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Dramatis Personae

Mike Lynch: Tech entrepreneur once dubbed ‘Britain’s answer to Bill Gates’. His flagship business was Autonomy, which he co-founded with Richard Gaunt. Sacked in 2012, in the wake of the Hewlett-Packard (HP) acquisition of Autonomy, and was later accused of fraud. Founded the investment firm Invoke Capital, which funded and shaped tech businesses like Darktrace, Luminance and Featurespace.

Leo Apotheker: CEO of HP from September 2010 who spearheaded the disastrous Autonomy deal.

Michele (formerly Anthony) Bettencourt: CEO of Verity at the time of its acquisition by Autonomy in 2005. Oversaw some of Autonomy’s further acquisitions before leaving in 2009. Developed a strong relationship with Lynch and his family.

Jonathan Bloomer: Chairman of Morgan Stanley International and Hiscox. Joined Autonomy as non-executive director and chaired the internal audit committee from 2010 until the HP sale. Testified for Lynch in both the UK and US trials.

Charles (Chuck) Breyer: Judge who presided over the US trials of both Sushovan Hussain (2018), and Lynch and Stephen Chamberlain (2024).

Stephen Chamberlain: Autonomy Vice-President of Finance, 2005–2012. Tried alongside Lynch on fraud charges in the US.

Nicole Eagan: Chief Marketing Officer at Autonomy, 2005–2012. Co-founder and co-CEO of Darktrace (2014–21), where she remains as Strategic Advisor.

Christopher ‘Stouffer’ Egan: Joined Autonomy in 2001 as a Boston-based salesman, later given the (largely honorific) position of CEO of Autonomy US. Stayed on at HP after the acquisition.

Richard Gaunt: Initially hired by Lynch at his first company, Lynett Systems; went on to co-found Cambridge Neurodynamics (1990) and Autonomy (1996) with Lynch. Left Autonomy in 2003.

Mark Geall: Former City analyst who joined Autonomy in 2008 and became Director of Investor Relations; became concerned that the company was giving a misleading impression of its growth, and left in 2010.

Poppy Gustafsson: Former Autonomy accountant, chief executive of Darktrace and latterly Baroness Gustafsson, CBE, Labour Party life peer and Minister of State for Investment from 2024–25.

Mr Justice Hildyard: High Court Judge who presided over the UK civil trial brought by HP against Lynch and Sushovan Hussain in 2019.

Brent Hogenson: Head of Finance for Autonomy US, 2009–2010. Identified oddities in the company’s accounts and voiced concerns to Lynch and senior management; fired soon after on dubious grounds.

Sushovan Hussain: Chief Financial Officer (CFO) of Autonomy, 2001–2012. Close friend and ally of Lynch, having attended Bancroft’s and Christ’s College, Cambridge at the same time. Along with Lynch, the target of HP’s successful UK civil lawsuit. Jailed in the US after a jury found him guilty of fraud.

Rolo Igno: One of Lynch’s bodyguards during his year-long house arrest in San Francisco (2023–24).

Andy Kanter: Joined Autonomy in 2000 and was appointed Chief Operating Officer (COO) in 2001, and more generally functioned as a right-hand man. Resigned in May 2012 amid the crumbling HP/Autonomy merger and soon afterwards joined Lynch’s next venture, Invoke Capital, as a non-executive partner.

Daud Khan: City analyst based first at Merrill Lynch, then at Cazenove, covering Autonomy intermittently since 2001. First voiced scepticism about Autonomy’s growth in early 2008.

Richard Knights: Senior Deloitte accountant who oversaw the firm’s audits of Autonomy’s books from 2005 to 2010. The Financial Reporting Council (FRC) judged him and his successor, Nigel Mercer, to have facilitated Autonomy’s misleading presentation of its accounts.

Cathie Lesjak: CFO at HP from 2007 and then interim CEO after the forced resignation of the previous incumbent, Mark Hurd, in 2010. Sceptical of the deal with Autonomy, and clashed with her successor, Leo Apotheker, over it.

Angela Lynch, née Bacares: Born in the US to Colombian parents and educated at Brown and Dartmouth before starting a career in banking. Married Lynch in September 2001 and had two daughters with him, Esme and Hannah.

Peter Menell: Autonomy Chief Technical Officer (CTO) from 2004, replacing Richard Gaunt, and later involved in setting up Invoke Capital.

Christopher (Chris) Morvillo: Lawyer at Clifford Chance. Key member of the defence team that secured Lynch’s acquittal in June 2024.

Frank Quattrone: Founder of Qatalyst Partners, an investment bank focusing on tech businesses. Contacted Lynch in 2010 about preparing Autonomy for a potential sale and helped market the company to potential US buyers.

Adam Reeves: Federal prosecutor of Sushovan Hussain and Lynch in their US trials.

Joel Scott: Joined Autonomy as General Counsel in 2005 and eventually became its Chief Operating Officer for the Americas.

Jack Stockdale: Joined Autonomy in its early days as a software developer; a key member of the tech team highly valued by Lynch.

Mike Sullivan: Senior Vice-President of Zantaz at the time of its acquisition by Autonomy and subsequently headed Autonomy’s archiving and litigation division. Central to Autonomy’s hardware sales in the US, which would become a focus of HP’s accusations of fraud.

Robert (Rob) Webb, KC: Appointed Autonomy’s first permanent chairman in 2009. Chair of Invoke Capital investee companies Darktrace (2014–21) and Luminance (2016–23).

Meg Whitman: Prominent tech executive who was CEO of eBay for a decade (1998–2008); member of HP’s Board of Directors; appointed CEO of HP amid the Autonomy acquisition in September 2011 and stayed until 2018. Had a fractious relationship with Lynch and forced him out when Autonomy fell below its quarterly targets.




Author’s Note

In June 2024, The Times held a summer party in the bucolic setting of Middle Temple Gardens in central London. The home of barristers is an elegant green space in the heart of the capital, surrounded by sixteenth-century buildings and sandwiched between the touristy Strand and The Thames. Suited and booted financiers and top lawyers have long replaced journalists in neighbouring Fleet Street, yet for one evening, we were back in the area and making the most of it. This legal setting is a very appropriate place for this very legal story to begin.

That evening, the perfectly manicured lawn was buzzing with reporters drinking wine and gossiping about stories and each other in the warm sunshine, when my phone started to flash with news from the other side of the Atlantic.

Over in San Francisco, it was only late morning, but another party was about to begin. In a pressure-cooker Californian court, Mike Lynch and his co-defendant Stephen Chamberlain had just been found not guilty of defrauding Hewlett-Packard (HP) during the $11 billion sale of his business Autonomy to the US firm.

The shadow of a life behind bars in America which had hung over Lynch for more than a decade had been lifted. One of Britain’s most controversial entrepreneurs, who had a mere 0.4 per cent chance of triumph in Silicon Valley’s biggest fraud case, had won.

In London, amid the fray of the summer party, I ran to find Richard Fletcher, The Times’ business editor, whose astounded eyebrows disappeared up his forehead. Having covered Lynch since his early days in business journalism, Richard was even more surprised than I was, and swore in a way only a South Londoner can at the shock news.

Ours was not an unfair reaction from cynical journalists – the situation was a bundle of contradictions. Lynch may have just won in the US, but he had previously been roundly criticized for fiddling Autonomy’s accounts in the judgement from a very detailed British civil trial, filed by HP. The damages in that case were yet to be established, but HP wanted $4 billion.

In the years before Lynch’s American trial, Sushovan Hussain, Autonomy’s chief financial officer (CFO), had been sentenced to five years in prison in the US, following a criminal trial overseen by the very same judge who had just read out Lynch’s not-guilty verdict in San Francisco. Furthermore, the British accountancy watchdog had also found evidence of fraud following a tribunal and fined Deloitte, Autonomy’s auditor, £15 million over its work.

Lynch was an aficionado of Bayes’ theorem which is a way of guessing an outcome based on probability, combining how likely something was to begin with and new evidence. In this context, with all the negative judgements which had come before, the odds really had been stacked against him.

I disappeared as quickly as possible to write the top of my story for the next morning. Like so many others, including Lynch, we had anticipated a very different outcome, and there was quite a lot of reworking to be done.

FOLLOWING MANY YEARS as a BBC business journalist, I joined The Times just shy of my fortieth birthday, in 2022, to cover the busy, exciting and often lurid technology beat.

In my first few months in the job there were some big stories emerging. Elon Musk started his serious foray into politics, driving a supertanker through the town square of the chattering classes by buying Twitter; crypto baron Sam Bankman-Fried turned out to be running a shambolic house of cards; and ChatGPT was launched on an unsuspecting public who were discovering the highs and lows of generative AI.

Despite the swirl of these various emerging dramatic narratives, I was always fascinated by the Autonomy vs HP saga: the clash between a Silicon Valley titan and a British tech startup success brought low. It had all the elements of a brilliant story: a cracking cast of colourful characters, a seismic culture clash between the UK and the US, and disputed fraud allegations.

In the months leading up to Lynch’s criminal trial in San Francisco, I had cast around for a book to read or a film to watch about Lynch’s extraordinary life and what really happened at Autonomy. Astonishingly, there was none.

I had wanted to understand how this unconventional man from a modest background in Essex had become Britain’s first dotcom billionaire and gone on to build a business empire that had taken him to the heart of the British establishment. He’d started Autonomy in June 1996 in a small office in Cambridge, with only a handful of people. Just four years later, it would go on to become a FTSE 100 software business before he sold it to HP for $11bn in 2011, an astonishing figure, only for Lynch and others to be accused of cooking the company’s books, something he always denied. It was an extraordinary rise and an extraordinary fall.

I decided to pitch a book, and combed through the many court documents to discern what had happened and to write a draft proposal. I even approached Lynch’s team about the idea. He wanted to get the trial out of the way, they said, and then it might be considered. I persevered.

Why had no book been written about Lynch before I embarked on this one? I think the answer is twofold. First, writing such a story while legal cases in which he was a co-defendant were ongoing was complicated, to say the least. Second, Lynch had spectacularly fallen out with many of the technology journalists from the generation before mine who might have written it.

An irascible character, he felt the media was overly negative and did not give him a fair hearing. They in turn found him rude, abrasive and sometimes deceitful. It was a pattern in his relationships, repeated throughout his life.

Oddly, after his acquittal, publishers’ interest in the project waned.

But then came another shock.

Just months later, in the middle of August 2024, Lynch took a special summer holiday aboard his yacht, Bayesian, to celebrate his court victory with his family and a small group who had supported him through his long, arduous legal battle. A freak storm hit and Bayesian sank off the coast of Sicily. Mike Lynch and his daughter Hannah died. So did five others: Lynch’s warm and popular attorney Chris Morvillo and his wife, Neda; Jonathan Bloomer – the chair of Autonomy’s audit committee and a well-known City figure; his wife, Judy; and the yacht’s chef, Recaldo Thomas.

On that same weekend, Stephen Chamberlain, back in the heart of his family after so long living in San Francisco, was hit by a car while running in Cambridge and died in hospital.

What are the odds, people asked again and again, that both men – the only two defendants in one of the biggest fraud trials in history – would both die in such unlikely circumstances on the exact same weekend? Unable to deal with coincidence, minds flew to dramatic, unlikely conspiracy theories. But, above all, it was unfathomably sad.

Suddenly, interest in the story was huge – everyone wanted to know who this man was. To write this book in the short time frame I was given, I turned to Sarah Treanor, a friend and former BBC colleague. We’d worked on many documentaries together in the past, including in Tanzania, Rwanda and Arctic Norway. Picky about her projects, she didn’t need much convincing with this one. She came on board quickly and worked tirelessly by my side as soon as the starting gun was fired.

Working systematically through the mountains of evidence and cutting through myriad conspiracy theories, we started to piece together the story. It meant lots of late-night conversations, interviews at all times of day and travel. We cast the initial net wide. In the trawl we started to find the treasure. A crackly tape of Lynch talking in the late 1980s in his student house, his story brought to life by the audio; another tape of him negotiating a legal dispute in the 1990s; and some astonishing corporate spoof videos which have to be seen to be believed.

As a creative audio editor, Sarah felt especially connected to these artefacts, finding more understanding in hearing a person than in reading their words. I am forever indebted to her diligence, enthusiasm and perspicacity.

There is no getting round the fact that Mike Lynch was a difficult, divisive character who often rubbed people up the wrong way. In the wake of his death, much of the coverage depicted him as a plucky British success story, brought low by the might of an American tech giant. The reality, as Lynch himself would so often say about life, was painted in shades of grey.

It was not an easy time to write this book. Initially, it felt like there was a collective omertà around everything to do with Lynch. People close to him were grieving and understandably unwilling to speak; those who disliked him were equally understandably sensitive and worried, they repeatedly said, about speaking ill of the dead.

At the same time, a message went round the network of former Autonomy staff that Katie Prescott was ‘dangerous’, a clear warning not to speak to me. Many who did agree to be interviewed expressed fear about what might happen to them if they were discovered, and did not want their names in print, especially at first. I could not understand it – we were discussing events from decades previously. Clearly Lynch inspired fear while he was alive, and it had not dissipated with his death.

Surprisingly, those who said they were ‘scared’ included some senior, mature and successful people at Autonomy. Slowly, attitudes to me thawed noticeably and people on all sides seemed to become more comfortable with sharing their experiences, but it took a lot of careful building of trust.

This book is compiled from interviews with almost one hundred people who knew Lynch. On top of that, we were given a slew of documentation and recordings from inside Autonomy and a rich cache of letters, pitches and emails which paint a picture of the atmosphere inside the business. Quotes within the book are directly taken from emails, court testimony, evidence submitted in trial, interviews or reconstructed from interviewees’ memories. But, as Steve Chamberlain said in his diaries, extracts of which are contained within, it is very easy for false memories to be created. Drawing on all of this, I have endeavoured to build an accurate picture. Where there were gaps, I have used inference with care, always aiming to remain faithful to the spirit and substance of what occurred. Much of this story has been disputed over the years and I have done my best to make sense of it using the evidence. Any errors or misjudgements are mine alone.

Unpicking the truth was complex. I was told again and again that Lynch was a born storyteller, that he had the gift of the gab which marks out a successful entrepreneur. We quickly found that not all of his stories stood up to scrutiny. He would stretch and bend the truth to spin a better yarn. It gave everything a ‘Lynch Premium’, as one friend described it. This, I believe, is what sparked the fraud within Autonomy. His obsession with hitting financial targets, of making everything look rosy on the outside, drove the misrepresentations in Autonomy’s accounts: the undeclared hardware sales, for example, and sales which were recognized when they shouldn’t have been.

Such behaviour started small, but it became like an addiction, senior Autonomy executives told me. It perhaps would not have been discovered – it may even have stopped – had the sale to HP not happened. Autonomy was caught with its clothes off when HP started digging into its accounts. It is most probable that this behaviour was led by Lynch; the evidence is overwhelming and he always admitted ‘pushing the envelope’ in private. But in public he fought with everything he had not to let that sully the reputation of his beloved business. Ever tenacious, Lynch doubled down, consistently denying any culpability. Instead, after the fraud accusations he continued to work on growing British tech companies, as he always had, even as he was increasingly shunned by the British establishment he had worked so hard to penetrate. It is a tragedy that this complex character never got to live out the next chapter of his life away from the shadow of the bitter fight with HP.

This book raises fundamental questions about trust in business: the relationships between companies and their professional advisers, the relationships between companies and the City and the veracity of the information companies disclose to the public. It also revives the age-old debate of why British tech businesses look to the US for growth and the issue of the extradition treaty between the UK and US. These themes of fifteen-odd years ago have not changed today.

This may be a business story, but it is a very human one at its heart. It is one of hubris, of a brilliant, difficult, indefatigable man who would never admit defeat and who fought right up until the bitter end.

Katie Prescott, July 2025




Prologue

SUNDAY, 18 AUGUST 2024. PORTICELLO, SICILY.

There is a rhythm to life in Porticello, a pace of existence set by the sea. Day after day, early in the morning, fishermen in the northern Sicilian village take their boats in and out, in and out, in and out, their trawls set by the tide.

Then they descend on the small market square, before dawn, to sell their catch, calling out their wares in a cacophony of Sicilian dialect, the singular language of the region, guttural and slurred. Some of it is snapped up by waterfront restaurants serving the influx of summer visitors, some by local matriarchs planning the day’s meals. The bars fill up with old men taking their morning coffee, watching the daily ritual.

Porticello hides around the corner of the bay from the busy city of Palermo, sitting at the top left-hand edge of the football kicked by Italy’s boot. The village has not been whitewashed by the tourist trade. The peeling facades of the buildings in its narrow streets are studded with satellite dishes, the streets hung with laundry, rickety mopeds weaving in and out. Modern cars somehow make it into spaces they were not built for and bravely take the sharp corners of the antiquated roads driving buttressed up against the walls.

It is beautiful here, but it can be a hard life in this very poor part of Italy. About half of Porticello’s 12,000-strong population rely on fishing. Everyone understands how the waters can change from benign to vicious in a split second. Locals have long memories of tragedies in the waves, the names of those lost at sea are etched outside the fish market as a daily reminder. Each year in October, Catholic and fishing traditions merge when a procession of boats sets out into the water, dropping a laurel wreath into the sea in commemoration of the community’s drowned loved ones.

Holidaymakers rarely see this darker side of Sicily; at sea, pleasure vessels play host to visitors basking in the Mediterranean sun, enjoying the famously warm and clear water.

It was here, at the height of holiday season in 2024, that the magnificent fifty-six-metre Bayesian headed late one evening, the sails of its mast – one of the tallest in the world – neatly furled.

On board the luxurious vessel, a group of family and friends stood together on the pale wooden deck as the yacht dropped anchor. One guest snapped a sunset picture on her phone and posted it on Instagram. Envious comments from followers at home flooded her feed. At the centre of this gathering was the host of the summer excursion, Michael Richard Lynch. Barefoot, dressed in his summer uniform of chinos, a brown leather belt and a pale linen shirt, he was a bald, heavy-set man with thick dark eyebrows framing his narrow eyes. His large, domed head housed a fierce intellect and an unwavering self-belief. A Marmite figure, he had been well-known in the business community for decades but was far from a household name, even in his own country. This holiday was a celebration of his freedom and of his partial redemption after the businessman had won his trial against the US Department of Justice, accused of a massive fraud. A couple of months before, a trip on board the Bayesian around the delights of the Mediterranean wouldn’t have been possible for Lynch. In fact, many times he had thought that such a voyage would never happen again.

The odds of the wealthy technology entrepreneur being acquitted were infinitesimally small, even with his almost limitless financial firepower. And yet he won the criminal case. He had worried about dying behind bars, but now here he was, back in Europe on his beloved superyacht, ready for a new chance at life.

The company on board the Bayesian was a convivial assortment of friends, professional connections and family; people who had helped him fight his legal battle, and those who never hesitated to remain loyal, even when others fell away. Lynch always liked to reward his supporters. By his side were his wife Angela and eighteen-year-old daughter Hannah, on the cusp of going to university. It was almost time for the holiday to end, and for a fresh start to begin in earnest – both professionally and personally.

But everything was about to change. The weather had started to turn. Looking across the calm seas, those on board the Bayesian could see occasional flashes of lightning. The sky in the distance was dark and cloudy, and the smell of rain was on the air.

A storm was brewing that would change their lives for ever.




PART ONE

The Outlier




ONE

Follow the Dog

An outlier refers to an individual or data point that significantly deviates from the norm or expected pattern within a particular group, dataset, or population. In the context of people, an outlier is someone whose characteristics, behaviour, or performance are notably different from the majority of the group.

– Definition generated by ChatGPT

East London in the early 1960s might not have been the land of milk and honey, but for Dolores O’Neill, it offered a damn sight more exciting opportunities than a life in the sleepy Irish town of Carrick-on-Suir. She was one of eleven children, nine sisters and two brothers. Some of her older siblings had moved over to London, sending back stories of an electrifying new life, and she couldn’t wait to join them.

Life in the city was often busy, bleak and cut-throat. It could throw you in the gutter, but there was always the sliver of a chance, just the possibility, that the streets would be paved with gold. This was in sharp contrast to Ireland, where traditional industries were dying and the economy was struggling to modernize.

When she left school, Dolores bolted out of Tipperary, a county she’d barely left since her birth in 1939, as soon as she could. She joined her elder sister Nena in Walthamstow, where she had trained as a nurse at Whipps Cross Hospital.

With a sharp sense of humour and an Irish brogue which never left her, Dolores was the latest in a long line of strong women in the large family. More of a rebel than the others, she enjoyed the new life and independence she found in London, especially after the strictures put on women she’d experienced in Ireland. She suddenly had a foot in a cosmopolitan environment that was completely new to her, a melting pot of people from all over the world – and a familiar cohort of about 600,000 Irish-born residents.

She settled in Ilford, a popular destination for immigrants over the decades, where Irish social clubs would host the booming community until the early hours of the morning. On the city’s eastern fringe, on the border with Essex, Ilford was a hotchpotch of hoity-toity areas and very rundown ones. It had parks with wide paths, duck ponds, and grand old trees, but the hum of traffic was never far away.

When Dolores fell in love, it was with a London-born Irishman also living in the area, Michael Lynch, whose family hailed from County Cork. He was a fireman, a dangerous and uncertain profession. Like Dolores’s nursing job, it came with unpredictable and punishing hours. Holding down two such challenging occupations in a relationship was not a happy or easy combination. Yet they persevered, and married when Dolores was in her twenties, with Nena’s son Gerard as their pageboy.

The couple settled in the Balfour Road area of Ilford, in the centre of the town. It wasn’t the poorest area in the locality, but it wasn’t far off. The streets had rough edges, there were gangs and criminals about, and rowdy houses with multiple occupants were starting to bloom. At home, money was always tight. Early on, the young couple turned to the bank for a £4 loan to get themselves established. It became an oft-told family joke that this early debt meant they began their life together on –£4. Their first son, Michael Jr, was born on 16 June 1965, when Dolores was twenty-six. Two years later, on 19 April 1967, Richard Lynch came along. Michael always looked after his younger brother, but the two boys could not have been more different.

From the start, Michael was an extraordinarily unusual baby, almost unique. For he arrived into the world without any fingerprints. The swirls and whorls which mark most of the population out as individuals were missing from his tiny hands, and they would never appear as he grew. You could ink up his fingertips and push them down, but they would not leave more than a smudge on the page. It is unclear exactly why – a rare genetic condition perhaps – but it was a great source of jokes for the man. ‘I would make an excellent criminal!’ he would say, laughing.

Lynch’s arrival on the planet coincided with an auspicious year for technology. In 1965, in faraway California, Moore’s Law was coined. The founder of Intel, Gordon Moore, predicted that computers would become twice as powerful about every two years, while staying the same size and cost. It was a concept that would underpin the technological revolution that tracked baby Michael’s lifetime.

LYNCH HAD FEW memories of these early years of his life, apart from watching trains hurtle in and out of London through a gap in the bricks on a nearby railway bridge. He could stay there, mesmerized by the machines, for hours.

While there was little money to go around, his parents always encouraged their sons to learn. Education could provide a better future, a chance of a new life. Dolores was a clever woman who read a lot of books and, as soon as the family was able to get their hands on a car, she would take her sons out every weekend to various museums, where Young Michael, as his parents called him, would be fascinated by aeroplanes and steam engines, just as he was by trains.

Michael was a curious child. Understanding how things worked always made his eyes light up. No mechanical item in the house was safe from his whirring brain, including his mother’s alarm clock, the victim of an early experiment to see how things worked.

Scrawny and dark-haired, he didn’t ever talk about wanting to be rich or wanting to be well-known, but he did always feel the need to fix things. The O’Neill cousins had a very early iteration of a computer games console – a prized possession. It broke one afternoon, and Lynch announced he would take it away and mend it, which is exactly what he did. He saw a problem and worked out a solution. It was obvious to his family even then that, somehow, he was going to get on in the world.

While London provided opportunities, it was a far from easy place for Irish families in the 1970s. This was the height of the Troubles, the brutal political violence which ripped Northern Ireland in two, and which the IRA brought to the British mainland. This backdrop of violence served to generate hostility against Irish people, who faced prejudice at work, problems finding housing, and difficulties being served in pubs.

For the young Lynch boys, this environment meant they had to learn to read the temperature of a room quickly. They learnt to duck and dive, to run fast to avoid getting caught up in retaliatory fights in the playground for something which had absolutely nothing to do with them. It bonded them to the local Irish community, where they found solace in a group of people who could understand what it was like not to fit in. It is striking that, throughout the rest of his life, Mike Lynch would consciously gravitate to outsiders.

The Irish were not the only arrivals who found themselves the target of hatred. Enoch Powell had made his infamous ‘rivers of blood’ speech in 1968, just a few years after Mike Lynch was born, criticizing the high rate of immigration and stirring up prejudice against new arrivals from across the former British Empire. Brawls, abusive language and spitting at immigrants were all common.

Having seen this kind of aggression over the years, it is perhaps no surprise that Lynch was always fiercely meritocratic, seeing through rank, money and status. He was only ever interested in how people thought and performed, not their background or even their politics. He may have banked vast sums of money and moved up several social rungs, but he had seen and understood other worlds along the way.

When he was about eight years old, at around the same time as the IRA launched its mainland bombing campaign, the family followed another well-trodden immigrant path and swapped their London suburb for cleaner air, a bigger house and more open space, in a new estate in Chelmsford in Essex. Dolores started work at the local Broomfield Hospital and Michael joined the Essex fire brigade. Friends and family report that they had a tense relationship, although Lynch’s father disputes this version of events.

Lynch told people later in life that he quickly learnt that one way to avoid the fights was to ‘follow the dog’. The family pet was so attuned to the moods of the humans around it that it could tell when Mike’s parents were about to argue, and would promptly leave the room. He told friends that he would follow suit. It spurred his lifelong love of dogs.

Ultimately, Dolores and Michael Lynch finally separated when their sons had left home.

AWAY FROM ANY stresses within their core family, Mike and Richard’s lives were softened by the experience of growing up in the noisy midst of a gaggle of first cousins in London – and even more in Ireland. There were fifty of them in total.

It meant the Lynch brothers were rarely alone. The O’Neill sisters were a community, and so their children all grew up together. It wasn’t uncommon to pop round to an aunt or uncle’s house and find several other family members already there. It was here, in the heart of his Irish family, that Lynch learnt an early love of storytelling, or spinning a good yarn.

Carrick-on-Suir might not have provided much in the way of adventure, or careers for his mother and her sisters, but it was a joyous location for summer holidays. The O’Neill children would all head over together and spend weeks in the idyllic Tipperary countryside, supervised by the family matriarch, ‘Nan Ireland’ (the maternal grandmother, Ellen O’Neill), and another auntie four doors down. It gave their parents back home in England a break from their offspring. One picture shows Lynch on a boat just off a riverbank there – he had the freedom to roam and plentiful company that life in Chelmsford rather lacked.

Michael Jr seemed happy enough with life, but something always troubled Dolores about her eldest boy. When he was still quite young, she realized that he was extraordinarily bright. It wasn’t just because he pulled her alarm clock apart – he found schoolwork and problem-solving easy, and had a photographic memory.

Like a chess player, he could always see several moves ahead, but he was never solitary, strange or nerdy with it. He was good with other children, made friends and loved music. It sparked ambition within his parents to see him right, to make the most of his talents. There were brains in the O’Neill genes, the family would say, citing an auntie in Dublin who used to write speeches for the Taoiseach (the Irish prime minister).

Michael Sr always joked that he wanted to make sure his son avoided a job which involved running into burning buildings. It became part of Lynch-lore, a line that his son would often repeat, with a sardonic smile that revealed the truth behind the quip. Being a fireman was tough and risky. Michael Sr shared his wife’s belief in the value of education, and he made sure that his sons always understood and appreciated the chances that were never available to him.

Dolores, in turn, swatted away the noises made by Lynch’s primary school teachers, who told her imperiously that her boy had his hand up too much in class and was just too much of a know-it-all. She felt his work ethic was something to be encouraged, and she was not going to take their derogatory comments lying down.

One day, she was fretting about what to do with him, as usual, when one of his many aunts mentioned a scholarship scheme at Bancroft’s, a well-established part-boarding and part-day private school in Woodford Green, six miles north of their old home in Ilford. No one knew much about the place, but it sounded intriguing, so in mid-1976 the Lynch family went for a grand day out to investigate. After marvelling at the sprawling nineteenth-century school buildings, which had echoes of a large country estate, young Mike was put forward for the entrance exam. When the results came in, Bancroft’s made him an offer. He was just eleven years old.

The Lynch family could never have afforded to pay for schooling at Bancroft’s. It was a world away from the education they had had themselves, but the well-funded bursary opened the imposing iron gates of the school and allowed young Mike access to an array of amenities, languages, sports and a rigorous academic tuition.

Bancroft’s in the 1970s was not particularly smart, but it had the upright air that British private schools tend to exude. It boasted an active cadet corps, a strong musical tradition and even an armoury, where pupils could access a variety of guns to practise shooting. Old traditions, including corporal punishment, lingered on. It wasn’t one of the big famous schools – it was no Eton or Harrow or Winchester – but, with its vast playing fields and russet neo-gothic building, it felt like a solid part of British establishment life.

And it was more meritocratic than it looked at first glance. Lynch was just one of the children who arrived at the school because of his brains rather than his bank account. A quarter of the boys were on scholarships and a further quarter of admissions were funded by Essex County Council. The result was that Lynch’s year group featured an extremely bright cohort from a range of backgrounds.

They got in just in time. The direct grant scheme closed in 1977, the year after Lynch started. In one stroke, the healthy percentage of gifted attendees sponsored by the council was slashed. The change in policy caused uproar at Bancroft’s and was derided as a political decision, and it led to other seismic changes to make up for the shortfall in enrolment – Lynch’s year was the last to be all boys.

While the place he had won at Bancroft’s afforded Lynch an educational opportunity that was clearly not to be missed, the school was a long way from home. In later years, he would recount tales of the onerous commute he would have to make from Chelmsford, forty miles east of London. He said that his travel to school involved waiting by the side of the road for an hour, until a friend of his father could pick him up and take him the rest of the way. Lynch’s stories would often deviate from reality, but were just true enough to be believable.

In fact, things were a little more comfortable. Until he reached the sixth form, he regularly stayed in the attic room at his Aunt Nena’s in Walthamstow, far closer to Bancroft’s. This meant Lynch forged a strong relationship with his cousin Gerard Morris, seven years his senior. Theirs was a friendship which would last a lifetime. They used to walk the family dogs together in Epping Forest, behind the house, happily chatting the afternoons away.

LYNCH’S SCHOOLING WAS marked by the dawn of the computing age, a time when millions would cluster round television sets at home to watch programmes like BBC One’s Tomorrow’s World, featuring predictions and explorations of futuristic new inventions. Lynch was no different, fascinated by the advent and advances of technology.

Gants Hill, a neighbourhood some five miles from Bancroft’s, was a Mecca for Lynch in his teenage years. There, he could pursue the two loves of his life – his girlfriend at the time, and computers. Gants Hill’s high street boasted a Commodore computer shop, one of the only places accessible to him where he could gaze at a real-life personal computer.

Lynch’s love of computing spilled into his academic life. During fifth form, he started an electronics club on Thursdays after school, in the physics lab. He even devised a beginner’s course for other keen pupils, to equip them for what he rather earnestly referred to as the ‘Age of the Microchip’. Lynch called on parents to donate surplus components and facilitated a system so the club’s members could buy equipment through the school’s supplier. He was practical, focused and made things happen, even as a teenager.

The electronics club ran in parallel to the computer club at Bancroft’s, which had been founded by an enterprising mathematics teacher named Mr Hagedorn – this quickly became a centrepiece of Lynch’s week too. Even though they weren’t on the curriculum, there was a lot of interest in learning how to use computers, and by 1981 there were forty-eight club members, including the first girl. In the early days, when lunchtime came, Lynch and other members would excitedly plan out their next task for after school, when they’d be able to get their hands on the one computer the school had in its possession. They would type their program and then wait for the slow school printer to whir into action. Schools often only had basic terminals (like keyboards and screens) but no real ‘computer’ – just a way to connect remotely to a big machine somewhere else. Screeching static would sound as the computers got together and ‘handshook’. It all took patience. After 3.30 p.m., they were able to dial up Imperial College’s computer system and really get going.

Inevitably, leaving a group of young techies to their own devices meant mischief. For example, when you typed ‘nuts’ into that original computer, it would reply (much to the students’ delight), ‘And the same to you, sir.’ They learnt how to send messages on the computer from someone else’s name, another source of much hilarity. The club was extraordinarily influential on that generation of Bancroft children, sparking an interest which would turn into careers for many.

Later, Mr Hagedorn built the school its own computer – the Compukit UK 101 micro-computer – using one of the cheap and cheerful early home kits on the market, and the school allocated the club a dedicated little room of its own. This gave club members more time to play around with the machines, as they no longer had to wait until after home time.

Determined to be part of this new computer revolution, in his last year at school Lynch bought his own BBC Micro for a hefty £400, raising the money through a number of odd jobs, begging and borrowing. This was a formative moment, and not just for Lynch – ownership of a BBC Micro, specifically, shaped the careers of so many others who would later rise to prominence in the technology world.

Introduced in the UK in 1981, the Micro’s development was a shrewd decision by the government of the time. Part of the BBC’s Computer Literacy Project, and developed by Acorn in Cambridge for schools, the BBC Micro propelled technical understanding and software expertise. A decade later, it meant the UK had an enormous cohort of software developers at its disposal. Eventually, the Department of Industry aimed to install one of the subsidized machines in every secondary school in the country. By the end of 1982, as Lynch’s time to depart Bancroft’s approached, the school had a computer lab which featured no fewer than fifteen Micros.

At the same time, other affordable home devices were being unveiled in Britain, such as the popular ZX Spectrum, developed by Clive Sinclair. This system was instrumental both in teaching programming to enthusiastic amateurs and in making the UK a leader in the early computer games industry, as various bedroom experiments took off and became something more serious.

LYNCH AND HIS best friend from the Bancroft’s computer club, an introverted young man named Richard Birkett, became bedroom tech tinkerers themselves.

During their sixth form, the pair started trying to work out how they could introduce a floppy disc drive to the Commodore 64 – a computer which used cassettes – and played around in the digital music scene with an early synthesizer, which allowed them to mix and sample various tracks. Birkett was always the software creator in the partnership, while Lynch focused on the hardware side, making use of his electronics expertise. The synthesizer was a magic machine for Lynch, who just loved the marriage between technology and music.

He had been a keen clarinet player from a young age and he also played the tenor saxophone. It came in useful – when a detention loomed, Lynch often pleaded a clarinet lesson, whether one existed or not. But clarinet practice was not a mere punishment-avoidance tactic – Lynch was absolutely passionate about the instrument. He liked to have fun with it at a time when the school would rather prod pupils down a rigid classical music route – so much so that, at the end of the fifth form, he started a band, called Blues Patrol at the suggestion of a teacher.

Lynch was a superb, if unorthodox, clarinettist. He would put the mouthpiece right into his mouth, with his cheeks puffed out, exactly as music teachers would tell you not to do, but with brilliant results. Blues Patrol’s repertoire swiftly grew and grew from 1920s jazz and blues through swing and big band pieces – Glenn Miller’s ‘Pennsylvania 6-5000’ was an early favourite – until it had four hours’ worth of available material, which included 1950s rock and roll and even some 1960s pop.

It was all a bit too modern and funky for the school’s music department, who tolerated the band by quietly giving it the space to practise, but the other students loved it. Blues Patrol’s eleven members played a few times in the school, as well as at church dances, school parties and at the Chelmsford Working Men’s Club. ‘We enjoy an evening as much as an audience,’ Lynch said. As the band’s undisputed leader and founder, he would arrange all the music, writing down all the different parts while jiggling home on the bus. Later, the band started to play from jazz notation, working on an improv basis and lessening the pressure on Lynch.

[image: Five teenage boys playing wind and brass instruments stand in a row, reading and playing from sheet music. Mike Lynch stands in the middle, playing a clarinet.]
Blues Patrol, the Bancroft’s band, featuring Mike Lynch.


As being a band leader might suggest, teenage Lynch was a far cry from the stereotype of an introverted tech pioneer. Indeed, he didn’t really fit into a particular tribe or mould at Bancroft’s – not a sports boy, not the most popular, not a bully, and not a clever but awkward nerd. Within his year group, he was not a particularly dominant or overbearing personality, but he always excelled in the classroom. Notably, when he didn’t do well, it would make him even more competitive, and he would work harder to make sure he achieved the next time. One thing he always had was inner confidence which, as with the band, swept others along with him. He made a close group of loyal friends and, as he would go on to do throughout his life, collected smart people who impressed him; at Bancroft’s these included two Richards – Anton and Birkett – who he would sweep into his businesses.

Away from school, the teenage Lynch learnt valuable life lessons working in his mother’s hospital during the holidays. He served tea, bread and jam to the patients at three o’clock each afternoon, pushing a trolley laden with a big aluminium NHS tea urn around the wards. It was an early introduction to the realities of life, and to death as the great leveller. As Lynch saw it, once you’re in hospital it does not matter who you are or how much money you have. People are just people.

By the time he reached sixth form, Lynch’s teachers had him marked out as one of the most outstanding students in the school. He was a polymath, who excelled at everything from Classics to the scientific subjects he focused on in his final years. Bancroft’s had developed a reputation for getting pupils into Oxbridge, and Lynch joined the classes that coached pupils for the entrance exams.

It was never a dead cert that anyone would win a place. To this day, nobody – no matter the privileges they’ve had – is guaranteed a place at Oxford or Cambridge. Admissions to both are notoriously competitive, and their rigorous interview processes are designed to test and even intimidate potential students.

After sitting A levels in Maths, Further Maths, Physics and Chemistry, the magic combination needed to carry on with scientific study, he won a place at the same Christ’s College Cambridge where Charles Darwin had studied. By then, Lynch knew he was something special.




TWO

The Lynch Mob

In science and technology, Cambridge has a good shot at being the premier university in the world. Where else have you got? Stanford and MIT? It’s certainly in that league. There is still a culture of excellence there that has been eroded in other places.

– Mike Lynch, Management Today, 1 June 2000

The entrance to Christ’s College Cambridge looks like that of a small castle. The gatehouse squats in the heart of the university city, its imposing tower topped with a flagpole and festooned with an enormous gilded coat of arms featuring two yales (mythical beasts), blood-red roses and a series of golden portcullis emblems.

At the heart of the Great Gate, as it is called, stands a small, brightly coloured statue of Lady Margaret Beaufort, the college’s sixteenth-century founder. She was one of the most important ladies of her age, a powerful figure in the Wars of the Roses, the richest woman of the Medieval era and the mother of the first Tudor King, Henry VII.

From the outside, you cannot see what lies within. Pushing open the hefty oak door reveals a world that is closed off to most people; immaculate lawns are flanked by sandy-coloured stone buildings and there are a series of beautiful, interlinked squares known as ‘courts’.

For Mike Lynch, though, from 1983 to the end of his life, the castle gate was always open. He could come and go as he pleased and nothing would ever be able to take that away.

At Christ’s, tradition and innovation sit together in panelled rooms through semi-hidden doorways, some barely tall enough to admit a modern visitor. The student guide to Cambridge from the early 1980s ignored its striking architecture and gently mocked Christ’s for its central location, lending it sardonic distinction for its ‘easy access to the Wimpy, a hot dog stall, and Dorothy Perkins’. The college was renowned for its scientific prowess – perhaps one of the reasons Lynch picked it out from the many other colleges, each with their individual personalities and reputations.

His arrival in Cambridge in 1983 felt life-changing – even more so than it would have for most eighteen-year-olds leaving home for the first time. From the start, he felt a creeping feeling of belonging to the place. Christ’s provided a calling card and a permanent badge of honour that translated around the world, marking out his extraordinary intelligence and giving him credibility. It brought him the recognition which he craved.

Christ’s also gave him a room of his own, which was far more cossetted and privileged than his home life. There was no longer a need to bunk up with his cousin or travel a long distance to school. Here, everything was in one place. It was a sanctuary of academia and a social whirl. He was allocated a cleaner and his meals were provided in a grandiose hall under a soaring arched ceiling, dark wood panelling and stained-glass windows. For more informal meals, the Buttery, which also served as the bar and stayed open until 8 p.m., was available (behind the counter was Mrs NoButter, named for the question she would ask when making the students a sandwich). Looming over the Buttery was the college library, a constant reminder that any given student’s time could be better spent elsewhere.

As bizarre and unfamiliar a world as it was to Mike Lynch, he loved Christ’s for his whole life, and credited it with almost the entirety of his future success. Yet despite this, he always retained the sense of being an outsider in this cloistered place. Unlike some of the more privileged students, he had had a more worldly childhood – the pain and suffering he saw inside his mother’s hospital, his experiences of being threatened as an Irish boy, seeing the poor eking out a living around the Balfour Road. There was never any attempt on Lynch’s part to cover this part of himself up. He kept his strong Essex accent – and he often spoke about life back home.

LIKE CHRIST’S, CAMBRIDGE University in 1983 was a curious combination of rigid traditions and ripping up the rule book. Academic robes, ball gowns and black ties rubbed shoulder pads with neon, punk hairstyles, leather and studs. ‘Blue Monday’ by New Order was being played everywhere. Despite its privilege, the university was by no means isolated from the political tumult of the time. Margaret Thatcher was in power, having won a landslide second term for the Conservative party that year. In 1979, she had won the election pledging to bring down inflation and tackle the strikes which were ravaging Britain – yet come the early 1980s, Britain was enduring yet another deep recession with peaking unemployment. The Iron Lady, fresh from victory in the Falklands War, was battling striking miners on her home turf.

Brits were encouraged to be investors, many for the first time, and there was a growing public understanding of share ownership. Tenants received the right to buy their council house or flat, and the government’s drive towards privatization meant shares in formerly state-owned companies like British Telecom were marketed to the ordinary person.

The big student activism issue of the day was ending apartheid in South Africa, especially prominent when ‘Free Nelson Mandela’ was released by the Specials in 1984. Racism more generally was under scrutiny and, in a night of mayhem, Enoch Powell took part in a debate at the Cambridge Union during Lynch’s time. Globally, East and West were still at loggerheads, and fears of the Cold War turning hot remained real and very present. And away from the spiky geopolitics and mutually assured destruction, extraordinary advances in technology were rippling around the world, changing everything.

Lynch’s time at the college was made easier by several familiar faces from Bancroft’s, which made the city feel more like home. The Richards were there: Anton in the year below him at Christ’s and Birkett at another college. Also at another college was Daniel Levy, a fellow Essex man who would become one of the earliest investors in Lynch’s businesses – later, he also became the chairman of Tottenham Hotspur Football Club.

Aside from those he knew, Lynch was surrounded by stellar students, many of whom would go on to experience fame and fortune. Peers at Christ’s included Rory Sutherland, the entertaining and vivacious future ad executive, and Richard Gnodde, the future vice-chairman of Goldman Sachs. A tall, suave visiting student from South Africa, Gnodde was a keen rugby player who made the British Christ’s boys feel spotty and gawky in comparison.

Within his year, Lynch was far from the alpha male. He was well-liked and rubbed along happily with everyone, but he did not stand out as one to watch among his peers. He was never a huge, swaggering character on campus. Just as at school, Lynch was hard to pigeonhole at college, described as ‘socially promiscuous’, dabbling in a number of circles.

Those who studied scientific subjects at Cambridge were part of a singular and very distinct tribe with a language and humour all of their own. Lynch, studying natural sciences – known as ‘natsci’ – joined in. He was a skinny young man with long dark hair who often wore clashing colours, such as burgundy trousers with a bright green jumper – very much the garb of an academic who had more important and interesting things to worry about. While he wore the right uniform, again he was a bit of an outlier in the stereotypical science group in that he liked popular music, could talk to women (he even had girlfriends) and – most remarkably, perhaps – he could explain scientific concepts in plain English.

When it came to extracurricular activities, however, ever-present was the all-important and time-consuming question of money. University tuition was free in those days and there were generous living grants available too, but Lynch had to pay his own way for extras. During term time he eschewed the clichéd grubby bar job, instead doing computer work for other students. He also continued his business developing innovative music tech with Birkett, his school friend. Keeping the cash flowing was as important as keeping up with his studies, which, as his professors discovered, he could manage just fine without much effort.

He worked during the holidays as a researcher in an optical computing department at Marconi, the radio giant that was part of the General Electric Company (GEC). In the long-term, the prospect of a job with Marconi did not fill him with glee; he saw the idea of drifting into a technical career in the UK as a dead end. After his experience working there, he was forever scathing about the bureaucracy of large British businesses, which he felt killed experimentation and imagination. They just couldn’t get things done – they were the opposite, he would say, of innovation. It was the last time the entrepreneur would ever work for anyone else until Hewlett-Packard came knocking well over a decade later.

He had one more passion project: his jazz band, the aptly named Lynch Mob. Just as he had at Bancroft’s, Lynch created and led a musical group within Christ’s, with songs such as ‘Summertime’ and ‘Georgia on My Mind’ being favourites to perform. The bulk of the band were pulled from the scientific tribe, and the college’s two choral scholars were roped in as singers.

It was not a glamorous group. There were no fancy costumes or elegant lighting set-ups – just trainers and bare bulbs. Lynch did it for the love of playing music, and the band continued to thrive throughout his university career, driven by its tenacious founder. It was not easy to galvanize a group of students through rehearsals and performances, but he had a knack for inspiring others.

At their shows, he’d introduce the band with ironic and self-deprecating humour, but underneath that was inner strength, a sense he knew exactly what he was doing.

UNEXPECTEDLY, AS HE did not appear to do any work until at least quarter of an hour before his exams took place, Lynch achieved a first-class result in his first year’s examinations.

This earnt him the privilege of living within the college for his second year, in a beautiful room in Second Court, which had the added draw of an enormous fireplace. It became a centre for social gatherings, especially for those who had not done as well academically and found themselves booted out of the hallowed college walls, living in housing dotted around Cambridge. Lynch would host lots of parties but was not a big drinker or ever into drugs. ‘If you’ve got a brain like mine, you simply can’t afford to do that sort of thing,’ he said. But he always thoroughly enjoyed his food, even if his youthful metabolism meant he stayed slim for the time being.

His exam success was not to last into his second year, though, and The Times records him as having been awarded a lower second-class in 1985 for the second part of his natsci course – perhaps because he knew he planned to switch to engineering at this stage and had lost interest.

He certainly didn’t seem to mind, and was content to amuse himself in other ways. He liked to mess with the people around him, sizing them up, probing and testing them. In his nasal tone and with his features showing little expression or movement, he would ask questions that were designed to catch people off-guard. Pointing to a random figure in a famous painting, he might ask, ‘What do you think their name is?’ He enjoyed seeing how different people would react, and the game could result in some very funny conversations.

At Cambridge, he was no longer always the most intelligent person in the room, but he was certainly up there and liked to assert the fact with his quirky conversation. ‘If the world was ending,’ he would ask, ‘what would you do?’ His own answer was always that he would take all the weapons he could, go to the top of the tallest building he could find, create a fortress and shoot.

He enjoyed probability games too, a characteristic which would only develop further as he got older. One of his favourites involved three closed doors – two hiding goats and the other a prize – a puzzle sometimes called the Monty Hall Problem after the host of the game show Let’s Make a Deal. You pick one of the doors, and then the host (who knows where the prize is) opens one of the two remaining doors to reveal a goat. The central question of the puzzle is: should you then stick with your original pick, or twist?

The answer, somewhat counterintuitively, is to twist. Lynch relished seeing the panic in people’s faces as they vacillated between the choices, when the answer to him and any of his mathematically minded friends was so completely obvious. (You can find any number of explanatory videos online, but in short, there was a 1 in 3 chance you picked the right door first time, but a 2 in 3 chance of getting the prize if you then switch.)

Every week during his final year, Lynch would weave through the narrow stone arch in First Court, stomp up the even narrower wooden staircase, enter one of the uneven-looking rooms facing the college’s pristine grass and settle back into one of the squashy, weather-beaten chairs to face a grilling. His engineering tutor, the eminent Professor Peter Rayner – looking every inch the academic, with his snowy white beard – would peer over his glasses at the young man.

Rayner, a born-and-bred engineer, was a gentle man, but he did not suffer fools gladly. Lynch was no fool and Rayner was profoundly fond of his sparklingly bright student, but he would veer between gently exasperated and bemused by the lack of attention he seemed to pay to his studies. The weekly meeting between them was called a supervision – a regular test for Cambridge undergraduates which involved a lesson with a senior academic conducted one on one, or in a small group, once a week. Students were supposed to spend the week leading up to a supervision carefully preparing the work they’d been set in advance, so that they could explain their approach and tackle further questions in the meeting itself.

Lynch, though, would blag his way through and make up answers to mathematical problems on the hoof, yet Rayner would always be surprised at the considerable insight he brought to the sessions, apparently without any work. Lynch often proposed innovative solutions that weren’t necessarily correct, but always interested his professor. He’d come at problems from a different angle than many others, thinking in a different way. Rayner had taught a revolving door of bright, talented students, but he had never seen anyone match Lynch’s entrepreneurial ability and spark.

The reasons he was less than attentive were clear to Rayner from the outset: Lynch was far too distracted by the more entertaining side of life at Cambridge to prepare sufficiently – if at all – for his supervisions. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to be sitting with the professor in his cosy study each week; in fact, he had chosen to work with Rayner. He may have started college life as a natsci, but in his third year he switched to Rayner’s specialism of engineering, more specifically with an interest in A/V (audio/visual) signal processing. He was fascinated by the subject, which mirrored the work he had done at school, exploring music technology with Richard Birkett.

Lynch and Rayner became close. They would sometimes share a glass of sherry in Rayner’s college room and the professor would later be paid as a technical advisor to Autonomy. Whenever there was a debate about something, Rayner would bet his students a pint of beer over the outcome. ‘I’d like to be able to say that I never bought myself a beer, but the main reason for that was that I was always spending my money buying him beers, because he was always right,’ Lynch said of his mentor.

Lynch enjoyed the intellectual sparring as much as Rayner, and respected the professor’s opinions. There were a handful of others about whom he felt the same way, and they became a fiercely trusted and beloved cohort at university and beyond. For the most part, though, Lynch simply thought that people were stupider than he was.

Brainpower and dogged determination meant that he could – and often did – beat most people into submission during an argument, intellectually speaking. It did not, however, mean that he had always convinced them of his opinion, or that they ever forgot the scars of the fight. His was an attitude that would earn him many enemies over the years.

AS HIS UNDERGRADUATE student days drew to a close, a pressing question was what would come next. Companies circled Cambridge looking for bright young graduates. In those days, many of a mathematical or scientific bent were approached to join firms in the City of London, with its shiny new outpost under construction in Canary Wharf.

These companies were offering gargantuan salaries. Deregulation in London’s financial sector in 1986, known as the Big Bang, saw the Square Mile quickly become one of the world’s most important financial centres, a rival to New York. It was a complex hive of lawyers, auditors, consultants, bankers and investors, all of them feeding off one another and the big deals of the time.

The switch to electronic trading, replacing the old face-to-face dealing on the floor of the London Stock Exchange, increased the number and speed of sales at the same time as restrictions on sales commissions were relaxed. In short, it was an era of decadence which, it is rumoured, generated 1,500 millionaires as the old London firms, many of them partnerships, consolidated and changed hands. International firms from the US, Europe and Japan were allowed to own UK stockbrokers for the first time and to enter new financial markets. If you wanted to make money, this was the obvious place to go.

Lynch’s somewhat laissez-faire approach to his studies led to him getting a disappointing second-class honours in his final exams. Rayner, though, remained resolutely confident in Lynch’s potential, and persuaded him to stay on at Cambridge and pursue a PhD, a path normally reserved for first-class graduates. For Lynch, this route offered the chance of a continued life in Cambridge, another step further east from Chelmsford, and the chance to pursue his passion for entrepreneurship and engineering. It also gave him the chance to repay his tutor’s faith – the person he would later describe as ‘the man who made it all happen.’




THREE

Pattern Matching

Time is money. Most of all, time is dreams. And computers give you time for dreams . . . There’s a New World coming again, looming on the desktop.

– Roger Rosenblatt, Time, 3 January 1983

If there was ever any doubt that the 1980s was the age of the machine, in January 1983 – the year that Lynch started at Cambridge – Time magazine slapped a computer onto its famous front cover. Sitting on a bright-red desk with a white plaster man peering at it, the magazine proclaimed: ‘Machine of the Year: The Computer Moves In’. ‘By the millions,’ the accompanying article said, ‘it is beeping its way into offices, schools and homes’.

The most important personality of that year was a white plastic box, albeit one with unlimited potential. ‘The enduring American love affairs with the automobile and the television set are now being transformed into a giddy passion for the personal computer,’ Time magazine said.

The innovations came thick and fast: 1983 was also the year that the modern internet was born, as computers in a network could for the first time communicate with each other through the same set of rules, a standard protocol. Hewlett-Packard launched its HP-150 desktop computer, a compact and powerful machine, codenamed ‘Magic’. Just a year later, Steve Jobs launched the Apple Macintosh.

The Santa Clara Valley in northern California was on the cusp of its transformation from a place of apple orchards and affordable homes, a refuge for hippies sick of San Francisco, into Silicon Valley – the beating heart of global technology. Bill Gates had founded Microsoft in 1975, and Microsoft Word, the world-beating word processing system, also landed in 1983.

Cambridge, too, had embraced the rapidly growing industry. Starting with the founding of Cambridge Science Park back in 1970, more and more high-tech businesses were founded or established outposts in the area. Big employers locally included Olivetti, a leading European manufacturer of personal computers, and by 1997, when Microsoft opened a research and development centre in the city to make the most of the talented students, the area was being called ‘Silicon Fen’.

Yet it was a philosopher and statistician born more than three centuries earlier who Lynch always claimed had just as much influence on him as the generation of emergent tech bros in Silicon Valley: a quiet and studious Presbyterian minister, the Reverend Thomas Bayes.

At first glance, the theologian might seem an unlikely technological inspiration for a science-obsessed Cambridge student during the birth of the digital era. But the probability theorem that bears his name would become central to Lynch’s personal philosophy and a cornerstone of the marketing around his companies.

The only known portrait of Bayes shows a serious, middle-aged man drawn in black and white, shadows across his face, with thin lips and a widow’s peak, wearing a long dark robe, two thick white clerical bands dangling from his collar. But the authenticity of the portrait remains disputed, and not a huge amount of detailed biographical information remains about him.

What we do know is that
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