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Introduction

	Sam Altman leaned back in his chair and gazed out the window of his office at the San Francisco skyline, contemplating the journey that had led him here. As president of Y Combinator, the elite startup accelerator he had joined as a 21-year-old entrepreneur, he now occupied a unique perch in Silicon Valley. The entrepreneurs he invested in valued his guidance as much as his money. Policymakers consulted him on technology regulation. Headlines touted him as a kingmaker and possible political candidate. He still had his share of critics, but no one questioned his influence.  

	Rewind back to the beginning, however, and Altman’s prominence was far from preordained. He grew up the eldest child of two doctors in St. Louis, Missouri — about as far away from the tech world as one could get. He was an introverted but precocious student, teaching himself to code software in middle school and building simple video games. By high school, he had developed a budding interest in internet technology.  

	It was that interest that eventually drew Altman out to Stanford University, where he dove deeper into the burgeoning startup scene. Still, when he founded a campus social network called Loopt during his sophomore year, he initially conceived of it merely as a student side project. He could not have imagined it would end up raising $30 million in venture funding and employ 50 people. Despite scaling the service at a frenzied pace, Altman was haunted by the fact Loopt never managed to catch on widely. Its failure to attain product-market fit would stick with him.

	After selling Loopt, Altman debated his next steps. He was drawn to the other side of the table — nurturing the next generation of founders as an investor. Joining a prescient accelerator program named Y Combinator brought that opportunity. Altman appreciated its philosophy of rapidly testing and iterating on startup ideas through regular product releases. The approach suited his engineering mindset. As he worked closely with the brightest upstarts in areas like AI and biotech, he was struck by the earth-shattering potential of their technologies as much as the inexperience of their founders. 

	Over the next decade at Y Combinator, Altman filled gaps with shrewd advice and support. He pushed founders to think more ambitiously about the problems they wanted to solve in the world. The results spoke for themselves in standout companies like Airbnb, Stripe and Dropbox. As those founders came to view Altman as an invaluable mentor, he rose to become president of Y Combinator. From that post, his commitment to “making the future better through technology” — while ensuring innovators operate responsibly and ethically — has made his voice one of the most respected in Silicon Valley.  

	Now Altman aims even higher. His venture firm created OpenAI to lead crucial research into artificial intelligence safety. He seeds bold ideas on regulating tech companies and providing universal basic income for displaced workers. And he funds underserved groups like science fiction authors to unleash new visions for the future. In many ways, Altman has transcended being just another startup investor or tech executive. His focus rests on crafting policies and institutions to properly guide emerging technologies so they may uplift humanity. Such leadership prompted one magazine to dub Altman “the philosopher king of Silicon Valley.” It represents recognition that he offers even rarer commodity in the tech world: moral vision. With Altman now in his 30s, his unconventional path so far begs the question — where will it lead next?

	 


Chapter 1

	Early Life and Upbringing

	Sam Altman’s journey into technology and entrepreneurship began in childhood, shaped by an inquisitive nature and the early influence of figures like Steve Jobs. He was born in 1984 in St. Louis, Missouri to parents Joan and Donald Altman, both dermatologists. From a young age, he demonstrated intellectual precocity and talent with computers that set him apart from other children his age. 

	Altman traces his earliest memory back to age three, struggling to pull apart the family television to “figure out how it worked.” His parents nurtured his curiosity by buying him children’s books on science experiments and electronics kits to tinker with circuits. They also exposed him at a young age to computers—his first being an Apple II in kindergarten. Altman quickly taught himself to program in BASIC, creating a virtual lemonade stand game. 

	The experience that most profoundly impacted the young Altman, however, was receiving an Apple Macintosh at age eight. To him, it “felt like a glimpse into the future.” The Mac’s intuitive mouse-driven interface opened his eyes to technology’s potential. He voraciously read manuals on how computers functioned, and compiled code into applications. Altman also became enamored with Steve Jobs and his vision for Apple as portrayed in early magazine profiles he got his hands on. He had finally found a childhood idol closer to his own interests.

	Beyond technology, Altman displayed giftedness as a student that allowed him to skip the fourth grade. He channelled this into varied passions, from history books to novels like The Lord of the Rings to playing youth soccer competitively. At John Burroughs private school, he formed close friendships within St. Louis’ tight-knit Jewish community. Philip Denker, who met Altman in seventh grade, recalled him being “a bit of an oddball”, but very likable and high-energy. He adds that despite Altman’s intelligence privileging him with “a special status”, he maintained a humble, even self-deprecating persona into adolescence. 

