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MORE ADVANCE PRAISE FOR ALPHA GIRLS



“An intimate and addictive homage to the fearless female pioneers who made Silicon Valley blossom. Julian’s vivid portrayals of once-hidden risk takers and mavericks will leave you heartbroken, hopeful, and hungering for more.”




—Brian Keating, professor of physics at the University of California, San Diego, and author of Losing the Nobel Prize





“Finally, it’s here: a book about Silicon Valley as seen through the accomplishments of the powerful women who, against all odds, made their mark there. Alpha Girls offers an inside look at the true meaning of grit and drive and upends the myth that it is only men who create and build tech companies. For any young woman in search of a role model, or any young man too, Alpha Girls is a must-read.”




—Caroline Paul, author of The Gutsy Girl: Escapades for Your Life of Epic Adventure





“Alpha Girls is about four women in a high-stakes, high-drama world. Each of these women’s stories is gripping, treacherous, heroic, and entertaining. They are being pulled out from behind the gender curtain and given their rightful place in contemporary history.”




—Cathy Schulman, president of Welle Entertainment, Academy Award–winning producer, and women’s activist





“Julian Guthrie is the best author writing about Silicon Valley today, and Alpha Girls is the book that the world needs right now. It’s the real story behind the largest legal creation of wealth in the history of the planet. If you are a woman who works, or simply work with women, Alpha Girls is essential reading.”




—Adam Fisher, author of Valley of Genius: The Uncensored History of Silicon Valley (As Told by the Hackers, Founders, and Freaks Who Made It Boom)





“A revelatory, riveting journey into a part of Silicon Valley’s history that has been overshadowed for far too long. Through vivid prose and artful story-telling, Julian Guthrie brings to life the nuanced tales of the struggles and success of women in the technology industry.”




—Ashlee Vance, bestselling author of Elon Musk





“The story of four women who entered the tech industry to follow their dreams and managed through hard work and creativity to make those dreams come true. I’m glad Julian has written this book; we need to tell the success stories of women in tech.”




—Reid Hoffman, co-founder of LinkedIn and investor at Greylock Partners





“If you read one book about women in business, Alpha Girls should be the one. Julian Guthrie has written another dazzler.”




—Peter Diamandis, New York Times bestselling author, founder and executive charman of XPRIZE





“Julian Guthrie is a mesmerizing storyteller, weaving the life stories of four dynamic women into a page-turning yarn. We don’t just read of but feel the outrageous and often clueless male slights and insults, the double standards and blatant sexism endured by women in the blustery, male-dominated world of Silicon Valley. Yet Alpha Girls leaves you awed by their resilience and their professional feats. A stirring tale of triumph.”




—Ken Auletta, acclaimed author and New Yorker staff writer





“The women of Alpha Girls had to grow some thick skin to survive and succeed. And succeed they did. Alpha Girls will reshape how you look at women in finance. A must read for women and girls interested in changing the world.”




—Sallie Krawcheck, CEO and co-founder of Ellevest





“An extremely important addition to the literary canon of Silicon Valley, told through the honest and specific stories of a handful of individual women. Beautifully done.”




—Po Bronson, New York Times bestselling author of What Should I Do with My Life?





“Once I started reading Alpha Girls, I couldn’t put it down. The story of these VC women trailblazers must be told, and Julian tells it brilliantly. The book stimulates reflections on how we must accelerate changes in ourselves, at home, and in the workplace.”




—Judy Vredenburgh, president & CEO of Girls Inc.
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To my mother,
Connie Guthrie,
an original Alpha Girl





PROLOGUE



SAND HILL ROAD


MENLO PARK, CALIFORNIA


Mary Jane Elmore was giddy as she looked down at the rusted-out floorboards of her old green Ford Pinto. She could see the road rushing by below. But she wasn’t driving on just any road. She was making her way up Sand Hill Road, in the heart of Silicon Valley, about to start a new life intent on changing the world.


A pretty young woman with brown hair and brown eyes, Mary Jane had graduated from Purdue University in 1976 with a degree in mathematics. She paid for her car by waitressing during college summers, wearing a small orange romper that prompted oversize tips. Her beat-up Pinto, which leaked radiator fluid and still had its original Firestone 500 tires, had taken her nearly two thousand miles, from Kansas City to northern California, where she had landed a job at an eight-year-old technology company called Intel.


Although Sand Hill Road was the center of the venture capital world, no bronze statue of a charging bull, no Gilded Age architecture, and no artificial canyons towered over by gleaming skyscrapers commemorated it. At that time it was a stretch of rolling land laced with scrub brush, sprawling oak trees, big pink dahlias, and buildings that stretched long and low like an old Lincoln Continental. The midcentury modern structures, with outer skins of cedar, redwood, and masonry, featured numbers but no names. Unlike other centers of commerce, Sand Hill Road is intentionally inconspicuous; it consciously resists contemporary symbols of money and power. Instead, it is country club hush. To Mary Jane, it was a world away from the tall cornfields where she had skittered about as a child, playing hide-and-seek, moving three rows up and four rows over, strategic and mathematical in her decision making even then.


Her aptitude in math—not to mention a prescient feel for the markets—would make Mary Jane particularly well suited for this new California frontier. And in the 1970s, that was exactly what Silicon Valley felt like, a frontier, steeped in the aggressive and hungry spirit of the Gold Rush, of adventurers and fortune seekers risking everything for a glimmer of gold, aware that only a lucky few walked away winners. The original Gold Rush days of 1849 were dominated by mining companies and merchants hawking overpriced goods. It was ruled by men: Samuel Brannan, Levi Strauss, John Studebaker, Henry Wells, and William Fargo. Women, outnumbered and overmatched, were mostly reduced to entertainers, companions, wives, or housekeepers. Things were not that different in the more recent gold rush. The Valley was always a region dominated by men, from William Hewlett, Dave Packard, Bob Noyce, Gordon Moore, Andy Grove, Larry Ellison, Steve Jobs, and Steve Wozniak to, decades later, in the twenty-first century, Larry Page, Sergey Brin, Mark Zuckerberg, Elon Musk, Tim Cook, Travis Kalanick, and Marc Benioff.


Mary Jane, fueled by peanut butter sandwiches packed in wax paper for the two-day journey, was under no illusion that it would be easy to navigate the old boys’ club of Sand Hill Road and Silicon Valley. Even today, decades after Mary Jane first arrived, 94 percent of investing partners at venture capital firms—the financial decision makers shaping the future—are men, and more than 80 percent of venture firms have never had a woman investing partner. Less than 2 percent of venture dollars go to start-ups founded by women (less than 1 percent to women of color), and roughly 85 percent of the tech employees at top companies are men. Yet technology is pervasive, and it is changing our lives. When Mary Jane first drove up Sand Hill, women made up barely 40 percent of the overall American workforce. Less than a handful of those women were venture capital partners.


But Mary Jane Elmore, the unflappable, fresh-faced girl next door, would go on to become one of the first women in history to make partner at a venture capital firm. Like the bold pink dahlias flourishing in one corner of Sand Hill Road, she and the other pioneering women venture capitalists, the “Alpha Girls,” would figure out a way to take root and thrive.


They made their way west like early-day prospectors during Silicon Valley’s headiest days, as enormous mainframe computers gave way to minicomputers, personal computers, and the Internet, just as punched computer cards had at one time set the stage for computation. Through the start-ups they would discover, fund, and mentor—financing the ideas of entrepreneurs—these women venture capitalists would play a critical role in shaping how people around the world work, play, communicate, study, travel, create, and interact. Venture capitalists influence many of the most important new inventions in drugs, medicine, and technology.


In addition to Mary Jane, there is Sonja Hoel, a blond, blue-eyed, doggedly optimistic southern belle whose investments at the white-glove Menlo Ventures on Sand Hill Road would focus on making the Internet safer and more reliable; Magdalena Yeşil, a feisty Armenian outsider reared in Istanbul, who loved getting in where she wasn’t invited; and Theresia Gouw, an overachieving daughter of Chinese immigrants, who went from flipping burgers at Burger King to chasing down some of the hottest deals in Silicon Valley history. There are other Alpha Girls, too, such as the first investor and board member of Tesla; the woman who started the first venture fund in India; the first woman to take a tech company public; the first women to build an online beauty site; and today a whole new generation of young women financiers and entrepreneurs. These women share a determination with Alpha Girls everywhere, transcending vocation and location, working in Hollywood, academia, economics, advertising, politics, the media, sports, automobiles, agriculture, law, hospitality, restaurants, and the arts.


History is rich with women rebels who have shined a spotlight from the outside—women such as Rosa Parks, whose one defiant act became synonymous with the civil rights movement. But it is also rife with what one academic calls “tempered radicals,” those who learn to play the game to perfection—whatever the game is—before trying to change the rules. Margaret Thatcher took elocution lessons to deepen her voice, to better be heard. Georgia O’Keeffe painted “low-toned dismal-colored” paintings like male artists, to show she could, before turning to the bright desert flowers that made her a giant of American modernism.


As Mary Jane drove up Sand Hill Road on that perfect fall day, she had little sense of the hard realities ahead. She could never have imagined juggling a high-stakes job, three children, a husband aggressively pursuing his own Silicon Valley dreams, and a junior partner with outsize ambitions. But she knew intuitively that this was the right place for her: Silicon Valley was the embodiment of breathtakingly bold ideas and inventions, a region awash in unparalleled ingenuity, originality, tenacity, optimism, and opportunity. It had given rise to more new companies and industries than anywhere else in the world, including such technology giants as Hewlett-Packard, Fairchild Semiconductor, Intel, Teledyne, ROLM, Amgen, Genentech, Advanced Micro Devices, Tandem, Atari, Oracle, Apple, Dell, Electronic Arts, Compaq, FedEx, Netscape, LSI, Yahoo!, Amazon, Cisco, PayPal, eBay, Google, Salesforce, LinkedIn, Tesla, Facebook, YouTube, Uber, Skype, Twitter, and Airbnb.


But Mary Jane and the other Alpha Girls would need steel in their spines to stay the course, and they would pay a steep emotional price along the way. They would be betrayed when they least expected it. Silicon Valley, teeming with youthful testosterone, is a deceptively rough arena, where bullying, bias, dysfunction, and subjugation are part of the rules of engagement. In the end, the Alpha Girls—these resilient daughters of merchants, teachers, dentists, and immigrants—would come to realize there was only one way to shake up the industry they loved: by breaking and remaking its rules.





PART
ONE



The Valley of Dreams


1980–1994







MAGDALENA YEŞIL



Breathless from her bike ride across campus, Magdalena Yeşil arrived for work at the Stanford computer center wearing a white floor-length gown and yellow daisies in her hair. It was ten P.M., and the room was full of men playing Dungeons & Dragons and working on their engineering theses and dissertations. Magdalena smoothed her dress, unpacked her bag, and sat at her desk. The sign on the wall behind her read COMPUTER CONSULTANT.


It was late spring 1980. Magdalena worked the night shift at LOTS, Stanford’s Low-Overhead Time-Sharing center, where she fielded predictable questions and laments from students: “I ran out of allocated memory”; “My software keeps running in an infinite loop”; and “I can’t log into my account.”


Magdalena herself was anything but predictable. Already striking with her long, thick, reddish-brown hair and hazel eyes, she attracted even more attention wearing ballgowns and tiaras to work, or Sixties-inspired fashion; she loved geometric dresses, patterned tights, paisley pantsuits, and anything with daisies. If she had to endure the boredom of these graveyard shifts, she was determined to keep herself, at least, if not those around her, entertained with her whimsical costumes.


As Magdalena logged in, username Y.Ynot, one of the regulars took a seat next to her. He’d printed out a long sheet showing the software he was using and the code he’d written. Pencil in hand, Magdalena studied the printout, and like a forgery expert searching for anachronisms in a painting, she zeroed in on a line created with the wrong command. The satisfied graduate student, his mistake corrected, returned to his table.


As the lights flickered and buzzed, many of the regulars stole glances at Magdalena in her latest ensemble. She bought most of the costumes for a dollar or two at a secondhand clothing store just off campus on California Avenue. But before long their attention was pulled back to the Digital Equipment 2040, a massive mainframe computer that gave users the illusion of having its undivided attention. The DEC was housed in its own cooled room behind glass. The LOTS regulars tended to fit into three categories: students still working on their dissertations, sometimes a decade after graduating; the graduate students in engineering or computer science who came in to do research or play Dungeons & Dragons, Pong, or Asteroids; and the social sciences graduate students—often the only women—who used the center’s statistical analysis tool, SPSS.


Many of the regulars, she knew, were brilliant; she affectionately referred to them as her “colorful weirdos.” She also knew that they were kindred spirits—people who, like her, considered engineering akin to a religion, artfully assembling complex puzzles. And despite the night-owl hours, she appreciated a place where she could both stand out and fit in at the same time.


Growing up in Turkey, she learned that fitting in had consequences. From an early age, she had been taught the importance of guarding her Armenian ethnicity. She went by Lena instead of her Christian name, Magdalena. Armenians in Turkey were both cursed and harassed in Magdalena’s time. In her grandparents’ time, they had been jailed and executed, just as Jews were decades later by the Germans.


There were moments even now, nearly seven thousand miles from home, when she couldn’t shake images of sunny days that suddenly darkened, beautiful afternoons on the public beaches in Istanbul, laughing, running, and swimming, until she was singled out as an Armenian. The other kids at the beach would turn on her, throwing sand in her face and chasing her away. Their rejection, however, made her even more determined to fit in, to play with them, to challenge Turkey’s rigid social boundaries. She would return home and plot out what she could do to get herself invited back. A strong swimmer, she would show off her swimming strokes. She would use the change she’d saved to win favors by buying the other kids candy or ice cream.


Her father had raised her to dress like a lady but think like a man. As a young girl, she wore frilly dresses and white gloves and pushed a play stroller with a baby doll in it. Growing up in Turkey, being well mannered was even more important than being well educated. But when people asked her what she wanted to be when she grew up, she replied without hesitation, “A carpenter,” a profession that wasn’t considered appropriate for girls in Turkey. One of Magdalena’s favorite pastimes as a child was hammering nails into the walls of her family home. When her parents took away her hammer, she used wooden hangers to strike the nails.


Magdalena arrived in America to attend college in 1976, with forty-three dollars in cash and nine gold bracelets that her parents told her she could sell when she needed extra money. She hadn’t sold one yet, thanks to the two jobs that she held down while attending Stanford, including the graveyard shift at the computer center. She was fluent in Turkish, Armenian, French, and English.


As the center’s computer expert, Magdalena was able to access the student’s work. In the early-morning hours, to stave off boredom, she perused files. She found that the men wrote a great deal about movies (The Empire Strikes Back and The Deer Hunter), basketball (Michigan State beat Indiana State in the NCAA championship), music (Donna Summer’s “Bad Girls,” the Knack’s “My Sharona”), and politics (whether President Jimmy Carter could defeat Hollywood actor and Republican candidate Ronald Reagan). But mostly the men working through the night at the computer center came across to her as lonely, fixated on fellow classmates and unrequited love, or caught up in the gossip surrounding stars like Carrie Fisher, Sigourney Weaver, Farrah Fawcett, Jacqueline Bisset, and Debbie Harry.


Besides offering computer assistance, Magdalena helped the students with their research on everything from writing basic software to writing machine language. She had enrolled at Stanford thinking she would become a doctor but found the premed classes tedious. She was now about to graduate with her bachelor’s degree in industrial engineering, while simultaneously earning a master’s in electrical engineering—the only woman in the “double e” master’s program. Electrical engineering and digital computer design, unlike medicine, opened her mind in unexpected ways and taught her the flaws in her own deductive reasoning. As she learned about the absolute logic of electrical circuits and digital computers, she began to debug her own logic.


To her surprise, designing computer software brought her back to her faith. Growing up in Turkey, religion had been everything: tribe and identity, more important than race. As a young woman on her own in America, Magdalena had moved toward agnosticism. But as she worked on problems in engineering classes, designing logic gates, end gates, outputs, inputs, and registers, she saw the faultiness of her logic, at times, and reveled in the finding. She was a member of the first class at Stanford to design the complex VLSI (Very Large-Scale Integration) circuit. She designed with precision and care, reviewing her work over and over, until she was confident she had got it right. But inevitably something would fail. Eventually, she would see—or someone would point out—a blind spot in her thinking. Individual logic is not absolute, she came to realize. She could not rely on her brain alone to know with certainty. Her engineering and computer classes made her realize: There is so much above and beyond my brain, my logic. She found the same thing in others at the computer center. Even the most brilliant students had blind spots.


Her attention was drawn to an unkempt couple who came to the center almost every night to play multiuser games. They usually screamed and carried on as they played, oblivious to those trying to study. But one of her favorites was here tonight, as well, a considerably older female PhD student, impeccably dressed, in pants (never skirts). The woman had straight brown hair and smoked a pipe. Magdalena admired the woman’s theatrical sense of self.


Everywhere she went in America, Magdalena had found herself surrounded by men. In many ways, it was the world she knew and preferred. She was the son her father had never had. Her older sister had been claimed by their mother, and there would not be another child after Magdalena. Her father, a merchant, took Magdalena to business meetings and even got her enrolled in one of the top all-boys schools in Turkey.


As the night wore on, Magdalena surveyed the dozen or so students who remained in the computer center, pondering which of them would go on to become successful inventors, entrepreneurs, or even household names. There was little hint at Stanford, or in Silicon Valley, of how hard it was to make money in business. Instead, the presence of money felt persistent, taken for granted even. Her friends at Stanford had money; their parents paid their tuition. Millionaires seemed to be minted throughout the region overnight. Magdalena, on the other hand, had to make every penny count. She had a practice of calculating how many hours she needed to work to pay for a meal with friends. Afterward she would say ruefully to herself, “That meal cost me four hours!” She looked at the accumulation of money as a report card. If it was, she intended to get all A’s in her life after school.


The computing landscape had been morphing rapidly, from month to month, as massive mainframes transitioned to desktop computers. Word-processing applications, digital spreadsheets, and relational databases were becoming available. They in turn would require stable hardware platforms and, even more important, reliable software systems.


Finally, the clock in the Stanford computer center reached five-thirty A.M.—quitting time. Magdalena rustled in her bag for her sunglasses, smiled at her fellow night owls, and headed outside. Her gown made a swishing sound as she walked. She gathered up the layers before hopping onto her bike.


The early-morning light was her reward for the long night spent in the center. The smell of fresh-mown grass and the sound of the sprinklers watering the Stanford campus grounds were as soothing as a metronome. Fueled by the fresh air, Magdalena—gown hiked around her, daisies in her hair—accelerated down the soaked paths, spraying water behind her in an aerial wake.


Back in her dorm room, she left a trail of clothing from the door to her bed, then dove under the covers. She had class in a few hours, and job interviews in a few days, including one with the bearded boys of Apple Computer—two guys named Steve.


MARY JANE “MJ” ELMORE


The present was so different from MJ’s past. Her past was a small house in the Midwest surrounded by cornfields. It was her mother on her knees scrubbing floors, working nights at JCPenney, taking care of a husband and five children. It was her father driving fifty miles to teach middle school. MJ spent summers roaming unsupervised, with a bike, a paper sack lunch, and jars of Kool-Aid. The past was the occasional family dinner when everyone else got steak, but Mom opted to eat hamburger to save money.


Now in 1981, MJ, after working several years at Intel, had left the company to pursue her MBA at Stanford. One of her professors, Jack McDonald, regularly invited prominent businesspeople to speak to the class. MJ had been given the honor of choosing today’s speaker, Sandy Kurtzig, the first woman to take a tech company public.


Kurtzig, thirty-four, dressed in cobalt blue with matching high heels, had started ASK Computer Systems in her spare bedroom with $2,000 in savings. Her personal fortune was now worth $67 million. Sporting long and perfectly manicured nails and carrying a pink briefcase, she arrived at Stanford in a new Ferrari.


“The reason I studied math is that I’m a slow reader,” Kurtzig told the students. “I like things with a right and wrong answer. And I was probably more of a tomboy growing up. My mom gave me a Girl Scout doll, and I put the doll aside to play with the box.”


MJ smiled in recognition. Math had taken her to Purdue, then on to Intel, where she worked on one of the most important campaigns in the company’s history, a marketing crusade called Operation Crush to establish dominance in the chip industry. MJ’s math background had enabled her to understand Intel’s sophisticated chip technology, despite the fact she was not an engineer. Like Kurtzig, MJ had been something of a tomboy, schooled by the neighborhood boys in how to stand up on her bicycle seat as she rode by her house. The boys had also coached her in some of their colorful vocabulary. When her dad told a story over dinner one night about something unfortunate that happened at school, MJ piped up, “Tough titties!” Everyone burst into laughter.


Kurtzig said she knew she wanted to do something beyond changing the “thousandth diaper.” “I felt if I wasn’t happy in what I was doing, I would have a hard time making a happy life for my boys.”


MJ thought of her own mother, who had married her father in 1950 at nineteen instead of going to college, despite being offered a four-year scholarship. MJ’s family of seven had lived in Arcola, Illinois, then Terre Haute, Indiana, where they shared a single bathroom. Her mother spent hours baking their favorite foods and sewing outfits from patterns. In another place and time, given opportunities, MJ knew that Dorothy Hanna could’ve been a Sandy Kurtzig.


In Arcola, opportunity was the vending machine at the laundromat that regularly dispensed extra candy bars when MJ only paid for one. It was the huge cement drainage pipes in the summer, where the cool interior walls echoed back her shouts and songs. It was the freedom to roam the town, unsupervised, with adults expecting that she would do what was right. MJ admired Silicon Valley’s spirit of invention, but she revered its spirit of reinvention. Stanford business school was another step from her past to the future, where the girl next door could be whatever she imagined.


MJ had researched the facts about Kurtzig’s company and asked a series of questions. What was it like to be a female CEO in technology? How did she juggle being a mother and a CEO? What did she look for in building a team? Few of MJ’s classmates shared her interest in technology; most wanted to become management consultants or investment bankers. Silicon Valley had not yet become a household name.


Kurtzig talked about the development of ASK and its software, MANMAN (short for manufacturing management). Kurtzig originally intended to call it MAMA, until a CEO she knew said, “Can you imagine an executive getting in front of a board of directors and saying he wanted approval to run the company’s manufacturing operations with ‘the MAMA system’?”


Wanting to stay with the same construction, Kurtzig began jotting down a few potential names. Suddenly it dawned on her: “You often need two men to do the work of one mama!” So, she renamed the software MANMAN, and both the company and the product became hits.


Kurtzig told the class that she had never had a single female employee come in and ask for a raise, an observation that surprised MJ. “Men will come in and ask whether they’re qualified or not,” Kurtzig said. “Women will expect to have every qualification and skill and years of experience. Men are promoted based on potential, women on performance.”


Kurtzig went on to tell the class some of the more memorable stories from her career. In one, she walked into a business meeting late, the only woman in the room. A potential client sitting at the table assumed she was the secretary and asked for coffee. “Sure! Cream or sugar?” Kurtzig replied without missing a beat. When Kurtzig returned with coffee, the man, having realized his mistake, hemmed and hawed and apologized. Kurtzig told him, “I don’t mind. If you sign the contract, I’ll bake you cookies!”


“If you look for sexism,” Kurtzig told the Stanford class, “you’ll never get where you want to go.” When a client or potential client hit on her, she learned to deflect it with humor. “Hey, I’m busy this quarter. Maybe next fiscal year.” She found ways to dispatch men’s advances without making them so uncomfortable that they didn’t want to do business with her.


Listening to Kurtzig, MJ realized she had adopted a similar approach to dealing with slights. Humor—coupled with a change of subject—went a long way toward quelling questionable behavior. When men in her class made jokes about a campus women’s networking club, MJ learned to shrug it off. Twenty-four percent of MJ’s MBA class at Stanford—75 out of 305 students—were women. Since 1976, every MBA class had had a women’s group to facilitate networking. MJ was “captain” for the 1982 GSB class. The club, called Women in Management (WIM), met regularly. When they returned from their meetings, the guys in their class would yell out, “Oh the WIMs—‘Women Impersonating Men’—are back!”


Kurtzig told the Stanford class that she’d made it a policy of never talking to women-only groups—she had no patience for a “can’t-do-it attitude.” She concluded her presentation with one of her favorite credos, targeted specifically at the women in the class: “You can’t play the game if you’re not in it.”


MJ nodded; she too had a history of finding her way around walls. She’d enrolled at Purdue, a highly respected public university, instead of Indiana State, paying her own way. When she graduated from Purdue, she discovered that job recruiters were not interested in math majors. Companies listed the majors or specialties they were looking for, and only those students could sign up for interviews. MJ had to figure out who was coming to campus and wait outside the interview room door—or follow the recruiters on their way to the bathroom—to make her case for why she should be interviewed.


A year into her job at Intel, MJ hit another wall. She had spent her first year trying to expedite memory chip deliveries to impatient customers—it was frustrating. MJ was determined to switch to product management, where she could help bring something new to market. She found an ally in Susan Thomas, a computer scientist and electrical engineer trained at MIT. Thomas had joined Intel in 1976 and worked in marketing for microprocessors, traveling with the salesmen to explain how the microprocessor worked. Thomas helped MJ transfer to the division that made the tools for making microprocessors.


The timing could not have been better. Within a few months, MJ became part of Operation Crush, the make-or-break companywide race to win the microprocessor war with Motorola. Intel needed its new 8086 sixteen-bit microprocessor chip to “crush” the competition, Motorola’s sixteen-bit 68000 chip. MJ flew around the country with one of Intel’s so-called SWAT teams, hosting seminars and meetings to sell customers on how Intel’s microprocessors would automate manufacturing, run assembly lines and satellites, and change the way businesses operated.


Intel, from founders Gordon Moore and Bob Noyce to COO Andy Grove, poured everything into Operation Crush. Media strategist Regis McKenna—who also handled marketing for Apple—ran a $2 million advertising campaign, using images from artist Patrick Nagel. Intel offered trips to Tahiti to the top salespeople. A young man named John Doerr, brimming with competitive energy, sold the microprocessors as if his life depended on it, employing such then-novel techniques as videos to help him sell. Employees wore OPERATION CRUSH T-shirts—until Intel’s attorney decided a “crush the competition” mantra might stir unwanted antitrust concerns.


MJ, Sue Thomas, John Doerr, and Ann Howland, an electrical engineer who later became Doerr’s wife, socialized at company picnics, volleyball games, and Christmas parties. The Hungarian-born Grove, blunt and demanding, expected employees to sign a tardy sheet if they came in after eight A.M. Some employees who arrived late signed in with aliases, including “Chuck Roast” and “Luke Warm.”


MJ felt like she had landed at the center of the universe. IBM was working on its 5150 personal computer and had narrowed the microprocessor that would power the PC down to Motorola and Intel. When MJ decided to leave Intel to pursue an MBA, to advance her career, she asked Grove for a letter of recommendation. Grove told her he was ambivalent about the value of an MBA—but agreed to write the letter anyway.


Now, just a few months shy of graduating from Stanford, MJ helped Kurtzig field final questions, and afterward, she walked Kurtzig out. MJ admired Kurtzig for her boldness. She was strong and confident, and she owned her success. As Kurtzig stepped into her Ferrari, she urged MJ to think big: “Why sit at the table when you can buy it?”


MJ soon began to interview with start-ups and venture capital firms. This time she had the qualifications recruiters were looking for, given her background at Intel. Intel had won the war with Motorola, and Operation Crush marked the company’s move away from memory products and into the microprocessor world, Intel’s future. MJ had seen firsthand the power of small and highly motivated teams.


MJ told a few of her business school classmates that she had an interview with Reid Dennis, one of the founding fathers of venture capital, at Institutional Venture Partners. Her classmates warned her, “Reid Dennis is not going to hire a woman.”


Arriving at 3000 Sand Hill Road, she parked in the back lot and walked through a quiet courtyard with a sprawling oak tree. The fifty-six-year-old Dennis had white hair and thick glasses, wore pleated slacks, a button-down shirt, and a belt with a big buckle. As the two sat down in his corner office, MJ tried not to let her nervousness show. His office was full of historical San Francisco lithographs, and several of his brass scale-model trains—including a four-foot tinder—were on display. He told MJ that as a child, he’d loved watching the trains go over the Donner Pass.


MJ told Dennis about growing up in Terre Haute and about her time at Purdue, Intel, and Stanford. She talked about her strong mother, her father’s teaching career, and her large family.


As she talked, she kept her hands loosely clasped on her lap, composed. Her sister often told her she had a knack for remaining calm amid chaos.


“I’ve always been interested in solving problems,” MJ told Dennis. “Math gave me a way of looking at the world. It taught me how to find the right answer, but also how to avoid the wrong answer, to avoid misleading probabilities and percentages.”


As the two talked about microprocessors and the changing landscape of computers, it was clear that Dennis appreciated MJ’s grasp of technology and liked that she was more of a generalist than an engineer. He was an electrical engineer by training, he said, and had enough engineers working for him already.


“I used to change power tubes and radio transmitters in the navy,” he said. “I have to admit I’ve been surprised by this incredible miniaturization of electronic circuits. The smallest little deposit of conducting material can make all sorts of things happen.”


“But technology is only as good as the people behind it,” MJ pointed out. “Intel showed me that. The Motorola microprocessor was just as good as—if not better than—ours, but we had amazing people on a warpath to win. I think I’d say I’m most interested in people, relationships, and solving problems.” Then she added, “I want to accomplish something lasting in my lifetime.”


He told her that IVP was in the second year of a new $22 million fund. “We invest in both people and the product,” he said. “But I would agree that people are more important than the product. If the product fails, the right people find something else to do.”


Dennis offered to give MJ a tour of the IVP offices. He told her that when he hung his shingle on Sand Hill Road in 1973, he would arrive at work to silence. The phones didn’t ring. Entrepreneurs were not beating down the doors, he said with a laugh. “I used to get in my car and drive around South Palo Alto and look at names on doors,” he said. “If something said ‘electronics,’ I would knock on the door and see if they needed money. That was how investments were made. Venture was not an industry; it was an activity.”


Even earlier, in the 1950s, Dennis said, when he worked at Fireman’s Fund Insurance Company, he and a small group of friends—Bill Bowes, John Bryan, Bill Edwards, and Brooks Walker Jr.—would invite entrepreneurs to Sam’s Grill in San Francisco for lunch. The men would listen to the entrepreneur make a pitch, then tell him to wait outside for five minutes so they could talk it over.


“We could raise around a hundred thousand dollars between us,” Dennis said. “Over a period of eight to ten years—remember, we all had day jobs—we probably helped start twenty-three or twenty-four companies. Of those, I’d say eighteen were wonderfully successful.”


He continued, “What makes you successful is your ability to judge people. You get in these meetings with entrepreneurs and listen to their stories. You have to figure out whether you believe their business model or not, and whether it makes sense.”


Looking at his watch, Dennis said to MJ, “Why don’t you stay and sit in on the meeting coming up? We have a company coming in to pitch.” Then he added half-jokingly, “One of your responsibilities will be to stop me from investing in my hobbies: boats, classic cars, trains, and planes.”


MJ stayed and listened to the pitch. She felt less nervous, observing, taking mental notes, even asking a few questions. Sandy Kurtzig’s advice echoed in her head: “You can’t play the game if you’re not in it.”


Later, as MJ gathered her things, Dennis turned to her, extended his hand, and asked when she could start. She stared at his outstretched hand in disbelief. I have a job at IVP? On Sand Hill Road?


As she drove away in her aging Pinto—now truly on its last legs—MJ had the same feeling of excitement she had when she first arrived in California. She didn’t mind being the girl next door with the midwestern values. She would always respect her mother, who loved to say, “It doesn’t cost anything to be nice.” And she was proud of her family. But as she again thought of Sandy Kurtzig, with her pink briefcase and red Ferrari, MJ knew she wanted more. She wasn’t settling for hamburger. She wanted steak.


THERESIA GOUW


At Oliver’s, a popular watering hole in Providence, Rhode Island, Theresia Gouw ordered a beer, greeted the blue-collar and student regulars, and headed to the foosball table. It was time to kick some butt.


Theresia hated to lose—whether at foosball or anything else. At the foosball table, with her best friend Sangeeta Bhatia playing defense, Theresia went quickly on offense. Her unwitting opponents saw her permed and teased hair, stirrup pants, and oversize sweater and thought she’d be a patsy. But she had a killer spin shot, a great pull shot with the middleman on the rod, and a surprise bank shot. In short order, cocky contenders came and went, dispatched with ease before they knew what had hit them.


Standing five foot three and still looking like a teenager, Theresia was constantly being underestimated. It had been no different at the bar a few blocks from Brown University, where she arrived in 1986 to study engineering. Theresia had grown up in the tiny working-class town of Middleport, an agricultural crossroads about forty miles northeast of Buffalo, where many students dressed for school in camouflage, read Soldier of Fortune magazine, and skipped school on the opening day of deer hunting season. Graduating seniors typically enlisted in the military or went to work in the local General Motors factory or at the sprawling Farm Machine Corp. plant that manufactured pesticides.


For the Gouw family, however, education was everything. When Theresia got an A minus in Spanish, her father was furious, telling her, “I know you’re smart enough to get A’s in everything you do.” He did not believe in the concept of extra credit. “It’s not extra credit for you. Anything your teacher gives you is required.” Theresia lost sleep over tests and became depressed if she got anything less than 100 percent. Her mother, more relaxed than her father, would tell her, “Ninety-five is an A—it is enough. One hundred is for the good Lord.”


The Gouws didn’t have it easy. For many years, they were the only Asian family in town. They had emigrated from Jakarta, Indonesia, in 1971, to escape persecution as ethnic Chinese and to make a better life for Theresia and her younger sister, Andrea. In Middleport, some of the kids in school made slant-eye gestures at Theresia; the family came home from spring break to find a swastika on their mailbox and GO HOME CHINKS spray-painted on their driveway. One night when they went out to dinner in a neighboring town, locals stared at them, seemingly startled to see Asians among the patrons.


Theresia’s father declared that cheerleading was out; sports, however, were in. Theresia became captain or co-captain of the high school field hockey, volleyball, and track teams. She was elected homecoming queen and prom queen. She and her dad had season tickets to the Buffalo Bills, and Theresia memorized the stats on all the players. Oblivious to the freezing temperatures, father and daughter rooted for running back Joe Cribbs in his breakout rookie season and later Hall of Fame quarterback Jim Kelley and wide receiver Andre Reid. Theresia’s favorite player was defensive end Bruce Smith, perennially one of the best in the league.


Theresia’s first paying job, outside of babysitting and cleaning instruments at her dad’s dental office, was working at Burger King. She was responsible for putting the patties on a conveyor belt and adding the ketchup, mustard, pickle, and cheese. From her spot at the back of the fast-food restaurant, she plotted her move to the better positions—working the cash register or the drive-through. Only the girls who had seniority got those jobs.


Over time Theresia’s parents worked their way up from waitress and dishwasher to nurse and dentist, and the community of Middleport came to accept them. Steve Gouw’s dream had been to be a family dentist in a small American town, where he would know his patients by their first names. His wife, Bertha, became his office manager. Determined to assimilate, Theresia grew up speaking English; for a long time, she refused to eat rice or ethnic food, especially in public. She ate so much American food—Hostess Ding Dongs and Sno Balls were her favorites—that she ballooned from petite to hefty, and other kids started calling her Theresia Souw.


When it came time for college, Theresia applied to Brown, Cornell, Carnegie Mellon, Princeton, the University of Rochester, and Rochester Institute of Technology. She was elated when her acceptance letter came from Brown. But soon after she mailed her commitment letter back to Brown, she got an acceptance letter from Carnegie Mellon, offering her a presidential scholarship of $10,000 a year in financial aid. That night Theresia showed her father the letter. “This is worth forty thousand dollars over four years,” she explained, “and it’s a great school. We’ll lose our deposit at Brown, but we’ll save a lot of money.” Her father looked at her and said, “No. You were clear that Brown was your first choice. We will take out a second mortgage on the house and make it work. This is your dream.”


Theresia was one of the first Middleport graduates to attend an Ivy League school. But at Brown, she felt like a “country bumpkin” compared with her elite prep school classmates. Theresia’s father told her, “You can beat everyone in Middleport, but not at Brown. If you try to be the best, you’re going to drive yourself crazy. Just be your best.”


But to be her best, she had to overcome another disadvantage: The male students refused to invite her into their study groups, assuming that she wouldn’t do as well as the guys. Theresia found solace with her best friend, Sangeeta, who was also an engineering student, and the two women formed their own study cabal. Theresia’s engineering focus was in material science, while Sangeeta’s was in biomedical engineering.


The women became roommates in Perkins Hall, a dorm located on the outskirts of the campus. Students who lived in Perkins Hall were said to develop especially close friendships, as visitors to the residence hall were few and far between. Theresia and Sangeeta shared their stories of being first-generation immigrants and dutiful daughters to exacting fathers. Each had a younger sister. And for both, their fathers had set them on their engineering path.


The two friends loved rock ’n’ roll—U2, the Clash, the Eagles, Van Halen, Bowie—and were karaoke fanatics. (Theresia secretly dreamed of being a rock star.) But they were also clear on their priorities, making sure to do their studying before any partying began. They spent Wednesday nights at a fraternity where they had friends; they spent other nights at Oliver’s, drinking beer and destroying the opposition in foosball.


When Theresia started at Brown, the campus was engulfed in protests, sit-ins, hunger strikes, and marches around the anti-apartheid movement. Students demanded that trustees divest their stocks in South African companies. There were massive pro-choice rallies in Washington as well, which Theresia and Sangeeta attended. But they found plenty of inequality closer to home. As freshmen, they had been heartened to see that almost half the students in engineering were women, but by their senior year, there were around a dozen women left in a class of one hundred. They looked into the drop-off and discovered that the academic performance of the women who had left was just as strong as that of the women and men who remained in the program. The female students had left because they didn’t know any women who were engineers in the real world. They had trouble seeing what they would do with their hard-earned degrees. Time and again Theresia and Sangeeta heard the women who’d dropped out say they didn’t feel as if they belonged. Conversely, the women who stayed in the program had one thing in common: a mentor in the field, or a parent, to encourage them. So the two friends joined the Brown chapter of the Society of Women Engineers, which they served as co-presidents.


Theresia and Sangeeta recognized other impediments for women at Brown as well. The men in the engineering department were often members of fraternities that archived engineering tests and study guides from previous years. Nothing like that existed for women. So Theresia and Sangeeta assembled engineering problem sets, tests, and homework for future classes of women engineers. They set up peer mentoring for women, matching juniors and seniors with underclasswomen.


And at the end of the day, Theresia and Sangeeta had each other. When they had to pull all-nighters and were afraid they would fall asleep and miss an exam, they took turns studying, napping, and waking each other up. During finals week, Theresia and Sangeeta set themselves up on the mezzanine level of the science library. They shared everything, from stories of their internships to stories of dates and obnoxious men they encountered.


During a summer internship at General Motors, Theresia worked in an engineering research and design facility. Of the one thousand full-time engineers, only two were women. As she walked through the rows of cubicles, the men assumed she was a secretary and asked her to get them coffee and their mail. One day her manager, who was only a few years older than she was, took Theresia and another intern, a man, out to lunch—to a topless bar. Theresia found the experience sad more than anything. “It was just kind of uncomfortable to have lunch with boobs in your face,” she later told Sangeeta.


As graduation approached, Theresia landed a job with Bain, the prestigious management consulting firm in Boston. She owed $42,000 in student loans and needed a job. Sangeeta headed to MIT for a joint MD/PhD program in biomedical engineering. On graduation day, Theresia, the former country bumpkin, learned that she was graduating at the top of her class, magna cum laude, the only honor Brown granted at commencement.


The two friends remained in contact with each other, as Sangeeta began school across the Charles River. Theresia made friends with analysts who were a year or two ahead of her at Bain: Dave Goldberg, Jennifer Fonstad, and Tim Ranzetta, whose desk was right across from hers. Tim was tall, blond, and blue-eyed, and had played varsity baseball at the University of Virginia. Theresia arrived at work each day reading the National Sports Daily, and the two soon got into debates over whether the University of Virginia football team could hold on to its No. 1 ranking for the season. (Theresia said no, Tim said yes. Theresia was right.) Before long, Theresia and Tim were involved romantically.


. . .


In 1992 Theresia applied to business school at Harvard and Stanford. Accepted at both, she chose Stanford because of the school’s location in Silicon Valley, the heart of tech. Some of the men at Bain who had been turned down by the schools told her she only got in because she was a woman. She said little but quietly fumed. She had worked twice as hard as most to get where she was.


Theresia had grown serious in her relationship with Tim, as they bonded over sports, a devotion to their families, and their shared goals in life. They both wanted to live in California. Tim hoped to work in banking, like his father. Theresia knew from her stint at GM that she didn’t want to be an engineer sitting behind a computer, creating CAD designs. She was more interested in being a product manager. She figured that with a Stanford MBA, she could one day earn good money in Silicon Valley—maybe even a six-figure salary.


SONJA HOEL


In 1989 twenty-two-year-old Sonja Hoel had been working as an analyst at the venture capital firm TA Associates in Boston for several weeks—yet she still didn’t have a chair for her desk. The secretary wouldn’t order her one.


Sonja didn’t dwell on it—she was just glad to be there. Before starting at TA, she had heeded her mother’s advice to cut her hair and wear glasses. “You will be treated with more respect,” her mother advised. In the same way, when she heard that her fellow analysts were getting together for scotch after work, she quickly joined, feigning delight at what she found to be an awful-tasting drink. Nothing was going to dim her love affair with the venture capital industry. It was the perfect place for the cheerful blue-eyed southerner who liked to say “My obstacles are my allies.”


But before long, Sonja’s naturally sunny disposition took a hit. Standing upstairs in TA’s gorgeous wood-paneled offices, she looked down the spiral staircase and realized she was the only female investor in the Boston office. Am I here just because I’m a woman? she wondered. After a few days of sulking and second-guessing herself, she looked in the mirror and said, Snap out of it.


There was no point in looking for discrimination, she realized; life was too full of opportunity. Her firm’s downtown Boston office was less than a mile’s walk from her fashionable Beacon Hill apartment. She relished nights when it snowed, erasing her steps almost as fast as she made them. As boughs of trees became heavy with snow, the sounds of the city softened, and even the streetlight grew paler, turning the color of butter. She wore long underwear under her suits, purchased in the bargain basement of Filene’s department store. When she started at TA Associates, she’d had only one black suit and one navy suit, with a few extra jackets, and she would mix the pieces to get through the week. She laughed when a fellow analyst told her, “Sonja, your long johns are showing.” She encountered the same homeless man, Michael, on her commute to work every day and eventually struck a deal with him: She would give him a dollar a week, but he was not allowed to ask her for money on any other days. Michael was friendly and made her laugh, and he was grateful when Sonja gave him warm winter clothes.


Sonja shared a two-bedroom apartment with Anne Heese, a woman she’d met while shopping at Filene’s Basement. The two had been trying on clothes over their clothes, as the store didn’t have dressing rooms. They now shared an apartment on the top floor of a three-unit building, furnishing their flat with chairs and tables that their wealthy neighbors had left at the curb. The top floor was old, and the floor was slanted—a marble would roll from one end of the kitchen to the other—but it had a treasured view of the landmark CITGO sign near Fenway Park. They each paid $500 a month, and often did the dishes while singing along to their favorite song, “Push It,” by Salt-N-Pepa. Sonja had taped a picture of Apple Computer founder Steve Jobs up on the fridge. She thought he was “the cat’s meow.”
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