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Welcome & Thanks 
 
Thanks for downloading this short, free 
UbookÔ.  
 
What’s a “UbookÔ?” It’s a short ebook—
but it has a few other features. The “U” 
is to remind people that it’s associated 
with Understandably.com. 
 
But the “U” also stands for “updated.” 
Because these books are never really 
finished. Instead, they’re continually 
revised. 
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As an example, this is the first, preview 
edition of this UbookÔ, and it was 
posted to the Internet in January 2021. 
So if you’re reading a while after that, 
you might want to go to the following 
website and see if there’s an updated 
edition (or a new volume) yet: 
 
• http://books.understandably.com 

 
This UbookÔ runs almost exactly 
12,000 words, which probably works 
out to roughly 50 minutes of reading 
time. 
 
You’ll also notice that it’s formatted to 
make it easy to read on a smartphone 
or tablet, hopefully without 
downloading any other apps.  
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What else… You’re free to share this 
with anyone you like, as long as: (a) you 
share it for free, (b) you send the entire 
thing, unedited, and (c) you don’t do 
anything like remove the author’s 
name, the cover, the branding, etc., or 
pretend that you wrote it instead of me. 
 
If someone did send this to you, that 
was nice of them. Please think about 
signing up for Understandably.com.  
 
Besides the daily Understandably 
newsletter (which has thousands of 5-
star ratings), it’s also where you’ll learn 
about other free UbooksÔ as they’re 
released. You can sign up at 
http://understandably.com/welcome, 
or else send an email to 
subscribe@understandably.com.  
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Got comments? Want to let me know 
about a problem or an idea? Fire off an 
email to help@understandably.com. 
 
One more thing. I’d appreciate it if 
you’d share comments and reviews of 
this Ubook. The easiest way to do that 
is via email at: 
 

reviews@understandably.com 
 
(That link forwards to a Google Form.) 
 
That’s sometimes how I get the best 
suggestions for future editions. Thanks 
again for downloading, reading and 
subscribing! 
 
Bill Murphy Jr. 
January 2021  
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Introduction 
 
During the nine years I’ve been writing 
for Inc.com, I’ve often written about 
Warren Buffett.  
 
This book is a collection of some of my 
favorite columns about the Oracle of 
Omaha. I’m reprinting them here in a 
very short (100 page) format, because 
it’s so easy for older columns to get lost 
on the Internet, never to be read again. 
 
(I’ve formatted this expecting most 
people will read it quickly on their 
phones.)  



 

 
 

- 9 - 

 
If you’re an investor, or a fan of Buffett, 
or a younger person who is just 
realizing the simple genius of Buffett 
for the first time, I hope you’ll find this 
interesting and useful. 
 
This is the very first, “preview” edition 
of this Ubook.Ô As Reid Hoffman, co-
founder of LinkedIn, used to say: “If 
you're not embarrassed by the first 
version of your product, you've 
launched too late.”  
 
So, I’m sure a few people will find a 
typo or two here or there. Maybe some 
readers like you will come up with 
good ideas about how to improve this 
book for the next go-round – or even 
suggest other topics to write about. 
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That’s great. I’d love to hear your ideas.  
Again, you can submit them easily via 
email at:  
 

reviews@understandably.com. 
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1936 
 

I wrote this column after hearing Buffett describe 
a book he found when he was seven years old, 
and that he said was really part of the first 
inspiration for his career. 

The book had long been out of print, but I tracked 
it down. Here’s what I learned. 

————— 

 
Warren Buffett is probably the most 
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successful investor in American history. 
He credits a 1936 book called One 
Thousand Ways to Make $1,000 (which 
he found in the library when he was 7 
years old) with giving him his initial 
career inspiration.  

The book was out of print for decades. 
But I found it recently and read it, and 
I'm pretty much blown away.   

The world first heard about Buffett's 
youthful obsession with this book 30 
years ago, when he was profiled 
in Fortune, which describes him as 
having "virtually memorized" it.  

It's ostensibly written by one 
F.C. Minaker, although some of the text 
reveals it might actually have been a 
team effort.  
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And of course, it's dated. Some of the 
language is cringe-inducing. But if you 
can get past that, it's also very 
inspiring. 

I think there are five clear lessons 
Buffett would have learned from 
reading this book over and over as a 
kid--and they clearly stand the test of 
time. 

1. Act now. Not tomorrow. 

The core of the book really is simply 
example after example of people 
making money. Some of them do a lot 
better than $1,000 by the way--even in 
1930s dollars.  

The cumulative effect of seeing one 
short story of success after another, 
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and then another and another, really 
leaves an impression. 

Here's the guy who started the Hires 
Root Beer company. Then the story of 
J.C. Penney.  

Then a New York City widow who 
turned her last $38 into a million-dollar 
coffee empire.  

Then a woman who built a tomato juice 
empire, and a man who started a 
roadside tire repair business. On and 
on and on. 

Besides being inspired, Buffett took 
from this that the key reason to get 
started young is so that your interest 
will compound, and your investments 
will pay off more.  
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2. Do what you know. 

Here's another lesson that Buffett still 
seems to take to heart: Invest in 
businesses that you understand.  

Almost every person profiled in One 
Thousand Ways launched a business 
based on something that he or she 
already had expertise in.  

This is opposed to the notion of simply 
seeing a big potential market, and then 
trying to develop a product or service 
to serve that market. 

In other words, almost every single 
entrepreneur could be his or her own 
customer. Some of them turn their 
hobbies and the things they see in their 
own backyards into mammoth 
businesses. 
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3. There's no time like right now. 

Even before I read this book, it struck 
me: It came out in 1936, the absolute 
low point of the Great Depression, 
when unemployment hit nearly 20 
percent. 

We're talking real Grapes of 
Wrath times.  

Minaker, or whoever actually wrote it, 
makes clear that he's writing at a time 
of great economic difficulty. But the 
horrible economy at the time is 
continually mentioned as an impetus 
for getting started, not as an excuse for 
inaction. 

Get started now. There's really no 
excuse. 
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4. Ordinary people can become 
extraordinary. 

Almost nobody in the book came from 
money. There's not a single mention of 
Harvard or Yale. Virtually nobody took 
outside investment, at least until their 
companies grew really big.  

They're almost all just ordinary people-
-and again, in many cases struggling to 
start against the backdrop of the Great 
Depression. 

Now, Buffett wasn't a deprived child by 
any means. In fact, two years after he 
found One Thousand Ways, his father 
was elected to Congress, and his family 
moved to Washington. 

But looking at the businesses he 
started and invested in even at a very 
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young age, he seems to have asked 
himself the same question that is 
practically shouted on every page of 
this 82-year-old book:  

Why someone else? Why not you? 

5. Every generation thinks they have 
it harder. 

Minaker might have been a pen name, 
but regardless, whoever wrote the 
book seems to have a bit of disdain for 
the younger generation at that time--
the same generation that would go on 
in a few years to win World War II. 

For example, this passage, comparing 
people of the 1930s and 1940s with 
hearty entrepreneurs of an earlier time, 
made me smile: 
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How different from the average 
young men of today! They are 
usually more interested in having 
a good time than they are 
establishing themselves in a 
business of their own. ... They 
concentrate on enjoying 
themselves, serene in their 
philosophy that tomorrow is 
another day. 

Just imagine that we replace the 
phrase "average young men of today" 
in that passage with "Millennials" or 
“Gen Z.” The more things change, the 
more they stay the same. 

(Originally published: Aug. 2, 2018) 
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Influence 
 

One of my favorite truisms is that the best leaders 
don’t just attract followers. They inspire more 
leaders. This column is about an incredible 
example of Buffett doing just that. 

————— 

 
The date was July 5, 1991, and Bill 
Gates was a 34-year-old billionaire 
already, running one of the most 
successful and important companies in 
the world--yet a venture that was 
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known from the outside as the "Evil 
Empire." 
 
Gates was a very busy person. But it 
turns out his parents were having lunch 
with someone else they wanted him to 
meet: Warren Buffett. 
 
"It was a funny event because my 
mom's very sociable, always getting 
people together," Gates told a group 
of students during a joint appearance 
with Buffett. "I, at this time, didn't 
believe in vacations, was totally 
focused on my job. So when she said 
to me, 'You've got to come out and 
meet Warren...,' I said, 'Mom, I'm 
busy!'" 
 
By the way, July 5, 1991 was a Friday, 
which means a great many Americans 
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were enjoying a four-day summer 
weekend. But Gates was planning to 
work until he was cajoled into making 
the trip out for lunch. 
 
As history records, it was the start of a 
beautiful friendship, if you ask either 
Gates or Buffett. The two men talked 
for hours that day, and struck up a 
friendship that seems to run deep and 
true, and to have been rewarding for 
them both.  
 
More than that for the world, however, 
since it was the spark of a philanthropic 
bent in Gates that ultimately led to the 
Giving Pledge and multi-billion-dollar 
charity efforts by the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation. 
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I also think it was crucial for Gates, 
because it provided him with 
something he might not have even 
known that he needed, and that would 
have been almost impossible to find 
otherwise: not just a close friend in 
Buffett, but a mentor. 
 
I say this not because Gates wasn't 
already successful. He was, and far 
beyond what most people will ever 
have the chance to achieve. He was 
worth more money and had a bigger 
impact on the world than almost any of 
his peers.  
 
Plus, he achieved it all while spurning 
most of what society tells us to do (for 
example, dropping out of Harvard). 
And let's also add that Gates had 
only really only ever had one job in his 
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entire life: leading and building the 
gargantuan company that he founded, 
from a tiny little startup to one of the 
juggernauts of his industry. 
 
But you know what? It turns out that 
wasn't enough. 
 
That's why I've written recently about 
the key decisions Gates made 20 years 
ago--thus, nine years after he first met 
Buffett--that meant he's become the 
rare person to have truly important 
second act. 
 
In fact, I'm willing to bet that 100 years 
from now, people will remember Gates 
much more for his philanthropy than 
they will for anything he did as a 
computer pioneer or an entrepreneur 
and business leader. 
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Anyway, think back to 1991. If you're 
Bill Gates, where on earth do you find a 
mentor? Do you even let yourself 
believe you might need one? 
 
So, hats off to the late Mary Maxwell 
Gates then, for making the 
introduction, and perhaps even 
recognizing that her son needed 
someone like that in his life.  
 
Postscript: Can you name the other 
Harvard-dropout-turned-entrepreneur 
who, much like Gates, has only ever 
had one job (CEO of the company he 
founded) and who today wields as 
much money and power as Gates ever 
did?  
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Not only that, but he's almost exactly 
the same age that Gates was when he 
met Buffett? 
 
Of course, we're talking about Mark 
Zuckerberg.  
 
And apropos of nothing, wouldn't it be 
awfully smart if Zuckerberg's mom, 
Karen Kempner, could invite that nice 
Mr. Gates over for lunch sometime--
and maybe convince her son to show 
up, too? 
 
(Originally published: July 5, 2020) 
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Role Models 

 

I admit, I had never heard of Chuck Feeney until 
Warren Buffett and Bill Gates mentioned him. 
Then again, I’m not from Ireland, where he’s a 
national hero. 

————— 

 
A lot of people look up to Warren 
Buffett and Bill Gates. But who 
do Buffett and Gates look up to?  
 
It's not a trick question. There's 
one specific person they've both 
referred to as their "hero."  
That would be Chuck Feeney.  
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If the name doesn't ring a bell, it's by 
design. And to understand why Buffett 
and Gates speak so highly of Feeney, 
we need to learn a bit about his story. 
 
Feeney is multi-billionaire. Actually, 
make that a former multi-billionaire. He 
co-founded a chain of duty-free shops 
(the kind you see in airports), and later 
made it his life's mission to donate 
every cent he'd ever made to charity. 
 
In other words, having made billions, 
his goal was to die broke. He did it all 
very quietly for years, even 
anonymously, trying not to draw 
attention to himself. His quest 
eventually became known, however.  
 
And last week, Feeney reached his 
goal: Having given away a total of $8 
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billion, virtually his entire fortune, 
by the age of 89. 
 
"To those wondering about giving 
while living: Try it. You'll like it." Feeney 
said, during the meeting when he 
signed the papers to dissolve his 
charitable foundation, since it no 
longer has any assets. 
 
Now, for Buffett and Gates, there's 
another milestone that explains 
their awe and reverence for 
Feeney: May 5, 2009, the date of a 
dinner they both attended at 
Rockefeller University in New York. 
Feeney was there, along with Oprah 
Winfrey, then-Mayor Mike Bloomberg, 
David Rockefeller (the host), and about 
a dozen other billionaires.  
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It was out of that dinner meeting that 
Buffett and Gates teamed up to 
announce the Giving Pledge, 
convincing 210 other billionaires (so 
far) to commit to give away at least half 
their net worth. 
 
They were largely inspired by Feeney's 
quest. 
 
"Chuck Feeney is a remarkable role 
model," Gates told Forbes, in an article 
that's since been reprinted on 
his GatesNotes site, "And the ultimate 
example of giving while living." 
 
Feeney grew up in Elizabeth, New 
Jersey, served in the U.S. Air Force 
during the Korean War, and later got 
his entrepreneurial start by selling tax-
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free alcohol to U.S. sailors stationed in 
Europe. 
 
He teamed up with partners and 
bootstrapped his business, eventually 
growing it all around the world. By 
1988, Feeney was described as a 
billionaire, although he'd secretly 
started funneling his money out of his 
own holdings and into charity. 
His secret was revealed in 1997, when 
LVMH bought his company. As the 
article continues, Feeney:  
 

... reluctantly gave up his 
anonymity but in the process 
gained a better tool for good: 
A powerful following. Two of the 
world's richest men, Bill Gates and 
Warren Buffett, credit Feeney as a 
major inspiration for both the...Bill 
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& Melinda Gates Foundation and 
the Giving Pledge. 

 
I've written before about how it was 
Gates's mother, the late Mary 
Gates, who cajoled him on July 5, 1991 
to have lunch with Buffett for the first 
time. 
 
That meeting lasted several hours, and 
it planted the seeds for what I think is 
one of the most interesting second acts 
in modern history: Gates's turn as a 
titan of philanthropy, after having been 
a titan of tech. 
 
It's fascinating to think that Buffett and 
Gates didn't come up with the whole 
idea themselves. Instead, like most of 
us, they had to find inspiration--even 
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indirect mentorship--in someone else's 
actions. 
 
As of this past summer, Buffett 
had given about $37 billion in 
Berkshire stock to charity, although he 
still has a net worth in excess of $60 
billion.  
 
Not Feeney though, who at age 89 is 
slightly younger than Buffett. He and 
his wife reportedly live in a fairly 
modest, rented apartment in San 
Francisco. After giving away most of his 
fortune, Feeney reportedly has a 
remaining net worth of about $2 
million. 
 
That would mean he held on to about 
.025 percent of his net worth, just to 
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keep himself and his wife comfortable 
in their golden years. 
 
But you tell me what's worth more, the 
money or being remembered while 
you're still living like this: "Chuck has 
set an example not only for people of 
my age but also younger generations," 
Buffett once said. "He will be an 
example 100 years from now or 200 
years from now. His billions and billions 
of dollars touched millions of lives. He 
is my hero. He is Bill Gates's hero. He 
should be everybody's hero." 
 
(Originally published: Sept. 26, 2020) 
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Self-Improvement 
 

More mentorship in this one. Gates is known for 
hosting thousands of students a year. Here’s the 
advice he gave to one of them. 

————— 

 
This story is about how Warren 
Buffett took a car ride with a 22-year-
old entrepreneur named Michael Hood 
last week, and shared with him his best 
advice about how to increase net worth 
by 50 percent.   
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I'm going to assume you know who 
Buffett is, but let's introduce Hood. 
He's the co-founder of a company 
called Voiceflow, which lets people 
build voice-enabled skills for Amazon's 
Alexa.  
 
He's based in Toronto, and had the 
chance to ride with Buffett in a car on 
the way to the Canadian Walk of Fame 
Inductee Gala last Saturday after being 
assigned as the multibillionaire's escort 
for the day. 
 
"What is one tip?" Hood asked Buffett, 
sitting next to him in the car. "So you 
are talking to people who are 21, 22, 
just graduating school. What is one tip 
that you can give them?" 
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Buffett sounded like a man who's been 
asked this question by similar people in 
similar situations before. His reply: 
 

It's very simple. Invest in yourself. 
The one easy way to become 
worth 50 percent more than you 
are now (at least), is to hone your 
communication skills, both written 
and verbal. 
 
If you can't communicate, it's like 
winking at a girl in the dark. 
Nothing happens. You can have all 
the brainpower in the world, but 
you have to be able to transmit it. 
And the transmission is 
communication. 
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Hood recorded his interaction with 
Buffett, then uploaded the video to 
LinkedIn. 
 
Now, will your net worth actually 
increase by 50 percent if you master 
public speaking and communication? 
I'm not sure of Buffett's math, but he's a 
billionaire and I'm not, so we'll go with 
it. 
 
He's certainly right, however, about the 
fact that the words you use are among 
your most powerful tools -- and that 
those who can communicate clearly 
have a massive advantage over 
everyone else. 
 
Ironically, as CNBC points out, Buffett 
has said separately that communicating 
and public speaking did not come 
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naturally to him. He really had to work 
at it. 
 
Buffett's son, Peter Buffett, told the 
BBC in 2009 that his father had been 
"reasonably socially inept" when he 
was younger. And the elder Buffett 
seemed to confirm this. 
 
"I was terrified of public speaking when 
I was in high school and college," 
Buffett said in the same BBC video. "I 
couldn't do it. I mean I would throw up 
and everything. So I took this Dale 
Carnegie course." 
 
He was 20 then, and Buffett says it was 
immensely impactful. 
 
"I actually have the diploma in the 
office," Buffett says in that video. "And I 
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don't have my diploma from college, I 
don't have my diploma from graduate 
school, but I have got my Dale 
Carnegie diploma there because it 
changed my life." 
 
That course and this book, apparently. 
And now he's sharing it all. 
 
(Originally published: Dec. 7, 2018) 
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No Extra Points 
 

OK, so you’ve learned to communicate. Here’s 
Buffett’s best advice, at least to my estimation, on 
how to pick the right things to try in business (and 
maybe in life). 

————— 

 
It's a weird hobby, I admit. But I've 
been going back and reading Warren 
Buffett's old Berkshire 
Hathaway shareholder letters.  
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They're posted on the Berkshire 
Hathaway website (well, most of them). 
Combined, they run more than half a 
million words. 
 
I've found some shortcuts, of course. I 
ran the full text of Buffett's most recent 
letter through a word cloud generator. 
(The single word that appears most 
often was surprising.) 
 
There's another story worth sharing, 
however. It's about the simple 
difference Buffett found between the 
most successful business leaders and 
other entrepreneurs who always seem 
to come up short. 
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'A monumentally stupid decision' 
 
Buffett says he realized this all after 
making a "monumentally stupid 
decision"--one that has to do with 
Berkshire itself. 
 
The company traces its roots to two 
19th-century New England textile mills 
that later merged. Buffett would up 
buying part of it because of what he 
calls his old "discarded cigar butt" 
theory of investing. 
 
In short, he'd buy old, decaying 
companies and hope to get a return 
just before the whole thing died out. 
He meant to sell Berkshire. But then, he 
had a dispute with the company's 
chairman, and Buffett wound up 
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buying the entire company--just so he 
could fire the chairman. 
 
As a result, Buffett wrote in one of his 
shareholder letters, he suddenly had 
25 percent of his investment tied up "in 
a terrible business about which I knew 
very little. ... I became the dog who 
caught the car."  
 
'Excellent managers' 
 
Buffett tried to make it work for two 
decades. He put a long-time Berkshire 
Hathaway employee named Ken Chace 
in place as company president.  
 
And while Chace and his successor, 
Garry Morrison, were "excellent 
managers, every bit the equal of 
managers at our more profitable 
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businesses," as Buffett wrote in his 
1986 shareholder letter, it didn't 
matter. 
 
It was like having the world's best pilots 
on a plane with no wings.  
 
By the end of 1985--again, after 20 
long years!--Buffett shut down the 
whole thing. Berkshire Hathaway 
became the 100 percent holding 
company (with a heavy emphasis on 
insurance) that it is today. 
 
'You don't get any extra points' 
 
Years later, Buffett was still talking 
about what a great leader Chace had 
been. 
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"A wonderful guy," he said in a 2010 
interview. "Terrific. Honest and able, 
hardworking. And he couldn't make it 
go," 
 
But, if you want to be successful, he 
also insisted--and this is the key--it 
makes a lot more sense to be in an 
industry in which the external forces 
(the market, the trends, the economy) 
are like the wind at your back, not a 
gale force in your face. 
 
It's such a common problem. So many 
hard-working business owners and 
entrepreneurs face it. 
 
They dream of success--but they 
choose the wrong industry, in which all 
the market forces are working against 
them. 
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"The interesting thing about business, 
it's not like the Olympics," Buffett said 
in that same 2010 interview. "You don't 
get any extra points for the fact that 
something's very hard to do. So you 
might as well just step over one-foot 
bars, instead of trying to jump over 
seven-foot bars."  
 
(Originally published: March 1, 2020) 
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Countercyclical 
 

I wrote this article right at the height of the 2020 
pandemic, after looking back at the advice people 
had given during other crises, to see how they’d 
suggest prevailing during this one. Here’s what I 
adapted from Buffett’s advice, years before. 

————— 
 
We crave certainty and guidance with 
the Covid-19 crisis right now. We want 
to know what to do. 

It's especially true when you're running 
a business. You're not 
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just responsible for yourself and your 
family; you feel deeply responsible for 
your employees and your customers.  
 
So, here's some inspiration that might 
help. It comes from a familiar source, 
but a forgotten context: Warren 
Buffett's advice in the 1986 Berkshire 
Hathaway shareholder letter. 
Here's the key passage: 
 

"[O]ccasional outbreaks of those 
two super-contagious diseases, 
and fear and greed, will forever 
occur in the investment 
community.  The timing of these 
epidemics will be 
unpredictable.  And the market 
aberrations produced by them will 
be equally unpredictable, both as 
to duration and degree. 
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Therefore, we never try to 
anticipate the arrival or departure 
of either disease.  Our goal is 
more modest: We simply 
attempt to be fearful when 
others are greedy and to be 
greedy only when others are 
fearful." 

 
The quote is 34 years old. It's a bit 
unfortunate, I suppose, that he used a 
contagious disease as a metaphor, but 
for all his reputation about reading the 
future, it would have been a heavy lift 
to predict a global pandemic more 
than three decades later. 
 
Also, perhaps you're put off by the 
word "greedy." That's understandable; 
just bear in mind the letter came out a 
year before the 1987 movie Wall 
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Street. Instead, maybe substitute the 
word, "aggressive." 
 
You come away with a sentiment that 
Buffett has repeated over and over in 
different contexts over the years: 
 

• Be fearful when others are 
aggressive. 

• Be aggressive when others are 
fearful. 

 
Boiled down like that, it's a pretty 
simple strategic guide.  
 
Don't follow the herd. Train yourself to 
seek opportunities when other people 
see only crises. If you're afraid, your 
competitors probably are too.  
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So let's talk about a few practical 
suggestions to put this to use, right 
now, as you try to guide your business 
through a difficult time: 
 
Recruit top stars.  
Maybe you're not in a position to hire 
new people in the short term. That's 
understandable. But, this this would be 
a great time to reach out to top 
performers who might be have lost 
other opportunities or have concerns 
about their futures. 
 
Network with them now. Offer a word 
of encouragement. They will 
remember. Let them know that when 
know that you'd love to talk about 
them joining you as soon as you're 
able. 
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Preserve existing relationships with 
customers.  
 
In a cash crunch you might naturally 
think about cutting back on services. 
 
But I wrote recently about how 
McDonald's and other fast food 
franchises have survived by going to an 
all-drive through model. Among other 
things, it keeps their customers' habits 
intact.  
 
Ask yourself: Where are the key 
customer problems we can continue to 
solve, even if we have to scale back in 
other areas? 
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Look for new opportunities. 
 
This might be the boldest and most 
exciting step you can take. Yes, it's a 
daunting time to expand, but done 
smartly it could include huge payoffs. 
Resources that might have been too 
expensive to consider a few months 
ago might suddenly be available a lot 
more cheaply, for example. 
 
And, competitors who might have 
gone head to head with you might be 
caught focusing more on fear than 
aggression. 
 
A short quote from many years ago 
won't change your business, of course. 
But if it gets you thinking about where 
good opportunities and a way forward 
might be found in the current crisis, it's 
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worth the time it takes to think it 
through. 
 
(Originally published: Apr. 19, 2020) 
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Right Hand Man 
 

No book about Warren Buffett would be complete 
without a digression to talk about Charlie Munger, 
who has been Buffett’s partner for 40 years.  

(Actually, by definition a Ubook will never be 
complete, but you get my point.) Here’s one of 
the more interesting things I’ve seen lately about 
him, and his interests outside of financial 
investing. 

————— 

Last week, Charlie Munger, the 95-
year-old billionaire vice-chairman of 
Berkshire Hathaway who has worked 



 

 
 

- 57 - 

with Warren Buffett for 40 years (and 
known him for 60), gave an interview in 
his Los Angeles home.  
 
The total length: Six hours. 
 
I so wish I had been there for this. I 
can't even imagine. I've been 
interviewing people for 20 years, and 
believe me, six hours breaks almost 
every record.  
 
Ninety minutes usually exhausts both 
questioner and interviewee. 
 
Alas, his interlocutors were two 
reporters from The Wall Street Journal. 
Somehow I didn't get on the guest list.   
 
What scoops did they get? What 
incredible words of wisdom were 
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dropped by Buffett's so-called "right 
hand man," who as the writers 
acknowledge is known for saying 
simply, "I have nothing to add," after 
Buffett speaks at their company's 
annual shareholder meetings?  
 
Granted, Buffett and Munger often 
endure a half-dozen hours of questions 
at the annual meeting. But this one-on-
one (actually one-on-two) at Munger's 
house seems different. 
 
Munger hit on "many" subjects, the 
Journal says, but their report focused 
exclusively on one thing in particular 
that kept coming up, and that is 
apparently near and dear to his heart: 
architecture. 
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Although he has never even read a 
book on the subject, Munger is 
apparently an amateur expert who gets 
unusual opportunities to practice the 
craft.  
 
The reason: his penchant for donating 
hundreds of millions of dollars over the 
years to educational institutions for 
facility construction—but then sticking 
around long after the checks have 
cleared to ensure that whatever is built 
satisfied his aesthetic and functional 
preferences. 
 
"It's hilarious to me, because I can't tell 
you what the color of the carpet is in 
my bedroom," Buffett told the Journal. 
 
Munger's intense involvement seems 
to stem from pure interest, and from 
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his belief that most traditional 
professional architects are "massively 
stupid." 
 
Before you dismiss him as a wealthy 
benefactor putting weird self-
aggrandizing restrictions on his 
donations, check out his ideas.  
 
A few of his examples leapt out at me 
as eminently sensible. 
 
Let's start with the amusing one: his 
insistence that public buildings have 
significantly more women's bathrooms 
than men's. 
 
"Any time you go to a football game or 
a function there's a huge line outside 
the women's bathroom. Who doesn't 
know that they pee in a different way 
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than the men?" Munger said. "What 
kind of idiot would make the men's 
bathroom and the women's bathroom 
the same size? The answer is, a normal 
architect!" 
 
Another example seemed quite 
prescient.  
 
For example, Munger donated money 
to build a school library at a Los 
Angeles middle school in 2008, where 
he required that the walls surrounding 
the computer room be constructed so 
they were easily removable. 
 
A few years later, when everyone 
switched from stationary desktop 
computers to mobile laptops, it was 
easy to turn the computer rooms into 
something else. 
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"He can see into the future," says Jim 
De Matté, the school's chief of campus 
operations and construction told the 
Journal. "I don't know how he does it." 
 
Of course, it's not hard to draw a line 
between Munger's architectural 
opinions and his success as an investor. 
Study and invest in enough companies, 
build enough buildings, and you see 
patterns over and over. 
 
Perhaps you will agree that some of his 
design preferences are a little less clear 
cut. He has a strong affinity for outdoor 
hallways and stairs, giving the 
buildings pictured in the Journal article 
a bit of a motel-like ambiance. 
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And other choices seem a little more 
open to debate, too: for example, 
insisting that all dorm rooms in one 
building at Stanford be designed as 
singles, which means that many of 
them have to be interior rooms without 
windows. 
 
"Not every representative of a 
nonprofit is expert in dealing with the 
eccentricities of Charlie, who's so 
deeply involved in every step of the 
process and often late into the 
process," said Peter Kaufman, a 
Munger friend who is the CEO of an 
aerospace parts manufacturer. 
 
Munger apparently spends hours each 
day working on architectural drawings. 
And as the man funding the projects, 
he gets the final word. 
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"Architects don't love me," he told the 
Journal. "Either I change architects, or 
he does it my way." 
 
(Originally published: May 4, 2019) 
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Pretty Good Sign 
 

This article will more or less speak for itself. If two 
of the world’s most successful people (at least by 
one measurable metric) offered to opine on what 
they think makes someone truly successful, I’d 
listen. 

————— 

How can you ever really know if you're 
truly successful? 
 
Maybe you're rich. Maybe you're 
famous. Maybe you've built something 
that improves the lives of people you'll 
never even meet. 
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Or, if you're Warren Buffett or Bill 
Gates, maybe you come to believe that 
the real definition of success has to do 
with your answer to a nine-word 
question. 
 
Here's the question, how to answer it—
and, while I'm nowhere near as 
successful as either man by most 
standards—here's where I think you'll 
agree that both Buffett and Gates got it 
at least partly wrong. 
 
Nine simple words 
 
Last weekend, Gates published an 
essay on his blog titled "What I learned 
at work this year." 
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He's been taking stock of his life on an 
annual basis like this for years. Over 
time the questions he asks himself have 
grown more existential and profound. 
 
Two people have honed his thinking 
most, he writes: his wife Melinda Gates, 
and Buffett, whose contribution is his 
soul-rendering, success-defining 
question: “Do the people you care 
about love you back?” 
 
"I think that is about as good a metric 
as you will find," Gates writes. 
 
Fascinating, right? Start with the fact 
that Gates, the second-wealthiest 
person in the world, still ponders 
whether he's truly successful. And 
when he does, he turns to the thoughts 
of the third-wealthiest man. 
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The places it takes them both are 
intriguing, too. 
 
Money, fame, innovation—all of it takes 
a back seat in Gates and Buffett's 
minds to how well you've managed 
your personal relationships.  
 
Do you truly love anyone, and do they 
love you back in turn? 
 
"The clearest message" (and one 
little problem) 
 
But I think there's a problem. I think the 
nine-word question is a bit insufficient. 
 
Sure, it squares with what we've heard 
time and again in almost every 
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research study that has examined these 
kinds of questions.  
 
Take the Harvard Grant Study, for 
example, the 80-years-and-counting 
longitudinal study of 724 members of 
Harvard University's class of 1938. 
 
"The clearest message" of the study, 
according to the Harvard professor 
running it, "is this: Good relationships 
keep us happier and healthier. Period." 
 
But the question about whether other 
people love you puts the definition of 
your success in their hands (or maybe 
their hearts). 
 
It judges you by others' reactions, not 
by what you do yourself.  
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I'm not even sure it's answerable, 
anyway. Can you truly know what 
someone else feels? 
 
You can have faith, and trust, and I 
hope that most of us do. But knowing is 
a different matter.    
 
The true beauty 
 
Perhaps that's why after posing 
Buffett's question, Gates never actually 
answers it. 
 
He talks about other worthy questions, 
of course: "Did I devote enough time 
to my family? Did I learn enough new 
things? Did I develop new friendships 
and deepen old ones?"  
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And he talks about progress in five 
worthy, practical areas he's worked on: 
 

1. supporting Alzheimer's research; 
2. helping to eradicate polio; 
3. working toward breakthroughs in 

clean energy; 
4. staving off the next health 

epidemic; and 
5. exploring the ethics of gene 

editing.  
 
They're all admirable endeavors. 
They're all unfinished. 
 
And they make me think that maybe 
Gates (and maybe Buffett) understands 
something else that isn't quite 
articulated here. 
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It's that the "Am I successful?" question 
can never truly be answered.  
 
Not while we're still alive, anyway. Not 
while we're still working. Perhaps not 
finally, definitively, ever. But that's the 
true beauty, right? 
 
Because if you can never quite define 
total success, it means you also 
probably cannot ever truly, finally fail. 
 
You can only keep doing the work, 
making progress, and maintaining your 
trust and faith--and your hope. The only 
answer that emerges is to keep going. 
 
(Originally published Jan. 2, 2019) 
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What to Read 
 

I can tell you’re a reader; heck, you took the time 
to download and read this book, which you 
probably could only have found if you were 
reading something else where it was 
recommended. 

Buffett is a voracious reader. Here’s how he 
decides what’s worth his time. 

————— 

If you've read anything at all about 
Warren Buffett, you might know that 
he's a voracious reader—going back to 
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the book he says jump-started his 
career at age 7. 
 
He dives through 500 pages of 
information every day—and that's down 
from 600 to 800 pages a day earlier in 
his career. 
 
If there's "executive time" on Buffett's 
daily schedule, it's a euphemism for 
sure —Buffett blocks out hours at a time 
simply for reading (and for thinking 
about the things he's read). 
 
"That's how knowledge works," Buffett 
once explained. "It builds up, like 
compound interest. All of you can do it, 
but I guarantee not many of you will do 
it." 
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But not all reading is created equal. 
And Buffett apparently regards great 
swaths of our cultural cannon—
including lots of stuff that's supposedly 
designed to make you smarter and 
more productive—as a waste of time. 
 
Shane Parrish took a bit of a deeper 
look at the whole compound 
knowledge thing on his blog, Farnam 
Street—which, I learned from Corinne 
Purtill’s article in Quartz, is named for 
the street on which Berkshire 
Hathaway's office is located. 
 
As Parrish puts it, there's “a filing 
cabinet of knowledge stored in Warren 
Buffett's brain,” much of it the result of 
all the stuff the 88-year-old god among 
investors has read over eight-plus 
decades. 
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But here's the difference between what 
Buffett reads, and what most other 
people read, according to Parrish. 
 
“While most of us focus on consuming 
information that we won't care about 
next month, let alone next year, Buffett 
focused on knowledge and companies 
that change very, very slowly or not at 
all. 
 
“And because the information he was 
learning changed slowly he could 
compound his knowledge over time. 
And as [Alice] Schroeder [author of the 
authorized Buffett biography, The 
Snowball] notes, Buffett has been in 
business for a long time, giving him 
incredible opportunities to create a 
cumulative base of knowledge.” 
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Parrish breaks it down into three 
questions, to figure out whether 
whatever you're about to read passes 
the Buffett test: 
 

1. Is what you're going to read 
marketed to you? 

 
2. Is it "lacking details and nuance ... 

[and] easily digestible?" 
 

3. Is it something that "won't be 
relevant in a month or a year?" 

 
And, Parrish adds a fourth 
consideration: that Buffett internalizes 
what he's read, rather than just 
compiling it and filing it away 
somewhere.  
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Perhaps this is because he had already 
developed his way of reading and 
internalizing decades before the first 
personal computers.  
 
To be frank, going by the Buffett-via-
Parrish standard, I'm not sure that this 
column quite lives up to the test, 
especially on that whole "easily 
digestible" criteria. So we'll call it quits 
here.  
 
[Editor’s note: What about this book? 
I’d love to hear your opinion.] 
 
Final summary: Read to challenge 
yourself; read things that will matter 
long after you've finished. 
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And then, if you want to follow Buffett's 
lead, keep doing it every day for 
decades. 
 
(Originally published Feb. 11, 2019) 
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Passing it On 
 

Buffett has said that he plans to retire five years 
after he dies. So, never. And one of his role 
models was Rose Blumkin, a/k/a “Mrs. B,” who 
built a company that Buffett eventually acquired, 
and yet stayed on as chairman until age 103. 

Assuming he’s not actually immortal, here’s 
Buffett’s advice about what wealthy parents 
should do in terms of leaving money to their 
children. (May you one day, far in the future, have 
the same challenge.) 

————— 
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Let's assume you run a business. If not, 
at least, you plan to start one. 
 
It's likely that as a result that someday, 
many years from now, you'll leave 
some substantial things behind when 
you die. 
 
Hopefully that will include a great 
company, but it also might include a 
significant amount of money. So, you'll 
want to decide ahead of time how 
much of that fortune to leave your 
loved ones. 
 
If you have children, and especially if 
you didn't grow up with money, you 
might struggle with this question. Thus, 
you might turn to see what some of the 
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wealthiest self-made people have to 
say about it. 
 
To be honest, you're going to run into 
some conflicting advice. 
 
On the one hand, we give you Warren 
Buffett, who first advised almost 40 
years ago that wealthy parents should 
"leave your children enough so they 
can do anything, but not enough so 
they can do nothing." 
 
(Actually, he's been saying it so long 
that we can look at how his grown 
children have turned out as a result. All 
three of the Buffett kids seem to have 
had success in their fields, and have 
managed philanthropic gifts exceeding 
$1 billion each.) 
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On the other hand: we have the late 
Sam Walton, who left massive amounts 
of money to his children, and whose 
heirs have just been named the 
wealthiest family in the world again, 
by Bloomberg. 
 
The Walton fortune, and the degree to 
which their fortune keeps increasing, is 
mind-blowing.  
 
They're at $190.5 billion right now, 
according to the report, and they add 
to their fortune at a rate of $100 million 
a day. 
 
To put it differently, in the time it's 
taken you to read this far in this article, 
they've likely increased their collective 
net worth by about $350,000, ironically 
thanks largely to something else Buffett 
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talks about all the time: "compound 
interest." 
 
The Walton Foundation declined to 
comment when I asked them about the 
report. But Bloomberg actually ranks 
the top 25 wealthiest families, starting 
with the Waltons and then proceeding 
down through: 
 

• the Mars family (best known for 
the candy company that gave us 
M&Ms and other treats: $126.5 
billion); 
 

• the Koch family (Koch Industries, 
$124.5 billion);  
 

• the Al Saud family (as in, the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia; $100 
billion). 
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And so on and so on, throughout the 
ranks of the Luckily Born. 
 
Of course, this ranking comes up 
during a time when income and wealth 
inequality are political issues to an 
extent they haven't been in decades. In 
fact, even some wealthy heirs have 
been openly calling for greater taxation 
on large estates. 
 
And while choosing how many of your 
millions (or billions) to leave to your 
kids is a good problem to have, so to 
speak, we live in a time in which some 
Americans are drowning in educational 
debt and bemoaning their inability to 
buy a home, while others are 
struggling with basic necessities -- 
and at the same time, the Rich Kids of 
Instagram are a thing. 
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My sense, for whatever small amount 
it's worth: Go the Buffett route.  
 
Let your children enough money, if you 
have it, so that they don't have to 
struggle unnecessarily, but not so 
much that they never have to struggle 
(and grow) at all. 
 
Beyond that, there are things far more 
important than money that you can 
leave behind. 
 
(Originally published Aug. 13, 2019) 
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Succession Plan 
 

Here’s the other thing that wealthy people have 
to think about: Who takes over my business? 
Buffett is 90 at this writing; Munger is even older. 
So here’s the first small step they’ve taken on this 
topic.  

————— 

 
Berkshire Hathaway released the 
annual shareholder letter from Warren 
Buffett Saturday.  
 
This year's letter includes a lot: 
company performance, Buffett's critiqe 
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of accounting rule changes, and how 
much Berkshire paid in income taxes 
($3.6 billion, which Buffett says 
accounts for 1.5 percent of all U.S. 
corporate income tax). 
 
If you're a business owner, however, 
there's an especially important truth 
contained in this year's letter. It took 
Buffett just nine short words to address 
it. 
 
And it's about something almost 
nobody wants to admit. 
 
A question of succession 
 
The brutal truth Buffett found himself 
addressing is about leadership, 
corporate succession, and death. 
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As Buffett acknowledges, it's 
something of an "urgent" question at 
Berkshire, given that he's 89 years old, 
and his vice-chairman, Charlie Munger, 
is 96.  
 
"Charlie and I long ago entered the 
urgent zone," Buffett acknowledged. 
"That's not exactly great news for us. 
But Berkshire shareholders need not 
worry. Your company is 100 percent 
prepared for our departure." 
 
The last nine words are the key. It's 
hard for people to be brave enough to 
face their mortality.  
 
But if you build a successful 
organization, that means people will be 
counting on you: shareholders in 
Buffett's case, but also employees, 
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their families, and other stakeholders. 
To perform and keep faith, they need 
to know what happens if you can no 
longer be the leader. 
 
With a company led by a near-
nonagenarian and an even-older top 
lieutenant, here's what Buffett did to try 
to reassure key stakeholders that 
there's a succession plan in place--even 
without actually naming who will take 
over for him. 
 
Signaling commitment 
 
If he's not willing to name a successor 
publicly, Buffett has to signal somehow 
that he actually cares what happens to 
Berkshire Hathaway after he's gone. 
I think he's done so effectively here by 
writing in the letter that: 
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• Almost his entire net worth (99 
percent) is tied up in Berkshire 
Hathaway stock. 

 
• He's never sold any of his shares. 

(He's given some away as gifts 
and charitable donations, and said 
he had to trade some Berkshire 
stock in 1980 for regulatory 
reasons at the time, in exchange 
for stock of a bank he'd acquired.) 

 
• HIs will requires his executors and 

the trustees to hold onto his 
Berkshire holdings for years after 
his death.  

 
Buffett wrote that he believes the 
restrictions he's put in place mean "it 
will take 12 to 15 years for the entirety 
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of the Berkshire shares I hold at my 
death to move into the market." 
 
Munger's family's net worth is similarly 
tied up, Buffett said, and the message 
is clear: Berkshire's leaders wouldn't 
be so heavily leveraged in their own 
company if they didn't have faith in the 
people who will lead it after they're 
gone. 
 
"Key to my 'Berkshire-only' instructions 
is my faith in the future judgment and 
fidelity of Berkshire directors," Buffett 
added. 
 
Giving air time 
 
There's a lot of speculation that the 
ultimate successor to Buffett will be 
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one of the firm's top two "other-than-
Warren-and-Charlie" executives.  
 
Buffett said he plans to give them each 
a greater voice at the annual 
shareholders meeting in May. 
 
"I've had suggestions from 
shareholders, media and board 
members that Ajit Jain and Greg Abel--
our two key operating managers--be 
given more exposure at the meeting. 
That change makes great sense." 
Jain, 68, is the company's vice 
chairman of insurance operations; 
Abel, 57, is vice chairman of non-
insurance operations.  
 
Giving them a bit more "air time" 
makes it more likely stakeholders could 
become comfortable with them. 
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Of course, it might also influence which 
of them (if it is, in fact, one of 
them) ultimately gets the nod. Either 
way, it lets shareholders see and 
become more comfortable with either 
potential successor. 
 
Why it matters 
 
You're probably a lot younger than 
Buffett and Munger. But it's worth 
considering that smooth company 
successions are often the exception to 
the rule. 
 
Last year, there were 1,640 CEO 
changes at big companies, according 
to Challenger, Gray & Christmas. Many 
of them were clearly unplanned, and 
under difficult circumstances. 
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So that's the key takeaway: Think it 
through, and have a plan. 
 
Your plan can change over time. It 
might very well have to change, 
especially if you wind up staying in 
charge longer than you might have 
originally thought. 
 
But the very fact of having a plan, and 
sharing as much detail about it as you 
can, and projecting confidence in its 
success, will leave your company and 
your stakeholders in a better position. 
 
That's what Buffett clearly believes. You 
could usually do a lot worse than to 
follow his example. 
 
(Originally published Feb. 23, 2020) 
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Parrothead 
 

This last chapter is really just for fun. I’ll be 
updating this Ubook shortly, so be sure to check 
back for new editions.  

————— 

 
Warren Buffett and Jimmy Buffett. The 
Oracle of Omaha and the prince of the 
Parrotheads. They're not related. They 
are friends. They're both rich. 
 
Warren: $81 billion when I wrote this. 
Fourth-richest person on the planet. 
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Jimmy: $550 million. Yes that's a lot 
less than Warren. But c'mon--it's still a 
lot of money. 
 
Both Buffetts are also highly quotable.  
 
My wife recently pointed out that 
they're more similar than you might 
think--even though on the surface that 
doesn't seem likely. In fact, there are 
times when I'll bet you can't tell which 
Buffett offered which words of wisdom. 
 
So let's test that theory. Here are 17 
inspiring quotes from the Buffett boys. 
Can you guess which Buffett said what 
without looking? Answers at the 
bottom. 
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(My wife took this test before I 
published it. She went five for 17. Can 
you beat her?) 
 
1. "Be a good reader, because then 
you don't have to be a 
conversationalist to be knowledgeable. 
I'm shy." 
 
2. "Only when the tide goes out do you 
discover who's been swimming 
naked." 
 
3. "Someone is sitting in the shade 
today because someone planted a tree 
a long time ago." 
 
4. "I always knew I was going to be rich. 
I don't think I ever doubted it for a 
minute." 
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5. "I remember the excruciating school 
task of writing a three-page term 
paper. But, oh, that feeling when I was 
done! I think I drive myself for that 
feeling of accomplishment." 
 
6. "I hate to mention age, but I come 
from an era when we weren't 
consumed by technology and 
television. My mother insisted that her 
children read. To describe my scarce 
leisure time in today's terms, I always 
default to reading." 
 
7. "Any attempts at autobiography 
before the age of eighty seem pretty 
self-involved to me. There are a lot of 
smart middle aged people but not 
many wise ones." 
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8. "What we learn from history is that 
people don't learn from history." 
 
9. "I tell college students, when you get 
to be my age you will be successful if 
the people who you hope to have love 
you, do love you." 
 
10. "If you don't find a way to make 
money while you sleep, you will work 
until you die." 
 
11. "You only have to do a very few 
things right in your life so long as you 
don't do too many things wrong." 
 
12. "The big question about how 
people behave is whether they've got 
an Inner Scorecard or an Outer 
Scorecard. It helps if you can be 
satisfied with an Inner Scorecard." 
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13. "Humor has bailed me out of more 
tight situations than I can think of. If you 
go with your instincts and keep your 
humor, creativity follows. With luck, 
success comes, too." 
 
14. "If life gives you limes, make 
margaritas." 
 
15. "People who think too much before 
they act don't act too much." 
 
16. "Quitting doesn't enter my mind." 
 
17. "Management in place. Find a 
good business that makes sense, and 
make sure there are good people 
running it." 
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Answers: 
1. Jimmy 
2. Warren 
3. Warren 
4. Warren 
5. Jimmy 
6. Jimmy 
7. Jimmy 
8. Warren 
9. Warren 
10. Warren 
11. Warren 
12. Jimmy 
13. Jimmy 
14. Warren. No, I'm kidding. It's Jimmy. 
15. Jimmy 
16. Jimmy 
17. Warren. But he's being quoted by Jimmy 

here--describing the advice that Warren gave 
him when he was "growing the Margaritaville 
empire." 

 
(Originally published July 11, 2018) 
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Links & References 
 

Thanks again for downloading and 
reading. I hope you found the book of 
value. 
 
Please don’t forget to sign up at 
Understandably.com, if you haven’t 
already. 
 
This edition was released in January 
2021. Check out to see if there’s an 
update at: books.understandably.com. 
 



 

 
 

- 104 - 

Also, I have to get a bit legal here: 
Please note that Understandably, 
Understandably.com, Ubook and 
Ubooks are trademarks of Much Better 
Media LLC. 
 
 
Don’t forget to leave comments and 
reviews at:  
 

reviews@understandably.com 
 
 
Notes and links follow below: 

 


