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This book was written to learn from the mistakes made by the greatest investor, Warren Buffett. Let me declare at the beginning that he is one of the great heroes to me. Many books describe Buffett's success formulas, investment style, and life journey. The best concept in investing is to learn from other’s mistakes rather than doing them ourselves!

I first came across Buffett in 2005. I was on a start-up team after completing my post-graduation from IIT Bombay, a premier Technical Institute in India. Since then, I started reading about and understanding him and Berkshire Hathaway Inc. (Berkshire). I read all his letters to the partners in his Buffett Partnership and later to Berkshire shareholders. 

He inspired me to do an executive post-graduation program from the National Stock Exchange (NSE) and other certifications from the Bombay Stock Exchange (BSE) to learn about businesses and market ecosystems. And, of course, accounting, the language of business. In the same way, Charlie Munger inspired me not to pursue a full-time MBA, - 'invert', although I don’t have an opinion against them.

I have been revisiting these letters recently. In a 1985 letter to Berkshire shareholders, Buffett acknowledged Charlie Munger, who advocated studying mistakes, rather than success, both in the business and other aspects of life. This inspired him to derive, “All I want to know is where I’m going to die, so I’ll never go there.” 

In the same Chairman’s letter, Buffett announced the Shutdown of Textile Business, saying he had generated ample material to study his mistakes and errors. 

This inspired me to write this book!
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The major research for the book is from Buffett’s letters, Berkshire's annual reports and Annual General Meetings, and his media interactions. I also studied the books and articles written about him. I apologize if you find any “errors”. If so, kindly bring them to my notice with factual references to modify them, accordingly. My Gratitude to you!

These company stories run over years... and some cases over decades. Accounting practices have changed over this period. The data presented in Berkshire's annual report has changed too. I tried to be conscious while capturing them; I present them to you to make sense of them so the right message can be received. As you know, facts matter in investments and businesses to make effective decisions. So in Life!

In 2010, Todd Combs joined Berkshire as an investment manager, and a year later came Ted Weschler. They make independent investment decisions for Berkshire. So, if I did not get a correct reference for a transaction executed by Buffett himself, I skipped them in this book.

Please remember that the book was written in hindsight. Specific years are mentioned only for reference to put the story in perspective. Of course, a lot of events took place before and after. As you know, for an “investor” or a “businessman”, these events occur on an ongoing basis. 

I tried to avoid stock price movement discussions wherever possible. For me, the key messages are to learn about investment opportunities, business economics, and how to value them. The prices may deviate on either side to any extent for any given point of time. Benjamin Graham correctly pointed out, “In the short run, the market is a voting machine but in the long run, it is a weighing machine.” 
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The sequence of stories starts in 1965 when Buffett first acquired Berkshire Hathaway Inc., the event that transformed him. I believe what you are about to learn here will help you excel in the investment game. 

The core focus of this book is to learn from an intelligent investor. Apart from the brief coverage of Buffett's investments, you will learn lessons to improve your toolkit. You should get an edge in finding opportunities and executing decisions while taking a perspective that makes the most sense to you.

I kept the book structure simple and crisp so you can learn quickly. I love short books with powerful ideas. Each chapter offers a brief story about the company or a business “group”, where Buffett made a “mistake”. It is followed by the quote(s) from Buffett, and bonus quote(s) from Munger associated with the company.  The lessons and insights are mine as a key takeaway for you. There might be a possibility some lesson seems to repeat based on the story. However, I believe that repetition and consistency help to develop a habit! 

Thank you.

Disclosure: I do not hold any shares of Berkshire Hathaway Inc. 
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“I like to study failure. We want to see what has caused businesses to go bad, and the biggest thing that kills them is complacency. You want a restlessness, a feeling that somebody's always after you, but you're going to stay ahead of them. That restlessness — that tomorrow is more exciting than today — you have to have it permeate the organization.”  

-  Warren Buffett, 2013 at The Coca-Cola Company’s AGM 



Warren Buffett has a terrific record as an investor and businessman. Charlie Munger and he built Berkshire Hathaway Inc (Berkshire) from a textile company in 1965. Today, it is a holding company for businesses that they either fully or partially own. The market value of Berkshire nears $900 billion as of March 2024. It was the world’s 8th most valuable company also in 2024. Berkshire has become a vehicle to ride for many people for their financial success. 

Buffett started his investment journey at an early age when he was just eleven years old. Since childhood, he entertained many interesting projects, all entrepreneurial. He played many roles as a salesman, speculator, and trader. I believe these experiences shaped him. They helped him to build a strong foundation as a great investor, businessman, and legend. 

Buffett evolved from a trader, investor, and businessman into an empire builder. The success he achieved is remarkable and unique in many ways. It is amazing to achieve this kind of success in one’s lifetime. It puzzles me more, knowing the kind of mistakes made on the way. There are many mistakes, and a few are major. The big ones are omissions, not commissions. It means he did NOT buy the investments he liked and understood. I dedicated a complete section of the book to them.

Buffett openly confesses his mistakes and embraces them. Mistakes are inevitable in investments. Further, he acknowledges that he will be making more mistakes in the future. However, he mastered learning from his mistakes and moving forward. It is the key to success. These mistakes didn't hold him back. He understands the edges of his circle of competence. 

There is another angle to embrace the mistakes is his leadership style. He encourages Berkshire business managers to report their issues and mistakes, promptly so the corrective actions may be expedited. This practice helps maintain Berkshire's reputation. It is a corporate culture trait!

In 1989, Buffett published, “Mistakes of the First Twenty-five Years”, in Berkshire's annual shareholder letter. He reviewed his mistakes in that letter. I believe these confessions helped him to feel relieved. Also, in another 25 years, in 2015, he predicted there more pages to cover his mistakes.(not published). Buffett expects more mistakes at Berkshire in the future. They will be of omission and not commission.

If you look at Buffett’s investment journey, he kept evolving. He experimented with many things. H succeeded as shown in the records, and he also failed few times. He started as a cigar-butt investor; later, he became a successful businessman. He enjoyed the journey, and it kept him active. In fact, he has the longest record of successful investments. This reflects his character trait to keep learning and evolve!

This is quite different from his teacher’s belief. Benjamin Graham (Ben), retired from active investing at the age of 62, in 1956. Ben thought there were no challenges to solve in the investment world. He was more of a professor, challenge seeker, and problem solver.
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As noted, on his long journey, Buffett made many mistakes. They were of different types at different stages. They were in business acquisition, common stock investment, and in the trade. It is easier for an investor to correct a mistake in a marketable security. Just sell the stock either immediately, or in the near future, based on the assessment.

In the case of an owned business, fixing the mistake might be an ongoing activity... and it is hard. In some cases, let them run it on their own but with no more capital allocation. In most cases, the businesses need to be either liquidated or sold. 

Buffett also made mistakes in accessing the economic characteristics of a business, like in the airline business. Sometimes, he traded in the commodity business when the cycle was at its peak. Like ConocoPhillips, an oil & gas exploration and production company. This is because humans are easily carried away in a booming market, as in 2007. A few mistakes involve not acting quickly enough, the effect of over-caution or procrastination. This caused him to miss out on a few wonderful opportunities. For
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“It's good to learn from your mistakes. It's better
to learn from other people's mistakes.” - Warren Buffett
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