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Seeing Around Corners
Achieving Success in Business and Life

by R. Christopher Whalen

THE SUMMARY IN BRIEF

Rags to riches stories are always inspiring – we can identify with the protagonist 
and all of  us wish we were in their place. Relatable and very motivational, such 
books can inspire just about everyone to seek proactive change in their life.

In Seeing Around Corners: Achieving Success in Business and Life R. 
Christopher Whalen tells entrepreneur Stanley C. Middleman’s story. While it takes 
the reader on a rollercoaster of  a journey, the book also shares Stan’s principles for 
achieving business success. From Stan’s humble beginnings in Philadelphia to build-
ing one of  the largest mortgage companies in America, the book offers the reader 
equal parts a memoir and a business strategy guide.

Stan Middleman has long been perceived as a business inspiration and an outstand-
ing example of  the classic American entrepreneurial spirit. Through hard work 
and a clearly defined vision, he’s been able to navigate change and build Freedom 
Mortgage from a small regional firm into one of  the largest privately held mortgage 
companies in the US.

IN THIS EXECUTIVE BOOK SUMMARY:

•	 Achieve great success in your career or business.

•	 Learn what adversities you’ll need to overcome along the way.

•	 Understand the importance of  consistency and staying true to your vision.

•	 Discover the best ways to handle life’s unforeseen circumstances.

Entrepreneurship



Seeing Around Corners

2Soundview Executive Book Summaries® |  summary.com

Introduction
This is the story of  Stanley C. Middleman, the eldest child 
of  a working-class family from Northeast Philadelphia circa 
1954. It is the genuine tale of  an American entrepreneur 
who failed several times in his early endeavors yet perse-
vered. Through focus, discipline, and sheer personal will to 
be successful, Stan created enduring achievements. 

Chapter 1: The Graduate 
The story of  Stan Middleman’s long journey to financial 
success is also about individual discipline, trial and error, 
and how this deliberate approach leads to enduring accom-
plishment. Stan was born in 1954 and grew up in a mid-
dle-class neighborhood in the city of  Philadelphia. Much 
of  Stan’s sense of  responsibility was the result of  his mother 
holding him accountable for the whereabouts and actions 
of  his siblings. His mother’s expectations for Stan shaped 
his sense of  responsibility.

By the time Stan reached college in the early 1970s, his par-
ents decided to move to Florida with his younger siblings. 
Stan’s dad, Lenny Middleman, had a job in Philly, but he 
wanted to be his own boss and go into business for himself. 
The family home had gone up in value by more than dou-
ble in the years that the Middleman family lived in North-
east Philly, an interesting commentary on the level of  home 
price inflation in those days. 

In 1976, Stan was a senior at Temple University and while 
attending college, he worked for a large regional lender 
called Girard Bank, which was headquartered in Center 
City. He worked from midnight till seven in the morning. A 
dedicated employee, Stan worked nights at the bank while 
taking classes full time and also working as a substitute 
teacher in the Philly public schools.

Working in the back office of  a bank was an interesting job 
for a college senior, but like most college students, Stan was 
still just scraping by even after working two jobs. “My salary 
was so low that I collected food stamps,” Stan reflected. 
“My two jobs combined didn’t leave me with enough mon-
ey to feed myself.”

Always modest and self-deprecating, Stan freely admits to 
being someone who falls into the desperate category when 
it comes to seeking economic success. He was not gifted in 
any particular fashion outside of  the desperation to succeed. 
Stan didn’t want to work two jobs like he did in college. He 
wanted to be watching the game, not working the game. 

“I didn’t start off being philosophical, yet I seem to wax on,” 
Stan reflects. “I’m self-taught. I don’t think that I’m super 
skilled, although I have certain gifts. I would say that my 
great overriding gift is the ability to exploit my desperation.”

Stan defines success as an achievement that you need to be 
able to point to, to identify and measure. Oftentimes, discus-
sions of  success and happiness meld together, but Stan is not 
just talking about happiness. Each individual has different 
obstacles to hurdle in their quest for contentment. While 
positive feelings are often a by-product of  achievement, 
happiness is not the same as a successful business career or 
monetary success. Whatever we do to create success needs to 
have a quantifiable outcome, Stan believes.

Chapter 2: There’s No Advertisement 
for Boss
The Bicentennial celebrations in Philadelphia during the 
summer of  1976 were the biggest tourism opportunity to 
hit the area. Stan was determined to take advantage of  this 
singular event. For a good part of  the summer, Stan’s vision 
for his first business opportunity was proven correct. In-
deed, the business took off seemingly on its own and quickly 
became a big management challenge for a young man with 
no previous experience operating a business. 

The first business lesson Stan learned that summer is that 
scale begets complexity. A business with one employee and 
one stand could be tightly controlled. In a relatively short 
period of  time, though, he had many stands selling all dif-
ferent products. The complexity of  the business multiplied. 

Somehow, with little in the way of  capital and a lot of  energy, 
Stan was able to continually meet those demands. Although 
the process of  scaling up the business was fast and fairly effi-
cient, he was suddenly interrupted by an act of  nature. This 
experience illustrates Stan’s second principle, Then Things 
Change, namely that things in business and life can and do 
change, sometimes very quickly and without warning.

On July Fourth of  1976, there was an enormous thunder-
storm late in the afternoon and into the early evening. All 
the T-shirts on all of  the tables were caught in the down-
pour and got soaked. “I remember watching T-shirts float 
down the gutters along the street on Independence Mall 
like mini lifeboats,” he recalls ruefully.

By the end of  September 1976, when the tourist season came 
to a screeching halt, he was stuck with an excess of  invento-
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What Stan had in abundance was  
a willingness to work hard and devote his  
enormous energy to try to be successful. 

ry. Stan stopped buying new inventory and, instead, started 
consolidating stands. By November, Stan was still outside in 
the cold, selling souvenirs to the trickle of  tourists who came 
to visit the town as fall turned to a brisk Pennsylvania winter.

The next several business opportunities that came along were 
from two older gentlemen named Felix and Tom Clauss, 
whom Stan met via a classified ad in the newspaper. At the 
time, these veteran businessmen earned their money by buy-
ing businesses, rehabilitating other people’s mistakes, making 
the businesses more profitable, and then selling them. 

The Clauss family was looking for someone to run a local 
locksmithing company they had just purchased, Alarms and 
Locks Unlimited. What Stan had in abundance was a willing-
ness to work hard and devote his enormous energy to try to be 
successful. The Clauss brothers gave Stan the latitude to run 
the business, and he almost immediately invested in advertis-
ing to grow the customer base. He continued learning from 
every task involved with managing and growing the business.

From this experience, Stan learned perhaps the most 
important lesson in any commercial endeavor: hire good 
people to help you grow the existing business and thereby 
leave you with time to focus on the next opportunity. This 
leads us to Stan’s third principle, namely, ‘The

Power of  a Shared Vision.’ Whether you are Henry Ford or 
Stanley Middleman running a small business in Philadelphia, 
it takes a team with a shared vision, hard work, and some 
considerable luck to build an enduring business enterprise.

Chapter 3: Lessons from the Disco 
Deli
With Stan’s previous work experience selling souvenirs and 
working as a locksmith, taking a job managing a restaurant 
was an entirely new adventure.

The new business investment by the Clauss family was 
called the Calico Kitchen.

When Stan started as manager of  the Calico Kitchen early in 

1977, all the necessary skills involved in running a food estab-
lishment had to be learned and developed from scratch. 

“Working to deliver a quality experience to people each 
and every day in the food service business is a challenge,” 
Stan reminisces. “To operate the restaurant, I had to learn 
about food costs, bringing in customers, advertising, and 
hiring and managing many different employees (including 
some who stole).”

“There were many challenges, risks, and experiences, and 
not many people to turn to for answers,” says Stan. “It is 
often said that you become wise when you appreciate the 
limits of  your understanding, the holes in your knowledge, 
but I was still way down the learning curve.”

Though Stan was working as a manager of  a small restau-
rant in Northeast Philly, he still saw himself  as an entrepre-
neur with inventive and interesting ideas. 

When Stan saw an opportunity for growth, he jumped on 
it. The restaurant had a very young staff – many of  the peo-
ple were recent high school graduates. Stan was comfort-
able working with these kids because of  his experience as a 
substitute teacher.

One of  the young people working at the restaurant worked 
as a DJ part time. He asked Stan if  he could throw a party 
after work for his friends. The DJ offered to pay a hundred 
bucks to use the back room. Stan thought it sounded like 
a great opportunity. So, when the restaurant closed for the 
day, they moved the chairs out of  the rear dining room, 
which was a big-enough space to use as a party room.

The venture was a major success and Stan was soon hosting 
parties on a regular basis. That is, until the landlord decided 
to pursue Calico Kitchen’s eviction because the noise and the 
parties were affecting the other businesses in the mall. 

The experience of  having the Calico Kitchen shut down 
by the landlord taught Stan that people who seemed like 
friends could quickly become enemies and that failure 
could be delivered by the strangest of  sources. Everybody is 
not on your side. Not everybody wants to see you succeed, 
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he now understood. The failure of  the Calico Kitchen 
confronted Stan with a number of  lessons, illustrating yet 
another key principle: ‘Learn from Every Mistake.’

Chapter 4: Fear and Consistency
With the failure of  the Calico Kitchen, Stan had to again 
take stock of  his life and decide upon the next course in 
terms of  pursuing a career in business. He took a job in 
sales at the Pennsylvania Life Insurance Co. Stan began 
his journey into insurance by learning the world of  health 
insurance and hospitalization coverage but soon learned 
about all of  the other insurance products including life, 
property casualty, and annuities.

“Once I had proven my ability to sell and to learn all of  the 
aspects of  selling annuities, I was given the opportunity to 
teach new recruits,” Stan recalled those early days. 

Stan not only learned how to teach people the annuity 
business, but he also became adept at training different 
types of  people. This experience training and mentoring his 
colleagues at Penn Life was a new version of  his role as the 
big brother to his two siblings.

Having the responsibility of  managing his growing business 
unit at Penn Life set the stage for the next phase in Stan’s 
career, when he would go out on his own. By 1983, his 
partner George and another individual whom Stan had 
trained left Penn Life and went into business together. They 
operated under the name of  East Coast Financial, selling 
insurance and annuities.

Chapter 5: From Annuities to 
Mortgages
Stan was still a young man when he began his career in 
finance in the 1980s.

His firm developed a new offering, and the pitch went 
something like this: we can reduce the length of  your 
mortgages from thirty years to fifteen years and keep the 
monthly payments the same. You’ve already shown that you 
can afford the payments. The idea was that the client would 
pay off their house in fifteen years and end up with a great-
er amount of  savings in their annuity, possibly as much as 
$100,000. The borrower could pay off their house and live 
debt free with a sizable amount of  money put away.

For Stan, combining the annuity product with a shorter 

mortgage seemed like a great way to boost sales and also 
help people accumulate wealth. Stan thought this product 
offering was a great idea, but he wanted to test it out with 
other people.

Once he was ready to go to market, Stan was able to do 
business with four of  the seven people whom he had con-
tacted on his block. It turned out that it was a lot harder to 
get people to understand the concept of  the annuity and 
invest in it than it was to convince them to lower their mort-
gage interest rates and pay off their house sooner.

There was also another data point for his analysis: Stan was 
making more money on the mortgages than he was making 
on the annuities. The annuities were not only muddying the 
water and diminishing people’s confidence in his product, 
but they were also hurting sales overall.

Faced with a growing body of  data from his sales effort, 
Stan adapted and changed. In 1985, in a fateful but ulti-
mately necessary turn in his career as a business owner, 
Stan decided to gradually get out of  the annuity business 
with his partners and start a new business focused on the 
mortgage product exclusively.

Chapter 6: Mortgage Banker
When Stan started Freedom Mortgage in 1990, he had a 
couple of  specific motivations and objectives in making the 
change. He wanted to become a mortgage banker rather 
than merely a loan broker. Stan also felt that could better 
handle the state compliance for lenders in one centralized 
firm rather than in separate businesses, which he had set up 
in each state under United Financial.

Stan Middleman entered the world of  consumer lending at a 
time when the US economy was still recovering from the Great 
Depression and World War II, when large banks dominated 
all aspects of  finance. While millions of  words have been said 
and written about the subprime mortgage crisis of  2008, many 
people still don’t understand that it was largely commercial 
banks that widely introduced subprime mortgage loans as a 
product to the US housing market. Stan was a witness to this 
momentous change in the world of  mortgage lending.

Even when Stan was first getting started in the mortgage 
business, big banks still dominated the financing of  the US 
economy. As a young mortgage banker operating in the 
Philadelphia market, Stan Middleman had a front-row seat, 
as the market for subprime mortgages was born.
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In order to navigate through the lean years  
of Freedom Mortgage’s first decade, Stan rebuilt the  

organization over and over, an experience many  
lenders today understand all too well.

In order to navigate through the lean years of  Freedom 
Mortgage’s first decade, Stan rebuilt the organization over 
and over, an experience many lenders today understand all 
too well. They needed to acquire new and different skills 
to perform the key tasks involved to make and sell a loan. 
They had to get better at these tasks to lend at acceptable 
price levels to create profitability. The adoption of  auto-
mated statistical scoring and underwriting for mortgages, 
for example, was a big factor after 1995, when the industry 
applied the tools from credit cards and auto lending to 
approving mortgages.

As Freedom Mortgage went through a tough downsizing 
in the middle of  the decade, a new business model took 
shape where anticipating changes related to interest rates 
and technology—that is, seeing around corners—and ad-
justing accordingly became the core skill set for Stan and 
his senior managers. 

Chapter 7: Jobs and Inflation
In the 1990s, Stan and his colleagues in the mortgage 
banking business witnessed the miraculous birth of  the cell 
phone and other tools. There was a feeling of  excitement, 
not just in the investment world but among the population 
generally as well. 

Whereas the 1980s and early 1990s had been a tough time 
for many businesses and families, the late 1990s were a time 
of  rising optimism and expanding horizons albeit tempered 
with a number of  troubling financial market events. 

In the late 1990s, though, consumer credit was not broadly 
available. People who had equity in their homes still could 
not get loans to refinance their mortgages.

By the time the mortgage industry reached the 2000s, mort-
gage banks were able to do much more than ever before by 
leveraging technology and improving people, from the chief  
executives right down to the team on the servicing floor or 
the call center. In 2000, Freedom Mortgage was a decade 

old and had reached the point where the team’s execution 
was fairly reliable. Stan could count on the people and 
organization that he had groomed to execute the plan and 
run the business day to day.

Chapter 8: The Merry-Go-Round of 
Risk
Until the end of  the 1990s, there was very little new home 
construction in the United States and thus a lot of  unmet 
demand from consumers and investors. It was a situation 
not entirely dissimilar to what we see in the 2020s in terms 
of  a lack of  construction of  new affordable housing. This 
shortage of  inventory would soon explode into the lending 
and building boom of  the early 2000s that led directly to 
the 2008 financial crisis. Stan described the merry-go-round 
of  risk: The more things change in housing, the more things 
stay the same or at least repeat in cycles.”

Working through the difficult period of  the 1990s was 
a heck of  a way for Stan and his colleagues to learn the 
business. It taught them that closing the loan and retaining 
control of  the mortgage servicing asset was an important 
part of  the business of  mortgage banking and credit, a part 
historically controlled by banks. As Stan’s understanding 
of  the mortgage business grew, investing his cash into loan 
servicing as capital assets and focusing on credit made more 
and more sense and gave Freedom Mortgage more sub-
stance as a financial firm.

Chapter 9: Financial Crisis to 
COVID-19
When Freedom Mortgage closed the acquisition of  Irwin 
Mortgage Corporation’s loan origination business in 2006 
for $350 million, it ensured Freedom Mortgage’s future 
as a government mortgage lender. Once the ink was dry, 
Freedom Mortgage had more than 2,000 employees in 150 
offices nationwide. Yet, despite the promise and excitement 
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this transaction brought to Stan Middleman, within a year, 
the Freedom Mortgage team was in a five-year battle for 
survival. By 2010, all of  the big banks took a step back from 
the mortgage sector.

Fortunately, Freedom Mortgage was able to maintain its 
relationship with J.P. Morgan Chase far longer than many 
other mortgage banks, a fact that probably allowed Stan to 
manage through this crisis.

In time, the market had to get ready for another big shake-
up – the Covid-19 pandemic. As COVID-19 caused huge 
disruptions across the economy, the Fed was busily pushing 
down the cost of  credit for residential mortgages by sev-
eral percentage points, causing a huge surge in mortgage 
production and demand for homes that took the industry 
up sharply to just shy of  $5 trillion in volume in 2020. This 
was the largest single year of  loan production since the mid-
2000s, when Countrywide and Wells Fargo controlled huge 
chunks of  the lending and servicing market.

“In other words, mortgage lending profit margins in 2020 
were an astounding 262 percent of  the historic average, and 
still 133 percent of  it in 2021,” notes former Freddie Mac 
president Don Layton.32 “Even in a highly cyclical indus-
try, that’s an extraordinary increase during the dislocations 
of  the pandemic.”

Unfortunately, while 2020 and 2021 were extraordinary 
years for the mortgage industry, the period that followed 
in 2022 and beyond would be equally terrible in terms of  
falling volumes and profitability for most independent mort-
gage banks.

Chapter 10: Turning the Next Corner
“Addressing a gathering of  mortgage executives a few years 
ago, Freedom Mortgage CEO Stan Middleman made 
a blunt assertion,” National Mortgage Professional pro-
claimed in 2018: “There are only two ways to make more 
money in mortgages: create more production, or take on 
more risk. For mortgage brokers who are staring in the face 
of  another year of  disappearing originations, Option 2 may 
be the only real option at all.

In writing this biography of  Stan Middleman, we’ve had 
many opportunities to talk about his outlook for the mort-
gage industry and the US economy going forward for the 
balance of  the decade. As usual, he was not lacking for 
opinions or for carefully considered perspectives on what 

lies ahead in terms of  interest rates or housing prices. 
And as we’ve discussed in the previous chapters, Stan is 
not afraid to adjust the timing of  his long-term outlook to 
reflect changes in how the economy and interest rates are 
unfolding in the wake of  COVID-19 and related problems 
such as inflation. As much as entrepreneurs like Stan try to 
plan for the long term, a great deal of  success in business 
comes down to tactical considerations.

What is fascinating about Stan’s view of  housing is that 
after three decades owning and managing a mortgage 
company, he continues to employ the basic guideposts of  
interest rates and employment to inform his business out-
look. He adjusts his strategy and perspective to account for 
technological changes, political shifts, and the impact of  the 
Fed. The order of  the risk factors changes in each period, 
but the risks are basically the same.

What is fascinating about Stan’s view of  housing is that 
after three decades owning and managing a mortgage 
company, he continues to employ the basic guideposts of  
interest rates and employment to inform his business out-
look. He adjusts his strategy and perspective to account for 
technological changes, political shifts, and the impact of  the 
Fed. The order of  the risk factors changes in each period, 
but the risks are basically the same.

Conclusion
Stan has argued over the years that success in business is all 
about living in tomorrow and bringing people with you.

Despite his somewhat dire predictions about the mort-
gage industry at the end of  the decade of  the 2020s, Stan 
remains very excited about the future, both for himself  and 
for his family at Freedom Mortgage:

“I am pretty excited about where we are today as an orga-
nization. The best is yet to come. We are going to get better 
at what we do, and we are going to continue to grow our 
financial and human assets. There are so many opportuni-
ties being created even as the housing market heads for a 
long-term price reset at the end of  the decade.”

That, at the end of  the day, is what seeing around corners is 
all about.
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