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PROLOGUE

A Trend Inverted

It’s become increasingly popular in today’s business envi-
ronment to explore the role of spirituality in the workplace:
how spiritual principles can be applied to improve one’s busi-
ness and increase employee productivity. Two domains that
have long been considered as incompatible as a casino and a
convent have found common ground in the drive for success.
Corporate leaders, for instance, are finding that honesty, kind-
ness, and generosity are effective business tools. Workers take
up a practice like meditation to manage job stress or hone their
mental efficiency. Some take up timeless physical disciplines
like yoga to firm their bottoms, perhaps at the insistence of
employers who are looking to firm their bottom lines. Others
pray for guidance in their business decisions or embrace rel-
igion—as reported in a recent USA Today cover story about a
professional baseball team—to improve their performance on
the field. The clever ones even find ways to package and mar-
ket spirituality as a business in itself!

This is all well and good; there is certainly a place for
spirituality in the world of money and success. In fact, it’s an
ancient practice. Some of the oldest scriptures in the world, the
Vedas of India, are chock-full of methods to deal with all sorts

S1-
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of needs, from money and healthy children to power over your
enemies and increasing crop yield. The ancient Indian epic, the
Mahabharata, tells of kings hiring priests to perform rituals on
their behalf through which those kings would acquire certain
boons or advantages in warfare. Be it victory on the battlefield,
Wall Street, or the baseball diamond, the story is the same:
spiritual power can be harnessed for material ends. At least
when you pray for success, you're more likely to be grateful to
God when it comes rather than showering your own ego with
self-congratulations. Better to remember God in this way, the
authors of the Vedas concluded long ago, than to forget him”
entirely.

We see, then, that the underlying assumption of the mod-
ern trend is that the highest purpose in life is basically to get
rich and powerful. Why so? Why are we so caught up in money,
power, and success? The answer is simple: we believe that
these things will make us happy. We want wealth so we can
acquire those things (including relationships) that promise
happiness. We want fame so people will love and respect us,
which we think will make us happy. We want power and in-
fluence so we can control at least some portion of the world,
removing conditions we believe cause unhappiness and estab-
lishing conditions we believe will, again, make us happy.

Look at everyone around you; look at your own desires and
ambitions. Follow the links in the chain to the real end-game.

Any way you slice it, happiness is the secret hunger behind

all human striving, the real purpose behind all that we do. Not

* I've chosen the masculine pronoun here for simplicity and to keep with
common convention. I've also kept such pronouns in lower case, contrary to
the usual convention, except where grammar demands. No disrespect or
irreverence is intended. It’s simply a stylistic choice to keep the text more
personal and immediate rather than formal or distant.
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just the mere absence of pain or the fleeting satisfactions of
sense-pleasures, mind you, nor something static or fragile. We
seek an inner state of ever-new delight—a dynamic state of
blissful being—that we don’t have to constantly defend or but-
tress against ever-changing threats. For the very fear of loss is
what drives us to desire money, power, and influence in the
first place; through them we believe we can both acquire happi-
ness and the means to guard and protect it. If we can just grab
hold of happiness—just once—and make suitable arrangements
to maintain it, then, perhaps, we’ll be at peace in that joy.

Thus it is that we wholeheartedly yoke spirituality and
religion, as we do with every other means at our disposal, to
the wagon train of material fulfillment. God’s grace becomes a
commodity, a favor to be won; the Creator someone with whom
we negotiate deals; and spiritual practices like prayer, medita-
tion, and right living the secret ingredients to enhance profits
and boost the stock price.

Yet there’s an insidious irony here. As mystics throughout
the ages have declared, the experience of God’s presence (how-
ever you wish to define it) is the very joy we seek, and ex-
periencing that joy is exactly what spiritual practices were
designed for! Take the Ten Commandments—God did not en-
grave them on stone tablets for his own convenience or as a
(rather heavy) book of law to throw at us in some cosmic trial
court. He made them for our sake, to help us understand and
hopefully avoid those attitudes and behaviors that lead to
misery.” Derision, dishonor, stealing, killing, and coveting—
these blind us to the joy that God implanted in our souls; rever-
ence, love, generosity, creativity, and contentment, on the other

hand, deepen our awareness of that inner bliss.

* As Jesus said, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.”
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So to harness spiritual power in a roundabout attempt to
find happiness through material growth completely misses the
point. It’s like having a bushel of grain with which you could
easily satisfy your hunger for weeks, yet sell that grain to buy a
single slice of bread. It makes much more sense to just eat the
grain—to use spiritual practices for their intended purposes
and to ask, most of all, how we might harness the opportunities
of career and business for our spiritual growth.

That’s what this book is about.

As you have undoubtedly gathered from the title, the story
contained in these pages involves one of the most successful
business ventures in recent decades and the very heart of high-
tech, corporate multinationalism: Microsoft. I was employed by
Microsoft in various capacities for eight and a half years—from
March 1988 to November 1996—during which time the com-
pany underwent its most important phase of expansion. When
I began, Microsoft had six buildings housing about 2,500 em-
ployees; its minimal market-share products were hardly given
serious consideration by industry pundits. When I left, there
were at least thirty-six buildings plus countless domestic and
international locations housing well over 30,000 employees. By
then, Microsoft generally ruled the personal computer software
market and got more press than many other Fortune 500 com-
panies combined. Technology, success, money, power...all of
these defined much of the Microsoft experience during those
years.

I certainly shared in that success, achieving a fair degree of
wealth, fame, and influence. Professionally, I made important
contributions to some of Microsoft’s flagship products, wrote
two wildly popular programming books, and became a highly-
respected industry expert. On the material side, my wife Kristi
and I acquired all the trappings of “the good life” and had
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enough investments set aside for quite a bit more.”

All this is a moderately interesting story in itself—I think
you’ll enjoy the many anecdotes about Microsoft’s coming-of-
age. What makes it much more fascinating is the added spir-
itual dimension of my experiences during that era. I won’t be
saying much, however, about the role that spirituality played
in that success. Nor do I have much to share on how I might
have brought God and spiritual principles into my work with-
out sacrificing success. Why? Because for most of the time I
was at Microsoft I wanted nothing whatsoever to do with God
or religion!

At the point where this story begins I was very much a
skeptic: religion had all but disappeared from my personal
consideration. Though raised in a religious household, I found
more and more that set liturgies, a creed or two, and spending
an hour or so each week sitting in a pew just weren’t answering
my deepest questions about the universe and my place in it.
Never satisfied with smallness of purpose, my mind constantly
asked the sorts of questions that don’t always go over well with
pastors and priests.

So shortly after I started at Microsoft I simply walked away
from religion...just ignoring it at first, then working my way
through—and basically rejecting—just about every definition
or image of God that had ever been presented to me. I saw
them as too limiting, too restrictive, or simply an excuse for

people to argue. Religion, if nothing else, ought to facilitate a

* For the record, I am not one of those spend-thrift high-tech millionaires who
collect vintage helicopters as a hobby. Though I did effectively retire from
Microsoft at age 28 (and became busier than ever!), our net worth at the time
of writing is under a million. We live on a modest income from investments
that meets the expenses of a focused lifestyle (see Chapter Fifteen) but
certainly doesn’t lend enough to indulge in opulence.
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sense of unity, yet throughout history it’s given rise to divisive
wars, persecution, social control, and countless other evils (not
unlike those we ascribe to modern corporations). Thus my pri-
mary interest in “all that religion stuff” was to get beyond it
altogether. My energies were wholly focused on my career.

Spiritual growth, however, isn’t something we can so easily
cast aside. The impulse to expand our awareness in some way
is inherent to human nature, inherent to the joy that lies with-
in us. No matter how hard we try to suppress it, that impulse
invariably finds some form of expression.

In my case it expressed itself as a desire for truth: I wanted
to know how life worked; I wanted to know how everything was
connected; I wanted to see the “big picture.” Consequently, I
devoured a great many books and sought to understand life as
best I could. I just didn’t want much to do with the “God” thing.
I wasn’t going to go anywhere near churches or temples or even
think of the whole process in religious terms.

Such is the difference between spirituality and religion.
Whereas religions are defined by their outer forms, spirituality
1s strictly a matter of whether one’s inner awareness—one’s
consciousness—is growing and expanding toward the greater
reality we call “spirit,” irrespective of form. What makes any
thought or act “spiritual,” including the business of making
money, is whether it uplifts you toward that greater reality
from whatever level of consciousness you happen to be. As such,
it’s an individual question, not an institutional or social one;
actions that uplift a beggar might be degrading to a saint.
Similarly, what makes any thought or act “worldly” or anti-
spiritual, including anything done in the name of religion, is
whether it diminishes your awareness of that greater reality.
Spirituality is a matter of direction, not definitions. It deals
with what works to dynamically uplift consciousness; it has

nothing to do with blind dogma, sectarian minutiae, or any
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other kind of static belief system (including skepticism) that
refuses to test its own validity.

Spirituality is a real concern for each and every human be-
ing. While one may or may not choose to participate in formal
or organized religion, or even “believe” in anything, every
person has some higher potential toward which he or she
aspires. Kindness, generosity, honesty, courage, and dozens of
other noble qualities are not noble because we, as a society,
have agreed upon them as such but because they are expres-
sions of this potential. Customs like marriage are valued not
just for their practical benefits (providing a stable environment
for children, avoiding sexually-transmitted diseases, etc.) but
because soul-qualities like loyalty and commitment are much
more in attunement with those aspirations than the superficial
“joys” of promiscuity. Indeed, we need only examine the lives of
those who actively express higher qualities to see that they are
the ones who are genuinely happy.

Thus while I thought I could get along just fine by avoiding
God and focusing on worldly success, certain spiritual lessons
were still necessary for my personal (and even material)
growth during that time. The only way I might have avoided
those lessons and experiences would have been to completely
squelch my desire to grow at all! But if anything I was at least
sincere in that desire—I did want to grow and expand my
experience of life, to whatever degree I understood it. So
although I'd basically told God that I wanted nothing more to
do with him, he didn’t bother to wait for me to come around
and commit myself again to religious matters. He simply gave
me what I needed exactly where my energies were already com-
mitted—namely Microsoft.

In short, God used the circumstances and situations of my
Microsoft career—success and failure alike—to effect in me a

deep, spiritual transformation. In the course of my eight and a
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half years with the world’s leading software company I learned
and experienced exactly what you would expect from direct
training in a monastery or ashram: a fresh outlook on the
meaning and purpose of life (what you might call genuine
faith); a greater ability to remain even-minded and cheerful
through adversity; a deeper understanding of universal quali-
ties like patience, perseverance, non-attachment, and simpli-
city; and the importance of things like good company, selfless
service, and receptivity to higher guidance. I also learned and
experienced all this despite the fact that for a good part of the
time I considered myself an atheist and wasn’t even aware I
was learning anything!

As improbable as this sounds, the reason is really quite
straightforward: the necessary attributes for material and
worldly success—namely energy, concentration, and high aspi-
ration, all of which I experienced at Microsoft—are the exact
same qualities that are also necessary for spiritual success.
That is why the power of either can be harnessed for the other.
The difference, again, is simply one of direction. Spiritual
growth 1s primarily a matter of increasingly directing one’s
energies toward an expanded awareness and away from selfish,
egoic, and materialistic desires. This is the goal of every true
religious or spiritual practice: ceremonies, rituals, prayer,
meditation, hymns, chanting, and right behavior are all but
different ways of raising one’s energy and focusing it upward
toward Spirit.

As we shall see in this story, an energetic and focused
environment like Microsoft can equally facilitate this same in-
ner development. Such is the tremendous opportunity afforded
to us by our careers. It simply requires an individual dedication

to inner growth since most companies themselves are not
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spiritually oriented.”

This dedication involves two specific qualities that you will
see in the chapters ahead. The first is sincerity: having as your
underlying motive the search for truth and greater understand-
ing as opposed to seeking only power, wealth, or other forms of
personal gain; and asking, in every situation, “what’s trying to
happen here” rather than “what do I want to have happen?”
The second quality is self-offering: having the willingness to
wholeheartedly accept whatever comes to you, good or bad, and
to cheerfully (not grimly) commit your best energies to working
through those circumstances rather than trying to skirt around
or run away from them.

Your expression of these two qualities is a way of saying to
God, Life, The Universe, or whatever else you want to call it, “I
truly want to learn and grow—show me the way!” As a result,
God, Life, The Universe—however you want to relate to a
greater reality—will respond and guide you, personally and
individually and in harmony with others concerned, toward
your next step upwards. I say this with conviction: if it can
happen, as this story shows, within the halls of high technology
and without the conscious participation of someone who consid-
ered himself an atheist, it can certainly happen to anyone,
especially if they are more conscious and more open!

Thus for those readers who find themselves committed to a
career and/or other responsibilities (including family) and who

will, for whatever reasons, continue on that course for the

* Indeed, a personal dedication is always necessary, even in spiritual organ-
izations. It’s actually more necessary in a spiritual environment where there’s
the temptation to think that the environment will do the work for you. People
satisfied with their own self-righteousness can go through all the motions for
years without actually growing at all. As a great teacher once put it, “It’s a
blessing to be born into a religion, but a curse to die in one.”
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foreseeable future, I hope to demonstrate how these things can
be an integral, even leading part of a fuller spiritual experience
rather than an obstacle. If you give yourself wholly into your
duties while holding to your sincere desire to grow and expand,
you will find what you need coming to you within the context of
those same duties—including your workplace. Spiritual and
material prosperity can walk hand in hand.

This applies also to younger readers who perhaps feel a
certain disparity between taking up an active career of some
sort, as the world expects and even demands, and an inner
calling to go deeper, spiritually. To you I say that it need not be
an either/or question: accepting a career need not compromise
one’s spiritual aspirations. In fact, I hope this story illustrates
how the dynamic and conscious combination of the two can be
much more potent—and rewarding!—than fleeing to a remote
corner of India or Tibet or dropping out in some other manner.

I also hope that this story will be helpful to those who are
making or would like to make a career transition, perhaps to
something more serviceful or more directly spiritual. I would
help you make the joyful discovery, as I did, of a divine thread
running through the tapestry of your past and the deeper pur-
pose of those experiences. With this discovery you can see your
schooling and career achievements not as something you're
throwing away (as friends and family may challenge you), or as
a spiritual waste, but rather as an essential part of who you've
become. In this light you can truly honor your past with
gratitude for having brought you thus far, then courageously
step into a new realm of possibilities.

I'd like to emphasize that the experiences I had, the lessons
I learned, and the order in which I learned them were what I
personally needed in each phase of the process. The specifics of
those experiences and the environment in which I learned my

lessons are not particularly important. They’re just the back-
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drop: don’t feel like you have to duplicate them. Whether you're
educating children, operating machinery, writing reports, or
being on-call 24-hours at a stretch for brain surgery, what
matters, again, is your sincerity and self-offering. With these,
your unique path will open before you.

Let me also mention that this journey wasn’t always easy
for me. While there were abundant successes and joys, 1 cer-
tainly had my share of frustration, failure, and even perse-
cution. Nobody said the path was strewn with soft moss and
rose petals! But don’t expect to see any juicy gossip, dramatic
suffering, or bitter finger-pointing within these pages—I'm
simply offering an honest account of my experiences.” From the
convenient distance of some years I see that both joy and
sorrow played necessary and important roles. Thus when I talk
of Microsoft, its people, and its leadership, I've made the
conscious decision to emphasize the positive. I do this neither
to defend them, apologize for any mistakes, or somehow sugar-
coat what many people perceive as a big, bad, domineering
corporation. I have simply chosen to love the light; let others
condemn the darkness. After all, we become what we concen-
trate on.

That said, this story begins in the fall of 1987, shortly after
my nineteenth birthday, when I was just heading out to fulfill
all those dreams of worldly success. I had already completed a

* While most of the persons involved have allowed me to use their real
identities, a few have been changed by request to protect the individuals’
privacy. Besides an occasional exaggeration for the sake of humor, that is the
only smattering of fiction in this book. I will also add that my experiences
were in no way influenced by mind-altering substances, legal or otherwise. I
have never done drugs of any kind, I drink no alcohol whatsoever, and have
pretty much avoided even caffeinated beverages since high school. If you
must know, my biggest vices during my Microsoft years amounted to Twix
bars, Grandma’s cookies (Double Fudge and Iced Molasses), and caffeine-free
Pepsi.
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year of college and had, thanks to scholarships and various
mundane forms of summer work, no debt and some small sav-
ings. My wife and I had also become engaged during the sum-
mer with the wedding set for the following July. And now,
opportunities to get my career going began to make themselves
known.

It was just then that God began his work as well...



CHAPTER ONE

Homecoming

“You should look into the Cooperative Education Program.
It’s just the thing for a student like yourself.”

It was October 1987 and I was visiting an undergraduate
advisor at the University of Washington. I had just begun my
sophomore year in Computer Engineering and it was time to
start looking for relevant summer work.

The University of Washington, among a number of schools,
had teamed up with various technology companies to create the
Cooperative Education or “Co-op” Program. This was designed
to help engineering students—whose experience is, by defini-
tion, quite limited—to find some sort of meaningful entry-level
work in the industry. The companies created three- to nine-
month internships that they would only fill with co-op stu-
dents. Entry requirements were, of course, kept low, as were
the salaries! To a student’s mind, though, the pay was way
better than most other summer options.

The colleges, for their part, would allow students to miss
one or two terms without the usual penalties reserved for the
academically lazy. At the UW we even got a few course credits
to boot. As for the companies, they got to draw on a bountiful

pool of eager students who were thrilled to do those “special

-13-
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projects” that most full-timers find insulting, and were equally
thrilled to do it for half the pay and half the benefits. The co-op
program also gave these companies an effective way to scout
out and even train future employees without having to make
any binding commitments in the process.

This arrangement found no argument from me. I made my
way to the top floor of Lowe Hall (where the program was ad-
ministered) and surveyed the list of companies that would be
doing on-campus interviews that fall.

I was specifically looking for a place where my computer
skills would eventually get me up into orbit. Really. Space
exploration was my childhood fascination and I had nurtured
dreams of space travel for years. Historically, of course, off-
planet adventures were exclusively reserved for crack Navy
pilots with perfect vision and entirely closed to only moderately
coordinated civilian myopics like myself. But then the Space
Shuttle came along and NASA began to toss up “mission
specialists” who were needed more for their minds than for
their eyes. There was hope!

I came to college, then, to develop those talents of mine that
might someday lead to a window seat on the shuttle. As for my
chosen major, I first considered mathematics—a subject in
which I'd been rather precocious since birth. But early in my
freshman year I sat in on the end of a graduate-level math
course after which I had a meeting with the professor. For
twenty minutes I understood nothing. Zero. Zilch. Nada. I
mean it—I didn’t understand a single word! What I did under-
stand was that I wasn’t at all interested in whatever he was
talking about. Thus ended any aspiration of following in the
footsteps of Leibniz, Gauss, or Poincaré.

I then shifted my thoughts to astronomy which seemed bet-
ter suited to my purposes anyway. I was particularly attracted
to the field of astrophysics not only because it was more tech-
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nical but because it also sounded more impressive. The only
problem was that finding a job in this field was about as easy
as becoming a starting NFL quarterback. Not very promising
to someone who was already engaged to be married and talking
about houses and families...

That left computers, a field in which opportunities were
plentiful and the one in which I already had the most practical
experience. My father, you see, had bought me a computer
when I was eleven but adamantly refused to buy any software.
“That,” he told me, “is something you’ll have to write yourself.”
So I did. In high school I even sold some of it. I also wrote
articles for a couple of computer magazines and had a regular
column in one of them.” By the time I got to college, then, I
figured I had the programming end of things pretty well in
hand and should learn something about the hardware. Thus I
finally settled on Computer Engineering.

As T looked over the list of companies that were scheduling
interviews for computer engineers, two of them caught my
immediate attention. The first was Boeing, the venerable aero-
space pioneer that was taking a leading role in America’s space
station efforts and also happened to be the career employer of
both my father and my father-in-law to be. Certainly a good
choice. The second was NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratories
(JPL). I quickly signed up both.

Then there was this young upstart called Microsoft.

* The magazines were Rainbow (the largest), Spectrogram (a short-lived, low-
budget kind), and CoCo Clipboard (in which I had the column). These focused
on the Tandy/Radio Shack Color Computer, a little box with a 1-MHz
Motorola 6809 CPU and 64K total memory (K as in kilo- not megabytes).
Fiddling with this machine was my primary hobby and my software sales
only ever made me enough to buy a new piece of hardware now and then.
Nevertheless, it was great fun to share my ideas and creations with others.



16 * MYSTIC MICROSOFT

Offhand there was little here to interest me. The company
was small and its future uncertain; the ink was still somewhat
wet on its NASDAQ IPO. All they did was sell floppy disks full of
stuff like MS-DOS (yippee!) and this mildly-interesting thing
called Microsoft Windows. Sure, it could be fun to work for a
small computer company, but as a place to nurture my extra-
terrestrial ambitions Microsoft left something to be desired.

I signed up for an interview anyway. I'm not really sure
why. There was just this little sense of attraction toward the
company, a little inner nudge that said, “why not?” Besides, it
just felt better for some reason to have three interviews lined
up instead of only two...

My interviews began a couple of weeks later. The first, with
Boeing, was a very calm and cordial affair as one would expect
from an established institution. I did well answering all those
questions about why I had chosen my particular degree and so
forth, and left the room feeling confident that an offer would be
forthcoming. All I had to do was wait for their call and my
orbit-bound career would be launched, so to speak.

My little chat with Microsoft was scheduled for the follow-
ing morning. I actually thought about giving it a miss since
Boeing’s pending offer would downgrade my interest in the
small software firm from “slimly marginal” to “wholly super-
fluous.” But I figured I might as well go through with it just in
case something unexpected came up. No harm either with
getting a little more interviewing experience.

Well, something unexpected did come up: I was offered a job
before I even sat down! Bob Taniguchi, the man who greeted
me, simply said “Good to meet you. I'm happy you’ll be working
for me this spring.”

Say what?
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Giving me no chance at all to think about what he had just
said, Bob galloped off into what felt like a first day’s orientation
session rather than an interview. He fired me up (though we
were seated now) for working in his Developer Support Group
where I would learn so much about programming Microsoft
Windows that I could help outside software engineers tackle
their most daunting problems. He then painted a vivid picture
about rubbing elbows with all the great people at Microsoft”
and highlighted all the special perks that “we employees”
enjoyed, including the free T-shirts and soft drinks. Then to
wrap everything up (after a few obligatory technical questions),
Bob flat-out offered me the job again. “I'm looking forward,” he
said, “to working with you next spring.”

As you might expect, I was quite surprised by this rather
unorthodox recruiting method. I was even more surprised by
my response to it all! Instead of writing off Bob as some slicked-
over marketing weasel making a low-rung job in some new-kid-
on-the-block company sound glamorous—as my cynical nature
of the time should have demanded—I had absorbed everything
he said like the proverbial sponge. Scarcely five minutes into
our half-hour session I felt as if I had rediscovered a long-
forgotten family. Everything Bob described about Microsoft and
its people resonated with me on some deep level. Something
was just so very right about all this; my whole being thrilled in
a way I'd seldom felt before. And if my answers to Boeing’s
questions were fairly well in tune with that firm, my answers
to Bob’s questions—when he finally bothered to ask them—

were exacting.

* As a Microsoft recruiting brochure of the time put it, “If you want to know
something about MS-DOS or Microsoft Word, just walk down the hall: the
people who wrote it are probably there!”
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I learned later, when asked to conduct interviews myself,
that this was somewhat typical of the Microsoft screening pro-
cess. We didn’t necessarily care about your career goals nor did
we care all that much about any specific job experience. What
we wanted to know, more than anything, was how well you
“fit"—in a kind of vibrational way—with Microsoft’s unique
corporate culture. To that end, we threw you all kinds of chal-
lenges, surprises, and apparently insoluble technical problems
just to see how you would respond. This told us, with a fair
degree of accuracy, what would happen when you were exposed
to the intensity of The Microsoft Way.

In my case I don’t think there was any doubt. Both my
outer and inner responses to Bob’s presentation proved that I
was true Microsoft Material.

Back then, at least, when Microsoft saw something it
wanted, whether it was an individual or an entire company, it
went right after it. This was due, I think, to the fact that
decision-making power for this sort of thing (during my time
there) was usually given to whomever had the most riding on
the acquisition in question. A vice-president, for example, could
go out and buy another company without even notifying the
president or CEQ; after all, it was his or her division that had
to absorb the costs. As for hiring new employees, that power
was pretty much given to the person’s would-be manager who
could often make a decision on the spot.

As a result, hirings sometimes happened with dizzying im-
mediacy. In early 1992, for instance, one of Microsoft’s primary
competitors fell on hard times and eventually had to send out
the pink slips. Sixteen hours later (as the story goes), the
company was horrified to discover that—OOPS!—they’d acci-
dentally canned one of their top software architects. They
immediately called him to apologize and make amends, but in
that small window of time Microsoft’s programming languages
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group somehow tracked down this newly available “free-agent”
and signed him. Indeed, when his now-former employer called
he was already packing for the move!

In Bob’s eyes I must have been similarly attractive: the
official job offer came at eight-thirty the next morning, only
twenty-one hours after my interview. (I can’t be too proud—if I
had been really hot they would’ve called the same day.)

I was, of course, ecstatic to get my first real, honest-to-God
offer, especially one with so much energy around it. But when I
was only given forty-eight hours to say yes or no, I plunged into
inner turmoil. I didn’t want to just jump at the first thing that
came my way. I wanted to see what Boeing had to offer. I
wanted to see what kind of work I might find at JPL. And I still
wasn’t quite sure about this adolescent software company that
had nothing whatsoever to do with my astronautical fantasies.
Would Microsoft really give me the experience I needed? Would
that experience be valued by other future employers? Was
Microsoft even a good short-term prospect? Or were they des-
tined to go the way of so many other software startups that had
a nasty tendency (well before the dot-com bust) to fall into
bankrupt obscurity?

I was horribly confused, even terrified. The universe was in-
viting me to take a step I didn’t really understand at all. 1
knew I was standing on the brink of a decision that would
affect the entire direction of my life. “What should I do? What
should I do?” My thoughts kept swinging like a pendulum
between rationality and the full gamut of emotions. For every
good reason that came to mind for choosing one way or the
other I was mercilessly besieged by the forces of attachment,
fear, insecurity, worry, and yes, even excitement!

I desperately wanted more time. I wanted time to sift my
way through every possibility. But of course, I didn’t get that

luxury. There must be a universal law somewhere that says the
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amount of time you get to make a decision is inversely pro-
portional to its importance. We typically get months to select
just the right towels to match the tile highlights in the master
bathroom, whereas we only get a few days to choose between
two life-paths that lead to radically different destinations. As
General Dwight D. Eisenhower put it (reported in Eisenhower
and Churchill by James C. Humes), “A meeting whose main
item was corner windows for heads of departments took almost
five hours where the decision on D-Day five minutes.”

Fortunately for me, I couldn’t just sit there and churn on it:
I had my usual classes to attend, homework to complete, and a
paper or two to write. So I just had to let it go for a while. After
all, I did have forty-eight hours, not forty-eight minutes! Plus, 1
told myself, working for any of the three companies would both
help my budding career and certainly be great fun. What mat-
tered, then, where I ended up? Eventually I found myself able
to calmly accept whatever outcome was waiting for me.

This was the best thing I could have possibly done. Pulling
away from both emotional and rational extremes of the pendu-
lum and just giving myself into whatever possibilities awaited
me, I found myself resting—pretty much by accident!—at that
one point in the very center where motion ceases entirely. In
that stillness, where the inner guidance of soul intuition has a
chance to speak, I absolutely knew that choosing Microsoft was
the right thing to do. I couldn’t have told you why it was right, I
just knew that it was. Microsoft was where I belonged, let come
what will.

The next morning I called Microsoft to accept the offer and

cancelled my interview with JPL. I was that certain.”

* 1 did get an offer from Boeing, by the way, two weeks after I had accepted
the position at Microsoft.
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The following spring I thus entered the halls of Microsoft
for the very first time. As if celebrating this new beginning, it
just happened to fall on the Vernal Equinox: March 21st, 1988.

After a few hours of entertaining company orientation and
all that not-so-entertaining legal paperwork, I met up once
again with Bob Taniguchi. Wasting no time, he immediately
showed me my new desk in one corner of a double-size office in
Building Six, already home to three other co-op students who
were busy answering technical support calls. On top of my desk
squatted a 10-megahertz “286” computer (a true boat-anchor by
today’s standards) along with my personal copy of Windows
(version 2, for those who remember it), all the necessary pro-
gramming tools for the system, and a book called Programming
Windows by one Charles Petzold. Though I was utterly thrilled,
I was also a little nervous: I had worked on an IBM-compatible
computer only briefly, I knew next to nothing about Windows,
and I had never even heard of the particular programming
language (called “C”) that I now needed to learn. Bob was fully
aware of these shortcomings. Yet in the truest tradition of The
Microsoft Way he simply said, “You’re on the phone in two
weeks!”

That being the case, I dove into my work wholeheartedly.
Living alone in an apartment less than a mile from Microsoft
(our wedding wasn’t until July), I spent each night devouring
books and programming manuals until sleep won over. At work
during the day I wrote experimental programs and listened in
on other support calls. And two weeks later, when I was figu-
ratively kicked out of the nest, I managed to fly pretty well on
my own. In fact, it wasn’t long before I was truly enjoying every
day’s work more than I thought possible, so much so that from
my first day on I never once thought about the opportunities I
might have missed elsewhere. Whatever dreams I had once

nurtured vanished in the deep inner knowing that I was exact-
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ly where I belonged, where I would find exactly what I needed
regardless of what I thought I wanted.

For like a newborn child, I had come home into the family
with whom I would share my next phase of growth. And here I
would stay and serve until Microsoft had fulfilled its purpose in

my life.



CHAPTER TWO

Baby Steps

“First comes the test of fire.
Then comes the test of ice.

Then comes the test of patience.”
—Ken Cohen

“Writing a Windows application is like having Microsoft
give you a periodic table of the elements and asking you to
make a broccoli.”

This infamous remark of writer and consultant Alan
Cooper, who is honored as the father of Visual Basic (Micro-
soft’s most revolutionary programming tool), pretty much said
it. Back in 1988, before anyone started making all the powerful
tools that programmers enjoy today, writing an application
program or “app”’ that ran on Microsoft Windows was compli-
cated and confusing. Most programmers, being under the pres-
sure of some arbitrary deadline, had little time to really learn
the system before diving in and trying to get their projects off
the ground. That’s why they called on us in Microsoft’s Devel-
oper Support Group.

I had a deadline of my own. As mentioned at the end of the

last chapter, I was given only two weeks from the day I started

-923-
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before I was on the phones. Fortunately I picked up the
periodic table quite quickly and made my first “broccoli” in the
somewhat short span of three weeks. It was a little program
that drew an assortment of interesting spirals using lines, cir-
cles, diamonds, and, my mother’s favorite, the silhouette of a
Scottish Terrier. While this app wasn’t particularly useful and
is the kind of thing you can write in a couple hours with today’s
tools, it was a major accomplishment given the circumstances. 1
had every reason to be very proud of myself—I had learned to
walk quickly enough that, proportionally speaking, it should
only be a matter of weeks before I would learn to run, fly, and
sail to the stars!

Goaded by my success, I soon conjured up a second project
that would actually produce something useful. As an engi-
neering student I had to work through an endless stream of
computational problems. For these I had always employed my
trusty Dynatone scientific calculator, the one for which K-Mart
grossed $10 during my first year in high school. Cheap, to be
sure, but it was far more helpful than the small calculator
program that came with Windows at the time: an on-screen
rendition of one of those chintzy four-function jobs that you get
free with a completed credit card application or a paid
subscription to some consumer magazine. Woefully inadequate
for my needs. So using my precious Dynatone as the model, 1
set out to create a full-blown scientific calculator for Windows.

Success! In again only three weeks, between the support
calls I now routinely handled, I completed my new project. It
had all kinds of interesting features. It would of course add,
subtract, multiply, and divide like the existing program, but
this one would also do factorials, logarithms, and hyperbolic
cosines to twelve significant digits! It could perform statistical
calculations with piles of data and could do logical operations

in binary, octal, and hexadecimal number systems—a must for
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computer engineers. And it even allowed you to “paste” in a
series of operations written out in text, which it would then
work through as if you had keyed it all in manually!

My little creation was a smash hit among my full-time co-
workers, the ones whom us student intern types looked up to
with a certain degree of awe. Every day one or more of them
would thank me for what was proving to be a very valuable
little program. And Bob Taniguchi, my group manager, liked it
so much that he proudly showed it to the development team
working on the next release of Windows, version 3.0.

Success again! The Windows team dumped the old calcu-
lator in favor of mine. “Yippee!” I cheered! I was thrilled. To
have any piece of your code included in a commercial software
product—well, that was the greatest achievement that any col-
lege intern could hope for, especially for a humble little co-op
student in Product Support. And to have your work become so
visible in your company’s flagship product? Wow!

Not only that, but Bob successfully lobbied the Windows
team to display my name in Calculator’s “About...” box. Boy,
was I proud. Hall of Fame, ho!*

I imagine that at this point my more experienced associates

were shaking their heads in amusement. Here I was, imagining

* The Windows team agreed to this because I wrote the program on company
time and thus wasn’t eligible for any other kind of bonus. Bob also promoted
the idea that such visible credit would be helpful when I (supposedly) in-
terviewed with other companies after graduating from college. Thus the
credit line “Developed for Microsoft by Kraig Brockschmidt” first appeared in
the Calculator of Windows 3.0 (see photo on www.mysticmicrosoft.com) and—
to my continued amusement—in every copy of Windows and Windows NT
until 1998, numbering well over 100 million. The credit only disappeared in
Windows 98 after I'd left Microsoft, while the program, without the credit,
continues to be included with every copy of Windows at least through Win-
dows Vista. Having my name appear for as long as it did was an incredible
run especially considering that I hadn’t touched the program since the
summer of 1989. If nothing else, it offers a fun way to introduce myself.


http://www.mysticmicrosoft.com
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myself a highlight in the Who’s Who of Programming while yet
wholly ignorant of the hard reality to come, namely that every
program needs considerable refinement before it reaches ma-
turity. And in my excitement I didn’t bother to notice that my
contribution was about as important to Windows as a small
concession stand is to a major-league ballpark.

My ignorance was soon remedied. After the Windows team
added my code to their project it became subject to the rigorous
testing (no joke!) that Microsoft applies to all its products.

Microsoft development groups have three basic positions:
program manager, software engineer, and tester. The program
managers are the ones who try to dream up things that cus-
tomers can’t possibly live without and are therefore willing to
buy in quantity. Their job is to write the product specifications.
These “specs” are then passed along to the software engineers
whose job it is to manifest those specs in a working program.
That program is then passed on to the testers. And their job is
to mercilessly abuse the tar out of the thing to see whether it
lives up to the spec.

As a programmer, you are supposed to love your test team
because they're critical to the production of decent software.
But you really hate them because theyre usually just too
damned good at it! If, for example, you give them a shiny new
car that you truly believe meets the indestructibility standards
of a military transport, they will dutifully drive it through a
suitable war zone. Then they’ll hand you the wreckage with
some really helpful comment like “it broke.” You as the pro-
grammer get to figure out why it broke, and you get to figure
out how to fix it. Then once you think you’ve got it figured out,
you have to let those pitiless thugs thrash on it all over again.
Only when they’re satisfied with your work is it deemed ready
for the kinds of abuse that customers will inflict on it, which 1is,

of course, far worse.
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My first version of the new Calculator was about as solid as
a car that expected to be gently rolled along a dead flat, newly-
paved road at about 4 mph. The testers, in other words, were
soon sending me shrapnel. At first I balked at the idea that
there could be anything at all wrong with “my baby,” but then
learned to accept the fact that they were actually helping me
fine-tune it.

“OK,” I said to myself, “if that’s the goal then let’s really do
it right!” I resolved to do my utmost to create the ideal pro-
gram, as small and efficient as possible with absolutely “zero
defects,” and throughout the rest of my six-month internship I
happily corrected any errors that the testers discovered. Then
when I returned to school that fall, the Windows team offered
to make me an “unofficial” contractor so I could keep in touch
with them and continue bullet-proofing my program. This
really only meant that I got to retain my Microsoft email
account: I didn’t get a penny for my work. But that didn’t
bother me—the sheer glory of having my Calculator included
with Windows was enough of a reward.

Now while I learned to appreciate the testers, I can’t say
the same about the program managers that began weaseling
into the picture. They kept asking me to make “improvements”
to Calculator that seemed totally ridiculous: modify the user
interface, change this color, add this feature, remove that
function.... To make matters worse, a number of times I'd make
a change only to be asked to remove it a week or two later. It
started to drive me nuts! Wasn’t my program already designed
as well as it could be? How could they have the nerve to change
something that was already so clearly perfect? Why were they
asking me to do things to my program that obviously didn’t
have anything to do with its efficiency? In my youthful igno-
rance I just couldn’t understand what the hell they were trying

to accomplish. T even got really irritated when their requests
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caused the size of Calculator’s executable file to deviate from a
precise 40,000 bytes!

I hope that by now I've communicated the nature of my own
arrogance in the whole matter. I didn’t like the way things kept
changing, especially after I'd committed myself emotionally to
one way of doing things. Attachment is a sure-fire recipe for
frustration.

What I failed to understand was a somewhat unique aspect
of Microsoft’s product development cycle. In other companies,
so I've heard, specifications are actually finalized before the
programmers start writing any code at all. Not so at Microsoft:
in the dynamic world of personal computer software, every
member of the product team works simultaneously. Program
managers, in particular, are constantly adjusting a product
design according to changes in the marketplace or the simple
feasibility of implementation. As a consequence, they keep on
changing the specs and the software engineers have to keep
changing the code: the specs, in fact, are not considered final
until the day the product itself goes to manufacturing!

In order for this rather fluid arrangement to work at all, it
1s vital that a product has an overarching vision or ideal to
guide it. The primary focus of Windows 3.0, for instance, was
ease-of-use, itself only one facet of Microsoft’s overall corporate
mission: to improve quality of life through personal computer
technology.

You might notice that unlike many corporate mission state-
ments about becoming “the market leader in non-chlorine toilet
bowl cleaners” and the like, these abstract ideals like “ease-of-
use” and “quality of life” say nothing about Microsoft’s own
success. This stems from the fact that Bill Gates, contrary to
popular opinion, did not create Microsoft out of a desire for
personal gain or glory but from a sincere desire to share the joy
of personal computers with everyone. He rightly assumed that
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success would naturally follow.”

With this high ideal enshrined at its very heart, Microsoft
(in my experience) continually challenged its product develop-
ment teams to operate on a scale that transcended their own
goals as well as those of any individual. Employees were en-
couraged to maintain an expansive outlook in their work,
seeing it in terms of offering something of real value to the
world rather than merely making money. In this way, corrosive
office politics and interpersonal rivalries were rare. Managers
seldom had to give pep-talks or sermons on teamwork and just
about everyone was willing to put out a little extra effort when
necessary.t

So while I thought I'd found my entry into programming
history with one spectacular leap, the truth is that these first
baby steps of mine, wonderful as they were, merely brought me
to the base of a steep mountain. And if I was to climb that
mountain—that is, if my little Calculator was ever going to see
daylight—I would have to let go my own personal “ideals” and
embrace the broader vision of Windows 3.0.

With my desire to have my name in lights (or at least on-
screen) being stronger than my attachment to particular colors,

features, or the size of Calculator’s executable, I gradually

* From what I saw of Bill, this motive runs far deeper in him than any
thought of personal reward. Otherwise I imagine he would have jumped ship
years ago rather than endure the persecution to which both he and Microsoft
have been subjected.

T Of course, like everything else in our imperfect world, Microsoft was not
entirely successful in its expression of this ideal. “Extra effort” was some-
times taken for granted or even made a requirement; personal desires did
flare up from time to time, especially when Microsoft stock wasn’t performing
like people thought it should. But by and large these were the exceptions and
not the rule.
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became willing to do whatever the program managers asked of
me. And by focusing more and more on the higher purpose of
the overall Windows product, my own whims and fancies fell
away. In fact, I eventually forgot about my credit line in Calcu-
lator’s “About...” box altogether.

This is exactly the purpose behind all high ideals: they help
us forget ourselves and our personal concerns and embrace a
larger reality. Growth of any kind cannot happen without some
kind of expansive vision. We must have something toward
which to grow if we are to grow at all. As Voltaire put it, “If
God did not exist, man would find it necessary to invent him.”
At the same time, we shouldn’t get carried away with lofty
thoughts and lose sight of the fact that growth—whether tech-
nological or spiritual—is a step-by-step process, never a sudden
change. Patience, it has been well said, is the fastest route to
God—or any other grand aspiration.

Observe, for instance, how NASA successfully put men on
the moon and returned them to earth months ahead of Pres-
ident Kennedy’s so-called “impossible” deadline. Starting with
next to nothing, NASA engineers first learned (with Project
Mercury) the basics of space navigation using simple one-man
capsules attached to the top of existing Army rockets. From
there, and despite many failures, they designed the more ambi-
tious Gemini projects through which they learned complicated
maneuvers and refined longer-term life support systems. Then
with Project Apollo they learned how to launch much greater
payloads into orbit and to send a capsule around the moon.
With all the pieces in place they were finally ready to take one
small step for a man and consummate that one giant leap for
mankind.

Similarly, one of Microsoft’s greatest strengths has been the
willingness to work toward an ideal product in distinct stages,

putting off certain features for many years until the develop-
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ment team is ready to implement them and the market is ready
to accept them. Consider Microsoft Windows itself, which spent
several years in development before first hitting the streets in
1985. Well, “hit” isn’t quite the word—version 1 hardly drew a
glance from the public eye. In the broader context, however, it
was the necessary foundation for the much-improved Windows
2.0, released in 1987. And while version 2 still failed to gain
widespread popularity, it paved the way for Windows 3.0,
released in May of 1990. This version finally caught on and
began the Windows revolution. Even so, the product hadn’t yet
reached the designers’ original vision: it took another eight
years to really get there through the releases of Windows 3.1,
Windows 95, and Windows 98. And in that time, of course, the
vision itself continued to expand, as seen in the more recent
incarnations of Windows that are themselves intended to set
the stage for even better things in the future.

Within an ever-expanding reality like this, its important to
only add new features when the time is right and no sooner.
Otherwise a project (including one’s inner growth) just gets
way, way out of hand. There was once an ambitious database
project called Omega, for instance, that was as glorious as it
was impossible to actually build. What we know today as
Microsoft Access was resurrected from the ashes of that fiasco.
Microsoft Exchange and Outlook similarly grew from the rem-
nants of an idealistic do-everything-in-the-workgroup-universe
product code-named Laser. And the highly popular program-
ming tool called the Microsoft Foundation Classes (MFC)
sprouted on the grave of an earlier design that, though thought
to be absolutely perfect, had to be trashed in toto when its
initial implementation virtually imploded.

I consider it an act of grace that I fell prey to this sort of
impractical rapid-expansion spirit at a point in my career when

I could only cause minimal damage. But I did my best! It was
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the spring of 1989 and I had been working with the Windows
team on Calculator for nearly nine months now. By this time I
had fully embraced the higher ideals of Windows 3.0 and had
even proved myself to be a reasonably competent software engi-
neer. For these reasons I was offered an official (that is, real
money) contractor’s job to do some needed work on the other
small accessory programs that came with Windows, such as
Notepad and the since-retired Cardfile, Calendar, and Clock.

One of my tasks was to incorporate a new digital font into
the Clock program to make it look, well, more digital. The font
given to me for this purpose was nice but the numbers seemed
a bit stiff—they were all straight up and down, like 1235, not
slanted slightly to the right, like /275, as one usually saw on a
digital LED clock. So I didn’t just add the new font, I went a
step further and italicized it. Sure, it wasn’t part of the spec,
but what harm could there be in it? Surely everyone else would
like my little aesthetic adjustment—after all, we were doing
everything we could to improve Windows 3.0, right?

Now within Microsoft development teams, people generally
don’t walk around all that much and talk face to face. On large
projects, especially, a great deal of communication happens
through email and through some kind of project-management
software. At the time, the latter was a tool called RAID (as in
the bug spray) that primarily maintained a huge categorized

list of feature requests and known program bugs.” Every entry

* In programming jargon a “bug” refers to some flaw in a program that makes
it malfunction or produce incorrect results. Computer folklore has it that the
first such use of the term came from the era when computers were built with
vacuum-tubes and mechanical switches rather than solid-state transistors.
Apparently a moth got into one of these computers—either the Harvard Mark
I or the Army/University of Pennsylvania ENIAC—and got squished inside a
relay. As moths are generally not electrically conductive, the relay didn’t
make contact like it was supposed to. Thus it was a literal bug (though
entomologically a moth is not an insect) that caused an error in the program.
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in the list described the problem or request, its entire history,
who was responsible for dealing with it, and its relative priority
in the project as a whole.

Whenever program managers wanted you to add a feature,
they created a new entry in RAID and assigned it accordingly.
Testers did the same when their ruthless throttling invariably
revealed problems in your code. As a software engineer, then,
your personal “to do” list were those RAID entries currently
assigned to you. Every day you’d look over your list and work
on whichever ones had the highest priority. When you finished
adding a feature or correcting some problem, you marked the
appropriate entry as “resolved” and assigned it to the test team
for verification. If they were fully satisfied, they marked it as
“closed” and all was well. Otherwise they’d “activate” it again
with some comment about what didn’t work, and the whole
process started over. Sometimes things had to go back to the
program managers to be redesigned; occasionally a single bug
would cycle around the chain several dozen times!”

Between email and RAID, then, you could get all kinds of
work done without ever having to talk directly to another hu-
man being. This was helpful when you consider that everyone

in a Microsoft development team was generally free to come to

And the fact that it took an annoyingly long time to discover the real source
of the problem set a bothersome precedent that has remained in effect ever
since.

* A friend of mine who worked as a tester on Microsoft Excel once logged a
bug against the cartons of milk in the free drink coolers. He noticed that the
chocolate milk failed to list the ingredient “cocoa” whereas the plain 2% milk
did. An intense discussion in RAID over the relative merits of these “features”
continued for three or four weeks and involved as many as a fifteen different
engineers. I think it set some kind of record. Anyway, someone finally went
so far as to notify the dairy itself and the bug was closed as “WON'T FIX—
ASSIGNED TO VENDOR.”
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work whenever they wanted, day or night, or, oftentimes, day
and night. During “crunch” mode, especially, you could usually
find someone actively working and someone actively sleeping at
any hour of the day on any day of the week. As for myself, I did
most of my work during evenings and weekends since I was
still going to school in the daytime.

So I had italicized the clock font with the hope that people
would see it and like it, perhaps even drop me a compliment or
two for my creativity. The only response I got, however, was a
new RAID entry assigned to me in which some tester, whom I
didn’t know and had never met, stated with heartless indiffer-
ence, “It’s not in the spec...remove it.”

Well! I'd already become somewhat proud and attached to
my special feature and wasn’t going to be put off that easily! So
instead of removing the italic font I simply made it optional:
you could toggle italics on and off by pressing “Control-1.”
Problem solved! I resolved the bug in RAID with a glowing
report of my latest brilliant innovation. Everyone else would
surely accept my work now.

No such luck. Little features like mine, no matter how
innocent—or even useful'—were considered a serious liability
to the overall project. Features needed to be tested. They
needed to be documented. They made the project unnecessarily
late and unnecessarily bloated. And on a project that was
already late and already bloated, the project managers—known
as the “code police” by the more renegade programmers—were
hell-bent on keeping out any and all superfluities. This
included italicized clock fonts as much as it did the hidden bits
in one of the system’s core modules that displayed, when you
issued the secret command, a Klingon battleship with the
slogan “GO AHEAD, MAKE MY DAY.” If such needless waste was
allowed in the final system it might all add up to several more
floppy disks in the product box (we didn’t have CD-ROMs let
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alone DVDs yet). This would raise the cost-of-goods per unit.
This would cut into net profits. This would lower Microsoft’s
stock price. This would reduce the value of everyone’s stock

options. This was a cardinal sin.

Well, as a lowly contractor and member of They Without
Stock Options, I didn’t know about any of this—nor did anyone
bother to educate me. In fact, this time I wasn’t even told to
remove the italics: someone else did it for me!

When I discovered this latest snubbing of my “genius,” 1
became truly rebellious. “How dare they!” I cried. “I'll show
them!” I shrewdly added my feature back in again without
noting the change in RAID. If they didn’t know they wouldn’t
care, right?

Wrong...my change was still obvious. In a big development
group, there has to be some kind of control system built around
a project’s source code (all that weird-looking symbolic stuff
that only programmers understand). Without such a system,
programmers would overwrite, undo, or erase each other’s work
without even knowing it. This, as Microsoft discovered years
earlier, is very, very bad.

So we had another set of tools called the Source Library
Manager, or SLM, to coordinate code changes. SLM, which we
affectionately pronounced slime, maintained a single copy of a
project’s source code on a central network server.” To become
part of the project you first “enlisted” in it. After that you could
check out individual files to take exclusive control over them.

* Recently I found this gem inside some obscure Microsoft documentation:
slime (slim) noun
A thick, sticky, slippery substance.
A mucous substance secreted by certain animals, such as fish or slugs.
Vile or disgusting matter.
Source Library Manager
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This allowed you to make modifications with the assurance
that no one else would be doing so. When you finished your
modifications, you checked those files back in. This merged
them into the central copy of the source code and once again
made them available for others to check out. This much I
understood.

What I didn’t know about SLM is that every modification to
a source file was automatically recorded in a change log along
with your email name. What’s more, everyone enlisted in the
project was notified of the event!

Needless to say, the Software Inquisition watched these
notifications like psychopathic snipers. They saw my change
and took it out again without comment. I still have no idea who
these people were, but they were sharp.

Stubborn as I was, I still didn’t admit defeat and resorted to
an even more subversive tactic. If you had sufficient mischie-
vous intent you could readily access the central SLM computer
and directly modify source code files without checking them
out, without checking them in, and without creating any
entries in the change log.

I was sufficiently mischievous.

Once again I silently made my change.

And once again it was silently discovered and silently
removed.

To my lasting astonishment, no one told me about it, no one
asked about it, I wasn’t held accountable for it, nor was I dis-
ciplined in any way. Perhaps I was laughed at behind my back,
but I only heard silence. So with fortune still on my side, I
finally (and wisely!) gave into the truth that my great inspir-
ation simply wasn’t going to happen: reckless idealism had met
final defeat at the hands of practicality.

Only later did I finally learn that the only reason for the
digital font in the first place was so Microsoft could say that



TWO: BABY STEPS * 37

each and every one of the accessory programs in Windows 3.0
had been in some way improved. For Clock, this one change of
the font was sufficient—no more, no less. It was the one and
only step needed at the time; other steps would be taken later,
when appropriate.

So ended my period of youthful idealism. “To every thing
there is a season and a time to every purpose under the
heaven.” This famous Biblical dictum held true in the case of
Clock. Microsoft’s next step for it in Windows 3.1 did allow you
to italicize the font. In fact, you could actually choose any font
you wanted and make it italic, bold, or underlined. This was a
much better solution than mine but was too ambitious for
Windows 3.0. So I feel somewhat vindicated that my idea was
at least going in the right direction. In any case, the whole
point is now moot—since Windows 95 the clock has only been a
tiny speck on the “task bar” where the font is far too small to
even be an issue.

Looking back, it’s clear to me now that through all my fool-
ishness—but sincere foolishness—with Calculator and Clock, I
was simultaneously being taught valuable lessons about the
importance of idealism itself and the importance of being
patient and practical in that idealism. Without these it’s alto-
gether too easy to lose perspective. Without direction, your
steps fail to produce meaningful and lasting change, and you
lose hope. When the steps are too wide, the path before you
begins to appear increasing difficult and you gradually con-
vince yourself that high ideals are wholly unattainable. Either
way you simply stop growing.

Few lessons in life are more critical than this one. As I said
earlier, it was an act of grace that it came at a time when the
risks were so minimal. Coming when it did, it taught me an
approach that has simplified my daily life quite considerably:
Yes, let your ideals inspire you to the highest you can imagine,
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but let them also inspire you to find ways to make them real and
meaningful, right here, right now. Be willing to put things off
until you are ready for them; work toward your ideals with
patience. For by applying them to your present reality they will
harmoniously lead you, one step at a time, toward that which

you seek.
It is, after all, how we put men on the moon.

And it’s how each one of us can reach for the stars.



CHAPTER THREE

Pole Shift

“Only one in ten students will ever hold the position of
‘design engineer.””

My favorite computer engineering professor, Dr. Yongmin
Kim, was addressing my class in digital circuit design with this
sobering statistic. His purpose was to help us be realistic about
our chosen profession: while every one of us enjoyed the work of
creating new computer programs and circuit designs, only a
few of us would ever get to do it in our full-time jobs.

Dr. Kim also helped us understand how demanding the
work could really be: his notorious senior-year design courses
were intentionally difficult. The words “severe” and “oppres-
sive” often arose in their context. At the same time, those who
really gave themselves into their projects learned a great deal

about computer technology—and about themselves.

c®

At the University of Washington, engineering hopefuls can’t
actually declare their intended major until their junior year.
Instead, you spend your first two years as a pre-engineering
student in the College of Arts and Sciences, taking all kinds of

-39.
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introductory engineering courses. Only when you have fulfilled
these requirements are you allowed to apply for entry into a
specific department of the College of Engineering. If admitted,
you then declare your engineering major; if not, you continue in
the College of Arts and Sciences with a declared major in some-
thing else like Physics, Chemistry, or Mathematics.

Of course, each engineering department has fairly high
admission standards for the simple reason that the quality of
their graduates determines the department’s reputation and, to
a very real extent, the size of their research grants. It’s in their
best interest to be picky and the Computer Engineering De-
partment was no exception.

By the time we shared a classroom with professors like Dr.
Kim, then, we had already come a long way. As a result, and
despite his exhortations to the contrary, I think every one of us
hoped to beat the odds. Doing the really important, creative
work that goes into world-class technology was the greatest
glory we could imagine for ourselves—none of us aspired to the
relatively plentiful but presumably wretched jobs of testing,
documentation, product support, and—God help us!-marketing.
Yuuuugh...

I was especially determined. Throughout my upbringing it
was expected that I would do important things—you know,
become a multi-millionaire, win a Nobel Prize, make some
world-changing discovery, that sort of thing. It was only na-
tural: I had always been at or near the top of my class, I always
got high scores on various aptitude and achievement tests, and

one IQ assessment even pegged me at 160." I was, in short, a

* I have little faith in the results of IQ tests; some of the most so-called
“brilliant” people are also some of the most unbalanced. There’s much more to
being a successful person than scoring well on what are clearly lopsided tests.
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hot-shot. I believed it, my parents believed it, and so did plenty
of others. Therefore I wasn’t interested in Dr. Kim’s warnings:
I would be one of the elite. In fact, wasn’t this already a fore-
gone conclusion? After all, my Calculator program was going
into the flagship product of what was rapidly becoming the
créme de la créme of software companies! All I had to do was
finish this little formality called “college” and my career as a
design engineer would become a reality.

Toward this end, Bob Taniguchi suggested that I interview
with Microsoft for a “real” summer internship. This was the
next logical step for me. Unlike co-op students who only did the
rather pedestrian work of answering the phones in Product
Support, real interns did real software engineering on real
Microsoft products, stuff that was usually far more critical to
its success than something like my Calculator. For this reason
it was fairly easy for successful interns to get hired on perma-
nently once they’d finished their studies.

Of course, this meant that Microsoft screened interns as
stringently as they did full-timers. Like my engineering depart-
ment, Microsoft was looking for hard-core applicants who were
willing to undertake enormous challenges and full professional
responsibility. And in those days especially, when Microsoft
was trying to gain its first footholds in many different markets,
they were very serious about hiring only the best and brightest.
Thus was developed the dreaded Microsoft Interview to find
them.

Many companies, so I heard from fellow classmates, only
spend an hour or two with full-time candidates asking about
strengths, weaknesses, career goals, and other miscellaneous
drivel. Sure, Microsoft occasionally asks some of these same
things, but only as a prelude to as many as eight continuous
hours of intense scrutiny. Hour after hour you are challenged
with astoundingly difficult and unorthodox technical problems,



42 *  MYSTIC MICROSOFT

devised over many years by the most creatively sinister minds
in the company and carefully guarded as strategic corporate
secrets. Under such pressure, your Inquisitors can observe how
quickly you comprehend intricate procedures and can exhaus-
tively probe your ability to solve even an apparently simple
problem under a variety of real-world constraints.”

To make it even more fun, each hour-long segment of the
interview builds on the sessions that precede it. As soon you
finish one session your interviewer takes you to the lobby of the
building in which your next interrogation will take place. While
you have a few minutes to engage in some serious self-doubt
about your performance thus far, he or she then pays a visit to
the office of your next exploratory surgeon to plot your further
dissection. Then after you are safely escorted to the operating
room, so to speak, the person who just finished giving you a
once- or twice-over writes up a detailed evaluation and emails
it to everyone else on the schedule. Knowing thus what has
already been excavated in full, every subsequent session goes
even deeper into the marrow. In short, nobody needs to ask
about your strengths and weakness—The Microsoft Interview
makes them all too apparent!

My own internship interview in November 1988 went on
like this for an entire day; it made the worst of my final exams
in college seem like a pop quiz. I was, so to speak, grilled, char-
broiled, fried, and roasted one hour to the next.

* Examples of such conditions include having (a) a computer with no memory
but a very fast microprocessor, (b) a computer with a really slow processor
but gobs of memory, and (c) a slow computer with very little memory but a
nearly infinite hard drive, combined with the goal of (1) make the program as
small as possible, (2) make the program as fast as possible, or (3) get the
program working as soon as possible. An interesting book on similar but non-
technical aspects of Microsoft interviews is How Would You Move Mount
Fuji? by William Poundstone.
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This was literally true during lunch: my technoanalyst for
that hour first asked me if I liked ethnic food.

“Well... haven’t really eaten much of it,” I replied,
remembering the times I'd ordered American when my family
went out for Chinese.

Ah ha! There was his opening. “How about Thai food?” he
asked.

“Sounds fine to me!” I agreed, shakily. As much as I was a
culinary xenophobe, how could I say otherwise?

We went to a restaurant that must have been called Fire of
Siam or something like that. Correctly assuming I had never
eaten Thai food before, my host issued a subtle challenge as we
sat down. “I have a friend,” he said, “who’s working up the
spicy scale to ‘five stars.’” I think he’s gotten to four...” Well,
with a comment like that I Aad to order a dish with at least two
stars lest I look like a real sop. The beads of sweat that subse-
quently moistened my delicate 20-year-old complexion conclu-
sively betrayed my lack of experience with Southeast Asian
cuisine, yet they successfully demonstrated a willingness to
take risks and brave the consequences!

Fortunately none of my ordeal was in vain—I learned a
short two days later that I had survived Microsoft’s sacred ini-
tiation ceremony. I was in. Hooray! For the rest of my junior
year, then, I sailed happily through my classes, feeling proud
as ever with my induction into the software aristocracy.

To fuel my pride even further, I was assigned to the group
working on an ambitious project called Laser. Laser was
intended to be the ultimate solution to workgroup commun-
ications—the product that Microsoft would use to pinpoint,
with deadly accuracy, a hugely successful competitor called
Lotus Notes (eventually bought by IBM). And because this pro-
ject was so new and so important to Microsoft’s overall corpor-
ate strategy at the time, my assignment was—so I was told—a
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very special and very important one.” Certainly it would provide
ample opportunities for creative experimentation and #rue

design work.

c®

Through all of the following summer my performance was
excellent. I once again threw myself entirely into the project,
giving the best I had to offer for the greater good. I ably solved
every problem given to me with precision and efficiency, qual-
ities that drew frequent compliments from my team lead. And
as I grew ever more confident about my future as a design engi-
neer, I couldn’t help but feel that I was taking my first steps
toward someday reaching the pinnacle of Microsoft’s technical
ladder: Software Architect.

Yet I never once asked myself whether I should be climbing
that ladder at all.

I knew, as described in Chapter One, that my place was
Microsoft, so naturally I aspired to the most important tech-
nical role within the company. But was it what I really wanted,
or what I really needed? It never occurred to me to ask the
question. In my pursuit of career success I was doing what
everyone else saw as “a good thing.” And why not? The only
alternative was life in the gutters of mediocrity, so to speak.

In our culture we recognize the ladder of material success.
Imagine a drunken bum who one day decides to leave the bottle

and earn a million dollars. Would we not applaud him? A life of

* Which was, I think, what interns were pretty much told about every
assignment. “Microsoft’s most important project,” in fact, is always the one
you are working on. Microsoft discovered long ago that internal rivalry is far
better than envy. Laser, by the way, is the project I mentioned in Chapter
Two that eventually crumbled into the much simpler form of Microsoft Mail,
then gradually built up into Exchange and Outlook.
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hard work and honest gain is infinitely preferable to mindless
inebriation. Yet we also understand that a life of service or a
life dedicated to high ideals is much more noble than one lived
merely for personal profit. Seeking material gain in order to
pull oneself off the streets is certainly a positive step...but to
seek it when one has already found a higher calling? That’s
nothing short of a fall. Just imagine what the supermarket
tabloids would say if someone like Mother Theresa, Mahatma
Gandhi, or even a well-loved schoolteacher had gotten fed up
with their work and opened a casino!

Life is about growth. It’s about reaching upwards toward an
ever-expanding vision of reality. But how this truth expresses
itself for any one person is an entirely individual matter. Some
need to learn how to work hard for themselves. Others need to
learn how to transform such work into service. And some must
then learn to serve not just people, but also higher principles or
even Truth itself.

Now at the time I was an intern I already knew how to earn
money for myself. What I needed, personally, was to move up a
notch and learn how to open my heart to the needs of others.

Certainly my co-op job in Developer Support helped me in
this way—I learned things as deeply as I could for the benefit
of those who called in for help. And while the work wasn’t con-
sidered glamorous it had given me the deep inner satisfaction
of the noble warrior who willingly takes heavy burdens upon
himself to spare others the pain.

But things changed while I was first working with the
Windows team and during my internship. My star-studded role
as a “real” software design engineer working on “important”
projects blinded me to the point where I pretty much forgot
about expansive ideals of any kind. In my pride as a Big Impor-
tant Person, and in my narrow focus on the technical problems

I had to solve, I lost sight of the fact that engineering is first
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and foremost concerned with the needs of people. Those needs
must be understood before an engineer can look for appropriate
technological means to satisfy them. And by keeping the needs
of others in mind, the work of engineering—and most other
kinds of work, for that matter—can be a serviceful aid to one’s
own spiritual development. It’s not the job, it’s the attitude!
What matters most is not what one does but the direction of
one’s energy in that activity.

At the end of my summer internship, then, I had this vague
feeling that something was wrong. Yes, I had accomplished a
great deal and had made a good name for myself as a program-
mer. But still...something just wasn’t quite right about how I'd
done my work.

“Bah!” I said to myself. “What nonsense—I know what I'm
doing!” Thrusting aside these feelings of mine, I re-affirmed
that I was on the right track: I asked my managers if I could
continue working part-time on the Laser project while I com-
pleted my degree. This was, to my knowledge, an unpreceden-
ted request. Yet they were willing to give it a try. I only lived a
short distance from Microsoft and could easily come in when I
had the time. In fact, my class schedule that fall left me
entirely free on Tuesdays and Thursdays.

This special arrangement was a tremendous boon for me.
Besides the added income, I got to keep my office and access to
all its state-of-the-art equipment. I also got to stay in touch
with professional software engineers. And because I could just
slip into being a full-time employee after graduation I got to
avoid all that agonizing career-search business (which was ab-
sorbing a good part of my classmates’ energies) as well as an-
other interview!

My real motivation, however, was fear. I was utterly afraid
to let go of my privileged position, lest it drift away and never
return. I had to hold on at all costs...
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c®

For the next three months—the autumn quarter of 1989—
my moderate course load allowed me several days of productive
work at Microsoft each week. Everything seemed to be running
along just fine. During winter quarter of early 1990, however,
my load was dramatically increased by Dr. Kim’s five-credit
course on embedded computer system design, EE478.

EE478 was a legend in dread: whereas a typical five credit
design class usually demanded about twenty hours a week for
lecture, lab, and homework, EE478 demanded fifty. Combined
with my other courses, it brought my peak class load to nearly
ninety hours a week. Still, I found the course exhilarating: the
project I chose fired my energy and enthusiasm and quickly
became my first priority and my greatest passion.

Needless to say, my presence at Microsoft sharply declined
down to the one day a week when I had no scheduled classes.
The rest of the time Microsoft was condemned to roam amongst
the shadows of my mind. As a result, I spent a fair amount of
my one day in the office simply trying to remember what I had
done the week before and catching up with everything the
others had been doing. Even then I was constantly musing over
my EE478 project—indeed, the very vibrations of Microsoft
brought new inspirations for it! Worse yet—and this was a BIG
mistake—I also started bringing my project to work. First 1
began coming into my office at night because the computers
there were way better than the dinosaurs at school or the one I
had a home. Then I started bringing my prototype with me so I
could perform lengthy tests while trying to do my assigned
tasks on Laser.

Well, you can probably guess what happened: 1 accom-
plished next to nothing as far as Microsoft was concerned. And
what I did get done I didn’t do well. Several times I carelessly
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checked faulty code into our project just because I wanted to
get it over with before leaving for another week. When the pro-
ject couldn’t be built, it delayed everyone else on the team; my
development lead scolded me for my negligence and my office
was the frequent home for our booby-prize “Bug of the Week”
plaque that had this hideous purple rubber monster (named
Slimer) attached to the front. I had to spend many precious
nighttime hours coming in to correct my mistakes.

I really tried hard to do better. Yet more and more I found
myself nearly incapable of giving Microsoft the energy and dis-
cipline that professional software engineering requires. For
reasons I just couldn’t comprehend, my mind refused to think
about my Microsoft responsibilities, concentrating almost en-
tirely on my EE478 project instead.

From a higher perspective, however, its clear to see what
was truly happening. My being at Microsoft was wholly selfish:
I was only there to protect my position as a design engineer
and to stand aloof from other students who were deep into their
job searches. My work in EE478, on the other hand, was com-
pletely different: I was working with a local school for the
developmentally disabled to create a special device for their
patients and staff.” In this my motives were completely pure.
Indeed, it was the first time in my life that I'd really done

anything resembling altruism.

* The device was a palm-sized timer module that plugged directly into a wall
outlet and generated an audible signal at random intervals between certain
preset points. The staff used this signal to check up on patients and evaluate
the efficacy of treatments. A random interval was necessary: even the most
mentally disabled patients would eventually learn the duration of a fixed
interval to the point where they would behave one way for most of the time,
then almost instantly settle down into a different behavior just before the
monitor came to check up on them. (See www.mysticmicrosoft.com for photos
of this device.)


http://www.mysticmicrosoft.com
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Simply said, my self-serving attitude at Microsoft caused
my heart to close and constrict. The opposite attitude toward
my project in EE478 caused my heart to open and expand.
Knowing which attitude would help me grow, the Universe con-
spired to flood my mind with those thoughts and inspirations
that would lead me upward and resolutely shut out those that
would keep me down. So whenever I tried to focus on my ego-
motivated work at Microsoft, I expended nearly all my energy
simply trying to resist this upward flow. Not much was left for
technical tasks.

When EE478 finally ended and my spring quarter classes
began, I still clung determinedly to my position at Microsoft,
seeking to redeem myself with renewed effort. But the opposing
tide was just too strong: though I had more time to give to
Microsoft, my ability to concentrate continued to elude me
throughout the term. Eventually my group managers had to
seriously rethink my future with them. While I had proven
myself a competent engineer the previous summer and was
even slated to fill one of the available full-time positions on the
project, it was obvious that something had shifted. On one level
they could clearly see that I wasn’t the right person for the
project. On a more intuitive level they probably understood
that the project—and the nature of the work itself—wasn’t
right for me either.

Thus at the beginning of the summer quarter, during which
I was finishing up the last few classes I needed to graduate (the
ones I'd missed during my co-op experience), they let me go.
And with this my future as a big important software design
engineer was over—not only with them but within Microsoft as
a whole, for they couldn’t rightly recommend me for the same
kind of job elsewhere in the company. To my managers’ regret
as much as my own, I would just have to find some other posi-
tion, if I was to even stay with Microsoft at all.
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I was simply devastated—not so much by the decision itself
but by what I considered to be the single greatest personal fail-
ure of my life. It was worse than the spelling test I flunked in
second grade. It was worse than the linear algebra test I totally
bombed in college. It was even worse than failing my first
driver’s license test in high school. For added to my failure was
a shattered dream and the agony of being denied something so
precious when I had come so close to having it for good.

Yet I wouldn’t trade the experience for anything in the
world. Having been stripped of self-importance I had to stop de-
fining myself in terms of some label and its attendant rewards.
No longer in a position to demand, I was given the chance to
think in terms of what I could offer. And this one critical
shift—this one fundamental change in my consciousness—
opened up new opportunities that would carry me forward...on
a path that led me once more into product support and yes—

Lord have mercy!-—even into marketing!



CHAPTER FOUR

Opportunity

“Its employees often work long, hard hours yet enjoy just
about the most comfortable office environment around...call it
a velvet sweatshop.”

So ended (as memory serves) an article about Microsoft that
appeared one day in a local Seattle paper. Whether the report-
er’s colorful analogy was meant to express admiration or not,
we proudly took it as our hallmark. Within weeks someone had
made up and distributed several hundred “Velvet Sweatshop”
T-shirts.

But while this theme aptly portrayed what Microsoft looked
like on the inside, it didn’t do justice to the energy. For this, one
might choose among many good adjectives: creative, dynamic,
driven, and so on. But one word, in particular, stands out—a
word that, to my recollection, was once and only once given its
full, proper expression.

The unique historical event took place in the year 1990 at
Microsoft’s annual company meeting. Microsoft’s revenues had
just surpassed the highly symbolic $1 billion level. Everyone
was thrilled. The late Frank Gaudette, Microsoft’s well-loved
Chief Financial Officer at the time, presented the news and, in
his usual soft-spoken manner, repeatedly mentioned just how
much he liked the sound of that word “billion.”

-H1-
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Frank then turned the podium over to one who was, vocally
speaking, his diametric opposite: Steve Ballmer, Microsoft’s
number two man behind Bill Gates.

It was Steve’s usual form to come sprinting onstage and
immediately turn the meeting into a boisterous pep rally.” We
usually heard him, in fact, before seeing him. Today, however,
he was clearly in a rare mood. He approached the podium with
a deliberate, even dignified gait, and just stood there, calm and
quiet, gazing about him with penetrating eyes until the thou-
sands of geeks, nerds, and techno-weenies present were utterly
silent.

Then with a quick inhalation he thrust his mouth at the
microphone and thundered IN-TE N S E!!!In an instant
we were all on our feet, simultaneously startled and inspired
by Microsoft’s principal cheerleader into the kind of celebratory
tumult that the occasion demanded. I can’t think of anyone
who wasn’t magnetized by Steve’s enthusiasm! We all carried it
back to work with us for months.

For most of the time I worked there, Microsoft’s very halls
radiated an intensity that I've rarely experienced anywhere
else. You could just feel that it was alive, a place where new
and wonderful things were being born every day. And you could
see 1t in the people—the light in their eyes, the determination
in their wills, and the joy in their hearts. They were the en-
gines that powered the Microsoft Machine.

Of course, an engine that burns too hot will eventually seize
up. Where people are concerned, the fires of enthusiasm and
aspiration must be kept in balance: working for months with

minimal sleep, little exercise, a poor diet, and literally no life to

* Video clips that exemplify this can be found on the Internet. Try searching
for “Steve Ballmer”+dance.
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speak of outside the office is a sure recipe for burnout. It goes
without saying that many employees in the Velvet Sweatshop
suffered this fate.

At the same time, many others went on for years and even
decades without any signs of strain or fatigue. Why? Well,
those who thrived within Microsoft’s radioactive aura were the
ones who realized that intensity—that is, being “in tension”—
must be balanced by periods of relaxation. They intuitively
understood that tension—a by-product of all striving—is not in
and of itself a bad thing. Prolonged tension, on the other hand,
has to be checked, for it invariably leads to over-exertion and
exhaustion. Naturally, then, one must take an occasional break
from one’s professional responsibilities.”

But the solution here is not to just collapse on a couch and
watch television for a week: passivity is only the negative coun-
terpart to intense activity. Sure, it might feel good for a time,
but in the end it only serves to deaden one’s energy altogether
rather than regulate it. Regulation is the key. As many of us at
Microsoft discovered, the trick was to balance the intensity of
one’s work with equally energetic fun. Instead of fighting
against the dynamic flow of energy that permeated our work
hours, we willingly allowed that flow to energize our leisure
activities as well. In doing so, we found that all of life became
radiant with a certain zestful vitality.t

Indeed, many of those I knew at Microsoft could be truly

classified as artists, even geniuses, in the field of creative re-

* Steve McConnell, a well-known author and software management consul-
tant, reports that one of Microsoft’s development groups asked that a washer
and dryer be installed in their building so they wouldn’t have to go home to
do their laundry. Though it was clear that these people wanted to work, it
was probably wise that this particular request remained unfulfilled.

T My own deepest experience of this is the subject of Chapter Ten.
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laxation. The born-and-bred programmers among us actually
relaxed with “recreational” programming—they dreamt up new
computer games (like those that some sharp product manager
turned into the profitable Windows Entertainment Pack) or
hacked existing ones to make them more interesting. For ex-
ample, there was a popular 3-D shoot-em-up adventure game
called Castle Wolfenstein. Apparently unsatisfied with its orig-
inal gothic setting, someone changed the graphics so that the
walls, doors, and hallways looked just like Microsoft’s.

Those who were slightly more athletic in temperament were
quite inventive with games situated in Microsoft’s real hall-
ways. Swing Around the Wing, for example, was an after-hours
golf tournament held inside one of the original two-story X-
shaped buildings at our corporate headquarters. Given a pitch-
ing wedge and a putter, the goal was to send the ball in the
fewest number of strokes around a complete circuit of both
floors, including the stairwells and elevators. Another game
was a variant of indoor lawn-bowling for which we used the
rolls of masking tape and white-board pens that were readily
available in the supply rooms.

Outside the corporate hallways, the truly physical sorts had
a reputation for getting into the extremes of sport, including
but not limited to bungee jumping, unaided rock climbing,
helicopter acrobatics, and simulated aerial combat in private
jets. Others who weren’t quite so daring (or wantonly rich)
stuck to the more traditional forms of volleyball, softball, and
soccer, played on Microsoft’s own full-size fields. Other peren-
nial favorites included hacky-sack, Ultimate Frisbee, and team
juggling.

There were also those who indulged in the more cultural
pastimes of art, music, and theater, more often as participants,
in fact, than spectators. Some joined the Microtones, our com-
pany choir, or were involved in the on-campus chapter of the
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Toastmasters. Others formed an art committee that browsed
galleries and selected works to grace the halls and reception
areas of every Microsoft building. Others independently sang
opera, acted in plays, or danced ballet.

Then there were those of us who, lacking stamina, taste,
and the natural instincts of the recreational programmer, took
to the more intellectual forms of play. These included complex
strategy games played over the corporate computer network
along with the late-night favorite of geeks and nerds every-
where: Dungeons & Dragons. This well-matured role-playing
game was my personal choice. I first got into it during middle
school, then picked it up again during my summer internship
at Microsoft when I could play the game with (what I assumed
were) more sophisticated adults.

Dungeons & Dragons, or D&D for short, is oriented around
the typical milieu of fantasy fiction inspired by J.R.R. Tolkein:
pseudo-medieval worlds full of dwarves, elves, wizards, war-
riors, evil lords, mysterious mystics, and an endless variety of
creatures both benevolent and malign. Originally published a
few decades ago as a small set of basic rulebooks, its steady
popularity has since produced an Alexandrian library of new
tomes, each adding another dimension of minutiae to the game.
Far from being burdensome, however, the sheer intellectual
complexity of it all was the very thing that attracted us!

Playing the game generally requires a group of four to eight
people. One of them takes the role of Dungeon Master, the om-
nipotent creator and sustainer of some make-believe world. The
creations of the DM, as he’s called,” are limited only by his

imagination and often go far beyond the basic town and dun-

* D&D was popular mostly with those of the male persuasion though not
exclusively. For convenience I use the masculine pronoun here.
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geon settings to include time-travel, space ships, and adven-
tures in the subtle planes of the astral cosmos.

The others in the group, the “players,” each create a charac-
ter with varying proportions of physical strength, intelligence,
wisdom, dexterity, constitution, and charisma. Like many other
parts of the game, these attributes are determined randomly
using dice. The resulting strengths and weaknesses determine
the kind of role that your character can assume in his or her
incarnation, be it a mighty warrior without a shred of common
sense or a haughty intellectual necromancer who likes to talk
but is a complete milksop where any real action is concerned.
Or it might be like an immensely muscular tree-hugger type 1
once had who, though enormously wise in the ways of nature,
was so uncivilized that his speech—and thus my own as the
player—was restricted to fewer than fifty single-syllable words.

Everyone’s characters are then set loose in the DM’s world
to make their fame and fortune or meet their doom. The play-
ers, not knowing what to expect, try to act according to the per-
sonality of their characters throughout each adventure. If your
character survives long enough, he or she gains new skills, new
powers, or in the case of my sylvan ranger, a larger vocabulary.
From there one is ready for even more challenging quests.

The popularity of D&D (and other role-playing games that
followed its lead, including online creations like World of War-
craft and Second Life) is due, for the most part, to its ability to
accurately simulate the mechanics of real life without any of
the dangers or constraints. In a world where so many people
feel trapped by their bodies, their minds, their obligations, or
various cultural expectations, games like D&D provide an
attractive escape, allowing one to live out, to some extent,
another life. In fact, players often create characters that reveal
their own deepest yearnings. As my own hidden aspirations
were essentially spiritual, for example, I gravitated toward
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characters like monks, yogis, and others who relied primarily
on their own inner strength. When (in my last year at Micro-
soft) I gave up playing the game altogether, it was because I
finally decided to stop fantasizing about such roles and actually
start living them!

A fascinating aspect of my experiences with Dungeons &
Dragons was how often the players—myself as much as any-
one—altogether missed the point. An essential ingredient in
any adventure is the unexpected; what made the game truly
fun was having to use all our skills and resources to overcome
the challenges dropped on us by the DM. Like good movies, the
best adventures were so intense that they pushed both players
and characters to their absolute limits. Is that not where we
experience the most growth? Indeed, it was the DM’s job to
create such situations. He was supposed to try his best, for ex-
ample, to bring characters uncomfortably close to the brink of
destruction before achieving a major victory, or contrive to strip
a character down to his britches as a prelude to some fantastic
reward. In these ways the DM hoped to make the game enjoy-
able—which was, ostensibly, the whole reason we played it in
the first place! And all the DM sought in return was a little
appreciation for his creative efforts.

However, we players often got it in our minds that the
“world” was under our control: we constantly sought to alter
apparently unfair circumstances by arguing with the DM. How
we howled in protest when our characters lost some favored
possession! How often we begged to go back in time and re-roll
the dice when a pet character was killed in action! How often
we threatened to quit the game entirely if the DM didn’t make
his world a little more favorable, even when all our (make-
believe) problems were created by random chance or our own
sheer stupidity!

The DM, of course, wasn’t worth his salt if he gave into
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such childish antics—he was in control, not the players, and
unless he was downright cruel he almost always had some
special blessing hidden beneath the surface. Admittedly, some
DMs were cruel, forcing characters to fight their way through
the nine layers of hell for a handful of pennies. But usually the
DM simply wanted the players to have the courage and faith to
look for the treasures he’d planted amidst the worst possible
situations.

What usually happened instead was that the players, lack-
ing such courage, just got mad at the DM—as a person, not the
role—for his lack of fairness, giving him not love and gratitude
but accusations and anger. Worse yet, players sometimes took
things personally: friendships that were once shared outside
the game itself became irreparably marred. And all of this over
the roll of dice in a made-up fantasy land!

This is perhaps the clearest way that role-playing games
like D&D successfully simulate our so-called “real world.” Life
certainly has its share of seemingly random tragedies. It has no
lack of apparently unjust circumstances that we so desperately
wish we could change or reverse. And we usually feel so power-
less that there’s little left to do but get angry with the whole
mess and with the God who allowed it all to happen in the first
place.

It’s certainly how I felt in the summer of 1990. Where I had
once prided myself on beating the odds, my coveted career as a
Big Important Software Design Engineer were now decimated
beyond any hope of recovery. Precious dreams had been taken
away by forces that I didn’t understand. I was stripped of an
identity with nothing left to fill the void. And the timing of the
whole incident seemed the worst possible—I was only a month
away from graduation and all the while I had confidently ex-
pected to just slip into a full-time position at Microsoft. I hadn’t

even once thought about making back-up plans.
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Yet in this desperate situation was a hidden grace: I simply
didn’t have the luxury of wishing or worrying. I had no time to
deny the problem, nor did I care to even think of God, let alone
argue with him. No, my only choice was to accept my circum-
stances as they were and to work with them, not against them.
I had to immediately stop thinking about my problems and to
start looking for solutions.

I once had a rather formidable warrior in a Dungeons &
Dragons game who lost his favorite possession, an enchanted
sword, without which he became quite vulnerable. But instead
of backing off and contenting himself with a meeker role, he
took it as an opportunity to renounce weapons altogether in
favor of the martial arts. In doing so, he ultimately found that
he became even more powerful—quicker on the attack, more
nimble on the defense, and unburdened by what were once his
“necessary” accoutrements.

Many of Microsoft’s development groups have also taken a
temporary setback and turned it into an unexpected victory.
The most notable example I can remember is that of the Micro-
soft Foundation Classes (MFC), the set of programming tools
mentioned in Chapter Two. The MFC team initially set out to
match the features of a rival tool called the Object Windows
Library offered by Borland International.” They accordingly
based their core design on the same fundamental assumptions.
After a year or so, when the team had produced a full working
prototype of that design, further development was put on hold
for what was called App Month. For one month everyone on the
team used their new tool to create working applications, just

like their future customers eventually would. But whereas they

* Now Borland Software Company who has since replaced the product with
their Visual Component Library.
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started App Month with unbridled optimism, they ended the
month with the depressing realization that their creation was a
bomb. Things that were supposed to be easy weren’t. Things
that were supposed to simplify tasks only added complexity.
The list of flaws went on and on, and the whole year they’d
spent on this dud seemed a total loss.

But the MFC team refused to see it that way. Instead of
weeping over what they’d done wrong, they took it as an oppor-
tunity to question their basic assumptions. With the under-
standing they now had, they discovered entirely new ways to
approach their goal. What they ultimately produced simply had
no rival.

This is the consciousness of opportunity: instead of focusing
on problems, focus on solutions. Every unexpected difficulty,
every failure, and every seeming injustice are then merely step-
ping stones to eventual success. It might not be the success we
thought we wanted, but always a success nonetheless. It’'s a
simple yet profoundly powerful practice.

You see, we like to think that we understand the “big
picture.” We like to think we’re in control. We like to think we
know what’s best. But who among us can truly make this
claim? Who among us truly knows what’s best even for our-
selves, individually, let alone for the billions of other people
and countless other forms of life on this planet? The universe
simply resists such presumption. As a result, life seems to deal
us an endless stream of “challenges” to which we normally
respond with our own (often angry) resistance.

But these challenges are not challenges at all: they are invi-
tations. They invite us to expand our vision. They invite us to
set aside our cherished opinions about “the way things ought to
be.” They invite us to open ourselves to possibilities that we
might never have imagined. The simple question is: do we

accept the invitation? For just as the universe resists our
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presumption, so also it supports our willingness to live in
harmony with a greater purpose.

For me, total acceptance of my situation helped me let go of
what I thought my career should look like, and once I let go,
the right things started happening almost without effort. It
wasn’t long before I was able to look back on my “failure” and
know that I just wouldn’t have had it any other way. Indeed, as
I continued to see the greater purpose of my experience unfold,
I came to also feel that one sentiment that all invitations de-
serve: gratitude. For life’s trials and tribulations are neither
random fate nor divine punishment, but secret gifts from the
Great Cosmic Dungeon Master, lovingly given to us for our joy.
It is what God eternally wishes for each of us if we but have the

courage to see it and the faith to embrace it.



CHAPTER FIVE

Leap of Faith

“Would you trust OS/2 to run a nuclear power plant?”

A man whom I will call Ken Johnson, a program manager
in Microsoft’s OS/2 product team, was interviewing me for a
similar position in late July 1990. It was only one or two weeks
after I'd been released from the Laser team (which had by this
time been officially reduced to Slingshot) and I was graduating
from college within a month. Thus I was exploring, with some
anxiety no doubt, the available opportunities for a full-time
technical position within Microsoft.

Bob Taniguchi, ever solicitous of my welfare, came to my
rescue. Knowing that I wanted to stay at Microsoft if at all
possible, he suggested two possibilities: one, a position in De-
veloper Support where I worked with him as a co-op student;
and two, a position as Program Manager in one of Microsoft’s
many product development teams.

This latter idea intrigued me. Program managers are deep-
ly involved with creating new products. Though the work isn’t
as technical as programming, it’s just as creative. This was
especially true for an opening in the group working on a
revolutionary new operating system called OS/2. Microsoft’s

strategy was for this technologically superior system to sup-

.62 -
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plant Windows and MS-DOS while maintaining compatibility
with both. To that end, OS/2 was designed to look and feel like
Windows, even down to the group of accessory programs to
which my Calculator belonged. The OS/2 team was looking for
a program manager to head up this exact aspect of the project
and decide which new features to add.

On the strength of my experience with the Windows 3.0
accessories and Bob’s recommendation (he was actually on the
0S/2 team himself at the time), I was granted an interview. To
my relief, the whole process was somewhat less intense than
my previous experience: only three one-hour sessions this time,
none of which were all that grueling. What’s more, I seemed a
relatively good fit for the work in question. So I felt increasing
sure that I would get the job...and just think, I'd finally get to
put that damn italic font into Clock!

That is, until Ken Johnson asked me about nuclear power
plants. While I knew that OS/2 was already in the hands of
real-world customers, I didn’t yet trust the system enough to
offer a qualified “yes.” So I instead offered a tentative “no.”

Oops. The sudden change in Ken’s facial expression—and
his revealing that two such facilities were already online with
0OS/2—instantly told me that I'd said the wrong thing. And not
just wrong, mind you—I clearly did not have the necessary
“faith,” a character flaw tantamount to blasphemy. For at that
time especially, Microsoft program managers really had to be
believers. They had to believe not just in the company’s overall
goals but in their groups’ product. And they had to believe,
irrespective of any and all supporting evidence, that those
particular projects were the most important things in techno-
logical history, important enough to inspire personal sacrifice—
even martyrdom—when circumstances demanded it.

It hardly needs mention that I didn’t get the job. But be-
lieve me, I was deeply grateful: in that group, martyrdom soon
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became almost mandatory!

0S/2 was a so-called “cooperative” effort between Microsoft
and IBM, both of whom were interested in retiring MS-DOS.”
On this the two companies could agree. As for everything else?
Well, let’s just say that the partnership was a far cry from
wedded bliss—the software development philosophies of the
two just weren’t compatible. Still, the two somehow managed to
maintain the relationship long enough to produce offspring in
the first version of OS/2. But that was all: during the devel-
opment of version 2—and only weeks after my interview—the
relationship ruptured. In what was a harsh divorce, IBM got
full custody of the system and Microsoft’s OS/2 team was left in
shambles. So I was very grateful for having been rejected, espe-
cially as The Great Schism, as it was called, officially happened
on the exact day, August 20th, 1990, that I would have started
full-time work with that group!

I was even more grateful when I saw what happened next.
Given this volatile relationship with IBM, Microsoft had se-
cretly prepared for the inevitable. Even while Microsoft was
working with IBM on OS/2 2.0, a small team hidden off in some
lonely corner of Building 2 was quietly working on certain “new
technologies” for what they ostensibly called OS/2 version 3. In
reality the project had nothing to do with OS/2: it was rather
the foundation for an entirely separate operating system de-
signed to go head-to-head with OS/2 and win. When Microsoft
and IBM broke up, then, Microsoft simply put its full energy
behind this new system: everyone who had been working on
0S/2 suddenly found themselves working on “Windows, New

Technology,” or, simply, Windows NT.

* Also known to IBM as PC-DOS. In the end it took more than another decade
for Microsoft to finally shed the old MS-DOS code base.
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Windows NT (now the core of current versions of Windows)
quickly became the most intense project in Microsoft history,
demanding the heart and soul of everyone involved.” People ne-
glected their families, destroyed their marriages, and wrecked
their health in sacrifice for the cause. I don’t know what would
have happened had I been involved myself. Without the neces-
sary degree of unquestioning commitment to the project, I'm
not sure I would have survived. All I can say is that I'm really,
really glad that I wasn’t given that job!

That left me with the opening in Developer Support. Since
I'd worked there before and already knew many of the staff, my
interview was mostly a time of renewing old friendships and
catching up with the scene. There was a stout fellow named
Dave Edson, for instance, who had been a co-op student at the
same time as myself; we even shared an office for a few weeks.
He had written a Windows version of the popular video game
Tetris that was being included in Microsoft’s first Windows
Entertainment Pack. When I came to Dave’s office for my half-
hour interview he was just putting the finishing touches on a
two-player mode. Under the pretext of helping him test this
new feature, Dave proceeded to throttle me one game after
another for a good twenty minutes. With time running short,
Dave finally bothered to ask a few no-brainer questions to give
the interview some semblance of formality; everyone knew I
was perfect for the job.

A few days later I was offered a full-time position with a
modest starting salary. Modest? Ha! Some would have said in-

sulting. Given my experience I might have held out for twice as

* For the inside story of the inaugural Windows NT effort see Showstopper:
The Breakneck Race to Create Windows NT and the Next Generation at
Microsoft by G. Pascal Zachary.



66 * MYSTIC MICROSOFT

much at other software companies and demanded stock options
to boot. I probably could have found a design engineer position
as well. My sense of responsibility, then, demanded that I in-
vestigate such options before making any decision about Micro-
soft. But in my heart I still knew that Microsoft was my home.
Regardless of the role that they were able to offer me—and the
salary—I just couldn’t imagine being anywhere else. Perhaps 1
intuitively knew that most of those other companies would also
be gone in a year or two! Whatever the case, I just wasn’t inter-
ested in shopping around for another employer any more than I
thought to shop around for another spouse. It wasn’t necessary:
I had been given what I needed, and it was now up to me to
make the most of it.

I thus made what seemed an entirely impractical decision:
without hesitation, regret, or concern for the low-rung nature
of the job and its meager salary, I accepted Microsoft’s offer.”

Foolish? Perhaps. Irresponsible? Definitely. But based on
what followed in its wake, it was one of the best decisions I
ever made. For one thing, the pain of my failure to become a
Big Important Software Engineer simply vanished. In its place
blossomed that same joy in helping others that I'd felt during
my first months at Microsoft, a joy that had been absent for
nearly two years. Every week I seemed to learn more than I
had in my whole fourteen-month stint as a programmer. And
my self-confidence, so recently shattered, both recovered and

was growing stronger by the day.

* At the time, Microsoft typically started new hires at a salary level lower
than the industry average, sometimes substantially so. However, unlike most
companies who were considered generous to offer a raise of 3% every one or
two years, Microsoft offered up to 6% twice a year, exceeding that rate when
extraordinary circumstances demanded it. On top of that, Microsoft had its
stock option program, legendary for creating millionaires by the boatload (see
Chapter 15). One eventually had little reason to complain.



FIVE: LEAP OF FAITH * 67

This was also a time when I was blessed with a number of
new and lasting friendships. The one that holds a special place
in my heart was with another new-hire named Charlie Kindel.
Charlie and I started within a couple weeks of each other and
shared an office for the first few months of our parallel careers
before a departmental reorganization put us in different teams.
Later on, however, we worked together again, then were sep-
arated, reunited, separated, and reunited at least three more
times. In fact, Charlie and I worked together in every group of
which I was part until I left Microsoft six years later.

In my work itself I made rapid progress: within only two or
three months I was considered one of the best support en-
gineers in our whole department. I seemed to have a certain
knack for our particular métier—not only was I able to under-
stand a wide range of technical details and apply them to spe-
cific problems, but I was especially adept at the more difficult
task of clearly communicating those solutions. On top of this I
seemed to have an innate ability to quickly generalize a very
particular solution and apply it to an much broader range of
questions. Written up as short articles, these generalizations
were especially valuable as part of our electronic Knowledge
Base, one of the central resources in our support work.”

Best of all, I found a special joy in working with the people
who called in for assistance: I solved problems to help people,
not just to solve problems. Helping others succeed gave me a
satisfaction that no strictly technical work really could. It was
so satisfying, in fact, that it became the cornerstone of all my

remaining years at Microsoft.

*

This database is publicly available today as the Microsoft Developer
Network—http://msdn.microsoft.com. A number of my articles from these
days still appear there, as well as other articles and papers I produced
throughout my career.


http://msdn.microsoft.com
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All this stands in marked contrast to what I probably would
have experienced as part of the Windows NT project. I suspect
that the role for which I'd interviewed would have been pulled
out from under me—God only knows what my new assignment
would’ve been! But I can tell you this for certain: I would have
very likely been quite resistant to the whole upheaval, espe-
cially when it became clear that Windows N'T was ready to con-
sume every ounce of energy that one was willing to give, and
then some. As a result, I would've held part of myself back and
kept my eyes open for an escape. This, in turn, would have
limited my effectiveness even as the project made ever-increas-
ing demands on my life.

Like so many others, I would only have been motivated by
the hope of some future reward that makes present suffering
bearable—that same kind of unquestioning “faith” that we
commonly hear about, especially in religion. Such faith, how-
ever, 1s based solely on the fear of losing the reward. While it
might inspire one to heroic (or stupid) degrees of self-sacrifice,
there is little love or joy to be had along the way. For myself, I
can’t go on very long without that love and joy. In the end, I
probably would have become one of the many unfortunate casu-
alties left in the wake of Windows NT.

In Developer Support—with my meager salary, no stock
options, and an unspeakably minor role in Microsoft’s overall
success—there were no such promised rewards. I truly had
nothing to lose, nothing to fear, and no need to look for an
escape. The only fulfillment to be had was in the present, and
the only motivation was simply the love I felt for the work
itself. With nothing to hold back, my effectiveness was extra-
ordinary.

In this came another opportunity, one that would even-
tually play a very important role in my inner transformation.

Unlike most positions in product development, which had this
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annoying habit of making martyrs, my sort of job in Developer
Support demanded little more than the usual forty hours a
week. This left me with far more free time to invest in other
pursuits than most software engineers and program managers
could hope for.

And what were those pursuits? Among various interests
and hobbies (such as creating or playing in some Dungeons &
Dragons campaigns) I essentially spent much of that time—
oddly enough—preparing myself to one day leave Microsoft.

You see, though I was totally committed to Microsoft and
knew that it was where I belonged at the moment, I also knew
deep within myself that I wouldn’t be there my whole life. I had
only entered the computer field, you might recall, because it
offered the best opportunities—not because it was my true
passion. What really interested me were things like astronomy,
history, cosmology, music, psychology, photography, and even
certain elements of spirituality. To these interests I someday
hoped to devote more, indeed, all, of my energy. But I didn’t
want to become a starving artist who was forced to accept any
old commission out of desperation, nor did I want to become a
starving scientist who was similarly forced to work for ignoble
ends. No, whenever I was ready to explore a new direction I
wanted to do so with a certain degree of financial independ-
ence. My primary purpose in being at Microsoft, then, besides
having fun with computers, was to save up enough money to
make it all possible.

Until then, I could read. With so much time on my hands,
including the hour or so each day that I commuted by bus, I
began diving into all kinds of books. It was only now, in fact,
that I really began to read seriously. I hadn’t been much of a
reader in my youth, and during college I rarely got to crack a
book that wasn’t the pet favorite of some professor with a
penchant for the abstruse. Since high school, however, I had
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collected a number of attractive titles “to be read later.” It was
now “later.”

I thus began a literary adventure that would pass through
several hundred books over the next five years. What exhil-
aration I found in the free air of new ideas! Without the pres-
sure of homework or the looming specter of an exam, I was
finally able to read what I wanted at whatever pace I wanted
and actually think about it in ways that were personally rather
than academically meaningful. Ah! Such joy, such joy!

My journey began with Mathematics and the Imagination
by Edward Kasner and James R. Newman, which deeply in-
spired me with its far-reaching examination of concepts like
time, dimension, and infinity. Then I launched into a nine-
month expedition through the fascinating tapestry of human-
ity, guided by H. G. Wells’ monumental opus, The Outline of
History.

Written to be concise but complete, The Outline of History
offers many profound insights into the development of govern-
ment, warfare, science, and religion, to name a few. With Wells’
rather universal approach to the latter, especially, I began to
understand not only religion’s outer differences (over which
most of the wars in the book were fought!), but also its inner
unity. Here I began to see that certain spiritual principles exist
independently of particular religious forms. Here I began to
glimpse a Truth that transcends both religious dogmas and the
institutions built to promogulate them. And here, for perhaps
the first time in my life, I discovered the freedom to ask
questions and explore lines of thought that were all but for-
bidden in my parochial upbringing. In short, The Outline of
History awakened my spiritual search—a search for Truth.
Almost every paragraph in the book sparked new questions in
my mind that demanded answers. In fact, just to work through

those questions I once considered writing a commentary on the
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book itself—a labor of decades! Somewhere in all this history, I
thought, there must be some kind of true wisdom, some guid-
ance as to how one should not just think, but how one should
really live.

But it was not the time to attempt a synthesis—it was the
time to just discover ideas and collect my thoughts about them,
most of which I scribbled in the margins of each and every book
I read. Someday I'd be ready to pull all of them back together
into some kind of coherent picture. Then, I felt, Truth would
reveal itself.

In the meantime, my creative and analytical energies con-
tinued to pour into my daytime work at Microsoft. Month after
month my productivity soared above expectations. In one three
month period, for example, I wrote nearly a hundred new arti-
cles for our Knowledge Base, fully twenty times my group’s
average. I also typically answered half again as more customer
questions than the average. I even began working on articles
for our company’s popular technical magazine, Microsoft Sys-
tems Journal (now MSDN Magazine).

Then, only eight months after I'd started and despite my
being the youngest employee in the whole department, I had
developed such an expertise that I was one of four engineers
chosen to start an elite Premier Support Group. We were en-
trusted with the task of personally guiding the development of
new Windows applications by the other leading software com-
panies of the time—including Microsoft’s direct competitors.
My most important client was WordPerfect Corporation who
was creating the first Windows version of their highly popular
word processing program (now owned by Corel Corporation).
My dear friend Charlie Kindel, who had also been chosen for
the Premier team, was similarly assigned to Lotus Corporation
and their legendary spreadsheet 1-2-3 (now part of IBM’s Lotus
SmartSuite).
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0dd as it was to help Microsoft’s rivals build products that
would challenge our own, it was our deep joy to help other pro-
grammers in this way. Ironic, too, was this particular destiny
for me. After having so deeply desired some kind of “important”
software engineering role within Microsoft, and after being
forced to let it go, I suddenly found it fulfilled: the competitors’
applications we were helping to create were actually vital to
the future success of Windows (which needed a healthy third-
party software market) and thus to Microsoft as a whole. One
could even argue that our individual work was more valuable
to Microsoft than that of most individual product development
engineers. Indeed, our upper managers seemed to agree: within
a year my scanty starting salary was raised three times (as was
Charlie’s), once by an astounding 25%; everyone in the Premier
team also received a generous grant of stock options equal to
what was given out within most product teams.

Thus only months after my great “failure” and what looked
like an utterly foolish decision to stay with Microsoft, I found
myself with far more than I would have ever expected or been
able to find elsewhere. The key was the simple act of complete
self-offering—a leap of faith, as it were.

A friend of mine, after he’d completed a major undertaking
against countless odds, was asked how he did it. “Faith in
God,” he replied.

“Well, sure,” the interviewer retorted, “but wasn’t there a
need to be, you know, practical?”

“Listen,” my friend said, “I've found that faith is the most
practical thing of all!”

The greatest success in any endeavor comes when we can
focus all our energies in one direction. As much as we deify the
gods of Reason, Logic, and Due Consideration—as befits our
culture’s scientific bias—and as well as they seem to work for

us, we're always left with some degree of uncertainty. Did we
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really make the best choice? Was there something we missed?
Was there another path we might have explored more fully?
These nagging doubts simply drain us of energy that would
better be applied to whatever goals we're trying to achieve.

The positive expression of faith—that which is based on
love, not fear—overcomes such doubts. True faith brings one’s
attention to the here and now, never regretting the past, never
merely hoping for an uncertain (or unprovable) future, and
never wasting any energy looking around for alternate routes.
True faith is the conviction that fulfillment will be found by
going through whatever Life has set before us, even if we can-
not see where the path is going. While we often think it neces-
sary to impress God by our suffering and self-sacrifice in the
name of some belief, spiritual growth has nothing to do with
convincing God of anything. His blessings and guidance are
always there. He wants our happiness! He wants our fulfill-
ment! We just can’t be attached to the form of that fulfillment.

Be open, then, to new possibilities; let Life—let God—Ilead
the way, no matter how strange or silly it seems. For with that
simple faith we find ourselves guided, step-by-step, over every
dark ocean of uncertainty to the shores of new and wondrous
worlds.



CHAPTER SIX

Esprit de Corp

“Excuse me...do you know you’re moving today to Building
Four?” A burly gorilla of a man stood in the doorway of my
office. He sported the uniform of Graebel Van Lines, Microsoft’s
more-or-less resident moving contractor.

I had no idea I was being moved, so I called our group
assistant. “Oh! Um, yes...” she replied, a little embarrassed, “I

’”

forgot to tell you about that. Sorry!” Well, there wasn’t much
left for me to do but pack up everything as quickly as possible
and take the rest of the afternoon off.

Experiences like this one, which took place somewhere in
1992 if I remember correctly, were not at all uncommon. Office
moves—Dboth expected and unexpected—were just a fact of life.
We called it The Microsoft Shuffle.

Microsoft began its corporate existence in 1975 with two
employees—Bill Gates and Paul Allen. Microsoft was initially
centered in the Sundowner Hotel in Albuquerque, New Mexico,
close to a company called MITS for whom Bill and Paul were
writing a version of the BASIC programming language. Within
three years, Microsoft had grown to fifteen employees and now
included a brilliant software architect by the name of Gordon

Letwin.
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Around 1980 or so, with a few dozen more employees in the
ranks, Microsoft moved its operations to the Seattle area; Bill’s
original stomping ground. They settled nicely into an office
building situated at the intersection of Interstate 405 and State
Highway 520, in the city of Bellevue. It was here that both
Microsoft Word and Microsoft Windows were born.”

As the company continued to expand, Microsoft soon filled
the entire building and Gordon Letwin was becoming, so the
story goes, more and more nervous. He was apparently con-
cerned that a large earthquake—the “big one” area seismolo-
gists continue to predict—would level the five-story structure
and produce, in his words, “techie pancakes.”

So when Microsoft began to build its Corporate Campus in
the nearby town of Redmond, its expansion went primarily
horizontal: the six original X-shaped buildings, each designed
to maximize the number of window offices, were only two sto-
ries tall and built like fortresses. The massive pillars in the
single-story underground parking garages gave unmistakable
testimony to this fact. The only pancakes to be found at Micro-
soft were those in the cafeterias!

Of course, within a few more years Microsoft was again
bursting at the seams. When I joined the company in 1988,

many employees were doubled up in what were designed to be

* Up through Windows version 3.11 there was this special tool called
Heapwalker (a.k.a. Luke Heapwalker) that allowed programmers to look at
the way Windows organized the computer’s memory (called the “heap”).
Heapwalker always showed this one memory segment called Burgermaster.
For years people wondered what this really meant. Finally the software
engineer responsible for it fessed up: the contents of the segment itself were
so uninteresting that he’d had a hard time coming up with a name for it. For
lack of anything better, he christened it after the drive-in hamburger joint
that he could see out his window. When the story finally broke, a photograph
of the restaurant’s distinctive sign, which exists to this day, appeared on the
front cover of Microsoft Systems Journal.
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comfortable one-person offices. Thus construction began on
buildings 8, 9, and 10. Microsoft also purchased a number of
other adjacent lots that were already home to what became
buildings 11 through 15." In addition, a number of the more
self-contained divisions were moved off campus entirely, in-
cluding the whole of Product Support. But still, no Microsoft
building was more than two stories tall.t

Then Gordon Letwin retired and Microsoft’s planners were
finally free, so it seems, to go vertical. Starting with Building
16, three stories was the minimum. By Building 28 it had crept
upwards to four. Last time I visited Microsoft the ceiling had
obviously (and literally) been pushed to five. And somewhere
back in 1991 Product Support took over a number of floors in a
downtown Bellevue high-rise. Today, I believe, Microsoft has
taken over the entire building and part of the one next door.

As you can imagine, Microsoft’s endless expansion meant
that we were always moving, moving, and moving again—into
new buildings, into old buildings, within the same buildings...
anywhere and everywhere. And by “we” I mean yes—entire
departments and even entire divisions! The capable folks at
Graebel Van Lines, in fact—who were and still remain literally
a fixture on campus—developed the ability to shuffle well over
a thousand offices in a single weekend. Their moving trucks
are a constant hazard in Microsoft’s serpentine parking lots
(a.k.a. The Microsoft Speedway), and piles of their moving
boxes and rolls of packing tape ubiquitously adorn every floor

of every Microsoft building. They just never disappear.

* Since leveled and replaced with Microsoft’s Conference Center.

T You might have noticed an omission here. It was a standard joke to send
new hires to an “important meeting” in Building 7, which was never built
because of setback restrictions.
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During my eight-and-a-half years at Microsoft I occupied no
fewer than thirty-three separate offices, both on and off the
main campus. No joke! That’s an average of one move every
thirteen weeks. The longest I ever stayed in one place was six-
teen months; the shortest, two days. In that instance I had just
finished unpacking when I was told I'd been moved into the
wrong office!

Most moves, of course, were flawless: we knew well ahead
of time when and where we were moving. On occasion, though,
as I related at the beginning of this chapter, you didn’t find out
about a move until the Graebel Gorillas showed up to haul
everything away. It’'s times like this when packing is most
effectively accomplished with a shovel.

I don’t really remember anyone ever being upset by a move.
For one thing, you always got a Friday afternoon off without
having to dip into your vacation hours; when a really big move
happened you got all of Friday plus half of Thursday. Moving
offices also offered a much-needed opportunity to sort through
piles of accumulated papers, product specs, outdated software,
and outright trash. For some, the first day after a move was
the only time they actually saw the surface of their desks.

More importantly, I think all of us understood that The
Microsoft Shuffle was an important part of a deeper and more
fundamental fluidity. In the fast-changing world of personal
computer software, Microsoft had to be able to stop on a dime
(or at least a few million dollars) and launch off in some new
direction. Throughout its history, Microsoft’s complete willing-
ness to rearrange its internal structures has been vital to its
continued prosperity.

And Lord, were we willing! Reorganizations had to count as
one of Microsoft’s favorite corporate pastimes. Sometimes they
happened so often that we referred to the latest instance as the
“reorg du jour.” But we were glad to have them—they kept
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Microsoft from becoming too fixed in its ways. (Isn’t it fitting
that many old companies are referred to as “firms”?) Microsoft’s
directors clearly understood that corporate structures and a
well-tuned management chain are only of secondary impor-
tance to creativity, innovation, and service. You could, in fact,
work for years at Microsoft without ever being aware of your
position in the corporate hierarchy—or, as we called it, your
Distance from Bill. Even when you were aware, it had little, if
anything, to do with your actual responsibilities.”

Microsoft discovered long ago that the whole purpose of or-
ganizational structure, as with any structure in one’s personal
life, is merely to facilitate the flow of energy and creativity
toward one’s highest goals. If structures were found to block
this flow of energy they got thrown out and replaced with some-
thing else. Those that did work often got a makeover just to see
if they could be made to work even better. It even happened to
development teams that were only months away from shipping
a product! Truly, no structure was sacred.

The same was true about how we worked: methodologies
seemed to change with the seasons as we constantly tried new
and hopefully better ways to fulfill our various responsibilities.
Development teams, for example, were always trying out new
programming disciplines (or non-disciplines as the case may
be), not to mention new ways to manage increasing complexity.
Marketing groups, for their part, tried out sometimes vastly
different presentation styles. They even once launched an op-
erating system, Windows for Workgroups version 3.11, with a

* It was our common amusement to watch our Distance from Bill change from
week to week according to the latest shuffles in upper management. During
one three-month period, for instance, I moved from being six spots away, up
to only four, down to five, then down to seven while nothing about my work or
my immediate management was affected in the slightest!
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full-fledged Broadway musical comedy. Note the word once.

In Developer Support we were always looking for ways to
answer questions more accurately and more efficiently. And
just as often we up-ended how those questions came to us. At
first, programmers could call us for free to ask questions. Then
we eliminated the direct phone lines and required that every
question be sent through a fee-based electronic service. Then
we opened up the phone lines again for companies that signed
large support contracts. Then we had a complete restructuring
where the whole of Developer Support went back to the phones
with yet another kind of fee structure.

For a long time I never understood why Product Support’s
upper managers couldn’t just make up their minds and figure
out the best way to do things. Just when our work seemed to be
forming a comfortable groove, they’d up and change it again!
Finally I came to see that there was no “best” way that could be
firmly set in concrete: the volatile nature of the software
market simply demanded that we be as fluid as the rest of the
company. The directors of Product Support were thus always
shuffling us around in anticipation of the next storm.

In fact, keeping the energy fresh and dynamic was perhaps
the real job of Microsoft’s middle and upper managers. On
some level they each understood an important principle: when
energy is flowing in the right way, the necessary structures will
naturally follow. I don’t recall a single instance in my whole
career when anyone—from Bill on down—talked about the
importance of how things were organized; instead, they con-
stantly encouraged us to work intelligently and energetically,
with an incessant focus on our core mission: improving people’s
lives through technology.

This strong flow of positive energy toward a single, high
purpose has been, to my mind, the most important factor in

Microsoft’s stunning success. As long as Microsoft can keep the
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energy flowing upwards, it will continue to succeed—regardless
of whatever competitors or lawsuits come forth to challenge it.

To understand why a strong flow of energy leads to the kind
of success Microsoft has enjoyed, whether applied personally or
professionally, consider the fundamental principle of electro-
magnetism: an electrical current flowing in a wire generates a
magnetic field around that wire in direct proportion to the
strength of the current. That magnetism has the power to draw
to itself those materials that resonate with its field and to repel
those that are its polar opposites. What the field attracts and
what is repels is entirely a function of the intensity and the dir-
ection of the electrical current.

Similarly, the flow of energy within an individual also gen-
erates a kind of magnetism. But instead of attracting lumps of
iron and such, that magnetism attracts those thoughts and in-
spirations that resonate with the direction of the flow, similarly
repelling their opposites. Think about it for a moment—isn’t it
true that when you feel “down in the dumps” your inner
energy, in the spine especially, is literally flowing downward?
Isn’t it true that such a state of mind attracts almost nothing
but negative thoughts? Now consider the opposite feeling: when
you feel “up” or “high” or “positively buoyant”—when energy is
flowing up the spine—it’s hard to think anything but the most
joyful thoughts! You can even see the effect of that flow in the
body: a depressed person hangs his head, hunches over, and
looks at the ground; a happy, uplifted person holds his head
high and looks to the very vaults of heaven.

The interesting thing about this kind of magnetism is that
it depends on the kind of energy expressed, as well as its direc-
tion. Its operative field is consciousness. Actions and attitudes
that seek prosperity will attract prosperity. Looking upon
everyone as your friend will attract friendship. And a focused

search for solutions will simply attract solutions. One time in
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my later career, for example, I was working on a conference
presentation in which I had to talk about certain aspects of
“object-oriented software design.” To finish the presentation I
only needed to describe the steps of a certain design process,
but all I really knew of that process was the mere fact of its
existence. Under normal circumstances, then, I should have
done a little research into the matter by skimming a few books
in the corporate library and finding someone within Microsoft
who was in the know. Unfortunately, with only an hour or two
before the overnight mail went out (tell me you never procras-
tinate!) I had to try another approach. I went for a short walk
on the forest trails behind Microsoft and did my best to attune
myself mentally to the process and to the people who under-
stood it. Within ten or fifteen minutes I had what I needed: all
the steps became perfectly clear in my mind. I returned to my
office, finished up my presentation, and sent it off.

Rather cheeky of me, wasn’t it? I had no logical reason to
know what I was talking about. At the same time, I did know—
not by virtue of experience or study, but by attunement of con-
sciousness. I felt it intuitively. And this feeling was justified
when I gave the talk a month later: people afterwards told me
that those steps were both correct and that I had articulated
them very clearly.

In more recent years, I've found this same approach very
helpful in a wide variety of other activities, from wiring circuit
breaker panels and cooking to composing music and working
with school children. A great deal can be accomplished with
energy, intuition, and sensitive attunement to the task. Time
and time again I've been positively amazed by the results.

Even more amazing, perhaps, is that this same principle
also holds true for an organization, that is, groups of people.
Great things are possible when individuals come together and

direct their energies toward a common purpose.
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Case in point: not long after I started my full-time job in
Developer Support, The Microsoft Shuffle moved our whole
group to a new office building about a mile away. Up to that
time, all groups within Microsoft’s Product Support Division
were housed together in a cluster of three buildings called
Lincoln Plaza. Our move to Ridgewood F, as it was called, only
involved those of us who supported programmers. In this new
building, well away from the concerns of end-user support both
physically and psychically, we were able to focus more clearly
on the unique issues of software development. This step alone
immediately drew to us a deeper understanding of our work
and new inspirations about serving the needs of programmers.

Of course, the move couldn’t happen without the requisite
reorganization! My department, which dealt specifically with
Windows programming, originally had three separate teams
corresponding to the three main architectural divisions of the
operating system. Many problems spanned those boundaries,
however, meaning that they could only be partially answered
within any one team before being passed to another. It was a
great source of inefficiency and delays: even simple problems
could take days to answer. The more complex ones languished
within our system for weeks.

Our teams were thus re-designed to operate independently
from one another: each contained the necessary expertise to
answer just about any question. As a result, we provided far
better and timelier support and also developed, as individuals,
a deeper understanding of the whole. Before, whenever I had
encountered a question I couldn’t answer, I simply punted it
(according to standard procedure) to the team that could. It got
questions answered, but I never saw the solutions and thus
developed little knowledge of those other areas. Under our new
arrangement, [ took these problems to another teammate who
could explain the solution to me. It was then my responsibility
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to work through that solution myself and write up the answer
for the customer.

This way our individual teams (and individual engineers)
each grew stronger in themselves. Our new efficiency also gave
us time and energy to develop more extensive specialties—user
interface, multimedia, and so forth—as well as unique person-
alities! My group specialized in user interface and became
famous for its toys and widgets—you had to be careful walking
through our area lest you make a friendly acquaintance with a
stuffed animal gone airborne or with one of the Nerf Rockets
that were occasionally launched from my desk. We also spon-
sored office sports like Nerf Baseball and carpet bowling (using
whiteboard pens and the omnipresent rolls of packing tape) in
the still empty parts of our new building. The team that
specialized in multimedia, on the other hand, became known as
The Jungle: besides spending a good portion of their budget on
fancy new audio and video hardware, they invested generous
funds for large, tropical office plants. Accordingly, they set up
their computers to generate a wide variety of bird song amidst
a soft Amazon rainfall.

Anyway, our new arrangement worked out magnificently.
Spirits were high and productivity better than ever—better
than anyone expected, in fact. After our reorg, you see, we
brought in a number of new engineers for each team. Typically
it took four to five months before such new hires could handle a
normal workload. But in just about every case they quickly
developed an expertise that was totally out of proportion with
the time they spent studying. With only moderate effort on
their part, and in half the expected time or less, they somehow
knew the answers to all kinds of questions, even ones that none
of us had ever seen before. It was really quite amazing.

I don’t think any of us noticed how extraordinary this phen-

omenon truly was: we were all so immersed in the magnetism
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of our group that it just seemed perfectly natural. Then again,
it was perfectly naturall When anyone entered into the mag-
netism of our highly energetic atmosphere, they could not help
but be uplifted. And as our energies were directed toward solv-
Ing every question that came to us, even the newest engineers
found their minds literally brimming with solutions. We simply
attracted that consciousness.

This kind of uplifting magnetism—the group spirit—is the
same that one feels when entering a special meeting, a cham-
pionship sporting event, or a sacred ceremony. It’s real and it’s
tangible. With openness and receptivity, it only takes a little
effort to tune in and absorb the inspiration that permeates the
very air. It’s what I've always felt at Microsoft and it’s what we
all felt in Developer Support: the subtle but powerful blessings
for those who join together in harmony for a shared ideal.”

One day, in fact, we witnessed the effect of this unifying
spirit on a group of people who were as likely as anyone to be
wholly put off by Microsoft’s typically unorthodox ways.

When we moved to Ridgewood F the latest method (du jour)
of providing developer support was to accept all questions elec-
tronically. Every afternoon at 2 o‘clock, all our teams gathered
together for “triage” where we divvied up the new requests.

With no conference room large enough for us (we numbered

about three dozen), our triage took place on the open floor in an

* The influence of environment is equally present, it must be noted, when a
flow of energy is directed toward negative ends. In a negative environment,
great vigilance and will power are necessary to resist being pulled down.
You've probably experienced how very easy it is to become cynical when
hanging around cynical people or even one exceptionally cynical individual.
The same holds true for all other negative influences like anger, restlessness,
materialism, lust, selfishness, etc. The influence of media is also very impor-
tant to consider, especially that of music because it so easily bypasses the
rational mind to affect you at the very heart of your being.
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empty part of our new building. Some of us brought our toys
and stuffies; in the distance we could hear the soothing sounds
of the rainforest. Gathered in a rough circle, some of us would
sit cross-legged, others would lean against the walls, and a few
would stretch out in comfortable but somewhat undignified
positions. Here, also, the utterly casual nature of our attire re-
vealed its full glory: though some were dressed decently, others
sported badly torn blue jeans, disintegrating running shorts, or
grody old T-shirts that, theoretically at least, had seen better
days.

It was during one such triage that a group of very corporate
types—you know, real “suits”—came to tour our facility. Their
company was considering a fairly extensive support contract
and wanted to see us in action. Had we been told of their visit
we might have dressed up and behaved ourselves better. As it
was, they got to see us sprawled out every which way, papers
all over the place, looking patently disgraceful. But what could
we do? We had no choice but to continue our meeting as usual,
working through all the new questions with every skill we had.

We later learned that our visitors had signed the contract
because they felt our spirit and the depth of our commitment to
service.

And they even described our pell-mell triage as “the most

professional thing we saw.”



CHAPTER SEVEN

A Bigger Pot

“I’d love to have ten of you. Would you like to be cloned?”

Dan Quigley, manager of the Premier Developer Support
Team, was sitting with me for my August 1991 performance
review. As I have already described, helping other program-
mers gave me a deep inner satisfaction and a special joy that
inspired me to an extraordinary level of productivity. Dan thor-
oughly agreed and said so on my review. The subsequent raises
and bonuses I received were nothing short of extraordinary
themselves.

At the same time, I wasn’t particularly happy with the out-
ward circumstances of my job, so much so that my response to
Dan’s idea of corporeal duplication was that “ten of me would
not work here.” Though my comment saddened Dan a bit, he
was not insensitive to my struggles and did his best to brighten
my spirits.

Both of us were trying to understand what had changed. A
short twelve months earlier I was a bright-eyed, enthusiastic
young new hire who rapidly became one of the best engineers
in our entire department. But now I was becoming more and
more cynical by the week—not with the ideal of helping other

programmers, mind you, but rather with the particular organ-

- 86 -
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izational construct (Developer Support) through which I was
trying to manifest that ideal. I loved my work but came to de-
spise my workplace.

The situation here was not unlike many a Dilbert cartoon.
Friends who have not experienced the corporate life sometimes
ask whether the stuff they see in that comic strip has any basis
in reality. “Well,” I reply with a chuckle, “just about all of it’s
true—only slightly exaggerated!” Indeed, most Dilbert strips
are inspired by real-life stories about the outrageous quirks of
the modern corporate scene, especially those involving the all-
too-common failure of employees and managers to see eye-to-
eye on just about anything.

Perhaps Nature intended it this way; if nothing else, it at
least adds to the richness and diversity of life. Managers often
have tens if not hundreds of employees under their wings, not
to mention endless worries about budgets and such, making it
practically impractical to really understand the perspective of
any individual worker. Workers, for their part, are notoriously
small-minded and/or selfish, concerned mostly with themselves
and their particular jobs in the here-and-now. So when
management decides to invest in brand-new office furniture,
for example, to “make everyone more comfortable,” those who
are already content say, “Well, if you really want to make me
more comfortable, how about giving me a pay raise instead?”
And so it goes on.

Being all of 22 years old at the time and still full of youthful
immaturity, I was not only unable to relate to what Developer
Support’s upper managers had to contend with, but was pretty
much unwilling to even ¢ry. In my mind, what I wanted and
what I felt was right were all that mattered: I wasn’t exactly
open to other points of view.

I had started my Developer Support job with the correct

understanding that customer service in our line of work meant
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solving the multifarious problems that those customers sent to
us every day. Therefore we answered questions over the phone,
answered service requests (as we called those questions that
came in electronically), and disseminated our growing expertise
through Knowledge Base articles. In this latter way, especially,
we hoped to create a resource where programmers could find
many answers on their own. So far, so good.

In my mind, however, this was only the beginning. I tried to
write articles that would guide people through complex tasks
from start to finish rather than addressing only specific trou-
bles. In my sample programs, too, I did my best to show how
something was done and to offer self-contained code that other
programmers could just drop into their own projects as-is. In
time, I thought Developer Support might even make its own
business out of small, reusable software components that ad-
dressed our customers’ most common difficulties. I figured that
if Developer Support could take on the task of writing and
testing such components, it would save other programmers the
trouble and, in turn, greatly reduce the overall volume of sup-
port questions. In time, we might make it so simple to write
Windows applications that the need for developer support as
we understood it could be wholly eliminated. And by so making
our present jobs obsolete, we’d have the freedom to pursue even
greater things.

These thoughts infused my assigned duties with a passion-
ate sense of purpose and direction. For such goals I was willing
to make some of personal sacrifices that I would not have made
for other projects (like Windows NT, see Chapter Five). Still, 1
recognized that my ideas were somewhat revolutionary and
best kept to myself: it wasn’t my responsibility, after all, to set
a direction for our department! I could only nurture the hope
that those in charge would, in time, take notice of what I was
doing and become interested themselves.
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Unfortunately, I was also rather attached to this particular
outcome; so attached, in fact, that I was utterly blinded to the
special recognition I did receive for my work. Attachment is,
indeed, blinding, and in my case it also caused me to place the
worst possible construction on a variety of wholly benign cir-
cumstances. As a consequence, I felt increasingly thwarted in
my aspirations and thus increasingly angry.

It started small, literally, with a somewhat minor award
that I didn’t get yet felt I deserved. Around the end of 1990
upper management began to recognize individual excellence at
our monthly departmental meetings with these precious little
six-inch faux-marble pyramids embossed with an appropriate
motivational maxim. For the first few months I cheerfully
applauded the recipients of the award. It was obvious that they
had gone above and beyond the call of duty. Naturally, then, I
felt it wouldn’t be long before I was also honored—I handled far
above the average number of calls and service requests each
day. I wrote more Knowledge Base articles than most everyone
else combined. And Microsoft Systems Journal had recently
accepted a more extensive article of mine for publication. This
alone was a significant achievement for any engineer within
Microsoft, let alone a support engineer.

Yet month after month I was passed over, even after the list
of other notable individuals was wholly exhausted. The awards
were now going to people whose performance, from even the
most unbiased perspective of raw statistics, couldn’t shake a
stick at my own! I just couldn’t understand it. I seemed to be
the only one whose special efforts went unnoticed, and it hurt.

Had I bothered to ask anyone about this, I would have eas-
ily discovered my being selected to help found the elite Premier
Support Group was a much greater reward than some plastic
pyramid! But I never did ask. Cursed, you might say, with an

annoying tendency to stew over baseless assumptions about the
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intentions of my superiors, I have, on occasion, allowed myself
to become frustrated without cause. Today, at least, I'm aware
enough of this tendency to catch myself before some minor
frustration snowballs into outright anger. Back when I was 22,

however....

¥
ENTER SNOWBALL #1

Within Microsoft’s unique corporate counter-culture, clas-
sical Dilbert-inspiring office policies are rarely to be found. The
dress code is lax. There is little opposition to setting up a
popcorn machine and charging supplies to the departmental
budget. And with private offices with solid doors, no one can
complain about your personal environmental preferences, save
that of noise.

In Developer Support, we naturally followed suit (or the
lack thereof). We rarely had any face-to-face contact with our
customers and even then we impressed them so much with our
enthusiasm and the quality of our work that outward appear-
ances were somewhat unimportant (as told in the story at the
end of Chapter Six). Having our own popcorn machine provided
a quick snack and the ability to keep on working even if the
cafeteria was closed or if we lacked pocket change for the vend-
ing machine. And it was a long-standing tradition within the
cubicle farm of Developer Support that we generally kept the
fluorescent overhead lights turned off. In the days before flat-
panel LCD screens, programmers typically liked to work in
moderately to dimly lit rooms because it’s much easier to stare
at a computer for twelve hours straight if there isn’t any glare
on the monitor. And without individual offices, we had agreed

en masse to turn the overhead lights off and let everyone illu-
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minate their own space with desk lamps. (For this reason our
area was known as the Bat Cave.)

At the same time, upper management rightly wanted to en-
courage a certain degree of professionalism within our ranks
because while we didn’t see our customers that often, we talked
to them all the time. The principle here is that one’s demeanor
is subtly influenced by one’s environment in surprisingly pow-
erful ways. As Malcolm Gladwell illustrates in The Tipping
Point, if you are always surrounded by sloppiness, you will tend
to express or favor sloppiness in other parts of your life; if you
are surrounded by refinement, you will tend to express or favor
refinement. This is true of how we hold our bodies, how we
speak, how we write, and, indeed, how we even think. So be
very careful in choosing your influences! Environment is gen-
erally stronger than will power.

So in the professional context of Developer Support, a
threadbare T-shirt motif with an optional theme of 1970s-era
running shorts, for example, wasn’t exactly appropriate. Like-
wise, the popcorn machines were rather aromatic if not
messy—besides the obvious fact that answering a phone while
chewing a mouthful was not a very good idea. And somewhere
it had been shown that people (at least those on a manufactur-
ing floor) were more productive under bright lights. Therefore
we were informed that thrift-store fashions could no longer be
allowed, that the popcorn machines would have to go, and that
the lights would remain on. Simple as that!

Now as far as most employees were concerned these things
weren’t even issues to begin with. They already dressed well,
they didn’t care one way or the other about popcorn, and a few
of them actually preferred the overhead lights. A few of us, on
the other hand, held the opinion—and voiced it fearlessly!—
that these new rules were absurd. The slobs protested by dres-

sing worse than ever. The popcorn junkies among us began to
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employ the microwave variety with reckless abandon. And the
Anti-Fluorescent League turned almost militant.

My personal thorn was the lighting. “We’ve been perfectly
happy without the lights,” I cursed under my breath, “so why
should we have to keep them on now?” Failing to see any good
reason for the new policy, then, I took it upon myself to keep
the lights turned off. Whenever someone from upper manage-
ment came by and turned them on, I waited until they left and
turned them off again. When they had special tamper-resistant
switches installed, and turned the lights on, I found a way to
tamper with a paper clip and turned them off again. Above my
own desk, I also found it convenient to simply reach up and pop
the bulbs out of their sockets. But this was apparently a viola-
tion the local fire code, so someone kept having the bulbs put
back in. I pulled them out again anyway.

Obviously this sort of tussle didn’t have the most uplifting
effect on my attitude. It was, in fact, degenerating a little more
every day. “Why,” I fumed, “can’t we just be left alone to do
what we're supposed to be doing? Why does the lighting have to
become such an issue?”

I wasn’t helped by the fact that at this time I was deep into
William Shirer’s comprehensive history of Nazi Germany, The
Rise and Fall of the Third Reich. What did I just say about
choosing your influences? Reading that book heightened my
sensitivity—and my stubborn resistance—to all forms of what I
considered petty tyranny, whether real or imagined. I also read
the classic team-management book called Peopleware by Tom
DeMarco and Timothy Lister, a wonderful title that I highly
recommend to anyone in a leadership position. If, on the other
hand, you're an unempowered cube-jockey like I was, better
give it a miss. For me, reading that book simple highlighted
everything I felt our leaders weren’t doing right, and that didn’t
help my attitude at all....
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c®

ENTER SNOWBALL #2

During Microsoft’s first fifteen years or so, it had pretty
much been the case that once a development team sent a prod-
uct to manufacturing it became the responsibility of Product
Support. If there were serious problems, well...of course the
development team could provide a patch or an update. But if
end-users were having trouble installing it, running it, or
simply understanding it? That’s what Product Support was for.

As products became more complex, however, they were also
becoming more and more difficult—and expensive—to support.
At the behest of the development teams themselves (and over
the protests of our own upper managers, as I learned later), it
was decided somewhere on high that Product Support should
submit a quarterly operations cost to each product development
team who would then reimburse the expense. This would give
those teams a reasonable measure of how “supportable” their
products were and make them directly accountable for it. They
would then naturally want to create better products and thus
reduce their financial liability. So went the theory.

In practice—to generate the cost figure—someone decided
that all engineers within the Product Support Division would
report, accurate to the quarter hour, how much time they spent
each week supporting different products. A simple system was
devised to categorize those numbers by product, add them up,
and send the bill to the appropriate development team.

For most of Product Support this process was practically
effortless: 95% or more of the engineers only ever dealt with a
single product. All they needed to do was report the time they
spent answering customer questions, save a bit here and there
for the occasional excursion into foreign territory or the time

they spent in research and ongoing education.
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In the Premier team where I worked, however, it wasn’t
nearly so simple. We (all four of us) personally and individually
handled each and every question from our specific clients no
matter what those questions involved. Solutions often crossed
the boundaries of two or more products, sometimes as many as
five or six. I could just imagine:

Me: “Thank you for calling Microsoft Developer
Support. How can I help you?”

Caller: “I'm trying to connect to a SQL server from

within our Windows application, and...”

Me: “OK, hold on a minute, let me record this.
<mumbling> Five seconds for the Windows
Software Development Kit, start clock for
SQL Server...OK, please proceed.”

Caller: “Uh, yes...this SQL server is running as a

background process under OS/2...”
Me: “Got it...ten seconds for SQL. What’s next?”

Caller: “Huh? Er...well...this OS/2 machine has
LAN Manager 2.1 installed whereas the
Windows client is running Novell NetWare
6.3 and...”

Me: “...0K, 0S/2, eight seconds, LAN Manager,
five seconds, Windows, four seconds, Novell
NetWare...wait a minute, we don’t support
Novell...how do I count my time for that?”

Caller: “W-what? Why are you counting seconds?”
Me: “It’s my job, don’t you know?”
Caller: “Uh...”

I'm exaggerating, of course, but you get the idea—it seemed

ridiculous to expect that our numbers would mean anything
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unless we expended gobs of energy just to record them. Even if
we did, our supposedly accurate numbers would ultimately be
collapsed with hundreds of others into a single figure on some-
one’s budget spreadsheet for apparently no other purpose than
shuffling some money around.

As a team, then, we decided it would be much easier if we
just made some numbers up. To spare us even that trouble, my
teammate Charlie Kindel whipped up a little random-number
program to do all automatically!

Well, word got out about our little trick and someone was
sent down to put things straight. Standing in my cubicle, the
fellow who was second-in-command in Developer Support—a
man I'll refer to as Arnold—did his best to give us, and myself
in particular, a real pep talk. With admirable enthusiasm and
a transparent belief in the goodness of the whole system, he
patiently explained why our participation was important for
our department, our customers, and Microsoft as a whole.

Now, had I been more in control of myself I could have just
nodded along with Arnold while continuing to have Charlie run
numbers for me. But noooo...already perturbed about those
cursed fluorescent lights (which Arnold had just turned on
again, if I remember correctly), I wasn’t in the mood to play
sandbag to what I saw as another outrageously cumbersome
policy. Allowing my red-haired temper to get the better of me, I
gave Arnold a piece of my mind. “The whole scheme is prepos-
terous!” I snarled, “It’s not worth the effort to track my time. So
whether you like it or not, I'm just going to make my numbers
up.” In fact, I told him that he could save me a lot of trouble by
just making them up for me. So there! Ha! Grrr!

I don’t ever remember being quite so angry with any man-
ager as I was then. Nor had I probably ever been so close to
getting myself fired! But I just couldn’t help it. From my point
of view I was doing everything possible to help our customers,
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while upper management seemed bent on obstruction. They
seemed far more concerned about how long I spent answering
questions rather than how well I answered them, not to men-
tion whether I was answering them in a brightly-lit cubicle!
“Well,” T consoled myself with a sigh, “at least they aren’t
rating our performance on the number of questions we answer.

That would really be silly....”

e
ENTER SNOWBALL #3

The 1990 introduction of Windows 3.0, along with a number
of other stunning products like Word for Windows, created a
dire crisis in Product Support. Sales were skyrocketing and
millions of new users were suddenly calling in for help. Caught
off guard by this unanticipated boom, end-user Product Sup-
port was utterly overwhelmed and desperately understaffed.
Callers invariably had to wait in a queue, listening to Microsoft
promos fo