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Introduction

			
The Great Wide Open

			Chris Zadeh and Matthijs Aler weren’t looking for Nemo. Accomplished scuba divers, they were going where most couldn’t venture, let alone would.

			The twenty-nine-year-old men had traveled together before. They shared an intense interest in diving, travel, and adventure. They both subscribed to the “work hard, play hard” mentality. When they weren’t traveling or diving, they were used to working long days. But out in the ocean they felt light-years away from the cutthroat financial world of big money, big banks, and big stakes in which they operated daily. Despite wanting a break, they were still up for a big adventure. In this case, they were going after giant manta rays off the coast of Fiji.

			Manta rays can reach up to six and a half meters in width. Besides whales and sharks, they are among the largest and most powerful animals in the sea. In ancient times, mantas were feared for their size and power. In fact, the ancient Peruvian Mochicas worshipped mantas, and many of the Mochicas’ artworks depict them. Over the years, the mantas have come to signify one’s journey—the great adventure into the unknown. Forward swimming (they physically can’t go backward) and intelligent (mantas have one of the largest brain-to-body ratios among sea creatures), mantas know only one direction: straight ahead. Agile, powerful, and forward thinking, mantas also signified what they were going after in both work and play—the big fish.

			Nothing less would do.

			In fact, whatever Chris and Matthijs did, they gave it their all. Competitive, ambitious, and ruthless, the two men weren’t afraid to go where most others dared not. That’s not to say they were merely thrill seekers. Sure, they loved the risk. But they weren’t the types to be sloppy or reckless. Educated, knowledgeable, and cautious, the men never underestimated the dangers that lay below—seen or unseen. They did their homework and came prepared. They took their safety and the safety of others, not to mention the safety of the fish they were diving with, very seriously. They always took the necessary precautions. They recognized that there is no redundancy in scuba diving—no extra oxygen tanks, regulators, or masks. Like the world of core banking systems they operated in, there was absolutely no margin for error.

			Sitting on the edge of the boat in September 2005 in their scuba gear and wetsuits, the friends both looked out at the great wide open—large clouds casting shadows over the deep blue ocean. It was beautiful. It was vast. And there was so much more below the surface than the eye could see. So much to explore. So many unknowns.

			They were ready to dive in.

			Though the best of friends by then, Chris and Matthijs made an unlikely duo at first. Just looking at them speaks volumes. Matthijs looks quintessentially Dutch—the poster boy for Holland. He is tall and lean with a full head of perfectly coiffed blond hair. He wears button-down shirts, trendy glasses, and sensible shoes for cycling to work. He often looks serious—perhaps even intimidating at first. But his polished and aloof look belies his wicked sense of humor and easy smile. Even tempered, thoughtful, and measured, Matthijs has an outward calm that often masks the internal wheels that are always turning.

			Chris is the yang to Matthijs’s yin. Though Chris’s mother is 100 percent Dutch, his father is both Russian and Persian. He has dark piercing eyes and thick dark hair that spikes out on the sides like the small tufts of a great horned owl. He is average height but muscular and solid. His arms, which are covered in Polynesian-styled tattoos of sea creatures that are deeply significant to him, bulge through his sweaters. An avid martial arts enthusiast, Chris isn’t one to shy away from a fight or letting people know what he thinks. Energetic, passionate, and outspoken, he uses his whole body when he speaks. One might say that when they are together, they are a whole person. Chris says that together they are better than two—they have the power of three men.

			The two first met in 2001 while working for the start-up BinckBank. BinckBank was the first in Europe to offer online stock trading at rock-bottom prices. Chris had joined the company first in early 2000. The founder of BinckBank, Kalo Bagijn, took him under his wing and asked Chris, who already had experience with online trading, to help him with his start-up. Luckily for Chris he was an unlikely candidate for most other jobs. He jokingly likes to tell of how he was turned down to work as a telephone operator and was fired as a waiter after one day. He would be the first to admit that it was all for the best. Most who know him would agree that Chris would never have been suitable for jobs where he had to take orders from anyone—except Kalo. A hard worker nonetheless, Chris found out early he was proficient in other areas, namely the area between business and technology. In fact, his first job in banking was at ING as a stockbroker at just nineteen years old. With this job he paid his way through college. He eventually left university without graduating when Kalo asked him to become the tech guy at BinckBank. Always on the vanguard of what was happening in technology and banking, Chris had a curiosity about finance, technology, and how they converge that was insatiable. Kalo, his boss and mentor, liked that in him. He also liked Chris’s unapologetic drive and unwavering ambition. At just twenty-three years old, Chris began building online applications to run the bank and worked his way up to the position of managing director of the Netherlands as Kalo’s right-hand man. In just nine years, by 2008 Chris had learned how retail banks worked from the inside out. He knew them so well he could build one of his own.

			When Matthijs showed up for a job interview with Chris in 2001, Matthijs was less than impressed by his young “boss.” The feeling was mutual. Chris begrudgingly agreed to meet Matthijs, who Chris felt was just another college frat boy looking for an easy internship to pad his résumé. Chris, a college dropout himself, didn’t have much patience for people who flaunted their college degrees and who didn’t have a willingness to roll their sleeves up and work hard. Matthijs, on the other hand, didn’t much appreciate people who were quick to judge.

			The two were off to an awkward start.

			When Matthijs walked into BinckBank for the first time, no one went out of their way to make him feel welcome. When he finally caught someone’s attention and found his way to Chris’s office, he found Chris with his feet up on his desk. A power move, Matthijs thought to himself. He’s showing me who’s the boss. In reality, Chris had just injured his knee in a scooter accident and needed to keep it elevated. Regardless, Matthijs was irritated. Not one to miss the details, Matthijs noticed Chris had crutches nearby and could have easily walked the fifteen meters to the door to greet him. Admittedly, Chris recalls, he wasn’t all that eager to meet the new hire. In the end, Chris had no choice but to hire Matthijs. Kalo was impressed by the research Matthijs was conducting for his thesis. More importantly, he was excited that Matthijs was working on this thesis with a top professor at Erasmus University in Rotterdam in the faculty of business administration. Kalo thought this might lead to good connections down the road. Matthijs was, to put it bluntly, a means to an end. Kalo more or less told Chris that he didn’t care if Chris liked Matthijs. They didn’t need Matthijs in the long run. They needed those whom his professors knew.

			If Chris was going to have someone on his team he didn’t like or approve of, he wasn’t going to make it easy on the guy. The first thing Matthijs recalls Chris saying to him was, “I’m on the phone and talking about confidential stuff. If you go back to Rotterdam and talk to your frat buddies, and I hear about it, I’ll throw you out the window.”

			Not one to be intimidated by anyone, Matthijs simply said, “Okay” and dismissed the comment as nothing more than it was—a guy reminding him how important his job was at a bank and how important his client’s security was. Got it, Matthijs thought.

			Their stalemate didn’t last. Chris quickly realized he’d underestimated the quiet, reserved scholar his boss had made him hire. Within a few days, Chris learned what most people do about Matthijs once they spend some time with him: he has a quick wit and a wicked sense of humor. In short order they made each other laugh. Within a few days of working with Matthijs, Chris went home to his girlfriend and said, “You know, I have this new dude, and I spend half the day pissing my pants because he makes me laugh so hard.” Both men believe it’s a great strength not to take oneself too seriously. And both men are adept at it. They love nothing more than making funny jokes about themselves, each other, and of course other people. Matthijs’s humor is especially acute. He thinks so fast and can make a comic remark within seconds—leaving most people’s mouths still ajar in astonishment as he nonchalantly moves on to another topic.

			Though laughter was the salve that healed their original displeasure with each other, what really bonded the two was the work. They would work until very late and have dinner in the office almost every day. No matter how complex the issue, the two came up with good ways to solve it. Soon both realized that they worked better together than alone. Bouncing ideas off each other was an integral part of their process. Chris was impressed by Matthijs’s ability to see through complex issues and come up with solutions. And Matthijs was impressed with the way Chris could take a derailed project from someone else and put it back on the rails. Matthijs also took note of Chris’s leadership style. Chris was known throughout BinckBank, to put it euphemistically, as unfriendly. But, in the end, it was results that counted to Matthijs. The results were always outstanding and always in the interest of the company—not Chris’s ego. Matthijs liked that about him. He also admired how everybody seemed to understand that they needed to comply with the way Chris said the project should be executed. He had a way about him that would align everyone to one singular vision. Matthijs recalls at one point there was a big IT project at BinckBank that entailed the migration of a core banking system from A to B. The entire platform was being upgraded. It was a complete nightmare under the direction of the IT department head. Kalo asked Chris if he could step in. Chris took an inventory of all the issues and prioritized them. Then, systematically, Chris and his team started tackling the issues one by one. Important ones first, less important ones later. And within a matter of weeks, the project was wrapped up and a total success. Matthijs remembers watching how Chris led the team and was utterly impressed by what his friend had easily accomplished.

			Matthijs mostly admired this particular quality in Chris: his absolute confidence and 100 percent conviction. Chris never has a shred of doubt in his mind about his decisions. Matthijs, on the other hand, may have a very strong opinion about what the way forward is in any given situation, but if he gets feedback or new information, he could be led to a slightly different perspective or an entirely different view of the way something should be done. Chris doesn’t know the word doubt and isn’t easily persuaded. With Chris’s conviction and Matthijs’s willingness to execute, they made quite a team, both at work and at play. If there was anyone Chris trusted with his life when diving into a vast ocean or a new project, it was Matthijs. And Matthijs felt the same.

			Seven years later, the men were sitting on a different precipice than the edge of a boat in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. In 2012, instead of leading a team at BinckBank, they were at the helm of the company Chris founded, Ohpen. If they could pull off what they were about to do, they would be the first company in the world to build a core banking engine of a bank—from scratch—and launch that bank in the cloud. Talk about the great wide open.

			Though vastly misunderstood, the cloud is not that difficult to explain. Simply put, cloud computing is the on-demand delivery of technology resources (including servers, storage, databases, networking, software, analytics, and intelligence) over the internet with pay-as-you-go pricing. Instead of buying, owning, and maintaining physical data centers and servers, you can access technology services on an as-needed basis from a cloud provider.

			Most people use the cloud every day to stream videos, play video games, access web mail and social media, or operate office-productivity software. Instead of accessing data or files from a personal computer or from a network of servers on-premises, when in the cloud a person is able to access them online from any internet-capable device—so the information will be available anywhere, anytime.

			In 2008, most people were just hearing about the cloud, and no one, let alone banks, thought of using the cloud instead of building their own IT systems. Unlimited computing power without the hassle of buying, installing, configuring, patching, or upgrading it—the dream of any innovative IT boss if he/she “gets” it.

			Up until Ohpen, no bank had operated applications in the cloud before let alone stored, used, and processed production data in the cloud. Rather, every single bank in the world built its own platform, what is known today as a legacy system. A bank would build a data center (or rent it if they were not big enough to build their own). Then they purchased or built software and hired developers, application managers, and systems engineers to tie it all together into one system to further build, change, patch, and maintain all these systems. They managed all their software and stored all their company’s information in giant computers in this so-called data center in one location. Each bank essentially reinvented the wheel every time they set up their banking systems. It is like every bank would build their own factory. Even Apple has its own factory. Why would fifty thousand banks all have their own factories if they all do the same thing? And what are the results of all this? Massive issues, massive amounts of time wasted, massive workforces required, and massive expenses.

			No one knew this better than Chris. He had spent years working at BinckBank and knew how to build a bank from scratch. Sitting in an office full of developers and IT guys, Chris knew all the building elements required. He personally understood the frustration his IT guys felt trying to build a platform on a bank’s legacy system. If someone wasn’t paying attention to where they were walking, they could trip on a cord and the entire server would go down. If upgrades or fixes needed to be made, they would have to patch it and rewire it. At the end of several years, the server wires ended up looking like a bowl of spaghetti. In addition, if someone wanted to make a change to the program, it would require loads of red tape. It could take months to get anything done. In a word: it was a mess.

			After eight years of working tirelessly for BinckBank, in 2008 Chris’s boss, Kalo, resigned, and Chris decided to as well. Kalo told Chris he was the only guy who had the skills to be his successor, but in the same sentence he told him he would not become the CEO. Too many people were against it. Nevertheless, Chris made a plan to reprogram the whole core banking system of BinckBank. After eight years, nothing worked anymore, and BinckBank had outages and failing systems every day. Chris said, “If we don’t do this now, in ten years the billion-dollar valuation on the bank will be gone.” The new executive board had no interest in Chris’s plan. So he left.

			Instead of going to another bank and having another boss to report to, Chris decided to take a year off work and travel the world with his then-girlfriend (now wife), Myrthe. While on his travels, he used the time to do some research on best practices in the tech industry. This led him to Silicon Valley, where he visited different companies, read the local newspapers, and talked to a variety of industry people. It was in the valley that he stumbled upon the cloud. As soon as he saw it, he immediately thought: Unlimited computing power? Guaranteed uptime? Autoscaling? Only paying for what you use? This is the biggest revolution since computers were invented! Not one to let things go or leave an idea to wither on the vine, Chris began to do a deep dive into researching cloud-based servers and started to investigate Amazon Web Services (AWS). As one of the largest cloud-based servers in the world, its functionality, scope, capabilities, and safety measures were astounding. It soon became clear to Chris that AWS had what he called the “important things,” namely a better working IT infrastructure than most banks could build themselves. It was about this time that Chris had an epiphany: I am on to something. I know how to build a bank. I know what this cloud thing can do. If I could gather the right team around me, I could build core banking software and put it in the cloud! He could then sell this software as a service (SaaS) to banks all over the world. They could get rid of their hardware and of the core bank applications, spaghetti wiring, about 80 percent of their IT operating costs, and have a safe, agile, and perfectly running banking software that worked every time, everywhere. They could just rent the platform.

			Chris thought: The banks could focus on their customers and leave the rest to us. In his head it made total sense: IT. JUST. WORKS.

			Rested from his sabbatical and energized by this new idea, Chris knew what he had to do. And nothing was going to stop him. He was all in. And he knew just the guys to do it—all his friends from BinckBank, Bas Wouwenaar, Ilco van Bolhuis, Erik Drijkoningen, and of course Matthijs.

			The first guy on the list for Chris to call was his ride-or-die friend, Matthijs.

			In Chris’s mind, this was a no-brainer. They worked so well together. Besides, Matthijs owed him one. Not long before leaving for his trip around the world, Chris arranged for a promotion for Matthijs to set up the new BinckBank office in Paris, France, and be its CEO. It was an amazing opportunity for Matthijs. But, Chris thought, the opportunity he was presenting to Matthijs was even better. Here was Matthijs’s chance to be a leader with him—and not just any leader but an owner and founder of a new company that would be the first of its kind. Together they would build the world’s first cloud-native core banking system. The sky was the limit. He was going to service banks. Talk about big fish! This would be their biggest adventure yet.

			So Chris was stunned when he heard Matthijs’s response to his invitation: “No.”

			Simple and to the point, Matthijs just couldn’t do it. He lived in Paris, had just gotten married, had a baby on the way, and had just launched Binck.fr. It was simply too risky. He had a good job that wasn’t finished and a life he enjoyed in Paris. Chris tried to persuade him. But Matthijs stood firm. Chris didn’t do waiting. He was ready to go. He was also devastated and hurt. He simply couldn’t fathom how Matthijs could say no to him after all he had done for him over the years. He’d given Matthijs his first job. He’d given him a promotion. He was the reason Matthijs was running the Paris office for BinckBank. But Chris was undeterred. Yes, it would be more challenging to pull off without Matthijs, but he could do it.

			The second person on his list to call was an old friend he’d known since they both were sixteen years old and an IT octopus from BinckBank, Bas, whom he knew he could count on to execute.

			After Bas, Chris called Erik, who was hands down the best product developer in the industry. Erik had recently left BinckBank to join a consulting firm in Germany. Before Chris could get the question out, Erik’s response was “Yes.”

			“You don’t even know what I am going to ask,” Chris said.

			“I don’t need to. I’m in,” Erik declared. He knew Chris well enough to know that if he was calling him in Germany, it was because he had a job for him to do. Feeling unfulfilled and ready to move on from consulting, Erik was ready for a new challenge, and there was no one he would want to work with more than Chris. Because with Chris, he knew it would get done.

			When Erik, Bas, and Chris met to discuss who they would hire as coders, they unanimously decided the first one would be Ilco, whom they all knew from BinckBank. In their minds, there was simply no better hardworking coder out there. If you could speak it or imagine it, Ilco could code it. When Ilco dreamed, the team believed, it was in zeros and ones. What Chris liked about Ilco was the standard by which Ilco believed a project or product or feature was working: when it was working in a live environment. In other words, it works when it works. And, Chris adds, “It’s on him to get it to work.” For two years, the team worked around the clock to create the platform while Chris tried to sell it. Eventually, Matthijs couldn’t resist the pull of working alongside his friends and left BinckBank in France to join the Ohpen team in Amsterdam officially in 2011.

			By then there was no time to rest; Matthijs and Chris had the fight of their lives ahead of them.

			If they were going to catch this big fish, their own proverbial manta ray—a forward-thinking and intelligent bank with an eye on the future—they had to overcome the impossible: they had to prove to the financial industry that their platform was working and ready to use. They had to prove it was reliable, adaptable, and compliant. They had to do the nearly impossible, too: they had to get the Dutch National Bank (De Nederlandsche Bank, or DNB) to approve of a bank, hence its customers’ financial and processing real-time data and information, to sit on the servers of an American-based company, an online bookstore. If they received this approval, they would be the first company of its kind to be granted such permission in the world. And once all the contracts were signed, all the safety protocols, regulations, and compliance measures were met, they had to migrate all of a bank’s data from its original on-premises servers to the cloud—successfully. And they had to do it with one of the smallest banking IT teams in the world. No other bank could do more with less than what they were working with. If they succeeded, they would make history and change the financial industry forever. If they failed, Chris would lose his €3 million investment, which was dwindling by the day. His team had sacrificed everything. For four solid years they’d worked up to eighteen hours a day, seven days a week. The men who had children at home had not seen them during waking hours in all that time. They gave it their all because they believed in what Chris was trying to achieve; moreover, they believed in their own unique and exceptional talents that could help Chris pull off the impossible.

			On Easter Sunday, March 31, 2013, four years after Chris’s grand idea and two years after Matthijs finally agreed to join the team, the two stood on yet another precipice together. They looked over a team of exhausted but excited developers and coders who were all sitting at a circular boardroom table, which had become a de facto NASA-like mission control center. If the team pulled this off—if they successfully migrated a major bank’s data onto the platform they’d built—they would be the first company in the world to put a bank in the cloud.

			The anticipation was palpable. It was Easter Sunday. Everyone on the team had left their families and given up their holiday to see this through. This was it. They were all in.

			Just like in their diving days, Chris and Matthijs were prepared for every scenario. They had practiced for this. They had done their homework. They had covered all the safety protocols. They were compliant with all the regulations. For nearly seven straight days, their whole team had never left the office. They’d worked around the clock. If they succeeded, it would be the beginning of a new era of banking. If they failed, there was no turning back and all the hard work would have been in vain. They could pack their bags and seek new employment. The big fish would forever elude them. This would be the end of Ohpen and everything they had worked for and achieved up until that moment. Everyone in the room was counting on it to work.

			They all waited and watched as the information migrated—billions of euros’ worth of their client’s assets. Their first client, the Dutch bank Robeco, whose offices were in Rotterdam, was counting on them. They too were taking a huge but calculated risk on this small start-up with a big idea.

			Matthijs and Chris didn’t flinch. They didn’t panic. It was all systems go. They would bet their life on its working. IT. JUST. WORKS. was a constant refrain.

			They had plunged to the depths of the ocean. They had swum alongside the giant manta rays and watched as they slowly and gracefully moved forward against powerful currents that resisted them. They had seen their power and their willingness to move forward despite all obstacles. They had taken the plunge into the unknown before. They had seen their risks pay off. They had seen their hard work and preparation come to fruition.

			This would be no different.

			As the data uploaded before their eyes, Ilco, Bas, Erik, Matthijs, Chris, and all the members of the team that had expanded over the past four years exchanged glances. This was it.

			They were diving into the great wide Ohpen.

			
Part One

			
Preparation

			
Chapter 1

			
Where It All Began

			Sitting in their sleek office on the fourth floor of an art deco–era building located in the heart of Amsterdam, Chris and Matthijs have one of the best views of the city. Everything about their location is quintessentially Dutch. A sea of bicycles is parked outside. A modern tram runs down the street past historic buildings with their iconic stepped gables. The area is rife with history. Across the street, a large pillar memorializes the site of the “Miracle of Amsterdam,” a legend that dates back to 1345. Just meters away from their office is Dam Square, site of the Royal Palace of the Netherlands. And not far from there, centuries ago Amsterdam’s first commodities exchange was built in 1608 at the dawn of the Dutch Golden Age. Though history books say it ended centuries ago, the golden age is alive and well in the hearts of the Dutch, who still celebrate their art, government, trade, and financial prowess every bit today as they did then. And perhaps there are no two prouder men to be part of such a rich history than Chris and Matthijs, who feel just as proud to be part of the creation of its future or, rather, what they see as the dawn of a new golden age—a technological age in finance.

			Below the large windows, the two have desks that face each other, making it easy for them to discuss whatever matters are at hand. The men look relaxed, seemingly unfazed by the frequent calls that come in and never seem to cease. When an employee arrives at their office, Chris, who faces the glass door, waves them in and gestures for them to sit on one of their two large black leather couches. However, in order for anyone to enter, they have to pass a long boardroom table flanked by silver paintings that represent the Chinese elements (water, wood, fire, earth, and metal). Then, before entering, they must pass replicas of terra-cotta warriors that sit on guard outside their glass doors, which serve as a constant dual reminder of what the men value: security and the warrior mentality. Finally, in order to enter any room in the building, even their office, they have to press their pointer finger on a sensor pad. No one (visitor or employee) is exempt.

			Sitting across from the men, one can easily take the entire experience for granted—the beautiful Zen-like office, the sense of confidence the two men have in themselves and the company they now run, and their optimistic future. But their individual journeys to the C-suite and to making financial history as the creators of the first cloud-based core banking engine in the world were hardly a given. Their journey was an arduous one.

			Perhaps the reason Chris values security so much today—one might say he is zealous about it—is that he himself had none growing up.

			“I had no safety net. No safe house. No safe place to land,” he says, explaining his childhood to Matthijs one spring afternoon over lunch at their boardroom table, where the two often eat meals together. But Chris is also quick to acknowledge, “Even though I didn’t have much of a family, I always knew there were other places in the world that had it a lot tougher.”

			This wise perspective came to him after learning about (and making peace with) how his own father made his mom, brother, and himself flee their Parisian home when he was just four years old. When he was a teenager, Chris learned his own father came from an abusive past. His grandfather, who came from Persia (now Iran), was a violent man. He beat his wife and his seven kids regularly. Chris recalled his own father telling him that he used to have to pick up his mom (Chris’s grandmother) from the hospital many times. Chris said his father, aunts, and uncles still have visible scars from the brutal beatings.

			Chris’s mother didn’t have it any easier. Though not beaten, she suffered from abandonment issues. She was what is known as a “farm child.” During World War II, people were sent to farm basements to hide and stay safe. Her biological parents met and conceived her there, but they didn’t want to raise her. The family who had given the couple shelter agreed to raise the young couple’s child, Chris’s mother. Her start in life is something she never fully recovered from, and so she spent her young adulthood feeling lost and unmoored.

			Needless to say, Chris’s parents had a lot of psychological damage to overcome when they met in France and started a family together. And like a lot of couples with two small children, the responsibilities and pressures of marriage and raising a family became too much. After Chris’s mother left his father, he became an alcoholic and refused to pay alimony. Chris’s mother moved to the Netherlands seeking security. Those were some of the most difficult years of Chris’s life. His mother was alone, raising two small children and working constantly to support them. She struggled to not only put food on the table but also keep a roof over their heads. Chris once overheard his mother begging his father for money over the phone late at night after the landlord said to her, “If you don’t pay the bills now, you will be on the streets with your children.”

			These overheard conversations left an indelible mark on young Chris. He vowed from the earliest age never to find himself in a similar situation—fearing where his next meal was coming from and wondering whether or not he would have a place to live.

			As if being poor and not feeling secure at home wasn’t enough of a struggle, Chris faced even more instability and trauma when he went to school.

			“I didn’t speak the language. I was like an alien,” he says about starting in Dutch schools. He knew no one and was overwhelmed by loneliness. Everyone else seemed to know each other and get along. From day one, he felt like an outsider.

			He found his stride outside and in playing sports, and he hoped to someday become an elite athlete. But no matter what he did, when he returned from school or sports at the end of the day, he came home to a bleak and sorrow-filled home. “I knew my mom loved us, but she just had sorrow. Sorrow to pay the bills. Sorrow not having someone to be with … but as a kid, sometimes you just want someone to give you a hug. You want someone to say it’s going to be okay. I didn’t have that. She didn’t have that.”

			His mother’s sadness was palpable at home, and he longed for an escape. He spent most of his time as a teenager with his peers. Left to his own devices, he had to figure out life by himself without much help. He became an adept problem solver and was resourceful, and he found work at just fifteen years old. His father never came to his sports matches, and he didn’t even show up for his high school graduation. When Chris tore a number of ligaments in his knee, his dreams of becoming an elite athlete were immediately dashed. Like many of his peers, Chris turned to numbing his pain—physical and mental—with marijuana. He smoked three grams a day for five straight years, and it progressed to ecstasy and cocaine on the weekends when out partying with friends. After a drug-induced anxiety attack at age twenty, Chris never touched another drug again. He went cold turkey and never looked back. “I haven’t touched anything in twenty-three years, and I’ll never touch it. Something just clicked in me. I wanted my mother to be proud of me. I didn’t want her to have struggled for nothing. I didn’t want to struggle like my own mother or father, so I decided to give it my all, always and always.”

			Chris wanted to be successful at something—actually, anything he put his hands on—so he applied the same sense of self-discipline and resolve that he used to overcome addiction to his newfound passion: weightlifting. After some time, however, he began to experience back trouble, and a friend encouraged him to try yoga to relieve the pain. What began as practice to alleviate physical pain became a way of life. Step by step he started to incorporate meditation into his practice as well. It wasn’t long before he began sleeping better at night, and he began feeling a sense of peace, acceptance, and forgiveness. The more he did it, the more his own journey in life began to make sense. “It really helped me to leave the past in the past and not become bitter.” The more Chris reflected on his childhood, the more grateful he became. “It made me who I am. It gave me determination and perseverance.” Determination, perseverance, self-discipline, adaptability, and passion were the values that helped Chris climb out of the ruins of his childhood. Proud of these values and never wanting to forget them, Chris had them tattooed symbolically on his body in the form of Polynesian-styled sea creatures that represent each virtue. One of the most prominent is the hard-bodied, soft-hearted crab, which is the symbol of perseverance.

			An avid reader, Chris spent his young adult years reading motivational books to stay inspired and push himself. He credits books by Tony Robbins for motivating him as a young professional. He didn’t have any mentors as a boy or young man, so he also looked up to icons like Richard Branson, Steve Jobs, and Arnold Schwarzenegger, who was Mr. Olympia five years in a row. But it wasn’t because he was a weightlifter that Chris admired him. Schwarzenegger was the ultimate underdog. “He wasn’t born the Terminator,” Chris explained. “Nobody ever believed in him. When he arrived in Hollywood, they said he was too big. They said he might get a movie role as a bouncer somewhere, because he had a stupid name, a stupid accent, and because he couldn’t act. But he was determined. He believed he was ready for a leading role. He worked his ass off to get there. He visualized his goal. Nothing stopped him. I liked that mentality. I always loved his story. Defying the odds, working your ass off, and having a vision: that’s the formula to anyone’s success.” One could argue that it’s Chris’s own as well as his company’s. But he adds, “Schwarzenegger didn’t just defy the odds—he exceeded everyone’s expectations, his own included. He not only became an actor; he became a top-grossing one. Then he became the governor.”

			From a young age, Chris had a soft spot for anyone like Schwarzenegger—people who liked to defy odds and prove others wrong. In fact, he’s the first to admit it when someone blows his mind or surprises him. And one of those people who did just that was Matthijs, who came from an entirely different pedigree. Nevertheless, Chris knew a competitive underdog when he saw one.

			Though born only months apart, the two had childhoods that were light-years away from each other. Matthijs’s father had a steady job—he was a government employee and eventually a criminal judge. His mother, a nurse and then a physical therapist, worked out of their home. “My mother was supportive in every way. She was always there for me—and always at home. When I would come home from school, she would be sitting at the table with tea and cookies.” Matthijs laughs at the happy memory. “She was—and still is—the perfect mother.” Though she worked at home, she adjusted her schedule around Matthijs’s and his siblings’ schedules so she could help them with homework and cook them dinner.

			His parents were heavily invested in their children’s education. Matthijs and his siblings attended good schools in The Hague and then in Scheveningen, Eerste VCL, where the school motto was “I think for myself.” It had a rigorous curriculum and demanded excellence from its students. Matthijs’s father demanded the same from his son as well, a pressure that Matthijs felt from a young age. Matthijs’s father had studied not only law but also mathematics and physical science. As a young teenager, like most boys Matthijs struggled to understand his father. Not one to give his son a pass or an easy way out, Matthijs’s father liked to make Matthijs think through problems on his own. “I would do my homework and prepare for an exam, and instead of telling me how to do it, he made me go jump through all these hoops. As a kid, I just wanted to finish my homework and get to the end result faster. But he would ask me questions. There would be uncomfortable silence. And eventually he would pull it out of me.” As an adult, Matthijs now sees the genius in this methodology, and he credits his father’s approach to his own ability to think through problems and his relentless search for answers.

			Modest about his own abilities, Matthijs refers to himself as a jack-of-all-trades instead of having a specific talent. “I couldn’t name one thing, but I think as a character trait, I want to know how things work, and I won’t stop until I do.” This investigative spirit, he’d be the first to point out, is not a talent. “It’s just in me. Curiosity is in me. I know how to find the information quickly—how to get to what I need to know.” When he was a boy, the tools he had at his disposal were books. He was (and still is) a voracious reader. And now he’ll scour websites for the information he needs. And then, like he did as a boy, he will get out some pens and paper (or an Excel spreadsheet) and do his proverbial homework to get the answers he is looking for.

			Though by no means the smartest student in his class—he struggled at exam time with the German language—he could pull anything off by both studying intensely and by sheer force of will. His father, out of concern that Matthijs would fail his German-language exam and not graduate, once sent him to stay with his grandparents to study. His grandfather happened to be the preeminent expert on the German poet and writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. At one point his grandfather even served as the president of the Goethe Institute in Germany. He was also an aesthetics professor. His grandfather, who lived a stone’s throw away from the Rijksmuseum, would take young Matthijs and his siblings on what amounted to private professional tours of the museum. His grandfather was a font of information and knew all sorts of amazing facts about all the artwork and artifacts. So when it came time to prepare for his German exam, Matthijs’s father knew where to send him.

			Living in The Hague at the time, Matthijs had to get on the train and head to Amsterdam by himself. When he arrived, his grandfather was waiting for him and had set up his study for him, where he spent the entire Saturday. “I remember it like it was yesterday. He was wearing a long velvet robe, and I was sitting at a table with my books, pens, and paper, and he walked around the table and asked me all these questions, and then he would tell me all about the language.” Later that night, after dinner with his grandparents, Matthijs joined them for a night at the opera. Matthijs was the youngest person in the room by thirty or forty years, but it was, he recalls, an amazing experience. It was the first time the Dreigroschenoper, an opera by Bertolt Brecht, was being performed and celebrated. It had been so long, in fact, that people were weeping and crying because of the memories coming alive again. Later that evening, his grandparents kept him up drinking cherry liquor and listening to opera until three in the morning. But three hours later, his grandmother was standing over him, telling him to wake up—he had more studying to do. So back Matthijs went to the table.

			All this work paid off. He ultimately passed his exam and graduated. Moreover, he learned many valuable lessons—he could work hard and play hard and, no matter what, always leave room for art and culture. To this day, Matthijs is a bit of a Renaissance man, and he carries with him his grandfather’s encyclopedic knowledge of art, culture, and languages. He speaks and reads in three languages—English, French, and Dutch—but can quickly pick up and speak other languages as necessary. He doesn’t consider it a special skill, though. “It’s more of a party trick,” he says. An agile conversationalist, he demurs taking credit for this as well. “That’s all my mother,” he explains. “I get all my social skills from her.” Whether talking about finance, banking, literature, art, food, wine, current events, movies, television, or random bits of trivia he has picked up along the way during his research binges, he can move deftly from topic to topic, pulling from a deep reservoir of knowledge he has accumulated from a lifetime of deep dives into the subjects. “What I lack in natural talent, I make up for with hard work and determination.”

			Like Chris, Matthijs also found release and joy in sports. It also was a positive channel for all of his competitive energy and drive. He wasn’t the most talented field hockey player, but like in his studies, what he lacked in talent he made up for with grit. His peers could always rely on him. This work ethic and competitive nature served him well off the field too.

			Competitive, diligent, hardworking, and quick-thinking, Matthijs is a perfect match for Chris. The two often spar with one another and talk quickly, sometimes finishing each other’s sentences or completing the other’s thought. Though coming from two vastly different childhoods, the two have similar values and appreciate where each other comes from. Matthijs understands and appreciates why Chris values safety and a sense of security. He too values it in the same way. Though both men came at it differently—Chris lacked it, and Matthijs had it—both nevertheless recognize its vital importance. “Without feeling safe and secure, nothing else here is possible,” Chris often says. Both also have incredible drive and competitive spirit. While Chris looked to people like Schwarzenegger and inspiring leadership books and Matthijs to his own father, grandfather, and works of literature, both men know the value of looking outward for inspiration. And both have a sense of gratitude for the sacrifices their hardworking parents (Chris’s mom and Matthijs’s mom and dad) made for them. Though being so brilliant and successful, neither feels arrogant or has an outsized ego. In fact, both are quick to say that neither could do what they do alone—both crediting their wives, Myrthe and Siena, respectively, as well as each other for their own success. This sense of deep gratitude, not to mention that there is always work to be done and that others are counting on them, has pushed both men to perform and excel—not just for their families and employees but for their clients and their clients’ customers as well. At the end of the day, both men know what is on the line. They know that bank customers are people just like them, just like Chris’s mom and Matthijs’s parents—hardworking people trying to provide the best for their families and loved ones. Neither Chris nor Matthijs has ever lost sight of that, because they have never lost sight of where they came from.

			Chapter 2

			
Our First Unicorn Experience

			“There is no greater teacher than experience,” Chris says, speaking fondly of his own life, and he believes that it’s true for all. Chris often advises young people who lack direction (whether in their lives or in their careers) to start at the library, though. “There may be a hundred topics to choose from, but I ask them to notice where their eyes go as they walk among the books. Wherever their eyes land—that’s the answer they are looking for.”

			Chris, of course, is drawn to books about diving, the world’s oceans, and sea life. His boardroom credenza displays a vast collection of ocean and diving photography books. But in the end, the books will only take you so far, he acknowledges. Books are great at showing someone a passion or interest, he argues, but reading books about diving off the coast of the Polynesian islands or building a bank are no substitute for diving into the real deal and experiencing them for yourself.

			Chris is a firm believer that anyone can go far when they’ve tapped into their passion and interest, whether it’s martial arts, diving, finance, or technology. But it’s really experience that will take people and their passions all the way. The first time Chris had an inkling of what he was passionate about and therefore wanted to know more about was in 1995. At just nineteen years old, Chris went backpacking in Australia and visited what was then called an internet shop. The World Wide Web was in its infancy, and most people didn’t have desktop computers connected to the internet in their homes, let alone mobile phones. The first time he sat in front of a computer and read an online newspaper, his curiosity was piqued. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. “I can see the newspaper from the US in Australia in real time!” He started wondering, “What’s behind it? How does it work? What happens? How is it possible?” This insatiable curiosity informed him of his newfound passion: the internet. Eventually he purchased many books on computers and computer companies. As soon as he returned home, he set out looking for opportunities to gain as much experience as possible.

			While in law school Chris started working at a bank, where he first saw and experienced computing and banking processes up close. It was there that Chris found out he had a knack for it. He was overwhelmed by the possibilities of what could be improved, but he was shocked by how inefficient and costly certain processes were. “It was like becoming unplugged from the matrix. I could just see it all. I just knew how to make processes work better. It was like second nature,” Chris says. “I was constantly telling my boss how to improve our processes, but he said I should shut the fuck up and go back to work.”

			It was at this job that he also began to teach himself about the stock market. One day, while sitting at his computer, he had another startling revelation. “I took a look around at all these stockbrokers on the phone making trades, and it occurred to me: These guys won’t exist much longer. Computers will do what they do. I have to leave here,” Chris recalls.

			In the beginning of the year 2000, Chris met an entrepreneur, the founder of BinckBank, Kalo Bagijn, who approached Chris with an opportunity. Chris met Kalo via his investor. “When I left ING, I wanted to go to New York and see how the biggest stock exchange in the world works,” Chris recalls. “So I wrote to Dutch stockbroking firms with offices in New York, and one of them was the one that financed Kalo’s idea.” They took a look at Chris’s résumé and saw that he had experience with the internet and coding websites, and they sent his résumé to Kalo. Soon after that, Kalo called Chris. “That’s when he changed my life.” Kalo explained to Chris his big idea—that anyone with a computer, no matter where they are in the world—whether it’s Australia, Shanghai, New York, or Amsterdam—could log in and make a trade in real time at rock-bottom prices. Chris recalls Kalo saying, “We’re going to be the low-cost carrier of buying and selling stocks online. Do you want to build that system for me?” Chris’s response was simply, “Fuck, yeah.” Though he was in his third year of law school and only needed one more year to complete his degree, Chris quit university and joined Kalo. Chris and Kalo quickly hit it off, and Chris looked to Kalo as his mentor. Chris’s next step was to call his longtime friend Bas Wouwenaar, whom he had met and hung out with in Amsterdam as a teenager, and invited him to join him at BinckBank. “Come with me,” Chris said.

			Like Chris, higher education wasn’t for Bas, and he had dropped out of school as well. He was working at Getronics, a major IT company in the Netherlands, when he got Chris’s call. Bas’s response was friendly but to the point: “No!” He was all too happy with his current employer—he had a good salary, a company car, a mobile phone, and a laptop. But Chris was persuasive. Chris asked him, “Are you going to drive around in your ugly Getronics car all your life and be a gray mouse, or shall we make something amazing?” Bas knew Chris was right, accepted the “ego-push,” and quit his job to join Binck. “I was employee number ten. And there was nothing at Binck IT-wise,” Bas recalls with a warm smile, his bright-blue eyes revealing a sense of satisfaction knowing he was there from the beginning. When Bas arrived at the new Binck office, there were even some servers still in plastic. For Bas, it wasn’t just exciting to be a part of something new; it was his chance to gain valuable experience and—more importantly—to do so with his friend.

			It was there that both Chris and Bas met Erik Drijkoningen. Chris interviewed Erik for his job at Binck, and in that interview Chris clicked with Erik. Chris commiserated with Erik about not liking law school, and Erik explained he’d dropped out of law school as well. Erik explained that as a son of a college professor, it hadn’t been the easiest decision. But he was sitting on a tram on his way to an exam in law school when, he recalls, “the penny dropped.” He realized that if he passed the exam, he would most likely become a lawyer, and this realization frightened the hell out of him: This shit is all I’m ever going to do for the rest of my life. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he wasn’t destined for law, and after five minutes of sitting for the exam, he stood up, walked out, and got back on the tram. During the ride home, another realization struck him. “I saw all the small houses built for working-class people,” he remembers. I thought to myself: This is going to be my future now, because I’m uneducated—not that there is anything wrong with that, but I want something else. This thought was never far from Erik’s mind in his early days working at BinckBank. To this day, he says he can point to the exact house he was looking at when he had this epiphany, when he also made a vow to work harder than anyone—college educated or not—so that he didn’t end up in one of those houses. “That thought remained in my head for fifteen years,” Erik says. “I told myself every day: ‘Just keep going, keep going, and keep going and give it all.’”

			Like Chris, Erik wasn’t cut out for traditional learning environments, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t extremely intelligent. Growing up, Erik was endlessly curious about how things worked, and he had little patience for those that didn’t question things. Moreover, he disliked everything he considered to be stupid. What he meant by stupid, he explains, was rote memorization. “There is a difference between remembering something and knowing how things work together,” Erik clarifies. Erik wasn’t satisfied with memorizing. He could not only read the words of the books in his Greek and Latin courses but could understand them and make comparisons and analyze them as well. “Which is,” he says with emphasis, “the most important thing.”

			Erik’s ability to think on a deep level, analyze how things worked together, and be insatiably curious about how things worked made him a valuable asset to the BinckBank team. He was also willing to ask questions over and over again until he got the answers he needed. When something went wrong and everyone looked the other way or went home, he and Chris wanted to see how things worked, and both were willing to work through problems. Chris remembers when the system at BinckBank went down for fifteen hours one day; it was mayhem. “When I say everything was down, I mean everything was down. No systems, no internet, no phone, email, connections to stock exchanges, no nothing—from early morning till late at night.” Clients came driving in from all over the country to see if the company still existed. Nervous BinckBank clients even called the Dutch Central Bank and the press. There was panic everywhere; hundreds of thousands of investors could not get to their portfolios and buy or sell their shares. When the systems finally worked again late at night, all hell broke loose. Claims from clients came rolling in—millions of euros’ worth of claims. When Kalo asked who wanted to come and help out during the weekend to figure it all out, 99 percent of the people looked the other away, however, Chris recalls. “Erik and I were like, ‘Hell yeah, we are there!’”

			Bonded by their curiosity, tireless work ethic, and drop-out status, Bas, Erik, and Chris felt they had a lot to prove and worked harder than most of their college-graduate peers. In fact, this underdog status fueled their motivation and drove them to figure out problems faster and work harder, and they were the first ones in and the last ones out of the office for eight years straight. “One day,” Chris recalls, “we had a problem with the systems, and Bas was at the dentist. We called the dentist and told them to put Bas on the phone. As soon as he heard what was going on, he left the dentist with only half his teeth done.”

			They each learned firsthand—by doing it themselves during these years—how to build a bank, by understanding and learning the banking business, customers, and processes inside and out. They also learned how to adapt, change, and grow. For example, while working at BinckBank, the retail business did not grow fast enough in the early years. It was then that Kalo asked Erik and Chris if they could build something that a professional investor could use to invest for several people at the same time. Chris said, “The only thing we needed to build was an extra layer, so that the professional investor could see all the accounts he managed (instead of just one account in retail), and they could do a trade on each different account.” That was the first business process outsourcing (BPO) solution they built. Then they started enhancing it so clients could place an order for several accounts at the same time or have an overview of all the different trades. When it was time to sell the BPO services, Chris went with Kalo to present their features to asset managers. There were already two large banks in the Netherlands that offered the same services, but Kalo decided to offer this service at rock-bottom prices as well so that asset managers and banks would have the incentive to switch. They also wanted to make sure the product was ten times better so that when professional advisors logged in and used the system, Chris hoped “their jaws would fall to their knees and they would never want to use anything else ever again.” In short order, the B2B operation became too large too quickly for Chris to manage in addition to the retail market on his own, so Kalo hired someone. Together with Erik, the new guy, Joost, ran the BPO team. Erik was charged with building and constantly upgrading the core banking engine software that BinckBank ran on to service these professional investors, with the ultimate goal to service a retail bank.

			Meanwhile, Bas, who got his start in a help desk role at Getronics and had moved up internally to junior systems engineer, senior systems engineer, networks, security, managing teams, knew infrastructure inside and out. “What makes Bas so different from other CIOs is that many have never touched a server or installed one in their lives,” Chris says. “Bas, on the other hand, has had his hands on all of it.”

			At BinckBank, Bas was responsible for the infrastructure of the servers. He built up BinckBank’s IT division, where he was responsible for everything from networks to security and from Windows servers to Oracle databases and IBM RS/6000 machines. Then his responsibilities broadened to encompass team management of what was to become one of the biggest financial shared service centers in the Netherlands. So he went from helping people who could not log in to running a real-time trading system with millions of trades and connections to stock exchanges all over the world that had to be up for 24/7, 365 days a week with hundreds of thousands of retail clients logging in at a time. “That is what I call experience. Theory and practice are many times two totally different things,” Chris says.

			Erik and Bas worked closely with a developer/coder, Ilco van Bolhuis. Ilco, the son of a potato salesman (his father traveled to potato farms, filled his truck with crates of potatoes, and delivered them to buyers), grew up wanting nothing more than to get as far away from potato farms as possible. This desire led him to the world of electronics and computers. At first he studied and received certification to be an electrician. Then he studied computer science at the University of Amsterdam. “If I start something, I finish it,” Ilco declares proudly. A man of few words, he likes to get to the point. He took to coding quickly and figured out he had a willingness to work through problems until completion. This was a skill that came in handy at BinckBank, where there was no end of problems to solve in the IT and BPO departments. When he started, he worked primarily on developing internal systems but then moved on to Erik’s BPO team.

			By the time Matthijs joined BinckBank, Chris had made quite a reputation for himself as one of the most knowledgeable yet instinctual employees at the bank. Matthijs, however, brought something different. Matthijs’s curiosity to know more and not stop digging until he found what he was looking for was what propelled his initial research work at the bank. While working on his thesis, he interviewed over nine hundred BinckBank clients to learn about their trading behavior and whether or not they listened to or accepted advice from equity analysts. His work and research was covered widely and put Matthijs on the financial world’s map. And the work he did at BinckBank proved he was a natural. He was great at talking to clients, managing portfolios, and fixing problems. Chris remembers, “During his internship, many times we asked him to pitch in and work with us. We told him to work on his thesis on his own time. With no work experience at all, he did all the things we asked of him, and he helped us during a time of rapid growth.” It turned out Matthijs was more valuable than just providing access to his college professor’s connections.

			Over the course of the next several years, teams shifted, and sometimes the men worked independently of each other. But no matter where they were in BinckBank, they each gained a deep and broad level of knowledge of how banking and the core banking engine platform of banks work from the inside out.

			Lessons Learned in IT

			When BinckBank started in the beginning of the year 2000, the IT team had procured an on-premises version of a back-office application called Europort, an engine that processed the transactions that were coming through the website. There was also an add-on application called Europort Internet Brokerage (EIB), a form of middleware, which the team used to connect the website to the back end, where all the transactions were processed. Three years in, the supplier of this platform came up with an “improved” version called Europort+. Europort+ basically made the database structure more open for BinckBank to use (ideally to get more information out of it), and it promised to run processes better and faster. What this meant, though, was that BinckBank’s IT team had to migrate from the Europort version to the Europort+ version. Seemed simple enough, but it was a massive undertaking. It also happened to be the first real application migration that everyone—Chris, Erik, Bas, Ilco, and Matthijs—worked together on as a team. However, at first, before being handed over to this team, the project had been run by a different IT director. But a couple of months before the deadline it became clear to everyone at BinckBank that nothing worked. The project was deemed a “disaster,” like many others during these years of fast growth.

			Kalo told Chris that he needed him to intervene and salvage the migration—in less than four months’ time. So Chris drafted his plan and composed his team. Back then, Matthijs was only one year into BinckBank and, as he admits, “was still wet behind the ears.” So Chris took on this project while there was, as Matthijs remembers hyperbolically, “blood streaming through the streets.” Chris then structured the project and gave it a solid plan. “He was like Hannibal from the A-Team,” Matthijs recalls fondly. Chris pulled everyone together, composing the team based on everyone’s strengths and skills. Then he instructed them all to report back to him on a daily basis. “It was like a military operation. And at the end, even though the migration itself turned out to be a success, it was not a bump-free ride,” Matthijs remembers. “It was painful, but not half as painful as it would have been if the old team was going to do it.”

			This migration was the first real application and database migration that Chris, Bas, Erik and Matthijs did in their lives, and they learned the hard way how to do it—through experience. And secondly, it was through this process that the two created what Matthijs calls the “blueprint of all the important ingredients in a project.” The blueprint was and still is the following: scope determination, governance, decision risk logs, priorities, phases, and meeting structures. “Everything that we did back then we still do, only much more strictly than back then. Today we say, ‘Don’t change the scope—period!’ and ‘Give the team the mandate, and only decide the huge things on board level,’ and more stuff like this. But it was at BinckBank that we did it for the first time,” Matthijs explains. “As IT guys, we are very black and white during these projects, but that is a good thing.”

			Five years after that migration, Chris and Matthijs also learned from another major experience—another big technology upgrade within BinckBank. BinckBank’s first website was built on Microsoft’s ASP framework. But .net was introduced, and they wanted to adopt that technology. This was something none of them had ever done before. At first, for this migration from ASP to .net, they decided to outsource the work to a firm called ISDC in Romania, where labor was less expensive than in the Netherlands. But when the company came back to them several months later and presented their work, nothing worked. Chris says, “This was not entirely their fault, of course. We continued to work on the site during these months, so of course nothing worked when they delivered the code back to us. We did not have a good way of working with external developers, so we also learned this the hard way.”

			The team back at BinckBank had to start all over and threw everything the Romanian firm had done in the garbage. They rebuilt the entire website from scratch in .net. “We worked agile before agile was a method,” Chris recalls. “We worked in small teams in two-week iterations with clear priorities and upgraded the pages on the go. It was an amazing project, and in a couple of months, we rebuilt the entire BinckBank website and BPO site in a new language and made it ten times better along the way.”

			It was clear that they had a deep understanding of team composition, governance, and clear decision-making. “Our thinking was this: ‘Leave us alone; we’ll manage it and will deliver it,’” Chris says. “We went in a room and decided everything ourselves, and we delivered the best financial website the Netherlands had ever seen with a team of less than ten people. We were working agile before it was a term.”

			Because it was Matthijs’s and Chris’s first experience handling nearshoring or outsourcing—managing contracted teams outside of their office—their learning curve was steep. It was during this project that they learned what not to do. Chris and Matthijs ended up managing the project. There was a whole host of obstacles to overcome in order to make sure the two were compatible and secure. This experience, however, was invaluable.

			A Problem Leads to an Idea

			Binck had other outsourcing issues as well. At one point, Binck was having a number of technical problems with its core banking software, Europort. Binck thought the vendor should pay for the fixes, and the vendor thought Binck should pay for them. Binck wasn’t a top priority for the vendor. In their mind, the vendor had other clients to attend to and more pressing matters to address. Kalo wasn’t having it and decided to buy that company so Binck would most definitely get top priority. However, after Binck bought the vendor and the team started asking them to make changes to the software, the vendor still pushed back and said they had a lot of other clients with other contracts and they couldn’t get started. Needless to say, it was, in Chris’s words, “a very strange time” because they owned that software company and the company still was not making the changes they thought they should be making. Chris suggested all these changes to make it better. It was really bad software. But they did not want to change anything. The only answer was always to put more hardware in the racks, but this did not make any sense at all. It was then that Chris started making plans to evaluate processes and determine which process had priority over the others. It was also then that Chris said, “To hell with the vendor!” and that the changes should be made internally. Chris remembers telling Kalo, “We should start reprogramming certain processes and elements of the software that are no good, especially for real-time trading, real-time transactions, and speed. We have to make a loosely coupled system where processes can work independently from each other so we can also use server power exclusively for a certain process.” It was there that the seeds of a bigger idea were planted. “My mind just started working on a new system—even back then—because the software vendor that Binck bought and that later became Ohpen’s biggest competitor in the home market didn’t want to make the changes that were needed for the online, real-time, and mobile world we were going to live in.”

			It was then they began to see that Ohpen team’s proverbial IT-software-upgrade/migration toolbox was starting to get filled. Additionally, they learned about the ins and outs of vendor relationships. When all was said and done, Chris and his team at BinckBank did over twenty upgrades/migrations of their own systems and eighty implementations of asset managers as well as several insourcings of banks.

			Over the course of eight years, they managed anywhere from fifteen to twenty-five projects simultaneously, and they did so 365 days (and nights) of the year. After years of working like this, Chris reflects, “We had gained more experiences in those eight years than most people do in a lifetime. We grew from a six-member to a six-hundred-member staff and from having no clients to having half a million clients, and we insource multiple other banks on our platform. We went from zero transactions to twenty million transactions. We went from complete anonymity to being listed on the stock exchange with a unicorn valuation (valued over a billion dollars), and we did it all with a team whose members were almost all under the age of thirty. We went from the Netherlands to Belgium, to France, and then to Italy. We went from running our own bank to insourcing and running other banks at the same time, and from upgrading systems, networks, servers, and software, all while running a fast-growing operation. We went from broker to full-fledged bank with all the regulatory licenses. Though many of these things are common today, we were the first to implement real-time ordering, real-time quotes, real-time streaming of quotes, and real-time news online. All of this was done for the first time by us.”

			It was at BinckBank, the team members realized, that they gained more than just experience. They gained confidence in their abilities as well. As Chris says, “Sometimes all hell broke loose, but we all loved it. Kalo and Thierry Schaap were the founders of the company, our leaders and mentors, and without them it would all never have happened, but we were the team on the ground running the day-to-day operations. And they let us do that. That was pretty cool of them, because we did not really have the necessary credentials to do it, but we did it. We all managed to dive into the deep, with lots of currents everywhere pushing against us, and we all came back up without any scratches. Well, maybe one or two scratches.”

			Lessons in Banking, Risk Management, Regulation, and Compliance

			In addition to the technical and back end processes of running a bank, the team also learned several nuances within the banking industry itself, namely security, compliance, regulation, risk management, and even the technicalities of how to set up and license a new bank. When starting the bank, Kalo and his business partner, Thierry, needed help from the team to prove that the bank was compliant in everything from administration of the organization to operational procedures, including IT general controls, security, and application management. Matthijs and Chris had a front-row seat to watch (and even participate in) this Herculean effort, which included some two-thousand-plus tasks. Chris adds, “The funny thing is, every person who has not worked in a regulated environment has no clue what that means. We did the work of our own clients for ten years before we started our own software company. We all worked at a bank for ten years. We sat at the other side of the table for ten years. So we all made mistakes, of course, but at the end of the day we know what we are talking about, because we have been working in the same regulated environment for so long.”

			In 2003, when the DNB finally granted BinckBank the license, Kalo called Matthijs to tell him the good news. Matthijs was in London visiting a friend and remembers the conversation to this day as much as the feelings of both elation and relief that accompanied it. The licensure was not only a win for BinckBank; it was also a historic win as well. Other than foreign banks with branch offices in the Netherlands that had been awarded licenses, BinckBank was the first bank to get a brand-new license in nearly two decades—and by a young team to boot. When the team went to the DNB to pick up the license, the people manning the door of the bank turned the young men away. In fact, they told them to go farther down the road a couple of blocks—to the City of Amsterdam municipal offices, where they could pick up their parking licenses. No one could believe that a group of guys in their twenties was at the DNB to actually pick up a banking license.

			Lessons in Becoming a Unicorn

			When BinckBank was founded, Amsterdam Option Traders (AOT) held a 51 percent stake in the company; the rest was held by the founders, Kalo and Thierry, and some employees, among them Chris and Matthijs. In May 2004, AOT said it wanted to buy the remaining parts of the company. They paid the founders and the personnel not in cash but in shares of AOT at a price of €1.18 a share. AOT had capital but no business at the time, because their technology was not up to date and they weren’t able to keep up with market demand. AOT shareholders recognized this and went to BinckBank and asked them if they could take over the whole company. With their remaining cash, AOT bought BinckBank, and BinckBank became the parent company. In short, it was a reverse takeover. Since AOT was already a listed company merging with BinckBank, BinckBank was now a listed company. Chris, Matthijs, and other BinckBank employees were given stock in the company at the inception of the company, so when it went public, the shares had value. But one of the principles of the reverse takeover was that there was a lockup on the stocks to ensure that shareholders didn’t sell them outright. They could only sell 25 percent each year. Shortly after this, Matthijs and Chris took a vacation to Costa Rica. They stayed in small budget hotels, rented a Suzuki Swift to get around, and even shared a room to save money. One morning, while they were staying in San José, Matthijs got up early and found an internet café to check the news and review the stocks. When he got back to the hotel, he told Chris the news: BinckBank’s stock had more than doubled in a couple of days—it was now €3.30. Matthijs, who Chris says was usually pretty contained and not easily enthused, was positively jubilant. He couldn’t believe the rapid growth. The two young guys living on a budget were now “rich.” Though Chris recalls, “On paper we were worth a quarter of a million dollars, but because of the lockup, we couldn’t sell.” Chris readily admits that though they were initially upset by the lockup because it meant they couldn’t sell their shares (joking together: “Screw the fucking lockup!”), they now realize it was the best thing that ever happened to them. Because of it, the two self-proclaimed “young and naive” guys couldn’t sell their shares. Over the next three years, BinckBank grew exponentially—beyond their wildest imaginations. “But it was a strange switch—from a very open company where everyone knew and heard everything, to being listed on the stock exchange where you can’t just say everything to each other anymore. That’s a big change in culture.”

			Lessons in Expansion

			Then, in 2006, Kalo asked Matthijs to look into expanding BinckBank into the foreign market. Matthijs did his research and went back to Kalo with his results: the place to start was France. Even though BinckBank had a banking license in the Netherlands, they still needed to be authorized by the Bank of France (Banque de France). Since the road to licensure was well paved by then, Matthijs simply needed to make sure that everything was complete to get the branch-office recognition by the Bank of France. Matthijs, at just twenty-nine years old, under the supervision of Thierry wrote a lengthy document (nearly seventy pages) that outlined everything that BinckBank had in the Netherlands and how he would apply these processes and procedures in France to comply with all the rules of France’s prudential regulator. Though in charge of all the research, Matthijs wasn’t on the short list to be selected to lead the new office. But Chris convinced Kalo to give Matthijs a shot at setting up the new branch in France because he thought he could do it and because he deserved it.
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