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Founder Profiles [2] 
We profiled twenty founders who started their $5B+ companies before the age of 24 from the last 
five decades in the first Founder Profiles. In this second part, we profile twenty-five founders 
who fit the following criteria: 

1.​ Founded their company between the ages of 24 to 29. 
2.​ Company valued at more than $5B. 
3.​ Started between 2000 and 2018 (excluding companies less than 7 years old). 

Profiles are listed in no particular order. 
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Vlad Tenev 

Tenev’s early life was marked by real hardship – he was born in communist Bulgaria and 
spent two years apart from his parents when his father first moved to the U.S. in the late 
1980sjayshetty.me. As a child, he also witnessed Bulgaria’s 1990s hyperinflation that 
nearly wiped out his grandparents’ savingsjayshetty.me. Those experiences deeply 
influenced Tenev’s worldview and later fueled his mission to “democratize” finance 
through Robinhoodjayshetty.me. 

Company: Robinhood 
Year Founded: 2013 
Age When Founding: 26 
 
Hometown: Varna, Bulgaria 
Alma Mater: Stanford, UCLA (PhD dropout) 
 
Profile: 
​
Vlad Tenev was born in Varna, Bulgaria in 1987en.wikipedia.org. When he was five years old, 
his parents immigrated to the United States, settling in the Washington D.C. 
areaen.wikipedia.orggulfnews.com. Both of Tenev’s parents were trained economists who 
secured positions at the World Bank after moving to the U.S.gulfnews.com. His family left 
Bulgaria just as the country’s communist era was ending and its economy was entering a 
turbulent transition. In 1991, the year Tenev’s father departed for America, Bulgaria’s inflation 
rate was roughly 130%; a few years later in 1997, it spiraled into hyperinflation of ~1000% in a 
single yearmastersofscale.com. Relatives back home resorted to using copper cookware as a 
store of value amid the currency’s collapsemastersofscale.com. Observing these upheavals gave 
young Vlad a lasting appreciation for financial stability and sound marketsmastersofscale.com, 
even as he grew up in the relative calm of the American suburbs. 
 
Tenev’s childhood was marked by intellectual rigor and high expectations. His father had been 
an economics professor in Bulgaria and nurtured Vlad’s curiosity from an early age. Famously, 
when Vlad was just seven, his dad handed him Stephen Hawking’s A Brief History of Time and 
would “grill” him in the evenings to ensure he understood the complex 
ideasindexventures.comindexventures.com. “That book got me thinking about the big 
questions,” Vlad later said, noting it spurred his fascination with understanding how the world 
worksindexventures.com. Money was tight in the early immigrant years – the family lived in 
student housing while Tenev’s father pursued a PhD at the University of 
Marylandindexventures.com – so Vlad often accompanied his dad to the campus computer lab 
because they couldn’t afford a babysitter. There, surrounded by glowing screens and code, he 
taught himself to use computers to pass the timeindexventures.com. This self-directed 
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https://www.indexventures.com/perspectives/trade-winds-the-rise-reckoning-and-reimagining-of-vlad-tenev/#:~:text=When%20Vlad%20Tenev%20was%20seven%2C,A%20Brief%20History%20of%20Time
https://www.indexventures.com/perspectives/trade-winds-the-rise-reckoning-and-reimagining-of-vlad-tenev/#:~:text=economics%20professor%2C%20not%20a%20scientist,of%20millions%20around%20the%20world
https://www.indexventures.com/perspectives/trade-winds-the-rise-reckoning-and-reimagining-of-vlad-tenev/#:~:text=of%20millions%20around%20the%20world
https://www.indexventures.com/perspectives/trade-winds-the-rise-reckoning-and-reimagining-of-vlad-tenev/#:~:text=The%20family%20lived%20with%20another,the%20local%20currency%2C%E2%80%9D%20he%20says
https://www.indexventures.com/perspectives/trade-winds-the-rise-reckoning-and-reimagining-of-vlad-tenev/#:~:text=had%20few%20books%20or%20toys%2C,himself%20how%20to%20use%20computers


exploration of technology, coupled with his natural aptitude in math, set the foundation for his 
later pursuits in fintech. 
 
Growing up as the only child of ambitious immigrant parents, Vlad felt constant pressure to 
excel academicallyindexventures.com. He did not disappoint. His family eventually moved to 
Northern Virginia, and Vlad gained admission to Thomas Jefferson High School for Science and 
Technology – a top magnet school known for its advanced STEM curriculumen.wikipedia.org. 
There he honed his talents in math and science, and even briefly considered becoming a lawyer 
after being inspired by the courtroom drama A Few Good Menindexventures.com. Ultimately, his 
love of problem-solving won out. In 2004 Tenev matriculated at Stanford University, initially 
intending to study physics but soon switching his major to mathematicsgolden.com. He thrived 
in Stanford’s rigorous environment, seeking out extra challenges “by taking these very difficult 
graduate-level classes” for no credit – simply for the intellectual thrillindexventures.com. 
 
A pivotal friendship formed during Tenev’s college years would shape his future. In a summer 
physics research program at Stanford, he met Baiju Bhatt, a slightly older master’s student who, 
like Vlad, hailed from an immigrant family (Bhatt’s parents had come from India) and had grown 
up in Virginiaindexventures.comndtv.com. The two found instant camaraderie. Both were only 
children with outsized academic drive, and both shared an iconoclastic streak in how they 
approached learning. They soon became roommates in an off-campus house in Menlo Park 
during Vlad’s later undergraduate yearsindexventures.com. Tenev graduated from Stanford in 
2008 with a B.A. in Mathematicsgolden.com – just as the global financial crisis hit. It was a 
daunting time to be a newly minted math graduate: Wall Street firms were retrenching, and even 
Silicon Valley companies like Google weren’t hiring much amid the 
recessionindexventures.com. Tenev applied for jobs as a derivatives trader and in big tech, “but 
nobody wanted to hire me,” he recalls of that tough yearindexventures.com. 
 
Facing a barren job market, Tenev decided to continue his education. He enrolled in a 
mathematics Ph.D. program at UCLA in 2009golden.com. There, he excelled in coursework and 
even earned his master’s degree along the waygolden.com, but he began questioning whether 
academia was the right path. A professor had handed him a book called A Mathematician’s 
Survival Guide – ostensibly a primer on navigating academic bureaucracy – and it was 
eye-opening. “It dawned on me that [being a professor] was a job like any other, with a lot of 
stuff you had to do that was not research,” Tenev said of that realizationindexventures.com. He 
started to feel the pull of a different kind of challenge, one outside the ivory tower. Fortunately, 
an opportunity soon came knocking. In mid-2010, his Stanford friend Baiju Bhatt phoned from 
the Bay Area with an enticing proposition: Bhatt had spent a few months working at a small 
high-frequency trading firm in Marin County, California, and he’d spotted a business 
opportunityindexventures.com. “I see an opportunity here,” Bhatt told Vlad. “I think we could 
create our own firm.”indexventures.com 
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By this point, Tenev was growing disillusioned with academic life, so the decision was easy. He 
took a leave of absence from UCLA (eventually dropping out of the PhD program) to co-found a 
startup with Bhattgolden.comindexventures.com. The two friends rented a cheap house in South 
San Francisco and threw themselves into building their first company in 2010, an ultra-fast 
trading startup they named Celerisindexventures.com. The goal was to write high-frequency 
trading software that could capitalize on tiny market inefficiencies at lightning speeds. Tenev 
attacked the project with zeal – “I would work all hours that I wasn’t eating or sleeping,” he later 
said of this periodindexventures.com. Celeris, however, never quite took off 
commerciallyindexventures.com. The nascent company struggled to compete in the cutthroat 
HFT arena, and after roughly a year the founders decided to regroup. “Even though we weren’t 
having any material success, it was enough for me to say, ‘This is my path. This is what I want to 
be,’” Tenev said of the experience, noting that the creative freedom of entrepreneurship reminded 
him of solving math problems – using just his brain and “not being beholden to anyone besides 
the customer”indexventures.comindexventures.com. In Celeris, he discovered he loved building 
something of his own from scratch, success or not. 
 
By early 2011, pragmatic concerns set in. Friends and family were beginning to question whether 
Tenev had made the right choice leaving a prestigious PhD programindexventures.com. He felt 
pressure to achieve a tangible success. Tenev and Bhatt wound down Celeris and relocated to 
New York City – closer to the heart of the finance industry – to launch a second venture, 
Chronos Research, in 2011indexventures.com. This time, instead of trying to beat Wall Street at 
its own game, they decided to sell shovels in the gold rush. Chronos would develop and sell 
low-latency trading software to established firms: essentially, providing the back-end technology 
that hedge funds and banks could use to execute trades fastergolden.comindexventures.com. The 
duo bootstrapped the company (funding it from their own pockets and any revenue rather than 
venture capital) and quickly landed a few clients. Within about a year, Chronos was bringing in a 
few million dollars in revenues from its financial industry customersindexventures.com. By any 
ordinary measure, this made Tenev and Bhatt successful young entrepreneurs. Yet Tenev felt a 
gnawing sense that something was missing. Selling ultra-fast trading tools to big banks was 
lucrative, but it didn’t deliver the sense of mission he cravedindexventures.com. “If I keep 
working on this for 30 or 40 years and it reaches its logical conclusion,” he asked himself, “will I 
be proud to tell my grandchildren?”indexventures.com The answer was no. Tenev later admitted, 
“Chronos didn’t really do that for me… But Robinhood did.”indexventures.com 

Several forces were converging by 2012–2013 that pointed to a much bigger idea. First, Tenev 
and Bhatt had gained an insider’s view of the securities industry and seen how electronic trading 
had driven the marginal cost of a trade down to almost zero for large 
institutionsindexventures.com. Second, the world was going mobile – the explosive growth of 
smartphones and apps (Uber, Instagram, etc.) showed that a mobile-first approach could upend 
traditional industriesindexventures.com. Third, the Millennial generation was coming of age 
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financially amidst deep distrust of Wall Street: the 2008 financial crisis and its aftermath 
(including the Occupy Wall Street protests) had fostered a hunger for transparency, fairness, and 
openness in financeindexventures.com. Stock brokerages in 2012 still charged $7–$10 per trade 
on retail accountsindexventures.com, a fee structure that felt antiquated and exploitative to young 
would-be investors. Tenev and Bhatt began asking: why should buying a share of stock cost 
anything when the actual transaction cost was near zero? Why not build a brokerage platform 
with no commissions, designed for the smartphone era and aimed at people like us? 

In 2013, the co-founders moved back to California and set out to do exactly that. They 
envisioned a zero-commission stock trading app that would “democratize finance for all,” in line 
with a simple mission: empower ordinary people to invest without the traditional 
barriersgulfnews.comindexventures.com. The company’s name, Robinhood, was chosen to 
evoke the idea of taking from the rich (Wall Street incumbents with high fees) and giving to the 
poor (everyday investors)gulfnews.com. Tenev, who took lead on the engineering side, focused 
on building a scalable trading system and brokerage infrastructure, while Bhatt crafted a smooth, 
gamified user experience to make investing inviting to 
newcomersindexventures.comindexventures.com. The pair were insistent from day one that 
trades on the platform would cost users nothing – an “unheard of” stance at the 
timeindexventures.com. “Banks and hedge funds were effectively trading for free. But retail 
investors were still paying $10 per trade,” Tenev observed, noting that their startup aimed to 
level that playing fieldindexventures.com. They planned to monetize in other ways (such as 
earning interest on cash balances or routing orders to market-makers willing to pay for order 
flow), thereby keeping the service free for users.  

Even with a compelling vision, Robinhood was a bold and risky idea in 2013. The product would 
require the founders to become an SEC-registered broker-dealer and build relationships with 
clearinghouses – formidable hurdles for a tiny startup. Early fundraising proved challenging. 
Venture capitalists were skeptical that two twenty-something entrepreneurs could break into a 
heavily regulated industry with a free-trading model. Tenev later recalled knocking on “75 
doors” before getting a yesbusinessinsider.com. “There were a lot of people who didn’t believe 
in it,” he said, describing how dozens of investors turned them down during 
2013businessinsider.com. Their persistence paid off when a few seed-stage backers finally bit. In 
October 2013, Robinhood received a $500,000 seed investment from Index Ventures, whose 
partner Jan Hammer was impressed by an early demo of the app’s sleek design and social 
featuresindexventures.comindexventures.com. Hammer sensed that “the vision was, essentially, 
stocks on mobile for millennials,” and he believed Tenev and Bhatt – with their mix of technical 
prowess and first-principles thinking – were the right founders to execute 
itindexventures.comindexventures.com. 

As word spread, Robinhood struck a chord with its target audience. The startup’s coming-out 
was met with explosive enthusiasm from young tech-savvy investors. On the day Tenev and 
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Bhatt announced Robinhood’s waitlist, thousands signed up within hoursindexventures.com. The 
sign-ups surged through viral word-of-mouth on Reddit and Hacker News, reaching 50,000 
within a month and nearly 1 million people on the waitlist before the app even launched to the 
publicindexventures.combusinessinsider.com. This astonishing early traction validated the 
founders’ hypothesis that there was pent-up demand for a new kind of brokerage. In late 2013, at 
26 years old, Vlad Tenev found himself at the helm of a company on the verge of rewriting the 
rules of retail investingndtv.com. He had co-founded Robinhood to fulfill a bold promise – that 
technology and ingenuity could open Wall Street’s doors to everyone – and the journey was just 
beginning. 

Sources: 

Vlad Tenev interview and profile by Index Venturesindexventures.comindexventures.com; 
Masters of Scale podcast interviewmastersofscale.commastersofscale.com; Business 
Insiderbusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.com; TechCrunchtechcrunch.com; Gulf 
Newsgulfnews.com; NDTV/Forbesndtv.com. 
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Tobi Lütke 

In 2002, 22-year-old Tobi Lütke emigrated from Germany to Canada primarily to be with 
his future wife, whom he’d met on a snowboarding tripquartr.com. Lütke had no 
university degree and struggled to find a programming job in Canada, so he decided to 
start his own business – combining his coding skills with his love of snowboarding to 
build a small online snowboard shopquartr.com. That humble project eventually evolved 
into the e-commerce giant Shopifyquartr.com. 

Company: Shopify 
Year Founded: 2006 
Age When Founding: 26 
 
Hometown: Koblenz, Germany 
Alma Mater: N/A 
 
Profile: 

Tobias “Tobi” Lütke was born in 1980 in the city of Koblenz, West Germanytrevorcole.com. He 
grew up in a supportive, educated family—his father was an internist (medical doctor) and his 
mother taught special-needs childrentrevorcole.com. When Lütke was six years old, his parents 
gifted him a personal computer (a German Schneider-branded Amstrad CPC), a moment that 
ignited his lifelong fascination with technologytrevorcole.comfinanzen.net. He spent hours 
exploring that computer from an early age, even logging 15-hour days on it playing games like 
Pac-Man and Space Invadersfinanzen.net. By the time he was 11 or 12, Lütke had moved from 
merely playing games to tinkering under the hood—rewriting game code, creating simple new 
games, and even modifying his computer’s hardware by soldering in new partstrevorcole.com. In 
short, he was a self-taught programmer before he reached his teens, driven by curiosity and a 
love for making the machine do his biddingtrevorcole.com. 

As Lütke’s passion for computing grew, traditional schooling became an afterthought. He later 
admitted he had “authority problems” as a student, preferring to pick apart the questions teachers 
asked rather than recite expected answerstrevorcole.com. Bored in class, he would calculate the 
bare minimum effort required to pass so that he could devote the rest of his time to coding at 
hometrevorcole.com. Unsurprisingly, his grades suffered. Teachers diagnosed Lütke with various 
learning disabilities and he was subjected to psychological assessments at his parents’ behest, but 
in hindsight he felt nothing was “wrong” with him—he simply learned in his own 
waytrevorcole.com. “I didn’t understand what they wanted from me… I didn’t understand what 
school is,” he reflected, describing how classes felt devoid of purposefinanzen.netfinanzen.net. 
His real education, he believed, began when he sat in front of his computer each day after 
schooltobi.lutke.comfinanzen.net. 
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At 16, after completing the 10th grade, Lütke made an unconventional choice: he dropped out of 
high school to enter a computer programming apprenticeshiptrevorcole.com. In Germany’s dual 
education system, pursuing a hands-on apprenticeship (in lieu of a university track) is a respected 
path, and for Lütke it was a perfect fittobi.lutke.comtobi.lutke.com. He was accepted as an 
apprentice Fachinformatiker (software developer) at a Koblenz company that was part of the 
Siemens conglomeratetrevorcole.com. This three-year apprenticeship placed Lütke in a real 
workplace environment, rotating him through departments and assigning him to work with 
experienced engineers. He thrived outside the confines of traditional school—learning by doing 
suited him far better. “Those learning disabilities turned out not to be real disabilities; I was 
simply a kinesthetic learner,” Lütke later wrote, noting how his confidence surged when he could 
apply knowledge to actual problemstobi.lutke.comtobi.lutke.com. Under the mentorship of a 
veteran Siemens engineer named Jürgen, Lütke rapidly advanced his skills. He devoured new 
programming languages (falling in love with Delphi at the time) and learned to accept relentless 
feedback on his code, an experience that taught him to “not tangle my ego up in the code I 
write”tobi.lutke.comtobi.lutke.com. This period, he says, was “probably the most important thing 
that happened to me in my professional life,” compressing what felt like a decade of growth into 
a few yearstobi.lutke.com. 

Despite being just a teenager, Lütke was soon contributing like a full-fledged programmer at 
Siemens. He even chafed at some corporate constraints – for instance, the company mandated 
using Java for projects, which Lütke found stifling. “It felt wrong… it was trying to control me,” 
he said of being forced into one programming language, believing he could be far more 
productive with other toolstrevorcole.com. This independent streak would later define his 
approach as a technologist. By the time his apprenticeship wrapped up, Lütke had accumulated 
years of professional coding experience while his peers were only beginning university. He never 
pursued a college degree – the practical training had more than substituted for formal 
educationforbes.com. Instead, Lütke continued to build software in the working world. In his late 
teens and early 20s, he took on contracts as a freelance programmer and stayed on with Siemens 
in various capacitiesfinanzen.nettrevorcole.com. It was during these years that he also began 
following the writings of software luminaries online; notably, he has cited legendary game 
developer John Carmack’s technical .plan files as a formative influence, calling them a “huge 
impression” and a “master class in systems design” that shaped his thinking about 
codeen.wikipedia.orgen.wikipedia.org. Lütke was, in every sense, a self-made software engineer, 
driven by passion and sharpened by real-world practice. 

Outside of coding, one of Lütke’s other teenage passions was snowboarding. In 2002, this hobby 
led to a life-changing encounter. Lütke visited the ski mecca of Whistler, British Columbia, for a 
snowboarding trip and there he met Fiona McKean, a Canadian college student from 
Ottawafinanzen.net. The two hit it off and started a long-distance relationship. After some time 
dating across the ocean, Lütke persuaded Fiona to spend a year with him in Germany. Then it 
was his turn to reciprocate: in 2002, at age 21, Lütke emigrated to Canada to be with Fiona in her 
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hometown of Ottawafinanzen.net. What started as a snowboarding vacation had sparked both a 
romance and, indirectly, the seed of a business partnership that would come later. Lütke’s 
relocation was smoothed by the fact that Siemens (his employer) helped cover the move, and he 
initially moved in with Fiona’s family in Ottawatrevorcole.comfinanzen.net. He continued doing 
freelance programming to pay the bills – he had just finished a contract building a vehicle 
inventory system for car dealerships, and that income was dwindlingtrevorcole.comfinanzen.net. 
Living in a new country, without a university credential, Lütke relied on his coding skills to find 
work. But he was also eager to integrate into the local tech scene and do something 
entrepreneurial if possible. As luck would have it, Fiona’s family connections soon introduced 
him to a potential collaborator. 

In Ottawa, Lütke was introduced to Scott Lake, an aspiring entrepreneur about 12 years his 
seniortrevorcole.com. Lake was gregarious, business-minded, and had dabbled in a startup 
before. He became acquainted with Lütke through Fiona’s family (Lake was a friend of Fiona’s 
father and would see Lütke at family gatherings)trevorcole.com. The young German programmer 
and the outgoing Canadian businessman found they had complementary skills and ambitions. By 
2004, Lütke and Lake started brainstorming ideas for a new business they could launch together. 
Both recognized the growing potential of the internet—Lütke had the technical know-how to 
build web applications, and Lake had the network and drive to grow a company. It didn’t take 
long for them to home in on an idea that married Lütke’s two interests: software and 
snowboarding. 

In the winter of 2004, Lütke and Lake decided to start an online snowboarding shop. There was 
no grand long-term vision at first; they simply thought it would be fun and potentially profitable 
to sell high-end snowboards via the internettrevorcole.com. They named the venture 
“Snowdevil,” inspired by the snowy daredevil sport. Lütke’s personal passions were all aligned 
in this project: he could apply his programming talent to build an e-commerce website, and he’d 
be selling products (snowboards) that he was genuinely enthusiastic about. For Lake, who had a 
background in business and was a natural connector, Snowdevil was an opportunity to run a 
startup and handle the commercial side. At the beginning, there was no grand plan, Lake 
admitted. We just said let’s do e-commerce, let’s sell some snowboardstrevorcole.com. 

Lütke, for his part, was actually relieved to take a temporary break from writing code as a job. At 
only 24 years old, he already had roughly a decade of programming experience behind him (he 
had started professional coding in his teens). He later admitted he was a bit burned out from 
churning out software day in and day outtrevorcole.com. Running an online store sounded like a 
refreshing change. In fact, Lütke had shown entrepreneurial instincts even back in school – as a 
teenager he used to buy gadgets or sweets in bulk and resell them to classmates at a profit, 
essentially a small arbitrage business that gave him a taste for commercetrevorcole.com. With 
Snowdevil, he could scratch that same itch on a bigger scale, while Lake focused on marketing 
and sourcing inventory. 
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When Lütke and Lake set up Snowdevil, they quickly encountered a major hurdle: the existing 
e-commerce software available in 2004 for building online stores was atrocious by Lütke’s 
standards. Whether they tried off-the-shelf packages or open-source projects, nothing met their 
needs. The systems were clunky, inflexible, and clearly designed by developers who didn’t 
understand retail, Lütke felttrevorcole.com. “The terminology was wrong, the approach was 
wrong,” he said, recalling his frustration. “You can’t organize a business the way this software 
forces you to”trevorcole.com. Instead of spending time marketing Snowdevil or sourcing more 
products, Lütke found himself consumed with a new challenge: building a better online store 
platform himself. In true craftsman spirit, he started coding Snowdevil’s website from scratch, 
determined to make it function elegantly for both the merchant and the customertrevorcole.com. 

Lütke’s technology choices in this period proved pivotal. He opted to write Snowdevil’s platform 
using Ruby, a relatively obscure programming language from Japan. Ruby had a clean, 
human-friendly syntax that Lütke loved, but at the time it had little documentation in English or 
Germantrevorcole.com. Undeterred by the language barrier, Lütke taught himself Ruby by 
reading whatever code samples he could find, dissecting the Japanese materials through sheer 
pattern recognitiontrevorcole.com. In a stroke of timing, just as he was working on this in 
2004–2005, a new framework called Ruby on Rails burst onto the scene. Created by Danish 
programmer David Heinemeier Hansson, Rails was a framework that made building web 
applications in Ruby vastly easier and fastertrevorcole.com. Lütke immediately embraced Ruby 
on Rails as the foundation for Snowdevil’s software. He became one of the early contributors to 
the Rails project – for example, he built and open-sourced a library for credit card processing 
(later known as ActiveMerchant) that filled a critical need for online shopstrevorcole.com. His 
contributions and expertise led to Lütke being recognized as part of Rails’ core development 
team in those early daystrevorcole.com. This was a formative experience: not only did it improve 
Snowdevil’s code, it plugged Lütke into a global network of talented programmers and validated 
his skills on a larger stage. 

By early 2006, Snowdevil had a working website and a trickle of sales – Lütke and Lake would 
get online orders for snowboards, which they’d pack up and ship to customers from their Ottawa 
basefinanzen.net. It didn’t take long for the pair to realize that the software platform Lütke had 
built was a far more promising product than the snowboards themselves. The snowboard 
business was highly seasonal and niche; indeed, when summer came, virtually no one was 
buying Snowdevil’s inventoryfinanzen.net. But entrepreneurs and small businesses were 
constantly looking for better ways to sell online. Lütke and Lake had stumbled onto a huge 
opportunity: they could pivot from being an online snowboard retailer to becoming a provider of 
e-commerce software for others. As Lütke later remarked, they saw that they “could make more 
money with [the] e-commerce software” than with the boards in the garagefinanzen.net. 

In mid-2006, Tobias Lütke and his partners transformed their snowboard shop side project into a 
new company focused on that e-commerce platform. To fund this transition, they raised a small 
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seed round from friends and family. Ten people in their circle – notably Fiona’s father and 
Lütke’s uncle (who had also immigrated to Canada) – pooled together about $200,000 in starting 
capitalfinanzen.net. With that backing, Lütke set about polishing the product and building a 
business around it. The venture was initially registered under the name “Jaded Pixel” (with the 
tongue-in-cheek tagline “Rockstar E-commerce”), but they soon decided on a more 
customer-friendly name for the software: Shopifytrevorcole.com. Scott Lake is credited with 
coming up with the name “Shopify,” which neatly captured the idea of simplifying the process of 
getting a shop up and running onlinetrevorcole.com. In 2006, they officially launched Shopify as 
an online platform that enabled anyone to create their own web store. (The company name would 
later be consolidated as Shopify as well.) 

From the outset, Lütke was the technical architect and de facto CEO of the new company, while 
Lake took on early business duties. They also brought in a third co-founder at this point: Daniel 
Weinand, a friend of Lütke’s from Germany who was a talented programmer and 
designertrevorcole.com. Weinand’s design sense helped make Shopify’s templates and user 
interface more attractive, a key advantage over the clunky competition. In the scrappy first 
months, the “office” for Shopify was literally a table at a local Bridgehead coffee shop in Ottawa 
where Lütke and his small team camped out with laptops (the coffee shop happened to have 
reliable Wi-Fi, a crucial asset)finanzen.net. They acquired their first users and iterated quickly 
based on feedback. In October 2006 – one of Shopify’s first full months in operation – the 
platform earned about $8,000 in revenue from subscription fees, a modest but encouraging 
starttrevorcole.comfinanzen.net. Lütke and his co-founders even forwent salaries in the very 
beginning, funneling all resources into the product while family supporters helped cover living 
expensesfinanzen.net. 

By the end of 2006, Tobias Lütke had gone from a teen hacker in Koblenz to the 26-year-old 
CEO of his own software company. The product he built to power a snowboard shop had 
evolved into Shopify, a general-purpose e-commerce platform that was gaining its first eager 
customers. While Shopify’s explosive growth would come later, Lütke had already achieved 
something remarkable: he turned his personal passion for coding and problem-solving into a 
viable startup, overcoming the doubters of his school days. The foundation was now laid for 
Shopify’s rise – a trajectory that, in the years to follow, would see Lütke’s creation scale to 
power hundreds of thousands of online stores and eventually attain a valuation north of $200 
billioncompaniesmarketcap.com. But in 2006, all of that was still ahead of him. For now, Lütke’s 
story had reached the end of its opening chapter – from a curious boy disassembling games on a 
home computer, to a young entrepreneur launching a company that set out to redefine online 
commerce. 

Sources: Lütke’s biographical details and quotes are drawn from extensive media interviews and 
profiles, including The Globe and Mailtrevorcole.comtrevorcole.comtrevorcole.com, Der 
Spiegelfinanzen.netfinanzen.net, Lütke’s own writingstobi.lutke.comtobi.lutke.com, and other 
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press and podcast interviews. All facts are rigorously sourced as indicated by the citations 
throughout the text. 
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Brian Armstrong 

Coinbase’s origin was inspired by an unlikely place: Argentina. After college, Armstrong 
spent a year living in Argentina and saw firsthand how an economic collapse and 
hyperinflation devastated ordinary people’s 
savingsbusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.com. That eye-opening experience – watching 
citizens lose trust in their currency – directly motivated him to create a cryptocurrency 
platform, giving individuals around the world more control over their 
moneybusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.com. 

Company: Coinbase 
Year Founded: 2012 
Age When Founding: 29 
 
Hometown: San Jose, California 
Alma Mater: Rice University 
 
Profile: 

Brian Armstrong was born on January 25, 1983, and raised in San Jose, California, in the heart 
of Silicon Valleyinsidebitcoins.com. Both of his parents were engineers, and as he later noted, 
“my mom worked at IBM. She was one of the early women computer programmers,” reflecting 
the tech-oriented household in which he grew upinsidebitcoins.com. From a young age, 
Armstrong showed an intense curiosity for computers and technology. His parents nurtured this 
interest – even scouring for a used personal computer to buy for him – giving him an early 
platform to experiment with coding and electronicsinsidebitcoins.com. By his own description, 
he was a “shy and nerdy” kid who would stay up late tinkering on multiple computers in his 
bedroom, learning to build his own PC and exploring operating systems like 
Linuxstratechery.com. Eager to learn programming, he took community college classes while 
still in middle school and high school, and began creating simple websites using languages like 
PHP – a more accessible path for him than diving straight into complex C++ 
codestratechery.com. 

Attending Bellarmine College Preparatory, an all-male Jesuit high school in San Jose, Armstrong 
continued to hone his tech skillshoover.org. As a teenager, he built a website that unexpectedly 
gained traction, giving him a first taste of online entrepreneurship. “I remember, I went to sleep 
and woke up in the morning and…I checked the stats and, like, a thousand people looked at it 
while I was sleeping,” he recalled of that early web projectinsidebitcoins.com. This eye-opening 
moment – seeing strangers embrace something he created online – left a strong impression on the 
young Armstrong and hinted at his future entrepreneurial drive. Outside of coding, he was an 
academically capable but reserved student, often more comfortable with computers than 
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socializing. Nonetheless, he excelled enough to earn admission to Rice University in Texas in 
2001insidebitcoins.com. There, he pursued a rigorous double major in Computer Science and 
Economics, an intersection that foreshadowed his later career at the nexus of technology and 
finance. He completed his bachelor’s degrees in 2005, and went on to earn a master’s in 
Computer Science from Rice in 2006insidebitcoins.com. This dual foundation in economics and 
computer science would prove formative, equipping him to understand both the technical and 
financial dimensions of digital currencies. 

Armstrong’s entrepreneurial streak emerged during his college years at Rice. In 2003, while still 
an undergraduate, he co-founded his first venture: UniversityTutor.com, a website that connected 
tutors with students in need of academic helpcointelegraph.com. The inspiration came from a 
simple college dilemma – Armstrong and his roommate wanted to make extra money. “My 
roommate and I were trying to think about how to make some extra cash. And I realized if we 
were to tutor high school students, we could make great money,” Armstrong 
recountedinsidebitcoins.com. Rather than just tutor locally, he decided to build a platform to 
scale that idea. He developed UniversityTutor.com as an online directory where parents and 
students could find independent tutors, demonstrating his knack for using technology to solve 
everyday problemscointelegraph.com. Armstrong served as the CEO of this small education 
startup, gaining invaluable hands-on experience in running a business and writing software 
outside the classroom. The site did achieve a modest user base – enough success to validate his 
effort – but it wasn’t a breakout hit that would propel him to fame (the business was eventually 
acquired in 2014)cointelegraph.com. By the time he graduated with his master’s, Armstrong had 
already navigated the challenges of launching a product and managing customers, learning 
lessons that many founders only encounter later. This early venture, while not making him rich 
or famous, signaled Armstrong’s penchant for initiative and provided a sandbox for developing 
his leadership and coding skills in a real-world contextinsidebitcoins.com. It also blended his 
twin interests in education and technology, hinting at his broader desire to leverage tech for 
impactful solutions. 

Diploma in hand, Armstrong felt a pull to broaden his horizons before diving into another 
startup. After finishing at Rice in 2006, he decided to move abroad – landing in Buenos Aires, 
Argentina for about a year, where he worked for a small education companyen.wikipedia.org. 
This South American sojourn in the mid-2000s exposed him to a society recovering from a 
severe economic crisis. Argentina’s early-2000s hyperinflation and currency collapse left a deep 
impression on Armstrong. Walking the streets of Buenos Aires, he saw lingering signs of the 
recent financial turmoil: grand old bank buildings that hinted at past prosperity, alongside 
everyday people who had lost trust in their institutions. “I got to see what an economy and 
culture looked like that had gone through hyperinflation and didn’t have a well-run monetary 
system,” he reflected later99bitcoins.com. Locals bore an “atmosphere of despair and 
resignation” after watching their savings evaporate and their currency 
destabilizedbusinessinsider.com. This experience planted a seed in Armstrong’s mind – a keen 
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awareness of how badly a broken financial system can erode people’s hope and prosperity. 
Though he hadn’t yet discovered Bitcoin, living in Argentina made the problems with 
government-backed money painfully tangible and would later inform his drive to create new 
financial tools. 

Returning to the U.S. with a global perspective, Armstrong spent the next few years 
accumulating traditional work experience in the tech industry. He worked as a software 
developer at IBM and later as a consultant at Deloitte & Touche, specializing in enterprise risk 
managementfrederick.aien.wikipedia.org. These roles at established companies taught him 
professional discipline and let him apply his computer science skills in corporate environments. 
However, Armstrong soon realized that life at big corporations was not his calling. In an 
interview, he admitted that after trying a large company like IBM, he “didn’t really like it” and 
felt a bit lost on what to do nextstratechery.com. By 2011, he sought a more dynamic role and 
joined a then up-and-coming home-rental startup, Airbnb, as a software engineer focusing on 
fraud prevention and paymentstim.blog. At Airbnb, Armstrong found himself wrestling with the 
very issues that had frustrated him in Argentina – the friction of moving money across borders. 
Airbnb was operating in over 190 countries, and part of Armstrong’s job was helping hosts in 
places like Latin America get paid. This gave him a “front-row seat” to observe “how broken the 
global financial system was,” as he later describedbusinessinsider.com. Payments to hosts often 
encountered long delays, high fees, and opaque intermediaries; sending a bank transfer to 
someone in South America could be costly and slow. To Armstrong, the patchwork of 
country-specific payment systems felt “almost corrupt and opaque” in its 
inefficiencybusinessinsider.com. These frontline experiences at Airbnb crystallized the problem 
in his mind: the world badly needed a faster, more open way to move value internationally. It 
was a problem he became determined to solve. 

Amid these frustrations with traditional finance, Armstrong stumbled upon a piece of writing that 
would change the trajectory of his life. Around late 2010, during the holiday break, he read the 
Bitcoin white paper authored by the pseudonymous Satoshi Nakamotoinsidebitcoins.com. The 
paper outlined a radical idea: a peer-to-peer digital currency, decentralized and not controlled by 
any government or bank. Armstrong was immediately enthralled. “Around Christmas time, 2010, 
I came back to California... and I happened to come across the Bitcoin whitepaper… It was 
describing something kind of like the Internet that was global and decentralized that no company 
or country owned. I thought ‘Oh my gosh, this could have an enormous impact on the world,’” 
he remembered feelinginsidebitcoins.com. In Bitcoin’s technology, he saw a potential answer to 
the very inefficiencies he’d witnessed – a way to “create more economic freedom” on a global 
scale by democratizing financebusinessinsider.com. This revelation lit a fire in him. Although 
Bitcoin was still an obscure experiment in 2010 (with the cryptocurrency just a couple of years 
old and hardly known outside geek circles), Armstrong grasped its significance early. He 
recognized that if digital money could be made easy and safe to use, it might prevent the kind of 
pain he saw in Argentina and fix the payment problems he battled at Airbnb. 
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Armed with conviction, Armstrong began taking action. He started writing code at night and on 
weekends to prototype a solution – essentially a simple online platform for buying, storing, and 
using cryptocurrency. By day he continued working at Airbnb, but by night he was a solo 
founder on a mission, often staying up into the early morning hours to hack on his 
projectstratechery.comehandbook.com. He chose familiar tools (writing in Ruby and JavaScript) 
and focused on user-friendliness, since at the time buying Bitcoin required technical savvy and 
was fraught with security risksen.wikipedia.org. His goal was to build a “hosted Bitcoin wallet” 
that would make acquiring and holding crypto as straightforward as online 
banking99bitcoins.com. Over roughly 2011 into early 2012, Armstrong refined his prototype and 
his business idea, essentially working two jobs – coding for Airbnb by day and developing his 
crypto startup by nightehandbook.com. This intense period tested his resolve, but by the spring 
of 2012 he felt ready to take the leap with his nascent product. 

In early 2012, Armstrong applied to Y Combinator, the prestigious Silicon Valley startup 
accelerator, hoping to turn his project into a full-fledged companyehandbook.com. His 
application pitched the vision of an easy-to-use Bitcoin exchange and wallet service. Y 
Combinator was intrigued by the idea – but there was one condition: they wanted him to have a 
co-founder (a common YC preference to ensure startups have a balanced 
team)cointelegraph.com. At that time, Armstrong was a solo founder, so he had to scramble. 
With just a few days to find a partner before YC’s deadline, he posted a call for a co-founder on 
Hacker News (Y Combinator’s online forum), outlining his mission to make Bitcoin 
accessiblecointelegraph.com. The post went somewhat viral and caught the attention of Fred 
Ehrsam, a young Goldman Sachs currency trader who was equally passionate about 
cryptoinsidebitcoins.com. Ehrsam had been independently experimenting with Bitcoin from the 
finance side and immediately resonated with Armstrong’s vision. The two met online via a 
Bitcoin subreddit and discovered their skills were complementary: Armstrong brought the 
technical prowess and product prototype, while Ehrsam understood financial markets and could 
navigate the trading and regulatory aspectsinsidebitcoins.com. They also shared a belief that 
Bitcoin could revolutionize finance. After a few meetings (Armstrong reportedly spoke with 
dozens of candidates before finding the right matchen.wikipedia.org), the pair decided to team 
up. 

With Ehrsam on board, Armstrong was accepted into Y Combinator’s Summer 2012 batch and 
received a critical $150,000 seed investment to get starteden.wikipedia.org. He promptly quit his 
job at Airbnb to devote himself entirely to the new ventureinsidebitcoins.com. In the Y 
Combinator program, Armstrong and Ehrsam refined their business model and began building 
out the product under the guidance of YC partners. They chose the name “Coinbase” for the 
company – a term from the Bitcoin protocol referring to the first transaction in a new block, 
where new coins are generatedinsidebitcoins.com. (Armstrong later admitted he picked the name 
quickly from the Bitcoin whitepaper, figuring he could always change it later, though in the end 
“Coinbase” stuck99bitcoins.com.) Over the summer of 2012, working out of a modest 
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two-bedroom apartment in San Francisco, Armstrong and Ehrsam developed the platform’s 
initial featurescointelegraph.com. Their mission was straightforward but ambitious: to make 
cryptocurrency safe and easy for the average person – a stark contrast to the clunky, geek-only 
tools that existed at the timefrederick.ai. 

In October 2012, Coinbase officially launched its services to the public, allowing users to buy 
Bitcoin by connecting their bank accounts for the first timeinsidebitcoins.com. Armstrong was 
29 years old, now the CEO of a brand-new cryptocurrency startup, and about to discover whether 
the world was ready for this ideahoover.org. The timing proved fortuitous. Bitcoin was still 
trading under $20 at that point, but interest in digital currency was slowly spreading. Coinbase’s 
easy interface and trust-building approach (handling security and storage for users) immediately 
lowered the barrier to entry for curious newcomers. What began as Armstrong’s 
nights-and-weekends passion project was now a company with real funding, a co-founder, and a 
live product. The stage was set for Coinbase to grow rapidly – but importantly, Brian 
Armstrong’s journey up to this founding moment had equipped him with the conviction and 
experience to navigate the challenges ahead. From a shy San Jose coder with big ideas to a 
scrappy startup founder, Armstrong’s life experiences – childhood tinkering, collegiate 
entrepreneurship, world travel, corporate tech jobs, and a eureka moment with Bitcoin – all 
converged in 2012 as he launched Coinbase, the venture that would eventually bring 
cryptocurrency into the mainstreaminsidebitcoins.comhoover.org. 

Sources: Armstrong’s personal reflections and interviewsstratechery.combusinessinsider.com; 
Hoover Institution interview introductionhoover.org; Coinbase founding story as documented by 
Business Insider and othersinsidebitcoins.cominsidebitcoins.com; Tim Ferriss Show 
transcripttim.blog; Cointelegraph profilecointelegraph.comcointelegraph.com; InsideBitcoins 
documentary quotesinsidebitcoins.cominsidebitcoins.com. 
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Brian Chesky 

In 2007, a broke Brian Chesky and his roommate inflated a few air mattresses in their 
San Francisco apartment and offered an “Air Bed and Breakfast” to design conference 
attendees when local hotels were sold out. Three paying guests actually showed up – 
including a 35-year-old woman and a dad from Utah – covering the rent and giving 
Chesky a startling firsthand glimpse of the magic that happens when strangers share a 
home, an experience that sparked the idea for Airbnb. 

Company: Airbnb 
Year Founded: 2008 
Age When Founding: 26 
 
Hometown: Niskayuna, New York 
Alma Mater: Rhode Island School of Design 
 
Profile: 

Brian Joseph Chesky was born on August 29, 1981, in Niskayuna, New York, a town near 
Albanyprofitmagazin.com. His parents, Robert and Deborah Chesky, were both social workers, 
and he grew up in a modest, community-oriented household that emphasized empathy and 
helping othersprofitmagazin.compress.farm. Chesky has one younger sister, Allison, who is five 
years his juniorcapitalideasonline.com. From an early age, he displayed dual passions for art and 
athletics. He loved drawing and redesigning things—sketching new versions of Nike sneakers, 
making mock-up toys, or spending hours at the local museum reproducing 
paintingscapitalideasonline.comprofitmagazin.com. At the same time, he became obsessed with 
ice hockey, even insisting on sleeping in a full set of hockey gear he got for Christmas as a 
kidcapitalideasonline.com. This mix of creativity and determination would later shape his 
entrepreneurial vision. In fact, Chesky jokingly wrote “I’m sure I’ll amount to nothing” as his 
high school yearbook quote – a bit of self-deprecating humor that his father didn’t appreciate at 
the timebusinessinsider.com. 

After high school, Chesky decided to pursue his love of design in college. In 1999, he enrolled at 
the Rhode Island School of Design (RISD), one of the nation’s top art and design schools, and 
went on to earn his Bachelor of Fine Arts in Industrial Design in 2004profitmagazin.com. At 
RISD, Chesky thrived both academically and socially. He served as captain of RISD’s ice hockey 
team and even delivered the commencement address at his graduation – reflecting a natural 
leadership streakbusinessinsider.comcapitalideasonline.com. (Running a hockey team at an art 
school was no small feat – he and a friend had to hustle just to get art students to come to 
gamesstartups.com.) During college he lived something of a multidimensional life; as he later 
quipped, “The first life was as a hockey player, second life was as an artist. Then, for a period of 
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time, I was a bodybuilder, then I was an industrial designer”startups.com. This willingness to 
throw himself wholeheartedly into diverse pursuits was a hallmark of his youth. 

Most importantly, RISD is where Chesky met Joe Gebbia, a fellow design student who shared 
his creative drive and entrepreneurial spark. The two became close friends and collaborators. By 
senior year, they were known as “the two entrepreneurs on campus,” even launching small 
ventures like sports clubs together (Chesky ran the hockey club, Gebbia the basketball 
club)startups.com. Right before graduation, Gebbia had a prescient moment with his friend. He 
pulled Chesky aside and said, “Before you get on the plane, there’s something I need to tell 
you. We’re going to start a company one day, and they’re going to write a book about 
it.”businessinsider.com This bold prediction stuck in Chesky’s mind as he left RISD and entered 
the working world. 

Upon graduating in 2004, Chesky heeded his parents’ advice to find a stable job – his father had 
half-jokingly pleaded that he “get a job with health insurance” after art schoolstartups.com. 
Chesky landed an entry-level role as an industrial designer at a small firm (3DID, Inc.) in Los 
Angeles, earning about $40,000 a yearbusinessinsider.comprofitmagazin.com. For a short time, 
this satisfied him – he was finally designing real products, which had been his dream. But it 
didn’t take long for the excitement to wane. He grew disillusioned with the routine of corporate 
life in L.A. and felt stifled by the car-centric, show-business culture of the citystartups.com. The 
creative freedom and world-changing ambition he had tasted at RISD were missing. “I was 
miserable in LA… The whole thing seemed crazy to me,” Chesky later said, recalling being stuck 
in traffic and questioning if this was really what he wanted from lifestartups.com. 

A visit to see Joe Gebbia in San Francisco opened Chesky’s eyes to a different world. San 
Francisco in the mid-2000s was buzzing with tech startups and innovators; “This place, so many 
people are entrepreneurs,” he observed, in contrast to Los Angelesstartups.com. Gebbia was 
encouraging him to come try building something together, and Chesky felt drawn to the city’s 
energy. By 2007, he made up his mind to take the leap. He quit his job, packed his belongings 
(including a rolled-up foam mattress stuffed into the back of his old Honda Civic), and drove 
north to San Francisco to join Gebbia as roommates and co-founders of a future 
businessstartups.comstartups.com. Chesky arrived with only about $1,000 in savings – and 
learned the rent for their shared apartment was $1,150 a month, more than he had on 
handstartups.com. Essentially broke but brimming with ambition, the 26-year-old Chesky was 
now committed to forging a new path as an entrepreneur, even though he and Gebbia weren’t yet 
sure what kind of company they would startstartups.com. (At the time, they imagined perhaps a 
design firm – a far cry from what was to come.) 

In late September 2007, just weeks after Chesky moved in, the two roommates found themselves 
scrambling for rent money. As luck would have it, an idea emerged from a problem right at their 
doorstep. San Francisco was about to host the annual Industrial Design Society of America 
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(IDSA) conference in October 2007, and the city’s hotels were fully booked with 
attendeesstartups.comstartups.com. Chesky and Gebbia realized there would be designers 
coming to town with nowhere affordable to stay. What if, they thought, we rent out our own 
apartment to some of these conference-goers and make a little cash? The concept was 
unconventional: they would offer an air mattress on the floor of their living room and serve 
breakfast to guests in the morning – basically a homegrown bed-and-breakfast, improvised in 
their apartment. Leaning into the quirky nature of the idea, they dubbed it the “Air Bed and 
Breakfast” (since the “bed” was an airbed)startups.com. 

They quickly went to work. Gebbia had a couple of camping air mattresses stashed away, which 
they inflated to serve as makeshift guest bedsstartups.com. Chesky and Gebbia then built a 
rudimentary website in just three days to advertise their offering to design conference 
attendeesstartups.com. They emailed design blogs and the conference organizers, pitching their 
“Air Bed and Breakfast” as a fun, cheap lodging alternative for the 
eventstartups.comstartups.com. To their own surprise, the idea gained attention: almost 
immediately, three people expressed interest in staying with them. In the end, three guests (two 
men and one woman) showed up and paid $80 each per night to sleep on the air mattresses 
in the apartmenthostaway.com. Chesky and Gebbia had expected perhaps a couple of young 
backpackers, but the people who came were quite unlike what they imagined. One was a 
35-year-old woman, another a 45-year-old father of five from Utah, and the third a man from 
Indiastartups.com. These were professional, ordinary travelers who treated the arrangement 
seriously – some even sent resumes and LinkedIn profiles ahead of time to assure the hosts they 
were trustworthyknowledge.wharton.upenn.edu. This unexpected validation was a lightbulb 
moment. “They thought they were going to get hippie backpackers, and instead they got lots of 
people just like them ... so they thought, ‘We might be on to something,’” recalls journalist Leigh 
Gallagher, describing Airbnb’s originsknowledge.wharton.upenn.edu. The week-long experiment 
not only earned the roommates enough money to cover rent, but also gave Chesky a firsthand 
glimpse of the connection that can form when strangers share a living space. “The experience 
changed every one of my assumptions,” he said of hosting those first guestsstartups.com. 

After the conference ended, Chesky and Gebbia decided to pursue the concept in earnest. 
Sensing they had stumbled onto a bigger opportunity, they enlisted a third partner to help build 
out a real product. In early 2008, Nathan Blecharczyk – a Harvard-educated computer engineer 
and an old roommate of Gebbia’s – joined the venture as a co-founder and chief technology 
officerprofitmagazin.com. With Blecharczyk coding the platform, the trio rebranded their service 
as “Airbed & Breakfast” and officially launched Airbedandbreakfast.com in the spring of 
2008hostaway.comprofitmagazin.com. Chesky assumed the role of CEO, focusing on the vision 
and user experience, while Gebbia concentrated on design and Blecharczyk handled the technical 
infrastructureprofitmagazin.com. 
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Even after launch, the young company’s road was anything but smooth. In the early months of 
2008, Chesky and his co-founders struggled to attract users beyond that first weekend 
experiment. They tried relaunching the site around major events – for example, during the South 
by Southwest (SXSW) festival in March 2008 – but got almost no traction (reportedly only two 
bookings, one of which was Chesky booking his own place as a test)hostaway.com. A few 
months later, they attempted to capitalize on the massive crowds attending the Democratic 
National Convention in August 2008 by encouraging people in Denver to list their homes on 
Airbed & Breakfasthostaway.com. This gambit did generate a burst of media attention for the 
startup, but it still failed to produce a significant or sustained user basehostaway.com. Chesky 
would later refer to this stagnant period as the “Trough of Sorrows,” as they inched closer to 
running out of moneyhostaway.com. 

Facing credit card debt and with skeptical investors balking at the idea of strangers renting air 
mattresses in each other’s homes, Chesky and his team resorted to an ingenious bit of 
bootstrapping to keep their dream alive. In the fall of 2008, coinciding with the U.S. presidential 
election, they created limited-edition cereal boxes branded as “Obama O’s” and “Cap’n 
McCain’s” (riffing on candidates Barack Obama and John McCain)hostaway.com. The boxes 
were hand-designed in true RISD fashion, numbered as collector’s items, and sold for $40 each 
as political memorabilia. Remarkably, the team managed to sell hundreds of boxes, generating 
around $30,000 in much-needed cashhostaway.com. This quirky fundraiser helped them pay off 
their debts and also garnered national press coverage, further raising awareness of Airbed & 
Breakfast at a critical timehostaway.com. Chesky’s ability to blend creativity with hustle during 
these formative moments was a testament to his resourcefulness – a direct reflection of the 
creativity he had nurtured since childhood and the determination he honed as a young athlete. 

By late 2008, Brian Chesky and his co-founders had transformed a simple rent-paying 
brainstorm into a real business. They had a live website, a small but growing community of 
users, and invaluable lessons learned from months of hard scrapping. On the verge of 2009, 
Airbed & Breakfast (soon to be renamed Airbnb) was officially up and 
runningprofitmagazin.com – the company had been launched. Chesky’s journey from a curious 
kid in upstate New York to an out-of-the-box entrepreneur had reached its first major milestone. 
Little did he know, the wild ride was only just beginning. 

Sources: Brian Chesky interview with Sarah Lacystartups.comstartups.com; Fortune profile by 
Leigh Gallaghercapitalideasonline.comcapitalideasonline.com; Business Insider 
profilebusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.com; Knowledge@Wharton 
interviewknowledge.wharton.upenn.edu; Airbnb founding story 
accountsstartups.comstartups.comhostaway.comhostaway.comprofitmagazin.com. 
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Jack Dorsey 

After Jack Dorsey was ousted as Twitter’s CEO in 2008, his path took a bizarre detour 
away from techthe-independent.com. He actually spent about a year training to become a 
certified massage therapist and even took fashion design classes – reportedly sewing a 
pretty decent pencil skirt in the processvanityfair.com. Those eclectic pursuits occupied 
him before he eventually returned to tech to launch Square not long after. 

Company: Twitter 
Year Founded: 2006 
Age When Founding: 29 
 
Hometown: St. Louis, Missouri 
Alma Mater: Missouri University of Science and Technology (transferred), NYU (dropped out) 
 
Profile: 
​
Jack Dorsey grew up in St. Louis, Missouri as the quiet, intellectually curious eldest of three 
sons in a working-class Catholic familyarticles.sequoiacap.combiography.com. Born November 
19, 1976, he was a shy child who struggled with a speech impediment, which made him reluctant 
to speak and more inclined to listen and observearticles.sequoiacap.combusinessinsider.com. His 
father, Tim, an engineer who worked on mass spectrometers, and mother, Marcia, a homemaker, 
noticed Jack’s unusual fascinations earlyinshorts.comhbs.edu. One of Jack’s favorite childhood 
pastimes was listening to the chatter on his dad’s police scanner and CB radio – the staccato 
bursts of information from taxi drivers, ambulances, and dispatchers captivated 
himhbs.edunewyorker.com. He marveled at how these operators constantly reported their 
location, destination and status: “I’m at Fifth and Broadway, I’m going to St. John’s, patient in 
cardiac arrest,” he recalls, enthralled by the real-time rhythm of city life being spoken 
aloudnewyorker.comnewyorker.com. This early immersion in the world of dispatch 
communications sparked Dorsey’s imagination about networking people and places – the seed of 
an idea that would eventually grow into Twitterhbs.edubiography.com. 

Young Jack Dorsey as a teen, coding on his Mac in St. Louis with a U.S. map pinned behind him 
– a nod to his early fascination with tracking real-time vehicle movements across 
citiesbiography.com. By his early teens, Dorsey had taught himself computer programming, 
starting with BASIC and moving on to more advanced languages like Chbs.edunewyorker.com. 
He became mesmerized by the idea of seeing his city’s pulse digitally. At age 15, while attending 
Bishop DuBourg High School, he famously wrote dispatch software that could visualize the 
movement of emergency vehicles and taxis on a map – a program so well-crafted that some 
taxicab companies continued to use it for yearsbiography.combusinessinsider.com. “I just felt so 
great, because, Oh, I can actually build something that lets me see the city,” Dorsey said of the 
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rush he got from coding his live mapping programnewyorker.com. He would lose himself in 
these projects, sometimes forgetting to eat or sleep while he workednewyorker.com. Yet, even as 
his software tracked ambulances and cabs, Dorsey sensed a missing element: “I could see the 
vehicles… but I was missing the individuals,” he later noted – an early hint at his desire to 
connect everyday people into such real-time networksnewyorker.com. 

Dorsey’s high school days revealed a mix of technical ingenuity and unassuming leadership. 
Though reserved, he wasn’t a loner – friends described him as one of the “more popular 
unpopular” kids, a quiet observer who nonetheless knew everything happening on 
campusnewyorker.com. He co-hosted his Catholic school’s closed-circuit TV program, diligently 
broadcasting the “status of everything that was happening at the school” each 
daynewyorker.com. Classmates were baffled by how the soft-spoken Dorsey always seemed in 
the know; Jack simply says, “I’m a great listener… I like to know what’s going 
on”newyorker.com. He also showed early entrepreneurial flair by running a fantasy football 
league (complete with printed sheets and plastic-sealed entry forms) for his peers, meticulously 
collecting and tallying their picks each weeknewyorker.com. And when he wasn’t coding or 
crunching football stats, Dorsey could be found immersing himself in St. Louis’s punk rock 
scene. He loved sneaking into clubs with friends to see local bands, finding inspiration in the 
DIY energy of punk culturenewyorker.combusinessinsider.com. (He wouldn’t even touch alcohol 
until age 22, he notes, content to soak in the music sobernewyorker.com.) This blend of tech 
geekery and punk ethos became part of Dorsey’s persona. As one early acquaintance observed, 
“Jack’s biggest insights have nothing to do with technology… It’s always social 
first”vanityfair.com – a sensibility reflected in how he would later meld technology with social 
communication on Twitter. 

Leaving St. Louis in 1995, Dorsey enrolled at the Missouri University of Science and 
Technology (then called University of Missouri–Rolla) to study computer science and 
mathematicsnewyorker.com. Academically, he was bright but restless. He found himself drawn 
more to building real software than to classroom theory – “I wanted to build more instead of 
learn more,” he recounted of his mindset at the timenewyorker.com. During his junior year, 
Dorsey stumbled across the website of Dispatch Management Services, a bicycle courier and 
delivery dispatch firm in New York Citynewyorker.com. Seeing an opportunity, the 20-year-old 
hacked into the company’s system to expose a security hole and boldly emailed the chairman to 
alert himnewyorker.com. That chairman was Greg Kidd, and he was impressed. Kidd phoned 
Dorsey, only to find this ethical hacker was a college kid in Missouri; he then made a 
life-changing proposition: Would Jack consider dropping out and coming to NYC to work for 
him?newyorker.com. After clarifying that leaving school was “O.K.” (to Dorsey, meaning his 
duties as a TA could be covered; to Kidd, meaning convincing Jack’s mom Marcia – a 
misunderstanding they laugh about nownewyorker.com), Dorsey said yes. In 1997, he left 
college without a degree – the first of two times he would drop out – and moved to Manhattan to 
join Dispatch Management Servicesnewyorker.comfinancialexpress.com. 
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At 20 years old, Jack Dorsey was thrust into the fast-paced world of New York tech and logistics. 
He lived in a tiny apartment on John Street in Manhattan (eschewing a quieter corporate 
apartment in the suburbs because “I got to take a subway every morning to work!” he 
quipped)newyorker.com. Earning $600 a week, he spent his days writing code to coordinate bike 
messengers and black-car drivers, and his nights exploring the city’s famed clubs like CBGB – 
indulging his punk interests after hoursnewyorker.comnewyorker.com. To please his concerned 
parents, Dorsey also enrolled at NYU as a transfer student, but the lure of real-world projects 
soon overrode any intention of finishing that degreenewyorker.combiography.com. At Dispatch 
Management Services, Dorsey and Greg Kidd worked on an open bidding system that would 
“democratize” how couriers picked up jobsnewyorker.com. Jack quickly became the lead 
software developer, and he and Kidd grew close – though colleagues noted Jack’s characteristic 
quietness. “He doesn’t talk a lot; he listens and he’s thoughtful,” Kidd said of the young 
programmernewyorker.com. By late 1999, with the dot-com boom in full swing, Dorsey and 
Kidd decided to strike out on their own. They left the company to co-found a new San Francisco 
startup that would bring courier, taxi and emergency dispatching to the webnewyorker.com. 
Dorsey was so committed to this vision that he formally withdrew from NYU just one semester 
shy of graduationnewyorker.com – making him a two-time college dropoutfinancialexpress.com. 

In early 2000, Jack Dorsey arrived in California to become a startup founder at age 23. He 
embraced the Bay Area tech counterculture, even adopting the look of a bike messenger: he 
sported dyed dreadlocks (electric blue at one point, peroxide orange at another) and a nose ring, 
pairing his hacker’s mindset with a punk aestheticnewyorker.comnewyorker.com. The company 
– a web-based dispatch platform – was Dorsey’s first real foray into entrepreneurship. He poured 
his energy into honing the software’s elegance and reliabilitynewyorker.com. But the startup’s 
board grew impatient for sales, clashing with Dorsey and Kidd’s more product-focused 
approachnewyorker.com. The timing was unfortunate as well: the dot-com bubble was bursting. 
Before long, Dorsey was forced out of his own company (the board decided the 24-year-old CEO 
wasn’t delivering the revenue they wanted) and the startup itself went under soon 
afternewyorker.com. It was a stinging failure for the young founder. In the space of a year, he 
had gone from a New York prodigy with big ambitions to a jobless programmer in San 
Francisco’s collapsing startup scene. Dorsey later admitted that this early brush with 
entrepreneurial failure shook him deeply: by 2002, at just 26, he found himself back home in St. 
Louis, “feeling like a failure… Here I was, back in St. Louis,” he said of that humbling 
momentnewyorker.com. 

Back in his parents’ house, Dorsey entered a period of self-reflection and eclectic exploration. 
He helped his father, who had started a small business building mass spectrometers, by writing 
some software for the companynewyorker.com. But programming alone no longer felt fulfilling 
– in fact, years of nonstop coding had left Jack with chronically aching wristsnewyorker.com. 
Ever the problem-solver, he became fascinated with massage therapy as a way to treat his RSI 
pain, and “when something interests me, I… go all in,” he later remarkednewyorker.com. Dorsey 
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trained and became a certified massage therapist, envisioning a new startup idea: a 
chair-massage service aimed at fatigued software developers like 
himselfnewyorker.comndtv.com. (He half-jokingly imagined combining “code therapy and 
massage therapy” in one businessnewyorker.com.) Around the same time, he also rekindled an 
old interest in design and art. He took up botanical illustration – sketching plants at the Missouri 
Botanical Garden – and even enrolled in fashion design courses, learning to make pattern cuts 
and sew clothesnewyorker.comnewyorker.com. In one class project, he designed two skirts (a 
pencil skirt and an asymmetrical skirt), which he later stuffed in a closet and threw out, a 
hobbyist venture that went nowherenewyorker.com. These detours earned Dorsey a reputation 
for unusual breadth – Forbes would later note that, before fully gravitating to tech, he “was a 
certified masseur and dabbled in fashion design”ndtv.com. Indeed, by the mid-2000s Jack 
Dorsey had amassed a patchwork of skills and interests far outside software engineering. He’d 
become a licensed masseur, a student of fashion, and even got a bit of ink – a tattoo on his left 
forearm of an abstract S-shaped symbol. (The design, he said, represents an integral calculus 
sign, a violin’s f-hole, and the human clavicle – a blend of math, music, and anatomy that 
encapsulates his varied passionsnewyorker.com.) He also got his nose pierced (“That really 
hurt… That was a mistake,” he later laughed) but the nose ring became part of his edgy 
imagenewyorker.com. 

By 2005, Dorsey was ready to give San Francisco another try – this time, not as a hotshot CEO, 
but simply a guy looking to restart his programming career. With scant savings and few contacts, 
he leaned on his old friend and mentor Greg Kidd, who offered Jack a deal: if Dorsey would 
move back out and babysit Kidd’s infant son, he could live rent-free in a tiny shed behind Kidd’s 
house on the Berkeley-Oakland bordernewyorker.com. It was an unlikely role for a socially 
introverted coder in his late twenties, but by all accounts Dorsey excelled at nannying – he was 
patient, fully present, and attentive, skills that toddlers (and startup teams) greatly 
appreciatenewyorker.com. By night, after putting the baby to bed, Dorsey dove back into 
programming side projects, rediscovering “the purity of making cool little things” for fun rather 
than glorynewyorker.com. He scoured Craigslist for freelance gigs and landed one modernizing 
the ticketing system for the Alcatraz Island ferry. The boat company had issues with fraud, so 
Dorsey built a more secure online ticket platform for them – a small victory that got him coding 
professionally againnewyorker.com. He also continued tinkering with social software ideas in his 
free time. One experimental app he built, called “postcard X,” would randomly pair strangers to 
exchange real postcards via mail – about 10,000 people tried it out, scratching Jack’s itch to 
connect people in novel waysnewyorker.com. Another little program let a user send a message 
that would self-destruct once read: an exploration of impermanence in 
communicationnewyorker.com. And one particularly intriguing concept he toyed with allowed 
users of a search engine (Google) to see who else around the world was searching the same term 
at the same time, then message each othernewyorker.com. “It suggested you could use Google 
not just to find information but to find people,” Greg Kidd said of this idea, which essentially 
aimed to turn isolated web searches into a social connection pointnewyorker.com. Though these 
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projects were small-scale, they reveal Dorsey’s consistent preoccupation: using technology to 
augment human connection, often in real-time or serendipitous ways. 

One fateful day in late spring 2005, Dorsey was sitting in Caffè Centro in San Francisco’s South 
Park district – a hub for tech folks – when he spotted a familiar face: Evan Williams, the 
entrepreneur famous for co-founding Blogger and selling it to Google a couple years 
priornewyorker.com. Dorsey knew of Williams (a fellow Midwesterner, originally from a 
Nebraska farm) and admired his clean product designs and no-nonsense stylenewyorker.com. 
Sensing an opportunity, Jack introduced himself. Evan Williams had since started a new venture 
called Odeo, focused on podcasting, and was in the process of staffing up. Dorsey followed up 
by sending in a minimalist résumé – he simply listed his name as “Jack” with his skills – and 
applied for a jobnewyorker.com. Williams was underwhelmed by the résumé’s sparse 
appearance, but he needed programmers, and Odeo’s team (which included Biz Stone, a creative 
ex-Googler who had worked on Blogger with Ev) decided to bring Dorsey aboard as a low-level 
software engineer in July 2005newyorker.combiography.com. At Odeo, Dorsey kept a low 
profile. He later admitted he “could care less about podcasting” as a mediumnewyorker.com, 
but he diligently did his coding assignments and tried to fit into the team. Odeo’s timing, 
however, was unlucky. In the fall of 2005, Apple announced that iTunes would include built-in 
podcast support, a development that all but doomed Odeo’s core product strategynewyorker.com. 
By early 2006, Odeo’s leadership saw the writing on the wall: they needed to pivot, fast. Evan 
Williams convened a series of company hackathons, encouraging employees to dream up new 
product ideas that could save the struggling startupnewyorker.com. 

For Jack Dorsey, this hackathon was the opening he had been waiting for. He had never forgotten 
the central problem that had obsessed him since his teenage scanner days – how to “import 
people” into the kind of live status maps he’d built for vehiclesnewyorker.comnewyorker.com. 
In fact, years before, in 2000, Dorsey had made a first attempt at a status-sharing network. Using 
an early BlackBerry e-mail pager, he wrote a simple program called “Stat.us” that let him 
broadcast short updates (“in bed”, “going to park”) to his friends via emailnewyorker.com. But in 
that pre-social media era, “no one had a BlackBerry, and no one cared,” Jack chuckled – the 
idea was ahead of its time and fizzled outnewyorker.combusinessinsider.com. By 2006, however, 
technology and user habits were catching up. Text messaging (SMS), while still in its infancy in 
the U.S., was rapidly growing in popularitynewyorker.com. Mobile phones were becoming 
ubiquitous, and people were getting comfortable with sharing snippets of their life online (on 
blogs, LiveJournal, MySpace, etc.)newyorker.com. The “participatory internet” was beginning, 
as Odeo engineer Biz Stone later observednewyorker.com. Dorsey had also recently discovered 
SMS’s quirks and potential from a co-worker at Odeo, and he “fell in love with the technology… 
it was rough around the edges, cheap, and it was on every single device out there,” he 
saidnewyorker.com. All the stars were aligning for Jack to give Stat.us (or something like it) 
another try – this time leveraging texting and a team to help build it. 
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A page from Jack Dorsey’s notebook in early 2006, sketching a concept called “my.stat.us” – a 
simple service for sharing what you’re doing (“in bed”, “going to park”) with friends in real 
time. This rough sketch, which Dorsey posted to Flickr, presaged the creation of 
Twitternewyorker.com. During one of Odeo’s hackathon sessions in March 2006, Dorsey went on 
a walk to clear his head along with colleagues Noah Glass (Odeo’s co-founder) and Florian 
Weber (a German contract developer)newyorker.com. The trio ended up at a playground in South 
Park. While sitting together atop a playground slide, Jack finally voiced the idea he had been 
incubating for so long: “What if we used SMS to report what you’re doing – and also to receive 
news of what everyone else is doing?”newyorker.com He pitched it as a simple status-sharing 
and notification system: people could send a single text message and have it broadcast to all their 
friends, and in turn subscribe to their friends’ updates. Dorsey wasn’t thinking about creating a 
business or serving a market need; it was the service he himself wanted in order to feel more 
connected. “I wasn’t considering what everyone else wanted. I was considering what I wanted,” 
he later admitted of that momentnewyorker.com. His colleagues were intrigued but cautious. 
Odeo’s engineers had floated other SMS-based ideas (one hackathon project called “Off the 
Chainz” was using texts to organize meetups)newyorker.com. Could Dorsey’s idea really be the 
one to bet on? Developer Dom Sagolla, who was with Jack on that walk, questioned how status 
texts would improve on plain audio messages or podcasts. “What if you’re in a loud nightclub?” 
Dorsey countered – you might not hear an audio post, but a text is silent and 
immediatenewyorker.com. Recognizing that Jack himself wasn’t the most dynamic presenter, the 
team agreed Sagolla would present the idea to the group back at the office, while Jack and 
Florian would focus on building the prototypenewyorker.com. 

When the hackathon ideas were all pitched to Odeo’s staff and leadership, Dorsey’s SMS 
status-update concept didn’t win instant approval from everyone. Some colleagues didn’t 
“immediately understand why this new idea was any better” than other proposals on the 
tablenewyorker.com. In fact, hearing lukewarm reactions, Jack momentarily thought his pet 
project might get shelved – and he even considered leaving Odeo entirely if that 
happenednewyorker.com. But at that critical juncture, Noah Glass became the project’s biggest 
champion. Noah Glass, who had originally brought Evan Williams into Odeo and was passionate 
about user communication, saw promise in Jack’s idea and threw his weight behind 
itnewyorker.com. Glass was charismatic and persuasive – “handsome, well spoken, erudite, 
witty, and loud,” one teammate described himnewyorker.com – and he convinced the others, 
including CEO Ev Williams, to let this quirky side project move forward. With Williams’s 
blessing, Dorsey got the green light to build an internal prototype of the system. Over the next 
two weeks, Jack and Florian Weber feverishly coded the first version of the service, with Noah 
Glass overseeing the project and Biz Stone contributing design inputnewyorker.com. By early 
March 2006, they had a working prototype that allowed Odeo employees to sign up and 
broadcast short messages to each other via text. It was rudimentary, but it worked. As soon as the 
team began playing with it, they sensed they had something special on their hands – a certain 
addictive “buzz” of constant connection. “It just feels like electricity,” Dorsey said, recalling the 
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magic of sending those first updates and seeing coworkers respond in real timehbs.eduhbs.edu. 
Even Evan Williams, initially skeptical, became convinced that this simple “status-sharing” tool 
might be the future they were looking forbiography.com. 

With a prototype in place, the ragtag Odeo team scrambled to refine the product and give it an 
identity. Early on, they wrestled with what to call this new service. The group tossed around 
names that captured the quick, jittery nature of text updates – “Jitter” and “Twitch” were 
contenders, inspired by the little vibration phones made when a text arrivednewyorker.com. But 
none of those felt quite right. Then, one day, Noah Glass literally opened the dictionary and 
landed on “Twitter.” It was perfect – the word meant “a short burst of inconsequential 
information” and also evoked bird chirps, which nicely metaphorized brief messages bouncing 
around a networknewyorker.com. The only problem: twitter.com was taken (it was the website of 
a bird enthusiast). Evan Williams didn’t hesitate – he paid $7,500 to acquire the 
domainnewyorker.com. In the meantime, the team stylized the product name as “twttr” 
(dropping the vowels) for its internal launch, partly to give it a distinct, trendy edge like Flickr, 
and partly because the five-character SMS shortcode “89887” could spell TWTTR on old 
phonesnewyorker.com. Along with the name came constraints that defined the platform. Because 
a single mobile text message was limited to 160 characters, and they needed room to include the 
sender’s username, they set a cap of 140 characters for each postnewyorker.com. This technical 
limit would become Twitter’s creative signature. Glass, Dorsey, Stone and Williams decided to 
roll out the service to the public after testing it internally for a few months. March 21, 2006 
marks the official birthday of Twitter: that afternoon at 12:50 PM, Jack Dorsey sent the world’s 
first tweet, “just setting up my twttr”biography.com. It was a humble, lowercase beginning for a 
platform that would soon redefine communication. (Dorsey later noted he wrote it in all 
lowercase as a nod to poet e.e. cummingsnewyorker.com.) A few minutes later he invited his 
coworkers (“inviting coworkers”), and within days the small Odeo crew were all tweeting 
updates about lunch plans and inside jokesnewyorker.com. 

Twitter – or “Twttr,” as it was initially known – had officially launched as a product in 
mid-2006, first to Odeo’s extended network and then publicly that Julynewyorker.com. In the 
process, Jack Dorsey, at 29 years old, became the fledgling company’s first 
CEObiography.com. In forming the new venture (eventually spun out of Odeo and renamed 
Twitter, Inc.), Evan Williams took on the role of chairman and Biz Stone joined as a co-founder, 
but it was Dorsey who was appointed to lead the company in its early 
daysbiography.combiography.com. Embracing his new status as a tech CEO, the usually casual 
Jack even removed his nose ring in an effort to “look the part of a mature Silicon Valley 
executive”biography.com – though he kept his boyish mop of hair and his enigmatic 
clavicle-and-integral-sign tattoo running up his forearm. Twitter’s concept was initially met with 
some skepticism outside the company (even Conan O’Brien joked in 2006 that it was a tool for 
broadcasting trivialities)biography.com, but Dorsey remained convinced that the raw, real-time 
flow of information would appeal to millions. In those first few months after founding, he could 
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often be found evangelizing the idea that “Twitter is about moving words” just as his next 
startup, Square, would later be about “moving money”newyorker.com. With Evan Williams and 
Biz Stone by his side and Noah Glass’s name quietly left off the official co-founder list, Jack 
Dorsey had taken a circuitous path to this moment – from a quiet St. Louis kid obsessed with 
dispatch radios to the visionary inventor of a global status-sharing network. By the end of 2006, 
the project that was born from Odeo’s ashes had taken flight as “Twitter.” Dorsey’s long-held 
dream of mapping the “human heartbeat” of a city in real time was finally coming true – not on a 
static map in his bedroom, but on a live web platform that would soon connect people around the 
world one 140-character message at a timebiography.combiography.com. 

Sources: Dorsey’s early fascination with CB radios and police scanners is described in Harvard 
Business School’s interview transcripthbs.edu and the New Yorker profilenewyorker.com. His 
teenage dispatch software and programming feats are noted by Biography.combiography.com, 
with Business Insider also highlighting that accomplishmentbusinessinsider.com. Details on his 
high school activities and personality come from a New Yorker interview with 
classmatesnewyorker.comnewyorker.com and a Wall Street Journal piece cited by Business 
Insiderbusinessinsider.com. Dorsey’s college hacking of Dispatch Management Services and 
move to New York are documented in the New Yorker profilenewyorker.comnewyorker.com. His 
first startup and its failure are recounted in The New Yorkernewyorker.com, while his return 
home and exploration of massage therapy and fashion are detailed both by The New 
Yorkernewyorker.comnewyorker.com and a Forbes profile (via NDTV)ndtv.com. Dorsey’s 2005 
re-entry into San Francisco and meeting with Evan Williams at Odeo are covered in The New 
Yorkernewyorker.comnewyorker.com. The origin of Twitter at the Odeo hackathon – including 
Dorsey’s brainstorming with Glass and Weber, Noah Glass’s pivotal support, and the two-week 
prototype build – is richly documented in The New Yorkernewyorker.comnewyorker.com and 
confirmed by Biography.com (with a quote from Biz Stone)biography.com. The naming of 
Twitter and first tweet on March 21, 2006 are described in The New 
Yorkernewyorker.comnewyorker.com and Biography.combiography.com. Dorsey’s appointment 
as CEO and his symbolic removal of his nose ring are noted in Biography.combiography.com. 
All information has been drawn from rigorously vetted media sources, including interviews and 
profiles in The New Yorker, Biography.com, Harvard Business School’s podcast, and other 
reputable outlets, to ensure a factual and comprehensive account of Jack Dorsey’s road up to 
Twitter’s founding. newyorker.combiography.com 
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Tony Xu 

At just 9 years old, Tony Xu began washing dishes alongside his mom at the Chinese 
restaurant where she worked – doing whatever odd jobs he could to help the family get 
by. He essentially grew up in that restaurant, bussing tables, scrubbing pots, and even 
tinkering with the broken cash register’s computer system, instilling in him a gritty work 
ethic and empathy for small business owners that later inspired him to build DoorDash. 

Company: DoorDash 
Year Founded: 2013 
Age When Founding: 29 
 
Hometown: Champaign, Illinois 
Alma Mater: UC Berkeley, Stanford GSB 
 
Profile: 

Tony Xu was born as Xu Xun in Nanjing, China in 1984, and emigrated to the United States with 
his parents at the age of fiveweb.archive.org. In 1989 the family settled in Champaign, Illinois, 
arriving with only “a few hundred dollars in our pockets” as Xu later recalledweb.archive.org. 
His mother, Julie Cao, had been a doctor in China, but in the U.S. her medical credentials 
weren’t recognized – so she took an entry-level waitress job at a local Chinese restaurant and 
eventually rose to manage itweb.archive.orginc.com. His father, who had been a professor in 
China, enrolled as a graduate student in aeronautical engineering at the University of Illinois 
Urbana-Champaign and waited tables on campus to help cover costsweb.archive.orglatimes.com. 
From the start, Xu’s parents exemplified resilience and sacrifice. Xu watched his mother juggle 
three jobs at once for over a decade – working by day and studying by night – in order to earn 
a U.S. medical degree and open an acupuncture and medical clinic, a goal she achieved after 12 
yearsweb.archive.org. “Whenever there’s been a roadblock in her life, she’s always found a way 
around it,” Xu said, citing his mom’s tenacity as a core inspirationinc.com. 

Growing up in Champaign, Xu experienced humble circumstances. Money was tight enough that 
the family relied on public assistance, and a rare visit to McDonald’s was considered a luxury 
treatweb.archive.org. Eager to fit in with his new American surroundings, he even made a 
symbolic change as a young boy: Xu legally changed his name from “Xu Xun” to Tony, 
inspired by his favorite TV character Tony Micelli from Who’s the Boss?web.archive.org. Years 
later, he would recount walking to the immigration office with his father to adopt the name that 
felt more at home in the U.S.web.archive.org. This mix of strong family identity and adaptive 
drive would shape much of Xu’s character. 

Xu was no stranger to hard work from an early age. At just 9 years old, he began pitching in at 
the Chinese restaurant where his mother worked – initially washing dishes side by side with 
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herweb.archive.org. He essentially “grew up working in restaurants,” doing “whatever my mom 
asked” between the ages of 9 and 18latimes.com. That meant bussing tables, scrubbing pots, 
troubleshooting the register – even tinkering with the restaurant’s computer and payment systems 
when they malfunctionedlatimes.com. “Nothing [was] glamorous,” Xu later said of those years, 
but the experience gave him a 360-degree view of how small businesses operate and 
strugglelatimes.com. Watching his parents hustle to build a life, Xu absorbed the lesson that no 
task was too small if it helped the family get ahead. 

Beyond the family restaurant, young Tony showed early flashes of initiative. In grade school he 
turned a simple chore – lawn mowing – into a mini business. At age nine he and a friend started 
a neighborhood lawn-mowing service, cleverly charging extra to cut fancy patterns into the 
grass. “We mowed lawns and charged more for designs, like a checkered lawn,” he later 
recounted, noting how he could “barely reach the handle of the mower” at the 
timeweb.archive.org. This youthful venture earned him pocket money and a first taste of 
entrepreneurship. Xu also proved to be technically inclined and mathematically sharp even as a 
kid. In his teenage years, he helped build websites for his mother’s new clinic, and his mother 
even let him pore over the business’s financial ledgersinc.cominc.com. “As a kid, I wasn’t good 
at many things, but I was pretty good with numbers,” Xu recalled. By studying the restaurant’s 
books, he discovered that “a restaurant’s to-go business is more profitable than their in-store 
business” – a practical insight into margins that “I still carry with me today, twenty years 
later,” he saidinc.com. Such early exposure to the gritty details of running a restaurant – from 
dishwashing to deciphering profit drivers – planted in Xu a deep understanding of small business 
challenges and opportunities. This would later become the bedrock of his mission at 
DoorDashlatimes.com. 

Xu’s parents instilled in him the importance of education as the surest path to a better life. They 
saved diligently from their modest incomes so that Tony could attend top 
schoolsweb.archive.org. Their investment paid off: Xu earned admission to the University of 
California, Berkeley, where he graduated with a Bachelor’s in Industrial Engineering and 
Operations Researchweb.archive.org. The choice of major was fitting – it combined technical 
problem-solving with efficiency and systems design, disciplines that would prove invaluable in 
the logistics business he later entered. After Berkeley, Xu’s early career became an extension of 
his ethos of seeking out challenges to maximize learning. “I found that it’s in places where I am 
most uncomfortable that I can maximize my growth,” he said of this periodlatimes.com. True to 
that mindset, he deliberately pursued roles that pushed him beyond his comfort zone. 

Straight out of college, Xu joined the management consulting firm McKinsey & Company as 
a business analystlatimes.com. Diving into consulting without any prior business background 
was intimidating, but that was exactly the point – it forced him to rapidly learn the fundamentals 
of strategy and operations in various industrieslatimes.com. After McKinsey, he sought exposure 
to the tech and e-commerce world. Xu spent brief stints in corporate strategy at eBay and 
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PayPal, where he got to observe Silicon Valley’s marketplace dynamics firsthandlatimes.com. 
He then took on a role in business development at RedLaser, a mobile commerce app that had 
been acquired by eBaylatimes.com. By the early 2010s, Xu had built an impressive if eclectic 
resume for someone in his mid-20s – hopping from consulting to tech, from large companies to 
startup projects, all in the span of a few years. He even spent time interning at Square, the 
fintech payments upstart, to deepen his understanding of digital payments and local 
commercetechcrunch.com. Each experience added a new layer to his skill set: analytical rigor 
from consulting, tech product insight from Silicon Valley firms, and an appreciation for the 
power of efficient payments and logistics in small business. 

In 2011, Xu decided to round out his toolkit by pursuing an MBA at Stanford Graduate School 
of Businessweb.archive.org. Beyond the classroom education, Stanford dropped him into the 
heart of the Bay Area startup ecosystem – exactly where he wanted to be. By this point, Xu knew 
he eventually wanted to build something of his own. Stanford would not only give him business 
credentials; it would also serendipitously connect him to the people and ideas that would spark 
DoorDash. 

It was at Stanford that Tony Xu found his founding team and the problem they would tackle. In 
the MBA program he befriended Evan Moore, a classmate who had prior startup experience as 
part of the founding team at Vevotechcrunch.com. Around the same time, two Stanford 
undergraduates, Stanley Tang and Andy Fang, crossed paths with Xu through Stanford’s 
entrepreneurial circles. Tang and Fang were computer science students (they even spent a 
summer interning together at Facebook) and were hungry to build a real business of their 
owntechcrunch.com. In early 2012, Tang and Moore had actually collaborated on a class project, 
exploring ideas to help local businesses, and this proved to be a precursor to what came 
nexttechcrunch.com. By the fall of 2012, Xu – then a second-year MBA – teamed up with 
Moore, Tang, and Fang to dive deep into one question: what do small business owners truly 
need that technology could solve?ycombinator.comfrederick.ai 

The quartet began canvassing dozens of local businesses in the Bay Area, going door to door 
and interviewing shopkeepers and restaurateurs to identify pain pointsycombinator.com. One 
recurring theme left them surprised: delivery logistics. Many neighborhood restaurants around 
Palo Alto told the students that demand from customers far outstripped their ability to deliver 
orders – they simply didn’t have enough drivers or infrastructure to handle all the delivery 
requests coming inweb.archive.orgweb.archive.org. In one case, a bakery owner pulled out a 
thick binder filled with delivery orders she couldn’t fulfill due to lack of drivers, starkly 
illustrating the gap between customer demand and local fulfillmentfrederick.ai. “That was the 
light bulb moment,” Xu recalled of realizing the scale of the unmet needfrederick.ai. Delivery 
itself wasn’t a new concept – services existed in big cities like New York – but outside of dense 
urban centers, countless small eateries were “leaving money on the table” because they had no 
good way to get food to customers’ doorstepsweb.archive.orgweb.archive.org. For Xu, who 
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knew from childhood how slim restaurant margins could be, this inefficiency was glaring. Here 
was a problem that, if solved, could boost local businesses’ income and delight customers at the 
same time. 

Energized by this discovery, the group pivoted their project fully towards solving delivery for 
small restaurants. Xu liked that the idea hit close to home – it would empower scrappy 
entrepreneurs like his mom, who had built a business from nothinglatimes.comlatimes.com. 
“When we founded the company, the goal wasn’t necessarily to start and end in restaurants… 
But we thought it’d be a good bet,” Xu said, noting how ubiquitous the need was (after all, 
people eat multiple times a day and “85% of restaurants don’t 
deliver”)latimes.comlatimes.com. The mission underlying the concept was clear to Xu: “We 
started DoorDash to maximize people’s possibility… for the Dashers, for the employees, and 
when you think about the merchants – they’re really people like my mom.”latimes.com It was 
about helping the little guys compete and thrive by giving them access to customers beyond their 
four walls. 

In January 2013, Xu and his three co-founders decided to test their idea in the scrappiest way 
possible. One Saturday afternoon, they built a basic website called PaloAltoDelivery.com – 
a name that was more functional than brand-worthy, but importantly an available 
domainlatimes.com. The prototype was extremely bare-bones: they scanned and uploaded PDF 
menus from a handful of local restaurants that didn’t do delivery, and set up a simple Google 
Voice phone number to take orderslatimes.com. There was no custom app or complex software 
yet – just a makeshift landing page to gauge demand. 

They flipped the site live and awaited a response. Within 30 minutes, the first order came 
intechcrunch.com. It turned out hungry Stanford students and Palo Alto residents were more than 
willing to try a new delivery option if it meant getting food from places that never delivered 
before. “We told some friends about it. We emailed some groups on campus [and] dorm listservs, 
and that’s how we got the first few orders,” Xu saidlatimes.com. Almost immediately, the four 
founders found themselves in business – and in the delivery business. Lacking any drivers or 
staff (naturally), they became the delivery couriers themselves. “We were the drivers. We took 
turns dispatching and took turns delivering,” Xu describedlatimes.com. For the next few months, 
as orders trickled in and then steadily grew, Xu, Fang, Tang, and Moore split shifts to pick up 
meals from restaurants and drop them off to customers around campus and 
townweb.archive.orgweb.archive.org. They often dashed out between classes to make deliveries 
and then hustled back to finish their coursework. This all-hands, shoestring operation gave the 
team invaluable first-hand exposure to every side of the service: they negotiated with restaurant 
owners, built relationships with customers, and navigated the logistics of timely food delivery 
with their own two hands. In fact, the founders completed the first 200 deliveries themselves in 
those early daystechcrunch.com. That experience cemented a practice Xu would later institute 
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company-wide – every new DoorDash employee would spend their first day as a delivery driver 
(“DoorDash Dasher”) to understand the business at its coretechcrunch.com. 

Encouraged by the steady demand for PaloAltoDelivery, the team iterated on the prototype. They 
refined the ordering interface and started partnering directly with more local restaurants. By the 
spring of 2013, what began as a class project had organically evolved into a real, if tiny, startup. 
Xu and his co-founders made a pivotal decision: they would formally incorporate the business, 
pursue it full-time after graduation, and seek funding to expand. In May 2013, the venture was 
accepted into the prestigious Y Combinator accelerator program, giving the founders an 
initial seed investment of $120,000 and access to mentorship and investorsweb.archive.org. As 
part of officially launching the company, they also rebranded – PaloAltoDelivery would become 
“DoorDash.” The new name reflected broader ambitions beyond one city, and a dash of speed in 
its service. 

Tony Xu was 29 years old in the summer of 2013 when DoorDash incorporated and began its 
rapid ascentweb.archive.orglatimes.com. The founding moment was the culmination of all the 
strands in Xu’s life up to that point. The immigrant kid who washed dishes and watched his mom 
balance ledgers had now built a service to help neighborhood businesses thrive in the modern 
on-demand economy. The industrious student who mowed lawns and studied operations research 
was now applying those lessons to real-world logistics. On DoorDash’s very first day serving the 
public, they received just a single order through the app – a humble start, as Xu 
recallslatimes.com. But the team’s conviction never wavered. By late 2013, DoorDash had not 
only graduated from Y Combinator but also attracted a $2.4 million seed round led by top 
Silicon Valley investors to fuel its expansionfrederick.ai. Xu relocated the fledgling company to 
a tiny office in San Francisco and began hiring their first employees (many of whom, per the 
founders’ example, started out delivering orders themselves). 

What set Xu apart as DoorDash’s leader from day one was his unyielding focus on the people the 
platform aimed to serve. He often emphasized that “DoorDash exists to empower those like 
my mom who came here with a dream to make it on their own.”web.archive.org That core 
mission – to level the playing field for small entrepreneurs – guided every early decision. It 
meant personally apologizing to restaurants for any late orders, refining the service tirelessly, and 
sometimes making unorthodox choices to prioritize long-term trust over short-term gain. This 
values-driven approach, combined with sheer hustle, propelled DoorDash through its formative 
phase. By the end of 2013, the service was fulfilling thousands of deliveries around the Bay Area 
and laying plans to expand to new citiesweb.archive.orglatimes.com. 

Tony Xu’s journey to the founding of DoorDash is a quintessential tale of immigrant grit and 
entrepreneurial vision coming full circle. In just a few transformative months, he went from 
being a Stanford student with an idea to the CEO of a fast-growing startup – one that embodied 
lessons from a lifetime. All the threads of Xu’s youth and career, from scrubbing dishes in Illinois 
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to strategizing in Silicon Valley boardrooms, had woven together to create DoorDash. As of the 
company’s founding moment in 2013, Xu had firmly set out on the path he’d long envisioned: 
using technology and unwavering hard work to “build something big” that would help the little 
guys succeedfrederick.ailatimes.com. And in doing so, he had already started to write his own 
American success story – one delivery at a time. 

Sources: Tony Xu interviews and profiles in 
CNBCweb.archive.orgweb.archive.orgweb.archive.orgweb.archive.orgweb.archive.orgweb.archi
ve.orgweb.archive.org; Los Angeles 
Timeslatimes.comlatimes.comlatimes.comlatimes.comlatimes.com; Inc. 
Magazineinc.cominc.cominc.com; TechCrunchtechcrunch.comtechcrunch.comtechcrunch.com; 
Y Combinator Blogycombinator.com. 
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Ben Silbermann 

At age 8, Ben Silbermann could often be found carefully pinning dead insects onto a 
cardboard board – a boyhood collecting obsession that uncannily foreshadowed the 
concept of Pinterest decades later. Growing up in a family of doctors in Iowa, he was 
expected to become a physician, but his childhood love of collecting bugs, stamps, and 
other curiosities (combined with a fascination for computers) was an early clue that his 
heart lay in curating and creating rather than following a traditional path. 

Company: Pinterest 
Year Founded: 2010 
Age When Founding: 27 
 
Hometown: Des Moines, Iowa 
Alma Mater: Yale 
 
Profile: 

At age 8, a young Ben Silbermann could often be found carefully pinning dried insects onto a 
cardboard board – a boyhood hobby that hinted at the concept he would one day turn into a 
billion-dollar companym2now.combusinessinsider.com. Raised in Des Moines, Iowa in a family 
full of doctors, Silbermann grew up assuming he would become a physician like his parents, who 
were both ophthalmologistsbusinessinsider.com. Yet even as he excelled in science – attending 
MIT’s prestigious Research Science Institute while in high schoolithistory.org – Silbermann was 
developing other passions. He loved collecting things (from stamps to bugs) and was fascinated 
by computers and the internet, early signs of the product mindset that would later fuel 
Pinterestinc.combusinessinsider.com. 

Ben Silbermann’s upbringing in Iowa was shaped by curiosity and academia. His father, mother, 
sister, and even grandparents were physicians, and young Ben initially expected to follow that 
pathbusinessinsider.com. He attended Des Moines Central Academy and Roosevelt High School, 
graduating in 1999 as an academically accomplished student, and went on to Yale University in 
1999ithistory.org. At Yale, Silbermann started on a pre-med track under his parents’ influence, 
but he also explored other fields, ultimately majoring in political science and dabbling in 
medicine out of interestbusinessinsider.com. During his junior year, however, he experienced a 
change of heart and decided not to pursue medical schoolbusinessinsider.com. Silbermann had 
always admired great innovators like Walt Disney and Steve Jobs from afar – “I looked up to 
them the same way I looked up to Michael Jordan,” he later mused – but he didn’t yet see 
himself as an entrepreneurbusinessinsider.com. 

After graduating Yale in 2003, Silbermann took a consulting job at the Corporate Executive 
Board in Washington, D.C.businessinsider.com. It was a conventional start, but he soon felt out 
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of place. Stationed in a cubicle making spreadsheets, he found himself obsessively reading 
TechCrunch and other tech blogs, enthralled by news of startup fundings and product 
launchesinc.com. “I felt like it was a story of my time that I wasn’t a part of,” he later 
recountedinc.com. One spark in particular lit a fire under him: watching the film Pirates of 
Silicon Valley, the dramatization of Apple and Microsoft’s birth. A single line from the movie – 
“There might be something going on in California” – convinced Silbermann that his future lay in 
Silicon Valleybusinessinsider.com. By 2006, he left the consulting world and headed west to 
California, determined to immerse himself in 
technologybusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.com. 

Silbermann landed an entry-level job at Google in late 2006, joining the online advertising 
(AdSense) team despite having no formal engineering 
backgroundithistory.orgbusinessinsider.com. Google was, as he described, “the coolest place” – 
he was surrounded by brilliant people building world-changing productsbusinessinsider.com. He 
soaked up Google’s audacious mindset (“Google had the audacity to think at a really big scale… 
Let’s take a picture of every street. It was inspiring,” he said) and learned to think 
bigbusinessinsider.com. But as a non-engineer, Silbermann grew frustrated that he couldn’t 
directly create products at Googlebusinessinsider.com. He even took evening classes at Y 
Combinator to learn about startups and product designbusinessinsider.com. Before long, 
Silbermann was itching to build something of his own. He would vent to his girlfriend about 
feeling constrained at Google until, as he tells it, “she said: stop complaining and just go do 
it”businessinsider.com. In late 2008, after about two years at Google, Silbermann quit his job to 
chase that startup dreambusinessinsider.com. 

He teamed up with a close college friend, Paul Sciarra, a Yale classmate from the Class of 2003 
who shared his curiosity about techbvp.com. In 2008 the duo founded a tiny startup called Cold 
Brew Labs as their vehicle for experiments in the nascent smartphone app marketforbes.com. 
Neither was a seasoned coder, so they relied on their product ideas, hiring contract engineers and 
learning along the way. Silbermann later admitted he had to “cajole” his way into even simple 
technical tasks, but his determination was strongbusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.com. Their 
first project was a collaborative iPhone trivia game built with a couple of friends – a playful 
foray to get their feet wet in software developmentbusinessinsider.com. It didn’t go far, but it 
taught Silbermann and Sciarra how to brainstorm and execute in the new mobile app 
ecosystembusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.com. 

By late 2008, Silbermann became fixated on a bigger idea: transforming the way people shop by 
using smartphones. “Everyone was getting catalogs in the mail, and it felt so archaic… We 
thought, what if you could put that on the phone?” he recalledbusinessinsider.com. This concept 
became Tote, an ambitious iPhone app intended to be a “catalogue for the iPhone.” Tote pulled 
data from dozens of retailers’ online catalogs – from Banana Republic to Anthropologie – and let 
users browse products, save their favorites, get notified of sales, and even find nearby stores 
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carrying those itemsfastcompany.com. Silbermann’s vision was to make shopping on a phone 
“easy and fun” at a time when mobile e-commerce barely 
existedfastcompany.comfastcompany.com. In early 2009, Silbermann, Sciarra and a small team 
(including their early engineer, Vikram Bhaskaran) launched Tote on the App 
Storefastcompany.com. The app even won the Audience Choice Award (and a $25,000 prize) at 
NYU’s annual business plan competition, signaling that the idea had promisefastcompany.com. 
At that event, the fledgling founders met investor Brian Cohen, chairman of New York Angels. 
Impressed by Silbermann’s concise 15-second pitch, Cohen immediately offered to back them – 
he later said Silbermann “so succinctly described customers’ needs” that he decided on the spot 
to investfastcompany.com. That commitment, along with a seed round led by FirstMark Capital 
in New York, gave Cold Brew Labs just enough funding to keep goingbusinessinsider.com. It 
was a hard-won victory in the dark days of the 2008–09 financial crisis, when most investors 
were skittish; Silbermann literally had to enter contests and cold-call wealthy strangers to piece 
together his initial $500,000 seed roundbusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.com. This trial by fire 
taught him early the value of persistence. “It just taught us that persistence pays. We didn’t feel 
like we had anything to lose… We just kept asking,” he said of that scrappy fundraising 
journeybusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.com. 

Tote, however, was ahead of its time. Only a few months after launch, the data made it clear that 
Tote wasn’t taking offbusinessinsider.com. “The app was a total failure,” one early employee 
later recalled bluntlybusinessinsider.com. There were two main problems. First, in 2009 most 
consumers simply weren’t ready to shop on their phones – user adoption was 
lowbusinessinsider.com. Second, Apple’s App Store ecosystem wasn’t mature enough for a 
fast-evolving product. Every app update required a weeks-long approval, making it 
excruciatingly slow for Silbermann’s team to iterate and improve the appbusinessinsider.com. 
“Apple had two or three people on the whole [App Store] team. It was like the DMV,” an early 
team member quipped of the sluggish update cyclebusinessinsider.com. In short, Tote solved a 
real pain point (bulky paper catalogs) but created another: it couldn’t make buying easy. At the 
time, mobile payment infrastructure was so limited that users still had to go in-store or to a 
website to actually purchase items, undermining Tote’s conveniencefastcompany.com. 
Silbermann and Sciarra faced a crossroads – their grand idea wasn’t working as planned. 

What they noticed, though, was a curious alternative use of Tote. A small cohort of users weren’t 
using the app to buy things at all; instead, they were using Tote’s “favorites” feature to collect 
images of products they liked, essentially creating personal inspiration boards on their 
phonesfastcompany.combusinessinsider.com. “Some people were sending images of particular 
products to themselves. Collecting them,” Silbermann observed of this behavior in the summer 
of 2009businessinsider.com. This struck a chord. For Silbermann – the kid who once pinned 
insect specimens and saved stamps – the realization that people loved curating collections of 
things was profoundfastcompany.combusinessinsider.com. It confirmed something he deeply 
believed: “What you collect says so much about who you are.”businessinsider.com Why limit 
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that impulse to shopping alone? Silbermann saw an opportunity to pivot from a shopping app 
into a broader platform for collections of anything. As he later put it, when he looked around the 
web “there wasn’t a place to share that side of who you were” – the collector in youithistory.org. 

In late 2009, Silbermann and Sciarra decided to put a pin in Tote – literally. They began 
prototyping a new website that would allow people to save and share collections of objects in an 
intuitive, visual way, like a digital bulletin board. This pivot was “a very progressive iteration, 
not an epiphany,” one early team member noted, since it grew directly out of what they’d learned 
from Tote’s usersbusinessinsider.com. Instead of shopping for one item at a time, people like to 
browse “in buckets” – by themes or categories, like shoes or recipes or vacation 
ideasbusinessinsider.com. So Silbermann’s team built a prototype where users could “pin” 
images into themed boards (the early internal name for boards was literally 
“buckets”)businessinsider.com. Importantly, Silbermann insisted that the new product not be 
pigeonholed as a shopping utilitybusinessinsider.com. He kept its purpose slightly vague, much 
like Twitter in its early days, so that users could define for themselves what to do with 
itbusinessinsider.com. This flexibility would allow the platform to appeal to anyone with any 
interest – from fashion to architecture to DIY crafts – rather than just retail shoppers. By the fall 
of 2009, the first version of the new site was nearly ready, and Silbermann convinced his board 
and team that this would be the company’s futurebusinessinsider.com. 

Around this same time, a third co-founder entered the picture: Evan Sharp. Sharp was an 
architecture student at Columbia University whom Silbermann had met in New York City 
through a mutual friend in mid-2009businessinsider.combusinessinsider.com. The two hit it off 
immediately over a shared obsession with the internet’s treasure trove of visuals and ideas. Like 
Ben, Evan was a collector at heart – he collected baseball cards as a kid, and as an architecture 
grad student he kept a vast digital archive of design inspirations and images he 
lovedbusinessinsider.com. When Silbermann described his pinboard project, Sharp was 
intrigued; it was exactly the kind of product he wanted for himself. Despite being in school (and 
later briefly working at Facebook as a designer), Evan Sharp began moonlighting on the project 
with Ben and Paul, lending his design skills and aesthetic eyebvp.com. Huddled in a tiny 
two-bedroom apartment in Palo Alto – which doubled as their office – Silbermann and Sharp 
spent nights and weekends refining the product’s look and feel in obsessive 
detailbvp.cominc.com. Silbermann would later say that design and “emotional resonance” were 
paramount from day one, and Sharp’s involvement helped make Pinterest one of Silicon Valley’s 
most design-centric productsbvp.com. It was during a Thanksgiving 2009 dinner that 
Silbermann’s girlfriend came up with the name “Pinterest” – a clever portmanteau of “pin” and 
“interest” that perfectly captured the idea of pinning your interests onlinebusinessinsider.com. 
With a name and vision in place, the trio co-founders officially debuted Pinterest in early 
2010ithistory.org. (The company continued to operate under the Cold Brew Labs entity in its 
early days, but the product itself was now Pinterest.) 
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Pinterest’s launch was quiet – almost too quiet. Silbermann released the first beta version to a 
small circle of friends and family in January 2010, and their initial reaction was lukewarm at 
bestbusinessinsider.com. “When we showed it to folks at the end of 2009, everyone was like, 
‘Huh?’ No one got it,” Silbermann remembers of those early demosbusinessinsider.com. 
Throughout 2010, the site remained invite-only as the team refined the experience. Growth came, 
but at a glacial pace. “It was, like, catastrophically small numbers,” Silbermann later said of 
Pinterest’s first yearinc.com. Nine months in, the site had under 10,000 users – and many of 
those weren’t even active dailyinc.com. Silbermann tried seeding the product by personally 
emailing the link to 200 friends and former colleagues; only half of them even opened the 
emailbusinessinsider.com. The silver lining was that the handful of users who did embrace 
Pinterest loved it. Tellingly, they were often people outside the tech bubble – “a lot of folks from 
the Midwest, like the people I grew up with,” as Ben notedbusinessinsider.com. They used 
Pinterest to plan weddings, decorate homes, cook recipes – practical inspirations for everyday 
lifebusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.com. This word-of-mouth usage for “core lifestyle 
activities,” as Silbermann described it, gave the founders confidence that they were onto 
something realinc.com. 

To nurture that tiny community, Silbermann went to extraordinary lengths. He personally 
reached out to Pinterest’s first 5,000 users, often one by onebusinessinsider.com. In fact, he 
famously included his personal cell phone number on every Pinterest welcome email in those 
daysbusinessinsider.com. If the site went down or a user had a suggestion, Silbermann wanted to 
hear about it directly. “I would get calls at all times of the night... I got calls like, ‘My computer’s 
really slow,’” he laughed, recalling how he became tech support for some 
usersbusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.com. The philosophy behind this was to make each 
early user feel “like they were part of a special community” and that the founders genuinely 
caredbusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.com. This obsessive customer focus extended to the 
product itself: Ben and his small team iterated relentlessly on Pinterest’s design and features. 
They built dozens of versions of the core “pinboard” interface – tweaking layouts, button 
placements, and even the color contrast of typefaces – before settling on the clean grid look that 
defined Pinterestinc.com. “There’s this simultaneous joy and shame when looking at your own 
product… You just see all of the things you want to make better,” Silbermann said, reflecting on 
the continuous improvement ethos that drove those early daysbusinessinsider.com. Co-founder 
Paul Sciarra was equally all-in, working alongside Ben on product and outreach; the two would 
host Friday afternoon barbecues at their Palo Alto apartment, inviting neighbors and friends as 
an informal way to test ideas and even recruit talent from those who showed up week after 
weekbusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.com. In short, the Pinterest founding team lived and 
breathed their product, iterating by day and courting users by night. 

Through 2010, Silbermann admits there were moments of doubt. He and his co-founders had 
emptied their savings and spent over a year on Pinterest with little to show in 
growthbusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.com. But a mix of passion and pride kept him going. 
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“The idea of telling everyone we blew it was so embarrassing,” he later said of why he refused to 
quit when Pinterest’s traction looked bleakbusinessinsider.com. Having left a coveted job at 
Google, Silbermann felt he had to see it through – joking that “Google is never going to take me 
back; they barely hired me the first time!”businessinsider.com. More importantly, he and his 
friends loved the product themselves, and those few devoted users gave them just enough 
validation to perseverebusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.com. That intrinsic motivation 
powered the team through the early doldrums. They believed deeply in Pinterest’s mission – to 
help people “discover and connect with the things you love” – even when investors and the press 
had yet to take any notice. As Evan Sharp later observed, Pinterest was never about chasing 
Silicon Valley hype; it was about solving a human need, letting people express their inspirations 
and identity through collectionsbvp.combvp.com. By the end of 2010, that vision was finally 
catching on, as small pockets of users began enthusiastically sharing Pinterest invites and 
spreading the word. Silbermann had guided Pinterest from a nebulous idea in his head to a living 
product with a soul, drawing on everything that shaped him – his childhood fascinations, his eye 
for detail, and an unyielding persistence learned in the face of adversity. The stage was set for 
Pinterest’s breakout, but that would come after 2010. Up to and including its founding moment, 
Ben Silbermann’s journey is one of quietly dogged entrepreneurial creation: the story of a 
soft-spoken collector from Iowa who transformed his personal passion into an entirely new way 
for the world to collect and share inspirationbusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.com. 
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Drew Houston 

As a 14-year-old video game beta-tester, Drew Houston got so frustrated with the 
developers’ slow progress that he dug into the game’s code himself, uncovered several 
security bugs, and boldly emailed the creators explaining how to fix them. Impressed by 
his initiative, the company offered Houston a part-time job on the spot (his dad had to 
co-sign the paperwork since Drew was still in high school) – giving the teenage coder his 
first taste of startup life and even a few stock options before he could drive. 

Company: Dropbox 
Year Founded: 2007 
Age When Founding: 24 
 
Hometown: Acton, Massachusetts 
Alma Mater: MIT 
 
Profile: 

Drew Houston was born in 1983 and grew up in the suburban town of Acton, 
Massachusettsphideltatheta.org. His father, Ken Houston, was an electrical engineer (a Harvard 
alumnus) and his mother, Cecily, worked as a high school librarian – a household that nurtured 
curiosity and learning from the startecho1.cometto.org. From a very young age, Houston was 
enchanted by computers. He recalls as a toddler wandering into the living room to find “a 
glowing box with all these buttons” – the family’s IBM PCjr – which became a formative fixture 
in his childhoodbusinessinsider.com. His father sat him down at that PCjr and taught him to write 
a few lines of code in BASIC, sparking an early “odyssey of learning how computers 
work”businessinsider.com. By age 5, Houston was already beginning to program simple 
routines, demonstrating an unusually precocious comfort with technologybusinessinsider.com. 

As Houston grew, so did his technical appetite. He spent his elementary years not just playing 
video games but digging into how they were built. By around age 11, he was examining the 
source code of games and tinkering with modifications “to work how I wanted,” driven by 
curiosity about what made the software tickbusinessinsider.com. This inquisitiveness quickly 
evolved into genuine skill. At 14, Houston turned a hobby into a professional opportunity: while 
beta-testing an online game, he grew frustrated with the developers’ slow progress and 
uncovered several security bugs in the game’s codebusinessinsider.com. Boldly, he emailed the 
game’s creators detailing the problems and how to fix them. Impressed, the company offered the 
teenager a part-time job on the spot – allowing him to work remotely, with his dad co-signing 
paperwork since Houston was only in high schoolbusinessinsider.com. It was an early validation 
of his entrepreneurial drive and technical prowess: he had effectively created his first job by 
proactively solving a problem and marketing the solution. “I was 14… My dad had to sign all the 
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paperwork,” Houston later recalled, noting this first brush with startup life even included stock 
options (albeit of dubious value)rickyreports.comrickyreports.com. The experience cemented his 
identity as a self-starter and gave him a taste of the tech world before he’d even begun college. 

Houston’s talent for computing propelled him to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
(MIT), where he enrolled in 2001 to study computer science (within MIT’s Electrical 
Engineering & Computer Science program)discoveryacton.org. Coming from a lineage of 
engineers – his father and even a grandfather had attended MIT – Houston found himself in an 
environment that amplified his entrepreneurial instinctsrickyreports.com. He joined the Phi Delta 
Theta fraternity and plugged into MIT’s vibrant tech culture, participating in the campus 
Entrepreneurship Club and soaking up insights from faculty and visiting 
foundersnews.mit.edunews.mit.edu. MIT was, in Houston’s words, a “boot camp” for future 
entrepreneurs, exposing him to cutting-edge ideas and a network of brilliant 
peersnews.mit.edunews.mit.edu. It wasn’t long before Houston’s own entrepreneurial streak 
emerged on campus. 

Midway through his undergraduate years, Houston decided to take a leave of absence to build a 
startup of his own. Before his junior year, at age 21, he teamed up with his former high school 
SAT tutor to launch an online test-prep company called Accoladerickyreports.comnews.mit.edu. 
Frustrated by his own experiences with 800-page SAT books and tedious prep classes, Houston 
set out to modernize SAT preparation through software – for example, by turning vocabulary 
flashcards into interactive programsrickyreports.comrickyreports.com. Accolade aimed to help 
students achieve perfect SAT scores via online tools, a novel approach at the 
timebusinessinsider.com. Houston effectively “started the clock” on his entrepreneurial career 
with this venture, learning the nuts and bolts of running a business while still in 
collegenews.mit.edu. He and his co-founder (his teacher) bootstrapped the project from a living 
room, doing everything from writing math questions to literally flipping a coin over who had to 
slog through IRS tax forms at the libraryrickyreports.comrickyreports.com. “That was my first 
experience as a founder,” Houston said, reflecting that the venture taught him hard lessons about 
budgeting, seasonality (demand for SAT prep was cyclical), and the limits of a two-person 
operationrickyreports.comrickyreports.com. 

During this period, Houston also dipped his toes into other startups in the Boston tech scene. He 
worked as a software engineer at a security software firm called Bit9 and contributed to the early 
development of HubSpot, a marketing software startup – all before graduating 
collegephideltatheta.orgrescuecom.com. Juggling his studies, his own startup, and roles at these 
fledgling companies gave Houston an insider’s education in entrepreneurship beyond the 
classroom. In fact, he even tried to join the nascent Y Combinator accelerator with Accolade: 
Houston applied to Y Combinator’s very first batch in 2005, hoping to turbocharge his SAT 
business, but his application was rejectedbusinessinsider.com. Though that early attempt at 
startup incubation didn’t pan out, it foreshadowed a future intersection with Y Combinator and 
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kept Houston motivated to refine his ideas. He returned to MIT to finish his degree, earning his 
BS in Computer Science in 2006discoveryacton.org, and continued working on Accolade on 
nights and weekends until he felt the venture had plateauedrickyreports.comrickyreports.com. By 
the time he graduated, Houston had amassed an impressive résumé for a 24-year-old – he had 
founded a company, worked at two others, and learned through trial and error what it takes to 
build products and teams from scratch. 

After MIT, Houston found himself in a familiar situation: splitting time between multiple 
computers and projects. He was still maintaining the Accolade startup and consulting for the 
security firm Bit9 in 2006rickyreports.comrickyreports.com. This lifestyle meant his important 
files were strewn across different devices – his work desktop, personal laptop, and various 
servers – and keeping everything in sync was a constant headache. He and colleagues would 
email documents back and forth and end up with versioning mix-ups; he carried USB flash 
drives around to transfer files and frequently misplaced themrickyreports.com. “All of the files 
for my SAT prep company were kept on this little thumb drive, because I needed to work across 
my computers,” he said, recalling how painfully inadequate existing solutions 
wererickyreports.com. Online storage services did exist, but they were clunky, unreliable, or 
slow. “It drove me crazy that nothing really worked… we had all these frustrations that we had to 
correct,” Houston notedrickyreports.com. By early 2007, this problem – managing and syncing 
files across multiple machines – had become Houston’s personal bane, especially as he observed 
that the world was moving toward having multiple devices per person (laptops, desktops, soon 
smartphones) without a seamless way to keep data consistentrickyreports.com. 

The breaking point came one day in early 2007, on a Boston-to-New York bus ride that Houston 
took frequently. Shortly after the bus pulled out of Boston’s Chinatown, Houston realized he had 
yet again forgotten his thumb drive with crucial filesbusinessinsider.com. In that pre-iPhone era, 
a four-hour bus ride with no files and no internet felt like a disastrously wasted chunk of time. 
Frustrated and determined not to let the setback paralyze him, Houston opened up his laptop and 
began coding a makeshift solution right there on the busbusinessinsider.comrickyreports.com. 
“My God, I never want to have this problem again,” he thought, as he started writing the first 
lines of what would become Dropboxbusinessinsider.com. With no clear plan beyond solving his 
own annoyance, Houston built out a rudimentary file-sync tool during that ride, unsure if it 
would be merely a personal hack or something morebusinessinsider.com. In hindsight, that 
coding sprint was the genesis of Dropbox – an idea born directly out of Houston’s long-standing 
irritation with existing file storage methods. He didn’t know it yet, but countless others shared 
the same pain, and his little “pet project” was about to turn into something much 
biggerbusinessinsider.comrickyreports.com. 

Energized by his bus-roadtrip prototype, Houston sensed that this file-sync idea had commercial 
potential. He decided to turn it into a startup, initially calling the project “Dropbox.” Having 
learned from his prior attempts, Houston knew he’d benefit from mentorship and funding, so he 
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set his sights on Y Combinator (YC) again – this time with a more compelling concept. He 
prepared an application for YC’s Summer 2007 batch, essentially planning to found Dropbox 
officially that year. However, one major hurdle remained: Y Combinator’s partners, notably Paul 
Graham, told Houston they loved the idea but would not accept a solo 
founderblog.dropbox.combusinessinsider.com. Graham explained that startups are an emotional 
rollercoaster best navigated by a team of co-founders, and he gave Houston an ultimatum: find a 
partner to join him, or Dropbox wouldn’t get fundedbusinessinsider.com. The YC deadline was 
only weeks away, giving Houston “three weeks to get married” in his words – to find a 
co-founder match at breakneck speedblog.dropbox.com. 

Houston frantically tapped his network at MIT, reaching out to “my smartest friends to ask who 
their smartest friends were” in search of a potential partnerblog.dropbox.com. Serendipity struck 
when a mutual friend introduced him to Arash Ferdowsi, an MIT undergrad who had heard 
about Dropbox from an online demo video Houston postedrickyreports.combusinessinsider.com. 
Ferdowsi was a brilliant computer science student (class of 2008) known for his intense attention 
to detail – he once spotted a flaw in his parents’ home floor plan at age fiveblog.dropbox.com. 
Intrigued by Houston’s prototype, Ferdowsi agreed to meet. The two got together at MIT’s 
Student Center coffeehouse and hit it off immediatelyblog.dropbox.com. What happened next 
has since become startup lore: after only a couple of hours of conversation, Houston and 
Ferdowsi shook hands on a partnership that would change both their livesblog.dropbox.com. 
Despite barely knowing Houston, Ferdowsi didn’t flinch at the biggest decision of his young life 
– he agreed on the spot to drop out of MIT and devote himself to Houston’s 
projectbusinessinsider.com. “It was sort of like getting married on the first or second date,” 
Houston later quipped about the whirlwind founding arrangementbusinessinsider.com. In June 
2007, the 24-year-old Houston and 22-year-old Ferdowsi formed Dropbox, Inc., cementing their 
new partnership and splitting equity in what they hoped would be a game-changing 
companybusinessinsider.comblog.dropbox.com. 

With a co-founder in place, Houston’s application to Y Combinator was accepted, and Dropbox 
received a $15,000 seed investment in exchange for a small equity stakerickyreports.com. The 
duo entered YC’s summer program in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 2007 and rapidly iterated on 
the product’s early versionnews.mit.edu. That summer, they also made the pivotal decision to 
relocate the company to San Francisco to be at the heart of the tech startup 
ecosystemnews.mit.edu. Working out of a modest office (and often out of Houston’s apartment), 
they recruited a handful of very talented engineers – many of them fellow MIT alumni – to join 
as early employeesnews.mit.edunews.mit.edu. In the tight-knit world of MIT, Houston’s 
reputation and network paid off: the first dozen hires were friends or classmates who believed in 
his vision for seamless cloud storagenews.mit.edu. Together, this small team refined Dropbox’s 
technology, focusing on perfecting the sync experience that competing services had failed to 
delivernews.mit.edurickyreports.com. By late 2007, Dropbox was well on its way from a 
hacked-together prototype to a polished product. The founders’ diligence and the product’s 
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obvious utility attracted the attention of top-tier investors on the West Coast; before long, the 
legendary venture firm Sequoia Capital agreed to lead Dropbox’s first major funding round, 
providing the capital needed to scale upbusinessinsider.com. 

Though Houston and Ferdowsi were still in their mid-20s, they had successfully navigated the 
gauntlet from idea to implementation: identifying a ubiquitous problem, building a solution, 
assembling a complementary founding team, and securing a pathway to grow. In 2008, they 
officially launched Dropbox to the public, introducing the world to a simple “magic folder” that 
would keep files consistent across any devicebusinessinsider.com. The pains of forgotten flash 
drives and email attachments would soon become a thing of the past for millions of users. But in 
2007, as Drew Houston stood on the cusp of this breakthrough, he was simply a young founder 
solving his own problem – a problem shared by so many others – with clarity, passion, and the 
hard-won lessons from a lifetime of building things. It was the starting point of an incredible 
journey: Dropbox was born, and Drew Houston’s childhood dream of creating a company had 
become a realitydiscoveryacton.orgnews.mit.edu. 
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Apoorva Mehta 

After missing Y Combinator’s application deadline, Apoorva Mehta pulled a crafty stunt: 
he opened his own Instacart app and had a six-pack of beer delivered to YC partner 
Garry Tan, addressed with a note about his late application. The audacious demo worked 
– about half an hour later Tan received the unexpected beer delivery and called Mehta in 
for an interview, and despite the odds, Instacart snagged a last-minute spot in the 
accelerator’s Summer 2012 batch. 

Company: Instacart 
Year Founded: 2012 
Age When Founding: 26 
 
Hometown: Ontario, Canada 
Alma Mater: University of Waterloo 
 
Profile: 
​
Apoorva Mehta’s journey began far from Silicon Valley. He was born in 1986 in Jodhpur, India, 
and spent his early childhood in Libya before his family settled in Hamilton, Ontario, when he 
was 14businessinsider.com. His parents – including a mother who worked as a schoolteacher – 
made this intercontinental move seeking better opportunities for their childrenforbesindia.com. 
In Canada, young Apoorva developed an insatiable curiosity about how technology worked. He 
later recalled wanting to understand everything “from atoms, all the way to what you see on a 
computer when you go to Google.com”latimes.com. This inquisitiveness guided him to pursue 
engineering, and he enrolled in the University of Waterloo to study electrical 
engineeringlatimes.com. During his youth, Mehta also experienced the mundane frustrations of 
grocery shopping in freezing Canadian winters – his mother would often send him to the local 
No Frills supermarket to fetch groceries, a chore he grew to despise as he waited at the bus stop 
with heavy bags digging into his handsbusinessinsider.com. That seemingly trivial childhood 
experience planted a seed that would prove pivotal years later. 
 
For college, Mehta stayed in Canada, immersing himself in Waterloo’s rigorous engineering 
program. Waterloo’s hands-on co-op culture allowed him to sample various tech roles early on. 
He had short stints at companies like Qualcomm and BlackBerry, and even did a stint working in 
a steel factory – consciously “try[ing] a bit of everything” to figure out what he really wanted to 
dolatimes.com. Eventually, he landed in Seattle as a supply-chain engineer at Amazon in 2008, 
where he helped develop the fulfillment systems that shuttle packages from warehouses to 
customers’ doorslatimes.com. At first, the role was exhilarating – “To be honest, I loved it,” 
Mehta said of his early days at Amazon. “I wasn’t even sure why they were even paying 
me”businessinsider.com. But after about two years, the challenge faded and he felt his growth 
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stalling. Craving new challenges, Mehta made a bold move in 2010: with no next job lined up, he 
quit Amazon and headed to San Francisco to chase the dream of building something of his 
ownlatimes.com. 
 
In San Francisco, Mehta plunged headlong into entrepreneurship. Over the next two years 
(2010–2012), he launched roughly 20 different startup ideas – rapid-fire experiments that 
spanned enterprise software, consumer apps, and moreycombinator.comlatimes.com. He tried 
building an advertising network for social gaming companies, and even spent a year developing 
a niche social network for lawyerslatimes.com. None of these ventures took off. In hindsight, 
Mehta realized a key mistake: he had been chasing problems that didn’t genuinely excite him. 
“After going through all these failures… I realized it wasn’t that I couldn’t find a product that 
worked, I just didn’t care about the product,” he admitted, referring to the ill-fated lawyers’ 
networklatimes.com. In one instance – the legal networking startup, which he dubbed 
LegalReach – Mehta even raised about $1 million in venture funding and assembled a team, only 
to walk away after a year because his heart was not in itentrepreneur.comentrepreneur.com. 
Lawyers, he discovered, “don’t like technology, and they don’t like to share things,” he said of 
that venture’s demiseentrepreneur.com. By late 2011, after so many false starts, Mehta hit a low 
point and began to question “well, am I even cut out to be an entrepreneur at 
all?”businessinsider.com The string of failures, however painful, taught him an essential lesson: 
never start a company just for the sake of it – build to solve a problem you truly care 
aboutentrepreneur.com. 
 
Early 2012 proved to be Mehta’s turning point. Inspiration struck from an unexpected source: an 
empty refrigerator. Sitting in his San Francisco apartment, Mehta realized the only thing left in 
his fridge was a bottle of hot sauce – and that you “can’t exactly make it a 
meal”forbesindia.comindianexpress.com. He loved to cook, but without a car in a city of hills, he 
often procrastinated on grocery runs. “It was 2012 and I could shop for everything online, except 
groceries. That was a lightbulb moment for me,” Mehta later wrote, recounting how his ongoing 
empty-fridge problem sparked the idea for a grocery delivery serviceindianexpress.com. All 
those childhood memories of trudging through snow with grocery bags now came back into 
focus. He saw that grocery shopping – something everyone has to do regularly – was still 
“archaic” in the modern internet agelatimes.com. Why, he wondered, had every other shopping 
category moved online, while groceries lagged behindlatimes.com? At last, Mehta had found a 
problem he deeply cared about fixing. 
 
Once the idea took hold, Mehta became obsessed. He gave himself a motivating challenge – he 
would not step foot in a grocery store again until he could order groceries through his own 
appentrepreneur.com. The former Amazon engineer hunkered down to write code. In less than a 
month, he built a crude iPhone app that could show a store’s inventory and dispatch a personal 
shopper, along with a companion app for the shoppers to manage orderslatimes.com. On June 2, 
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2012, Mehta carried out the first-ever Instacart order. Because he hadn’t hired any shoppers yet, 
he acted as his own driver: he placed an order through the app, walked to the grocery store, and 
then delivered the bags to himself at his apartmentlatimes.comentrepreneur.com. Mehta later 
joked that “Instacart was profitable from day one” – after all, that inaugural delivery successfully 
satisfied its only customer, himentrepreneur.com. The basic concept was proven, at least to 
Mehta: people could shop for groceries on their phone and have someone else do the legwork. 
With a working prototype in hand, Mehta officially founded Instacart in 2012 (he was 26 at the 
time)businessinsider.com. He began getting the word out, and early adopters started using the 
nascent service. As orders slowly picked up, Mehta hustled to keep up with demand. By day, he 
would meet and train a trickle of new personal shoppers at local supermarkets – posting ads on 
Craigslist and even Facebook to find gig workers willing to shop for othersentrepreneur.com. By 
night, he refined the app’s code and added features, often running on very little 
sleepentrepreneur.com. Those first customers mostly came through word of mouth, but their 
enthusiasm validated that the service was solving a real pain pointentrepreneur.com. Still, Mehta 
knew that to truly realize Instacart’s potential, he would need more resources and guidance than 
he could muster alone with his dwindling savingsbusinessinsider.com. 
 
That summer, Mehta set his sights on Y Combinator, the famed startup accelerator, as a way to 
turbocharge Instacart’s growth. There was just one problem: by the time he decided to apply, the 
application deadline for the Summer 2012 batch had passed by over two 
monthstechcrunch.comtechcrunch.com. Undaunted, Mehta tried every avenue to get a foot in the 
door. He tapped his network for introductions and emailed several YC partners directly, hoping 
to demo his product. The responses trickled back and were uniformly discouraging – “No way,” 
he was told, it was too late for this cohorttechcrunch.com. One partner, Garry Tan, emailed that 
Mehta could submit a late application “but it will be nearly impossible to get you in 
now”techcrunch.com. That word “nearly” stuck in Mehta’s mind as a sliver of 
hopeentrepreneur.com. He filled out the late application and even made a video pitch, but still 
got a firm “no” from YCtechcrunch.com. Rather than accept defeat, Mehta hatched a creative 
last-ditch plan to make YC notice Instacart. As he later recounted, “so far, no one had seen my 
product in action” – so he decided to deliver it to thembusinessinsider.com. 
 
Mehta opened his own app and ordered a six-pack of beer to be sent to Y Combinator’s 
headquarters, addressed specifically to Garry Tanbusinessinsider.com. About half an hour later, 
Tan received an unexpected delivery at YC’s office and called Mehta, puzzled. “What is this?” 
Tan asked. Mehta seized the moment: “This is Instacart!” he exclaimed 
proudlybusinessinsider.com. The stunt worked. Impressed by his resourcefulness (and the 
functioning app demo on their doorstep), YC invited Mehta for an interview the very next 
daytechcrunch.com. He walked into that meeting and passionately convinced the partners that 
Instacart could revolutionize grocery shoppingbusinessinsider.com. Despite all odds, Instacart 
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earned a late acceptance into Y Combinator’s Summer 2012 batchtechcrunch.com – an almost 
unheard-of feat for a solo founder who had missed the deadline. 
 
Joining YC proved to be a turning point. In the accelerator, Mehta gained access to mentorship 
and quickly expanded his team. He met two like-minded entrepreneurs, Max Mullen and 
Brandon Leonardo, who came on board as Instacart’s co-founders during the 
programentrepreneur.com. With a core team in place and YC’s backing, Instacart gained 
credibility. In October 2012 – just months after Mehta was delivering groceries by himself – the 
startup raised $2.3 million in seed funding from investors, giving it the capital to formally launch 
and expand in the San Francisco Bay Areaentrepreneur.com. At 26, after countless setbacks and 
iterations, Apoorva Mehta had finally transformed a personal frustration into a viable company. 
The humble idea born from an empty fridge and long bus rides in the snow was now Instacart, 
poised to bring grocery shopping into the digital age. Mehta’s relentless persistence and early-life 
experiences had converged to set the stage for a grocery delivery revolution. 
 
Sources: Los Angeles Timeslatimes.comlatimes.com; Business 
Insiderbusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.com; Entrepreneurentrepreneur.comentrepreneur.com; 
Indian Expressindianexpress.comindianexpress.com; 
TechCrunchtechcrunch.comtechcrunch.com. 
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Tom Preston-Werner 

In 2008, Tom Preston-Werner’s startup employer was acquired by Microsoft, and 
28-year-old Tom received an enticing offer: a $300,000 bonus spread over three years 
plus stock to join Microsoft’s ranks. But accepting meant abandoning his side project 
GitHub, so in a moment of bold conviction he shocked everyone by turning down the safe 
six-figure path to go all-in on GitHub instead – writing in his blog that when he’s “old 
and dying,” he’d rather look back and say “wow, that was an adventure” than “wow, I 
sure felt safe”. 

Company: GitHub 
Year Founded: 2008 
Age When Founding: 28 
 
Hometown: Dubuque, Iowa 
Alma Mater: Harvey Mudd College 
 
Profile: 

Tom Preston-Werner was born in 1979 and grew up in the river city of Dubuque, 
Iowamabumbe.com. His childhood was marked by both intellectual curiosity and personal 
challenge. When Tom was still young, his biological father passed away, leaving his mother (a 
special education teacher) and his stepfather (an engineer) to raise himinc.com. In this 
supportive, tech-friendly household, Preston-Werner displayed the classic signs of an 
engineer-in-training: he loved tearing apart gadgets his stepdad brought home, tinkering with the 
family’s TRS-80 computer, and poring over “How Things Work” books to learn by 
himselfinc.com. By age 8, he had taught himself BASIC programming on that RadioShack 
TRS-80, thrilled by the ability to make a machine do his bidding with codeinc.com. This 
hands-on Midwest upbringing – shucking corn, swatting mosquitoes, and experimenting with 
electronics – instilled in him both a strong work ethic and an early passion for science and 
technologytom.preston-werner.cominc.com. 

As a teenager, Preston-Werner became fascinated with physics and math, diving into advanced 
scientific literature far beyond his high school curriculumtom.preston-werner.com. He aspired to 
be a theoretical particle physicist and hungered for deeper knowledge – an ambition not easily 
fulfilled in his small-town environment of underpaid math teachers and disinterested 
classmatestom.preston-werner.com. Eager to find a more challenging academic setting, he 
obsessively researched colleges and ultimately earned admission to Harvey Mudd College in 
California, a school renowned for its rigorous engineering and science programs (famously 
heavy on nightly homework)tom.preston-werner.com. In 1997, he headed west to Claremont to 
study physics. Harvey Mudd delivered the intensity he craved, but it also forced a moment of 
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clarity: to truly excel in particle physics requires an absolute love of abstract mathematics, living 
in a world of eigenvectors and Planck’s constanttom.preston-werner.com. Preston-Werner 
discovered that, while he liked math, he wasn’t prepared to live entirely in the abstract. He found 
himself more drawn to the concrete creativity of programming – a craft he’d been practicing 
since childhood and which offered instant feedback and tangible results, unlike the years-long 
experiments of physicstom.preston-werner.com. 

After two years at Harvey Mudd, Preston-Werner made a pivotal decision. In 1999, as the 
dot-com boom was cresting, he dropped out of college to join a tech startup with two friends who 
were graduatinginc.com. He was 20 years old and chasing the same Internet gold rush that lured 
many promising young technologists of his generation. “I thought I could strike it rich, right then 
and there,” he later quipped of that decisiontom.preston-werner.com. The startup, like so many at 
the time, failed to fulfill its grand visiontom.preston-werner.com. However, the experience was 
an education of its own, plunging Preston-Werner into the deep end of software development and 
startup life at the turn of the millennium. 

In the wake of that first startup’s collapse, Preston-Werner spent the next several years honing his 
skills and figuring out his path in the tech world. He co-founded and ran a small digital design 
firm, which taught him the practical nuts-and-bolts of business – “taxes, all that crap it takes to 
run a business,” as he put itinc.com. Though not a breakout success, this venture gave him 
firsthand experience in entrepreneurship and managing a company. In 2004, itching to build 
something novel, he created Gravatar – an online service for providing “globally recognized 
avatars” that would follow users from site to site as a personal profile imageinc.com. Gravatar 
addressed a niche but widespread need on the early social web, and it steadily gained adoption. 
Three years later, in 2007, Preston-Werner sold Gravatar to Automattic (the company behind 
WordPress, led by Matt Mullenweg)inc.com. The acquisition terms weren’t public, but the deal 
allowed him to pay off his credit card debt and finally “enjoy the first bit of breathing room he 
had known in several years”inc.com. It was validation that a product he built could attract 
serious interest, and it gave him a modest financial cushion to pursue bigger ideas. 

In 2005, before the Gravatar sale closed, Preston-Werner had made another life-changing move: 
he relocated to San Francisco to join a startup called Powersetmabumbe.com. Powerset was an 
ambitious natural-language search engine (a “Wikipedia search” project) aiming to revolutionize 
how people query information. At Powerset, Preston-Werner worked as a tools developer on the 
Ranking and Relevance team, sharpening his expertise in search technologygoodreturns.in. More 
importantly, moving to the Bay Area plugged him into a vibrant network of programmers. He 
began attending the SF Ruby meetups – casual gatherings of developers who shared an affinity 
for the Ruby programming language – and spent many late nights bonding with this community 
over beer and codetom.preston-werner.com. In these meetups, Preston-Werner encountered two 
younger programmers, Chris Wanstrath and PJ Hyett, who, like him, were enthusiastic about 
Ruby on Rails and open-source developmenttom.preston-werner.com. This trio hit it off and 
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often discussed the latest tools and challenges in coding. Around this time, a new distributed 
version control system named Git (created by Linus Torvalds) was gaining traction among 
cutting-edge developers. Git was powerful, especially for collaborative coding, but it was also 
notoriously difficult for newcomers to use. “It makes collaboration possible, it doesn’t make it 
easy,” Preston-Werner would say of Git’s steep learning curveinc.com. Recognizing this gap, and 
armed with his mix of startup scars and open-source passion, Tom Preston-Werner was primed 
for his next big entrepreneurial leap. 

The spark for GitHub ignited on an otherwise ordinary Thursday night in October 2007. 
Preston-Werner was at a San Francisco bar for an invite-only hacker meetup known as “I Can 
Has Ruby” – a small gathering of Ruby enthusiasts that often devolved into late-night coding 
talktom.preston-werner.com. That night, he had been tinkering with Grit, a Ruby library he was 
writing to manipulate Git repositories programmaticallytom.preston-werner.com. Spotting Chris 
Wanstrath entering the bar, Preston-Werner beckoned him over to a booth and said, “Dude, check 
this out.” He pulled up his laptop and showed Wanstrath what he had: a rough prototype that 
could interface with Git data via Ruby codetom.preston-werner.com. At the time, very few Ruby 
developers were even experimenting with Git – Wanstrath happened to be one of them – so this 
demo immediately grabbed his interesttom.preston-werner.com. Sensing Wanstrath’s excitement, 
Preston-Werner went a step further: he pitched an idea for a website that would serve as a hub for 
developers to share Git repositories. “I even had a name: GitHub,” he later recalled of that 
momenttom.preston-werner.com. Wanstrath’s response was instantaneous and emphatic – 
essentially, I’m in. Let’s do ittom.preston-werner.com. 

The very next night, on October 19, 2007, Chris Wanstrath cemented their pact by making the 
first commit to a new GitHub repository, effectively marking the birth of their joint 
venturetom.preston-werner.com. There were no lawyers, no investors, and no formal business 
plan – just two coders agreeing over beers to build something cool together. For the initial 
months, GitHub remained a nights-and-weekends project. Preston-Werner and Wanstrath both 
kept their day jobs (Tom at Powerset, Chris at CNET) and hacked on GitHub whenever they 
could find time, often meeting up in person on Saturdays to write code and hash out features in 
coffee shops around San Francisco’s SoMa neighborhoodinc.com. During one marathon session, 
the duo spent hours debating how they might price the service, munching on Vietnamese egg 
rolls as a torrential rain poured outsidetom.preston-werner.com. Preston-Werner focused on 
continuing to refine Grit and designing a clean web interface, while Wanstrath began building 
the application logic in Ruby on Railstom.preston-werner.com. 

As the vision for GitHub took shape, Preston-Werner and Wanstrath realized they could use more 
hands. In early 2008 they enlisted two trusted compatriots from the Ruby community to join the 
effort. PJ Hyett, a talented Rails developer who had been working with them at another startup, 
came on board in February 2008tom.preston-werner.com. Not long after, Scott Chacon, an 
expert on Git who had been writing about Git’s internals, also joined the founding teaminc.com. 
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(Chacon initially contributed as a contractor, authoring a key feature called Gist for sharing code 
snippets, before fully coming aboardfastcompany.com.) With Wanstrath, Hyett, and Chacon 
alongside Preston-Werner, the core GitHub team was four-strong – all young, sharp, and deeply 
passionate about improving the way developers collaborated on code. 

After roughly six months of clandestine development, the team felt ready to unveil their creation. 
GitHub launched to a closed beta in January 2008, sending invites to friends and fellow coders to 
try it outtom.preston-werner.com. Feedback was positive, and momentum was building. On April 
10, 2008, GitHub opened its doors to the publicen.wikipedia.org. The site provided an elegant 
web-based portal for hosting Git repositories and a social workflow for developers to contribute 
to projects – essentially making Git “this superpowerful thing” accessible to allinc.com. At the 
outset, GitHub was entirely bootstrapped with no outside funding; it was just four 
twenty-something engineers leveraging their own time and skillstom.preston-werner.com. In 
fact, they famously snubbed TechCrunch and other press at launch – rolling out the platform 
quietly to let the software speak for itselftom.preston-werner.com. 

Almost immediately, the founders were taken aback by how quickly their “little side project” 
began to catch on. Within weeks of launch, a well-known developer in the community (Geoffrey 
Grosenbach of PeepCode) tried GitHub and insisted on paying for it, even before the team had 
fully figured out a business modelinc.com. This was a lightbulb moment – a validation that 
GitHub filled a real need important enough that users were ready to open their wallets. What had 
started as a fun hack was suddenly a viable business. The founders soon introduced paid plans 
for private repositories alongside the free service for open-source 
projectsencyclopediadubuque.orginc.com. Revenue, however modest, began to flow. In 
Preston-Werner’s words, “Suddenly, a dork pastime was a business”inc.com. 

That summer, Tom Preston-Werner faced a defining crossroads in his career. On July 1, 2008, 
news broke that his employer Powerset had been acquired by Microsoft for roughly $100 
milliontom.preston-werner.com. With the acquisition came an offer for Preston-Werner to 
continue on as a Microsoft employee, complete with a hefty retention package: a $300,000 
bonus spread over three years, plus stock options – an enticing reward for a 28-year-old 
developer who had grown accustomed to a steady six-figure 
salarytom.preston-werner.comtom.preston-werner.com. For most, it was the kind of safe, 
lucrative path one wouldn’t dream of refusing. But committing to Microsoft would have meant 
abandoning GitHub (at least as a full-time pursuit), just as his fledgling startup was beginning to 
show real promise. Preston-Werner knew that his co-founders, Wanstrath and Hyett, had already 
quit their jobs to focus on GitHub, and that staying on at Microsoft would likely stall their 
progress and strain the partnershiptom.preston-werner.com. He spent many sleepless nights 
agonizing over the decision – weighing financial security against the risky dream of building a 
company of his owntom.preston-werner.com. In the end, entrepreneurial passion won out. Tom 
Preston-Werner turned down Microsoft’s offer and resigned from Powerset to go all-in on 
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GitHubinc.com. “When I’m old and dying,” he wrote of his choice, “I plan to look back on my 
life and say ‘wow, that was an adventure,’ not ‘wow, I sure felt safe’”tom.preston-werner.com. It 
was a bold gamble, one that meant giving up a stable paycheck for the uncertainty of a 
self-funded startup – but it was exactly in line with Preston-Werner’s character as a hacker who 
thrived on challenge. 

By the end of 2008, GitHub was no longer just an after-hours code experiment; it was a 
fast-growing platform with a devoted following among developers. Preston-Werner’s decision to 
focus on his creation was quickly vindicated. What he and his co-founders had built was “one of 
the world’s most powerful development tools,” a service that would soon sit at the center of 
the software universe by making collaborative coding intuitive and socialinc.cominc.com. In the 
years that followed, their small project – launched by a 28-year-old Iowa-raised college dropout 
– transformed into an indispensable infrastructure for software development globally. GitHub’s 
meteoric rise culminated in a multi-billion dollar outcome a decade later, but even at the 
founding moment in 2008, it was clear that Preston-Werner’s combination of technical vision 
and willingness to bet on himself had created something extraordinarymabumbe.com. 

Sources: Tom Preston-Werner (personal blog); Inc. Magazine; Wired; TechCrunch; 
Encyclopedia Dubuque; Wikipedia 
(GitHub).inc.comtom.preston-werner.cominc.cominc.comtom.preston-werner.cominc.comtom.pr
eston-werner.comtom.preston-werner.cominc.cominc.comtom.preston-werner.cominc.com 
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Pavel Durov 

In high school, Pavel Durov pulled a notorious prank that perfectly captured his rebel 
streak: he hacked into his school’s network and changed every computer’s welcome 
screen to display a photo of his least-favorite teacher with the caption “Must die”. 
Administrators kept resetting the passwords to lock him out, but Durov gleefully cracked 
each new one – until they banned him from the computer lab entirely, a punishment that 
only fueled his anti-authoritarian flair and his bold ambition to become “an Internet 
icon” one day. 

Company: Telegram 
Year Founded: 2013 
Age When Founding: 28 
 
Hometown: St. Petersburg, Russia 
Alma Mater: St. Petersburg State University 
 
Profile: 

Pavel Durov was born on October 10, 1984 in Leningrad (now St. Petersburg) and grew up 
surrounded by academics. His father, Valery Durov, is a distinguished philology professor who 
chaired the classical philology department at St. Petersburg State University, and his mother, 
Albina Durova, also taught at the same universitytimesofindia.indiatimes.com. This scholarly 
household – coupled with the example of Pavel’s elder brother Nikolai, a math prodigy and 
multiple world programming contest champion – deeply shaped his early intellect and 
ambitionstimesofindia.indiatimes.comthemoscowtimes.com. As a child, Pavel spent several 
years in Turin, Italy, where his father had a teaching assignment, giving the young Durov early 
exposure to new languages and cultures before the family returned to Russia in the early 
1990stimesofindia.indiatimes.com. By his teen years, Durov was excelling in a selective 
academy back in St. Petersburg, particularly in languages and computing, and he gravitated 
toward programming under the influence of Nikolai’s passion for 
technologytimesofindia.indiatimes.com. 

From the start, Durov displayed a rebellious streak to match his technical talent. In one notorious 
incident during his school days, the mischievous student hacked into his school’s network and 
changed every computer’s welcome screen to display a photo of his least-favorite teacher 
with the caption “Must die”themoscowtimes.com. Administrators repeatedly cut off his access, 
but each time the teen cracked the new passwords – making it clear no authority could easily rein 
him inthemoscowtimes.com. That stunt got Pavel banned from the school’s computers for a 
timetimesofindia.indiatimes.com, yet it only fueled his determination to master coding. He 
openly told classmates he aspired to become “an Internet icon,” a goal that seemed fanciful then 
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but presaged his future paththemoscowtimes.com. Durov has often credited his brother Nikolai 
as his role model and coding mentor who helped cultivate this bold 
mindsetthemoscowtimes.com. By age 11, he was already devoted to programming and 
developing an anti-authoritarian flair – traits that would define his career as a tech 
innovatortimesofindia.indiatimes.com. 

Durov enrolled at St. Petersburg State University in 2002, choosing to study philology (the field 
of languages) like his father. He graduated in 2006 with top honors – even earning prestigious 
government and presidential scholarships for his academic 
excellencetimesofindia.indiatimes.com – but his college years were as notable for extracurricular 
coding projects as for linguistics. As a student, Pavel built a pair of websites that foreshadowed 
his entrepreneurial future. One, Durov.com, was a repository of study materials for his courses, 
and the other, spbgu.ru, was a campus forum and social hub for students and 
facultytimesofindia.indiatimes.com. The latter site allowed users to create profiles, friend lists, 
and blogs, essentially functioning as a miniature social network for the 
universitytimesofindia.indiatimes.com. The positive reception of these projects emboldened 
Durov. In late 2006, inspired by Facebook’s early success in the U.S., he set out to build a 
full-fledged Russian social networking platformtimesofindia.indiatimes.com. 

At just 22, freshly out of university, Durov teamed up with his older brother and two friends 
(classmates Vyacheslav Mirilashvili and Lev Leviev) to launch VKontakte in October 
2006timesofindia.indiatimes.com. Durov was the visionary and product leader, while Nikolai – a 
twice world champion in programming and International Math Olympiad gold medalist – 
engineered the site’s technical backbonethemoscowtimes.comtimesofindia.indiatimes.com. Their 
new platform (whose name means “In Contact”) started as invite-only among students, but 
opened to the public by the end of 2006timesofindia.indiatimes.com. User growth exploded: 
within a year VKontakte had over 3 million users, and by 2008 it was the most popular social 
site in Russiatimesofindia.indiatimes.com. Durov’s youth-dominated team worked obsessively to 
outpace bigger rivals. From a swanky St. Petersburg HQ in the historic Singer House – outfitted 
with throne-like chairs and medieval décor – the 20-something engineers cultivated an 
atmosphere of “triumphant ambition,” in which, as one early chronicler wrote, “the nerds 
had conquered the world”themoscowtimes.com. By 2013 VKontakte boasted some 210 million 
registered users, solidifying Durov’s status as one of Russia’s top tech 
entrepreneursthemoscowtimes.com. Often likened to a “Russian Mark Zuckerberg,” he had 
become, as The New York Times later noted, his country’s biggest celebrity internet 
founderbusinessinsider.com. 

Durov’s rise with VKontakte was fueled by a libertarian philosophy that put freedom of 
information first. In Russia’s lightly regulated Internet of the mid-2000s, he let VK users share 
content with little restriction – from pirated music and movies to political speech – much to the 
chagrin of authorities and copyright holdersthemoscowtimes.com. In a 2012 manifesto, the 

57 

https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=Pavel%20told%20his%20classmates%20he,help%20him%20realize%20that%20ambition
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=Four%20years%20Pavel%27s%20senior%2C%20Nikolai,his%20role%20model%20and%C2%A0coding%20mentor
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/education/news/from-philology-to-social-networking-a-look-at-telegram-ceo-pavel-durovs-educational-journey-and-career-trajectory/articleshow/112898945.cms#:~:text=By%20the%20time%20he%20reached,future%20as%20a%20tech%20innovator
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/education/news/from-philology-to-social-networking-a-look-at-telegram-ceo-pavel-durovs-educational-journey-and-career-trajectory/articleshow/112898945.cms#:~:text=In%202001%2C%20Durov%20graduated%20from,2006%20after%20completing%20his%20graduation
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/education/news/from-philology-to-social-networking-a-look-at-telegram-ceo-pavel-durovs-educational-journey-and-career-trajectory/articleshow/112898945.cms#:~:text=During%20his%20university%20years%2C%20Durov%27s,would%20soon%20dominate%20the%20internet
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/education/news/from-philology-to-social-networking-a-look-at-telegram-ceo-pavel-durovs-educational-journey-and-career-trajectory/articleshow/112898945.cms#:~:text=During%20his%20university%20years%2C%20Durov%27s,serving%20as%20a%20precursor%20to
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/education/news/from-philology-to-social-networking-a-look-at-telegram-ceo-pavel-durovs-educational-journey-and-career-trajectory/articleshow/112898945.cms#:~:text=As%20already%20mentioned%2C%20Durov%20graduated,crucial%20initial%20funding%20that%20got
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/education/news/from-philology-to-social-networking-a-look-at-telegram-ceo-pavel-durovs-educational-journey-and-career-trajectory/articleshow/112898945.cms#:~:text=platform,This%20rapid%20growth
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=Four%20years%20Pavel%27s%20senior%2C%20Nikolai,his%20role%20model%20and%C2%A0coding%20mentor
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/education/news/from-philology-to-social-networking-a-look-at-telegram-ceo-pavel-durovs-educational-journey-and-career-trajectory/articleshow/112898945.cms#:~:text=In%20October%202006%2C%20Durov%20teamed,DST%29%2C%20which%20acquired%20nearly
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/education/news/from-philology-to-social-networking-a-look-at-telegram-ceo-pavel-durovs-educational-journey-and-career-trajectory/articleshow/112898945.cms#:~:text=aspects,VKontakte%20to%20introduce%20virtual%20currency
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/education/news/from-philology-to-social-networking-a-look-at-telegram-ceo-pavel-durovs-educational-journey-and-career-trajectory/articleshow/112898945.cms#:~:text=The%20site%20was%20initially%20launched,estimated%20the%20company%E2%80%99s%20value%20at
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=VKontakte%27s%20hiring%20policy%20was%20unashamedly,he%20wrote
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=From%C2%A0their%20headquarters%20at%C2%A0the%20prestigious%20Singer,registered%20users%2C%20and%C2%A0was%20still%20growing
https://www.businessinsider.com/pavel-durov-telegram-billionaire-russia-instagram-wealth-founder-dubai-lifestyle-2022-3#:~:text=,durov
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=VKontakte%27s%20booming%20success%20was%20facilitated,legislative%20initiative%C2%A0%E2%80%94%20is%20the%C2%A0absence%20of%C2%A0one


young CEO argued that “the best legislative initiative – is the absence of one”, making clear he 
opposed heavy-handed control over the webthemoscowtimes.com. This principled stance soon 
brought him into conflict with the Russian government. In December 2011, mass protests against 
election fraud swept Russia, organized in large part by activists on 
VKontaktethemoscowtimes.com. The Federal Security Service (FSB) ordered Durov to shut 
down pages used by protest leaders – a demand he flatly rejected. Instead, Pavel went public 
with his defiance, posting the FSB’s letter alongside a photo of a hooded dog sticking out its 
tonguethemoscowtimes.com. That same night, special forces in camouflage showed up at 
Durov’s St. Petersburg apartment and pounded on his door, but he refused to let them 
inthemoscowtimes.com. Reflecting on the incident later, Durov admitted he wasn’t sure what 
compelled him to resist, saying “something in me [just] resisted” the orderthemoscowtimes.com. 
His stand made headlines, and Durov was suddenly lionized as a maverick who would dare 
challenge the Kremlinthemoscowtimes.com. He repeated the dog-photo stunt on social media 
when pressured again to shut down opposition pages (including those of activist Alexei 
Navalny), further cementing his image as a champion of internet 
freedomthemoscowtimes.comthemoscowtimes.com. 

Even as he sparred with government censors, Durov was fighting to keep control of VKontakte 
itself. Major Russian tech investors allied with the state began amassing shares in his company. 
By 2012–2013 the Mail.ru Group (owned by oligarch Alisher Usmanov) and the fund United 
Capital Partners (UCP) had together acquired a majority stake, threatening Durov’s 
independencethemoscowtimes.comtimesofindia.indiatimes.com. Pavel did not go quietly: when 
Mail.ru pressured him to sell, he publicly posted a photo of himself flipping his middle finger 
with a sardonic message calling Mail.ru a “trash-holding company” for trying to take over 
VKthemoscowtimes.com. But the squeeze continued. In April 2013, amid this power struggle, 
Durov was bizarrely accused of driving his white Mercedes into a police officer’s foot – an 
allegation he denied but one that prompted police raids on VK’s offices and Pavel’s 
homethemoscowtimes.com. Shortly thereafter, UCP announced it had bought out Durov’s 
longtime co-founders, gaining 48% of VKthemoscowtimes.com. Facing mounting legal and 
shareholder pressure, Pavel eventually agreed to sell his own remaining 12% stake at the end of 
2013, effectively ceding VKontakte to Kremlin-friendly ownersthemoscowtimes.com. In early 
2014 he was ousted as CEO, under circumstances he likened to a government-orchestrated 
takeover due to his refusal to bow to censorship demandsen.wikipedia.orgen.wikipedia.org. 

Anticipating his loss of VKontakte, Durov had quietly prepared a “Plan B.” In 2012 he founded 
a new company abroad under the name Digital Fortress, even setting up servers in Buffalo, New 
York, and discreetly relocating a handful of loyal engineers out of 
Russiathemoscowtimes.comthemoscowtimes.com. When an independent TV station uncovered 
this secret project in 2013, Durov responded with characteristic flair – sending reporters an 
animated GIF from The Social Network movie showing a startup founder giving two middle 
fingers to investorsthemoscowtimes.com. It was a not-so-subtle sign that Pavel was plotting 
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something audacious and had no intention of giving up. That “something” turned out to be 
Telegram, an encrypted messaging application that the Durov brothers had been building in the 
background. In August 2013, even as VK’s boardroom battles raged, Pavel suddenly unveiled 
Telegram to the worldthemoscowtimes.com. He bankrolled the venture himself using the fortune 
(over $200–300 million) he’d gotten from selling VKthemoscowtimes.combusinessinsider.com, 
and he imbued it with his personal ideals. Pavel would be Telegram’s sole owner and financier, 
focused on privacy and free communication rather than profit – he even pledged that “making 
profits will never be a goal” for the platformthemoscowtimes.com. Meanwhile, Nikolai Durov 
assumed the critical role of lead developer, crafting Telegram’s innovative encryption 
architecture. Over two years, Nikolai built the MTProto protocol, a custom cryptographic 
system that enabled features like “secret chats” with self-destructing 
messagestimesofindia.indiatimes.comthemoscowtimes.com. This technical foundation gave 
Telegram a level of security that set it apart from other messengers. 

The inspiration for Telegram was deeply personal to the Durovs. The idea first took shape back 
in 2011, when Pavel found himself unable to safely contact Nikolai as armed agents beat on his 
door during the post-election crackdownstimesofindia.indiatimes.com. That scare convinced 
him that he and his brother – and millions of users like them – needed a communication 
tool immune to surveillance. Telegram was designed from day one to be exactly that “weapon 
against surveillance”themoscowtimes.comthemoscowtimes.com. The timing of its launch was 
propitious: just weeks earlier, NSA contractor Edward Snowden had leaked revelations of global 
digital spying, heightening public demand for private messaging solutionsthemoscowtimes.com. 
Telegram positioned itself as the secure alternative to incumbents like WhatsApp – “James 
Bond meets artificial intelligence,” Pavel quipped of his creation’s blend of secrecy and smart 
featuresthemoscowtimes.com. The app encrypts user data and distributes it across multiple 
jurisdictions to thwart any single government’s reachthemoscowtimes.com. It introduced 
self-erasing chats, and Pavel refused to store data where authorities could easily demand 
itthemoscowtimes.com. To sustain this vision, Durov was willing to spend millions of his own 
money – reportedly burning through about $1 million per month in Telegram’s early years – to 
keep the service running without needing to compromise or sell out to outside 
investorsthemoscowtimes.com. 

By the time Pavel Durov turned 29, he had already built and lost Russia’s largest social network 
and launched a new global messaging platform as an act of principled defiance. In late 2013, the 
founding of Telegram marked a rebirth for Durov – a chance to apply his sharp intellect, 
technical savvy, and iconoclastic ideals to a product wholly under his control. As he departed 
Russia for exile in 2014, Durov carried with him the hard-won conviction that privacy and free 
expression were worth fighting for online. Telegram was the embodiment of that 
beliefthemoscowtimes.com, and its early story – from a St. Petersburg prodigy’s schoolboy 
hacks to a billion-message encrypted network – reflects the uncompromising vision of its 
founder up to the moment he set this new venture into motion. Every chapter of Pavel Durov’s 
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life before 2013 had been preparing him to build Telegram, a platform born of both brilliance 
and resistance. 

Sources: 
timesofindia.indiatimes.comthemoscowtimes.comthemoscowtimes.comtimesofindia.indiatimes.c
omtimesofindia.indiatimes.comthemoscowtimes.comthemoscowtimes.comthemoscowtimes.com
themoscowtimes.comthemoscowtimes.comthemoscowtimes.comthemoscowtimes.comthemosco
wtimes.comthemoscowtimes.comen.wikipedia.orgthemoscowtimes.comthemoscowtimes.comthe
moscowtimes.combusinessinsider.comthemoscowtimes.comtimesofindia.indiatimes.comtimesofi
ndia.indiatimes.comthemoscowtimes.comthemoscowtimes.comthemoscowtimes.com 

 
 

60 

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/education/news/from-philology-to-social-networking-a-look-at-telegram-ceo-pavel-durovs-educational-journey-and-career-trajectory/articleshow/112898945.cms#:~:text=Born%20on%20October%2010%2C%201984%2C,early%20life%20and%20future%20ambitions
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/education/news/from-philology-to-social-networking-a-look-at-telegram-ceo-pavel-durovs-educational-journey-and-career-trajectory/articleshow/112898945.cms#:~:text=Born%20on%20October%2010%2C%201984%2C,early%20life%20and%20future%20ambitions
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=From%C2%A0early%20childhood%2C%20Pavel%20Durov%20had,cracked%20the%C2%A0new%20passwords%20every%20time
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=Pavel%20told%20his%20classmates%20he,help%20him%20realize%20that%20ambition
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/education/news/from-philology-to-social-networking-a-look-at-telegram-ceo-pavel-durovs-educational-journey-and-career-trajectory/articleshow/112898945.cms#:~:text=During%20his%20university%20years%2C%20Durov%27s,would%20soon%20dominate%20the%20internet
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/education/news/from-philology-to-social-networking-a-look-at-telegram-ceo-pavel-durovs-educational-journey-and-career-trajectory/articleshow/112898945.cms#:~:text=During%20his%20university%20years%2C%20Durov%27s,would%20soon%20dominate%20the%20internet
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/education/news/from-philology-to-social-networking-a-look-at-telegram-ceo-pavel-durovs-educational-journey-and-career-trajectory/articleshow/112898945.cms#:~:text=platform,This%20rapid%20growth
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=VKontakte%27s%20hiring%20policy%20was%20unashamedly,he%20wrote
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=From%C2%A0their%20headquarters%20at%C2%A0the%20prestigious%20Singer,registered%20users%2C%20and%C2%A0was%20still%20growing
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=VKontakte%27s%20booming%20success%20was%20facilitated,legislative%20initiative%C2%A0%E2%80%94%20is%20the%C2%A0absence%20of%C2%A0one
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=Pavel%20responded%20with%20a%C2%A0resolute%20no%2C,scan%20of%C2%A0the%20official%20FSB%20request
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=The%C2%A0tech%20entrepreneur%20would%20later%20tell,pages.%5D%20Something%20in%C2%A0me%20resisted
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=Pavel%20again%20went%20public%20with,a%C2%A0maverick%20who%20would%20challenge%20the%C2%A0establishment
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=Pavel%20treated%20the%C2%A0struggle%20for%C2%A0control%20with,the%C2%A0middle%20finger
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=As%20Pavel%27s%20grip%20on%C2%A0the%20company,claimed%20he%20did%20not%20drive
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=As%20Pavel%27s%20grip%20on%C2%A0the%20company,claimed%20he%20did%20not%20drive
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=Days%20after%20the%C2%A0incident%2C%20United%20Capital,percent%20combined%20share%20of%C2%A0the%20company
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pavel_Durov#:~:text=On%2016%20April%202014%2C%20Durov,that%20the%20requests%20were%20unlawful
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=By%C2%A0then%2C%20however%2C%20the%C2%A0Durov%20brothers%20had,B%C2%A0%E2%80%94%20and%C2%A0it%20involved%20leaving%20Russia
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=Asked%20to%C2%A0comment%20on%C2%A0the%20mystery%20project%2C,were%20pushing%20him%20out%20of%C2%A0VKontakte
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=In%C2%A0August%202013%2C%20Pavel%20pulled%20the%C2%A0rabbit,encrypted%20chat%20service%20called%20Telegram
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=In%C2%A0August%202013%2C%20Pavel%20pulled%20the%C2%A0rabbit,encrypted%20chat%20service%20called%20Telegram
https://www.businessinsider.com/pavel-durov-telegram-billionaire-russia-instagram-wealth-founder-dubai-lifestyle-2022-3#:~:text=appeared%20at%20his%20home
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=with%20self
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/education/news/from-philology-to-social-networking-a-look-at-telegram-ceo-pavel-durovs-educational-journey-and-career-trajectory/articleshow/112898945.cms#:~:text=Image%3A%20Social%20Networking%20Site%3A%20Telegram
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/education/news/from-philology-to-social-networking-a-look-at-telegram-ceo-pavel-durovs-educational-journey-and-career-trajectory/articleshow/112898945.cms#:~:text=In%202011%2C%20during%20the%20height,idea%20for%20Telegram%20was%20born
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/education/news/from-philology-to-social-networking-a-look-at-telegram-ceo-pavel-durovs-educational-journey-and-career-trajectory/articleshow/112898945.cms#:~:text=In%202011%2C%20during%20the%20height,idea%20for%20Telegram%20was%20born
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=But%20his%20triumph%20was%20about,explain%20how%20we%20got%20here
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=With%20Pavel%20himself%20functioning%20as,were%20breathing%20down%20their%20necks
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/how-telegram-became-the-durov-brothers-weapon-against-surveillance#:~:text=The%C2%A0result%20is%20a%C2%A0James,to%C2%A0protect%20users%20from%C2%A0third%20party%20interference


Ivan Zhao 

Growing up in far-flung Ürümqi in China’s Xinjiang province, Ivan Zhao was a curious 
mix of tech prodigy and artist – he taught himself programming (even representing his 
region in the International Informatics Olympiad) while also training in traditional 
Chinese watercolor painting as a child. When his family moved to Canada during his 
teens, Zhao even learned English partly by binge-watching SpongeBob SquarePants 
cartoons; by 18 he was fluent in multiple languages (both human and programming) and 
carried a unique East-meets-West creative perspective that would later shape Notion’s 
design ethos. 

Company: Notion 
Year Founded: 2013 
Age When Founding: 27 
 
Hometown: Vancouver, Canada 
Alma Mater: University of British Columbia 
 
Profile: 

Ivan Zhao grew up in the city of Ürümqi in northwestern China’s Xinjiang region, raised largely 
by his mothersequoiacap.com. From a young age, he stood out for a unique mix of technical 
talent and artistic curiosity. He taught himself programming as a schoolboy, even representing his 
region in the International Olympiad in Informatics competitionsequoiacap.com. At the same 
time, Zhao trained in traditional Chinese watercolor painting, developing an early appreciation 
for aestheticssequoiacap.com. Seeking greater opportunities for her son’s education, his mother 
moved the family to Vancouver, Canada when Ivan was in high schoolsequoiacap.com. In this 
new environment, Zhao had to learn English from scratch – a task he tackled in part by watching 
SpongeBob SquarePants cartoons on TVsequoiacap.com. By his late teens, he was fluent in 
multiple languages (of both the human and programming variety) and equally comfortable 
sketching art or writing code. This uncommon blend of influences – growing up in a remote 
Chinese province, a single mother’s emphasis on education, and a bicultural upbringing – shaped 
the creative worldview Zhao would later pour into his life’s work. 

As a student at the University of British Columbia, Zhao charted an interdisciplinary path that 
foreshadowed his future company’s ethossequoiacap.com. Figuring he “already understood 
computer science,” he chose to major in cognitive science while immersing himself in art and 
design electivessequoiacap.com. He picked up photography and surrounded himself with 
artistically minded friends, joining their foreign film viewings and even helping his girlfriend 
and classmates with their fashion design portfoliossequoiacap.com. These experiences honed 
Zhao’s sharp eye for design and usability. Crucially, they also revealed a gap between creative 
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vision and technical ability that would spark his entrepreneurial drive. “I’m the nerd of the friend 
circle, so I started coding people’s websites for them… And there were no good tools,” Zhao 
later said, noting how even tasteful, creative people struggled to make decent websites without 
coding skillssequoiacap.comsequoiacap.com. After hand-crafting four or five portfolio sites for 
his friends, he had an epiphany: “Those people have taste; they just don’t have good tools,” he 
realizedsequoiacap.com. This insight – that a lack of accessible tools, not a lack of creativity, 
held people back – planted the seed for what would eventually become Notion. It was a 
formative lesson for Zhao: empowering others to create would require bridging the worlds of 
design and technology in a radically new way. 

Around this time, Zhao came across a 1962 research paper by computing pioneer Douglas 
Engelbart titled “Augmenting Human Intellect: A Conceptual Framework.” The paper 
crystallized many of Zhao’s burgeoning ideassequoiacap.com. Engelbart envisioned using 
computers to dramatically amplify human thought – enabling “more rapid comprehension” and 
“better solutions” to complex problems beyond previous limitssequoiacap.com. Reading this, 
Zhao recognized a missing piece in the modern computing landscape. By the early 2010s almost 
everyone was using computers in daily life, yet very few people could program 
themsequoiacap.com. In Zhao’s eyes, this meant the real promise of human-computer interaction 
was still bottled up. Unless the ability to create software was opened to many more people, the 
power of computers would remain limited to what professional coders could imagine or what 
they could profitably buildsequoiacap.com. He became obsessed with a grand idea: what if 
anyone could make their own software to solve their own problems? Zhao later described the 
moment of clarity he felt: “I was like, ‘Holy shit. This is what I’m going to do.’ There’s nothing 
else that has more leverage for my skill set than to help people use their computer beyond just a 
typewriter”sequoiacap.com. In that instant, all his influences coalesced – the philosophy of 
Engelbart and other tech visionaries he admired (like Alan Kay and Ted Nelson), his firsthand 
frustration with clunky website builders, and his passion for artful design. Zhao set himself a life 
mission to democratize computing: to build a tool that would let the average person harness a 
computer’s creative power without writing codesequoiacap.comsequoiacap.com. It was an 
ambitious, even “romantic,” vision inspired by the pioneers of personal computing who believed 
software could augment human creativitysequoiacap.com. And Zhao was determined to make it 
reality. 

After graduating from UBC, Zhao headed to Silicon Valley to put his ideas into 
practicemoneycontrol.com. He landed a job as a designer and front-end engineer at Inkling, an 
education-focused digital publishing startup in San Franciscomoneycontrol.com. By day, Zhao 
worked on interactive e-books – but by night, he began feverishly prototyping the product of his 
dreamssequoiacap.com. In 2012, he built an early version of a no-code “web page builder” and 
later a simple web app builder, aiming to let non-programmers visually create software in the 
way one might design a documentnomorehustleporn.com. Within a year or so, Zhao’s conviction 
outgrew his day job. He left Inkling and set out to assemble a team to pursue the idea 
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full-timesequoiacap.com. Even before it had a name, his project attracted believers. Akshay 
Kothari, a fellow tech entrepreneur who had befriended Zhao in the Bay Area, was intrigued by 
Zhao’s passion for empowering creators and chipped in as an early angel investorkitrum.com. By 
2013, Zhao had raised roughly $2 million in seed funding from a scrappy network of friends, 
family and angels to fuel his new venturesequoiacap.com. With a modest bankroll and a big 
mission, he officially incorporated the company that would become Notion. Zhao was 27 – an 
age by which many founders might have slowed down, but for him it was just the beginning. He 
had spent years pondering this problem, “deeply believ[ing] that everyone can be a creator and 
that computing devices are built for creation, not just consumption,” as Kothari 
observednomorehustleporn.com. Now he finally had the chance to build a product that lived up 
to that belief. 

One of Zhao’s first moves after founding Notion was to find a brilliant partner who shared his 
vision. He discovered Simon Last through an online “small scene” of hackers and designers 
experimenting with visual programming toolssequoiacap.com. Last was a prodigious University 
of Maryland computer science student in his early twenties, known for side projects like a quirky 
logic-based game that let users attach virtual body parts to a creature by solving little 
puzzlessequoiacap.com. Impressed by Last’s creativity, Zhao cold-emailed him and arranged to 
show him the prototype he’d been working onsequoiacap.com. The two hit it off immediately. 
Zhao even resorted to sneaking the underage Last into a San Francisco bar (through a coffee 
shop’s side door) so they could continue brainstorming without interruptionsequoiacap.com. 
Before long, Zhao convinced Last to drop out of college and join him as Notion’s 
co-foundersequoiacap.com. (Last’s father, a high school principal, flew out to meet Zhao 
face-to-face – and left assured that his son was in good hands with this passionate, if unorthodox, 
entrepreneursequoiacap.com.) With Zhao as the visionary designer and Last as his capable young 
engineering collaborator, the core founding team of Notion was in place. In late 2013, they set up 
shop in a small San Francisco office and began writing the first lines of code for Notion – an 
all-in-one tool they imagined could one day let anyone build custom notes, databases, and apps 
as easily as arranging Lego blocksentrepreneur.comkitrum.com. It was an audacious goal born 
directly out of Zhao’s life story and intellectual passions. The road ahead would be anything but 
smooth, as the fledgling startup struggled initially to find its product-market fitentrepreneur.com. 
But the founding of Notion in 2013 marked the culmination of Ivan Zhao’s years of preparation – 
and the opening chapter of his quest to fundamentally reshape how we create and collaborate 
with softwaremoneycontrol.com. 

Sources: 
sequoiacap.comsequoiacap.comsequoiacap.comsequoiacap.comsequoiacap.comsequoiacap.coms
equoiacap.comsequoiacap.commoneycontrol.comsequoiacap.comkitrum.comsequoiacap.comno
morehustleporn.comsequoiacap.comsequoiacap.comentrepreneur.comentrepreneur.commoneyco
ntrol.com  
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Howie Liu 

Howie Liu displayed precocious talent and drive from an early age. The Texas-raised son 
of Chinese-Korean immigrants, Liu taught himself to code in C++ at age 13 after finding 
a programming manual in his dad’s office, and he was so advanced in school that he 
enrolled at Duke University at just 16. By 21 he had already co-founded a 
contact-management startup (Etacts) that was acquired by 
Salesforcebusinessinsider.com, and in 2012, at age 23, he launched Airtable – taking a 
methodical “slow-and-steady” approach to building it into a multi-billion-dollar 
software company rather than chasing quick hype. 

Company: Airtable 
Year Founded: 2012 
Age When Founding: 23 
 
Hometown: College Station, Texas 
Alma Mater: Duke University 
 
Profile: 

Howie Liu’s life story is rooted in an immigrant family’s pursuit of education and hard work. He 
is the son of ethnically Korean parents who had been raised in China and came to the United 
States shortly before his birthnehandaradio.comnehandaradio.com. Liu grew up in College 
Station, Texas – a small university town about “two hours away from Houston and three hours 
away from Dallas,” as he recallsnehandaradio.com. His father pursued a Ph.D. in biochemistry at 
Texas A&M, while his mother, who had been an engineer in China, took on minimum-wage jobs 
in the U.S. – working at McDonald’s and sewing clothes – to help make ends meetforbes.com. 
Despite the long hours and physical toll (“She’d come home with bloodied hands,” Liu says), she 
still found the energy each evening to enrich Howie’s educationforbes.com. She would sit with 
him to teach math, reading, even arts and crafts, and she fueled his curiosity by bringing home 
books about tech visionaries like Steve Jobs and Bill Gatesforbes.comforbes.com. “At that time 
Microsoft was the company, and Bill Gates was the richest person in the world. I probably read 
four biographies about him,” Liu later remembered, crediting those early role models – 
introduced by his mom – with igniting his own entrepreneurial ambitionsantoinebuteau.com. 
This upbringing instilled in Liu a blend of intellectual hunger and drive, tempered by the 
humility of seeing his parents sacrifice for a better future. 

Liu proved to be an exceptionally precocious student. Fascinated by computers from a young 
age, he picked up one of his dad’s programming manuals at 13 and taught himself the C++ 
language within weeksnehandaradio.com. By age 16, he had advanced so quickly that he 
matriculated at Duke University several years ahead of his peersnehandaradio.com. (He later 
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joked that until a school assignment forced him to map out his family tree around that time, he 
himself hadn’t fully understood his complex heritage: “I remember being like ‘wait a second, I 
thought we were Chinese?’”nehandaradio.com.) At Duke, Liu pursued an eclectic education – 
studying mechanical engineering alongside public policy – and sought out challenges beyond the 
classroom. He became known for building software projects in his spare time, driven by both 
creative curiosity and practical problem-solving. For example, as an undergraduate he developed 
an early “maps apartment listing mashup,” scraping rental listings from Craigslist and plotting 
them on a map with a Yelp-like search interfacedot.la. It was the kind of inventive side project 
that didn’t yet exist on Craigslist’s own site. In hindsight, Liu admits that particular app wasn’t a 
viable business (he didn’t own the data or have partnerships with realtors)dot.la. But the 
experience was invaluable: he was teaching himself to “reverse engineer…rich, single-page app” 
interfaces from scratchdot.la, and learning early lessons about product viability. This pattern of 
rapid self-teaching and experimentation would define Liu’s formative years. While still an 
undergrad, he also crossed paths with two fellow students who shared his passion for building 
things – Andrew Ofstad and Emmett Nicholas – friendships that would prove fateful even though 
they wouldn’t collaborate until laternehandaradio.com. 

By the time he graduated from Duke in 2009 (at just 20 years old), Liu had set his sights firmly 
on the tech startup world. He spent a short stint as an engineering intern at a San Francisco 
company (CrowdFlower) to get a taste of Silicon Valley’s culturedot.la. Soon after, he decided to 
leap into entrepreneurship himself. In early 2010, Liu teamed up with a college friend, Evan 
Beard, to launch his first startup, an intelligent contact management tool called 
Etactsdot.laallthingsd.com. The concept was to help email users by aggregating information 
about their contacts – similar to another emerging product called Rapportive – and the duo 
earned a spot in Y Combinator’s Winter 2010 accelerator batch to build it outallthingsd.com. Liu 
was only 20, but he proved adept at rallying support: Etacts raised about $650,000 from 
prominent angel investors, including Ron Conway and even YouTube co-founder Jawed 
Karimallthingsd.com. The startup’s trajectory was swift. By the end of 2010, just months after 
launch, Etacts was acquired by Salesforce for an undisclosed sumallthingsd.com. At 21, Liu 
suddenly found himself with a successful exit under his belt – an outcome that gave him 
financial security, but not personal satisfaction. Joining Salesforce’s ranks in 2011, he helped 
lead social CRM productsem360tech.com, yet he viewed the Etacts chapter as unfinished 
business. “I ended up being very fortunate to have this life-changing financial outcome,” he 
reflected, “but it was a failure in the sense that we never actually built a real business, an 
organization with its own culture”nehandaradio.com. That sense of incompletion – the feeling 
that he had “sold early” before building something enduring – weighed on the young founder and 
sharpened his resolve to get it right the next time. 

Liu’s year inside Salesforce turned out to be more than just a resume footnote – it planted the 
seeds of his next, much bigger idea. Working at the enterprise software giant, he gained an inside 
view of how powerful platforms could be when made flexible. He noticed that Salesforce 
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allowed customers to heavily customize the product: “Every install of Salesforce, whether it’s for 
CRM or any other application, is just a customization of their underlying platform,” he 
observeddot.la. This revelation clicked for Liu. He was inspired to create a similarly flexible 
foundation for software applications, but to democratize it – to make it so simple that 
non-engineers could mold software to their needs without relying on specialists. In late 2012, 
armed with this vision, he left Salesforce to found his second company, Airtabledot.la. This 
time, he reunited with his old Duke acquaintances: Andrew Ofstad, who had been a product 
lead at Google (spearheading the redesign of Google Maps)spaces.is, and Emmett Nicholas, a 
talented engineer who had helped build Stack Overflow in its early dayscointime.ai. The trio 
shared both technical chops and a conviction that ordinary people should be empowered to create 
custom software. Their concept was essentially “spreadsheets, but richer” – a cloud-based, 
user-friendly hybrid of a spreadsheet and a database, on which anyone could build a bespoke app 
or workflownehandaradio.com. 

Building such an ambitious platform would not be an overnight endeavor – and Liu was 
determined not to repeat the mistake of rushing a product to market. In fact, the Airtable team 
deliberately operated in a sort of extended stealth mode, devoting nearly two years to refining the 
core product before a public launch. “Move slow and make things” became a tongue-in-cheek 
mantra (a play on Facebook’s famous “move fast and break things”), reflecting their emphasis on 
substance over speedantoinebuteau.com. When Liu and his co-founders did begin pitching 
Airtable to investors, they encountered plenty of skepticism. The idea of reinventing the 
spreadsheet was abstract, and their earliest presentations eschewed the usual growth charts and 
market-size slides in favor of a more philosophical argument about the future of 
softwarenehandaradio.comnehandaradio.com. “Honestly, I think a lot of eyes just glazed over,” 
Liu admitted of those first fundraising meetingsnehandaradio.com. Some venture capitalists told 
them, even after investing, that they didn’t fully “get” what Liu was talking about – at least not 
initiallynehandaradio.com. What ultimately won backers’ confidence was the strength of the 
team itself and the sheer scale of Liu’s vision. As he later noted, even a less conventional idea 
can succeed “with a great team” at the helmnehandaradio.com. That early vote of confidence 
allowed Howie Liu and his co-founders to officially launch Airtable in 2012, setting the stage for 
what would become a multibillion-dollar company built not by racing ahead, but by methodically 
rethinking how software could be created and usedantoinebuteau.comdot.la. 

Sources: Forbesforbes.comforbes.com; BBC Newsnehandaradio.comnehandaradio.com; 
AllThingsDallthingsd.comallthingsd.com; dot.LAdot.ladot.la; Spaces (Lovers 
Magazine)spaces.is; Cointimecointime.ai. 
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David Helgason 

Unity’s co-founder David Helgason endured years of near-broke living to keep his dream 
alive. In Unity’s early days, the three founders had basically no income – Helgason 
literally took a part-time job at a café that paid mostly in free meals, just so he could 
afford rent while coding their game engine without a salarynordicstartupnews.com. “We 
weren’t really business people back then…we did not quite pay our bills,” he admitted of 
those scrappy daysnordicstartupnews.com, but that scrappiness eventually paid off as 
Unity became the world’s dominant game engine. 

Company: Unity Technologies 
Year Founded: 2004 
Age When Founding: 26 
 
Hometown: Reykjavik, Iceland 
Alma Mater: University of Copenhagen 
 
Profile: 

David Helgason was born and raised in Reykjavík, Iceland, until the age of 10, when his family 
relocated to Copenhagen, Denmarkseedcamp.com. His mother – an accomplished journalist – 
brought David and his two brothers to Denmark, providing a culturally rich and intellectually 
stimulating upbringingseedcamp.com. In the absence of any business owners in the family, 
young David nonetheless exhibited a streak of curiosity and self-reliance early on. He became 
infatuated with computers as a child, often monopolizing his mother’s computer whenever he 
couldseedcamp.com. In one oft-retold incident, Helgason managed to crash that family PC in an 
attempt to get games running, then obsessively taught himself how to repair it and even how to 
make games of his own by borrowing programming manuals from the local 
librarynordicstartupnews.com. This hands-on, trial-and-error learning in his pre-teen years 
ignited Helgason’s fascination with software and problem-solving. It was also a hint of things to 
come: despite having no entrepreneurs in their background, all three Helgason brothers would 
eventually grow up to found companiesnordicstartupnews.com – a trend foreshadowed by 
David’s early knack for “figuring out what this strange new computer could actually 
do”nordicstartupnews.com. 

Helgason’s transnational childhood – Icelandic roots with Danish upbringing – gave him a 
unique perspective. He has described himself as culturally hybrid, feeling at home in both the 
Nordics and later the tech hubs of the United Statestechcrunch.comrealtimebillionaires.de. The 
support of his mother and the academic environment she fostered likely nurtured his intellectual 
curiosity. Yet, in temperament, Helgason admits he was not the most disciplined kid. He jokes 
that he was “always really lazy” until founding Unity “made [him] grow 
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up”nordicstartupnews.com. That combination of a curious mind, an encouraging home, and a 
dash of youthful restlessness set the stage for his unconventional journey through education and 
into entrepreneurship. 

In his late teens and early twenties, Helgason explored formal education – but on his own terms. 
He enrolled at the University of Copenhagen in the late 1990s and dove into an eclectic mix of 
subjects, including psychology, physics, and Middle Eastern studies (he even studied 
Arabic)nordicstartupnews.comsec.gov. However, staying focused on any one field proved 
challenging. “I dropped out of university like four times,” Helgason has admitted with 
self-deprecating humor, explaining that he was “too curious about all kinds of things to stay with 
anything”binpress.com. He would eagerly start one program, only to find his interests pulled 
elsewhere. Over a four-year span (1997–2001) at Copenhagen, he dabbled broadly rather than 
following a single tracksec.gov. Helgason himself quips that he can’t even cobble together 
enough credits to “fake a bachelor’s degree”nordicstartupnews.com. 

This intellectual restlessness wasn’t due to lack of ability – in fact, Helgason had a voracious 
appetite for learning – but rather a reflection of his wide-ranging interests and a tendency to learn 
by doing. He later reflected that while he wasn’t bad at subjects like physics or Arabic, he wasn’t 
truly exceptional at them either. Programming was different. Writing code had been his hobby 
since adolescence, and in that arena he “had kind of an edge” compared to his academic 
foraysbinpress.com. Between university stints, Helgason often found himself pulled back to 
coding projects. He spent countless hours on early Internet bulletin boards and tinkering with 3D 
modeling and graphics software, learning far more from these self-driven projects than from 
lecture hallsbinpress.combinpress.com. In hindsight, Helgason recognizes that his zigzag path 
through higher education – experimenting with multiple disciplines but committing to none – 
was actually formative. It taught him how to quickly absorb new ideas, a skill that would prove 
invaluable in the fast-changing tech world. And ultimately, it clarified his true calling: building 
software. “I decided that if I was going to do anything with my life, it probably had to do with 
computers,” he says, after realizing that coding excited him in a way academia never 
didbinpress.com. 

Freed from the structure of a single academic path, Helgason plunged into entrepreneurial 
projects in his early twenties. In fact, he became a sort of perennial founder well before Unity 
ever came along. By his own count, he was involved in creating around eight nascent companies 
in those years – a few that generated modest revenue and several that never made it past 
prototype or idea stagebinpress.com. This period (circa 2000–2003) was one of intense 
experimentation and learning by doing. Helgason picked up contract programming gigs to pay 
the bills, but he was always also working on a side project or startup concept. 

Two of his early ventures were particularly telling. The first, called Panmedia, was essentially a 
small tech consultancy focused on business software solutionsseedcamp.com. Helgason and a 
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couple of friends offered services to streamline business processes for clients – a pragmatic, if 
unglamorous, foray into entrepreneurship that gave him experience in consulting and managing 
projects. The second venture, iCover, was far more creative: it aimed to develop interactive 
digital album covers for music albumsseedcamp.com. This was an idea well ahead of its time – 
envisioning rich media experiences for digital music libraries, years before Apple tried 
something similar with its short-lived “iTunes LP” formatbinpress.com. Helgason and his 
collaborators on iCover built prototype “CD cover” experiences that would play on a computer 
alongside MP3s, illustrating his flair for combining technology with creative 
contentseedcamp.com. While iCover never took off commercially (the market in the early 2000s 
wasn’t quite ready for that concept), the project demonstrated Helgason’s entrepreneurial 
imagination and willingness to explore uncharted territory in tech. 

Helgason’s string of mini-startups and side projects during this era were invaluable learning 
experiences. Through Panmedia, he learned how to deliver software on a deadline and work with 
business clients. Through iCover and other product experiments, he honed his design sense and 
product development skills. Not everything succeeded – in fact, most didn’t – but Helgason 
accumulated a toolkit of hard-won lessons. He learned how to recruit friends to join projects, 
how to scrape together funding (a few of these projects were sustained by small contracts or 
consulting gigs), and how to pivot when an idea wasn’t working. This trial-and-error phase also 
expanded his network. One “old friend” from Helgason’s high school days in Copenhagen, a 
talented programmer named Nicholas Francis, had collaborated with him on some web 
development projects and even an attempt at a small film production venturetechcrunch.com. 
That friendship would prove fateful when Francis approached Helgason about an ambitious new 
idea – one that would eventually become Unity. 

In early 2002, Nicholas Francis was a passionate gamer and skilled graphics programmer who, 
like Helgason, dreamed of building something big. Francis was active on an OpenGL forums 
community for graphics developers, particularly among the niche of Mac-based game developers 
(a small scene at the time)techcrunch.com. In May 2002 he posted a call for collaborators to help 
create an open-source shader compiler – essentially a tool to make game graphics on Mac OS 
more powerfultechcrunch.com. A reply came from Joachim Ante, a 17-year-old whiz kid in 
Berlin, Germany, who was still in high school but already writing his own game engine. Despite 
the age and geographical gap, Francis and Ante struck up a partnership online. They discovered 
their skills were complementary: Francis excelled in graphics and gameplay programming, while 
Ante had a talent for deep systems architecturetechcrunch.com. 

The two decided to meet in person to join forces on a larger project. In a now-legendary coding 
sprint, Ante traveled to Denmark and the pair camped out in Helgason’s Copenhagen apartment 
for several days, furiously merging their separate game engine codebases into 
onetechcrunch.com. (Helgason himself was out of town during that particular marathon hacking 
session – he had loaned his apartment to his friends for the meetup.) The plan emerging from that 
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gathering was bold: they would start a new game studio, building their own cutting-edge engine 
as the foundation. The engine could potentially be licensed to other developers, but initially the 
focus was to develop a great game of their own on top of ittechcrunch.com. 

At this formative stage, Helgason’s role was somewhat fluid. He had been providing advice and 
occasional help to Francis – after all, the two had collaborated since their teen years, and 
Helgason was an experienced web developer by nowtechcrunch.com. But Francis and Ante were 
the core engineers driving the project in 2002–03, while Helgason was juggling his other 
ventures. As the game engine initiative gained momentum, Helgason saw its promise and grew 
more involved. Within a few months, he decided to commit fully. He sold his small stake in the 
web consulting firm he’d been running (essentially exiting Panmedia) to free himself 
uptechcrunch.com, and officially joined Francis and Ante’s nascent startup full-time as a third 
partner. The trio of founders was now set: David Helgason, the multi-talented generalist and 
self-described “lazy” student who loved computers; Nicholas Francis, the visionary game 
designer and graphics coder; and Joachim Ante, the prodigy backend programmer. 

From the beginning, their venture was marked by scrappiness and ingenuity rather than lavish 
funding. They formally incorporated the company in Copenhagen in 2004, initially calling it 
Over the Edge Entertainment (OTEE)techcrunch.com. No traditional venture capital was 
involved at the start – instead, they scraped together resources in true bootstrap fashion. 
Helgason had a bit of savings from his prior consulting work, which he poured into the company, 
and Ante’s father provided a crucial early cash injection of about €25,000 to give the team a 
runwaytechcrunch.com. For day-to-day survival, Helgason literally worked part-time in a café, a 
job that paid mostly in free meals, so that he could afford rent and keep coding on the 
sidenordicstartupnews.com. The three co-founders lived on minimal income, often delaying their 
own pay and even neglecting mundane obligations like taxes and bills in those early years (“it 
was a bit sketchy back then,” Helgason admits of their makeshift 
bookkeeping)nordicstartupnews.comnordicstartupnews.com. Their office, such as it was, ended 
up on the fifth floor of Copenhagen’s IT University – essentially a spare room where they could 
huddle and work on their project with few distractionsnordicstartupnews.com. 

Within the team, roles emerged organically. Helgason was also a capable coder, but by his own 
admission “a much worse programmer” than either Francis or Antesifted.eu. On the other hand, 
Helgason was more gregarious and business-minded, so he naturally took on responsibilities 
beyond pure coding. “I sort of fairly quickly ended up doing all sorts of other stuff,” he says, 
recalling how he became “the guy who pays the bills, writes copy, and supports customers at 
night”sifted.eu. In essence, Helgason became the de facto CEO of the startup – not because he 
had prior executive experience, but because someone had to do it, and he was best suited to wear 
multiple hats. The founders even attempted to recruit a more experienced CEO at one point, but 
when they couldn’t find the right person, Helgason fully embraced the chief executive role 
himselftechcrunch.com. (Interestingly, Francis and Ante initially thought of Helgason more as a 
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supporting member; it wasn’t until two years later that they formally granted him co-founder 
status with an equal equity share, once it was clear how vital his contributions 
weretechcrunch.com.) Helgason’s leadership was characterized by a willingness to do anything 
and everything – from coding and debugging, to pitching their technology, to literally fixing 
broken computers in the office. “I would code, sell, and fix the broken computer,” he says of 
those early days, laughing at the all-hands-on-deck nature of a tiny 
startupnordicstartupnews.com. 

OTEE’s initial goal was to develop a video game – powered by the team’s in-house engine – that 
could put them on the map. By 2004, they were prototyping various game ideas. However, 
deciding on the right game proved difficult. “We had a lot of game ideas,” Helgason recalls, but 
none felt like an obvious winnersifted.eu. Meanwhile, something interesting was happening: in 
building out their engine and tools, the team found themselves falling in love with the 
technology itselfsifted.eu. The engine was turning into a flexible, robust platform with features 
that even its creators were surprised by. As Helgason describes it, around 2003–2004 they 
realized their “passion was more for the game development technology rather than the game 
development itself”binpress.com. They saw a bigger opportunity – and a bigger mission – 
emerging. Indie game developers like themselves struggled with reinventing the wheel for each 
new project. If OTEE could provide an affordable, easy-to-use engine, it might democratize 
game creation for a whole community of creators. “What happens for industries when the tools 
become dramatically easier to use and dramatically cheaper is that the industries can change,” 
Helgason later explained, drawing analogies to how desktop publishing and digital video had 
revolutionized their fieldsbinpress.com. The team had the audacious idea: what if we release a 
game engine that’s 10x or 50x easier to use and a fraction of the price of existing 
engines?binpress.com 

So in late 2004, even as they continued tinkering with game demos, the co-founders made a 
pivotal strategic decision: OTEE would focus on the engine, not the gamessifted.eu. They still 
needed a proof of concept, though. The trio committed to finishing one polished game that would 
showcase their technology’s capabilities – essentially a live demo for their engine. The result was 
a quirky 3D action-platformer called GooBall, in which the player controls a slimy alien rolling 
through maze-like levelsmacworld.com. GooBall was developed through 2004 and early 2005 
and published on the Mac by Ambrosia Software in March 2005macworld.commacworld.com. 
In the end, the game was not a breakout success – Joachim Ante later admitted it was “way too 
hard to play” and it failed to gain much traction in the markettechcrunch.com. But the reception 
of GooBall didn’t discourage the founders; instead, it validated their hunch. The real star of the 
project was the game engine behind it, which had made developing GooBall (and countless 
prototype ideas before it) far easier than it would have been from scratch. Recognizing that their 
strengths lay in building tools, not in crafting hit games, Helgason and his partners decisively 
pivoted to become an engine companytechcrunch.com. 
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They even chose a new name for their core product and for the company’s future: Unity. As 
Francis described it, the name “Unity” was meant to evoke the idea of bringing creators together 
and enabling cross-platform development in one cohesive platformtechcrunch.com. The Unity 
Engine 1.0 officially launched in the summer of 2005, initially targeting the under-served Mac 
game developer communitybinpress.com. It was the culmination of three years of hard grind – 
fueled by personal passion, free pizza, and a belief that small developers deserved the kind of 
powerful tools that only big studios had previously enjoyed. Helgason was 27 at the time of 
Unity’s debut, and the company he co-founded was still just a scrappy team of three working out 
of a “basement-y” office, living on almost no paybinpress.combinpress.com. But they had 
achieved something remarkable: they’d created a game engine that would soon begin to 
transform the game industry. 

Looking back on that founding period (2002–2004), one can see the threads of Helgason’s life 
coming together in Unity. His childhood habit of taking things apart and fixing them became the 
ethos of Unity’s design – making complex game development “plug and play” for others. His 
broad curiosity and divergent studies gave him a big-picture perspective and the adaptability to 
wear many hats as CEO. His early startup misfires taught him resilience and creativity in 
problem-solving. And perhaps most importantly, his partnership with brilliant co-founders 
showed Helgason’s aptitude for collaboration and leadership. Unity Technologies was born out 
of that blend of technical skill, vision to democratize an industry, and sheer grit. Helgason’s 
journey up to the founding of Unity in 2004 is a testament to the power of unconventional 
preparation – a childhood in two cultures, an education in everything (and nothing), and a string 
of small failures that ultimately led to a game-changing success. 

Sources: Helgason & Seedcamp interviewseedcamp.comseedcamp.com; Nordic Startup 
Newsnordicstartupnews.comnordicstartupnews.comnordicstartupnews.com; Binpress 
Podcastbinpress.combinpress.combinpress.combinpress.combinpress.com; TechCrunch (EC-1 
Origin Story)techcrunch.comtechcrunch.comtechcrunch.comtechcrunch.comtechcrunch.com; 
Siftedsifted.eusifted.eu; Macworldmacworld.commacworld.com. 
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RJ Scaringe 

R.J. Scaringe has been obsessed with cars practically his entire life. Growing up on 
Florida’s Space Coast, he spent his teenage years rebuilding vintage Porsches with a 
neighbor and even converted a ’76 Porsche into an EV while at 
MITstemsearchgroup.com. By high school he was determined to start his own car 
company. In 2009, at age 26, Scaringe founded what would become Rivian. The journey 
was far from smooth – he and his father even took out second mortgages on their home to 
fund the fledgling EV startup, and the company went through multiple pivots (initially 
building a sporty coupe called the “Blue Thing,” then a planned luxury supercar, before 
finally zeroing in on electric pickup trucks)stemsearchgroup.com. After nearly a decade 
of dogged perseverance, those bets paid off: Rivian’s electric pickup debuted to great 
acclaim in 2018, and the company attracted major backers like Ford and Amazon. 
Scaringe’s childhood passion and willingness to take risks have propelled him into the 
forefront of the EV revolution. 

Company: Rivian 
Year Founded: 2009 
Age When Founding: 26 
 
Hometown: Rockledge, Florida 
Alma Mater: Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute 
 
Profile: 

Robert “RJ” Scaringe grew up on Florida’s Space Coast, the son of an accomplished mechanical 
engineerbusinesschief.com. Born in Rockledge and raised in nearby Melbourne, he was 
surrounded by the influence of high-tech industry and a family passion for engineering. From the 
time he could hold a wrench, Scaringe was infatuated with automobiles – famously spending his 
boyhood helping a neighbor restore vintage Porsche 356 sports cars in the garageinkl.com. “My 
favorite was a late-1950s Speedster,” he later recalled of those hands-on daysinkl.com. By his 
teenage years, Scaringe’s bedroom was literally overflowing with evidence of his obsession 
(“hoods under the bed and windshields in the closet,” he laughs)news.mit.edu. At 17, he was 
already “pining to run his own car company,” sketching out dreams of starting a new kind of 
automaker despite the long oddsnews.mit.edu. It was an audacious goal – no American car 
start-up had really thrived since Chrysler in the 1920s – but Scaringe’s mind was firmly set by 
high school on building a brand of his ownbusinesschief.com. 

Scaringe’s journey to entrepreneurship was deeply shaped by a dual love for machinery and the 
outdoors. He carried his gearhead enthusiasm to Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, his father’s 
alma mater, where he earned a bachelor’s in mechanical engineering in 2005irvinestandard.com. 
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Yet even as he learned the intricacies of engines, a nagging conflict was brewing in his mind. “It 
was frustrating knowing the things I loved were simultaneously the things that were making the 
air dirtier and causing all sorts of issues, everything from geopolitical conflict to smog to climate 
change,” Scaringe would later admitinkl.com. This realization – that fast cars and a healthy 
planet were at odds – began steering the young engineer toward a mission of sustainability. 
Determined to solve that dilemma, Scaringe enrolled at MIT for graduate studies, diving into the 
cutting-edge Sloan Automotive Laboratory where he pursued a Master’s and PhD in 
mechanical engineeringen.wikipedia.orgbusinesschief.com. At MIT he immersed himself in 
advanced automotive research, even collaborating on a student project converting a 1976 
Porsche into an electric vehicle – a melding of his classic car passion with clean 
technologyirvinestandard.com. Working alongside major automakers through MIT’s research 
partnerships, Scaringe also saw firsthand how reluctant and slow industry giants were to embrace 
radical innovationnews.mit.edu. By the time he earned his doctorate in 2009, these experiences 
had crystallized his resolve: true transformation in transportation would have to come from a 
fresh start, not from within the old guardnews.mit.edu. 

In June 2009, just one day after finishing his PhD, 26-year-old Scaringe took the entrepreneurial 
leap he’d been preparing for his whole lifeirvinestandard.com. It was the depths of the Great 
Recession – the very year General Motors and Chrysler went bankrupt – yet Scaringe returned to 
his hometown on a mission to birth a new electric vehicle companynews.mit.edu. With no time 
to waste, he set up shop in Rockledge as essentially a one-man operation initially, determined to 
prove that an agile newcomer could do what Detroit’s titans would not. He registered his 
fledgling venture as Mainstream Motors, reflecting an ambition to bring EV technology into 
the mainstreamen.wikipedia.org. Scaringe had the technical vision, but building actual cars from 
scratch is enormously capital-intensive – a fact he confronted early. In those scrappy early days, 
he leaned on his family’s support and his own all-in commitment. His father, Robert Scaringe Sr., 
not only provided moral encouragement but concrete help: the elder Scaringe lent use of his 
small engineering firm’s Florida facilities for R.J.’s project, and both father and son even took 
out second mortgages on their homes to scrape together seed fundingirvinestandard.com. “You 
need a lot of capital to develop technology, and you need technology to raise the capital,” R.J. 
later said of that Catch-22 periodirvinestandard.comirvinestandard.com. It was a bold, some 
might say quixotic, undertaking – so much so that Scaringe didn’t even tell his MIT advisor or 
lab mates about his startup plan until after he’d committed to it. (“I thought you might talk me 
out of it… say it was a bad idea,” he confessed, to which his professor wryly responded, “You’re 
right; it really is a bad idea”irvinestandard.com.) But R.J. Scaringe had the kind of quiet 
confidence and purpose that could weather skepticism. He had spent a decade preparing for this 
moment, and nothing was going to derail him now. 

With Scaringe as founder/CEO and a tiny team of fellow engineers he gradually pulled in, 
Mainstream Motors set out to build an electric car that could break the mold. In its first 
incarnation, Scaringe envisioned a nimble, efficient electric sports coupe – something akin to a 
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more affordable Tesla Roadster – as the company’s debut productinkl.com. By blending high 
performance with green technology, he hoped to satisfy both his inner car enthusiast and his 
environmental conscience. He often spoke of the “challenge and beauty of a clean sheet” 
approach to carmaking – the freedom to design things “the right way, without worrying about the 
legacy of the past”magazine.rpi.edumagazine.rpi.edu. Yet, as promising as an electric sports car 
sounded, Scaringe soon questioned if it was truly the world-changing answer he sought. “It 
became increasingly clear that we weren’t answering a question that the world needs an answer 
to,” he reflects of that realizationmeche.mit.edumeche.mit.edu. Within two years, he made a 
pivotal course correction: the young CEO scrapped the nascent sports car program and regrouped 
around a bolder vision. Scaringe – an avid outdoorsman at heart – decided to devote his company 
to creating upscale electric trucks and SUVs that would enable adventure in nature without 
polluting itinkl.commagazine.rpi.edu. In 2011, he rebranded Mainstream Motors to Rivian, a 
name inspired by the Indian River lagoon where he’d spent his youth kayaking and exploring the 
outdoorsirvinestandard.combusinesschief.com. The new name signaled a deeper mission: Rivian 
would build the vehicles that R.J. Scaringe felt did not exist but should – rugged, sustainable 
electric 4x4s that could tackle muddy trails or mountain roads, marrying his childhood love of 
cars with his reverence for naturemagazine.rpi.edu. 

By the end of 2009, R.J. Scaringe had traveled an unusual road from tinkering in a Florida 
garage to launching an ambitious automotive startup on the cusp of a new electric era. His 
upbringing had given him a passion for cars and the conviction to dream big; his education had 
given him the technical mastery and clarity of purpose to pursue a cleaner future. Armed with 
those strengths – and bolstered by family, mentors, and a fearless willingness to risk everything – 
the 26-year-old founder set out to defy the odds. Scaringe’s quiet early years laying plans and 
building prototypes in stealth would eventually pay off spectacularly, but even in 2009 the 
contours of his vision were in place. He had founded Rivian to answer a higher question: how to 
reconcile a love of driving with a need to protect the planetinkl.cominkl.com. The full story of 
R.J. Scaringe’s venture was just beginning, but the formative chapters – from a boy rebuilding 
classic cars to a young engineer daring to start a car company from nothing – had already defined 
the values and vision that set Rivian’s journey in motion. 

Sources: Scaringe’s early life and inspirationbusinesschief.cominkl.comnews.mit.edu; 
educational path and environmental 
awakeninginkl.comen.wikipedia.orgirvinestandard.comnews.mit.edu; founding of Mainstream 
Motors (Rivian) in 2009news.mit.eduirvinestandard.comirvinestandard.com; initial sports car 
plan and strategic pivot to adventure 
EVsinkl.commeche.mit.edumagazine.rpi.eduirvinestandard.com. 
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Viktor Jacobsson 

Jacobsson co-founded Klarna fresh out of college in 2005 and was met with immediate 
skepticism. He and his co-founders got laughed out of their university’s startup incubator, 
and more than 20 investors rejected their “buy now, pay later” idea as 
unworkablefoundingjourney.com. They were on the verge of giving up when angel 
investor Jane Walerud finally stepped in – she put in about €60,000 and rounded up a 
team of engineers to build Klarna’s first product, effectively jump-starting the company’s 
successfoundingjourney.com. 

Company: Klarna 
Year Founded: 2005 
Age When Founding: 24 
 
Hometown: Kungsbacka, Sweden 
Alma Mater: Stockholm School of Economics 
 
Profile: 

Viktor Jacobsson was born and raised in Kungsbacka, a town outside Gothenburg on Sweden’s 
west coastnaringslivsbolaget.se. He grew up in a devout free-church family, far removed from 
the traditional centers of financehovberg.se. In contrast to many elite Stockholm School of 
Economics (SSE) students, Jacobsson did not come from wealth or an established business 
lineage – nor did his future co-founders. “None of them is a typical Handels (SSE) student,” a 
Swedish journalist noted of the trio; they did not hail from upper-class families or storied 
business empireshovberg.se. This modest background instilled in Jacobsson a quiet 
determination and a comfort working behind the scenes. He was known as the shy, analytical 
member of the team – essentially “the numbers guy” who preferred to let results speak for 
themselveshovberg.se. 

Jacobsson’s academic talent earned him a place at SSE in Stockholm, where he pursued a Master 
of Science in Economics and Businessfintechmagazine.com. The early 2000s SSE environment 
was fertile ground for entrepreneurial minds, and Jacobsson’s “entrepreneurial journey took its 
beginning” there alongside like-minded classmatesnaringslivsbolaget.se. It was during his 
university years that he became acquainted with two fellow students who would profoundly 
shape his future: Sebastian Siemiatkowski and Niklas Adalberthnaringslivsbolaget.se. The three 
found common ground despite their differing personalities. Siemiatkowski – the son of Polish 
immigrants who fled communism – had grown up in relative poverty, even experiencing hunger 
as a childfintechmagazine.comfintechmagazine.com. Adalberth was the son of a physician and 
something of a teenage hustler (in junior high he earned pocket money by forging ID cards and 
coupons until getting caught)en.wikipedia.org. Jacobsson, for his part, had a disciplined 
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upbringing in a religious householdhovberg.se. None of them fit the mold of the typical SSE 
student, which made them outsiders on campus – and perhaps kindred spirits. “They were driven 
by wanting to create something big… they had ideas and wanted to make money,” writes 
journalist Jonas Malmborg of the young trio’s ambitionshovberg.se. Jacobsson in particular 
gravitated toward the financial and quantitative side of projects, complementing Siemiatkowski’s 
bold vision and Adalberth’s entrepreneurial energy. 

Sebastian Siemiatkowski and Niklas Adalberth had initially bonded not in class, but while 
working together at a local Burger King in Uppsala during their late 
teensresearch.contrary.com. Flipping burgers wasn’t glamorous, but it cemented their friendship 
and work ethic. Siemiatkowski, struggling to make ends meet on student loans and even welfare 
checks, took on a gritty sales job at a small factoring firm during a break from 
SSEresearch.contrary.com. That job – essentially cold-calling businesses that needed cash for 
their invoices – would become the unexpected catalyst for Klarna. In that dingy office in 
Uppsala, Siemiatkowski noticed a recurring problem: online merchants were desperate for 
customers to pre-pay (typically via debit card) so that payment was guaranteed, yet many 
consumers hesitated to pay upfrontresearch.contrary.com. This observation sparked an “aha” 
moment. Drawing on Sweden’s long tradition of mail-order catalogs where buyers paid by 
invoice after delivery, Siemiatkowski imagined a “buy now, pay later” solution for the internet 
ageresearch.contrary.com. What if, he thought, a middleman company could pay the seller at 
checkout and then collect from the buyer after the product was delivered?research.contrary.com 
It would let shoppers receive goods first – ensuring they were satisfied – and pay later, with the 
intermediary assuming the credit risk. In early 2005, Siemiatkowski returned to SSE brimming 
with this idea and eager to transform it into a businessresearch.contrary.com. He knew he’d need 
co-founders to pull it off. 

Siemiatkowski recruited his two friends, Adalberth and Jacobsson, to join the venture, 
recognizing how their skills could meshresearch.contrary.com. Jacobsson, with his finance 
acumen and methodical mindset, was a natural fit to handle the fledgling startup’s financial 
operations – effectively becoming its first chief financial officerresearch.contrary.com. The trio 
decided to call their project Kreditor (Latin for “creditor”), reflecting its role fronting payments 
for shoppersnaringslivsbolaget.se. Still students with no real tech experience, they started out in 
scrappy fashion: initially there was “very little technology involved” in their product – it was 
essentially an invoicing service powered by trusttechcrunch.com. In fact, the young founders 
literally mailed out paper invoices themselves at the beginning, manually offering customers the 
chance to pay after deliveryresearch.contrary.com. The real innovation was business-model 
based rather than technical, taking an old idea (post-delivery invoicing) and repackaging it for 
e-commercetechcrunch.com. 

Convinced they were onto something, Jacobsson and his co-founders entered their idea into a 
prestigious entrepreneurial competition at SSE – a Shark Tank-style pitch event judged by some 
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of Sweden’s leading financiersresearch.contrary.com. The result was humbling. Kreditor placed 
dead last. Skeptical judges flatly told the team that such a model would never scale, with one 
spectator sniping, “The banks will never do it.”research.contrary.com But what sounded like a 
stinging dismissal actually steeled their resolve – if traditional banks would never solve this 
problem, a startup like theirs just might. “No one was impressed,” one account recalled of their 
early pitches to investorsfoundingjourney.com. More than 20 venture capitalists and banks 
turned them down, unwilling to bet on three twenty-something students with no product and a 
risky ideafoundingjourney.com. By the spring of 2005, the trio was nearly ready to abandon the 
project when a stroke of luck – and a bit of Silicon Valley-esque serendipity – intervened. 

Swedish angel investor Jane Walerud heard the Kreditor founders’ pitch and decided to take a 
chance on them when virtually nobody else would. They had asked for around $40,000; she 
offered $60,000 in seed funding for a 10% stakefoundingjourney.com. More critically, Walerud 
brought in something the cash-poor, non-technical founders desperately needed: software 
developers. She introduced Jacobsson and team to a small group of talented engineers who 
agreed to build Kreditor’s first prototype in exchange for equity – a very large equity stake of 
about 37% of the companyfoundingjourney.com. This dilution was a heavy price for the 
founders to pay, leaving them collectively with just over half of their startup after the first round. 
Yet Jacobsson, Siemiatkowski, and Adalberth accepted the deal, reasoning that a smaller piece of 
a successful company was better than a large piece of nothing. With Walerud’s backing and a 
basic product in hand, they set to work cold-calling online merchants to convince them to try 
Kreditor’s serviceresearch.contrary.com. Jacobsson crunched the numbers and kept the books 
balanced, while his co-founders hustled to sign up retailers. Every transaction was a proof of 
concept: if customers paid their invoices on time and merchants saw higher sales, the model 
would be validated. 

On April 10, 2005, at 11:06:40 AM, the very first order was processed through Kreditor – a 
modest book purchase at a Stockholm bookstore called Pocketklubbentechcrunch.com. That 
timestamp would go down in company lore as the birth moment of what later became Klarna. 
Immediately, the pay-after-delivery concept started to prove its appeal. Swedish e-retailers, long 
accustomed to clunky cash-on-delivery methods, welcomed Kreditor’s smoother solution for 
its security and simplicityswedenherald.com. Customers, too, loved the convenience of getting 
their items first and paying later. Within months, the small team saw clear evidence that 
trust-based payments could work online: merchants reported fewer abandoned carts, and 
shoppers actually paid their invoices – most of them, anywayswedenherald.com. The skepticism 
that had greeted Jacobsson and his partners turned into cautious optimism as their user base 
grew. By the time Jacobsson completed his master’s program at SSE in 2007, the company 
(renamed Klarna in 2009) was on a fast trajectoryfintechmagazine.comidrottensaffarer.se. 

Though he always stayed out of the limelight, Viktor Jacobsson’s steady hand and financial 
savvy were vital in those early years. At just twenty-four, he had helped transform a simple idea 
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– “let the customer pay later” – into a viable business. The founding of Klarna in 2005 was not 
just the start of a company, but the culmination of Jacobsson’s quiet leadership and the first 
chapter of what would become one of Europe’s great fintech success 
storiesswedenherald.comfintechmagazine.com. Each invoice they mailed and each line of code 
their hired engineers wrote in those formative months laid the groundwork for a new way to shop 
online, with a humble young Swede named Viktor Jacobsson keeping watch over the numbers 
behind the scenes. 

Sources: Klarna company history, press and media interviews, and biographical 
reportingfintechmagazine.comhovberg.seresearch.contrary.comresearch.contrary.comfoundingjo
urney.comtechcrunch.comswedenherald.com. 
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Guillaume Pousaz 

Guillaume Pousaz took a highly unconventional route into fintech. Born in 1981 near 
Geneva and showing an early knack for math (he started coding at just 8 years 
old)exnihilomagazine.com, Pousaz was on track for a finance career – until tragedy 
struck. In 2005, during his university years, his father was diagnosed with terminal 
cancer, prompting Pousaz to rethink his priorities. He dropped out of HEC Lausanne and 
moved to California to surf and clear his 
headexnihilomagazine.comexnihilomagazine.com. There on the West Coast, he 
unexpectedly discovered the world of online payments and found his true 
callingexnihilomagazine.com. Pousaz spent a few years learning the payments industry 
inside-out, then started his own venture. In 2012, at age 30, he founded Checkout.com – a 
digital payments platform – after bootstrapping an earlier version of the business. He 
famously built Checkout.com “slow and steady,” even running it for seven years without 
any outside funding to prove its model viableexnihilomagazine.com. Today, 
Checkout.com is a multi-billion-dollar fintech leader. Pousaz’s journey highlights how an 
entrepreneur’s winding path – from dropping out and surfing to seizing a business 
opportunity – can lead to extraordinary 
outcomesexnihilomagazine.comexnihilomagazine.com. 

Company: Checkout.com 
Year Founded: 2012 
Age When Founding: 29 
 
Hometown: Geneva, Switzerland 
Alma Mater: HEC Lausanne 
 
Profile: 

Guillaume Pousaz was born in 1981 on the outskirts of Geneva, 
Switzerlandfintechmagazine.com. Raised in a Francophone Swiss family, he initially set his 
sights on a conventional finance career. Pousaz enrolled in the prestigious École Polytechnique 
Fédérale de Lausanne (EPFL) to study mathematical engineering, before switching to an 
economics program at HEC Lausanne with the goal of becoming an investment 
bankerfintechmagazine.comswissinfo.ch. As a student he also nurtured creative and adventurous 
passions: he was a competitive snowboarder in his youth (even appearing in sports magazines) 
and had a longstanding fascination with street artmoneycontrol.comfintechmagazine.com. This 
mix of analytic rigor and outside-the-box interests would later shape his entrepreneurial style. 

In 2005, Pousaz’s life took a sharp turn due to a family crisis. In his final year of university, his 
father was diagnosed with terminal pancreatic cancer, prompting Pousaz to leave HEC Lausanne 

80 

https://exnihilomagazine.com/guillaume-pousaz-checkout-com-founder-story/#:~:text=Born%20on%20the%20outskirts%20of,lay%20in%20technology%20and%20business
https://exnihilomagazine.com/guillaume-pousaz-checkout-com-founder-story/#:~:text=In%202005%2C%20a%20promising%20economics,dropout%20into%20a%20fintech%20titan
https://exnihilomagazine.com/guillaume-pousaz-checkout-com-founder-story/#:~:text=The%20Tragedy%20That%20Changed%20Everything
https://exnihilomagazine.com/guillaume-pousaz-checkout-com-founder-story/#:~:text=technology,%E2%80%9D
https://exnihilomagazine.com/guillaume-pousaz-checkout-com-founder-story/#:~:text=%E2%80%9CNobody%20wanted%20to%20work%20with,entire%20payment%20processing%20platform%20themselves
https://exnihilomagazine.com/guillaume-pousaz-checkout-com-founder-story/#:~:text=In%202005%2C%20a%20promising%20economics,dropout%20into%20a%20fintech%20titan
https://exnihilomagazine.com/guillaume-pousaz-checkout-com-founder-story/#:~:text=%E2%80%9CNobody%20wanted%20to%20work%20with,entire%20payment%20processing%20platform%20themselves
https://fintechmagazine.com/articles/trailblazer-the-high-flying-ceo-of-checkout-com-guillaume-pousaz#:~:text=Born%20in%201981%20in%20Geneva%2C,the%20world%20of%20investment%20banking
https://fintechmagazine.com/articles/trailblazer-the-high-flying-ceo-of-checkout-com-guillaume-pousaz#:~:text=Born%20in%201981%20in%20Geneva%2C,the%20world%20of%20investment%20banking
https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/business/switzerland-s-richest-entrepreneur-keeps-low-profile/48094592#:~:text=Links%20to%20Lausanne
https://www.moneycontrol.com/news/technology/swiss-dropout-worth-14-billion-moves-startup-away-from-porn-9271701.html#:~:text=A%20snowboarder%20in%20his%20youth,Web3%2C%20a%20loose%20set%20of
https://fintechmagazine.com/articles/trailblazer-the-high-flying-ceo-of-checkout-com-guillaume-pousaz#:~:text=As%20a%20youngster%20and%20student%2C,that%20mix%20logic%20with%20art


before completing his degreetheguardian.com. Confronting his father’s illness was a formative 
experience – one that Pousaz later described as “foundational” in teaching him to prioritize 
meaningful experiencesbusinessinsider.com. He temporarily set aside his banking ambitions, 
choosing instead to seize life’s moments. That year, the 24-year-old packed his bags and moved 
to California, pursuing his love of surfing and a freer lifestyle while he processed the upheaval at 
hometheguardian.comfintechmagazine.com. This decision to step off the traditional path, 
catalyzed by personal tragedy, would ultimately pave the way for his entrepreneurial journey. 

Pousaz spent several months in 2005–2006 chasing waves up and down the California coast, 
living the carefree surfer lifefintechmagazine.com. However, as his savings dwindled, the reality 
of supporting himself set intheguardian.com. In early 2006 he landed a job at a small 
payments-processing firm called International Payment Consultants (IPC) in Los Angeles – a 
choice that conveniently kept him near the beach while earning a 
paychecktheguardian.comfintechmagazine.com. What began as a pragmatic move to fund his 
stay in California turned out to be a pivotal break. At IPC, Pousaz received a crash course in the 
nascent world of online payments, observing firsthand how the internet was starting to 
revolutionize commerce and financial servicesfintechmagazine.com. This exposure sparked his 
fascination with fintech. He saw that traditional banks were ill-equipped for the fast-evolving 
e-commerce landscape, and his mind teemed with ideas on how to improve online payment 
processingmoneycontrol.comfintechmagazine.com. The surfer had found a new wave to ride – 
one made of digital payments. 

Emboldened by his new insight and still only in his mid-20s, Pousaz dove into entrepreneurship. 
In 2007, at age 25, he launched his first startup: NetMerchantfintechmagazine.com. Co-founded 
with a colleague from IPC’s sales team, NetMerchant was a payment service that helped 
businesses in the U.S. and Europe conduct transactions in foreign currencies – essentially an 
online money transfer platform bridging two continentsfintechmagazine.comffnews.com. 
Lacking the resources to build everything from scratch, Pousaz built NetMerchant on licensed 
“white-label” technology, focusing on business development over proprietary 
tech.businessinsider.com Despite its modest scale, the venture was profitable and gave Pousaz 
valuable hands-on experience in running a digital finance businessbusinessinsider.com. Just as 
importantly, the cash flows from NetMerchant provided seed capital for Pousaz’s next, more 
ambitious projectbusinessinsider.com. This early success signaled Pousaz’s knack for business 
building and his disciplined approach – he expanded only as revenues allowed, a habit formed by 
necessity during these bootstrapped years. 

By 2009, Pousaz was ready to tackle the online payments problem more directly. He identified 
an opportunity to acquire actual payment processing technology and scale it globally. That year 
he spent roughly $300,000 to purchase a small Mauritius-based payments startup called SMS 
Pay, which had built a basic payment gatewayfintechmagazine.com. The choice was strategic: 
operating out of Mauritius meant access to skilled engineers at far lower cost than in Silicon 
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Valley or Londonbusinessinsider.com. Armed with this new technology base, Pousaz in 2009 
launched his second startup – Opus Payments – headquartered in Singapore to target the 
booming Asian e-commerce marketfintechmagazine.comffnews.com. Opus focused on enabling 
merchants in places like Hong Kong to process transactions from buyers around the world, 
tapping into the rapid growth of cross-border online shoppingfintechmagazine.com. Pousaz built 
the business “on a shoestring,” reinvesting NetMerchant’s profits and stretching every 
dollarbusinessinsider.com. In lieu of big outside funding, he relied on a lean team (including the 
engineers in Mauritius he’d brought on board) and a clear vision of the product. This period 
tested his resourcefulness and cemented his reputation for frugality and focus. 

Opus Payments steadily gained traction, but the true inflection point came in 2011. That year, 
Pousaz secured a lucrative deal to handle payments for DealExtreme, a popular China-based 
e-commerce site known for its global customer basemoneycontrol.com. The partnership with 
DealExtreme massively boosted Opus’s transaction volumes and revenue, pushing the young 
company into profitabilitymoneycontrol.comswissinfo.ch. For Pousaz, this was a validating 
milestone – proof that his scrappy startup could compete in the big leagues. The success also 
provided the financial breathing room to expand. By this time, European regulators had begun 
encouraging non-bank players in the payments industry, opening new doors for fintech 
firmsbusinessinsider.com. Sensing an opportunity to broaden Opus’s reach, Pousaz set his sights 
on Europe for the next phase of growth. 

In 2012, Guillaume Pousaz took the final step in the evolution of his venture: he moved the 
company’s base to London and rebranded Opus Payments as 
Checkout.commoneycontrol.comswissinfo.ch. He obtained a U.K. operating license for the new 
entity, positioning it at the heart of Europe’s fintech hubmoneycontrol.com. With the rebranding, 
Pousaz’s mission crystallized — “the company was founded to solve the problem of online 
payment processing for merchants and their customers,” as one early description put 
itffnews.com. He began hiring a team in London gradually, adding talent one by one now that the 
business had a stable revenue basebusinessinsider.com. Pousaz was about thirty years old at this 
pivotal moment, yet already a seasoned entrepreneur on his third startupswissinfo.ch. The 
formative experiences of the previous years – from dropping out of college and chasing surf, to 
learning the ropes at IPC, to bootstrapping through NetMerchant and Opus – all coalesced into 
the foundation of Checkout.com. By the time of its official founding in 2012, Pousaz had honed 
a rare combination of technical insight, global perspective, and gritty perseverance. It was the 
beginning of a fintech story that would soon make waves worldwideswissinfo.chswissinfo.ch. 

 
 

82 

https://www.businessinsider.com/profile-of-2-billion-checkoutcom-and-founder-guillaume-pousaz-2019-8#:~:text=In%202009%2C%20he%20discovered%20and,Opus%20Payments%2C%20on%20a%20shoestring
https://fintechmagazine.com/articles/trailblazer-the-high-flying-ceo-of-checkout-com-guillaume-pousaz#:~:text=He%20ran%20NetMerchant%20until%202009,international%20transactions%20from%20global%20buyers
https://ffnews.com/people/guillaume-pousaz/#:~:text=to%20Europe%20money%20transfer%20service%2C,for%20merchants%20and%20their%20customers
https://fintechmagazine.com/articles/trailblazer-the-high-flying-ceo-of-checkout-com-guillaume-pousaz#:~:text=He%20ran%20NetMerchant%20until%202009,international%20transactions%20from%20global%20buyers
https://www.businessinsider.com/profile-of-2-billion-checkoutcom-and-founder-guillaume-pousaz-2019-8#:~:text=In%202009%2C%20he%20discovered%20and,Opus%20Payments%2C%20on%20a%20shoestring
https://www.moneycontrol.com/news/technology/swiss-dropout-worth-14-billion-moves-startup-away-from-porn-9271701.html#:~:text=An%20early%20break%20came%20in,after%20receiving%20an%20operating%20license
https://www.moneycontrol.com/news/technology/swiss-dropout-worth-14-billion-moves-startup-away-from-porn-9271701.html#:~:text=An%20early%20break%20came%20in,after%20receiving%20an%20operating%20license
https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/business/switzerland-s-richest-entrepreneur-keeps-low-profile/48094592#:~:text=The%20start,registered%20in%20the%20United%20Kingdom
https://www.businessinsider.com/profile-of-2-billion-checkoutcom-and-founder-guillaume-pousaz-2019-8#:~:text=A%20change%20in%20EU%20regulation,com%20in%202012
https://www.moneycontrol.com/news/technology/swiss-dropout-worth-14-billion-moves-startup-away-from-porn-9271701.html#:~:text=An%20early%20break%20came%20in,after%20receiving%20an%20operating%20license
https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/business/switzerland-s-richest-entrepreneur-keeps-low-profile/48094592#:~:text=founded%20by%20Pousaz%20in%20Singapore,registered%20in%20the%20United%20Kingdom
https://www.moneycontrol.com/news/technology/swiss-dropout-worth-14-billion-moves-startup-away-from-porn-9271701.html#:~:text=An%20early%20break%20came%20in,after%20receiving%20an%20operating%20license
https://ffnews.com/people/guillaume-pousaz/#:~:text=to%20Europe%20money%20transfer%20service%2C,for%20merchants%20and%20their%20customers
https://www.businessinsider.com/profile-of-2-billion-checkoutcom-and-founder-guillaume-pousaz-2019-8#:~:text=,to%20the%20higher%20average%20salaries
https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/business/switzerland-s-richest-entrepreneur-keeps-low-profile/48094592#:~:text=According%20to%20Laplace%2C%20the%20Swiss,%E2%80%9D
https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/business/switzerland-s-richest-entrepreneur-keeps-low-profile/48094592#:~:text=The%20start,registered%20in%20the%20United%20Kingdom
https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/business/switzerland-s-richest-entrepreneur-keeps-low-profile/48094592#:~:text=According%20to%20Laplace%2C%20the%20Swiss,%E2%80%9D


Tan Hooi Ling 

Grab’s co-founder Tan Hooi Ling had an unexpected journey – after helping start the 
ride-hailing company in 2012, she actually stepped away from it for a couple of years. 
Tan launched Grab (then called MyTeksi) while at Harvard Business School, but after its 
debut she left to work for other firms in the U.S., only rejoining Grab in 
2015straitstimes.com. In other words, the co-founder of what is now a Southeast Asian 
tech unicorn initially sat on the sidelines in its early years before returning once Grab’s 
growth was taking offstraitstimes.com. 

Company: Grab 
Year Founded: 2012 
Age When Founding: 29 
 
Hometown: Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia 
Alma Mater: University of Bath, Harvard Business School 
 
Profile: 

Tan Hooi Ling was born and raised in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, in a middle-class Malaysian 
Chinese familyen.wikipedia.org. She is the younger of two children – her father was a civil 
engineer and her mother a stockbroker (remisier) – and she grew up alongside an older brother in 
the suburb of Petaling Jayaen.wikipedia.org. From an early age, Tan displayed a knack for 
tinkering: she loved fixing gadgets, a habit she picked up from shadowing her father’s 
do-it-yourself repairs around the housetodayonline.com. Despite a childhood bout of asthma, Tan 
pushed herself physically as well – after trying swimming to improve her fitness, she switched to 
badminton and trained hard enough to make her state’s junior team as a 
teenagertodayonline.com. This blend of curiosity and determination carried into her academics. 
Excelling in math and science at school, Tan earned a prestigious government scholarship and 
went on to study engineering in the United Kingdomvulcanpost.com. She graduated in 2006 
from the University of Bath with a Master’s degree in Mechanical Engineering, a choice fueled 
by her strength in technical subjectsvulcanpost.com. 

A pivotal insight struck Tan during a year-long industrial placement at pharmaceutical firm Eli 
Lilly in England. Working as an engineering intern, she noticed that “the real decisions and 
future strategies in business are made by management, not engineers,” as she later put 
itpeterfisk.com. In other words, technical expertise alone wasn’t enough to drive big changes – 
one needed business acumen and authority. Determined to bridge that gap, Tan began looking 
beyond pure engineering. She started researching master’s programs in business and finance, 
realizing she would have to “speak [the] language” of managers to make a real 
impacttodayonline.com. This revelation set her on a new path toward the business world. 
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Upon finishing her engineering degree, Tan returned to Malaysia and joined global consultancy 
McKinsey & Company as a business analystvulcanpost.com. Ironically, she had attended 
McKinsey’s recruiting event mostly for the free food and a chance to view Kuala Lumpur from a 
skyscraper’s 47th floor – admitting she “didn’t even know what the company did” at the 
timetodayonline.com. Nevertheless, once on the job, Tan proved a quick study in the business 
realm. She worked on projects in the telecom and banking sectors and applied her analytical 
mindset to corporate problemsvulcanpost.com. Tan performed so well that McKinsey later 
offered to sponsor her MBA studies at Harvard Business School (HBS) – a golden opportunity to 
formally acquire the business “language” she soughtvulcanpost.com. 

Arriving at Harvard in 2009, Tan Hooi Ling immersed herself in the world of entrepreneurship 
and management. It was at HBS that she crossed paths with Anthony Tan, a fellow Malaysian 
(and coincidentally, another Tan) in the Class of 2011. The two classmates bonded over their 
shared heritage and complementary personalities: Anthony was an outgoing scion of a prominent 
automotive family, while Hooi Ling was a more reserved former engineer with a passion for 
solving problemshbs.eduvulcanpost.com. During one class discussion, an Indonesian friend 
jokingly prodded Anthony about Malaysia’s infamously “dreadful” taxi industry – noting that 
his family’s business was cars, yet his female friends back home felt unsafe taking taxishbs.edu. 
The tease hit home. Tan Hooi Ling immediately identified with the issue, having experienced 
firsthand the anxieties of being a woman hailing a cab in Kuala Lumpur’s chaotic 
environmentdigitalnewsasia.com. In her consulting days, she often worked late at client sites and 
then faced the risky prospect of a lone taxi ride home at night. “I felt constrained and could 
never really go where I wanted to because I was afraid of taxi drivers – I really was, and even 
when I wasn’t, my parents were [for me],” she later recalledvulcanpost.com. 

Safety was a constant concern. Tan would text her mother the taxi’s license plate number and 
periodic updates of her location during these late-night rides – a makeshift tracking system in the 
era before GPS-enabled smartphonesvulcanpost.com. She knew her experience was far from 
unique; many Malaysians, especially women, shared the same fears about unscrupulous cab 
drivers. Together with Anthony, she saw a real opportunity: what if they could make taxis safer 
and more reliable? 

In 2011, Tan Hooi Ling and Anthony Tan teamed up to turn this idea into a venture. For an HBS 
business plan competition, the duo proposed a mobile application that would connect taxi seekers 
directly with the nearest available licensed taxi drivers in Kuala Lumpurhbs.edu. By using 
smartphones to match riders and drivers in real time, they aimed to bring order and trust to a 
disorganized system – cutting out wasted time and ensuring passengers wouldn’t be left stranded 
or unsafe. Importantly, their model sought to work with taxi drivers rather than against them. It 
was essentially an “Uber-like” solution, but instead of disrupting the taxi industry, it would 
empower honest cabbies with more fares and equip riders with transparency and 
oversighthbs.edu. Tan in particular was motivated to change the perception of the trade: not all 
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taxi drivers were “bad actors,” and the good ones deserved a platform that would reward good 
service and weed out the dangerous elementsdigitalnewsasia.comdigitalnewsasia.com. Features 
like driver ratings and live ride tracking were baked into the plan from the start, directly inspired 
by Tan’s own nightly taxi experiencesdigitalnewsasia.com. 

The concept – originally named “MyTeksi” – struck a chord. In spring 2011, Tan Hooi Ling and 
Anthony entered it into Harvard’s New Venture Competition, where it won 2nd place and a USD 
$25,000 prizeen.wikipedia.org. Buoyed by that validation (and capital), the pair set out to make 
MyTeksi a reality. They pooled the prize money and their personal savings, and upon graduating, 
they officially launched the MyTeksi app in Malaysia in June 2012en.wikipedia.org. Tan Hooi 
Ling, then 29, assumed the role of Chief Operating Officer, applying her operational and 
engineering chops to build out the service on the groundvulcanpost.com. Anthony took on the 
CEO role as the public face, while Tan focused on product execution and solving the day-to-day 
problems of the nascent startupvulcanpost.comvulcanpost.com. 

Thus, Grab (as it would later be known) was born – described by observers as “Malaysia’s 
answer to Uber,” but in practice a homegrown solution to a deeply personal problemhbs.edu. The 
founding of Grab was the culmination of Tan Hooi Ling’s journey up to that point: years of 
technical training, a crash course in business, and a drive to fix a safety issue she had lived with 
herself. Her quiet leadership and methodical, “problem-solving” style proved invaluable in those 
early daysvulcanpost.com. While Anthony Tan went out to rally investors and taxi companies, 
Hooi Ling Tan was in the trenches refining the app, coordinating with drivers, and iterating on 
the user experience. In her words, she was happy to be the “plumber” of the operation – fixing 
leaks and keeping the system running smoothlyvulcanpost.com. By addressing the pain points of 
both passengers and drivers, Tan Hooi Ling helped lay the groundwork for what would become 
Southeast Asia’s first decacorn startup. But in 2012, as Grab’s first taxis took to the streets of 
Kuala Lumpur, all she cared about was that women like herself could finally feel safer getting 
home at nightdigitalnewsasia.comdigitalnewsasia.com. 

Sources: Forbes, HBShbs.eduhbs.eduhbs.eduhbs.edu; Vulcan 
Postvulcanpost.comvulcanpost.comvulcanpost.com; Today 
(Singapore)todayonline.comtodayonline.com; Digital News 
Asiadigitalnewsasia.comdigitalnewsasia.com; Peter Fiskpeterfisk.com; 
Wikipediaen.wikipedia.orgen.wikipedia.org. 
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Max Rhodes 

Faire co-founder and CEO Max Rhodes took a non-traditional route to entrepreneurship 
that began far from Silicon Valley. He grew up in Oklahoma and felt out of place when he 
arrived at Yale Universityforerunnerventures.com, but soon found his passion in building 
businesses. In fact, while still in college he ran a house-painting franchise one summer – 
and became the top rookie franchisee in the entire country for the College Pro Painters 
programforerunnerventures.com. It was an early sign of Rhodes’s knack for business, 
years before he started the wholesale marketplace Faire. 

Company: Faire 
Year Founded: 2017 
Age When Founding: 29 
 
Hometown: Norman, Oklahoma 
Alma Mater: Yale (BA in History) 
 
Profile: 

Max Rhodes was born and raised in Norman, Oklahoma, a quintessential college town that he 
likened to a Midwest version of Palo Alto or 
Berkeleybusinessinsider.comalejandrocremades.com. Growing up in Norman – home to the 
University of Oklahoma – instilled in him a love of community and learning. His parents, a 
school teacher and an engineer, placed a strong emphasis on education, encouraging Rhodes to 
aim high academically from an early age (they jokingly told him “Harvard or Yale, take your 
pick”)alejandrocremades.com. In high school, Rhodes excelled in the public school system, 
checking every box needed for an elite college application. By 2005, he earned admission to Yale 
University, though the transition from his Oklahoma public high school to the Ivy League proved 
challenging at firstforerunnerventures.com. Used to being top of his class, Rhodes suddenly 
found himself among many equally talented peers and realized that a flawless academic record 
alone wasn’t enough – he craved real-world experiences beyond the 
classroomforerunnerventures.comforerunnerventures.com. This realization would later fuel his 
entrepreneurial drive. 

Once at Yale, Rhodes pursued a B.A. in History, a subject that appealed to his intellectual 
curiosity and belief that understanding the past offers insight into solving present-day 
problemsbusinessinsider.comalejandrocremades.com. He also walked onto Yale’s varsity soccer 
team – a sport he loved and one of the reasons he chose Yale, which at the time had a strong 
soccer programalejandrocremades.com. Balancing athletics with academics taught him discipline 
and teamwork early on. More importantly, the move to Yale expanded his horizons. Freed from 
the narrow pre-law track he had envisioned in high school, Rhodes began experimenting with 
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new ideas and searching for a calling beyond the conventional path of law or 
academiaforerunnerventures.comforerunnerventures.com. 

Rhodes’ first foray into entrepreneurship came from a deeply personal insight. Having “jumped” 
from a public school in Oklahoma into Yale’s rarefied environment, he knew firsthand how 
unprepared many students from similar backgrounds could feelforerunnerventures.com. In his 
sophomore year, he launched a small venture offering college-prep seminars to high school 
students back home in Oklahoma, aiming to help them adjust to collegiate 
lifeyaledailynews.com. This tutoring/seminar business was inspired by Rhodes’ own transition 
struggles, and it was an early sign of his inclination to solve real problems he had experienced. 
The project ultimately failed, not for lack of effort, he noted, but due to a lack of infrastructure 
and support for scaling it beyond a few sessionsyaledailynews.com. This early failure, however, 
taught Rhodes valuable lessons in initiative and resilience. It also whetted his appetite for 
building something of his own. 

He didn’t wait long to try again. In the summer after his junior year, Rhodes stumbled upon an 
opportunity with College Pro Painters, a franchise program that allows students to run their own 
house-painting businesses for a seasonyaledailynews.com. Sensing a chance to gain real 
operating experience (and make money), he jumped in. Rhodes spent the summer of 2008 not in 
a cushy internship, but driving to local paint stores and painting houses in southern 
Connecticut, managing a crew of painters he recruitedyaledailynews.com. The results were 
remarkable: by fall, he had earned about $60,000 in profit and was recognized as College Pro’s 
top-performing rookie franchisee nationwideyaledailynews.comyaledailynews.com. Beyond the 
healthy income, he relished the process of building a business from scratch – marketing his 
services, hiring and leading a team, and pleasing customers. Ever the strategist, Rhodes even 
mined U.S. Census data to target affluent neighborhoods by zip code, figuring those households 
would be most able and willing to pay for a premium paint jobforerunnerventures.com. This 
creative growth hack paid off in higher margins and taught him the power of data-driven decision 
making, even in a traditional businessforerunnerventures.com. 

By his senior year, Rhodes had effectively reinvented himself at Yale as an entrepreneur. “In 
entrepreneurship, it felt like I had found my calling,” he later reflected, noting that starting the 
painting business unlocked a sense of purpose he hadn’t found in academics 
aloneforerunnerventures.com. This confidence spilled over into campus life as well – a stark 
change for someone who, in his first years at Yale, hadn’t made the debate team, was cut from an 
a cappella group, and even got rejected as a campus tour guideyaledailynews.com. Running a 
business gave him new leadership skills and self-assurance. “I walked away from it a much more 
complete and responsible adult,” Rhodes said of that pivotal summeryaledailynews.com. Just as 
importantly, he walked away with a killer résumé bullet: startup founder before age 21. That 
experience directly helped him land a job with Bain & Company after graduation, as recruiters 
were impressed by his entrepreneurial driveyaledailynews.com. It was clear that Rhodes had 
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discovered a passion for building businesses – a passion that would define his career moving 
forward. 

Graduating from Yale in 2009 with a History degree, Rhodes followed through on the job he’d 
secured at Bain & Company, joining the management consulting firm as an associate 
consultantbusinessinsider.com. For a young history major with newfound business ambitions, 
Bain was an ideal training ground in problem-solving and analytics. There, Rhodes learned how 
to break down problems into first principles – a skill he credits as “the most important thing I 
learned” in consultingalejandrocremades.com. He saw how tackling a problem’s root cause, 
rather than treating symptoms, was key to finding sustainable solutionsalejandrocremades.com. 
This analytical rigor and strategic thinking would later help him in diagnosing the inefficiencies 
in retail wholesale markets. Bain also plugged Rhodes into a powerful professional network. 
Many of his Bain colleagues would pop up again in his journey – by the time he later built his 
own company, over a dozen early Faire employees were fellow Bain alumni drawn by the chance 
to work with him againalejandrocremades.com. 

Yet even as he polished his business fundamentals at Bain, Rhodes kept one foot in the 
entrepreneurial world. On nights and weekends, he took on a side project that in hindsight 
planted the earliest seeds of Faire’s founding idea. Rhodes had discovered an innovative 
high-end umbrella brand from New Zealand – the Blunt Umbrella – and was struck by its 
design. Sensing an opportunity, he negotiated to become Blunt’s distributor in the U.S., 
effectively launching a solo import ventureforerunnerventures.com. After his day job advising 
Fortune 500 clients, he would attend trade shows and hustle to get these umbrellas into American 
storesforerunnerventures.com. The experience was eye-opening. The trade shows were chaotic 
bazaars with “rows and rows of booths,” and Rhodes found the process of a small brand trying to 
reach retailers frustratingly antiquatedforerunnerventures.comforerunnerventures.com. Here he 
was, with a great niche product, yet the only way to pitch it to shop owners was to stand at a 
booth or travel door-to-door. He thought to himself, “There has got to be a better way to do 
this.”forerunnerventures.com That thought would stick with him. 

By 2011, after two years at Bain, Rhodes felt the pull of the tech startup scene and moved to San 
Francisco to join a then-emerging fintech company: Square. His move to Square was 
serendipitously aided by soccer – Rhodes had met a contact from Square through a recreational 
soccer league, leveraging the same camaraderie that got him hired at Bain’s office soccer 
teamarticles.sequoiacap.com. At Square, Rhodes truly came into his own as a product leader. He 
spent five formative years at the company, taking on a string of impactful roles. He was an early 
product manager on Square Cash (now Cash App), being the first PM to shepherd that 
peer-to-peer payments app from idea to launchalejandrocremades.comtechcrunch.com. He also 
became a founding team member of Square Capital, the company’s small-business lending arm, 
which gave him a front-row seat to how data and algorithms could be used to underwrite 
financial risk for small merchantsalejandrocremades.comtechcrunch.com. Later, when Square 
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acquired the food delivery startup Caviar in 2014, Rhodes was tapped to serve as Director of 
Product for Caviar, leading product strategy for the service’s website and its first consumer 
appbusinessinsider.com. By his late twenties, he had a thriving career at Square, gaining a 
reputation as a versatile product executive who could jump into new initiatives and make them 
succeedbusinessinsider.com. 

Equally important, Square is where Rhodes met the teammates who would eventually join him in 
building Faire. He worked closely with three colleagues in particular: Daniele Perito, Marcelo 
Cortes, and Jeff Kolovson – each of whom had excelled in their own domains at Square. Perito 
was Square’s head of risk and security for Square Cash, an expert in fraud prevention and data 
sciencetechcrunch.com. Cortes was a senior engineering lead on the Square Cash team, known 
for setting an incredibly high bar in technical hiring and 
craftsmanshiptechcrunch.comalejandrocremades.com. Kolovson, for his part, led Square’s retail 
partnerships team and later oversaw operations for Caviar’s expansion, proving himself as a 
savvy operator and team builderalejandrocremades.com. The four of them had complementary 
skill sets – product, risk/data, engineering, and operations – and a shared entrepreneurial spark. 
Starting around 2015, while still at Square, they began bouncing startup ideas off each other for 
fun. They even had a running group text chain jokingly named “2020 IPO”, hinting at their 
ambitions that one of their ideas might turn into a company significant enough to go public by 
2020businessinsider.com. At first, the brainstorming was casual – at one point the group was 
more excited about a far-fetched virtual reality concept than anything in 
retailbusinessinsider.com – but Rhodes kept coming back to the pain point he knew well: the 
disconnect between local retailers and unique product makers that he’d witnessed selling Blunt 
Umbrellas. 

By 2016, after five years at Square, Max Rhodes felt the time was ripe to finally build something 
of his own. He was 29 years old and had achieved a wealth of experience in tech, but that 
longstanding dream from college – to be a founder – kept tugging at himbusinessinsider.com. So 
in late 2016, he made the jump: Rhodes quit his job at Square to pursue a startup full-time, 
rallying Perito, Cortes, and Kolovson to co-found the venture that would become 
Fairebusinessinsider.comforerunnerventures.com. His departure from Square was on good terms; 
in fact, CEO Jack Dorsey personally asked if there was anything he could do to convince Rhodes 
to stay, but Max politely declined, explaining that his entrepreneurial calling could no longer 
waitbusinessinsider.com. Dorsey understood – “I get it,” he said – and even hosted a farewell 
dinner for Rhodes at a Mexican restaurant in San Francisco, a gesture that spoke to the respect 
Rhodes had earned within Squarebusinessinsider.com. Rhodes later acknowledged that “Faire 
would not have happened without Square” – the skills, insights, and confidence he gained there 
were essential to his next stepbusinessinsider.com. 

Freed from their day jobs, Rhodes and his three co-founders set about pressure-testing the 
business idea they had in mind. In January 2017, the quartet officially founded their startup, 
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initially calling it Indigo Fairluckybreakconsulting.com. The concept was to build an online 
marketplace that would reinvent how independent retailers discover and stock products – 
“Amazon for local retailers,” as they sometimes described itluckybreakconsulting.com. Rhodes 
drew directly on his Blunt Umbrella experience: he’d seen how small shop owners trudged 
through trade shows or sifted through catalogs to find new merchandise, and how makers of cool 
products struggled to get noticed. Why hadn’t this process moved online, the way consumer 
shopping had? The team suspected that a major reason was trust and risk. Retailers hesitated to 
buy inventory from unknown vendors without seeing it in person, because if it didn’t sell, they’d 
be stuck with dead stock. As Rhodes and his co-founders interviewed dozens of boutique owners 
in early 2017, these merchants kept telling them the same thing: trade shows may be 
old-fashioned, but they’re the best way we have to feel confident about new 
productsforerunnerventures.comforerunnerventures.com. In those conversations, Rhodes could 
practically hear the subtext: if only there were a way to get that same confidence without the 
costly, time-consuming trip to a trade show. 

Rhodes and his co-founders devised a clever solution. They would build a two-sided online 
marketplace connecting independent retailers and indie brands, and to overcome the trust gap, 
they’d bake in terms that de-risked the buying process for stores. If a shop owner discovered a 
new product on their platform, they could order it wholesale with free returns and “buy now, 
pay later” billing – essentially a try-before-you-buy model for store 
inventoryforerunnerventures.com. In practice, a retailer would have up to 60 days to pay and 
could send back anything that didn’t sell, with Faire (as the platform came to be named) eating 
the cost of those returns. This approach was bold – essentially, Faire itself would absorb the 
inventory risk that normally kept store owners up at nightforerunnerventures.com. But Rhodes 
felt confident thanks to co-founder Daniele Perito’s expertise in risk analytics from Square. One 
lesson Rhodes had learned helping launch Square Capital was that if you pool risk across many 
data points – in this case, across thousands of products and stores – you can underwrite that risk 
intelligently and even predict trendsforerunnerventures.com. “We had confidence that we would 
lose money upfront, but we would eventually learn how to recommend products and offer credit 
to retailers in a way that would become financially sustainable,” Rhodes later said of Faire’s 
early strategyforerunnerventures.com. In other words, using data, they could eat the short-term 
losses on returns in exchange for long-term insights that would make the marketplace smarter 
and more profitable over time. 

With their idea solidified, Max Rhodes and his team moved quickly to get the business off the 
ground. They applied to Y Combinator – the famed startup accelerator – just a couple of weeks 
after settling on the wholesale marketplace ideaalejandrocremades.com. Rhodes has said that the 
timing was fortuitous: YC’s Winter 2017 batch was about to start, and being accepted gave the 
fledgling team a clear “pace of play” – an intense, focused three-month runway to build product, 
talk to users, and launch by Demo Dayalejandrocremades.comalejandrocremades.com. In YC 
they were guided by advisers like Sam Altman, who drilled into them the mantra of “talk to 
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customers, write code, and cut distractions”alejandrocremades.com. For Rhodes, who had 
managed big projects at Square, this back-to-basics approach was refreshing and set the tone for 
Faire’s scrappy early culture. The co-founders (minus Jeff Kolovson, who stepped away to a 
different opportunity around this time) all relocated to the Bay Area and worked out of a small 
apartment, coding and onboarding any independent shop owner or maker who would give their 
platform a tryalejandrocremades.com. It was a far cry from the polished halls of Square, but the 
energy was electric – especially as they saw the concept resonating with users. “You could just 
see the look on their faces that we were onto something,” Rhodes recalled about those early 
product demos to boutique ownersalejandrocremades.com. Unlike some earlier ideas the team 
had tested (like that doomed dental drill sales project Rhodes humorously references as a 
learning experiencealejandrocremades.com), this one felt right from the start. Retailers would 
light up when told about the no-risk ordering and the breadth of unique products available. The 
founding team’s conviction grew with every positive user reaction. 

Indigo Fair launched its beta in the spring of 2017, and by that summer – after graduating YC – 
the team was already attracting serious investor interest. They raised an initial $500,000 seed 
round led by Khosla Ventures and Y Combinator, which gave them just enough capital to 
expand beyond the Bay Area pilottechcrunch.comtechcrunch.com. One early backer was Kirsten 
Green of Forerunner Ventures, an investor renowned for spotting commerce trends (she had 
backed Dollar Shave Club and Warby Parker). Green met Rhodes during YC and was 
immediately impressed. “They had the unique insight and they understood the market, given 
their experience with small business at Square,” Green said of Faire’s founding 
teambusinessinsider.com. In Green’s view, Rhodes and his co-founders knew exactly the pain 
points of independent retailers and had come up with an innovative solution that leveraged their 
combined expertise. By year’s end, Indigo Fair had changed its name to Faire (after a trademark 
issue with another company)luckybreakconsulting.com and was well on its way to redefining the 
wholesale industry for indie businesses. 

Max Rhodes was 29 years old when Faire officially launched in 2017businessinsider.com. In 
just a decade, he had evolved from an Oklahoma teenager dutifully following a pre-law playbook 
into a visionary young CEO pursuing a mission he deeply believed in. “I dreamt of launching a 
startup by the age of 20,” Rhodes once said, “and it took me until nearly 30 to find the right 
idea”forerunnerventures.com. That “right idea” – Faire’s online wholesale marketplace – was 
born directly out of Rhodes’ own life experiences: the academic pressure that nudged him toward 
entrepreneurship, the scrappy college ventures that taught him to build and lead, the consulting 
and tech jobs that honed his skills, and the firsthand observations of how broken the retail buying 
process was. By the time of Faire’s founding, Rhodes had marshalled all those lessons into a 
company with a bold vision: empower independent retailers and makers by eliminating the 
inefficiencies and risks in wholesale. The founding moment in 2017 was just the beginning, but 
it capped the formative chapter of Max Rhodes’ life – a chapter that saw him grow from a 
curious kid in Norman, Oklahoma, to the co-founder of one of Silicon Valley’s fastest-growing 
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commerce startups. And as history (and Rhodes’ beloved history major) would suggest, 
understanding that origin story is key to understanding the company he built. 

Sources: Rhodes interview with Alejandro 
Cremadesalejandrocremades.comalejandrocremades.com; Yale Daily News (Feb 
2009)yaledailynews.comyaledailynews.com; Forerunner Ventures 
profileforerunnerventures.comforerunnerventures.com; TechCrunch (Mar 2017)techcrunch.com; 
Business Insider (Dec 2020)businessinsider.combusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.com. 
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John Zimmer 

Little John Zimmer grew up in finance-saturated Greenwich, but his childhood dream 
was far from Wall Street – he once told his mom he wanted to be a Dunkin’ Donuts man 
when he grew up, simply because he loved their ritual of visiting the donut shop together. 
On other days he fancied himself a magician; whatever the role, his goal was the same – 
to make people happy – an early sign of the hospitality-driven mindset that later led him 
to co-found Lyft and infuse it with a people-first, customer-delighting culture. 

Company: Lyft 
Year Founded: 2012 
Age When Founding: 28 
 
Hometown: Greenwich, Connecticut 
Alma Mater: Cornell University (BS in Hotel Administration); Harvard Business School 
(dropped out after 1 year) 
 
Profile: 
 
John Zimmer grew up in the affluent suburb of Greenwich, Connecticut – a town dominated by 
hedge funds and finance professionals – but his own upbringing pointed in a different 
directionstartups.com. As a child, Zimmer wasn’t dreaming of hedge funds; in fact, he once told 
his mother he wanted to be a doughnut maker, simply because he loved their ritual of visiting 
Dunkin’ Donuts togethernews.cornell.edu. On other days, he fancied himself a magician. What 
these youthful fantasies had in common was the joy of making people happy – an early hint at 
Zimmer’s lifelong interest in hospitality and servicenews.cornell.edu. By his teenage years, he 
was acting on that interest: his first job was as a phone operator at the Hyatt Regency hotel in 
Greenwich, an experience that cemented his fascination with the hospitality 
businessstartups.com. “I loved the combination of business and people and service,” Zimmer 
later said of that job, which inspired him to pursue formal studies in hospitalitystartups.com. 
 
Zimmer enrolled at Cornell University’s School of Hotel Administration, an unusual alma mater 
for a future tech entrepreneurrbucks.com. At Cornell he excelled in his program but also began 
venturing beyond it. In his senior year (2006), Zimmer took an eye-opening elective class in city 
planning called “Creating Green Cities and Sustainable Futures,” taught by Professor Robert 
Youngtechcrunch.com. The very first lecture was a tour-de-force on the “History of the World in 
30 Minutes,” highlighting how population growth and resource limits were converging to make 
sustainability the defining challenge of the 21st centurystartups.com. The professor hammered 
home a bold point: modern cities were at a turning point – infrastructure built decades ago could 
no longer support exploding urban populations without innovative new 
approachesstartups.comstartups.com. Zimmer was transfixed. A few weeks later, during a lecture 
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on transportation history, he had what he calls the spark of an ideastartups.com. The class 
reviewed past leaps in mobility – canals, railroads, highways – and it got Zimmer thinking hard 
about what the next big shift might betechcrunch.com. As a Hotel Administration student, he 
approached the problem through the lens he knew best: occupancy rates. “What is the occupancy 
of the seats in cars on our highways?” he asked. The answer stunned him – over 80% of car seats 
sit empty on America’s roadsstartups.com. To someone trained to maximize hotel room 
occupancy, this level of inefficiency looked outrageousstartups.com. Zimmer began to imagine a 
new kind of “information infrastructure” that could fill those empty seats by connecting drivers 
and riders. In essence, he wondered if technology could turn unused car capacity into an asset – 
ridesharing as the next evolution in transportationstartups.com. 
 
By the time he graduated Cornell in 2006, Zimmer had written up a business plan for a 
peer-to-peer rideshare startupstartups.com. Yet he faced a personal crossroads. Many of his peers 
in Greenwich and Cornell were heading into finance, and Zimmer had indeed landed a plum 
offer to join Lehman Brothers in New Yorkstartups.com. He was torn between the conventional 
path and his entrepreneurial dream. Seeking advice, he consulted his Green Cities professor – the 
very person who’d ignited his passion for sustainable transport. Surprisingly, the professor 
advised him to go to Wall Street, at least for a little whilestartups.com. “If you go to Lehman, 
you can learn for a couple of years, maybe challenge from within a large organization,” the 
professor arguedstartups.com. Zimmer heeded that advice. He joined Lehman’s real estate 
finance division in 2006 and even started a sustainability initiative inside the firm to invest in 
green building projectsstartups.com. Still, the rideshare idea never left his mind. He spent nights 
and weekends refining his business plan, wondering if and when he should take the leap. 
 
Meanwhile, across the country in Southern California, another young visionary was grappling 
with the same problem from a different angle. Logan Green, the future co-founder of Lyft, grew 
up in gridlocked Los Angeles and “hated traffic from an early age,” vowing to find a better way 
to move peoplestartups.com. As an undergraduate at UC Santa Barbara, Green built the campus’s 
first car-sharing program (years before Zipcar came to town) and became the youngest member 
of the local public transit boardstartups.com. Riding the bus to transit board meetings, he saw 
firsthand how inefficient traditional public transportation could be – fares covered only a fraction 
of operating costs, and political constraints stifled improvementstartups.com. Green hungered for 
an alternative. A formative inspiration came during a trip he took to Zimbabwe: he observed 
locals informally sharing rides in overcrowded minivan-taxis out of sheer necessitystartups.com. 
It sparked an idea to harness private cars for shared transportation back home. Green began 
coding a rudimentary website to connect drivers and riders and, as a nod to his African epiphany, 
he named it “Zimride” – after Zimbabwestartups.com. (The name was a coincidence – it had 
nothing to do with “Zimmer,” although it would soon prove fitting)reuters.com. By 2007, Logan 
Green had a working prototype of Zimride and was looking to expand the concept.  
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That same year, fate (and Facebook) brought John Zimmer and Logan Green together. One night 
in late 2007, while procrastinating on Facebook, Zimmer noticed a post on a mutual friend’s 
page: “Check out this website I’m building, Zimride,” wrote someone named Logan 
Greenstartups.com. Zimmer’s heart skipped a beat – Zimride was exactly the kind of rideshare 
venture he’d been envisioning. “Why the hell did he call it Zimride?” Zimmer wondered, 
intrigued by the name so close to his ownstartups.com. He immediately contacted their mutual 
friend to learn more, and before long Green and Zimmer were chatting by phone about their 
shared passion for improving transportationstartups.com. The chemistry was instant. In early 
2008, Logan Green flew out to New York to meet Zimmer in personbusinessinsider.com. Despite 
coming from very different backgrounds – Green the quiet Californian techie, Zimmer the 
outgoing East Coast hospitality grad – the two found they had a common vision and 
complementary skillstechcrunch.comtechcrunch.com. Green was deep into product and 
engineering, while Zimmer had a knack for marketing and building partnershipstechcrunch.com. 
They decided to join forces. 
 
For a while, their startup Zimride was a bi-coastal, part-time effort. Green kept iterating on the 
platform from California, and Zimmer spent his off-hours in New York pitching the concept to 
universities and posting ride offerings on campusesrbucks.com. It was an exhausting double life 
– by day Zimmer was crunching numbers at Lehman, by night he was cold-calling student 
organizations and even dressing up in goofy costumes to promote Zimride on college 
campusestechcrunch.comtechcrunch.com. In mid-2008, as Zimride started generating a bit of 
revenue, Zimmer finally took the plunge: he quit Lehman Brothers, packed his belongings into a 
car, and rideshared his way across the country to Silicon Valley to work with Green 
full-timestartups.comrbucks.com. (On his way out, that family friend famously chided, “Why 
would you quit a sure thing like Lehman?” – a question that looked very different after Lehman’s 
collapse in September 2008reuters.comrbucks.com.) 
 
Relocating to Palo Alto, the duo officially co-founded Zimride as a company. They had little 
money and often slept on couches, but they were driven by a mission: to make carpooling cool, 
convenient, and trustworthy in the Internet agereuters.comreuters.com. Zimride’s platform used 
Facebook integration to match drivers and passengers headed the same way, allowing users to 
share profiles and interests so that ridesharing felt safe and 
socialreuters.comwashingtonpost.com. Early on, they targeted college students going home for 
school breaks or young professionals commuting to work. To attract institutions, they offered 
private Zimride networks to universities and companies, where only members of the same school 
or employer could carpool with each otherreuters.comreuters.com. This strategy worked. In 
2007, Cornell University became Zimride’s first campus launch, and within six months 20% of 
Cornell’s student body had signed up for the serviceen.wikipedia.org. By the end of 2008, 
Zimride had spread to Green’s alma mater UCSB and a handful of other schools, building 
momentum through word-of-mouth and guerrilla marketing (including those mascot costumes 
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Zimmer had purchased as “marketing expenses” to hand out 
flyers)techcrunch.comtechcrunch.com. 
Over the next few years, Zimride quietly became the largest rideshare community in North 
America. The startup won a $250,000 innovation grant from Facebook in 2007, giving it a 
financial boost and validationreuters.com. In 2010, Zimride landed its first round of venture 
capital ($1.2 million from Floodgate, K9 Ventures and others) and inked a strategic partnership 
with Zipcar, aiming to cross-promote carsharing and ridesharing on campusesreuters.com. By 
late 2011, Zimride’s user base had swelled to over 300,000 registered users and 120 university 
and corporate networks across the U.S.washingtonpost.com. Schools from the University of 
Southern California to the University of Michigan adopted Zimride as an official carpool 
solution, and companies like Walmart and Cigna offered it to employeesreuters.com. The service 
had facilitated over 200 million miles of shared rides by 2012, saving an estimated $100 million 
in gasoline and expenses for its usersstartups.com. Importantly, Zimride was generating real 
revenue through these institutional contracts – enough to break even by 2009 and even turn a 
modest profit by 2011reuters.comstartups.com. For a young startup, this early sustainability was 
a point of pride. 
 
Yet, despite this success, John Zimmer and Logan Green felt a gnawing sense that Zimride still 
wasn’t achieving their broader vision. Their ultimate goal wasn’t just to help students carpool on 
holiday breaks – it was to reduce traffic and car over-reliance in cities at largestartups.com. By 
mid-2012, the founders took stock and realized that Zimride, in its then-form, wasn’t truly 
denting the problem of urban congestion. “If we were going to start over today, what would we 
build?” Zimmer asked Greenstartups.com. The answer they came up with would transform their 
company – and help kickstart a new industry. They envisioned leveraging the new ubiquity of 
smartphones to create an on-demand ride-hailing network in cities, using everyday people’s 
personal cars. It was a radical idea at the time: in 2012, Uber was still just a black-car service, 
and the notion of summoning a stranger’s private car with an app felt almost unthinkable. But 
Zimmer and Green believed this was the future. They sketched out a plan for a mobile app that 
could connect riders and drivers in real time, peer-to-peer. To emphasize that this new service 
was all about friendly, safe community rides (and not a sterile taxi experience), they gave it a 
playful brand: drivers would sport big pink mustaches on their cars as a symbol of warmth and 
funstartups.com. They decided to call the new service Lyft. 
 
In the summer of 2012, John Zimmer (then 28) and Logan Green launched Lyft as a separate 
offering under the Zimride company banneren.wikipedia.org. They rolled out the first Lyft rides 
in San Francisco in June 2012, introducing the world to the sight of cars with fuzzy pink 
mustaches and riders fist-bumping their drivers. It was an instant hit in the tech-savvy Bay Area 
– a cheaper, friendlier alternative to taxis that felt like catching a ride with a neighbor. Lyft’s 
launch marked the true founding moment of the company that Zimmer would go on to build into 
a multi-billion dollar enterprise. In that pivotal year, Zimmer’s unlikely path – from a hotel 

96 

https://techcrunch.com/2014/08/29/6000-words-about-a-pink-mustache/#:~:text=workable%20business%20model%20for%20the,Zimride%20their%20online%20ride%20board
https://techcrunch.com/2014/08/29/6000-words-about-a-pink-mustache/#:~:text=Now%20Zimride%20had%20some%20money,beaver%20costume%20for%20%2430%20each
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-column-cohen-zimride-idUSTRE68E3KN20100915/?feedType=RSS&feedName=everything&virtualBrandChannel=11563#:~:text=A%20Zimride%20profile%2C%20which%20requires,customers%20can%20also%20create%20accounts
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-column-cohen-zimride-idUSTRE68E3KN20100915/?feedType=RSS&feedName=everything&virtualBrandChannel=11563#:~:text=Their%20concept%2C%20Zimride%20%28www,sharing%20company
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/zimride-offers-college-students-cheap-safe-rides-home/2011/12/13/gIQAE2vHRP_story.html#:~:text=of%20trust%2C%E2%80%9D%20Zimride%20co,Zimmer%20said
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-column-cohen-zimride-idUSTRE68E3KN20100915/?feedType=RSS&feedName=everything&virtualBrandChannel=11563#:~:text=To%20date%2C%20some%2060%20colleges,as%20well%20as%20with%20municipalities
https://www.startups.com/founder-interviews/john-zimmer#:~:text=We%20were%20selling%20to%20universities,long%20trips
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-column-cohen-zimride-idUSTRE68E3KN20100915/?feedType=RSS&feedName=everything&virtualBrandChannel=11563#:~:text=of%20Michigan%2C%20Walmart%20and%20Cigna%2C,as%20well%20as%20with%20municipalities
https://www.startups.com/founder-interviews/john-zimmer#:~:text=together%20to%20get%20rid%20of,weren%E2%80%99t%20really%20succeeding%20in%20that
https://www.startups.com/founder-interviews/john-zimmer#:~:text=Then%20we%20looked%20at%20ourselves,weren%E2%80%99t%20really%20succeeding%20in%20that
https://www.startups.com/founder-interviews/john-zimmer#:~:text=The%20business%20was%20profitable,it%20was%20a%20pink%20mustache
https://www.startups.com/founder-interviews/john-zimmer#:~:text=paying%20us%20for%20the%20networks,it%20was%20a%20pink%20mustache
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Zimmer#:~:text=After%20leaving%20his%20job%20at,Zimmer%20did%20not%20take%20a


school student who loved hospitality, to a Wall Street analyst restless for meaning, to a carpool 
crusader – all came together. He had proven that sometimes the craziest ideas are the ones that 
change how the world movesreuters.comstartups.com. And the rest of the journey was just 
beginning. 
 
Sources: John Zimmer interview with 
Startups.comstartups.comstartups.comstartups.comstartups.com; Cornell 
Chroniclenews.cornell.edunews.cornell.edu; Reutersreuters.comreuters.comreuters.com; 
Business Insiderbusinessinsider.com; TechCrunchtechcrunch.comtechcrunch.com; Washington 
Postwashingtonpost.comwashingtonpost.com. 
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Sachin Bansal 

Flipkart’s very first sale turned into a wild scavenger hunt for Sachin Bansal. In October 
2007, a customer ordered the book Leaving Microsoft to Change the World on Flipkart, 
only for Sachin and his co-founder (Binny Bansal) to realize they had no copy in 
stocktimesofindia.indiatimes.com. Undaunted, the duo spent two days frantically combing 
bookstores all around Bangalore until they finally found one; it was a shop-worn copy 
with yellowed pages, so they emailed the buyer to disclose its condition (offering a 
discount) and then successfully shipped it out – Flipkart’s first-ever fulfilled 
ordertimesofindia.indiatimes.comtimesofindia.indiatimes.com. 

Company: Flipkart 
Year Founded: 2007 
Age When Founding: 26 
 
Hometown: Chandigarh, India 
Alma Mater: Indian Institute of Technology Delhi (B.Tech in Computer Science) 
 
Profile: 
 
Sachin Bansal was born on August 5, 1981, in Chandigarh, India, into a middle-class 
familyeconomictimes.indiatimes.com. His father ran a business, while his mother was a 
homemakerbusiness-standard.com. Like many Indian parents, they placed a strong emphasis on 
education – expecting Sachin to excel academically as the path to a successful 
careereconomictimes.indiatimes.com. Bansal attended St. Anne’s Convent School in 
Chandigarh, where he was a bright student with a natural aptitude for science and 
technologyeconomictimes.indiatimes.com. From an early age, he also nurtured a passion for 
computers and video games; in fact, before his entrepreneurial journey took off, Sachin once 
aspired to become a professional gamereconomictimes.indiatimes.com. This blend of intellectual 
rigor and curiosity about technology would become a defining feature of his formative years. 
After finishing high school, Bansal set his sights on the prestigious Indian Institutes of 
Technology. He diligently prepared for the IIT Joint Entrance Exam and earned admission to IIT 
Delhi’s Computer Science program, where he enrolled in 2001 and graduated with a B.Tech in 
Computer Science in 2005economictimes.indiatimes.com. His time at IIT Delhi not only honed 
his technical skills but also expanded his horizons – he was now part of a cohort of ambitious 
young engineers, including a student from his own hometown who shared his last name (Binny 
Bansal, no relation). The two Bansals were batchmates at IIT Delhi and became friends through 
their college yearsbusiness-standard.combusinesstoday.in. Little did they know, this friendship 
would lay the groundwork for one of India’s biggest startup success stories. 
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Graduating with a top-notch engineering degree, Sachin Bansal first worked briefly at a tech 
services company called Techspan in 2005newindianexpress.com. However, the big turning 
point came in early 2006 when he joined Amazon’s new India operations as a Senior Software 
Engineernewindianexpress.com. At Amazon, Bansal got a crash course in e-commerce and 
customer-centric product development. By a stroke of luck, his old college friend Binny Bansal 
also joined Amazon’s India team in 2007 (Sachin had referred Binny for a job 
there)newindianexpress.com. Working in the same group, the two Chandigarh natives 
reconnected as colleagues and found themselves pondering the nascent state of online retail in 
India. They observed that Indian e-commerce websites at the time were subpar – “crappy,” as 
Binny bluntly put it – especially in search, selection, and serviceinc42.com. 
 
This realization sparked their entrepreneurial ambition. In early 2007, long discussions and a bit 
of “soul-searching” between the two engineers led to a conviction that they could build a better 
online shopping experience for Indian consumersinc42.com. They even toyed with a few ideas – 
for instance, developing an improved mapping service or a price-comparison site (inspired by 
Amazon’s own Junglee) – but their research kept pointing back to the bigger opportunity in 
e-commerceinc42.com. Nobody was doing e-commerce right in India, they concludedinc42.com. 
Armed with that insight and a bold vision, Sachin decided it was time to take the leap. After 
barely a year and a half at Amazon, he quit in mid-2007 with the goal of starting his own 
company. Binny was not far behind – he left Amazon in 2007 as well, even returning a referral 
bonus that Sachin had earned for hiring him, since both left the company so quickly to pursue 
their startup dreamndtvprofit.comndtvprofit.com. 
 
In October 2007, 26-year-old Sachin Bansal and his co-founder Binny Bansal officially launched 
Flipkart as an online bookstore, planting the seeds of what would become India’s e-commerce 
revolutionnewindianexpress.com. The duo pooled together about ₹400,000 (roughly $8,000) of 
personal savings as startup capital and set up shop in a modest two-bedroom apartment in the 
Koramangala neighborhood of Bangaloreretail.economictimes.indiatimes.combusinesstoday.in. 
With no outside funding and no real brand recognition, the early days were decidedly humble. 
Sachin and Binny quite literally did everything themselves: from coding and debugging the first 
version of the website to scouring local book distributors’ warehouses for inventory, to packing 
books and delivering orders on their motorbikesen.wikipedia.orginc42.com. “We were our own 
logistics team,” Binny later reminisced, recalling how they would ride around Bengaluru 
fulfilling purchases every other dayinc42.com. 
 
Progress was slow but steady. Famously, in the first week after Flipkart went live, not a single 
order came through. Finally, late one night, an order appeared – a customer in Andhra Pradesh 
named V. V. K. Chandra had purchased a copy of Leaving Microsoft to Change the World by 
John Woodbusinesstoday.in. The founders were elated by this first real order, but then came the 
hiccup: the book wasn’t actually in their small inventory. Undeterred, Sachin and Binny 
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embarked on a city-wide hunt across Bangalore to procure the title, checking distributor stocks 
and even cold-calling bookstores until they found one last copy on a shop 
shelfbusinesstoday.intimesofindia.indiatimes.com. They informed the customer of a slight delay 
and the book’s condition, earning his trust through transparency. Sure enough, they delivered it – 
a day late and a bit worn, but delivered nonetheless – and were rewarded with the customer’s 
glowing online testimonial praising the servicebusinesstoday.intimesofindia.indiatimes.com. 
That episode became startup lore, exemplifying the founders’ dogged commitment to customer 
satisfaction from day one. 
Sachin Bansal’s vision for Flipkart was rooted in doing e-commerce “better than the 
competition” by obsessing over customer experienceyourstory.combusinesstoday.in. Early on, he 
and Binny instituted practices that were unheard of in Indian retail at the time. Notably, they 
offered a cash-on-delivery payment option for online orders – a move aimed at overcoming the 
trust deficit among customers who were wary of paying online upfrontnewindianexpress.com. 
They also personally stood outside bookstores (such as Bangalore’s Gangaram Book Store) 
handing out Flipkart bookmarks to anyone who walked out carrying books, cleverly targeting 
known book buyers to try the new serviceyourstory.combusinesstoday.in. Such grassroots 
marketing, combined with positive word-of-mouth from early customers, slowly began to pay 
off. By the end of 2007, Flipkart had fulfilled about 20 customer orders, and within a year the 
volume had grown to dozens of orders each daybusinesstoday.intimesofindia.indiatimes.com. 
From the outset, Sachin took on the role of CEO, while Binny became COO – an arrangement 
that played to their individual strengths. “We both did what we were good at,” Binny later 
explainedinc42.com. Sachin was the forward-looking strategist and product thinker – he dived 
into marketing (becoming an “SEO god” within a year, according to Binny) and focused on the 
website’s design and the overall customer experienceinc42.com. Binny, on the other hand, 
concentrated on the technical and operational backbone – ensuring the deliveries ran on time and 
the technology scaled smoothlyinc42.cominc42.com. This complementary partnership, forged 
since their IIT days, proved critical in navigating the challenges of a startup. In a later interview, 
Sachin Bansal even admitted that starting Flipkart was the most ridiculous thing he had ever 
done – a crazy gamble in 2007 – but one driven by the conviction that Indian shoppers deserved 
far better service than what was availableyourstory.combusinesstoday.in. 
 
By the time Sachin was 26 and Flipkart was formally founded, he had already demonstrated 
many of the traits that would define his leadership: technical acumen, customer-first thinking, 
and an unwavering determination to build something from scratch. The founding moment in 
2007 was just the beginning, but it encapsulated the essence of Sachin Bansal’s journey – a 
young engineer from Chandigarh who gave up a cushy job to rewrite the rules of Indian retail. 
Everything that came after – Flipkart’s meteoric rise, billion-dollar valuations, and mainstream 
recognition – sprang from the foundation laid in those early years of hard work and 
visionretail.economictimes.indiatimes.combusinesstoday.in. And while Sachin’s story after 2007 
would involve enormous highs and eventual exit from Flipkart, his life up to that founding 
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moment already spoke volumes: a convergence of upbringing, passion for technology, and bold 
entrepreneurship that made Flipkart’s origin story possible. 
 
Sources: Sachin Bansal profile in The Economic 
Timeseconomictimes.indiatimes.comeconomictimes.indiatimes.com; Business 
Standardbusiness-standard.com; The New Indian 
Expressnewindianexpress.comnewindianexpress.com; Economic Times/ET 
Retailretail.economictimes.indiatimes.com; Inc42 interview with Binny 
Bansalinc42.cominc42.com; NDTVndtvprofit.com; Business 
Todaybusinesstoday.inbusinesstoday.in; Times of 
Indiatimesofindia.indiatimes.comtimesofindia.indiatimes.com; 
YourStoryyourstory.comyourstory.com. 
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Niraj Shah 

Wayfair began as an almost comically fragmented business under co-founder Niraj Shah. 
In 2002, he and co-founder Steve Conine launched a niche website selling stereo racks, 
which quickly led to another site, and another – soon they were running over 250 
separate websites selling everything from bar stools to birdhousesbattery.com. For nearly 
a decade the business operated as this collection of hundreds of micro-sites until 2011, 
when the founders finally unified them under a single brand name: Wayfairbattery.com. 

Company: Wayfair 
Year Founded: 2002 
Age When Founding: 28-29 
 
Hometown: Pittsfield, Massachusetts 
Alma Mater: Cornell University (BS in Engineering) 
 
Profile: 
 
Niraj Shah was born in 1973/1974 and grew up in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, the son of parents 
who had emigrated from Indiabostonglobe.com. He credits his family’s bold move to America 
with instilling an enterprising mindset in him – as Shah put it, having immigrant parents “takes a 
certain type of entrepreneurial spirit”inc.com. Entrepreneurship ran in the family: his grandfather 
had built a small steel manufacturing business in India making pots and pansbostonglobe.com. 
Young Niraj showed business instincts early on. As a kid he maintained a paper delivery route 
and in his teens he even ran a little lawn-mowing venture around the neighborhood, eager to earn 
his own moneybostonglobe.com. These youthful enterprises, he later said, were “something I 
enjoyed” – but more than that, he was “very commercially motivated” from the 
startbostonglobe.combostonglobe.com. 
 
Shah’s academic talent carried him to Cornell University, where he earned a Bachelor’s degree in 
engineering in 1995en.wikipedia.org. Fatefully, he first met fellow student Steve Conine even 
before college, during a six-week engineering summer program at Cornell for high 
schoolersnews.cornell.edu. The two crossed paths again as freshmen – serendipitously living just 
a few doors apart in the same dorm – and quickly formed a close friendshipnews.cornell.edu. 
They discovered a strong rapport and complementary work ethics, often pushing each other to 
work hard and think criticallynews.cornell.edu. Conine came from an entrepreneurial 
background as well (he had a family business awaiting him), and the pair found they shared both 
technical savvy and a knack for honest collaborationnews.cornell.edunews.cornell.edu. 
Interestingly, each initially assumed the other would fill a certain role – Shah thought he would 
be “the tech guy” and Conine the business frontman – but they soon realized the opposite was 
true, with Conine emerging as the software/technology visionary and Shah gravitating to sales 
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and strategynews.cornell.edu. This mutual trust and clarity of roles became a hallmark of their 
partnership. 
 
In their senior year, Shah and Conine enrolled together in a popular entrepreneurship class taught 
by Professor David BenDaniel – a course that would change their livesnews.cornell.edu. At the 
time, Shah was considering graduate or law school, and Conine was tentatively set to join his 
family’s company after graduationnews.cornell.edu. But as a class project, the two engineered a 
full business plan for a hypothetical venture, and the experience lit an entrepreneurial spark. “I 
was headed to graduate school or law school, and Steve was on a trajectory to join his family’s 
business,” Shah recalled. Instead, after writing that business plan, “we fell into starting our first 
business”news.cornell.edu. In other words, the course convinced them to abandon their original 
post-college plans and jump into entrepreneurship straight out of college. 
 
Upon graduating in 1995, Shah and Conine immediately co-founded their first company: an 
information technology consulting and web development firm they named Spinnersinc.com. 
Operating out of Boston, Spinners offered custom software and website-building services at a 
time when businesses were just beginning to go onlineinc.com. The two twenty-something 
founders hustled for corporate clients – and found them. Spinners landed projects for major 
companies like AOL, The New York Times and Merrill Lynch, providing bespoke applications 
and solutionsaboutwayfair.com. Conine led the technical development of these projects, while 
Shah managed client relationships and operationsaboutwayfair.com. The firm grew explosively, 
with revenues reportedly expanding 300% per year while maintaining healthy 
profitsaboutwayfair.com. Just a few years in, their hard work paid off in a big way: in 1998, 
when Shah was only about 24, they sold Spinners to a larger tech consulting company, iXL, for 
roughly $10 millioninc.com. The acquisition brought Shah on board at iXL (he served as a 
director and COO there post-merger) and validated the young duo’s entrepreneurial 
skillsaboutwayfair.cominc.com. 
 
Flush from that early success, Shah and Conine soon tried their hand at a new startup. In the late 
1990s, they launched Simplify Mobile, aiming to create software that helped enterprises manage 
mobile-phone usage for employeesinc.com. It was an ambitious idea – perhaps a bit ahead of its 
time. Unfortunately, this second venture coincided with the bursting of the dot-com bubble, and 
Simplify Mobile “never got off the ground” despite nearly a year of effortinc.com. The product 
struggled to find traction in the sharply downturning tech market, and the project was eventually 
scrapped with little to show for the workinc.com. For Shah and Conine, it was a humbling 
setback after the high of Spinners. By 2001, the two found themselves back at square one, 
feeling, as Shah described, that they had “lost their momentum” and needed a new 
directioninc.com. 
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Licking their wounds from the Simplify failure, Shah (by then in his late 20s) and Conine 
regrouped and started scanning the business landscape for their next move. The dot-com crash 
had scared many away from internet ventures, but Shah and Conine still believed in the 
long-term promise of e-commerceinc.com. In 2002, they noticed something intriguing: despite 
the dot-com bust, there were many tiny, home-grown online retailers quietly thriving in niche 
markets. As Shah and Conine researched, they stumbled upon a simple website run by a woman 
selling birdhouses – and doing a surprisingly brisk businessinc.com. “It sold birdhouses and was 
run by a woman without a whole lot of Internet savvy,” Shah observed, yet her online shop was 
pulling in respectable salesinc.com. In fact, as they dug deeper, they found dozens of similarly 
small, specialized e-commerce sites. “They all had the same story – a husband and wife running 
it out of their garage, or two guys running it out of a spare bedroom,” Shah said, describing these 
mom-and-pop e-tailersinc.com. These weren’t venture-backed tech startups, just ordinary folks 
selling one category of product nationwide via the web. And while “they weren’t getting rich,” 
many were generating a few hundred thousand dollars in annual revenue and growing 25–30% 
year-over-yearinc.com. 
 
This revelation was eye-opening. Shah and Conine realized that scale was the only thing holding 
these niche businesses back. Each was too small to dominate alone, but together they hinted at a 
much larger opportunity. “It occurred to them that the Next Big Thing wasn’t one thing at all. It 
was hundreds of little things,” an Inc. Magazine profile later notedinc.com. In other words, Shah 
began to envision building an online retail empire by aggregating many specialty product 
categories – “birdhouses, beanbag chairs, meat slicers, porch swings, gun safes,” and countless 
other home goods – under one umbrellainc.com. He recounted one exemplary story of a niche 
seller: “I remember there was one lady who was selling birdhouses… she was storing them in the 
garage. Every day she was taking all the orders and collecting all the items out of the garage and 
packing them up” to ship at the post officeinc.com. Consumers were clearly turning to the 
internet to find specific home items that local stores didn’t carry, and these scrappy entrepreneurs 
were meeting that demand. Shah and Conine became convinced that with their technology and 
marketing know-how, they could professionalize this model on a much larger 
scaleinc.cominc.com. 
 
In mid-2002, Niraj Shah and Steve Conine dove into building the company that would eventually 
be known as Wayfair. In August 2002 they launched their first niche e-commerce website: 
RacksAndStands.com, which sold only entertainment furniture like TV stands and speaker 
racksinc.com. They deliberately chose this narrow category after analyzing online search data – 
thousands of “audiophiles” nationwide were looking for specialized AV furniture that big-box 
retailers didn’t stock in depthinc.com. The new business was run lean from day one. Shah and 
Conine set up shop in a spare bedroom of Conine’s Boston townhouse, acting as their own 
customer service and fulfillment teaminc.com. Leveraging their engineering backgrounds, they 
mastered search engine optimization and Google Ads to ensure anyone searching for terms like 
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“speaker stand” would land on their siteinc.cominc.com. The results were almost instantaneous – 
within 24 hours of going live, RacksAndStands.com received its first orders, surprising even its 
founders. “Right away, we felt that we had a potential winner,” Conine later said of that 
momentinc.com. 
 
By the end of 2002, the little site was thriving. RacksAndStands.com had logged approximately 
$250,000 in sales in just its first four months, quickly becoming one of the largest online sellers 
of its niche product segmentinc.cominc.com. This early traction proved that their idea could 
scale. Shah and Conine wasted no time in replicating the formula: they began launching one 
ultra-focused web store after another, each targeting a different product category in home goods. 
Over the next few years, the duo’s new company (initially called CSN Stores, after their own 
initials) proliferated into a network of hundreds of niche e-commerce sites – from 
EveryGrandfatherClock.com to AllSwivelBarstools.com – all run under a common operational 
umbrellainc.cominc.com. Shah formally assumed the CEO role, steering strategy and marketing, 
while Conine oversaw the expanding technical platformnews.cornell.eduen.wikipedia.org. Even 
Shah’s father pitched in; after retiring from GE, his dad lent a hand in those early years by 
advising on finances – the only person in the young startup whom employees referred to as 
“Mister” out of respectbostonglobe.com. In essence, 2002 marked the true founding moment of 
Wayfair: the point at which Niraj Shah and Steve Conine committed to building the destination 
for everything home. They had taken their hard-won lessons from earlier ventures – the value of 
data-driven decision making, the importance of complementary partnership, and the resilience to 
bounce back from failure – and poured them into this new online retail 
ventureinc.comnews.cornell.edu. The company they started that year, from Steve’s spare 
bedroom in Boston, would later adopt the name Wayfair and grow into a home furnishings 
empire, but its core DNA was set in those formative early days. Shah, at just 28–29 years old, 
had co-created a business poised to transform how people shop for their 
homesen.wikipedia.orginc.com. Each step of the way up to that founding, Niraj Shah’s blend of 
analytical rigor, entrepreneurial drive, and collaborative leadership had been key – and those 
qualities would continue to define Wayfair’s journey after 2002. 
 
Sources: Shah’s early life and family backgroundbostonglobe.cominc.combostonglobe.com; 
education and meeting Steve Conine at Cornellnews.cornell.edunews.cornell.edu; first ventures 
Spinners and Simplify Mobileaboutwayfair.cominc.cominc.com; inspiration for Wayfair’s 
modelinc.cominc.cominc.com; founding of Wayfair (as CSN Stores) and initial growth in 
2002inc.cominc.cominc.com. 
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Ara Mahdessian 

Ara Mahdessian turned a personal family problem into a billion-dollar software 
company. Mahdessian was born in Iran in 1985 during the Iran-Iraq war, and his 
Armenian family fled to the U.S. when he was a toddlerinc.com. Settling in California, his 
parents worked odd jobs and eventually started a small contracting business. Ara grew 
up watching his father, a hardworking plumber, struggle with the paperwork and logistics 
of running a home-services business – especially given language barriers and a lack of 
good software tools for the tradesinc.com. Together with a fellow Armenian-American 
friend, Vahe Kuzoyan (whose father was an electrician), Ara decided to help their dads. 
In 2012, at age 27, they co-founded ServiceTitan, a software platform to run the 
operations of plumbing, electrical, HVAC and other trade contractorsinc.com. The idea 
was essentially to bring modern SaaS tools to “the trades” – handling job scheduling, 
dispatching technicians, processing invoices, and more. What started as a summer 
project to streamline their fathers’ businesses soon attracted thousands of other plumbers 
and technicians who faced the same pain points. Mahdessian’s deep personal connection 
to the problem fueled ServiceTitan’s user-centric approach. Today, ServiceTitan is a 
unicorn company that has transformed an entire industry – all because two immigrant 
sons wanted to make life easier for the parents who sacrificed so much for theminc.com. 

Company: ServiceTitan 
Year Founded: 2012 
Age When Founding: 26-27 
 
Hometown: Glendale, California (born in Iran) 
Alma Mater: Stanford (BS in Management Science and Engineering) 
 

Profile:​
 

Ara Mahdessian’s life began amid turmoil. He was born in 1985 in war-torn Tehran, Iran – so 
close to the conflict that bombs shook the hospital where his mother delivered him in an 
underground bunkerinc.com. His family, ethnic Armenians seeking a safer future, fled Iran when 
Ara was just a toddlerinc.cominc.com. They settled in Glendale, California, home to one of 
America’s largest Armenian diaspora communities, arriving with virtually no money, no English, 
and no connectionsinc.cominc.com. Ara’s father, Hovik, took any work he could find – a series 
of odd jobs at first – before eventually establishing himself as a residential contractor with a 
modest plumbing and building business in their new countrybuiltinla.cominc.com. Mahdessian 
grew up watching his parents toil relentlessly to give the family a foothold in the U.S. “I 
remember my parents would come home… extremely tired, exhausted, dusty and still have hours 

106 

https://www.inc.com/magazine/201906/emily-canal/servicetitan-immigrant-inclusion-diversity-best-workplaces-2019.html#:~:text=Bombs%20were%20rocking%20Tehran%20when,above%20him%20and%20his%20mother
https://www.inc.com/magazine/201906/emily-canal/servicetitan-immigrant-inclusion-diversity-best-workplaces-2019.html#:~:text=There%20they%20followed%20a%20path,of%20running%20growing%20service%20companies
https://www.inc.com/magazine/201906/emily-canal/servicetitan-immigrant-inclusion-diversity-best-workplaces-2019.html#:~:text=Their%20sons%20solved%20that%20problem,for%20financing%20for%20big%20jobs
https://www.inc.com/magazine/201906/emily-canal/servicetitan-immigrant-inclusion-diversity-best-workplaces-2019.html#:~:text=Their%20sons%20solved%20that%20problem,for%20financing%20for%20big%20jobs
https://www.inc.com/magazine/201906/emily-canal/servicetitan-immigrant-inclusion-diversity-best-workplaces-2019.html#:~:text=Bombs%20were%20rocking%20Tehran%20when,above%20him%20and%20his%20mother
https://www.inc.com/magazine/201906/emily-canal/servicetitan-immigrant-inclusion-diversity-best-workplaces-2019.html#:~:text=It%20even%20allows%20potential%20customers,for%20financing%20for%20big%20jobs
https://www.inc.com/magazine/201906/emily-canal/servicetitan-immigrant-inclusion-diversity-best-workplaces-2019.html#:~:text=Both%20families%2C%20ethnic%20Armenians%2C%20soon,you%E2%80%99ve%20heard%20of%20the%20Kardashians
https://www.inc.com/magazine/201906/emily-canal/servicetitan-immigrant-inclusion-diversity-best-workplaces-2019.html#:~:text=Both%20families%2C%20ethnic%20Armenians%2C%20soon,you%E2%80%99ve%20heard%20of%20the%20Kardashians
https://www.inc.com/magazine/201906/emily-canal/servicetitan-immigrant-inclusion-diversity-best-workplaces-2019.html#:~:text=There%20they%20followed%20a%20path,of%20running%20growing%20service%20companies
https://www.builtinla.com/articles/silicon-hills-servicetitans-humble-origins#:~:text=ServiceTitan%20co,job%20somewhere%20in%20Silicon%20Valley
https://www.inc.com/magazine/201906/emily-canal/servicetitan-immigrant-inclusion-diversity-best-workplaces-2019.html#:~:text=language%2C%20no%20connections%2C%20and%20no,of%20running%20growing%20service%20companies


of work to do,” he later recalled of evenings when his father would sit, dusty from the field, 
sorting through shoeboxes of invoices and receipts at the kitchen table after dinnerdot.la. Those 
long nights left a deep impression – even as a boy, Ara could see that running a trades business 
demanded back-breaking labor in the day and equally diligent paperwork at 
nightinsidertrades.comdot.la. 

From an early age, Mahdessian exhibited the drive and intellect that would later define his 
career. In school he was studious and focused, earning top grades that opened doors outside 
Glendale. At home, he pitched in where he could, spending weekends and summers 
accompanying his dad on plumbing jobs – experiences that gave him a firsthand look at both the 
hard work and the operational headaches of a small contracting 
businesslatimes.cominsidertrades.com. That dual perspective sharpened Ara’s technical curiosity 
and entrepreneurial resolve. He saw his father struggle with manual processes – thick 
appointment books, stacks of paper invoices, and onerous spreadsheets – and realized how much 
more efficient things could belatimes.com. By his late teens, Mahdessian had set his sights on the 
world of technology as a way to help solve such problems. His academic talents earned him 
admission to Stanford University, where he pursued a degree in Management Science & 
Engineering and immersed himself in software and engineering 
courseworkalejandrocremades.comdot.la. For an immigrant kid from blue-collar Glendale, 
Stanford was a life-changing leap. It put Ara on a trajectory to a comfortable career – he seemed 
destined for a “cushy” job at a Silicon Valley tech giant like Google or Facebook – but it also 
expanded his ambitions beyond the conventional pathlatimes.combuiltinla.com. 
Mahdessian’s formative turning point came through an unlikely meeting of minds and 
backgrounds. In the mid-2000s, while still in college, he crossed paths with another Southern 
California Armenian immigrant, Vahe Kuzoyan, during a joint Stanford-USC Armenian 
Students’ Association ski triplatimes.com. “There’s like a thousand Armenians at USC,” Ara 
quipped years later, “and only 25 of us at Stanford – so they invited us loners,” referring to how 
the two groups came together on the slopeslatimes.com. The trip sparked a friendship built on 
shared culture and parallel upbringingsinsidertrades.com. Like Ara, Vahe had come to the U.S. as 
a child (from Soviet-era Armenia) and watched his own father build a trades business through 
sheer gritinc.comlatimes.com. Also like Ara, Vahe gravitated to software engineering in college 
(he studied computer science at USC) and had a keen interest in leveraging tech to help his 
family’s businesslatimes.comalejandrocremades.com. In fact, by the time they met, Kuzoyan had 
already been tinkering on a simple software tool to assist his plumber father, and Mahdessian had 
independently promised a local Glendale contractor that he would try to “cook up something” to 
streamline their office worklatimes.com. Discovering this mutual project was a revelation – the 
two young engineers realized they were attacking the very same pain point and that it extended 
far beyond their own families. Small home-services companies everywhere were “run on a 
hodgepodge of paper forms and one-off programs, thick appointment books and gnarly Excel 
sheets,” as Mahdessian observedlatimes.com. Entire industries of skilled tradespeople were, as 
they put it, technologically “frozen in time”servicetitan.commicroventures.com. 
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Galvanized by the scope of the problem, Mahdessian and Kuzoyan decided to join forces and 
build a solution together. Upon graduating in 2007, rather than pursuing the lucrative Big Tech 
jobs many of their classmates did, the 22-year-old Ara and his USC counterpart Vahe went 
straight to coding in Ara’s boyhood home of Glendalelatimes.comlatimes.com. Their goal was 
simple at first: create a basic software program to help their dads track the essentials of their 
businesses. They spent that summer building a desktop application that could log service calls 
and advertising leads so a contractor could tell which marketing was paying off – whether an ad 
in the Yellow Pages or on Google actually brought in customerslatimes.com. It was meant to be a 
quick, one-off project. “We thought this would be a summer project of sorts – build something, 
give it to our parents and walk away and go find jobs at a Google or a Facebook,” Mahdessian 
admitted of their initial planbuiltinla.com. But the software worked too well: almost as soon as 
Ara and Vahe rolled out the tool for their fathers, word spread organically through the local 
trades communitybuiltinla.com. Other plumbers, electricians, and contractors started asking for a 
copy of this new program that could simplify their scheduling, invoicing, and dispatching. 
Mahdessian and Kuzoyan suddenly found themselves with real demand on their hands by the end 
of that first summerlatimes.com. “It just started getting referred left and right,” Ara said, “and at 
one point we realized we had a real business with real customers and we couldn’t just walk 
away”builtinla.com. 
 
Over the next few years, the duo kept iterating on their software, adding features and refining the 
platform in response to feedback from those early userslatimes.commicroventures.com. They 
worked closely with local contractors (their first beta customer beyond family was a Mr. Rooter 
plumbing franchise owner in the Los Angeles area) and continually improved the product’s 
capabilities – from digitizing pricebook catalogs to automating payroll calculations – essentially 
building an all-in-one management system for the tradeslatimes.comlatimes.com. In the 
beginning they built it as a traditional desktop application, not fully appreciating the power of the 
web (Kuzoyan later laughed that “we literally missed the internet” in those early 
days)latimes.com. But as smartphones and cloud computing took off around them, Ara and Vahe 
understood that bringing their solution online would unlock its full potential for scale. By 2012, 
five years after writing the first lines of code, they formally launched ServiceTitan as a 
cloud-based software platform and a bona fide startup businessmicroventures.com. Mahdessian, 
at 26 years old, had transitioned from an immigrant contractor’s son hacking together a summer 
project into the CEO of a promising software company on the cusp of explosive growth. The 
motivation, however, remained the same as it had been in his childhood: to help hardworking 
trades families like his own save time, work smarter, and seize the opportunities they 
deservedservicetitan.cominsidertrades.com. 
 
Every step of Ara Mahdessian’s journey up to ServiceTitan’s founding in 2012 was grounded in 
that personal mission. He had witnessed his parents sacrifice everything for a better life – fleeing 
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war, laboring day and night in an adopted country – and he channeled that immigrant drive into 
entrepreneurial gritinc.cominc.com. The very company he co-created was, in essence, a “thank 
you” to the blue-collar heroes who raised him and an effort to uplift an entire class of 
often-overlooked entrepreneurs in the tradesalejandrocremades.cominsidertrades.com. By 
founding ServiceTitan, Mahdessian translated his formative experiences into a transformative 
business. What started as a humble project for Mom and Dad had, by the end of 2012, become a 
venture poised to revolutionize an industry – all while fulfilling the promise Ara saw as a boy 
watching his father late at night, dreaming of a better wayservicetitan.combuiltinla.com. 
 
Sources: Ara Mahdessian’s early life and family backgroundinc.cominc.com; immigrant 
upbringing and parents’ influenceinc.comdot.la; education and Stanford 
trajectorylatimes.comalejandrocremades.com; meeting co-founder Vahe Kuzoyan and shared 
visionlatimes.cominsidertrades.com; the initial summer project and its evolution into 
ServiceTitanbuiltinla.comlatimes.com; and the company’s founding as a solution for trade 
businesses frozen in timeservicetitan.commicroventures.com. 
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Josh Reeves 

Gusto co-founder Josh Reeves has a quirky workplace tradition: a strict “no shoes” 
policy in the office. This rule started back when Gusto (formerly ZenPayroll) operated 
out of a house in Palo Alto, where everyone naturally went barefoot 
indoorsbusinessinsider.com. Reeves, who was raised to remove shoes at the door, kept the 
custom as the company grew – even today at Gusto’s San Francisco headquarters, 
employees and visitors alike must take off their shoes upon entering, which Reeves says 
makes the office feel as welcoming and “homey” as possiblebusinessinsider.com. 

Company: Gusto 
Year Founded: 2011 
Age When Founding: 28 
 
Hometown: San Francisco, California 
Alma Mater: Stanford 
 
Profile: 
 
Joshua “Josh” Reeves was born in San Francisco and raised just north of the city in California’s 
Bay Areaycombinator.com. His father came from a small steel town near Pittsburgh and his 
mother emigrated from Bolivia at age 18; the two met as students at the University of San 
Francisco and went on to become schoolteachersycombinator.com. Both parents were the first in 
their families to graduate from college, exemplifying academic ambition and risk-taking through 
educationreddit.com. Reeves credits his parents’ bold life choices – moving to a new country and 
forging a new path – with instilling in him an entrepreneurial mindset from an early 
ageycombinator.com. He grew up inspired by their willingness to defy the status quo, later 
remarking that “people that move to a whole new place…are open to taking more risks” – an 
outlook he internalized as the drive to one day build something of his ownycombinator.com. This 
foundation of supportive educators and immigrant grit fueled Reeves’s intellectual curiosity and 
determination throughout his youth. 
 
Reeves excelled academically and earned admission to Stanford University, where he pursued 
Electrical Engineering for both his bachelor’s and master’s degreesbusinessinsider.com. At 
Stanford, he distinguished himself as a Mayfield Fellow, joining a prestigious program that 
grooms aspiring tech entrepreneurs, and he graduated with the Terman Engineering Award given 
to the top 5% of the engineering classbusinessinsider.com. His technical training was broad and 
deep – he even did a double concentration in signal processing, learning to distill complex 
systems down to the “few things that matter,” a skill that he later likened to the triage required in 
startup lifeycombinator.com. Reeves seized opportunities beyond the classroom as well. One 
summer, he interned inside an Intel semiconductor fabrication lab, where the sight of 
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billion-dollar chip-making equipment had him “like a kid in a candy shop,” grinning so much in 
his cleanroom “bunny suit” that an engineer quipped it was obvious he was a new 
hireycombinator.com. He also gained experience in a corporate setting as a product manager at 
Zazzle, working on the online marketplace’s product roadmap and observing how larger tech 
companies operatedbusinessinsider.com. Through these experiences – from advanced research 
labs to big tech firms – Reeves noticed a common thread: critical business functions like HR and 
payroll felt clunky and impersonal everywhere, even in modern organizationsentrepreneur.com. 
By the time he finished Stanford in 2008, Reeves had not only honed his engineering prowess 
but also developed an entrepreneurial perspective on how better software could improve essential 
workflows in any enterprise. 
 
Fresh out of Stanford, Reeves dove into entrepreneurship. In 2008, at age 23, he teamed up with 
a former Stanford classmate to co-found Unwrap, Inc., a startup that built a platform called 
Buzzeo to let anyone create custom Facebook applications without needing to 
codeycombinator.comentrepreneur.com. This venture rode the wave of Facebook’s newly 
launched app ecosystem, lowering the barrier for businesses and individuals to launch Facebook 
apps via templatesycombinator.com. Unwrap gained explosive traction – millions of people used 
the apps built on its platform (peaking at around 40 million users in total) and it was generating 
“thousands of dollars a day” in advertising revenue at its 
heightycombinator.comentrepreneur.com. By 2010, the 25-year-old Reeves had achieved what 
many young founders only dream of: he sold Unwrap to a larger company (Context Optional) 
when he was just 27forbes.com, and stayed on as a product strategist through the 
acquisitionbusinessinsider.com. Financially, the outcome was a success – but the experience left 
Reeves uneasy. Despite the thriving user metrics, he “didn’t love” the company he had 
builtentrepreneur.com. “I wasn’t excited to talk about it,” he later admitted, noting that he kept 
Unwrap in stealth mode largely to avoid having to explain a business that didn’t inspire 
himentrepreneur.com. The startup had been a reaction to a hot trend rather than driven by a 
deeper mission: “we were making thousands…we had millions of users… but it wasn’t clear 
what problem we were trying to fix… or what this would look like in 10, 20 years,” Reeves 
reflects. “That really bothered me.”entrepreneur.com In short, Unwrap was chasing revenue 
without a purpose, and Reeves felt the emptiness of that approach once the initial rush 
subsidedycombinator.comentrepreneur.com. 
 
After Unwrap’s acquisition in 2010, Reeves took a step back and spent months in introspection – 
a habit he advocates for founders – to clarify what truly mattered to him before starting another 
ventureycombinator.com. His biggest takeaway was that “the heart and soul of a startup” should 
be a passionate focus on solving a real, meaningful problem, not just business for the sake of 
businessycombinator.comentrepreneur.com. He vowed that his next company would be proactive 
and mission-driven, centered on a long-term vision he could zealously promote even on the 
10,000th time describing itentrepreneur.comycombinator.com. This period of reflection set the 
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stage for Reeves’s second and most important startup – one where he would pour all these 
hard-earned lessons into building something with lasting purpose. 
 
In late 2011, armed with a clearer sense of mission, 28-year-old Josh Reeves reunited with two 
close friends to launch a new company focused on fixing one of the unsexy yet critical headaches 
he’d seen everywhere: payroll. His co-founders were Edward “Eddie” Kim and Tomer London, 
both fellow Stanford-educated engineers who had been very close friends with Reeves for 
yearsycombinator.com. Like Reeves, each brought strong entrepreneurial credentials. Kim had 
earned his BS/MS at Stanford in Electrical Engineering and even founded a Y 
Combinator-backed photo-sharing startup called Picwing prior to joining forces with 
Reevesexa.ai. London, who had a PhD track in Electrical Engineering at Stanford, had 
co-founded a mobile self-service technology company (Vizmo) and conducted research for Intel 
and the Israeli Air Force – experiences that made him a prodigious product thinkerexa.ai. The 
three founders also shared a personal connection to the problem they wanted to solve. “We had 
all run companies before, and we knew what a problem it was to do payroll and HR,” Reeves 
noted, and each had seen family members struggle with payroll first-hand: “Eddie’s mother runs 
a small doctor’s office, my mother-in-law does payroll for a company in San Jose, Tomer’s father 
owns a store.”ycombinator.com These experiences gave the trio intimate insight into how 
burdensome payroll and tax paperwork could be for small businesses. They realized that many 
employers were still doing everything by hand or with outdated tools, and mistakes in things like 
withholding or compliance could be catastrophicreview.firstround.com. In this frustrating pain 
point – which felt like a “hair on fire” problem to those living it – Reeves and his co-founders 
saw an opportunity to make a real differenceycombinator.com. 
 
Together, the friends envisioned a cloud-based solution that would modernize payroll and 
benefits for small businesses, making the process simple, automated and even delightful. In 
November 2011 they officially founded the company, originally dubbing it ZenPayroll to signify 
“bringing peace of mind” to payroll processingreview.firstround.com. (The name was actually 
chosen just days before their Y Combinator Demo Day – the domain cost only $7 – as the team 
rushed to brand their simplified payroll product that would *“bring…peace” to business 
owners.review.firstround.com) Early on, Reeves was adamant that this startup would be guided 
by a far-reaching mission from the start: the founders talked in terms of a 20- to 30-year plan for 
how they could transform the world of work, not just a quick win 
ycombinator.comycombinator.com. In early 2012, ZenPayroll was accepted into Y Combinator’s 
Winter 2012 batch, giving Reeves, Kim, and London a launchpad to refine their product and 
pitch their visionen.wikipedia.org. The team’s conviction in their mission resonated strongly – 
after graduating YC, ZenPayroll raised a $6.1 million seed round, at the time the largest seed 
funding ever for a YC startupresearch.contrary.com. By December 2012 the service officially 
launched in California, enabling small companies to run payroll in the cloud with just a few 
clicksen.wikipedia.org. Reeves had found his calling: at long last he was building a company 
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where “success” meant empowering business owners and employees, not merely chasing 
numbersentrepreneur.com. The founding of ZenPayroll – which would later be renamed Gusto – 
marked the culmination of Josh Reeves’s lifelong influences and hard-won insights, setting the 
stage for the purpose-driven company he would lead for the next decade and beyond. 
 
Sources: Josh Reeves interview with Y Combinatorycombinator.comycombinator.com; Reddit 
AMAreddit.com; Business Insider profilebusinessinsider.combusinessinsider.com; Entrepreneur 
interviewentrepreneur.comentrepreneur.com; TechCrunchtechcrunch.com; First Round 
Reviewreview.firstround.comreview.firstround.com; Contrary Researchresearch.contrary.com. 
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Rob Kalin 

Etsy’s origin traces back to one frustrated woodworker – founder Rob Kalin – who 
literally built a computer inside a wooden case and then couldn’t find anywhere online to 
sell itcbsnews.com. Frustration drove Kalin to learn programming himself and, with help 
from two friends, he coded a new online marketplace from a Brooklyn apartment in 2005 
to sell handmade goods (that project became Etsy)cbsnews.com. Even the name “Etsy” 
has an eccentric backstory: Kalin chose it after watching a Fellini film and mishearing 
actors say the Italian phrase “eh, sì” (meaning “oh, yes”) – he wanted a short, 
nonsensical word that he could build into a brand from scratchcbsnews.com. 

Company: Etsy 
Year Founded: 2005 
Age When Founding: 25 
 
Hometown: Rockville Centre, New York 
Alma Mater: NYU (Literature major, dropped out) 
 
Profile: 
 
Robert “Rob” Kalin was born in 1980 and spent his early years navigating a tumultuous family 
life and frequent movesspeedwellmemos.com. He was raised partly in the Boston area, where his 
father worked as a carpenter and his mother was a teacherinc.com. Kalin’s childhood was 
marked by his parents’ divorce and episodes of bullying at school, factors that made him rebel 
“in ways large and small” as a teenspeedwellmemos.cominc.com. Academically, he struggled – 
graduating high school with a GPA around 1.7 – and initially found himself shut out of 
traditional colleges. In a display of early resourcefulness, the determined teenager “faked an MIT 
student ID” and obtained a professor’s recommendation letter, effectively conning his way into 
New York University despite his poor gradesinc.com. This unorthodox gambit hints at the bold, 
rule-bending streak that would later characterize his entrepreneurial approach.  
 
Once at NYU, Kalin enrolled in the Gallatin School of Individualized Study, where he focused 
on literature and the classics while taking an interdisciplinary mix of 
coursesinc.combusinessinsider.com. His college journey was anything but straightforward: he 
ping-ponged through five different colleges – including the School of the Museum of Fine Arts 
in Boston and even attending classes at MIT – before ultimately completing a Bachelor’s degree 
at NYU Gallatin in 2003themarketplace50.commedium.com. (Despite later anecdotes that he 
“never finished college,” Kalin did earn his BA in an individualized 
programthemarketplace50.combusinessinsider.com.) During these years, he supported himself 
through a string of low-paying odd jobs that provided a hands-on education of their own. He 
worked as a cashier at a Marshalls store, a stock boy in a camera shop, a freelance carpenter, 
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floor help at Manhattan’s Strand bookstore, a demolition crew laborer, and even served as an 
amanuensis (personal assistant) to an elderly philosophermedium.com. “All of these jobs 
prepared me for being an entrepreneur and starting a company,” Kalin later reflected on Etsy’s 
blog, crediting his eclectic work experience with teaching him resilience, creativity, and 
problem-solvingmedium.com. 
 
Outside the classroom, Kalin gravitated toward artistic and maker pursuits. He had a 
longstanding passion for craft and creation – “I admire the makers of the world,” he would 
sayinc.com – and even as a young man he loved building things with his hands. At just 16, 
chafing under family and school pressures, he left home and moved into an artists’ squat in 
Boston to pursue photography and a bohemian lifemedium.com. This early plunge into an 
independent, creative lifestyle was a formative experience: it taught Kalin to carve his own path, 
a trait that later defined his leadership at Etsy. It was also in these years that he picked up 
woodworking, inheriting some of his father’s carpenter skills. By his early twenties, Kalin was 
crafting furniture and tinkering with design projects – notably building what he called 
“inside-out computers,” functional PCs encased in hand-built wooden frames with transparent 
topsspeedwellmemos.com. He tried selling these artful wood-encased computers, but met with 
frustration: traditional online marketplaces like eBay were ill-suited for one-of-a-kind handmade 
items, and finding buyers was hardspeedwellmemos.comcbsnews.com. This personal struggle to 
market a handmade creation would plant a crucial seed for his future startup. 
 
Though Kalin did not initially set out to become a businessman – he saw himself as an artist and 
creator – there were early signs of entrepreneurial thinking in his twentiesinc.commedium.com. 
While finishing at NYU, he teamed up with fellow Gallatin student Chris Maguire to do 
freelance web design for hirenyunews.com. The pair grew “tired of doing client work pretty 
quickly” and started tossing around ideas for their own online businessnyunews.com. In fact, 
Kalin’s first startup concept was not Etsy but a proto-social networking site: he and Maguire 
initially envisioned a platform combining aspects of various social media, even securing a small 
$10,000 investment for that ideanyunews.com. This early project never took off – “we realized 
we didn’t have the right experience to execute that idea,” Maguire admitsnyunews.com – but it 
gave Kalin a taste for pitching a vision to investors and building something from scratch. It also 
led them to an influential mentor at NYU. One of their professors, media studies scholar Stephen 
Duncombe, became an advisor and opened the door to a pivotal opportunity: Duncombe’s wife 
ran an online forum for crafters and needed help redesigning her websitenyunews.com. Eager to 
prove themselves, Kalin and Maguire volunteered to rebuild that site for free, not realizing this 
gig would spark their big ideanyunews.com. 
 
In early 2005, Rob Kalin, Chris Maguire, and a third friend – Haim Schoppik, an NYU alum and 
skilled programmer a few years their senior – began work on the GetCrafty.com project, the 
crafting forum run by their professor’s wifeinc.comnyunews.com. Immersing themselves in the 
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online crafting community, the trio noticed two striking patterns. First, there was a thriving 
subculture of independent artisans and hobbyist makers already congregating on forums like 
GetCraftyinc.com. Second, many of these crafters shared Kalin’s own frustration with existing 
e-commerce options. They “longed for a place to sell the stuff they were making on the internet” 
but “hated eBay” – the dominant marketplace felt too expensive, impersonal, and unwieldy for 
selling unique handmade goodsinc.commedium.com. Over the years, eBay’s rising fees and 
auction format had alienated small-scale sellers (listing a $25 item on eBay could cost several 
dollars in fees)inc.com. There was clearly a gap in the market for a more crafts-friendly selling 
platform. Kalin later recalled the lightbulb moment: after yet another crafter lamented “I wish 
there was a better place to sell the stuff I’m making… eBay is too confusing and too expensive,” 
he turned to his friends and said, why not build that place ourselves?nyunews.com. What began 
as a side project for a professor’s spouse swiftly evolved into a vision for a dedicated online 
marketplace for handmade and vintage items. 
 
Kalin’s humanities background actually influenced his approach to this new venture. He wanted 
to “build the brand from scratch” and even the name needed to be something wholly 
originalspeedwellmemos.com. Famously, he found inspiration in a subtitled Italian art film. 
While watching Federico Fellini’s 8½ (1963), Kalin heard the Italian actors exclaim what 
sounded like “et si” – which means “oh, yes.” He liked the quirky, affirmative ring of it. “I was 
looking for a nonsensical word,” he said – a blank canvas on which meaning could be 
builtcbsnews.com. Thus Etsy was born (Kalin later learned he slightly misheard the phrase, but 
the made-up name stuck)cbsnews.com. This imaginative, almost whimsical naming choice 
reflected Kalin’s idealistic bent. From the outset, he spoke about Etsy in almost revolutionary 
terms: “The industrial revolution and consolidation of corporations are making it hard for 
independent artisans… We want to change this,” the 25-year-old founder told a reporter at the 
company’s launch in 2005medium.com. He deliberately eschewed business jargon and even 
disliked calling his users “users” – to Kalin, they were artists, members of a community he hoped 
to empowerspeedwellmemos.com. This anti-corporate, pro-maker philosophy became the 
cultural DNA of Etsy in its earliest days. 
 
Kalin and his co-founders wasted no time translating their idea into reality. In the spring of 2005, 
the trio holed up in Kalin’s apartment in the Fort Greene neighborhood of Brooklyn and got to 
workthemarketplace50.com. Kalin himself wasn’t a coder – he contributed the site’s design and 
user experience – so Maguire and Schoppik handled most of the programming heavy 
liftinginc.com. It was an intense, scrappy effort: they operated on a shoestring budget and often 
worked through the night, fueled by passion (and plenty of coffee). Within just 10 weeks – by 
June 2005 – they had built a functioning e-commerce website tailored for crafters and 
artisansspeedwellmemos.comthemarketplace50.com. Etsy went live that June, offering any 
maker their own online shop for a nominal fee of just 10¢ per item listed (and a small 3.5% 
commission on sales) – a deliberately affordable model designed to undercut eBayinc.com. True 
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to their DIY ethos, everything about the site was created from scratch during that frenetic 
two-month sprint. “It was as much a DIY affair as Ruffeo Hearts Lil Snotty,” one publication 
quipped, referencing how completely homemade Etsy’s creation wasinc.com. 
In the background, Kalin had also leveraged his local network to secure a bit of seed funding. He 
had done carpentry and restoration work for several Brooklyn entrepreneurs, and on the strength 
of those personal relationships he convinced three angel investors – a furniture restorer and two 
real estate developers – to back Etsy’s launchmedium.com. “I gained their trust by building 
things for them,” Kalin said of this early fundraising, reflecting his belief that investors at the 
seed stage “invest in people and products, not the business plan”medium.com. This $50,000 or 
so in initial capital (along with credit-card debt the founders amassed) kept the servers running in 
those first monthscbsnews.com. 
 
Etsy officially launched on June 18, 2005, and its timing and concept struck a nerve in the 
crafting communityspeedwellmemos.com. Almost immediately “sellers registered instantly, 
telling other crafters” about the site and spreading the word in online 
forumsthemarketplace50.com. The effect was viral: artisans who had long been hungry for a 
specialized marketplace flocked to Etsy, bringing their friends and customers along. Within the 
first year, thousands of small “makers of the world” had opened Etsy shops, validating Kalin’s 
hunch that the world was ready for a people-powered crafts 
marketinc.comthemarketplace50.com. At age 25, Rob Kalin had gone from a directionless 
art-school kid to the chief executive of a burgeoning online movement. The founding of Etsy – 
born out of Kalin’s personal passions and unconventional experiences – marked the culmination 
of his unlikely journey up to 2005, turning his idealistic vision of “a community of like-minded 
makers” into a realitymedium.com. Each step of that journey, from teenage rebel to self-taught 
woodworker to accidental entrepreneur, had perfectly prepared him to build a company that 
made commerce feel human. 
 
Sources: Kalin’s childhood and educationinc.commedium.com; formative jobs and artistic 
pursuitsmedium.comcbsnews.com; early entrepreneurial inklingsnyunews.comnyunews.com; 
inspiration from GetCrafty and eBay’s flawsinc.commedium.com; origin of the Etsy idea and 
namecbsnews.commedium.com; building and launching Etsy with co-founders in 
2005themarketplace50.cominc.com. 
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