcoming event. It was then that his father looked 
down and noticed that Herkimer was moving. “Hey, look!” he shouted, “Herkimer isn’t dead after all!” 
  
The boy looked at his turtle, thought for a moment, and then sheepishly said to his father: 
  
“Can we kill him?” 
  
In a matter of minutes the boy had gone from tears over his turtle’s death, to wishing that the turtle really was dead. 
What happened? Simply put, his dad had made the result of Herkimer’s death more interesting and exciting than the 
possibility that Herkimer was still alive. So what’s the tale of Herkimer have to do with youth work? When I heard it I 
started thinking about how some adults work with young people. Bottom line, there are a lot of things that a young 
person needs to accomplish as they prepare for their future that are, at best, less than exciting. Adults tend to 
concentrate on mature behavior, responsibility, independent living skills, time and money management, getting and 
holding a job, completing basic education, blah-blah, yawn-yawn … screw it! I think I’ll get stoned, play Hacky Sack and 
hang out with my friends! 
  
The problem is that we tend to focus more on the unpleasant means (Herkimer’s death) rather than the exciting end (a fun 
celebration!). If we spent more time helping young people realize the benefits of their efforts as opposed to 
the challenges they need to face, we might see a lot more motivation from them. The outcomes we seek for young people 
offer them everything they want -- freedom, control over their life, financial security, their own place, their own rules -- 
and that’s just for starters! Get young people excited about the end and they’ll be begging for the means. 
  
William Hazlitt put it best when he said; “A strong passion for any object will ensure success, for the desire of the end 
will point out the means.” Forget about being a counselor or teacher or case manager or therapist -- you’re a sales person, 
and with the right packaging, your product has the potential to practically sell itself. 
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