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Introduction

I have always been fascinated with leadership—specifically, what individual leaders can accomplish by the power of their intellect, level of their unique skill, force of their personality, or effectiveness of their ability to persuade.

That fascination has no doubt been shared by nearly everyone on the planet during the COVID-19 crisis, as they looked to see whether certain individuals would rise to the occasion by developing the health, medical, financial, social, and political solutions to guide humanity through that unprecedented crisis. And clearly some did.

Similarly, during the protests following George Floyd’s death, many Americans looked for leaders to calm the racial tensions and address the anguish felt in the country. And again, there were those who heroically rose to the occasion.

Leadership comes in many forms and is exercised in many ways. Some leaders can command military troops in war. Others can conceive of and build large companies. Some leaders can develop scientific breakthroughs that improve the lives of millions of people, or use their expertise to help guide the public response to dangerous new diseases. Others can create works in the visual or performing arts that trigger deep emotions and showcase human expression at its highest level. Some can master athletic skills that unite fans around the world, while other leaders can transform an existing organization or develop solutions to complicated problems. Still others are able to create new ways of communicating or thinking.

I have long been interested in how these different types actually become and stay leaders. As a result of my fascination with the human trait of leadership, I have always had a habit—maybe bad manners—of asking leaders, whenever I first meet them, how they became leaders. What were the key factors? Was it luck, drive, talent, training, experience, or some other factor? How was this ability found and cultivated? How did they put it into action, and what happened when it was tested? Not everyone has been prepared to respond immediately to my barrage of questions.

That habit became more publicly visible when I became the president of the Economic Club of Washington, D.C., in 2008 and began almost monthly interviewing a prominent business, government, or cultural leader. For better or worse, I continued my interest in knowing what makes leaders tick when I began the Peer to Peer interview show on Bloomberg TV in 2016 (broadcast on PBS as well since 2018).

This book, an outgrowth of these interviews, is designed to provide the reader with the perspectives of different kinds of leaders, with the hope that readers might be inspired to develop or enhance their own leadership skills. How did Jeff Bezos and Bill Gates build global tech empires, against all odds? How did Phil Knight take an idea from his business school thesis and build the largest athletic-shoe company? How did Ruth Bader Ginsburg overcome legal roadblocks to gender equality and later become the Supreme Court’s rock star? How did Tim Cook follow the legendary Steve Jobs and build an even stronger company? How did Jack Nicklaus become the world’s greatest golfer? How did Condoleezza Rice rise to the highest levels of government, defying the segregated South of her youth? How did Bill Clinton and George W. Bush overcome the severe challenges they faced as president? How did Dr. Anthony Fauci become one of the world’s most respected authorities on infectious diseases such as Ebola, HIV/AIDS, and now COVID-19?

Obviously, more than just reading a book about leadership is necessary to become a leader. But the stories of some of the best-known living leaders show how leadership grows over the course of a life and career. Many of those featured in this book started with little else than an idea and their own drive. Their stories also reveal the value that a leader can bring to a challenge, often affecting humanity in profoundly positive ways. Every story is inspirational.

A fair question might be: Why should anyone really want to be a leader?

First, a leader can create the type of change or results that will improve the lives of others. Second, a leader can motivate others to become leaders, and in turn improve others’ lives. And third, a leader can feel a sense of accomplishment and achievement that provides human fulfillment and happiness.

I have written How to Lead because I care a good deal about the positive impact that strong, decisive, and talented leaders can bring to a society. But I did not honestly feel that my own specific leadership story was sufficient to inspire others. I felt that the story of really extraordinary leaders, as told through frank interviews, would be far more helpful.

That said, I have gained some perspective from my own more modest and increasingly eclectic “leadership” journey: from an only child in a blue-collar family, to a scholarship student, lawyer, White House aide, private equity cofounder, philanthropist, nonprofit organization chair, public speaker, television show interviewer and commentator, and author. (Not being a really good leader in any one area, I suppose I tried many different areas.)

From an early age, children seem to realize that some adults are doing things that are particularly impressive. Indeed, nearly all children seem to look up to leaders—or “heroes”—and want to be like them. In my own childhood, those individuals were probably such historic figures as George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Theodore and Franklin Roosevelt, and Winston Churchill; more contemporary figures like John Wayne, Jonas Salk, and Martin Luther King Jr.; and, more typical for a boy in my hometown, Baltimore sports stars like the Orioles’ third baseman Brooks Robinson or the Colts’ quarterback Johnny Unitas.

But no leader in my boyhood rivaled the youthful, charming, and charismatic President John F. Kennedy, who showed leadership in the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962 that kept the U.S. and the Soviet Union from a nuclear war—one that could have killed more than 100 million people (including me). My ninth-grade teacher was so convinced that a nuclear confrontation was likely that she assigned no homework for a few days. She said we would probably not be around—not the most comforting reason to avoid homework.

I wondered then, and now, what made individuals rise up and become extraordinary leaders. How did they make something happen that would not otherwise have happened? Was it their personality, mental or physical skills, or the good fortune of being in the right place at the right time? And why did so many who became great leaders later in their lives not exhibit signs of this type of leadership in their youth? Why were they not student body presidents, Rhodes Scholars, athletic team captains? I wondered about this in the hope that—not being much of a great leader in my own youth—there might be some chance later in life, when I thought and hoped it might matter more.

When I talk to student or young adult leaders, I often say that life generally can be divided into thirds. The first third is getting an education or training for a future career; the second third is focusing on building your career, perfecting skills, and rising to a senior position or a position of responsibility and leadership; and the final third involves receiving the benefits—financial, psychic, public recognition—from the level of achievement attained in the second of these phases.

I have told students that “winning” during the first third of life can be pleasurable, but often the winners of that phase do not become the leaders that might have been predicted from those early results. And, I add, leadership in the second and third parts of life can be more meaningful and enduring for the individual and society.

Why do so many first-third leaders not become the world leaders that they seem, at a young age, destined to be? Perhaps it is that those who are the Rhodes Scholars, student body presidents, newspaper editors in chief, All-American athletes, Supreme Court clerks, and the equivalent may be burned out a bit by the time the first third of life is over. Maybe they coast a little after the first third. Or perhaps they conclude that being a great leader is not all that it is cracked up to be, so why push oneself in the other two-thirds of life?

By contrast, with some obvious exceptions, those who are often the leaders in the second and final thirds are generally not the superstars in the first third. Why is that?

Some people mature later. Others may have disadvantages in their younger years—family issues, lack of financial resources, health challenges, poor education opportunities, etc. Still others may just not have had the motivation or ambition, perhaps because of a lack of role models or opportunities.

I would perhaps be in a somewhat interesting but not wholly unique category: I would have liked to be a real leader in my first third of life—I had no lack of ambition—and tried; but honestly did not have the talent, ability, or other requisite attributes then valued by my peers (e.g., outgoing personality, athletic skills, family wealth, specialized talent in a particular area). Later I had some unexpected, and probably undeserved, luck to become a leader in the financial services, philanthropic, and nonprofit worlds toward the end of the second third and beginning of the final third of my life. All of this later-life success no doubt has been a surprise (or shock) to my classmates or other childhood friends, though many have been too polite to say so.

In my youth, I was a reasonably good student, but no academic superstar, if grades or board scores are the measurement. I was a reasonably good athlete until age eight, when my peers shot past me in size and ability and I became a mediocre athlete. I was involved in a great many extracurricular activities and was a member of an impressive youth group in Baltimore, but was never the dynamic leader who rose to the top in those settings.

All that said, I did receive a partial scholarship (not for basketball) to attend Duke University and a full-tuition scholarship to attend the University of Chicago Law School. (I needed scholarships; my father worked for the post office, earning a modest salary.) And I did get a job at the well-known New York law firm of Paul, Weiss, Rifkind, Wharton & Garrison, which was appealing to me because of the presence of prominent individuals who had served in government, like Ted Sorensen, counsel to President Kennedy. As a young lawyer, I had the chance to work with the firm’s most senior lawyers, and New York’s top business leaders and government officials, when I was assigned to work on the pending bankruptcy of New York City.

I enjoyed that government-related work, and felt that working in government would be more rewarding. The lower compensation was of no real concern, for money held no real interest to me; I had never had much money, and did not honestly aspire to make too much. Politics and public policy were much more alluring.

Had I stayed at Paul, Weiss, I might have developed a specialty, become partner, and remained there for the next forty-plus years, until the forced retirement that such firms now impose on their sixty-five- to seventy-year-old partners. But that platform, enviable perhaps for serious lawyers, would probably not have given me the opportunity to become much of a player in the world of government service or politics. So I left after just two years to chase the dream of working in the federal government and ultimately being a White House staffer and presidential advisor—like Ted Sorensen.

That was a bit of a pipe dream; I had no political contacts or track record, and I was barely out of law school. But I was enamored with politics, public service, and the presidency, and business was the furthest thing from my mind.

That dream probably started when I watched President Kennedy give his eloquent inaugural address on January 20, 1961. He called on the nation to meet the new challenges facing the world, and he inspired a generation to become engaged with government and the public good. The speech was poetry in prose form, and his words about trying to do something for the country stayed with me throughout my youth.

Sometimes lightning strikes for those who take chances.

With the help of a recommendation from Ted Sorensen, I left Paul, Weiss to become chief counsel to the U.S. Senate Judiciary Committee’s Subcommittee on the Constitution, which was a long title for being Senator Birch Bayh’s legislative assistant on Judiciary Committee matters. But he was running for president, seemed to me qualified for that position, and would surely ask me to join his White House staff after his inevitable election.

Unfortunately, fate intervened: Senator Bayh dropped out of the race (though probably not because of his poor selection of a Judiciary Committee staffer), ending what I thought was my chance to work in the White House. But while working in the Senate, I had a chance to sit on the floor of the Senate and watch the greats of that era—Senators Scoop Jackson, Warren Magnuson, Phil Hart, Jacob Javits, Howard Baker, and Ted Kennedy—show their leadership skills.

As the 1976 primaries were ending, I received a call from someone working for another candidate, the likely nominee, Governor Jimmy Carter, and was invited to interview for a job on his post-nomination policy staff. I thought a peanut farmer’s chances of getting elected were modest, but I had nothing better to do. I got the job, moved to Atlanta, and proceeded to do what I could to help Governor Carter’s policy leader, Stuart Eizenstat.

When I joined the campaign team, Carter was more than thirty points ahead of the incumbent, President Gerald Ford. After my handiwork, Carter won by one point.

Fortunately, I was not blamed for the decline in his fortunes, and ultimately became a deputy domestic policy assistant to President Carter—a job, needless to say, I was not really qualified to hold. White House jobs are often filled by those who worked on the campaign; it is not necessarily who is best qualified.

I held that position for the entire four years of the Carter administration, and thoroughly relished it. How could someone from a blue-collar background, a first-generation college graduate, not love working in the West Wing, traveling on Air Force One and Marine One, meeting with the president and vice president, and helping my boss, Stuart Eizenstat, run the domestic policy team at the White House, all while in my late twenties and early thirties? Does life get any better?

I am not sure that experience really made me a “leader” in the first third of my career, but I had managed, through lots of luck, to elevate my career over what it might otherwise have been if pure talent, intellect, and leadership qualities were the only criteria.

Eventually, as often happens in life, reality hit. I thought President Carter would win reelection and I might be elevated to a more senior White House position in his second term—to become a real “leader.” The Election Gods did not think that was a great idea, and Carter lost decisively to Ronald Reagan.

I had not thought that was possible, for Ronald Reagan would turn seventy shortly after becoming president. How could the American people elect such an old person? I was then thirty-one. I am now seventy-one. This age now seems a bit younger than I had once thought.

I was a junior leader around the White House one day, with the potential to be a senior leader. And the next day I was unemployed. Law firms were not dying to hire a thirty-one-year-old ex–Carter White House aide, with two years of law practice under his belt. Humility came quickly, and fortunately never left.

It took me many months to find a law firm willing to take a chance. (I told my mother I had so many offers that I was just taking my time sifting through them.) When I finally found one, I realized why law firms were not dying to hire me. I was not experienced in practicing law; no one wanted insights on the Carter White House in the Reagan era; and, with no specialty or real legal training, I was likely to be an average lawyer, at best, for the remainder of my career.

So I decided to take a career risk—abandon the practice of law to start a new (and really the first) private equity firm in Washington, D.C.

I suppose I was motivated by five factors:


	
I did not enjoy the practice of law—and recognized that real career success depends on having a passion for what one is doing.

	I read about a highly successful buyout that former secretary of the treasury Bill Simon had done of Gibson greeting cards, achieving financial results far beyond what is possible in the law. (A $300,000 investment became worth $70 million in just eighteen months.)

	I saw law practice increasingly as a business more than a passion, and thought that, if I was going to be in business, I might try something that seemed more interesting, and lucrative, than practicing law. (My earlier disdain for making money had disappeared with a new family.)

	I thought there was little competition in the buyout world in Washington—there were no buyout firms—and thus it was an open field in a growing area.

	I read that entrepreneurs tend to start their companies by the age of thirty-seven, and after that age individuals are much less likely to start companies—and I read that when I was thirty-seven.



There was no reason my new buyout firm should have succeeded. These firms were generally in New York; none of my partners had Wall Street or private equity experience; we had no money at the outset; and we had no clear business plan or prospects for raising capital.

But the firm, The Carlyle Group, did find a way to get off the ground. I recruited three partners who had investment experience; I was able to raise the initial $5 million to launch the firm in 1987; and our early deals tended to work—giving us the credibility to raise dedicated pools of capital, to expand beyond buyouts to other types of private equity investments, and to eventually expand into a global firm. To everyone’s surprise, including mine, we became one of the world’s largest and best-known private equity firms over the ensuing thirty-plus years, and that helped to make me a second- and final-third-of-life “leader,” despite the modest leadership skills I displayed early on.

Beyond my becoming a “leader” in the burgeoning private equity world, Carlyle’s success also gave me the ability, and perhaps the self-confidence, to get involved in the philanthropic world and the somewhat related nonprofit world.

In the realm of philanthropy, I was one of the original signers of the Giving Pledge (created by Bill and Melinda Gates and Warren Buffett), and essentially fostered the concept of “patriotic philanthropy,” i.e., taking actions to remind people of the history and heritage of our country: buying Magna Carta and providing it to the National Archives; preserving rare copies of the Declaration of Independence and the Emancipation Proclamation; helping to repair the Washington Monument, the Lincoln Memorial, the Jefferson Memorial, Monticello, Montpelier, and the Iwo Jima Memorial.

In the nonprofit world, I have served as the chairman of the board of Duke University, the Smithsonian Institution, and as cochair of the Brookings Institution; and I currently serve as the chairman of the board of the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts and the Council on Foreign Relations; president of the Economic Club of Washington, D.C.; a fellow of the Harvard Corporation; and a trustee of the National Gallery of Art, the University of Chicago, Johns Hopkins Medicine, the Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center, and the Institute for Advanced Study. I have also focused my energies on education, having served on four major university boards and created scholarship programs at Duke, Harvard, the University of Chicago, and the D.C. Public and Charter Schools.

So what were the attributes that enabled me to go from something of a nonleader in my first phase of life to a leader in the second and third?

Self-analysis is always fraught with risk, and there is the danger of patting oneself on the back unduly, but the attributes I would cite are the same ones that I repeatedly hear from those I interview on my show:


	
Luck. There is no doubt that successful leaders seem to have luck along the way. It was a chance encounter that led to my interview with Stuart Eizenstat, which in turn led to my White House position. While the administration did not end well, the position probably gave me enough visibility, self-confidence, and ambition to start a private equity firm with no financial experience. And I had the luck to select two partners whom I did not previously know, Bill Conway and Dan D’Aniello, who had much more financial experience and credibility than I did. That we have stayed together as partners for more than thirty years is unusual in the business world—and lucky.

	
Desire to Succeed. A leader also has to possess a desire to succeed—to achieve something of note, to make a mark in the world, to create a product or service of real interest and value to others. Perhaps I had that desire for the same reason many individuals from modest economic and social roots do—to have a more interesting and fulfilling life than the one experienced as a youth. (My parents were not high school or college graduates; we lived in a modest eight-hundred-square-foot row house in a Jewish blue-collar section of Baltimore.)

	
Pursuit of Something New and Unique. A leader is typically a person who desires to build or create something—to go where others have not yet tried to go. The idea that a private equity firm could be built in Washington by individuals who had no Wall Street experience seemed a bit ridiculous to many. But the typical reaction to that idea was actually favorable compared to the reaction to my subsequent idea that we should build a firm that offered all types of private equity investments, not just buyouts, and do this around the world. That had not been done yet.

	
Hard Work/Long Hours. There is no shortcut to becoming a leader. Performing a job and being a real leader of note at that job takes many hours of hard work. It is impossible to develop the requisite skills for this five days a week, nine to five.
I always had the view that there were more brilliant and clever individuals than myself, and the only way to compete with them was to work longer and harder than they did. My “workaholic” tendencies did draw attention during my career, but I suppose they also kept me out of the typical youth or adult temptations not designed to be career-enhancing. A modest plus for workaholics.

But in truth, workaholism is a plus, I have learned, only if one has some outside unrelated interests that can provide different, less tension-filled experiences, pleasures, and intellectual joy. Even Einstein felt the need to play the violin daily and to sail regularly in the summer.



	
Focus. Focus your energies on truly mastering one skill or subject; broaden your areas of focus only after credibility has been established with peers and others in the one area where you are the master. At Carlyle, I decided to focus on raising the capital needed for the increasing number of investments the firm was making in the U.S. and around the world. Once my fund-raising abilities had been established, I was able to expand my focus to other needs of my firm.

	
Failure. Any leader has failed at something, or many things. Learn from this experience, and be motivated to prove the failure was an aberration. My having been part of a “failed” White House certainly fueled my ambition to succeed in the next part of my career. Too, failure teaches humility, and exponentially enhances the desire to succeed the next time.

	
Persistence. Almost by definition, a leader is doing something new, different, unique, etc., and will therefore encounter resistance from those who like or respect the status quo. The key is to persist when others say no or fight against the change you want to make.
Everyone told me that Carlyle could not become the global firm that I wanted to build from the non–financial capital of Washington, D.C. The more I was told this, the more I was determined to persist with my dream and ambition.



	
Persuasiveness. It is impossible to lead if no one is following. A leader can persuade others to follow through one of three basic means of communication: writing something that inspires readers; saying something that motivates listeners; or doing something that sets an example for others to follow.
More specifically, people follow individuals who can persuade them of the merits or wisdom of their view or actions. Few leaders can lead equally well through all of these means, but I have actually tried over the years, through much practice and trial and error, to improve my basic writing and speaking skills, and to pursue actions that I hoped would lead others to follow, especially in philanthropy.



	
Humble Demeanor. Some leaders allow their position of authority to develop into an arrogant demeanor; other leaders recognize that they are not omnipotent or all-knowing and that luck has helped them, and the result is a more humble demeanor. The latter is more effective in earning respect from followers.
Clearly some of the world’s most famous leaders have not been pleasant individuals, in part because of their overwhelming arrogance. My own view has been that the more effective and enduring leaders have a humility that shows they recognize their own weaknesses and their own good luck. I have tried to conduct my own life with an eye toward remaining humble; that both fits my personality and turns out to be a more effective way to get others to want to follow.



	
Credit-Sharing. The most effective leaders inevitably realize that they can accomplish a great deal more if they are willing to share the credit with others.
As John F. Kennedy famously said, “Victory has a hundred fathers, and defeat is an orphan.” Of course everyone would like to get credit for successful outcomes, and there is nothing wrong with that if the credit is appropriately shared. Ronald Reagan said much the same: “There is no limit to what humans can accomplish if they are willing to share the credit.” I have found it to be extremely effective to share as much credit as possible when success occurs, and to take or share the blame when failure arises.



	
The Ability to Keep Learning. Leaders need to expand their knowledge every day—to exercise their most unique muscle: their brain. Failing to do so makes it difficult to keep up with a rapidly changing world and with the increasingly large amounts of information that can be helpful in being an informed, knowledgeable leader.
I have tried to continue to learn by somewhat obsessive reading: six newspapers a day, at least a dozen weekly periodicals, and at least one book a week (though often trying to juggle three to four books simultaneously). Nothing focuses the mind like a well-written book.



	
Integrity. Leaders vary in their commitment to integrity and ethical behavior, but the most effective leaders are seen as committed to highly ethical behavior—and that commitment enhances their leadership capabilities.
When I started the practice of law, the leader of Paul, Weiss, former judge Simon Rifkind, told all of the new lawyers: “It takes a lifetime to build a reputation, and five minutes to destroy it. So do not take ethical risks that can ruin your reputation—and life.” What more can be said? Do not cut ethical corners, and you will be a much more effective leader.



	
Responding to Crises. Leaders are most needed when crises occur, as we have been reminded this year during the COVID-19 pandemic and the nationwide protests over the death of George Floyd. Rising to the occasion when an existential crisis occurs can mark a leader forever—Lincoln holding his country together during the Civil War or Churchill rallying his country to fight the Nazi attacks. On a much lesser scale, I have tried, by working harder and communicating better, to motivate our employees at a time of enormous, unprecedented financial stress.



My own experiences with and observations of leadership provided me with the perspectives just described. Others will inevitably have different perspectives because of their different experiences, and because there is more than one type of leadership.

In my professional career, my leadership experience involved starting, building, growing, and running an entrepreneurial investment firm. That type of leadership is different from the types of leadership experiences that many of those interviewed for this book have had.

For simplicity’s sake, I have divided the leadership experience of those in this book into six categories:


	
Visionaries: Jeff Bezos, Bill Gates, Richard Branson, Oprah Winfrey, and Warren Buffett

	
Builders: Phil Knight, Ken Griffin, Robert F. Smith, Jamie Dimon, and Marillyn Hewson

	
Transformers: Melinda Gates, Eric Schmidt, Tim Cook, Ginni Rometty, and Indra Nooyi

	
Commanders: George W. Bush and Bill Clinton, Colin Powell, David Petraeus, Condoleezza Rice, and James A. Baker III

	
Decision-Makers: Nancy Pelosi, Adam Silver, Christine Lagarde, Anthony S. Fauci, and Ruth Bader Ginsburg

	
Masters: Jack Nicklaus, Mike “Coach K” Krzyzewski, Renée Fleming, Yo-Yo Ma, and Lorne Michaels



In each of the interviews in this book, I have tried to ask the interviewee about how he or she became and remains a leader. Their stories are all different, but inevitably the qualities that they cite as key to their success tend to revolve around the attributes I mentioned above as vital to being an effective leader. The interviews have been edited for length and consistency and updated as needed, in consultation with the interviewees.

My hope is that readers will recognize that leadership has its challenges, and mere interest in being a leader is not enough. But those from any background can become leaders—and strong leaders can make some part of the world a better place.

David M. Rubenstein, June 2020
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JEFF BEZOS

Founder and CEO, Amazon; Owner, the Washington Post


“When you can make a decision with analysis, you should do so. But it turns out in life that your most important decisions are always made with instinct, intuition, taste, heart.”



Jeff Bezos did not invent the idea of selling books over the Internet. Others were already doing that when he established Amazon in 1994. But he did have a vision of how he could use better software to make the sales process work more efficiently. Even more significantly, Jeff ultimately had the vision of selling almost anything over the Internet—at a time when it was still somewhat in its infancy.

I first met Jeff Bezos in 1995 in Amazon’s very modest start-up offices in Seattle. I went to see if I could renegotiate a deal that one of Carlyle’s companies—Baker & Taylor, the country’s second-largest book distributor—had cut with him about two years earlier. Under that deal, Baker & Taylor would allow Amazon to use its bibliography of books in print, enabling Bezos to sell books over the Internet.

When Jeff first approached Baker & Taylor, he was not flush with cash, and offered them an equity ownership in the new company. (Some remember the number as 20 to 30 percent.) Our representative wanted cash, and ultimately reached an agreement for $100,000 a year for five years.

When I began to realize an equity ownership might be better than cash, I decided to visit Jeff in Seattle. He politely said he no longer was dependent on the bibliography, and that his company had progressed a fair bit. But he did say that Baker & Taylor had been helpful at the outset and that he would provide some equity to us—roughly 1 percent of Amazon—in lieu of the annual cash payments. Unfortunately, we did not have the requisite confidence in Amazon, and we sold our equity shortly after the IPO in 1996 for about $80 million.

My biggest business mistake. That stake today, after stock splits and new stock issuances, would be worth about $4 billion.

Since that time, Jeff has rewritten the world of retailing and computing and space exploration, and become the world’s wealthiest and one of its best-known individuals. Amazon has achieved a market value in excess of $1 trillion, with more than 840,000 full- and part-time employees in early 2020, one of the world’s best-known brand names, and a seemingly ubiquitous presence in the United States and increasingly around the world.

Over the years, I have come to know Jeff a fair bit and have interviewed him on a few occasions. (Once was in a private setting with Bill Gates—the first time these two neighbors and business leaders had been interviewed jointly. I wish there were a recording or transcript. It was probably my favorite interview ever.) In addition to being an extraordinary leader, Jeff is an extraordinary interviewee: engaging, frank, insightful, self-deprecating, wise, and interesting—a rare combination.

Everyone wants to know how Jeff built Amazon and became so successful in such a relatively short period. He reveals a few secrets in this interview, held in September 2018 in Washington, D.C.: being willing to take chances and to fail, focusing on the long term, placing customers first, getting a full night’s sleep, not making key decisions too early or too late in the day, and having supportive parents.

If only following that pattern were enough, there would be many more Jeff Bezoses and Amazons. I think there are some other ingredients as well—ones unique to Jeff Bezos.






DAVID RUBENSTEIN (DR): Your stock is actually up 70 percent this year [2018]. Is there one thing that you think is responsible for that, or several things?

JEFF BEZOS (JB): We have all-hands meetings at Amazon, and for twenty years, at almost every meeting, I’d say, “When the stock is up thirty percent in a month, don’t feel thirty percent smarter. Because when the stock is down thirty percent in a month, it’s not going to feel so good to feel thirty percent dumber.”

That’s what happens. Warren Buffett brings up all the time that great Benjamin Graham quote that in the short run the stock market is a voting machine and in the long run it’s a weighing machine. What you need to do is operate your company knowing that it will be weighed one day. Just let it be weighed. Never spend any time thinking about the daily stock price. I don’t.

DR: As a result, you have become the wealthiest man in the world. Is that a title you really wanted?

JB: I have never sought that title. It was fine being the second-wealthiest person in the world. I would much rather they said “inventor Jeff Bezos” or “entrepreneur Jeff Bezos” or “father Jeff Bezos”—those things are much more meaningful to me.

I own 16 percent of Amazon. Amazon’s worth roughly $1 trillion. That means we have built $840 billion of wealth for other people.

I believe so powerfully in the ability of entrepreneurial capitalism and free markets to solve so many of the world’s problems. Not all of them, but so many of them.

DR: You live in Washington State, near Seattle. The man who was the richest man for about twenty years is named Bill Gates. What is the likelihood that the two richest men in the world live not only in the same country, the same state, the same city, but in the same neighborhood? Is there something in that neighborhood we should know about? Are there any more houses for sale there?

JB: I saw Bill not too long ago, and we were joking about the world’s-richest-man thing. I basically said, “You’re welcome.” He immediately turned to me and said, “Thank you.”

Medina is a great little suburb of Seattle. I don’t think there’s anything special in the water there. I did locate Amazon in Seattle because of Microsoft. I thought that big pool of technical talent would provide a good place to recruit talented people from. That did turn out to be true. So it’s not a complete coincidence.

DR: Talk to me about your approach to building and decision-making.

JB: Everything I’ve ever done has started small. Amazon started with a couple of people. Blue Origin [his aerospace firm] started with five people. The budget of Blue Origin was very, very small. Now its budget approaches $1 billion a year. Next year it’ll be more than $1 billion.

Amazon literally was ten people. Today it’s half a million people. For me it’s like yesterday. I was driving the packages to the post office myself, and hoping one day we could afford a forklift.

I’ve seen small things get big. I like treating things as if they’re small. Even though Amazon is a large company, I want it to have the heart and spirit of a small one.

The Day One Families Fund [Bezos’s charitable fund, founded in 2018, which makes grants to nonprofits working on homelessness and early childhood education] is going to be like that. We’ll wander a little bit too. We have some very specific ideas of what we want to do, but I believe in the power of wandering. All of my best decisions in business and in life have been made with heart, intuition, guts, not analysis.

When you can make a decision with analysis, you should do so. But it turns out in life that your most important decisions are always made with instinct, intuition, taste, heart.

I talk so often to other CEOs and founders and entrepreneurs, and I can tell that even though they’re talking about customers, they’re really focusing on competitors. It is a huge advantage to any company if you can stay focused on your customer instead of your competitor.

Then you have to identify who your customer is. At the Washington Post, for example, are the customers the people who buy advertisements from us? No. The customer is the reader. Full stop.

Where do advertisers want to be? Advertisers want to be where there are readers. So it’s really not that complicated.

With a school, who are the customers? Is it the parents? Is it the teachers? No. It is the child. That’s what we’re going to do at Day One. We’re going to be focused on the child. We’re going to be scientific when we can be, and we’re going to use heart and intuition when we need to.

DR: Why did you buy the Washington Post? What convinced you to do that? You had no background in that area.

JB: I had no intention of buying a newspaper, had never thought about the idea. It wasn’t like a childhood dream.

My friend Don Graham—I’ve known him for twenty years now—approached me through an intermediary and wanted to know if I would be interested in buying the Post. I sent back word that I would not, because I didn’t really know anything about newspapers.

Over a series of conversations, Don convinced me that was unimportant, because inside the Washington Post was so much talent that understands newspapers. What they needed was somebody who had an understanding of the Internet.

I did some soul-searching. My decision-making process on something like this would definitely be intuition and not analysis.

The financial situation of the Washington Post at that time—2013—was very upside down. It’s a fixed-cost business, and they had lost a lot of revenue over the previous five or six years. I said, “Is this something I want to get involved in? If I’m going to do it, I’m going to put some heart into it and some work into it.” I decided I would only do that if I really believed it was an important institution.

As soon as I started thinking about it that way, I was like, “This is an important institution. It’s the newspaper in the capital city of the most important country in the world. The Washington Post has an incredibly important role to play in this democracy.”

Today, with the Internet, you get that gift of free distribution. We had to take advantage of that gift. That was the basic strategy. We had to switch from a business model where we made a lot of money per reader, with a relatively small number of readers, to a tiny bit of money per reader on a very large number of readers. That’s the transition we made.

I’m pleased to report that the Post is profitable today. The newsroom is growing.

DR: When you agreed to buy it, the asking price was $250 million. Did you negotiate?

JB: No. I asked Don how much he wanted. He said, “Two hundred fifty million.” I said, “Fine.” I didn’t negotiate with him. I did no due diligence. I wouldn’t need to with Don.

DR: I have something I’d like to sell.… You grew up in Texas?

JB: I was born in Albuquerque, but I left when I was three or four and moved to Texas.

DR: And from an early age were you a pretty smart student?

JB: I have always been academically smart. The older I get, the more I realize how many kinds of smart there are. There are a lot of kinds of stupid too. I see people all the time who wouldn’t have gotten A-pluses on their calculus exams but who are incredibly smart. But yes, I was a very good student.

DR: You graduated as valedictorian. How did you decide to go to Princeton?

JB: I wanted to be a theoretical physicist, so I went to Princeton. I was in the honors physics track, which starts out with a hundred students. By the time you get to quantum mechanics it’s, like, thirty.

So I’m in quantum mechanics, and I’ve been taking a bunch of computer-science classes and electrical engineering classes, which I’m also enjoying. And I can’t solve this partial differential equation. It’s really, really hard. I’ve been studying with my roommate, Joe, who also is really good at math.

The two of us worked on this one homework problem for three hours and got nowhere. We finally look at each other over the table at the same moment and say, “Yasantha,” because Yasantha was the smartest guy at Princeton.

We go to Yasantha’s room, and we show him this problem. He looks at it. He stares at it for a while and he says, “Cosine.” “What do you mean?” “That’s the answer.” “That’s the answer?” “Yeah, let me show you.” He writes out three pages of detailed algebra. Everything crosses out, and the answer is cosine.

I said, “Yasantha, did you just do that in your head?” He said, “No that would be impossible. Three years ago, I solved a very similar problem and I was able to map this problem onto that problem, and then it was immediately obvious that the answer was cosine.” That was an important moment for me, because that was the moment I realized I was never going to be a great theoretical physicist.

In theoretical physics, you have to be one of the top fifty people in the world or you’re really just not helping out much. I saw the writing on the wall, and I changed my major very quickly to electrical engineering and computer science.

DR: But you graduated summa cum laude.

JB: I graduated summa cum laude.

DR: Phi Beta Kappa.

JB: Phi Beta Kappa.

DR: And then you went into the highest calling of mankind—finance.

JB: Yes. I went to New York City and ended up working at a quantitative hedge fund run by a brilliant man named David Shaw—D. E. Shaw and Company. I started there when there were only thirty people. When I left there were about three hundred.

David’s still one of the most brilliant people I’ve ever met. I learned so much from him. I used a lot of his ideas and principles on things like HR and recruiting and what kind of people to hire when I started Amazon.

DR: You were a star there, I understand. What propelled you to say, “I’m quitting this. I’m going to start a company selling books over the Internet and I’m going to do it from Seattle”? Where did that idea come from?

JB: This is 1994. Nobody has heard of the Internet. Very, very few people. It was used at that time by scientists and physicists. We used it a little bit at D. E. Shaw for some things, but not much.

I came across the fact that the World Wide Web was growing at something like 2,300 percent a year. This is in 1994. Anything growing that fast is going to be big. I looked at that and I was like, “I should come up with a business idea and get it on the Internet, then let the Internet grow around us. And we can keep working on it.”

I made a list of products that I might sell online. I started force-ranking them, and I picked books. Books are super unusual in one respect, which is that there are more items in the book category than there are in any other category. There are three million different books in print around the world at any given time. So the founding idea of Amazon was to build a universal selection of books. The biggest bookstores only had 150,000 titles.

So that’s what I did. I hired a small team, we built the software, and I moved to Seattle.

DR: Why did you pick Seattle—because of Microsoft?

JB: It was two things. The largest book warehouse in the world at that time was nearby in a town called Roseburg, Oregon—and then also the recruiting pool that was available from Microsoft.

DR: You told your parents you were going to quit D. E. Shaw, where you were successful, making presumably a fair amount of money. You told your wife, MacKenzie, that you were going to move across the country. What did they all say?

JB: They were immediately supportive—right after they asked the question “What’s the Internet?” With your loved ones, you bet on them. You’re not betting on the idea. You are betting on the person.

When I told my boss, David Shaw, that I was going to do this thing, we went on a long walk in Central Park. Finally, after a lot of listening, he said, “I think you’re onto a good idea here. But this would be a better idea for somebody who didn’t already have a good job.” That actually made so much sense to me that he convinced me to think about it for two days before making a final decision.

It’s one of those decisions I made with my heart and not my head. I basically said, “When I’m eighty, I want to have minimized the number of regrets that I have in my life.” Most of our regrets are acts of omission. They’re things we didn’t try. It’s the path untraveled. Those are the things that haunt us.

DR: I remember when I went out there and you were telling me that you had to go deliver the books to the post office yourself.

JB: I was doing that for years. The first month, I was packing boxes on my hands and knees on the hard cement floors, with somebody else kneeling next to me. I said, “You know what we need? Kneepads. This is killing my knees.” This guy packing alongside me said, “We need packing tables.” I was like, “That’s the most brilliant idea I’ve ever heard.” The next day I went and bought packing tables, and it doubled our productivity.

DR: Where did the name Amazon come from?

JB: Earth’s biggest river, earth’s biggest selection.

DR: That seems simple. Was that an easy choice, or were there other candidates?

JB: I first named it Cadabra. It’s really hard to impress upon you how small this beginning was. But when I was driving to Seattle, I wanted to hit the ground running. I wanted to have a company incorporated, and I wanted to have a bank account set up.

So I called a friend, and he recommended his lawyer to me. Turned out this guy was actually his divorce attorney. But he incorporated the company for me and set up bank accounts. He said, “I need to know what name you want the company to have for the incorporation papers.” I said—this is over the phone—“Cadabra.” Like abracadabra. He said, “Cadaver?” And I was like, “Okay, that’s not going to work.” I said, “Go ahead with Cadabra for now, and I’ll change it.” Three months later, I changed it to Amazon.

DR: If you’d only sold books, today you wouldn’t be the richest man in the world, presumably. When did you first get the idea to sell other things?

JB: After books, we started selling music, and then we started selling videos. Then I got smart and e-mailed a thousand randomly selected customers and asked them, “Besides the things we sell today, what would you like to see us sell?”

That answer came back incredibly long-tailed. Basically, the way they answered the question was with whatever they were looking for at that moment. I remember one of the answers was, “I wish you sold windshield wiper blades because I really need windshield wiper blades.”

I thought, “We can sell anything this way.” Then we launched electronics and toys and many other categories over time. You read the original business plan, it’s just books.

DR: Your stock at one point went to $100, then went down to $6, or something like that.

JB: At the peak of the Internet bubble, our stock peaked somewhere around $113. Then after the bubble busted open, our stock went down to $6. It went from $113 to $6 in less than a year. My annual shareholder letter that year starts with a one-word sentence: “Ouch.”

DR: Most of the Internet companies of the dot-com era are out of business. What was it that made you survive while virtually all the rest of them are gone?

JB: That whole period is very interesting, because the stock is not the company and the company is not the stock. As I watched the stock fall from $113 to $6, I was also watching all of our internal business metrics, number of customers, profit per unit, everything you could imagine. Every single thing about the business was getting better, and fast.

So as the stock price was going the wrong way, everything inside the company was going the right way. We didn’t need to go back to capital markets, we didn’t need more money. A financial bust like the Internet bubble bursting makes it really hard to raise money, but we already had the money we needed. We just needed to continue to progress.

DR: Wall Street kept saying, “Amazon’s not making any money. They’re just getting customers. Where are the profits?” Wall Street kept beating you up on that. Your response was: “I don’t really care what you think.”

JB: I was on television with Tom Brokaw. He pulled together half a dozen Internet entrepreneurs from that era. This was right before the bubble burst, or maybe right after.

He was interviewing all of us, and he finally turned to me and he said, “Mr. Bezos, can you even spell profit?” Tom, by the way, is now one of my good friends. He’s like, “Can you even spell profit?” I said, “Sure. P-r-o-p-h-e-t.” And he burst out laughing.

People always accused us of selling dollar bills for ninety cents, and said, “Look, anybody can do that and grow revenue.” That’s not what we were doing. We always had positive gross margins. It’s a fixed-cost business. What I could see from the internal metrics was that at a certain volume level, we would cover our fixed costs and the company would be profitable.

DR: Amazon Prime seems to be a great way to get money in advance of people actually getting goods and services. Whose idea was that?

JB: Like many inventions, it came up inside a team. I love team inventing; it is my favorite thing. I get to live two to three years in the future. Somebody has an idea, then other people improve the idea, other people come up with objections why it can never work, then we solve those objections. It’s a very fun process.

With Prime, there were a couple of things. One of our board members, Bing Gordon, always wanted us to have a loyalty program. We were always wondering, “What could a loyalty program be?” A junior software engineer came up with this idea that we could offer people kind of an all-you-can-eat buffet of fast, free shipping.

The finance team went and modeled that idea. The results were horrifying. Shipping is expensive, and customers love free shipping. There was going to be no order threshold. You could buy a single twenty-dollar item or a single ten-dollar item and get free two-day shipping. When we modeled this, it didn’t look pretty. But we could see—again, back to the idea that you have to use heart and intuition—there has to be risk-taking, you have to go by instinct. All good decisions have to be made that way.

You do it with a group, you do it with great humility, because getting it wrong isn’t that bad. That’s the other thing. We’ve made doozies, like the Fire Phone and many other things that just didn’t work out. We don’t have enough time for me to list all of our failed experiments. But the big winners pay for thousands of failed experiments.

So you try something like Prime. It was very expensive at the beginning. It cost us a lot of money. What happens when you offer a free all-you-can-eat buffet? Who shows up to the buffet first? The heavy eaters! It’s scary. “Oh my God, did I really say as many prawns as you can eat?”

But we could see the trend lines. We could see that all kinds of customers were coming, and they appreciated that service. That’s what led to Prime.

DR: You don’t like meetings before 10 a.m.

JB: No.

DR: You like to get eight hours of sleep.

JB: I go to bed early. I get up early. I like to putter in the morning. I like to read the newspaper. I like to have coffee. I like to have breakfast with my kids before they go to school.

So I have my puttering time, which is very important to me. That’s why I set my first meeting for ten. I like to do my high-IQ meetings before lunch. Anything that’s going to be really mentally challenging, that’s a ten-o’clock meeting.

By 5 p.m. I’m like, “I can’t think about that today. Let’s try this again tomorrow at ten.” I need eight hours of sleep. I think better. I have more energy. My mood is better.

And think about it—as a senior executive, what do you really get paid to do? You get paid to make a small number of high-quality decisions. Your job is not to make thousands of decisions every day. If I make three good decisions a day, that’s enough. Warren Buffett says he’s good if he makes three good decisions a year. I really believe that.

All of our senior executives operate the same way I do. They work in the future, they live in the future. None of the people who report to me should really be focused on the current quarter.

We’ll have a good quarterly conference call or something, and Wall Street will like our quarterly results. People will stop me and say, “Congratulations on your quarter,” and I say, “Thank you.” But what I’m really thinking is, “That quarter was baked three years ago.”

Right now I’m working on a quarter that’s going to reveal itself sometime in 2021. That’s what you need to be doing. You need to be working two or three years in advance.

DR: When you buy over the Internet from Amazon, do you ever get the wrong orders? Do you call up and complain, or you don’t have any problems?

JB: I’m a customer of Amazon—hopefully like all of you in this room.

DR: Is there one person who services your account full-time?

JB: If anybody in this room is not an Amazon customer, see me right afterward and I’ll walk you through it.

I have problems sometimes. I treat them the same way I treat a problem that I would get from a customer.

My e-mail address is famous. I keep it and I read it. It’s Jeff@Amazon.com. I don’t see every e-mail that I get anymore, because I get too many, but I see a lot of them. I use my curiosity to pick out certain e-mails. I’ll get one from a customer, and there’s a defect—we’ve done something wrong. Usually people are writing us because we’ve screwed up their order somehow.

So I’ll ask the team to do a case study and find the real root cause or causes, and then find real root fixes, so that when you fix it, you’re not fixing it for that one customer, you’re fixing it for every customer. That process is a gigantic part of what we do. If I have a failed order or some bad customer experience, I would treat it just like that.

DR: You’ve revolutionized online retail, but now you are in a bricks-and-mortar business. You bought Whole Foods.

JB: I’ve been asked for years, “Will you ever open physical stores?” For twenty years I’ve been asked that question. I always say, “Yes, but only when we have the differentiated offering.” When we’ve tried dabbling in something that’s a me-too service, we tend to get beaten. It doesn’t work. Our culture is much better at pioneering and inventing.

DR: One of your passions is outer space and space travel. You started Blue Origin in secret, then you made it public. You’re putting $1 billion or more of your own personal capital into it every year. What are you going to get out of it? Are we going to have people going to space?

JB: This is the most important work I’m doing. I have great conviction about that.

It’s a simple argument.

This is the best planet. We have now sent robotic probes to every planet in this solar system. Believe me, this is the good one. But there are all sorts of problems that we are about to face because, for the first time in our history, going back thousands of years, we’re now big compared to the size of the planet.

We can fix that problem. But we can fix it in exactly one way, by moving out into the solar system. My role in that is I want to build reusable space vehicles. I want to build space infrastructure so that the next generations of people can use that infrastructure the same way I used UPS and FedEx and so on to build Amazon. That’s what Blue Origin is all about.

I would like to take a moment to talk about my parents. You get different gifts in life, and one of the great gifts I got is my mom and dad. My highest admiration is withheld for those people—I know several—who had terrible parents. Maybe they were abusive. Some people so admirably break that cycle.

I didn’t have that situation. I was always loved. My parents loved me unconditionally.

She doesn’t talk about it that much, but my mom had me when she was seventeen years old. She was a high school student in Albuquerque, New Mexico. I’m pretty sure that wasn’t cool in 1964 to be a pregnant mom in high school in Albuquerque, New Mexico.

My grandfather, who is another incredibly important figure in my life, went to bat for her, because the high school wanted to kick her out. You weren’t allowed to be pregnant in high school there.

My grandfather said, “You can’t kick her out. It’s a public school. She gets to go to school.” They negotiated for a while, and the principal finally said, “Okay, she can stay and finish high school. But she can’t do any extracurricular activities, and she can’t have a locker.”

My grandfather, being a very wise man, said, “Done. We’ll take that deal.” So she finished high school. She had me. Then she married my dad—my real dad, not my biological dad. His name is Mike. He’s a Cuban immigrant. He got a scholarship to college in Albuquerque, which is where he met my mom.

So I have kind of a fairy-tale story. My grandfather, I’m pretty sure because my parents were so young, would take me every summer to his ranch, starting when I was four. And it was the most spectacular thing. From age four to sixteen I basically spent every summer working alongside him on the ranch.

He was the most resourceful man. He did all his own veterinary work. He would even make his own needles. He would pound the wire and drill a little hole in it and sharpen it and make a needle that he could suture up the cattle with. Some of the cattle even survived.

He was a remarkable man, and a huge part of all of our lives. You don’t realize, until you look back, how parents are so important. It’s just a really big deal. And my grandfather, he’s like a second set of parents for me.
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BILL GATES

Cofounder, Microsoft; Cochair, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation


“I don’t think it’s important for me to be remembered specifically. I do hope that infectious disease is largely eliminated as a problem, so that nobody’s having to talk about it and people can focus on other issues. That would be a huge, great thing.”



For most of the past quarter century, Bill Gates, the cofounder of Microsoft, has been the world’s wealthiest individual. And for more than the past decade he has also been—with his wife—the world’s largest philanthropist, working principally through the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. As a result of these activities, he has also become one of the world’s best-known and most admired individuals.

The story is well known but continues to fascinate: Bill was a computer and software nerd who dropped out of Harvard in 1975 to start (with Paul Allen) a company to provide the software to power the computers everyone would soon possess. Bill’s brilliance, workaholic dedication to the mission, and business acumen enabled him to lead the process of making Microsoft the world’s most significant software company, with a market value of more than $1 trillion and a presence in virtually every personal computer.

Bill has now applied those skills to the mission of philanthropy: leading the effort to improve health in the least-developed countries—the interest in which led him to prescient warnings about pandemics—and improve K–12 education in the U.S., while also starting, with Melinda and with Warren Buffett, the Giving Pledge initiative for the world’s wealthiest individuals. (The Giving Pledge is a commitment by individuals with a net worth of at least $1 billion to give away, during their lifetime or upon death, at least half their net worth.)

Despite his high IQ and driven ways, none of this was predictable when Bill was a youth. Who could have foreseen, with the rise of personal computers and software, the building of one of the world’s most successful companies, or the accumulation of individual wealth beyond anything seen since the days of John D. Rockefeller?

No one, as Bill would be the first to admit. So how did it all come together this way? His unrivaled success seems to be due to a combination of vision, intellect, drive, and focus. Many individuals have one or two of those elements, but few have all four.

Which of these elements is actually the most significant? In Bill’s case, it was the vision that personal computers would become omnipresent and that every one of them would need software. Bill saw that it was the software that would become more valuable than the hardware.

He is clearly a brilliant, driven individual who would have succeeded at almost any activity in which raw intellectual processing power, hard work, and focus are likely to lead to success. Whether another activity would have produced this level of wealth or philanthropic pinnacle cannot be known. What is known is that Bill Gates has been, for at least the past quarter century, one of the world’s best-respected individuals, and the subject of endless interest.

I first met Bill when he came to my office in Washington on March 11, 2010, to talk about philanthropy and the soon-to-be-announced Giving Pledge. Having Bill Gates come to your office for a simple cheeseburger can draw some attention in the office hallways.

Bill is not a publicity seeker, and he does not relish talking about how he has accomplished what he has achieved. But he provides some insights in this interview held in June 2016 in his personal office in the Seattle area.






DAVID RUBENSTEIN (DR): You built one of the great technology companies of the world—one of the great companies of the world. Now you’re building and operating one of the great foundations. How do you compare the challenge of building Microsoft to the challenge of running the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation? Which was more difficult, and which is more pleasurable?

BILL GATES (BG): They have more in common than people might expect: the idea that you find an innovation, really stick to it, build a team behind it, have some setbacks and successes—that theory of change.

My Microsoft work was when I was very young. I started when I was seventeen, and it was my primary focus until I was fifty-three, when I made the transition to working full-time with the foundation. For the early part of that, I was kind of maniacal. I wasn’t married, had no kids. I didn’t believe in weekends until I was about thirty. I didn’t believe in vacations at all.

It was incredibly fulfilling to write the code and be hands-on, stay up all night. For my twenties and thirties, the Microsoft thing was perfect. I didn’t have the breadth of knowledge that would let me play my role at the foundation. It was good preparation.
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