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For Peter and Victoria



INTRODUCTION

THE MANY LIVES OF MICHAEL BLOOMBERG

“I don’t have anything in common with people who stand on escalators. I always walk up them—why waste time? You have eternity to rest when you die.”

—Michael Bloomberg, 20141

When billionaire Michael Bloomberg announced that he was running for mayor of New York in June 2001, the city’s pundits scoffed. “Kinda goofy,” said one.2 Another predicted, “There is no turn of events at all, no leap of logic whatsoever, that could make Michael Bloomberg New York’s next mayor . . .”3 Sure, he could overwhelm the city’s airwaves and mailboxes with expensive commercials, they noted, and voters could be reminded that he was a generous donor to city charities big and small. But this was a vanity project, the experts decided, another rich man’s expensive hobby.

Yet, these doubters were soon confounded by two important realities. First, they had underestimated how a driven Michael Bloomberg would use his energy and his money to achieve his latest goal. They had misjudged him as a tin-eared and boring novice, and they had missed the complex and relentlessly ambitious salesman underneath. When Bloomberg emerged as the billionaire candidate that year, he was not sitting on a yacht somewhere, offering his latest political whims by long distance. He was out there shaking hands and freely granting interviews, studying polls, and giving some of the worst political speeches New Yorkers had heard in years. No matter. He was out there, learning how to be a big-city politician, starting at the top.

Then came the morning of September 11 when New York endured the deadliest attack on American soil since Pearl Harbor. Nearly three thousand people died, a whole swath of Lower Manhattan was destroyed, and the nation’s largest city faced the possibility of economic and spiritual decline. Voters began looking for someone who could put the city back together. Bloomberg’s campaign literature sold him as “a leader, not a politician,” a man who tried to fix problems, not simply complain about them.

When he won, some suggested it was not just his billions, it was a dark form of luck. But, as E. B. White so famously noted, “No one should come to New York to live unless he is willing to be lucky,” and Bloomberg was indeed a lucky man. He had started his business at the right time and had run for mayor at the right moment. (An aide once insisted that he led such a charmed life that when he bet on a horse with the longest odds, he ended up stuffing his pocket with winnings he didn’t need.) Still, Bloomberg was prepared to work extra hard, to use any turn of events to his advantage. He would not only become one of New York City’s most inventive and productive mayors, but he would also become a modern American phenomenon, using his money and his clout in an attempt to improve the lives of millions of people and to preserve the planet where they live.



By 2020, Michael Rubens Bloomberg had come a long way from his modest, working-class roots in Massachusetts. If most people have one career per lifetime, this man had already managed three. He had created a computer product that upended the old guard on Wall Street and made him one of the richest men in the world. Then he had served as mayor of New York City for twelve busy years. After that, he had taken his billions to become one of the world’s most inventive philanthropists, pledging to give away his fortune, or most of it, before he died.

    As the 2020 presidential election loomed, Mike Bloomberg was clearly eyeing a fourth mission, this time to challenge a president he viewed as a con man and a threat to America. If he could not be the first Jewish president—especially after a costly and brief campaign one writer labeled “a billion-dollar flop”—he would be a political sugar daddy and guru for the often disoriented and underfunded Democratic Party. He would not be idle—that, he promised.

This book is an attempt to chronicle the many lives of a man who chafes at an empty hour on his calendar. He can sit rock-hard-still and listen with a searing intensity when people come to him with proposals for his business or his politics or his philanthropy. (The Bloomberg fidget is never a good sign for anyone asking for his approval.) But mostly this perpetually ambitious man moves and adapts with incredible energy from one pursuit to another to another. He does not rest very long on his successes or brood about past failures. And when something goes haywire or simply ends (like his time at city hall), his first question is often a simple one: What’s plan B?



Bloomberg started his adult life on Wall Street. With an engineering degree from Johns Hopkins and extra glister from Harvard Business School, he first learned about the raw, greedy world of stocks, bonds, and big money at Salomon Brothers, a top brokerage in his day. In the late 1960s and 1970s, Bloomberg could fit into the raucous screw-you culture, but he was also different. Unlike many of his elders, the young Bloomberg foresaw the day when computers would eliminate the mountains of paper required to do business. He began to propose a computer system for Wall Street, and the old boys laughed at him. They demoted him to the computer floor and then fired him in 1981 with a generous payout of $10 million.

Bloomberg and three young Salomon techies quickly started a new business. Those beginnings are now the stuff of Bloomberg lore, and he will often say those were the happiest times as a boss—when he knew everybody who worked for him and could hand out paychecks one by one. Bloomberg’s computer gizmo began working for bond traders before the Internet had taken hold, and as computers became the gateway and the impetus for a far more complex financial world, his business and his wealth grew astronomically. Career one would provide the funds for his other ventures over the next four decades.

Then came politics. In the late 1990s, after fifteen years as an inventive businessman, Bloomberg told friends he was ready for something new. One associate thought he wanted to become the U.S. ambassador to the United Kingdom. Others saw him eyeing what most people thought was impossible; he wanted to manage the biggest city in America.

In many ways, what made Bloomberg different from his billionaire class was that decision to emerge from his wealth-protected cocoon to face press and public as mayor of New York City. After twelve years and at least $650 million of his own money (nearly half of it spent on his campaigns), the Bloomberg era can now be seen as a testing ground for how a modern businessman could manage a very complicated city. It will undoubtedly attract years of study by academics and urban experts about what worked and what didn’t during his busy time as mayor. He would fail in important ways, often involving the city’s poor. Too many black and Hispanic youths were stopped and frisked in the name of gun control. Homeless rates soared and public housing suffered. But he improved much of the city, especially the health of its people and the effectiveness of its government. Overall, his time as mayor was a remarkable success.

The third Michael Bloomberg has been a giver, a philanthropist, fighting what he called public health issues that included battles against tobacco, guns, obesity, traffic deaths, and above all the man-made climate changes disrupting the entire planet. He had learned from his time in the city to trust in the power of good mayors. He had seen their problems up close, and he gave millions to cities, arguing that mayors could often solve problems better than distant bureaucrats or politicians. In 2018, he was the second most generous billionaire in America (after the richest man in the world, Jeff Bezos), and by 2019 Bloomberg’s staff had calculated that he had given away almost $10 billion so far at age seventy-seven. That left another $45 billion or more to go.

    The fourth Bloomberg was the manager who kept hoping he could manage the entire country. In 2019, alarmed at how President Donald Trump was dismantling so many of the protections Americans had enjoyed and damaging the world’s environment, Bloomberg began marching through the stations of America’s presidential primaries—Iowa, New Hampshire, Florida. But, just as he had done three times before, Bloomberg at first decided he couldn’t prevail in the long trek to the White House. Instead, he would spend his time and especially his money on the main goal for 2020—ousting President Donald Trump.

Once again, Bloomberg had a new challenge. If he could not survive as the candidate, he could be the very rich, very savvy techno-mensch that the Democratic Party needed. And he would support those candidates who agreed with his policies, as he had done with some success in the midterms in 2018. He would spend $500 million to fight climate changes and coal-fired power plants. And after that? He once said, with a smile, of course, that he planned to live to 125 (his mother died at 102, and he has the best medical care and advice money can buy). If so, that certainly leaves time for still another version of Michael Bloomberg.



More than a few of Bloomberg’s admirers warned that it made no sense to look for a deep, psychological road map to this intense character. He had a stable childhood, tough and loving parents. He was an Eagle Scout. He survived at Johns Hopkins, Harvard. He married a British beauty and kept her as a friend after they divorced. He doted on his two daughters and, as of this writing, his two grandchildren. He was extremely proud to be Jewish, but not overly religious. He was not a philosopher, not an intellectual. (He once claimed his favorite book was a John le Carré novel and his favorite movie was Mel Brooks’s Blazing Saddles.) Instead, he was a brainy engineer who has always wanted to improve things and make them run better, from a squeaky door to notoriously messy things like city government. He was a doer, “Mr. Fixit,” some of his colleagues liked to call him. But he also wanted things done and fixed quickly, as quickly as humanly possible. Asked about how he saw his role in all these careers, he said, “I’m not an investor. I’m not an analyst. I’m not a consultant. I’m not a teacher. I’m not a writer. I am an executive. I make decisions. Some good. Some bad, but that’s what I do.”4

As he became a more public figure, the younger version, the Wall Street, smart-ass Bloomberg, remained mostly tucked under the standard businessman’s blue serge regalia. From outside, he was distant, flat, stoic, grumpy to the press and, of course, stilted at the microphone. His face, often set in an inscrutable grin, seemed halfway between the Grinch and the flirt. It could be his distant look or his mischievous look. One colleague called it his “twinkle,” a semi-smile that seemed to hint at some risky pleasure.

He was a masterful salesman who packed a variety of Michael Bloombergs into his bantam five-eight frame. He could fraternize in the morning with the muscular “Sandhogs” digging a water tunnel under New York City’s streets, and by evening he could be at a gala, blowing air-kisses at the frosty Anna Wintour, editor of Vogue. He could be funny and privately raunchy with a full repertoire of old Catskill jokes that were sometimes edgy and sometimes slipped over that edge.

His comments about women, leftovers from his feral Wall Street days, would get him into trouble, even as he denied making them. The response from Bloomberg and his people was that women thrived at his company and that he had been surrounded by strong women all his life, starting with his powerful mother and in later years, his top adviser and confidante, Patti Harris.

Like a lot of men of his era, he showed signs of discomfort that old behaviors were being judged by strict new standards. At one point, he said he had canceled plans to run for president in 2020 because he would not “change all my views and go on what CNN called an apology tour.” He added, “Joe Biden went out and apologized for being male, over 50, white.”5

Michael “Call me Mike” Bloomberg enjoyed a full plate of contradictions. One example: he wanted all his employees to sit around him, to be available and nearby, to be within earshot. Privacy was a luxury in that office-free world, but for Bloomberg, at least, the bull pen always had its escape hatch. Although he pestered his staff by phone or email on evenings and weekends, those private hours were supposed to be completely off the record. While he was mayor, a Times reporter nosed around his well-guarded compound in Bermuda. Bloomberg was furious. His aides let it be known that he was a public figure only when he chose to be public. The press, of course, begged to differ.

That same man who craved his privacy also relished the spotlight. Dan Doctoroff, who was a deputy mayor and then the head of Bloomberg’s company, described the mayor as being “incredibly anxious” about losing the limelight and the microphone once he left office. Doctoroff said he scoffed at the very idea and told Bloomberg, “You’re going to be at the center of whatever you want to be for the rest of your life!”6

There was also something of a cowboy inside that expensive suit. Against all sorts of advice from friends and aides, he took on one of the toughest hombres in politics—the National Rifle Association. His anti-gun campaign would help break the NRA’s chokehold on politicians who were often terrified to even mention gun control in the face of rising gun deaths in America. It was a campaign that began when he was mayor and grew more intense after he left office.

But if that was a little too theoretical, Bloomberg had also been known to confront the bad guys, face-to-face. When two hackers from Kazakhstan found a way into the Bloomberg LP computers, learning details about Bloomberg’s own passwords and credit card accounts, Bloomberg began working with the FBI. Soon he agreed to meet the intruders in a London hotel as part of an “exchange” of money for information about the attack. As he walked out of the room that day, agents walked in. They arrested the two, who were soon extradited to the U.S., and one was convicted; the other deported.7 Asked years later why he wasn’t afraid of being alone in a hotel room with two people from the wild reaches of Kazakhstan, men intent on robbing him or worse, Bloomberg shrugged and said, with his all-purpose grin, “I don’t do fear well.”8

Almost everybody who talked about working closely with Bloomberg mentioned his view of loyalty. If you were loyal to him, he would be loyal to you, they said, almost as a mantra. And anyone who resigned from his company to work elsewhere was never to be hired again. There could be no going-away parties for someone who had committed his version of corporate treason.

Loyalty would also make a dent in his reputation, however, especially when his police commissioner, Ray Kelly, oversaw a department that stopped, frisked, and too often humiliated hundreds of thousands of blacks and Hispanics in the search for illegal guns. Even after the Kelly version was ruled unconstitutional, Bloomberg would continue to support his police commissioner’s efforts for years—as his attempt to stop shootings, to stop young blacks and Hispanics in higher-crime areas from killing one another.

For all his concern about fighting big problems, Bloomberg could also tackle the less serious ones with much the same fervor. One spring, he and Governor Andrew Cuomo competed in what was supposed to be a promotional white-water rafting contest in the Adirondacks. The two teams battled through the rapids in upstate New York, and afterward, the timekeeper announced the governor’s team beat the mayor’s team by eighteen seconds. Cuomo said Bloomberg complained repeatedly that he felt robbed, especially since the timekeeper worked for the governor. Weeks later, one member of Bloomberg’s white-water squad asked him to sign a photo showing the mayor and his paddlers madly churning through the rapids. Bloomberg grinned, took the photo, and wrote: “18 seconds, my ass.”9



The flat, conventional view of Mike Bloomberg was always missing more than a few more dimensions. He was a natural manager who could give employees plenty of freedom, money, and support but could fire an aide caught playing computer solitaire during working hours. For almost any project, he could gather a group of terrified aides who knew he would ask the hardest questions or redraw their graph or demand better data and a clearer version of whatever they were trying to say. He could be stubborn and cold, refusing to give up some personal pleasure like a golf game when he was needed at a city event. But he also could be generous and thoughtful, calling widows of city workers killed while he was mayor as he left office. He was notoriously impatient, a good thing in government. And he was extraordinarily self-disciplined—adding extra work hours to his schedule or reverting to his “lettuce” diet when his weight hit an uncomfortable number.

He was not easy, but after some disagreement that might normally create an enemy, he could laugh and tell a stupid joke, and all was forgiven if never quite forgotten. Bloomberg could be very thoughtful, but he was not soft. “He’s not a warm man, but he’s a good man,” one former aide said. Instead, he projected a kind of confidence and optimism that could be irritating but also infectious. When it was suggested that he must have a very good shrink, Bloomberg dismissed the very idea. “The only therapist I have,” he said, “is the one I see in the mirror when I’m shaving.”10

This book is a journalist’s work, a portrait drawn in part from more than two decades of observing this powerful and complex man. It is not an authorized biography, even though Bloomberg, his staff, and his friends were often very helpful.

During his time as mayor, I was a member of the New York Times editorial board and participated in the Times editorials on Bloomberg’s city. I wrote about many of the events I have described in this book, and I came to know the participants who worked for him and against him. After he left office, I covered him in his new role as a very public private figure. I have also trusted the coverage of Bloomberg by some of the best journalists in the business, and their work for the Times has often framed my own recollections. Above all, I found that Michael Bloomberg could not be confined by his public image, and those omissions helped make this work possible.



1

BORN TO RUN, EVERYTHING

“I thought of myself as the hero patriot, sticking it to old George III—a maverick role I still try to emulate.”1

Even today, the working-class community of Medford outside Boston looks like the perfect set for a 1950s sitcom. Ozzie and Harriet could have lived right down the road. Soft hills, modest homes, public schools where everybody knew your grandparents. For the Bloombergs in 1945, it must have seemed like the ideal nest for an ordinary little family.

When Charlotte and William H. Bloomberg chose the small house at 6 Ronaele Road, they were much like millions of young couples who wanted a normal, sedate life. The ugly memories of the Depression and war and especially the Holocaust were still agonizingly raw, and most families craved something quiet and comforting. The Bloombergs selected an Irish and Italian neighborhood where they undoubtedly hoped that Jews might be just another religious group, another ethnic strain in the all-American mix.

It was not that easy, not at first. Charlotte had carefully chosen the house—which was affordable and near William’s job as bookkeeper at a dairy in Somerville—only to be told that it was off-limits. The realtors would not sell to Jews. Others might have looked elsewhere. Not Charlotte Rubens Bloomberg. She convinced the family’s Irish lawyer, George McLaughlin, to buy the house.2 He then quickly resold it to the Bloombergs—a transaction that Bloomberg used years later as an example of the insidious ways discrimination works. But as the Medford tale was told and retold in the Bloomberg family, it offered another lesson about how to succeed in a tough world. If you’re blocked in this direction, go in that direction. Get over it. Go around. Find another way. Mike Bloomberg learned that lesson extremely well. Throughout his life, a failure meant it was time to try plan B in business, politics, and his personal life.

Young Mike’s parents offered what every child needs—one parent who sees only the perfect offspring and the other parent who does all the hard work of managing and coaching a smart child into adulthood. Bloomberg’s father was the soft one. His mother was the rock, the disciplinarian, the religious beacon who kept a Kosher house, the guide who eventually had to keep repeating one phrase to her son as he grew more and more successful. “Don’t let it go to your head,” she would say, tucking her pride beneath that motherly warning.3 Their story, the story of Bloomberg’s parents and grandparents, is the fundamental story of America, the reason so many distressed people leave whatever homes they had and start from scratch in a new country.

Mike Bloomberg, who would later champion the cause of immigration in the face of growing anti-immigrant pressures in his America, explained his background this way: “Three of my grandparents, and six of my great-grandparents were immigrants. All placed education and reverence for the United States at the core of our family values . . . and they made my story possible.”4



Bloomberg’s father, William Henry Bloomberg, was born in 1906, near Boston and grew up in the relative safety of Massachusetts. He was the son of Lithuanian immigrants, and his father, Elick Bloomberg, taught Hebrew in an immigrant neighborhood near Boston. When Elick filed his intention to become an American citizen in 1898, he declared that he was “renouncing allegiance to foreign sovereigns, especially and particularly to Nicholas II Czar of Russia.”5 Russia’s czars and their orthodox Christians had in many ways fed the vicious anti-Semitism that would result in repeated pogroms against Jews living in their empire. America meant the freedom to criticize the czar, on an official document no less.

Bloomberg’s father worked most of his adult life as an accountant, earning just enough to support his family. (His son estimated his dad’s salary at $6,000.) If there is one memory of Mike’s father that made its most durable mark, William Bloomberg took some of those scarce dollars and donated them every year to the NAACP. When asked why, he said simply that “discrimination against one group is really discrimination against all groups.”6

Mike Bloomberg’s mother, Charlotte “Lottie” Rubens, was born into a more comfortable family in New Jersey in 1909. She was the child of strong parents, especially her mother, Ettie, who pushed her four children to take every advantage of America’s free education system. Ettie’s husband, Max Rubens, was born in what is now Belarus, and when his family fled to England, they struggled to survive in the hard, industrial port of Liverpool. The Bloomberg family would later describe that period as being “as bleak as a Dickens story.”7 When Max finally came to America, he flourished in the wholesale grocery business, carrying around his samples in a gladstone bag and making enough money to buy five brick houses in a German neighborhood of Jersey City. If there is a peddler’s DNA, Mike Bloomberg inherited it from his grandfather Max.

Max was suddenly hospitalized in May of 1922 with a lung disorder and died nearly a month later,8 leaving Ettie to take command of her four children, including Lottie, who was barely a teenager.9 With the help of her strong mother, Charlotte Pearl “Lottie” Rubens weathered her father’s early death and became an unusually independent woman for her day. Her high school graduation photo nearly three years later shows a very determined-looking young woman, and besides being “as bright as a sunbeam,” as the 1925 yearbook for Dickinson High School announced, she was a member of the fencing club.10 (At the time, fencing for women was extremely popular because New Jersey native Adeline Gehrig became a national champion and was chosen to represent America in the 1924 Olympics as a member of the first-ever women’s foil event.)11

After graduating from high school, Lottie worked in New York City while she also earned a bachelor’s degree from New York University’s School of Commerce, Accounts and Finance. There were 430 men in the class and 21 women.12 Obviously, it would have been tough for a girl in her late teens fighting her way in a man’s world: night and day, no whining, no excuses. Just set the goal and go for it. It was that personal manifesto of hard work and no complaints that she would pass on to her son.

Lottie soon became an assistant auditor at a dairy company in New York City where she grew to admire another employee, William Bloomberg. Charlotte and William were married in 1934, and soon moved to Boston—first to the neighborhood of Allston, then to the town of Brookline, and finally outside the city to Medford, where she would stay in the same house for the next sixty-six years.13

Nearly eight years after Charlotte and William’s wedding, Michael Rubens Bloomberg was born at 3:40 p.m. on Valentine’s Day 1942 at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital in Boston. The baby’s parents were on the older side by the day’s standards. His father was thirty-six, and his mother, thirty-three.14 They moved quickly to make the family complete with a second child, Marjorie Rubens Bloomberg, born two years later.

Mike Bloomberg began early testing the standards and limits of Medford’s small, confining world. His public version of these early years would concentrate on the science museum in Boston, the Boy Scouts, and evening dinners with his parents, when his mother always used the good silver and every member of the family told about their day.

Friends and associates described a far more complicated youngster. Sure, he could be patriotic and good to his mother, they remembered. Yes, he quickly learned how to be funny, if you were swift enough to get the joke. But he was also a rascal, a smarty-britches who didn’t, or couldn’t, restrain an urge to show off his brainpower. And underneath all that combustible energy, there was always the ambition—to do something big, to be a force somewhere.15

On occasion, even Bloomberg himself would admit that, as a boy, he was a classic handful.

“I had discipline problems. I threw erasers. I dipped pigtails into inkwells—I was totally bored.”16

William Bloomberg especially loved to indulge his son’s mischief and his untapped curiosity. On Saturdays, he would take young Mike for a bacon and egg, greasy spoon, non-Kosher breakfast and then to the science museum in Boston. “It changed my life,” Bloomberg said years later. Starting at age ten, the boy who was so bored with the rote learning in Medford during the week would be allowed to hold snakes, porcupines, and an owl named Snowy on Saturdays in Boston.17 He would learn a few of the basic laws of physics and peek into other corners of the mysterious scientific world.

One day the instructor asked his listeners to give “the age of a redwood tree,” pointing to the rings on a stump nearby. Members of the class carefully counted and recounted the rings, and yet with each answer, the teacher kept saying no, wrong. Bloomberg loves to recall what happened next. As he put it, “I don’t know what possessed me, but I said it was not a redwood, it was a giant sequoia.” Right, the professor said, to Bloomberg’s great pride. Even decades later, when he would tell this story, Bloomberg always looked immensely pleased with himself for getting the right answer. But he also gave the museum credit for helping him realize that he needed to “listen, question, test [and] think.”18

In a very similar way, Bloomberg would talk about his strongest memory of television, which was just becoming a household item in the 1950s. For either financial or educational reasons, probably both, the Bloombergs were among the last in the neighborhood to add TV. What shows did he watch? Bloomberg recalled that one of his favorites was John Cameron Swayze’s Camel News Caravan.19

The Swayze news show—fifteen minutes, five times a week—barely covered the days’ headlines from 1949 to 1956.20 What Bloomberg remembered best were the commercials for Camel cigarettes, which featured a large picture of the company’s elegant mascot. Bloomberg, with his head full of Saturday’s visits to the science museum, said that he quickly realized that the camel in the commercial was not a camel. It was a dromedary with one hump instead of two. Young Bloomberg could not let such a travesty go unnoticed, so he wrote Mr. Swayze to alert him to the error, thus forcing some feckless aide to write the kid back and explain that, yes, he was right, but the company insisted that the dromedary looked better on the screen (and the package) than the double-humped camel. The dromedary on Camel cigarettes never became a real camel, but much like the sequoia versus redwood story, Bloomberg loved to show how he could be right.

He could also admit, at least occasionally, when he was wrong. Bloomberg often told a family story about how politics entered his world. The Bloombergs were solidly Democratic back then, and he recalled how the family went to see Harry Truman giving a speech from the back of a train as part of a whistle-stop campaign tour in 1948. Years later, a family photo surfaced of the event that Bloomberg had described.The problem—it wasn’t Truman giving that speech to the Massachusetts crowd. It was Adlai Stevenson—probably in 1952, he said a few years later to correct the record.

If the museum piqued his scientific interest, the Boy Scouts became an obsession. Going to the scouts’ summer camp became such a powerful goal that young Bloomberg sold Christmas tree wreaths around Medford in order to pay his own way. He studiously collected the small embroidered patches that scouts wear like medals on their official uniforms, but one badge was particularly hard to get.

“In the sixth grade I went to Mrs. Kelly—this old battle-ax who I’m sure has since gone on to meet her maker—and I had to get her to sign a paper that I was a good student, for my Boy Scout merit badge. And I remember she looked at me and started laughing.

“We made a deal: that if I stayed out of the principal’s office for a month, she’d sign it.”

Bloomberg was disciplined enough to behave, at least for a month, since he not only got that merit badge, he also went on to become one of the youngest Eagle Scouts in the country.21

If the scouts taught him how to tie knots and make a fire, they also gave him a taste for food that would never touch his mother’s table. Food in Bloomberg’s youth was often little more than fuel for the day, the Betty Crocker basics that fed most of America in the postwar era. He once wrote in a birthday card to Kitty Carlisle, a noted singer, actress, and advocate for the arts, that his mother’s advice for longevity was to “never eat anything that tastes good.”22

What tasted good to young Mike was junk food. He liked Chinese takeout, and he especially adored the basics served at Boy Scout camp: hot dogs, beans, macaroni and cheese, and particularly the grape-flavored punch called “bug juice.”23 He would later dine at the best gourmet restaurants and enjoy four-star chefs doing their best to impress him. But his tastes still tended toward very thin pizza and Cheez-its and overcooked bacon (burnt, actually), sometimes with peanut butter. When his guests came to dine at one of his many homes, they could easily find an entrée of old-fashioned basics like meat loaf or roast beef.

Bloomberg’s parents, who wanted their children to fit in easily in America, also wanted them to keep a solid connection to their Jewish heritage. Religion and his Jewish history were part of his upbringing, of course, but Bloomberg’s parents were not overly strict. Although his mother cooked proper Kosher food, she sometimes had a side dish for her son’s Chinese favorites. They sent him to Hebrew school, strict enough to keep him in line but not strict enough for his religious grandfather Elick.24 And Saturdays were as much for science in Boston as religion in Medford.

As a candidate for mayor years later, he startled some members of New York’s Jewish community by suggesting that he saw nothing wrong with public school children saying the Lord’s Prayer the way he did when he was growing up in Massachusetts.

“Nobody was uncomfortable,” Bloomberg snapped at a reporter who had asked him to elaborate. “Only people today would ask a question like that. That is the difference. You want today to find fault in everything that is good and wonderful about America.”25

His Jewish classmates in Medford were not surprised by the Lord’s Prayer comment. Several of them said they could not remember witnessing anti-Semitism firsthand. One former classmate said that maybe it was there, certainly the Bloomberg’s roundabout way of buying a house was early evidence, but as young people “we didn’t feel it.”26

Bloomberg’s mother, Lottie, tried to describe her rambunctious son as an ordinary boy who, for example, liked to scare his sister with his collection of snakes. (“Have you seen my snake?” his sister remembered with a shudder.)27 Even years later, he would explain to a reporter how you could trap a snake in the woods near his home by setting up a kind of cave with a piece of cardboard or metal and then catch them when they went inside to sleep.28 He also attempted to impress his school friends with his skills as a ham radio operator and later his expertise with a slide rule. But, more important, he wanted to take control of everything around him. As his mother explained, “He wanted to be the boss of whatever we were working on. He wanted to run everything.”29

What his mother once described as young Mike’s unusual self-assurance, others in Medford saw as arrogance. He ran with a crowd of older boys, which did not endear him with his own age group, but he managed the bigger friends because he was supremely self-confident. He always wanted to be the one chosen to give a speech. As his mother put it, “It never seemed to bother him to get out in front of an audience and talk.”30

That love of being noticed did not translate into a passion for being at the top of his class. He barely passed French (his later attempts to learn Spanish made it clear that he could remember words and the grammar, but not the music). At one point he made an A in one math class and a D in another. His version was that he did the answers in his head, and one teacher thought he cheated.31

Another school would have noticed that this kid was deeply frustrated, and young Mike rocked along with half an ear tuned to school and the other half focused elsewhere. His favorite book was Johnny Tremain,32 the Esther Forbes novel about the poor boy who becomes a runner and spy for Paul Revere. According to his count, he read it “at least 50 times” or, later he said 100 times.33

“I thought of myself as the hero patriot, sticking it to old George III—a maverick role I still try to emulate,” he recalled, not missing a chance for a little self-promotion. “I developed a sense of history and its legacy, and remain annoyed at how little people seem to learn from the past: how we fight the same battles over and over; how we can’t remember what misguided, shortsighted policies led to depression, war, oppression and division. As citizens, we continually let elected officials pander for votes with easy, flawed solutions to complex problems. As voters, we repeatedly forget the lessons of others who didn’t hold their chosen officials accountable.”34

His time in public school offered different lessons—mainly how education could fail those who wanted more than rote learning. For years, some of the town regulars in Medford mumbled angrily about the way the billionaire Mike Bloomberg would describe his time at Medford High. The building housing Medford’s high school in that era was a grim-looking place, dark and institutional. The lessons were keyed to the average learner, and Bloomberg admitted that he was “totally bored until my senior year.”35 That was when he took two honors courses—one in history and the other in literature. If Mike is barely recalled by most of his Medford classmates, his colleagues in the honors classes remember him well, especially because of one telling incident.

“Those of us who did well followed the teachers, did everything they said,” said Dorothy Rubin Schepps, a classmate in the honors programs. “Michael riled the teachers.”36

Schepps and others remembered that Miss Kathleen Sharkey, who ran the literature honors class with an iron will, required a senior thesis. When the students turned in their first drafts, they waited anxiously for a verdict from the teacher famous for terrorizing even the toughest teenagers in her class.

The prim and straitlaced Miss Sharkey could be seen coming down the rows handing back papers and saying, “Good job, Miss Rubin, good job, Miss Davis.” Then she got to Mike Bloomberg. She stopped, frowned, and threw his draft onto his desk. “I’m not even going to read this,” she announced to a stunned class. Young Bloomberg was shaken by the encounter, his mother later told friends. He had planned to be provocative, not publicly humiliated.

Bloomberg’s paper for Miss Sharkey described a widespread conspiracy theory in the 1950s that President Roosevelt knew the Japanese were about to bomb Pearl Harbor. FDR also knew war was inevitable and that it could help pull the country into World War II and out of the Depression. The theory was circulated for years by Roosevelt’s enemies, even though historians of the era have repeatedly argued that the president was caught off guard by the Japanese attack. Miss Sharkey was a fan of the mighty Roosevelt, and she would not hear of such calumny. Or even debate it.

“Miss Sharkey, she was so tough. I broke my hand before midterm exam and she made me write left-handed,” said the Reverend Richard Black, a retired Methodist minister. That blowup over Roosevelt had to happen to Bloomberg, Black said. “You get two edgy people in a room and you get edges.”37

Bloomberg does not remember being humiliated by Miss Sharkey’s furious rejection of his work. He simply recalls his plan B. He passed the rejected paper over to the honors history class, where the teacher used it to create a full and exhilarating discussion of Roosevelt and the war. Other students in that class believe that he turned young Bloomberg around on Roosevelt in a way that Miss Sharkey could not.

Officially, in the Medford High yearbooks, Bloomberg barely rates a mention. He was president of the slide rule club and a member of the debating society. The yearbook staff winnowed each student’s whole personality into one adjective. Mike’s was “argumentative,” a simple description that many of his friends, colleagues, and competitors over the years would endorse as well.

Marjorie Stone Glau, one of his classmates, said, “All these girls who thought he was the biggest nerd, we missed our chance. Nobody had any interest in him.” Too smart, too self-confident, too snarky—he wasn’t a first choice for prom night. When they were seniors in high school, Dorothy Rubin Schepps remembered that Mike kept asking her out. The first time, she couldn’t go. Her maternal grandfather had died, so they set another date. Then, on that day, Dorothy’s paternal grandfather died, and she called again to reschedule.

Was he hurt? Disappointed?

“No, no,” she laughed. Instead, he quickly recovered.

“So, okay,” he said, “how many grandparents do you have left?”38
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THE WAY UP

“Most of us were just college kids living in the moment, Mike was living in the future.”

—A friend from college days1

“I was the kind of student who made the top half of the class possible.”2

—A favorite line when speaking to student groups

Mike Bloomberg’s ticket to Johns Hopkins came like a lot of his rewards, as he would say, through old-fashioned hard work. What he did not say was that it also took a certain amount of old-fashioned good luck.

He got into the respected Baltimore university in part because during high school he had a part-time job working—hard, of course—for a small electronics company in Cambridge. The company’s “technical genius,” as Bloomberg described the MIT graduate and engineer who was his boss, contacted people she knew at the Applied Physics Laboratory at Hopkins and recommended Mike.3 His grades were middling, but his test scores were far better. Bloomberg says he doesn’t remember exactly why he went there, at one point suggesting that maybe it was the best school he got into.4 Johns Hopkins took a chance on a bright, unchallenged teenager, and years later, after Bloomberg had given his first $1 billion to the school, he usually got a good laugh when he suggested the elders erect three statues on campus—one for Johns Hopkins, one for Mike Bloomberg, and a third for the admissions director who okayed his application.

When Bloomberg arrived in Baltimore in 1960, he had never seen the campus except in brochures. His college interview had been in Boston because “nobody had the money to go down and visit schools.”5 So Bloomberg took the train and, at Baltimore’s Penn Station, he shared a cab, a luxury for a youth who would have to work his way through college.

As the car pulled into the school, eighteen-year-old Mike Bloomberg fell in love.

“I’d never seen anything so beautiful in my life. The sun was shining. The flowers were out. In those days, people spent a lot of money on the grounds, and then over the years that went away and now I suppose it’s back,” he said in 1999.6 “The campus looks a lot better,” he said. “It became a real pig sty [a few years later] . . . but those days, it was beautiful . . . It was everything that Norman Rockwell would have painted in a picture of an American campus.”7

The undergraduate school was all male (a few nurses, but coeds did not arrive until 1970), and it was like a cloistered academy that nurtured science and engineering for a small, roisterous band of young men. There were rules, of course, to keep these randy boys in line. Sports was there to help let off steam. Suits and ties were the uniform of the day. Fraternities thrived, and girls were often imported usually from nearby Goucher College for parties or events. It was an uncomplicated existence, largely isolated from the growing upheaval over civil rights and Vietnam at other campuses, or even from the urban decay affecting Baltimore.

While Bloomberg and his classmates studied or partied or worked in the college labs, Baltimore was becoming a desolate place as whites deserted the city for the suburbs. Racial turmoil would soon erupt into full-blown riots with the assassination of Martin Luther King in 1968,8 but while Bloomberg was at Hopkins, the problems for African Americans festered outside the school gates. Inside it was about getting grades good enough to go to graduate school or med school, and about partying as many hours as possible in between.

Bloomberg planned to study physics. That didn’t last a week.

“After three days of German, I decided I was never going to learn German, and it was mandatory. And in those days, remember 1960, it wasn’t that long after the period when everybody came from Germany in physics. Everything was written in German.

“So, I became an engineering student.”9

And, as it turned out, most of the time he was not even a particularly good engineering student. “I was a C student,” he always admitted freely. “I’ve always been a C student.” Years later, he would often say that “I was one of those students who made the top half of the class possible.”10 That usually drew a delayed laugh, depending on how long it took for people to catch on, but it was not just a joke, at least in his first years at Hopkins.

If most young Americans were starting to enjoy the roaring, marching, dope-smoking 1960s, the Johns Hopkins of Bloomberg’s day still sat comfortably in the 1950s. Bloomberg liked to depict his early college years as a local version of John Belushi’s Animal House—toga parties, drunks, the whole disgusting frat boy bit. His friends from that era challenge that view, at least for Bloomberg. They describe a guy who could pretend to be just another drunken lout but who really wanted to stay sober, or at least sober enough to run things.

John Galotto, who became a physician and one of Bloomberg’s closest friends over the years, recalled fraternity rush week, when somebody suggested he go check out this Bloomberg kid. Unlike most eighteen-year-olds, the boy from Medford had a dorm room that was spotless and organized, Galotto recalled. There were notes lined up on the wall. There was a chart his mother made for him, coded to show which shirt went with which jacket, tie, and trousers.11

Galotto was impressed with the young man from Medford, and he proudly helped him become the first Jewish member of the Phi Kappa Psi fraternity. As revolutionary as that was, it didn’t seem to make much difference to his new brothers. And before long, young Bloomberg moved into the fraternity house and took command—cleaning up the kind of disorder only a few dozen college boys could create. Bloomberg found a local woman who could cook. He hired someone who would clean, and then he divided the expenses among his fraternity brothers.

“He was very fussy about cleaning up. He used to get furious at us,” Galotto recalled with a laugh. “Every so often you would see him bustle around with garbage bags and cleaning up and cursing us and making everything look shipshape.”

Mostly, it was in good fun, but once, when a frat brother left too many beer cans and dirty athletic gear around the frat house living room, Bloomberg raged at him about being a slob. The boy bellowed back, at one point calling him a “spindly-legged little Jew.” Bloomberg dashed up the stairs in a fury, grabbed his ice skates, and pinned the frat boy to the ground with his skates at the offender’s neck. “I went up there and got him and calmed him down,” Galotto said. The slur was indeed disgusting, but Galotto told him, “ ‘I just made sure you didn’t ruin your life over whether someone was cleaning up enough.’ He laughed. Finally.”12

As he emerged as a campus leader, Bloomberg soon would have to clean up more than his own fraternity house. Midway through his senior year, the Baltimore Sun reported that a sanitation officer gave two fraternities at Johns Hopkins a deadline of thirty days to clean up “their backyards of rat infestation and accumulated trash and debris.”13 It was a perfect mission for Bloomberg, who by then was president of the Interfraternity Council. He got the two negligent fraternities to clean up and pushed to create an entire system for keeping fraternity row from being a public health hazard.

Bloomberg later told the judge that his council had instituted new rules. There would be a weekly inspection of each of the fourteen fraternity houses by the vice president of the council. And each fraternity had to appoint someone responsible for upkeep during the summer. Also, Bloomberg promised that they would enforce the cleanliness code with fines of up to $200 and would even prohibit functions (i.e., girls and beer kegs) and outlaw the pledging of new members. Serious business, and if Bloomberg’s brethren were irritated, the judge was impressed.

“I’m delighted and pleased, not only about the physical work, but because a line of thinking and a method of action has been adopted to ensure, to a great extent, that the action over the past several weeks will be sustained,” Baltimore City judge Robert Hammerman concluded.14

Four months later, Bloomberg was again in the local news after police were called early one morning to the Phi Sigma Delta house. Neighbors accused the fraternity of “holding some bacchanalian affairs,” and they were threatening to sue. The fraternity didn’t help. The brothers had responded to a police visit by building a makeshift fort on the front lawn. Enough, Bloomberg’s council decreed. They fined the Phi Sigma Deltas $200 and imposed two weeks social probation. As Bloomberg explained to the Baltimore Sun reporter, “This means that neither parties nor visits from girls will be allowed during this time.” And the money would go to charity, he decided.

Pictures of Bloomberg in his senior yearbook show a very serious, even stern young man. The yearbook writers described his “omnipresent smirk”—more a half smile, an expression that Bloomberg would use to his advantage over the years because it gave away nothing about what was really happening inside. But the serious Bloomberg had a less forbidding side; he designed the college logo—a stylized bright blue jay. Years later, he would appear to dress up like a blue jay as part of an elaborate video holiday card from Johns Hopkins. “The things I do for this university,” he would say as he stripped off a huge birdlike shoe for the cameras.

A boy like Michael Bloomberg could not easily afford Johns Hopkins—tuition was $1,600 a year, a lot of money to him and his family. Scholarships didn’t exist for C students (and especially those with an occasional D). So Mike got loans from his family and worked and worked and worked.

His main job was managing the faculty club parking lot at night. He earned $35 a week plus dinner. His task was to keep students out of the parking lot reserved for professors. “I would sit there on a chair, sometimes under the street light so I could read,” as he explained years later.15 “Holding an umbrella and my slide rule, which was hard to do with one hand, working on physics problems. And they’d drive down the driveway, and they’d see me, and they’d back out. Most times, you didn’t even have to get up.”

After work, he went inside the faculty club, where the woman running the place provided a meager peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Bloomberg quickly found a way around such a paltry offering. He went to the club’s kitchen and charmed the three women cooks. “You’d walk in, and there were these three big, fat cooks. I think they were sisters, but they all looked alike, enormous women. They loved me and gave me sirloin steaks and slices of roast beef.”16

Through the undergraduate years, Dr. Galotto recalled, one image of Bloomberg at Hopkins seemed to say it all. “He always acted like he wasn’t doing anything, like he wasn’t studying, that he was out late partying,” Galotto said.17 Colleagues remembered how one night around 2:00 a.m., Mike’s friends saw him carrying something large with great effort as he was crossing the campus. As he got closer, they saw it was a gigantic stack of the big, wide printouts that came from the copiers of the day. “He was doing all this stuff sub-rosa so we wouldn’t think he was a nerd,” one associate recalled.

In an era when many students across America were marching on Washington or protesting in the streets, Bloomberg steered clear of those who wanted to upend the establishment. He gave a small contribution to the NAACP, a poor student’s tribute to his father. But he did not march. The only protest involved the dress code at the dining hall. Bloomberg’s group, almost certainly led by Bloomberg, followed the dress code all too precisely. They came to dinner shirtless. But they were dutifully wearing coats and ties.18

Bloomberg’s real talent, his friends and fellow students soon realized, was his ability to get along with anybody, to make even disagreeable people agree. He used those skills to become president of his fraternity, head of the Interfraternity Council, a squabbling group of egos, and then president of the senior class. Or, as Bloomberg boasted years later, “an all-around big man on campus.”19

Learning how to get consensus would certainly serve him well in business and politics. He was a natural negotiator who could easily figure out how to soften the opponent’s resolve, and humor was always a part of the repertoire. He could make people laugh—making jokes about others but also himself, about being so short that he agreed to dress up like a leprechaun to tend the bar at a campus Saint Patrick’s Day party.

For a college student, Bloomberg had a lot of poise. He would occasionally joke that he would be America’s first Jewish president. “How can you talk that way to the first Jewish president? Or, you’re going to challenge the word of the first Jewish president?” Mary Kay Shartle, wife of Dr. Galotto and also a longtime friend from college days, remembered. It was always good for a laugh, but later, it became clear that it wasn’t just part of Bloomberg’s routine. “Most of us were just college kids living in the moment, Mike was living in the future,” she said. “I’m not sure even he knew exactly what future.”20



Bloomberg, the fake frat boy, changed on April 28, 1963. His father, the softer parent, the one who thought young Mike could do little wrong, died suddenly of heart failure at age fifty-seven. To friends, Bloomberg said only that he had to go away for a few days to Boston. When he returned, he showed no sign of the personal torment he would only talk about later and about how he overcame it, how he got back to work. But colleagues at Hopkins suddenly saw a different Mike Bloomberg. Serious. Busy. Maniacally pursuing the serious business of college, grades, leadership, no more nonsense.

He had been known in Medford as a guy who kept his distance with rough jokes and smart-ass commentary. That toughness hardened after his father died. He would soon start telling people not to dwell on tragedy, not to mourn. “Get over it” was like an automatic reaction when there was something awful to get over. That later distance from an openly emotional response, even to national tragedies, was true even at Johns Hopkins. When President Kennedy was assassinated in Bloomberg’s senior year, many students were so devastated that they took to the streets or went to Washington to watch the cortege. Bloomberg saw it differently.

“I remember in November I had planned a big fraternity dance in the gym, and we had spent all our budget hiring James Brown and the Flames to play, and then Kennedy got shot and we canceled the dance and couldn’t get our deposit back. Never got the deposit back,” he said nearly three decades later.

If that memory seemed shockingly beside the point, Bloomberg, the unsentimental pragmatist, saw Kennedy’s death as a blip in the real history of his time. “It was like [the death of] Princess Diana, in that everybody thought the world had changed, and the papers were full of it, but a week later people go back to their own work, their own lives, and there was nothing changed, no matter what anybody says.”21

One of his teachers at Johns Hopkins, Willis Gore, recalled the youth’s transformation after a spring semester when Bloomberg got his usual C in Electrical Circuit Analysis. Suddenly, in the next semester he got the sixth-highest grade in class.22 Bloomberg sometimes explained that the shift into a higher gear came when he decided that, after college, he needed to go to graduate school. This was what Hopkins students did. They became doctors, lawyers, scientists, engineers; they were professionals.

There was another reason for this new intensity, of course. He was now the head of the Bloomberg family. His mother was strong, and she would go to work to help out; his sister would do her part, but he would be the man in charge. It would be another reason to head for the top. And for Mike Bloomberg of Medford, Massachusetts, that meant Harvard.

Years later, he said that although he got a degree in engineering, he knew he wasn’t ever going to be a great engineer.23 Being president of his class and head of the fraternity council and essentially running the fraternity world at Hopkins had given young Bloomberg a taste of management. Harvard was mecca for managers, at least in business. It would teach the finer points of running almost any enterprise. Also, it was just down the road from his mother in Medford.



“Somehow or other, I got into Harvard Business School. Nobody can figure that out, with this grade C average I got in. It was a clerical error, I’m sure,” he said to laughter during a speech to the business school years later. “But it turned out okay for the Business School as well.” (He would go on to give them millions for a library named after his father, a chair dedicated to philanthropy, and a $32 million grant for the business school to create a Cities Leadership Initiative to help mayors with their management skills.)24

When Bloomberg gave the commencement address at Harvard in 2014, a columnist for the Boston Herald looked back at Bloomberg’s grades in high school and college and wrote a column with the phrase “File Under: Not Wicked Smaht.” “If he were a college senior today, Bloomberg would be headed straight to the New England Tractor Trailer Training School, but things were a lot less competitive back then,” sniffed Gayle Fee about the ex-mayor’s middling grade averages in high school and college.25

Perhaps a “smahter” point would be that if Harvard Business School is not on the lookout for a Mike Bloomberg, maybe it’s time to rethink the admissions policies. The places that helped young Mike Bloomberg learn about the world—the Boston science museum, Johns Hopkins, and Harvard University—all fared extremely well after their ex-student became one of the richest men on the planet.

In almost any of Bloomberg’s versions of his life, Harvard gets a brief, almost dismissive mention. It was like punching a ticket on his way to the moneyed class. While the student world convulsed with protests and LSD and assaults on the establishment, Bloomberg had his head down. Did he sample the free sex? Of course, he told friends and later even some of his employees. Did he do drugs? Marijuana, a bit.26

But overall, Bloomberg’s years at Harvard were “well spent,” as he said later, learning the basics of business. Harvard’s methods were brutal. “There’s nothing as educational as the instantaneous feedback of a hundred classmates shouting you down when you’re caught unprepared or can’t justify a position,” he wrote.27 Anybody who worked for Bloomberg was wise to have that quote pop up when they turned on the computer in the morning. Bloomberg, as mayor, as businessman, as philanthropist, could be merciless when somebody came to him unprepared. City officials quaked when the mayor began to squint at their chart or printout of the latest data. The questions would be direct, and they seemed always to aim at the weakest point on the page. That was perfect Bloomberg, perfect Harvard.

Decades later, Bloomberg remembered a day when he had not read the daily assignment, a case study about a business problem. When the professor asked who wanted to talk about the details of the reading, Bloomberg figured that if he raised his hand, this particular professor would not call on him.

The professor called on him.

Bloomberg quickly moved into high gear: “I’m so thrilled that you called on me,” he remembered saying. “I want to thank you so much. It really is a great honor and a great experience to be here with all these smart people and have so many great professors like you, and I thought this particular case was so important you might want to ask others around the room to first lay it out and I would come and pull it all together and give it all the import that it really needs.”

Around the room, fellow students were rolling their eyes. Some were chuckling out loud. “It was so obvious that I hadn’t read the case. I had no idea what we were talking about,” he said years later.

So the professor gave him and the class the day off and told them to come back the next day with the right analysis.

“I had a moral issue that night, no, a risk-management issue. There was no reason if this guy was smart that he was going to call on me the next day, because he would have known I had read the case. So did I have the balls to not read the case?”

He read the case.

It was about the Masland carpet company, which had warehouses and showrooms around the country. Young Mike told the class that he would recommend that the company close the warehouses and just have showrooms and ship from one place.

“This was before FedEx and DHL,” Bloomberg recalled. And when he laid out his plans, “they laughed at me, literally laughed at me.” The professor told him it wasn’t very practical, not smart, Mr. Bloomberg.

Some time later, the professor came into the class with a newspaper tucked under his arm. “I guess we owe Mr. Bloomberg an apology,” he said. Masland had decided to consolidate its warehouses and keep its showrooms. Bloomberg, who clearly loves these stories that show him besting the established wisdom, was so thrilled he was still telling the story a half century later. Even so, he always added at the end, the professor only gave him a passing grade, nothing special.28

If Harvard’s technique provided him a “superior” but not “outstanding” education, as he described those years, it gave him the first brush with big names. He later laughed about his misspent awe as a student, but throughout his business and political years he also would court and clearly enjoy being around the rich and famous. “Embarrassingly, I remember being more impressed by whom I was matriculating with than by their abilities. As a kid from working-class Medford, never before had I met people as close to the limelight,” he wrote years later. Just as quickly, however, he dismissed these heirs to the bold names of the day. “Did I think they’d rise to the top just because their dads did? (Generally they didn’t.)” Few of their companies would even survive by the end of the century, he added.

“The bullshitters faded away,” he said.29

When Harvard asked him to give that commencement address, the Harvard Crimson chastised those on campus who wanted to stop Bloomberg from speaking. Bloomberg had just left city hall, and some students objected to his police commissioner’s overuse of stop-and-frisk policies in black and Hispanic communities. The Crimson editors rallied. “Michael Bloomberg is not a dull choice, and that reality is part of what makes him somebody worth listening to,” they wrote. “It would be far more troubling if the University chose someone who would deliver a milquetoast speech, devoid of both substance and controversy.”30

Bloomberg did not disappoint the Crimson editors or most of those in the audience. The New York Daily News headline about the speech read “Mike in Harvard Rant at Ivy Liberals.” He compared the intolerance of some in New York City who objected when a Muslim group wanted to build a community center near the World Trade Center site to those at American universities “where the forces of repression appear to be stronger now than they have been since the 1950s.”

He called out college campuses, “including here at Harvard,” for a requirement that scholars were funded only if their work conforms to a particular, often liberal or progressive, view. “There’s a word for that idea,” he said. “Censorship. And it is just a modern-day form of McCarthyism.”

He was talking about how students had protested speeches from former secretary of state Condoleezza Rice and also from his police commissioner, Ray Kelly.

“Today, on many college campuses, it is liberals trying to repress conservative ideas, even as conservative faculty members are at risk of becoming an endangered species. And perhaps nowhere is that more true than here in the Ivy League.” And, later, “A university cannot be great if its faculty is politically homogenous.”

The dignitaries in their multicolored regalia began to shift on the platform behind him, their demeanor ranging from uncomfortable to angry. Perhaps if Bloomberg had been a Rockefeller or a Kennedy or one of those rock-ribbed families that felt Harvard was right up there with the best clubs and the cushiest seats in heaven, he might not have chastised those who ran the place. Not openly, at least. But Mike Bloomberg hated to miss a chance to make a stir and an important point.31

During Bloomberg’s own Harvard days, of course, the campus was full of rage and debate, especially about the Vietnam War. Again, he did not participate. Bloomberg faced the draft when he graduated in 1966, and he has said he wanted to be an army officer, perhaps in an engineering arm of the military. He was rejected, he insisted later, because he had flat feet. Flat feet always seemed like a privileged-class ailment to keep the select few from marching to war with the less fortunate. And years later, when writer Joyce Purnick questioned how such a minor problem could get such a major exemption during the Vietnam era, Bloomberg angrily took off his shoes and socks and displayed how his arches had failed to arch.32 Those feet earned him a 1-Y medical deferment in 1966, which meant he would only go to war in a national emergency. (It was the same deferment that President Donald Trump received in 1968 for “bone spurs.”)

Over the years he learned to convert his relief about missing the military into humor about his physical deficiency. He said that he and the draft board had a pact—if he didn’t call them, they wouldn’t call him. Instead of Vietnam, the youth with a new MBA moved swiftly to New York City, where he could begin to enjoy the money scrums of Wall Street.
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THE SALOMON BROTHERHOOD

“Hey, Harvard. Get me coffee.”

When Bloomberg graduated from Harvard Business School in 1966, there was no army of ambitious young people rushing to earn the easy gold on Wall Street. The few who strayed into the financial world in those days favored the dignified white-shoe firms or started working for Daddy. Selling stocks and bonds like a peddler was grubby, beneath their old-moneyed class.

In contrast, young Bloomberg had already established that he loved selling. The Christmas wreaths in Medford were a first taste. As a Harvard student, he had worked in a small real estate firm, outselling the regulars, as he told it, because he always arrived early and answered the phones to grab new clients before the rest of the staff had poured their first cup of coffee.1

One of Bloomberg’s Harvard pals suggested that the indefatigable young Mike should try Goldman Sachs or a small family-controlled bond trading firm called Salomon Brothers & Hutzler. Both firms jumped at the chance to bring in a young Ivy grad who was just as eager to learn the selling and trading side of the business.

At Goldman, Bloomberg was interviewed by Gustave Levy, a big-name arbitrageur and philanthropist, one of the lions of Wall Street in his day. Goldman offered him $14,000 a year, a good salary even for a Harvard graduate. At Salomon, Bloomberg met three people including John Gutfreund, the number two man in the firm. He would become known as the “king of Wall Street” in the 1980s before he was forced to leave in disgrace over a treasury bond scandal.2 Most important, during his tour of Salomon, Bloomberg started talking to a man named Billy, who was “just some easy to talk to, nice person.”3 That “nice person” turned out to be William R. Salomon, managing partner of his family’s firm.

Nearly fifty years later, Bloomberg would speak at Billy Salomon’s funeral. The address that went out to the media was solid and respectful, but at the end of his eulogy, Bloomberg’s voice softened as he talked about how Billy was “more than a mentor, almost like a second father to me . . . And maybe somewheres [sic], my father is now saying to Billy, thank you for all you did for my son,” he said, his voice breaking up. “And I say it, too. Thank you, Billy, I couldn’ta done it without you.”4

What makes that moment so unusual for Michael Bloomberg was that he had spent most of his life carefully hiding that soft side. He could blow up. He could joke. He could be tough and mean and crude. He could be generous and loyal. But soft? Michael Bloomberg didn’t really do soft, at least not publicly.

When the young Bloomberg took the job at Salomon, Billy was one of the reasons, and he settled for less—$9,000, plus a $2,500 loan. Even with the Harvard stamp of approval, he started in the business like everybody else at Salomon—in the vault. “We slaved in our underwear, in an un-air-conditioned bank vault, with an occasional six pack of beer to make it more bearable,” he recalled. “Every afternoon, we counted out billions of dollars of actual bond and stock certificates to be messengered to banks as collateral for overnight loans.”5 In the mornings, when the stack of documents came back, Bloomberg and his comrades in “the Cage,” as they called it, made sure they were counted in the firm’s inventory.

After a few months sweating at the firm’s lowest level, Bloomberg became a clerk, “putting little paper slips in alphabetical order, all day long.” It was so humiliating that Bloomberg said the reason he didn’t quit was that he was “too embarrassed” to say what he was actually doing at Salomon. He told his Harvard friends, many of whom had offices by then, private offices with windows and carpets, that he was “studying methods and procedures to simplify the work flow.”6 Within a year, he was a real clerk at the utilities desk on Salomon’s trading floor, where he stamped and recorded trades. It was a move up. Barely.

As Bloomberg watched the Salomon methods in his agonizingly slow rise up the company ladder, he witnessed an operation that would soon be as antiquated as the rotary telephone.

Sales only felt real in those days if they were on paper, and those valuable certificates had to be walked across the street to the bank for the night. After the markets closed, a small army of couriers, older men, often ex-cops smoking cigars and looking like nobody to mess with, carted the evidence of the day’s trades from brokers to the banks. In 1968, Bloomberg and his colleagues encountered the “Paperwork Crisis,” a crucial moment on Wall Street, when the sheer volume of paper overwhelmed the markets. At that point, about 12 million shares changed hands every day (compared to about 900 million a day by 2015), and the back offices (and the boys in the bank vaults) were swamped. The stock exchange eased the crisis by restricting trading to four days a week with some firms closing early to catch up and some going out of business because of the confusion in the back office.7

Meanwhile, Mike Bloomberg had been trying to escape that daily paper storm and was growing tired of waiting for his chance to be a real-live broker. He seethed about being the butt of anti-Harvard antics by the golden boy traders. “Hey, Harvard, get me coffee.”8 Enough with the fraternal hazing, enough with the petty, monotonous shuffling of paper and running errands. One day, Bloomberg simply cracked. His job was to sharpen pencils and place them carefully on traders’ desks—six number 2 pencils on one and six number 3 pencils on another. Instead, that day he furiously broke the lead tips off the ends of the prescribed pencils, and one trader who saw the pencil carnage on his desk started screaming that Bloomberg should be fired. To Bloomberg’s relief, he was soon moved out of that trader’s line of vision—to the equities desk, where, as it turned out, he belonged.9

Robert Quinn, a colleague from the same era, recalled Salomon’s utilitarian offices at 60 Wall Street where Bloomberg would have suffered his initiation rites. “There was a team of seven or eight calculators—mostly mature women—who [recorded] the trades,” he said. “They were handwritten on pieces of paper, carbon copies, then sent down in a little basket between floors on a rope.” There were runners, mostly young women who ran to help when a trader yelled “Wire” so that a trade could be registered and handed to a cluster of telegraphers. And the women who had calculators “punched a lot of buttons, they were very adept at it. They had to calculate the interest on the bonds and the value and they were very important to the process,” Quinn recalled. “And they were lovely ladies.”10

There were spittoons in those early days, and the smell of sweat and cigars could be overpowering as the trading day reached its daily climax. The noise level in “The Room” was deafening, and there was no real noise buffer, and each day, the decibel level rose as traders vied for who could yell the loudest. “Visitors to the balcony over The Room were often astonished by the zoolike roar that rose from the floor when, for example, the Federal Reserve came into the market at 11:30 in the morning.”11

If Salomon’s pit was a big, open ear-splittingly noisy warehouse, Bloomberg and his colleagues fed on it. And even as the computers slowly made that open room less like an open bazaar, it would be a floor plan that Bloomberg would adopt for his businesses and city hall.

As Salomon Brothers (often, “Solly”) grew to become one of the most powerful financial houses on Wall Street, the language of the trading floor would still raise eyebrows at a truck stop. “Fuck you” was a way of saying hello, as one veteran of the Salomon floor explained. Or as another alumnus put it, “The word ‘fuck’ at Salomon Brothers was a way to take a breath.”12 Everybody was a target—too tall? Too short? And women had to be tougher than any of them. One Salomon alumnus recalled that often he would see an older woman reduced to tears by some young, foul-mouthed trader engrossed in the risky trade of the day.13 But it was addictive, a kind of “greed-speed,” a money-rich high that infected almost everyone who worked on the trading floors in those days.

Quinn, who spent twenty-six years at Salomon and was there during Bloomberg’s time, described the room as “an adult kindergarten and, frankly, it was wonderful. The language was not appropriate for adult men,” he acknowledged, “but we were all in the pit together yelling and fussing. It was spontaneous and fast, like an intellectually athletic experience. You had to be quick-witted and think on your feet and express yourself very quickly.”14

Bloomberg would thrive in that thunder dome, at least for a while. He fed on the electricity, the daily scrum for trades. He also learned quickly that the “easy to talk to, nice” Billy Salomon, or WRS as his staff called him, was not always that easy to talk to or nice. Billy could be gentlemanly, but he also ran a tough school for fast-talking, street-smart ruffians. Still, he would insist that they refuse to exchange expensive gifts with clients—no booze, no tickets, no Thanksgiving turkeys. WRS could listen to dissent, but he was the head man, not the head negotiator. Even for Bloomberg, who believed he was a favorite, Salomon could be tough. One day Billy asked him to go buy a birthday card, and when Bloomberg came back with it, after some careful shopping around, Salomon threw it at him and said, “Not this shit.”15

Morris Offit, who was Salomon’s sales director in Bloomberg’s day and later went on to found a bank and an investment house, once described Billy as “the most underrated Wall Street leader” of his day. “Billy had little compassion, and he did little stroking . . . He had what I used to call the Pit Theory of personnel management—put all these guys into a pit and whoever walks out is the survivor.”16 It would be a rough model for Bloomberg’s own system as he later ran a business, a city, and a high-powered philanthropy.

Yet for all the noise and the raw locker-room talk in those days, Billy Salomon demanded a kind of financial propriety that would soon become passé. He would require that traders give up part of their profits to the needy. And Henry Kaufman, once the chief economist at Salomon Brothers, best known as “Dr. Doom” for predicting troubles in the markets, remembered Salomon’s code in detail. One day Billy told a trader he had made too much from a deal and had to give some of the profit back.17 Give the profit back? How quaint, traders would scoff in later years, but Billy Salomon believed that you had to be fair to the customers, not simply suck out every dime on every deal. And when one of the biggest trading stars in the firm cheated on his expense account, Salomon fired him. No appeal, no questions. He was just gone.18

Billy Salomon’s system worked well in the time that Bloomberg was there. The firm grew from a modest bond house to a legendary investment center on Wall Street. Bloomberg rode that growth into the good times, and he quickly got a reputation as a particularly ballsy salesman who told everybody, including the boss, how to run things.

Bloomberg worked with Jay Perry, an occasionally unhinged block trader (once described as “frenetic and untrustworthy but not vicious”)19 who honed Bloomberg’s skills as a salesman to the point the duo “could sell anything to anybody.”20 Bloomberg apparently enjoyed the full Perry madness, and soon he had ridden that high-risk tension executing big trades and earning his chops as an up-and-coming Salomon superstar. It did not hurt that he came in early and often stayed late enough to get a ride home with Gutfreund.

Still, Bloomberg’s trajectory was not a straight line upward. In August 1972, when he expected to be named partner, he was not on the list. Everyone else at his level got the nod, not Mike Bloomberg. With tears of fury, Bloomberg recalled muttering, “I’ll kill ’em.” And “I’ll shoot myself.”21 Instead, he went for a run to relieve the tension and arrived back at work the next morning, full of his usual brash confidence and enthusiasm. In December that year, without explanation, he was finally made partner.



Bloomberg’s years at Salomon were a little like a raucous childhood he didn’t have, the sybaritic frat world that he barely tasted. Wall Street was turning into the famous go-go Gomorrah of Hollywood fame, and even though Salomon was a small firm, it was growing and becoming a part of the fast, mean, ugly, risky, obscene, and seductive world. Temptations were everywhere. The hot breathing over a risky sale, the successful peddling of a new product, a client who bought the line—it was simply another form of Wall Street sex. At day’s end, they needed smokes, expensive cigars, good food, and whiskey. The girls were there, if that was what you wanted. The drugs were there—and they brought more than a few of them down. But the money would be the greatest seduction of all and it was everywhere. Piles of it, literally.

At first Mike Bloomberg had gawked at the silverware laid out at fancy dinners and marveled at the genuine artwork in upscale offices. In 1967, for his first trip to the La Côte Basque, a luxurious restaurant on Manhattan’s West Fifty-fifth Street that was once anointed “society’s temple” by the Times, he couldn’t stop admiring the excess.22 His friend Harvey Eisen described those early days as two lower-middle-class guys who didn’t have a nickel, and Bloomberg was living in a studio apartment where he put up a curtain and called it a one bedroom.23 Soon, however, Bloomberg would learn to use the expense accounts like his colleagues. And he would quickly adopt the argot of Wall Street so that even years later, he could all too easily slip back into the mean crudities that traders came to expect from one another.

Richard Levy, a trader who worked for Bloomberg on the equities desk, recalled the day when his grandfather died and he told Bloomberg that he planned to go to the funeral. That was not convenient, Bloomberg told him. It would be a big trading day, and “Would you mind having them change the funeral?” Bloomberg asked. He later apologized, but his instant reaction was to focus on the sale, not on the humans around him.24 It would be another example of how Mike Bloomberg would often blurt out exactly what was on his mind, then apologize later—a habit or tic that would cause him more trouble after he escaped the Wall Street of his day.

As Bloomberg was moving up at Salomon, his boss and champion, Jay Perry, was turning into a strange, tortured creature—at one point emptying all the contents of Bloomberg’s desk on the floor.25 Perry screamed at colleagues and even threatened clients. As he wrestled with an ugly divorce, Perry’s tasks fell to young Bloomberg, who was considered meek and stable compared to the combustible Perry.26 Perry’s bitter enemy was another complicated man, Richard Rosenthal, and battles between the two had turned into fisticuffs on the trading room floor.

In 1975, the everyday flare-ups between Perry and Rosenthal became so intense that the managing partners decided to bypass both and give the less erratic Bloomberg control over the block trading in stocks. He was thirty-three and his work ethic was legendary. “It’s a game for people who thrive on pressure and excitement,” he told the New York Times. “I love the business. I live and breathe the business.”27

Bloomberg’s life after hours also changed. He moved from his old dating patterns—would you like to take a beer and pizza and join me on the Staten Island Ferry?—to the fast lane. On weekends, he and his friends would party with incredible energy and efficiency. When they rented a place, Bloomberg was, as always, in charge. “He cooked, he did all the food. He wouldn’t let anybody do anything,” said Harvey Eisen, a friend from the Salomon days who remained a friend. He even bought groceries—two full carts always empty by Sunday evening. Empty? Eisen was asked. He laughed. “You never heard of the munchies?”28

Bloomberg would boast, or maybe admit, that he had “a girlfriend in every city.” Maybe, for a while, but one British secretary at Salomon Brothers in London turned out to be special. In December 1976, he married Susan Elizabeth Barbara Meyer, née Brown, a twenty-eight-year-old British divorcée. Friends remember his wife as quiet and strong, the family anchor when daughter Emma was born in 1979 and Georgina in 1983. If the new Mrs. Bloomberg had read that interview about how Bloomberg lived and breathed the business, she would have been prepared for the husband who worked hellish hours, who loved dinners and galas, who was seldom at rest, a man who would later say that he loved devoting “twelve hours to work and twelve hours to fun—every day.”29 It was a joke, yes, but what it really revealed was that Michael Bloomberg had begun to agonize over an empty hour. He was a doer, a constant doer. An evening home with a book, more Mrs. Bloomberg’s style, was not Mike Bloomberg’s idea of a productive night. Soon, they were beginning to enjoy separate lives, a sliding toward what would be a fairly amicable divorce after seventeen years of marriage. Susan Bloomberg told the London Daily Mail years later that she had asked for the divorce because her husband was working night and day, and “I was in a country that wasn’t my own and very lonely.”30 Bloomberg often said that he had suffered only two bad days in his life—the day his father died and the day his mother died. One longtime associate added a third heartbreak—when his wife, Susan, left him.31

More and more, what Bloomberg loved was being out there, meeting people, connecting, networking. It was all part of building the Bloomberg name and the Bloomberg man. He later wrote that “I’m sure someone, someplace is smart enough to succeed while ‘keeping it in perspective’ and not working too hard, but I’ve never met him or her. The more you work, the better you do. It’s that simple. I always outworked the other person.”32

Yet even the Bloomberg work ethic wasn’t a simple route to success at Salomon. The late seventies were not good for block traders like him, and Richard Rosenthal, who seemed to have a special need to disparage the boy from Harvard. Rosenthal, who did not have a college degree, told colleagues that Bloomberg was a failure, a waste of the firm’s money, a burr in the hide of the august Salomon firm.33

Suddenly, in 1979, Rosenthal made his play. He convinced the board to allow him to take over equities, Bloomberg’s patch. The news sent Bloomberg into a rage, and he stormed across the room to see the bosses, in particular the one he had cultivated for so long, John Gutfreund, and announced that there was no way he was working for Richard Rosenthal. They knew that. Bloomberg would not be working with Rosenthal or Perry, who had by then been transferred to the edge of the known world—Dallas. No more equities for the Bloomberg irritant. Instead, he was going “upstairs” to run the company computer system and the technical side of things. It was, by anybody’s lights, a demotion.

For his bosses at Salomon, however, it was obviously a reasonable solution. Bloomberg had been nagging them for years about updating the paper trail needed to sell stocks and bonds. When he pushed in the early 1970s to set up a system that would provide quick and understandable data to traders (who often had to look through piles of ragged Wall Street Journals to find yesterday’s index or price or whatever), the bosses told him he could create such a computerized package—but only on his own time. Bloomberg did exactly that, and he and a few others created something he called the “B-page.” The B meant “back-up or background,” not “Bloomberg,” although he admitted he enjoyed having people think it was his creation. Never the shy one, Bloomberg’s first message to colleagues on his B-page was the announcement in December 1972 that he had just made partner.34 If he deserved praise and credit for dragging Salomon out of the paper era, Dick Rosenthal made certain he didn’t get it.35

Rosenthal also conspired to make Bloomberg’s last two years at Salomon miserable. Computers, administration, data—to any self-respecting trader this was girls’ stuff. He went from being the quarterback to the water boy overnight. Barely a step up from his early days as clerk. Friends remember him at a lonely desk on an upper floor, away from the action, away from the trading thrum that he so loved. But if the big boys were trying to get him to quit, Mike Bloomberg wasn’t leaving. Instead, he turned the full force of his energy and his knowledge—the engineering, the Harvard business expertise, the understanding of Wall Street—toward the computers that were supposed to humiliate him.

In his exile, Bloomberg soon became the master of charts and data and the complex logarithms of modern finance. He kept going to Gutfreund to talk about how other, newer computers would make Salomon run better and faster. But Gutfreund and others were not listening. They mostly sided with Richard Rosenthal, who kept making fun of Bloomberg and his “peckers,” belittling the Perry acolyte as a misfit in Salomon’s high-powered fraternity.

At the same time, Rosenthal was helping craft the sale of Salomon to the Phibro company. The Philipp brothers, who ran Phibro and traded in nearly one hundred major commodities including oil or silver,36 offered to buy Salomon Brothers for $550 million. In the official histories of this era, the merger happened because Phibro had cash and Salomon had debts.37 But there were other more personal reasons that some at Salomon wanted this sale. When he was in charge of the company before retiring in 1978, Billy Salomon had made it hard for his employees to draw out their share of the company’s profits unless the money went to a charity.38 Some, like Rosenthal, were anxious to check out with the full share (and he would leave the company with his payout a year after the sale).39

Gutfreund and his colleagues also decided the sale would allow them to shed people, paying them handsomely to leave. On August 1, 1981, Gutfreund and others told Michael Bloomberg he had until the end of the year to find another job. They gave him his share—a payout of $10 million.

Almost any telling of Michael Bloomberg’s business career, any imparting of advice from one of the nation’s most successful billionaires, begins on that August day when he learned that his beloved Salomon Brothers did not love him in return. His autobiography starts there. Once, in a television interview that lasted seven and a half minutes, he mentioned it five times.40 He would later thank the man who fired him, John Gutfreund, and often mention in speeches that “it turned out okay,” which, coming from a famous billionaire, mayor, and philanthropist, always got a good laugh.

For all the talk about that day he was told to leave, Bloomberg has never really explained in much detail how he felt or what he did to make it happen. He has said, “Was I sad . . . you bet. But, as usual, I was much too macho to show it.”41 Sure, he was a rich man, his father would have told him to put it in the bank, but his first purchase was a new sable coat for his wife—just to show her that he was fine.

Actually the young Mike was “devastated,” said Kenneth Lipper, who was at Salomon and who watched Bloomberg through his last rocky years. “He loved Salomon Brothers. He loved the tough-guy swagger, the whole trading atmosphere. It was like having your parents stop the car, open the door, and leave you at the side of the road.”42

Bloomberg’s own explanation is that Richard Rosenthal was out to get him and finally did. Others from that wild era see it slightly differently. “He was one of the good guys, working their butts off,” said his friend Eisen. He was fired, Eisen believed, “because he has a big mouth, and he doesn’t have a governor on it. So, they sent him to Siberia [running the computer system] . . . Then the worst place turned out to be the best.”43 Bloomberg—who bragged about coming in early and staying late to have time with the boss—kept telling those same bosses how to run the place, never a smart policy for an underling.



In his fifteen years at the company, Bloomberg had learned a great deal about bonds, equities, the full panorama of the increasingly complex financial marketplace. But when he was fired, the young Michael Bloomberg took in other important lessons about how to run a company.

Bloomberg’s friends who have been fired (or find themselves in trouble) have said that one of the first condolence calls comes from Mike Bloomberg. He would learn to use the corporate ax (unstintingly if someone cheated or failed to do the job—like the city official who was instantly dismissed after the mayor caught him playing solitaire on his computer).44 But he would also keep connections with many of those he had ousted—a seat on the board, a grant, a golfing date, a part-time aerie somewhere in the company. Howard Wolfson, who worked for Bloomberg as a deputy mayor in city hall and a political adviser, said that he took Mayor Bloomberg aside one day and complained that one top member of their team was a dud. He wanted the authority to fire that person as soon as possible. Instead, the mayor lowered his voice and explained that firing people is dangerous. It hurts the person who gets fired, of course, and he or she can then go off and bitch about the Bloomberg operation, even to the press. It also hurts the others who stay and fear that their loyalty to him is misplaced. Loyalty deserves loyalty, he said often, and that loyalty pact became early dogma at Bloomberg LP.45



The mighty Salomon Brothers made one particularly important mistake when they gave Michael Rubens Bloomberg his golden boot: they also released him, in every sense of the word. Besides the money, Salomon handed Bloomberg, and later three colleagues, the keys—the expertise they needed—to build one of the most successful financial enterprises in the world. Bloomberg would insist that he and his associates had made sure they did not take anything that belonged to Salomon, no papers, no computer data. But what was in their heads was enough. As Gutfreund acknowledged later, “In the eighties, Bloomberg built his business and sold the services he had developed at Salomon back to Salomon. We paid for it twice. I congratulate him.”46

Bloomberg tried to make certain another Mike Bloomberg couldn’t happen to him. People who work in Bloomberg’s many enterprises sign a confidentiality agreement before the first paycheck. They vow not to use their wisdom about the Bloomberg operation or even gossip about life in the Bloomberg capsule or badmouth the boss. In 1981, when Salomon Brothers fired Mike Bloomberg, they failed to do that.

Salomon Brothers thought they were shedding a young troublemaker. Instead, as he has said repeatedly over the years, they made it possible for Michael Bloomberg to change Wall Street and become one of the world’s most powerful billionaires.



4

THE MAKING OF A BLOOMBERG

“He pushed me and other people out of our comfort zones into places where he saw opportunity, and he was willing to take the risk.”

—Thomas Secunda, co-founder, Bloomberg Terminal

Walking through Bloomberg’s New York headquarters in 2019 with its sleek starship look, its aquariums filled with exotic fish, its vast beehive humming with any hiccup of news in the world economy, it was hard to imagine the hunt-and-peck beginnings of Mike Bloomberg’s terminal.

Newly fired by Salomon Brothers, Mike Bloomberg has always said he worked his normal twelve hours on his final day at Salomon, and then started his own company the next morning.1 He took $300,0002 from his $10 million payout and rented two small rooms in a high-rise full of low-rent offices on upper Madison Avenue. He wanted four other Salomon employees to come with him. One decided it was a gamble he couldn’t take, but three young geeks signed on for the adventure. Bloomberg took the office with a window and a classic New York view of the back alley.3 The three other Salomon alumni shared another room, and the makeshift sign on the door said “Innovative Market Systems.” The project that would make them all members of the “three comma club,” billionaires whose net worth would someday require three commas, all started very slowly.

Their first year, 1982, would not be a particularly good time to start a business. The financial world around them was in retreat. President Ronald Reagan was overseeing what was then the worst recession since the Great Depression, and the lines of people looking for jobs lengthened as the unemployment rate hit nearly 11 percent.4,5 The Dow hovered around 1,0006 and the prime interest rates, which had soared to a meteoric 21.5 percent in December 1980, had begun to come down slowly to the still-astronomical mid-teens.7 As for Bloomberg’s new company, there was a far more important benchmark: Time magazine’s “man” of the year was The Computer.8

Computers were not alien to Wall Street. David Leinweber, a computer scientist and historian, likes to begin his story in 1823 when the “eccentric and obnoxious” Charles Babbage invented (but did not build) his “calculating machine.”9 Then came the telegraph and the ticker tape (which Thomas Edison improved by repeatedly dropping it and then fixing what was broken).10 Then there were the big computer machines—the first one in 1946 “weighed 30,000 pounds and blew a tube every 45 minutes.”11 Bell Labs invented the modem (telephones required). The machines steadily improved and grew smaller each year.12
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