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PRAISE FOR


IT’S ABOUT DAMN TIME


“Hamilton is dead right: It is about damn time. It’s about damn time we as women start trusting our voice, knowing our worth, and being unapologetically proud of who we are. In her new book, Hamilton proves that none of us need to ask permission to show the world what we’re made of. If you want to feel inspired, read this now.”


—Jameela Jamil, actress, model, and writer


“The world needs more Arlan Hamiltons. Although full of practical wisdom, It’s About Damn Time isn’t the typical business book. Hamilton is unfiltered, vulnerable, and funny as hell. Her story teaches us we can be successful on our own terms, without sacrificing our values or personalities.”


—Sophia Amoruso, New York Times bestselling author of #GIRLBOSS


“Hamilton’s story speaks to all the would-be entrepreneurs and dreamers out there. She brings a unique perspective that has enabled her to see opportunities that others cannot. Her message is simple: Those of us who are different can rule the business world, and no one can stop us.”


—Mark Cuban, billionaire investor


“It’s About Damn Time hits at the heart of leadership and risk taking—that we must each foster an unwavering belief in our own capacity. Arlan Hamilton’s insights about the venture capital industry are met by her daring to build something intended for those left outside the gates. Hamilton’s story is a hero’s tale of what’s possible when we unlock our potential, continue the search for knowledge, and draw on our lived experiences to guide us through the darkest moments. For aspiring entrepreneurs and those ready to start a new chapter, It’s About Damn Time is a necessary reminder that every no isn’t the end.”


—Stacey Abrams, former minority leader of the Georgia House of Representatives


“Refreshing in its inclusivity, Hamilton’s book offers wise and practical lessons from the margins to all ‘underestimated people’ looking to make a difference in the world of business and beyond. Inspiring reading for budding entrepreneurs.”


—Kirkus Reviews
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INTRODUCTION

From Food Stamps
to Fast Company


Ascending an escalator in a hotel I couldn’t afford to stay in, I said to myself, “You are a venture capitalist. You are a venture capitalist.” I had no home, no money, certainly no investment capital, yet I knew that was what I needed to say to myself. In order to become, I needed to be. I was sleeping on the floor of the San Francisco airport nearby; I came to this hotel to get a change of scenery and stay until they kicked me out. Then it would be back to the airport with my suitcase and backpack, back to the hard floor down from the Virgin Atlantic check-in desk, rolled-up jeans under my head for a pillow. I told myself, “You are a venture capitalist” as I checked my emails on the airport’s free Wi-Fi, as I avoided the security people on their Segways, as I sent out yet another email asking for funding.

I was still spending days and nights at the airport when I wrote my blog post “Dear White Venture Capitalists: If You’re Reading This, It’s (Almost!) Too Late,” which went viral in a matter of hours but still left me with no investors. It’s been nearly five years since then, and now it’s not just my staunch self-belief telling me I’m a venture capitalist; I literally am the founder and managing partner of Backstage Capital, a multimillion-dollar investment fund. I’ve invested in 130-plus start-ups with founders who are underestimated in the same way as I was, founders who identify as people of color, women, LGBTQ, or, if they’re as lucky as I am, all three. In October 2018, I was the first Black female noncelebrity to grace the cover of Fast Company magazine.

In 2012, before I had even heard of the investment asset class called venture capital, before I was sharing hotel rooms with my mom, before I was homeless and sleeping in airports, in Airbnbs, and on friends’ couches, I was a budding production coordinator in the live music industry, working for artists such as CeeLo Green, Jason Derulo, and Toni Braxton. I’d been at that level for just over a year when I started noticing that the successful people I looked up to, such as Ellen DeGeneres, Ashton Kutcher, and Troy Carter (Lady Gaga’s manager at the time), were getting involved financially in the tech start-up scene. I wondered why those successful people with exciting lives and careers were spending so much time in a place called “Silicon Valley,” making bets on tiny companies no one had ever heard of. I was intrigued by what the draw could be, so I started doing what I always do when I’m curious about something: I dived in, asking questions and researching. After that, I started reading books, any and all that I could get my hands on, about start-ups, venture capitalism, and investing. I had the bug.

From the outside, the world of start-ups, venture capital, angel investors, and limited partners (the institutions and individuals who invest in venture funds) looked like a meritocracy. That was what attracted me to it, and I’m sure it’s what attracts a lot of people. The narrative around successful start-ups always seemed to follow a pattern of rags to riches: you hustle, grind, pull all-nighters, give your best every day, and finally … success arrives. As someone who has always been vision focused, who has always had big ideas and small resources, I became obsessed with this industry. I wanted to know everything about it, and so, I followed the money trail, and taught myself everything there was to know. Along the way, I learned some disappointing statistics. For one thing, 90 percent of venture capital was going to White men. That’s a huge amount of money, given that tens of billions of dollars are deployed in venture investments each year. It means that 10 percent of venture capital is split (unequally) among all of the other types of people in society. As a Black gay woman who had been excited to enter into the exciting world of innovation as an entrepreneur, I was more than disappointed to discover that something that had been sold to me as a meritocracy was actually a microcosm of the worst of society’s biases.

I knew when I saw those statistics that the mythology around Silicon Valley was basically a lie, because ingenuity, hard work, hustle, grit, and innovation aren’t traits that are prevalent only in the straight White male population. When talking about gender parity in VC funds and the gender pay gap, some high-level VCs talked constantly about hiring “the best person for the job” and about not wanting to “lower their standards” in order to accept women into higher-paid jobs. It’s insane—not to mention incredibly prejudiced, misogynistic, and homophobic—to assume that the best of the best just happen to be 90 percent straight White males. Yet that was the assumption!

Historically, venture capitalists have looked to invest in founders who fit their idea of what a successful founder looks like, from their skin color and their clothing to their economic background and their educational status—and they don’t even try to hide it. The legendary Y Combinator founder, Paul Graham, has admitted publicly that he can be “tricked” by a Mark Zuckerberg look-alike, and the successful and influential venture capitalist John Doerr went as far as to describe his ideal founders as “White male nerds.” A lot of this is based on stereotypes that have been rife in popular culture for decades, especially when it comes to tech founders. Our biases ensure that we expect a tech founder to be a young White guy who attended—and possibly dropped out of—Stanford University or somewhere similar and started his company in his garage, because those are the stories we’ve been told by the media and those are the people we have seen be so insanely successful in the past decades: Mark Zuckerberg, Steve Jobs, Bill Gates, Jeff Bezos, and many others.

But if I thought that 10 percent number was bad, you can imagine how I felt when I learned that only one-fifth of 1 percent of all venture capital in the United States goes to Black women.


“HUSTLE” LOOKS COMPLETELY DIFFERENT DEPENDING ON YOUR CIRCUMSTANCES.



Logically, that made and makes no sense at all to me. In Silicon Valley, people talk endlessly about “hustle” and “hacking” your way to success. The thing is that “hustle” looks completely different depending on your circumstances. For most affluent White men, hustle might be pulling an all-nighter in front of a computer trying to get a project done; but for some of the people I know, hustle is sacrificing sleep to work on their side project after they’ve spent ten hours at their day job, come home and fed their kids and put them to bed, or checked on their elderly relatives, or before they start their night shift at their second job.

Look, I’ve taken the grapes off the stems in the grocery store so I could afford them, I’ve couch surfed, I’ve crowdsourced, I’ve bought a $1 doughnut so I could sit in an all-night doughnut shop when I’ve had nowhere else to go. And I’ve taught myself how to book countrywide music tours, built a magazine from scratch, and gotten myself backstage and onstage at some of the most influential business conferences in the world. I’ve hustled my whole life.

When I was deep into the journey to becoming a venture capitalist, my mom and I were roommates in Pearland, Texas, where I slept on a blow-up mattress. I barely left my room, spending all day and night reading books and blogs, watching YouTube videos made by successful venture capitalists, and sending emails. When I couldn’t afford to buy a book, I went to Barnes & Noble and sat there reading until closing time. I sent hundreds of cold emails to investors, asking to intern for them, asking to work for them, asking if they would mentor me, asking if they would hear me out. Save for the extremely rare positive response, I was met with a barrage of nos or was blatantly ignored.

It didn’t deter me; there’s never been a time in my life when one person’s no has made me give up entirely. During that same period, I started coming up with ideas for funds. First I wanted to start a million-dollar fund for LGBTQ founders. I went out to all these angel investors and asked for backing, but nobody would touch it. Nobody even thought it was anywhere close to being necessary or viable. I worked on things like that for months, but they didn’t come together. That was while I was still working my other job and trying to make ends meet.

I looked for new avenues, and in April 2015, after more than three years of researching and reaching out to Silicon Valley from a distance, something substantial finally came out of it. I was accepted into a pilot venture capital education program put on by the well-known start-up accelerator and venture fund 500 Startups and hosted at Stanford University. Partially through the help of a crowdfunding campaign—kick-started by a $500 contribution from Chris Sacca, a VC billionaire who didn’t know me well at the time but wanted to help, and bulked up by amazing friends, family, and strangers who threw in $5 to $100 each—I bought a one-way ticket to San Francisco. I was going to Silicon Valley, and no one was going to stop me.

That was a huge turning point for me. I already knew I was passionate about helping to change the disparities in the amount of capital going to underrepresented founders through VC, and I knew I wanted to be a part of an industry that took risks and encouraged innovation and entrepreneurship. But it wasn’t until I attended that class that I realized just how unique my value proposition was. I was one of only two Black people in the class, and notably, the class—spearheaded by 500 Startups partner Bedy Yang—was about 50 percent women. We were encouraged to write blog posts about Silicon Valley and start-ups from our unique points of view, and when I looked around, it became obvious what I needed to write about.


WHAT IF THE NEXT MARK ZUCKERBERG IS A LITTLE BLACK GIRL FROM THE SOUTH?



Just as with stocks, companies, or horses, betting on the people everyone else is betting on is not often the savviest way to do things. In fact, it can be quite lucrative to bet on the underdog. That was the thesis behind my blog post “Dear White Venture Capitalists: If You’re Reading This, It’s (Almost!) Too Late.” I wanted to turn the idea of pattern matching for “White male nerds” on its head and instead use pattern matching to my advantage; I was looking for people who reminded me of myself. At the time, I couldn’t get the thought out of my head: “What if the next Mark Zuckerberg is a little Black girl from the South?”

The fact that so many people were being overlooked made no sense to me. I was talking to a lot of underrepresented founders, and I saw how much they were struggling, as well as how much they had to offer. I also saw what they were achieving with the tiny amount of resources they had. Venture capitalists blamed the lack of diversity in their investments on pipeline issues, meaning that they weren’t meeting investors who didn’t look like them. So I started reaching out to investors and founders who were not straight White men. Over time, I began helping to connect those people with one another, which in turn connected founders with funding.

It seemed really natural to give more funding to people who could do more with it and to find great deals for people who had money but didn’t have differentiated or interesting portfolios. It made sense to me that just as underrepresented founders often didn’t have access to the social circles where networking happened, investors didn’t have access to all of the founders I was meeting. They weren’t seeing all the untapped potential that I was seeing, and it made sense to me to act as a bridge.

I didn’t go to college, and everything I knew about venture capital I learned myself, at home, with a whiteboard, handmade index cards, and that blow-up mattress. So I guess I could understand why maybe I wasn’t taken seriously initially. But then I spoke to other Black women who were graduates of Ivy league universities, who had MBAs, who had years of experience in tech, and who were the breadwinners not only for their immediate family but for their extended family, and even they were being ignored and overlooked by venture capitalists. Those who did get meetings and introductions told me about the numerous times they had been grilled about their educational history or their work experience, how they had to prove they’d attended the school on their résumé, how they had been asked if they could “handle” raising children and running a business (when was the last time a VC had asked that of a guy? I wondered). At least half of the meeting would be taken up by convincing the investor that they were qualified just to be in the room.

I thought about what it would look like if I invested in people like me; women, people who identified as LGBTQ, or people of color. Those groups of people were all underrepresented in Silicon Valley and the start-up world, and I could identify with each one. It was something I had a personal experience with; they were people I already had links to, could relate to, and understood deeply. Not only would it be a personally satisfying way to approach venture capital, it would give me an edge. As the saying goes, “Go with what you know.”

I hadn’t planned to join the industry as a venture capitalist; after all, I had absolutely no capital, and I’d been in debt most of my adult life. But the more I learned about the start-up world, the more I liked it and wanted to be a part of it and the more the venture capitalist asset class—this relatively small sliver of private equity that was built to fuel massive innovation at the earliest stages—seemed like the perfectly aligned tool to help me achieve my mission.

I’d always had ideas, I’d always felt like an entrepreneur, but my ideas either hadn’t led anywhere or hadn’t brought me success. When I discovered Silicon Valley and heard about all the ups and downs that founders went through, their failures and successes, it reminded me of myself. But I soon realized that if there were going to be more founders who looked like me, there would have to be more people who looked like me writing checks. A lot of founders go through what is called a “friends and family” round of raising money when they first begin a start-up. Most underrepresented founders I know don’t have that kind of luxury where their dad can throw $25,000 at their summer project. So it hit me: What if I could create a fund that would act as their friends and family round?

Back in the summer of 2014, after I had done hundreds of hours of research and talked to dozens of people, I made a decision. It happened while I was pacing the parking lot of a Comfort Inn where my mom and I were living in Pearland, Texas, thinking “What am I going to do next? Am I going to start a company? Or do I start a fund, which sounds so crazy to me right now, but at the same time, I’ve been working on it, and I know the players, and I know the rules, so maybe I should give it a try?” I’d asked a few people who know me well what they thought, but it hadn’t really helped. So I paced and paced, and finally I said to myself, “You know, I could start a company, and I could probably hack my way to raising for it because now I know all these inside secrets from talking to VCs and to founders. Or I could start a fund that touches hundreds of founders and hundreds of companies; what would that look like?”

I’m asked all the time: “How do I know whether or not I should keep going or give up on this company or this project or this mission?” My answer is this: If you close your eyes and visualize the world five, ten, twenty years from now and feel okay with the thing you’re working on not existing, then it’s not urgent. But if you can’t imagine the world without it and want it to exist whether you get to enjoy the benefits of it or not, then not only is it important to you, it is your calling.

So on that summer day, I suddenly stopped pacing and asked myself, “Imagine it’s five years from now [2019] and this investment fund does not exist. Can I live with that?” I kept my eyes closed and let my imagination run wild. The world was moving quickly; I was out of poverty and happy. My family was doing well. As a species, we’d made great strides in tech in just a few short years. But in the image I conjured up in my mind’s eye, in a world where this fund didn’t exist, something was missing and definitely awry. Black, Brown, women, and LGBTQ founders were still not getting their fair share and were not being taken seriously. They still were not a large part of the decision making that would go on to determine how thousands of products and services would be built and distributed. They were still not as wealthy as White men were. They still had to justify their existence in spaces that should be for everyone. Furthermore, they still had to ask for permission to excel.

My eyes shot open. That was not the world I wanted to live in five years later. The answer was clear: I’m going all in, and I’m not going to stop until I have a venture fund that invests in underrepresented founders.

Once I knew what my mission was, I knew what Backstage Capital would be. I sent out more emails, met with more investors, heard more nos. When I talked to other VCs about my idea for the fund, I generally received one of two responses. The first was a smile, a sort of patronizing pat-on-the-head attitude, and something along the lines of “That’s nice, what a great thing you’re doing for underprivileged people.” The second was skepticism that I would have the quantity and quality of deal flow—that I’d find enough companies and be allowed into enough deals—to justify raising a fund. It seemed crazy to me; had those people ever left their homes or walked down the street? Did they live on the same planet as I did? Women make up more than half the population, and I dare anyone to argue that White men have the market cornered on good ideas, innovation, vision, or execution. Women alone would create enough deal flow for a fund to invest in for the rest of my life! People of color are a minority in the United States but a growing one; the 2017 census put the percentage of White (with no Hispanic or Latinx background) citizens at 60.7 percent, which means that people of color make up nearly 40 percent of the population. Meanwhile, one in ten people identifies as LGBTQ, and that number is growing. Need I go on? How can there not be a wealth of talent, entrepreneurship, business savvy, and innovation to choose from among these groups?

Another excuse I became familiar with was “I don’t understand the market.” This is rooted in the bizarre belief that underrepresented founders serve only underrepresented customers, and the White men I met with viewed those markets as somehow “niche.” But in reality, underestimated founders are just as likely to make a product or capture a market that serves a large swath of the population.

Those responses are indicative of how Silicon Valley as a whole seemed to think about underrepresented founders, whether they said it out loud or not; as though we were charity cases or not up to a certain standard. They were basically asking “Do Black people, women, or LGBTQ people have the ability to build venture-backable companies?” I wanted to tell them that I intended to run a for-profit business that could make both me and others very rich. I wasn’t looking to give handouts; I was looking for return on investments. Yet there are still a lot of people who hear about anything that involves “diversity” or “underrepresented groups” and think it’s about giving a helping hand; they see us as a subpar option that you choose to feel you’ve done “something good.” The assumption that underrepresented means underqualified, unaccomplished, inexperienced, or unskilled not only is false, it also shows how far we have to go to change the idea of what a successful founder is.

I came to realize that women founders, LGBTQ founders, and founders of color aren’t just underrepresented, they are underestimated—a phrase coined and gifted to me by one of the founders I’ve invested in (and wordsmith!) K. G. Harris, during my fund Backstage Capital’s two-year anniversary event in San Francisco. That’s true not only in the start-up world; these groups have been systematically underestimated in one way or another in just about every field. So in 2015, I made a promise to myself that I would invest in one hundred companies by 2020, not as a vanity metric but as a proof of concept. I was seeing those companies, I knew they existed, and with a little time, capital, and effort, they would have their moment. I’d soon come to see that there were other people with checkbooks who believed that, too. Marlon Nichols, Troy Carter, and Suzy Ryoo at Cross Culture Ventures; John Henry at Harlem Capital Partners; Kesha Cash and Stefanie Thomas at Impact America; Aaron Holiday at 645 Ventures; Monique Woodard at 500 Startups; Charles Hudson at Precursor; Austin Clements at Ten One Ten; and Freada Kapor Klein and Mitchell Kapor at Kapor Capital are just some of the investors I’d soon meet and work closely with.


Getting Started

My very first investor was a woman named Susan Kimberlin. Susan was an angel investor, which meant she would be taking a risk with her own money, and I think as a woman she really understood the pain point. My only hurdle was convincing her that with no background, no Silicon Valley connections, and no capital on the horizon, I was going to be able to invest in the hundred companies I was claiming I was going to invest in by 2020.

Imagine you’re her, meeting me in 2015. I’m homeless and have no money (you don’t know about the homeless part, but you do know about the no money part). I am thirty-four, so around the same age as you, and I should probably have it together. I don’t dress the part, I don’t look the part, I don’t have the background. I don’t have the references. I didn’t go to college. I don’t even have my own bank account. All these things, and I’m coming to you and saying “Hey, I want to start a venture capital fund and I want to invest in a hundred companies that are led by women, people of color, and LGBTQ+ people.” With your money.

But she stuck with me, believing in me, daring to imagine what I could do. She waited until I had a business account set up and a top-tier lawyer and had proved to her that I was serious and could learn quickly. Then she sent me an email that changed my life with two simple words: “I’m in.”


I WANT TO SHARE THIS JOURNEY NOT BECAUSE I THINK I’M EXCEPTIONAL, BUT BECAUSE, LIKE MANY PEOPLE, I HAVE BEEN EXCEPTIONALLY UNDERESTIMATED. AND IF YOU’VE PICKED UP THIS BOOK, I’M GUESSING THAT SO HAVE YOU.



After dancing in a grocery store parking lot, I was officially in business. My mom had already suggested I name the company Backstage Capital as a callback to my days in the music industry. She said, “You help musicians get ready for the spotlight behind the scenes; maybe you’ll do the same with founders.” Obviously, my mom is a genius. I loved the concept! Over the next few years, I began to hire a team, most of whom came to me and wanted to work for Backstage. I called them the Crew, and our founders were our Headliners. Since then, so much has happened in both the micro and macro. I invested in more companies, raised more money, secured some high-profile investors, and faced my debilitating stage fright to go on to speak at many conferences. Oh, and the people who laughed or scoffed at me in 2015 and said I wouldn’t invest in one hundred companies by 2020 were partially right; Backstage Capital invested in its one hundredth company two years early, in May 2018. And here’s the thing: I’m just getting started.


SELF-BELIEF ALONE WILL NOT ACHIEVE YOUR GOALS, BUT ACHIEVING YOUR GOALS WITHOUT SELF-BELIEF WILL BE ALMOST IMPOSSIBLE.



I want to share this journey not because I think I’m exceptional, but because, like many people, I have been exceptionally underestimated. And if you’ve picked up this book, I’m guessing that so have you. I want my story to empower you, and I want my story to inspire you. I want to give practical advice, tips, hacks, and positive mantras that you can apply to your life now, rather than just ask you to visualize your wish and hope it comes true. Self-belief alone will not achieve your goals, but achieving your goals without self-belief will be almost impossible.

This book is for anyone who has felt boxed in by other people’s expectations, who has been told to be smaller, to take up less space, to stop asking “Why?” It’s for anyone who wants more than society has allotted him, her, or them. It’s for all those who have ever been told they “don’t have what it takes” to do the thing they’re passionate about, whether that thing is graduating from college, starting a company, rising to a position of leadership, publishing a book, having their face on the cover of a magazine—you get the picture.

But it’s also for the allies, the men with privilege who use it to help those without. It’s for anyone who wants to understand how diversity could be our greatest superpower. It’s for those who want to learn what life is like for someone with a different background from theirs, with experiences that aren’t a part of their norms. A rising tide lifts all boats, and I want the tide to keep on rising and lifting up people who have spent their life being underestimated by those with power, connections, and money. This book is about change. It’s not just time for change; it’s about damn time.

This book is divided into eight parts: becoming money, relationships, resilience, authenticity, creativity, confidence, self-care, and the big picture. Each part will tell you a little about my journey and experiences, my past, and my hopes for the future and will give you advice you can put to use in your own life and on your own journey. These lessons are not just applicable to investors, founders, venture capitalists, or those interested in Silicon Valley; they are foundational life lessons that I hope will help you access the best of yourself. We all have it in us to do more than we are currently doing, we all have things that are holding us back, whether it’s society’s view of us or our view of ourselves. If this book helps you change the way you think about yourself and others, if it helps you dream bigger than you used to, I will have reached my goal.

I will be transparent about my successes and failures, my highs and lows. And by talking about all the doors that I had to push my way into, I hope to open the door even wider for you. I hope to help you understand that all the people in the room are humans just like you are: that they are your equals and not one of them is inherently “better” or more deserving than you. I’m here to show you that you don’t have to be a genius or the absolute number one at everything to achieve success. If you take away only one thing from this book, I hope it’s the knowledge that no matter what you do for a living or where you are in your career, you deserve to walk through the door of any room you want to be in.
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