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FOREWORD



In the spring of 1997, out of a job and looking for something interesting to do, I pitched my friend Reed Hastings some ideas for a new company. I pitched personalized shampoo, custom dog food, subscription vitamins… dozens of ideas in all. But the craziest one was DVD rental by mail—an idea that everyone said would never work. “There’s a Blockbuster on every corner,” they would helpfully point out. “Why would anyone want to rent a movie that is going to take three or four days to arrive?”


But hope and optimism prevailed, and in April 1998 we launched the company you now know as Netflix. From there, the path we took as the company grew from its humble DVD-by-mail origins into a global entertainment company is filled with surprising stories—many of which you will hear in the following pages. But perhaps the most surprising story of all is that when we started, none of us had the slightest idea how the video industry operated.


Well, almost none of us.


Enter Mitch Lowe, who I encountered in the summer of 1997 running a tiny booth at the Video Software Dealers Association convention in Las Vegas. It wasn’t a long conversation, but he seemed to know what he was talking about, and I decided I wanted him on the team. It wasn’t easy, but eventually I convinced Mitch to join us, and it ended up being one of the best decisions I ever made, as well as marking the beginning of a lifelong friendship with one of the smartest, kindest, and most interesting men I have ever met.


Initially I was drawn to him because Mitch knew video. He knew the customers, who they were, what they watched, what they liked. He knew the industry: what had been tried, what worked, what didn’t. And he collected people the way some people collect Pokémon cards: he wanted a full set. Walking through a trade show with Mitch was an exercise in frustration, since almost every third person was yet another old friend that Mitch needed “just a few more minutes” to catch up with.


But as I got to know Mitch, I realized that his video industry experience was just scratching the surface. He would tell me unbelievable stories about being a club DJ in Italy, smuggling gypsy clothing out of Romania, hanging out with Andy Warhol in Monaco, dodging the military police in Egypt, and running an art gallery in San Francisco.


In the pages that follow, Mitch will share these stories with you, as well as equally surprising stories from starting Redbox and his valiant attempt to disrupt the movie ticket business with MoviePass. But they are more than stories, they are lessons. Just as he was eager to teach me everything he knew about video rental, he’s eager to share with you everything he’s learned about business—and life.


If there’s a common denominator to all his experiences, it’s curiosity and experimentation, and they are traits of his that I first encountered one afternoon in the summer of 1998, not long after Netflix had launched. “I’ve got an idea,” Mitch blurted out, sticking his head into my office. “I just read that Bill Clinton’s testimony in the Monica Lewinsky affair is going to be publicly released. I wonder if we can make our own DVD of the footage?”


“Mitch,” I countered, “do you know anything about how you’re going to get that content? Or about mastering DVDs? In fact, is that even a thing?”


Then he gave me a look that I would see hundreds of times over the next several years. “No,” he somewhat sheepishly answered. “But I’ll bet I can figure it out.”


And off he went to do just that. None of us—least of all Mitch—could have anticipated the events that followed, as a project he thought would take a day or two stretched into several sleepless weeks, with dozens of dead ends, false trails, and forced errors (including mistakenly shipping a porn DVD to a few hundred surprised customers). But Mitch delivered, and not only was it the public relations event that put Netflix on the map, but it laid the groundwork for the coming decades of trial and error.


Over the coming years, Mitch and I worked together on dozens of crazy projects, all of which were best described as the ones that everybody said would never work. And after our last Netflix project together, when I spent the summer of 2002 with Mitch in Las Vegas trying to help him launch a Netflix kiosk, I thought I had seen the last of Mitch’s “I’ll figure it out” ideas.


I should have known better.


Ten years later, in the fall of 2013 when he reached me by phone, I knew immediately that Mitch had found another one. “You’ve got to meet these guys,” he blurted out excitedly. “They’ve got a company called MoviePass that’s doing a subscription service for movie theaters.” And with that, I once again found myself alongside Mitch working on another idea that everyone said would never work. I didn’t last long there, and I won’t spoil the ending here, but the eight-year adventure in category disruption that followed is one of the most fascinating and colorful business stories ever, and as usual, Mitch was right in the center of it.


Whether you’re just starting out in business or already have a long track record of success, you’ll find plenty to learn from a man who has seen it all, done most of it, and met everyone. You’ll see… there’s nobody else like Mitch.


Marc Randolph


Cofounder and first CEO of Netflix and best-selling author of That Will Never Work: The Birth of Netflix and the Amazing Life of an Idea
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A HELL OF A RIDE


Eightfold Path


Our births, learning to stand, and all our ups and downs reflect that the true way to success is not a straight path from A to B. Neither is coming to terms with who we are or why we are here on this earth.


I was there for all of it. The total disruption of the movie and TV business. I not only had a ringside seat, I had a role in shaping the way we consume entertainment. And through this evolution I witnessed the stubborn resistance to real innovation and the epic arrogance of some entertainment executives toward that process.


In the end, all my colleagues and I had going for us was intuition, perseverance, and an unerring sense of what the viewing customer really wanted—a sense, I might add, that the very people who sold and distributed those TV series and movies not always but often lacked. Either that, or they were just too shortsighted to care, and way too careful to protect their reliable revenue streams.


The stories I could tell… well, that’s why this book exists. To tell those stories that are instructive to inspiring innovation and helpful in becoming a better leader. But there’s more to it than that. I want you to understand how we got from movies and TV shows released and controlled rigidly by the huge studios to a world where we can stream whatever we want on our big screens at home, sitting on the couch with popcorn we made ourselves, or watching a smartphone while waiting at a bus stop. I want you to know what it took to disrupt a huge and hidebound business—and the lessons you can draw from that story for your own quixotic adventures, whether that means upending uninspired management at your company or disrupting whatever business domain you have your dreams set on.


What’s in this book? I’ll show you how I went from being a high school dropout smuggling cheap money into Eastern Europe and transporting used Mercedes sedans to Damascus to being the owner of a chain of video stores. I’ll explain how, as the “video guy” who knew the rental business, I joined up with Reed Hastings and Marc Randolph to be a founding senior executive at Netflix, a company that built a tight monthly relationship with movie renters via the internet and the postal service when everyone else thought you could only do that with expensive stores on Main Street in every town. I’ll show you how, in my quest to demonstrate that I could manage things at a big company, I helped McDonald’s build a billion-dollar DVD kiosk business, and how we spun that out to create Redbox, the DVD rental business that’s outlived Blockbuster and all the rest. And finally, I’ll explain how I tried to remake the theatrical exhibition business with MoviePass, a monthly subscription to the movies that, even as it failed, still managed to change the way theaters operate, a change that is still reverberating in the COVID era.


Along the way, a need for a renewed sense of work/life balance led me to spend time at a meditation center and renewed my teenage adoption of Buddhism. I’ve told these stories with reference to zen principles that I have adopted in my life since then. These are the principles that have guided me as I have navigated the venal world of entertainment and communed with the desires of the millions who consume it. These principles have also helped put the greater arc of my life’s journey and career into perspective—I start each chapter with one of them, including the elements of the Eightfold Path to begin Chapters 2 through 9. They were developed thousands of years ago and over time were as good a plan as I needed. The Eightfold Path has served me as a structure but not as dogma or religion, only a very well-thought-out direction. These principles are the reason I see myself as the zen disruptor.


People think disruption has to be about violent upheaval. It doesn’t. More often than not, it’s more about constant pressure. Like drops of water wearing away at stone, a zen disruptor’s approach generates success slowly but inexorably, creating a long-term triumph over the rigid thinking of traditional companies in sclerotic industries. If you understand the customers better—and if you have the imagination to find new ways of giving those customers what they want—you will always win. It may take many years, it may take more than one try, and you may fail more often than you would like. But industries that are arrogant and fail to innovate always collapse eventually—and a zen disruptor is there to remake the business when they do.


In my story I will share many lessons I have learned along the way. Perhaps some can help you. Before quitting high school in the middle of my senior year, I realized that learning goes on forever, and whatever you learn along the way can last a lifetime. Since then I have seen that lessons can come from anywhere, and often from an unexpected source. It may be witnessing how people respond to failure, or how founders and execs respond when the company is about to collapse, or even the way seabirds fly low over the breaking waves. Or, occasionally, from teachers and public speakers like me.


Even now, in my late sixties, I feel as healthy and vibrant as I did in my forties. I go to bed almost every night feeling as if I have done what I needed to do that day, and I wake up excited the next morning. I make sure of that by moving anything important I did not do that day onto a future date. It’s a great way to remove stress.


In this story you will see that as often as I have succeeded, I have also failed. My undying positive interpretation of everything from people to ideas to plans has opened many opportunities for adventure. It has also gotten me involved with people and businesses that were at best bad ideas and at worst conniving plots. While I was often saddened, hurt, and angry, I would not trade those bad times for anything. Throughout my life I have learned never to burn bridges. I have experienced over and over again how someone I never wanted to see again has come back into my life for the better.


I have traveled and lived in foreign countries and all over the United States. I moved with my parents and my wonderful brother, Mark, from Omaha, Nebraska, to La Mesa, California, in 1957, to follow my dad’s work as an aeronautic engineer. I ended up going to nine different schools and learned to make the best of being in new surroundings. The downside is that as a kid I had few friends. I took off to Canada while a junior in high school, on an adventure that we thought could lead almost anywhere in the world with my friend Kirk, then moved to Germany to live with my dad, got kicked out of the house after I brought home some vagrant travelers I met in Munich, and lived in Italy, France, Spain, Israel, and Monaco—as I’ll describe in the next chapter. In the United States, I have lived in the San Francisco Bay Area, Chicago, New York, and Miami. I have been living in Mexico since before COVID and continue to travel.


This story will track the three building blocks of entertainment distribution through my own experiences in helping to disrupt them. It starts with retail entertainment in the proliferating video stores from the 1980s. It continues with the DVDs that enabled Netflix to build a “movies by mail” subscription service and Redbox to create a DVD vending kiosk network that grew to almost $2 billion in annual revenue. And it segues into the streaming world that has changed everything about the way we think about and consume media. In the last chapter I will share my perspective on the future and where this is all going.


I hope you enjoy my stories as much as I have enjoyed telling them, and living through them.
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THE BUSINESS AND ART OF RECKLESS ABANDON


Samma Vayama (Right Effort)


Our efforts should be significant enough and sustained enough to accomplish what we are trying to achieve.


My early adulthood was a time of calculated reckless abandon. Reckless because I would try almost anything. But calculated because every one of those reckless decisions seemed worth doing.


Unlike most of the successful entrepreneurs and businesspeople you hear about, I never went to college, and I didn’t even finish high school. While they were learning from professors, I was learning by trying, and often failing at, just about anything you could imagine.


I had to make friends quickly and try out new experiences, because things were rarely stable in my childhood. I went to nine different schools between first grade and high school; in third grade, I went to three in one year. I never had much time to make friends or learn how to be one. Instead, I spent my time reading and contemplating. I was a planner and a schemer, always gaming things out in my mind.


A lot of who I am is a result of what I did as a teenager. This period in my life, starting in the mid-sixties, was characterized by an unfettered and wide-ranging curiosity. If it looked interesting, I was willing to try it, since I was both a bit lazy in those days about analyzing the pros and cons of decisions, and heck I was young and naïvely felt invincible. I wanted to know how the world worked, how people interacted, what business and selling were all about. And I was curious about places far from my home in Northern California. With all the moving and the lack of friends, I had to be self-motivated.


My earliest search for enlightenment meant escaping from the reality my parents had planned for me—school, graduating, holding down a job, figuring out how to make money. Instead, my mind naturally expanded as I was exposed to the most diverse possible group of people. The more people I met, the more I craved interaction with lots of different kinds of people. I learned there was no right and wrong way to be, just different perspectives. The Zen Buddhist way of life includes taking everything in, observing it, and figuring out what you want to take and what you want to leave behind.


As I’ll describe, by the time I was eighteen, I’d visited a dozen different countries and done jobs from disco club DJ to smuggling currency behind the Iron Curtain to stealing bananas and grapefruit from Arabs in a war zone. The people I met were incredible, and many of them went on to become famous cultural and countercultural figures, from beat poets like Gary Snyder to artists like Andy Warhol. That open attitude about people and things has a lot to do with how I approach business—always from an attitude of intense curiosity, and always tinkering with things to see how they work.


The other thing that led to these experiences was girls. I fall in love very quickly. I would see a girl and instantly want to be with her. A lot of guys may feel this way, but most don’t do anything about it. In the sixties, there were lots of girls with the same attitude, and I ended up making friends with and going to bed with a bunch of them. So in many ways, the story of my teen years is a story of a lot of girlfriends and the adventures we had together.


My first business enterprise was born in Santa Clara when I was eleven years old. I had received a science kit for Christmas. I applied what I had learned reading Scientific American and built a chemical magic show program. I told my brother, Mark, that I thought we could make some money by selling tickets at twenty-five cents a pop to neighbors for a show in our carport. We bought a roll of tickets and spent the next few days knocking on the door of every condo in the development. We sold around $20 or $25 worth, which was a gold mine. It helped that we said a portion of the money would go to the Red Cross. I’m not sure whether that was my idea or Mark’s, but I suppose now I owe them a few bucks.


By the time I was in high school, we were living with my mom and my third stepfather, Ted Bekins, who was from a very wealthy family in the moving and storage business. We were in Mill Valley, California, north of San Francisco on the far side of the Golden Gate Bridge. Mom was divorced. She let me do pretty much whatever I wanted, for the most part. I went to a small private high school in San Francisco, the Urban School, which in those days had an open education model, which meant, essentially, no attendance requirements. That was the start of making my own rules, starting with a hitchhiking trip in the summer after my junior year.


My brother’s friend and I had this idea to use the summer of 1968 to hitchhike to Canada. In our fantasy we imagined we would then hitchhike across Canada to Nova Scotia, where we would find a private plane to hitch a ride on to Europe and then who knows what. (As you can see, the calculation part of my calculated reckless abandon wasn’t very precisely tuned.) With that plan and $45 in my pocket and a hefty $90 in my friend’s, we started off on our journey north.


We were on Highway 101 near the Oregon border with our thumbs out for rides. Around dusk a beaten-down red pickup truck screeched to a halt. A beautiful, slender blond girl, barefoot and in shorts, yelled out the window to us, “Hey, you guys!” She said she was going in our direction about thirty miles to her cabin and if we wanted a ride and even a place to crash, we could stay at her place.


My fellow traveler shared a sly glance with me. Then we piled our backpacks and sleeping bags in the back of her truck and were off. She told us that her boyfriend was up in Oregon picking fruit, and she would take us the next day. Obviously, we were happy to get a ride that far north and thrilled to be with a self-confident and sexy woman who was a few years older than us. We got to her place and after we shared a meal, she startled us by saying she wanted to sleep with one of us, and she would decide who. In my head I was probably like a kid in class raising my hand and yelling, “Pick me, pick me,” and she did. He was annoyed. It was a momentous night in the life of a soon-to-be sixteen-year-old.


The next day we headed out going up the coast. An hour into the drive she decided that she and I would jump in a sleeping bag in the back while Kirk drove. He was a terrible driver, and she and I were oblivious to the danger we were in as he weaved back and forth on the road and eventually nearly ran out of gas.


We got to Seaside, Oregon, that night, and my adolescent dream was over as she threw her arms around her boyfriend. Kirk and I went on our way. That was a pretty good start to my plan of calculated reckless abandon.


We made it to Vancouver, Canada. I started interning for an underground newspaper there called the Georgia Straight. Walking along the shore at English Bay, I met a girl named Juli. We instantly connected. She had quit school just before that. She and I ran away for a while to Vancouver Island. A few weeks later I snuck her back into the United States using an ID belonging to the older sister of a friend of a friend.


It was amazing that the St. Louis, Missouri, driver’s license for an eighteen-year-old girl passed as ID for Juli, who was a young looking fifteen-year-old—you can’t get away with that these days.


Anyway, we ended up hiding out at the house of the beat poet Gary Snyder in the hills of Mill Valley. Juli’s parents sent the Canadian Mounties to track us down. Eventually, my mom and stepdad found us.


Both sets of parents agreed to an idea I suggested, which was that we meet with a family counselor in San Rafael, California. I’m still not sure why my parents went along with that. We explained our position, which was that Juli had quit school and was not going back and had entered the United States illegally, and I wasn’t going back to school either. We were both now living in Gary Snyder’s house.


Both sets of parents were concerned. The counselor presented a solution that we all agreed to. Juli’s parents would rent the extra bedroom in my mom’s house, and Juli would attend the public high school, Mt. Tamalpais, while I would return to the Urban School. I think the only reason they all agreed is that Juli’s parents were older and a bit worn down; she was their fourth child, with a huge gap in years between her and the third child.


My recollection is that I was a really good student in the classes that I loved: history, math, and philosophy. Memory can be a tricky thing, as I was to learn, and not just for me. At my forty-year high school reunion, my class had only twelve students, and nobody remembered who I was. Eventually they said, “Oh, you were the kid who never showed up for school.” While I loved the classes, I didn’t do the work. I got lots of Ds accompanied by comments like “Great potential if he would only apply himself.” So much for doing well in classes I loved. Ds all around.


I felt like I wasn’t learning anything important or anything that I would use in my life. I became fascinated with Buddhism, originally after reading books such as Siddhartha by Hermann Hesse and Magic Mountain by Thomas Mann. Reading offered me answers to the deeper meanings in life because I just felt lost. I was motivated by the desire to get out into the world and experience it and learn what was going on.


One day, I went to Juli’s high school to pick her up, just as I usually did. She wasn’t where I was supposed to pick her up and when I went around the corner, I saw her making out with this guy named Rob. The pain and the jealousy was more than I could handle, and that was it for that relationship.


At that point I decided I should drop out. Surprisingly, my mother embraced the idea and offered to help. She introduced me to a guy named Funky Sam, who in the daytime was a lawyer in Sausalito and by night a publisher of those infamous black light posters featuring rock concerts, the Kama Sutra, and Disney’s seven dwarves in lewd positions under Snow White’s skirt. I had the feeling Sam was trying to have an affair with my mom and that if he could get me out of the way, that would clear a path for his advances.


“Why don’t you become our European salesman?” asked Sam. He knew I had had enough of school and that I’d be willing to go to Europe, since my father lived in Munich.


My attitude about that trip to Europe sort of followed from another Thomas Mann book I’d read, Confessions of Felix Krull, Confidence Man. Krull’s story took place in the twenties. He was bright and quick and good-looking, and just went from one crazy thing to another, pretending he was a doctor, for example. I just felt like, what was the difference between him and me, nothing more than a couple of years of education, and I could learn fast.


So I was ready to try anything. Funky Sam bundled me up with a big roll of sample posters and order forms. I worked with a couple of my teachers on projects I would do while traveling that they said could qualify me to graduate. When I got on that flight from San Francisco to Europe, I felt total freedom for the first time. I was an adult now and I had no one else to rely on, and it really gave me a sense of pride.


As soon as I got to Germany, I started looking for poster companies that might buy from me. These were still the days when there was a huge US military presence in Germany and almost everyone spoke English. With the exchange rate, Germany was inexpensive. You could buy a car for less than $5,000 and food was really cheap. My first sale was to a retail bookstore chain in Frankfurt that bought $100,000 worth of black light posters. My commission was 20 percent, so here I was, suddenly with $20,000 in 1970 in Europe, which was a fortune. Instead of sitting in a high school classroom, I was thinking that I was on a roll. I loved this whole idea of making a sale and earning my cut.


Unfortunately, about a month later, Disney sued the company over the Snow White poster, Funky Sam’s most popular item, and he had to fold up shop.


Later on in my career, I’d have many other experiences with legal challenges and violations of intellectual property rights leading to ruined businesses. But at the time, I was a seventeen-year-old high school dropout in Germany with money burning a hole in my pocket. I was ready to set out and see Europe, and I feared nothing.


I bought an old BMW police motorcycle and rode it down to Positano in southern Italy. I spent time sitting in cafés along the beach staring listlessly out at all the interesting people walking by. After I’d bummed around for a week, a young woman, tattooed from head to foot including her face, sat at my café table and introduced herself as Vali. She later turned out to be another of those people I had just bumped into who later became well known. She ended up palling around with famous artists and writers like Salvador Dali and Tennessee Williams and being the star of a documentary titled The Witch of Positano.


Vali enchanted me with stories of her life traveling all over Europe and Morocco. On a whim, she offered me a slot as a DJ at the local disco. For the second time in less than six months I took on a job where I had no clue what I was doing. I am sure that I was a terrible DJ, but it was loud and the people were having fun and they didn’t much care. Jobs like that would become a recurring theme throughout my life: I always had this desire to challenge myself with roles that I had no experience in.


The summer was just beginning, and with school out Juli contacted me and wondered if I would want to travel around Europe with her. I was still hurting but missed her as well, and well heck, it would be fun for a couple of months.


Juli and I traveled around Europe in a BMW 500. You might think that is a motorcycle, and you would be half right. It was a cheap small car powered by a motorcycle engine. We went to Paris, London, the northern tip of Scotland, back to France, and down to the north of Spain. Then we rode over to the Italian Riviera and up to Switzerland, where we met her mother. Her mother wanted to take us to Israel, where her family were big supporters of the Labor Party. She wanted to give us kind of a VIP view of Israel.


We stayed at the finest hotels, and we ate at great restaurants. We also saw the beautiful work taking place on the kibbutzim. The kibbutzim were collective farms established by the Israelis in parts of Israel that had been occupied after the wars—they were part agricultural outpost, part collectivist experiment, and part geopolitical strategy to solidify Israeli presence in these border areas. The people working in the kibbutzim were called kibbutzniks.


While we were visiting the kibbutzim, Juli became enamored by the people there, especially the women in the Israeli military. Coming from the San Francisco Bay Area in the sixties, we were Vietnam War protesters and antimilitary, so I found this feeling really counter to all that we believed in. But of course, Juli was Jewish, so what the hell did I know about what was important to her. I found her attitude kind of superficial, especially when she told me she wanted to buy a woman’s military uniform to wear; I thought, how could you be so disingenuous to be antiwar and then want to wear a military uniform as a fashion statement.


I think I felt a little hemmed in with Juli and her mom in a strange country with their unfamiliar attitudes toward it. I felt a need to be a little more genuine. So I boldly, if naïvely, stated, “Well if you really believe in Israel, you should stay and fight for the country.” She told me she planned to go back to the United States to finish high school. It was once again time for me to try something new and show the adults what I was made of. I said, “Well, then I am going to stay and fight.” Her mother was glad to get me away from her, so she decided to make my statement come true. She said she had some friends that could get me into a border kibbutz.


Before I knew it, I was on a bus to a kibbutz called Ashdot Yaakov Ichud, which was founded back in the 1920s by Zionists who came and bought the land from Arabs. It was right on the Israeli border, south of the Sea of Galilee, alongside two rivers—the Jordan River and the Yarmuk River—which forms the border between Syria and Jordan. This region is verdant and beautiful. You wake up in the morning and the air is soft and warm and you see banana fields and grapefruit trees everywhere.


The Golan Heights were about twenty miles away. Israel had recently taken the Golan Heights from the Syrians, because the Syrians had been lobbing rockets down on the farms below. Just before I got there, a farmer and his son had been killed while opening an irrigation ditch on a nearby kibbutz. A member of the Palestinian Fatah faction had attached a World War II antivehicle mine to the wheel of an irrigation control, where it exploded and killed them. The children in the kibbutz slept underground for safety, and we would have air-raid drills from time to time.


One of the first things that happens when you get to the kibbutz is that they identify special skills you might have that could be employed on the farm. I told them that I used to spend every summer on my grandparents’ farm outside Omaha, so I knew how to drive a John Deere tractor—and they had a bunch of those.


But their John Deere tractors were armored and they had steel cockpits with bulletproof windows. As a driver, every morning at three a.m. I would hitch a heavy sled to the back of the tractor and drag the sled along the dirt farm roads to see if land mines had been planted in the road overnight. Luckily, nothing ever blew up while I was driving.


One day, we were told to prepare one of the tractors with a flatbed trailer and be prepared to cross into Jordan to harvest grapefruit. Shortly after that we heard jet fighters going over our heads and flying low above a farm village across the border in Jordan. The Israelis knew that after a fighter jet run, the farm village would be deserted. We were instructed to cross over into Jordan and quickly harvest as many bananas and grapefruits as we could and bring them back to our side.


A month or so later there was a rocket attack. A few volunteers and I were on the second floor of an unfinished building. We didn’t hear the alarm, which is meant to notify you to go underground. When we heard an explosion, I panicked and instead of doing the right thing and going down the steps into the shelter, I jumped off the unfinished balcony. I ended up badly hurting my knee. They took me to the Hadassah hospital in Jerusalem to recover.


My reckless abandon was still pretty reckless, but I started calculating what to do next. I’d had enough of living on a kibbutz. After the swelling had gone down, I decided I would explore Israel. I hitchhiked to Be’er Sheva, then to Eilat on the Gulf of Aqaba, and then down to a beautiful crescent bay in the Sinai Peninsula called Nuweiba (at this time Israel occupied the Sinai Peninsula and years later gave it back to Egypt), camping out along the way. Traveling around Israel at that time in 1970, I saw an amazing people fighting to build a country. They weren’t just building up a military force, they were building huge value in infrastructure and knowledge and training and education and business. They were building a country almost from scratch in a very inhospitable environment. I saw firsthand how a small number of people working together, focused on a clear mission and on a long-term goal, can change their world. It gave me an amazing amount of confidence in people, and I think it had a lot to do with how I looked at being an entrepreneur later in my life.


At the same time, I thought, who are these Arabs and Palestinians on the other side that are doing everything possible to destroy Israel and to kill people? I thought, what is it that’s causing probably good people to hate other good people? I vowed at that point that I would try to go to the other side, to Syria and Jordan and Lebanon and Egypt, and try to understand what was motivating people to do such awful and evil things to each other. As I’ll describe a few pages from now, I did end up doing business in Syria, Lebanon, and Egypt and learning about the people, who were ready to do business just like anyone else.


Juli had gone back to California to finish high school, which left me to decide what’s next. The next step in my calculated reckless abandon was to learn a language, and French seemed the most romantic, so I went to Paris. By this time all that money I had made from my one poster sale and the measly pay at the disco in Positano was running low. In Paris I found a room with a sink in the Saint-Germain area, just a block from the Seine, for eleven francs a day, which I think was less than $3 a night. After signing up for French classes at the Berlitz school on Rue de Montparnasse, I once again started looking for work. At this point I was living off a pint of plain yogurt drenched in honey and a loaf of French bread each day.


During this half year or so I remember my dad and younger brother coming to find me—or in their view, rescue me, since they noted I was down to a skeletal 150 or so pounds from my normal weight of 180. Always the romantic, I fell in love with a beautiful dark-haired French girl, and we made the best of every moment she could steal away from school and her parents. One day there was a note from her slipped under the door of my room saying her father had found out she was sleeping with a long-haired American hippie and that I better leave town quickly as he was “coming after me.” Not wasting any time, I felt like this was a good cue to find a new adventure. I had gotten my motorcycle out of storage and had it all ready to travel, with my sleeping bag and tent attached to the rear.


Calculated reckless abandon told me it was time to leave. But where to go?


I had recently learned from my brother that a girl named Judy from back in Mill Valley was going to school for a year along the coast north of Barcelona. I’d always found this girl incredibly hot. She hardly knew my name, but at this point I was gaining more and more confidence and thought, why don’t I go find her. All I knew was that she was going to a small private school in a Catalan town called Blanes. Blanes was a couple of days south on my motorcycle, so there I went.


When I think about my good fortune in what happened next, it feels like I must have done something right in some previous life. I rode into the beachside village of Blanes at around three in the afternoon. The street along the water was lined with cafés and restaurants. I saw a bunch of high school kids hanging out in a small café with an open outdoor patio. I pulled up, dusted off all the road dirt, and sat down. A couple girls were speaking English, so I asked if they knew a girl named Judy. I was floored when they said, “Oh yeah, she will be here in a little bit.”


I learned that she had gotten into some trouble and was in a sort of after-school detention. Not much later, she turned up. Instead of asking, “What are you doing here?” she opened with “Is that your bike?” And then off we went. We went back to the tiny place she shared with another girl, she stuffed her clothes in a bag, and we took off to Barcelona, which was about fifty miles south, never to return.


After a week or so in a hotel in Barcelona we discovered that everyone was headed to the island of Ibiza, so we hopped on a ferry. Today, Ibiza is a bustling tourist island, but in 1970, I don’t think there were any big hotels. We found a little farmhouse—a finka—in the middle of a fig and olive orchard that rented for $45 a month. We shared the rent with three other bikers from the Carolinas. Of course there was no running water and no electricity.


It was an idyllic life. The Mediterranean water was azure green and crystal clear. There were small hidden beaches you could get to by scrambling down steep rocks or swim to from some more accessible spot. Every day, we would explore different parts of the island. On the other side of the island there was a beautiful, secluded little bay with rocks sticking out where you could jump twenty or thirty feet down into the water. We had to swim around a projecting point of rocks to get to this little beach.


We arrived with bottles of beer and lunch and we were having a great time. We were all very careful—at first. If you jumped straight down you would hit the rocks below, so to be safe you had to run and leap out far. Pretty soon the big brown bottles of San Miguel beer started having an effect, and the bikers started challenging each other to jump backward. One took the bait and ended up smashing his legs on the rocks. Now we had an emergency, and we all had to go in the water and swim him around the point, dragging him along. We got him up to a nearby nunnery, where they cleaned him up and then brought him to the hospital.


Once he was taken care of, Judy and I jumped on my BMW. She was holding a liter-size bottle of beer in each hand, with both of us in swimsuits and sandals. Despite our friend getting hurt, life was great, couldn’t be better. But then I went a bit too fast rounding a turn, hit some gravel, and lost control of the bike. Judy and I slid along the pavement. The road rubbed my forearms and knees bloody. Sliding behind me, Judy broke one bottle into the palm of her hand, the glass gashing her so that she was bleeding profusely. Miraculously, she saved the second bottle. What a girl! That came in handy; once we recovered our senses, she cracked that one open and used the beer to clean and sterilize our wounds.


I have never forgotten what I learned that day. When everything is going perfectly and you don’t have a care in the world is exactly when you need to pay extra attention. My observation from that point on was that when you felt the most secure and safe was when most shit happened. It is easy to drop your guard and get hurt. In fact, all my life since then, when things seem too good to be true, I remind myself of that day.


We were done with Ibiza—it was time to take my reckless abandon tour somewhere else.


We then decided to drive across southern Europe to Greece. We traveled along the Côte d’Azur in France, took a side trip to the islands of Corsica and Sardinia, and then took a ferry to mainland Italy. We traveled across Italy to Venice and down to what is today the coast of Croatia, and then hit the Albanian border, but Albania was off-limits to Westerners at the time. Going around Albania we passed thru Pec, a mountain town in what was at the time Yugoslavia (now it’s in Kosovo). The men in those towns all wore white hats that looked like eggshells. It was very strange.


Finally, our luck ran out. Our BMW motorcycle had been breaking down over the last couple weeks, and now in the middle of nowhere the spring controlling the spinning generator broke and was unrepairable without somehow getting it fifty miles or so back to the nearest town. We had had it with the bike and thought that hitchhiking the rest of the way to Greece made more sense.


Judy and I were conveniently alongside a cliff and I couldn’t stop thinking about all those movies where they push a vehicle off and it bounces down and then has this big explosion. That seemed like a cool idea and a fitting way to say goodbye to a friend that took us almost all the way across Europe. So, with a heave, off it went, down, down, down, then rolling over and then… silence. It just kind of crumpled at the bottom. Life is not like the movies.


That ending taught me two things. One is that at a certain point, you have to give up on trying to make something work: cut your losses. Years later, making some of my riskiest business decisions, I wish I had remembered that lesson. That moment also taught me that no matter how big your expectations are, you will very likely end up disappointed, or that things won’t come to fruition as you expect they will. As one of the Buddhist dogmas says, life is full of pain and suffering, and human desire causes this suffering.


We hitchhiked our way on the backs of trucks and in a car or two and made our way from Yugoslavia to Greece. We spent time on some of the islands, and we heard that there was an inexpensive cruise ship heading out of Piraeus, the harbor for Athens, to Alexandria, Egypt. There we saw unimaginable things, in sites that today are almost impossible for tourists to see. For example, in the Valley of the Kings we visited Tutankhamen’s tomb with just one guide and no protective rails or shields covering the priceless wall paintings.


After a few weeks we decided to head back to Europe and then home to the States. But that wasn’t going to be easy. We found a ship leaving Alexandria to Istanbul and arrived there with something like $90 total between us. We had to get to Munich, Germany, to see if my dad could loan us some money—this was all, of course, before the internet, before cell phones, before credit and debit cards. Judy’s parents were super angry at us by this point and not willing to help.


So we decided we had to hitchhike our way to Germany, and we couldn’t afford hotels. The first truck that picked us up on the outskirts of Istanbul was headed through Bulgaria and into Romania, both hard communist police states behind the Iron Curtain. It made a big impact on me to see Romania, a country of European-looking people living as if it were the 1800s. In the mountains there were few cars; most people got around on horse-drawn carts. People walked from their houses up and down the mountains into town. I noticed the colorful traditional clothing of hand-embroidered and beaded blouses and fur-trimmed vests and jackets. It seemed almost haute couture to my hippie sense of style. We saw too that the black market exchange rate in Romania made buying cultural items like silk blouses incredibly inexpensive—less than $20 for an embroidered silk blouse that probably had taken two hundred hours to make. I sensed a business opportunity.


When the truck dropped us off in the early evening in the Romanian capital of Bucharest, we walked for a few minutes and spotted a small worker’s-style restaurant. Outside we promised each other that we would go in and not leave until we had found someone to give us a place to sleep for the night, before hitchhiking on to Germany the following day. I am not sure where that kind of naïve confidence came from but after a couple of hours, two guys who said they were night watchmen at an under-construction apartment building offered us a place to sleep. It was a dingy room with a thin mattress, but we fell asleep right away. In hindsight I can’t believe that nothing bad happened to us or that the people we met were actually so kind.


Unfortunately, the next morning when we awoke, I discovered that I had been bitten by something, maybe a spider. My eyes and one entire side of my face were swollen, and I had a rash covering my whole body. We knew no one would pick us up with that zombie look, so we headed to a park bench and waited and waited for the swelling to go down. There was no thought of a doctor and not enough money to waste on one. By late afternoon the swelling was half down and we decided to splurge half of our $90 on two train tickets as far through Romania as $45 would get us, which was a city called Cluj-Napoca. This was not far from the Hungarian border and on a major road heading toward Vienna and on to Germany.


We made it to Germany and with help from our parents, we got back home. Soon we were renting a small place from Judy’s parents in Stinson Beach, California. But our romance was not going to last long once we were back. Judy’s interest strayed to other guys. We broke up and I left with everything I owned in a couple of grocery bags.


Any normal person would have ended the adventuring. But my calculations and my reckless abandon intersected each other once again. While I had no education, no real skills, and no prospects, I remembered the Romanian blouses. So I borrowed $5,000 from my mother, went to Romania, bought Romanian clothes, then brought them back and sold them on Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills for a hundred times what I paid.


After a while, I developed a lucrative three-stop model of travel, buying, and selling that didn’t get me rich but paid the bills. It started by flying to Heidelberg, Germany, where I would purchase a used Mercedes diesel car. I’d then head east. My first stop was either in Zurich, Switzerland, or Vienna, Austria, where I would go to local banks and buy $10,000 or $15,000 worth of Romanian money. I would pay roughly one one-hundredth of the official rate in country, which was established by the corrupt government of Nicolae Ceaușescu. The biggest challenge, besides importing money being illegal, was that the largest bill was the 100-lei note, which cost me around $3. That meant I had to hide 3,000 to 5,000 bills when I traveled.


My father, who spent many years behind the Iron Curtain sourcing info on Russian and other Eastern European aviation technologies, told me once that the last place customs will look is on your person. I didn’t ask how he knew that, but it made perfect sense. So what I would do is buy extra-large hiking boots for me and a companion and we would put three inches of bills under each foot and get used to walking on those shoes a couple days before crossing the border.


Once in Romania, we would buy Romanian women’s silk embroidered blouses, fur-trimmed vests, and other items from farm girls’ dowries. Next, we would drive through Bulgaria to Greece and ship the items to the United States. Then we would head on across Turkey to Syria, where we would sell the cars to taxi companies. Finally, we’d take a flight to Cairo, where we would buy old Roman glass and appliquéd awnings, and then head back to California to sell everything.


For the next couple of years, about every two or three months I would gather up money from the sales from previous trips and plan my next buying trip. I did that eighteen times over the course of ten years.


For each trip this was between $15,000 and $20,000, which in Heidelberg was enough to purchase a 1960s Mercedes 230 or 250 diesel and acquire enough Romanian currency in Zurich or Vienna and make the purchasing tour profitable. I saw each of these adventures as a good excuse to invite a recent girlfriend, or in one case a girl I hoped would become my girlfriend, along with me.


On one of these trips where the romantic relationship did not work out and the girl I was with returned on her own to California, I met a girl named Patty in Munich who was an aspiring singer, the daughter of Americans living in Germany. She and I had a torrid affair and soon I asked her to return with me to the United States, where we would get an apartment and she would become my partner selling the Romanian blouses. We got an apartment on Miller Avenue in Mill Valley, and with her salesmanship, our sales took off. Things were going great until one day she surprised me and asked me, did I love her? This would be one of the many times in my life that I would respond before thinking more and being sensitive to someone else’s feelings. It was a great lesson and while I did not learn it for many years after, it serves as a reminder of how stupid I can be. Not thinking, I said, “No, I don’t love you.” Within thirty minutes she had packed her stuff and left, never to return or contact me again. I later learned that she had become a quite popular punk rock performer in San Francisco singing under the name of Pearl E. Gates.


In early 1973 I returned from a one-month buying trip and was picked up at the San Francisco airport by my mother and her longtime boyfriend Roger. It was 6:30 a.m. and she informed me that—surprise, surprise—I had an appointment at the Oakland Army induction center to determine if I was physically fit for the draft. In those last years of the Vietnam War, the draft was a lottery. Each day of the year was given a random number between 1 and 365. They would call up people starting with number 1 and typically get to 100 or so before the quota was filled. In 1973 I was number 46 and so highly likely to be drafted. As a war protester with experience overseas where I saw how naïve and wrong some of the US foreign policy was, I looked for options to avoid the draft.


My mother had found a psychologist who wrote me a conscientious objector evaluation, which my mother brought with her to the airport. The Army induction center was just as you have seen in movies—fill out paperwork, show ID, and get undressed down to your underwear along with forty or so other young men standing around waiting for direction. Doctors were checking each person, eyes, throat, and reflexes, and then it was on to the psychologist. I had put the letter in my white briefs and pulled it out for the doctor. Ten minutes later I had received a six-month deferral; with total relief I exited the center so my mom could drive me back to Mill Valley.


Two buying trips later, imagine my surprise when I received in the mail an induction letter telling me to report for the Army in a matter of a couple of weeks. I was shocked because I had assumed I would get another chance to talk my way out of this using the letter from the psychologist. That was not to be.


Within a week I had stored all my belongings, moved out of my apartment, and left my forwarding address as my brother’s place on the other side of Mill Valley, and I was on a flight to France.


My dad and his wife had moved from Munich, Germany, where he ran a subscription-based newsletter aimed at aeronautic engineers called The Munich Letter, to Cap Martin, a town situated between Monaco and the Italian border. He lived in a house next to the orchard where Winston Churchill spent some of his last days painting. Through a friend of a friend they found me an apartment, the ground floor of a furnished two-bedroom house with gardens, smack in the middle of Monte Carlo, rent-protected for a whopping $160 a month. It had a beautiful view of the sea and the first hairpin turns on the Grand Prix racetrack, just down the street from the Café de Paris and the Monte Carlo Casino.


My prime location also made me an attractive friend to all kinds of celebrities and the children of big businesspeople. There was Bruno Robalo, whose family owned the company that made the seats for all the Fiat factories, and Ellen D’Estainville, or should I say Countess D’Estainville, who owned the first block of the Champs-Élysées. I also befriended Regine, who was the face of Jimmy’s, a club with locations in Paris and New York as well as one in Monte Carlo.


It was during this time in Monte Carlo that I met Federico De Laurentiis, the son of the famous Italian director Dino De Laurentiis, who did many of the gladiator films. Federico was short but super handsome, with dark skin and a rough beard. At eighteen or nineteen he lived in the coolest house right on the water and drove a yellow Jaguar XKE that he would let me borrow. Federico and I kind of became a pair; we would go to parties together, hang out together, and try to hook up with girls together. He was really determined to follow in his father’s footsteps and direct and produce films.


His sister Raffaella was going out with a guy named Jean Pierre, whose father owned a restaurant in Cap Martin called Le Pirate. People would come in and run up bills of $20,000 or more. His father, who I knew simply as “the pirate,” would come out dressed in costume. All the waiters and staff wore red bandanas and striped shirts. What they were famous for was this: the pirate would come out with a bottle of champagne, which he would charge you for whether you ordered it or not, and pour himself a glass and smash it on the concrete floor. I remember seeing guests sitting around a table of twelve, and suddenly the animal feeling would come over them and they all started smashing their glasses on the floor before even tasting the champagne.


Raffaella and I and my girlfriend at the time would go to the discotheque just down the street from Le Pirate, and then we’d show up about four in the morning ready for a free snack at the restaurant. I was amazed by the piles and piles of broken glasses and plates that the staff had swept up by that time. I asked Jean Pierre, “How does this work?” He said his father charges for each plate broken, and what’s even cooler is he had this deal with a plate manufacturer somewhere near Nice to get all the seconds at a cut-rate price. I began to see that whatever happened in business, everybody had an angle. Even here, the seeming reckless abandon had an element of calculation.


Raffaella and Federico De Laurentiis were my first connection to the film business. Raffaella became a producer of a number of films, including Dune.


I was invited to lots of parties there in Monaco, sometimes due to the fact that I was the token hippie; nobody else in Monte Carlo even had long hair. I think they wanted one of everybody at their parties. Overall, my look just attracted curious individuals.


At one point, I was sitting in the lobby of the Hotel de Paris when an older woman sat next to me and introduced herself as Tamara de Lempicka. She was wearing a big-tent-size floral dress and a big puffy artist hat, and we started a conversation that led to a really wonderful friendship. She was born in Poland and had become a famous Art Deco painter, with pieces displayed in some of the biggest museums all around the world. She also had mad love affairs with counts and dukes all across Europe. She was now in her seventies and living in the hotel but had recently been scammed by an art dealer who convinced her—through a partner who was a doctor—that she was about to die. Thinking she would soon be deceased, she sold off her personal art collection for hardly anything.


With that, she invited me up to her room in the hotel, where she had an easel and a painting that she was working on. While it was great to witness a brilliant artist and her craft, it was just devastating watching her trying to control the shaking of her hand as she tried to rebuild her personal collection of her own paintings.


However, she took a liking to me and introduced me to Andy Warhol, who was traveling through Monaco at the time along with his whole entourage: his business manager, Fred Hughes, and Bob Colacello, who was the editor and publisher of Interview magazine. We all hit it off and they asked me to travel around the south of France and through the Italian Riviera with them for the next three months as they raised money for a Puerto Rican musical. We would go from one wealthy person’s house to the other. Andy would do Marilyn Monroe–style portraits for each one and sell it for $25,000.


At the end of this trip, Andy gave me a signed Marilyn Monroe lithograph. Regrettably, a year or so later in the midst of an argument with my German girlfriend, I left the apartment and forgot the lithograph under my bed. I never saw it again. It just was one of those things that I continued to regret. On a regular basis, I would try to look for anybody selling a comparable piece of art and almost cry for how valuable my piece would have been. But eventually I realized that I was spending more time thinking about what I didn’t get rather than being grateful for what I had.


I spent the next couple of years jumping from one project to another. First I was working for a former Italian general selling plastic mold–injected military insignias to countries in the Middle East. Then I was working for a guy named John Payne, who was selling investments in US start-ups.


John was tall and tan with slicked-back hair, and while he had no chewing gum in his mouth he always seemed to be chewing. He had a big Bob Hope grin and was always moving. He befriended me in the Café de Paris while I was just saying goodbye to a few of my Italian friends.


John worked for Investors Overseas Services (IOS), which was run by Bernie Cornfeld and the infamous Robert Vesco. Vesco, born in 1935, was an American financier who was once considered a boy wonder of international finance but later became a fugitive and died in 2007 in Havana. Vesco and Cornfeld were what they called wheeler-dealers, and John was an aspiring one. He noticed that I was friends with a number of wealthy Italians and offered me a sales job selling shares in private US companies, including one called Bionyx that made a tiny valve that was supposed to allow you to turn your vasectomy on or off at will. He taught me how to sell by focusing on what made the potential buyer tick and how an investment could meet their interests. He used role-playing to teach me to sell based on greed and fear. I was struck by how he tried to instill a fear of missing out on a golden opportunity. He had a huge impact on me—and I knew then that I would never want to be a salesperson.


I even tried to work a deal with a property developer trying to buy and develop the house I was living in, there in Monaco. The deal made perfect sense; everybody was going to get rich. But it never happened, because the owners of the house, an old couple, behaved irrationally about it. I began to see that it was not just business deals that made things work, but people, and people don’t always do what makes economic sense. When I met the Nobel-winning economist Richard Thaler years later and heard his theory that consumers don’t always act in their own interest, I finally had my explanation for why the couple wouldn’t sell.


In late September 1973 a friend of mine, the photographer Claude Vaccarezza, and I decided to go for a photo adventure in Egypt. By that time, I had been to Cairo numerous times commissioning large canvas appliqué awnings for restaurants and had made friends with Nasr Salem, the son of the mayor of the Cairo suburb of Heliopolis. We decided to tour the desert south and east of Cairo in Nasr’s Mercedes, taking pictures for the day.


Claude had a telephoto lens. On one occasion he spotted, along the horizon, clouds and clouds of dust and then we saw, rumbling along, dozens of military trucks all piled high with some sort of tubes. We couldn’t figure out what they were but, before we knew it—and thank God before we took any pictures—we were surrounded by military police that just came out of nowhere. The officers surrounded us and grabbed all our cameras, put us in a Jeep, and took us to a nearby military base. We were all now in a panic just trying to stay calm, though I was hoping Nasr’s politically connected father could help us. Then these guys started making motions like we were in deep trouble.


They told us to wait in an office under guard as they went to develop our film. They thought we were spies, even as Nasr tried to explain that we were just friends taking pictures of the desert.


They didn’t believe us at first, but luckily the pictures were just scenic shots of Egypt.


Finding nothing incriminating on our cameras, they took Nasr away and we never saw him again. They took Claude and me to the Hilton hotel in the center of Cairo where we had been staying, walked us to our rooms, and made us shove all our possessions into our suitcases. Claude had also bought this eight-foot-tall brass hookah, and fortunately it came in two pieces, which he had bundled together with tape. With bags and bong in tow, they took us to the airport and sent us away on the very next flight out of Cairo.


We later learned that the trucks were carrying pontoon bridges heading toward the Suez Canal for the surprise attack led by Egypt and Syria on Israel for control of the Golan Heights and Sinai. Without knowing it, we had witnessed the start of the Yom Kippur War.


I had started this time period as a high school dropout on a quest for adventure and calculated reckless abandon. Somehow, along the way, I’d traveled all over Europe and met some of the most creative people in the world. I’d made, lost, and made mini-fortunes several times over. I felt different. I realized that despite all the books I’d read as a teenager, it was my experiences with people and finding business opportunities in between the reckless abandonment that had excited something inside me.
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