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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Any major activity or undertaking requires the confidence and beliefs of others. I have been exceptionally fortunate throughout my education—formal and informal—to have encountered individuals who have permitted me to gather experiences and skills that many in the United States, and the vast majority worldwide, could not imagine. Out of a persistent fear of omitting someone of critical importance on a list of acknowledgments, I prefer to say “thank you” as I meet each.

I also hope readers know that each of us can be involved in bettering the lives of others in our communities and worldwide with fewer financial resources than Mr. Gates; in the 2014 annual letter released by Bill and Melinda Gates on behalf of their foundation, he states, “If you’re looking to donate a few dollars, you should know that organizations working in health and development offer a phenomenal return on your money.”

If you are interested in service that greatly improves the lives of others—such as the initiatives of Bill, Melinda, and Bill Sr.—there are dozens of options to commit to helping others. Bill Sr. and I share a common connection as Rotarians involved in the aim to end polio, and Rotary International has participation options for all ages.


Chapter 1

BILL GATES BEFORE AUTOMATED COMPUTING

Well, I was lucky in many ways. I was lucky to be born with certain skills. I was lucky to have parents that created an environment where they shared what they were working on and let me buy as many books as I wanted to. And I was lucky in terms of the timing. The invention of the microprocessor was something profound. And it turned out only if you were kind of young and looking at that could you appreciate what it meant. And then I had been obsessed with writing software. It turned out that was the key missing thing that would allow the microprocessor to have this incredible impact…. It is unusual to have so much luck in one life, I think. But it’s been a major factor in what I have been able to do.1

Upon his birth on October 28, 1955, to a successful family, William Henry Gates III—now widely known as Bill Gates—could easily have been expected to follow in the paths of either of his parents. His father, William Henry Gates II (1925–present), and mother, Mary Maxwell Gates (1929–1994), each were professionals with advanced formal educations. His father was an attorney with a successful practice, which allowed his mother to transition from work as a schoolteacher into other activities with civic and charity impacts.

As relayed by his father, Bill Gates’s maternal grandmother and great-grandmother quickly found that a nickname would be required for the younger Gates. A concern was raised that both father and son would be referred to as Bill, which would be overly confusing. As a result, the younger of the two was nicknamed Trey2 (as in “three” or “third”), and this nickname is still used when father refers to the son. As his son became far better known globally as “Bill Gates” instead of Trey, his father later adopted the name “Bill Gates, Sr.,” retiring from his law firm Preston Gates & Ellis in 1998.3

Gates’s mother was a 1950 graduate of the University of Washington, where she would later serve on the Board of Regents from 1975 to 1993. Originally a schoolteacher, Mary Gates maintained an exceptional level of civic involvement after her husband’s law practice became successful. Mary was clearly connected to the University of Washington. Not only did she meet her husband there, but her parents both graduated from the University of Washington. Per a dedication ceremony at the University of Washington after her death, she also served on multiple boards for the university, including the University of Washington Foundation Board, the University of Washington Medical Center Board, and the School of Business Administration’s Advisory Board.

Among her achievements, she served on the board of United Way of King County (1974–88) and many other nonprofit and corporate boards. Her work with United Way led to national recognition of her leadership. She served as a member of the board of directors of United Way International (1980–1990) and was the first woman to chair the executive committee of that board (1985–87).4

While serving in the United Way International role, she is reported to have spoken to the chairperson of IBM in a talk that potentially provided support to Bill Gates’s software company, which was very small at the time. As Gates frequently recalls in his talks, luck would come into play multiple times in the coming decades.5

GROWING UP BILL

His father wrote a book, with a chapter detailing what he learned from Bill and his two sisters. Young Bill Gates was the second of the three children, with one older sister and one younger sister. Older sister Kristi was 10 and Bill was 9, when youngest sister Libby was born. His father noted Bill was usually the last one to the car or be ready for an event, as he was usually in his room reading or thinking. He described Bill as reading almost nonstop, and mentions that his son’s competitive nature was likely assisted over the summers by a contest run by his school: “One contributor to Trey’s nonstop reading was the fact that every summer the teachers at his school gave their students a summer reading list and there was a contest to see who could read the most books. Trey was so competitive he always wanted to win and often did.”6

Not only did Bill read an entire set of encyclopedias from front to back, his parents paid for any—and every—book he wanted.7 Reading for young Bill was connected to another capability his father noted later in life: the ability to read massive quantities and still retain almost all the information from that reading. He wrote that Bill “seems to remember everything he reads and is, at times, eager to share what he’s learned with the next person he encounters,” and that his son was always intellectually curious.8 When asked of the best advice he had ever received from his father, Bill stated:

Well, my dad and my mom were great at encouraging me as a kid to do things that I wasn’t good at, to go out for a lot of different sports like swimming, football, soccer, and I didn’t know why. At the time I thought it was kind of pointless, but it ended up really exposing me to leadership opportunities and showing me that I wasn’t good at a lot of things, instead of sticking to things that I was comfortable with.9

AN EXCEPTIONALLY HARD TRANSITION

The experience of the Gates family became much more challenging when Bill Gates was about 11. “The first stage—argumentative young boy—‘started about the time he was 11,’ Mr. Gates Sr. says in one of a series of interviews. That’s about when young Bill became an adult, says Bill Sr., and an increasing headache for the family.”

In Robert Guth’s words, Gates was “a boy who appeared to gain the intellect of an adult almost overnight” and was challenging his parents on a daily basis, especially his mother.10 In another interaction, she asked:

“What are you doing?”

“I’m thinking,” he shouted back.

“You’re thinking?”

“Yes, Mom, I’m thinking,” he said fiercely. “Have you ever tried thinking?”11

Another day, young Bill was having a nasty argument with his mother at dinner. So his father threw a glass of water into his son’s face, to which he responded, “Thanks for the shower.”

This was followed shortly thereafter by consultations with a therapist and 12-year-old Bill. And the advice to his parents was to give him more leeway, rather than less, as young Bill would be claiming his independence at some point in the near future. Even today, his father states: “He has very fixed ideas of some things…. The dynamic of the family is that you don’t cross him on those things, because it’s a waste of time.”12

SEEDS OF CIVIC INVOLVEMENT EARLY IN LIFE

In many works, Bill relates the experiences he encountered while growing up in the Gates family. For instance, he describes extensive volunteer involvement of both of his parents, setting the framework for his later philanthropic efforts but also being exposed to a wide variety of activities, holding discussion in a way that allowed him and his two sisters to be exposed to advanced concepts within those organizations and how decisions were made from a very young age.

We learned from our parents what they were trying to do, whether it was United Way or a volunteering activity or the world of business. I felt very equipped as I was dealing with adults to talk to them in a comfortable fashion because my parents had shared how they thought about things.13

When I was growing up, my parents were almost (sic) involved in various volunteer things. My dad was head of Planned Parenthood. And it was very controversial to be involved with that. And so it’s fascinating. At the dinner table my parents are very good at sharing the things that they were doing. And almost treating us like adults, talking about that. My mom was on the United Way group that decides how to allocate the money and looks at all the different charities and makes the very hard decisions about where that pool of funds is going to go.14

This civic involvement was present in all three children, although Bill would receive the inclination latest. His older sister, Kristianne Gates Blake, was born in 1954 and owns an eponymous accounting firm, also graduating from the University of Washington like mother and father.15 She now serves as a regent for the University of Washington like her father: “The biggest lesson I learned from my dad,” she said, “is to have a passion for all that you do.”16

Younger sister Elizabeth (Libby) Gates Armintrout was born in 1964, and served as president of the board at the Lakeside Academy—the same school attended by Bill Gates. She is a board member of the UW Carlson Leadership and Public Service Office and is an active volunteer and contributor.17

Each sibling found their own career path but also was involved in service, like their parents. For Kristianne, that was an appointment to the Board of Regents at the University of Washington, and for Libby, that was involvement with Make-A-Wish Foundation, the Lakeside Clinic, the Alliance for Education, and the Susan B. Komen Race for the Cure18 before becoming a regent for Pomona College.19 Bill’s civic involvement comes decades later but becomes the most important aspect of his life.


Chapter 2

EARLY DAYS IN COMPUTING

Very early in his learning of computers, Bill Gates suddenly found himself involved with a group that solved computing problems for his high school in the late 1960s, when very few organizations had computers and even fewer had the technical capability to actually use computers—programming expertise was essential. It was through this experience that Bill Gates met his first critical collaborative partner—Michael Eisner wrote in Working Together, Why Great Partnerships Succeed that Bill Gates always has at least one exceptionally capable partner. From 1968 through 1983, the first of these exceptional everyday partners for Bill Gates was Paul Allen.1

At the Lakeside School, he had a lot of opportunities and encouragement from a young age, seeking a means of growth that would give him the independence the therapist stated was coming very soon. He and Paul Allen also had access to a lot of resources that were very rare at that time. For instance, Gates had access to a type of computer that had been invented just a few years before, and the teachers at the school weren’t the most capable at programming those computers. In addition to being allowed to read ahead and receiving books from teachers, Gates said of his teachers and school that their ideas on using computers were revolutionary. Rather than allow the computer to be disused (as too confusing), the school allowed the students to take the lead. As Gates said later, “most schools would have just, I don’t know, shut the thing down or something.”2

Bill Gates’s first programming experience came in 1968 at Seattle’s Lakeside School when the Mothers’ Club bought the school access to a time-sharing system. That summer, 12-year-old Bill and his friend Paul Allen, who was two years older, made $4,200 writing an academic scheduling system for the school.3

A high school student who wrote the scheduling software for the school could very easily decide which classes he would be placed in. Bill decided to modify the software he and Paul had written to be placed in classes that were entirely filled with girls, which he saw as a clear sign of success for high school students. He later stated, “It was hard to tear myself away from a machine at which I could so unambiguously demonstrate success. I was hooked.”4

Although he was the youngest on the team of students, he very early established that his involvement in the project would be contingent upon him being in charge of the initiative: “Look, if you want me to come back you have to let me be in charge. But this is a dangerous thing, because if you put me in charge this time, I’m going to want to be in charge forever after.”5

A criticism of Bill Gates over the decades was that the final responsibility for decisions in settings where he was involved in day-to-day operations rested solely with him. This characteristic has been present in descriptions of Gates from the time he was 12; at times, this attribute was a benefit and at other times a significant failing.

Living up to his father’s statements about his son’s ability to recall information, Bill Gates is easily able to recount the teachers who had the biggest influence in his early high school days, a testament to their influence on Bill over 40 years ago. In an interview with Serwer, he recalled three of those exceptional individuals from his high school days by name: Fred Wright, Gary Maestretti, and Paul Stocklim.6

Success as a computer programmer—in the late 1960s and today—is highly dependent upon a skillset in science, mathematics, and logic. Gates credits his teachers in science and mathematics as key influences in his success, simultaneously noting that he ignored the most important aspects of biology due to the poor quality of his high school teacher.

Well, I think it all comes down to how good the teachers are in 5th through 12th grade…. If I hadn’t had great teachers during those years I wouldn’t have learned how cool science and math are. In fact, I had a bad biology teacher and it’s only as an adult that I’ve realized, hey, biology might be the most interesting science of all. But I stayed away from it. So the science is interesting, and yet it can be made very uninteresting.7
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Twenty years after Paul Allen’s departure from Microsoft, Gates and Allen speak at a Portland Trail Blazers
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