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Introduction

Killing It


Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring, those ripples build a current that can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.

Robert F. Kennedy



When Tim Cook took over as CEO of Apple in 2011, he had big shoes to fill. One of the largest, most innovative companies in the world had just lost its visionary founder. Steve Jobs and the company he cofounded were beyond iconic, and with him gone, pundits predicted disaster. With rising competition from Android, and uncertainty about future products, Cook had everything to lose by stepping into the driver’s seat.

But the critics were wrong. Fast forward eight years, and under Cook’s leadership, Apple has been absolutely killing it. Since Jobs died, Apple reached the ultimate milestone, becoming the world’s first trillion-dollar company, making it the most valuable corporation in the world. Its stock has nearly tripled.1 Its cash reserves have more than quadrupled since 2010, to a record $267.2 billion—despite its spending nearly $220 billion in stock buybacks and dividends.2 For perspective, the U.S. government only has $271 billion cash on hand.3

To get an idea of just how enormous Apple is during Tim Cook’s CEO tenure, consider that the company made $88.3 billion in revenue and $20 billion in profits in Q1 of 2018, as I’m writing this book.4 By comparison, Facebook, with more than 2.2 billion active users, made just $40.6 billion over all of 2017.5 Not to mention that in just those three months, Apple made almost as much as its rival Microsoft—once the biggest company in tech—during the entire year of 2017, at $90 billion.6

Cook’s Apple is crushing the competition in almost every way:


	• The iPhone is the single most successful product of all time. It’s a juggernaut. Apple has sold more than 1.2 billion iPhones in the ten years since it was introduced—four of those years thanks to Jobs’s leadership, then the rest under Cook.7 Cumulative sales are approaching $1 trillion in revenue alone. While Android may ship more handsets, Apple is by far the revenue leader and taking 80 percent of all the profit in the mobile industry.8 While Apple sells premium handsets with 30–40 percent profit margins, the rest of the mobile industry fights for the low end of the market, where margins are razor thin.9 And with the iPhone X and its offspring, Apple’s market share continues to grow.10 The rest of the industry is left to fight over smaller and smaller scraps of profit.

	• Apple is also succeeding in computers. Although computers play second fiddle to the iPhone, Apple has recently been growing its PC market share for the first time in decades—and is the only company doing so.11 PC sales are down 26 percent overall from their peak in 2011. Thanks to tablets and smartphones, the PC market seemed unlikely ever to recover. But since Cook took over, Apple has been steadily growing its slice of the market, from 5 percent in 2011 to about 7 percent today.12 That may seem like modest gains, but like with the iPhone, Apple is only competing at the high end of the market.

	• Apple blew open a whole new industry with wearables. Launched in April 2015, the Apple Watch is the first major product of the Tim Cook era that had no input from Steve Jobs.13 It is a sleeper hit, with more than forty million Apple Watch wearers and sales up 50 percent quarter over quarter.14 Apple’s watch business is already bigger than Rolex.15 Apple’s AirPods are another hit; the company is expected to sell fifty million–plus AirPods and Beats headphones in 2018.16 With the new HomePod speaker, Apple’s smart audio business could exceed $10 billion annually.17

	• Apple’s service business is also growing astronomically. Responsible for $9.1 billion in Q2 2018, it is Apple’s second biggest segment by revenue and is almost as big as the satellite TV company Dish Networks.18 If it were to stand alone, services would be a Fortune 500 company.19 Some pundits see its services business, built on sales of music, apps, and digital subscriptions, growing to $50 billion by 2020, which could make it bigger than Mac and iPad combined—and bigger than even Disney or Microsoft.20



And perhaps the best is yet to come. Behind the scenes, Apple is rumored to be building a robot car, which, if successful, threatens to disrupt the $2 trillion global automotive industry the same way Apple crushed the mobile phone industry. GM and Ford may end up like Nokia and Motorola.

Defying expectations, Apple is enjoying unprecedented levels of success under Tim Cook’s leadership, and looks to have a bright future. Despite fears that there would be a mass exodus of talent after Jobs’s death and that the company would be gutted as key players left for rivals, Cook has largely held together the management team he inherited from Jobs, supplementing it with clever, high-profile hires of his own. Not only has he steered Apple through a time of uncertainty following Jobs’s death, and grown it beyond belief, but he’s also led a cultural revolution within the company. Under Cook, Apple isn’t as cutthroat and abrasive as it was before—without undoing the company’s core products or increasing profits. While Jobs often set teams against each other—and even individual executives—Cook has favored a more harmonious approach, letting go of a few executives who created conflict and drama while increasing cross-collaboration between previously heavily siloed teams.

Cook believes strongly that companies should have a good strategy coupled with good values. In late 2017, his six core values for running Apple were quietly published in an obscure financial statement, and subsequently were given their own subsections on Apple’s website.21 Though they haven’t been publicly identified by Cook or the company in any formal capacity, looking at Cook’s leadership style over the last eight years, these six values shed light on him as a leader and provide the foundation for everything he has done at Apple:


	• Accessibility: Apple believes accessibility is a fundamental human right and technology should be accessible to everyone.22

	• Education: Apple believes education is a fundamental human right and a quality education should be available to all.23

	• Environment: Apple drives environmental responsibility in product design and manufacturing.24

	• Inclusion and diversity: Apple believes diverse teams make innovation possible.25

	• Privacy and security: Apple believes privacy is a fundamental human right.26 Every Apple product is designed from the ground up to protect your privacy and security.

	• Supplier responsibility: Apple educates and empowers the people in its supply chain, and helps preserve the environment’s most precious resources.27



As I wrote this book, it became clear how these core values are the bedrock of Cook’s leadership at Apple. You’ll read how he first unearthed and then embedded them in the company, from the first day he joined Apple to the present day. We’ll explore how he developed these values throughout his life and how they came to underpin the heart and soul of the culture at Apple, by investigating the circumstances with which Cook inherited the top job and just how high the stakes were, and then journeying back to his childhood, early career, and his time at Apple.

As the company settles into its recently completed headquarters, a futuristic spaceship that’s among the biggest HQs in Silicon Valley, Apple is poised for its third great act, when it brings computing to previously unconquered industries—medicine, health, fitness, automotive, and the smart home, among others. Cook’s tenure at Apple is already the stuff of business legend, and it’s high time his contributions to Apple, and the world, are aptly celebrated. After all, he has led Apple to become the world’s first trillion-dollar company. What follows is the story of Tim Cook, the quiet genius leading Apple to heady heights.
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CHAPTER 1

The Death of Steve Jobs

On Sunday, August 11, 2011, Tim Cook got a call that would change his life. When he picked up the phone, Steve Jobs was on the other end, asking him to come to his home in Palo Alto. At the time, Jobs was convalescing from treatment for pancreatic cancer and a recent liver transplant. He had been diagnosed with cancer in 2003, and after initially resisting treatment, he had undergone several increasingly invasive procedures to fight the disease ravaging his body. Cook, surprised by the call, asked when he should come over, and when Jobs replied, “Now,” Cook knew it was important.1 He set off immediately to Jobs’s home.

When he arrived, Jobs told Cook that he wanted him to take over as CEO of Apple. The plan was for Jobs to step down as CEO, go into semiretirement, and become the chairman of Apple’s board. Even though Jobs was very sick, both men believed—or at least pretended—that he would be around for a while yet. Though he had been diagnosed several years before, he had lived for many years with the disease, refusing to slow down or step back from Apple. In fact, only a few months earlier, in the spring of 2011, he had told his biographer Walter Isaacson, “There’ll be more; I’ll get to the next lily pad; I’ll outrun the cancer.”2 Always determined, Jobs refused to back down or admit that his illness was serious. And at that time, he truly believed he would survive it.

For both men, Jobs’s new appointment as chairman wasn’t an honorary title or something to keep the shareholders happy; it was a real, honest-to-goodness job that would allow him to oversee and steer Apple’s future direction. As David Pogue, technology writer for the New York Times and Yahoo, wrote, “You can bet that as chairman, Mr. Jobs will still be the godfather.3 He’ll still be pulling plenty of strings, feeding his vision to his carefully built team, and weighing in on the company’s compass headings.” Jobs had already left Apple once—and now that he’d made it into one of the most innovative companies in the world, he wasn’t about to do so again.

As Jobs and Cook discussed CEO succession on that momentous day in August, Cook brought up Steve’s “godfather” role. The pair chatted about how they’d work together in their new positions, not realizing quite how close to death Steve actually was. “I thought … he was going to live a lot longer,” said Cook, reflecting back on the conversation. “We got into a whole level of discussion about what would it mean for me to be CEO with him as chairman,” he recalled. When Jobs said, “You make all the decisions,” Cook suspected something was wrong. Jobs would never have handed over the reins willingly. So Cook “tried to pick something that would incite him,” asking questions like, “You mean that if I review an ad, and I like it, it should just run without your okay?” Jobs laughed and said, “Well, I hope you’d at least ask me!” Cook “asked him two or three times, ‘Are you sure you want me to do this?’” He was prepared for Jobs to step back in if need be, because he “saw him getting better at that point in time.”4

Jobs’s reply to the question about the ad was revealing. He was famously meddlesome in nature, one of the main reasons why Cook assumed he would continue to oversee Apple, even if Cook was now officially in charge of running the day-to-day—though he had largely been doing this for several years already in his role as COO, while Jobs was still CEO. And despite stepping away from all formal responsibility, Jobs did remain very much a part of the company. Cook kept him involved, going “over [to his house] often during the week, and sometimes on the weekends.5 Every time I saw him he seemed to be getting better. He felt that way as well.” Both Jobs and Apple’s PR team continued to deny that he was in ill health—no one would admit that he was close to death. But, “unfortunately, it didn’t work out that way,” Cook said, and Jobs’s death stunned the world only a few months later.6

Cook the Cipher

When it came to picking a successor to Jobs, there were rumors that the Apple board was likely to choose someone from outside the company, but this was never actually the case. The board was Jobs’s board, sometimes controversially so, and they were always going to accept whomever Jobs picked for the role. Jobs wanted an insider who “got” Apple’s culture, and he believed there was no one who fit the bill more perfectly than Cook, the man he had trusted to run Apple in his absence on two previous occasions.

Cook, who had been running Apple behind the scenes for so many years, was Jobs’s natural successor, but to many onlookers his ascendance to the CEO position was surprising. No one outside Apple or even inside the company would have considered him a visionary, the type of leader whom Jobs had epitomized and everyone assumed Apple needed. It was widely accepted that after Jobs, the next most visionary person at Apple was not Cook but instead chief designer Jony Ive.

After all, no one else had Ive’s operational power or experience—he had worked hand in glove with Jobs since the days of the first-generation iMac. Together, the pair had spent a decade and more refashioning Apple into a design-led organization. Ive had a cult status of his own, having been the face of many Apple products in promotional videos. For his design on the iMac, iPod, iPhone, and iPad, Ive had won many high-profile awards, and as a consequence he was well known to the public. In contrast, Cook was a much more shadowy figure. He’d never appeared in any product videos and had presented at Apple’s product launches on only a few occasions when Jobs was ill. He had given almost no interviews over his career and had been the subject of only a smattering of magazine articles (none of which he participated in). He was largely unknown.

But although some people thought Ive was in a strong position to succeed Jobs, having been so pivotal to Apple’s vision and products, he had no interest in running a business. He wanted to continue designing—at Apple he had every designer’s dream job: limitless resources and creative freedom. He wasn’t going to sacrifice such a rare and liberating position for the management headaches that inevitably come with running an entire company.

Another possible candidate rumored by outside media pundits was Scott Forstall, an ambitious executive who was then in the role of senior vice president of iOS software.7 Forstall had climbed the leadership ladder at Apple with high-profile projects like Mac OS X, the software that ran the Macintosh. But his star had really risen with the smashing success of the iPhone, since he’d overseen the development of its software. Forstall had a reputation as a hard-charging and demanding executive and styled himself after Jobs, even driving the same silver Mercedes-Benz SL55 AMG. Bloomberg once referred to Forstall as a “mini-Steve,” so for some it was a logical assumption that he was a shoo-in for the next CEO.8 Apple, ever secretive, made no comment on possible successors.

For most, it was baffling that Apple would replace a visionary leader with someone who was so different in character from Jobs, almost his polar opposite. It’s easy now to look at Cook’s ascent to the head of the world’s biggest tech company as the markings of a new era for Apple, but in 2011 it felt more like an ending than a new chapter.

“Nobody would make Tim Cook CEO,” a Silicon Valley investor had told Fortune’s Adam Lashinsky a few years earlier in 2008.9 “That’s laughable. They don’t need a guy who merely [gets stuff done]. They need a brilliant product guy, and Tim is not that guy. He is an ops guy—at a company where ops is outsourced.” This was a harsh analysis, but there was a certain truth to it; to most people, Cook was a blank slate, notable more for what he wasn’t than what he was.

But ultimately, this unexpected choice was the best for the company. Cook already had the crucial experience of running Apple and had done so effectively. He had stepped in when Jobs took two leaves of absence, in 2009 and 2011, after his initial pancreatic cancer diagnosis in 2003. While Jobs was away, Cook ran Apple as chief executive, overseeing the company’s day-to-day operations. He was so unlike Steve Jobs, but he had run the company successfully twice, so the board clearly felt that he would maintain Apple’s long-lasting stability.

They had indicated their faith in Cook before. In 2010, as COO, he had received a hefty $58 million in salary, bonus, and other stock awards. Now, as he transitioned into the CEO role, the Apple board voted to award him with one million restricted stock options. To ensure he’d stay on as CEO for a while, half of them were scheduled to vest in August 2016, five years later. The other half were scheduled to vest after ten years, in August 2021.10 Apple’s board was confident that Tim Cook was the CEO Apple needed.

Jobs Resigns; Cook Is CEO

Less than two weeks after he asked Cook to take over as CEO, Jobs resigned and publicly announced him as his successor. A lot of Apple watchers assumed that Jobs wasn’t really leaving and that this change wouldn’t have a significant impact on Apple, since Jobs would still be a huge part of the company. He had taken leaves of absence before and had always returned. And after stepping down, he was immediately named chairman of the company, which implied his continued oversight of Apple’s future.

But Apple’s board was concerned about public opinion—they wanted the world to see what they saw in Cook. He might not have been as beloved a figure as Steve Jobs, but it was important that the public learned to love him for his unique strengths—and to have faith that though it would be different, he would run the company just as well as Jobs had done. An Apple press release announced Jobs’s resignation and Cook’s ascension to CEO. “The Board has complete confidence that Tim is the right person to be our next CEO,” said Art Levinson, chairman of Genentech, on behalf of Apple’s board.11 “Tim’s 13 years of service to Apple have been marked by outstanding performance, and he has demonstrated remarkable talent and sound judgment in everything he does.”

The same day that Jobs’s resignation was announced, August 24, 2011, both the Wall Street Journal and AllThingsD’s Walt Mossberg cited sources “familiar with the situation” as saying that Jobs would continue to be as active as ever in dictating Apple’s product strategy.12,13 He wasn’t going anywhere; Cook would run Apple operationally, but Jobs would be involved in “developing major future products and strategy.” People looked for clues wherever they could find them to prove that Jobs was okay; Jobs wasn’t quitting the board of directors at Disney or stepping away from Apple completely—most refused to believe that his health had taken a “sudden worsening.”14,15 Apple’s share price only dipped a little—less than 6 percent. Even the market didn’t truly believe he was out of the picture.

Cook accepted the role of CEO, acknowledging that he was going to work within the system that Jobs had established. It couldn’t have been less like Jobs’s return in 1997. Unlike Jobs, Cook wasn’t going to tear down what wasn’t working and rebuild; he had been a steady captain in his role as COO and planned to keep the ship on its existing trajectory. Unsurprisingly, he did not immediately announce any major changes that would cause investors or fans concern. He wanted to earn their trust first. Plus, according to one widely reported rumor at the time, Jobs had left a detailed plan for a pipeline of products (rumored to be new iPhones, iPads, and Apple TV) that would extend for the next four years at least.16 Jobs’s influence wasn’t going away anytime soon. Any changes Cook implemented would be quiet and behind the scenes, just as his previous contributions to Apple had been. Transitioning from COO to CEO, he became more involved in day-to-day administrative matters, something that Jobs rarely had the patience for. He took a more hands-on approach to promotions and corporate reporting structures. He also increased Apple’s focus on education and launched a new charitable matching program. (Jobs, by contrast, had canceled many of Apple’s charitable initiatives after taking over as CEO.)

Cook wanted to create a sense of company camaraderie, which was lacking when Jobs was at the helm, so he took to sending more company-wide emails, in which he addressed the Apple employees as “Team.” One of his earliest such messages as CEO, in August 2011, struck a reassuring tone:


I am looking forward to the amazing opportunity of serving as CEO of the most innovative company in the world ….17 Steve has been an incredible leader and mentor … [and] we are really looking forward to Steve’s ongoing guidance and inspiration as our Chairman. I want you to be confident that Apple is not going to change …. Steve built a company and culture that is unlike any other in the world and we are going to stay true to that …. I am confident our best years lie ahead of us and that together we will continue to make Apple the magical place that it is.



Taking a more hands-on approach to interactions with staff was different from Jobs’s style. Cook’s first email sparked a trend within the company that helped a new culture to develop under his leadership. His emails and other internal communications, such as town hall meetings, helped the new CEO spread his values throughout the company. He also made a conscious effort to adopt some of the things that Jobs had done to establish a sense of continuity between the two leaders. One neat touch Jobs had employed to make himself more approachable was to have a publicly available email address: steve@apple.com or sjobs@apple.com. Cook continued this tradition, responding personally to some of the hundreds of emails that flocked in following his CEO appointment.18

One correspondent, a man named Justin R, wrote to Cook, “Tim, just wanted to wish you the best of luck, and to let you know that there are a lot of us that are excited to see where Apple is going.19 Oh, one more thing—WAR DAMN EAGLE!” (a reference to the “War Eagle” battle cry of Cook’s alma mater, Auburn University). And of course, Cook responded: “Thanks Justin. War Eagle forever!” He wasn’t just a boring operations guy—these emails gave the public a taste of his personality and showed them that he was a leader dedicated not only to his company but to his customers as well.

Cook was beginning this smooth transition to permanent CEO as the visionary leader who had come to define Apple moved into his new position as chairman. But unfortunately, Jobs would not remain Apple’s chairman for long.

The Death of Steve Jobs

Steve Jobs’s death on October 5, 2011, shook the world. Just over a month after Cook took over as CEO, Jobs passed away at the age of fifty-six, eight years after his initial diagnosis of pancreatic cancer. He had defied all odds and lived for almost a decade with a disease that has a one-year survival rate of 20 percent and a five-year survival rate of just 7 percent.20 For so long, people had believed that Jobs and Apple were indestructible. Apple was the company that always performed the impossible, whether that was a dramatic turnaround from near bankruptcy to astonishing corporate success in the late 1990s, unparalleled engineering feats with the iPod and iPhone, or the reinvention of the music industry with iTunes. This was all due to Jobs’s influence. Apple was considered untouchable and its leader had become a mythological figure. Few people, it seemed, had entertained the thought that he would actually die.

Jobs passed away the day after Apple unveiled the iPhone 4S at the Yerba Buena Center for the Arts in San Francisco. The 4S’s big new feature was the AI voice assistant Siri, one of the final projects Jobs had been actively involved with at Apple.21 In the crowd at the conference was an empty seat marked “Reserved” for Jobs. He may have been missing in body, but his presence was felt, and the fact that there was a seat set aside for him was even more poignant, foreshadowing his passing away the very next day.

The news of Jobs’s death sent ripples of shock and mourning around the world. Never before had the death of a chief executive affected people so intensely. The reaction to his death was unprecedented—despite his often tyrannical leadership of one of the world’s most valuable companies, he had maintained a positive public image. He was beloved. He died a few weeks after the start of the Occupy Wall Street movement—a strike back against wealth inequality and “the 1 percent”—and yet he wasn’t considered part of that group. People associated him with the beloved iPhones and iPods they carried with them daily, with the MacBooks and iMacs that gave them access to new, potentially world-changing tools. When he died, even Apple’s longtime competitor Microsoft flew its flag at half-mast. President Barack Obama hailed Jobs as “among the greatest of American innovators—brave enough to think different, bold enough to believe he could change the world, and talented enough to do it.”22 And the world agreed.

Apple Stores around the world became shrines to Jobs, plastering their windows with fan-made signs and cards commemorating the CEO who, they felt, was one of them. Flowers and candles littered sidewalks outside. Windows were covered in Post-it notes with heartfelt tributes. At the Apple Store in Palo Alto—Steve’s hometown—the Post-it tributes completely covered both windows. This type of public mourning was unheard of for a corporate leader.

The months following Jobs’s death might have been a tragic time for Cook and those who knew and loved Jobs, but Apple’s products were as popular as ever. The iPhone 4S exceeded the preorder and launch numbers of any previous iPhone, with more than four million selling in its first weekend alone.23 Preorders of Walter Isaacson’s authorized biography of Jobs, a book that would have sold well at any time, also increased by an enormous 42,000 percent on Amazon following Jobs’s death.24

Running Steve Jobs’s Company

As Steve Jobs was being immortalized in every newspaper, magazine, and blog, and on every TV channel and radio station across the globe, the gaze of the world quickly turned to Tim Cook. Doubts about the new CEO persisted while glowing obituaries for Jobs continued to flow. Pundits were skeptical about the sort of company Apple would become without its visionary leader, and fans of Apple were fearful for its future. It was clear from the beginning that Cook’s anointment as CEO would be both a blessing and a curse. The role of Apple CEO was a once-in-a-lifetime position that most people wouldn’t dare dream of attaining, but it was also one of the riskiest jobs in the world. Jobs’s choosing Cook to lead the company was a ringing endorsement of his competence and ability, but to follow in Jobs’s footsteps under the pressure and scrutiny of the world was a daunting prospect. Running Apple, Cook would be the most visible CEO in the world: a high-wire act.

It was a scary moment for Cook. While he’d been at Apple for more than a decade, and had risen to become Jobs’s most senior lieutenant as chief operating officer, he was now facing a formidable task: taking the reins of an iconic company with millions of rabid fans and a central place in American business and culture. Apple was one of the fastest-growing companies in the world, with a huge, sprawling operation, but it was also facing increasing competition in the burgeoning mobile computing revolution that was sweeping the globe.

The stakes for Tim Cook were higher than ever.

Apple Is Doomed

An intensely private and soft-spoken man, Cook never thought he’d be made CEO. And he certainly never thought he’d replace Jobs. He once famously said, “Come on, replace Steve?25 No. He’s irreplaceable. That’s something people have to get over. I see Steve there with gray hair in his 70s, long after I’m retired.” Of course, that’s not how things worked out.

At the time of his death, Jobs had become modern America’s most lionized CEO. Not only had he saved Apple from certain death in the late 1990s, but he’d transformed the company into a massive hit-making machine. The epoch-defining Mac, iPod, iPhone, and iPad had transformed Apple into one of the biggest companies in tech, and certainly the most copied.

Cook had everything to lose. Apple was in danger of losing its leadership position in the marketplace with intense competition from Android, and many thought the company was doomed without its visionary leader. Nobody knew how Cook would act as permanent CEO, since he’d never truly been a public figure.

Cook’s reputation initially worked against him—he was certainly a master of operations, but many thought him to be a colorless, unimaginative drone. He had none of the charisma and driving personality of his former boss, which was what people had grown to expect from Apple’s CEO. Worse, he didn’t have Jobs’s imagination. Where would Apple’s next generation of insanely great products come from? Jobs had been instrumental in making Apple’s products huge successes, and experts in the field were afraid that without him, Apple’s run of hits would come to an end.

Even before Jobs officially stepped down, pundits weren’t afraid to point out that without Steve at the helm, Apple was doomed. It was no exaggeration: “Why Apple Is Doomed” was the title of a May 2011 editorial in the Huffington Post. In it, Ty Fujimura predicted that Apple would never recover from Jobs’s death. His “management, even his vision,” Fujimura wrote, “is replaceable.26 But that brilliant sense of taste, to which Apple owes their success, will not be matched by the next regime. His death would leave Apple closer to the pack than ever …. Without vastly superior products, their arrogant marketing will fall on deaf ears. Consumers will consider alternatives more readily.”

Many others agreed. Jobs was such a singular leader, and Apple’s products so closely tied to him, that imagining Apple without him was next to impossible. George F. Colony, CEO of research and advisory firm Forrester, predicted the company would fail without him. “When Steve Jobs departed, he took three things with him: 1) singular charismatic leadership that bound the company together and elicited extraordinary performance from its people; 2) the ability to take big risks; and 3) an unparalleled ability to envision and design products.”27 Apple’s momentum, Colony suggested, would only keep it at the top for two to four more years at the most. “Without the arrival of a new charismatic leader it will move from being a great company to being a good company, with a commensurate step down in revenue growth and product innovation.”

Cook was not the charismatic leader everyone wanted. He was so unlike Steve Jobs that many analysts, including Colony, drew comparisons with Sony after the departure of its legendary cofounder Akio Morita, Polaroid after Edwin Land, Disney in the twenty years after Walt Disney’s death, and even Apple itself after Jobs’s first departure in the mid-1980s. The history books are full of companies that stumbled after the death or departure of a crucial founder or leader. Both Ford and Walmart had taken similar dips. Apple’s great rival, Microsoft, struggled under the leadership of Steve Ballmer, who took over from the legendary Bill Gates.

Even years later, people continued to doubt that Apple would survive under Cook. “The question of whether Cook can sustain Apple’s momentum comes up more often than just about any other question,” Michael Useem, Wharton management professor and director of the school’s Center for Leadership and Change Management, told Fortune magazine in March 2015, three and a half years after Jobs’s death.28 So widespread was the gloom that one of the most hyped books in 2014, three years after Jobs’s death, was Haunted Empire, by Wall Street Journal reporter Yukari Kane, which described Apple as a company anguished by the absence of its former leader.29 One passage read, “Even as he took control of Apple’s sprawling empire, Tim Cook could not escape his boss’s shadow.30 The question was, how would Cook leave that shadow behind? How could anyone compete with a visionary so brilliant and unforgettable that not even death could make him go away?”

Jobs had a vision for Apple that many were afraid would be lost with Cook at the helm. In a 1985 interview with Playboy magazine—ironically the same year he was booted out of Apple for a decade—he bemoaned that “companies, as they grow to become multi-billion-dollar entities, somehow lose their vision.”31 At the time of his death, Apple had become a multibillion-dollar company. It was by just about every conceivable metric more successful than it had ever been in its history. But with Jobs as its leader, the vision was still intact. Did Cook have the right insight into and passion for the products, and did he have a vision for the future of Apple?

Those who worked with Cook knew how great a responsibility the former COO was taking on, and some were nervous at first. It was “a daunting challenge,” said Greg Joswiak, Apple’s vice president of worldwide product marketing, who has worked at Apple for more than thirty years—twenty years as a colleague of Cook’s. “It was like, you’re riding a bike and it’s not just a bike, it’s a motorcycle, it’s a Harley,” he said, in a personal interview at Apple’s new spaceship HQ on March 19, 2018. “The challenge was significant.”

But if Cook was uneasy about taking on this challenge, it wasn’t apparent, even to his closest colleagues like Joswiak. “The world was nervous,” but “if [Cook] was [nervous], he certainly didn’t show it.”32 If not for his cool demeanor in the face of this significant challenge, Apple would have been a much more difficult place to work after Jobs’s death. But Apple employees understood how Cook operated, even if the rest of the world did not. “He took a lot of unfair criticism early on …. The outside world wanted to compare him to Steve.” But Cook “wasn’t going to try to be Steve,” Joswiak said. “And what a smart thing because no one could be Steve …. Instead Tim was Tim. Tim brought the things that he could to the business.”

Like most successful leaders, Cook played to his unique strengths to run the company effectively. In a September 2014 interview with Charlie Rose, he explained that Jobs never expected him to lead Apple in the same way that he had. “He knew, when he chose me, that I wasn’t like him, that I’m not a carbon copy of him,” Cook told Rose.33 “And so he obviously thought through that deeply, about who he wanted to lead Apple. I have always felt the responsibility of that.” Cook says he desperately wanted to continue Jobs’s legacy and “pour every ounce that I had in myself into the company,” but he never had the objective of being the same as Jobs. “I knew, the only person I can be is the person I am,” he continued. “I’ve tried to be the best Tim Cook I can be.”

And that’s exactly what he’s done.
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CHAPTER 2

A Worldview Shaped by the Deep South

Sweet Home Alabama

Timothy Donald Cook was born on November 1, 1960, in Mobile, Alabama, a port city on the Gulf coast and the state’s third-biggest city. He was the second of three sons born to Don and Geraldine Cook.1 Both of his parents were rural Alabama natives. Don worked at the shipyard for Alabama Dry Dock and Shipbuilding, the largest employer in Mobile at the time, building and repairing military ships on Pinto Island. Geraldine worked part-time as a pharmacist and dedicated the rest of her time to the home.

Growing up, Cook had an excellent relationship with both of his parents, and he has remained deeply devoted to them. “He calls every Sunday, no matter what, no matter where he’s at,” Cook’s father told a television interviewer in 2009, two years before Cook assumed the role of CEO at Apple.2 “Europe, Asia, no matter where he’s at, he calls his mother every Sunday. He don’t miss a one.” Geraldine passed away at the age of seventy-seven in 2015, but Tim still maintains a close relationship with his father to this day.

At some point, the Cook family briefly moved from Mobile to Pensacola, Florida, about an hour’s drive away, where Don found work at a huge naval base. But in 1971, when Tim was in middle school, the family returned to Alabama, settling on East Silverhill Avenue in Robertsdale, a small rural town located smack in the middle of Baldwin County, the state’s largest county by area. Don and Geraldine chose to settle in Robertsdale so that their three sons could benefit from the top-notch public school system.3

School Days

Robertsdale is the picture of small-town southern America. While technically a city, it has an area of only five square miles and a population today of barely more than five thousand, a tenth the size of Cupertino.4 When Cook was growing up, it had just half that number, about twenty-three hundred residents. Everyone knew everyone in town.

The city had sprung into quiet, laid-back life early in the twentieth century, thanks to its fertile farmland. Agriculture was its main source of income, though later the town would benefit from people passing through en route to the Gulf Shores beaches forty minutes away. When Cook was growing up, Robertsdale was a simple town that had no movie theater or bowling alley, where the most exciting event was the fall Baldwin County Fair. Geraldine described it, not unfondly, as “just a little hole in the ground.”5 The town has had the same mayor for the last thirty years.6

The Cook family was religious, leading Tim to become religious himself. He has made references to his Christian belief throughout his career. “As a child, I was baptized in a Baptist church, and faith has always been an important part of my life,” he wrote in a 2015 editorial for the Washington Post.7 One can assume that this faith has contributed to his persona as a kind and generous leader. And when he announced he was gay in a Bloomberg editorial published in 2014, he referenced God, writing, “I consider being gay among the greatest gifts God has given me.”8 Though Cook is not very outspoken about his religious beliefs these days, it’s clear they played a huge part in making him the man and leader he is today.

By all accounts, Cook appears to have fit well into Robertsdale life as a child. Contrary to the teenage tearaway Jobs sometimes portrayed himself as, Cook was a modest, high-achieving, straight-A student. Photos of him from the time depict a slightly gawky but athletic youth with a Donny Osmond haircut and a relaxed, open smile.

Cook excelled at subjects like algebra, geometry, and trigonometry—anything with an analytical edge. In all six years of middle and high school, he was voted the “most studious,” and in 1978 he earned the second-highest grades of his year, becoming salutatorian of his graduating class.9

His former math teacher Barbara Davis recalled, “He was a reliable kid.10 He was always meticulous with his work, so I knew it would be done right.” Many colleagues and former bosses said the same thing: He could always be trusted to do a job well. And doing things right would become a hallmark of his career.

As well as being studious, Cook was social and well liked among his peers. “You didn’t go around calling him a nerd,” Davis said.11 “He was just the kind of person you liked to be around.” Many of his peers commented on his intelligence and warm personality, noting he had a playful side, too. Teresa Prochaska Huntsman, the one student who scored higher grades than Cook (and thus the class valedictorian), said of him, “He wasn’t one-dimensional.12 I didn’t know anybody who didn’t like him. He had a great personality.”

Another former classmate and friend, Clarissa Bradstock, said, “He was just really smart, bookish, and had a great sense of humor.13 We would just hang out. We’d watch Saturday Night Live … and just talk about school and everything.” She added, “It’s amazing that somebody from a small town in south Alabama can accomplish what he’s done. It’s a testament to our country … but it’s also a testament to him.” It’s clear that Cook’s high school friends are proud of what he’s achieved.

Early Business Experience

Cook was a stellar student, but he also excelled in extracurricular activities and showed glimpses of business acumen at an early age. He played the trombone in the school band, and was regularly called on to perform at school dances, football games, parades, and any other local event that required a live orchestra.14 To earn a bit of cash outside of school, he delivered copies of the Mobile paper, the Press-Register, got a job in a restaurant, and worked part-time at the local pharmacy, Lee Drugs, alongside his mother. The drugstore was in the Spaceway Shopping Center, Robertsdale’s only strip shopping center, on the main road through town. The drugstore is still there and seems to be thriving, unlike the rest of the strip, which features an assortment of forlorn-looking and shuttered stores. The healthiest businesses are a couple of lunch-counter spots and a tractor rental. Most of Robertsdale’s commerce has migrated out to the edge of town, where there’s an assortment of fast-food places, a couple of Dollar Generals and Family Dollars and a Walmart Supercenter, where Cook has occasionally been spotted picking up supplies, according to a resident I spoke with when I visited the town in June 2018.

At school, Cook also found time to work on the school yearbook, taking up the very appropriate role of business manager in his senior year. His job was to keep the books and pull in enough advertising to cover the costs for the production of the yearbook. A picture in the yearbook shows the entire production crew in matching sweatshirts (with Cook front and center laughing at something). The shirts are emblazoned with the phrase “Have you got yours?”—presumably a sales tactic encouraging students to buy a copy of the yearbook. That year, thanks to Cook’s efforts, the yearbook set new records in the numbers of books sold and ad dollars raised, according to a note in the yearbook itself. Barbara Davis described him as just “the kind of person you need” for a job like that.15 Working several jobs at once and acting as a business manager on a school project provided Cook with pivotal business experience at a young age, and laid the foundation for the relentless work ethic and sharp business head he was to develop later. Just as he had set new records with the yearbook, he would do the same at Apple many years later.

Other aspects of the yearbook foreshadowed his future at Apple. In one image from his junior yearbook, Cook appears alongside a classmate, showing off a pair of large headphones and an electric typewriter, exciting new technology at the time. The caption reads, “Teresa and Tim are using two of the modern ways to help study.” If only he could have known then that one day he’d be leading the biggest technology company ever created.

How Robertsdale Forged Cook’s Worldview

Though Robertsdale definitely has the genteel hospitality and old-school charm typical of southern towns, there’s also an unpleasant undercurrent of racism running through it. Cook’s experience of racism in Robertsdale had a significant impact on him, affecting his view of the world and his future emphasis on equality.

While Cook’s parents have claimed they moved from Pensacola to Robertsdale to get their kids into the best schools possible, the family’s relocation coincided with lots of similar moves at the time. Many white families, concerned about the increasing racial tensions in Pensacola as a result of the desegregation of its public schools, moved to nearby Alabama.16 Although Alabama’s public schools had already desegregated in 1963, racial tensions may have been more noticeable in the larger, more racially mixed Pensacola than in the smaller, overwhelmingly white Robertsdale (which is still 85 percent white today, according to the census).17

“We had very few African Americans at the school,” said Cook’s classmate Clarissa Bradstock.18 “Baldwin County … was one of the richest counties at the time, because of oil. But the school we went to … was small. I didn’t witness any overt racism, but Alabama … was still working through a lot of those issues of segregation. I would hear people make racist jokes right in front of people who were African American. That was how it was at the time.”

In fact, a few years before the Cooks moved to Robertsdale, the town’s central shopping strip had a Piggly Wiggly grocery store that had separate drinking fountains. A Baldwin County resident, who asked to remain anonymous, described the overt racism that he witnessed in the area.19 “In 1966, my brother dated a young black woman on the sly but was spotted by whites at a café when he stopped to buy the girl a hamburger. She stayed in his car as a precaution. Soon after my brother [who was white] left the café, he was followed and flagged down by these same men in their pickup truck. They hauled him out and beat him badly, leaving him for dead in the nearby woods …. He ate soup through a straw for a week.” In Alabama at the time, racist acts like this were unfortunately not uncommon.

Cook had his own experiences with racism that would influence him for years to come. In the early 1970s, when he was in junior high, he was riding his new ten-speed bicycle at night along an isolated road outside Robertsdale when he noticed a fire by the side of the road. He pedaled closer and saw a burning cross, surrounded by Klansmen in white hoods and robes. While Ku Klux Klan membership had diminished from an all-time high of four million in 1925 to just a few thousand in the early 1970s, it was not uncommon to see Klan gatherings in some parts of the South at the time.20 The Klansmen Cook witnessed had assembled their flaming cross on the property of a local black family. Without thinking, Cook shouted, “Stop!” The Klansmen all looked at him, and one lifted his hood, revealing himself to be a local deacon at one of the churches in Robertsdale. He quickly warned Cook to keep on moving.21 It was a shocking experience for the young Cook.

He recalled this experience when receiving an IQLA Lifetime Achievement Award from Auburn University, his alma mater, in 2013. “This image was permanently imprinted in my brain and it would change my life forever,” he said. “For me, the cross burning was a symbol of ignorance, of hatred and a fear of anyone different than the majority. I could never understand it.” His experience encountering racism would affect the way the young Cook lived his life—and would eventually make it into his business practices.

But despite Cook’s insistence on the veracity of his story, there are some Robertsdale residents who take issue with his story about seeing members of the KKK burning crosses in the town. For example, Ted Pratt, a former schoolmate, said, “I have family and friends still in Robertsdale and no one can recall anything like that ever happening …. That story really ticked off … people who call Robertsdale their hometown.” Unsurprisingly, Robertsdale residents past and present do not want to be publicly associated with the Klan, and they are upset that their small town has been painted in such an ugly light by such a high-profile executive.

In a lengthy thread on a Facebook page called “Robertsdale Past and Present,” dozens of Robertsdale residents, current and former, questioned Cook’s memories.22 “Tim Cook is flat out lying about this incident,” wrote one commenter named Rod Jerkins. “Never happened.” (His comment got half a dozen “likes,” and was one of the most liked comments in the thread, showing general agreement with the sentiment.) In fact, there were no comments that I could find in defense of Cook. Among the 143 comments on the post, almost all of them questioned Cook’s memory. Another commenter, Marvin Johnson, added, “I asked relatives who have lived here much longer than I have[,] … more than half [a] century, and was told this incident never happened.” A third commenter wrote, “He flat out lied. Period.”

But it’s clear from the Facebook
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