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MADE, NOT BORN


In spring 1987, I flew to Boston to meet with the endowment team at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. I was trying to raise money for Blackstone’s first investment fund and had set a target of $1 billion. This would make us the biggest first fund of our kind and the third biggest in the world. It was an ambitious goal. Most people said it was impossible. But I’ve always believed that it’s just as hard to achieve big goals as it is small ones. The only difference is that bigger goals have much more significant consequences. Since you can tackle only one personally defining effort at a time, it’s important to pursue a goal that is truly worthy of the focus it will require to ensure its success.


Countless rejections later, though, I was starting to panic.


Pete Peterson and I had started Blackstone in 1985 with high hopes and a carefully conceived strategy. But business hadn’t been coming in at anything like the rate we had planned. We had gone from the pinnacle of Wall Street at Lehman Brothers, a famous investment bank where Pete was chief executive and I had run the world’s busiest mergers and acquisitions department, to objects of potential ridicule. If we couldn’t raise this money, it would call our entire business model into question. Our former rivals were hoping we would fail, and I was worried they might be right.


I confirmed our appointment at MIT the day before and arrived on Massachusetts Avenue with Pete, ready to talk about our plans and get a commitment. We found a door with a frosted window, marked MIT Endowment, and knocked. No answer. We knocked again, then a third and fourth time. I checked my schedule to make sure we were in the right place. Pete, who at sixty-one was twenty-one years older than me and had been commerce secretary under President Nixon before joining Lehman, stood behind me looking unamused.


Finally, a passing janitor saw us and stopped. We told him we were there to see the people at the endowment fund.


“Oh. It’s Friday. They left a while ago,” he said.


“But we have a 3:00 p.m. appointment,” I said.


“I saw them leave. They’ll be back on Monday morning.”


As Pete and I left with our heads down and shoulders slumped, it began to rain. We were unprepared for the weather, without a raincoat or umbrella, so we stood at the exit to MIT’s administration building, hoping to wait it out. Twenty minutes later, it was pouring harder.


I had to do something. I left Pete and ran into the street to try to hail a taxi. In no time, the rain soaked through my jacket and shirt straight to my skin. My clothes were hanging off me like rags, the water streaming into my eyes and down my face. Every time I thought I finally had a taxi, someone else grabbed it before me. Desperate and drenched, I spotted a cab sitting at a red light and ran over to it. I banged on the back window and held up a limp twenty-dollar bill, hoping the bribe would be enough for the passenger to let us get in with him. He stared at me through the glass. I must have looked bizarre, hammering on the window in my sopping wet suit. He refused. Two more people did the same. I raised my offer to thirty dollars and finally someone accepted.


It was the closest to a deal I had gotten in weeks.


I waved Pete over and he began slowly walking toward me, wetter and grumpier with every step. His full head of hair was pasted to his head as if he were standing in the shower. Pete was used to having cars waiting for him, drivers holding umbrellas as he got in and out. But a year and a half before, he and I had decided to start a business together. And from the look on his face as he walked through the puddles, I could tell he regretted it.


It hadn’t been that long ago that Pete and I could call anyone in Corporate America or in governments around the world and find a receptive audience. Neither of us imagined starting a business would be easy. Nor did we envision being slumped in our seats at Logan Airport on a Friday night, soaked to our skins, without a dollar to show for our efforts.


Every entrepreneur knows the feeling: that moment of despair when the only thing you are aware of is the giant gap between where you find yourself and the life and business you imagine. Once you succeed, people see only the success. If you fail, they see only the failure. Rarely do they see the turning points that could have taken you in a completely different direction. But it’s at these inflection points that the most important lessons in business and life are learned.





In 2010, Drew Faust, then president of Harvard, came to see me in New York. We spoke about a lot of things, but spent most of our time talking about running large organizations. When she retired from Harvard in 2018, she found the lengthy notes she had taken at our meeting and sent them to me. Among the many things she jotted down, one stood out: “The best executives are made, not born. They absorb information, study their own experiences, learn from their mistakes, and evolve.”


I certainly did.


Not long after I saw Drew, I had a conversation with Hank Paulson, the former US treasury secretary and chief executive of Goldman Sachs, who suggested I go over my old calendars, record my thoughts on building and managing an organization, and have them transcribed in case I might someday want to publish them. He thought my experiences and lessons would be of interest to a much wider audience. I took him up on his suggestion.


I regularly speak to audiences of students, executives, investors, politicians, and people at nonprofit organizations. The most frequent questions I get are about how we built, and now manage, Blackstone. People are fascinated by the process of imagining, starting, and growing an organization and creating a culture that attracts highly talented people. They also want to know what kind of person takes on such a challenge—what traits, values, and habits this person must have.


I never wanted to write a memoir chronicling every moment of my life. I never considered myself worthy enough. Instead I decided to pick events and episodes where I learned something important about the world and my work in it. This book is a collection of some of the inflection points that led to who I am today and the lessons they taught me, which I hope will be useful to you.





I grew up in the middle-class suburbs of Philadelphia, absorbing the values of 1950s America: integrity, straightforwardness, and hard work. My parents had never given me any money beyond my allowance, so my brothers and I had to earn our own. I worked in my family’s linens store, sold candy bars and lightbulbs door-to-door, delivered telephone books, and started a lawn-mowing service with two part-time employees—my younger twin brothers. They got half the revenue for doing the work, and I kept the other half for securing clients. The business lasted three full years before we had an employee strike.


Today my calendar is filled with opportunities that I could never have imagined: meetings with heads of state, the most senior business executives, media personalities, financiers, legislators, journalists, university presidents, and leaders of illustrious cultural institutions.


How did I get here?


I had incredible teachers. My parents taught me the values of honesty, common decency, and achievement, and the importance of generosity toward others. My high school track coach, Jack Armstrong, helped me develop a high tolerance for pain and to understand the power of preparation, essential lessons for any entrepreneur. Running track with Bobby Bryant, my high school best friend, I learned about loyalty and what it means to be part of a team.


In college, I studied hard, pursued adventure, and initiated projects to improve our community. I learned to listen to people, pay attention to what they want and need even when they don’t say it, and be fearless when it comes to tackling difficult problems. I never imagined myself in business, though; I never took an economics course—and still haven’t. When I started on Wall Street at the securities firm Donaldson Lufkin Jenrette, I didn’t even know what a security was, and my math skills were modest at best. My brothers never missed a chance to express their amazement. “You, Steve? In finance?”


But what I lacked in basic economics, I made up for with my ability to see patterns and develop new solutions and paradigms, and with the sheer will to turn my ideas into reality. Finance proved to be the means for me to learn about the world, form relationships, tackle significant challenges, and channel my ambition. It also allowed me to refine my ability to simplify complex problems by focusing on only the two or three issues that will determine the outcome.





Building Blackstone has been the most consequential personal challenge of my lifetime. The firm has come a long way since Pete and I stood in the rain outside MIT. Today it is the world’s largest manager of alternative assets. Conventional assets are cash, stocks, and bonds. The broad category of “alternatives” includes pretty much everything else. We build, buy, fix, and sell companies and real estate. The companies we invest in employ more than 500,000 people, making Blackstone and its portfolio companies one of the largest US–based employers and one of the largest employers anywhere in the world. We find the best hedge fund managers and give them money to invest. We also lend money to companies and invest in fixed-income securities.


Our clients are large institutional investors, pension funds, government-run investment funds, university endowments, insurance companies, and individual investors. Our duty is to create long-term value for our investors, the companies and assets we invest in, and the communities in which we work.


Blackstone is a remarkable success because of our culture. We believe in meritocracy and excellence, openness and integrity. And we work hard to hire only people who share those beliefs. We are fixated on managing risk and never losing money. We are strong believers in innovation and growth—constantly asking questions in order to anticipate events so that we can evolve and change before we are forced to. There are no patents in finance. A good business with high profits today can be a poor business with low profits tomorrow. Because of competition and disruption, if all you rely on is a single line of business, your organization may not survive. We have assembled an extraordinary team at Blackstone, driven by a common mission to be the best in the world at whatever we choose to do. With a benchmark like that, it’s always easy to measure where we stand.


As Blackstone’s breadth and reach have grown, so have the opportunities available to me outside business. I would never have thought that the lessons I learned as an entrepreneur and deal maker, coupled with the relationships I built across industry, government, education, and the nonprofit world, would someday enable me to serve as chairman of the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in Washington, DC, or establish a prestigious graduate fellowship program in China: the Schwarzman Scholars. I am lucky to have been able to approach my philanthropy with the same principles I apply in business: identifying and addressing complex challenges by developing creative, thoughtful solutions. Whether it’s building a first-of-its-kind student and cultural center on Yale’s campus, or establishing a college to make MIT the first artificial intelligence–enabled university in the world, or designing an initiative at Oxford to redefine the study of the humanities for the twenty-first century, the projects I work on these days focus on applying resources to change paradigms in a way that will have an impact on lives, not just the bottom line. It has been my privilege to give more than $1 billion to support transformational projects whose impact will far exceed their financial value and long outlive me.


I also spend significant time answering calls or meeting with senior government officials around the world who are facing major challenges and need solutions. I am still astonished every time I hear from a world leader who wants my advice or point of view on a domestic or international issue of importance. In every instance, I do my best to help if I can.


I hope the lessons in this book are of use to you, whether you are a student, an entrepreneur, a manager, a member of a team trying to make your organization better, or simply someone searching for ways to maximize your potential.


For me, the greatest rewards in life have come from creating something new, unexpected, and impactful. I am constantly in pursuit of excellence. When people ask me how I succeed, my basic answer is always the same: I see a unique opportunity, and I go for it with everything I have.


And I never give up.




    
REMOVE THE OBSTACLES









GO BIG


Schwarzman’s Curtains and Linens sat beneath the elevated train in the middle-class Frankford section of Philadelphia, selling draperies, bedding, towels, and other household goods. The store was busy, the products good, the prices fair, and the customers loyal. My father, who had inherited the business from my grandfather, was knowledgeable and friendly. He was happy running the business just as it was. For all his intelligence and hard work, he had no ambition to move beyond his comfort zone.


I started working at the store when I was ten years old for ten cents an hour. I soon asked my grandfather for a raise to twenty-five cents an hour. He refused. “What makes you think you’re worth twenty-five cents an hour?” I wasn’t actually. When a customer came in with window measurements and wanted to know how much fabric she needed for drapes, I wouldn’t have the foggiest idea how to figure it out or what to tell her, or even the desire to learn. During the Christmas season I was put in charge of selling linen handkerchiefs to elderly ladies on Friday nights and Saturdays. I’d spend hours opening box after box of nearly identical handkerchiefs, none costing more than a dollar, and then pack them all away again once the customer had made her choice or rejected everything after five or ten minutes. It felt like a waste of time. In my four years as an employee, I evolved from a grumpy child to an argumentative teenager. I was particularly upset about the toll this job was taking on my social life. Instead of attending football games and high school dances, I was stuck at the store, cut off from the world I wanted to be a part of.


But while I could never master gift wrapping, I could see the potential for Schwarzman’s to grow. The Greatest Generation had returned from World War II. We were in an era of extraordinary peace and affluence. Homes were being built, suburbs were expanding, and the birthrate was spiking. That meant more bedrooms, more bathrooms, and more demand for linens. What were we doing with one store in Philadelphia? When America thought linens, it should be thinking Schwarzman’s Curtains and Linens. I could imagine our stores from coast to coast like today’s Bed Bath & Beyond. That was a vision I could fold hankies for. My father disagreed.


“Okay,” I said. “We could just expand all over Pennsylvania.”


“No,” he said. “I don’t think I want to do that.”


“How about Philadelphia? That couldn’t be too difficult.”


“I’m not really interested.”


“How can you not be interested?” I said. “We have all these people who come into the store. We could be like Sears.”—which was prosperous and ubiquitous at that point—“Why don’t you want to do this?”


“People will steal from the cash register.”


“Dad, they’re not going to steal from the cash register. Sears has stores all over the country. I’m sure they’ve figured it out. Why don’t you want to expand? We could be huge.”


“Steve,” he said, “I’m a very happy man. We have a nice house. We have two cars. I have enough money to send you and your brothers to college. What more do I need?”


“It isn’t about what you need. It’s about wants.”


“I don’t want it. I don’t need it. That will not make me happy.”


I shook my head. “I don’t understand. This is a sure thing.”


Today, I understand. You can learn to be a manager. You can even learn to be a leader. But you can’t learn to be an entrepreneur.


My mother, Arline, was restless and ambitious, a great complement to my father. She saw our family coming up in the world. She once decided to learn to sail—I suppose she imagined us like the Kennedys, hair blowing in the salt breeze off Hyannis Port—so she bought a twenty-foot sailboat, learned to sail it, and entered us in races—Mom at the helm, Dad doing as he was told. She won lots of trophies. My twin brothers and I always admired her competitiveness and will to win. In a different era, she would have been CEO of a major corporation.


We lived in a semidetached stone and brick house in Oxford Circle, an almost entirely Jewish neighborhood of Philadelphia, and I grew up playing on playgrounds littered with broken glass bottles, surrounded by kids smoking. The father of one of my best friends, who lived across the street, was killed by the mafia. My mother didn’t like seeing me with the guys in black leather jackets who hung out at the bowling lanes along Castor Avenue. She wanted better schools for us. So not long after I started junior high, she decided to move us out to the more affluent suburbs.


In Huntingdon Valley, Jews were a rarity, about 1 percent of the population. Most people were white, Episcopalian or Catholic, happy with their place in the world. I found everything there incredibly easy. No one was trying to hurt or threaten me. I did well academically and led the state championship track team.


In the 1960s, the United States felt like the economic and social center of the world. Everything, from civil rights to sex to attitudes toward war was changing, as the United States escalated its involvement in Vietnam. I was part of the first generation to grow up seeing the president on television all the time. Our leaders were not mythical figures; they were accessible to people like us.


Even Abington High School became part of this change during my sophomore year. Every morning at school, in accordance with Pennsylvania state law, we listened to verses from the Bible and said the Lord’s Prayer. I didn’t mind, but Ellery Schempp’s family did. They were Unitarians and felt that the school’s Christian emphasis violated their rights under the First and Fourteenth Amendments to the Constitution. The Schempp case reached the US Supreme Court, which ruled 8–1 that the Pennsylvania prayer statute was unconstitutional. The case put Abington High School at the center of a national debate, with many Christians arguing that this case was the beginning of the end for their religion in public schools.





At the end of my junior year, I was elected president of the student council. In that position, I first experienced what it means to be an innovator.


My father may have vetoed my idea to turn Schwarzman’s Linens into the first Bed Bath & Beyond, but now I was in charge of something of my own. The summer between my junior and senior years, we took a family car trip to California. I sat in the back seat with my mother driving, the warm air blowing in my face, imagining what I could create with my new position. I didn’t want to be just another name on a long list of student leaders. I wanted to do something that no else had done, or even thought to do. I wanted to develop a vision that was so exciting that the whole school would rally to help make it happen. As we drove from coast to coast and back, I scribbled notes on postcards to my fellow officers of the student council, random ideas, which I would mail every time we stopped. They were all at home, lounging around, getting this blizzard of cards, while I was in search of a great idea.


It finally came to me as we were driving. Philadelphia was the home of American Bandstand, a television show for teenagers hosted by Dick Clark. The city also had really wonderful radio stations, like WDAS, one of the leading African American radio stations in the country. I listened to music obsessively, from James Brown to Motown, the great doo-wop groups of the 1950s, then the Beatles and the Rolling Stones. At school, I could barely walk the halls without hearing the student rock groups practicing the songs they heard in the bathrooms and stairwells, wherever the acoustics were good. One of their favorites was “Tears on My Pillow” by Little Anthony and the Imperials. That was the sound and emotion of high school. Tears on my pillow, pain in my heart.


How great would it be, I asked myself, if we could get Little Anthony and the Imperials to come to school and perform in our gym? Sure, they lived in Brooklyn and were one of the most popular groups in the country at the time and we had no money. But why not? It would be unique. Everyone would love it. There had to be a way, and I made it my job to figure out how.


Fifty years on, the details are hazy. But there were a lot of phone calls, a lot of whose dad knows whom. And at the end of it, Little Anthony and the Imperials came to Abington High School. I can still hear the music, see the band onstage, and feel everyone having a great time. If you want something badly enough, you can find a way. You can create it out of nothing. And before you know it, there it is.


But wanting something isn’t enough. If you’re going to pursue difficult goals, you’re inevitably going to fall short sometimes. It’s one of the costs of ambition.


Jack Armstrong, my track coach at Abington, was medium height, medium build, with gray hair swept back behind his ears. Every day, he wore the same maroon sweatshirt and windbreaker, the same stopwatch on a lanyard around his neck. And every day, he brought the same positive, cheerful demeanor to work. He never shouted or got angry, just raised or lowered his voice within a narrow range, the slightest change in cadence to get his point across. “Look at what those guys have just done. And you’re making pretend you’re working out!” There wasn’t a day I didn’t throw up after practice, sick from the effort.


One day, he’d make the sprinters run a mile, far more than we liked. We’d tell him what we thought, but we knew we were in the hands of a genius. We wanted to please him. Even during winter, he didn’t let up. He’d make us run lap after lap around the school parking lot, set on a hill and whipped by the wind. We kept our heads down to make sure we didn’t slip on the ice. He stood against the wall, bundled up in his coat, hat, and gloves, smiling and clapping us on. Our high school had no special facilities, but while our rival teams were doing nothing during the winter, we were training in harsh conditions. When spring came, we were ready. We never lost a meet.


Whether he was coaching future Olympians or boys joining in from the bench, Coach Armstrong treated all of us the same, communicating a simple and consistent message, “Run as well as you can,” to satisfy the demands of the training schedule he designed. He didn’t terrorize or cheerlead. He let us figure out what we wanted. In his entire career, his teams lost just four times: 186–4.


In 1963, we were the Pennsylvania state champions in the mile relay and invited to compete in a special event in New York City at the 168th Street Armory. On the bus ride there, I sat, as usual, next to my best friend, Bobby Bryant, a six-foot African American superstar. Bobby was so warm and kind that it would take him forever to get through the school cafeteria because he had to stop and joke with every table. School was a struggle for him academically, but on the track, he was magic. His family never had much money, so I bought him a pair of Adidas spikes with the money I made working. It was a gesture of friendship, but also more than that: Bobby running in a great pair of spikes made all of us look good.


Six teams lined up in the final. I always ran the first leg, and I never passed the baton in second place. When the gun went off, I broke out in front. But coming around the first curve, I felt my right hamstring rip. The pain was sudden and excruciating. I had a choice: I could pull over and stop, the sensible choice for my body. Or I could continue and find a way to keep us as close as I could and give us a chance to win.


I drifted to the middle of the track, forcing the runners behind me to find a way around. I gritted through the remaining distance, choking down the pain and watching my competitors sprint ahead. I passed the baton to our second leg runner twenty yards behind the leader. I limped to the infield, bent over, and vomited. I had done all I could, but there was no way we could make up the distance. I had imagined victory and worked ferociously to ensure it. I had put in those hard and lonely laps through the winter. Now I was certain we would lose.


But as I stood there, my hands on my knees, I heard the crowd stirring, shouts bouncing off the brick walls. My teammate running the second leg was starting to gain. Then our third runner closed the gap further. The spectators in the balcony took off their shoes and started banging them on the metal panels lining the track. After the third leg, the gap was down to twelve yards, still a huge distance to make up. Brooklyn Boys High School had their best runner, the best runner in the city, waiting to grab the baton. Oli Hunter was six feet three inches tall with a shaved head, wide shoulders, a tapered waist, and extremely long legs, perfectly engineered to run. He had never been beaten in any competition. Our final leg runner was Bobby.


I watched Bobby take off on the flat, wooden armory floor, his eyes wild with intensity, focused on Hunter’s back. Stride by stride, he reeled him in. I knew Bobby better than anyone else, but even I couldn’t tell where he got that combination of spirit and strength from. Right at the tape, he lunged forward to win. He did it! The crowd went wild! How could that possibly have happened? It had been a superhuman effort. Afterward he came over to me in the infield. He put his big arms around me and hugged me. “I did it for you, Steve. I couldn’t let you down.” Training and competing together, we made each other better.





During my senior year, I realized that Harvard was the best-known Ivy League university in America. I believed that my record merited my admission. As it turned out, Harvard didn’t agree. They put me on the wait list. Coach Armstrong suggested I go to Princeton to run track and even arranged for it. Like a petulant teenager, I said no because I thought Princeton wanted me just for my athletic ability. I won a place at Yale, but Harvard was a fixation, part of the vision I had for myself. So I decided to call the head of admissions at Harvard and convince him to admit me. I found his name and the central phone number for the admissions department. I brought a pile of quarters with me to school to use in the pay phone. I didn’t want my parents to hear me make the call; it was something I needed to do on my own. I was practically shaking with fear as I dropped the coins into the phone, one by one.


“Hello, I’m Stephen Schwarzman from Abington High School in Abington, Pennsylvania. I’ve been accepted by Yale, but I’m on your waiting list, and I’d really like to go to Harvard.”


“How did you get to me?” asked the dean. “I never talk with students or parents.”


“I asked for you, and they put me through.”


“I’m sorry to say we’re not taking anyone from the waiting list this year. The freshman class is full.”


“That’s really a mistake,” I said. “I’m going to be very successful, and you’ll be very happy that you accepted me at Harvard.”


“I’m sure you’ll be successful, but Yale is a lovely place and you’ll enjoy it and have a good experience there.”


“I’m sure I will,” I said, persisting. “But I’m calling because I want to go to Harvard.”


“I understand that, but I won’t be able to help you.”


I hung up the phone and practically collapsed. I had overestimated my ability to sell myself. I accepted my rejection and resigned myself to my second choice: Yale.


In the final speech I made as student council president, I laid out a philosophy on education that has remained remarkably consistent throughout my life:


I believe that education is a discipline. The object of this discipline is to learn how to think. Once we have mastered this we can use it to learn a vocation, appreciate art, or read a book. Education simply enables us to appreciate the ever-changing drama fashioned of God’s own hand, life itself. Education continues when we leave the classroom. Our associations with friends, our participation in clubs all increase our store of knowledge. In fact, we never stop learning until we die. My fellow officers and I just hope that you will become aware of the purpose of education and follow its basic tenets, questioning and thinking, for the rest of your life.


That summer, as my father drove me back from summer camp where I had been a counselor, he told me that I was entering a world he knew nothing about. He knew no one at Yale or anyone who had been to Yale. The only help he could give me in this new world was to love me and let me know I could always come home. Other than that, I was on my own.





Freshman year at Yale, I shared two bedrooms and a study with two roommates. Luckily, I got the single bedroom. One of my roommates was a private school boy from Baltimore who pinned a Nazi flag to our living room wall. He had a glass case where he kept Nazi medals and other paraphernalia from the Third Reich. Every night we went to sleep to the sound of an album called Hitler’s Marching Army. My other roommate didn’t change his underwear for practically the entire first semester. College was a real adjustment for me.


Commons at Yale is a soaring brick building in the middle of campus. It was constructed in 1901 for Yale’s two-hundredth anniversary. It seemed like a train station full of hundreds of people eating. Plates, cutlery, and trays clattering on the tables, chairs scraping backward on the floor. The moment I walked in on my first day, I stopped and thought, Something’s terribly wrong. It didn’t sound anything like the cafeteria at Abington. It took me a moment to figure it out. There were no women. At Abington, I had known everyone. At Yale in fall 1965, there were ten thousand students, of whom four thousand were undergraduates. I didn’t know a single one. Two crazy roommates, no girls, and nobody I knew. The loneliness was crushing. Everything and everyone intimidated me.


Although I had told Coach Armstrong I didn’t want to go to Princeton to run, the irony was that I’d gotten into Yale because of my sprinting. I had one of the fastest 100-yard times in Pennsylvania and ran leadoff for Abington’s state champion 440- and 880-yard relay teams, which were fourth in the United States. I had the good grades and SAT scores. But I was admitted to run.


Yale had a famous coach at the time, Bob Giegengack, who had coached the US Olympic team the year before. New runners went to practice, took a card detailing their routine, and then ran alone. There was no Coach Armstrong to bring out your best. There were no teammates to laugh and joke with, and no one for whom you’d ever run until you vomited. I figured the best I could do was win an Ivy League sprint title. To do that, though, I’d have to train for a lackluster coach and a team that didn’t seem to care about me. So, uncharacteristically, I quit. I wasn’t sure what I wanted yet, but track, which had been such a formative part of my life, no longer seemed the way to get there.


Academically, I discovered, I was underprepared. I chose an unusual major, culture and behavior, an academic creation of the 1960s that combined psychology, sociology, biology, and anthropology. I chose it because it sounded fascinating, a comprehensive study of the human being, which would help me understand people’s objectives and motivations. But I still had a way to go on the basics. There were only eight of us in the class and four professors assigned to teach us. Many of my peers came from the best prep schools in the country. Not only did they all seem to know each other, they also knew the work. My first English paper was on Melville’s Bartleby the Scrivener. I got a 68. I then got a 66 on my second. I was failing. My instructor, Alistair Wood, asked me to his garret office for a meeting. He was a young man dressed like an elderly professor, wearing a tweed sweater and a J.Press sport jacket with patches at the elbows, a tattersall shirt, and a green knit tie.


“Mr. Schwarzman, I want to talk to you about your papers.”


“There’s really nothing to talk about,” I said.


“Why is that?”


“I had nothing to say, and I said it poorly.”


“My God, you’re not stupid. I couldn’t have put it any better myself. So I have to teach you how to write, and after that, I’ll teach you how to think. Because you can’t learn both at the same time, I’ll give you the answers to the next several essays and we’ll concentrate on the writing. Then we’ll concentrate on thinking.”


He saw I had potential and systematically set about equipping me with what I needed. I’ll never forget his patience and kindness. Teaching, I came to believe, is about more than sharing knowledge. You have to remove the obstacles in people’s way. In my case, the obstacle was the gap between my education up to that point and the education of my peers. That year, I went from failing to the dean’s list, at the top of my class.





After my freshman year, I needed an adventure, something different from the typical summer job. A summer at sea, I thought, stopping in exotic ports might prove a useful cure to the all-male campus at Yale. I started by trying to get a job at the docks in New York City, but the longshoremen’s union, then controlled by the mob, wouldn’t take an unconnected college kid. They recommended I go to the Scandinavian seamen’s union in Brooklyn. The money wouldn’t be as good, they warned me, but at least there might be work. I got there shortly before the union building closed for the day and found a wall covered in 3- by 5-inch notecards advertising jobs. I was qualified for none of them. But the receptionist said that if I joined the union, I could have a place to sleep and see if there was anything tomorrow. I took him up on his offer, but my night was interrupted by a giant Scandinavian sailor who tried to get into bed with me. I freaked out, fled, and slept on the street. When the sun rose, I went to a Baptist church across the street for the morning service and waited until the union hall reopened.


The notice board had been rearranged, and I spotted a card that said simply “Destination Unknown.” I asked the receptionist what that could mean. He told me that it all depended on the cargo. You found out where you were going as you sailed under the Verrazzano-Narrows Bridge. If you turned left, you were going to Canada; right for the Caribbean or Latin America; and straight ahead for Europe. All that was available was a job as an engine room wiper, the lowest rank aboard a Norwegian tanker. I took it. My job was to keep the engine room clean from grease. As we went under the Verrazzano-Narrows Bridge, we turned right, headed for Trinidad and Tobago.


All we had to eat and drink was smoked fish, awful cheese, and Ringnes beer. It was so hot in the engine room that I could drink a beer and watch it seep out of my body on my skin. When I wasn’t working, I read the works of Sigmund Freud, which I had brought with me in a wooden crate. Every last one of his books. The Norwegian crew and I didn’t have much to say to each other. But they were there for me when it counted. In a bar in Trinidad, I spoke to the wrong girl and soon punches and chairs were flying, like an old Western saloon fight, as my crewmates rallied to my defense.


After we sailed north to Providence, Rhode Island, I took a bus back to Brooklyn in search of another job. I was hired onto a much more pleasant ship, a freighter, the Danish Kirsten Skou, smartly painted in white with blue trim. My job there was second cook. I would wake up at 4:00 a.m., bake the bread, and cook breakfast. I loved it. We turned left toward Canada, picked up liquor and lumber, and sailed to Colombia for bananas. Every time we stopped in a port, the ship had to be loaded and unloaded using nets. There were no containers then, and the whole process would take three or four days, giving me time to explore. In Santa Marta, I spent an evening in a bar on the beach that was lit with Christmas lights. For the only—first and last—time in my life, I got so drunk I passed out. Later, someone drove me to the docks and dropped me there. After two days, I awoke back on the boat, covered in bruises. I must have been robbed and beaten. My crewmates had found me and had taken turns watching over me until I woke up. By the time I regained consciousness, we were out at sea and I could barely walk. We kept on to Cartagena, through the Panama Canal to Buenaventura. And then I had to get back to Yale.


It was a jolt to be back in drab New Haven after three months at sea. On the front page of the Yale Daily News, I saw an advertisement saying that if you were feeling depressed, you should see the psychiatrist at DUH, the Department of University Health. I decided to give it a go. The psychiatrist looked the part, with a pipe and a bow tie. I told him about my summer, about the ships, the girls, the ports, and how I didn’t want to be back at school.


“Of course you don’t,” he said. “Why would you? You don’t need therapy. You’re just suffering from withdrawal. Hang in there. In a few months, you’ll be fine.”


He turned out to be right. Maybe it was the Freud, or the bars, or the girls I had met along the way. Maybe it was having taken on a challenge and survived. While my classmates were spending the summer hitting tennis balls and working in offices, I had been sweating in an engine room and dodging blows in Colombian bars. But now, I was ready to approach Yale on my own terms.





I moved to Davenport College, one of Yale’s residential colleges, where a future president, George W. Bush, was a year ahead of me. The dining room was much smaller than Commons, so instead of going back to my room or the library straight after lunch or dinner to study, I would pour myself a cup of coffee and sit down with any students there and join in the conversation.


To make spending money, I took over the Yale stationery concession and walked every stairway in the entire university trying to get students to buy writing paper with personalized letterhead. With the money I made, I bought myself a stereo. I loved listening to music.


I set my sights on the “senior societies,” secretive clubs whose members included the most prominent students on campus, the captains of the sports teams, the editors of student publications, the leaders of the Whiffenpoofs, an a cappella group. The clubs had mysterious names, like Skull and Bones, Scroll and Key, Wolf’s Head, Book and Snake. Tapped to join, you swore never to mention it or speak about what went on behind the club’s closed doors. Skull and Bones was the most exclusive. I had two years before my senior year to get its members’ attention.


I’d often go and sit on a bench in the courtyard of Branford College, the prettiest college at Yale, where I could listen to the carillon of Harkness Tower, and think, What could I do that would get the whole undergraduate body excited? Something inventive? One of my more unusual achievements had been to set the university’s vertical jump record, forty-two inches, during the physical exam we took when we arrived. But I knew there was more I could do, and my experience at Abington with Little Anthony had taught me a lesson I have replicated throughout my life: if you’re going to commit yourself to something, it’s as easy to do something big as it is to do something small. Both will consume your time and energy, so make sure your fantasy is worthy of your pursuit, with rewards commensurate to your effort.


The most glaring need I sensed among Yale’s undergraduates was the companionship of women. There were thousands of men in neo-Gothic buildings starved of even the sight of women, let alone their company. It was an obvious problem to solve, but nobody was trying. I decided to change things.


When I was sixteen, my parents had taken me to the ballet to see Rudolf Nureyev dance with Margot Fonteyn. Their grace and movement captivated me. Later, still a teenager, I was immobilized for a month with a badly separated shoulder. I listened to record after record of classical music, ten hours a day, starting with Gregorian chants and ending with the great ballet scores of Tchaikovsky. When I arrived at Yale, Mary Jane Bancroft, the wife of my college dean, Horace Taft, the grandson of President Taft, discovered my interest in ballet. She shared books with me and taught me a lot. So what, I asked myself, if I took my interest in ballet, bolted it to my social ambitions, and brought a troupe of ballerinas to perform for Yale’s men? That would get me noticed.


I needed an organization, so I invented the Davenport Ballet Society. Then I started calling the heads of the dance departments at the all-women Seven Sisters colleges, inviting their dancers to perform at the Davenport Ballet Society Dance Festival. Five of them agreed. Finally, I called Walter Terry, an eminent newspaper dance critic, and persuaded him to travel from New York to review the festival. Out of nothing, I brought together dancers, critics, and an audience. My hunch about the Yale men proved right: we packed them in, and I had the beginnings of a profile on campus.


If we could get the best dancers from other colleges, why not shoot for the professionals? The greatest ballet company in the world at the time was the New York City Ballet, where George Balanchine was artistic director. I took the train to New York and hung around the stage door waiting for the security guard to take a break. When he did, I ducked into the offices backstage and asked until I found the manager.


“What the hell are you doing back here?” he demanded.


“I’m from the Yale University Ballet Society, and we want to invite the New York City Ballet to come to New Haven to perform.” I had given some thought to what was in this proposal for him. “The students don’t have money, but they love ballet and they’re your future audience and patrons.” I kept talking until the manager caved.


“Look,” he said, “we can’t bring the whole company up. Would it be okay if we just bring a small group?” Absolutely fine, I told him. So a New York City Ballet group came to New Haven to perform. Another big hit. Now that I had a relationship with the New York City Ballet, I upped the stakes again and went back to the manager. “We’re just a bunch of poor college students, hundreds and hundreds of college kids who love ballet. Why don’t you let us come to a performance for free? Because we can’t afford tickets.”


“We can’t do that,” he told me. “We depend on selling tickets. But we do dress rehearsals, so if you want to bring down as many students as you want to a dress rehearsal of The Nutcracker, we can arrange that.” So they arranged it on their end, and I took care of it on ours, inviting all the women’s colleges. We filled the house for a dress rehearsal of The Nutcracker, men from Yale, women from the women’s colleges. By the time it was over, I had become a student ballet impresario, sort of the Sol Hurok of Yale. I was developing a reputation as someone who made the improbable happen.





Around the same time, I learned that Yale’s efforts to recruit more students from the inner cities were floundering, just as they were at most of the other Ivy League universities at that time. I went to the admissions dean with an idea. Despite its best intentions, Yale did not have enough people on the admissions staff to reach all the parts of America where they might find good candidates. If they couldn’t get out to the cities, towns, and rural areas far beyond New Haven, they could not describe a Yale education or what it offered. Many potential candidates didn’t apply because they never imagined they could fit in, let alone afford it. My idea was to send out small groups of students and invite candidates to visit, at Yale’s expense. Instead of the college going to them, they would come to us. While we had them on campus, we could explain Yale’s generous financial aid program. No one was ever turned down for lack of money.


The dean liked my idea. We decided to start in my hometown, Philadelphia. It would be a pilot project, the first of its kind attempted by a major university. On my first visit to South Philadelphia High School, I met a boy who had been born in Cairo and forced to leave because he was Jewish. He had moved to France, then Italy, and finally to the United States, five years earlier. He had high standardized test scores; spoke Arabic, French, Italian, and English; and read Hebrew. And there he was living in the inner city, a great candidate, and he had never heard of Yale.


I worried that when these students, mostly second-generation immigrants from Europe or African Americans, visited Yale, they might be turned off by a bunch of self-involved Yale preppies, so we designed the day to be as practical as possible. The eighty students who came on the first visit would be broken into groups of two or three, depending on their interests, and assigned to an undergraduate. They would visit labs or use the college broadcast studio. They would then discuss how to pay for their education at the admissions office.


High schools were wary of having their students treated as tokens. We made sure these students knew that this path was not easy. They would have to compete for spots and apply to other schools as well. What mattered was they knew Yale was available to them. The boy from Cairo was eventually accepted and enrolled at Yale, and the program thrived long after I graduated.





In my final year, I decided to take on the biggest issue of all for Yale’s men: the 268-year-old parietal rules that forbade women staying overnight in a dorm room. I was dating a woman at a local college, so for me, it was as much a personal as a community issue.


The conventional approach would have been to set up a meeting with a university administrator to try to change the situation. But I knew what would happen. He’d sit there in his blazer and bow tie and tell me women would be a distraction. They would stop the young men from studying. They would change the atmosphere in the college dorms. There was a long list of reasons that a young man like me wouldn’t understand. He would smile and nothing would change, as it hadn’t for almost 270 years. I needed a different approach, so I started with the students. I made a list of the university’s likely objections and turned them into a long questionnaire. Do you think changing parietal rules will stop you from studying? Would having more women around be a distraction? And so on.


I recruited eleven students to stand outside each of the eleven college dining halls during mealtimes and hand out the questionnaire to the entire undergraduate body. We had a response rate of close to 100 percent. Then I went to a friend, Reed Hundt, who was deputy editor of the Yale Daily News. (He became head of the Federal Communications Commission under President Clinton.) “Reed, I’ve got this survey about getting rid of parietal rules,” I told him. “It’s dynamite.”


Three days later, the parietal rules were history, and I made the front page of the school newspaper: “Schwarzman’s Initiative: Poll Votes Down Parietals.” The university didn’t want to fight. It was my first lesson in the power of the media. Skull and Bones later tapped me to be a member, and I was put in charge of Class Day the following June. I would be the public face of Yale College’s graduation ceremony.


It had been some journey since my first, lonely meal at Commons.





EVERYTHING IS INTERCONNECTED


Shortly before I graduated, I was asked in a job interview what I wanted to be. I didn’t have a conventional answer.


“I want to be a telephone switchboard,” I told my interviewer, “taking in information from countless feeds, sorting it, and sending it back out into the world.”


He looked at me as if I were a lunatic. But I was sure of it, and even more so after a meeting I had near the end of my senior year. I was looking for ideas about what to do next. I wrote a letter asking for advice from Averell Harriman, a member of Skull and Bones, class of 1913, one of the “Wise Men” of American diplomacy and former governor of New York.


He wrote back, inviting me to his home for a meeting at 3:00 p.m., which he later changed to lunch.


I rushed out and bought my first suit, gray with a white pinstripe, at J.Press. Harriman’s house was at 16 East Eighty-First Street, half a block from the Metropolitan Museum in New York. A houseman in a white jacket and black tie opened the door and led me to a sitting room lined with Impressionist paintings. In the room next door, I could hear the voice of Robert Wagner, the former mayor of New York. Finally, it was my turn. Harriman was sitting in an armchair. He was almost eighty, but he rose to greet me and asked me to sit on his right because he couldn’t hear well in his left ear. On the mantel was a bust of the brother of slain President John F. Kennedy, Robert Kennedy, a friend of his who had been assassinated the previous year. After we had spoken for a few minutes about the possibility of my going into politics, Harriman said, “Young man, are you independently wealthy?”


“No, sir. I’m not.”


“Well,” he said, “that will make a great difference in your life. I advise you, if you have any interest in politics whatsoever, to go out and make as much money as you can. That will give you independence if you ever decide you want to go into politics. If my father wasn’t E. H. Harriman of the Union Pacific Railroad, you wouldn’t be sitting here talking to me today.”


He told me the story of his life, a nonstop series of adventures. He attended boarding school at Groton, then college at Yale, where he put his inherited wealth to use drinking and playing polo. After graduating, he built a career in business. With his father’s support and connections, he traveled to Russia after the Revolution of 1917 and led a wave of US investment in the new Soviet Union. He got to know Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin. Back in the United States after the Bolsheviks had seized most of the US funded assets, he came up with the idea for a ski resort in Idaho modeled on St. Moritz in Switzerland. He called it Sun Valley. During World War II, his father’s friend, President Franklin Roosevelt, sent him back to Moscow as US ambassador. In 1955, he became governor of New York State and later returned to the State Department under President Kennedy, another family friend. By the time I met him in early 1969, he was America’s lead negotiator in the Paris Peace Talks seeking to end the war in Vietnam. While Harriman was talking, the phone kept ringing, the negotiators in Paris asking for his advice.


I was enthralled and lost track of time until Harriman said, “Let’s have lunch. Do you mind eating on a tray?” I had never before been in an exquisite house such as his. But I did know about eating on a tray.


After I left, I ran to a public telephone to tell my mom and dad all about it. I had gone to see Harriman for advice on what to do with my life. He had told me I could do anything to which I set my mind. At some point in life, we have to figure out who we are, he said. The sooner we do it the better, so we can pursue the opportunities that are right for us, not some false dream created by others. But if I was going to turn my worthy fantasies into reality, to become a telephone switchboard filled with inputs, I’d need money.





I arrived for my first interview on Wall Street an hour early, because I didn’t want to be late. I sat in a Chock Full o’Nuts coffee shop nursing a cup of coffee, the one cup I could afford, checking my watch every couple of minutes. When 9:00 a.m. arrived, I went into the headquarters of Donaldson Lufkin Jenrette at 140 Broadway, up to the thirty-sixth floor. I took a seat in reception and watched as sophisticated young women with black headbands and fancy shoes and young men in ties and shirtsleeves, only slightly older than me, ran around the office alert and purposeful. The energy of the place was electric.


After half an hour, an assistant ushered me in to see Bill Donaldson, the D in DLJ. It was surprising to see a man so young sitting in a rocking chair, but this was fashionable post-JFK. Our meeting had been arranged by Larry Noble, Bill’s Yale classmate, who was now working in the Yale admissions office. I had met Larry when I had seen him with his young family at a Yale fifteenth reunion and felt compelled to buy a copy of Babar the Elephant for his son. I had no idea who Larry was, but my random act of generosity led to a friendship and now this interview.


“Tell me,” said Bill, “why do you want to work at DLJ?”


“Frankly, I don’t know much about what DLJ does,” I said. “But it seems you’ve got all these amazing young people working here. So I want to do whatever they’re doing.”


Bill smiled and said, “That’s as good a reason as any.”


After we talked a bit, he said, “Why don’t you go around and see some of my partners?” I did, but when I got back to Bill’s office at the end of the day, I told him they seemed uninterested in me. “Listen,” he said laughing, “I’ll give you a call in two or three days.” He came through with an offer of a job. The starting salary was $10,000 a year.


“That is absolutely terrific,” I said. “But there’s only one problem.”


“What’s that?”


“I need $10,500.”


“I’m sorry,” he said. “What do you mean?”


“I need $10,500 because I heard there’s another person graduating from Yale who’s making $10,000, and I want to be the highest-paid person in my class.”


“I don’t care,” said Bill. “I shouldn’t be paying you anything at all. It’s $10,000!”


“Then I won’t take the job.”


“You won’t take the job?”


“No. I need $10,500. It’s not a big deal to you, but it’s a really big deal to me.”


Donaldson started laughing. “You’ve got to be kidding.”


“No,” I said, “I’m not kidding.”


“Let me think about it.” Two days later he called back. “Okay. $10,500.” And with that I entered the securities business.





When I showed up for my first day on the job, I had an office with a majestic view uptown and a secretary. After a while, someone dropped an annual report on my desk for Genesco, a footwear and apparel business. My job was to analyze it. It was the first time I had even seen such a report. As I turned the pages, I saw that Genesco had a balance sheet and an income statement. The balance sheet had footnotes referring to preferred stock and convertible preferred stock, subordinated and convertible subordinated debt, senior debt and bank debt. Reading it today, I could have seen in an instant that it was a company in financial disarray. But at the time, I may as well have been reading Swahili. And there was no Internet or anyone around offering to help me translate. Even today, say the word Genesco and I can feel moisture trickle down my back, the fear that at any point someone will walk in, ask me a question, and expose me as a fraud. Here was a world in which huge amounts of money were at stake, yet no one even bothered to train new people. They assumed we were smart enough to figure it out. That seemed like a crazy approach to me.


My next assignment was to investigate a new chain of German-style sausage restaurants being launched by Restaurant Associates, the owner of various high-end restaurants in New York. Zum Zums promised knockwurst for New Yorkers. I arrived at Restaurant Associates’ headquarters, the first company I had ever visited, and began asking questions of the chief executive and other corporate officers. They didn’t seem too friendly, and I didn’t learn much. I took the subway back to my office. My secretary, who usually had little to do owing to my own incompetence, awaited me with a message: “Mr. Jenrette needs to see you immediately.” Dick Jenrette, one of the most charming and intelligent men in finance, would become a close friend and confidant. But that afternoon, he was president of DLJ, and I barely knew him.


“What did you do to these people at Restaurant Associates?” he said. “They’re furious at us.”


“Why would they be furious?” I said, startled.


“They said you were looking for inside information.”


“All I asked for was what I thought I needed to know to predict what was going to happen with their company. How many units do they have, what’s their profit per unit, what’s the overhead. Stuff like that so I could figure something out.”


“Steve, they’re not allowed to tell you that kind of information.”


“Then how can I know what’s going to happen? Why can’t I get it?”


“Because the SEC has rules about what you can and can’t get, and that qualifies as inside information. If they tell you, they’d have to tell everybody. Don’t do it again.”


No one had bothered explaining this rule to me.


After my Zum Zums debacle, I began researching National Student Marketing, a company trying to sell anything they could to college students. They were selling a life insurance product, which no twenty-year-old I had ever met would think of buying, and leasing refrigerators to students to keep in their dorm rooms. I had just graduated from college and knew how students treated appliances. It wasn’t pretty. This company accounted for its refrigerators as if they lasted six years. Every undergraduate I knew destroyed them in two. When I visited the company’s offices, the first executive I met couldn’t tell me the name of the person in the next office. He seemed disengaged. I didn’t need any inside information to tell me this company was heading straight for bankruptcy. I wrote up my opinion and filed it, not knowing that DLJ was at the same time arranging a private placement of equity for National Student Marketing.


A few years later, as I predicted, the company collapsed. DLJ was sued for selling stock in a company it knew was rotten, and I had to defend my opinion before a roomful of lawyers. DLJ depicted me as an idiot who had no idea what he was doing, which explained why no one listened to me. The plaintiffs portrayed me as a genius savant, who saw what all of DLJ’s higher-paid professionals had missed. The plaintiffs won.





While I was working at DLJ, I moved from sublet to sublet, a succession of cockroach-infested walk-ups. For a while, I lived in one on Second Avenue between Forty-Ninth and Fiftieth Streets above the Midtown Shade Company. This stretch of the road went slightly uphill, so all night long, I heard trucks changing gear. Most nights, I got home and made myself spaghetti with tomato sauce in a single pot on my hot plate. I had no kitchen. The bathroom was down the hall. One evening, I invited a woman out for a date. When I picked her up, she was wearing a mink coat. At dinner, I kept staring at the menu while she ordered, hoping she didn’t realize that I could afford an appetizer and dessert only for her, not both of us. I had just enough money afterward to drop her off in a cab. After we said good-bye, I walked home fifty blocks wondering when my life would change.


The other people my age at DLJ were the sons and daughters of famous people in New York. I didn’t know any of them. And that wasn’t going to change with me living in a hovel, working on the bottom rung of a securities firm. If they weren’t all so well bred at DLJ, I was convinced they would have had me emptying the trash. But I at least got a glimpse of what else New York might offer. Laura Eastman, a DLJ colleague a few years older, took pity on me and invited me to her family’s apartment for dinner a few times and to play squash in the basement of their building on Seventy-Ninth and Park. Laura’s sister, Linda, would soon marry Paul McCartney, and her father, Lee, became his attorney. Theirs was the first Park Avenue apartment I had ever visited, and I’d never before seen anything like it. It had been decorated by Billy Baldwin, the top decorator in the country at the time. At the entrance, there was a small library, its walls covered in beige grass cloth and hung with Willem de Kooning paintings. When I asked Laura about them, she told me that the artist lived and worked in East Hampton close to her dad’s beach house. De Kooning had come to him for some legal advice and paid with paintings instead of cash. He had needed a lot of advice, so the Eastmans now had a lot of paintings. This had never happened to the Schwarzmans of Abington. Lee made a great impression on me during those family dinners. He was positive, dramatic, engaged, and insightful. He was living the New York life I aspired to have if I could become successful.


The Vietnam War interrupted my efforts. I had signed up for the Army Reserves instead of waiting for the results of the draft lottery, which would almost certainly have sent me into combat. The Reserves required six months of active-duty training and sixteen hours a month at a local unit for five more years. Six months after I joined DLJ, I was summoned for training. Bill Donaldson was nice enough to invite me for an exit interview. I was candid with him and said I felt bad about my time at DLJ. I had been more or less useless. No one had bothered to train me, and I had drifted around. Unlike at Yale, I hadn’t found a way to accomplish much of anything.


“Why in the world did you ever hire me?” I asked. We were sitting in the small employee cafeteria, eating off plastic trays. “You wasted your money. I haven’t accomplished a thing.”


“I had a hunch.”


“Really? What kind of hunch?”


“That one day you’d be the head of my firm.”


I sat there, astounded. “What?”


“Yeah,” he said. “I have a sixth sense about these things.”


I left for the Reserves thinking Wall Street was crazy.





In January 1970, Fort Polk, Louisiana, was a major combat training center for those getting ready to be shipped to Vietnam. It was damp and cold in the barracks and freezing when we had to sleep on the ground during maneuvers. My company trainees were from tiny West Virginia and Kentucky towns, some almost illiterate, most drafted and bound for combat. It was a sharp jolt after Yale and DLJ. Our drill sergeant had been a tunnel rat in Vietnam. His specialty was going down tunnels dug by the Vietcong and North Vietnamese to plant explosives. Armed with just a flashlight and a .45 caliber pistol, he never knew who was waiting for him around a dark corner or what traps might have been set. He was the bravest person I had ever met. He was an instructor now because he had a metal plate in his head and couldn’t fight anymore. He had nothing but contempt for the war.


“There’s no sense to it,” he told us. “None. Zero. You spend your time trying to take a hill. You take it. And five days later, you abandon it and the bad guys go right back up the hill. It’s the stupidest fucking thing I’ve ever been involved with in my life. We don’t know who the good guys are or the bad guys are. Nobody can speak their language. They’re friends by day, and try to kill us at night. Our officers are mostly idiots.” He even told us that if we had to kill one of our officers to save ourselves from a pointless death, we should consider it.


He was a good, brave man whose life had been changed by decisions made at the highest levels of government. His anger and frustration cast a shadow over our experience. Vietnam, I quickly realized, was more than a strategic game for politicians, diplomats, and generals or an ideological piñata for student radicals. It had a personal impact on thousands of Americans. Later in my life, when I found myself in positions to influence decisions of national and global significance, I tried to remember the effects on individual people who would bear the consequences.
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