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Introduction


As a boy, I was small for my age, and I often felt self-conscious about that. Sometimes I was bullied. One day, in my early adolescence, my dad helped to boost my confidence when he installed a punching bag and a hanging speed bag in our garage. As I began to work the bags, my body became a bit stronger. I never did grow into a he-man, but the positive transformation was evident. More than seventy years later, that lesson—effort produces results—has never left me.


My physique was one of my earliest challenges to overcome, but certainly not my last. In the decades since I worked the bag at my parents’ house in North Bergen, New Jersey, I’ve faced plenty of adversity. My beloved father died prematurely while I was in college, forcing me to depend on student aid. As a young man who came of age in the 1960s, I experienced an unexpected extension of military service. My first employer after business school died suddenly before I even started, forcing a transition to my second employer. Later, the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC)’s new rules on commissions caused me to give up what had been a very profitable partnership. In 2000, after working at the same investment bank for a quarter century, I left to start my own operation at age sixty-three, right when most people are thinking about hanging it up. Later, at age seventy-nine, I became the oldest individual to ever assume a U.S. Cabinet post. I then survived four years as a senior official in the tumultuous Trump Administration.


This book is my effort to share with the world the collective wisdom I have earned—often the hard way—in eight decades of business and life. No one will live a life free of difficulty. Nor, if you want to achieve anything great, will you be able to minimize all risks. Lifestyle issues, boring jobs, dumb bosses, work pressures, low pay, political issues—they are ultimately small hindrances in the overall scheme of things. Instead of concentrating on them, focus on what you can do to advance yourself in business and life. Drop the self-pity and get on with an affirmative direction, even if that means a temporary postponement of self-gratification. You are ultimately the only person who can hold yourself back, and you cannot build anything based on negativity. Do not be afraid of taking rational risks—I have found that accepting them is the essential ingredient to achieving high-level returns. Just make sure that you think them through.


The specific circumstances I faced in my life may or may not be relevant to you, but I think the anecdotes will illustrate some of the risk-tolerant, goal-oriented mentality that translates into success in business and life. This book is the story of how mentors at Yale and Harvard Business School helped transform a scrawny bookworm who parked cars during the summer into a successful businessman. It’s the story of formative experiences in the Army, J.P. Morgan, Wood, Struthers & Winthrop, Faulkner, Dawkins & Sullivan, and the Rothschild banking empire. Acquaintanceship with larger-than-life entrepreneurs like Richard Branson, Carl Icahn, Mike Milken, Warren Buffet, and Donald Trump ultimately helped lead to my service as Secretary of Commerce. In looking back, I can see how unexpected, and often initially unwelcome, change has characterized my life. Seizing the opportunities wrapped within the challenges has made all the difference.


This book is also the story of my own political journey. Over the years, I transitioned from a liberal who was Treasurer of the New York State Democratic Committee to a moderate Republican supporting Donald Trump. The way that changes in American society occasioned my switch of political affiliation is covered in detail, as well as my perceptions of how Washington really works. The book also deals with world leaders such as Xi Jinping, Vladimir Putin, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, and Angela Merkel, as well as various other officials. And I offer commentary on various political and social issues that will shape our American future.


Multiple people deserve credit for helping bring my thoughts to the page. I am deeply indebted to my wife, Hilary, and our joint families for their encouragement, as well as the many mentors, friends, and business associates who have nurtured me over the years. Madeleine Morel helpfully introduced me to my gifted writing partner, David Wilezol, who carefully transformed more than two hundred pages of assorted anecdotes into a manuscript. I am likewise grateful to Tony Lyons and Michael Campbell at Skyhorse Publishing for bringing this book to life and offering their thoughts on how to strengthen the final product. Ian Hyland and John Walsh at Quartet Books were also instrumental in the process of turning my ideas into reality.


Happy reading!


Wilbur Ross


Palm Beach, Florida


March 2024









CHAPTER 1


Foundations for Success


“Come in, Wilbur!”


Before my government service, Donald Trump had been an opponent at the negotiating table, and, later, a friend. Now he was my boss. On this day, his loud voice beckoned me into the Oval Office for my first detailed policy meeting with him as Secretary of Commerce.


The President was eager to discuss tariffs. In his view (and mine), it was time to impose them on foreign countries to correct long-running imbalances in America’s trade relationships. We talked about different options, particularly the difference between a flat tariff on all foreign shipments and selective ones that would kick in only when a preset quota on a particular item was exceeded. I personally preferred the quota approach—it would cause less inflation for Americans but would be almost as effective as a blanket tariff. Trump said his preference was a flat tariff because it would be easier to explain to the public, easier to administer, and would produce more revenues for the government. He had a point.


Suddenly, President Trump took out two ceremonial pens that presidents use to sign legislation into law, and which are given as gifts to people who had played a role in crafting the bill. One of the pens was about twice the diameter of the other.


“Wilbur, which one do you think is better to use for signing things?”


Knowing his penchant for large signatures with Magic Marker–type pens, I replied, “The fatter one.”


He exclaimed, “Yes! And they are less than $5 each! The Obama Administration paid $300 each for the skinny ones. I called the pen manufacturer myself and said, ‘This is ridiculous! Fix it or we will buy our pens elsewhere!’ We were getting ripped off!”


He then went on to say that he had just spoken to Boeing’s CEO and had gotten a $100 million price reduction in the replacement for Air Force One that was on order. To the outside observer, the tariffs, the pens, and Air Force One might look like disconnected subjects. But Trump was making a point: “Look around your department for such wastage of money,” he ordered. “We can save a fortune just by being streetwise.”


He urged me to have a Diet Coke while we continued our discussion. The president never touched alcohol, but he did consume gallons of Diet Coke each day. I poked at the questionable health effects of this practice: “You know, when I was in the Army, we sometimes used Coke to clean our rifle barrels.”


Ignoring this small swipe at his drinking habits, he instead turned the conversation to the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). This pact among the United States, Mexico, and Canada had come into effect in 1994, and the president viewed it as a raw deal for the United States. He remarked that some White House advisors were urging him to submit the contractually required six months’ notice that he was terminating the agreement. They believed that pulling out would give us a stronger position in a renegotiation of the deal. I responded that the threat of termination would equally motivate Canada and Mexico to engage in a renegotiation. I also knew from prior conversations that the Mexicans knew concessions were necessary. I gave my opinion that there were domestic political risks to such a tactic, especially in the agricultural states, where certain farmers stood to lose—temporarily—from changing the terms of the agreement. But Trump kept coming back to the idea.


When the meeting ended, I called Sonny Perdue, the newly minted Secretary of Agriculture. “You should bring your famous map of agricultural states down to the Oval Office,” I suggested. “It will help the President understand the impact of leaving NAFTA on the farmers.” That advice carried the day. In the end, President Trump did not act rashly, and NAFTA was scrapped in favor of the superior U.S.-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA).


The meeting was representative of hundreds more to come over the course of my four years. Donald Trump was so determined to fix everything that was wrong right away that every meeting presented a rapid-fire barrage of topics. His ability to focus on everything from truly major items like NAFTA to less significant ones like pens gave some observers the incorrect view that his approach was too scattered. I believe the opposite. He is a keen observer of everything and wants everything, large or small, to be done properly and immediately. That attention to detail, combined with his boundless energy, is why he was able to accomplish so much so quickly. Maybe all those Diet Cokes helped too.
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My frequent visits to the Oval Office, of course, did not begin with my nomination as Secretary of Commerce. They did not begin with my friendship with Donald Trump. Nor did they even begin with any success I am grateful to have had in my business career. They began in the small town of North Bergen, New Jersey, where I was the first child of Wilbur and Agnes Ross.


From my earliest days, my mother and father’s devotion and support were instrumental in all of my successes. To begin with, both my parents instilled by example the necessity of working hard. My mother was a teacher in North Bergen. Even though she left school around 3:00 or 3:30 p.m., her day was far from over. She’d do lesson plans after coming home, and then, after making dinner, would stay up correcting papers. As for my father, he ran a two-man law practice in Journal Square in Jersey City, so he was always busy. His work ethic was largely attributable to some hardscrabble times he had endured as a young man: Just as he was about to graduate from college in 1931, the Depression sank a chain of New Jersey butcher shops my grandfather had labored to build. My father suddenly had no money for law school, so he worked as a law clerk and tutored immigrants preparing for their citizenship exams during the day. At night, it was off to class at the local John Marshall School of Law. Today that campus is home to Seton Hall Law School.


My parents demonstrated that work was a normal part of one’s life—there was no question of whether you would do it or not. The reflex to work is not automatic in today’s America. Since the 1960s, some American politicians have been content to subsidize able-bodied people’s lethargy. Too many working-age men in particular are unemployed or underemployed. The predictable result of rewarding such laziness are things like what I saw the other day: a Reddit thread with almost three million members devoted to “anti-work.”1 The notion that work is an undesirable or aberrant behavior is a terrible way of thinking. It pushes our country toward outright socialism. And those who refuse to work are depriving themselves of the satisfaction of a job well done. The mentality is even trickling into education. I read recently that legislators in Ohio have proposed a bill to pay kids to go to school. Why that is a terrible mentality to instill in a young person should be evident to all.


My first decade of life overlapped with World War II, and I saw my parents and my community rally to the war effort. At the time, my father was an executive at a manufacturing company called Tungsten Contact. Because his work was deemed essential to the production of war materials, he was exempt from uniformed service. But he still served his community in a semi-uniformed capacity as an air-raid warden. Occasionally, our town of North Bergen would stage air raid drills. My father would put on a World War I–looking metal helmet and venture outside, where he ordered homes and vehicles to turn their lights off. My school also held air-raid drills, where all the children would be ushered into a basement and told to sit quietly with their backs against the wall. The teacher, perhaps just trying to make conversation with a bunch of nervous kids, asked, “Do you know why we have everyone sitting against the wall?” I piped up, “Maybe to make it easy to count the bodies?” Everyone got very upset, but I wasn’t trying to be funny. It was my intellectually honest conclusion.


The air-raid drills and other experiences drilled home the reality of a nation at war. I recall well the antiaircraft weapons in our local park that overlooked the Palisades, as well as school children pooling together “war stamps” they had collected in expectation of trading them for a single war bond. Lines to receive gasoline rations, Walter Winchell’s war updates on the radio, and empty shell casings claimed as souvenirs from a local Army base were also memorable. Nor will I ever forget our neighborhood exploding in ardent jubilation on V-E Day and V-J Day. The further I get from that moment, the more I wonder if the United States will ever display that level of patriotism again. The regard that the American people have for their institutions in general—including the military—has continued to dwindle over time, especially in the coastal cities. What institutions do Americans still respect such that they would take up arms to defend them?


A National Record


After the war, as I began to approach adolescence, my parents encouraged me in my pursuits. I was a scrawny bookworm as a kid, with my nose always buried in the Encyclopedia Britannica. Recognizing that I would do well in a high-standard academic environment, in 1951 my parents sent me to a very good educational institution: Xavier High School on West 16th Street in Manhattan. Xavier is a school run by Jesuits, a Catholic order famous down the centuries for being excellent and rigorous teachers. Including the commute to and from school, my days routinely ran from 6:30 a.m. to 7:30 p.m.—quite a lot for a fourteen-year-old. The long day was emblematic of a broader culture of self-discipline that characterized Xavier. For one thing, it was a Junior Reserve Officer Training Corps (JROTC) campus, so we students had rudimentary military-style training that demanded fastidious attention to detail and precision. Student MPs manned the halls to monitor behavior, and infractions were punished with what we called “Jug”: marching for hours in the courtyard with a loaded backpack while holding a rifle. It would not be long before your muscles quaked from exhaustion, but quitting was not an option. Some of my earliest lessons about discipline and focus were learned on the Jug grounds.


Recreationally, marksmanship—a sport that demands a surpassing amount of discipline—became my forte. My first exposure to the sport came in 1948, when I was ten years old. My paternal grandfather arranged for me to take rifle shooting lessons, infusing me with a love of shooting. The pace of practice and learning accelerated when I attended Xavier, which had a famous rifle team. We were undefeated all four years I was there, even against the West Point freshman team. At age fourteen, I won all eight matches in the New Jersey State Championship for marksmen under eighteen. Marksmanship, too, cultivated habits that served me well for decades: I became something of a perfectionist, to the point of weighing every cartridge to ensure an identical amount of gunpowder in each round. I used calipers to be sure that every bullet had the same dimensions. And most of all, being a top shooter demanded untold hours of tenacious, isolating practice—just you and the target. Intense concentration on hitting the target became a metaphor for my entire life.


Marksmanship also provided an early taste of how dedicated preparation and focus pays off. In 1954, the rifle manufacturer Winchester had become my sponsor, and was urging me to take time off from school to prepare for the next Olympics. At a trial event, Winchester provided me with a “counter,” someone tasked with ensuring that I fired the correct number of rounds at the target in each position: prone, kneeling, and standing. It was helpful to have a counter because the match was outdoors and the winds fluctuated, so you had to adjust for them by shooting test shots at an adjacent practice target. The counter’s job was to keep track of how many of my shots had been fired at the real target. I shot my rounds and felt confident I had done well.


At day’s end, the event organizers posted the scores and announced something extraordinary: I had set a new national record for the Olympic 100-meter small-bore rifle course. That triumph, however, ultimately proved to be bittersweet. My score in prone position, the easiest one, seemed to be off by nine or ten points. It was very rare that I even shot as low as a nine, so Winchester paid a protest fee, and the counter and I examined the target alongside a field judge. Sure enough, it was one bullet hole short, and that counted as a zero. The counter had failed to count correctly how many rounds I had fired. The Winchester man was profusely apologetic, but there was nothing we could do about it. Fortunately, a record is still a record!


I learned a significant lesson that day: You can delegate authority, but not responsibility. My mistake was relying 100 percent on another person to keep count. That realization served me well in later life. Delegation is often necessary, because you cannot grow an organization without it. The problem is that those with delegated responsibility for a task often cannot do it as well as you can. Close personal supervision of any line of effort and a commitment to the success of the outcome is the solution.


Ultimately, I did not take time off from school to pursue the Olympics. During my senior year, my family’s attention turned to where I would go to college. Xavier wanted their graduates to go to West Point, into the priesthood, or to a Catholic college, and preferably one run by Jesuits. To that end, they had me spend a weekend with some Xavier alumni in their Georgetown University dorm. The most memorable part of this experience was the “Sneakin’ Deacon.” School rules held that all students had to be in bed with the lights out by 11:00 p.m. The Sneakin’ Deacon attempted to enforce the curfew in a creative way. As he ran down the hallway looking for offenders, he wore one regular shoe and one quieter tennis shoe, so it sounded like he was just walking. In one sense it was amusing, but I wondered if such deception was necessary or useful.


I decided instead to go to Yale, as my father had done. The case for my acceptance was strong: I was the best shot on the rifle team, I had been appointed a captain in my ROTC regiment, and I ranked high academically. Additionally, my SAT scores were excellent. In fact, the German language test score was so high that Yale later waived its two-year language requirement, a testimonial to the quality of Jesuit education. On paper, I seemed to be a shoo-in.


But there was one snag that could have compromised my admission, and it rooted in an instance of questionable behavior by Xavier’s headmaster. When my father and I attended the entrance interview, I found the admissions director to be friendly (perhaps because my father had recruited lots of football players for the college). We had a nice, relaxed discussion for an hour, but then the director said, “I have to step outside for a few minutes. But while I’m away, take a look at this.” He then handed us a transcript from Xavier. It read well until we got to the headmaster’s recommendation: “We do not believe that the student would profit from the courses offered at your institution.”


Both dad and I got very angry at this assessment. Clearly, Xavier was putting its thumb on the scale to try and direct me to a Catholic institution, which Yale was not. When the director returned to the room, he took the folder back and said, “We have seen other instances like this when a parochial school doesn’t like the concept of one of their best students going to a nonsectarian college. Don’t worry about it. Your grades and test scores are excellent, and you are a legacy here. I will see you in the fall.”


No actual harm was done by the recommendation, or non-recommendation, but it seemed to me at the time to be both an abuse of power by Xavier and unnecessary. After all, I had been the Prefect of the Sodality, so they should have had more confidence that a strong Catholic upbringing could survive four years at Yale. I remained upset for quite a while, but when Yale’s acceptance letter came in, the event became just another anecdote. Today I am thankful for all Xavier did for me, and have recommended it to many parents thinking about where their son should go to high school.


A Yale Man


My freshman year at Yale began in 1955. My two freshman roommates were both nice enough, though our classmates quickly nicknamed one Pogo, also the name of a zany comic strip character of the day. During Pogo’s first night in the dorm, he put on his pajamas, just like everyone else. But, quite unusually, he put his street clothes on over them after he awoke. He repeated that process day after day until the pajamas got a bit ripe. He also spent part of each day in a local pool hall, where he regularly won money from local players. Sadly, Pogo suffered a bit of trauma in the spring, as the Yale Freshman Ball approached. He had been dating a girl from Smith College and was excited that she agreed to attend the Ball as his date. However, the day before the Ball he received a telegram from her that simply said, “I am sorry I will not be able to attend the Ball this weekend. I have to go to Pennsylvania with my parents, or something.” He never heard from her again. Must have been a long trip.


The patterns of social engagement on Yale’s campus were radically different from those that predominate today. Yale was a male-only college until 1969, so the freshmen at the time were bused to mixers, mixed-gender events with women’s colleges. Everyone was given a numbered card and had to find the matching number. In those pre-internet days, that took a while. Sometimes the men did ridiculous, sophomoric things to impress the girls. At one country club mixer with Vassar, one Yalie—a flamboyant character known for practical jokes—rode a horse into the ballroom. Everyone had a great laugh until the horse dumped a large amount of manure on the middle of the dance floor.


I admit I participated in my fair share of tomfoolery as an undergraduate, as well. One day at the beginning of sophomore year, one of my friends was driving us down to New York City in his bright green Volkswagen Beetle. Volkswagen “bugs” were still novel machines in those days because of their diminutive size, and it was common for other drivers in much larger cars to give them a hard time.


This was exactly what was happening on this day as we cruised down Connecticut’s Merritt Parkway toward New York. A big Cadillac was tailing us hard, so we decided to strike back. At the first toll booth, we handed the attendant the fare for two cars and told him, “Let the guy behind me through, and tell him it’s a free day for Cadillacs.” The toll taker did so, and we repeated the same process at the second booth. By now the Caddy was barely stopping whenever it approached a toll. At the third booth we just paid for ourselves, but the Cadillac blew straight through at fifty miles per hour, prompting a state trooper to quickly flag him down. We chortled at the thought of the driver saying, “But, Officer, they told me it was a free day for Cadillacs!” We could only imagine the officer replying, “Yeah, Mac, just give me your driver’s license and registration.”


I also got a little sneaky one weekend when a roommate from Pittsburgh and I went to a fraternity party at Penn State University. After gallons of beer, we and our hosts decided to play soccer on some local doctor’s lawn at 3:00 a.m. The campus police stopped us and asked to see our IDs. The Penn State carousers handed over their college ID cards so they could be reported to the dean. However, we were from Yale and had no college ID, so the campus police fined us $100 each, which they would give to the aggrieved property owner. Naturally, as college students, we didn’t have that much cash. The police said they would only take certified checks. My roommate correctly guessed that the cops did not really know what a certified check was, so he had me write on the bottom of his check “personally certified by Wilbur Ross.” He did the same on mine. The checks cleared, and that was the end of that.


But the most memorable episode of my salad days came during my junior year. Three of us who had been selling ads for campus publications created our own project. We persuaded several attractive girls—one each from Smith, Vassar, Mount Holyoke, and Wellesley—to become prizes as dates for a Harvard-Yale game. The four Yalies who wrote the best 150-word pitches as to why one should be his date would have the honor of squiring these beauties to the game, with the girls themselves selecting the winners. We charged ten local stores $5,000 each for being locations where Yale men could pick up and return the completed applications. The stores loved the promotion.


To build interest in the contest, we ran one-column-inch ads in the Yale Daily News. Each one said something such as, “She Is Coming,” “Wheneth Cometh She?” “Why Is She Coming?” and “What Will She Do When She Gets here?” for the five days preceding the Colgate football game. That Saturday, a small chartered plane flew over the Yale Bowl at halftime with a streamer in tow declaring “She Is Coming.” Late that Sunday evening, we hung on every dorm room doorknob a card describing the contest and giving the store locations. Attached to each one was a strand of blonde hair from a local doll factory. In our minds, we were poised for a sure success.


But it wasn’t to be.


By Tuesday, a Yale Daily News editorial accused us of violating the Mann Act’s prohibition against transporting women across state lines for purposes of prostitution. It was a ridiculous assertion, so we ignored it. Undeterred, we convinced some Yale alumni at Life magazine to cover our amusing scheme. But Dean Henry Chauncey was not amused. By 3:00 p.m. on Wednesday, he summoned us to his office and was very blunt: “Your contest is about to replace Life’s planned coverage of Yale’s Scholar of the House Program! I’m calling each of the girls’ colleges to stop their participation in this stunt. You have twenty-four hours to call this off!”


“But Dean Chauncey!” we stammered. “The stores paid us money for the contest and will want it back, but we’ve spent most of it!”


“That’s not my problem. It is your own fault. You cancel the contest, or I will expel you from Yale. You decide.”


Not knowing what to do, I called my father for help. He sighed, “Wilbur, I have only one question: What the hell made you be part of this?!” He then hung up, so no help there.


The next morning, we went around to the sponsor stores. To our surprise, they were ecstatic because of all the traffic the contest had generated. When they heard of our problem, most were great sports and did not demand refunds. And fortunately for me, one of the girls ended up as my date for the Harvard-Yale weekend. We had a great time, so not all was lost. But the moral of the story is this: Whenever you believe you have a brilliant and innovative idea, think through its possible outcomes before you implement it. The law of unintended consequences is powerful, omnipresent, and sometimes vindictive. We were so infatuated with our own cleverness that it never occurred to us that Yale might object.


I might add another piece of commentary on hijinks like these: They were the most disruptive forms of on-campus behavior that Yale knew at that time. How the world has changed! Pranks pulled by people not yet twenty years old are not nearly as reprehensible as the violent pro-Hamas, anti-Israel protests which have taken place on American college campuses, including Yale’s, after October 7, 2023. Hamas’s brutalizing, raping, and killing of unarmed and nonpolitical civilians, many of whom were not even Israeli, is indefensible. Randomly victimizing a stranger may make the perpetrator feel empowered, but such senseless carnage is ultimately meaningless. I am not Jewish, and in fact have never been to Israel, and I am not pro-violence of any sort, but I can understand why Israel felt the need for a disproportionate response to the Hamas attack of 2023.
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Despite the stories above, life at Yale was infinitely more than pranks and parties. World-class, highly dedicated professors complemented a rigorous curriculum. The Xavier faculty also had been highly skilled, but their approach mainly centered on teaching us the facts we needed to answer questions correctly. Yale demanded more and carried the learning experience further. The pedagogy encouraged students to ask questions about the material presented and, when warranted, to disagree with it. The emphasis on intellectual curiosity was brought home clearly in the first paper I submitted in philosophy class. The assignment was to write about a particular philosopher’s tenets. My essay carefully summarized his key points, and I was proud of it. But it came back with a grade of 50. Scribbled on it was the instructor’s critique: “It is nice that you know how to read, but in your next paper you must prove you can think about what you have read, and not just reiterate it.” He was 100 percent correct. Yale did a great job honing my analytical skills. The work also imparted lots of facts, but developing an analytical ability was ultimately far more important to my professional life.


My dream during my first two years at Yale was to become a creative writer. I was admitted to the elite sophomore course Daily Themes, which required students to prepare a thousand words of fiction or poetry five days per week and insert it into a certain mail slot by 10:00 a.m. When the class met, the professor would read excerpts from each piece and provide constructive criticism. The first two weeks were exhilarating, but by the end of the third week I was completely out of material. Yale’s strict requirements had surely saved me from a life of poverty. In a sense, this book is a wish fulfillment of my earlier failed writing aspiration, but at least now I am not dependent on it for my livelihood, so it is an affordable folly. And nearly seventy years have gone by since my sophomore year, so today I have a bit more material!


Yale also encouraged dissenting analysis. Students often would have lively debates on all sorts of subjects and the guest speakers at the university often disagreed with each other. This served me well in my business life by helping train me how to parse out good ideas from bad. The idea that dissenting voices should be heard—even if your own ideology was totally opposed—seems to be lost on campuses today, even at Yale. That is a very bad development. Each side of every highly divisive issue most likely has some rationale for its views, however slender, and the cacophony of argumentation is valuable for helping students reach their own conclusions. Thought police are the mortal enemy of any real intellectual. The first rule of propaganda is that if you tell the same lie over and over without rebuttal, it becomes a “fact.” It was shocking to read recently that 80 percent of college students polled acknowledged that they had engaged in self-censorship.2 That self-imposed silence is the ultimate goal of ideologues. Only by bullying can they make sure that no dissident views will be aired.


Even more dangerous are the concerted efforts to rewrite history. No matter how unhappy you are with historical events, it is pointless to distort or ignore them. One professor in Wisconsin has for years quizzed his students on their historical knowledge, and most believe slavery originated in the United States.3 Slavery obviously existed for thousands of years before Christopher Columbus discovered America, so such ignorance seems to be the product of an intentional or unintentional disinformation campaign throughout the educational system.


This answer also points to academia’s proclivity to demand that race is the lens through which human beings should view everything. Some progressive activists and educators in places such as California have even insisted that the discipline of mathematics itself is inherently racist, and have lobbied to discard standards of objectivity. In their mind, white supremacy is embedded in the proposition that 2+2=4. How will America continue our technological leadership when many of those responsible for teaching children regard math class as a seminar on the views of David Duke? Our K–12 education system ranks thirtieth in the world or lower in many subjects. Thirtieth place is not good enough for us to remain the world’s most prosperous and inventive country.


Moreover, I cast doubt on the wisdom of introducing ultrasensitive sociopolitical issues to schoolchildren. This too points to the politicization of the educational system. I remember when Blake, the then ten-year-old daughter of CNBC’s Joe Kernen, came home from school one day and asked him, “Daddy, why are corporations always bad and unions always good?” That exchange led to them jointly publishing a book called Your Teacher Said What?! Blake later went on to become the Press Secretary for the Republican-led House of Representatives Budget Committee, so I surmise she escaped the worst effects of indoctrination. Similarly, when I asked the ten-year-old daughter of a friend what the most interesting thing she had learned at school was, she responded, “I don’t have to remain with the sex the doctor assigned me at birth. But I am going to remain a girl because I like the pretty clothes.” I don’t believe it is necessary or useful to pose such questions to ten-or eleven-year-olds. It is much more important that they learn reading, writing, and arithmetic. There is plenty of time later for them to confront these kinds of issues.


The taint of identity politics in today’s education system were unimaginable to us at Yale—the greatest social protests we had on campus were our pleas to reinstate the Good Humor Man the administration ejected from his traditional spot beside the university post office. But we did have other experiences common to almost every generation of college students. Having decided I did not want to be a creative writer in the middle of my sophomore year, I wasn’t sure what exactly I would do for a career.


Then, on April 1, 1957, the phone in my dorm room rang. It was Horace Isleib, the advisor to the fraternity of which I was president, and a manager of Yale’s exceptionally successful pension fund.


“Wilbur, what are you going to do this summer?”


“Well, Mr. Isleib, I was planning to park cars at the Monmouth Park Jockey Club in Oceanport, New Jersey, like I’ve always done.”


“No, you’re not! I’m leaving Yale to join an investment firm in New York City. You are going to come along as my clerk and learn about Wall Street. Don’t waste your time with a job that leads nowhere!”


Since it was April Fools’ Day, I wasn’t completely sure that he was serious. I told him that I needed to consider it, and then called him back to confirm that he was serious about the offer. He was.


Little did I know then the effect this conversation was going to have on the rest of my life.









CHAPTER 2


My First Mentors


Summer 1959. I was now a summer employee at J.P. Morgan, and the bank had tasked me to be its sole representative at a deal closing—my first-ever solo assignment.


As fate would have it, this was no ordinary transaction.


The party on the other side of the table that day was the famous real estate developer William (“Bill”) Zeckendorf Senior. In his day, as the head of Webb & Knapp, Zeckendorf was the king of the New York City real estate scene. Among other achievements, Zeckendorf had redeveloped the decrepit mid-eastside of Manhattan into the United Nations buildings and high-end office towers. His obituary in the New York Times years later stated that Webb & Knapp “traded in major hotels and office buildings with the ease of a housewife buying a loaf of bread.”4 He was a legend.


It was at one of these office buildings that I arrived a half hour before the appointed meeting time—I was determined not to be late. I went up to the penthouse—Zeckendorf’s office—and, a bit nervously, waited in my best Brooks Brothers suit and freshly shined shoes.


Eventually, the receptionist ushered me into Zeckendorf’s office, the walls of which were totally circular, with glass from floor to ceiling providing 360-degree views of New York City. Directly opposite his huge ebony desk was a table stacked several feet high with the closing papers. This was a gigantic real estate deal, one in which one of J.P. Morgan’s clients was to receive a thirteenth mortgage. Remarkably, our client’s mortgage was not the most junior one. There were also a fourteenth and fifteenth! Decades before Wall Street invented multiple-tier mortgage securitizations, it was a common Zeckendorf technique to pile multiple mortgages on top of one another. At the time, I could not understand how this many mortgages could be an asset. I was just excited to be the bank’s representative at closing.


As I stood goggle-eyed at the breathtaking panoramic views, this great bear of a man holding a small Chihuahua came up and put his arm around me. He uttered in a hoarse whisper, “What’s the matter, young man? You look upset.”


“No sir, it’s just that I’ve never seen an office with this shape.”


He flashed a big smile. “Let me tell you, son. If you had been backed into a f—ing corner as often as I have, you would want a goddamn round office too.”


The closing went fine. But it was simultaneously one of my most unforgettable early moments on Wall Street.
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As I recounted in the last chapter, two years before my encounter with Bill Zeckendorf, Horace Isleib, a mentor of mine at Yale, had forcefully petitioned me to join him on Wall Street. In the summer of 1957, after my sophomore year, we both went to work at Buckner & Co., a boutique investment advisory firm in New York City. Buckner occupied a floor in the Chanin Building on East 42nd Street, near Grand Central Station. The managing partner, Walker G. (“Pete”) Buckner, was the son-in-law of an IBM founder, as well as the president of the Salvation Army Foundation and a board member of many charities. Pete’s charity derived in great part from his religious beliefs. I would leave my parents’ home every morning at 6:15 (the only bad part of the gig), to be on time for an 8:00 a.m. gathering every morning in Pete’s office. Here, the team would listen to him read a passage from the Bible aloud. We would silently reflect on it for a few minutes and then discuss the most recent investment ideas.


Pete was also a very shrewd investor, whose successes illustrated to me the kind of future I could have in finance. Buckner often bought out-of-favor securities, the most memorable of which were defaulted, tax-exempt West Virginia Turnpike bonds. At first, it was unclear to me why buying a failed bond was a good idea. But Buckner’s research had concluded that while unexpectedly low traffic and tolls caused the defaults, both metrics were growing, and the increases would soon support at least half the original principal amount of the bonds. We bought these bonds each day at 15 to 20 cents on the dollar, and the firm’s analysis ultimately proved to be correct. By the time I understood the rationale, the bonds were restructured, and Buckner had made a fortune on them. The firm even helped negotiate a 50 percent reduction in the principal amount, thus more than doubling their money and receiving a 5 percent tax-free return on the enhanced value—a real home run.


By August, I knew that my future was on Wall Street. As a very junior clerk at the firm, my work was not exciting. But I learned a great deal. My formal task was maintaining the records of Horace’s accounts. Other clerks gave me a crash course on the intricacies of double entry accounting, and I had the privilege of sitting in on the investment committee meetings, where I gained invaluable knowledge. It was only many years later that I realized what a generous act it was for Horace to take me with him to Buckner. He had just made a major career change himself, and had the temerity to impose on his new partnership a totally inexperienced young man who would be just a summer employee. He undoubtedly intuited that I would turn into a real player on Wall Street. Horace was just one of the first mentors who helped shape and guide me during this stretch of my life—and to whom I abound in gratitude to this day.


I am also grateful to Yale for the way the school helped me in a time of need. During my freshman year, my father, who was then in his early fifties, suddenly died. As a partner at a two-man law firm, he did not have any kind of retirement plan and had never built up much of an investment portfolio, so with his passing the Ross family lived to a large extent off my mother’s earnings as a schoolteacher. The loss of my father’s income during his peak earning years meant it would be a struggle to pay tuition bills. Therefore, as the eldest child, I decided to put myself through the rest of my time at Yale and later Harvard Business School (HBS) to leave money for my siblings’ education. Yale and later HBS were both very supportive of these efforts through financial aid, and in the case of Yale I also had an ROTC stipend to fall back on. I also took jobs during the summer and part-time during the school year. Later, at HBS, I wrote articles for Financial World magazine and research reports for a small brokerage firm called Gruntal & Co. These jobs worked well with my schedule because they could be fitted into what otherwise would be small segments of down time. It wasn’t always easy, but I made it work.


J.P. Morgan


The summer after my junior year at Yale was dominated by six weeks of ROTC training at Fort Devens, Massachusetts, so there was no time for working on Wall Street. I was in ROTC at Yale because the United States at the time had mandatory Universal Military Training, and it seemed better to be an officer than a private. Even more importantly, the Army’s monthly stipend was my main source of pocket money. And I began trading small amounts of money, so I had very little debt by the time I started on Wall Street a few years later.


The next fall, following graduation from Yale, and with Horace’s generous support once again behind me, I applied to become a J.P. Morgan Trainee. It was at Morgan that I learned what a strong corporate culture really was—and why it is so valuable. Every Morgan trainee started out in the mailroom, exposing future executives to the nitty-gritty of banking and creating team spirit among the permanent clerks. My mail room assignment was to manage outbound monthly statements. One, for a wealthy widow on Long Island, had to be sealed with wax impressed with her family crest. She wanted that done to prevent her household staff from opening it and seeing how much she was worth.


In 1959, J.P. Morgan completed a “merger of equals”—in the words of our bosses—with Guaranty Trust. The essence of the transaction was that J.P. Morgan had the stronger relationships with major companies, but lacked a balance sheet sizeable enough to maintain the lead position with its largest clients. Guaranty was a solid institution with little flair, but had a big and clean balance sheet, so the deal combined brains and brawn. There were also economies of scale from merging duplicative departments.


The headquarters for the new entity remained J.P. Morgan’s office at 23 Wall Street, the southeast corner of Wall and Broad Streets facing the New York Stock Exchange (NYSE), and the New York Federal Reserve Board. This location symbolized J.P. Morgan’s place at the epicenter of global finance. During the Great Depression, an anarchist had thrown a homemade bomb at the building, slightly damaging the wall. But the company never repaired it. That was their way of saying, “We are impervious. We are J.P. Morgan.” The door to the main banking floor was precisely at the corner and led to row after row of rolltop desks with polished brass spittoons beside them. At the rear of the floor was a huge safe whose door was generally left wide open as though to say, “no one would dare to try to rob us.” This confident attitude characterized the Morgan enterprise, and its bankers—then and now—regard themselves as the best.


After the merger, some Morgan employees were relocated by necessity to the old Guaranty Trust headquarters at 140 Broadway. I was the first of the trainees to be sent over. Ahead of the merger, management at Morgan reminded each of us to retain our corporate culture, even though Guaranty had more officers than we had employees. It wasn’t hard to do once I took one look at Guaranty’s trust department. It had the same drab olive-green steel furniture that would belong in an old midwestern factory shop. That dismal visual was repeated floor after floor, ending any illusion one might have about a merger of equals. In the seat of power, the right rear of each floor, there was a single mahogany rolltop desk with a brightly polished brass spittoon to the left of it. Seated there was, of course, the J.P. Morgan man now running the group.


In those days, the Morgan secretaries were mainly alumnae of the Seven Sisters schools—female equivalents of the Ivy League. They wore cashmere sweaters with little strings of pearls, and carried copies of the Wall Street Journal. For some, the main objective seemed to be to marry a successful Wall Streeter, and many of them succeeded. In the meantime, they took pride in being part of the firm just like the rest of us. On the first morning I was moved to the Guaranty building, a newly relocated Morgan secretary was in the same elevator with me. A friendly Guaranty secretary asked her, “Tell me dearie, how do you think you will like it here at 140?” The Morgan girl instantly responded, “How would you feel if you were working at Tiffany but were transferred to Woolworth?” No one said another word until we got off.


J.P. Morgan bankers were especially choosy about their customers. Their mantra was, “You can do good business only with good people.” Collateral was nice to have, but a trustworthy borrower was the best collateral. That is probably why they had so few bad loans. In today’s world of computerized financial analysis, that attitude may seem anachronistic. But I believe a corporate culture that emphasized prudence contributed substantially to Morgan’s reputation as the best investment bank in the business. Indeed, I have seen many otherwise successful investors hurt by being overzealous. Just a year and a half after my encounter with Bill Zeckendorf Sr., he went bankrupt, a case of one mortgage layer too many. Years later, I met his son, Bill Zeckendorf Jr., who became a highly successful New York developer without loading fifteen layers of mortgage debt on a property.


Later, when the subprime securitization phenomenon arose in the early 2000s, I was very skeptical because it imitated Zeckendorf’s tiers of mortgages. Firms marketed the lower tiers based on computer models showing their creditworthiness. Miraculously, the sum of the parts totaled more than the original whole mortgage. The reason for this, to my mind, was systematic misallocation to the lower tiers of more risk than the interest rate implied. The underwriters touted their sophisticated algorithms. But the quality of algorithmic models is very dependent on the quality of underlying data put through them. The models generally had one characteristic in common: They assumed long-term appreciation in home values. The vivid memory of the Zeckendorf closing helped me avoid the pitfalls of the subprime mortgage crisis, so attending that closing in person proved to be an invaluable lesson for the future. In fact, in later years I made money restructuring these securitizations after they failed.


In the time since I manned the mailroom as a trainee, Morgan has continued to march to its own drumbeat. In recent years, it has successfully grown into retail banking through its acquisition of Chase Manhattan. While many big banks, especially Citibank, are shrinking, Morgan has opened large numbers of new branches, twenty-six in the Washington, D.C., area alone. At the same time, it has also expanded its investment banking and wealth management unit by acquiring large failing firms such as Bear Stearns and First Republic. I have been a regular customer of theirs for many years and therefore can confirm that their “Morganesse” has not been diluted by their immense scale.


Moreover, J.P. Morgan’s expansion has not come at the expense of institutional excellence. Part of their success is the ability to absorb and channel the hyperproductivity of serious executives at acquired firms with extremely different cultures. For example, my friend of fifty years and business compatriot John Rosenwald, who had been President of Bear Stearns, became a highly productive Vice Chairman of J.P. Morgan Securities and continued to be effective well after his ninetieth birthday. Bear Stearns had a rough-and-tumble culture similar to that of Salomon Brothers, but his move to Morgan did not adversely affect his productivity. In fact, Morgan recently named a room in their new Midtown conference center after John.


Perhaps unsurprisingly, Morgan now consistently earns the largest profits of any U.S. bank. This sterling track record is very much the handiwork of the ultra-talented Jamie Dimon and the leadership around him. Throughout the several recent periods of banking turmoil, Morgan has consistently dodged the speeding bullets. I am proud to have worked there, albeit just for a short while. Once a Morgan man, always a Morgan man!


Harvard Business School


After this busy summer at J.P. Morgan, it was time to enroll in Harvard Business School. I had decided that business school was the best next step for my business career (though business school is certainly not a prerequisite for business success). I applied to both HBS and the Wharton School of Business at the University of Pennsylvania. I was admitted to both, and spent a day at each, but concluded that HBS was the superior choice. For one thing, it seemed to have a broader curriculum, and, based on published data, seemed to be more competitive in terms of the test scores of the students admitted. Finally, its most recent graduates were earning superior pay. That helped persuade me to go there.


September 5, 1959, was my registration day. As I waited in line to choose my classes, I noticed that the man in front of me was several years older, wearing a three-piece suit, carrying an Hermès briefcase with his initials in gold leaf, and wearing lizard-skin Gucci loafers. I was in my typical undergrad outfit: a Shetland sweater, chinos, and loafers. Obviously, I could learn a lot more from people like him than they could learn from me (as long as I could keep up with their pace). To that end, HBS did well to create contacts between students of all different backgrounds and interests through an arrangement that we referred to as the “Head Group.” The first-year dorms were arranged with three rooms radiating from a central bathroom, or “head,” to borrow a term from the Navy. The people in a given Head Group were each in different sections, so they felt free to trade ideas. In stark contrast, Harvard Law School was so fiercely competitive that students hid reference books from each other.


Much as business schools do today, the HBS curriculum emphasized real-life cases that we would study overnight. The next day we would debate our conclusions with our classmates. Every section—there were eight in total—did the same case on a given day. An instructor monitored the debate and at the end informed us of the outcome. We were also responsible for submitting a written analysis of a case (WAC), which we put into a slot in the administration building prior to each weekend. The WACs were graded by young female faculty members based on instructions from the professor. Some students reached deep into their bag of tricks to curry favor with the graders. One classmate enclosed an apple with his submission. Another arranged his text so that the capitalized first letter on each line spelled out, “I love you, Miss Adams.” Others invited their readers out on a date. Every entreaty was rebuffed. The readers were too professional to be bribed or sweet-talked.


My section—E—was the most confrontational one. We earned our reputation because of what I will call the tinfoil ball escapade. People often brought candy or chewing gum to class to keep their energy levels high. On the first day, one student took the tinfoil off his and made it into a small ball. He suggested that everyone should add to the ball each day and pass it to whomever made a dumb remark in class, and continue to transfer it to whomever made the next malapropism. By the second week, the ball was the size of a grapefruit. Whenever someone would commit a flub, we would cry out, “the ball!” and it would promptly land on that student’s desk until it was “awarded” to the next person to misspeak. The instructors never commented on the ball, but probably liked it because it put pressure on everyone to sharpen up. Eventually the ball game stopped.


Most students at HBS had conventional backgrounds, but one student was exceptional. Michael Coles had neither gone to college nor high school. He was an Englishman who had enlisted in the Royal Navy as a young teenager and educated himself by reading books while on active duty. At the time he applied to HBS he was a pilot flying fighter jets off an aircraft carrier in the Mediterranean. He had decided some years earlier to leave the Navy, but that took years to accomplish. Despite his lack of formal education, Michael graduated near the very top of our class. He later became the CEO of Goldman Sachs International and the author of the book A Boyhood in Wartime Britain. He later earned an MA in history from Columbia. Less exotic, but also unusual, was my second-year roommate Tom Winter, who was learned enough to do the New York Times Sunday crossword puzzle in ink. His main decision each time was whether to do the vertical or the horizontal boxes first. He later became the publisher of the right-wing magazine Human Events. Overall, my time at HBS yielded a solid network of peers on whom I could often rely in the business world—as the reader will soon see.
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By far, the biggest influence on me during my HBS years was Georges F. Doriot, a French Army private in World War I who became a professor at HBS in 1926. During World War II, Doirot served as an American general with responsibility for planning and research. After the war, Doriot founded INSEAD, the most prestigious business school in Europe, and organized the first publicly listed venture capital company in history, American Research and Development Corporation (ARDC). This achievement earned him the monicker “the father of venture capitalism.”


Doriot’s course—“Manufacturing”—was unique because it eschewed case analyses. Instead, it consisted of working through an actual textbook on manufacturing and other business topics supplemented by lectures and informal discussions with the general. He loved using anecdotes to make his points, and he shared them liberally with his students. One story went like this: Shortly after ARDC went public, a five-foot-square painting of a human eye was delivered to him from a new shareholder with a note that read, “General Doriot, I will be watching you carefully!” Over the years, the thought of that painting reminded me that every investor should and must exercise painstaking oversight over his or her investments. I adored Doriot’s idiosyncratic lectures and, even more, his occasional small dinners with a business leader. His first such invitation to me was to attend a dinner with the Governor of the Bank of England. Would I be free to join them? You bet! Additionally, as a way of gaining practical experience, each student spent several hours each week performing unpaid consulting for one of many local companies Doriot had lined up. At the end of the term, Doriot and the company’s management would both critique the student’s findings.


Doriot was a font of wisdom that I applied scrupulously throughout the rest of my life. One of his more interesting pieces of advice was, “You must dress and act like the important person you want to become. The people who rule the world wear long socks and Hermès ties and refer to others as ‘gentlemen,’ not ‘guys.’” He insisted that your shoes be well-shined and your clothes well-pressed. He hated speeches cluttered with ancillary phrases such as “What I mean to say,” “You know,” “That is to say,” and verbal tics such as “ums” and “ers.” But above all, the worst speech defect was speaking too long. He viewed thank-you notes as very important, because people so rarely send them. Above all, he demanded that you be on time. If you were late for a meeting, you could find yourself locked out of the room. His attitude was that a latecomer was really saying that his time was more valuable than that of the meeting organizer, a doubtful premise.


Doriot’s focus on the concise transmission of information also applied to charts and graphs. He loved those with simple and bold messages, understanding that the impact of a chart varied inversely and exponentially to the amount of data it included. He especially disliked speechmakers reading from large-type slides. He drilled into us: “It is bad enough if you say something dumb. But if you show them something dumb and read it aloud, that shows you are really dumb.” He preferred speeches made with only brief reminder notes, saying that if you really know your material you don’t need a script. This conviction was echoed in Walter Isaacson’s book Steve Jobs, wherein he quotes Jobs saying, “People who know what they’re talking about don’t need PowerPoint.”5 He urged us always to be polite, saying, “A gentleman is someone who never insults another person unintentionally.” He also advised that at a cocktail party you should pick out the one or two most interesting people and spend time with each, rather than flitting about and shoving business cards at everyone.


Another Doriot motto that was essential to my professional life was that the only stupid question in performing due diligence was the one you failed to ask. His emphasis on due diligence complemented a similarly strong view: “Never assume anything. Verify everything!” This mantra reinforced the need to be scrupulous in evaluating the premises for your decisions. As a sign outside the door of a famous Chicago newspaperman once read, “If your mother tells you she loves you, check it out!”6


Finally, Doriot encouraged students to pursue their intellectual interests. In my second year, the general permitted me to substitute two research electives under him for two normal courses. One of the reports was published by an affiliate of the Carnegie Endowment as a paperback book, and my Master of Business Administration (MBA) degree was awarded with distinction—another success for the general. All of Doriot’s advice may sound rather elementary, or even simple-minded, but I have noticed over the years that people who follow his rules make more progress than those who don’t. I cannot recall how many times during my early years on the Street that I referred to the notes I made regarding General Doriot, or called him for advice. When I was the honoree at the Harvard Business School Club of New York’s annual fundraiser, my speech was essentially about Doriot. After it, many alums who had studied under him came up to me and confirmed how important he was to them, too. Unfortunately, he died in June 1987, and many of his protégés contributed to naming the French Library in Boston after him. That philanthropy was a sign of how his generous mentorship shaped not only my life, but hundreds more.
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During the summer off from HBS, in 1960, I worked in the research department of McDonnell & Co., a brokerage house and major player in the analysis of growth stocks. Its research director, Sam Steadman, had developed algorithms for deciding whether an extremely rapid-growing company at fifty times earnings was more or less attractive than a slower-growing company at twenty times. His approach was basically one of using the discounted present value of his predicted future results. Usually, his conclusion was that the more rapid grower was the better buy, and this made his research a favored investor tool during the high-tech bull markets of the early 1960s.


McDonnell had much more of a go-go culture than J.P. Morgan and Buckner, my prior summer jobs. I wrote research reports, but the customers had no idea that the analyst was just a graduate student. In fact, one became irate when he called the firm for an update on one of my recommendations, and learned the author was back at graduate school. The salesman calmed him down by reminding him the stock was way up from his purchase price. This proves the old Wall Street adage: “Money Talks.”


Unfortunately, McDonnell’s own capital and financial management systems did not keep up with its rapid growth, so it failed during the next market crash. The failure of McDonnell and other broker-dealers was also due largely to the way Wall Street firms historically had moved people into high management positions. Promotions were based on how much profit an employee contributed from his specialized activity: analysis, trading, etc. Advancement did not have anything to do with management capability. As a result, many top executives lacked basic management skills. With the consolidation of the industry, that situation has improved somewhat. Individual productivity remains an important criterion for climbing the first few rungs of the executive ladder—and should. But a skill in steering a firm should be an essential competency for anyone aspiring to senior management, in addition to an ability to generate returns.


It was during this time that Doriot’s philosophy of meetings, combined with some early experiences of enduring unproductive gatherings, helped me develop my own approach to meetings. Every meeting should have a limited set of objectives. Meetings that are unfocused consume vast amounts of time with little or no result. If everyone arrives at a meeting well-prepared, and with the intention of coming to a decision, the odds that they will achieve the goal are good.


The decision-maker in any meeting must avoid improperly influencing the direction of the discussion. Whenever I chair a meeting, my objective is to keep the discussion moving and focused. I try hard not to make my own views known until everyone else has expressed theirs. If the chair is too assertive, the group will lapse into being yes-men, thereby defeating the reason everyone got together. But if the chair does not guide the flow of the discussion, the meeting will take too long and go off in irrelevant directions. A wise man once told me that the best way to turn a dozen CEOs into blithering idiots is to place them as outside directors of a poorly managed board. The classic story is about a meeting that had only two agenda items: approval of a major acquisition and the design of recreational facilities for a new headquarters building. The first topic was approved in a minute, and the second took an hour; that was a poorly run meeting indeed.


When meeting with external actors, anticipating your counterpart’s questions and preparing your answers in advance will also pay a healthy dividend. Proper preparation tends to result in responses that are thorough but succinct. That concision is especially important when you are trying to convince the other party to buy something or make some other kind of decision. It’s hard to take someone seriously if he or she meanders through a sales pitch.


But sometimes impromptu responses can be useful. This was illustrated to me during my second year at HBS. My younger brother Jim decided that he would like to go to Phillips Academy, a highly competitive prep school in Andover, Massachusetts. A classmate and close friend, Olin Barrett, who was very involved in the school’s alumni fund-raising, generously arranged for an admissions interview, and accompanied us to it. The director exchanged a few pleasantries with Olin, asked about my own background, and had a dialogue with Jim. Jim, a wrestler, explained that he had read lots about the school and was especially interested in its highly ranked wrestling team. So far so good.


“And what do you like to read, Jim?” came the director’s next question.


“I read the New York Times every day, starting with the sports section. But the most interesting part to me is the obituaries.”


The director paused for a few seconds to think about this response. Olin and I rolled our eyeballs. We feared that the director would perceive this to be a weird answer, one that would crush Jim’s chances for admission. After what seemed like forever, the director then asked, “What interests you about obituaries?”


“You cannot imagine what interesting lives so many people have led. Their obituaries make me think about what I could become when I grow up.”


The director said with a smile, “That is such a sophisticated answer for an eighth grader. I am sure you will fit in well here.”


Olin and I breathed sighs of relief. Had we rehearsed the session, Jim probably would have just given some canned responses and might not have been selected. While this is one of the few times in my experience that an impromptu response really worked, it is generally much better to try to anticipate questions and think through the responses before the meeting. As for Jim, he loved his four years at Phillips Academy and even won a few wrestling matches for them.


Wearing the Uniform


Years of ROTC training at Yale had helped instill in me a sense of discipline (and instill in my pocket some spending money). After graduation from HBS, it was time for me to fulfill my duty as an Army officer, which I was permitted to defer while I was still in graduate school. The locale for my service was Fort Dix, New Jersey, a large installation in the middle of the New Jersey Pine Barrens. Military organizations are very hierarchical in nature and punish insolence and disregard for rank. They probably couldn’t function well otherwise. But this insistence on reflexive obedience to authority can create some problems, as I saw in a couple of episodes.


Most troops who trained at Ft. Dix were preparing to deploy overseas. Their point of departure was usually nearby McGuire Air Force Base, to which they were bused with their gear. One day, a sergeant overseeing the operation sold a previously discarded leather suitcase to a private about to embark. Strangely, McGuire had both a maximum and a minimum weight limit on luggage. But the private’s belongings did not fill the suitcase, and the check-in clerk said it did not weigh enough to take it on board. He went to get his money back from the sergeant who had sold him the bag. Instead, the sergeant said, “Soldier, go find some big rocks and stuff them into the suitcase. Then it will weigh enough.”


The private did so, but all the way to Germany kept thinking that it was not right for the military to pay for shipping useless rocks thousands of miles. After landing, he went to an MP lieutenant who took his statement, attached photos of the soldier with the rock-laden bag, and sent the complaint through his commandant up to the European High Command. It then made its way to the Pentagon and down through the First Army Area chain of command to Fort Dix. Everyone in the chain of command was upset by the incident, especially because noncommissioned officers were not supposed to be selling anything to privates, let alone a rock-filled suitcase. The Fort Dix commanding general ordered the Judge Advocate General to investigate his matter thoroughly and report back to him. The sergeant naturally denied the whole story, and they apparently believed him. This outcome likely happened because the military is very protective of career people. I never heard what happened to the private, but the minimum weight requirement was soon quietly canceled.


An episode in which I was involved also illustrated how the military’s insistence on adherence to superiors can cause things to go awry. All military bases have officers’ clubs that have recreational facilities and serve food and drinks (mostly the latter). Many junior officers, including myself, complained that more senior officers obligated us to go each Wednesday evening in full dress blue uniform to play bingo for the benefit of the officers’ wives club. As mostly single young men, we didn’t want to spend our precious free time playing bingo with each other. Consequently, a few lieutenants organized a proxy fight to oust the club’s board, which had set this obnoxious rule. Since there were many more lieutenants than senior officers, they won, and their first act was to cancel bingo nights. But this reprieve didn’t last long. The senior officers had their own means of fighting back. The ringleaders of the ouster were soon transferred away from Fort Dix, making them ineligible for the board. And their assignments were not plum ones. One was shipped to frigid Thule, Greenland. Another was given casket duty, accompanying the bodies of deceased servicemen back home. The replacement board immediately reinstated bingo. There was nothing anyone could do.


One of the more humorous episodes of my life occurred during my time at the Fort. I was dating a girl from Jersey City at the time. One night we were out late and had a bit too much to drink. After dropping her off at her parents’ home, I got back into my little white Plymouth Valiant, started back for my parents’ house in nearby North Bergen, and lit up a cigarette. I guess I dropped it, because soon a smoldering fire broke out on the passenger’s seat. Not thinking very clearly, I thought that by shutting all the windows in the car I would quickly deny the flames the oxygen they needed to be sustained. This brilliant idea naturally caused my car to fill with smoke and made it nearly impossible for me to see. Nevertheless, I proceeded like this for a few miles before I could go no farther. I soon got to the Journal Square Transportation Center in Jersey City and asked for help. The supervisor immediately activated the fire alarm, and within ten minutes a huge hook-and-ladder fire engine arrived. The firemen had thought the whole terminal was ablaze and were disappointed to find it was just a car seat.
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