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To all the potential late bloomers out there…


‘People are always speculating – why am I as I am? To understand that of any person, his whole life, from birth, must be reviewed. All of our experiences fuse into our personality. Everything that ever happened to us is an ingredient.’
Malcolm X, The Autobiography of Malcolm X: As Told to Alex Haley


‘Men who have multiple careers are to be envied.’
David Ogilvy, Blood, Brains and Beer
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INTRODUCTION: THE SWITCH


Katharine Graham became the CEO of the Washington Post Company – a major publishing business that owned radio and television stations, as well as Newsweek and the Washington Post – one summer afternoon in 1962, at the age of forty-five, when her husband shot himself. She had no idea what was going to happen. For most of her life, she had been so denigrated and mocked by her mother and husband that she lacked the confidence to dress herself for a party, let alone believe herself capable of running a major corporation. Despite the fact that her father had owned the Post, and nurtured her talent, she believed that running a business was never in her blood. She said that when she bought a house in her late twenties, she did not know the difference between income and capital. She was obsessed by news and politics but bored by advertising and balance sheets. And so, when she woke up from a nap that August afternoon to find her husband – alcoholic, manic depressive, adulterous, verbally abusive – shot dead, Katharine Graham faced a transformative moment. For the six months before Phil Graham died, Katharine had worried that he would take the Post away from her, after he started a bitter-minded legal attempt to take control of the company. In her grief, she faced a challenge. She could either run the business herself or let it go out of the family. She was advised to sell. She declined.


Katharine Graham went on to become one of the most successful CEOs of the twentieth century, and one of the few women of her time to hold so much commercial and political power.


To the people around her – and perhaps to herself – Katharine Graham’s success as a CEO came out of the blue. She had no training in business. She lacked confidence. But she had everything a late bloomer needs to succeed. She didn’t come out of the blue at all. She had just been overlooked. Her talents were always there, but they were unappreciated.


Katharine Graham never lacked the qualities she needed for success. What was missing was opportunity. In among the long years of self-doubt, there were many flashes of the steel, signals of the character that would later see her acclaimed as one of the most powerful people in Washington and one of the most successful CEOs in the United States, in whose company Warren Buffett confidently invested and whose salons became essential attendance for new presidents. From her abusers, she drew resilience. From her elite background she had acquired the skills for success. Circumstances that might have crushed other people didn’t quite crush Katharine Graham.


Graham’s story exemplifies many of the ways in which late bloomers flourish. Because she was a woman, she wasn’t going to be just given the opportunity to run the company. In a perverse, tragic way, she got a lucky break. But she was prepared to take that break. She was well educated, knew the newspaper business in detail, had been acquainted with the Post from her childhood. She was networked with the right people and learned from the good influences of her upbringing and education. Above all, she was resilient. Persistence is a perpetual theme of late blooming, and Katharine Graham persisted and persisted and persisted, no matter what. She shows us that simply deciding to act when faced with a challenge can reveal new depths of capability. The more she did, the more capable she became. ‘Do your work,’ said Ralph Waldo Emerson, ‘and you shall reinforce yourself.’1


This book is going to examine the factors that made Katharine Graham – and others like her, in fields ranging from painting to entrepreneurship – a late bloomer, so that we can better understand what a late bloomer is and how we might find more of them.


•••


Graham’s life pivoted on a single tragic moment. But she chose to make the switch, from one life to another. By deciding to own the Washington Post Company, rather than sell it, she chose to move from the drawing room to the boardroom. This wasn’t so much a transition as a translocation. It was as if Fate snapped its fingers and she found herself in strange new surroundings.


How then did she become one of the most successful CEOs of the twentieth century?


The answer can be found in a recent study of the careers of scientists, film directors and artists. This study, which was conducted by academics at Northwestern University, looked at hot streaks in people’s careers – intense periods of high achievement, lasting a decade or more. What conditions have to be present for a hot streak to occur? The study found that before the hot streak begins there is an exploration phase, when new ideas are gathered, which is followed by a period of exploitation, when those new ideas are turned into original and impactful work.


This is similar to the explore/exploit dynamic, an idea from computer science, which says that to make the best decisions we should find the correct balance between gathering information (exploring our options) and making the most of what we know (exploiting that information). To make the best decisions, we need to balance exploration and exploitation.


What the research on artists, filmmakers, and scientists found was not that either exploration or exploitation alone was critical to a hot streak: it was the transition from explore to exploit that mattered. Exploring before exploiting means you can discover the most productive ideas and expand your creative possibilities. What matters is the switch.2


Too much exploration can be risky: you end up as a dabbler, a dilettante. Too much exploitation can be boring: you don’t discover enough new information to do interesting, original work. To have a hot streak, a burst of your best work, you need to switch from explore to exploit. Importantly, these findings were robust whether the hot streak came early in a career or late.3 You can make the switch later in your career and still see the same effect.


This broad pattern, of shifting from exploring to exploiting, can be observed in the lives of late bloomers.


•••


Like Katharine Graham, most late bloomers go through these two stages. First, they take a long and winding road, an essentially unplanned career path. Then, they get the opportunity for success through some combination of the right people, the right place and the right time. Their network, the culture they move to, a personal transformation – or some combination of these – take the disparate experiences of the first stage and turn them into the focused output of the second stage. They make the switch from explore to exploit and enter a hot streak. They just happen to do it later than their peers.


Late bloomers rarely take conventional career paths to success; if they did, perhaps they would not be late. Their progress is punctuated and disrupted, not smooth and steady. In this stage, their careers are often either dormant or patchwork, made of seemingly disparate parts. This might look listless, directionless or inefficient: rather than working towards a specific goal, late bloomers prepare for the unknown, the unexpected, the unstated. As with the explore mode, this stage has many influences, and what eventually triggers their transition to success might not be the most obvious or most expected thing. The idea that gets exploited is rarely the most popular, mostly highly cited or most recently discovered idea. It’s the most interesting.


Second, late bloomers find their niche or opportunity – some turn in their luck, some discovery, some change in their circumstances comes along and makes them a channel for their talents. They get direction, focus, challenge, resources, support, opportunity. This is when they exploit the capabilities and preparation from the first stage. We shall see, again and again, the importance of preparing for your luck – chance really does favour the prepared mind.


This second stage has three conditions, which are not all present in all cases, but which are reasonably consistent: right people, right place, right time. To understand how late bloomers leave the long and winding road and arrive at the place where they achieve so much, how they switch from explore to exploit, we need to look at their networks, the culture they live and work in, and the transformational moments in their lives, or their crisis points.


What we will see is that weak ties – the phrase sociologists use to describe people we are only slightly acquainted with – are the people who can change our prospects, but only if they are influential. Good networking is not about knowing all the best people, but the few who can be credible and persuasive to the people we need to reach.


Personal transformation happens through cultural immersion, sampling the world and changing our surroundings. In new circumstances, gradually sampling our way into a new mode of thinking, living or working, we can change our opportunities, perhaps even change ourselves.


Moments of crisis have to be taken advantage of, not ignored or suffered through, whether that’s a personal tragedy, a moment of inspiration, or a gradual attrition of your will, caused dissatisfaction that culminates in desperation to change. Sometimes there are good reasons to have a midlife crisis, not to accept a slump but to use it as a pivot point.


•••


As we see examples of late bloomers making these transitions across various fields of endeavour, three characteristics will recur:




PERSISTENT. Though they often don’t work towards a specific goal, neither do late bloomers lavish their life away on useless trifles, in Samuel Johnson’s phrase. They persist in following their interests and ambitions; they are unable to let it go, but, sometimes by necessity, sometimes by choice, they have to be flexible about how and when this persistence accrues into a tangible achievement or accomplishment.


EARNEST. Late bloomers are serious, perhaps intense, obsessive, occasionally eccentric, volatile, or weird. Not infrequently, the people around them don’t quite understand who they are capable of being. Their earnestness can make them seem strange, off-putting, and makes it difficult to see how and where their talent could flourish: their capability often hides in plain sight.


QUIET. Their ambitions are usually secret, or unknown to themselves for a long time. They pursue their interests quietly. Their ability and confidence grow with experience. It might be quite late in the day when they realize that their capabilities actually make them fit for some exceptional enterprise.





So, despite the fact that late bloomers are often overlooked, they are often quietly, persistently developing the qualities, on the long and winding road that will eventually lead them to success, when the right opportunity comes along. Importantly, the more active they are in this process, the more likely they are to find that opportunity and turn it to their advantage.


•••


To understand how late bloomers flourish, and because late bloomers are individuals, this book relies on biographical stories as well as social science research. Their stories teach us lessons about how people can be helped to flourish earlier. But more often they also demonstrate the many different ways talents come to fruition.


Knowing an idea in theory is not enough to change our lives. We need to see how it works in the mess of real life. We want to know what it is like to become a late bloomer so that we can live differently. We need to see the story before the success.


It’s one thing to know about the way our brains develop as we age, the importance of deliberate practice to achieving mastery, or the way that changing who we associate with can change what we achieve. It’s quite another thing to see those ideas in the complications of real life. If we want to change ourselves, or spot the potential for change in other people, we need examples alongside scientific theory. To the aspiring late bloomer, to the manager looking to make a new sort of hire, or to someone who believes in a friend, partner or spouse, scientific research is of limited help. We need to know how late bloomers do it. In addition to asking questions like ‘How much does our brain really decline as we age?’ or ‘What sort of networks do we need to be part of to succeed?’ we will explore examples of people changing their lives, from all disciplines and time periods: businesspeople, innovators, writers, salespeople, scientists, academics, politicians.


These stories of real people’s lives will show what it takes to change yourself, in ways big and small, profound and mundane. Some of the people in this book battled failure for decades, quietly preparing for whatever opportunity came their way. Some great leaders spent years in obscurity, as no one’s prediction to take the top job. Some will reveal that following the rules is often the wrong approach.


The book compares late bloomers’ stories, revealing patterns and showing the many different scenarios in which they thrive. All of the people featured here are highly accomplished people who changed the world in some way or made a serious contribution to their field. This is because, as Warren Bennis and Patricia Ward Biederman say in Organizing Genius – their study of collaborations that produced amazing success – ‘Excellence is a better teacher than mediocrity.’4 We should be inspired by the best. We’re interested in these people because of what their example might breathe into us.


•••


In 1932, aged forty-five (the same age Katharine Graham was when she took control of the Washington Post Company), American author Walter Pitkin published Life Begins at Forty, which exhorted people to realize that ever improving life expectancy meant their lives were more full of possibility than ever before. ‘The annals of the great,’ said Pitkin, ‘are filled with tales of dull youth blossoming late.’5 Ninety years later, his message is truer than ever. When Pitkin published his book, life expectancy in the United States was 62.0 for men and 63.5 for women. In 2019, the United Nations estimated that global average life expectancy was 72.6 years.6 We are living longer, healthier and more productive lives. Many more of us can become late bloomers, if we want to.


Life Begins at Forty was a big hit. Pitkin had caught the spirit of the times. The title became a catchphrase. Songs and films were named after Pitkin’s book, and he became a regular radio pundit. It is now a common idiom. The idea has kept pace with changing times, too. Today, you are more likely to hear that fifty is the new forty. Or even sixty.


Pitkin’s core idea is that slow development is normal, and age should not necessarily mean decline. We should not despair if we are not yet everything we want to be or if we are behind our peers. ‘The slow growing human,’ he says, ‘is one regular and normal variety.’7 This is a message we need to hear again. Since Pitkin’s time, re-education and career changes have become normal. Retirements are long affairs during which people learn new skills and take up hobbies. The proportion of women over the age of fifty in employment in the UK has risen from 42 per cent in 1992 to 66 per cent today.8 In both the UK and the United States, rates of employment among the over-sixty-fives have increased significantly since the 1990s. After the 2008 financial crash, large numbers of workers over the age of fifty re-entered the workforce. That might have been driven by financial necessity, but it is a reminder of our ongoing ability to change our lives and keep working. As journalist Connie Goldman wrote, ‘Ageing does not have to be the end: It can be another beginning.’9


Some will see this book as a denial of the reality of ageing. We do become less capable as we grow older, and we should accept that rather than contribute to a stigma against the reality of ageing. It is precisely because we all lose our faculties at some point – if not to age or dementia, then to death – that I am writing this book. Our time is not guaranteed to be well spent. How many people every year are lost to weariness, laziness, mental decline, exhaustion, redundancy? As Jimmy Carter wrote in his memoir of post-presidential life, The Virtues of Aging, ‘Each of us is old when we think we are – when we accept an attitude of dormancy… a substantial limitation on our physical and mental activity… As I know from experience, this is not tied very closely to the number of years we have lived.’10


It is important to acknowledge the realities of ageing and not make older people feel marginal or unacceptable. It is equally important to encourage people to make the most of whatever life they have left and not to succumb to an ‘attitude of dormancy’ before they need to. I have seen too many colleagues dropped by the office because they were no longer seen as being fresh enough, and too many lives not lived as they could have been. One of my grandmothers was a widow for forty years. The other outlived two of her children. ‘Sometimes it is the body which is the first to surrender to old age,’ says Montaigne, ‘sometimes the soul.’11 The best way not to get caught out by your death, or old age, is to act like it’s closer than you think. We all know people who died young, or grew old before their time: they are the warning that motivates this book. As it says in the Gospel of John, ‘the night cometh when no man can work.’12


Despite the popularity of Pitkin’s claim, we do not expect as much of ourselves and others as we age. We don’t expect as much of older people as we do of those in life’s earlier stages. Inevitably, surely, there has to be a period of decline. Age is the enemy of success. The ‘thirty under thirty’ list remains prevalent. The ‘fifty over fifty’ list, less so.


But Emma Rowena Gatewood became the first woman to solo hike the Appalachian Trail aged sixty-seven. Freeman Dyson published a new solution to the prisoner’s dilemma aged eighty-eight. Mary Delany invented a form of paper-cutting in her seventies and created nearly a thousand detailed illustrations of botanical specimens. Ray Charles won a Grammy aged seventy-four. Laura Ingalls Wilder started writing Little House on the Prairie at sixty-five. Gertrude Jekyll, the famous garden designer, started her career in her forties. John Goodenough developed the lithium-ion battery the year before he was forced to retire from Oxford. He is still an active professor in Texas aged ninety-nine and is the oldest Nobel laureate in history. Knut Wicksell spent fourteen years in graduate school. He later made significant contributions in economics. Marjorie Rice was in her fifties when she discovered new forms of pentagonal tessellation in geometry. She was an amateur with only a high school diploma. Ynés Mexía started studying botany aged fifty-one and went on to discover fifty new species of plants. Michael Ramsay founded TiVo aged forty-seven.


It is difficult to spot late bloomers before they emerge. Often, this is because we’re too focused on external markers of success, rather than a person’s character. For example, psychologist Shane Snow has said: ‘Neither age nor speed of political climb was correlated with… success as a president. Instead, the best presidents were the most adaptable and open-minded… age, it turns out, had nothing to do with it.’13 This is not just true of presidents. In a review of a hundred years of psychological research, age was found to have zero predictive power in recruitment. Just knowing how old someone is tells you almost nothing about how well suited they are to do a job.


Rather than looking for a particular measure of potential late bloomers, we need to start from Pitkin’s premise that they are ‘one regular and normal variety’.14 Late bloomers are not always people who might otherwise have flourished but who were held back, the way Katharine Graham was. We will see many examples of late bloomers who were never going to succeed early. Late bloomers are not merely delayed prodigies: they are a complicated, diverse group of people we need to pay more attention to.


•••


There are many other ways to define a late bloomer. For children, a late bloomer is someone whose academic development is slower than that of their peers, such as the inventor Thomas Edison or the scientist Pierre Curie, who were unimpressive pupils at elementary school. Some people are late bloomers in terms of public recognition. Economist Scott Sumner was a successful academic in his thirties; it was not until twenty years later, when he became a blogger, that his ideas influenced monetary policy after the 2008 financial crisis. And there are people like Helen Downie who started painting aged fifty. By posting her work on Instagram, Downie ended up collaborating with Gucci. Now she has 250,000 followers. Nor does late blooming have to be about creative or intellectual accomplishment. People in their thirties are being diagnosed with autism; people in their forties are discovering their sexuality; and people in their fifties are achieving educational and business successes unavailable to them earlier in life. The nurse Bronnie Ware’s book The Top Five Regrets of the Dying records her terminally ill patients’ regrets about their lives.15 They often regretted having worked too much on something they didn’t especially care about, when they didn’t need the money, to the neglect of other areas of their lives. Addiction to success, habit, and love of status had prevented them from travelling or seeing their children. One important type of late bloomer is someone who successfully changes the balance of their life.


Beyond accomplishment in a professional or creative field, many people have the potential to live more spiritually, emotionally or mentally fulfilling lives. Ruth Wilson, a former elocution teacher in Australia, emerged from a depression in her sixties by rereading Jane Austen. Wilson went on to achieve a PhD in Jane Austen aged eighty-eight and has recently published a book about her experiences.16 How many more people are out there who might confound expectations, whether other people’s or their own?


•••


This is a book about late-blooming talent. Talent that flourishes after it is expected to, that confounds or surprises expectations. Late bloomers are found in all kinds of activities – politics, sports, business, writing, finance, art, exploration, even revolutions. Gladys Burrill completed the Honolulu Marathon aged ninety-two. Robin Chase was a stay-at-home mother with an MBA before she founded Zipcar, aged forty-two. (She doesn’t think of herself as a late bloomer.) Siphiwe Baleka nearly became an Olympic swimmer aged fifty. (He was denied the chance to represent Guinea-Bissau because of a technicality.) Barry Diller is a late-blooming self-made man. He was a company executive who did no independent work at all for the first thirty years of his career. Then he took over US teleshopping network QVC and became a phenomenal success. Independent financial success – what he called ‘running his own shop’ – came late to Diller relative to his other corporate achievements. Not every company executive can make it big on their own after thirty years, perhaps not most of them. Gerald Stratford became famous online for growing big vegetables in his retirement; he is now the ‘Twitter King of Big Veg’ and has published a book.17 Before this, he was a butcher and a barge controller on the Thames. Carl Allamby was an auto mechanic for twenty-five years before he went to medical school aged forty. ‘Sometimes,’ says Carl, ‘you’re just going to have to take a chance and believe in yourself.’18 Cervantes wrote Don Quixote from prison late in life. The mathematician Eugène Ehrhart graduated high school aged twenty-two and finished his PhD aged sixty. Charles Spearman, the psychologist who developed the theory of general intelligence, started his PhD aged thirty-four, paused it to fight in the Second Boer War, and completed it aged forty-one. Toussaint Louverture began leading the Haitian Revolution aged forty-eight; he had been a slave himself until the age of thirty-three, and a property owner after that.


There is no single cut-off age and no simple formula for identifying late bloomers. They blossom late relative to expectations or to their life trajectory. Obviously, someone like Grandma Moses, who took up painting in retirement, was a late bloomer. But you can be a late bloomer at twenty, if you are a basketball player like Stephen Curry or a tennis player like Martina Navratilova. Similarly, a mathematician who gets serious in their twenties would be a late bloomer, relative to the usual pattern in their field. Alan Kay was one of the oldest PhDs to join the Californian research and development company PARC. He studied mathematics and molecular biology, computer science not being a degree at that time; he learned to code aged twenty-two in the US Air Force; he got his undergraduate degree aged twenty-six and his PhD aged twenty-nine. Kay is not a late bloomer compared to most people, but he came to his niche somewhat later than his peers. At twenty, Malcolm Little was in jail, showing no signs of his later brilliance as a preacher, political communicator, orator, and civil rights leader. No one was expecting great things of him. But prison acted as a period of withdrawal for reflection, and he had a spiritual and intellectual conversion that changed the course of his life. By twenty-five, he was Malcolm X, a late bloomer. Similarly, Jay-Z is often named as a late bloomer in hip hop because he didn’t release his first album until he was twenty-six. Rani Hamid only started playing chess aged thirty-four and went on to become Bangladesh’s first International Woman Master.


Here then is the definition I will work from: a late bloomer is someone who succeeds when no one expects them to.


The phrase I heard that got me started researching this book was – people who haven’t done something yet but maybe they will. This book is about those people whose careers change trajectory later than expected, and surprise everyone around them.


•••


Finding this talent really matters. Late bloomers built some of the great cathedrals of the Renaissance. They were essential to the campaign to abolish slavery. Has any poem or song changed the world more than ‘Amazing Grace’? It was written by the late bloomer John Newton. Late bloomers have written some of the most important books of philosophy and made scientific and mathematical discoveries that changed the world. They’ve composed great poems and produced great art – think of Francisco Goya’s dark paintings, created in his seventies. Famous novels like The Big Sleep, The Wind in the Willows, and Beloved were written by late starters. It was the late bloomer Anne Clough who pioneered women’s education in the UK. Late bloomers have founded some of the most successful businesses in the world. They are fundamental to the story of Silicon Valley. Many of the world’s most notable politicians got a late start. Winston Churchill’s career was thought to be finished before the Second World War. There has been a recent vogue for Stoicism among young people – we should remember that Seneca wrote his famous letters in his final years.


But this book is not a manifesto for easy optimism. People do not wake up one day and discover that they are in fact a fully formed Paul Cézanne or Toni Morrison. Some people do just wake up one day and blossom. Reddit has forums dedicated to sexual and emotional late bloomers, who realize their sexuality or discover happiness in midlife, for example.


Because late bloomers are ‘one regular and normal variety’, there is great range in the ways people flourish. This is not a case of looking for a single answer. There’s no one piece of the puzzle missing – late bloomers are an entirely new sort of puzzle. Late bloomers often face substantial obstacles, especially when they are women or members of marginalized groups. They tend to be smart (which doesn’t have to mean successful at school), self-educating and self-directing. They follow their own interests and take lifelong education seriously. They never stop teaching themselves; often, they set their own agenda. One early sign of a late bloomer is often earnestness, which can be off-putting to many people. Another thing that characterizes many late bloomers is a period of withdrawal for reflection. What might look like an unexplained career break for most people will often be a sign of development in late bloomers. Harry Truman wrote: ‘In 1924 I was ingloriously defeated… I spent two years thinking.’19 It was that sort of reflection that took him, however unexpectedly, from small-town farmer to Cold War president.


Many people do not fully realize themselves until later in life. They might be highly accomplished, like eminent English philosopher Mary Midgley, who wrote her first book at fifty-nine. Or they might be like Annunziata Murgia, who went back to school in Italy aged ninety, after her original studies were interrupted by the Second World War. What these two people have in common is that they carried within them early seeds that took an unusually long time to germinate. Midgley was a member of the Elizabeth Anscombe circle in Oxford, then moved to Newcastle and worked as a lecturer, fiction reviewer and a stay-at-home mother before writing books in her fifties, a much later start than many of her colleagues. All her experiences contributed to her writing. Viola Davis spent decades playing mainly supporting roles before becoming a television, and now film, star later in her career: ‘I was trying to fit in, stifling my voice, stifling who I was, in order to be seen as pretty, in order for people to like me. And then going home, not being able to sleep and having anxiety. I have found that the labelling of me, and having to fit into that box, has cost me a great deal. I’ve had a lot of lost years.’20


Truly remarkable people, no matter how accomplished they are, often seem to come out of the blue. Their talents flourish in seemingly unpredictable and astonishing ways. We will meet many people like this: a novelist who started writing aged sixty; an out-of-fashion architect who did his most radical work in his seventies and eighties; a cloistered nun who became a global television star. In reality, these people live through long periods of inefficient or indirect preparation – when they switch from the explore to the exploit phase. They only seem to come out of the blue – the signs of their ability were there all along.


Talent hides in the open all around us. We simply don’t know how many people could be late bloomers, given the opportunity.


•••


The pervasive spirit of this book is the word ‘perhaps’. I am not arguing that I can prove something definitive. There is no law of late blooming. I don’t know for certain how many more people could be late bloomers or whether you could be a late bloomer. I am not presenting these biographical examples as incontrovertible, pure or morally exceptional. What I do argue is that in all fields – including fields like maths, where late blooming seems unfeasible – we underrate the potential of hidden talent.


All the studies I quote and the findings I rely on are part of an argument that begins with ‘perhaps’. This is not a grand unifying theory. No great secrets are revealed, no hacks or tricks to leapfrog you to a new life. Instead, all this is meant as inspiration, one that might start you living differently or that might help you find other people who could change. There are dozens of examples in this book, in a huge range of activities, of people who show that many more of us can make achievements later in life than we think. Their stories are remarkably contingent: the power of ‘perhaps’ is strong in their lives.


This is why there is a combination of biography and social science. The biographical stories also show that, instead of looking at someone’s record and deciding that they have nothing else to give, we ought more often to be saying, perhaps they could do something else, given the right circumstances. What happens in your second act is determined, to a greater or lesser extent, by what happens in your first act. But the past is a prologue, not a prediction.


To understand late bloomers, we need to be open to the range of ways an individual life can flourish. By combining scientific studies and biographical stories, this book aims to give a new taxonomy of late blooming. Instead of providing information and insights which you can agree or disagree with, or giving you a checklist to change your life, this book aims to make you think that, whether or not the idea that talent can flourish late in life is true, there is truth in that idea; that you might be or know a late bloomer; that you can learn something about how to live from the people profiled here.


Perhaps…










Part One
Meandering Career Paths


‘All rising to great place is by a winding stair.’


Francis Bacon, ‘Of Great Place’










1


Katharine Graham’s transformation to Mrs Graham, CEO


To begin with, Katharine Graham was privileged. Although raised for success, she was treated with coldness and belittled. This created competing impulses of ambition and achievement but also self-doubt and despair. One of her sisters said of their family: ‘We have all felt a compulsion to be terrific! And that is a dangerous thing.’1


Katharine Graham (1917–2001) was the daughter of Eugene Meyer, a financier who used part of his great wealth to cover the losses made by the newspaper he bought at auction, the Washington Post, and Agnes Meyer, a writer. It was a volatile and somewhat unhappy home. Agnes rarely showed her any love. Eugene was hot tempered and autocratic. ‘I had more or less to bring myself up emotionally,’ said Graham.2 Her mother and nanny took a strict view of illness – that it was to be ignored. Young Katharine was routinely sent to school with dreadful coughs and was later told she had scarred lungs from tuberculosis. In 1989, Graham recalled:




We five children were brought up very strictly and rather spartanly, which was odd because we lived in very large houses that were run rather grandly, even for those days. We had small allowances, walked to school rain or shine, worked hard, and believed that you had to work – that no one could sit back and do nothing.3





It was also a competitive and illustrious environment, and Katharine was surrounded by eminent people. Guests included H. G. Wells, the French ambassador and members of the Cabinet.4 During the First World War, Eugene gave up investment banking for public service. Agnes was a successful journalist and expert on Chinese art. Although Agnes belittled and bullied the children, Eugene made space for them to debate current events. He expected the children to excel at everything, including conversation. He once put out a sign on the breakfast table which read, ‘Every father can sometimes be right.’5 In 1931, some years after she had left home, the eldest daughter wrote to Eugene, ‘I wish we’d had time to talk more before we both went in opposite directions.’6 It was a businesslike family, not a close-knit one.


Graham did learn one valuable lesson from her mother. This extract from her mother’s diary represents the philosophy ‘imposed’ on Graham and her siblings:




It is interesting to learn once more how much further one can go on one’s second wind. I think that it is an important lesson for everyone to learn for it should also be applied to one’s mental efforts. Most people go through life without ever discovering the existence of that whole field of endeavour which we describe as a second wind. Whether mentally or physically most people give up at the first appearance of exhaustion. Thus they never learn the glory and the exhilaration of genuine effort…7





As well as the extensive informal education she received from her parents, travelling to Europe, mountaineering and visiting Einstein, as a small child Graham had a Montessori education where she was ‘encouraged to pursue our own interests’. She would later compare her experience of taking over the Post – ‘learning by doing’ – to the Montessori method.8 Aged eight, she moved to a more traditional school and learned to ‘get along in whatever world one is deposited’.9 Both of these would prove to be vital lessons when Graham’s second wind was forced on her by her husband’s suicide.


Graham had a sense when young that she wanted people to know who she was. This came true after Watergate. Fame didn’t corrupt her, though. ‘The shadow of my mother’s enormous ego lent the whole thing an enormous reality check.’10 So far did this reality check go that Graham was determined not to repeat her parents’ egoism – even as the famous proprietor of the Washington Post, she never complained when given a bad table at a restaurant. ‘I just go meekly,’ she said.11


Perhaps the earliest sign of Graham’s later talents was her consistent ability to withstand difficult situations. From a young age, she was forged of steel, even though her self-image was self-deprecating: ‘I knew I wasn’t any of the things that were held out as desirable.’ Her family was rich but she owned far fewer clothes than other children. Nothing personal was discussed. Neither sex nor menstruation was explained to Katharine. What she did take from her childhood was a remote but certain sense that her father believed in her: ‘That was what saved me.’12


That and the fact that when she was sixteen, her father, recently retired as governor of the Federal Reserve, bought the Washington Post. It was something he had long talked of. He came downstairs one day, a few weeks into his retirement, and said to Agnes, ‘This house is not properly run.’ She retaliated, ‘You’d better go buy the Washington Post.’13 And he did. He was fifty-seven and his biographer called this purchase ‘the greatest adventure of his lifetime’.14


No one even told Katharine about the purchase. She overheard the news in her parents’ conversation.15 An attentive reader, she sent her father corrective advice about layouts and content. Graham was interested in journalism early, working on the school paper and then the college one. She took vacation jobs on local papers.


When Graham arrived at college she lacked practicality, the result of growing up in a house with a dozen servants. She had to be prompted by other students to launder her cardigan. She showed the ability to hold her own counsel, though. She switched from Vassar to the University of Chicago, realizing she had gone to Vassar because ‘it simply was the place to be’. This prescient self-awareness was matched with self-direction. She got a D on a history paper, having failed to follow her tutor’s advice: ‘She has taught history ten years too long… I do history my own way and enjoy it.’16 In those words we can hear the future proprietor who would make the hard choices – against the advice of many – that allowed the publication of the Pentagon Papers and reports of the Watergate scandal.


During college she became closer to her father. Attending the founding of the American Student Union as a reporter, she arrived to find herself nominated to the National Executive Committee, a ploy by left wingers to bring credibility to their scheme. Her father advised her against the position. She took his advice on board but joined the committee anyway, interested in new experiences. He then sent her the second piece of wisdom she absorbed from her peculiar parents: ‘I do not think I would be helpful in advising you too strongly. I do not even feel the need of doing that because I have so much confidence in your having really good judgement.’ He wrote to her as well suggesting she would soon be a journalist at the Post. ‘What I didn’t grasp at the time,’ Graham reflected, ‘was my father’s real bias in my favour.’17 His belief in her would be invaluable in the years to come.


At the University of Chicago she took a great books course taught by Richard Hutchins and Mortimer Adler, renowned and intimidating pioneers of that sort of course, who barked questions at their students. ‘The methods they used often taught you most about bullying back.’18 She learned to thrive in these classes, and it is hard not to see the later Katharine Graham, the first woman CEO of a major corporation, developing at that seminar table. Despite her professed lack of self-confidence, which wasn’t helped by the fact that her mother had already read everything she encountered in college, we can see flashes of steel beneath Graham’s shy exterior. The woman who would one day face down Richard Nixon was being formed.


As a graduate she took a job at the San Francisco News. She wanted to quit after a week, but Eugene persuaded her to stay. She then moved to the Washington Post, where she was given rotations, including editorial. As the only Meyer child to show any interest in journalism, Eugene gave her favourable opportunities.19 She was treated differently in other ways. Her sisters were both persuaded by their parents not to marry their first choice of husband, but it never occurred to Katharine that she would need her parents’ permission about who to marry.20 Their indifference – her mother had been ‘too busy’ to attend her daughter’s graduation, which reduced Katharine to tears21 – held some advantage.


While working for the Post, Katharine met Philip Graham, a vibrant, brilliant, aspirational young man who came into her life like a rainbow and left it like a storm. David Halberstam, the journalist and author, who conducted dozens of interviews for his history of American journalism The Powers That Be, described Phil Graham as ‘incandescent’ and said ‘no one in Washington could match him’.22 Katharine and Philip got married somewhat to his parents’ discomfort and settled down in Washington where he clerked for a Supreme Court justice. At this point, it was horrifying to Philip that Katharine could be a mere housewife, waiting for him while he worked.23 She continued to write for the Post; at one point, he found her working at 2 A.M.24 They married in 1940. Katharine was pregnant the next year and stopped working. ‘I resigned myself quite contentedly to the quiet life of a vegetable,’ she wrote to a friend. She was, at that time, very happy.25 (Carol Felsenthal, one of Katharine’s biographers, believes Katharine’s strong desire to be a mother and homemaker was a way of being the opposite of her own mother.) Then, in quick succession, she had a miscarriage and Philip went to war. Loneliness and depression became part of their lives. Kay blamed herself for their first child being stillborn and her family’s suffocating wealth for Phil’s intense moods.26


Katharine makes no mention of his despair this early in their marriage, but Halberstam records that Philip ‘on occasion in the privacy of his own home came completely apart, scenes of tears and deep depression, telling his young wife he was not worthy of what others expected of him’.27 In the early days, Philip brought Katharine ‘laughter, gaiety, irreverence for rules, and originality’. He also freed her from her family.28 Halberstam writes that Philip ‘did what no-one else had done for Katharine Meyer before. He made her laugh and he made her feel young and pretty and he got her outside herself.’29 Only later would she realize that he completely dominated her: ‘Always, it was he who decided and I who responded.’ She was, she said, a ‘doormat wife’.30


During the Second World War, Katharine spent more time with her father. Philip was away and her mother was in England. They shared no intimate conversation but became quietly ‘very close and very dependent on each other’. They talked extensively, of course, about newspapers. He gave her a part-time job reading other papers to get ideas for stories.31 At this time, the Post was one of several newspapers in Washington, and it struggled to survive. Everyone in town assumed it would go broke.32


In 1942, Eugene started thinking about who would take over the Post. He chose Phil and was reported to have said that no man should have to work for his wife.33 But there was more to it than that. Katharine had written to her sister years earlier that she did not want to work for her father (which surprised her when she researched her autobiography) and that she was interested in reporting, not in the business side of things. ‘I detest beyond description advertising and circulation.’ Even when she did take over, twenty years later, she confessed, ‘The mere mention of terms like “liquidity” made my eyes glaze over.’34 By then, though, her motivation was very different.


So Katharine endorsed her husband going to work at the Post as a journalist while she went off ‘to lead the life of wife, mother, and good works’.35 And although women had done a lot of newspaper work during the war, the old ways were slow to die. ‘The only possible heir,’ she wrote, ‘would have been a male.’ At the time, she thought nothing of this. ‘It never crossed my mind that he [Eugene] might have viewed me as someone to take on an important job at the paper.’36 Halberstam notes that Eugene was more admiring of Katharine than his other daughters: ‘Kay, he liked to boast, was most like him.’ Still, he was a ‘German-Jewish patrician of the old generation’, and girls didn’t inherit newspapers.


Katharine was ‘more sure of her politics than she was of herself’.37 She was prepared to stand up for Roosevelt against her Republican parents, but not to stand up for herself. Eugene’s biographer says:




While he had been grooming Katharine for a larger role at the Post, she was still too young and inexperienced for a managerial assignment, and in any event it would be difficult to give a daughter responsibilities at the paper that he had denied to his wife. But if Graham would interest himself in the paper, with Kay at his side, that might be the ideal solution.38





This suggests that Eugene always intended for Katharine to be involved. Phil was a ‘solution’ to the problem that Agnes was indiscreet and handing over to Katharine would inflame family tensions. Eugene’s son was the first to decline the offer. Phil also hesitated. ‘For a long time he mulled over his problem, in consultation with Kay, but without any urging from her.’39 Felix Morley, a Post editor, thought Kay was being groomed to take over.40


It is worth considering just how much Phil diverted Katharine’s ambition: ‘I became the drudge and, what’s more, accepted my role as a second class citizen… increasingly unsure of myself.’41 Interestingly, as late as 1945, when she bought a house in Washington, Graham didn’t know the distinction between income and capital.42 Her parents never talked money. She believed herself incapacitated by privilege. Something similar happened when she had her first baby, who she only saw twice a day because she was looked after by a nurse. Being sheltered like this ‘impeded my learning’.43


She never felt capable as a young mother, but she was constantly having to learn how to run a home, how to raise children. This intense learning process, often going against the grain of her natural abilities – she says, for example, that she lacked the patience young children require – was exhausting.44 But it clearly prepared her for the second burst of learning she would go through. Consider what her life would have been like if she and Phil had gone to Florida and he had run for office, as he had wanted to. Being a candidate’s wife was a much less attractive proposition than staying in Washington, and that may have been part of Eugene’s thinking.45 She was trapped between her mother and her husband.


By 1946, Phil was Eugene’s assistant, and was running the Post aged thirty-one. Deborah Davis sees Katharine’s self-appointed role at this time as being to ‘ease’ Philip into ‘the style of the rich’, perhaps feeling obliged because she was keeping him in Washington.46 She made his breakfast, looked after the children, and drove him to work. She also got money from her father to buy an impressive house, which Phil disliked.47


Phil persuaded Eugene to go into the broadcasting business, a decision that bore fruit for many decades.48 Katharine said of Phil’s abilities: ‘His early memoranda to his executives are stunning in their detailed outline of problems, potential, and objectives in business and editorial areas.’ He was concerned with everything: use of editorial space, research quality, maintaining street-sales in summer, payroll costs, expenses, typos, misprints, mechanical problems, promotion, suburban coverage. He was involved in everything: recruitment, labour negotiations, redecorating the office, promoting the paper to schools, writing sales letters, changing the size of the comics. He knew all the staff on personal terms.49 Eugene’s biographer says Phil minimized tensions with his ‘genius for getting along with people’.50 He succeeded through tireless exertion. Katharine says he knew nothing about newspapers but his ‘brains and ability served him well’.51 Isiah Berlin said of Phil, ‘If he believed in something, no effort was spared. Phil was really a man of action and, above all, not a loser.’52 Katharine saw all this, and learned from it.


Within a year, Phil was on top of his brief. She was the same, years later. They were both highly capable learners. So intense was Phil’s work that when Katharine started having contractions for the birth of their third child, he had no idea what was going on. Between the war and the Post he had missed the births of his first two children.53


Philip was never going back to Florida: he was a Meyer now. But he didn’t want to be a kept son-in-law. He was the only one who could resolve the hot disputes among the Meyer family – too close to them, perhaps, to be able to think of himself as an independent person. Years later, in 1957, when Eugene was old and ill, Agnes wrote to Kay about Eugene’s vicious behaviour:




When he was strong, I could fight back. That is out of the question now. He conquers through weakness and I am helpless. The only people who can help me, therefore, are you and let’s admit it, especially Phil who can say anything because he is the one person who can do no wrong.54





Katharine kept the details of Phil’s problems secret. But Eugene wasn’t blind. ‘Phil is too skinny and too high-powered,’ he commented, worried that Phil lacked the toughness to withstand the pressure of his position.55 People had worried about Phil before. As editor of the Harvard Law Review he had been emaciated, sleep-deprived, smoked too much, and would ‘browbeat people if he had to and he wanted to’.56 Phil was brilliant but, unlike Katharine, lacked resilience. Everyone had talented-spotted him rather than her because they were looking at the wrong indicators. His brilliance was obvious; his limitations became visible later. She was the other way around. As one journalist described her, Katharine was ‘an unusual mixture of outward diffidence and inner self-confidence, an observer rather than a joiner, a very private person’.57


In 1947, Katharine didn’t want to go back to work. She felt it would be too confusing for both her and Phil to be on the Post together. He disagreed. ‘His concern for what my life was becoming led him to suggest that I start writing a weekly column.’ He told his sister it would make Kay ‘a little less stupid and domestic’. Kay came to feel he had done it to keep her close to the Post but away from the business side.58


In 1948, Phil made a serious bid for the Post to buy out their main competitor, the Times-Herald, which Eugene had first tried to buy in 1935.59 It played strongly on his nerves and he was crushed when the sale fell through. ‘I’m going to die for six weeks,’ he told Katharine. For weeks he hardly slept, obsessively reading biographies of newspaper titans. When he realized they had ‘all pulled it together’ in their late twenties and early thirties he told Kay, ‘I’m still in my early thirties. We’re going to make it.’60 It wasn’t just Phil. Katharine wept at breakfast when she heard the purchase had fallen through.61


In 1948, Eugene retired. Philip bought 70 per cent of his stock, Katharine the other 30 per cent. Agnes gave Phil the money.62 A trust was established that had veto power over the paper’s future ownership.63 It would not be possible to undercut the paper’s ‘principles of independence and public service’ through any future sale.64 In recompense for Phil’s debts to her mother, Katharine now covered all their expenses other than Phil’s personal expenses, something she later came to regret.65 In 1952, Phil had another depressive episode, taking three months off.66 His confidence never quite recovered. As Halberstam said, Phil was in his mid-thirties, no longer the boy wonder, and the Post was changing more slowly than he wanted.67


Phil eventually did buy the Times-Herald, and worked exhaustively to maintain circulation and quality.68 This was the start of the Post’s rise. It was now in a position to challenge the Star, Washington, DC’s leading paper. As more young, liberal people came to work in the expanding federal government, the Post became their paper.69 Phil bought the Times-Herald in 1954; by 1955, the Post was profitable for the first time. By 1959, it was bigger than the Star.70 Phil Graham was building his empire.


Katharine’s interest in political affairs was still evident. At upper-class parties, men and women still went into separate rooms after dinner. Katharine used to go into the room where the men were talking politics, which the other wives did not. She was submissive but curious. She recalled in 1989, ‘The only preparation I had was the same passionate attachment to newspapers, magazines, and television stations, and what they are about, that I had gained from indirect participation with my father and husband.’71 Whatever else was going on in her life, she was absorbing important lessons from the culture she had spent her life in.


Under pressure and with shrinking confidence, Philip started treating Katharine badly in public, making derogatory comments about her in front of Post staff. These comments continued to circulate in the office after Phil was dead.72 Katharine watched Phil with what Halberstam calls ‘admiration, fear, and, on occasion, resentment’.73 His success put more pressure on her as a hostess, which further dented her confidence. He continued what her mother had started – sour, imperious moods that made Katharine feel inadequate to even dress herself for a party. The old dynamic in her personality – deep insecurity punctuated with flashes of steel – resurfaced.


Old friends began to notice that there were, in fact, two Kay Grahams. One was the woman who accompanied Phil to parties, and who seemed awkward and unsure of herself, determined never to say anything when he was talking, or to cost him even a tiny share of the spotlight. The other was the Kay who, when Phil was busy or out of town, came alone, and though shy and reserved seemed to be a woman of considerable intelligence, depth and curiosity. Once, when they had just been married, the Grahams had been having a dinner party and Phil had said, ‘Do you know the first thing Kay does every morning?’ There was a pause and then he said, ‘She looks in the mirror and says how lucky she is to be married to me.’ Everyone laughed at the time. It seemed to be said with kindness and with so little malice it was fun, and besides everything Phil said made people laugh. But he would not have been able to say something like that now. It had become a little too true. He had grown more dashing and she had grown dowdier, and there would have been nothing to laugh about.74


Phil’s divergent personality – vibrant in public, depressed in private – was a secret Kay had to manage on her own. Success frayed his nerves as he pushed for more than he could cope with. Katharine had Galatea syndrome: ‘I felt as though he had created me.’75


But she was more than a Galatea. Phil was more interested in power than printing the news and became close to Lyndon Johnson, then a senator. One night, Johnson blurted out that all newspaper men could be bought for a bottle of whiskey. Phil let the comment pass; Katharine did not. When they went upstairs, Katharine ‘denounced Lyndon for saying what he had said, and Phil for letting it go ‘unchallenged’.76 Her newspaper instincts were just as good, perhaps better than his. In 1957, Phil pushed himself too far helping Lyndon Johnson pass a civil rights bill; it was a monumental effort. Frenzy gave way to a breakdown. It was now obvious that he had a serious mental condition, albeit one not well understood. Katharine’s warnings about his work load were ignored.77 During a desegregation crisis shortly afterwards, he worked with hysterical energy, calling people at 3 A.M. Then it happened. ‘In the middle of the night, he broke… He was racked with pain and in despair.’78


When the crash came, Kay took him to Virginia to rest and all he could do was ridicule her.79 From then on, he was a seesaw of manic moods. He was also an alcoholic. She found him a psychiatrist, but had no one to talk to herself. ‘If I had any strength later, it came from surviving these exhausting months.’80 Phil’s psychiatrist, Dr Farber, caused more problems. He got Phil to read Dostoyevsky, prescribed no drugs, and refused to ‘label’ his condition. Katharine never heard the term ‘manic depression’ until years later. Most bizarrely, Farber started seeing Katharine as a patient. There were periods when she was seeing Farber regularly but Phil was not. As she said, Farber was weak and Phil was in control.81 Tellingly, it was Phil’s idea for Katharine to see Farber. Seeing his friend John Kennedy get elected to the Senate set off Phil’s neurotic regrets. If he had gone to Florida and started a political career instead of joining the Post, he too could be in the Senate. He began to feel bitter.82


In 1959, Philip started an affair. Katharine was tearful a lot of the time, told by friends to divorce the absent and erratic Phil. His drinking shattered her confidence. ‘When I saw the drinking begin, I started to freeze; dreading the inevitable fight.’83 They never fully realized his volatile behaviour had been a presage to manic depression. And he retained his brilliance: the way he recounted parties was so vivid, his memory so photographic, that ‘it was almost better than being there, since he had a great sense of what was interesting and funny’.84 As well as being vile and volcanic in private, ‘Phil was the fizz in our lives… He had the ideas, the jokes, the games… His ideas dominated our lives. Everything rotated around him, and I willingly participated.’ She would need the energy, optimism, focus, and determination she learned from him when she took over the Post, qualities she had not been much exposed to in childhood. ‘His energy was infectious.’85


In 1961, Phil bought Newsweek. So intense were the negotiations that when Katharine’s doctor told her she had tuberculosis and ought to go in for tests, she delayed her treatment and ignored her doctor’s advice, going to see Phil and staying up late in smoky rooms. ‘Not telling Phil,’ she recalled, ‘was the only thing to do.’86 Shortly after the purchase, Katharine was put on bedrest and medication. During her confinement, she read Proust.87


In 1962, things reached a head. Phil’s bad behaviour was more public. Often, ‘he just wanted to be abusive’. Senior people at the Post were covering for him.88 During an outburst at a business dinner, he was escorted from a restaurant.89 Katharine found out about the affair when she and Phil picked up separate phones on the same line and she overheard him talking to the woman he was seeing – on Christmas Eve. Shortly afterwards, Katharine’s mother gave her some earrings of hers, an unusual and touching gesture; Phil told Katharine to give them to their daughter. She did so and then went to the pantry where she burst into tears.90


Phil was drinking to excess, being verbally abusive, and Katharine was keeping it secret from their teenage children, one of whom found out during a particularly bad night of his drinking. Katharine was gracious and understanding about the woman Phil had been sleeping with, a journalist called Robin Webb, describing her as ‘charmed out of her mind’ by Phil and knowing none of the context.91 Even now, Katharine told Phil she was there to support him, even after he walked out one day and went to New York to see Robin. Weeks later, he asked for a divorce. There were months of separation when he lived with Robin. Throughout 1962 and 1963, his mental health worsened and he was in and out of hospital. At this time Phil said to President Kennedy, ‘Do you know who you’re talking to?’ and Kennedy replied, ‘I know I’m not talking to the Phil Graham I have so much admiration for.’92


Phil left Katharine and was using lawyers to try to get her shares in the Post. This, finally, was a step too far. Remembering the years of losses her father had covered to keep the Post alive and the fact that she had enabled Phil to buy his share by paying their living expenses, Katharine knew she must stand firm. ‘My bitterness about his plans was extreme, and my intention to dig in was total.’93 Her steel was back. As Phil seemed to prosper during their separation, she became depressed: ‘I felt that no-one cared, that I didn’t count anymore, and that life was passing me by; all good things were going to Phil.’94 What she knew, though, was that she wouldn’t let him divorce her and keep a controlling interest in the paper.


Katharine then had the ‘complicated relief’ of having Phil come back to her. In a depression so bad one friend said he was almost ‘paralysed’, Phil broke off with Robin and was readmitted to a psychiatric hospital. It was only at this point that the diagnosis of manic depression was made. Katharine hadn’t yet learned that untreated manic depression could be fatal.95 In August 1963, having talked his way out of the hospital for the weekend – he organized a vote among the other patients as part of his manipulation; he was described as magnetic, dancing the devil’s dance, by members of the hospital – Philip shot himself while Katharine was taking a nap.96 She was forty-five and suddenly in control of the Washington Post. Her circumstances had changed, and now, so did she. ‘Left alone, no matter at what age or under what circumstance, you have to remake your life.’97 And she did. As is often the case with life-changing decisions, Katharine ‘had no conception of the role I was eventually to fill’.98


Graham now undertook what the New York Times later called a ‘mythic act of self-transformation’.99 She refused advice to sell the Post, appointed a new editor after realizing the paper had been stagnating (she picked Ben Bradlee, supposedly because ‘he seemed a man who could get things done’),100 and oversaw one of the most important periods of newspaper reporting in the twentieth century. The fact that she never let herself get entirely detached from the Post, and the continuing resonance of her father’s example, were important.




Some of my friends suggested that I hire someone to run it; others, that I sell it; others, that I marry again. But I had been so closely associated with the struggle that had gone into getting where we were that it never occurred to me to do anything but go to work.101





She told a friend the Post was a family business and there was a ‘new generation’ to think about.102 It took time to get her new colleagues’ respect. Howard Simons, the managing editor, said she was like ‘a shaky little doe, coming in on wobbly legs out of the forest’.103 But Graham ‘evolved into a regal, sometimes intimidating and always principled force’. She picked mentors for herself, changing when she needed to. Ruthless perhaps, she knew she lacked time. She loved news and had an instinct for the speed at which political business had to be conducted. ‘Her view was that she could not dither; her mistakes had to be corrected quickly.’104 The Post became more profitable, bought new titles and television stations, and went public under her leadership. Such was her enthusiasm, she loitered at reporters’ desks during breaking stories. She had become quite a different person.


Graham’s personality was a combination of strong ego and low self-esteem. This meant people saw her as a binary whereas she was a paradox. Warren Buffett, one of the few people who actually got to know Katharine, described her as ‘Fearful but willful. Patrician but democratic. Wounded by the people she cared most about.’105 As she was at the University of Chicago, so she was at the Post: a woman who was clever and self-directing, but who also often lacked the confidence to trust her own judgement. In an interview with Buffett’s biographer, one of the Washington Post’s board members gave an account of Graham’s character that shows the paradox at work.




She would second-guess herself. She would fall in and out of love with people. She could be bullied. She could get overwhelmed by certain people in the business. She would meet somebody and be sort of dazzled with them for a little while and think they knew all the answers. She thought men knew all about business and women didn’t know anything. At bottom, that was the real problem. Her mother told her that and her husband told her that, over and over and over and over again.106





Describing Richard Hutchins and Mortimer Adler’s course at the University of Chicago, Graham said, ‘When I didn’t do well the most awful depression set in, because so much depended on that performance. When I did do well, my elation carried over to everything else I was doing at the university.’107 This volatility remained with her for the rest of her life. She never liked public speaking, getting into near-panics beforehand. Before one speech Buffett went to help her prepare. He could see what others could not and was able to give the simple, direct advice she needed: ‘I just tried to convince her that she was a hell of a lot smarter than all of those dumb males.’108 Once she realized how much her colleagues simply didn’t respect her – Buffett reports that people would ‘push her buttons just to watch her fall apart’ – Buffett became almost her sole source of support for a period. What she needed wasn’t advice, but encouragement. ‘I would just make her make the damn decision.’109


In 1971, Graham and her editors decided to publish the Pentagon Papers, leaked documents about the American government’s conduct of the Vietnam War. The New York Times had published a series of stories based on the documents and were prevented from publishing any more by federal courts. The papers were sent to the Post, creating a dilemma.




All the writers and editors implored me to go ahead. The lawyers said ‘Don’t,’ and the businesspeople said ‘Take your time.’ I was shocked when Fritz Beebe, who was chairman of the company… said that he would not go ahead. But somehow he very subtly left the door open for me to say ‘Let’s publish’ if I thought it was the right thing to do. I realized that if I did, it would be the first time he and I had ever disagreed. My decision really had to be instinctive, and my instincts said ‘Let’s go.’ We did.110





This was not just dramatic because the Post was confronting the courts and the White House. The Post had floated on the stock exchange two days before. There was a risk that this could be ruinous. Graham herself had a lot at stake. The editor Harry Rosenfeld happened to be in the courthouse one day during the hearing when the Post was being sued to prevent further publication. He asked her why she had made such a bold decision. It was celebrated by the journalists, but they had no money at risk. What made her do it? She told him that in the eight years since she’d taken over, the Post had become an ‘enterprising paper’ and was full of ‘quality staff’ – choosing not to publish would have put all that at risk.111


The following year, under threat of financial ruin from the White House and of prosecution from the Attorney General, the Post broke the Watergate scandal, the story that began the downfall of Richard Nixon. As with the Pentagon Papers, it was Graham’s leadership that enabled the Post to follow the story. She was now the most significant decision-maker in American news.112 That status relied most on her ability to withstand pressure, something she was all too familiar with. The White House tried to squash the newspaper’s reporting by financially threatening the other parts of the company’s interests.




The first blood-chilling message I got came from the Nixon administration, even before Watergate, at the time of the Pentagon Papers. It was delivered at a social occasion attended by a Post reporter and his wife. They were told by Richard Kleindienst that the Justice Department might go forward with criminal prosecution. He thought someone should remind me that no one under criminal indictment could own television stations.113





We should not be surprised at Kay’s resilience. Her father would not have been. Despite his worries about Phil’s ability to withstand the pressure, Eugene wasn’t worried about the future of the Post. He died before Phil shot himself, and didn’t know that Kay would be called on to take over, but he knew she was there, in the background, as he had arranged when he appointed Phil. He once compared Kay to a doll that ‘no matter how many times she might be knocked down, she always came up straight’.114 He worried about Phil; he was reassured by Kay.


Katharine is sometimes talked of as being inferior to Phil, as if he had made the Post great and she had then managed it. This is not true. The most important decision in the history of the Post was the publication of the Pentagon Papers. It was a decision that had to be made at short notice and under intense pressure. The New York Times had been prevented by the courts from publishing a specific story ahead of time – a unique occurrence and a threat to the free press. If the Post had not published, it would have been the end of their aspiration to rival the New York Times. What would Phil have done? Perhaps he would have taken the risk. But he was concerned with power. He hobnobbed with politicians and acquired businesses. He wrote Lyndon Johnson’s acceptance speech for the Vice Presidency slot of the JFK ticket. He was too involved. And too intense. James Reston, a senior figure at the New York Times, refused several offers to go to the Post. Phil was ‘too hot for me, too involved in politics, felt too deeply about people, even his own people on the paper’.115 Herb Klein, the journalist and politician, said when she died, ‘Katharine Graham stayed above anything petty, and that’s one of the qualities that even in a crisis you remember and admire her for.’116 The same could never have been said of Phil. As her daughter said in a letter just before she started at the Post, Katharine Graham had ‘good judgement, great ability to get along with people, earn their respect and discern their strengths and weaknesses and desire to follow things up which Pa was quite unwilling to do’.117 She also made sound investments, just as Phil had done, purchasing a 45 per cent stake in the Paris edition of the Herald Tribune, which returned multiples of her investment.118


Katharine inherited a tired paper from Phil: the Managing Director was past his best, the editorial quality was declining, and the reporting lacked energy. She invested in talent, doubled the editorial budget and increased newsroom staff by a fifth after Bradlee arrived.119 By the end of the 1960s, Graham and Bradlee made the Post a better paper than it had ever been. They made it fit to report stories like the Pentagon Papers and Watergate, not just to be a crux of power. Phil aspired to The Times of London, the ‘thundering voice of the ruling class’;120 Kay achieved something much bigger and more vital – a paper that held the ruling class to account.


The Pentagon Papers decision came at the same time that the Post was being floated on the stock exchange. The decision required resilience. Phil’s volatile, erratic, egoistical leadership would have been a risk. Would he have made a deal with the White House, like he had done with other stories? Who knows. Would he have been influenced by his political friendships? We can’t say. We do know that Kay, with her ability, as her father said, to always come up straight when she got knocked down, made the right decision and transformed the business. David Remnick summed up the differences in their leadership:




Under Phil Graham, the Post had a well-respected editorial page and mediocrity nearly everywhere else; it was not even the best paper in the city. Phil’s greatest successes were in business: buying and absorbing the Times-Herald in 1954, purchasing Newsweek (for a song) in 1961, and making inroads against the dominant paper in town, the Evening Star (which folded in 1981).121





Phil made the Post the leading paper in Washington and made it into a political force among the elite. Katharine made it into an international mass media company, and a defender of free speech. She made it into a dominant newspaper.


They were different leaders with different skills – her achievement is bigger and longer lasting. She knew what Phil did not: she didn’t have to hide her worries; she had to deal with them. There is a quotation, perhaps apocryphal, that shows Katharine’s deep understanding of how to lead: ‘I think that there are moments when looking helpless seems to help.’122 She knew how to change her manner to suit the situation; and she knew that she had to stand firm and make the decision about the Pentagon Papers, a decision that reverberated throughout America and emboldened the entire Post staff. Phil had charm; Katharine had guts.


She was a strong-minded businessperson, too. In 1975, the Post saw down a union strike that could have broken the Post financially, as it employed over seven hundred unnecessary printing staff.123 In one strike, machines were damaged and the pressroom foreman was beaten. The union couldn’t be allowed to win. In the face of this behaviour, Katharine was resolved: she offered a wage increase, and said no one involved in the destruction could come back. The Post would reduce its workforce by attrition and control schedules. She also offered a lump sum. The response was bitter. Katharine was burned in effigy, and Charles Davis, a key lieutenant of the pressmen’s leader, John Dugan, carried a placard that read ‘Phil Shot the Wrong Graham’. The argument was fundamentally about the introduction of computers into the Post’s operations, and Katharine wasn’t going to back down. The fight was the end of the union’s power at the Post and profits recovered from their early 1970s’ dip.124 Katharine’s inherent insecurity wasn’t a problem anymore.


She was later criticized for this decision by people who thought she was in hock to Warren Buffett. She replied forcefully: ‘I particularly detested the sexist implications of stories like these – always being depicted as the difficult woman, while whoever left the company was the victim of my female whims.’125 She had got used to dealing with condescension early on. ‘When you inherit editors who have known you… they condescend without knowing they’re condescending.’ To counteract this, she was firm about the way she would be addressed. One editor recalled, ‘It was always Mrs., not Ms., and she insisted on her title of Chairman and not Chairwoman.’126


Kay Graham exemplifies all of the principles discussed in this book. She was prepared for her luck. She was networked. She was resilient. She was persistent. She was energetic. She had the advantages of natural intelligence, a patrician upbringing, inherent motivation, a resilient personality and a strong belief in the Post. All of that helped make her successful. But no one was expecting her to be able to take on the role, let alone succeed. It required something different. Mrs Graham the Chairman had come a long way from being Kay, whose husband teased her for being fat. When her son Donald took over in 1979, he said, ‘The uniqueness of my mother’s story is that she had something dropped in her lap. She had to fill in without warning and she performed brilliantly.’127 Katharine Graham is an example of how putting people in new contexts often has surprising results. All of these ideas will be explored in more detail.


What ties it all together is that Katharine Graham did not take a direct path to her destination. It took a variety of seemingly unconnected experiences to make her into Mrs Graham, the Chairman. She had no MBA. Her experiences were sometimes beneficial, sometimes miserable. She was often a domestic person, out of the workforce. Her experience of managing people was gained in her family and her marriage more than in an office. The resilience she used to manage strikes and high-stakes business decisions was learned from her relationship with her mother. She had never been in a directly comparable business position before she became CEO, but her whole life had been preparation for the role.


She had a very inefficient preparation for being Mrs Graham, and that might have worked better than taking a more direct route to the top.
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