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Founder Profiles 
At Nova, we invest in many out-of-distribution founders who exhibit exceptional traits even in 
their upbringing. These founder profiles have produced outlier successes in the past, and this 
project is a running catalog of OOD founders who fit the following criteria: 

1.​ Founded their company (or its predecessor) at or before the age of 23. 
2.​ Their company at its peak (or their next company) was worth more than $5B. 
3.​ They founded their company in the last 50 years (1975 onwards). 

Note that founder profiles are listed in reverse chronological order. 
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Henrique Dubugras 

At age 12, when his parents refused to pay for a paid online game he loved, Dubugras 
taught himself to code so he could play it for free – he even built a pirated version of the 
game that became popular in Brazil, until legal patent threats forced his mom to make 
him shut it downlatitud.com. 

Company: Brex [Peak Valuation: $12.3B] 
Year Founded: 2017 
Age When Founding: 21 
 
Hometown: São Paulo, Brazil​
Alma Mater: Stanford University (dropped out) 
 
Profile: 

Henrique Dubugras grew up in São Paulo, Brazil, in an accomplished family. His mother, Regina 
Maria Vasconcelos Dubugras, was a prominent labor court judge in the citymigalhas.com.br. 
From an early age, Henrique stood out for his restless curiosity and intellect. In primary school 
he was known as an “inquieto” – the kind of student who would finish his work quickly and then 
pepper teachers with questions about material far beyond the standard 
curriculumnoticias.r7.com. This precocious streak was matched by an insatiable appetite for 
technology and problem-solving. By age 12, while still a middle-schooler, Henrique had 
developed a deep fascination with computers and codinggolden.com. 

One formative incident from Henrique’s childhood would set the tone for his entrepreneurial 
journey. At 12 years old, he became obsessed with an online video game – a popular Korean 
MMORPG called Ragnarok – but his parents refused to pay the ₤15 monthly subscription fee 
for the premium versionold.endeavor.org.br. Rather than accept defeat, the resourceful pre-teen 
decided to hack his way in. “I figured out if I learned how to code, I could play it for free,” 
Henrique later recalledfrederick.ai. Over the next two years (from about age 12 to 14) he taught 
himself programming by reverse-engineering the game. In his bedroom in São Paulo, Henrique 
built a private server that mimicked the game’s premium features, allowing him – and eventually 
thousands of other gamers – to play without payinggolden.com. Remarkably, the enterprising 
kid even found ways to monetize his bootleg server, earning real money from players who were 
eager to access his custom “free” version of the game. His parents were astonished – and a bit 
alarmed – to see large sums of money suddenly flowing into their son’s bank account, at first 
wondering if he’d somehow gotten into online gamblinggolden.com. Henrique had to reassure 
them that it was nothing nefarious, just revenue from the virtual world he’d created. It was an 
early sign of his natural business instincts: he wasn’t only coding for fun, but unknowingly 
running a small enterprise from his computer. 

This early venture, however, soon ran up against the real world. Around Henrique’s 14th 
birthday, letters arrived from the game’s parent company – legal cease-and-desist notices 
informing him that his homemade server was infringing on their patentsalejandrocremades.com. 
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The teenager, who “didn’t even know what a patent was” at the time, suddenly found himself 
threatened with a lawsuitalejandrocremades.com. His mother, drawing on her legal background, 
was dismayed to discover her son entangled in potential patent violations. She firmly instructed 
Henrique to shut down his rogue game server immediately, and the chastened 14-year-old 
complied without protestold.endeavor.org.br. “My mom got really upset and told me to shut 
everything off,” he remembered of that momentfrederick.ai. Thus ended his first self-made tech 
venture – not with a triumphant success, but with a valuable lesson. Henrique had tasted both 
the thrill of building something popular and the sting of having it shut down. Crucially, the 
experience didn’t dampen his enthusiasm. If anything, it fueled his ambitions further. Years later 
he would reflect that this was merely “the first lesson in a long entrepreneurial 
education”frederick.ai. 

After winding down the game project, Henrique experienced a brief lull – a self-described 
“14-year-old crisis” where he wasn’t sure what to do nextalejandrocremades.com. For the first 
time in two years, he tried to live the life of a normal teenager: he spent more time on 
schoolwork, got into watching TV shows, even had a first girlfriendalejandrocremades.com. One 
of the shows he binge-watched during this period was “Chuck,” a spy comedy featuring a 
Stanford-educated computer whiz turned CIA agent. The show lit a spark in Henrique. “When I 
watched Chuck, I decided that I wanted to be just like him,” he said – “he was a really good 
programmer and hacker. He had gone to Stanford. If I want to be like Chuck, I have to go to 
Stanford.”alejandrocremades.com That realization gave the 14-year-old a new target: Stanford 
University, the legendary alma mater of so many tech innovators, suddenly became Henrique’s 
dream. But for a kid in Brazil, the U.S. college application process was a mysterious and 
daunting hurdlealejandrocremades.com. Henrique had always been ambitious, and he wasn’t 
about to let unfamiliar paperwork or geography stop him. Displaying the same initiative that 
drove him to hack a video game, he sought out someone who could guide him. 

Through Brazil’s nascent tech community, Henrique connected with Gabriel Benarros, a 
Brazilian entrepreneur a few years older who happened to be a Stanford graduate. Gabriel was 
in the early stages of launching a ticketing startup called Ingresse back home in 
Brazilalejandrocremades.comold.endeavor.org.br. The two struck a clever bargain: Gabriel 
would mentor Henrique on how to navigate the American college admissions process, 
and in exchange Henrique would lend his coding talents to Gabriel’s new company for 
freealejandrocremades.comold.endeavor.org.br. It was an unconventional apprenticeship, but it 
suited Henrique perfectly. At just 14, he became one of the first software engineers at Ingresse, 
working side-by-side with Gabriel and soaking up everything about the startup 
worldold.endeavor.org.br. “I learned a lot in that experience,” Henrique said. He watched with 
wide eyes as Gabriel balanced college and company: “He had a really cool life – he was 
studying at Stanford, developing a product, talking to investors”old.endeavor.org.br. For a 
teenager who had until recently been building things in isolation, this glimpse of Silicon 
Valley-style entrepreneurship was intoxicating. Henrique saw in Gabriel a model of the life he 
wanted: creating something innovative, being his own boss, and making an impact. It cemented 
his resolve to become a founder himself. 
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After about a year at Ingresse, Henrique felt ready to spread his own wings. By now 15 years 
old, he had amassed not only programming skills but also a sense of how startups operate. 
“Maybe I can try to start my own company,” he thoughtalejandrocremades.com. In 2013, while 
most kids his age were entering the throes of high school, Henrique launched his first 
incorporated startup. Drawing directly from his recent experience, he decided to build a 
business around what he had just learned: helping other Brazilian students apply to U.S. 
collegesalejandrocremades.com. Together with a couple of friends he’d met online, he created a 
web platform called “Estudar nos EUA” (“Study in the USA”) – essentially a free online guide 
to the American university application processold.endeavor.org.br. Henrique poured all the 
admissions insights he had gained from Gabriel into the site. In effect, he was scaling up the 
mentorship he’d received, turning it into a product for thousands of others like him. The 
response was overwhelming: within a short time, the site attracted around 800,000 users, a 
staggering number that hinted at how many Brazilian youths hungered for this 
informationtechcrunch.comalejandrocremades.com. By any measure, this would be a triumph 
for a teenage founder – but Henrique’s new venture faced a familiar hurdle: making money. “We 
got a bunch of users, but I was never able to monetize it… no one was paying for what I was 
doing,” Henrique admitted of Estudar nos EUA’s fate, “so it failed 
miserably”alejandrocremades.com. The target audience – Brazilian high schoolers – had little 
ability to pay, and convincing sponsors or schools to support the platform proved equally 
difficult. Henrique noted that many of those students’ parents didn’t even believe their kids could 
get into U.S. universities, so they weren’t inclined to spend money on application 
guidancealejandrocremades.com. After roughly nine months, he had to concede that this 
beloved project wasn’t sustainablealejandrocremades.com. It was a bitter pill: by age 15, 
Henrique had now experienced two entrepreneurial failures – one enforced by legal threat, one 
by market realities. But he also gained something precious from Estudar nos EUA: a sense of 
purpose. It was during this period that “he understood entrepreneurship could give him the life 
he always wanted,” as one profile noted; Henrique realized that building companies was the 
path to the independence and “infinite opportunities” he cravedold.endeavor.org.br. 

Even as his college prep startup was winding down, Henrique’s drive did not let up. In late 2013, 
at 16 years old, he flew to Miami to participate in a major hackathon, lured by the grand prize of 
$50,000 – money he hoped might keep his dreams 
aliveold.endeavor.org.bralejandrocremades.com. There, alongside two friends, he developed a 
playful little app called “AskMeOut.” The idea sprang directly from typical teenage anxieties: 
Henrique and his friends wanted to take the awkwardness out of asking someone on a date. 
They built a matchmaking app that let classmates express interest in each other anonymously, 
only revealing a match if the feeling was mutual (a bit like a proto-Tinder, based on Facebook 
friends)old.endeavor.org.br. “What if I ask a girl from my class out and she says no? It will be 
awkward to see her every day after that,” Henrique had mused, articulating the problem the app 
aimed to solveinc.com. AskMeOut struck a chord – at the hackathon demo, it impressed the 
judges and clinched first place, winning the $50,000 prize for Henrique’s teaminc.com. Flushed 
with that victory, the teenagers returned to Brazil and even tried launching AskMeOut as a real 
product. In the process, Henrique noticed yet another business problem: when they attempted 
to monetize the dating app, they ran into hurdles with online payments in 

4 

https://alejandrocremades.com/henrique-dubugras-on-creating-a-1-1-billion-company-at-22-years-old/#:~:text=that%20was%20graduating%20from%20Stanford%2C,No%20one
https://alejandrocremades.com/henrique-dubugras-on-creating-a-1-1-billion-company-at-22-years-old/#:~:text=raised%20a%20bunch%20of%20money%2C,That%E2%80%99s%20how%20it%20went
https://old.endeavor.org.br/historia-de-empreendedores/brex/#:~:text=Stanford%2C%20desenvolvia%20um%20produto%2C%20falava,%E2%80%9D
https://techcrunch.com/2018/10/05/how-the-22-year-old-founders-of-brex-built-a-billion-dollar-business-in-less-than-2-years/#:~:text=Image
https://alejandrocremades.com/henrique-dubugras-on-creating-a-1-1-billion-company-at-22-years-old/#:~:text=Alejandro%3A%20How%20many%20users%20were,get%20on%20this%2C%20for%20example
https://alejandrocremades.com/henrique-dubugras-on-creating-a-1-1-billion-company-at-22-years-old/#:~:text=raised%20a%20bunch%20of%20money%2C,That%E2%80%99s%20how%20it%20went
https://alejandrocremades.com/henrique-dubugras-on-creating-a-1-1-billion-company-at-22-years-old/#:~:text=Henrique%20Dubugras%3A%20Yeah%2C%20the%20problem,a%20buying%20power%20could%20buy
https://alejandrocremades.com/henrique-dubugras-on-creating-a-1-1-billion-company-at-22-years-old/#:~:text=anything%20like%20that,a%20buying%20power%20could%20buy
https://old.endeavor.org.br/historia-de-empreendedores/brex/#:~:text=Foi%20nessa%20%C3%A9poca%20que%20ele,que%20ele%20sempre%20quis%20ter
https://old.endeavor.org.br/historia-de-empreendedores/brex/#:~:text=Aos%2016%20foi%20para%20Miami%2C,sonho%20de%20estudar%20em%20Stanford
https://alejandrocremades.com/henrique-dubugras-on-creating-a-1-1-billion-company-at-22-years-old/#:~:text=Henrique%20Dubugras%3A%20I%20didn%E2%80%99t%20exactly,we%20transitioned%20to%20another%20idea
https://old.endeavor.org.br/historia-de-empreendedores/brex/#:~:text=oportunidade%20perfeita%20de%20conseguir%20um,sonho%20de%20estudar%20em%20Stanford
https://www.inc.com/larry-kim/10-facts-about-brex-founder-henrique-dubugras.html#:~:text=which%20alleviated%20the%20pressures%20of,dating
https://www.inc.com/larry-kim/10-facts-about-brex-founder-henrique-dubugras.html#:~:text=%E2%80%9CWhat%20if%20I%20ask%20a,with%20the%20BBC%20in%202015


Brazilold.endeavor.org.br. Collecting payments from users was clunky and inefficient, revealing 
a gap in the market. It was an insight born directly from trial and error – the kind of insight that 
would soon prove pivotal. 

Back home in Brazil, Henrique was about to meet the partner who would define his next 
chapter. In 2013, around the same time as the hackathon, he crossed paths online with Pedro 
Franceschi, a coding wunderkind from Rio de Janeiro who was the same age as Henrique. The 
two first encountered each other on Twitter, of all places – sparring in a heated debate over 
which text editor was better for programming (Emacs vs. 
Vim)latitud.comold.endeavor.org.br. That nerdy argument turned into a friendship once they 
moved the conversation to Skype. Pedro, like Henrique, had been a precocious hacker. He’d 
made headlines in Brazil as a 12-year-old for being the first person in the world to jailbreak the 
iPhone 3G and later for getting Apple’s Siri to speak Portugueseold.endeavor.org.br. In 
personality, the two young men were different but complementary. Pedro was soft-spoken and 
methodical – an introverted technical prodigy – while Henrique was bold, outspoken, and 
relentlessly visionary in his ambitions. “One was more introverted and meticulous, the other 
audacious and exploratory,” as an observer later described their pairingold.endeavor.org.br. 
Despite – or because of – these differences, Henrique and Pedro bonded deeply. They even 
commiserated about a shared source of teenage angst: each had a strict mother who didn’t 
quite understand her son’s “Mark Zuckerberg-esque” aspirationstechcrunch.com. Both 
sets of parents had at one point implored them to quit the hacking and stop messing around 
onlinetechcrunch.com and focus on more traditional endeavors. But by 2013, it was clear to 
everyone that Henrique and Pedro were not mere hobbyists – they were prodigious talents 
determined to build something big. And together, they found the perfect problem to solve next. 

All the threads of Henrique’s young life now came together. In mid-2013, at just 16 years old, 
Henrique Dubugras and Pedro Franceschi co-founded a fintech startup called Pagar.me. 
The idea sprang directly from Henrique’s recent experiences: he had felt the pain of processing 
online payments both in his college prep business and with AskMeOut. Brazilian merchants and 
startups lacked a smooth way to handle e-commerce transactions. Henrique and Pedro set out 
to build a modern payments platform – essentially a Brazilian version of Stripe or PayPal – that 
would make online payments seamless for local businessesgolden.com. Pagar.me quickly 
gained traction. The youthful founders proved adept not only at coding the platform but also at 
running the business. Henrique in particular showed a natural CEO’s flair, assembling a team 
and convincing investors to bet on two teenagers. Over the next three years, Pagar.me grew at 
a blistering pace. The company reached 100 employees and processed over $1.5 billion in 
transactions annually, earning a reputation as “the Stripe of Brazil”golden.com. By the time 
Henrique was 19, Pagar.me had attracted $30 million in venture funding – an almost 
unheard-of feat for founders so younggolden.com. Those who had doubted the duo’s maturity 
were silenced as Pagar.me became one of Brazil’s hottest startups. In 2016, when Henrique 
was 20, he and Pedro made the bittersweet decision to sell Pagar.me to a larger Brazilian 
fintech (StoneCo)golden.com. It was a successful exit that made the pair wealthy by their early 
twenties. More importantly for Henrique, it validated everything he had believed about himself 
since that first game server: that age was no barrier to achievement, and that boldness and hard 
work could turn a teenager’s experiment into a multimillion-dollar enterprise. 
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Fresh off the sale of Pagar.me, Henrique set his sights abroad. He had never forgotten his 
Stanford dream. In the fall of 2016, he finally arrived in Palo Alto as a newly admitted Stanford 
freshman, ready to study computer science – and this time not just through a TV 
screenalejandrocremades.com. By now, however, Henrique was no ordinary college student. He 
had already lived the life of a CEO, and the lecture halls of Stanford struggled to hold his 
attention. Both he and Pedro (who enrolled alongside him) found university life underwhelming 
after the thrill of building a real companygolden.com. They missed the freedom and adrenaline 
of entrepreneurship. Within a couple of months, the itch to start another venture grew 
impossible to ignore. In early 2017, during what was supposed to be their second quarter at 
Stanford, Henrique and his co-founder decided to make a daring leap. They had been accepted 
into the famed Y Combinator accelerator with an idea for a new startup – an ambitious foray 
into virtual reality – and they chose to pursue it. True to his iconoclastic spirit, Henrique 
dropped out of Stanford after only about eight months on campus, opting to return full-time 
to the startup grindinc.com. (“We knew we were building something special that would require 
our full time and attention,” he explained of the decision to leave schoolgolden.com.) Henrique 
was only 21, but this was already the second time he had essentially bet his future on a startup 
– the first being when he skipped a normal college path to run Pagar.me in Brazil. 

For a brief period, Henrique and Pedro explored the cutting edge of VR technology with their 
new project (dubbed “Beyond”) at Y Combinator. But within a few weeks they made a sobering 
discovery: they weren’t the right founders for a VR companytechcrunch.com. Lacking deep 
domain expertise or passion in that area, they decided to scrap the idea after about three 
weekstechcrunch.com. This quick pivot revealed one of Henrique’s defining traits as a leader – 
a willingness to confront failure or weakness head-on and change course rapidly. As he often 
said, it was better to do things the right way than to stubbornly do them the fast wayinc.com. Y 
Combinator’s advisors helped the young duo reflect on what their true strengths were. The 
answer was obvious: fintech. Henrique and Pedro knew far more about payments and financial 
tools for businesses than about virtual reality. And from their vantage point in Silicon Valley, they 
soon identified a glaring problem that they – as recent startup founders themselves – were well 
equipped to solve. Despite having raised capital for Pagar.me, when they first tried to open a 
company bank account and get a credit card in the U.S., they were treated like unreliable kids. 
Big banks refused to issue corporate credit cards to startup companies with no established 
credit history, even if those startups had plenty of cash in the bank. Henrique realized this wasn’t 
just their problem: countless entrepreneurs in the tech industry hit the same 
walltechcrunch.com. Here was a market gap tailor-made for them. They had both the personal 
frustration to drive them (the memory of having $200,000 in investor funding yet being denied 
a credit card) and the fintech know-how to build a solution. As Henrique later noted, their whole 
journey had trained them for this moment: “We weren’t VR guys – we were payments guys,” he 
acknowledged. So in April 2017, Henrique Dubugras and Pedro Franceschi founded Brex, a 
fintech startup offering a first-of-its-kind corporate credit card for 
startupstechcrunch.comtechcrunch.com. The concept was to approve new, venture-backed 
companies for credit cards based on their bank balances and funding – bypassing the traditional 
credit-score requirements that stymied so many young businesses. Henrique was 21 years old 
at the time. 
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When Henrique set out to build Brex, he carried with him the sum of all his youthful adventures 
and lessons. In many ways, who he was at 21 was already an unusually seasoned entrepreneur 
shaped by a decade of intense trial and error. He was the boy who taught himself to code 
out of sheer willfulness, turning a parental “no” into a new skillinc.com. He was the teenager 
who had defied the skeptics, launching multiple startups before he was even out of high 
school. He had faced down legal threats and startup failures, yet emerged more determined 
each time. Those close to him describe a young man of extraordinary focus and audacity. 
Henrique possessed a kind of fearless energy – a belief that no problem was too big to tackle – 
balanced by a willingness to learn from anyone and everyone. Despite his age, he actively 
sought out mentors and absorbed their guidanceinc.com, whether it was a Stanford alum like 
Gabriel Benarros or legendary investors in Silicon Valley. At the same time, he retained a 
grounded, pragmatic streak, perhaps instilled by his upbringing. He often spoke of how his 
Brazilian heritage kept him humble – he still made time for a proper sit-down lunch each day, 
noting that in Brazil even the busiest people pause to enjoy a meal and clear their 
headsinc.com. Colleagues observed that he “did things the right way, not the fast way,” 
preferring to build a solid foundation for his companies rather than chase gimmicky 
growthinc.com. This maturity beyond his years won over many who met him. 

By the time Brex launched, Henrique Dubugras had already lived a lifetime in startups, and it 
showed. At 14, he was writing code and running a global game server instead of just playing 
gamestechcrunch.com. At 16, he was the CEO of a payments company with over 100 
employees. At 19, he’d sold his first company and set off to Stanford. And at 21, as he stepped 
into a new role as co-CEO of Brex, he did so with the confidence of someone who had 
weathered highs and lows and learned from each. Those early experiences – from tinkering in 
his bedroom to negotiating with Brazilian bankers – had honed Henrique into a uniquely capable 
young founder. He knew exactly what it felt like to be a scrappy startup in need of a break, and 
that empathy would drive Brex’s mission. In interviews around that time, Henrique voiced a big, 
inclusive vision: “We want every single company in the world, whenever they do business 
expenses, to do it on a Brex card,” he proclaimedtechcrunch.com. It was a characteristically 
bold statement from someone who had been dreaming big for years. But anyone who knew the 
story of Henrique Dubugras – the persistent kid from São Paulo who kept building, no matter 
what obstacles came his way – would not bet against him. At 21, Henrique was just getting 
started, armed with prodigious talent, hard-won wisdom, and an unwavering belief that no 
dream was out of reach for those gutsy enough to pursue it. 

 
Sources: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 
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Alexandr Wang 

As a sophomore math whiz at Los Alamos High, Wang was one of just ten students 
nationwide selected for the 2013 “Who Wants to Be a Mathematician” contest. When 
asked about his plans, the 16-year-old quipped that he couldn’t wait for summer because 
he could “literally sleep all day without repercussions” (he won a trip to the nationals – 
and promptly planned to spend any prize money on his other passion, competitive 
debate.)ladailypost.com. 

Company: Scale AI [Peak Valuation: $14B] 
Year Founded: 2016 
Age When Founding: 19 
 
Hometown: Los Alamos, New Mexico, USA 
Alma Mater: MIT (dropped out) 
 
Profile: 

Wang was born in 1997 and raised in the storied scientific enclave of Los Alamos, New Mexico 
– the birthplace of the atomic bombladailypost.comwashingtonpost.com. His parents were 
Chinese immigrants and both distinguished physicists at Los Alamos National Laboratory, 
working on cutting-edge projects for the U.S. military (his father in weapons physics and his 
mother in astrophysics)washingtonpost.comtheloganbartlettshow.com. Growing up in a town of 
just 12,000 built around a national lab, Wang was surrounded by an atmosphere of intense 
scientific inquiry and innovation. Even as a child he displayed a “brilliant mind” for math and 
technology, emerging as a young math whiz who delighted in coding and solving complex 
problemstheweek.com. 

Los Alamos’s unique culture deeply influenced Wang’s formative years. It was a community of 
“countless PhDs” and “quirky pleasures,” where monthly classical concerts and even Halloween 
science demonstrations were the normladailypost.com. In this environment, Wang’s curiosity 
was nurtured from the start. His mother, an astrophysicist, began teaching him about physics 
from an early agetheloganbartlettshow.com, and both parents shared an “inexplicable passion” 
for scientific discovery that rubbed off on their sontheloganbartlettshow.com. Under their roof, 
learning was a way of life. Wang became “passionate about math and computer programming” 
in grade schoolen.wikipedia.org, and his childhood was spent devouring science books and 
experimenting with computers. He was reading existentialist philosophers like Nietzsche and 
Kierkegaard for fun in middle school and learning violin in his spare time – a precocious mix of 
scientific and artistic interests that set him apart early onladailypost.com. Friends and mentors 
recall that Wang was relentlessly curious and utterly unafraid of difficult problems even as a 
young boy. 

By his early teens, Alexandr Wang had demonstrated exceptional talent across multiple 
domains. He attended Los Alamos High School and quickly rose to national prominence in 
academic competitions. Wang became a finalist in the USA Computing Olympiad (USACO) in 
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2012 and 2013, qualified for the elite Math Olympiad Program training camp in 2013, and 
earned a spot on the United States Physics Team in 2014 – placing him among the country’s top 
high school physicistsen.wikipedia.orgladailypost.com. He also excelled in math contests year 
after year; starting from fifth grade, Wang dominated New Mexico’s state math competition 
seven years in a rowmath.unm.edu. His trophy case by graduation included a gold medal in the 
USA Math Talent Search and even a 3rd-place finish in the national Who Wants to Be a 
Mathematician contestladailypost.com. Yet Wang was far from a one-dimensional “math kid.” 
He played classical violin in the school orchestra, captained a Science Bowl team, took part in 
speech & debate, and even joined a Bollywood dance club – pursuing a broad array of interests 
with the same zeal he brought to coding and calculusladailypost.com. Those who knew him 
describe a teenager with intense focus and drive, but also a love of learning for its own sake. 
“Science and discovery have always been enthralling… through science, I am uniquely 
empowered to profoundly change the world,” Wang wrote as a high school 
juniorladailypost.com. Tackling Olympiad-level problems taught him perseverance and creativity 
in equal measure. He later reflected that these challenges “taught me how to attack a daunting 
problem…and to never give up,” instilling a high standard of excellence from a young 
ageladailypost.com. This combination of fierce intellect, work ethic, and broad curiosity made 
Wang an extraordinary young person who “spiked” early – he was clearly on a different 
trajectory even in his teens. 

Wang’s remarkable abilities did not arise in a vacuum – they were cultivated by his family and 
inspired by his parents’ example. Both of his parents had emigrated from China to the United 
States and dedicated their lives to scientific research in service of their adopted 
countrychinatalk.media. In Los Alamos they worked on advanced fusion physics and weapons 
technology projects aimed at safeguarding U.S. national securitywashingtonpost.com. 
Colleagues knew them as brilliant, “dedicated civil servants,” fiercely loyal to their scientific 
missionchinatalk.media. At home, they encouraged Alexandr’s every intellectual pursuit. His 
mother in particular was hands-on in educating him – she would patiently explain scientific 
concepts at the dinner table and spark his imagination with physics lessons well before he 
reached high schooltheloganbartlettshow.com. Wang later noted that because of the work his 
parents did, “[they] had a big impact on our family’s world view”, instilling in him a sense of duty 
to use technology for goodenglish.elpais.com. They showed him by example that deep passion 
and hard work could push the frontiers of knowledge. Wang recalls that his parents emphasized 
doing something meaningful with one’s talents, and they themselves embodied this credo by 
pouring their energy into America’s scientific progresstheloganbartlettshow.comchinatalk.media. 
The family’s dinner conversations might veer from the latest NASA discoveries to the ethics of 
technology, leaving a deep impression on the young Alexandr. He grew up admiring his parents’ 
intellect and commitment, and in turn they gave him unwavering support. “If not for their love, 
support, or guidance, I would have never been able to make it this far,” Wang wrote gratefully of 
his family upon winning a spot on the Physics Olympiad teamladailypost.com. This strong 
foundation of encouragement and high expectations at home gave Wang both the confidence 
and the moral compass to pursue big ambitions. 

Wang’s journey from prodigious student to startup founder began while he was still in high 
school. At 17 – before he could even vote – he packed his bags and headed to Silicon Valley to 
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immerse himself in the tech industryenglish.elpais.com. With no formal work experience on his 
résumé, he nonetheless landed a position as a software programmer at Quora, the popular 
Q&A startupenglish.elpais.com. There, surrounded by engineers a decade older, Wang soaked 
up practical knowledge and proved his abilities. The experience was eye-opening: “It was pretty 
crazy to think… this was a site I spent a lot of time on as a teenager, and it was built by people 
no smarter than yourself,” he said, recalling a famous Steve Jobs lesson that dawned on him at 
Quoratheloganbartlettshow.com. Seeing that even major tech platforms were created by 
ordinary individuals gave Wang a newfound confidence. After a year at Quora (where he also 
befriended a talented intern named Lucy Guo, his future co-founderenglish.elpais.com), he 
enrolled at MIT to study machine learning. But the pull of real-world innovation was too strong to 
keep him in the classroom for long. On campus, Wang’s hacker mindset led him to rig up a little 
experiment – installing a camera in his dorm fridge to catch a suspected food thief, then using 
code to sift the footage. Sifting endless video by hand proved impossible, but it “planted the 
seed” for an automated data-labeling solutionenglish.elpais.com. He began to realize that one of 
the biggest pain points in building AI was obtaining high-quality training 
datasaastr.comsaastr.com. In 2016, after just his freshman year, 19-year-old Wang made the 
pivotal decision to drop out of MIT and start a company to solve this data problemtheweek.com. 
“I told my parents it was just going to be a thing I did for the summer,” he later admitted with a 
laugh. “Obviously, I never went back to school.”english.elpais.com Wang convinced his cautious 
parents by framing his startup as a short summer project, but in reality he was all-in on the 
venture that would become Scale AI. 

In the summer of 2016, Alexandr Wang teamed up with Lucy Guo – another teen prodigy turned 
college dropout – to launch Scale AI out of a tiny office in San Franciscotheweek.com. He had 
just turned nineteen. Drawing on their experience at Quora and a stint Wang had spent as an 
engineer at a finance tech startup, the duo entered Y Combinator and set out to build an 
“assembly line” for artificial intelligence data. Wang’s vision was clear from the start: provide the 
“critical piece” that every AI project needs – clean, labeled data – by combining human 
annotators and software at scalewashingtonpost.com. This vision was born directly from Wang’s 
own early experiences: the influence of his physicist parents driving him to “make a difference in 
the world” through technologyenglish.elpais.com, the problem-solving grit honed in years of 
math and coding competitions, and the confidence gained working alongside seasoned 
developers while still a teenager. Those who met Wang in 2016 recall a young founder who was 
remarkably mature yet brimming with youthful daring. He approached the startup world with the 
same intensity that had defined his academic life – long hours, big ambitions, and a refusal to 
be daunted by skeptics. In interviews, Wang often cited the mindset his upbringing gave him: an 
optimism that “there are no barriers to my future” and a belief that with enough passion and 
work, even a 19-year-old kid from New Mexico could build something 
transformativeladailypost.comladailypost.com. This unwavering confidence and clarity of 
purpose would propel him through Scale AI’s early days. By the time he founded Scale, 
Alexandr Wang had already spent a lifetime preparing for the moment – the wide-eyed Los 
Alamos boy with a love of discovery had grown into a driven young innovator, ready to take on 
the world of AI on his own terms. 
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Sources: 1, 2, 3, 4 
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Stanley Tang 

Entrepreneurial from the start, 11-year-old Tang turned a junk-food craving into a 
mini-business: every day after school he’d buy snacks from 7-Eleven and resell them to 
classmates the next day – at three times the pricestanforddaily.com. By exploiting his 
peers’ sweet tooth, Tang discovered his knack for profit early (to the chagrin of hungry 
schoolmates), foreshadowing the hustle that later led him to co-found DoorDash. 

Company: DoorDash [Peak Market Cap: $72B] 
Year Founded: 2013 
Age When Founding: 21 
 
Hometown: Hong Kong 
Alma Mater: Stanford University 
 
Profile: 

Stanley Tang’s journey to entrepreneurship began an ocean away from Silicon Valley. Born in 
Japan and raised in Hong Kong, Tang spent his formative years in a dynamic international 
settingscmp.com. Even as a young child he displayed an unusual fascination with technology. 
By age 3 he was already interested in computers, and in childhood he taught himself to build 
simple websites for funscmp.com. He attended King George V School in Kowloon, where his 
early passion for web design and coding set him apart. Tang recalls that he created his first 
website at just 9 years old, teaching himself HTML and JavaScript and publishing sites on free 
hosts like GeoCitiesblogtrepreneur.com. This precocious technical curiosity became a defining 
trait of his childhood – while other kids played outside, Stanley was happiest tinkering with code 
on a computer in his Hong Kong home. 

Tang’s entrepreneurial spark ignited early in his teens, revealing a blend of creativity and 
ambition reminiscent of a young Steve Jobs. At 12 years old he stumbled on Robert Kiyosaki’s 
Rich Dad Poor Dad, a book that profoundly changed his outlookblogtrepreneur.com. That was 
“the turning point of my life,” Tang later said – it introduced him to the world of business and 
finance and got him thinking seriously about entrepreneurshipblogtrepreneur.com. Merging this 
new business mindset with his tech skills, Stanley began experimenting with ways to make 
money online. By 13–14, he was building content websites and monetizing them via 
Google AdSense, then branching into email marketing and info-productsblogtrepreneur.com. 
He approached these teen projects with a playful energy – describing them as “weekend 
projects” – but the results were far from child’s play. At just 14 years old, Tang undertook an 
extraordinary project: writing and publishing a book called eMillions, in which he interviewed 14 
self-made internet millionaires about their rags-to-riches storiesgoldhouse.org. It took him 15 
months of persistence to complete, but when eMillions launched in 2008 it became an Amazon 
best-seller – making Tang a published author at age 14goldhouse.org. This accomplishment 
turned the shy Hong Kong teenager into something of an “internet entrepreneur” 
prodigyscmp.com, celebrated in online marketing circles for his drive and insight at such a 
young age. 
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Stanley’s family background is less public, but it’s clear he grew up in a supportive environment 
that balanced academic rigor and creative freedom. He has mentioned that while he was 
building websites and businesses as a kid, he was also a good student – good enough to earn 
admission to Stanford University in the United Statesgoldhouse.org. After finishing high school 
in Hong Kong in 2010, Tang moved to California to attend Stanford, pursuing a degree in 
computer science (with a focus on human-computer interaction)scmp.com. At Stanford, the 
heart of Silicon Valley, he found himself surrounded by like-minded peers and future 
co-founders. He threw himself into the campus’s entrepreneurial culture – joining the Stanford 
BASES entrepreneurship club – and continued to brim with project ideas. Classmates recall 
Tang as inquisitive, tireless, and remarkably mature in his vision, yet still easygoing. It was 
at Stanford that Stanley met Tony Xu and Andy Fang, two fellow students who shared his 
interest in using tech to solve real-world problemsgoldhouse.org. In early 2013, during his junior 
year, Tang and his friends noticed local restaurants struggling with delivery orders. With 
characteristic initiative, Tang and his co-founders launched a scrappy pilot service called 
“PaloAltoDelivery” out of a college apartment, ferrying meals on demand. This project would 
soon evolve into DoorDash. At 21 years old, Stanley Tang co-founded DoorDash in 2013, 
applying the same mix of tech savvy and entrepreneurial hustle he had honed since 
childhooden.wikipedia.orgen.wikipedia.org. In Tang’s case, the signs of exceptional talent – a 
childhood spent coding, a bestselling book at 14, a fearless jump into startup life – all pointed to 
an individual “spiking” early. He was a young man who relentlessly pursued big ideas, even as a 
teenager, foreshadowing the company builder he would become at the moment of founding 
DoorDash. 

 
Sources: 1, 2 
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Vitalik Buterin 

A teenage Buterin was an avid World of Warcraft gamer – until a 2010 update weakened 
his favorite warlock character’s Siphon Life spell. The 15-year-old was so distraught that 
he recalls “I cried myself to sleep” that night and, in that moment, realized “what horrors 
centralized services can bring”markets.businessinsider.com. That disillusionment with a 
game developer’s power became a formative lesson, planting the seeds for his later 
creation of Ethereum as a decentralized platform. 

Company: Ethereum [Peak Market Cap: >$500B] 
Year Founded: 2013 
Age When Founding: 19 
 
Hometown: Born in Kolomna, Russia; raised in Toronto, Canada 
Alma Mater: University of Waterloo (dropped out) 
 
Profile: 

Vitalik Buterin’s early life reads like the origin story of a prodigy destined to push the boundaries 
of technology. He was born in 1994 in Kolomna, Russia, just outside Moscow, to educated 
and intellectually curious parentsmedium.com. His father, Dmitry Buterin, was a computer 
scientist and entrepreneur, and his mother, Natalia Ameline, worked as a finance 
professionalmedium.com. Growing up in the chaotic post-Soviet 1990s, the Buterin family 
sought better opportunities abroad. When Vitalik was six, his parents emigrated to Canada, 
resettling in Toronto in search of a brighter futureen.wikipedia.org. The transition was not easy 
for young Vitalik – he spoke only Russian, and being dropped into an English-speaking 
first-grade class left him shy and a bit isolatedcointelegraph.comcointelegraph.com. But it soon 
became apparent that Buterin was an extraordinary child. Dmitry recalls that Vitalik taught 
himself to read before age 3, astonishing his parents and even outpacing his father’s own 
early reading featscointelegraph.com. On the flip side, he was slow to start speaking, and 
exhibited the quirky traits often seen in gifted children – nervous tics, an intense focus, and a 
mind that operated on a different wavelengthcointelegraph.com. Until their move to Canada, 
Vitalik was largely raised at home by his parents and grandparents, in an environment that 
prized learning. His father’s philosophical, tech-oriented influence loomed large: Dmitry would 
later say he knew “from very early on that there was something unique and special about 
Vitalik,” who even as a toddler loved patterns and logiccointelegraph.com. 

In Canada, Vitalik’s talents quickly caught the attention of educators. In third grade, he was 
placed into a program for gifted children, where he finally found peers who shared his 
appetite for knowledgeen.wikipedia.org. Mathematics became his playground, and he could 
mentally compute three-digit arithmetic ten times faster than his classmatescointelegraph.com. 
Teachers and students alike began referring to him as a “math genius” by the time he was 
10cointelegraph.com. He also developed a keen interest in computers and programming – 
the foundations laid by his father’s career. By his early teens, Buterin was programming and 
delving into topics like economics on his ownen.wikipedia.org. However, his intellectual gifts 
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came with social challenges. Classmates found him “odd” or eccentric, and many kept their 
distance, not sure what to make of the quiet boy who talked about math problems and spent 
lunch hours absorbed in coding. As a result, Vitalik turned to the online world for 
communitymedium.com. He forged friendships through forums and multiplayer games, where it 
didn’t matter that he was a skinny, socially awkward kid – only that his ideas were brilliant. One 
particular passion was the online game World of Warcraft. As a teenager, Buterin was an avid 
WoW player, pouring hours into building up his warlock character. Then, in 2010, Blizzard 
Entertainment issued a game update that weakened (or “nerfed”) his beloved warlock’s powers. 
The effect on Vitalik was profound. “I cried myself to sleep,” he later admitted, “and on that 
day I realized what horrors centralized services can bring.”markets.businessinsider.com. 
This might sound like melodrama, but for the sensitive 16-year-old it was a genuine revelation – 
he began to see the value of decentralized systems where no single authority could change the 
rules on a whim. It was a seed of the idea that would later bloom into Ethereum’s philosophy. 

While gaming sparked his imagination, Vitalik’s academic star continued to rise. In high school 
he attended Toronto’s Abelard School, a small private institution known for its emphasis on 
debate and critical thinkingmedium.com. He also proved his world-class programming talent 
by winning a bronze medal at the International Olympiad in Informatics in 2012en.wikipedia.org. 
By this point, Buterin’s interests had zeroed in on cryptography and the nascent world of 
cryptocurrencies. Notably, his father Dmitry introduced him to Bitcoin when Vitalik was 
17en.wikipedia.org. The concept of a math-based digital currency immediately intrigued him. He 
dove into Bitcoin forums and soon started writing articles to earn a little bitcoin, joining a 
publication called Bitcoin Weekly. In late 2011, still only 17, Vitalik co-founded Bitcoin Magazine, 
one of the first serious crypto publications, serving as its lead writeren.wikipedia.org. He wrote 
lucidly about complex technical concepts, a skill perhaps honed from explaining ideas to his 
parents or from the clarity of thought that comes with genius. Those who interacted with the 
young Buterin around this time describe him as soft-spoken, intensely logical, and almost 
monastically focused on his ideas. Ethereum co-founder Joseph Lubin would later quip that 
meeting the teenage Vitalik felt like encountering “a genius alien who had arrived on this planet 
to deliver the sacrosanct gift of decentralization.”cointelegraph.com. 

By 2013, 19-year-old Vitalik was ready to move from observer to inventor. After traveling to 
meet developers and crypto researchers around the world who shared his enthusiasm, he 
returned home with a bold visionen.wikipedia.org. In late 2013, he authored the white paper for 
Ethereum, proposing a blockchain platform far more general and programmable than 
Bitcoinen.wikipedia.org. This was the culmination of everything Vitalik had absorbed in his youth 
– his mastery of math and programming, his experience in online communities, his ideological 
bent toward decentralization, and even lessons from games. At the time of Ethereum’s founding, 
Vitalik was still essentially a kid – a college freshman who had briefly attended the University of 
Waterloo (taking advanced CS courses and even working as a research assistant to 
cryptographer Ian Goldberg)en.wikipedia.org before deciding to drop out to pursue Ethereum 
full-time. In 2014 he received a $100,000 Thiel Fellowship to support this pathen.wikipedia.org. 
His parents, initially concerned about him leaving university, ultimately supported his leap into 
entrepreneurship – they had always recognized their son’s rare brilliance and passion. Indeed, 
Ethereum’s launch in 2014 proved that the quiet boy who once played with Excel spreadsheets 
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and was labeled a “genius” by his classmates truly was exceptional. Vitalik’s “spike” was his 
singular combination of intellect, vision, and principled idealism that emerged even in his 
teens – the very qualities that led him, by age 19, to imagine a world-changing technology and 
start bringing it to life. 

 
Sources: 1, 2. 3  

16 

https://medium.com/@yahiralban/the-early-years-of-vitalik-buterin-516c9d239b18
https://cointelegraph.com/magazine/the-vitalik-i-know-dmitry-buterin/#:~:text=Vitalik%E2%80%98s%20potential%20was%20noticed%20early,by%20grade%20five%20or%20six
https://markets.businessinsider.com/news/currencies/vitalik-buterin-created-ethereum-following-world-of-warcraft-debacle-2021-10#:~:text=According%20to%20his%20about,beloved%20warlock%27s%20Siphon%20Life%20spell


Markus Villig 

Villig’s entrepreneurial streak showed almost as soon as he could count. In fact, as a 
kindergartener in Estonia he was already selling his old Lego bricks to other kids for 
pocket moneygetrecall.ai. By age 12 he was avidly reading about high-growth tech 
companies and learning to code, and at 19 – with no driver’s license and only a €5,000 
family loan – he launched the ride-hailing startup Bolt (proving that a childhood of tiny 
toy bricks can indeed pave the way to unicorns). 

Company: Bolt [Peak Valuation: $14B] 
Year Founded: 2013 
Age When Founding: 19 
 
Hometown: Tallinn, Estonia​
Alma Mater: University of Tartu (dropped out) 
 
Profile: 

Markus Villig grew up far from any traditional tech hub, yet by his late teens he was determined 
to build a global company. Born in December 1993 on a small Estonian island in the Baltic 
Sea, Markus was raised in a period of rebirth for his countryventurebeam.com. Estonia had just 
gained independence from the Soviet Union in 1991, and a spirit of entrepreneurship was 
awakening nationwideventurebeam.com. When Markus was 8, his family moved from their 
remote island home to the capital city, Tallinn, seeking better opportunitiesindependent.co.uk. 
The Villigs valued education highly. Markus’s father held a degree in computer science from 
Moscow University, though he ended up working in construction and government for 
stabilitymixergy.comindependent.co.uk. His mother was a teacher and professor who had 
spent decades in the classroommixergy.comindependent.co.uk. They were not businesspeople 
at all – in fact, Markus later noted with a chuckle that his parents “had never founded a 
company” and his entrepreneurial ambitions came as “quite a shock” to themmixergy.com. But 
what his parents did give him was a foundation in logic, science, and discipline. They convinced 
their son that “logic and science were the path to world progress,” and young Markus excelled in 
school, especially in math and physicsindependent.co.uk. In many ways he was a model 
student – the top of his class in the sciences, on track to become a researcher or engineer. 
As a child he imagined he might become a scientist inventing new gadgetsmixergy.com. This 
earnest, studious side of Markus coexisted with another side: a budding opportunist with big 
dreams. 

In 2004, when Markus was 10, something happened that completely changed his world 
viewindependent.co.uk. That year, Skype – the internet telephony startup – exploded out of 
Estonia onto the global stage, eventually selling to eBay for billions. To a boy from Tallinn, 
Skype was more than just national pride; it was proof that “you can build a massive tech 
company from anywhere”, even a small Baltic countrymixergy.com. The impact was personal: 
Markus’s own older brother, Martin, was one of Skype’s first employees, and he would come 
home with exciting stories of startup lifemixergy.commixergy.com. Watching his brother and the 
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Skype founders succeed planted a seed in Markus. “Maybe,” he thought, “instead of just 
inventing things myself, I could build a company and recruit smart people to build things 
together”mixergy.com. Virtually overnight, Markus pivoted from science to entrepreneurship in 
his ambitions. He began devouring business books and biographies. At age 11 he read 
Richard Branson’s autobiography, Losing My Virginity, and decided he was better suited 
to the business worldindependent.co.uk. He even started dabbling in business: first mowing 
neighbors’ lawns for pocket money, and soon after building websites for local businesses, 
which he found “more intellectually challenging” (and lucrative) than cutting 
grassindependent.co.uk. By his early teens, Markus wasn’t spending all his time on typical 
teenage pastimes – he was busy teaching himself basic web development and soaking up any 
knowledge he could about startups. He had the confidence to seek out much older mentors 
and peers: when he was 16, his brother invited him to an early tech hackathon event 
(Garage48) in Estonia, where Markus was the youngest person in the room, hacking alongside 
adults in their mid-20s and 30smixergy.com. The teenager held his own, further igniting his 
desire to create something of his own. 

By the time Markus Villig graduated high school in 2013, he was a young man on a mission. He 
enrolled in the Computer Science program at University of Tartu, Estonia’s top university, 
but he only lasted one semester before the pull of entrepreneurship became 
irresistiblelinkedin.comindependent.co.uk. At 19, Markus had an idea to solve a problem he’d 
observed growing up in Tallinn: the taxi and transportation system was inefficient and ripe 
for improvementmixergy.com. Inspired by Uber’s early success globally, he believed Estonia 
needed its own homegrown solution. With boldness beyond his years, he made a pivotal choice: 
he decided to drop out of college and pursue the startup idea full-time, convincing his wary 
parents that this was the right path. His parents were initially “not too happy” about the 
decisionindependent.co.uk. Moreover, Markus needed seed money – he didn’t have much 
himself. In a display of youthful conviction, he persuaded his mother and father to lend him 
about €5,000 – funds they had saved for his college education – so he could hire a 
software engineer to build the first appindependent.co.uk. “That was the difficult part,” he 
admits of getting his conservative parents on boardindependent.co.uk. But they eventually 
relented, becoming, as Markus jokes, “probably the most successful investors in Estonia” after 
the company they funded took offindependent.co.uk. 

With a few thousand euros and an abundance of determination, Markus set out to launch his 
company (then called Taxify). In mid-2013, while his peers enjoyed summer after graduation, 
Villig could be found hanging around taxi stands in Tallinn for hours, pitching drivers on 
his ideaindependent.co.uk. He literally went driver to driver, explaining that his smartphone app 
would send them ride requests and improve their incomes. Ninety percent of the drivers, seeing 
a baby-faced teenager asking them to join a nebulous app, “took one look at me” and walked 
away, Markus recalls with a laughindependent.co.uk. But he persevered until he had enough 
drivers willing to try the servicemixergy.com. He then roped in his brother Martin to help with 
recruiting a team and refining the technologymixergy.commixergy.com. By August 2013, 
19-year-old Markus Villig officially launched Taxify (now Bolt) in Estonia, becoming one of 
Europe’s youngest tech founders. What was exceptional about Markus at this founding moment 
was not just his age, but his clarity of purpose and tenacity. From an early age he had shown an 
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uncanny ability to think big and act boldly – whether declaring at 11 that he’d run a 
company, or standing in the street at 19 to personally sign up taxi drivers. That drive, combined 
with a sharp analytical mind fostered by his parents’ emphasis on logic, was Markus’s “spike.” It 
allowed him to skip the conventional path and build a startup from scratch when most of his 
peers were still figuring out college majors. In retrospect, the signs were all there in his youth: 
top of his class, inspired by tech heroes, entrepreneur at heart. Little wonder that by the time he 
founded Bolt, Markus Villig had already been on a self-made trajectory that would put him in the 
ranks of exceptional young founders. 

 
Sources: 1, 2, 3 
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Palmer Luckey 

As a teen, Palmer Luckey turned his garage into a chaotic tech lab, once burning a 
permanent blind spot into his retina with a high-powered laser. He later laughed, “It’s 
honestly a miracle I’m not dead,” recalling his near-electrocutions from DIY Tesla coils 
and other madcap experiments that defined his fearless, hands-on obsession with 
engineeringen.wikipedia.org. 

Company: Oculus VR [Acquired by Facebook for $2B] 
Year Founded: 2012 
Age When Founding: 19 
 
Hometown: Long Beach, California, USA 
Alma Mater: California State University, Long Beach (did not graduate) 
 
Profile: 

Palmer Luckey’s childhood could easily be mistaken for the plot of a sci-fi novel about a 
wunderkind inventor. Born on September 19, 1992 in Long Beach, California, Palmer grew 
up as the eldest of four children in a modest householdvanityfair.combusinessinsider.com. His 
father, Donald Luckey, worked as a car salesman, and was an amateur mechanic who 
maintained a garage full of toolsvanityfair.com. His mother, Julie, was a homeschool teacher 
who educated Palmer and his three younger sisters at homebusinessinsider.com. This 
upbringing – hands-on fatherly guidance in tinkering, combined with the freedom of 
homeschooling – proved to be fertile ground for Palmer’s exceptional talents. From an early 
age, Luckey was fascinated with electronics and engineeringen.wikipedia.org. Family lore 
has it that as a little boy he would take apart household gadgets just to see how they worked, 
often (to his parents’ chagrin) reassembling them into strange new contraptions. By age 14, he 
was so far ahead that he started taking community college courses in engineering near his 
homeen.wikipedia.org. The Lack of formal schooling constraints meant Palmer could dive 
deeply into niche projects. And dive he did – sometimes literally into dangerous territory. During 
his teen years, Luckey built a series of complex and wild electronics projects: he 
experimented with railguns, Tesla coils, lasers – even accidentally burning a small blind spot 
onto his own retina during a laser project gone awryen.wikipedia.orgbusinessinsider.com. “I 
was my own crash test dummy,” he later joked. Friends recall the family garage cluttered with 
Palmer’s projects: high-voltage capacitors, circuit boards, and makeshift displays. His parents 
were supportive, if a bit anxious – his mother ensured he had the time and resources to explore 
his passions, while his father imparted practical mechanical skills and safety tips (the laser 
incident notwithstanding)vanityfair.com. 

Luckey’s personality as a teenager was equal parts mad scientist and self-taught 
entrepreneur. On one hand, he was the kid who built an elaborate custom PC gaming rig with 
six monitors that cost him tens of thousands of dollars – all to immerse himself in video games 
and simulationsen.wikipedia.orgbusinessinsider.com. When even that multi-screen setup didn’t 
satisfy his craving for immersion, Palmer started asking, “Why not just put the screen directly in 
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front of my eyes?”businessinsider.com – a question that hinted at his future in virtual reality. On 
the other hand, Palmer recognized that his expensive hobbies required funding. Displaying a 
knack for business, at age 16 he started a side venture fixing and reselling broken iPhones, 
which at the time were a hot new commodityen.wikipedia.org. He proved remarkably good at it, 
earning at least $36,000 from repairing phones and selling them unlocked 
onlineen.wikipedia.orgbusinessinsider.com. He also took odd jobs – from working as a youth 
sailing coach to doing groundskeeping – to earn extra cash for partsen.wikipedia.org. Every 
dollar he made went into his next project. It was during this period that Luckey became 
obsessed with virtual reality (VR). A passionate gamer, he had grown up playing everything 
from Legend of Zelda to MMOs, and he longed for more immersive experiences. He began 
collecting old VR headsets and components – some 50 different head-mounted displays 
ranging from junked 90s VR gear to modern prototypes – amassing what was likely the world’s 
largest private VR collection in his parents’ basementsterling.academy. Dissatisfied with all 
existing options (they were too bulky, low-resolution, with narrow fields of view), Palmer at age 
16 set out to build his own VR headset from scratchen.wikipedia.org. 

In 2009, at 16, Palmer Luckey constructed his first VR prototype in his garage, a device he 
dubbed “PR1.” It had a 90-degree field of view and low latency – huge improvements over the 
status quoen.wikipedia.org. Over the next few years, he tirelessly refined his designs, building 
model after model – experimenting with 3D stereoscopic displays, motion tracking, and wide 
field opticsen.wikipedia.org. He interacted on forums like MTBS3D, sharing updates with a small 
community of VR enthusiasts and seeking feedbacken.wikipedia.org. Here was a teenager who, 
instead of doing high-school homework, was solving engineering problems that seasoned R&D 
labs struggled with. His sixth-generation prototype was an elegant, lightweight headset with 
an impressive field of view. Palmer named it the “Oculus Rift.” Initially, it was just intended as a 
do-it-yourself kit for fellow hobbyistsen.wikipedia.org. But a stroke of serendipity would turn it 
into something much bigger: legendary game developer John Carmack got wind of Palmer’s 
work on the VR forums and asked to try the prototype. Carmack was blown away by the Rift’s 
performance and showed it off at a major gaming conference in 2012, sparking huge interest. 
Spurred by this momentum, Palmer Luckey incorporated Oculus VR in April 2012 at 19 
years olden.wikipedia.org. He launched a Kickstarter campaign that summer to fund the Rift’s 
production, setting a modest goal – only to see it explode into a $2.4 million crowdfunding 
phenomenon, with thousands of eager backers. Suddenly, the homeschooled kid from Long 
Beach was at the helm of one of tech’s hottest new startups. 

At the time he founded Oculus, Palmer Luckey was still just a teenager in flip-flops and 
Hawaiian shirts, often showing up to meetings with disheveled hair and boundless enthusiasm. 
He didn’t fit the mold of the polished Silicon Valley entrepreneur – and he didn’t have to. 
Luckey’s “spike” was his unrivaled passion and ingenuity in a field most others had given 
up on. He had literally grown up building VR in his garage, motivated not by money (indeed, 
he did not come from wealthvanityfair.com) but by a genuine love for the technology and what it 
could do. His parents and siblings stood by as he transformed their home into a makeshift 
laboratory, undoubtedly sensing that something special was unfolding. Those formative years of 
fearless experimentation and self-driven learning all culminated in the birth of Oculus. By 
focusing on his strengths – technical creativity, autodidactic learning, and entrepreneurial 
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resourcefulness – Palmer Luckey exemplified how an extraordinary young person can bend the 
world to his dreams. In the story of Oculus VR’s founding, we see a teenager who quite literally 
built the future in his parents’ garage, fulfilling the promise of the exceptional child he had 
always been. 

Sources: 1, 2, 3 
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William Hockey 

Growing up in a rural town outside Chico, California, William Hockey wasn’t surrounded 
by Silicon Valley types — his neighbors were welders, contractors, and farmers. As a 
kid, he’d spend hours tearing apart household gadgets just to see how they worked, 
once disassembling an old vacuum and labeling each piece to understand the airflow 
path. His first serious project was wiring together computer parts scavenged from 
Craigslist into a makeshift server in his bedroomyoutube.com. 

Company: Plaid [Peak Valuation: $13.4B] 
Year Founded: 2012 
Age When Founding: 21 
 
Hometown: San Luis Obispo, California, USA 
Alma Mater: Emory University 
 
Profile: 

Born in 1989 and raised near San Luis Obispo, California, William Hockey grew up in a rural, 
hands-on environment. He was surrounded by farmers, welders, and craftspeople, and from 
an early age he became fascinated with how things are built and fixedgrowfers.com. His 
family lineage was one of “builders” – his father worked in construction, among relatives who 
worked with their hands – and young William inherited that builder’s mindsetgrowfers.com. As a 
child he loved taking things apart to see how they worked, realizing that broken things could 
always be repaired with ingenuity. This instilled in him an ethic of resourcefulness and 
creation that would shape his future. 

By his teenage years, Hockey’s passion for building had expanded from the physical to the 
digital realm. He attended local schools in San Luis Obispo and then The Thacher School, a 
California boarding school, where he kindled an interest in technology alongside outdoor 
pursuits. When it came time for college, Hockey was eager to explore beyond 
Californiaemorybusiness.com. He applied on a whim to Emory University in Atlanta – in fact, it 
was the only college application he submitted, drawn by the school’s blend of strong computer 
science and business programsemorybusiness.com. At Emory he double-majored in 
computer science and business, reflecting his dual interest in technical building and 
pragmatic business skillsgrowfers.com. To Hockey, writing code felt much like working on a farm 
or welding metal: “whether you are planting a seed…or writing lines of code…you are 
doing the same kind of work: building things”emorybusiness.com. This outlook set him 
apart as a student who bridged practical craftsmanship with digital engineering. 

Hockey’s parents encouraged his curiosity, though little is publicly recorded about his mother; 
his father’s construction background and the family’s builder ethos gave William a supportive 
foundation. He remained grounded and focused on creating. In college, he thrived on creating 
projects just for the joy of it, free from real-world constraintsemorybusiness.com. That creative 
drive led him to an internship at Bain & Company, where a fateful encounter occurred: Hockey 
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met Zachary “Zach” Perret, a Duke graduate who shared his enthusiasm for fintech 
innovationen.wikipedia.orggrowfers.com. The two became fast friends, often brainstorming 
ideas. They realized that instead of improving other companies as consultants, they wanted to 
“build something of their own”growfers.com. In 2012, at just 21, William Hockey and Zach 
Perret co-founded Plaid in New York, originally aiming to create consumer financial tools. Very 
soon, their firsthand frustration with connecting apps to bank data led them to pivot toward 
developing a financial infrastructure platform – essentially, the “plumbing” that links fintech 
apps with bank accountsemorybusiness.com. Hockey’s builder instinct and ability to connect 
abstract coding to real-world problems were his distinctive strengths as a young founder. At the 
time of Plaid’s founding, those who knew him recall a quietly determined engineer with an 
unwavering focus on creation and an unusual blend of blue-collar work ethic and coding talent. 
This early clarity of purpose – to continue his family’s building legacy in the digital world – is 
what “spiked” in Hockey and propelled him into entrepreneurshipgrowfers.comgrowfers.com. 

 
Sources: 1, 2 
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Dylan Field 

Field found middle school so unstimulating that he forged an unlikely friendship – with 
the school janitor. The custodian happened to be a bit of a math savant, and an 
intellectually bored Dylan (then about 11 or 12) spent his recess hours hanging out with 
him “kind of learning math” rather than playing with classmatesen.wikipedia.org. 

Company: Figma [Peak Valuation: $20B] 
Year Founded: 2012 
Age When Founding: 20 
 
Hometown: Sonoma County, California, USA 
Alma Mater: Brown University (dropped out) 
 
Profile: 

Dylan Field was born in 1992 and grew up in Penngrove, California, a small town in Sonoma 
County. An only child named after poet Dylan Thomas, he was raised in a family of modest 
means – his father, Andy Field, was a respiratory therapist at the local hospital and his 
mother, Beth, worked as a special education resource teacheren.wikipedia.org. They 
instilled in Dylan the value of education and hard work. From a young age, Field demonstrated 
exceptional aptitude in math and computers. In fact, he was almost a prodigy: by age six he 
was already learning algebra, stunning his teachers and parentsen.wikipedia.org. In middle 
school, Dylan became so advanced – and perhaps so bored with routine classes – that he 
“mostly hung out with a janitor, who was kind of a math savant,” according to his 
fatheren.wikipedia.org. This unorthodox mentorship further fueled Dylan’s mathematical mind 
and symbolizes his quirky, voracious approach to learning. He also dabbled in the arts: as a 
child, Field was a budding actor, winning roles in local theater thanks to two valuable skills – “I 
could sit quietly, and I could read,” he recalls of his five-year-old selfsequoiacap.com. He even 
landed a few TV commercials (famously for the dot-com eToys and for Microsoft’s Windows XP) 
during his grade-school yearssequoiacap.com. This early stint in acting left a mark: it taught him 
about collaboration and improvisation, an “energy of play” that he later recognized as crucial in 
creative worksequoiacap.comsequoiacap.com. Dylan’s childhood was thus a tapestry of 
creative and technical pursuits – from solving math puzzles well beyond his years to performing 
onstage – all supported by parents who encouraged his curiosity (even if they were sometimes 
challenged to keep up with his talents). 

As a teenager, Field’s identity as a tech whiz solidified. He attended Technology High School, 
a STEM magnet school on a college campus, where he fit right inen.wikipedia.org. There, he 
honed skills in programming and robotics, building websites for friends and even crafting 
robots for school projectsen.wikipedia.org. Outside of class, he connected with luminaries in 
tech: in high school he worked with renowned social media researcher Danah Boyd, who later 
wrote one of his college recommendation lettersen.wikipedia.org. Field was precocious but also 
personable – classmates remember him as friendly, slightly quirky, and intensely 
passionate about his interests. He balanced his tech pursuits with creative ones; notably, he 
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maintained an interest in design and visual arts starting in middle schoolen.wikipedia.org, 
showing an early eye for the intersection of technology and creativity that would define his 
career. His parents were supportive, but they emphasized education as the path to success. 
Dylan excelled academically and earned admission to Brown University in 2009, his “dream 
school”en.wikipedia.org. At Brown, he initially aimed to double-major in computer science and 
mathematics. He quickly became an active presence in the CS department – co-organizing 
hackathons and leading the undergraduate CS group – all while continuing to explore his broad 
interestsen.wikipedia.orgen.wikipedia.org. Friends recall that Field could converse as easily 
about literature or law (he once considered a career in politics or law) as he could about 
algorithmssequoiacap.com. This well-rounded intellect made him stand out. Still, technology 
and design remained his true loves. During college summers, Dylan landed internships at 
LinkedIn (where he helped devise a social impact initiative) and then at Flipboard, a 
magazine-style news app whose elegant design deeply impressed himfrederick.aifrederick.ai. It 
was at Flipboard that Field experienced an epiphany: using clunky design software (Adobe 
Fireworks at the time) daily, he wondered “why couldn’t design tools be more like Google 
Docs?” – collaborative and cloud-basedlinkedin.com. This question planted the seed for what 
would become Figma. 

In 2012, halfway through his junior year, Field made a bold move that would define his path: he 
applied for the Thiel Fellowship, a $100,000 grant that encourages young people to drop out of 
college and pursue big ideas. His parents were initially horrified at the idea – “They totally 
did not want me to apply,” Dylan admitteden.wikipedia.org. The Fields were hard-working, and 
as his father said, “pretty much everything we earned went to [Dylan’s] 
education”en.wikipedia.org. But Dylan was feeling that college wasn’t challenging him like 
before, and he was brimming with ideas. Winning the Thiel Fellowship in 2012 validated his 
instincts. At just 20 years old, he took a leave from Brown (with the university’s blessing to 
return within 5 years, if he chose)en.wikipedia.org. With fellowship funding in hand, Dylan 
co-founded Figma in mid-2012 alongside a brilliant graphics whiz he’d met at Brown, Evan 
Wallaceen.wikipedia.orgen.wikipedia.org. In the early days, the duo tried multiple projects – 
even experimenting with drone software and a meme generator – before zeroing in on their true 
visionen.wikipedia.org. Drawing on Wallace’s WebGL graphics expertise, they set out to “bring 
high-fidelity design into the browser”, enabling real-time collaboration for 
designersfrederick.ai. What was exceptional about Dylan Field at this beginning point was his 
fusion of technical prowess, creative sensibility, and fearless ambition. He had been a 
math prodigy, a teenage hacker, an actor, a designer, an entrepreneur – all before age 21. 
Those diverse experiences “spiked” to give him a rare ability to bridge art and engineering, and 
the conviction to pursue an audacious idea. As one fellowship director noted of Field, “he is 
obviously technically very talented – but he also has a sense of intuition for art,” blending 
disciplines in a way that would define Figma’s collaborative design ethosen.wikipedia.org. 

 
Sources: 1, 2, 3  
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Evan Spiegel 

At 16, Evan Spiegel wrote a now-infamous letter to his father asking for a $75,000 BMW 
550i, saying, “Cars bring me sheer joy.” He argued it would validate his budgeting skills 
and added: “It feels nice to pull up next to the rich, arrogant assholes at Crossroads... 
and know I didn’t sell out.” It was the kind of audacious, privileged plea only Evan could 
make — revealing both his confidence and contradictionslaweekly.com. 

Company: Snap Inc. [Peak Market Cap: $136B] 
Year Founded: 2011 
Age When Founding: 21 
 
Hometown: Pacific Palisades, Los Angeles, California, USA 
Alma Mater: Stanford University (dropped out) 
 
Profile: 

Evan Thomas Spiegel was born in 1990 and raised in the affluent enclave of Pacific 
Palisades, Los Angeles. He is the oldest of three children of two high-powered lawyers – his 
mother, Melissa Ann Thomas, was a Harvard-educated tax attorney (she left her practice to 
focus on raising the children), and his father, John W. Spiegel, studied economics at Stanford 
and earned a Yale Law degree, becoming a prominent corporate attorney in 
L.A.laweekly.comlaweekly.com. John Spiegel’s career success afforded the family a life of 
privilege: Evan grew up in a $2 million house that underwent a million-dollar remodel when he 
was 10laweekly.com. The Spiegels had five luxury cars (including a Cadillac Escalade Evan 
would later drive), memberships at elite clubs, and took holidays in Europe and Maui, 
staying at Four Seasons resortslaweekly.com. Yet Evan’s parents strove to keep him grounded. 
Every Christmas, young Evan would join his dad in handing out food at Head Start programs, 
and through their church the family helped build houses in Mexico – pointed lessons to ensure 
Evan understood his privileged life came with responsibilitylaweekly.com. In many ways, 
Spiegel’s childhood was idyllic yet strictly managed. He attended Crossroads, an exclusive 
private school in Santa Monica, and benefited from tutors (at times costing $250/hour) who 
bolstered his educationlaweekly.com. As a boy, Evan was shy, nerdy, and often isolated 
among his peers – he later admitted, “I was a pretty nerdy kid and shy through most of school. 
I was best friends with my computer teacher”businessinsider.com. Indeed, technology became 
an early refuge: by sixth grade, Evan had built his own PC from scratch, proudly assembling 
the machine under the guidance of that supportive teacherlaweekly.comlaweekly.com. Despite 
his family’s wealth, Evan faced the universal childhood trial of bullying. In fourth grade he was 
“mistreated by some of his schoolmates,” prompting his father to intervene by organizing a 
Dads’ Council at the school to combat bullyinglaweekly.com. Over time, Evan grew more 
confident socially, but those early struggles perhaps attuned him to themes of privacy and 
ephemerality that would later surface in Snapchat. 

Evan’s teenage years were a study in contrasts. On one hand, he remained the tech-inclined 
introvert who excelled academically and dabbled in design (he took design classes and was 
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deeply interested in the creative side of technology). On the other hand, as he grew into late 
adolescence, Spiegel embraced the freedom his privilege allowed. When he turned 16 and got 
his driver’s license, his parents gifted him a brand-new Cadillac Escalade 
SUVbusinessinsider.com. (So ostentatious was the vehicle that the school wouldn’t let him park 
it on campus; no matter, Evan’s father pulled strings with a client – Southern California Edison – 
to let Evan park in a secure lot next doorlaweekly.com.) In 2007, his world was upended when 
his parents announced their divorce, leading to a bitter, drawn-out legal battlelaweekly.com. 
The split hit Evan hard, but also taught him negotiation skills – he became adept at playing his 
parents against each other, much as he would later navigate investorslaweekly.com. During 
his senior year of high school, chafing at his mother’s stricter household, Evan moved in with his 
father, who had bought a new bachelor pad in Pacific Palisades complete with a home movie 
theater that Evan could control from his bedroom computerlaweekly.comlaweekly.com. With 
Dad’s house as the new party central, Evan began to flex a rebellious streak. He landed a 
marketing internship with Red Bull, for which he threw promotional parties – and soon he started 
hosting large teen parties at home. One such bash in late 2007 drew 300 kids and ended with a 
girl hospitalized for intoxicationlaweekly.com. Around this time Evan also developed a taste for 
the high life: he was burning through money, incurring overdraft fees on his bank account, and 
pushing boundaries. In early 2008, Evan proposed a grand bargain to his parents – a 
now-famous letter asking for a $75,000 BMW 550i. “Cars bring me sheer joy,” he wrote, 
imploring his father to reward his budgeting efforts by leasing the BMW: “I would really 
appreciate you validating me and all of my hard work by leasing the BMW. … Boys attach so 
much value to cars, and it feels so nice to pull up next to all the rich, arrogant assholes at 
Crossroads and know that I can still drive a car just as nice as theirs but I didn't sell out and 
compromise my integrity. I have overcome a lot of difficult obstacles in my childhood (this past 
year included) and it feels really nice to have you and Mom acknowledge my 
success.”laweekly.comlaweekly.com. His mother was willing, but his father refused, deeming it 
an unsafe and undue luxury for a teenagerlaweekly.com. The clash escalated into shouting 
matches and ultimately a rift – Evan angrily decamped back to his mother’s house, and, in a 
coda worthy of a teen movie, his mom did lease him the BMW after alllaweekly.com. Just weeks 
later, 17-year-old Evan confirmed his dad’s fears by getting a speeding ticket for doing 62 in a 
35 zone on Sunset Boulevardlaweekly.com. This tumultuous period revealed Spiegel’s complex 
character: privileged but craving independence, rule-breaking yet sensitive, exceptionally 
capable but still a teenager finding his limits. 

In 2008, that summer, Evan Spiegel headed to Stanford University, his father’s alma mater, to 
study product designlaweekly.com. (It was perhaps no coincidence – his family had made 
donations to Stanford, and even during the estrangement, Evan phoned his father from a trip to 
thank him “for the help” in getting inlaweekly.com.) At Stanford, Evan truly came into his own. 
Product design was the perfect major for him, sitting at the intersection of technology and 
human experiencelaweekly.com. He impressed professors and peers with his polish and 
networking savvy. One of his mentors was David Kelley, founder of IDEO and the d.school, and 
through a family friend Evan managed to sit in on a venture capital class normally for grad 
students – where he mingled with tech luminaries like Google’s Eric Schmidt and YouTube’s 
Chad Hurleylaweekly.com. Spiegel’s knack for meeting the right people became one of his 
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signature strengths. He even cold-approached Intuit founder Scott Cook after a guest lecture 
and begged for a joblaweekly.com. Cook took a liking to the bold undergrad and gave Evan a 
project internship at Intuit in summer 2010, where Evan learned about product development for 
emerging marketslaweekly.com. Back on campus, Spiegel was no longer the shy kid – he joined 
the Kappa Sigma fraternity and embraced the full Stanford social life. It was within that frat that 
the idea for Snapchat was born. In spring 2011, Evan and his fraternity brothers, including 
Bobby Murphy and Reggie Brown, discussed how photos shared in college had a way of 
coming back to haunt you. Reggie Brown joked about a concept of disappearing pictures 
(“sexting”), and Evan was immediately intriguedlaweekly.com. He and Bobby Murphy (a 
Stanford friend with coding skills) began prototyping an app for ephemeral photo 
messaging. By the summer of 2011, Evan – then 21, just finishing his junior year – decided to 
leave Stanford a few credits shy of graduation to focus on this startup, originally called 
“Picaboo,” soon to be renamed Snapchatinc.com. What set Evan Spiegel apart as a 
founder-to-be was his ability to synthesize his life experiences into a clear vision. He took 
his childhood sense of privacy, his design training, and even the improvisational, sometimes 
transgressive energy of his youth, and channeled it into an app that felt like a toy but addressed 
a real desire for authentic, fleeting communicationlaweekly.com. As he later acknowledged, he 
had many lucky breaks – “I got really, really lucky. And life isn’t fair,” Spiegel told an audience, 
noting his advantageslaweekly.com. But he also knew how to “work the system”laweekly.com. 
At the point of Snapchat’s founding, Spiegel’s distinctive traits – an eye for design, comfort 
with risk, and a deep understanding of youth culture (being just barely not a teenager himself) – 
all converged. Those who met him in 2011 describe Evan as poised beyond his years, a 
young man equally at home writing code, sketching app interfaces, or pitching big ideas to 
venture capitalists. In essence, his upbringing gave him the tools, and his personality gave him 
the drive, to turn a frat-house idea into a tech phenomenon – all before his 22nd birthday. 

 
Sources: 1, 2, 3, 4 
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Patrick Collison 

At 16, Collison wasn’t just a bright Irish student – he was literally the brightest in Ireland. 
In 2005, the County Limerick teen won the 41st Young Scientist of the Year award by 
creating a new programming language (a Lisp dialect he named 
“Croma”)independent.ie. Patrick had built himself a “hi-tech den” at home with nine 
computers networked via a satellite link (costing €100/month) to power his 
experimentsindependent.ie. That hardcore teenage setup – and a project so advanced 
even the judges barely understood it – hinted at Collison’s future as the co-founder of 
Stripe (now one of the world’s most valuable fintech companies). 

Company: Stripe [Peak Valuation: $95B] 
Year Founded: 2010 
Age When Founding: 21 
 
Hometown: Dromineer, County Tipperary, Ireland 
Alma Mater: MIT (dropped out) 
 
Profile: 

Patrick Collison was born in 1988 in rural County Limerick, Ireland, and grew up in the tiny 
village of Dromineer on the shores of Lough Dergirishexaminer.com. The eldest of three 
brothers (his younger brother John would later co-found Stripe with him), Patrick was raised in 
an intellectually rich and unconventional household. His parents, Denis and Lily Collison, both 
had scientific backgrounds – Denis in electrical engineering, Lily in microbiology – and they 
boldly left those careers to become entrepreneurs themselvesirishexaminer.com. In Dromineer, 
Denis ran a 24-room lakeside hotel and Lily operated a training business from home, which 
meant the Collison boys grew up literally above the family venturesirishexaminer.com. 
Entrepreneurship was not some distant dream in this family; as Patrick later remarked, it just 
“seemed normal, because whatever your parents do seems normal”irishexaminer.com. Denis 
and Lily’s parenting style encouraged curiosity and learning. The Collison home was filled with 
books and computers, and dinner-table conversations might veer from science to history. Patrick 
was coding by the age of 10, a red-headed whiz kid with an insatiable appetite for 
knowledgeindependent.ie. He once mentioned that when he got bored in class, he’d simply pull 
out a book and read – positioning it carefully to avoid the teacher’s noticeirishexaminer.com. 
(Years later, he discovered the school principal knew of Patrick’s stealth reading and chose to 
allow it, recognizing his need for greater stimulationirishexaminer.com.) His primary school 
classes had fewer than 20 kids, a cozy setting in which Patrick’s exceptional talents stood out 
earlyirishexaminer.com. 

As a teenager, Collison’s brilliance only grew more evident. By age 15, he had taught himself 
several programming languages. He attended Castletroy College in Limerick for secondary 
school, but he moved at his own pace. In 2005, at just 16, Patrick astonished Ireland by winning 
the Young Scientist of the Year award – one of the nation’s top prizes – for creating a new 
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programming language and an AI systemirishexaminer.comindependent.ie. Headlines called 
him “surely, the smartest redhead in Ireland”irishexaminer.com. Not one to waste time, Patrick 
actually skipped his final year of high school, opting to study at home and sit his Leaving 
Certificate exams earlyirishexaminer.com. Unsurprisingly, he aced them. The following year, 
2006, at the tender age of 17, he headed off to MIT to study math and computer 
scienceirishexaminer.comindependent.ie. Patrick’s parents fully supported these accelerated 
moves – they knew he needed bigger challenges. In fact, both Patrick and his brother John 
were prodigies: John achieved the highest possible score on his Leaving Cert two years later 
and was bound for Harvardindependent.ie. The brothers were extremely close, constantly 
collaborating on projects even as teens. While Patrick was at MIT and John still in high 
school, they didn’t spend their spare time partying – instead, they were already building a 
startup together. In 2007, the Collison brothers created an online auction management system 
for eBay sellers. The venture, initially called Shuppa, merged with another startup and became 
Auctomaticirishexaminer.comindependent.ie. In 2008, when Patrick was only 19, they sold 
Auctomatic for $5 million – an eye-popping outcome that made headlines back 
homeirishexaminer.comindependent.ie. Virtually overnight, the teenage Collisons became 
successful tech entrepreneurs, using their windfall to fund their next ideas. 

What led Patrick Collison to Stripe was a keen observation born of both personal frustration and 
intellectual interest. After the Auctomatic exit, Patrick briefly attended college but soon realized 
that his heart was in building companies. By late 2009, he and John moved to Palo Alto in 
Silicon Valley, eager to tackle another problem. They noticed that accepting payments online 
was absurdly difficult for new businesses – a maze of slow banking integrations and outdated 
softwareirishexaminer.comirishexaminer.com. Patrick, ever the problem-solver, saw this as an 
opportunity. In 2010, at just 21, he and 19-year-old John co-founded Stripe with the audacious 
goal of making online payments dead simple. As one report put it, the Collisons set out to 
“debug” the internet’s financial plumbingirishexaminer.comirishexaminer.com. They biked to a 
tiny office each day, coding furiously to allow developers to add a few lines of Stripe’s code and 
instantly process credit card payments on any app or websiteirishexaminer.com. Patrick’s 
exceptional traits were on full display: he had deep technical brilliance, proven by his 
academic feats, and also a remarkable head for business for someone so young – likely a credit 
to those formative years watching his parents run companies. Despite becoming a millionaire 
before 20, he was described by investors as humble and hyper-focusedirishexaminer.com. 
The brothers’ Irish upbringing made them a bit different from the typical Silicon Valley founder: 
“They have the advantage of coming to California without being tainted… They’re more humble 
and well-rounded,” observed legendary investor Mike Moritzirishexaminer.com. Indeed, Patrick’s 
well-roundedness was a spike in itself – he was as comfortable discussing economic theory or 
philosophy as he was optimizing code. He had an instinct for first-principles thinking and a 
long-term vision to build infrastructure, not just quick apps. In Stripe’s early days, when Patrick 
was barely out of adolescence, those around him noticed his ability to inspire trust and 
excitement in both engineers and investors. He could articulate a future where two 
entrepreneurs in a garage would have the same financial tools at their disposal as a Fortune 
500 company – a future he was determined to createirishexaminer.comirishexaminer.com. By 
the time Stripe officially launched in 2011, Patrick Collison had already packed more 
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achievements into his youth than many do in a lifetime. His story – from a curious village boy 
reading books under his desk, to a teenage science champion, to a startup prodigy – 
reads like a prodigy’s tale, but those who know him emphasize his work ethic and intellectual 
curiosity over any mythical genius. It was this blend of traits, nurtured from childhood, that 
propelled Patrick to found Stripe at 21. In him, the love of building (fostered by his parents), 
the fearlessness of youth, and the rigor of a self-taught engineering mind all came 
together. That convergence is what spiked in Patrick Collison’s early life, setting him on the 
course to remake the world of online payments – and to do so with the unassuming confidence 
of someone who always thought it was “normal” to try and change the world. 

Sources: 1, 2, 3  
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Daniel Ek 

By 13, Daniel Ek was building websites for local businesses and charging up to $5,000 
each. He recruited classmates to help and paid them in video games, essentially running 
a mini-agency out of his bedroom — a teenage entrepreneur managing a 25-person 
team before finishing high schoolpeterfisk.com. 

Company: Spotify [Peak Market Cap: $130B] 
Year Founded: 2006 
Age When Founding: 23 
 
Hometown: Rågsved, Stockholm, Sweden 
Alma Mater: Royal Institute of Technology (dropped out) 
 
Profile: 

Daniel Ek’s story begins in the working-class outskirts of Stockholm, Sweden. Born in 1983, he 
was raised in the gritty Rågsved district by his mother, Kerstin Elisabet, and stepfather, Hasse 
Johanssonbiowikis.comfreakonomics.com. Ek’s biological father had left the picture early, so his 
close-knit household centered on his mother’s steady support and his stepfather’s 
influencebiowikis.com. Money was tight – he would later describe his upbringing as that of “an 
average Swede” without much luxury – but the family was rich in culture and 
encouragementprabook.com. Music, in particular, was a constant: Ek’s grandfather had been an 
opera singer and his grandmother a jazz pianist and actress, so a love of melody was practically 
his birthrightfreakonomics.com. True to that heritage, when Daniel was four years old his mother 
gave him a guitar, and a year later she gave him his first computerinstalker.org. In Ek’s own 
words, “Spotify is very much a product of those two lifelong passions,” music and technology, 
ignited by those early giftsinstalker.org. By age four or five he was plucking nursery rhymes on 
the guitar and tinkering with basic code on the family PC – twin inflection points that set his path 
at a very young agefreakonomics.com. 

As a child, Ek was gentle and unassuming in demeanor – “mild-mannered and unexcitable,” 
some would later sayfreakonomics.com – but he had a precocious spark when it came to 
anything digital. By his early teens, that spark had turned into a full-blown entrepreneurial blaze. 
He taught himself programming and started building websites out of his bedroom while still in 
junior high. Not content to work alone, Daniel cleverly roped in classmates to help, bribing 
friends with video games and pizza in exchange for learning Photoshop or writing code 
alongside himstartups.comstartups.com. “I was actually doing my own sort of child labor factory 
at the time,” he would joke, reflecting on how he turned a school project into a mini web design 
shopstartups.comstartups.com. The scheme worked astoundingly well: at one point teenage Ek 
was reportedly earning $50,000 per month making websites for local businessesstartups.com. 
He even hired about 25 classmates as pseudo-employees by the time he was 
18biowikis.comstartups.com. With that income, young Ek indulged in expensive guitars and 
electronics – he laughs that “not many 13-year-olds” owned a vintage 1950s Fender 
Stratocaster, but thanks to his web earnings, he didstartups.com. Eventually, his parents grew 
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alarmed by the parade of huge TV boxes and high-end instruments appearing at home, 
half-wondering if their son was doing something illicitstartups.com. Those concerns were put to 
rest when Daniel’s teachers informed them that he was not selling drugs – he was teaching 
other kids HTML and making a fortune doing itstartups.comstartups.com. In truth, Ek wasn’t just 
a straight-A student – he’d shrewdly outsourced much of his homework to others, freeing 
himself to focus on what he loved: coding and hustlingstartups.comstartups.com. This 
resourcefulness and single-minded drive set him apart early on. 

Music remained the other pole of Ek’s world. In his teens he played in rock bands and even 
considered becoming a professional musicianfreakonomics.com. But technology had an equal 
pull on his heart. In 1999, when Ek was 16, he experienced a eureka moment that married 
these two passions: he discovered Napster. With Sweden’s early broadband access at home, 
Daniel could suddenly download any song he could think of in 
minutesfreakonomics.comfreakonomics.com. It was “a pure epiphany” for him – the glimpse of a 
future where music could be immediate and limitlessfreakonomics.com. Napster was technically 
illegal, but to a teenager intoxicated by possibility, it revealed how broken the music distribution 
system was and sparked a notion that would eventually become 
Spotifyfreakonomics.comfreakonomics.com. By the time he finished high school (an IT program 
where he aced eleven subjects)yourtechstory.com and briefly enrolled in an engineering 
program, Ek already felt he’d learned more by building real products. He dropped out after only 
eight weeks of college to pursue his tech projects full-timeen.wikipedia.orgen.wikipedia.org. He 
had stints as a CTO for a gaming community and even ran an online ad startup he sold in 2006, 
earning enough that by age 22 he was financially independentrolandberger.combiowikis.com. 
But far from content, Daniel was restless and searching for a venture with deeper purpose. 
Having grown up equally entranced by guitar riffs and server code, he had a singular insight: if 
he could combine those two loves on a global scale, he might solve the riddle that Napster 
posed – how to unleash the world’s music in a way that paid artists and satisfied fans. In 2006, 
at just 23, Daniel Ek channeled that lifelong fusion of music and technology into a new startup 
called Spotify, setting out on the path that would soon revolutionize how the world listens to 
musicfreakonomics.comfreakonomics.com. 

 
Sources: 1, 2, 3 
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Melanie Perkins 

At 14, Melanie Perkins started sewing scarves at home and selling them at weekend 
markets in Perth. She loved setting up shop and interacting with customers — a quiet 
but formative moment that made her realize how empowering it felt to create and sell 
something herselfentrepreneur.com. 

Company: Canva [Peak Valuation: $40B] 
Year Founded: 2006 
Age When Founding: 19 
 
Hometown: Perth, Western Australia 
Alma Mater: University of Western Australia 
 
Profile 

Melanie Perkins grew up about as far from Silicon Valley as one can be – in the sun-baked 
suburbs of Perth, on Australia’s remote west coast. Born in 1987, she was raised in a 
multicultural household that blended artistic sensibilities with academic 
groundingen.wikipedia.org. Her mother was an Australian-born teacher (an art teacher, by some 
accountsthriday.com.au) and her father was an engineer originally from Malaysia, of Filipino and 
Sri Lankan heritageen.wikipedia.org. This diverse lineage meant Melanie and her two siblings 
were exposed to a mix of cultures and perspectives from an early age. The Perkins family home 
was a supportive environment that encouraged creativity, hard work, and giving things a go. 
From her mother, young Melanie inherited a love of visual arts and a belief in education; from 
her father’s side, perhaps, a worldlier outlook and an instinct for engineering 
solutionsgoodreturns.inen.wikipedia.org. As a child she was notably driven and disciplined. In 
fact, in her early teens Perkins had dreams of becoming a professional figure skater – a pursuit 
requiring almost superhuman dedication. She would wake up daily at 4:30 am to practice spins 
and jumps on the ice before school, a routine that instilled in her a fierce work ethic by the time 
she entered high schoolen.wikipedia.org. Though she eventually left competitive skating behind, 
that same tenacity would carry over to her entrepreneurial journey. 

Melanie displayed an entrepreneurial spark well before adulthood. At 14 years old, while most 
kids were content with homework and hobbies, she started her first business. Harnessing her 
flair for design and a do-it-yourself attitude, she began hand-making scarves and selling them at 
local shops and markets around Perthen.wikipedia.org. Weekends would find her setting up 
shop at craft fairs or persuading boutiques to carry her colorful scarves. This early venture might 
have been modest in scope, but to Melanie it was life-changing. She never forgot the freedom 
and excitement from building a business, as she later recalleden.wikipedia.org. Each scarf sold 
not only earned her pocket money but also taught her how to pitch a product, deal with 
customers, and create something from nothing. By the time she was a teenager, Perkins was 
already exhibiting a hallmark of exceptional founders: an eagerness to learn by doing. Friends 
and family noticed her uncanny focus and optimism. She was the kind of student who balanced 
schoolwork with passion projects – equally comfortable studying for exams or sketching new 
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fashion designs destined for weekend markets. In high school, when she wasn’t running her 
mini scarf enterprise, Melanie was a top student at Sacred Heart College in Sorrento, where she 
excelled in academics and honed her creative instinctsen.wikipedia.org. Those around her 
sensed she was going places, even if they didn’t yet know where. 

After high school, Perkins attended the University of Western Australia, diving into a broad array 
of subjects (communications, psychology, commerce) that reflected both her creative and 
analytical sidesen.wikipedia.org. But even as a uni student, she was already gravitating toward 
a bigger idea that had taken root in her late teens. On the side, Melanie worked as a private 
tutor teaching basic graphic design to other studentsen.wikipedia.org. In these tutoring 
sessions, she observed a recurring problem: the professional design tools (like Adobe 
Photoshop) were far too complicated for beginners. It often took an entire semester just to grasp 
the basics of Photoshop’s interfaceen.wikipedia.org. Melanie found this ridiculous – why should 
something as fundamental as designing a poster or yearbook be so hard that only experts could 
do it? This question lit a spark. She imagined a world where design could be simple, 
collaborative, and accessible to everyone online, with no need for expensive software or 
technical trainingen.wikipedia.org. Fueling her conviction was an experience from home: 
Perkins’s mother, the teacher, happened to coordinate the school yearbook for her class, and 
Melanie had seen how painstaking that process was – dragging around layout templates, clunky 
design programs, spending countless hours to produce a single booken.wikipedia.org. The high 
friction and frustration her mother endured struck Melanie as an opportunity for 
disruptionen.wikipedia.org. Why not start by making yearbook design effortless, and then 
expand that to design at large? 

By age 19, Melanie Perkins felt the pull of this vision so strongly that she made a bold decision: 
she dropped out of university to pursue it full-timeen.wikipedia.org. In 2007, together with her 
boyfriend (and eventual co-founder) Cliff Obrecht, she launched Fusion Books out of her 
mom’s living room in Perththriday.com.authriday.com.au. The idea was to bring her yearbook 
solution to life – an online platform that allowed schools to design their yearbooks through a 
simple drag-and-drop interface, with templates anyone could use. Melanie’s parents backed her 
audacity wholeheartedly: they even helped print and bind those yearbooks in the early days, as 
Melanie and Cliff hustled to sign up schools one by oneen.wikipedia.org. The living room startup 
slowly blossomed; within a few years Fusion Books became the biggest yearbook publisher in 
Australia, and expanded to France and New Zealanden.wikipedia.org. More importantly, it 
proved Melanie’s hunch: there was huge demand for easy design tools. That success gave the 
20-year-old founder the confidence to think bigger. She envisioned a global platform where 
anyone could design anything, from birthday cards to business cards, without any technical 
barrier. This vision – hatched by a teenager who loved art but wasn’t satisfied with the status 
quo – would eventually become Canva. But even in these early chapters, Melanie Perkins was 
already exhibiting the qualities of a visionary entrepreneur: relentless drive, the courage to buck 
convention, and an innate ability to identify with ordinary people’s creative needs. It was the 
start of a journey that would transform a simple idea born in Perth into a design revolution on 
the world stage. 
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Sources: 1, 2 
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Sebastian Siemiatkowski 

Before Klarna, Siemiatkowski flipped burgers at Burger King, where he met his future 
co-founder Niklas Adalberth. “We used to discuss a lot of different ideas while making 
Whoppers,” he said — two teens dreaming of startups while manning the fryer 
stationeu-startups.com. 

Company: Klarna [Peak Valuation: $45.6B] 
Year Founded: 2005 
Age When Founding: 23 
 
Hometown: Uppsala, Sweden 
Alma Mater: Stockholm School of Economics 
 
Profile: 

Sebastian Siemiatkowski’s formative years read like a classic rags-to-riches tale, one deeply 
rooted in the immigrant experience. He was born in 1981 in Sweden to Polish parents who had 
fled the communist regime in their homelandsequoiacap.com. His father, Michał, and mother 
arrived in Uppsala in 1980 as political refugees, essentially starting life over from scratch. In 
fact, their escape was dramatic enough to make the Swedish news – they had a young 
daughter (Sebastian’s older sister) whom they were forced to leave behind temporarily in Poland 
due to immigration hurdlessequoiacap.comsequoiacap.com. Sebastian was just a few months 
old when his sister was finally allowed to rejoin the family in Sweden, a reunion that closed one 
chapter of hardship for the Siemiatkowskissequoiacap.comsequoiacap.com. In Uppsala, a 
university town north of Stockholm, the family settled into a humble flat and tried to build a new 
life. It was by no means easy. His parents had been educated professionals back in Poland – 
his father was training to be a veterinarian – but in Sweden their credentials didn’t translate. To 
make ends meet, his dad became a taxi driver and his mom took what work she could, 
sacrificing personal ambitions to provide for the childrensequoiacap.com. Money was extremely 
tight; Sebastian recalls weeks of eating nothing but thin Swedish pancakes (little more than flour 
and milk) because that’s all the family could affordsequoiacap.com. “My parents couldn’t afford 
anything else,” he has said, matter-of-factly, about those sparse timessequoiacap.com. Despite 
the financial strain – compounded by his mother’s health struggles with severe scoliosis and an 
on-and-off turbulent marriage – Sebastian felt loved and supported by his 
parentssequoiacap.com. They worked hard and did their best to shield him from the worst of 
their worries. Still, he grew up acutely aware that his childhood was different from those of his 
Swedish-born peers. Where friends went on summer holidays abroad, Sebastian would ride his 
bike to the local library with his father, escaping into bookssequoiacap.comsequoiacap.com. 

That library became a sanctuary for the young Siemiatkowski and a cradle for his dreams. He 
devoured fantasy and science fiction like The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy and the robot 
tales of Isaac Asimov, which expanded his sense of what was possiblesequoiacap.com. He also 
gravitated to biographies of business titans – he was fascinated by stories of entrepreneurs 
who, like him, started with little and built empires. Two figures stood out as personal heroes: 
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Richard Branson, the swashbuckling Virgin founder, and Ingvar Kamprad, the frugal genius 
behind IKEAen.wikipedia.org. Sebastian read about their adventures obsessively, learning how 
Branson turned creativity and boldness into global businesses and how Kamprad, himself from 
humble Swedish roots, innovated his way to a retail revolution. These books lit a fire in 
Sebastian. He began to see entrepreneurship as a path to change not just his own 
circumstances, but to make a broader impact – to change the world, as he imagined it. At 
school, despite coming from a struggling immigrant household, Sebastian excelled. He was 
intensely competitive with himself and poured energy into every assignment. “I was always the 
kind of pupil who went all-in on my work,” he recallssequoiacap.com. Give him a standard group 
project, and he’d turn it into something extraordinary – famously, as a teenager he once 
convinced his classmates to help him stage a full dramatic play about the French writer Molière 
instead of just writing the assigned reportsequoiacap.com. That blend of creativity and 
determination made him stand out. Teachers saw a student who, while quiet about his personal 
struggles, was bursting with ideas and leadership. Classmates saw a quirky, driven kid who 
could be both serious and enthusiastic to the point of being a bit intense. In truth, Sebastian had 
a chip on his shoulder – a drive born from always feeling a little outside the system and wanting 
to prove himself. 

By the time he was 15, Sebastian’s hunger to work and experience the real world had him 
venturing beyond academics. He landed a job flipping burgers at the local Burger King in 
Uppsala – not exactly a glamorous gig, but one that he embraced wholeheartedlypolitico.eu. For 
two years, he donned the paper hat and manned the fry station, learning discipline and 
efficiency from the fast-food industry’s well-oiled operationssequoiacap.com. “These restaurant 
chains have incredibly meticulous processes,” he later noted with genuine admiration, reflecting 
on how even a thin-margin business can teach volumes about systems and 
optimizationsequoiacap.comsequoiacap.com. More fatefully, Burger King is also where 
Sebastian met a fellow part-time employee named Niklas Adalberth, who shared a similar 
spark. Flipping burgers side by side, the two teens bonded over big ideas and a restless 
ambition beyond the confines of the kitchensequoiacap.com. That friendship would prove 
pivotal. Outside of work, Sebastian kept broadening his horizons – he tried stints as a caregiver 
for seniors with dementia, as a substitute schoolteacher, and even as a telemarketer selling 
phone and internet subscriptionssequoiacap.com. Each job taught him something: compassion, 
patience, or in the case of telemarketing, the thrill of the hustle. Sebastian discovered he loved 
sales – the art of persuasion. He would meticulously refine his pitch over cold calls and took 
pride in the craft of convincing people, once closing 16 deals in a row in a single 
daysequoiacap.com. “Sales is typically seen as this sleazy thing, but I find it beautiful,” he said 
of that period, likening a perfect sales streak to an art formsequoiacap.com. By his early 20s, 
Sebastian had assembled a rather unusual resume that mixed academic achievement (he 
earned a spot at the prestigious Stockholm School of Economics) with blue-collar grind and 
entrepreneurial sparken.wikipedia.orgsequoiacap.com. He and his Burger King friend Niklas 
even took off backpacking around the world at one point, indulging their curiosity about different 
cultures and marketssequoiacap.com. In 2005, fresh out of college and only 23 years old, 
Sebastian and Niklas – together with a third friend, Victor Jacobsson – decided to enter an 
entrepreneurship competition in Stockholm. The concept they pitched was an online payments 
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startup initially called Kreditor, aimed at making internet shopping smoother and safer. They 
didn’t win the contest, but the trio didn’t give upsequoiacap.comsequoiacap.com. That same 
year, they officially founded their company, soon rebranded as Klarna, with Sebastian 
Siemiatkowski at the helm as CEO. Drawing on Sebastian’s outsider perspective and tenacious 
drive, Klarna set out to reinvent how people pay online – the first step in Sebastian’s journey 
from immigrant underdog to fintech visionary had been takenpolitico.euen.wikipedia.org. 

 
Sources: 1 
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Matt Mullenweg 

Before he was building WordPress, Mullenweg was improvising jazz solos. He grew up 
in Houston and attended the prestigious High School for the Performing and Visual Arts 
as a jazz saxophone majoren.wikipedia.org. Music was his first passion – he once said 
the saxophone and programming have a lot in common, as both involve finding creative 
patterns. Fittingly, Matt carried that love of jazz into his software career: he famously 
started the tradition of naming WordPress’s version releases after jazz legends. 

Company: WordPress (Automattic) [Valuation: $7.5B] 
Year Founded: 2005 
Age When Founding: 21 
 
Hometown: Houston, Texas, USA 
Alma Mater: University of Houston (dropped out) 
 
Profile: 

Matt Mullenweg’s early life in many ways foreshadowed the blend of art and technology that 
would define his career. He was born in 1984 and grew up in a middle-class neighborhood of 
Houston, Texaschron.comchron.com. His parents provided a stable and loving home where 
creativity and curiosity were encouraged. Matt’s father, Chuck Mullenweg, was a computer 
scientist by profession – a classic software guy – but he was also an avid musician who played 
jazz saxophone on the sidechron.com. His mother, Kathleen, was a stay-at-home mom devoted 
to raising Matt and instilling in him a down-to-earth kindnesschron.com. From a young age, Matt 
hero-worshiped his dad and absorbed his dual passions. “I got interested in computers because 
my dad did it. That’s why I took up the saxophone, as well,” Matt later said, only 
half-jokingchron.com. Indeed, one could say Chuck gave his son two gifts: a Pentium PC and a 
saxophone. Matt took to both readily. By grade school he was learning basic programming and 
noodling on the horn, showing an aptitude for logical problem-solving one moment and soulful 
improvisation the next. Chuck also took an active role in nurturing Matt’s tech talents. While Matt 
was still in middle school (at Johnston), his father would bring him along to meetings of the 
Houston Area League of PC Users – a local computer enthusiasts’ club known as 
HAL-PCchron.com. There, Matt was the youngest face in the crowd, listening wide-eyed to tech 
industry guest speakers and volunteering alongside adults in the “PC clinic.” Non-members 
would drop off broken computers, and HAL-PC members (including teenage Matt) would fix 
them for free in front of everyonechron.com. It was a formative experience. Not only did Matt 
gain hands-on skills troubleshooting hardware and software, but he also learned how everyday 
people interact with technology – an empathy for the user that would later be crucial in 
designing user-friendly software. The open-source ethos of that community – sharing 
knowledge, collaborating openly – made a deep impression on himwedevs.comwedevs.com. By 
the time Matt was in high school, computers weren’t just a hobby; they were part of his identity. 

Still, it would be wrong to peg young Mullenweg as just another introverted coder. In fact, he 
chose to attend Houston’s High School for the Performing and Visual Arts (HSPVA), an elite 
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magnet school renowned for churning out musicians and artistschron.com. There, amid aspiring 
painters and jazz prodigies, Matt stood out as the guy with a laptop and a sax. He studied jazz 
improvisation by day and coded by night – a “computer nerd at an artsy high school,” as one 
local paper later quippedchron.com. Far from isolating him, this unique mix made Matt quite a 
well-rounded teen. Classmates remember him as sociable and upbeat, the kid who could talk 
music with the cool crowd and video games with the nerd crowd, blurring the usual clique lines. 
He had an easy smile and a laid-back Houston charm. One of his jazz instructors, the 
saxophonist David Caceres, recalled Matt as an “always happy kid, always had a smile on his 
face,” who approached music with as much enthusiasm as he did 
computingchron.comchron.com. Matt took private sax lessons with Caceres throughout high 
school and even built Caceres a personal website in 2000 – an early sign of his willingness to 
deploy his tech skills to help otherschron.com. He also built custom PCs for his teachers when 
they needed them, becoming the unofficial tech support whiz of HSPVAchron.com. Meanwhile, 
Matt and his band of “nerd friends” had plenty of fun on the side. Ever inquisitive, they would 
drive around Houston with Wi-Fi antennas rigged to their cars, wardriving for wireless signals 
and mapping out hotspots just for the thrill of itchron.com. Matt founded a technology club at 
school where he and friends could geek out over new gadgets, and even a Palm Pilot club (it 
was the early 2000s after all) to trade tips on those first-generation PDAschron.com. Perhaps 
most legendary was the little hack he allegedly pulled off as a student: rumor had it that Matt 
created an anonymous online forum for HSPVA students to dish on their teachers without fear of 
retribution. When asked years later if that rumor was true, Matt just grinned and said, 
“Allegedly,” with a laughchron.com. It was classic Matt – a bit of mischief via technology, all in 
the spirit of free expression. 

Underneath the lighthearted exterior, Matt Mullenweg possessed a visionary streak. In high 
school, he boldly told a friend “the Web is going to change everything,” a prediction that 
sounded absurd in the early 2000s – so absurd that his classmate burst out laughingchron.com. 
But Matt wasn’t deterred. He could sense the internet’s transformative potential, even if he 
couldn’t fully articulate it yet. At 18, upon graduating in 2002, he started blogging actively about 
technology and culture, joining the wave of early weblog enthusiasts. He enrolled at the 
University of Houston and initially studied political science (ever the big-picture thinker) while 
continuing to play sax on the sidewedevs.comwedevs.com. Yet, his love for software kept 
pulling him in that direction. Frustrated with the limitations of the blogging tools available, Matt 
got involved in an open-source project called b2/cafelog – teaching himself the PHP scripting 
language to tweak the blog software he was usingwedevs.com. In early 2003, when the original 
developer of b2 stopped maintaining it, Matt (then 19) and a collaborator, Mike Little, decided to 
fork the codebase and create their own improved blogging platformwedevs.com. They wanted it 
to be elegant, easy, and accessible to all – reflecting Matt’s long-held ethos from those HAL-PC 
days of democratizing technology. Thus WordPress was born in 2003 as a scrappy 
open-source project, with Matt as the lead developer pouring countless late-night hours into it. 
Usage grew steadily, and within two years WordPress was powering thousands of blogs. Matt’s 
professors noticed his attention drifting from coursework to his growing software baby. In 2004, 
tech publisher CNET offered him a job in San Francisco, and Matt made the pivotal choice to 
leave college after his sophomore year and head westwedevs.comchron.com. By 2005, at age 
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21, he officially co-founded Automattic, the company that would support WordPress and take it 
to the next level. In the moment of that founding, Matt Mullenweg was very much a product of 
his upbringing: a young man who fused artistry and coding savvy, empowered by a supportive 
family and community, and driven by an almost idealistic belief that the web should belong to 
everyone. Those who knew him back in Houston – the teachers whose computers he fixed, the 
friends he helped with homework, the musicians he jammed with – weren’t surprised when 
Matt’s teenage hobby turned into a world-changing platform. After all, he had been uniting 
people through technology and creativity all his lifechron.comchron.com. WordPress was simply 
the grandest expression yet of who Matt Mullenweg had always been. 

 
Sources: 1, 2 

 

43 

https://www.chron.com/news/houston-texas/article/Houston-born-blog-guru-true-to-his-roots-3763218.php#:~:text=But%20accumulating%20money%20is%20not,is%20about%2C%20his%20friends%20say
https://www.chron.com/news/houston-texas/article/Houston-born-blog-guru-true-to-his-roots-3763218.php#:~:text=,uniting%20people%20on%20the%20Internet
https://www.chron.com/news/houston-texas/article/Houston-born-blog-guru-stays-true-to-his-roots-3763218.php
https://wedevs.com/blog/140011/interesting-facts-matt-mullenweg/


Mike Cannon-Brookes 

In 2001, while still a university student, Cannon-Brookes made a gutsy move that 
changed his life: he blasted out an email to his entire class at the University of New 
South Wales, asking “Who wants to help me start a software company?”npr.org. At 
the time, entrepreneurship was so rare in Australia that only one classmate (Scott 
Farquhar) responded. The pair set up shop in their college dorms, coding at all hours, 
and that scrappy two-man venture became Jira, leading to Atlassiannpr.org – now a 
$50+ billion enterprise. 

Company: Atlassian [Peak Market Cap: $120B] 
Year Founded: 2002 
Age When Founding: 22 
 
Hometown: Sydney, New South Wales, Australia 
Alma Mater: University of New South Wales 
 
Profile: 

Mike Cannon-Brookes was born on November 17, 1979, in New Haven, Connecticut, but grew 
up in Sydney, Australiaeverydayentrepreneur.ai. He was raised in an internationally minded, 
creative family – his father, Michael Cannon-Brookes Sr., was a globe-trotting finance executive 
(working with firms like IBM and Citibank), and his mother, Helen, was an artist involved in the 
arts and philanthropyglobalbizoutlook.com. This blend of business and creativity shaped Mike 
from an early age. He spent his childhood in Sydney attending the prestigious Cranbrook 
School, where he developed an early fascination with computers and 
entrepreneurshipeverydayentrepreneur.ai. Classmates recall that he was “always interested in 
computing” and quick to learn new things, even competing for top-of-class honors (dux) at 
Cranbrook – a sign of his academic talent and competitive streakafr.com. His parents 
encouraged education and big-picture thinking, giving him exposure to world affairs through his 
father’s career and a streak of artistic curiosity from his motherglobalbizoutlook.com. 

By his teenage years, Cannon-Brookes had a reputation as a bright and inquisitive student who 
wasn’t afraid to chart his own course. After high school, he entered the University of New South 
Wales (UNSW) in 1998 on a prestigious co-op scholarship to study information 
systemsratojob.com. It was at UNSW that he met a like-minded classmate, Scott Farquhar, who 
shared his passion for technology and his reluctance to settle for a conventional 9-to-5 
jobglobalbizoutlook.com. Cannon-Brookes’s parents had initially expected him to follow a 
traditional graduate path, but Mike felt compelled to create something of his own. In 2001, right 
after finishing their degrees, he and Farquhar took a leap into entrepreneurship. Rather than 
joining corporate graduate programs, the 22-year-olds decided to start a software company – 
famously financing it with a $10,000 credit card advance since they had no other 
capitalglobalbizoutlook.com. In 2002 they founded Atlassian, reflecting a youthful boldness and 
refusal to wear suits or work in cubicles. Cannon-Brookes’s exceptional drive and vision “to 
avoid the conventional 9-to-5 path and build something meaningful” were clear from the outset 
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of his careerglobalbizoutlook.com. Those early traits – global vision, technical curiosity, and a 
streak of defiant entrepreneurship – were the spikes that set him apart long before Atlassian’s 
success. 

 
Sources: 1, 2, 3 
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Max Levchin 

Levchin’s childhood in Soviet Ukraine was a true battle for survival. He suffered from 
such severe asthma and chronic bronchitis that doctors warned his parents he wouldn’t 
live past early childhoodgrainger.illinois.edu. Refusing to give up, young Max took his 
mother’s advice and began playing the clarinet to strengthen his 
lungsgrainger.illinois.edu. The therapy worked – he dramatically improved his breathing. 

Company: PayPal [Peak Market Cap: $360B] 
Year Founded: 1998 
Age When Founding: 23 
 
Hometown: Born in Kyiv, Ukraine; raised in Chicago, Illinois, USA 
Alma Mater: University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign 
 
Profile: 

Max Levchin’s early life was defined by both extraordinary challenges and a nurturing 
intellectual environment. He was born in 1975 in Kyiv, Ukraine (then part of the Soviet Union), 
into a highly educated family of scientistsgrainger.illinois.edu. His mother, Elvina, was a 
physicist who later worked as a software engineer, and his father, Rafael, was a writer and artist 
– an outlier in a family of technical mindsebsco.comstoried.illinois.edu. Levchin’s grandmother, 
Frima, was an astrophysicist who became one of his greatest early influences: she would take 
young Max to her observatory and teach him about the stars, instilling in him a sense of wonder 
and iron will. She often told him to “go right through ‘I can’t’,” a mantra that the young Levchin 
absorbed as he faced adversitystoried.illinois.edustoried.illinois.edu. And adversity came early – 
as a child, Levchin suffered from severe respiratory illnesses (chronic bronchitis and asthma) so 
serious that doctors in Kyiv warned his mother he might not live past early 
childhoodfinance.yahoo.com. Determined to prove them wrong, his parents tried an 
unconventional therapy: with his mother’s encouragement, Max took up the clarinet to exercise 
his weak lungs. The practice worked wonders – over time his lung capacity grew, and doctors 
eventually “gave up on predicting how long he had to live” because he had far surpassed their 
dire expectationsgrainger.illinois.edu. Even when his health improved, his family never stopped 
worrying about him; Levchin later quipped that his “parents always saw me as the one who 
should be getting excused from PE class” at school due to his past frailtymensjournal.com. This 
mix of loving over-protection and high expectations in a scholarly household shaped Levchin 
into a resilient and intellectually curious boy. From a young age he was dabbling in math and 
programming, surrounded by books and the influence of scientists in his familyebsco.com. 

Levchin’s childhood was also marked by tumultuous events in Soviet Ukraine. In April 1986, 
when Max was ten, the Chernobyl nuclear disaster struck not far from his home. His parents, 
terrified of the radioactive fallout, put Max and his little brother on a train to stay with relatives in 
Crimea for safetygrainger.illinois.edu. Max would never forget stepping off that train and being 
met with a Geiger counter to check him for radiation – a surreal memory that underscored the 
precariousness of life in the USSRgrainger.illinois.edu. A few years later, as the Soviet Union 
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neared collapse, the Levchins faced another threat: a resurgence of anti-Jewish sentiment. In 
1991, when Max was 16, the Jewish Levchin family fled Kyiv under political asylum, seeking a 
new start in the United Statesforbes.com. “The scariest thing we had to endure,” Levchin 
recalled, was the anti-Semitism that pushed them outforbes.com. They left almost everything 
behind and arrived in America with around $700 in their pockets, flying into Chicago just as the 
Soviet Union fell apart back homegrainger.illinois.edu. Suddenly transplanted into a completely 
new world, teenager Max had to learn English and adapt quickly. The family settled in the 
Rogers Park area of Chicago, where his mother continued working as a software engineer to 
make ends meet and his father immersed himself in the local art 
scenestoried.illinois.edustoried.illinois.edu. His ever-formidable grandmother Frima orchestrated 
much of this resettlement, bringing the same steely resolve to helping the family start over as 
she had to everything else in lifestoried.illinois.edu. 

In Chicago, Levchin found his footing through computers – his universal language. He enrolled 
at Mather High School and soon gravitated to the school’s recently formed computer 
clubstoried.illinois.edu. There, he and a friend would spend afternoons in his kitchen, hunched 
over Max’s home PC writing primitive graphics programs and dialing into local bulletin board 
systems (BBS) – a teenage hacker-in-the-makingstoried.illinois.edu. While Max coded, his 
babushka Frima would plunk down bowls of borscht for the boys, a reminder of home and the 
support system he still hadstoried.illinois.edustoried.illinois.edu. Levchin thrived academically 
once he conquered the language barrier, especially in math and science. In 1993, he earned 
admission to the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, one of the top computer science 
programs in the country. Arriving on campus, he joined a cohort of brilliant young tech 
enthusiasts at a moment when the internet was exploding into public 
consciousnessstoried.illinois.edu. Levchin threw himself into computer science studies (ENG 
’97) and campus tech projects, honing the skills in encryption and software engineering that 
would soon define his careerstoried.illinois.edu. By the time he graduated in 1997, the 
22-year-old Levchin was ready to chase big dreams in Silicon Valley. In 1998, at just 23, he 
co-founded a startup with entrepreneur Peter Thiel – a company initially called Confinity that 
would soon revolutionize online payments under a new name: PayPalen.wikipedia.org. Levchin 
was the technical wizard behind the venture, applying the hard-won resilience and coding 
genius of his youth to create software that changed finance. The same perseverance that 
helped him literally catch his breath as a child now propelled him as an engineer and 
entrepreneur. His exceptional journey from frail Kyiv boy to bold startup founder is a testament 
to the “go through ‘I can’t’” ethos that was instilled in him early onstoried.illinois.edu. 

 
Sources: 1, 2, 3 
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Marc Andreessen 

Growing up in rural Wisconsin, Marc Andreessen taught himself BASIC programming 
from a library book — despite not owning a computer. By sixth grade, he was coding 
programs to solve his math homework, a clear glimpse of the restless intellect that would 
later shape the webentrepreneur.com. 

Company: Netscape [Acquired by AOL for $4.2B] 
Year Founded: 1994 
Age When Founding: 22 
 
Hometown: New Lisbon, Wisconsin, USA 
Alma Mater: University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign 
 
Profile: 

Marc Andreessen grew up as an unlikely prodigy in the most unassuming of settings. He was 
born in 1971 in Cedar Falls, Iowa, and raised in the small rural town of New Lisbon, 
Wisconsinencyclopedia.com. His parents, Lowell and Patricia Andreessen, provided a stable 
middle-class upbringing – Lowell was a sales manager at a seed company (Pioneer Hi-Bred 
International) and Patricia worked as a customer service representative for the Lands’ End 
clothing companybusinessinsider.comencyclopedia.com. In a town better known for farming 
than computing, young Marc stood out from an early age. He was a quiet, bookish kid who often 
found small-town life “boring,” so he escaped into reading and learning about technology to 
entertain himselfencyclopedia.com. By age 11, he had chanced upon some computer 
programming manuals at the local library and was instantly hookedencyclopedia.com. In sixth 
grade, Marc wrote his very first program – a basic calculator intended to help with his math 
homework – on the grade school’s primitive computerencyclopedia.com. (That program 
famously vanished when the school janitor cut power to the building one night, an early lesson 
in the importance of hitting “Save”encyclopedia.com.) Undeterred, the next year Marc 
persuaded his parents to buy him his own computer. They brought home a modest Radio Shack 
TRS-80 for a few hundred dollars – a significant investment for their familyencyclopedia.com. 
On that little machine, in seventh grade, Andreessen taught himself the BASIC programming 
language entirely from library books and started writing simple video gamesencyclopedia.com. 
This self-directed exploration of code was his passion, and it set him far apart from his peers. In 
a place where most boys were more interested in hunting or football, Marc was mastering 
computer logic and dreaming of worlds beyond New Lisbon. 

As Andreessen grew into his teenage years, his formidable intellect became his defining 
feature. He excelled in school, not only dominating in computer classes but also in math, 
English, and history – a truly wide-ranging talentencyclopedia.com. “Marc had an intellectual 
capacity that could intimidate people,” remembered his principal, Ken Adams, of New Lisbon 
High, noting that Andreessen’s brilliance was evident to everyoneencyclopedia.com. Teachers 
found him precociously confident; he would sometimes challenge assignments he found 
uninteresting or question teachers if he thought he knew a better wayencyclopedia.com. This 
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was not insolence so much as a deeply analytical mind unwilling to accept pat answers. By the 
time he left New Lisbon for college, Andreessen was clearly a young man “not typical” of his 
hometown, as one profile later put itencyclopedia.com. In 1989 he enrolled at the University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, initially thinking he’d study electrical engineering because it 
seemed the most practical, lucrative pathencyclopedia.com. But within a year or two, Marc 
realized his true love was software. He switched his major to computer science, immersing 
himself in the fast-developing field of computer networks and software designencyclopedia.com. 
At UIUC, Andreessen landed a part-time job as a student programmer at the National Center for 
Supercomputing Applications (NCSA) – a fateful move that would launch his 
careerencyclopedia.com. There, working for $6.85 an hour in 1992, he encountered an early 
text-based version of the emerging World Wide Web. Sensing the web’s potential, Marc teamed 
up with a savvy software engineer named Eric Bina to create a better way to navigate the 
internetencyclopedia.com. The result was Mosaic, the first widely popular web browser, which 
integrated text and images and had a user-friendly interface. When Mosaic was released in 
early 1993, millions of people downloaded it and the web’s usage 
skyrocketedencyclopedia.com. Andreessen – barely 22 years old – instantly became a hot 
name in tech circles as the co-author of Mosaic. After graduating with his B.S. in 1993, he 
moved out to Silicon Valley for a brief stint at a tech company, but he wouldn’t stay an employee 
for longencyclopedia.com. That same year, Marc’s work caught the attention of Jim Clark, a 
famed entrepreneur who had founded Silicon Graphics. Clark saw in the brash young 
programmer someone who could help transform Mosaic into a business. In 1994, Clark and 
Andreessen met and decided to start a company together to build the next generation of Mosaic 
for the commercial marketencyclopedia.com. At just 22, Marc Andreessen became the 
co-founder and chief technologist of Mosaic Communications (quickly renamed Netscape), and 
thus one of the pioneers of the modern internet eraencyclopedia.com. The qualities that had 
defined him as a boy – intense curiosity, raw brilliance, and a habit of thinking outside 
established rules – were the same qualities that enabled him to navigate this leap. In the span 
of a decade, Andreessen had gone from a kid reading programming books alone in a 
small-town library to a celebrated “boy wonder” of Silicon 
Valleyencyclopedia.comencyclopedia.com. His exceptional early aptitude and bold vision for 
what software could do were the spikes that would continue to drive his remarkable career. 

 
Sources: 1, 2 
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Joe Kraus 

Joe Kraus wasn’t your stereotypical prodigy programmer – but as a kid he had an 
undeniable knack for rallying people and ideas, even while being a tech enthusiast. He 
freely admits he “wasn’t the tech guy” among his circle, “but he was into tech” and 
gravitated toward the bigger-picture, business side of 
projectsselfmadestudent.wordpress.com. In high school, Kraus was the teen persuading 
his nerdier friends to team up on entrepreneurial little ventures or school assignments, 
using his people skills to complement their coding skills. 

Company: Excite [Merged with @Home Network: $6.7B] 
Year Founded: 1993 
Age When Founding: 22 
 
Hometown: Los Altos, California, USA 
Alma Mater: Stanford University 
 
Profile: 

Little is publicly documented about Joe Kraus’s early childhood, but by his teenage years he 
was already exhibiting a bold independent streak and a knack for forging his own path. Raised 
by parents who valued education and stability, Kraus was encouraged to pursue a conventional 
career. (Indeed, as he approached college graduation years later, his parents insisted he go to 
job interviews rather than leap into anything riskytampabay.com.) From a young age, however, 
Kraus showed hints of the entrepreneurial drive that would later define him. He had an affinity 
for technology – not so much the nuts-and-bolts of coding, but the possibilities technology 
offered for building something new. “He wasn’t the tech guy, but he was into tech,” one observer 
noted of Kraus’s early inclinations; his interests leaned more toward the business side of 
innovationselfmadestudent.wordpress.com. This balanced perspective, combining tech 
enthusiasm with big-picture vision, would become one of his hallmark traits. 

One formative experience cemented Kraus’s resolve to be his own boss. As a 19-year-old 
college freshman, he took a summer job duplicating microfiche in a dreary office, working 
alongside elderly colleagues. The work was mind-numbing. After only three weeks, the teenage 
Kraus quit in frustration and switched to bagging groceries – a slight improvement, but still far 
from inspiringfastcompany.com. He later described that microfiche job as “scarring,” a wake-up 
call that “wasn’t fun.” From that moment, Joe Kraus made himself a promise: he would never 
spend his life working for someone else. “From that point forward, I wasn’t going to work for 
anyone again,” he said of his decisionfastcompany.com. It was a bold declaration for a teenager, 
but Kraus meant it. The very next summer, he proved his point – and discovered his talent – by 
starting a small T-shirt design business with a friend. The venture netted $25,000 in one 
summer, an astonishing sum for two college kids. “That was awesome,” Kraus recalled. “I liked 
this working-for-yourself thing. I had the entrepreneurial bug”fastcompany.com. This early 
success, earned through creativity and hustle, confirmed that young Joe’s “independent streak” 
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was more than just youthful contrariness; it was the beginning of a lifelong entrepreneurial 
journey. 
Kraus’s parents, while not entrepreneurs themselves, played an important role in shaping his 
trajectory. They encouraged academic achievement and a reliable profession – a sensible path 
for a bright young man. Kraus did excel academically, earning admission to Stanford University 
in 1989. But even as he moved to California for college, his parents’ pragmatic voice was never 
far off. By the spring of 1993, as Kraus prepared to graduate Stanford, his parents grew anxious 
that their son should “get a real job.” They pressed him hard to line up employment. In fact, 
Kraus later admitted that he skipped out on those expectations: “He graduated from 
college (Stanford, where he studied political science) in 1993 and didn’t want to get a job (his 
parents were forcing him to go on job interviews)”tampabay.com. Kraus understood his parents’ 
concerns – they had supported his education and hoped to see him secure a steady paycheck – 
but his own dreams were pulling him in a different direction. 

Stanford University proved to be the perfect incubator for Kraus’s ambitions. Although he 
majored in political science rather than computer science, he gravitated toward the university’s 
vibrant tech culture. (Of the six friends who would soon co-found a company together, Joe was 
the only non-engineer – “five of them are… nerds from Stanford’s computer science 
department,” one profile noted, “and one is a political science graduate”stanfordmag.org. Kraus 
was that lone poli-sci outlier, more interested in how to turn technology into a product or 
business than in writing code himself.) At Stanford, he soaked up exposure to cutting-edge 
ideas and, crucially, to like-minded peers. In a serendipitous stroke of luck, the freshman 
housing office assigned Joe Kraus to the same dorm as several brilliant computer 
science students who shared his entrepreneurial bent. “We all were assigned to the same 
freshman dorm – then called Madera – in the Wilbur Hall complex,” Kraus later 
explainedstanfordmag.org. The group of hallmates became fast friends. They bonded over 
late-night conversations, impromptu jam sessions (three of them even formed a little jazz/funk 
band together), and an ever-present stream of techie ideas. Kraus was “clean-cut” and 
gregarious, the personable organizer among them, earning respect for his big ideas despite not 
being a programmer himselfstanfordmag.org. This tight-knit circle – which included Graham 
Spencer, Ryan McIntyre, Ben Lutch, Martin Reinfried, and Mark Van Haren – would prove to be 
the nucleus of Kraus’s future company. 

While still a student, Kraus took deliberate steps to prepare for entrepreneurship, 
supplementing his liberal arts coursework with practical business education. Sensing that he 
might soon start a company, he enrolled in an “alien subject” for a poli-sci major: Industrial 
Engineering. The reason? The course taught students how to write a business plan – exactly 
the real-world skill Kraus knew he neededtampabay.com. In this class he learned the basics of 
crafting a venture strategy and pitching an idea, adding some formal know-how to his intuitive 
hustle. By senior year, as he and his friends casually brainstormed startup notions, Excite was 
“merely a glimmer in its young founders’ eyes”tampabay.com. But Joe Kraus was already 
getting ready for that glimmer to burst into reality. His college experience was thus twofold: an 
academic journey, where he gained broad perspective (and even wrote an honors thesis in 
political science), and an informal apprenticeship in entrepreneurship, conducted in dorm 
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lounges and late-night study sessions with his tech-savvy buddies. Both aspects – the 
broad-minded strategist and the eager startup hustler – would define him in the years to come. 
By the winter of 1993, Joe Kraus was 22 years old and facing a choice. Graduation loomed 
in the spring. His parents expected him to use his Stanford degree to land a respectable job – 
perhaps in consulting or law – but Kraus’s heart was pulling him elsewhere. As he later put it 
bluntly, “I didn’t want to work for anyone else”stanfordmag.org. Instead of polishing his résumé 
and buying a suit for interviews, Kraus persuaded his five closest college friends to join him for a 
burrito at Rosita’s Taco Stop in Redwood City – ostensibly a casual meal, but in reality a 
fateful meeting of the minds. Over cheap Mexican food, the group held a “let’s plan our lives 
together” sessionstanfordmag.org. There, Kraus floated the audacious idea that they start a 
company of their own, so they could continue working together on something they loved rather 
than disperse into traditional jobstampabay.com. All six young men were on board – none of 
them relished the idea of a buttoned-down 9-to-5 life (“his former dormies [were] just as eager to 
avoid life under a boss” Kraus noted wrylystanfordmag.org). There was just one problem: they 
needed an idea. 

As the story goes, Kraus looked around the table at his talented friends and zeroed in on the 
smartest guy in the room – Graham Spencer, a quiet, bespectacled computer science whiz 
who was widely regarded as the brainiest of the bunch. “How can I get this guy who’s really, 
really smart to do something?” Kraus remembers thinkingstanfordmag.org. Prompted by Kraus, 
Spencer shared a concept he’d been mulling: building a powerful technology for searching 
through big databases. In early 1993, this was an intriguing problem. The Internet was still in its 
infancy – a tangle of academic and government websites – but information was exploding, and 
finding relevant data quickly was a challenge no one had solved. “That’s a problem that no one’s 
really solved well,” Spencer said to his friends, as they all leaned over their 
burritosstanfordmag.org. In that moment, the seed of Excite was planted. The six classmates 
agreed that a search-and-retrieval tool was a venture worth pursuing. They left the taco shop 
energized by a vision: to create software that could index and organize the vast 
information on the Internet. 

Kraus and his friends wasted no time. In the final months before graduation, they dove into 
research mode – practically living in Stanford’s libraries and computer labs. They discovered 
that existing search tools were rudimentary, leaving a gap for something far more 
sophisticatedstanfordmag.org. By the time commencement arrived in June 1993, the group had 
a clear plan. They called their project “Architext,” envisioning it as an architecture for textual 
information. With Stanford diplomas fresh in hand, they turned down the job offers their parents 
might have preferred and officially became co-founders of a startup. 

The summer after graduation, instead of entering the corporate world, Joe Kraus moved with his 
teammates into a drafty garage in Silicon Valley to hack on their dream. “After graduation, 
they borrowed $15,000 from their parents, purchased an old Sun Microsystems workstation 
from Stanford’s electronics graveyard and set up their ‘office’ in a South Palo Alto Eichler 
home,” one account describesstanfordmag.org. The house – essentially a shared group home 
doubling as a workspace – was anything but glamorous. It had a cramped garage where the 
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equipment barely fit, a perpetually blown fuse that cut power whenever they ran the clothes 
dryer for heat, and a refrigerator that was usually empty save for bulk rice and beans. The 
young founders jokingly adopted a slogan for their endeavor: “Unencumbered by reality.” 
That cheeky motto captured their youthful bravado – they were 22-year-olds with more 
optimism than experience, convinced that through sheer smarts and persistence they could 
solve the search problem and figure out the business part laterstanfordmag.org. 

In this scrappy setting, Joe Kraus truly came into his own. He was named the fledgling 
company’s first president and CEO – not because he was the oldest (he wasn’t) or the most 
technical (he definitely wasn’t), but because he had a natural talent for leadership and an 
endless well of enthusiasm. His role was clear: while the other five pored over code and 
algorithms, Kraus would be the outward-facing hustler who could talk to investors, partners, and 
the press. He threw himself into the task with trademark energy. The clean-cut college kid even 
trimmed his shaggy hair and donned a proper dress shirt and tie, all in an effort to look 
presentable to Silicon Valley venture capitalistscompanies.jrank.org. His friends affectionately 
nicknamed him “Phone Boy,” a moniker he earned by relentlessly working the phones in 
those early monthsstanfordmag.org. Kraus spent his days cold-calling anyone who might lend 
an ear – pitching their prototype search software to skeptical investors, industry advisors, and 
potential customers. “My job was to call people and talk to them about how wonderful this thing 
we were doing was until they hung up,” Kraus later quipped of his early CEO 
dutiestampabay.com. It wasn’t far from the truth: many calls ended with a dial tone, but Kraus’s 
tenacity never wavered. That tenacity soon paid off. Within a year, his tireless pitching drew the 
attention of famed venture capitalist Vinod Khosla, who became their champion and first major 
backerlatimes.comlatimes.com. 

At age 22, Joe Kraus had transformed from a Stanford student delivering Domino’s pizzas 
on the side to the tie-wearing, fast-talking leader of a Silicon Valley startuptampabay.com. 
His only “real” job experience up to that point was driving pizzas to customers – hardly 
preparation for running a tech company – but Kraus made up for lack of experience with 
overflowing passion and a remarkable willingness to learn on the fly. He treated those frenetic 
garage days as an on-the-job MBA of sortstampabay.comtampabay.com. Every challenge was a 
lesson: writing business plans in the middle of the night, learning to network with venture 
capitalists, even mastering the art of “knowing your limits” as a young CEO and bringing in 
seasoned mentors when needed. His parents, initially wary, ultimately lent their blessing 
(and a bit of seed money) to his venture, seeing their son’s determination. The close-knit team 
of six founders remained remarkably united through the stress, thanks in large part to Kraus’s 
upbeat leadership and ability to keep everyone focused on the dream. 

By late 1993, the company that would become Excite was truly born. Under Joe Kraus’s 
guidance, Architext (soon to be renamed Excite) had built its first search engine prototype and 
was preparing to launch it to the world. The journey from Kraus’s childhood to this moment had 
been a steady narrative of initiative and conviction: from a teenager who refused to accept a 
dull job, to a college entrepreneur who rallied friends around an idea, to a young CEO unafraid 
to call the biggest names in Silicon Valley with nothing to offer but passion and an idea. Kraus’s 
exceptional drive – his “spike,” one might say – lay in his ability to bridge worlds: he 
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understood technology enough to appreciate its promise, but he also possessed rare people 
skills, vision, and grit. Those qualities set him apart early on. In the years ahead, Excite would 
explode into one of the web’s first great search engines, and Joe Kraus’s youthful hunch that he 
was not meant for an ordinary job would be vindicated many times over. But even at the start – 
in that Palo Alto garage in 1993, unencumbered by reality – it was clear that Joe Kraus’s path 
was exceptional. He had chosen the road less traveled, and in doing so had begun to write his 
own remarkable chapter in Internet history. 

Sources: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5  
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Tim Sweeney 

At five years old, Tim Sweeney took apart his family’s lawnmower and rebuilt it into a 
makeshift go-kart. Soon he was dismantling radios, microwaves, anything mechanical — 
a born tinkerer. By his teens, that curiosity had turned digital as he taught himself to 
code for thousands of hours on an Apple IIspyscape.com. 

Company: Epic Games [Peak Valuation: $32B] 
Year Founded: 1991 
Age When Founding: 21 
 
Hometown: Potomac, Maryland, USA 
Alma Mater: University of Maryland, College Park 
 
Profile: 

Tim Sweeney’s childhood in suburban Potomac, Maryland unfolded like the origin story of a 
born tinkererweb.archive.orgweb.archive.org. He was the youngest of three brothers (his two 
siblings were 10 and 16 years his senior), effectively growing up with the curiosity of an only 
child in a quiet, wooded neighborhood on the outskirts of Washington, D.C. His father worked 
for the Defense Mapping Agency, rising from a high-school graduate to a director-level 
cartographer who pored over top-secret spy plane photos – when global conflicts flared, young 
Tim would notice his dad disappear into intense bouts of workweb.archive.org. His mother, 
meanwhile, juggled raising Tim and his brothers with a part-time job at a flower shop, fostering a 
warm home environment even as she encouraged 
self-relianceunreal.fandom.comweb.archive.org. Surrounded by supportive parents and much 
older siblings, Tim developed an independent streak early. He roamed the family’s semi-rural 
property building things and taking machines apart, more often in the garage or backyard than 
on a playground. Neighbors might find the towheaded boy elbow-deep in mechanical innards, 
doggedly figuring out how everyday devices worked. Sweeney himself recalls dismantling his 
first lawnmower by the age of five or six, and fashioning makeshift go-karts from spare 
engines, planks, and whatever parts he could scroungeweb.archive.org. “I was always 
interested in technical things,” he later said, describing how kids like him a few years earlier 
might have become hot-rod mechanics, while those a few years younger would turn to 
computersweb.archive.org. In the late 1970s, he was perfectly straddling that transition: 
entranced by mechanical gadgets but also by the nascent world of electronics. 

Even before he ever touched a computer, Sweeney’s way of playing was deeply technical and 
imaginative. As a grade-schooler he stumbled upon a video arcade on his route to school and 
was instantly captivated by the blinking machines – not just by the games they played, but by 
the hidden systems inside themweb.archive.org. He dumped his allowance into Space 
Invaders and other games, not so much for entertainment as to analyze how these digital 
creations operated. At home, the family had an Atari 2600 console, which Tim “mostly hated,” 
finding it primitiveweb.archive.org. The one title he admired was Adventure, a game of 
exploration that sparked his imagination. Instead of simply enjoying these games like a normal 

55 

https://spyscape.com/article/true-superhero-tim-sweeneys-unreal-conservation-of-real-nature#:~:text=were%20a%20comfortable%20family%2C%20but,invested%20over%2010%2C000%20hours%20in
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=Sweeney%20thinks%20he%20took%20apart,It%20was%20the%20same%20audience
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=Born%20in%201970%2C%20he%20grew,Sweeney%20remembered
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=Born%20in%201970%2C%20he%20grew,Sweeney%20remembered
https://unreal.fandom.com/wiki/Tim_Sweeney#:~:text=Sweeney%20was%20born%20to%20a,work%20in%20the%20early%20computer
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=Born%20in%201970%2C%20he%20grew,Sweeney%20remembered
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=Sweeney%20thinks%20he%20took%20apart,It%20was%20the%20same%20audience
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=Sweeney%20thinks%20he%20took%20apart,It%20was%20the%20same%20audience
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=Sweeney%20first%20saw%20video%20games,that%20were%20programmed%20by%20people
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=Image%3A%20The%20Quiet%20Tinkerer%20Who,Beautiful%20Finally%20Gets%20His%20Due


kid, Sweeney was preoccupied with understanding their design. In fact, he later admitted he 
never became an avid gamer at all – he would sample games just long enough to glean their 
underlying mechanisms, then lose interest in playing and turn back to creatingweb.archive.org. 
By his own account, he has finished only two video games in his life, Doom and Portal, because 
“I would play games long enough to discover what they were doing and how they were doing it. 
And then I’d spend the rest of my time building.”web.archive.org This early focus on how things 
work, rather than simply using them, was Sweeney’s defining trait. It set him apart as a child: 
quiet, intensely focused, and happiest when solving a technical puzzle on his own. Socially he 
was reserved – “I was never good at…collect[ing] things and negotiat[ing] with other 
people. I always gravitated toward things that were technical in nature,” he later 
reflectedweb.archive.org. That propensity sometimes left him isolated (he jokingly called himself 
“the weird computer guy” at schoolweb.archive.org), but it also honed his self-sufficiency. With 
few playmates his age, Tim learned to teach himself and to relish solitary, mind-bending 
projects. 

web.archive.orgweb.archive.orgA pivotal turning point came when Sweeney was around 
eleven years old. His eldest brother, Steve, had moved to California and launched a tech 
startup – a glittering prospect that Tim admired from afar. In the early 1980s, Steve invited Tim 
to visit him on the West Coast. There, for the first time, Tim encountered a modern IBM 
personal computer, one of the very first off the production lineweb.archive.org. Sweeney was 
in awe. Steve patiently showed his kid brother how to use the PC and introduced him to 
programming in BASIC. Tim spent almost the entire week of that visit glued to the keyboard, 
experimenting feverishly. It was a revelation: unlike the trial-and-error frustration of building a 
go-kart that might never run, the computer obeyed his commands instantly and flawlessly. “It 
was really incredible…The computer would do exactly what you say,” Sweeney recalled of that 
first coding experience. “I could write, in just a few hours, a really impressive program. It was the 
ultimate machine to tinker with.”web.archive.orgweb.archive.org He describes that moment as 
“totally love at first sight” – the moment he realized the power of software to bring his ideas 
to lifeweb.archive.org. After returning home to Maryland, Tim was a boy possessed. He now 
had a clear passion – programming – and he threw himself into it with monastic dedication. 
Sweeney’s parents soon acquired an Apple II computer (a birthday gift to his father that Tim 
promptly commandeered)web.archive.org, and on this machine the 11-year-old set out to create 
his own fantasy adventure game. Recalling the enchantment of Adventure on the Atari, he 
dreamed of writing “Adventure II.” Tim began simply, teaching himself to draw a single pixel dot 
on the screen, then how to move that dot, then how to design one room of a game world, then 
multiple rooms, gradually tackling more complex tasks like collision detection for on-screen 
objectsweb.archive.org. He had no formal tutor beyond text manuals and bulletin board 
systems of the early ’80s, where he would download programming guides and study others’ 
codeweb.archive.org. By age 15, after thousands of hours of practice, Sweeney had quietly 
become an elite young programmer. “For my first 10,000 hours of programming it was entirely 
on my own and entirely self-directed,” he said, recalling how he methodically absorbed every 
new technique he could findweb.archive.org. In those days, he had virtually no peers to share 
his interest – computing was still a niche hobby, and Tim’s solitary devotion earned him a 
reputation as the school’s introverted tech whiz. “I was the weird computer guy and nobody 

56 

https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=Even%20though%20much%20of%20his,rest%20of%20my%20time%20building
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=Even%20though%20much%20of%20his,rest%20of%20my%20time%20building
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=,
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=done,then%20would%20do%20them%20himself
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=When%20he%20was%20about%2011%2C,ultimate%20machine%20to%20tinker%20with
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=PC,free%20to%20learning%20to%20do
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=When%20he%20was%20about%2011%2C,ultimate%20machine%20to%20tinker%20with
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=When%20he%20was%20about%2011%2C,ultimate%20machine%20to%20tinker%20with
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=PC,free%20to%20learning%20to%20do
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=PC,free%20to%20learning%20to%20do
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=A%20few%20months%20after%20he,into%20a%20video%20game%20developer
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=going%20out%20and%20exploring%20the,style%20game
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=Sweeney%20thinks%20he%20was%20,then%20would%20do%20them%20himself
https://web.archive.org/web/20140906160202/http://kotaku.com/5865951/the-quiet-tinkerer-who-makes-games-beautiful-finally-gets-his-due#:~:text=done,then%20would%20do%20them%20himself


really cared,” he laughed in hindsightweb.archive.org. Still, Tim was not a complete loner. In the 
latter half of high school he came out of his shell just enough to run cross-country and even to 
play the saxophoneweb.archive.org. He also nurtured an avid love of nature – spending 
weekends hiking in the woods – a grounding hobby that balanced his screen time and would 
later shape his environmental philanthropyweb.archive.org. But the true center of his life 
remained the glowing computer screen in his bedroom, where late into the night he crafted 
simple games purely for his own satisfaction. 

web.archive.orgweb.archive.orgImportantly, Sweeney’s older brothers not only jump-started his 
coding interest, they also imparted a bit of business savvy. The Sweeney boys came from an 
entrepreneurial stock: witnessing Steve start a company and observing another brother’s 
ventures gave Tim a sense that forging one’s own path was possibleweb.archive.org. Tim got 
his first practical lesson in entrepreneurship around age 15, courtesy of a summer job at a local 
hardware store. Earning a flat $4 an hour regardless of how hard he worked struck the teen as 
“financially non-optimal.”web.archive.org Why, he wondered, should initiative not be rewarded? 
So Tim decided to become his own boss. Borrowing his dad’s lawn tractor, he went door-to-door 
offering to mow neighbors’ lawns in the new upscale developments around Potomac. 
Professional landscaping companies were charging about $120 per yard; Tim boldly undercut 
them by offering the service for roughly half-price (around $60), and he still managed to clear 
about $25 profit per hour of workweb.archive.org. After mowing a number of gigantic suburban 
lawns under the baking Maryland sun, Sweeney pocketed a few thousand dollars – far more 
than he could ever have earned at the hardware store. More importantly, he had an epiphany. 
“That’s when I came to a really clear realization that, by trying harder, and striving to find cool 
business opportunities, you could do far, far better than the wage earners,” Tim said of this 
lightbulb momentweb.archive.orgweb.archive.org. In that instant, the mindset of an 
entrepreneur clicked into place. Rather than follow a prescribed job, Sweeney saw that he 
could leverage his own skills to create value on his own terms. Naturally, his thoughts turned 
back to computers – if mowing grass could be lucrative, what about selling software? He began 
doing the math in his head: “If I made a game and it sold this many copies, I would make this 
many dollars,” he calculated, realizing he might make a living doing what he 
lovedweb.archive.org. This blend of technical talent and business curiosity set the stage for 
Sweeney’s next chapter. 

web.archive.orgweb.archive.orgIn 1988, Sweeney enrolled at the University of Maryland as a 
mechanical engineering major, pleasing his practical parents, but his heart remained with 
computers. Fortunately, his family encouraged his tech pursuits too – as a college freshman, 
Tim received a new IBM AT 286 computer from his father, a substantial gift that equipped him to 
develop more advanced softwareweb.archive.org. On campus Sweeney was a shy, 
bespectacled engineering student by day, but after class he retreated to tinker with code. He 
never did finish that “Adventure II” on the old Apple, partly because the Apple II market had 
dried up by the late ‘80sweb.archive.org. But now armed with a powerful IBM PC and immersed 
in the booming PC software culture, Sweeney sensed an opportunity. “By the time I got an IBM, 
I started thinking, ‘Hey, I could build a business around this,’” he saidweb.archive.org. His plan 
began with a tool: Tim needed a good text editor for programming on the IBM, so he wrote one 
himself from scratch. Then inspiration struck – what if the text editor itself became a game? In a 
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characteristically inventive leap, Sweeney modified his editor so that each letter or symbol could 
turn into a player or an object on-screen. He essentially built a rudimentary game engine out of 
a coding utility: “I realized, ‘Hey, you know, I could make each character on the screen have 
collision… I could turn this text editor into a little game,’” he explainedweb.archive.org. Using 
simple text characters as graphics, he designed rooms, puzzles and enemies, and soon his text 
editor had morphed into a top-down adventure game. In 1991, at 21 years old, Tim Sweeney 
packaged this quirky creation as ZZT, a shareware game that ingeniously included its own world 
editor so players could create levels – a natural extension of Tim’s “builder” 
mentalityweb.archive.orgweb.archive.org. To sell ZZT beyond his dorm and neighborhood, 
Sweeney studied the shareware model pioneered by PC game entrepreneurs like Scott Miller 
of Apogee. He even reached out to Miller for marketing tips, learning the importance of polish 
and presentationweb.archive.orgweb.archive.org. Taking that advice to heart, Tim prepared ZZT 
for release and founded his own company to publish it. In a bit of youthful bravado, he named 
the one-man venture “Epic MegaGames” – a tongue-in-cheek attempt to sound like a big, 
formidable game studio, when in reality it was just Tim coding in his parents’ basement in 
Potomaceng.umd.edueng.umd.edu. The gambit worked: as soon as ZZT hit the bulletin boards, 
orders from PC hobbyists around the country started trickling in. Sweeney was soon receiving 
3–4 mail orders per day for his $15 game, each envelope containing a check or cash that he 
dutifully processed with the help of his supportive father, who pitched in to ship out floppy disks 
from homeweb.archive.orgen.wikipedia.org. ZZT was no blockbuster by later standards, but it 
earned about $100 a day – a tidy sum for a college kid in 1991 – and, more importantly, it 
validated Tim’s belief that he could turn his passion into a livelihoodweb.archive.org. With that 
modest success, Tim Sweeney decided to leave college and devote himself fully to game 
development. He had, by age 21, already lived a lifetime in tech – from tinkering with engines 
in his yard to mastering computer languages alone at night – and now he stood on the cusp of a 
gaming revolution. The traits that defined him in youth – obsessive curiosity, engineering 
brilliance, and quiet entrepreneurial grit – would become the same traits that defined Epic 
Games in its early days. Sweeney’s spike, the thing that made him exceptional even as a 
teenager, was this fusion of technical genius and inventive vision, grounded in a 
do-it-yourself work ethic. At the moment he mailed out the first copies of ZZT in 1991, Tim 
Sweeney was still the unassuming hacker from Potomac – socially awkward, utterly brilliant, 
and unafraid to follow his own path – but he was now also a fledgling CEO, ready to 
transform the gaming world in his own subtle way. 

 
Sources: 1, 2, 3 
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Michael Dell 

In high school, Dell famously out-earned many of his teachers by applying some serious 
hustle and brains to an ordinary summer job. At sixteen he took a job selling newspaper 
subscriptions for the Houston Post – then used data analysis to pinpoint newlyweds and 
new residents as untapped customers. The result? Dell raked in $18,000 in one year of 
commissionsachievement.org, which was enough for the teen to buy himself a 
brand-new BMW (and a high-end computer) in cash. 

Company: Dell Technologies [Peak Market Cap: $100B] 
Year Founded: 1984 
Age When Founding: 19 
 
Hometown: Houston, Texas, USA 
Alma Mater: University of Texas at Austin (dropped out) 
 
Profile: 

Michael Dell grew up in the comfortable embrace of an upper-middle-class Houston family, 
straddling two very different parental influencesachievement.orgachievement.org. He was 
born in 1965 to Alexander and Lorraine Dell, a power duo of brains and ambition: his father was 
a successful orthodontist and his mother was a sharp-minded financial consultant and 
stockbrokerachievement.org. Their household blended the analytical rigor of medicine with the 
risk-aware savvy of Wall Street. Michael (the middle of three brothers) was raised with the 
expectations typical of a well-off, professional family – dinnertime conversations might toggle 
between discussions of patients and portfolios. From a young age, though, it was clear that 
Michael’s true interests lay beyond ordinary childhood diversions. He was a bright and 
inquisitive kid, forever asking questions and looking for angles, not content to simply accept the 
status quo. In fact, in an almost comic display of precociousness, eight-year-old Michael Dell 
applied to take a high-school equivalency exam – essentially attempting to test out of 
elementary school and leap straight into business lifeachievement.org. He had become 
enthralled by the idea of commerce and making money even before reaching his teens, and he 
saw formal schooling as something to hurry through. His parents, who valued education highly, 
were astonished (and quietly put a stop to that plan), but the episode became family lore: it 
captured Michael’s impatient genius and his yearning to be “grown up” and doing real work 
while other kids were playing with toys. As Michael later reflected, he was fascinated by both 
business and electronics from an early age and “couldn’t wait to combine his two 
passions.”achievement.org 

Traits of initiative and enterprise surfaced in Michael’s childhood almost as soon as he could 
count. One of his earliest ventures was sparked by a hobby he picked up from a friend’s father – 
stamp collecting. What began as a casual pastime soon turned into a moneymaking scheme 
for the enterprising pre-teen. In a story he’s fond of retelling, Michael at age 12 decided to 
capitalize on the rising market prices of collectible stampsthestoryco.inthestoryco.in. He 
gathered up duplicates and unwanted stamps from local collectors (essentially getting inventory 
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on consignment) and advertised “Dell’s Stamps” for sale in a philatelic magazinethestoryco.in. 
To his own surprise, the responses poured in and young Michael made about $2,000 from his 
mail-order stamp auction – an impressive haul for a kid in the late 1970sthestoryco.in. “My first 
business – if you call it that – was a stamp auction when I was 12 years old,” he later recalled 
with a grin, noting that it netted him “a couple thousand dollars”sbnonline.com. This early 
success taught him the thrill of spotting an opportunity and cutting out the middleman, a lesson 
that stuck. At the same time, Michael was an insatiably curious tinkerer. Family members 
remember him as the kid who would rather disassemble a new gadget than play with it. He had 
a particular fascination with computers and electronics, nurtured by the zeitgeist of the late ’70s 
and early ’80s. When the first personal computers hit the market, teenage Michael was 
immediately intrigued. At age 15, he managed to acquire one of the early Apple II computers 
and promptly unscrewed the case and disassembled it piece by piece, just to understand 
the circuitry and then challenge himself to put it all back togetherachievement.org. This 
hands-on approach to technology gave Michael a foundational understanding of hardware that 
would later prove invaluable. But even more defining was how he coupled this technical 
curiosity with a head for business. 

Michael’s teenage years turned into a proving ground for his extraordinary drive and ingenuity. 
While other high-schoolers in Houston’s Memorial High might have spent afternoons on 
homework or sports, Michael was busy reading business books, experimenting with gadgets, 
and brainstorming his next venture. He had a wide-eyed, opportunistic view of the world – 
anything that could be turned into a business, he would try. Encouraged by his mother’s 
profession, he became oddly literate in finance for a young teen: he followed the stock ticker, 
kept up with market news, and even began investing money he earned from odd jobs into 
stocks and precious metalsachievement.org. “My mother was a financial consultant… 
immersed in the world of stocks and bonds,” Michael said, “and I kind of became interested in 
currencies and what was going on with commodity prices. Kind of an odd thing for a 13-year-old 
to be doing, but I found it interesting.”achievement.org This glimpse into the money markets 
gave him a sophisticated perspective on value and strategy at an age when most kids’ financial 
acumen stops at counting allowance. Yet Michael was not purely a desk-bound numbers kid; he 
had a hustler’s flair and social confidence that set him apart. In high school, he landed a 
part-time job as a telemarketer selling newspaper subscriptions for the Houston Post, and what 
he did with that job has since passed into entrepreneurial legend. Rather than mindlessly 
cold-calling people out of the phonebook like his peers, Michael devised a data-driven plan to 
maximize sales. He analyzed the demographics of likely subscribers and realized new 
homeowners and newlyweds were prime targets (since they were settling into routines and 
might want a local paper)sbnonline.com. So he procured lists of recent marriage licenses and 
mortgage holders – effectively pinpointing fresh prospects – and concentrated his calls on 
themsbnonline.com. The results were astounding. At 16 years old, Michael Dell orchestrated a 
mini subscription empire from his bedroom: he even recruited a couple of high school buddies to 
help cover a wider territory, canvassing within Houston and beyondsbnonline.com. By creatively 
focusing on receptive customers, Michael managed to sell thousands of subscriptions in a 
single summer, earning a whopping $18,000 in commissions – more than many of his 
teachers earned that yearsbnonline.com. He celebrated by rewarding himself with some very 
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un-teenager-like purchases: a top-of-the-line personal computer and a shiny new BMW, which 
he would proudly park in the high school lotachievement.org. It wasn’t about teenage flash, 
though – for Michael, the car and the cash were tangible proof that his entrepreneurial instincts 
were on the right track. He had outwitted a system and profited mightily; he was hungry for 
more. Classmates saw a confident, independent young man who already seemed to be living in 
the adult world. Teachers, meanwhile, couldn’t miss that Michael’s mind was often elsewhere – 
plotting business moves – though he was perfectly capable academically when engaged. This 
mix of boldness, intellect, and tactical execution was Michael’s spike as a young person. He had 
an uncanny ability to conceive a strategy, execute it with focus, and reap the rewards, all before 
most kids his age had a clue about the real economy. 

Despite his early ventures and clear aptitude, Michael Dell’s path was not free of familial friction. 
His parents, Alex and Lorraine, loved him dearly and had strong opinions about his future. 
The Dells were a Jewish family that valued education and prestige; it was more or less assumed 
that Michael, like one of his brothers, would become a doctor or at least a professional of some 
kind. By 1983, Michael had enrolled at the University of Texas at Austin, nominally as a pre-med 
student studying biologyachievement.orgachievement.org. But in reality, the 18-year-old 
freshman’s heart was already in his side business. In his dorm room at Dobie Center, Michael 
had begun building and upgrading personal computers for sale, an enterprise that was 
booming by word of mouth. He had observed a key gap in the PC market: buyers were forced to 
pay high retail prices for machines that often came with pre-configured features they didn’t want, 
and any customization had to be done after purchase. Sensing an opportunity, Michael started 
buying up leftover stock of IBM PCs at cost from local retailers, souping them up with extra 
memory or disk capacity, and reselling them directly to customers at 10–15% below the 
standard retail priceachievement.org. It was a win-win – customers got exactly the machine 
they needed for less money, and Michael pocketed a profit. He began with just $1,000 in capital 
and the venture quickly gained momentumachievement.org. However, this did not sit well with 
his parents. When word reached the Dells that Michael was neglecting classes to churn out 
upgraded PCs and peripheral kits, they were alarmed. They had scrimped and saved for him to 
attend college (though affluent, they expected their children to work hard and not be frivolous), 
and now here was Michael seemingly throwing it away. In late 1983, his parents flew to Austin 
unannounced to check on himachievement.org. They found his apartment strewn with 
computer parts and inventory – clear evidence that Michael’s “hobby” was more like a full-time 
operation. A serious confrontation ensued. “Michael, you’ve got to get your priorities straight,” 
they scolded, urging him to focus on his biology courses and drop the PC 
businessachievement.org. Dutifully, Michael agreed – he promised to shut down his fledgling 
company and refocus on school. But this truce lasted all of ten daysachievement.org. In 
Michael’s mind, those ten days of pretending to be a regular student only crystallized how 
passionate he was about his venture. “What I kind of reflected on in those ten days is that I 
really love this – it was enormously exciting, tremendously fun,” he said laterachievement.org. In 
fact, the parental ultimatum had the opposite effect: “My parents telling me to stop doing it is 
probably what caused the company to get created,” Michael admittedachievement.org. Like any 
willful 18-year-old with a dream, he decided to pursue it with or without permission. He 
secretly continued taking orders and assembling PCs in his dorm, even as he feigned 
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compliance to his parents. Eventually, realizing his determination, the Dells struck a compromise 
with their son. Michael proposed taking a leave of absence from college – one semester – to 
formally launch his company. “I’ll take the semester off…the fall of ’84…and if it doesn’t work 
out, I’ll go back to school. If it does, I’ll just keep doing it,” he told themachievement.org. 
Perhaps impressed by his earnestness (and the clear evidence that the business was real), his 
parents agreed. In May 1984, at just 19 years old, Michael Dell filed the incorporation papers 
for his computer startup and officially dropped out of college to run itachievement.org. At that 
pivotal moment, he was not yet the famous billionaire entrepreneur; he was a teenager with a 
vision, brimming with confidence and a touch of defiance, setting up shop in a spare bedroom 
at his off-campus apartment. The company he founded would later be known as Dell 
Technologies, but at inception it was a humble outfit called PC’s Limited, run by Michael and a 
small crew of friends. What made Michael exceptional at this juncture was the clarity of his 
conviction and the maturity of his business sense despite his youth. He often cites how he 
challenged the traditional way computers were sold, directly reaching customers and 
tailoring products to their needs – an insight born directly from the keen observational skills and 
rule-breaking spirit he had cultivated in high schoolachievement.org. By the time he founded 
his company, Michael Dell was already every bit the entrepreneur in mind and 
temperament: opportunistic yet customer-focused, unafraid to buck family expectations, and 
driven by an almost intrinsic understanding of how to improve systems – whether it was a 
newspaper sales strategy or a PC distribution model. In later years, the world would come to 
know Michael Dell as the billionaire who revolutionized the personal computer industry. But at 
the dawn of 1984, he was simply a brash, brilliant college dropout assembling custom 
computers from a cramped dormitory, fueled by pizza, passion, and the early sparks of genius. 
The values instilled by his parents – discipline, hard work, ambition – had not been abandoned; 
Michael had merely channeled them into a different path. In doing so, he remained true to who 
he had been since childhood: a boy who loved gadgets and business in equal measure, 
and who would stop at nothing to build something of his own. 

 
Sources: 1, 2, 3 
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Appendix 

I.​ Henrique Dubugras: At age 12, when his parents refused to pay for a paid online game 
he loved, Dubugras taught himself to code so he could play it for free – he even built a 
pirated version of the game that became popular in Brazil, until legal patent threats 
forced his mom to make him shut it downlatitud.com.​
 

II.​ Alexandr Wang: As a sophomore math whiz at Los Alamos High, Wang was one of just 
ten students nationwide selected for the 2013 “Who Wants to Be a Mathematician” 
contest. When asked about his plans, the 16-year-old quipped that he couldn’t wait for 
summer because he could “literally sleep all day without repercussions” (he won a trip to 
the nationals – and promptly planned to spend any prize money on his other passion, 
competitive debate.)ladailypost.com.​
 

III.​ Stanley Tang: Entrepreneurial from the start, 11-year-old Tang turned a junk-food 
craving into a mini-business: every day after school he’d buy snacks from 7-Eleven and 
resell them to classmates the next day – at three times the pricestanforddaily.com. By 
exploiting his peers’ sweet tooth, Tang discovered his knack for profit early (to the 
chagrin of hungry schoolmates), foreshadowing the hustle that later led him to co-found 
DoorDash.​
 

IV.​ Vitalik Buterin: A teenage Buterin was an avid World of Warcraft gamer – until a 2010 
update weakened his favorite warlock character’s Siphon Life spell. The 15-year-old was 
so distraught that he recalls “I cried myself to sleep” that night and, in that moment, 
realized “what horrors centralized services can bring”markets.businessinsider.com. That 
disillusionment with a game developer’s power became a formative lesson, planting the 
seeds for his later creation of Ethereum as a decentralized platform.​
 

V.​ Markus Villig: Villig’s entrepreneurial streak showed almost as soon as he could count. 
In fact, as a kindergartener in Estonia he was already selling his old Lego bricks to other 
kids for pocket moneygetrecall.ai. By age 12 he was avidly reading about high-growth 
tech companies and learning to code, and at 19 – with no driver’s license and only a 
€5,000 family loan – he launched the ride-hailing startup Bolt (proving that a childhood of 
tiny toy bricks can indeed pave the way to unicorns).​
 

VI.​ Palmer Luckey: As a teen, Palmer Luckey turned his garage into a chaotic tech lab, 
once burning a permanent blind spot into his retina with a high-powered laser. He later 
laughed, “It’s honestly a miracle I’m not dead,” recalling his near-electrocutions from DIY 
Tesla coils and other madcap experiments that defined his fearless, hands-on obsession 
with engineeringen.wikipedia.org.​
 

VII.​ William Hockey: Growing up in a rural town outside Chico, California, William Hockey 
wasn’t surrounded by Silicon Valley types — his neighbors were welders, contractors, 
and farmers. As a kid, he’d spend hours tearing apart household gadgets just to see how 
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they worked, once disassembling an old vacuum and labeling each piece to understand 
the airflow path. His first serious project was wiring together computer parts scavenged 
from Craigslist into a makeshift server in his bedroomyoutube.com.​
 

VIII.​ Dylan Field: Field found middle school so unstimulating that he forged an unlikely 
friendship – with the school janitor. The custodian happened to be a bit of a math savant, 
and an intellectually bored Dylan (then about 11 or 12) spent his recess hours hanging 
out with him “kind of learning math” rather than playing with classmatesen.wikipedia.org.​
 

IX.​ Evan Spiegel: At 16, Evan Spiegel wrote a now-infamous letter to his father asking for a 
$75,000 BMW 550i, saying, “Cars bring me sheer joy.” He argued it would validate his 
budgeting skills and added: “It feels nice to pull up next to the rich, arrogant assholes at 
Crossroads... and know I didn’t sell out.” It was the kind of audacious, privileged plea 
only Evan could make — revealing both his confidence and contradictionslaweekly.com.​
 

X.​ Patrick Collison: At 16, Collison wasn’t just a bright Irish student – he was literally the 
brightest in Ireland. In 2005, the County Limerick teen won the 41st Young Scientist of 
the Year award by creating a new programming language (a Lisp dialect he named 
“Croma”)independent.ie. Patrick had built himself a “hi-tech den” at home with nine 
computers networked via a satellite link (costing €100/month) to power his 
experimentsindependent.ie. That hardcore teenage setup – and a project so advanced 
even the judges barely understood it – hinted at Collison’s future as the co-founder of 
Stripe (now one of the world’s most valuable fintech companies).​
 

XI.​ Daniel Ek: By 13, Daniel Ek was building websites for local businesses and charging up 
to $5,000 each. He recruited classmates to help and paid them in video games, 
essentially running a mini-agency out of his bedroom — a teenage entrepreneur 
managing a 25-person team before finishing high schoolpeterfisk.com.​
 

XII.​ Melanie Perkins: At 14, Melanie Perkins started sewing scarves at home and selling 
them at weekend markets in Perth. She loved setting up shop and interacting with 
customers — a quiet but formative moment that made her realize how empowering it felt 
to create and sell something herselfentrepreneur.com.​
 

XIII.​ Sebastian Siemiatkowski: Before Klarna, Siemiatkowski flipped burgers at Burger 
King, where he met his future co-founder Niklas Adalberth. “We used to discuss a lot of 
different ideas while making Whoppers,” he said — two teens dreaming of startups while 
manning the fryer stationeu-startups.com.​
 

XIV.​ Matt Mullenweg: Before he was building WordPress, Mullenweg was improvising jazz 
solos. He grew up in Houston and attended the prestigious High School for the 
Performing and Visual Arts as a jazz saxophone majoren.wikipedia.org. Music was his 
first passion – he once said the saxophone and programming have a lot in common, as 
both involve finding creative patterns. Fittingly, Matt carried that love of jazz into his 
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software career: he famously started the tradition of naming WordPress’s version 
releases after jazz legends.​
 

XV.​ Mike Cannon-Brookes: In 2001, while still a university student, Cannon-Brookes made 
a gutsy move that changed his life: he blasted out an email to his entire class at the 
University of New South Wales, asking “Who wants to help me start a software 
company?”npr.org. At the time, entrepreneurship was so rare in Australia that only one 
classmate (Scott Farquhar) responded. The pair set up shop in their college dorms, 
coding at all hours, and that scrappy two-man venture became Jira, leading to 
Atlassiannpr.org – now a $50+ billion enterprise.​
 

XVI.​ Max Levchin: Levchin’s childhood in Soviet Ukraine was a true battle for survival. He 
suffered from such severe asthma and chronic bronchitis that doctors warned his 
parents he wouldn’t live past early childhoodgrainger.illinois.edu. Refusing to give up, 
young Max took his mother’s advice and began playing the clarinet to strengthen his 
lungsgrainger.illinois.edu. The therapy worked – he dramatically improved his breathing. 
That triumph over literal life-or-death odds instilled in Levchin a lifelong grit; by his early 
20s in the U.S., he had co-founded PayPal, where his relentless problem-solving helped 
him tackle fraud and security challenges that others thought “impossible.”​
 

XVII.​ Marc Andreessen: Growing up in rural Wisconsin, Marc Andreessen taught himself 
BASIC programming from a library book — despite not owning a computer. By sixth 
grade, he was coding programs to solve his math homework, a clear glimpse of the 
restless intellect that would later shape the webentrepreneur.com. ​
 

XVIII.​ Joe Kraus: Joe Kraus wasn’t your stereotypical prodigy programmer – but as a kid he 
had an undeniable knack for rallying people and ideas, even while being a tech 
enthusiast. He freely admits he “wasn’t the tech guy” among his circle, “but he was into 
tech” and gravitated toward the bigger-picture, business side of 
projectsselfmadestudent.wordpress.com. In high school, Kraus was the teen persuading 
his nerdier friends to team up on entrepreneurial little ventures or school assignments, 
using his people skills to complement their coding skills.​
 

XIX.​ Tim Sweeney: At five years old, Tim Sweeney took apart his family’s lawnmower and 
rebuilt it into a makeshift go-kart. Soon he was dismantling radios, microwaves, anything 
mechanical — a born tinkerer. By his teens, that curiosity had turned digital as he taught 
himself to code for thousands of hours on an Apple IIspyscape.com.​
 

XX.​ Michael Dell: In high school, Dell famously out-earned many of his teachers by applying 
some serious hustle and brains to an ordinary summer job. At sixteen he took a job 
selling newspaper subscriptions for the Houston Post – then used data analysis to 
pinpoint newlyweds and new residents as untapped customers. The result? Dell raked in 
$18,000 in one year of commissionsachievement.org, which was enough for the teen to 
buy himself a brand-new BMW (and a high-end computer) in cash. 
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