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			Advance Praise for Crypto Crackup

			“A Masterpiece that takes you inside the Mastermind behind Crypto’s greatest scam.”

			–John Deaton, Author of Food Stamp Warrior:
 A Memoir and Founder of CryptoLaw

			“Crypto Crackup takes the reader from SBFs upbringing and early trading days to his spectacular rise at the helm of FTX and the vertiginous fall that brought the rest of crypto down with it. The authors provide a well-researched and cleanly written account of one of the most fascinating stories in crypto history.” 

			–Camila Russo, Founder, The Defiant and Author, The Infinite Machine: How an Army of Crypto-hackers Is Building the Next Internet with Ethereum
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			“How did you go bankrupt?” Bill asked.

			“Two ways,” Mike said. “Gradually and then suddenly.”

			—Ernest Hemingway
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			Prologue

			“I thought that it was going to be like The Shawshank Redemption.” Sam Bankman-Fried, the world-famous cryptocurrency entrepreneur, had envisioned the worst about his impending stay at Fox Hill, the only government prison in The Bahamas.1, 2

			Located in Nassau, the capital, Fox Hill was not known for its amenities. A year earlier, a US State Department report had documented conditions at the prison: overcrowding, poor nutrition, poor sanitation, inadequate access to medical care, and cells infested with rats, maggots, and insects. Some cells at Fox Hill were only six by ten feet yet held six maximum-security prisoners, whose human waste was removed in buckets by inmates.3

			On December 13, 2022, SBF—the initials that had become Sam Bankman-Fried’s ubiquitous moniker in the crypto world—spent his first night at Fox Hill, fitfully attempting to sleep on a bed “made of cardboard and a piece of semi-soft plastic on top of stilts,” as he phrased it, using the crumpled-up suit jacket he wore to the Bahamian court as a pillow.4, 5

			But it wasn’t the physical conditions at the island prison that troubled Sam most—it was something more psychological: not being able to connect to the internet.

			“I didn’t realize how much more important than everything else combined internet access is to me, but that was like 80% of the total cost of being in prison,” SBF later told Forbes.6

			By day, Sam whiled away his hours in the prison’s infirmary, a twenty-foot-square green and yellow room with five roommates. There, he waited for the daily meeting with his lawyers to provide him crucial information about the charges he faced.7

			FTX, the crypto exchange Sam founded, had collapsed, culminating in a bankruptcy filing a month earlier. In the aftermath, US prosecutors unsealed an eight-count indictment against him:8

			•Two counts of wire fraud conspiracy

			•Two counts of wire fraud

			•One count of conspiracy to commit money laundering

			•One count of conspiracy to commit commodities fraud

			•One count of conspiracy to commit securities fraud

			•One count of conspiracy to defraud the United States and commit campaign finance violations.

			Some $8 billion of customer funds was missing, the Commodity Futures Trading Commission alleged at the time.9

			The first three counts alone each carry a maximum sentence of 20 years. All the counts combined could lead to a maximum sentence of 115 years in federal prison for Sam Bankman-Fried, a daunting prospect for a young man who had just turned thirty.10, 11, 12

			Only a few days before Sam found himself in a prison cell, he’d been writing a speech to deliver to Congress via video conference from his 12,000-square-foot ocean-view penthouse, which was just a forty-minute drive west across the island of New Providence from his new home at Fox Hill Prison.13, 14

			The first draft of his speech for his congressional testimony, which Forbes obtained, began with the words: “I fucked up.”15

			But that speech was never delivered because, as SBF was polishing his words, he received a call from his lawyer in New York passing on a message from the FBI: The Bahamian police were on their way to arrest Sam—unless he agreed to US extradition under “some sort of bail conditions.” If he agreed to their terms, the FBI “promised to scoop him up before the Bahamian police could and have him aboard a private plane headed north that night,” Forbes reported.16

			A million thoughts raced through his head, Sam told Forbes, and he needed to figure out what to do.17 His parents, Joseph Bankman and Barbara Fried, both law professors at Stanford Law School, were in the room with their son at the time. After they received the message, the family “frantically” called up anyone who might give them information and verify that the FBI’s tip about the Bahamian police was true.18

			But before long, they heard a knock at the door—and it wasn’t Uber Eats delivering Sam an Impossible Burger. Bahamian officers walked in and gave Sam five minutes to collect his things before they handcuffed him and transported him to a police station.19

			Now, he was showering with a cold garden hose, sleeping on cardboard, and scrounging for vegan food. “I spent a while trying to see how far a jar of peanut butter could get me,” he would later say in an interview. “It was a little touch and go for a while.”20

			While it wasn’t exactly The Shawshank Redemption, as he had feared—the Bahamian Commissioner of Correctional Services said conditions had significantly improved since the US report on Fox Hill21—Sam was struggling with symptoms of information withdrawal.22

			Without an internet connection to answer his questions instantaneously, Sam had to make lists of inquiries about his case, which he would hand off to lawyers or visitors during his daily meetings and then receive answers the following day.

			“I was trying to pretend that I had an internet connection with a latency of one day,” Sam told Forbes.

			He now had seemingly infinite hours to contemplate all the ways in which he had “fucked up,” as he so eloquently phrased it.

			It was a long road from the sun-filled childhood he’d enjoyed on the Stanford campus in Palo Alto, California, from the math camps and tony high school he’d attended, from the elite milieu of academia discussing politics, philosophy, and philanthropy at his parents’ weekly dinner parties, to his Bahamian prison cell.

			Sam’s mother, Barbara Fried, who specialized in law, economics, and philosophy,23 once wrote in an essay that “parental income and education are the most powerful predictors of whether a three-year-old will end up in the boardroom or in prison.”24

			Only a few months earlier, that analysis might have jibed with SBF’s spectacular rise in the world: Sam had made a smooth transition from the Stanford campus to MIT, to a prestigious Wall Street trading shop, to founding and running two highly successful crypto companies; he was hailed as the crypto white knight, compared to J. P. Morgan, courted by White House officials and members of Congress, and befriended by celebrity singers, professional athletes, and Hollywood actors.

			At the peak of his enormous wealth, Sam Bankman-Fried was worth approximately $26 billion.25

			Tossing and turning on his prison cot in December 2022, Sam Bankman-Fried might have been thinking about any number of things he had lost.

			
			
		

	
		
			Part 1

			Sam’s Beginnings

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			From Best Friends to Co-Founders

			Sam Bankman-Fried was just sixteen years old when he met one of his best friends, Gary Wang, at a summer math camp at Steve Jobs’s alma mater, Reed College, in Portland, Oregon.26 Sam and Wang would go on to become cryptocurrency pioneers, billionaires, and founders of one the most popular crypto exchanges in the world. In the public eye, one would overshadow the other—but each would be charged with multiple federal felony counts stemming from the businesses they built together.27, 28, 29

			But back in 2008, they didn’t know about any of that—they just wanted to play games and solve puzzles. Somewhat ironically, their first shared experience centered around solving a logic puzzle on an admissions questionnaire about a group of liars:

			There are 26 students at Logic Camp; 18 of them always tell the truth and the other 8 always lie. Of course, everyone at the camp knows who is who.30

			The pair met up again in person in 2010 at another math camp, at Mount Holyoke College in western Massachusetts, which Sam Trabucco, future co-CEO of cryptocurrency trading firm Alameda Research, also attended.31, 32 The program took the free-form style common to mathy and techy camps catering to would-be coder geniuses. It was a place with a “radical sense of freedom,” and there were no rules “beyond being a good citizen of the community,” the executive director of the program said.33 Campers could choose among a plethora of intriguing mathematical concepts and classes, including on the Bernoulli number, isometries, and one called “why infinity is weird.”34 Outside class, the boys roamed and made mischief—Wang even broke a curfew one night to bake cheesecake brownies with a friend, a fellow camper recalled to Bloomberg.35 This camp ethos marked an early theme in Sam’s life: freedom from authority.

			Bankman-Fried, Wang, and Trabucco remained friends, and Sam and Wang later roomed together in varying configurations at MIT, in The Bahamas, and running FTX and Alameda together.36 One of the earliest traits Trabucco would recall about Sam is that he appeared to almost “barely” sleep while at camp, a habit he seems to have maintained into adulthood.37

			***

			Sam grew up in Palo Alto, California, on and around the Stanford campus, where his parents, Joseph Bankman and Barbara Fried, were both law professors.38 Sam seemed to enjoy the camps and classes afforded him by being smart and living in the shadow of Stanford University. He also benefitted from having an “unusually tight-knit family,” according to investigative reporter Theodore Schleifer.39 The Bankman-Frieds genuinely seemed to enjoy being together. They played “bughouse chess,” a four-person variant of the classic board game, and other games together.40 According to Sam’s brother, Gabe, Sam would get so bored that he liked to play multiple board games at the same time, sometimes even with a speed timer.41 They also watched baseball and cheered for the San Francisco Giants together.42 Once, when Major League Baseball was set to strike, Joe Bankman concocted a playful scheme for his boys: his idea was that taxes should be levied on teams that tried to strike, and players could only get out of penalty by donating to charity—and providing nickel hot dogs to fans.43 He wrote in the San Jose Mercury News: “I’ve spent my lifetime writing obscure tax articles. This is my one chance to be a hero to my kids.”44

			Moreover, Joe Bankman seemed to be a model of honesty to his sons, according to his friends. He must have inherited this trait from his father, who, Bankman boasted, recorded every single cash receipt he had, no matter how paltry.45 Bankman seems equally fastidious, paying taxes on everything, right down to his poker winnings.46

			On Sunday nights, the Bankman-Frieds would open their home to a group of professors and other friends. Fried cooked big family-style meals—she was partial to pasta—while Bankman took care of dessert, baking an assortment of specialty pies.47 Friends of the family described these dinners as “salons”; attendees discussed ethical questions, politics of the moment, theories of morality, and things sometimes got quite heated, according to Puck reporter Theodore Schleifer and the Wall Street Journal.48, 49 (Schleifer did not respond to a list of questions the authors sent him, saying he had addressed those issues in his columns and podcast appearances).

			Friends of the family recalled that conflict upset Joe Bankman, who would sometimes leave the room as voices rose.50 Larry Kramer, a family friend, told the Wall Street Journal: “Joe likes people and wants people to be comfortable.”51

			The faculty’s children were also invited to Sunday night gatherings, so Sam and Gabe grew up among a passel of quirky, intelligent kids—although it doesn’t seem that youth was the quality Sam valued most in a conversation partner.52 He and Gabe would stay at the dinner table when many of the other kids left to watch TV, and listen to the parents discuss ideas.53 “As a kid, I would talk, I think, as much with adults as I would with kids,” Sam told the Wall Street Journal. But being surrounded by a bunch of elite professors didn’t seem to make young Sam nervous.54 He recalled, “It was somewhat academic of an upbringing, but also somewhat relaxed.”55

			Having grown up in this intellectual sphere, Sam likely fit well into the prestigious Crystal Springs Uplands high school he attended.56 He was a nerd among nerds—but Uplands was a place where nerds thrived. Steve Jobs’s son attended Uplands at the same time as Sam, chess grandmaster Daniel Naroditsky attended a few years later, and the rest of the student body consisted of many Stanford kids and the children of Silicon Valley moguls.57

			Nevertheless, Sam still stood out. “He always seemed like a wunderkind,” a fellow Uplands student told New York magazine, “one of those super-genius, mathematically minded kids.”58 Sam may be most remembered for his portentous private senior prank: He and his classmates printed hundreds of $100 bills with Sam’s face on them, dubbing them “Bankmans.”59 Ironically, it would not be the last time Sam would be involved in the creation of his own personal currency, figuratively speaking at least.

			Sam was known as the smart, quirky guy in high school, the one who ran the Puzzle Hunt Club, a scavenger hunt adventure centered around solving logic puzzles.60 He earned good grades but spent a lot of his free time playing video games, StarCraft, League of Legends, and Magic: The Gathering being lifelong favorites.61

			Sam and Gabe were close, and similar in many ways, but Gabe was the “gregarious” one—as someone who knows him described it to Schleifer—the schmoozer. It’s a trait that served him well when he eventually managed Sam’s political ventures in Washington, DC, according to Schleifer.62 Gabe Bankman-Fried also struck up a friendship with Nishad Singh, who later became one of Sam’s first recruits for Alameda.63, 64

			Childhood Philosophies

			Philosophy may seem like an unusual topic for the first chapter of a book about the collapse of a cryptocurrency exchange—but Sam Bankman-Fried is one of those rare individuals for whom a personal philosophy would become a constantly recurring theme in life, for better and for worse.

			While Sam and Gabe’s childhood appeared both stable and relatively carefree, it was not exactly “typical” by modern American standards. From birth, the Bankman-Fried boys were steeped in an intellectual brew of nineteenth- and twentieth-century philosophies, quantitative efficiencies, and moral righteousness. These delicate sensibilities came primarily from their parents.

			Bankman may have specialized in tax law and Fried in economics and philosophy, but one of the real passions they shared was ethics and altruism. Bankman was an expert in the tax field—he was even called on to speak before Congress on the subject a few times—and he used his expertise to create a tax filing system that could save Americans many hours and billions of dollars spent in tax filing.65, 66 He even spent $35,000 of his own money trying—and ultimately failing—to get the system written into law.67 He would later go back to school in his fifties to get a doctorate in clinical psychology and go on to serve as a counselor for stressed-out law students.68

			Fried, who had attended Harvard for her undergraduate and master’s degrees in literature, and graduated with high honors from Harvard Law School, was more of a theorist.69 She has penned papers on the topics of utilitarianism, consequentialism, determinism, and other philosophies of ethics.70 More consequentially, she would later found Mind the Gap, a “secretive” group that raised funds to get Democrats elected to political office.71

			On a more personal level, the Bankman-Frieds opened their home to young Matt Nass after his father died suddenly, according to the Wall Street Journal.72 Nass was a childhood friend of Sam’s, and his father was a Stanford professor the family knew. Nass lived with the Bankman-Frieds for several years and seemed to become a member of the family; Fried would dedicate one of her books to “all my boys: Joe, Sam, Gabe, and Matt.”73, 74 Nass would later tell the Wall Street Journal, “From then forward, I thought of them as parents.”75, 76

			The altruism and ethical concerns of Sam’s parents undoubtedly played a role in forming the intellectual spine of his personal philosophy. He “didn’t feel a lot of need to rebel particularly,” because his parents “seemed pretty correct” to him, Sam recalled on a podcast with 80,000 Hours in 2022.77

			Barbara Fried admitted that whenever she was writing something, she would explain her ideas to all of “my boys,” as she called them in her book, and solicit their opinions.78, 79 She wrote in the preface to her 2020 book, Facing Up to Scarcity, that Sam came out of his bedroom one night at the age of fourteen and “out of the blue” began questioning her about the finer points of moral philosophy.80 Fried wrote:

			Clearly, things were not as I, in my impoverished imagination, had assumed them to be in our household. Restless minds were at work making sense of the world around them without any help from me.81

			Sam seemed to take seriously the ethical dilemmas his parents were presenting to him. He even taught his mother some things. Fried continued:

			Both Sam and Gabe have become take-no-prisoners utilitarians, joining their father in that hardy band. I am not (yet?) a card-carrying member myself, but in countless discussions around the kitchen table, literally and figuratively, about the subject of this book, they have taught me at least as much as I have taught them. More importantly they have shown me by example the nobility of the ethical principle at the heart of utilitarianism: a commitment to the wellbeing of all people, and to counting each person—alive now or in the future, halfway around the world or next door, known or unknown to us—as one.82

			The “take-no-prisoners” utilitarianism that Fried mentions would seemingly become the philosophy that guided Sam’s life. Put simply, utilitarianism is a system of ethics that judges actions by how much good—or “net utility” in utilitarianism jargon—they do for humankind.

			Often, utilitarian principles require sacrificing personal happiness for the sake of the greater good. The most famous example is the trolley problem: A train is coming down a track onto which ten people are tied. If you do nothing, the train will run over and kill all ten. You can pull the lever and switch tracks—but your sister is tied to the other track. What do you do? Saving ten lives is better than saving one: To be a good utilitarian, you need to pull the lever and kill your sister—at least according to the most extreme version of the philosophy.83

			The trolley problem is rather black and white, but basing an entire system of action around doing good raises a complicated question, a question that young Sam would have faced: What is good? Jeremy Bentham, one of the nineteenth-century thinkers who coined utilitarianism, broke with the tradition of philosophers stretching back to the Greeks, who thought “the good” was a transcendent state of perfection. For Plato, the good is an unchanging, perfect, and intangible Form, while for Aristotle, it is acting in accordance with virtue and reason.84, 85

			For Bentham, though, it was simpler: If something causes pleasure, it’s good, and if something causes pain, it’s bad.86 If Sam’s father was a “take-no-prisoners utilitarian,” as his wife wrote, then he ascribed to this definition of goodness—a definition that seems to have sunk deeply into Sam’s consciousness, too.87 On a podcast in 2022, Sam would agree when the hosts characterized him as a “fairly pure Benthamite utilitarian.”88

			Beyond family discussion, utilitarian ideas were everywhere in Sam’s life: they provoked discussion among the Stanford professors (one law professor told us that “about a third” of the law professors hold utilitarian beliefs); they incubated in the blogs Sam was exploring; and they seemed to perfume the very air of Silicon Valley.89, 90, 91

			But one utilitarian philosopher in particular captured Sam’s attention as he entered his teenage years: an Australian professor called Peter Singer. Sam first encountered Singer’s ideas in his teens, Bloomberg reported, likely in snatches from his parents (Fried wrote about him and reviewed some of his books) and in online blog spaces where Singer’s ideas were popular—like on Felicifia, a blog Sam later said he frequented.92, 93, 94, 95

			In a sense, Singer stands at the crossroads of utilitarianism with altruism—the two beacons of Sam’s childhood.96 But Singer takes Bentham’s ideas a step further. He uses a famous ethical experiment in his essay “Famine, Affluence, and Morality”97: You are walking along a riverbank and see a little boy thrashing, about to drown. Are you not both morally obliged and emotionally spurred to pull him out? Even if you incur personal inconvenience—like ruining your $500 shoes, for example? Everyone can agree on that.

			Now, imagine that you are walking alongside the same brook. Only, there is no drowning child to be seen. No, he’s in a different brook from yours: cold, dark, and hundreds of thousands of miles away. Singer holds that your moral obligation to rescue that child is exactly equal to your moral obligation to rescue a child drowning right in front of you. Your proximity to the sufferer does not matter.

			The intensity of Singer’s proposition seems to have excited Sam. “[Singer’s experiment] is very demanding, if you take it seriously,” Sam told Bloomberg. “But I do think it’s basically right. Like, if that’s the right thing to do, then I don’t want to deny that because it seems hard.”98

			Taken to the extreme, Singer argues in “Famine, Affluence, and Morality” that one “ought to give as much as possible, that is, at least up to the point at which by giving more one would begin to cause serious suffering for oneself and one’s dependents.”99

			Some of Singer’s more outlandish conclusions would make many people downright uncomfortable. For instance, he argues, “When the death of a disabled infant will lead to the birth of another infant with better prospects of a happy life, the total amount of happiness will be greater if the disabled infant is killed” and that, by the year 2040, virtually all humans will have abandoned the notion that “every human life, from conception to death, is sacrosanct.”100, 101

			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Starting College with a Coin Toss

			When senior year rolled around and college applications had been sent and replies had been received, Sam found himself facing a decision between MIT and Caltech. Seemingly always a disciple of lady luck, he settled the issue with the flip of a coin: MIT it was.102 He would begin in September 2010.103 Fortune seems to have favored Sam, even back then, because he was reunited with his math camp buddies Gary Wang and Sam Trabucco when they enrolled at MIT the following September.104, 105

			Trabucco ran in different circles while at MIT, but SBF and Wang would room together during the three years they both spent at college, and remain close friends.106 The two even joined the same fraternity, Epsilon Theta.107 Unlike the other party frats at MIT, Epsilon Thetans were a much milder breed, according to Adam Yedidia, whom back in 2021 Yahoo! Finance described as a close friend and former MIT classmate of SBF.108

			The little yellow Colonial Revival-style house in which the fraternity lived was the base camp for the sorts of activities they enjoyed: board games, square dancing, nerf fights, Magic: The Gathering, jigsaw puzzles, Fermi problems, etc.109, 110 Thetans further differentiated themselves from other Greek life because they prohibited alcohol in shared areas, most were vegetarian or vegan, and they were a coed fraternity—everyone slept in the attic to make room for video and board games spread throughout the house.111

			Wang majored in math and computer science and Sam in physics.112, 113 But the way they worked together on the annual Battlecode contest foreshadowed their future work dynamic at Alameda and FTX. A video documenting the tournament shows Sam leading his team, The Vegan Police, onto the stage and taking control of the presentation, while Wang stands shyly and quietly next to him.114 Wang would later program much of the code for FTX, but then, too, Sam was the one holding the microphone.115

			Beyond board games and Battlecode contests, Sam didn’t see much of a point to college. He told Forbes that he “half-assed” his way through a physics degree, again spending more time on League of Legends than on his classwork.116 At the time, he said that he thought of becoming a physics professor. But ultimately, his interest in ethics and morality, deeply seeded in him by his intellectual upbringing, outweighed his interest in physics.117

			Animal Rights Awakening

			During his college years at MIT, Sam found his first concrete application for his philosophical principles in animal welfare, he would later explain on the 80,000 Hours podcast.118 He frequented a blog called Essays on Reducing Suffering, notorious in the corners of the internet where utilitarianism, Singerism, and ethics were blending into the nascent effective altruism (EA) that Sam would eventually adopt.119, 120, 121, 122 Featuring videos of lions eating antelopes alive, caged chickens, slaughtered pigs, and even one of a live squirrel sliding down a crane’s gullet, the blog illustrated that animals are one of the single largest overlooked suffering groups.123

			The idea of animal rights had been “bouncing around in the back of [Sam’s] mind for a while,” he said.124 But the moment of epiphany came after conversations with a college friend in his MIT dormitory. The two confessed to each other, “Yeah, I can’t really justify eating meat either.”125

			Sam would later repeat the following sentiment across multiple interviews: “There’s a chicken tortured for five weeks on a factory farm, and you spend half an hour eating it. That was hard for me to justify.”126 He went on to crusade for animal rights, later donating large chunks of his pay to animal rights activist groups and trying to convince fellow Epsilon Thetans to pass out informational pamphlets about the horrors of factory farming.127

			At first, however, he had difficulty adhering to his own principles. His friend Adam was able to fortify his resolve and slowly turned vegetarian by the end of freshman year, Sam said.128 But Sam couldn’t quite rack up the “willpower cost,” as he called it, to change his habits.129 Every day, he said, he would traipse into the dining hall, look at the options, and often opt guiltily for something meaty. “Every single fucking meal, I would have a decision to make,” he recounted on the 80,000 Hours podcast. “It was just brutal.”130 By the end of that year, Sam said he was skulking along at 20 percent vegetarian.

			Then, one night at the end of his freshman year, he was eating tofu for dinner and his friend asked, “Hey, Sam, are you vegetarian now?” He said, “Yes,” even though he had eaten a cheeseburger for lunch that day—but he never ate meat again, Sam told the 80,000 Hours podcast.131 “I had to reframe myself in my own mind as someone who didn’t eat meat.” Then it was easy.132

			To this day, one of Sam’s go-to meals is the Impossible Burger.133 But the character formation was more important. Over tofu, Sam became someone who lived by his philosophy—a fact that seemed to influence him as he built FTX.134

			Baseball and Philosophy

			In 2011, Sam started exploring online blog spaces about factory farming. He went from blog to blog, eventually landing on a utilitarian forum called Felicifia, (named after Betham’s felicific calculus) he said on a podcast.135 Felicifia went down shortly after Sam discovered it, but it was brimming with proto-effective altruist thinkers who were beginning to merge Benthamite philosophy with charitable efforts. “It was a pretty cool place, actually,” Sam said. “That’s what started to introduce me to people who eventually were part of the EA community.”136

			Sam was also writing his own blog at that time in which he mused about ethics and philosophy, according to a profile of Sam written by a private historian hired by venture capital firm Sequoia Capital. On the blog, Sam declares “I am a total utilitarian,” before going on to assert that he is “a utilitarian in its purest—Benthamite—form, and that there will be no saving himself from the implications of the Benthamite Way,” as the historian paraphrases it.137 It seems that the young Sam was thinking seriously about what kind of ethical code he ought to live by.

			But Sam was still thinking on his own. He was not yet embedded into the effective-altruism community that would help clarify his opinions and would become an aid to his rapid success.138

			Those connections began a few months later when an email from William MacAskill blinked fatefully into Sam’s inbox with the query, “Hey, I’m giving a talk in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Do you want to get lunch beforehand?”139 The pair lunched at a Cambridge restaurant, where MacAskill pitched Sam on an idea he and his Oxford philosopher friends were excited about: “earning to give.”140, 141

			A Brief History of Effective Altruism

			According to an extensive profile in the New Yorker, MacAskill was born in Glasgow, Scotland, in 1987.142 He is five years older than Sam, but they shared similar ethical concerns. While Sam had his factory-farming crusade, MacAskill, at age fifteen, learned that 2.75 million people per year were dying from AIDS and decided then and there to become a famous novelist, sell millions of books, and give away half his money.143

			Another trait MacAskill and Sam shared was a love of risk. Growing up, MacAskill loved to climb things—pitched roofs, cranes, and even the Jesus College chapel at Cambridge. 144 When he was a teenager, a skylight he had summited suddenly shattered, sending him back to earth and leaving a long scar on his stomach, perhaps a reminder not to fly too close to the sun.145

			MacAskill, too, struggled to find a channel for his altruistic bent at college—he attended Cambridge and then Oxford.146 But in what turned out to be a fateful seminar, he was assigned Peter Singer’s 1972 essay “Famine, Affluence, and Morality.” MacAskill, like Sam, was quickened by Singer’s stringency and became an adherent of Singer’s philosophy.147

			By the time MacAskill began graduate school at Oxford, he had developed a ritual. When he went to a pub with friends, he would buy a cheap beer on the corner and order only a glass of water at the bar. After drinking the water, he would open the can and refill the cup.148 He would often eat home-baked bread for dinner, saving as much as he could to give away to charity.149

			MacAskill was giving away between 3 and then 5 percent of his income, which comprised his Oxford stipend plus side money from nude modeling for art students and at bachelorette parties (a different kind of modeling).150 He pledged to give away as much as he could for the rest of his life, to this day never retaining an income of more than £26,000.151 MacAskill’s personal tithes marked the beginning of what would become the “earning to give” movement—and would later capture Sam Bankman-Fried’s heart.152

			After a few more philosophy classes, and a few more years of personal altruism, MacAskill and a growing band of his ethicist schoolmates started up two organizations to rally others to their cause. One was Giving What We Can, founded in 2009, and the other was named after the total number of hours the average person spends working, 80,000 Hours, founded in 2011.153

			Leaning into Benthamite utilitarianism combined with Singer’s moral imperatives, 80,000 Hours would advise young moral activists about which careers would allow them to maximize the amount of good they can do for the world.154 Rather than stacking cans of peas and keeping bedside company with the elderly, 80,000 Hours counseled the altruistically minded to make buckets of money and then give away a sum that was actually worth having. That, in simple terms, was “earning to give.”

			Will and his co-founders toyed with names for their movement—“good maximizers” and “rational altruism” were bandied about—but eventually they settled on the now more commonly known moniker effective altruism.155 In 2011, they merged Giving What We Can and 80,000 Hours under the name Centre for Effective Altruism—for which Sam would eventually work. Thus began a movement that would become a powerful source of funding; before the fall of FTX cast a dark shadow on one of its richest adherents, effective altruism had $46 billion in funding as of July 2021, according to 80,000 Hours itself.156

			Though the first EAs met in a modest university basement over humble hummus sandwiches, the group now has perks and $28 million per year in funding, its own offices, a gym, weekly yoga classes, catering, and a nap room (quantitatively speaking, the increased productivity after a ten-minute nap redeems the ten lost minutes).157, 158 Inside the office, effective altruists compute the moral worth of various causes using four variables: amount of good it could potentially do (scale), chances of actually solving the problem (solvability), lack of attention outside of EA circles (neglectedness), and how motivating the problem is (personal fit). Large-scale, solvable, highly neglected causes that drive you personally are EA’s sweet spot.159, 160

			Will MacAskill did not respond to the authors’ requests for comment.

			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Earn to Give

			Back at the Cambridge, Massachusetts, lunch, Sam sat listening to MacAskill’s story from the opposite side of the table. He may have felt a kinship with his motivations. “I was raised as a utilitarian,” he said, explaining his interest. “I didn’t know that happened,” a surprised MacAskill replied.161 Sam had wanted to work in animal welfare, but what MacAskill was suggesting instead seemed to make more sense, he would later tell Vox.162 Sam’s background in mathematics and physics, plus his MIT degree, would enable him to make a real impact by amassing wealth to fund the organizations and people who carried out on-the-ground work, MacAskill suggested. This was essentially the applied utilitarian answer to Sam’s career confusion. Laughing, MacAskill recounted Sam’s seemingly easy answer: “Yep, that makes sense.”163

			Still, just to double check, Sam contacted a few charities, including the animal welfare organization The Humane League, to ask: “Would you rather have me as an employee or my donations?”164 They answered unequivocally, so his path was set: get filthy rich for the good of man and beast alike.165

			Before that conversation, Sam said that he was “pretty lost,” uncertain what to do with his life.166 So how, exactly, would Sam make his millions? He knew that confused physics majors often filed into Wall Street trading shops when they didn’t know what career to pursue. It’s often a natural fit, allowing them to use their quantitative skills to make a lot of money. Sam had seen his friends follow a similar path, and it was working out well for them, he said.167 Plus, he thought, he could get an internship that summer and test out relatively quickly whether Wall Street trading would suit him.168

			Through EA channels, Sam got connected to Jane Street Capital.169A proprietary quantitative trading giant and market maker, Jane Street trades its own book of stocks, bonds, currencies, and commodities. Founded in 2000, it now boasts 2,000 employees across five global offices, trading $17 trillion in securities in 2020, and on an average day in 2021 traded an eye-bulging $16.8 billion in exchange-traded funds, or ETFs.170, 171, 172 It is a discreet, power player on Wall Street. Its salaries are part of its many trade secrets, but the New York Times reported that one employee once wrote on a message board, “As a trader, if you do well, you will retire before you turn 30.”173 This was exactly the kind of place Sam could work to maximize his earnings, though, of course, he probably never dreamed then that he might actually be forced to stop at age thirty.

			Jane Street

			Sam applied to Jane Street’s prestigious summer internship program, which draws hundreds of applicants each year but selects only around 120 interns globally.174 Recruiting from Carnegie Mellon, MIT, and UC Berkeley, the shop competes for talent with Google, Amazon, and other tech companies rather than its Wall Street peers.175, 176 It has become a top choice for the niche market of techy-quant-billionaire aspirants. But Sam’s analytic skills must have impressed the interviewers because he was one of the lucky few offered an internship.

			Prior to interning at Jane Street, Sam knew little about trading, like most of the other interns. This was by design. Jane Street strategically filters for students who are excited by puzzles and problem-solving, who ask hard questions, but who don’t necessarily know a lot about the financial industry.177 As an ex-puzzle hunt leader, Sam took to Jane Street like a fish to water.

			The internship was designed to train the inexperienced interns in trading strategies and tactics. Interns took classes on coding, machine learning, and even poker, and in mock trading classes they played games that simulated trading options.178 Most importantly, each intern got to work on a private project in which they could show off their skills and creativity. Sam stood out from the other interns enough that he was one of the few invited to return upon graduation for a full-time position.179

			Ever the analytic mind, Sam reflected upon his trading summer when he returned to MIT in the fall. Should he take the offer? He enjoyed his time there, but was this really the option that would allow him to earn—and then give away—the most money?180

			Sam later recalled what he thought when he made the decision: “The numbers of what one could potentially make there seem substantial, so it seemed like this is a good fit; I could make a lot of money.”181 He saw no other comparable options, so he took the job.

			When Sam returned to Jane Street in 2014 after graduating from MIT with a physics degree, he began trading international ETFs.182, 183 The funds, which contain individual equities, are traded on exchanges. He would profit through arbitrage—capitalizing on the difference in price between the ETF and its underlying stocks. Sam was adroit at the tricky trade. One rather overwrought article later published by an FTX investor described Sam as “so fluent with transactions that others would come watch him work, like one might watch an esports athlete streaming on Twitch.”184

			When Sam wasn’t glued to the screen, Jane Street provided him with a dream work environment. None of the strangling suits and ties, nor the formalities.185 Jane Street traders dressed more like Silicon Valley tech startup employees. There’s no chief executive and little actual hierarchy within the company; rather, as the Financial Times put it, “Jane Street almost resembles an anarchist commune, informally led by a group of 30 or 40 senior executives.”186 At Jane Street, the familiar math camp refrain of “radical freedom” rang out again.

			Jane Streeters worked when they worked and played when they played—often board games, pool, or high-stakes poker in the rec space.187 Their on-site gym was, of course, state of the art and private. Breakfast and lunch were buffet style.188 If they were feeling a little sick—or a little sad—there was the “on-site, fully staffed medical suite” offering therapy—mental or physical—and primary care.189 That’s not to mention the weekly classes on a variety of quantitative subjects, or the wide-ranging speaker series, which featured such eminences as legal scholar Cass Sunstein, novelist Salman Rushdie, astronaut Mike Massimino, and chess grandmaster Garry Kasparov.190

			While at Jane Street, Sam was known as an agreeable trader who liked to discuss effective altruism with colleagues.191 He was “conscientious,” and he excelled at his work.192 It was at Jane Street that he first met Brett Harrison, later the president of FTX US, who immediately became fond of the odd young man. “He was a smart kid. He was nice. He kind of got along well with the other people in his class. He was definitely above average, but not completely standout at the top,” Harrison said in an interview with Dwarkesh Patel. “People liked him a lot and thought he had a lot of promise.”193

			Toward the end of Sam’s time at Jane Street, he worked on the international ETF desk with Harrison, who tried to help Sam get his foot in the door with sales managers. Harrison told the authors of this book that he would advocate to the managers on Sam’s behalf, telling them to “include Sam in some of these discussions about designing this trading system. He’s going to have good insights. Let’s bring him in to start talking to him more.”194

			Sam made deft trades and was “precocious,” Harrison said, but he endeared himself more to Harrison for his sensitivity, intellectual curiosity, and altruism.195, 196 “We sort of bonded over the fact that we cared about some similar interests,” Harrison told the authors of this book.197 “We were both vegan. We both cared about animal welfare. That’s how we became a little bit closer during our time at Jane Street.” Harrison would often see Sam eating french fries for lunch—one of Sam’s favorite vegan foods.198

			Caroline Ellison

			Sam was also drawn to another trader, a spirited young woman with thick, curly hair and glasses rather too large for her face, who responded enthusiastically when he made his declarations about effective altruism: Caroline Ellison. For her part, Ellison was tentative about approaching Sam at first, admitting that she was “kind of scared of him,” to the New York Times. “You could tell he was quite smart and sort of intimidating,” she said.199

			But the pair shared mirror image lives, in a sense. Ellison’s father, Glenn Ellison, is an economics professor at MIT; however, when choosing a college, Ellison switched her hometown in the Boston suburbs near MIT for the sun and palm trees of Sam’s childhood haunt, Stanford—essentially swapping coasts and campuses with SBF.200

			Ellison was also a math whiz and a good student. A math professor who taught her while at Stanford, Ruth Starkman, told Forbes that she was “bright, focused, very mathy.”201 She also grew up in the sort of environment where rationalist syllogisms were passed around the dinner table along with the peas and mushrooms. For her father’s birthday one year, she presented him an economic itinerary of the various prices of stuffed animals at a toy store, according to Forbes.202

			And then there’s the matter of the worldoptimization blog. The anonymous blog is believed by many to have been written by Caroline Ellison, but definitive proof of authorship remains subject to debate.

			The New York Times,203 CoinDesk,204 and Business Insider205 have all linked worldoptimization to Caroline Ellison but have stopped short of definitively attributing authorship to her. The New York Times wrote that “Ms. Ellison is believed to have posted frequently on the social-networking site Tumblr, blogging under the handle ‘worldoptimization.’”206 Forbes wrote that the blog is “unsigned but a close associate confirmed that it was hers.”207 The authors of this book have not been able to independently confirm the sourcing of the blog.

			The Washington Post, however, seemed to go further, directly attributing authorship to Ellison, writing: “On her Tumblr blog, called ‘worldoptimization,’ Ellison wrote in March 2022 that she didn’t get into crypto as a ‘true believer.’”208

			If Ellison is indeed the worldoptimization blogger, she spent an inordinate amount of time writing about books she had read—everything from romances to science fiction, to business books, to mystery novels, to biographies.

			And like Sam, the worldoptimization blogger felt that her parents, for all their intelligence, failed to “take ideas seriously.”

			“I’m higher on this dimension [of taking ideas seriously] than the rest of my family, which was enough to get me into EA in the first place, but I’m still lower than average for EA I think,” the worldoptimization blogger, whomever she may be, wrote, describing her finely tuned moral sensibilities.209

			The name worldoptimization comes from a popular corner of Harry Potter fan fiction where rationalist super fans fantasize that Harry Potter understood rationalist principles and incorporated them into his magical training in order to establish a world governed by rationalist principles.210 According to Forbes, Ellison was known for being a huge Potterhead.211

			Tom Gill, a coworker at Jane Street, knew that Caroline Ellison and Sam were effective altruists.212 While many at Jane Street were committed to EA principles and had pledged to give away large chunks of their salaries to EA causes, Gill was unimpressed. “The idea was that the best thing for the world is for me to become extremely wealthy, and then donate it…it’s incredibly self-serving,” he told Forbes. 213

			“A Coin Toss Away from Going Totally Bust”

			But Sam didn’t play the dedicated employee all the time. He admitted on Twitter, “And though I did try at Jane Street, I spent most of my life learning to be OK but not very good at League of Legends. Which isn’t really the best use of the opportunities.”214 He was already donating 50 percent of his salary to animal welfare groups and some EA initiative-building causes, according to Bloomberg.215 But he was now surrounded by very smart people who adhered to the same principles with the firm rationality on which he had always prided himself. Perhaps that caused him to ask himself some tough questions, like, was animal rights really the most important cause for him, with his MIT degree and substantive salary, to devote his labor?

			Sam began reading more effective-altruism literature and thinking seriously about the gravest threats to humanity, he later recalled.216 He was searching for the right cause and the right way to serve it. One source of information was the Future of Humanity Institute, an Oxford research center that presumes to employ quantitative techniques against the “big-picture questions for human civilisation.”217

			Nick Beckstead, who would later skipper the Future Fund, FTX’s altruistic arm, was a research fellow at the Future of Humanity Institute, which published articles like “Existential Risk and Existential Hope: Definitions” and “The Future of Life: A Cosmic Perspective,” in which they debate the likeliest causes of human extinction.218, 219, 220 One highly probable suspect for the cause our collective demise, many at the institute fear, is death by our own technology.221

			Sam was similarly concerned about the potential dangers technology, and artificial intelligence in particular, posed to humanity—AI is a popular subject within effective altruism communities, generally.222 Though Sam admitted that he was “skeptical of every single approach anyone has ever tried to mitigating AI x-risk [existential risk],” he still said it was one of the research areas with the highest expected value for existential risk prevention.223 It was only later that he would instead adopt pandemic preparedness as his signature cause.

			In order to best serve the altruistic causes that he was so passionate about, Sam would practice a version of a philosophy called “risk neutrality,” a concept that effective altruists built upon in their work.224 Risk neutrality means focusing on the expected gain of an investment after adjusting for risk—even if the risks are high.

			Different definitions of risk neutrality exist in the wild, but the general spirit of Sam’s version of risk neutrality seems to be this: aggressive risk taking is a good thing, and not being aggressive enough about taking risk for the causes you care about is a bad thing—particularly in the context of “earning to give.”225

			The formal definitions of risk neutrality get complicated—different sources describe the concept very differently. Sam’s definition generally falls closer to the high-risk end of the spectrum, even though his nuances seem to vary across different interviews. Whatever the definition, Sam certainly appeared to take aggressive risks for the sake of his altruistic causes.

			This singular principle would appear to have had an inordinate influence on Sam’s decisions. It seemed that Sam would always take the high-risk, high-reward option even if it meant playing chicken with career-destroying failure.

			At this particular juncture in his life, Sam had to reckon with the question: If all his wealth was going to charity, what right did he have to be stingy with his risk taking?

			To clarify his thinking, he made a list. “Basically I just got out a piece of paper and forced myself for the first time in three and a half years…to think quantitatively and moderately carefully about what I could do with my life,” Sam told 80,000 Hours.226 He compiled a list of jobs that were most appealing to him at the time, calculating the maximum expected returns of each.227 Among other options, the list included:228

			•Stay at Jane Street: Jane Street was a sweet gig, but “there are other things I could do with my life instead, and maybe I should look at those.”

			•Politics: “an option”, but “who the fuck knows how that’s going to end up. It very well could be that it turns out being completely worthless.”

			•Journalism: “Journalists seem to have a really outsized impact on society—they’re people who millions hang on the words of.” But was he really in the top 10 percent of writers?

			•Work for an effective-altruism organization: “I didn’t have concrete thoughts on which one or what I’d do there.” But it seemed a worthy option.

			•Start up something of his own: “I had no idea what that would actually look like at the time.”

			After all his calculations, Sam said he realized that quantitative reasoning could not help him to decide where he could have the most impact. He would just have to go out, try something, and see what worked, he said on the 80,000 Hours podcast.229 But he knew he could not stay at Jane Street.

			Sam could get rich trading ETFs till the end of his days, but he would not get invited to the White House, Congress, the Munich Security Conference, or exclusive celebrity gatherings—all events his future held in store for him.230

			After spending a week with Sam in The Bahamas, a journalist summed up Sam’s thinking. Without realizing the irony, he wrote: “To do the most good for the world, SBF needed to find a path on which he’d be a coin toss away from going totally bust.”231

			Little did he know how right he was.

			
			
		

	
		
			Part 2

			The Rise of FTX and Alameda

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Alameda Research

			Sam packed his belongings and left the Empire State in 2017 for the Golden State, where he had a few weeks of vacation before starting at the Centre for Effective Altruism’s (CEA) newly opened office in Berkeley, California. Will MacAskill had offered him a job as the director of business development, so fate had determined the first job he would try from his list of options would be one in EA.232 During that time, he hung out with his brother, Gabe, who was then living in a nearby EA commune.233

			During this fateful reprieve, Sam explored a hot topic in Silicon Valley: the so-called “kimchi premium,” the difference in the price of bitcoin (it’s a small “b” when talking about the cryptocurrency itself, and capital “B” when discussing the blockchain and the wider network) between Asian markets, primarily South Korea, and other international markets.234, 235 (The name kimchi is based on the famous Korean dish of pickled cabbage.) These price differences created arbitrage opportunities, which would allow traders to benefit by buying and selling on different exchanges and capturing the price spread—provided they could solve the significant operational challenges that executing cross-border trades presented.

			At the time, Silicon Valley blazed with crypto. At that point, Sam told Ash Bennington, one of the authors of this book, in an interview on Real Vision, “[If you saw] two people walking down the street, they [were] probably talking about Bitcoin.”236

			In 2017, the Bitcoin community had been agitated by the
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