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Tossing aside just about every experience-honed
 tenet of business to build business in a
 methodical fashion, Internet businesses have adopted
 a grow-at-any-cost, without-any-revenue,
 claim-as-much-market-real-estate-before-anyone-moves-in
 approach to business. This mentality has come to be
 known as Get Big Fast.
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preface





Writing this first book about how Amazon.com became Amazon.com was, in a word, challenging. When the proposal for this book was written and accepted in the late fall of 1998, it centered on the publishing and bookselling business. Thats where my research began. Months later, the scope of the story extended to the retail business. Still later, it became obvious that the rise of Amazon.com has had a profound influence on virtually every sector of business in the world. No wonder Jeff Bezoss dog, Kamala, is named for a metamorph that appeared in an episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation; Amazon.com is in a constant state of metamorphosis.


That was at least one of the reasons why Jeff Bezos and Amazon.com declined to participate in this project. The companys official position was that it was too early for a book. Although Mr. Bezos neither encouraged nor discouraged people from speaking with me, no current employees agreed to be interviewed on or off the record. Amazon.com remains a secretive organization. (I did conduct one interview with Jeff Bezos on November 17, 1998, but that was for another book, which I later put aside to write this book. The material from that interview is included in these pages.)


I did receive the cooperation of several people who witnessed the creation of the company, particularly Nicholas Hanauer, Eric Dillon, and Thomas Alberg, who have been part of an ex officio board of advisors since the beginning. Mr. Alberg currently serves on the Amazon.com board of directors. They were invaluable in telling the story, as were Paul Barton-Davis, employee Number 2, and Nicholas Lovejoy, employee Number 5.


This is the first in-depth look at Amazon.com, but it certainly wont be the last. Im looking forward to Jeff Bezoss memoir somewhere down the road. In the meantime, the following pages will tell you what he did and how he did it.











introduction to the paperback edition





At a dinner party in December of 1998, I told a friend that I had just signed a contract to write a book about Amazon.com. My friend, who made his millions as a cofounder of a noted software company, smiled and cracked, You better write it fast!


Well here it is, three years later; Amazon.com and Jeff Bezos are still aroundat least as of this writing.


A lot has happened in that period of time. Jeff Bezos has gone from being the poster boy for electronic commerce to the symbol of what was wrong with the so-called Internet bubble. The business plan is still unproven. The stock has tanked, and many of the Internet companies that Amazon invested in are no longer breathing. But Amazon is still around.


There is a line on the cover of this book that mentions the final chapter, bringing the story up to date. In the interest of honest advertising, thats not quite true. This is Amazon.com were talking about. This company makes news virtually every day. By the time you read this book, the story will be only partially up to date. Thats what happens when youre writing contemporaneous business history.


Amazon.com: Get Big Fast was not authorized by the company, and Bezos declined to do any interviews with me.


I had had a 30-minute session with him in November 1998 on a separate topic, and that was our only personal contact until October 2000 when he and I happened to be giving speaking presentations at a day-long conference in Stockholm, Sweden. Jeff was the final speaker of the day. Since I had spoken earlier, I knew where he would be standing before going on to the stage at the Grand Hotel. I walked up to him, stuck out my hand, and said, Jeff, Robert Spector.


He shook my hand and said, I read most of your book. I thought you did a good job.


To which I replied, People have asked me what you thought about the book. I never had an answer; now I do.


That was the end of the conversation. As I walked away from Jeff, I wondered, He read most of it? Why didnt he read all of it. Doesnt he want to know how his story turns out?










introduction





Hammering Man, a 48-foot tall, seven-inch thick, black silhouette sculpture, stands resolutely, left leg in front of right leg, near the decorative marble-arched entrance to the Seattle Art Museum, the site of the annual shareholders meeting of Amazon.com. The date is May 20, 1999. Covered in jet black automotive paint, the 13-ton, fabricated steel figure, created by artist Jonathan Borofsky as a tribute to American workers, gets its name from the sculpted hammer that is an extension of a silent motorized left hand. The left arm moves four times per minute from over the statues head down to a 75-degree angle where it meets the motionless right arm, which holds a flat object that is hammered.


Hammering Mans life in Seattle has not been without incident. In 1991, as it was elevated from a flatbed truck by a crane, the lifting strap snapped when it was a foot off the ground and the 26,000-pound piece crashed to the pavement, its feet gashing two gigantic footprints in the sidewalk at First Avenue and Seneca Street. It was like reality, an onlooker told the Seattle Times. Life doesnt always go smoothly and sometimes you fall down. After a year of repairs, Hammering Man returned to Seattle, this time without incident; but its been a target for political statements and whimsy ever since. A group of guerrilla performance artists once fastened a 700-pound steel ball-and-chain to the right leg; on one dark Christmas night, some mischievous elves used a weather balloon to drop a red and white Santas cap (the size of a ships sail) atop his head.


On this sunny May morning, the crowd of some 350 eager shareholders mill about the lobby of the Robert Venturidesigned Seattle Art Museum, sipping freshly brewed Starbucks coffee and munching on tiny bagels with cream cheese, waiting in anticipation to hear from their own Hammering Man, Jeffrey P. Bezospart business genius, part class cutupwho has methodically and resolutely pounded out a new business model for the Internet Age. And like Hammering Man, Bezos has been the target of admiration and envy (Why himand not you? asked Wired) as well as scorn (Amazon.toast, derided Internet pundit George Colony in 1997; Amazon.bomb, proclaimed Barrons in 1999). But this is a day for affection. Some shareholders are positively giddy with anticipation at the prospect of seeing and hearing from the man who has helped to make them moneyin some cases, lots of money.


For the most part, the Amazon.com shareholders look very much like the kind of people one sees at any annual meetinglots of retired people with white hair and plenty of time to look after their interests; a thirtysomething dad from Allentown, Pennsylvania, explaining the procedure of the meeting to his nine-year-old son, who proudly wears a Seattle Mariners baseball cap. But this being Seattle, there is also in attendance a tattooed, body-pierced, purple-haired Gen-X former Amazon.com employee, whos made more money than he ever dreamed of, thanks to the oft-split stock thats risen 5,600 percent (yes, 5,600 percent) in the mere two years since the company went public on May 15, 1997. Also wending his way through the crowd is the legendary L. John Doerr, the highly visible partner in the venture capital company Kleiner Perkins Caufield & Byers, dressed professorially in blue blazer, gray slacks, striped shirt, no tie. The wily, wiry Doerr is a director of the company and personally holds 1,011,561 shares, worth on this particular day about $131 million. And over there is another member of the board, the similarly dressed Scott Cook, cofounder of Intuit, Inc., a leading personal finance, tax, and accounting software and web services company. (Hes also a director of Amazon.coms auction rival, eBay, Inc.). Paul Saffo, director of the Institute for the Future, who knows both Cook and Bezos, observes that, Scott and Jeff are very similar people in terms of the methodicalness of their strategy, and considers each man an extraordinarily thoughtful strategist.


And its strategy the investors want to hear as, precisely at the scheduled hour of 10 a.m., they quickly file into the gray-walled auditorium of the museum. An anticipatory buzz is in the air. From out of the multitude, down one of the aisles, springs Bezos, who bounds up the stairs of the tiny stage dressed very much like John Doerrdark blazer and pants, and a white shirt, open at the collar, sans tie. Looking like your favorite high school science teacher whos trying to quickly bring the student assembly to order, Bezos good-naturedly directs the last few stragglers to unoccupied seats: There are a few seats down here, he points out, then gliding across the stage, and a couple more over here.


After quickly dispensing with the formal part of the meetingthe procedural review, introduction of directors, voting on proposals, etc.Bezos, planted behind a lectern, prepares to talk to the shareholders about the state of their company, and the progress theyve made in the year since the last shareholders meeting. They all know that over the past 12 months, Jeff Bezos and Amazon.com have been all over the mediafeatures on PBSs NewsHour and CBSs 60 Minutes II; cover stories in Business Week, Fortune, Forbes, Wired, and the New York Times Magazinewhich has crowned Amazon.com the poster child of the Internet and Bezos a pioneer of the new economy. In the past year, Amazon entered the business lexicon as a verb when the Wall Street Journal wrote about established offline companies facing the threat of being amazoned, i.e., forfeiting business to an Internet newcomer. Forbes proclaimed that Youbet.com wants to be the Amazon.com of horse racing. Fortune (which is particularly fond of the analogy) called Babycenter.com the Amazon of cyberbabies and Sportsite.com (which sells Zambonis) the Amazon.com of icemakers on wheels, and asked, Wholl be the Amazon.com of the $1 Trillion Car Biz? Finally, Fortune columnist Stewart Alsop wondered, Is There an Amazon.com for Every Industry? (With its significant minority investments in drugstore.com, HomeGrocer.com, Pets.com, and Gear.com, Bezos seems to think so.)


Boasting a brand name recognized by 55 percent of the conscious population, the word Amazon.com has become a part of the popular culture. To prove the point, Bezos proudly serves up to the shareholders several video-clip references to Amazon.com from several television shows: Tonight Show (Leno: Bill Clinton thought Amazon.com was Janet Renos e-mail address), 3rd Rock from the Sun, and Hollywood Squares. He then shows the comic strip Shermans Lagoon, which has one of its characters walking through a jungle saying, So, this is the Amazon. Very cool. Ive heard so much about it. Look, theres a parrot. Listen to the birds. The insects. The monkeys. Smell the tropical flowers. The Amazon sure is cool. Its nothing like their website. The audience laughs and applauds with approval.


In the past year, virtually everyone in the business media has wanted to hear what rising star Jeff Bezos has to say, not just about the direction of Amazon.com but also on a variety of other subjects, including his favorite books (The Remains of the Day by Kazuo Ishiguro and Dune by Frank Herbert) and even more personal things such as his spending habits and his sleeping habits. As for the former, he offers the shareholders a peek at some of the items he has recently personally purchased from Amazon.coms auction website. Assembled in a display on a table next to the podium are: an autographed photograph of Albert Einstein, a five-pound porcelain bust of Star Wars character Boba Fett, and a Bozo the Clown light-switch plate. When I was a kid, people kidded me, because my name Bezos was close to Bozo, he jokes. (Thankfully, he neglected to bring the skeleton of an Ice Age cave bear for which he paid $40,000.) As for his patterns of slumber, for a Wall Street Journal feature story entitled Sleep: The New Status Symbol, he revealed, I need eight [hours] and I get it almost every night. No matter how much Ive got on my mind, about five minutes after I turn out the light, Im asleep. (By contrast, Donald Trump replied in the same article: I get my ultimate sleep when Im in the company of a beautiful woman.)


Also in the past year, Bezos had spoken at the World Economic Forums annual meeting in Davos, Switzerland, and was among the 100 corporate leaders invited to Bill Gatess annual CEO Summit, which attracted the likes of Warren Buffett of Berkshire-Hathaway, Michael Eisner of the Walt Disney Company, and Jack Welch of General Electric to the Microsoft headquarters in nearby Redmond, Washington. Jeff and his wife, Mackenzie, had moved out of their rented 900-square-foot apartment in downtown Seattles trendy Belltown neighborhood and were now nestled in their new $10 million home (7,000 square feet; five bedrooms)formerly owned by a scion of the Weyerhaeuser timber dynastyin exclusive Medina on Lake Washingtons Gold Coast, where the affluent population of 3,085 includes Chairman Gates and Nathan Myhrvold, the former chief technical officer for Microsoft. Oh, yes, Bezoss net worth was about $10 billionor more than the entire gross domestic product of Iceland.


The next hour and fifteen minutes become, in essence, The Jeff Bezos Show, as he discusses a range of subjects including the efficiency of Amazon.coms business model; the companys understanding and development of the customer experience; its newest offerings (at the time, auctions and electronic greeting cards); and its latest investments, before taking a long series of questions from the shareholders that cover everything from credit-card privacy issues, to the volatility of the stock, to the decision to offer a 50 percent discount on all books on the New York Times bestseller list. Bezos smoothly metamorphoses from one persona to another. Sometimes hes a green-eyeshade account: The dollar number of net margins is what were trying to optimize; not the percentage of that margin. So as we move forward, if we believe that by having lower percentage net margins we can have a more than compensatory higher top line, that change to our business plan would be an advantageous move for us to make for shareholders. Later, hes a jokester: Asked if hes worried about online shoppers having ready access to information that lets them compare prices among all retailers, he answers with a deadpan, Its a concern in one sense, but its a concern the way that gravity is a concern for Boeing. (The line gets a laugh.) Then, in the next sentence, hes a cool visionary: Its the way of e-commerce. Customers are going to have near-perfect information. The merchants who dont understand this, and dont build their business plans on that basis, are, I think, going to have the most problems.


Suddenly, one question stops the show. A young Asian-American shareholder raises his hand and politely asks: When is the company expected to earn a profit?


Most of the audience members laugh; a few applaud. Bezos is unruffled. Hes expecting it. Hes answered this one before.


I should say a couple of things about this, because sometimes its misunderstood, he says, leaning toward the crowd. For any of you who have any doubt about this (a smile slowly appears): Amazon.com believes that it is very important that one daywe will be profitable. (More laughter.) Modulating to a sober tone, he adds, We dont subscribe to any kind of new math or anything like that. Long term, all companies will trade on a reasonable [price/earnings] multiple. Thats how this works. Your market cap has to reflect the current and present value of your future cash flows.


As he speaks, its obvious that Bezos senses an opportunity to drive home the essence of the Amazon.com strategy, to explain to shareholders and journalists alike why losses continueand will continueto mount up before any profit is on the horizon: What were doing now is focusing on investing in all of the insurmountable opportunities [John Doerrs phrase about the Internet] that we see. Our U.S. book business was profitable in the month of December [1998], which is a seasonably strange month [because shopping activity is so high]. I believe that if we had been better able to organize ourselves, we shouldnt have had that business be profitable in the month of December. [More audience laughter.] A rational set of shareholders would penalize the management team of a company for being unable to figure out how to better allocate the capital in order to invest more aggressively in this critical category-formation time. Look, he adds, with the conviction of a true believer, theres so much Internet opportunity, that now is the time to invest. Were trying to make all of our decisions in a long-term context.


Although he didnt utter these specific words, Bezoss intent was clear: At this stage of its development, Amazon.coms strategy was to get big fastby investing aggressively in new product categories and new businesses, by spending money on brand awareness and getting new customers; by doing whatever it takes to make sure that Amazon.com will be one of the survivors.


As the meeting winds down, a shareholder asks Bezos if hes at all concerned about whether the companies in which Amazon.com recently has invested (drugstore.com, HomeGrocer.com, and Pets.com, all of which are hyperlinked from the Amazon.com site) will be able to deliver the same kind of customer-service experience that Amazon.com has tried to create. While expressing confidence that the management of these companies will do a good job, he readily concedes. You do enough of these things and youre going to bet wrong. On the other hand, he tells the shareholders, if the people running Amazon.com dont make some significant mistakes in our investmentsthen we wont be doing a good job for our shareholders because we wont be swinging for the fences. You should expect mistakes.


And I think thats actually a really great question to end on. Thank you very much. It was a pleasure to see you.


After finishing their applause, the shareholders briskly exit the art museum and head out into the light of the noonday sun. The sight of Hammering Man prompts at least one onlooker to wonder whether Amazon.com will continue to tower over the competition. Or will it one day collapse of the weight of its expectations (and debt) with all the sound and fury of a 13-ton sculpture crashing to the ground? Many observers believe that the bubble will ultimately burst and that Amazon.com will be just another chapter in the history of electronic commerce. They may be right. On the other hand, most people who know Jeff Bezos believe that the prospect of failure is virtually incomprehensible; almost every one of them says that Bezos is one of the two or three smartest people they have ever met. In one form or another, they echo this opinion of him, as expressed by Graciella Chichilnisky, Jeffs first employer: In the knowledge sector, the key issues are rate of innovation and depth of penetration. He will anticipate the changes. I bet on Jeff Bezoss brain.











chapter one


who is jeffrey bezos?



Presently the younger generation will come knocking at my door.


Henrik Ibsen, The Master Builder







Operation Pedro Pan (Peter Pan) was one of the most massive political rescue missions of young people in history. Masterminded and organized by Father Bryan O. Walsh of the Catholic Welfare Bureau in Miami, Florida, this dramatic humanitarian effort began the day after Christmas 1960 and ran until October 1962, when the United States and the USSR were facing off over Soviet-supplied ballistic-missile installations in Cuba. On October 22, when President John F. Kennedy announced a naval blockade of Cuba to prevent the delivery of more missiles, Cuban president Fidel Castro responded by terminating all flights from Havana to Miami. By the time Operation Pedro Pan was brought to a halt, more than 14,000 boys and girls, ages 6 to 17, had landed on U.S. shores. Once the unaccompanied children arrived, they were placed into foster care through the Cuban Childrens Program, another humanitarian project created by Fr. Walsh and financed by influential south Florida businessmen.


One of the oldest of the group was 17-year-old Miguel Bezos, whom everyone called Mike. Bezos (pronounced BAY-zoesSpanish for kisses) quickly mastered English and was able to graduate from high school in Delaware, where he shared quarters in a Catholic mission with 15 other refugees. Diploma in hand, he headed west to New Mexico, where he enrolled at the University of Albuquerque. In 1963 he took a job in a local bank, where he met another employee, 17-year-old Jacklyn Jackie Gise Jorgensen, a newly married, attractive native of Cotulla, Texas. Although the two young people came from dramatically different backgrounds, both of their fates were influenced in some way by Americas cold war battles with the Soviet Union and the worldwide communist threat. For Mike, it was the escape from Cuba; for Jackie, it was part of her fathers job. Lawrence Preston Gise (whom everyone called Preston) had just been appointed by the Congress of the United States to be manager of the Atomic Energy Commissions (AEC) western region. Operating out of headquarters in Albuquerque, he supervised the regions 26,000 employees at the Sandia, Los Alamos, and Lawrence Livermore laboratories.


Before joining the AEC, Gise (rhymes with dice), who hailed from Valley Wells, Texas, had worked on space technology and missile defense systems for the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA), the research and development arm of the Department of Defense that was created in 1958 as the first response by the U.S. government to the Soviet launching of the Sputnik I satellite in 1957. Intended to be a creative counterbalance to conventional military thinking in research and development, DARPA was formed, according to its official mission statement, to assure that the United States maintains a lead in applying state-of-the-art technology for military capabilities and to prevent technological surprise from her adversaries. In 1970, DARPAs engineers created a model for a powerful communications network for the U.S. military that could still function even if a nuclear attack demolished conventional lines of communication. The system, dubbed ARPAnet, was the foundation of what would eventually become the Internet. (But were getting ahead of the story. More about ARPAnet later.)


When Mike and Jackie met, she was already pregnant, and on January 12, 1964, she gave birth to a boy, named Jeffrey Preston, who Mike would later legally adopt after he and Jackie married in 1968. Five years after Jeffs birth, his half sister Christina, was born, and the following year, half brother Mark completed the family. Jeff has said that he has no memory of his biological father. But the reality, as far as Im concerned, is that my dad [Mike Bezos] is my natural father, he has said. The only time I ever think about it, genuinely, is when a doctor asks me to fill out a form. He added, Its a fine truth to have out there. Im not embarrassed by it. In fact, Bezos has claimed that when he turned 10 years old and his parents informed him that he was adopted, he wasnt particularly concerned. On the other hand, when his parents broke the news that he needed to wear glasses, That, he recalled, made me cry.


After earning his college degree, Mike Bezos went to work at Exxon as a petroleum engineer, a job that eventually took him, Jackie, and Jeff to Houston, Texasthe first of many moves in the life of the Bezos family.


In Houston, Jeff showed his precociousness early. At age three, he and his mother were embroiled in a battle of wills over his sleeping accommodationshe wanted a real bed; she thought he hadnt outgrown his crib. One day, Jackie walked into Jeffs bedroom and saw him trying to fashion himself a bed by tearing apart the crib with a screwdriver; she knew that she had met her match. At his Montessori school, he would become so absorbed in whatever task he was doing that teachers could get him to move on to the next activity only by lifting him up while he was still in his chair, carrying him across the room, and planting him at the next work spot.


To satisfy Jeffs intellect and curiosity, Jackie often brought home little electronic gadgets from Radio Shack. While attending Houstons River Oaks Elementary School, he became devoted to playing with an Infinity Cube, a device with motorized mirrors that allowed the user to stare into infinity. But when Jeff wanted an Infinity Cube of his own, Jackie balked at the $20 price tag. Undaunted, Jeff purchased separately all the necessary pieces (which were cheaper than the toy itself) and built his own Infinity Cube because, he said at the time, You have to be able to thinkfor yourself. This story was included in a 1977 book, published locally in the Houston area, entitled Turning on Bright Minds: A Parent Looks at Gifted Education in Texas. Written by Julie Ray, the book follows Jeff (renamed Tim) through a typical school day at River Oaks, a magnet public school that was part of a citywide voluntary integration program. Ray described the 12-year-old (who commuted 40 miles round-trip every day) as friendly but serious, as well as courtly, and possessed of general intellectual excellence. Nevertheless, his elementary school teachers evaluated the young man as not particularly gifted in leadership.


But other grown-ups who came in contact with Jeff saw something in him that those teachers obviously missed. His parents signed him up for youth league football, which is a rite of passage in the pigskin-obsessed state of Texas, even though his mother feared her slightly built sonwho barely made the minimum weight requirementwould surely be steamrolled by the bigger boys. She was pleasantly surprised when her fiercely competitive son was tapped by the coach to be captain of the defensive team. It wasnt so much Jeffs physical prowess as it was his ability to remember not only his assignment on every play, but everyone elses as well.


An addition to his father, the other strong male figure in Jeffs life was his grandfather, Preston Gise, the former regional manager for the Atomic Energy Commission. In 1968, he retired to his ranch, the Lazy G, in Cotulla (pronounced kuh-TOO-luh), Texas (population 3,600), located near the northeast Mexican border about 90 miles west of San Antonio, and 90 miles east of Laredo in LaSalle County. Cotulla, a prime territory for the trophy hunting of whitetail deer, was where Jeff spent his summers, from age 4 to 16, under the watchful eye of Preston Gise. Maureen Bell, whose mother married Preston after his first wife (Jeffs grandmother, Mattie Louise Strait), passed away, remembered Pop Gise as a delightful man. Very, very intelligent. He researched everything that he did. Technically oriented, Gise encouraged and nurtured his grandsons interest in science and gadgetry. No wonder Jeffs garage at home was always filled with curiosities, such as Heathkit amateur radios, an open umbrella spine wrapped in aluminum foil (used for solar cooking), and an old Hoover vacuum cleaner that was converted into a hovercraft.


There was always something going on in our garage, said Jackie Bezos. His projects became more complex with age but unfortunately, the garage never got any bigger.


His grandfather also taught Jeff how to fix windmills (not to tilt at them), lay pipe, and repair pumpsas well as brand, vaccinate, and castrate cattle (certainly valuable tools for a future master of the Internet). We all do that around here; its survival for us, said Maureen Bell.


Jackie Bezos believed that the ranching experience taught her son the necessity of becoming self-sufficient when working with the land. One of the things [Jeff] learned is that there really arent any problems without solutions. Obstacles are only obstacles if you think theyre obstacles. Otherwise, theyre opportunities.


Ursula Werner, a high school friend, recalled, Jeff would speak of his grandfather with great love. It was clear the strength of the love that he had for this man. I hadnt heard him speak of anyone in that way. It made me realize what a profound bond there must have been between them. I got the sense that he gave Jeff a lot of freedom, which is what grandparents do, and encouraged Jeff to be who he ultimately has become.


The Bezoses moved to Pensacola, Florida, and then to a solid, upper-middle-class neighborhood in Miami, for part of Jeffs high school years. Mike Bezoss return to Miami as a successful Exxon executive was a far cry from his first visit to the city as a poor refugee from Cuba.


Werner remembered the close-knit Bezos family as a largely happy, easygoing household. Jeffs mother is an incredibly strong, very loving woman. If drive and devotion are genetically passed along, thats where those qualities come from. Jeff flashed his drive to his fellow classmates at Palmetto High School when he announced his intention of becoming the valedictorian of the class of 1982. According to a former classmate, the rest of the classalready intimidated by his intellect, competitiveness, and confidencedidnt doubt him. He not only graduated number one out of 680 students, but he also won his schools Best Science Student award in his sophomore, junior, and senior years and the Best Math Student award in his junior and senior years. In addition, he was one of three members of his graduating class to win the science prize in the prestigious Silver Knight competition for south Florida high school students. Entrants in the competition, which is sponsored by the Miami Herald (a newspaper in the Knight-Ridder syndicate), are judged on academic achievement, written essays, and a rigorous interview process in front of a panel.


As a high school student, Jeff thought about becoming an astronaut or a physicist. He won a trip to NASAs Marshall Space Flight Center in Huntsville, Alabama, for writing a paper entitled The Effect of Zero Gravity on the Aging Rate of the Common Housefly, as part of a NASA-sponsored student competition. He made no secret that he wanted to build a commercial space station because, he believed, the future of the human race was not on Earth; the planet might be struck by a foreign object from outer space. In his graduation valedictory speech, he argued for the colonization of space as a way to secure the future of the human race. In a 1982 Miami Herald feature story on all the high school valedictorians in South Dade County, Jeff was described as hoping to one day build space hotels, amusements parks, yachts, and colonies for 2 or 3 million people orbiting the planet. The whole idea is to preserve the Earth, he told the Herald, who wrote that Bezoss ultimate objective was to get all people off the Earth and see it turned into a huge national park. He wasnt kidding; building a space station was a very serious dream. Jeff had many dreams and very big ideas, and space was where a lot of those dreams were focused, said his high school friend, Ursula Werner. He believed that we, as a species, had to explore space because this was a very fragile world, and we werent taking good enough care of it. He was not so focused on the ecology sidethat we need to worry about our Earth morebut more about taking a long-term view of the Earth as a finite place to live. His was the classic Star Trek approach of the final frontier. We had the capability to explore space, all we needed to do was to pour money into it and then it would be explored. A space station was an obvious first step for that. His level of dreaming was so creative that you felt, gosh, this is more than just fantasy. This is a drive of some kind. Today, Werner believes Bezoss ultimate goal for Amazon.com is to amass enough of a personal fortune to build his own space station, and to be able to change the future.


Werner was a senior at Palmetto when she first met Jeff, who back in those days looked like a teenage version of the actor Martin Shortslightly built, hair parted down the middle. I think it might have been a party or it may have been through National Honor Society. We overlapped in some of the same circles, said Ursula, who was a year ahead of Jeff and was valedictorian of her class. I was taken with him probably from the moment I met him. Hes an incredibly charming man. He has an infectious personality and draws you in very quickly. He is very focused on people when hes with them. He has one of the most wonderful senses of humor of almost anyone Ive met. But unlike some people who have a terrific sense of humor, he can appreciate someone elses sense of humor. I love the way he laughs. Its something I will always remember about him.


Jeff Bezos has always been a meticulous long-range planner. Werner recalled the elaborate lengths he went to in order to create a scavenger hunt to celebrate her eighteenth birthday on March 11,1981. He spent several days leading up to the birthday to plant clues all over the city of Miami. At the beginning of the scavenger hunt, Jeff and Ursula got into his car, with Jeff behind the wheel. Exactly where they would go next depended on how well Ursula played the game. He gave her the first clue, and, she recalled, I had to sit there and try to figure out what he was talking about. He would not give me any indication of whether I was right or wrong. He would say, Where do you think I should drive? and I would take a guess. To give you an indication of how much trouble he went to, he hid one clue under a railroad tie on an old part of the railroad track on South Dixie Highway. He hid a clue under a toilet bowl lid on the sales floor of Home Depot. He had gone to a teller at one of the banks (one clue involved the tellers name) and told her: When someone comes in on March 11, she will ask you for a million dollars in one dollar bills, give her this clue. It was amazing. Aside from the birth of my three children, I cant ever remember when Ive had such an exhausting experience. The world around Jeff Bezos is filled with terrific stories like that because he has such a creative and playful mind.


In his first major entrepreneurial enterprise, Jeff teamed up with Ursula in the summer of 1982, to create a summer-education camp called the DREAM Institute (DREAM stood for Directed REAsoning Methods). They were able to sign up five kids in the fourth, fifth, or sixth grades, including Jeffs brother Mark and sister Christina. Bezos and Werner charged $150 for the two-week session, which ran from 9 a.m. to 12 noon in Jeffs carpeted bedroom at the house on 13720 SW 73rd Avenue in Miami.


In what would be very much the Bezos modus operandi, the program was an amalgam of science and literature, past and future. Ursula picked out the literature and social science booksWatership Down, Black Beauty, Gullivers Travels, Treasure Island, and David Copperfield, and the Thornton Wilder plays Our Town and The Matchmakerand Jeff selected the science fiction and fantasyThe Once and Future King, Stranger in a Strange Land, The Lord of the Rings, and Dune. The curriculum covered topics as diverse as fossil fuels and fission, space colonies and interstellar travel, black holes and electric currents; nuclear arms limitation talks and how to operate a camera. The program, as Jeff and Ursula wrote on a flyer to the students parents, emphasizes the use of new ways of thinking in old areas. In an interview that summer of 1982 with the Miami Herald, Jeff explained, We dont just teach them something. We ask them to apply it.


To this day, Jeff considers Ursula his first business partner. After Werner went off to Duke University and Bezos to Princeton, the couple eventually split up, but remain friends. My mother loves Jeff, said Werner. They had a very close relationship when Jeff and I were going outto the point that Jeff and I had a huge fight once, and she went over to take care of him (his parents were in Norway at the time) and see how he was doing. Werner is now an attorney in the antitrust division of the United States Justice Department in Washington, D.C.


PRINCETON


Jeff entered Princeton in the fall of 1982. For someone who describes his youth as a socially awkward time, he was active and popular. He was elected president of Tau Beta Pi fraternity, and was a member of the 160-member Quadrangle Club (one of the 12 co-ed eating clubs on campus) and a member of Students for the Exploration and Development of Space. His classmates in the class of 1986 included Phil Goldman, now general manager at WebTV; Katherine Betts, the editor of Harpers Bazaar magazine; and David Risher, a vice president at Amazon.com.


During his college summers, he was able to find some useful and interesting jobs. In 1984, the Bezos family was living in Norway, where Mike had been transferred by Exxon. That year, Jeff worked for Exxon in the town of Stavanger, as a programmer/analyst. According to his resume, that summer he developed a financial model for calculating oil royalties using the nonprocedural software language IFPS on an IBM 4341 computer. The following summer, he worked for IBMs Santa Teresa Research Labs in San Jose, California, where, as he wrote in his resume, In three days, [I] completed a project allocated four weeks for completion, re-implementing an IBM software productivity tool user interface by writing exec routine to automatically and selectively change the productivity tool.


At Princeton, his intention was to study electrical engineering and business administration, but, for a time, he entertained thoughts of a career in theoretical physics. Unfortunately, he found that despite ranking among the top 25 students in his honors physics program, it was clear to me that there were three people in the class who were much, much better at it than I was, and it was much, much easier for them. It was really sort of a startling insight, that there were these people whose brains were wired differently, he told Wired, which described the revelation as Jeffs first intellectual disappointment. Nevertheless, he wasnt too intellectually scarred by the disappointment. He graduated summa cum laude in 1986 with a B.S.E. in electrical engineering and computer science, with a grade point average in his department of 4.2 out of 4.0 (Princeton gives a 4.3 for an A+) and a 3.9 overall GPA, and was elected to Phi Beta Kappa. For his thesis, he designed and built a special purpose computer for calculating DNA edit distances.


Armed with a Princeton degree, brimming with self-confidence, and believing in the inevitability of his own success, Jeff Bezos was ready to take the next step. His determination was revealed in this Ray Bradbury quote, which appeared next to his picture in the yearbook:




The Universe says No to us.






We in answer fire a broadside of flesh at it and cry Yes!




What that quote means, Im not exactly sure. But I do think it reflects the fact that Jeff Bezos was not going to let anything stand in his way. He left his undergraduate days with a supreme faith in himself and an awareness that he possessed the intellectual, personal, and emotional requirements to take on the Universe, regardless of what the Universe might be thinking.



He is not embarrassed or ashamed in any way about who he is, reflected his high school friend Ursula Werner. Thats a part of what makes him such a terrific person, I think. I think he is very confident about who he is. I think its great that hes had the success hes had because now he can wear that confidence with a little more aplomb.










chapter two


ill take manhattan



What we have to learn to do, we learn by doing.


Aristotle







Every move Jeffrey Bezos made in his professional careerand every bit of experience and knowledge he gainedwas a building block in the eventual creation of Amazon.com.


Based on his record at Princeton, Bezos was wooed by a variety of established companies, including Intel, Bell Labs, and Andersen Consulting. But reading the Daily Princetonian student newspaper one day, his eyes stopped at an intriguing full-page advertisement for Fitel, a start-up financial telecommunications firm based in Manhattan that, according to the ad copy, was searching for Princetons best computer science graduates.


In May 1986, right after graduation, he became employee Number Eleven at Fitel, which was the creation of professors Graciella Chichilnisky and Jeffrey Heal, colleagues in the Economics Department at Columbia University in New York. As manager of administration and development, Bezos oversaw an international telecommunications network that used computerized programs to simplify the complicated transfer of equity and data from one country to another. The process involved the interconnection of an intricate web of buyers, sellers, brokers, and assorted intermediary banks. This specialized global communications network was a bit of a mini-Internet and was a precursor of financial trading websites such as E*Trade Securities.



Promoted to associate director of technology and business development in February 1987, Bezos developed and marketed Equinet, a network designed by Professor Chichilnisky to link brokers, investors, and banks and provide them with the information required for the cross-border trades. Chichilnisky recalled that Bezos
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