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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 
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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 
is 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 is 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, I 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… 
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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 
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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 I 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. 
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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 CEO; 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. I 
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, I 
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.* 

                                                 
* I 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. 
 



 

- 23 - 

 

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 
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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. I 
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, I 
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 they’re 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 is, 
of course, far worse. 
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