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In Memory of a Mentor

M.L. “Hap” Gwaltney, Jr.

7/31/49 – 5/23/03

By David Dyson

One of my mentors passed away. I write about Hap and his mentorship given over 30 years ago because through this message you may realize even more that you can be a mentor and consider if you should show appreciation to the mentors and other positive influencers in your life. “Hap” Gwaltney influenced me significantly when I was only 18 years old, a college freshman at Auburn. He was only three years older, a senior leader in our PiKA fraternity and on campus. 

This article is personal—if too much so, I hope you understand. When I heard the news, the emotions included surprise and sadness, though I also felt a strong sense of appreciation and inspiration for his life and legacy. The message from within reminded me that we can influence people positively—at any age. We might even help someone step over to a better path that can lead to a better journey and destinations. You can influence another person by how you live your life and you can lift the human spirit and raise expectations for personal leadership that can influence people…and their legacy for generations. I share a brief biographical description of Hap, plus excerpts from my letter to his wife, Diana.

Hap Gwaltney

M. L. “Hap” Gwaltney lived until age 53. He was a family man, friend, fraternity brother, professional, and church leader. His wife, Diana, and their children, plus family and lots of friends survive him.

Hap graduated from Shades Valley High School and Auburn University. At Auburn, he was a member of the Pi Kappa Alpha Fraternity, served as a Senator in Student Government, and was inducted into the ODK Leadership Honorary. His many professional contributions included service as Vice President of Daniel Corporation, responsible for development of Greystone. One of his many honors was Alabama Realtor of the Year. Hap served as President of the Birmingham Board of Realtors, Director of the National Association of Realtors, and on the board of Hoover City Schools Foundation. He served on the Board of Deacons and as an Elder at Briarwood Presbyterian Church.

Thanks for Hap’s Example and Encouragement

Dear Diana,

….  I also express appreciation for the friendship and influence of you and Hap. Knowing you has been a blessing. You and Hap are two of my favorite people, even though we have seen each other only occasionally over the years since college.  At Auburn, I remember you always smiling with positive things to say.  A flood of memories and emotions this morning reminded me of the many times I have thought positively of both of you over the years. 

I am glad I attended Auburn University and became a member of the Pi Kappa Alpha Fraternity.  One of the best things that happened to me during my freshman year was getting to know you and Hap.  He had a tremendous influence on me in the year before he graduated. 

During the fall and winter quarters of my freshman year, I felt disillusionment with school and less motivation than ever before.  At Shades Valley, I had played multiple sports, served as president of my fraternity, worked part-time jobs, and was in student honoraries—very imperfect though at least motivated most of the time. But, in my first year of college I dropped to mediocre motivation, resulting in earning mediocre grades. Some of my thoughts and behaviors during the first part of that academic year through spring break fell well below my past and vision for my best self. I knew I needed to get back on a good path. It was a moment of choice.

“When the student is ready, the teacher will appear.” At the beginning of spring quarter, Hap came to see me and reiterated his encouragement that I seek to serve in student government and other areas of campus leadership at Auburn. He had planted seeds even during rush and pledge education the previous fall.  He took the initiative to follow up to tell me about upcoming elections and encourage me to seek office even as a freshman.  Honestly, I was feeling unmotivated and undeserving and shrugged off his encouragement by telling him "Thanks…maybe next year."  

Hap's response included “tough love.” He did not tell me that he understood. He did not accept that I would lose the election just because I was a freshman and those competing for the opportunity to serve were older. He did not accept my rationalizing that it would be better to wait and try to serve in my junior or senior year.  He did the opposite.  He pulled me aside and told me that none of those barriers were good excuses.  He told me I could and should go for my goal, even if I failed the first time.  Hap looked beyond himself and persisted to encourage me to do the right thing—try! His mentoring was a wonderful act of brotherhood expressed in the form of encouragement and a healthy dose of accountability.

I did not know how to run a campaign, though Hap got me started. Surprising to me, we won the election and earned a position to serve. Invitations to great events, introductions to talented people, induction into honoraries, and opportunities to speak and represent Auburn on TV followed. Those events were good, but something much greater happened.  A calling to contribution started stirring inside.  I started feeling I had a responsibility to contribute and serve, plus be a better example as a student leader and live better as a person.  I regained and increased my expectations of myself. My motivation for service grew.  My motivation for professional and life preparation as well as my grade point average increased. Along the way, I started learning about and applying plan for life and personal leadership principles, which now are part of my professional calling to share with others. The story of a teenager going for a goal is in a sense no big deal; yet it also is a metaphor for each of us identifying and seeking our callings. In that sense, Hap’s mentorship was major!

Hap helped spark desire to get my life back on a better path at a higher level. He cared enough to seek out a young Auburn student and Pike fraternity brother, discover some of his interests and talents, and help him do more than he had considered possible.  I will remember Hap as a friend and mentor who came at a significant time. Through his encouragement and guidance, my vision of the world and my role in it expanded. 

My definition of what it takes for a person to be an “Inspiration” is “Encouragement” + “Example.” Some encourage others without walking a path lighted by character. Some are good examples though may not offer affirmations to others. Hap was an inspiration as both a good example and a source of encouragement. He was a mentor. I hope to become more like Hap.  –David 
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