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To Baby Bee

May You Enjoy More Adventures

Than Your Daddy

and Be Twice as Smart






I met a traveller from an antique land

Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone

Stand in the desert. Near them, on the sand,

Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown,

And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,

Tell that its sculptor well those passions read

Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,

The hand that mocked them and the heart that fed:

And on the pedestal these words appear:

“My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:

Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!”

Nothing beside remains. Round the decay

Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare

The lone and level sands stretch far away.



—“Ozymandias,” Percy Bysshe Shelley
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PORTRAIT OF THE INVESTOR AS A YOUNG MAN

My hometown, Demopolis, sits in the heart of the Alabama Cane-brake, where the Black Warrior and the Tombigbee Rivers meet. The largest city in Marengo County, it lies in the center of a region of Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi known historically as the Black Belt, so named for the layer of naturally rich, thick black prairie soil that almost two hundred years ago nourished the growth of vast cotton plantations, some of which outlasted slavery, none of which survived the boll weevil.

It was in that soil, when I was a boy, that my friends and I would dig for bait before setting off to spend the day fishing. Channel catfish are omnivorous and will strike at just about anything they can smell—they are able to smell just about everything—and earthworms, on a hot summer day, are a lot easier to gather than crickets. I must have been eight years old and we were digging in the backyard of my house when my cousin Wade, who was about ten months older than I, ventured a remark that, while entirely incomprehensible at the time, remains vivid to me to this day.

“If we keep digging,” he said, “we’ll end up in China.”

I was not ignorant of the fact that the world was round, but not until I was able to consult a globe—I was an enthusiastic researcher even then—did I come to appreciate that directly opposite Alabama, on the other side of the planet, sprawled the vast landmass of the People’s Republic, where covered in dirt and drenched with sweat I would eventually emerge if I were energetic enough to keep digging.

Decades have intervened since then, and I have followed a more circuitous route, but on the very doorstep of China is where I find myself living today, the father of two little blue-eyed blondes who speak Mandarin as fluently as they speak English.

How I came to be a permanent resident of Singapore is a story about digging of a different kind, excavation perhaps less arduous, though no less energetic. It is a result of my endless effort to experience firsthand the inner workings of the world, to get out and unearth the real story, to explore it all for myself.

I have circumnavigated the globe twice now, once by motorcycle, once by car, investigating the world at ground level, charting the shifting circumstances of more than a hundred nations in the course of those five years. For me, understanding history and its consequences has not been an armchair endeavor, but a hands-on adventure. It has led to great personal and material rewards, and it inevitably led me here, far from the backwoods of Alabama, to this largely Chinese outpost on the southern tip of the Malay Peninsula.

If history affirms anything, it is the proposition put forth by the Greeks that “nothing endures but change.” It originated with the philosopher Heraclitus in the sixth century B.C., when he informed us aphoristically that it is not possible to step twice into the same river. Success in life is measured by the ability to anticipate change, and I came to Singapore in response to the realization that the world is in the midst of a historic shift, a dramatic reshaping of the terrain, a decline of US leadership in the world and a commensurate rise in Asia.

I write this in the midst of a global financial crisis that most of the world’s politicians would have you believe is temporary. Things, we are told, will turn around. I will not argue with that. I am here to tell you, simply, that things are unlikely to turn around permanently in your lifetime. The staggering debt loads in many countries will lead to major changes in the way we all live and work. Many old institutions, traditions, political parties, governments, cultures, even nations will decline or collapse or simply disappear, just as has always happened in times of political and economic turmoil.

The investment bank Bear Stearns, for instance, was decades old when it went under in 2008. The financial-services firm Lehman Brothers, when it foundered that same year, had been in business for more than a century and a half. The cave-in of those long-established, global corporations exemplifies the changing circumstances faced by many American institutions. Harvard, Princeton, and Stanford, though they might not know it yet, may be heading toward bankruptcy. Museums, hospitals, and other institutions we know and love are headed for trouble, and we are going to see a lot of them vanish in the upheaval, be it financial or economic.

Some have labeled me an alarmist, a modern-day Cassandra. But nothing I see in the future need serve as cause for alarm, or even come as a surprise. The winds of change are blowing, they are blowing from the direction of China, and they are blowing in predictable fashion. What we are witnessing is business as usual, history turning a familiar page. And throughout history such moments of transition have presented opportunities to the attentive, so I am wildly optimistic about many things to come.

If you were smart at the start of the nineteenth century, you made your way to London. If you were smart at the start of the twentieth, you packed up and moved to New York. If you are smart at the start of the twenty-first, you will find your way to Asia. A hundred years from now, the cycle of change could lead anywhere—at the end of the first millennium, all the smart people moved to Córdoba, the flower of Islamic Spain, at the time the intellectual center of Europe and the most populous city in the world.

I moved to Asia in 2007, and even more significantly, I moved my children here. In their lifetime, a knowledge of Asia will be indispensable to success, and a mastery of Mandarin will prove, throughout the world, as important as the mastery of English does today. Power and influence in the world moved from Great Britain to the United States in the 1920s and 1930s. The loss of British leadership was exacerbated by a financial crisis and political mismanagement, and it was unnoticed by many until twenty or thirty years later. Power and influence are now moving from the United States to Asia, a loss of American leadership accelerated by the same forces, and a change that likewise remains unnoticed by most.

The transition to Asia comes at a time of a second historical shift. In the depths of a financial meltdown, the world is on the verge of a transition away from finance itself, a cyclical shift away from financial firms as a source of prosperity. Throughout history there have been periods where financiers were in charge, and there have been periods where the producers of real goods—farmers, miners, energy providers, lumberjacks—were in charge. In the ’50s, ’60s, and ’70s, before the big bull market, Wall Street and the City of London were backwaters. They will be again. The money shufflers are in decline, and those identified in the book of Joshua as the “hewers of wood and drawers of water” will now inherit the earth.

Examining the forces of history responsible for the changes in question, embracing the simple hypothesis that nothing goes on forever, I have come to appreciate the observation of another of civilization’s great thinkers, Albert Einstein, who said: “Only two things are infinite: the universe and human stupidity. And I’m not so sure about the former.”

Let us not forget that Cassandra, the Trojan princess who made a nuisance of herself when she warned against dragging the Greeks’ wooden horse into the city, if remembered for no other attribute, is remembered for having been right.

My aim in writing this book, among other things, is to cast light on how we came to be where we are and how individuals can go about educating themselves to prepare for the future. In doing so, I will share with you insights gained over the course of a lifetime in finance, investing, and the pursuit of adventure, lessons I learned growing up, following a road that led from the soil of the Black Belt to this Southeast Asian city-state on the other side of the globe, a lifelong journey in the course of which I made the whole world my backyard.

MY ADVENTURE IN THE MARKETS began in the spring of 1964. I was a senior at Yale, and I found myself headed to Wall Street in much the same way that I had earlier found myself headed to the Ivy League: I stumbled into it.

In high school, I was an enthusiastic member of the Key Club, a student-led service organization, part of Kiwanis International, which until 1976 was restricted to boys. Membership in the Demopolis Key Club was something of a big deal because the local sponsor had made the decision to admit only five boys a year. The year I served as president, the Demopolis club won the award as the world’s best Key Club from a small town. Every year, back then, Yale University granted a four-year scholarship to a member of Key Club International. The scholarship was how I heard of Yale. Had it not been for the Key Club I never would have applied.

The school I fully expected to attend, the only college other than Yale to which I applied, was the University of the South in Sewanee, Tennessee, a liberal arts college affiliated with the Episcopal Church. I was accepted at Sewanee shortly after sending in my application. It was not until April or May, some considerable time after my father sent Sewanee the required $50 acceptance fee, that I received a thick envelope from Yale containing notification that I had been accepted there and had been awarded the Key Club scholarship of $2,000 a year.

I was astonished.

I was seventeen and knew little about Yale except that it was in New Haven, Connecticut. My parents, however, were experienced enough to appreciate the significance of my being accepted. Both were college graduates. They had met at the University of Oklahoma, where both were Phi Beta Kappa. My father had studied petroleum engineering, my mother liberal arts. To them, my attending Yale was pretty big stuff. “We are a little bit worried to have you setting off to that bastion of liberalism in the North,” I remember my father saying, but in fact both he and my mother were ecstatic. My father’s joy would be tempered somewhat by his subsequent failure to get back the $50 he had sent to Sewanee. Fifty dollars in 1960 in Demopolis was a lot of money, and is still a lot of money today, but back then it was worth about seven times as much as it is worth currently.

I was the eldest of five brothers and one of fewer than fifty students in my high school class, and I was quick to exhibit to all of them the exaggerated sense of my own importance that flowed from my good fortune. I immediately started putting on the big dog, as we say in those parts, but my inflated sense of myself was destined to be short-lived. Slowly it dawned on me, Oh, oh, now I have to go to Yale. And I was suddenly scared, because I knew I was in way over my head. I wondered, What am I going to do now?

That summer, traveling to attend the Key Club convention in Boston, I got off the train in New Haven and went to the Yale admissions office. I wanted to know why I had been accepted. I hoped that by asking that question, I might get an idea of what to expect and understand what might be expected of me. The admissions director pulled out my folder and said, “What do you mean? Look, you graduated first in your class. You got a hundred in many of your subjects. Your average was almost a hundred.”

Yeah, but that was in Demopolis. Oh, my gosh, I thought, these guys think I’m smart, they think I know something.

Feeling totally unprepared to compete with students from prestigious northeastern prep schools, I arrived at Yale ready to study that much harder than everyone else. A test came up, I remember, and one of my classmates said that he was going to study five hours to prepare for it. “This test,” he said, “is worth five hours of study.” I found his reasoning very peculiar. My approach was to study as much as was necessary until I knew the subject, and then study some more just to be sure. It was the approach I took to everything, a discipline my brothers and I picked up from my parents: There is no such thing as enough. You just keep studying, or keep working, or keep researching, whatever the task happens to be.

Today, I wish I knew how to instill this characteristic in my children. I wish I could call my father or mother and say, “What pill did you give us?” Call it discipline, call it diligence, call it work ethic—we all have it, my brothers and I. I do not know where it comes from. I wish I could find the gene. I am certainly not alone in recognizing the value of persistence—we all know smart people who are not successful; we all know talented people who are not successful. Persistence is what makes the difference.

The cost of tuition and room and board at Yale back then was $2,300. With my $2,000 scholarship I was $300 short to start with, and that was before the cost of books and other routine expenses. I got a job as a busboy in the dining hall a few hours a week and continued taking part-time jobs at the university all the time I was there.

Work experience in one’s youth offers quantifiable benefits. While teaching the value of money, it also helps you develop an identity; in learning to manage finances, you gain a tangible measure of autonomy. I started paying my own way early in life, well before arriving at Yale. My father, when I was six, teaching me that “money does not grow on trees,” insisted that I pay for my own baseball glove. I went down to Braswell Hardware in Demopolis and picked out a glove that cost four dollars. I took it home, and every Saturday I returned to pay the proprietor, Cruse Braswell, fifteen cents until the full price had been paid. Years later, a Columbia business school dean, citing a university study, told me that the single most important predictor of a happy life in adulthood was having a paying job as a teenager.

All in all, I had a fine time at Yale. I majored in history and competed as a coxswain on the crew, lettering in my sophomore and junior years (I did not cox as a senior). I even did a little acting and landed a couple of leading roles. One was directed by John Badham, class of 1961. Can you imagine what a hit his movie Saturday Night Fever would have been if he had remembered me for the lead! But as much as I loved it, I never went too far with it, for the same reason that I did not cox as a senior. I devoted the time to my studies instead. And the discipline paid off. Not as smart as everybody else, I managed to graduate cum laude.

And like many people when they graduate from college, I had absolutely no idea what I was going to do next.

I was accepted at Harvard Business School and at both Harvard and Yale law schools, but I might just as well have applied to medical school for all the enthusiasm I had for choosing among them. What I really wanted to do was travel. As a boy I had loved reading Dickens’s The Pickwick Papers, and the gentlemen of the Pickwick Club and their picaresque adventures may have played some part in the development of my wanderlust. I was self-aware enough, even at twenty-one, to realize that just going away—in my case, from rural Alabama to a fancy Connecticut Ivy League school located a thousand miles from home—had been a significant part of my education. It was an eye-opener. It taught me a lot.

“And what should they know of England who only England know?” as Rudyard Kipling wrote in “The English Flag.”

I always felt very inadequate around a lot of the guys at Yale, because many of them had traveled abroad. My passion had always been to know and see more of the world. I remember, some years earlier, expressing that longing to my then girlfriend, Janet Corley. “I’m sixteen years old,” I lamented, “and I have really never been anywhere.” The worldly Janet could only sympathize. “I’m sixteen, and I’ve been a lot of places,” she pointed out. “I’ve been to Birmingham, I’ve been to Mobile, I’ve been to Montgomery, Tuscaloosa …”

Out of the urge to broaden my horizons, I applied for various scholarships to study overseas. By the time recruiters showed up on campus I had received an academic scholarship, granted by Yale, to read Philosophy, Politics and Economics (PPE) at Balliol College, Oxford. It was my opportunity to travel abroad, and it provided the ancillary benefit of an additional two years in which I could put off deciding what to do with my life. (And secretly, I harbored the fanciful notion of coxing the legendary Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race.) I was eager to set forth. All I needed was a summer job.

Dominick & Dominick Inc., one of the oldest privately held investment firms in the United States, recruited heavily at Yale. A white-shoe, blue-blooded, Yale-slash-Ivy-League outfit, it was one of several companies with which I scheduled interviews when recruiters set up on campus. I had little success with the other companies, but I got on famously with the Dominick & Dominick recruiter, Joe Cacciotti. He was a kid who had grown up on the streets of the Bronx and somehow had made it to Harvard; I was a kid who had grown up in the backwoods of Alabama and somehow had made it to Yale. We seemed to have a lot in common—with one glaring exception. Dominick & Dominick was looking for full-time employees.

“I can’t take a full-time job with you,” I told him, “but I’d love to come work for you for the summer.”

Founded in 1870, one of the earlier members of the New York Stock Exchange, Dominick & Dominick was not in the habit of setting up shop at Yale every spring to take on summer help. For some reason—based, I have to assume, on Joe’s endorsement—the company made an exception in my case, and in the summer of 1964, I went to work on Wall Street.

By the time I left for Oxford later that year, I knew exactly what I wanted to do for the rest of my life.

UNTIL I WENT to work there, all I knew about Wall Street was that it was somewhere in New York and that something bad had happened there in 1929. I did not know there was a difference between stocks and bonds, much less what the difference was. I knew nothing of currencies or commodities. I doubt if I knew that the price of copper went up and down in the markets.

That first summer at Dominick & Dominick I worked in the research department, answering wires from brokers: Does General Motors pay a dividend and if so, how much? I thrived on digging up information. I also worked on the trading desk, where they did what was known as “making a market” in various stocks that were not listed on the New York Stock Exchange—buying and selling stocks that were traded over the counter in the days before NASDAQ. I learned a lot about how the markets actually worked on a transaction basis.

I remember the firm’s senior partner asking me where I had gone to school. I answered that I had attended Yale. “Good, because we do not want too many redbellies or tiger boys here,” he said, referring to Harvard and Princeton grads, respectively. Meeting him, I took the opportunity to ask his advice about going to business school. He said, “They will teach you nothing useful there. Come down here and sell soybeans short, once, and you will learn much more about markets than you will wasting two years with them.”

It was a very exciting summer. I saw the world in a way I had never seen it before. All of a sudden my studies of history and current events were more than theoretical exercises—they had practical value. My passion to know the world was put to a purpose. As a student of history, I found it fascinating to learn how the markets were driven by world events. But what really struck home, for the first time in my life, was how predictably, throughout history, world events were driven by the markets.

I learned that everything was connected. I learned that a revolution in Chile was going to affect the price of copper, and thus the price of electricity and the price of houses—the price of everything—all over the world, having an impact on everyone, including homeowners in Toledo. I learned, also, that if you could figure out that a revolution in Chile was coming, you could earn a pretty good living.

What I discovered that summer was my future. Wall Street was a place where people would actually pay me to exercise my inclination to explore. And they would pay me a lot if I did it right. On Wall Street I would be compensated for doing all the things I loved to do. It was the first of two summers at Dominick & Dominick, and I knew instantly that, after Oxford, I was not going to attend law school. I was not going to attend business school. I was going to go back and work on Wall Street as soon as I could.
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INNOCENT ABROAD

Philosophy, Politics and Economics, as an academic degree, was designed in the 1920s at Oxford, specifically at Balliol College, as a modern alternative to Classics, to prepare those who were entering the British civil service to administer the empire. Little, of course, did the British know at the time that the empire was on its last legs. I now know enough about university education to wonder whether sending out a lot of self-important PPE graduates might not have actually hastened the empire’s decline.

The United Kingdom in 1918 was the richest, most powerful country in the world. If you looked at a map of the world, you saw nothing but red. The British Empire was everywhere. The nineteenth century had been a century of great world trade; it saw the integration of world economies—economies were opening up everywhere—largely to the benefit of the British, a maritime power. It was an exciting time economically, socially, and artistically.

But empires always overreach. They always overspend. And by 1918, the British Empire was already corroding from within. The blood and treasure invested in the Boer War had led to the same kind of internal turmoil and debt that would be engendered a century later by the vain politicians of a subsequent empire, the United States, who casually threw away lives and resources on wasted efforts in Vietnam and Iraq, overextending the nation in every way: militarily, geopolitically, economically, not to mention morally.

The First World War, a political reaction to a horrible act of terrorism, had advanced Britain’s overextension. Members of the British and German royal houses, as recently as 1910, had been vacationing together, the fastest of friends (and relatives). By 1914, their children were slaughtering each other in the trenches of France. Britain went into the First World War overextended and came out of it even worse, with huge international debts. By 1939, it blocked the mighty pound sterling—making it extremely difficult to take the currency out of the country—and imposed exchange controls that lasted forty years. The country was no longer competitive. In the aftermath of the Second World War came a gradual drawdown of its military presence beyond Europe. By the 1960s, it could no longer defend imperial interests “east of Suez,” much less maintain an empire.

One of those interests was Singapore. Singapore’s title, the Lion City, is a direct translation of the original Sanskrit, singh (lion) and pura (city), and derives from the city’s foundation legend as recounted in the Malay Annals. Upon coming ashore to explore the island, Sang Nila Utama, a Palembang prince, is said to have sighted what he was told was a lion, and seeing it as a good omen, he took its name for the kingdom he founded there early in the fourteenth century. (What he sighted, if he sighted anything, was more likely a Malayan tiger, for lions, even Asiatic lions, have never ranged east of the Indian subcontinent. Tigers still roamed wild in Singapore as recently as the 1930s.) The British took possession of the Lion City in 1824.

In 1969, on the eve of the British withdrawal from the island, colonial officers, swilling their farewell drinks at Raffles, could be heard muttering, “This is the end of Singapore.” All agreed it was going to hell, a swamp, desperately poor, an outpost of half a million people with no hope of improvement. Returning home to ride out the waning days of the empire, those same civil servants could only gape from afar at the unfolding of what is perhaps the greatest success story of the past forty years. Singapore today is one of the richest countries in the world, and perhaps per capita the richest in the world, based on international currency reserves.

It was Britain that went to hell. In 1976, unable to sell government bonds, the erstwhile superpower suffered the indignity of seeking an International Monetary Fund bailout. After overseeing an empire in 1918 on which the sun never set, the country descended into economic chaos within a single generation and was bankrupt within three.

By the time Britain recovered, the United States had been throwing its weight around for the better part of half a century as the world’s dominant power, economically, militarily, and geopolitically. Margaret Thatcher, elected in 1979, takes credit for the eventual British turnaround. And she is responsible for many positive changes. But the fact is that 1979 was also the year that North Sea oil started flowing. You find me an elephant oil field and I will show you a very good time, too.

Along with the fiscal discipline she necessarily imposed, Margaret Thatcher put an end to exchange controls, which had been in effect in Britain since 1939. When I arrived at Oxford in 1964, sterling was not a freely convertible currency. You could not buy the pound sterling or sell it, except in accord with strict controls and regulations. You could not take significant amounts of the currency out of the country. The pound was in constant crisis. Every week in my economics tutorials, consideration eventually turned to the latest problem with the pound. The rate was set at $2.80, but that was clearly too high. It did not accurately reflect the health—the ill health—of the British economy. The country was on the verge of bankruptcy, growing less competitive in every way. No one would invest in Britain, and the British could not invest elsewhere.

As an Oxford student, I had a foreigner’s bank account. It was noted in the account that the money I deposited was foreign money, dollars in my case, and I could therefore take it in and out as I pleased. The bank kept a record of how much foreign currency I brought in. I would not be allowed to leave the country with more money than that. The account was very strictly and rigidly controlled. I did not have much money to begin with, but I was careful never to take more than a certain amount out of the bank over any given weekend, because I was always certain that it would be the weekend when the government devalued the currency. Even to a naive twenty-two-year-old, it was clear that something had to give. For two years I walked around with never more than two-and-six in my pocket—two shillings six pence, a British half crown.

As the situation got worse and worse—as the balance of trade grew worse and the nation’s debts increased—I was eventually proved right. But the government did not devalue until the year after I left. I was right, but my timing was wrong: this particular trait—accurate but early—would come to repeat itself throughout my career as an investor, a mixed blessing that would be one of its more prominent features. The pound was devalued to $2.40, but the rate did not hold. With the advent of floating exchange rates in the 1970s, it fell to a low of $1.06. If the currency had been able to undergo gradual adjustments over that period, British industries might have adapted, adjusting to potential changes and staying more competitive. Instead the currency collapsed.

Under Thatcher, the City of London became an international financial center once again, and Britain has since had a great twenty or twenty-five years. But the North Sea oil is now drying up. The United Kingdom, once again, is a net importer of oil. And with the world shifting away from finance as a driver of prosperity—finance is going to be a terrible place to make money for the next twenty or thirty years—the City of London is drying up too. The country is suffering under staggering debts and is once more in decline.

IN 2010, I had occasion to revisit Oxford with my family. I was invited to deliver one of the Oliver Smithies lectures at Balliol College, a lecture series named for and funded by the British-born American geneticist and 2007 Nobel laureate in medicine who was educated at Balliol. I had been asked to share my outlook on the future with today’s Oxford students. But if you were to ask my daughters the purpose of our visit, the answer would be: “to give them a boat.”

Let me give you some background.

At Oxford there is really only one sport of consequence: rowing. And there is no rowing event of greater consequence than what is referred to simply as The Boat Race.

The Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race was first held in 1829. It is rowed between competing eights every spring on the river Thames, on the last Saturday in March or the first Saturday in April. Having coxed three years at Yale, I had read about and heard about The Boat Race, and I was well aware of its significance when I arrived at Oxford. Competing in it makes you something of a national hero in the United Kingdom. Flash that credential alone, and few are the pubs anywhere in England where you will not find a patron eager to buy you a pint, or—because it is England, after all—several.

(In 2010, some 250,000 spectators lined the four-and-a-half-mile course to watch The Boat Race, which attracted more than six million television viewers in the United Kingdom alone. It was live-streamed or broadcast by the BBC in over 150 countries.)

Hundreds of students from the crews of the various colleges at Oxford, including a lot of coxes, compete each spring for the nine slots available on what is known as the Blue Boat. Blue refers to the University Sporting Blue, the honor that is won by athletes at Oxford and Cambridge who compete at the highest level in certain sports, and that, by definition, is earned by the members of both Boat Race crews, all of whom are known as “blues”—dark blue at Oxford, light blue at Cambridge.

When I was selected to cox the Blue Boat in my second year at Oxford, I became only the second American to do so in the 137 years since The Boat Race was first held. As it happened, the first American to do so had also attended both Yale and Balliol. And the year that he coxed—I think it was 1951—the Oxford boat sank. When it was announced that Oxford had decided on this guy Rogers, a graduate of Yale who was at Balliol College, a great hoopla went up: “Oh, my God, here’s another one that’s going to sink Oxford.”

I almost lost my place in the boat. Once you are selected you have to buy your blue blazer, special blue scarves, and special sweaters, along with white trousers, and the entire outfit is to be worn with black shoes. I did not have any black shoes. I owned only one pair of dress shoes, and they were cordovan, which I had bought as a compromise between black and brown. I could not afford both, and I decided that the dark brown, the cordovan, could go both ways. I remember the president of the Oxford University Boat Club, Duncan Clegg, coming to me and telling me, “You have got to get rid of those brown shoes.”

I said, “They’re not brown, they are dark brown, they’re cordovan.”

And, for me, they were very expensive.

“No,” he said, “it won’t do.”

I said, “I just don’t have the money. It has cost me a fortune to buy all the things I’ve had to buy so far, and I just can’t afford to buy another pair of shoes. And if that means losing my position in the boat, there is nothing I can do.”

In the end they let me wear my brown shoes.

That year, 1966, we beat Cambridge in The Boat Race by three and a quarter lengths.

The year before, in 1965, for the first time in the history of the race (establishing a tradition that continues today), the reserve crews of the two universities faced off in a preliminary competition. I coxed the Isis boat for Oxford. (The reserve crew boat is named for a stretch of the river Thames, the Isis, which flows through the city.) That year, my first year at Oxford, I had been in contention for a spot in the Blue Boat. But thanks to a certain “unpleasantness,” as the British might say, I almost quit rowing altogether.

Since all sport at Oxbridge was completely nonprofessional (we were even required to buy our own uniforms), the rowing coaches at Oxford were all volunteers, and that year the finishing coach, who would oversee the crew of The Boat Race, was an Australian named Sam Mackenzie, a former world champion sculler. Something of a hustler, always on the make, Sam had been a professional chicken sexer by occupation and had been highly regarded in the poultry industry for his exceptional skill. In picking who would race against Cambridge, Mackenzie and the president of the boat club, a student oarsman named Miles Morland that year, would make the final decision.

Christopher Dodd recounted the problem I ran into in his 1983 book, The Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race:

“Jim Rogers Jr was a happy man at Balliol College and steering Isis until he received a letter [from his father] in January which both shocked and confused him. He sat on it for several days, finding himself an innocent abroad. He then decided that because of what it said his easiest course was to resign from the whole scene. He did not
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