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For Gözde, my wife and partner in braving this wilderness together.


For Daphne, our daughter, who arrived as the final pages took shape.




I didn’t see it then, but it turned out that getting fired from Apple was the best thing that could have ever happened to me. The heaviness of being successful was replaced by the lightness of being a beginner again, less sure about everything. It freed me to enter one of the most creative periods of my life.


STEVE JOBS, STANFORD UNIVERSITY COMMENCEMENT ADDRESS, JUNE 12, 2005




Midway upon the journey of our life
 I found myself within a forest dark,
 For the straightforward pathway had been lost.


DANTE’S THE DIVINE COMEDY
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FOREWORD


Sometimes, losing a bet can pay off. After too many drinks at a bar in Buffalo while playing pool, I scratched on the eight ball and doubled down—only to lose again. Broke and out of options, my penance was to drive the victor’s potbellied stove to Silicon Valley. It was the summer of 1976 and I had just graduated from college. I never looked back.


Several months later, I started my first job in the Valley selling business recording products for Sony. That very same week, Apple moved out of Steve’s parents’ garage and rented its first office space next door to Sony’s.


Standing outside our respective offices, Steve and I struck up a conversation. It was April 7, 1977. He had longish greasy hair in those days and a beard. I remember him wearing Birkenstocks, blue jeans with holes—and needing a shower.


He was curious about Sony’s products and the brand, so I handed him a product brochure. Flipping through it, he asked why our products cost more than those of competitors.


I replied, “Because they’re Sony’s.”


He grinned, nodded, and walked off with a bounding gait.


As he left, I could see him rubbing the brochure between his fingers, gauging the quality of the paper. That simple act clued me in on a trait of his I would come to appreciate over the years: his focus. When you were talking to him, he had a great way of removing everything around and just looking at you. When faced with a business problem, he knew how to cut out distractions and reduce it to its very essence. And when it came to matters of design, like logos and paper quality, he was always a critic.


Later, when we worked together at Apple and NeXT, I would travel with him around the world. Wherever we went, Steve’s focus followed. When we were walking down the street in another city, he might see a car and point out something about its design to me: the shadow cast by the curve of a fender, the shape of a headlamp, and even the choice of paint color best suited to a particular model. He was perpetually searching for insight and seeking excellence.


His focus made him different from anyone else I’ve worked with. It was a superpower. But like a lot of strengths, it could be a double-edged sword. He sometimes let his focus get in his own way. At NeXT, it led him to obsess maniacally on many of the wrong things, relentlessly pursuing perfection at the expense of his company’s viability.


It could also make him bruising to work for. He didn’t know how to exempt anyone from his exacting—and often changing—standards, whether they were waiters, top corporate lieutenants, or university presidents. He struggled to show others grace.


Over the next few years following that first interaction, Steve and I ran into each other from time to time as Apple grew. When we spoke, our conversations were invariably about Sony products. His curiosity about the brand and our technology never wavered.


In December 1980, on the day Sony announced the 3.5-inch floppy disk drive, Steve recruited me to join Apple. Having been inside nearly every company in the Valley by that time as a Sony salesman, I was interested in being a part of Apple’s culture as much as its blossoming success, as demonstrated by its IPO. While I wasn’t familiar with the dynamics of the emerging personal computer industry, I felt confident I could get up to speed quickly. I mentioned to Steve my interest in graphics, at which point he alluded to Apple working on “a better way” to interact with computers. I also knew a fair amount about microprocessors and the semiconductor industry.


So, I took a pay cut and joined the company. What ensued was a decade-long professional relationship and a friendship that changed the course of my life.


At Apple, I started as the market development manager for the Personal Office Systems Division, which was building the Lisa computer, and wound up establishing Apple’s Education Marketing Division. In between those two roles, Steve recruited me again and I spent several years in his nascent Macintosh Division, where I designed and established the Apple University Consortium and the branding of the Wheels for the Mind initiative. The consortium placed nearly fifty thousand Macs in the hands of students by one month in late summer of 1984 and made Apple a major player in the higher education market. Education was very important to the company as well, growing to become two thirds of Apple’s business by 1985. This effort also pioneered the practice of personal computer manufacturers selling directly to their customers.


In early 1985, Steve was pushed out of Apple. He called me later that year. “I’m going to start a new company focused on higher education,” he said. “I want you to come with me.”


That same day, I met Steve at his home in Woodside for a walk, which was his favorite way to have deep conversations. He described to me the vision for what would become NeXT: He wanted to build on our work together at Apple and develop a powerful computer for higher education institutions. The relationships and market expertise that I had developed at Apple would be essential for the venture.


The decision to join Steve’s new company didn’t necessarily make sense on paper. I had a great job running education marketing at Apple. Building a start-up would be a real risk—success wasn’t guaranteed, and Steve did not yet have his legendary reputation.


But if I didn’t join and the company succeeded, I would have missed the chance of a lifetime. And if they failed without me, I would always wonder if I could have made a difference. In the end, I knew I had to do it.


Within days, my five cofounders and I left our jobs at Apple and joined Steve to work out of his barely furnished house. Though we were united by our conviction that starting the company was the right thing to do, we had no real plan. We had only each other, our respective skills, our accumulated experiences, and some seed funding from Steve’s personal bank account.


It was an exhilarating time.


For all the books and movies that have been made about Steve, and about Apple, most fail to document the real story of this period of his life—and of NeXT. Too often, these years are breezed over or airbrushed.


As we often discussed at NeXT, growing a company is like polishing rocks in a tumbler. Over time, the mix and grit change into a shiny, well-functioning team. Along the way, though, things can be rough. You’re crashing into each other, experiencing ups and downs. By overlooking this discomfort, these narratives ignore the role that the NeXT years played in both Steve’s leadership development and the eventual outcome: In the late 1990s, NeXT’s core technology became essential to Apple’s survival.


Perhaps part of the impulse to skip this story is because NeXT was—spoiler alert—never a huge market success. NeXT had all the ingredients to succeed. We were at the right place at the right time, we had a world-class team, and we were building technology that was years ahead of the rest of the industry. If history had gone differently—and if Steve had been more willing to take advice—I believe NeXT and its operating system, NeXTSTEP, could have become the industry standard, taking the place that Microsoft Windows eventually occupied.


Instead, we faced persistent challenges. Our computers were expensive, slow to come to market, and barely worked once they did. Meanwhile, Steve sabotaged important business and distribution relationships. NeXT existed on the perpetual verge of bankruptcy and on the wheel of Steve’s ever-shifting standards. Many of the original team, including me, left as a result of our frustrations with him. But despite these problems, NeXT succeeded in laying the unseen foundation for everything that came after for Apple and for the technology industry at large.


This book is about how those contributions took shape. It’s also about how Steve evolved. I saw his growth firsthand, and I experienced growth of my own as a result of our collaboration. It was an active push and pull between us. At Apple, I had learned that our working relationship would only succeed if I treated him as an equal and was clear, direct, and assertive with him. Steve knew that too.


When we started NeXT, Steve was eager to focus his energy on developing his public presence. I told him that wouldn’t work. Until we had a product to sell, Steve was the product—and we would have to be judicious about how we deployed him. I believed that the most strategic use of Steve’s persona was to present him with an air of mystery, which meant not talking all the time. That was a foreign idea for Steve.


As we discussed this point on a walk one day in the Stanford Research Park hills, where we had rented our first office space, I could sense that he was struggling to express something. This was unusual for Steve. After I pushed him to share what was bothering him, he finally said to me, “Sometimes, I think you want to do my job.”


“No, I don’t,” I replied immediately. And it was the truth. “Only you can be you,” I said.


I understood this fact well. When I was in college, my independent study and thesis work focused on charismatic leadership theory. The recent ratification of the Twenty-sixth Amendment, which extended the franchise to eighteen-year-olds, had piqued my interest. It led me to study the organizing principles and leadership of Bob Dylan as well as the giants of the civil rights and women’s rights movements. I wanted to understand the method behind their magic. How did they grow their audience, while staying current with changing times? One thing I discovered was that transformative leaders always return to an origin story or a core concept, again and again.


For Steve, his core was the Macintosh.


Released in 1984, the Mac revolutionized the computer industry with its graphical user interface. Before that, users had to interact with computers not by mouse, but via command-line interface, typing instructions that the computer would then execute. As its famous tagline said, the Mac made personal computing accessible “for the rest of us.”


Improbable as it seemed at the time, NeXT enabled Steve to return to the Mac and emerge as a charismatic leader.


By the mid-1990s, the Mac was in serious trouble—the product line was a mess of unappealing options, its operating system was badly out of date, and Apple itself was nearly bankrupt. When he returned to Apple in 1997, Steve and his capable team integrated NeXT technology into the Mac and propelled it back into a leading position.


NeXT allowed the Mac to live. And it allowed Steve to etch himself into the annals of history.


Having left NeXT in 1990, I watched from the outside as Steve managed Apple’s remarkable transformation. Meanwhile my own experience at NeXT—and my relationship with Steve—remained fundamental to my life’s work even as I took a job working for Microsoft to help Steve’s rival, Bill Gates, normalize business relationships with Apple and the rest of the computer industry as it settled its lingering antitrust case.


I spent nearly seventeen years at Microsoft. Following that, in 2018, I took over the leadership of the Computer History Museum, which I was proud to run until 2025. In that time, I dedicated myself to developing our collective understanding of the history of computing and its implications for the human condition.


I believe NeXT is a major part of that story. It’s why I decided to share the source materials for this book, which I collected during my time at NeXT. I am thrilled that they have come to life in the capable hands of Geoffrey Cain.


It was a privilege to be a part of NeXT, and I hope you are able to derive value from reading about our trials and tribulations, just as my fellow NeXT alumni and I did living them.


Before I turn it over to Geoff, I want to highlight an underappreciated part of every technology story. And that is: family. Not corporate family, but the wives, husbands, children, partners, parents, and chosen family members who support founders and builders as they do great work.


I know that I would not be writing this foreword without my own family. And I am certain Steve would not have become the person he did without his.


When we first founded NeXT, Steve didn’t have much family to speak of. At times, it led to contention between Steve and me. It was important to me to spend time with my wife and young sons. But Steve made it difficult. He often demanded the leadership team appear in person for weekend meetings, whether on holidays or family birthdays. I did my best to draw boundaries.


After I left the company, Steve began to understand why. During the later NeXT years, he got married, had his second, third, and fourth children, and learned what it meant to be a father. In this same window, both of his adoptive parents died.


When his father passed away, in 1993, the loss affected Steve deeply, and he invited me to the burial. There were less than ten people present. Soon after that, we had breakfast together. As was typical, Steve arrived a little late. But this time, with an unusual opening remark.


“You were right,” he declared with that same old grin.


“About what?” I said, incredulously, recalling the many years of argument and struggle as we built NeXT.


“Family,” he said.


We talked for a long time that morning, with little mention of products, but great enthusiasm for the life lessons that only family can deliver. It is my belief that Steve’s success and the eventual success of Apple emanate from this balance and the commitment to and trust in others that he learned from his family.


It’s a lesson we should all heed.


DAN’L LEWIN


FORMER CEO, COMPUTER HISTORY MUSEUM


COFOUNDER, NeXT COMPUTER
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SIBERIA


I’m asking Steve to step down,” Apple CEO John Sculley told the company’s board of directors, “and you can back me on it . . . or you’re going to have to find yourselves a new CEO.”


It was April 11, 1985, and long-simmering tensions between John Sculley and Steve Jobs had finally erupted. It marked a stunning reversal. Just two years earlier, Steve had handpicked and personally recruited John from PepsiCo. Apple had grown into a billion-dollar company, and Steve, along with the board, felt that John would be the right person to provide the company with “adult supervision” as its CEO. After John joined, Steve remained chairman of the board and head of the Macintosh unit, where he led the development of the company’s flagship personal computer.


John’s working relationship with Steve began as trusting and close. The two shared private talks and meals. They seemed preternaturally aligned on most parts of Apple’s corporate strategy.


But the relationship soured as the company’s fortunes declined. Apple computers weren’t selling. John struggled to put forward a clear vision to boost sales. And Steve—convinced of his own brilliance—was impossible to manage. He had recently told an executive, “I am the board.”


But the duly elected members of Apple’s board begged to differ—they dressed down both John and Steve over the situation. Now John wanted Steve out entirely. He asked that Steve be removed from his operational role and stripped of all decision-making authority.


Steve was livid. He reminded the board members that Apple was his baby—the company he had built from nothing out of his parents’ garage. He remained indispensable, he told them, as nothing less than Apple’s beating heart and its intellectual force. But only one person could lead Apple, and John wanted it to be him. “I had given Steve greater power than he ever had and I had created a monster,” John recounted later.
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Just over a year before, on January 24, 1984, Steve had launched his brainchild into the world: the Macintosh. Steve called it the “computer for the rest of us” and claimed that its simplicity and ease of use would revolutionize the personal computer industry. For the first one hundred days, it posted strong shipments and looked poised to succeed.


But regular customers were put off by the Mac’s serious limitations. Though simple to use, the Mac had no hard drive, extremely limited functionality, and was priced at a jaw-dropping $2,495 (almost $8,000 in 2026 dollars). By 1985, Apple had run through early adopters, and the remaining shoppers turned to the lower-priced alternative, the Apple II. Mac inventory piled up, budgets spun out of control, and the company struggled to come up with a dazzling new product. An industry-wide slump made the problem worse.


For the first time in its short history, Apple was in real trouble. By early 1985, IBM—the computing giant that dominated corporate America—and its imitators had captured nearly half the personal computer market, up from about a third just months earlier. These “clone” computers ran the same software as IBM’s machines but cost far less. Apple’s market share remained stuck in place, exposing the failure of the company’s Macintosh gamble.


Things got so bad that Steve and John entered secret talks to sell the company to General Electric. According to journalist Frank Rose, the conglomerate hired Texas-based businessman H. Ross Perot to meet with Apple’s leadership and investigate the company as an acquisition target. In the end, GE decided against buying. But Ross was impressed with Steve, a connection that would later prove important when Steve needed investors.


Ross’s fascination with Steve followed a pattern. Many in Apple’s orbit lavished attention on Steve while overlooking John’s contributions to the company, fueling an emerging rivalry between the two that was exacerbated by Apple’s shaky market position.


To fix the problem, Steve told employees that he believed Apple should play in the big leagues. So far, the company had focused on the consumer market. If Apple made a more powerful computer for corporate customers, Steve believed it could take on IBM. So he began to develop the Macintosh Office, an upgraded version of the Mac specially designed for office settings.


John was not on board. He thought Steve’s plans were unrealistic. The Mac was designed to be a simple device for drawing and typing at home. Its architecture was not built for pressure-cooker corporate environments with complex demands. Even engineers in Steve’s own department argued that the project lay beyond their capabilities. Steve forged ahead anyway.


Steve also liked that releasing the Macintosh Office would give Apple a chance to recreate its 1984 commercial from the year before, which had introduced the original Mac and become an instant classic. Apple tasked Chiat/Day, the same firm behind the 1984 spot, to develop a follow-on.


Chiat/Day’s concept: convince business leaders that they were on a slow march off a cliff if they didn’t buy the Macintosh Office. On Super Bowl Sunday, January 20, 1985, Steve and John went to Stanford Stadium to watch the premiere of their new commercial together.


The ad, titled “Lemmings,” aired during a break in the fourth quarter. The dystopian spot opens on a line of blindfolded, suit-clad office workers marching toward the edge of a cliff as they whistle an eerie, minor-key version of “Heigh-Ho” from Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. One by one, the lemmings step off the edge and fall to their deaths. The last lemming in the line stops just before the edge, removes his blindfold, and gazes over the abyss.


“You can look into it,” announces a somber voice, “or you can go on with business as usual.” Text flashes: The Macintosh Office.


As the lemmings fell, the eighty-four thousand fans in Stanford Stadium went uncomfortably silent. Apple’s top duo began to experience a sinking feeling themselves. John felt certain the reaction portended hard times for the product.


Sure enough, Apple released the Macintosh Office three days later to muted press coverage and weak sales. Worse, John’s fears about Apple’s capacity to deliver the product were realized. The technical heart of the product—Apple’s much-hyped file server—was severely delayed and not yet ready to ship.


The bad sales numbers drove further division behind the scenes as Apple employees began splintering into factions. At one point, a contingent supporting John stormed the Human Resources Department to complain about Steve overstepping his area of control. Meanwhile Steve undermined John at every turn, badmouthing him to colleagues and challenging his every decision. Steve’s acolytes accused John of lacking vision and misunderstanding technology products. They felt that he was turning Apple into yet another boring, bureaucratic corporation.


With so much open dissension, no one knew who was really running the company.


In response, John—the Wharton-trained, former PepsiCo president—made a plan to reshape Apple’s corporate hierarchy. From its earliest days as a start-up, the company had relied on flat management. This had facilitated scrappiness and the creative exchange of ideas when Apple was young. But as it grew, John watched the lack of structure fuel chaos and infighting. He believed that a mature Apple needed centralized leadership to succeed. So he moved to combine the product divisions under one C-suite that would report up to him.


The plan sounded simple enough. But John faced one big obstacle: bringing Steve to heel. Under his proposed reshuffle, Steve would become one of three coequal product executives. On the back side of his office door, John hung a graphic outlining his mission: a simple pyramid with himself perched at the top.


Steve wasn’t having it, particularly as his respect for John dwindled. John’s attempt to impose order was failing and tensions kept ratcheting. On February 7, when an anonymous caller made a bomb threat targeting John’s and Steve’s personal homes, a rumor circulated inside Apple that it had been orchestrated by Steve to seek revenge. “Guards with rifles were sleeping on our sofa,” John admitted to a pair of journalists. The threat turned out to be a hoax, but the suspicions among staff illustrated how deep the rift had become.
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Two weeks later, Steve threw himself a thirtieth birthday bash at the St. Francis Hotel in San Francisco’s Union Square. For someone who was known to say, “Never trust anyone over thirty,” the milestone prompted reflection. As Steve wrote on the table cards: “You’ve helped me acquire my habits (good and bad). Thank you for joining me tonight to celebrate thirty more years of living with them.”


Steve arrived an hour into the event, clad in a black tuxedo, in accordance with the party’s black-tie dress code. John set aside his differences and rose to give Steve a toast, calling him “technology’s foremost visionary.”


Then a jazz singer took the stage, sporting a red tuxedo.


“I’m Ella Fitzgerald,” she said, “and for some reason a young man here wants me to sing happy birthday to him for his thirtieth birthday.”


Few at the party would forget hearing Ella sing to Steve. But for the legendary chanteuse, it was just another gig. After singing a jazzy rendition of “Happy Birthday,” she left the building. To Ella, “he was just a rich guy named Steve,” wrote David Bunnell, the founder of Macworld, the magazine devoted to Apple and the Macintosh, who covered the party. Then members of the San Francisco Symphony orchestra took over the music. Steve departed soon after.


To attendees, the event felt distant and sad. “Steve doesn’t have any real friends,” Mike Murray, who marketed the Mac, had told David before the party.


The next month, March 1985, John and Steve barely spoke to each other. Steve told anyone who would listen that John was clueless. Apple managers complained that Steve’s perfectionist tantrums were making it impossible to meet product deadlines. They urged John to enforce discipline over the chaos, to step up as CEO.


Something had to be done. So Jay Elliot, Apple’s human resources chief, brought John to Steve’s office to hash things out. Outside the windows, rain poured. Inside, things quickly went south.


“Sculley just started hollering at [Steve],” Jay recalled. John blamed Steve for the Mac Division’s poor sales and lambasted him for undermining his authority.


Steve started shouting back, saying that John was the real source of Apple’s problems. The Mac Division was one thing, Steve said, but John simply couldn’t lead the company. Then came Steve’s stinger: He said he regretted ever hiring him as CEO.


And then, Steve burst into tears.


“I knew at that moment that Sculley had him,” Jay said, “because Sculley would go to the board and say, ‘This guy is out of control.’ ”


A few weeks later, the night before the fateful April 11 board meeting, John did exactly that. He proposed to the board that Steve be transferred from his post as leader of the Mac team to a newly invented, completely powerless unit tasked with dreaming up far-off ideas.


For three hours, from 6:00 p.m. to 9:00 p.m., Steve and John went back and forth, arguing for their professional lives. After taking a break for the night, the pair picked up at 9:00 a.m. the next day and fought before the board for another grueling six and a half hours. John declared that if the board didn’t side with him, he would resign as CEO.


Exhausted, the board backed John. Though they criticized him for hesitating to assert his leadership, they needed him more than they needed Steve, whom they saw as an immature agent of chaos.


The board’s clear message to Steve: Let John run the company. The board allowed Steve to keep his title as chairman of the board, but they removed him from his post leading the Mac team—a crushing blow.


Steve left the room and broke down in tears once again.


“I can’t believe this is happening,” he told Nanette Buckhout after the meeting. Nanette worked as the assistant to—of all people—John. Steve’s famed “reality distortion field”—his ability to convince anyone (including himself) that almost anything was possible—made him unafraid to express his emotions to anyone, even the assistant of his nemesis. Apple employees half-jokingly called this ability “the world according to Steve.”


“Why did John do this to me?” Steve sobbed. “I can’t believe he would do this. He betrayed me.”
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On May 7, 1985, John and Jay landed in Paris. They needed a spiritual replacement for Steve to lead the Mac team and hoped to convince the head of Apple France, a debonair executive named Jean-Louis Gassée, to do it.


Like Steve, Jean-Louis had a je ne sais quoi. He was charismatic and handsome. He wore leather jackets, seductive colognes, and a diamond earring. He had appeared in French Vogue, where he was lauded as one of France’s best-dressed men. Even his descriptions of tech strategy had an edge. “At Apple,” he wrote, “one sometimes tends to forget that life is not made of a series of orgasms but also of love.”


And like Steve, Jean-Louis came from an unusual background. He had studied math in school, helped manage a strip club in Paris, and spent his early twenties as a door-to-door salesman of elixirs meant to reinvigorate the sex lives of French women. At twenty-four years old, he pivoted from potions to PCs and joined Hewlett-Packard’s French division as a senior salesman. After hearing about a start-up called Apple, he made the leap and, in 1981, launched Apple’s French subsidiary.


Under Jean-Louis’s leadership, Apple France became the company’s most successful global arm. Impressed by his track record, John tagged Jean-Louis for a promotion—he wanted him to join the Mac Division. But Jean-Louis was hesitant to enter Apple’s toxic leadership fray and was put off by the idea of working for Steve. In his book of essays, Jean-Louis had described Steve as “that handsome and tragic character out of some novel, that visionary monster, aesthete, lonely, detestable and fascinating creature.”


When John first proposed that Jean-Louis join the Mac Division, Jean-Louis demanded a letter from Steve guaranteeing that he would hand over leadership of the division within a year. At the time, Steve was outraged at the affront. But now, with Steve on his way out, John could promise Jean-Louis that the division would eventually be his. Until then, he would run Macintosh marketing.


When Steve found out about the arrangement, he was livid. He angrily told Jay that he didn’t want Jean-Louis around. Steve wasn’t going to stand by as a charming French interloper commandeered his team.


Steve was thoroughly fed up with John. He wanted control of his company once again, so he decided to put a coup in motion. After Apple secured the rights to sell personal computers in China, Steve accepted an invitation to travel to Beijing to speak at the Great Hall of the People. He anticipated that John would want to come too and invited John on the trip. Then, once John signed on, Steve bailed, leaving John to travel to Beijing by himself.


With John out of the country, Steve planned to go to the board and convince them to make him the CEO. Upon John’s return, Steve would go to him and triumphantly demand John’s resignation. He could see it all so clearly.


The week before John’s trip, Steve informally polled Apple executives about his plot. Most derided it as an unworkable fantasy, saying he was going too far. Even Jay, a close confidant, told Steve that he should drop it. Jay believed the board would side with John because he remained the only credible choice for the role.


The people who heard Steve’s plan said he was talking irrational nonsense—all the more reason Steve may have made the phenomenally irrational decision to open up about it to Jean-Louis. Perhaps he thought he could win over a surprise ally.


Steve spoke to Jean-Louis in the parking lot the day before John was set to leave for China, telling him everything he planned to do.


“Steve, it’s not your company,” Jean-Louis replied. “It’s our company.”


Big mistake. That night, during a dinner at the home of Apple’s chief counsel, Al Eisenstat, Jean-Louis pulled John into the living room and revealed Steve’s plot. Shocked, John canceled his China trip and joined Apple’s executive staff and board members the next day for its 9:00 a.m. board meeting, as he recounted in his memoir, Odyssey.


John waited to start the meeting until Steve, who was running late, arrived. It was an ambush—Steve thought John was in China.


When Steve entered the room, John stared at him from across the hardwood table. “It’s come to my attention that you’d like to throw me out of the company,” he said. “And I’d like to ask you if that’s true.”


For an intense moment, Steve just glared back at John.


“I think you’re bad for Apple and I think you’re the wrong person to run this company,” Steve replied, heating up. “You really should leave this company. I’m more worried about Apple than I have ever been. I’m afraid of you. You don’t know how to operate and never have.”


“I made a mistake in treating you with high esteem,” John replied, a childhood stammer creeping back into his voice. “I don’t trust you, and I won’t tolerate a lack of trust. If I left, who would run the company?”


“I think I could run the company,” Steve said. “I think I understand the things that need to be done.”


“I’d like to go around the room and just ask each of the executive staff members how they feel about what you’ve just said,” John shot back. “Because if they agree with you, it would be very hard for me to run the company.”


One by one, Apple’s six senior leaders in the room voiced their discontent with the quagmire. Four of them again sided with John, while the other two stayed neutral. Then the board made its decision. Though directors had grievances with John’s leadership, their complaints weren’t serious enough to justify firing him at this point. And they still felt that Steve was too immature to be a viable alternative—just as many had warned Steve they would.


Steve flopped his head down on the table. Gone was his bravado. Gone were his typical color and confidence. Gone was his driving spirit. Apple’s visionary sat deflated before his board after being rejected for a second time.


“Well,” he said, voice trembling. “I guess I know where things stand.” Then he stood up and left the room. No one followed.


One week later, on May 31, 1985, Steve was formally exiled to his new role as head of a made-up unit. “They leased a little building across the street from most of the other Apple buildings,” Steve told Newsweek. “I—we—nicknamed it ‘Siberia.’ ”


Steve was allowed to bring only his assistant and a security guard with him. Few coworkers called to check in. Corporate reports stopped flowing to his desk. “Steve was out in the cold everywhere at that point,” recalled Macintosh financial controller Susan Barnes who had previously reported to him. “It was amazing to see how ostracized he was in the Valley . . . It was really cruel.”


With nothing of substance to do, Steve went into the office for a few hours each day. When even that began to feel unbearable, Steve stopped going altogether. “There was nobody really there to miss me,” he later said.


At night, Steve sat outside his home and looked up at the stars. Every waking moment of his adult life had been spent building Apple—long days, longer nights. Now he had no real friends, no other life to turn to. Steve decided to disappear for a while, to step away from his old life and think.


“Suddenly, he was gone,” Jay remembered. “Nobody knew where the hell he was. And they didn’t know when he would come back.”
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INTO THE WILDERNESS


You’ve probably had somebody punch you in the stomach and it knocks the wind out of you,” Steve told Newsweek in 1985. “If you relax you’ll start breathing again. That’s how I felt all summer long.”


Throughout the summer of 1985, Steve did his best to both relax and breathe. Gone were the frenzied product meetings, the relentless deadlines, and the adoring crowds that had previously defined his life. Instead, he filled his time with reading, long walks in the woods, and travel.


In June, Steve went to Italy with his girlfriend, Tina Redse, a computer consultant with hippie idealist vibes, to explore the majestic churches and rolling vineyards of Tuscany. He drew inspiration from what he saw, down to the gray-blue sandstone that made up the sidewalks of Florence, a local variety called Pietra Serena. He would later use it as flooring in Apple stores.


Then Steve went to Paris. He wondered if it might be time to take his considerable fortune and retire to a quiet life as an American expatriate—reading literature at cafés, studying master painters at museums. Tina wanted to run away with him and settle down there. She later wrote to him:




We were on a bridge in Paris in the summer of 1985. It was overcast. We leaned against the smooth stone rail and stared at the green water rolling on below. Your world had cleaved and then it paused, waiting to rearrange itself around whatever you chose next. I wanted to run away from what had come before. I tried to convince you to begin a new life with me in Paris, to shed our former selves and let something else course through us. I wanted us to crawl through that black chasm of your broken world and emerge, anonymous and new, in simple lives where I could cook you simple dinners and we could be together every day, like children playing a sweet game with no purpose save the game itself.





But Steve couldn’t stay away from work for long. He still wanted to build and create. In early July 1985, he visited the Soviet Union, where he met with Communist Party apparatchiks to discuss the possibility of opening a Macintosh factory there.


Two days later, Steve abandoned his European future and returned to California, where he pondered entering politics—he liked the idea of becoming a larger-than-life historical figure à la John F. Kennedy or Ronald Reagan. He even talked with two political operatives, Pat Caddell and Scott Miller, about the possibility of running for the Senate.


But Steve had a problem: He couldn’t figure out whether to run as a Democrat or a Republican. He had never even registered to vote. Ultimately, he decided against it. “I’ve got too much hair left for politics,” he said.


[image: ]


Steve occasionally returned to Apple’s headquarters, where he spent time trading barbs with Jean-Louis in the parking lot. In Steve’s absence, Jean-Louis had been promoted to VP of product development, where he now oversaw all Apple products—an even more influential position than Steve had held before his ouster.


Jean-Louis’s elevation vexed Steve. And Steve’s practice of parking in a handicapped space grated on Jean-Louis. He once pointedly asked Steve if the spot was designated for emotionally handicapped people too.


But Jean-Louis also seemed to relish the back-and-forth. He baited Steve by buying a silver Mercedes-Benz 500SEL that looked nearly identical to Steve’s. On it, Jean-Louis installed vanity license plates that read OPEN MAC, a reference to his new initiative to transform the Macintosh product.


His Open Mac plan departed dramatically from Steve’s philosophy. Jean-Louis, with John’s backing, wanted to make the Mac more expandable—adding slots for third-party cards, more ports for peripherals, and greater flexibility for users who wanted to customize their machines. Steve had always opposed such changes. He believed that by controlling every aspect of the system, Apple could offer users a more elegant experience. But that control came at a cost: The Mac remained limited in what it could do and expensive compared with alternatives.


Meanwhile, IBM—whose PCs cost less than the Mac and could be expanded and customized in ways the Mac couldn’t—was eating Apple’s lunch. “We obviously recognize that IBM dominates the office, particularly with the higher-end products,” John admitted in an interview, conceding that many companies were “so true-blue IBM that they’re just not going to want to work with us.”


Third-party companies built everything from memory cards to specialized software for IBM machines, knowing they’d reach a massive installed base. For business customers especially, the IBM ecosystem offered practical advantages the closed Mac simply couldn’t match.


With one eye on IBM and the other on collapsing sales, plunging profits, and Apple’s depressed stock price, John and Jean-Louis pressed forward with their Open Mac vision.


[image: ]


In his quietude, Steve embarked on a more structured process of reflection to decide on his next steps. He began listing out, in bullet points, his favorite projects from the last ten years at Apple. As he did so, a clear trend emerged: He felt drawn to education-related initiatives. Helping schools and students made him feel connected to his own happy youth.


One memory stood out: the Apple University Consortium. Launched prior to the Mac’s release, the Consortium was a plan to secure large-volume Mac purchases from universities at discounted prices, all while encouraging professors to develop the software library that Apple needed. The program was the brainchild of Dan’l Lewin, a charming, well-spoken salesman with chiseled looks.


Dan’l and Steve worked well together. The two shared an obsession with technology and with Bob Dylan. Dan’l had even written a political-science paper on the Bard as a Princeton undergraduate. Dan’l was the product of a childhood that he called a “circus”: His father and uncles were professional wrestlers, and the family kept wild animals, including an African lion and a chimp, which roamed the house. When the chaos became too much, Dan’l would escape to the curb outside, flipping stones into the street.


Despite the mayhem, Dan’l had a gift for learning. He became a serious swimmer and excelled at math. After graduating from Princeton, he went to work for Sony as a salesman of sound recorders made for businesses—and the Sony office just so happened to be next door to Apple’s first real headquarters. One day in 1977, Dan’l bumped into Steve for the first time. He recalled him as “stinky, with holes in the jeans.”


They remained in touch. When Sony invented the 3.5-inch floppy disk three years later—which would become the storage standard for the next two decades—Steve called Dan’l and asked for a demonstration at Apple’s office on Bandley Drive. Impressed with the pitch, Steve recruited Dan’l to join Apple, where he quickly established a reputation as a top-performing salesman.


In 1983, Dan’l was asked to solve a big problem for the company. Apple needed to crack the university market, but it had no direct distribution into universities. Dan’l examined Apple’s approach and delivered his verdict: “I need to undo everything you’re doing.” He laid out his terms to Steve, demanding complete control. “Stay out of my way unless I ask for help, and pay me when I’m done,” Dan’l said. Steve agreed.


Dan’l built the University Consortium virtually single-handedly, establishing relationships with twenty-four universities, including Harvard, Stanford, Yale, Carnegie Mellon, and the University of Michigan.


As he traveled, Dan’l kept hearing the same demand: Professors wanted 3M machines. The term 3M referred to workstations with a megabyte of memory, a million-pixel display, and enough processing power to handle a million instructions per second—instructions being the tiny steps a computer takes to get anything done, from adding two numbers to moving a pixel on the screen.


The leading laboratories of the day, including Xerox PARC, had released a handful of 3M computers to Stanford and Carnegie Mellon. But the devices were so expensive they had to be donated. Meanwhile, the everyday PCs housed at university departments had one eighth to one third of the 3M’s power—not enough to enable meaningful research advancements.


Scientists and researchers were eager to see who would produce the first commercial 3M machine. They wanted to buy them in large numbers and for the price of no more than $10,000 each (about $33,000 in 2026 money). In essence, they hoped to put supercomputer capabilities on individual desks.


Despite the lack of a 3M machine, the Apple University Consortium became a massive success, moving nearly fifty thousand units of inventory while Mac retail sales stalled.


Over the ensuing years, the quest for a 3M machine haunted Steve. It led him to begin developing something called the BigMac, which he planned as a powerful 3M successor to the Mac. In the hands of Nobel laureates and National Medal of Science winners, Steve believed the BigMac could be a tool of epic scientific change. It would help him fulfill his lifelong dream of shaping the course of history.
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But during the summer of 1985, Steve and his BigMac were nowhere to be seen at Apple. Rather than building futuristic computers, John was busy slashing budgets. On June 14, Apple employees booted up their computers to find a devastating announcement: Apple was laying off 1,200 employees, more than one fifth of its workforce. The company’s plants in Texas, California, and Ireland would all be shuttered.


Then, four days later, Apple announced its first-ever quarterly loss, of $17.2 million.


Amid the doldrums, John lauded one division for posting strong sales: Dan’l’s education division. The education market had become Apple’s most lucrative, with long-term growth potential. Apple also saw it as a means of turning young people into lifelong Apple customers.


But their success didn’t save Dan’l’s team from John’s sweeping layoffs. Dan’l recounted that John asked him to whittle the department down to ten people from his staff of about sixty. When Dan’l pushed back, reminding John that the education market was Apple’s most successful business, John pointed out that the snack-chip manufacturer Frito-Lay had managed to build a successful brand with only ten people in the marketing department.


Dan’l chafed at the cuts—and at John’s defense of them. Steve would never have drawn such a soulless analogy. More than that, Dan’l found the cuts to be dangerously shortsighted. “The research showed that two thirds of Apple’s business was in education,” Dan’l recalled. Why clamp down on a key, growing market?
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Steve, still pondering, couldn’t shake the idea of a 3M machine. When he later told the founding story of NeXT, he would bedazzle the press with the perfect tale. But it was largely a myth. It went like this.


Steve first met Paul Berg, a tall, gregarious biochemist, at a Stanford luncheon in 1984. Paul, fifty-nine and the winner of a Nobel Prize for creating the first recombinant DNA molecule, was teeming with bleeding-edge insights about the creation of life.


In late August 1985, Steve and Paul sat for lunch in Palo Alto. Steve began grilling Paul about how researchers used computers—and why they didn’t more often. Specifically, he wanted Paul to explain why biologists weren’t using computers to model DNA experiments. In theory, computers would speed them up exponentially.


Over two and a half hours, Paul described to Steve the level of complication involved in conducting biology experiments. With each trial, Paul’s team had to choose different temperatures, enzymes, and other variables and then wait to see what worked via trial and error. The 3M machines capable of handling all of these factors were prohibitively expensive, even for well-funded laboratories.


Steve left the lunch in awe. And Paul reciprocated Steve’s respect. He loved the Silicon Valley start-up culture that Steve had helped forge and he insisted that his own Nobel-winning research could only have been possible in the cooperative, entrepreneurial environment of the Bay Area.


Steve came away from the meeting feeling confident that he could offer scientists and researchers the product they clearly needed: a more affordable 3M machine.


“And gradually,” Steve said, “my spirits started to come back little by little.”


This story Steve told about his lunch with Paul was far more elegant than the real story. As Dan’l later recalled, Steve understood the power of being able to say, “I met with Paul Berg, and there was an epiphany.” He knew that name-dropping Nobel Prize winners carried weight.


Not long after, Rich Page called Steve, distraught. Rich was one of Apple’s star hardware engineers—a six-foot-four, 270-pound Hewlett-Packard veteran who could design cutting-edge computers and wasn’t intimidated by Steve’s legendary tantrums. If Rich was upset, it was serious.


Jean-Louis had just canceled the BigMac, Rich said. According to him, Jean-Louis’s new regime operated on a simple principle: If Steve’s name was anywhere near a project, it was dead on arrival. Rich wasn’t the only one feeling suddenly homeless. Dan’l, too, saw Jean-Louis’s reign as a regime purge more than a corporate reorganization. It brought to mind the French phrase “The king is dead. Long live the king!”


While Steve’s loyalists were put out to pasture, their projects canceled, in swept the new court of Jean-Louis.
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Steve decided to found a new company to build a 3M computer. His decision came together gradually, inspired by conversations that proved influential over time.


One debate stuck with him. Two years earlier, before the Mac’s commercial release, Steve had visited Andy van Dam, Computer Science Department chairman at Brown University, to demonstrate the Mac. Instead, Andy showed Steve an auditorium filled with forty Apollo workstations, networked together and costing around $50,000 each. He was blunt about the Mac’s comparative limitations.


“Steve, look at these machines in our auditorium,” he said, gesturing at the powerful workstations. “They all have hard drives. They’re networked together. This is proven technology. I love the idea of an affordable, little computer, but nobody’s going to be satisfied with the amount of memory you have.”


Steve dismissed him; the argument grew into a “big fight,” Andy recalled. But the confrontation planted something. Now, with Steve sidelined, the professor’s words carried new weight.


Steve would need a world-class team to build the machine researchers actually wanted, so he began reaching out to the Apple colleagues he knew and trusted best. Winning them over wouldn’t be an easy task—Apple, for all its troubles, was still a successful brand name. By contrast, Steve was at the nadir of his power. Betting on him and his vision would be risky.


Staying at Apple had downsides too. Like Dan’l, many Apple employees resented John’s staid leadership style and Jean-Louis’s overreach. They missed Steve’s vision, his passion for technology, and his panache. Some even took to wearing T-shirts around the office that read “We want our Jobs back.”


Steve first pitched the idea of starting a new company to Rich, asking him to join the unnamed start-up as VP of digital hardware engineering. Rich—still deeply frustrated with Jean-Louis—accepted.


Susan Barnes was another key target. A Wharton MBA originally hired to be Apple’s general accounting manager, she had been elevated to controller of the Macintosh Division, where she was one of four people who had reported directly to Steve. Her financial expertise would be crucial to raising funds at the new company.


When Steve called with his offer, Susan mentioned that she would have to stay at Apple through September 30 in order qualify for her annual bonus.


“Too bad,” he told her.


She was inclined to accept regardless. Life at Apple under John had become a chaotic grind, forcing Susan and her team to work until two or three in the morning frantically revising budgets and financial models.


But Susan was a package deal. “He knew [Bud and I] were dating at the time,” she explained. Bud Tribble, Susan’s partner, had joined Apple in 1981 while studying medicine and researching neurological disorders as a dual MD/PhD student at the University of Washington. He had also learned technology from some of the greatest software minds of his day. He opted to abandon a stable future in medicine to join Apple, where he helped design the Mac’s user interface.


Bud liked Steve. And he admired his ability to incorporate art into technology. Unhappy with Apple’s direction under John, Bud and Susan decided to sign on to Steve’s next venture as a pair.


George Crow, the analog engineer who designed the Mac’s video system and power supply, didn’t wait to be recruited. Unhappy with Jean-Louis’s leadership and the “very uncomfortable environment” at Apple, he picked up the phone and called Steve directly.


“Are you planning to do anything?” George asked.


“Well, yes, as a matter of fact, I am,” Steve replied. Before the call ended, Steve had asked George to join as VP of analog hardware engineering.


On the Tuesday after Labor Day weekend, Dan’l’s phone rang while he was in the shower. It was Steve, asking him to meet at his house in Woodside that evening for a walk. As they strolled side by side, Steve laid out his vision: a new computer company focused on universities, the market Dan’l knew better than anyone.


Dan’l was interested but had conditions. His wife, Susan, was still recovering from a surgery, and he wasn’t about to gamble his family’s future on Steve’s latest inspiration. “I told Steve I wasn’t interested in saying yes until I knew who was going to run software,” Dan’l recalled. Two days later, when Steve said it would be Bud, Dan’l’s resistance cracked. He respected Bud’s technical brilliance and trusted his judgment. That sealed the deal.


Dan’l rounded out Steve’s coterie of cofounders.


By phone, Steve delivered the news to everyone that would make their conspiracy real. He was resigning from Apple the next week, on Thursday, September 12. He proposed that the five cofounders would follow the day after, as recommended by Apple’s own outside counsel, Larry Sonsini, who advised Steve on the proper way to handle the departures. “Apple wasn’t going to be directly competitive, not necessarily,” Larry recounted as to why he helped Steve. If they were still in with the plan, they were to meet Steve at his home the evening after he resigned.


For Dan’l, Susan, Bud, Rich, and George, a realization dawned: They had just hatched a mutiny. They couldn’t back out now. If they had made the wrong choice, it could devastate their careers and upend their lives.
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JUMPING SHIP


Before Steve and the five submitted their resignations from Apple, Steve planned to address the board. He wanted to tell them about his departure himself and offer a proposal to cushion the blow.


“I’ve been thinking a lot and it’s time for me to get on with my life,” Steve began at the September 12 board meeting. “It’s obvious that I’ve got to do something. I’m thirty years old.” He slid into a soliloquy about how meaningful it had been to bring computers to schools and universities at Apple and how passionately he felt about helping the next generation discover computing, John recounted in his memoir, Odyssey.


Then, his big announcement: He was going to leave Apple to design a computer for the university market. At first, the board members appeared puzzled, unsure of what Steve was really saying. He reassured them that his new company wouldn’t compete with Apple. But, he said, holding up his hand with five fingers outstretched, he would need to take a few “low-level” Apple employees with him.


He offered Apple the chance to buy distribution rights to his forthcoming product, though he wasn’t completely sure what the product would be. Heck, he’d even give Apple the opportunity to license Macintosh software for his new device. He reassured them that however it turned out, it would be a great deal for Apple.


As Steve spoke, the board members grew visibly annoyed. Steve was overplaying his hand, a recurring annoyance they had about him. By framing his departure as a favor to them, he glossed over the fact that he was abandoning his company in a moment of challenge, poaching its employees, and pitching a start-up with long odds of success.


“Why would you take anyone at all?” asked Mike Markkula, Apple’s original investor and mentor to Steve.


“Don’t get upset,” Steve replied. “These are very low-level people that you won’t miss, and they will be leaving anyway.” Both assertions were untrue.


Despite their irritation, the board recognized Steve’s talent and the upside of maintaining a positive relationship with him. They asked Steve to leave the room so they could discuss his offer. Then they called Steve back in: Apple would agree to purchase up to a 10 percent stake in Steve’s new company on the condition that its products would complement, and not compete with, Apple’s.


Steve asked for time to think about it. He didn’t want to commit to anything concrete yet—he still had to secure the departures of his five cofounders.
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That night, Steve returned home to his historic mansion, the Jackling House, a thirty-minute drive from Apple’s Cupertino headquarters. Located in a quiet, forested neighborhood, the home featured thirty rooms spread across two floors. There he met his cofounders to help them plan their exits, which were to happen the next day. They had to be strategic. Any missteps could get them fired before they had a chance to quit or, worse, ostracized from the tight-knit world of Silicon Valley.


Also there: Larry, Apple’s outside counsel who was helping Steve structure his new company. Steve recounted the board’s uncomfortable reaction. “I did what you recommended, Larry,” Dan’l recalled Steve saying. Then Larry left. But he stayed involved in the new venture, “ever present, very sincere,” Dan’l recalled.


That evening, the five set their split of the company ownership: Steve would take 70 percent of the shares, 20 percent would go to future employees, and the five cofounders would split the final 10 percent, at 2 percent each.


Steve’s hired cook, Mark, served the kind of meal that had become Steve’s signature: a salad course, followed by pasta with fresh vegetables from the garden, topped off with another salad for dessert.


Steve himself ate mostly Medjool dates, part of his latest diet.


[image: ]


Early the next morning, as John wrote in his memoir, Steve called John’s office and asked for five minutes with him at 7:25 a.m. It was Friday the thirteenth and John had a foreboding feeling.


At 7:25, Steve entered John’s office and handed him an envelope. John opened it and unfolded a typewritten note listing the five Apple employees who would resign that day: Rich Page, Dan’l Lewin, Bud Tribble, Susan Barnes, and George Crow.


John looked up, shocked.


These were not “low-level” employees, as Steve had claimed. Susan was financial controller of the company’s important Macintosh Division. Rich was a senior engineer with access to projects across Apple. Bud had worked on the Mac’s user interface and was revered by his teammates for his technical brilliance. George had salvaged the entire Macintosh launch by designing a new floppy drive when the original disk failed just months before shipping.


Dan’l, meanwhile, had built Apple’s most profitable business from the ground up and was running all of the company’s education sales. Its continued success rested on his relationships with university buyers. Now Dan’l would be taking his skills, knowledge, and relationships with him.


John panicked. He feared not only the loss of talent but also the loss of secrets. The defectors carried Apple’s schedules, costs, and product plans in their heads—knowledge that could give Steve’s new company an instant advantage. Steve asked John to ensure that the departures would be “as smooth and unharassed” as possible.


At 7:30, John delivered the news to his top six executives gathered in the boardroom. As he read off the names of the departing leaders one by one, the meeting devolved into chaos. Jean-Louis and Jay accused John of failing to assert leadership. He had let this happen, they said, by failing to advocate more fiercely for Apple’s interests.


Then they turned their ire toward Steve, who was not in the room. This team had been working late nights and losing sleep through the company’s hardest year yet—only for Steve to pick up and leave with their most talented staff. It was more than a slap in the face. Steve had just launched an attack against Apple. And he was still chairman of the board, making it a dereliction of his fiduciary duty. They feared his departure could send Apple over the edge.


As they discussed what to do next, a consensus quickly emerged. Apple, they told John, needed to move decisively against Steve.
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One and a half hours later, around 9:00 a.m., the five cofounders submitted their resignation letters. Apple’s response was swift: Security guards escorted them out of the building. The five felt upset at the treatment—after years of hard work building Apple, they had become pariahs.


They retreated once again to the Jackling House.


Fortunately for his coconspirators, Steve had progressed past the forced austerity of his younger days, when his furniture consisted of little more than a mattress in his bedroom, folding chairs for guests, and a picture of Albert Einstein on the wall. Now Steve told Newsweek, “I bought a few Eames chairs, so I have a place to sit down and read a book other than the floor.”
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