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‘Life is a dance between making things happen and letting them happen.’


Arianna Huffington




‘Arriving there is what you’re destined for.


But don’t hurry the journey at all.


Better if it lasts for years,


so you’re old by the time you reach the island,


wealthy with all you’ve gained on the way . . .’


Excerpt from ‘Ithaka’, by C. P. Cavafy,


a favourite poem of Arianna Huffington




AUTHOR’S NOTE


This book is based on exhaustive research and interviews delving into Arianna Huffington’s extraordinary life and career. The reporting covers thousands of pages of documents, articles and emails and, in many cases, draws from Huffington’s own words from her writings and dozens of hours of audio. It also traces back to Huffington’s roots in Athens, Greece, starting in the 1950s. As a result, some of the information in the book stretches back more than seven decades and leans heavily on historical accounts, documents and even photographs where they corroborate the facts.


Much about Huffington’s early life and circumstances is extremely difficult to verify – a reality made even more challenging by varying accounts given by Huffington herself. Wherever possible, recollections from friends, colleagues and acquaintances, both current and former, have helped to confirm or resolve conflicting stories.


For purposes of understanding the details of this book, the reader should not assume that the individual whose dialogue or specific emotion is recorded is necessarily the person who provided the information, although, in most instances, that is the case. At every opportunity, individuals are identified to preserve transparency and information has been double-checked with witnesses wherever possible – especially those being quoted – then vetted by secondary and tertiary sources where applicable. It should be stressed that some sources close to Huffington did not wish to comment or were unresponsive to earnest inquiries. Others were happy to speak, but not to be named. These wishes were respected.


During the writing of this book, Huffington herself, as well as her representatives, were, at times, not always open to answering certain questions, but frequently stepped up to provide details about Huffington’s activities, interests and business ventures. In addition, some of the more recent events covered in this book have yet to reach their final conclusions and, though the latest information has been provided, it is clearly subject to change.


While it is true groups of people will often diverge in the retelling of their versions of the facts, when enough people have weighed in, certain facts will prevail over others. In my writings, prevailing facts have been favored over outliers. It should also be noted that many details of Huffington’s colorful life have been downplayed, or even omitted, on the grounds that they were too personal, to sensitive, or too plain bizarre. The focus of this book was primarily to show how Huffington rose from truly challenging beginnings to become one of the most prominent and powerful women in media.


The fact that a detailed biography has yet to be written about Huffington – even as she approaches her 70th birthday at the helm of one of her most successful ventures yet – is a testament to how far we still have to come as a society in acknowledging the role of women in business.


This book seeks to rectify that.




PART 1


GREECE


‘I had no fear of failure. Perseverance is everything. I don’t give up.’





 


Arianna Huffington has been called many things throughout her improbable rise to fame and power, from ‘start-up diva’ to ‘zeitgeist artist’ to ‘the most upwardly mobile Greek since Icarus’. Spanning five decades, her meteoric journey has brought her wealth and influence as a millionaire media mogul, political pundit, one-time California gubernatorial candidate – and, most recently, self-anointed wellness evangelist.


But, above all, Arianna Huffington is the master of the metamorphosis.


It was not until the age of fifty-four, when she launched the online news site The Huffington Post, that Huffington became a household name. Born in Athens, Greece, on 15 July 1950, her life has carried with it not only the strong influence of her Greek family and heritage, but a wealth of wisdom she has drawn from spiritual teachers, politicians, celebrity friends, business associates and leaders across the globe, all of whom have proven foundational to her books and entrepreneurial ventures.


Huffington has written fifteen books, which follow her incarnations as biographer, political thinker and wellness guru, but it was through her launch of The Huffington Post in 2005 – during her reign, the most popular online news site since the dawn of the internet – and, in 2016, her formation of New York-based wellness company Thrive Global, that she amassed an estimated net worth of $150 million. While undoubtedly The Huffington Post is what she is known for, there can be no real understanding of Huffington without knowing the story of her upbringing and her earnest search, traversing Athens, London, New York, Washington and California to find her place in the world.


Greece – and Athens in particular – played a dominant role in Huffington’s life until she moved to London in her late teens. Since the 1920s, Greece lurched from monarchy to dictatorship to civil war, plagued by fraud, vote-rigging and the erosion of the nation’s electoral system by some of its highest-ranking leaders. As a child, Huffington witnessed the economy of the countryside falling apart, prompting a mass migration to Greece’s larger towns and cities.1


Greece was moving away from its quasi-feudal existence of past centuries to embrace a sort of rough-hewn, cobbled-together democracy, but Greece’s rulers throughout the mid-1960s were not above supporting dictatorships and directly undermining the country’s parliamentary system. Greece’s King Constantine II went so far as to even ban elections. It was not until 1974, nearly a decade after Huffington left her homeland for the UK, that Greece would vote to give its waning and antiquated monarchy the boot, becoming a full republic.2 All of this, the young Arianna observed first hand, with much of it shaping her early conservatism and political views.


At the time of Huffington’s birth, Greece was mired in the chaotic aftermath of the Second World War and women were still treated as an underclass. Women were not allowed to vote. They did not win that privilege until the mid-1950s, more than thirty years after women in the US and UK. To this day, Huffington speaks very candidly about the sexism she and other women of her family encountered in Greece while she was growing up.


Huffington’s mother, Elli Georgiadi, in her late teens joined the resistance movement against the Nazis, who occupied Greece from 1941 to 1944. Elli’s family had fled Russia during the Revolution. She was self-taught and multilingual and could speak German. Throughout the war, she proved exceedingly clever at circumnavigating the Nazi threats. In Greece, the resistance movement was one of the most impressively virulent of all of Nazi-occupied Europe, with both armed and unarmed groups filling the power vacuum left behind by the Greek monarchy and established political classes fleeing Greece for British-controlled areas of the Middle East to escape war.3 Elli, unwed at the time and largely uneducated, stayed in Greece and worked for the Red Cross.


It is unclear whether Huffington’s mother had any association with Greece’s andartes, or guerrilla groups, who took refuge in the mountains during the war, but stories Huffington tells of her mother’s bravery protecting the Greek Jews and wounded soldiers during the occupation make it plain that Elli, at the very least, was not afraid to face Nazis bearing guns. When her mother was ambushed by a phalanx of German soldiers at the age of nineteen while hiding two Jewish girls in a mountain cabin, Huffington says her mother stood firm, even as the soldiers grew more menacing:


[They] started to shoot, threatening to kill everyone if the group did not surrender the Jews the Germans suspected, rightly, they were hiding. My mother, who spoke fluent German, stood up and told them categorically to put down their guns, that there were no Jews in their midst. And then she watched the German soldiers lower their guns and walk away.4


When the Germans headed out, Elli stopped one of them and scolded the soldier for snatching a hair comb from her long tresses. ‘Can I have my comb back?’ she demanded. ‘I need it more than you!’ Huffington says her mother told this story to her and her sister when she was just nine years old.5


These tales of a fiercely resolute mother left a lasting impression on the young Arianna. ‘She took risks for what she believed in,’ Huffington says.6 The guidance of her mother played a major role in Huffington’s life and career trajectory, informing many of the themes Huffington would revisit in her talks and appearances – and especially in her books. More than any other, Huffington’s relationship with her mother seems to have been one of the most pivotal of her life and her success, characterized by acts of love, heroism and humble beginnings writ large. Throughout much of Huffington’s life, Elli lived with her, and continued to do so until her death in 2000. ‘Really, I feel that nothing would have happened in my life without my mother,’ Huffington has said. ‘She was fearless.’7


In the 1950s, the Greek Orthodox Church mandated that no child could be baptized without bearing the name of a saint. To meet this requirement, Huffington’s mother had added the hyphenated ‘Anna’ to the end of the name ‘Ariadne,’ paying homage to St Anne.8 In Greek mythology, Ariadne was a Cretan princess who fell in love with Theseus, the mythical king and founder of the city of Athens. She delivered him from the deadly labyrinth guarded by the Minotaur. Ariadne was also scion of Queen Pasiphaë, daughter of Helios the sun god, and Minos, the king of Crete and the son of the god Zeus.


Huffington’s favourite Greek heroine, however, is not Ariadne, but Cassandra, a female prophet who in Greek mythology tries to warn others of impending doom but is often disregarded until it’s too late.9 Over the years, Huffington’s many political writings and books have frequently embraced the role of Cassandra, lampooning corporate greed, government corruption and the onset of the worst financial crisis since the Great Depression (warnings that, in the tradition of Cassandra, sometimes precede the events, but often too late to stop them).


By the end of the war, an estimated 10 per cent of Greece’s 80,000 Jews had survived, the lowest percentage of any nation. Of the roughly 1,200 Jews in Greece who voluntarily registered with the Germans as Jewish, around half were immediately sent to the gas chambers. The rest, around 650 men and women, were cherry-picked by Josef Mengele, the Nazi’s ‘Angel of Death,’ for horrific genetic experiments.10 The bulk of the survivors, many of whom spoke Greek, came from Athens, where they were sheltered by fellow Athenians deeply sympathetic to their cause, or joined up with the andartes in the mountains, where members of the resistance, like Elli, protected them.


The risks Huffington’s mother faced were steep. From the early 1940s on, the corpses of young warriors and children littered the streets of Athens. Thousands more, suffering from malnutrition and tumours, staggered through the capital, one of the hardest-hit areas of the war. The wealthy and middle classes, at least for a time, were able to feed themselves. In the countryside, many hoarded provisions rather than send them to the city. But in Athens, the impoverished could not keep up with soaring prices and were left to starve. Between October 1940, when Greece entered the war, and October 1944, when the Germans pulled out, the value of a single loaf of bread leapt from 10 drachmas to 34 million drachmas on the black market. The cost of cheese rose by a factor of 2 million. Once the Greeks were unable to pay for food, they were forced to barter.11 ‘Apart from the occasional German vehicle or patrol, the streets were eerily silent, as no one had the energy to do anything except struggle to keep alive,’ says historian Robin Waterfield.


In the final months leading up to the liberation, there was near-complete anarchy in Athens, where hundreds of guerrillas and civilians were slaughtered. ‘Assassinations, hostage-taking, torture, summary executions and street battles [reigned],’ Waterfield writes. The end of the war was punctuated by the regular round-up of left-wing suspects by the Greek authorities – primarily the guerrillas of the resistance movement, who were associated with the communists, despite the fact many had nothing to do with communists or communism. Civil war erupted between the anti-communist and guerrilla groups.


Injected into this was the outsize influence of the British prime minister Winston Churchill, who was insistent on eliminating any trace of communism inside Greece, supporting the right-wing Greeks’ grip on power. The new government also was backed by the Americans, though it included some Nazi collaborators.12 Yet even with discord and violence continually at Athens’s doorstep, Waterfield writes, ‘The Greeks’ spirit was never broken … They fought back with bullets, demonstrations and strikes with vivid graffiti and with legendary gestures.’ It was amid this unbreakable spirit that Elli survived the war and Arianna – christened Ariadne-Anna Stassinopoulos – was born.


It was also how Elli came to meet Huffington’s father, Konstantinos Stassinopoulos. Both members of the resistance movement, Huffington’s parents met in a sanatorium in Kifissia, Greece, after the war, where they were recuperating – Elli from tuberculosis, Konstantinos from time spent at a German concentration camp.13 Elli was told that she could never have children.14 The couple fell in love quickly. At their wedding, Elli was conspicuously pregnant.15 ‘I was conceived before they were married,’ Huffington says.16


Konstantinos, a struggling journalist, had published an underground newspaper called Paron (‘The Present’)17 during the Second World War, but was arrested and spent the rest of the war in prison.18 He barely survived. For the rest of his life, he suffered from what Huffington’s younger sister, Agapi, calls, ‘melancholia’.19 Huffington notes, ‘What he experienced in a German concentration camp forever marked his life.’20 According to Waterfield, the atrocities of the war ‘and the unbelievable experience of seeing neighbours starve to death radicalized and politicized many Greeks’. Between 1940 and 1949, just before Huffington was born, Greece was roiled by continuous warfare that cost 600,000 people their lives.21


It was Konstantinos who first introduced Arianna to journalism. He also enjoyed some success as a businessman and management consultant, publishing an economics journal called Chronos.22 Her mother instilled in her a passion for education and learning. Huffington says that during periods of political upheaval in Greece, there were times she had to choose between pursuing her studies and obeying the law. In 1967, during a coup of Greek generals, Huffington, then a teenager, faced soldiers on every street corner on the way to her economics class. Arianna would often traverse the sloping, cobblestoned streets of Plaka, the old part of the city, on her way to school.23 At the time, Greece was under the dictatorial rule of a military regime that had imposed a curfew. ‘Torn between the fear that paralyzed me and the desire to ignore the curfew,’24 Huffington says she decided to evade the soldiers and head to class, explaining that her mother ‘didn’t believe in excuses’.25 But she didn’t make it to class. In fact, she barely made it a block before a soldier armed with a machine gun stopped her and marched Arianna back home.26


After the war, Huffington’s father, Konstantinos, frequently found himself stymied by a lack of funds and mounting debt as a publisher. ‘Most of what he made he would lose in launching another magazine or his latest newspaper,’ Huffington recalls.27 He was also a gambler.28 After years of raising money and spending it, he was forced to declare bankruptcy.29 While Huffington credits her father’s enthusiasm for journalism as an inspiration for the launch of The Huffington Post in 2005, it was his financial woes in print media that convinced her that publishing news online was the future. When she launched The Huffington Post in Greece in 2014, she announced, notably, ‘It’s no accident HuffPost is not in print!’30 In many ways, however, she treated The Huffington Post as a print publication. ‘We call The Huffington Post a newspaper,’ she told Inc. magazine in 2010. ‘I don’t think that newspapers are dying. I think there will be fewer of them, but there will always be newspapers.’31


In her early years, Huffington lived in Kifissia, where her parents met and one of the most affluent northern suburbs of Athens, traditionally home to wealthy and politically connected Greek families. When she was still in grade school, Huffington’s parents separated.32 While they were still very much in love, Konstantinos engaged in a number of affairs – something to which he felt entitled and to which his wife took grave exception. ‘He basically told her one day to stop interfering in his private life,’ Huffington says. ‘He was a serial philanderer.’33


Once it became clear Konstantinos’s behaviour was not going to change, Elli decided to leave him. ‘The very sort of European idea that you have your private life and you have your married life did not go down well with my mother,’ Huffington recalls.34 Her parents’ marriage and break-up brought hardships and the family continued to struggle with money. In 2012, Huffington spoke of this period of her life in The New York Times:


When I was growing up, my family was a tiny microcosm of the current Greek economy. We were heavily in debt; my father’s repeated attempts to own a newspaper ended in failure and bankruptcy. Eventually my mother took my sister and me and left him. We all lived in Athens and we continued to see my father, though we had our own one-bedroom apartment. It wasn’t the bankruptcy that got to my mom in the end, but the philandering.’35


The loss of her father’s presence in the home and his infidelity was something Huffington would examine many times throughout her life. In her 2006 book On Becoming Fearless … In Love, Work and Life, Huffington revisits how her mother, despite her own financial fears, decided to put the emotional well-being of herself and her daughters first: ‘With her innate fearlessness, she did not let financial concerns stop her from leaving [my father] when I was 11 years old. For my father, as for many Greek men of his generation, there was nothing wrong with extramarital affairs … His marriage was part of his public life, his affairs part of his private life. But that was not okay for her, and even though she had no job and no obvious way to earn money, she took her two children and left, trusting that, somehow, she would make ends meet. And somehow, she did.’36


Elli sold off many personal items to support herself and her daughters, including treasured family possessions, her own jewellery and an heirloom carpet from the Caucasus. She took out loans from her family, friends – and even her landlord on one occasion. ‘She constantly had to borrow money or sell whatever few things she had left,’ says Huffington.37 By the time they had uprooted themselves and resettled in their new home, Huffington was twelve years old and Agapi ten.38 Though they did not have very much to live on as Huffington describes it, this period of their lives paved the way for a strengthened unity among the three women, cementing bonds that would last a lifetime:


My mother was clear about one thing: she would cut back on everything except our education and good, healthy food. She owned two dresses and never spent anything on herself. I remember her selling her last pair of little gold earrings. She borrowed from anyone she could, so that her two daughters could fulfill their dreams of a good education … At the time, Greek girls still offered dowries to be married. My mother used to tell me, ‘Your education is your dowry.’39


Arianna became the dutiful, studious daughter, while Agapi grew into an extroverted free spirit. They lived in an apartment with their mother on Mourouzi Street across from the Athens fire station, nestled among the museums and galleries near the National Garden. Money remained tight, according to Huffington, but it was not so scant that she did not have private tutors, after-school activities and ballet classes, along with her sister. Huffington was well cared for, attending a traditional Greek private school.40 She and her sister would pass the time play-acting and choreographing dances where Huffington would direct and Agapi would perform. Despite the siblings’ close quarters, both Arianna and Agapi have said that their plight did not feel as dire as it might have been, because of their mother’s insistence on putting them first. ‘It was packed, but sweet,’ Agapi says. ‘I never had a sense that we lacked anything, because my mother was always very generous.’41 Elli would engage in what Huffington calls ‘marathon midnight cooking sessions’ of Greek and Russian dishes, ‘culinary binges that ranged from Russian piroshki to Greek stuffed grape leaves’.42


When launching The Huffington Post in Greece, Huffington remembered how her mother brought the world to life through cooking and conversation. ‘She would preside over long sessions in our small kitchen, guiding us through our daily problems by discussing Greek philosophy. And of course, she was always cooking, clearly believing that if you didn’t eat something every twenty minutes, something terrible would happen to you.’43 When she was able to do so, Elli borrowed money from her five brothers to move herself and her daughters to London once they were teenagers to pursue better opportunities.


In Huffington’s speeches and writings, her mother is consistently portrayed as a devoted, heroine-like figure, while Huffington’s feelings for her father can seem more complex. ‘My father was a serial journalism entrepreneur who launched a succession of small newspaper ventures, all of which failed,’ she says.44 Even so, witnessing her father’s repeated struggles may have been instrumental to Huffington’s own success. Each time Konstantinos erred, the precocious Arianna was attentively watching – and learning. In the 2012 New York Times article, she spoke of her father as a man who acted ‘irresponsibly in his private and professional life’,45 and in an interview in 2014, she stated, ‘he had the sense he could write his own rules’.46 This is a trait many would ascribe to Huffington herself.


Other times, her descriptions of her father were more romanticized. In her 1994 book The Fourth Instinct: The Call of the Soul, she characterizes her father as a ‘passionate dreamer’ who ‘oscillated between the world of business, to make a living for his family, and the world of ideas and publishing that made our living precarious’. (Her father later transitioned from newspaperman to economist, becoming president of Alpha-Omega, an Athens-based financial consultancy.)47 In the book, she recalls many overheard conversations from her childhood in which her father fretted over whether he would be able to scrape together enough money to save the latest newspaper or magazine he’d launched that was foundering. Huffington would lie awake at night, worried, wishing she could help. ‘I never thought my father was irresponsible,’ she says, contradicting herself, ‘whatever hardships involved for our family and however painful his separation from my mother when I was 10, I idealized both him and the world of writing and ideas he loved so much that sometimes, secretly, I felt a flash of burning jealousy over a pile of his manuscripts.’ Throughout her life, Huffington’s views on her father would veer from forgiving to condemning. The relationship, even after his death, would remain layered, opaque, impenetrable.


Her mother and father never divorced. While her parents’ break-up took a heavy toll on Huffington and her sister, the family dynamics improved dramatically after the separation. Konstantinos remained a key fixture in Huffington’s life, taking her and Agapi with him on holidays to the Greek islands and abroad. He brought them to his office and on junkets where they would sometimes meet his business associates, enjoy the nightlife, stay at upscale hotels and immerse in adult conversations. ‘We swam young in a big ocean,’ Agapi says.48 The sisters were even included in gambling jaunts to Corfu, where Konstantinos would give Arianna and Agapi chips to cash in so they could play the lottery machines.49


In a black-and-white photo of Huffington and her sister, taken in what appears to be their early adolescence, they’re standing and smiling, their father between them, at the Eiffel Tower in Paris. Konstantinos is in suit and tie, balding and bespectacled. Huffington, almost as tall as him, is dressed in a long suede coat, hair tied in a flowing scarf, eyes nonchalantly averted, already looking preternaturally glamorous.


Even so, Huffington speaks of her teen years as a time of feeling shy, withdrawn and insular. She preferred to bury herself in her books and her studies to socializing with friends. Much of her bookishness seems to have stemmed from her need to escape her parents’ less-than-harmonious marriage. ‘I was a reclusive child,’ she says, ‘I never felt I needed friends. I actively preferred being alone in a room reading.’50 Despite her introverted tendencies, she could still be assertive, however. At one of her childhood birthday parties she remembers shooing away the neighbourhood children because they were impeding her reading time and splendid solace.51 By thirteen, she says, she was ‘awkwardly tall’, towering above most of her fellow students. Arianna also wore glasses, like her father, which she had needed since the age of seven. In On Becoming Fearless, she recalls at length how difficult those years were:


I still cringe at how self-conscious I was as a teenager. Let’s start with the fact I was freakishly tall for a Greek girl, standing five-ten at 13, when my classmates were five-nothing. I remember the trauma of being excluded from the school parade, which included all the tallest girls at the school, because I was, yes, too tall. Add to that unruly curly hair, heavy acne and thick glasses and, well, you get the not-so-pretty picture. I was only happy when I was lost in my books.52


In her early teens, Huffington visited the United States for the first time, participating in a Vermont-based summer programme called ‘The Experiment in International Living’, which allows high school students to live abroad while learning about other languages and cultures. During this time, she stayed with four different families in York, Pennsylvania, a manufacturing town known for producing hydro-power turbines, dental equipment and false teeth. Living in an area not far from America’s Rust Belt with agricultural and industrial roots, Huffington witnessed for the first time the struggles of the American working class, as well as the ideals of the American dream. This experience later informed her 2010 book Third World America: How Our Politicians Are Abandoning the Middle Class, and Betraying the American Dream, released during the aftermath of the global economic crisis. ‘Everyone in Greece knew someone who’d left to find a better life in America,’ Huffington says. ‘That was the phrase everyone associated with America – a better life.’53


It was an idea that would stay with her long after she’d left the US and begun seeking a better life herself.


Encouraged by her mother, Huffington devoted herself to her education and began looking at other opportunities abroad. When she was fifteen, she saw a photo of Cambridge University in the UK on the cover of a magazine. ‘I brought it home, threw it on the kitchen table, and said to my mother, “I want to go there”,’ she says. ‘Most people I mentioned it to told me that I was crazy.’ But from then on, Arianna had no other goal but to attend.


I saw this picture of Cambridge … And it was like the ugly duckling and the beautiful swan. My mother said, ‘OK, let’s see how we can get you there.’ And she basically investigated how I could go to the British consulate in Athens and take my [tests] for England and all the steps you had to take … And she said, ‘We must go and see Cambridge!’55


Almost no one, with the exception of her mother, believed Huffington could go to Cambridge, one of the world’s most elite universities. ‘Everybody else laughed,’ Huffington says. She did not even speak English.


Undaunted, Elli borrowed money so she could fly with her daughter from Athens to London to visit the university.56 Huffington says she vividly remembers how they bought ‘the cheap tickets with the seats that didn’t go back’, and how, when they arrived, it was raining, and they took a northbound train to Cambridge. They strolled the lanes and the riverbank, agog at the centuries-old stone buildings and sweeping lawns. They did not meet any of the professors or the academic staff at the time. ‘She and I just walked around Cambridge and it kind of made it real for us, that I could actually go there,’ Huffington says. ‘The idea of visualization, that was my mother.’57


At the time in Greece, Huffington says, ‘no one was considered educated until you’d also gone to a foreign school’. Most students would spend five years in Greece finishing their undergraduate degrees, then matriculate overseas for their postgraduate work. Not wanting to wait, Huffington decided to take a different route. ‘I thought, why not go straight to Cambridge? Skip those five years in Athens,’58 she says.


Huffington’s mother helped the young Arianna to navigate the entrance exams and admissions process, working with the British consulate in Athens to line up the standardized tests Huffington would need to take to apply to an English university. Once her younger sister, Agapi, reached her early teens, Huffington’s mother, in a bold move, relocated her children to London permanently. This was how both of her daughters were able to learn English in their early years and eventually attend English universities. How this move was achieved on the shoestring budget Huffington describes of her early years is not clear, but taking big, calculated risks would increasingly become a central part of her life.


Huffington told the New Yorker in 2008 that if she were to write about her own life, she would open it in the spring of 1969, when she and her mother moved to a rented flat in London to prepare for her Cambridge entrance exams. They lived in Manchester Square, which lies north of Oxford Street in the Marylebone district of London, known for its magnificent garden squares and Georgian terraces. While Huffington has often spoken of her impoverished upbringing, it is clear from a number of interviews earlier in her life that her family not only had sufficient funds to afford international travel, but also provide Huffington with the kind of privileged education that would bring her opportunities far beyond Greece. In 1987, she told the Washington Post that while her family wasn’t exactly wealthy, ‘I never lacked anything.’59 Throughout her life, she credited her mother for many of her early advantages: ‘My mother instilled in me that failure was not something to be afraid of, that it was not the opposite of success. It was a stepping stone to success. So, I had no fear of failure. Perseverance is everything. I don’t give up. Everybody has failures, but successful people keep on going … She was my life mentor.’60


Huffington’s mother was not accidentally enlightened. She was an avid reader of books on child psychology, self-realization, yoga and meditation, and she loved the Greek classics, as did her daughters. She ‘was in a constant state of wonder at the world around her’, Huffington says, and did not hesitate to remind her children, family and friends to enjoy life as much as she did. When confronted with the workaday stresses of others, Huffington says her mother could be merciless:


I still remember, when I was 12 years old, a very successful Greek businessman coming over to our home for dinner. He looked rundown and exhausted. But when we sat down to dinner, he told us how well things were going for him. He was thrilled about a contract he had just won to build a new museum. My mother was not impressed. ‘I don’t care how well your business is doing,’ she told him bluntly, ‘you’re not taking care of you. Your business might have a great bottom line, but you are your most important capital. There are only so many withdrawals you can make from your health bank account, but you just keep on withdrawing. You could go bankrupt if you don’t make some deposits soon.’ And indeed, not long after that, the man had to be rushed to the hospital for an emergency angioplasty.61


Huffington recounts, ‘Whenever I’d complain or was upset about something in my own life, my mother had the same advice, “Darling, just change the channel. You are in control of the clicker. Don’t replay the bad, scary movie.”’ Agapi says when she and Arianna were adolescents, her mother introduced them to a book called Autobiography of a Yogi, by Paramahansa Yogananda.62 Yogananda was an Indian guru who introduced millions of Westerners and Indians alike to the teachings of meditation and established churches throughout southern California. Published in 1946, the book became one of the most popular spiritual books of the twentieth century. Many celebrities and business leaders have praised its virtues, including the Beatles’ George Harrison and Apple’s founder Steve Jobs, who ordered copies of the book to be distributed to mourners at his funeral in 2011.63


Huffington says she believed in God from an early age and felt drawn to a wide variety of spiritual teachings. She studied Hinduism and also fasted on the name day of the Virgin Mary.64 When she was seventeen, she travelled to India to study comparative religion at the Visva-Bharati University in Shantiniketan, a small town in the Birbhum district of West Bengal. The school was founded by Nobel Prize-winning writer Rabindranath Tagore, a novelist, essayist, poet and mystic. At thirteen, Huffington says, her mother had already introduced her and her sister to calming themselves through regular meditation: ‘When I was growing up, meditation was seen as a cure for just about everything. My mother convinced us that if we meditated, we would be able to do our homework faster and improve our grades. We knew that meditation made us more peaceful and less upset when things didn’t go our way, but we also realized that it made us happier.’65


After taking the batteries of exams for Cambridge, Huffington still had to get through the final in-person interview. ‘I definitely had a big wave of self-doubt,’ she says. ‘I was the underdog.’ When she arrived, Huffington met the other students she would be competing against for a spot and felt intimidated. There were twelve of them in all. ‘One English girl turned to all of us, but I remember she was looking directly at me for some reason, and she said, “One of us is going to get in. That one is going to be me.” I remember feeling scared at first when she said that,’ Huffington recalls. ‘[I thought] yes, of course, she is going to get in, why did you ever think you were going to get in?’ She went into the interview filled with trepidation. In those early years, it was only the words of her mother, ‘who made me feel always that I could aim for the stars and, if I failed, she wouldn’t love me any less’, that allowed her to steel herself, feel the fear and take the chance anyway.66


When the day finally came that Huffington would hear the results of her Cambridge application, not even meditation could soothe her. ‘I was so nervous,’ Huffington recalls. ‘My mother said, “OK! Let’s go to the movies all day.” So, we would go from one movie to another, literally all day, and we got home and there was a telegram.’67 It said: ‘Awarded. Girton. Exhibition.’ Huffington was thrilled, but she didn’t know what it meant. Only after speaking with her tutor did she learn that she had been accepted by Cambridge University’s Girton College on a partial scholarship.


With the help of their mother, Arianna and Agapi would both attend prestigious schools in Britain. ‘She sold everything along the way to pay for the schools and the private lessons that prepared me for the Cambridge entrance exams and my sister for the Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts,’ Huffington says. ‘She made it clear if I failed, if I didn’t get into Cambridge, it was not a big deal. But I got in.’68




PART 2


LONDON AND CAMBRIDGE


‘I never thought of being a writer. That was an accident.’





 


Huffington attended Cambridge University alongside an impressive list of global luminaries and future world leaders, including Charles, Prince of Wales, a fellow student. The grandiosity of her new environs, with its tightly clipped lawns, soaring Gothic architecture and sequestered gardens, represented a dramatic shift from the meagre family existence she had led with her mother and sister back in Athens.


Cambridge is where Sir Isaac Newton, in the seventeenth century, laid the groundwork for modern physics and where, less than two decades before Huffington graduated from Cambridge, James Watson and Francis Crick announced in 1953 they had discovered the structure of DNA. Among the countless writers and scientists who, at one time or another, have called Cambridge home are Darwin, Tennyson, Marlowe and Byron. To this day, the town’s centre remains a medieval marvel, its high streets and winding alleys crammed with cafés, theatres and shops. The city now also boasts 4,500 science and technology firms, including Amazon and Apple.


Arriving in London at the height of the ‘Swinging Sixties’, Huffington was part of the first generation to enjoy the true freedom of movement and expression that parents of her era – who had mostly spent the Second World War trying to survive – had not. The 1960s also marked the coming of age of the first Britons free of conscription, bringing a renewed sense of hope for sweeping change. Against this backdrop, Cambridge opened Huffington’s eyes to new modes of thought and fresh possibilities, just as England was emerging from the pall of the post-war era and stepping into a decade of Technicolor exuberance. Huffington later in life would often be asked how her views could veer so seamlessly from highly conservative to extremely liberal. Judging by what she experienced, from Athens to London, at that time, tectonic shifts may have been the only fixed variable of her young adult life.


Girton College, which became Huffington’s new home, was an all-female institution at Cambridge. Huffington lived in a tiny room ‘fit for a squirrel’ and quickly grew accustomed to walking a ‘half mile to the shower’. Cambridge was much colder and danker than Greece and this took no small amount of adjustment for Arianna. ‘My time at Cambridge was a special, formative one,’ she says. ‘It was a shock for me, coming from a very loving, connected, tribal Greek family and suddenly being in a Gothic building with endless corridors, putting shillings in my heater in my freezing little room.’1


Male visitors had to follow strict rules when socializing with Girton girls, and Huffington, striving to make friends, even as she struggled to be understood through her heavy Greek accent, was caught fraternizing too close to curfew. ‘One night I had friends round quite late, although still before midnight, and a porter came to my room and saw there were men there,’ she says. ‘The senior tutor called me in the next day and fined me one shilling per man. It was worth it though – they were decent guys.’2


Of her distinctive accent, Huffington says it was something ‘I tried to lose, with no success’.3 Cambridge was particularly intimidating, she says, because it was ‘a world where accents really mattered’.4 Huffington studied Keynesian economics at Cambridge (named for the British economist John Maynard Keynes, who believed that government intervention helped to keep economies stable). But economics would turn out to be secondary to Huffington’s rapt fascination with the university’s prestigious debating society, the Cambridge Union, whose chambers she stumbled upon during a student-group fair. Huffington describes herself as being ‘transfixed’ by the spectacle of watching some of the brightest lights of the school’s thirty-one colleges engaged in sophisticated verbal jousting over politics, philosophy and current events. ‘I just threw myself into it,’ she says. ‘I went to every debate. I must literally have sat there with my mouth open.’5 A long-established mainstay for many of Cambridge’s most rhetorically gifted students, the Union henceforth became Huffington’s dedicated stomping ground. ‘I would go to every debate, because I loved seeing the power of words and rhetoric moving people’s minds and hearts.’6


Without fail, Huffington would show up for Union meetings – extremely lively affairs – and, like many of her contemporaries, jockey for attention. (The journalist Jane Mayer wrote in a New Yorker article in 2018 that the Cambridge Union ‘is such a common path for ambitious future leaders that, according to one former member, its motto should be “The Egos Have Landed”’.)7 For Huffington, understanding and conquering the clubby debating society, which she was told replicated the British House of Commons and followed parliamentary procedure, became her next great quest. ‘I studied quite hard as a student, but my life was absorbed by the Union,’ she says.8 Discovering the Union was not something she expected, but it more than prepared Huffington for a lifelong journey of shaping the public discourse and influencing popular opinion – at first, among the Cambridge students and then on more national and international stages. ‘So often, you know, in life there are these accidents that prepare you to the next thing. And for me, the accident was really discovering the Cambridge Union,’ she says.9


By this time standing nearly six feet tall, cutting an elegant, aristocratic figure, Huffington could not help but stand out. Initially, the other students at the Union were not so welcoming. ‘I instantly fell in love with the Cambridge Union … but to put it mildly, the Cambridge Union did not instantly fall in love with me,’ she says, likening it to an ‘unrequited love affair’.10 ‘When I first went there and stood up to speak, people literally laughed at me. America has a much greater acceptance of accents than England. And everybody kind of assumed I would stop speaking after [a] couple more efforts. But I would stay until the end of the debate and I would stand up and speak and literally learn to speak [English].’11 Huffington’s height and overly formal clothing, in addition to her Greek mannerisms and ways of speaking – which could range from startlingly assertive to downright supercilious – put off many of the students. ‘The charisma was there, but it was painful to listen to her,’ one student told New York magazine. Huffington agreed. ‘Sometimes I was called to speak after midnight, because I was so bad.’12


In Fearless, Huffington remembers she also brought a lot of teenage insecurities with her to university. In Greece, ‘I was consumed by fears that I would never have a boyfriend, never be attractive to boys. I kept comparing myself to all my beautiful, diminutive classmates as I towered over them in my exquisite awkwardness. I kept getting As in school, but it didn’t matter to me, because all I really cared about was how I looked. The good grades were my ticket out, but I still took a lot of those fears with me to Cambridge.’13 At Union debates, students often dressed up, paying special attention to their appearance, diction and bearing. They would bring pre-written notes to make their arguments, constantly honing and polishing their presentations. ‘Most of my happiness at Cambridge came not from my relationships, but from beginning to master public speaking, debating and the clash of ideas,’ Huffington says.14 It would be an ideal training ground for Huffington’s long-term education in the art of public influence.


Another challenge Huffington faced was Cambridge’s legendary class-consciousness. When referring to ‘horseback-riding’ in front of a group of other students, she was heckled. They were ‘like, “What other kind of riding is there? Donkey riding?”’15 As someone whose aspirations to attend Cambridge had been roundly sniffed at, Huffington remained undeterred and eventually mastered English while debating. Although she didn’t recognize it at the time, the Union would be her passport to opportunities well beyond Cambridge, London and Great Britain.


As a rule, the Union witnessed many historic debates, with students inviting celebrated writers, leaders and dignitaries, both off-campus and on, to participate in heated, televised oratorical battles. In Huffington’s first motion in a major debate, she declared, ‘This house believes that technological advance threatens the individuality of man and is becoming his master.’ (This echoes a position she would take decades later when launching one of her many entrepreneurial ventures.) She teamed up on the presentation with famed literary critic and Cambridge fellow George Steiner, who debated the point with Prince Charles, who also attended the Union debates. ‘Prince Charles was speaking, although he did not take either side, because this was felt to be more royal,’ Huffington recalls. ‘Steiner got a standing ovation, which was quite rare at the Union. Afterward, he asked Prince Charles for an autograph, which surprised me. Steiner was the most popular lecturer at Cambridge, a guru don, so I felt a bit let down.’16 Huffington was put out when her intellectual idols genuflected to something as incidental as British royalty.
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