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            Human altruism which is not egoism is sterile.

            —Marcel Proust
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            Preface

         
         Friends influence each other. Close friends of mine have, through their encouragement, seen me try surfing (disastrous), learn
            the guitar (more successful), take up tennis (forever grateful), try smoking dope (short-lived), end certain relationships
            and begin others (a speckled history), try to be a better person (work in progress), and even become a writer (jury, be merciful).
         

         
         This book is about a friendship, one of the most impactful friendships of modern times. I am challenged, in fact, to think of another with such far-reaching reverberations in its impact on the world in the realms of finance, technology, and global philanthropy. Warren Edward Buffett and William Henry Gates III met in 1991; they played cards and golf, they joked and kidded around, swapped trade secrets, ate junk food. People seldom change, but when they do it is often only for a beloved partner or deep friend, and the change is impermanent—it requires the continued inflationary pressure of the other’s existence. Warren and Bill’s growing friendship brought with it inner and outer transformations, first in subtle, playful ways, and then in increasingly profound and far-reaching ones. Both men fed this bond with their most valuable commodity: their time (which both measure out by the teaspoonful). Soon their respective life partners were playing decisive roles in this unfolding buddy drama, leading to the establishment of the largest philanthropic enterprise of all time, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, which holds, as of its last reporting, nearly $70 billion in assets. Until 2021, the foundation had only three trustees: Bill Gates, Melinda Gates, and Warren Buffett. 

         
         How did such an unusual union blossom from an unpromising beginning, a garden party at Bill’s parents’ vacation house outside
            Seattle to which Bill definitely didn’t want to go after he learned Warren would be there? In what ways specifically did each man begin to influence the other? What aspects of character
            in one created a realignment in the other? And what does their giga-wealthy partnership mean for the rest of us and especially
            for the miseried millions in this unequal world ever more reliant on the generosity and judgment of the very very very rich?
         

         
         My interest in Bill Gates arose in my student years when I wondered, with center-left bias and youthful indignation, how someone
            so wealthy could not want to devote himself entirely to the planet’s salvation, to the alleviation of human suffering, to underwriting the general
            improvement of humanity’s lot. Where was this man’s conscience, I asked myself? Turns out, it was asleep, awaiting a fairy-tale awakening. Enter a beautiful princess, to plant upon the
            wet lips of the fairy-tale frog a royal and transmogrifying kiss. Awakened, spell broken, Billionaire Bill, before our eyes,
            was suddenly the Sir Galahad of global philanthropy. By 2000, Bill had stepped down from his role as Microsoft’s CEO, bent no longer on monopolizing
            our digital future but on kissing the wounded, tending the doomed, aiding the flow of blood to the capillaries of the human
            corpus.
         

         
         A decent man.

         
         So, was meeting his former wife, Melinda, really the X factor that changed Bill, that accounted for such a Damascene conversion?
            Or had the seeds been sown earlier?
         

         
         Bill remains a divisive figure. He has his fans but also his critics, long dug in and wildly armed. As I write this, the internet carries almost daily some zany conspiracy theory that places him on a spectrum somewhere between being a secret releaser of deadly viruses upon the earth so as to then reap money from selling vaccines to secretly being, well . . . a lizard. How the crowd loves a bogeyman, and Bill—despite his good works—has been cast in that role time and again (when the role hasn’t gone to George Soros, that is). What does that feel like? To be so targeted and blamed? Does it wound him? What inner firewall makes him able to ignore the trolls?
         

         
         My interest in Bill was furthered when I learned that he likes to play bridge, which is a confounding card game made up of
            bids and gambits, bluffs and marches. It is also one of the points of intersection with our second subject.
         

         
         Warren Buffett, the seer of Omaha, is a very, very strong bridge player. One of his favorite partners is Bill. Why? They communicate
            silently, read the clues given off by the other assuredly, the key to a great bridge pairing. That is tough to beat. In addition,
            Warren has—in the decades since World War II (he was fifteen when the war ended)—managed to build a global empire worth, as
            of this writing, nearly $120 billion, making him the fifth richest man in the world, and at the same time remain not only
            liked but well liked, in some quarters even revered. Why is someone so enviably rich so enviably well liked? And why isn’t
            Warren blamed for, say, releasing Covid-19 upon the earth? Why aren’t the online trolls attacking him, saying that he is secretly a Komodo dragon? Why has envy, in his case, not taken the form of rage?
         

         
         Part of the answer is that Warren is ahead of his critics. To those who say that the super-rich ought to pay much more in
            taxes, he agrees, has even argued for it, writing op-eds in the New York Times with headlines like “Stop Coddling the Super-Rich,” calling on his government to hit both him and his kind where it hurts.
            Instead of playing the role of Louis XVI, he assumes the mantle of Robespierre. Warren can afford to pay much more in taxes, he assures us. He wants to pay more. Get rid of those unfair tax breaks that outrageously benefit those who least need further help. Folks, it’s
            just the right thing to do.
         

         
         A popular man.

         
         (Bill is also happy to pay more in personal tax—even double—and believes he should have paid more in capital gains tax, too, even as he boasted in 2018 that he has paid more than anyone else: over $10 billion at the time. “If people want taxes at certain levels, great, set them at those levels,” he’s said publicly for at least a decade. And yet questions remain over untaxed money being able to be used for charitable donations, and their tax-deductible nature in general, especially when these are supermassive, and also around the corporate tax loopholes used by all the tech giants that partly allowed Bill and Warren and their ilk to become so megarich in the first place. It’s worth noting that Bill’s laudable donations to his and Melinda’s foundation take the form of his untaxed shares in Microsoft, so might their money also be viewed—as some critics argue—as our money as well, subject to more public scrutiny and checks and regulation?)
         

         
         Exhibit number 2: Warren’s home. No castle. He has famously owned the same modest house since 1958. It has only a grass verge,
            one easily crossed. The man invites observation of his life and habits and business practices. He has nothing to hide. Cruise past Warren’s place, as anyone can,
            and you might think that a kid with a paper route would not need a very strong arm at all to reach the porch with a bicycle-borne
            copy of the Wall Street Journal. Warren doesn’t fear much. At ninety-three, he says he doesn’t even fear the final auditor. Death, he posits, is simply one
            deal you can’t finesse, leverage, or add nuance to. When the deadly dealer finally calls “Game over” and draws a horizontal
            line under the score sheet, Warren knows he will have to look down on his tabled cards—even more beloved to him than they
            are to Bill—and say, “Too good.” His run, his great run, one of the greatest of all times, will be at an end. He will go into
            the ground or the air, as all the megarich have gone before him, with not a dime in his pocket, remembered only for the good
            or ill he did the public. As Warren himself has said, what will survive of us is not money, it’s love: how much we gave, how
            much we received.
         

         
         Plato wrote that there are three kinds of people: lovers of wisdom, lovers of honor, and lovers of gain. We should like to ask Plato, can a gainful person not in equal measure love and honor? Or an honorable one in equal measure love and gain? Can a single person not be a three-way lover, of gain, honor, and wisdom? This book will ask whether each single attribute excludes acquisition of the other two, or whether it’s possible to defy Plato’s axiom and be a paragon of all three. 

         
          

         I will also survey, and offer some observations on, the current state of philanthropy in the modern era, especially the ambitious
            brand of “creative capitalism”—a term used by Bill Gates—which exploits market principles for the common good, connecting
            the promise of philanthropy with the power of private enterprise. So, whom does creative capitalism best serve? Whom does
            it fail? Human suffering is easily ignored because it is so prevalent, so always: like the sound of a twenty-four-hour gas flare, an intolerable noise so constant that, after a while, it’s what silence
            becomes.
         

         
         Why stray into this complex quagmire?

         
         Philanthropy is a deeply divisive subject. It is likened in the minds of many of its critics to no more than an amnesty, which
            sees the superthieves elect to turn themselves in and return (some of) their ill-gotten gains without charges being laid.
            Others hold that criticism of any act of generosity is mean-spirited and counter-human—a form of “friendly fire” that takes
            out much-needed good guys.
         

         
         Perhaps a study of the lives of the two greatest givers of all time can illustrate the true nature of philanthropy in our time.
         

         
          

         There is, it seems to me, another reason these two men are worthy of our study.

         
         For some years I have felt—despite the mass marches decrying income inequality, and the rescue of the word “socialist” from the trash bin of history—that we have actually been ignoring the very rich, in real ways, and at our peril. We have not been paying them the right kinds of attention, not been asking the right questions. We have been fixated on our own earthly complaints, our quarrels, daily needs, wants, hopes, rights, vacation plans, mortgages, relationships, jobs, debts, ailments, social media accounts, broadband speeds, flat tires, et cetera, ad nauseam, while, all the time, the very rich have quietly, immeasurably, grown richer, rivaling and sometimes smoothly surpassing many previous records of wealth in human history, such as Louis XIV of Versailles, the Romanovs at their most kleptomaniac, the industrious Carnegies and hoarding Vanderbilts and Rockefellers of the Gilded Age, the dynastic Windsors or various European nobles, a King Solomon or a Canute, or Cleopatra sloshing around in her bathtub full of donkey’s milk. In the creeping decades of our distracted non-attention, the money, the money, the money has been rising, rising, rising to the top, in mind-boggling volume. Just how much money? In 2017, Oxfam reported that eight individuals have as much wealth as the poorest half of humanity. Let me repeat that. Not the top eight hundred thousand individuals on earth, not the top eight thousand, or eight hundred, or eighty: the top eight. These eight men—and we’re talking men—to a man, had half—of everything.
         

         
         As a forgotten poet once said: What the crap?

         
         So, the rich, they are certainly not like you and me. Not anymore. They are now citizens of a country to which not even they
            are acclimated. They wake to challenges peculiar to them, to a climate so rare, a landscape so foreign, that there is little
            travel information available. How should they know how to set one foot in front of the other and avoid missteps made gigantic
            by their unique situation? For no road map was, or could ever be, issued for how you and seven pals—just enough guys for a
            game of pickup basketball—should rightly manage half of everything.
         

         
          

         As Aristotle put it a few thousand years ago, “To give away money is an easy matter and in any man’s power. But to decide to whom to give it, and how large, and when, and for what purpose and how, is neither in every man’s power nor an easy matter.” As long as Homo sapiens has had “money,” we’ve wondered what the rich ought to do with theirs. It’s a question difficult to disentangle from the
            matter of whether there ought to be rich people at all, but mingling the two questions tends to lead to a rhetorical dead
            end. Unless you sign off on Andrew Carnegie’s 1889 take on what would be later called the trickle-down theory that society
            prospers when capitalists are left to their own devices—both in how they aggregate their wealth and how they give it away—the
            critique of inequality will wind up dominating any discussion about the nature and effects of giving by the already rich.
         

         
         In 1916, John D. Rockefeller became the world’s first billionaire. Think of a thousand millionaires decanted into one person:
            that was old Rockefeller, and this was back in the days when you could buy a whole house for a thousand bucks. Since then,
            the giga-rich club has been quietly increasing in membership at a surpassing rate. The thirty-seventh annual Forbes list of billionaires, published in 2023 tells us that we now have 2,640 billionaires. Bill Gates was in fact the first person
            to be worth over $100 billion, in 1999. As a jolly image, if turned into quarters, this treasure would fill to the brim eight
            cathedrals the size of St Paul’s in London. If the average person in the United States (in 2023) pulls down $33 an hour, or
            just north of $1,300 a week, or over $68,000 a year before taxes, then this average person is but a single grain of sand, while Bill Gates is, mathematically, the moon.
         

         
         This book concerns two lunar giants. It is about how their priorities have evolved as the years have flown by and their friendship
            has deepened. It is about their stories, as far as they are publicly known, and the times they have shared. And it is also
            about what they love, and the people whom they love and who love them.
         

         
         In studying these men, this book will ask several tricky questions. How did the world get here? Is this state of affairs in
            any respects fair? Is it sustainable? What is to become of a world where honest enterprise can result in public wealth coagulating in so few
            locations? Are we safe in such a weighted world, safer than we’ve ever been, as some thinkers and leaders claim, or are we
            headed for a reckoning? Is the minting of billionaires an alert for a timely upgrade to the world’s core operating system,
            or do we need a new OS altogether, to throw out the old one and build something new from scratch? Can we trust these folks
            to do right by the rest of us, to be nice to us, now that the world is literally in their debt and—to a worrying extent—needful
            of their mercy? How many of them follow the diktat of steel tycoon Andrew Carnegie, who in 1889 said that those who die rich
            die in disgrace? Will the last checks written by any of these tycoons actually—as Carnegie instructs they should—bounce?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part I

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
Warren, Meet Bill; Bill, Meet Warren

         
         Bill Gates was annoyed. The view outside his helicopter was picture-postcard perfect—summer sun shining on the emerald-green
            water of Puget Sound—and Bill was annoyed to be viewing it, because he hadn’t wanted to make this trip. It was July 5, 1991,
            and most of America was at play that Friday, nudging an extra-long weekend out of the national holiday, but he, Bill Gates,
            CEO of Microsoft, did not have “playtime” down in the planner his assistant filled out for him in minute-by-minute increments.
            He, Bill Gates, had work to do. He was, at the time, the second-richest man in America, according to Forbes, and instead of grinding away at whatever it took to become number one, he—Bill Gates!—was flying to his parents’ vacation
            house on Hood Canal, because his mom was making him. Come meet Warren Buffett, she’d said—a demand, not an invitation. Bill couldn’t see the point. Warren Buffett was yesterday’s news. In eighth place
            on the Forbes list—not bad, admittedly, but definitely also-ran status. The guy was a stock picker. He wasn’t creating the future, like
            Bill and his techie friends. (And enemies.) All Warren Buffett did, Bill told his mom, was buy and sell “pieces of paper.”
            That was not real “value added.” Mary Gates stood her ground.
         

         
         Bill told his helicopter pilot he planned to be back in Seattle in two hours.

         
         Warren Buffett was looking to make a quick exit, too. “What the hell are we going to spend all day doing with these people?”
            he complained to his traveling companion as they drove to the Gates compound. “How long do we have to stay to be polite?”
         

         
         As the saying goes, “Behind every great man, there’s a great woman.” In 1991, Bill had his mom. Warren Buffett had a feminine
            coterie: his wife, Susan; his live-in partner, Astrid; and, of note on this particular day, Katharine Graham, known by intimates
            as Kay, the glamorous former publisher of the Washington Post, one of Warren’s closest confidantes, and the person who’d dragged him out of Omaha for the Fourth of July. Warren and Kay
            were staying at the Bainbridge Island home of Post opinion editor Meg Greenfield, and it was she and Mary Gates who’d cooked up the scheme to introduce Forbes #2 and Forbes #8. Neither woman was confident the men would get along—more than likely, they’d bore each other, and Bill would get testy,
            and Warren would wander off in search of a fresh Cherry Coke. But it wouldn’t be boring to watch.
         

         
         The same gale that blew across the lawn finally carried the deafening noise of a chopper . . . tha-thump, tha-thump, tha-thump. The assembled party guests looked up: Bill was here.
         

         
          

         What did Bill and Warren see in each other, when first they shook hands? Did Bill perceive a live facsimile of the beloved
            public Warren, American capitalism’s twinkly-eyed grandpa? Or did he glimpse something a bit more ruthless, a bit Bill-like,
            behind those eyes? Did Warren recognize in Bill a younger version of himself, another dishabille workaholic with a mind forever running numbers?
         

         
         Was Warren’s greeting of Bill anything like how he would first greet another technology tycoon, Jeff Bezos, years later, hilariously throwing up his hands in mock alarm and shouting to Bezos: “Don’t eat me! Don’t eat me!” He might well have used the same line on Bill, given Microsoft’s voracious appetite of that era. 

         
         At any rate, what was witnessed by the worried women looking on was Warren getting straight to the point. “So,” he asked Bill,
            “how would you build IBM from scratch?”
         

         
         Bill’s eyes lit up.

         
         With other party guests hovering nearby, Warren peppered Bill with questions, precisely the kind of questions that set Bill’s
            heart aflutter. Warren wanted to know all about the software business. He wanted to understand how a young company like Microsoft
            was throwing Big Blue off its game. He wanted details about skill sets and pricing. He dug and dug, asking “amazingly good
            questions that nobody had ever asked,” Bill recalled twenty-five years later. Bill advised Warren to dump some “peaked” stocks.
            Warren replied by pointing out that he’d gotten where he was by ignoring that kind of advice. Bill must have been stunned:
            Warren was the first person he’d met in a very long time with the authority to rebut him in this way.
         

         
         They kept talking. “We talked and talked and talked and talked,” says Warren. Bill was a good teacher. Warren was a keen student,
            eager to understand a business—tech—he’d stubbornly ignored up to that point. Bill and Warren talked so much that, frankly,
            it was rude. Mary and Bill Sr. had invited many of their high-powered friends to this gathering, and Bill and Warren ignored
            all of them, sneaking off like lovers for a walk on the pebble beach as the left-behinds eyed them, wondering what on earth
            they were talking so much about. “Probably joshing each other about their Forbes rankings,” Meg Greenfield—known for her wryness—might have said to Kay as they eyed the two shabby figures standing at the
            water’s edge. “Come on, let’s play croquet.”
         

         
         The game ended. The sun set. At a certain point, the helicopter had to leave. Bill stayed.

         
          

         Former PC Week journalist John Dodge covered Bill Gates extensively in the 1990s, and he’s since written of the Microsoft founder’s skills as a conversationalist, or lack thereof. Recalling a plane trip with Bill: “We talked tech the whole way. That’s the way Gates was—tech and business talk only. Small talk was hard for him or just thoroughly meaningless.” Sometimes, Dodge says, Bill would “stop talking and start rocking, signaling that the question was dumb.” 

         
         A word on this rocking thing before we proceed. Bill Gates is famous for rocking. Not, like, rocking out, just rocking back and forth on his heels or in his seat, a thing he does when he’s deep in thought. As John Seabrook described
            it in an article for The New Yorker:
         

         
         
            While he is working, the dude rocks. Whether he is in business meetings, on airplanes, or listening to a speech, his upper
               body rocks down to an almost forty-five-degree angle, rocks back up, rocks down again. . . . And he rocks at different levels
               of intensity according to his mood.
            

         

         It’s fair to assume, then, that tech and business were the near-exclusive topics of that long conversation between Bill and
            Warren the day they met. Which was probably fine by both of them; neither man was much for spilling his guts.
         

         
         But there would have been plenty to spill that fine summer day.

         
         Both tycoons had lately been thrust into the limelight. For Bill, that was bad news: Once celebrated as the booming tech industry’s premier wunderkind, he was now accused of being a bully, a copycat, a budding monopolist. How, he might have asked Warren, had the investor managed the truly improbable feat of piling up billions of dollars while simultaneously polishing a persona straight out of a Frank Capra film? Stockholders swarmed the annual meetings of Berkshire Hathaway, the company Warren had taken control of in 1965, just to hear Warren Buffett wax dogmatic on the nature of a square deal. Picture Bill in a rare moment of candor complaining to Warren that all he truly wanted was to be seen for who he was—a problem-solver. Picture Warren comforting Bill by revealing that he, too, had once been accused of anticompetitive practices. “Really?” Bill replies, for the public had already forgotten whatever it knew about Warren Buffett’s ’80s-era newspaper war in Buffalo.
            But that’s the thing, Warren explains to Bill: Today’s villain is tomorrow’s hero. That’s how America works.
         

         
         And Warren could have confessed his own simmering conflicts. It isn’t easy, straddling two camps—one day you’re golfing with
            a left-wing Post journalist, and the next day you’re at a black-tie gala, gritting your teeth as your right-wing tablemates moan about welfare
            queens between bites of trout amandine. “I told ’em the real problem is corporate welfare,” Warren recalls. “That shut ’em up.”
         

         
         The point is, Warren explains, it’s confusing to be a man of the people among the powerful. The powerful don’t seem to realize
            how lucky they are.
         

         
         The conversation would, of course, turn to money. The getting and having of it. Bill Gates and Warren Buffett are among the
            very, very few who understand the unique pressures of owning a giant fortune. Everyone wants something from you—how do you
            say no? And how, when you say yes, do you personally decide what to give, and to whom?
         

         
         An early theme of Warren’s is that inherited wealth is a scourge. And yet instead of giving all your money away now, and so
            sparing your kids this living nightmare, the best idea, he long argued, is to wait till you’re kaput. “Compounding,” says
            Warren. Grow your stash, he advises, via the miracle that is compound interest, and there’ll simply be more for your descendants
            to dole out when you’re gone. Picture Bill running pro-and-con arguments for this through his linear mind and preparing to
            object—just as Warren adds that he also wished there were some kind of system for doing charity, so you could guarantee a return. Yes! Yes! Bill yelps, in his signature geeky squawk. A system! He starts nodding . . . and rocking.
         

         
         Picture them comparing their brains. The uncanny ability to calculate vast sums in their heads. The comparative difficulty of figuring out people, with all their incalculable wants, needs, hurts, vanities. Picture them talking about bridge—as they maybe did even that first day; it’s a game they both love. 

         
         None of the above is on the factual record, however. What is on the record: Eventually, Warren and Bill amble back from the beach and sit down to dinner. Bill’s father poses a question
            to the assembled guests: What factor did they feel was most important in getting to where they’d gotten in life? They go around
            the table. Bill and Warren say the same thing: “Focus.”
         

         
          

         Focus. It is also known that on the day they met, Warren Buffett performed for Bill Gates the following analytical exercise. “He’ll
            choose a year—say, 1970—and examine the ten highest market-capitalization companies from around then,” Bill explains. “Then
            he’ll go forward to 1990 and look at how those companies fared.” Fun, right? More fun when he starts citing examples—with
            numbers—off the top of his head. Most people listening to this would tune out, scan the horizon, and wonder who was aboard
            passing ships. Not Bill. He says that Warren’s “enthusiasm for the exercise was contagious.” It was this kind of deep-in-the-weeds
            chitchat about business that kept Bill from coptering back to Seattle, and that formed the foundation of his long-lasting
            friendship with Warren. Both of these men had been thinking about this kind of thing, in this particular way, forever.
         

         
         For Warren, it started at age six, with a stopwatch.

         
         He’d pleaded for the stopwatch as a gift, and once he received it, he invented games to make use of it, like marble racing.
            He’d race marbles over and over, tracking each one’s roll from bathtub edge to drain and recording the times down to the second.
            Soon, he was doing mental arithmetic in church, passing the boring parts of the service by noting the birth and death dates
            listed next to composers’ names in the hymnal and seeing how long each one had lived. He’d measure their life spans against
            the average, seeing it as a test of the value of piety. In school, naturally, Warren proved to be gifted in math. Exceptionally so. But for him, math served a purpose: It helped you figure odds. And once you understand odds, you can place smart bets. 

         
         Math let you seize opportunities for profit, too. And what Warren Buffett loved most of all was making money. As a kid in
            Omaha during the Depression, he’d sell chewing gum and Coca-Cola door-to-door; the gum earned him two cents a pack, and six
            bottles of Coke netted a whole nickel. He’d store the coins in the nickel-plated money changer on his belt and record his
            takings in a ledger. Soon he got himself a job selling peanuts and popcorn to football fans at the University of Omaha. Other
            kids might have spent their hard-earned coins on candy or comic books; not Warren Buffett. He just kept squirreling them away.
         

         
         “It’s not that I want money,” young Warren explained. “It’s the fun of making money and watching it grow.”
         

         
         In 1940, Europe was at war, and Franklin Delano Roosevelt would be elected for an unprecedented third term as president, but
            what struck ten-year-old Warren Buffett’s imagination with the most force that year was the trip he and his stockbroker father
            took to New York City. Top priority for the budding chewing gum magnate was a visit to the Stock Exchange; en route, he tagged
            along as Howard Buffett paid a call on Sidney Weinberg, senior partner at Goldman Sachs and, back then, as Buffett says, “the
            most famous man on Wall Street.” Here the presence of young Warren was an unexpected boon: Weinberg might have been tempted
            to turn away a no-name Omaha broker like Howard Buffett, but, as Warren later recalled, he had a much harder time saying no
            when there was a cute kid in tow. Years later, when Buffett rescued Goldman Sachs from an imminent meltdown during the 2008
            financial crisis, he looked back on this encounter with the man who’d restored the firm’s battered reputation after the 1929
            crash, and who posed to young Warren a question that would turn out to be one for the ages. “So,” Weinberg asked, putting
            his arm around the gawky kid, “what stock do you like?”
         

         
         In 1942, Warren Buffett dumped out his hoard of coins and birthday cash. To his family’s astonishment, he’d accumulated $120, a princely sum in those days. The problem was that the money wasn’t doing anything; it was just sitting there. Warren had recently read—and reread and read again—the book One Thousand Ways to Make $1,000, and in it, he’d discovered the concept of “compounding.” Compounding is the way you make money from money—you might stick
            it in the bank and let it accumulate interest. Or you can buy stocks, which is what Warren Buffett decided to do.
         

         
         With his sister Doris as partner, Warren bought three shares of Cities Service preferred stock, a favorite stock of his father’s,
            for $114.75—or $38.25 a share. Then he watched the market. Really watched it. The stock took a steep dip—cue heart palpitations—and
            then recovered, and Warren quickly sold when it hit $40 a share, netting him and Doris a profit of $5. “That’s when I knew
            that he knew what he was doing,” Doris Buffett told his authorized biographer Alice Schroeder.
         

         
         Warren might have disputed his sister’s confidence in him, because Cities Service preferred soon after soared to $202 a share.

         
         Buffett considers this episode one of the most significant of his life. It wasn’t just that he’d sacrificed a hefty profit
            on the altar of his nerves—it was that he’d cost Doris that profit, too. Lesson learned: If you’re going to invest on behalf
            of others, you’d better be damned sure of yourself. And the best way to be sure was to figure your odds.
         

         
         If Warren comes across as the paradigmatic example of the Depression-era striver, all thrift and pluck, Bill represents another
            classic type: the nerd.
         

         
         The word wasn’t in common usage until the 1960s, and by the time it was, William Henry Gates III fit the bill to a T. The ability to calculate equations in your head? Check. Diminutive, squeaky-voiced, and supercilious toward peers with lesser IQs? Check. Flaunting an utter disregard for grooming or style? Check, for sure. As an elementary school student, Bill favored shirts buttoned at the neck and trousers hiked up over his waist. Even his family nickname, Trey, could be misread as a dorky bilingual joke—he was William, and so was his father, and his
            father before that: uno, dos, trey. Despite these nerd qualifications, his parents were despairing of their son’s lackadaisical
            approach to academics. More than once, Mary and Bill Sr., were called into school apropos one of Bill’s pranks. They were
            clearly at pains to find some way of focusing their son: He was a wild man on water skis, but team sports didn’t take; bored
            at school, he deigned to unleash the full power of his intellect only when his curiosity was piqued. To wit, the report he
            wrote in sixth grade, titled “Invest with Gatesway Incorporated,” in which he imagined himself as a “young inventor” building
            a business on the back of his creation. “If my idea is good and I am able to hire good people,” he wrote, “I should be successful.”
         

         
         The path to success opened for Bill a year after he penned that report. Mary and Bill Sr. decided, as Bill was entering seventh
            grade, to send him to Seattle’s prestigious Lakeside School, a private academy that was then boys-only.
         

         
         Ironically, had Bill been a better student and stayed in public school, he’d never have gotten his jump start on the computing
            revolution. Hardly anyone had access to computers in those days—early “computers” were hulking mainframe devices that wheezed
            in reply to punch-card commands fed to them by a small coterie of programmers. Like an oracle, a computer sat upon a pedestal,
            below which its root system of cables was planted, and like an oracle, it spat out cryptic responses to its supplicants’ pleas
            to do this or do that. error, it would say, and the unhappy programmer would shuffle back to their desk to scour pages of binary code to find their mistake.
            1968, however, was a watershed year—Intel was founded that summer, Hewlett-Packard introduced its first programmable desktop
            calculator, and Stanford’s Doug Engelbart demoed embryonic versions of a mouse, a word processor, email, and hypertext. The
            digital walls were crumbling as Lakeside School leased an ASR-33 teletype for its students’ use that year.
         

         
         This loud and ungainly machine had one magical power: It could connect, through its modem, to a mainframe. You’d type a few lines of primitive code into the ASR-33, send the command down the phone line to some General Electric Mark II mainframe or other, and—presto!—the ASR-33 printer would clatter out the mainframe’s reply. Like, you might tell the mainframe to calculate the equation
            2 + 2, and the number 4 would show up on the printer. (Of course, if your code was off, it would print out error.) Because GE’s Mark II spoke only one programming language, you did your coding in BASIC (Beginner’s All-purpose Symbolic
            Instruction Code). Which meant that the command “Calculate 2 + 2” read as:
         

         
         
            10 PRINT 2 + 2

            20 END

            RUN

         

         Thirteen-year-old Bill Gates was Lakeside School’s acknowledged BASIC master. In no time at all, he’d figured out how to use
            the language to create a digital game of tic-tac-toe. (Actually, that was the second program he wrote; the first converted numbers from one arithmetic base to another.) When the senior class president needed
            help with his BASIC, he was told to track down the pipsqueak who haunted the tiny office near the front doors of McAllister
            Hall—and lo and behold, there was Bill, hunched over the Teletype terminal, his feet swinging because they didn’t reach the
            floor.
         

         
         “When you use a computer, you can’t make fuzzy statements,” explains Bill of his love for the machine. “You make only precise
            statements.”
         

         
         Bill wasn’t alone in his obsession. There were other computer nerds at Lakeside, tenth graders Paul Allen and Ric Weiland
            notable among them. In his memoir, Allen—future co-founder of Microsoft—remembers meeting Bill for the first time.
         

         
         “I saw a gangly, freckle-faced eighth-grader edging his way into the crowd around the Teletype, all arms and legs and nervous energy,” Allen writes. “You could tell three things about Bill Gates pretty quickly. He was really smart. He was really competitive; he wanted to show you how smart he was. And he was really, really persistent.”
         

         
         And even early on, Allen recalls, Bill had dollar signs in his eyes. He read his father’s copies of Fortune “religiously,” and one day he asked Allen what he imagined it would be like to run a Fortune 500 company. “I said I had no
            idea,” writes Allen. “And Bill said, ‘Maybe we’ll have our own company someday.’”
         

         
          

         When you put young Warren and young Bill side by side, you see the type of focus they shared. It wasn’t simply that both of
            them, from a young age exhibited hair-raising single-mindedness; it was also that they focused their obsessions on a goal, and it was the same goal: making money. Lots of it. As boys, Warren and Bill each proclaimed a
            wish to be super-successful and make a great deal of money; Bill mediated his number crunching through computing, whereas
            for Warren, the numbers themselves had an almost holy appeal. When he was seven years old, for instance, he had a near-death
            experience: hospitalized for a mysterious illness and refusing to eat, he healed himself by filling a page with numbers representing
            his future capital. “I don’t have much money now,” Warren told his nurse, “but someday I will and I’ll have my picture in
            the paper.”
         

         
         The great thing about numbers is this: they can be counted. And counted upon. People are unpredictable, undependable, un-everything—calamity can strike at a moment’s notice—but numbers you can track
            in a ledger; if you’ve got x dollars today and do y tomorrow to make more, they will almost always add up to the z figure you’d anticipated.
         

         
         The numbers, and the money they represented, were a comfort and an escape for young Warren, a boy terrorized by his mother Leila’s mood swings. A brilliant woman who’d grown up helping her father publish a local paper, Leila Stahl Buffett learned to spell by setting type. Later, she’d blame her migraines on a childhood spent running the “jackhammer” of the family’s Linotype machine. She and Howard met as staffers at the student newspaper at the University of Nebraska, and in another, later era, Leila might have gone on to become an editor or reporter—maybe at the Washington Post, which her son would come, in time, to partly own. But like most women in those days, she was bound for the home, and would
            translate her preternatural competence into picture-perfect housewifeliness. But something darker lurked behind the scenes.
            Great verbal thunderclaps would burst forth from Mother Buffett to shake whichever of her children was nearest. Doris, the
            eldest, took the majority of the verbal lashings; Roberta “Bertie,” who joined the family in 1933, managed to avoid much of
            her mother’s ire. Warren often found himself watching his mother’s tirades, helpless to do anything lest he, too, experience
            the ranting.
         

         
         “There would be this flash, and then it didn’t subside,” Warren recalls of his mother’s moods. “It was just endless.”

         
         Making money was therapeutic. It was something he could control. When Howard Buffett won a seat in the U.S. House of Representatives
            in 1942 and the family relocated to Washington, D.C., moneymaking was Warren’s consolation for the loss of his Omaha friends
            and family, and his sudden removal to a new school where the other students looked down on him as a socially maladapt rube.
            Among Warren’s many D.C. hustles, the one he loved most was delivering the paper. Newspapers ran in his blood: Howard Buffett
            had once hoped to be a reporter; Leila grew up covered in newsprint. Warren relished throwing the papers, rising early to
            deliver the Washington Post and the Times-Herald, and, adding an after-school shift, the Evening Star. He mapped out his routes and raced to finish them faster than he had the day before. It was like racing marbles in the bathtub, only he was getting paid for it. To wit, when he filed his tax return in 1944, he owed $7 in tax on $592.50 in income, a lot of money back then. (He also declared $228 in interest and dividend income, and listed a $10 expense for “watch repair” and another $35 deduction for “Bicycle—Misc.”) Not too shabby for a fourteen-year-old. 

         
         Then there was the income Warren didn’t bother to report on his tax return: his ill-gotten gains from shoplifting. Warren
            had at last found a social niche—as a delinquent. On Saturdays, he and a pair of pals would raid the sporting goods section
            of the new Tenleytown Sears store.
         

         
         Howard Buffett knew exactly the way to get his prodigal son back on the straight and narrow: threaten to take his money away.
            As Buffett recalls, his father told him he could either “do something in relation to [his] potential” or give up his paper
            route.
         

         
         Warren figured he ought to do something in relation to his potential.

         
         Staring at the sums he’d rigorously set down in his ledger, Warren decided it was time to start reinvesting his income. The
            holdings of Berkshire Hathaway today are about as eclectic as Warren’s high school portfolio. Now it’s See’s Candies and GEICO
            insurance and Fruit of the Loom (and much, much, much more); back then, it was an Omaha hardware store, a Nebraska tenant
            farm, and starting businesses like a car-buffing operation in D.C., another that sold refurbished golf balls, and Buffett’s
            Approval Service, which sold sets of collectible stamps. The real profit center, however, was the pinball machines.
         

         
         A pinball machine is also a compounding machine. You buy it once, maybe pay for the odd repair, and then, literally, all a pinball machine does is take people’s money. Coin after coin, game after game. One pinball machine pays for another pinball machine, and bingo! Now you’ve got two pinball machines swallowing change, and you can buy two more, and on and on, ad infinitum. Warren Buffett would have very happily supplied the entire Eastern Seaboard with his pinball machines had he been able to find enough suitable locations; as it was, he secured a nice little toehold in D.C. barbershops. 

         
         Sports betting was also included in the Buffett portfolio. In Omaha, Warren would go down to the track, but not to wager:
            rather, he’d pick up the “place” and “show” tickets people had discarded, not realizing they could collect on a horse’s second-
            or third-place finish. Once he’d plucked the valuable scraps off the floor, his doting aunt Alice would cash out for him.
            (Kids weren’t allowed to bet.) Later, Warren would discover another source of income from the track, handicapping horses and
            putting out a tip sheet, “Stable-Boy Selections.”
         

         
         Handicapping the stock market, Warren would find out, wasn’t all that different from handicapping horses. And by the time
            he finished school back in Omaha in 1947, graduating sixteenth out of his class of 350 at Woodrow Wilson High, Buffett already
            knew that handicapping the market was what he was destined to do. He put “future stockbroker” under his picture in the yearbook
            and headed off to the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton business school.
         

         
         What compounding was to Warren, coding became to Bill. He and the other Lakeside School programming prodigies had just gotten
            the hang of the Teletype when a Seattle area start-up, Computer Center Corporation, nicknamed C-Cubed, invited them to crash-test
            their machines—literally, their job was to run as many programs as they could, to see what prompted a crash. Bill and his
            pals, including Paul Allen, reveled in the free computer time—after school and on Saturdays, they’d design digital versions
            of blackjack, roulette, Monopoly. Bill’s particular obsession was a war game he devised that was inspired by Napoléon. He’d
            type commands with a marker stuck in his mouth, rocking in his chair and tapping the keyboard with what Allen describes as
            an odd “six-finger, sideways scrabble.”
         

         
         Alas, all dreams must die. Or at any rate, go on hiatus. The C-Cubed honchos decided to call time on the crash-testing, at which point, Bill recalls, it was like, “OK, monkeys, go home.” Bill and Paul scrambled for a workaround—they needed that computer. By that point, pretty much no one knew their way around the C-Cubed system better than they did—’twas a mere
            fillip to steal a few passwords from the administrators and shoplift computer time. And just as Warren’s father had cottoned
            on to his son’s scofflaw ways, the C-Cubed honchos picked up on the theft and updated their security software. The Lakeside
            gang cracked it in about an hour and a half. Proud of their accomplishment, they visited C-Cubed to demonstrate how they’d
            managed the feat. Ringleaders Bill and Paul were promptly banned from C-Cubed for three months.
         

         
         As soon as that sentence had been served, Bill and Paul returned to C-Cubed with white flags in hand. Their days of hacking
            for personal benefit were over, they promised, but surely the skills they’d honed could be of use. Computer nerd fellowship prevailed: programmers Steve Russell and Dick Gruen took
            pity on the kids and put them to work.
         

         
         Russell, a digital pioneer in his own right, who had created the Spacewar! video game while at MIT, had a particular affection for Bill. He found it remarkable that Bill, only a high school freshman
            at the time, could link certain types of bugs to specific programmers at headquarters: “Well, Mr. Faboli’s code at this line,
            he’s made the same mistake of not checking the semaphore when he’s changing the status,” Russell recalled as a typical example
            of Bill’s error reports.
         

         
         At least someone liked Bill. One former Lakeside student remembers him as “an extremely annoying person,” and admits he took pleasure in giving
            him “a little bit of a hard time.” But Bill gave as good as he got. He’d developed the charming tic of shouting “That’s the
            stupidest thing I’ve ever heard!” at people; one hopes that someone had the wit to rejoin that it was statistically implausible for Bill Gates to continually hear ever-stupider things. Mellow Paul took Bill’s churlishness in stride, volunteering alongside him at C-Cubed—right up until the day that brawny repo men arrived at the C-Cubed office. The company was deeply in debt. “We’re sitting there typing at the Teletypes, and these guys are coming in, taking the furniture,” Bill recalls. Once the chairs were gone, Bill and Paul knelt by their terminals and kept typing, madly downloading the programs they’d written onto magnetic tape. The duo had learned much from the permanently shuttered C-Cubed—including, as Gates biographers Stephen Manes and Paul Andrews note, “how not to run a company.” 

         
         The idea of running a company greatly interested Bill. As it did his recently acquired best friend, Kent Evans. A fellow habitué
            of the Teletype room in Lakeside’s McAllister Hall, Kent Evans was chubby, frizzy-haired, gregarious, and quick to flash a
            smile that was lopsided due to his congenital cleft palate that had been “surgically repaired.” He was also brash and uninhibited,
            upping the ante on Bill’s headlong approach to whatever interested him. He and Bill pored over copies of Fortune together and came up with the name for Bill’s first professional outfit: the Lakeside Programming Group, which he formed with
            Kent, Paul Allen, and Ric Weiland.
         

         
         Their first gig came from Portland, Oregon–based Information Sciences, Inc., or ISI. The four boys were contracted to create
            a do-it-all payroll system, and the project was no joke: the task kept revealing new complexities. “You have these labor distribution
            reports,” Bill later recalled, “and these quarterly tax reports, and health deduction reports . . .” And so on.
         

         
         “It was a bitch of a program,” seconded Paul.

         
         The payroll system was still incomplete when Ric and Paul left for college. When LPG finally delivered a version of the program, ISI considered it unsatisfactory, and refused to dole out the agreed-upon free computer time. Towing Bill along, Kent stormed into the offices of Bill Gates Sr.’s white-shoe law firm in downtown Seattle, demanding that he send ISI a writ of holy war. A gentler missive was penned, and Kent and Bill were rehired by ISI to finish the job, in exchange for five thousand hours of computer time. They’d have until June 30, 1972, to use it. 

         
         By that time, Kent Evans would be dead.

         
          

         It’s tempting to suppose that the sudden passing of his closest friend had the same shattering impact on Bill that Leila Buffett’s
            tantrums had on Warren: In each case, the boys’ foundations were shaken, and they retreated into numbers, and logic, and systems,
            to shore themselves up. This isn’t to suggest that Bill Gates and Warren Buffett are psychologically identical—they were not
            and are not—but to point out that they both reacted to trauma by sharpening their focus. For Bill, the cataclysm came in the
            midst of his and Kent Evans’s next programming assignment, this one for their school. In 1971, Lakeside merged with St. Nicholas
            School, an all-girls’ academy, and the coat-and-tie-wearing male students were flummoxed by the sudden influx of estrogen
            into the atmosphere. Hormones weren’t the only thing ricocheting around: Most female students split their course load between
            Lakeside and the St. Nick’s campus some ten miles off in Capitol Hill, and school administrators were tearing their hair out
            trying to assemble coherent class schedules. Stymied, they turned to Bill Gates.
         

         
         Working with Kent, Bill set about building a scheduling program from scratch. Seemingly infinite variables had to be accounted
            for: How could software make sense of one kid requesting English lit, calculus, a biology lab, choir, and French—but, please,
            don’t put three courses in a row—and another kid requesting the same course load, but with drum practice instead of choir,
            when, oy, you can’t have drums upstairs and choir downstairs at the same time? Then add on the administrators’ desire that
            class sizes be balanced, and all the girls commuting to and from St. Nick’s . . . The two boys exhausted themselves working
            on the scheduling program. Sometimes they’d spend the night in the teachers’ lounge or sleep in an unlocked classroom. It
            may have been too much for Kent.
         

         
         While Bill would shoot straight down the slopes when skiing and could jump out of a trash can without touching the rim, this derring-do and athleticism set him apart from his best friend. Chubby Kent Evans was earthbound. But, spurred on perhaps by the arrival of girls at Lakeside, Kent was trying to get fit, and he’d enrolled in a mountaineering class. Bill was skeptical. “He didn’t strike me as somebody who had any business up on the slopes,” Bill later said. 

         
         Knowing his son was drained from his work with Bill, Kent’s father pleaded with him to skip his class’s upcoming hike on Mount
            Shuksan. On May 28, 1972, as the beginner mountaineers crossed a gentle but still-icy slope, Kent slipped, and wound up tumbling
            down the Curtis Glacier, hitting his head on jutting rocks as he fell. He died in the rescue helicopter.
         

         
         Some observers blamed the pressures of the scheduling program for Kent’s death. If that seems a reach, consider this: The
            teacher who’d first attempted to build the program expired mid-project, in a single-engine plane crash. Overwork and fatigue
            were cited as factors in that tragedy, too.
         

         
         Surely, Bill would have been forgiven for dropping the project. He was crushed. Kent Evans had been his constant companion.
            Asked to speak at the memorial service, he bowed out at the last minute, fearing he wouldn’t be able to restrain his tears.
            “For two weeks I couldn’t do anything at all,” Bill later said. And then, sick of mourning, he slogged on, calling on Paul
            Allen for aid. “And that,” according to Bill, “sort of started a partnership that led to Microsoft.”
         

         
         Silver linings, as they say. Paul and Bill wrestled the scheduling program into submission, and then, with a thousand dollars’ worth of computer time left before the ISI clock struck midnight, they wasted as much of it as they could writing a program that executed an endless loop. There must have been something Zen about watching the circle retrace and retrace itself, drawing a black hole into which the two grieving young men could cast away their feelings. Years later, Paul Allen and Bill Gates funded a new building at Lakeside, named after Kent Evans. As of 1993, an updated version of their scheduling program was still in use. 

         
          

         By the time Warren Buffett and Bill Gates met, they’d spent a long time looking for each other. Though each man had claimed
            close working relationships over the years, this was a different kind of soul-connection, a friendship with no strings attached.
            And in the summer of 1991, both of them were in need of a friend: Bill was at the very start of the yearslong government investigations
            into Microsoft, and Warren was embarking on the beleaguering task of dragging the investment bank Salomon Brothers back from
            the brink. Each man was a lonely titan fixed in the public imagination as a personal brand—Bill the billionaire tech brat,
            Warren the Oracle of Omaha—with less power over the course of events in their business and private lives than the public gave
            them credit for. They had something else in common, too: Both Warren and Bill owed some measure of their success to Harvard.
            Bill, because he got in, and then quit; Warren because he hadn’t gotten in in the first place.
         

         
         When Bill returned to Seattle after that first-ever meeting and talkathon with Warren, one of the first things he did was
            to reach out to his brand-new bosom pal with a question: What did Warren consider to be the very best book about business?
            Warren responded by mailing him a copy of John Brooks’s Business Adventures, a compilation of Brooks’s New Yorker pieces detailing the triumphs and failures of executives at Fortune 500 companies like Xerox and Ford. “He loaned me his copy
            and we had a lot of fun talking about what we had learned from it,” Bill said many years later, writing on his blog Gates Notes in 2014. The book was out of print at the time, but Bill still recalled it so fondly, he’d gone to the trouble of asking
            Brooks’s family to let him print an excerpt online—a chapter on Xerox’s triumphs and travails that proved so popular, Business Adventures was rushed back into print.
         

         
         Warren, for his part, cemented the friendship by purchasing one hundred shares of Microsoft. In Buffett terms, that’s akin to someone throwing a penny in a wishing well; the act has symbolic, rather than financial, meaning. Those hundred shares were Warren’s way of carving out mental space for the brilliant young man he’d just met—he’d see the MSFT symbol float by on the ticker and recall that he owned a tiny piece of the thing Bill so well understood: the future. “I wish I’d bought more,” Warren later joked. 
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