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The future is a land of which there are no maps.

—A. J. P. TAYLOR

Man cannot create the current of events. He can only float with it and steer.

—OTTO VON BISMARCK

The people who are crazy enough to think they can change the world are the ones who do.

—Apple ‘Think Different’ commercial, 1997





 

 

 


unreasonable success n.

1. such success in changing the world, that it might seem unreasonable for any individual to have so much impact

2. success that is unexpected, and was not predicted when the individual was young or early in their career

3. success that goes well beyond what the individual’s skills and performance seem to warrant

4. success based on leaps of intuition rather than on logic and reason




PART ONE

The Map of Unreasonable Success
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Can We Map Success?

 

In his dazzling book Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell presents a theory of outstanding success based around the early accumulation of skills – the famous ‘10,000 hours’ – in developing new areas of expertise. This is how Bill Gates happened to gain vast experience of computer programming long before almost anyone else. He was able to do this not just because he was obsessed with the new field, but also because privileged access to computers at school gave him a head start over his peers. The Beatles were just a mediocre high-school band in 1960 – what transformed them was playing eight hours a day, seven days a week, in the strip clubs of Hamburg. ‘We got better and got more confidence,’ said John Lennon. ‘We couldn’t help it, with all the experience playing all night long.’1

And so on. Raw talent is one thing, but circumstances enable rapid accumulation of experience; without these particular circumstances we might never have heard of The Beatles.

The trouble with this theory is not that it is wrong for the people that Gladwell cites, but that there are many more cases of extraordinary success which don’t fit the template of ‘early accumulation of experience’. While I was rereading his book recently, the thought struck me – what if we could map success in a way that isolates the causes of their remarkable success for almost any high achiever?

Would it be possible to construct a map of success that works for almost any eminent person in any field, at any time? Something that applies to Leonardo da Vinci, Marie Curie and Albert Einstein, Bob Dylan and Madonna, Helena Rubinstein and Steve Jobs, Paul of Tarsus and Otto von Bismarck, John Maynard Keynes and Jeff Bezos, J. K. Rowling and Walt Disney, and even to Vladimir Lenin, Winston Churchill, Margaret Thatcher and Nelson Mandela?

Preposterous.

But this is where the idea of a map comes in. Any individual’s life contains countless unique particularities. Everyone’s story is different. But underneath the blur of local circumstances and personal idiosyncrasies, is there a common map that successful people followed which shows the way forward? It took me a long time to find it, but I think it exists.

I started with around fifty possible ‘landmarks’ – experiences or reasons for success – for the map, and then tried them out one by one on a small number of cases of high achievers whose life stories I knew intimately. If the explanation didn’t work in nearly all cases, I discarded it.

I was surprised to find – although in retrospect I should have expected this – that there were a few landmarks which were so powerful that they were almost universally present. But they were not all present from the start, nor were they mainly to do with the inherent personal characteristics of the successful people. Anyone who has studied history knows well that the way individuals react to the strange, unexpected crosscurrents of events in their life greatly affects success or failure.

Successful people typically don’t plan their success. Instead they develop a unique philosophy or attitude that works for them. They stumble across strategies which are short-cuts to success, and latch onto them. Events hand them opportunities they could not have anticipated. Often their peers with equal or greater talent fail while they succeed. It is too easy to attribute success to inherent, unstoppable genius. Usually this is an illusion; sometimes, a travesty of the truth.

So what excites me is this: if we can construct a useful map of success – one that is based on a theory and structure and can be tested historically – it becomes possible for anyone to see the processes and events they need to go through if they want unreasonable success. If we wish to emulate such success, we should try to acquire the few indispensable conditions for it, and become aware of the experiences or circumstances which can propel us to high fortune. Some of these experiences can be deliberately acquired, but others are a matter of reacting the right – but entirely specific and predictable – way to events, taking charge of them as they unfold.

What is success? What is unreasonable success?

The dimensions of success are legion – for example, creating great art or music or a revolutionary new business, changing the course of local or world history, discovering and demonstrating an important scientific or spiritual truth, relieving poverty or suffering – and perhaps the least important of all, unless used for a great philanthropic purpose: making a fortune.

Success is also a continuum – you don’t have to become rich or a household name to be successful, and there are degrees of success. I define success as achieving something you regard as worthwhile – as getting to a destination which makes you feel proud and fulfilled. By this criterion, everyone can set out on the hike towards success and navigate intelligently to stand the best chance of reaching it.

But what is unreasonable success? I define it by four characteristics:

• It is a very high degree of success in changing the world the way an individual wants to, so that it might seem remarkable or even unreasonable for one person to have such impact.

• It goes well beyond what their skills and performance seem to warrant.

• It is unreasonable in the sense that the person’s success appears to stem not so much from the use of logic and reason as from inexplicable leaps of intuition. What unreasonably successful people do happens to mesh well with the strange ways the world works – the people in this book were successful not so much because they were fabulously talented or productive, but because their approach produced astounding results. Their extraordinary success is not entirely ‘deserved’ in a conventional sense; they win by a fortuitous combination of experiences, personal characteristics and judgement which leverages their actions enormously, giving enormous impact for a mere mortal.

• Unreasonable success has an element of surprise, out of all proportion to what would have been predicted from the person when they were young, or, sometimes, well into their career. Failure, whether early or late, is often the precursor to unreasonable success.

Though unreasonable success can seem arbitrary, it means that there is hope for us all. Who could have predicted that Nelson Mandela, a once-obscure lawyer, could have averted the feared bloodbath in South Africa and reconciled South Africans of all heritages to each other while establishing a viable democracy? Or that Helena Rubinstein, a young woman growing up in the grotty ghetto of Kraków, Poland, could have changed the face of beauty throughout the world? Or that the illegitimate son of a notary would become one of the world’s greatest painters, known universally by his first name, Leonardo? I could go on and on, because nearly all the famous people in this book came from nowhere, and they are coming still – there are many people around us who are still unknown and who will make their mark on the world’s richness and diversity, to the astonishment and delight of those who knew them when they were apparently insignificant or down on their luck.

Yet, if success is a continuum, it is also ‘fractal’. Fractal means that the pattern is endlessly varied but endlessly similar; the small scale is a miniature version of the big scale. Coastlines are fractal – every coastline in the world has similarities, with bays, inlets, and twists and turns which are unpredictable unless you know the terrain or have a map. But so are careers – they all have squiggly lines up and down, periods of success and failure, of wrong turns and unexpected paths to glory, of alternating euphoria and exhaustion. Every girl or boy in the playground or the classroom experiences the same kind of snakes and ladders as the greatest musicians, artists, scientists or world leaders; but while the scale of the map is different, the landmarks and the process of putting one foot in front of the other are the same.

Human nature, too, is the same. The way the universe treats you can be terrific or terrible but is always subject to reversals of fortune. This book exists to reveal the few universal landmarks we can look out for to help us on the way.

It’s now time to unfurl the map of success. Soon you can start your journey towards a new, unreasonably successful future.
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The Map Unfurled

 

The map has nine landmarks, places to be visited. Each landmark is either an attribute of the players – my word for the twenty individuals who are central to this book – or one or more life-changing experiences they had, a platform they created or chanced upon to propel them forward, or a state of mind which enabled them to make progress even in tough terrain.

As we will see in Part Two, the heart of this book, our players ‘visited’ most or all nine landmarks. This was not because of genius, calculation or sure-footedness on their part. Rather, they turned out to be successful because they were fortunate enough to have the attitudes, experiences and strategies that lead to success. They visited the landmarks without knowing that they were situated on the map to fame or fortune. In some cases, they were just plain lucky to run into the landmarks. In others, they had the character or inclination that led them to do the right thing. And, of course, they did not have the advantage you’ll soon possess of having access to this map!

In the nineteenth century, the historian-philosopher Thomas Carlyle claimed that there are certain ‘great men’ who would have stamped their greatness on history regardless of circumstances. I see the evidence differently. Accidents of history and tiny localised incidents decide who will be elevated to greatness. For example, Steve Jobs only glimpsed the future of computing through a chance visit to the Xerox PARC research lab in 1979. As we shall see, Margaret Thatcher owed her success largely to the fascist dictator of Argentina, General Leopoldo Galtieri, and her response to his invasion of the Falkland Islands on 2 April 1982.

Life’s caprice limits our ability to plan the future. This may sound discouraging, but there’s another way of looking at it. If we understand how success and failure are meted out, and if we adjust our minds to be alert to impending failure or absent opportunities, we can greatly improve our chances.

The landmarks fall into two broad categories – ‘attitude’ and ‘strategy’. ‘Attitude’ encompasses the main psychological characteristics likely to facilitate unreasonable success. These characteristics are not immutable. The players can and did adjust some of their attitudes in the quest for great results.

‘Strategy’ comprises the experiences, personal philosophies and objectives pursued by the players, as well as the assistance they contrived to garner from their own organisations and collaborators.

One of the most exciting and encouraging findings of this book is that the way we position ourselves for success is far more important than our talent or competence. Improving our performance is far less likely to produce the results we want than having the appropriate attitudes and strategies.

Here are three quick examples of the power of the landmarks.

The first landmark is self-belief. If we don’t have strong self-belief, it’s almost impossible to become unreasonably successful. But by tracing how self-belief developed for our players, we can work out how to acquire it. Remember that Steve Jobs only fully believed in himself and his team when they had cracked the problem the Xerox boffins failed to solve: how to build a really simple and cheap personal computer. Margaret Thatcher only became confident that she could ‘save’ Britain and able to do so after her dicey triumph in the Falklands. There are multiple sources of ineradicable self-belief, but you must realise how vital it is for your success, and look out for events which will fully create or cement that self-belief.

Another landmark is transforming experiences. Our players typically had one or two such experiences, and without them would not have achieved success and notoriety. If you know this, and have not had such an experience, it becomes important to engineer one.

One breakthrough achievement is another landmark. Our players mostly had one achievement which changed the world around them, propelling them to high fortune. Not several achievements; just one. If you know that, you must decide what your breakthrough achievement is, or could be, and how to hone it. Knowing you only need one such achievement – and the type of achievement that can work wonders – saves a lot of time, effort and frustration.

In Part Three, to make the journey come alive, I’ll relate how I encountered each landmark, and the lessons I learned en route. I’ll then invite you to draw your own map.

A word of warning: nobody can guarantee high achievement. The odds are always against huge success. Only a fool would dare to say how it might happen.
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The Players

 

We are about to go through the landmarks, one by one. But before that I’ll list the players central to the book. They will crop up intermittently in the landmark chapters in Part Two, to illustrate how the landmarks can be ‘visited’ and so set us on the right path for quite unreasonable success.

Bill Bain (30 July 1937–16 January 2018)
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You may not have heard of Bill Bain, so why is he here? Simple: he was one of my two great mentors and, along with Bruce Henderson, changed the way global business is conducted. He founded Bain & Company in 1973, now one of the top three consulting firms in the world, with fifty-six offices worldwide and revenues of $4.5bn, and Bain Capital in 1984, one of the most successful alternative investment firms in the world with assets under management of $90bn. Through the example of these and then of other private equity firms, business leaders were strongly influenced by the ‘strategy paradigm’ – the virtues of dominant market share, global scale, continually lower costs and prices, and product innovation.

Jeff Bezos (b. 12 January 1964)
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Adopted son of a circus performer, Bezos has been fiercely competitive since he was a young man. He wanted to make a pile of money, and he is now the richest person in the world, with a net worth of $111 billion at the time of writing.1 He realised the potential of the internet very early and developed a plan for an electronic ‘everything store’ marked by unbeatable prices and aiming to become ‘Earth’s most customer-centric company’. Uncompromising, nerdish and dictatorial, the high priest of Amazon has always done what he set out to do. He also has the supreme virtue of unreasonable luck.

Otto von Bismarck (1 April 1815–30 July 1898)
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He was the most successful European statesman of the nineteenth century. As Chancellor of Prussia, he defeated Austria and France, and founded the German Empire. He was a remarkable politician who remained supremely powerful for twenty-seven years. He combined iron strategic objectives with extreme tactical flexibility. His strategy – which I have copied – was to wait patiently until events played into his hands, and then pounce decisively. A great person to mimic for unreasonable success in any field.

Winston Churchill (30 November 1874–24 January 1965)
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Statesman, army adventurer in his youth, the most unlikely British prime minister to emerge in the desperate days of 1940, champion alcohol consumer (‘I have taken more out of alcohol than it has taken out of me’), but famous above all for one thing – being the only person on the planet able to take on Adolf Hitler, rallying the British through incomparably confident defiance and uplifting words. He was a dreadful failure through almost all his career, but his example provides the best evidence that ludicrous belief in destiny, the ability to inspire followers and the adoption of a bold strategy can matter more than competence – or anything else.

Marie Curie (7 November 1867–4 July 1934)
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Born in Warsaw, Poland, under oppressive Russian rule, Curie overcame poverty, discrimination and repeated misfortunes to become the first woman to win a Nobel prize, and the only woman to win two Nobel prizes, one for physics and one for chemistry. Barred from university in Poland, she worked for three years as a governess to save money, before going to Paris and studying physics at the Sorbonne. She graduated first in her class in 1893. The following year she fell in love with Pierre Curie, a professor at the School of Physics and Chemistry, and they married in 1895. She conducted original research in the hot new area of x-rays and radioactivity, a word she coined. In July 1898 Marie and Pierre announced the existence of a new element, polonium, which was 330 times more radioactive than uranium, previously thought to be the only mineral to generate radiation. In December 1898 they announced the discovery of a second new element, radium, which was 900 times more active than uranium. In 1903 Pierre Curie demonstrated that radium could cure growths, tumours and certain types of cancer. In 1914, Marie Curie set up the Radium Institute, and during the First World War she operated a fleet of mobile units to x-ray wounded soldiers, helping to save an estimated million lives. She died in 1934 as a result of prolonged exposure to radiation.

Leonardo da Vinci (15 April 1452–2 May 1519)
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The epitome of a Renaissance man – thinker, artist, sculptor, scientist and engineer, most noted for his incomparable paintings, anatomical sketches and drawings of imaginary devices such as the helicopter, parachute and tank. The illegitimate son of a notary, he had virtually no formal education. At the age of fourteen he became apprenticed to the artist and engineer Andrea del Verrocchio, who ran one of the foremost workshops in Florence: a hub of the arts, crafts, technology and commerce. Friendly and gentle, beautiful, graceful and strong as a young man, and homosexual, da Vinci was said to be good company but also dark and troubled at times with hints of a manic-depressive streak, when he would retreat into introspection in his notebooks. A perfectionist who painted relatively few paintings, he constantly revised them, leaving many unfinished. He was an acute observer of nature, but he also, as he said, imagined ‘infinite things that nature never created’.2

Walt Disney (5 December 1901–15 December 1966)
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A pioneer of anthropomorphic cartoons, and the creator of Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck, Dumbo, Bambi and many other characters that have entered the world’s psyche. He was the most successful movie producer ever by number of Academy Awards, and the creator of Disneyland and its successors: a type of perfect, sanitised, controlled and wholesome amusement park which appealed to all ages and struck deep into the consciousness of what American community life could be at its best. He was also the only film magnate to make a seamless transition to television. Disney has been hailed as an incredibly imaginative, fun-seeking, and, in later years, avuncular figure.

Bob Dylan (b. 24 May 1941)
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Legendary singer-songwriter and poet Bob Dylan arrived in New York City as an unknown and unaccountably self-confident teenage folk singer, started writing his own material, and obtained a recording contract with Colombia Records despite his inability to sing. He became ‘the voice of a generation’ with political songs such as Blowin’ in the Wind, but refused to be pigeon-holed and explored many different genres of American music, confounding and confronting his fans. A supreme wordsmith, he pursued his own trail with enchanting arrogance over many decades, exerting influence well beyond his relatively modest record sales. A conservative in radical’s clothing.

Albert Einstein (14 March 1879–18 April 1955)
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German, Swiss, and later American physicist who, with little academic background or support, formulated the theory of relativity, which along with quantum mechanics (on which relativity was partly based) revolutionised physics and led to nuclear power, nuclear bombs and many other inventions. An amiable loner who made his breakthroughs from imagination and thought experiments, not from intensive data-mining or practical experiments, his academic record was mediocre and he was relatively weak in mathematics. It didn’t matter – his intuition and insight into the nature of the universe were unparalleled. He believed in an impersonal deity who ordered a rational world and planted secrets for scientists to comprehend. In later life this belief could not explain the weird world he himself had helped uncover.

Viktor Frankl (26 March 1905–2 September 1997)
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He was a doctor, psychotherapist and concentration camp survivor who developed the ‘third wave’ of psychology after Freud and Adler. He held that everyone is in search of personal meaning, and that mental health and a happy life were impossible without finding this. Frankl was immensely influential and the first of the existential philosophers who insisted on free will – even in a concentration camp.

Bruce Henderson (30 April 1915–20 July 1992)
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He was a brilliant thinker who shifted savvy corporate chiefs from short-term profit maximisation to dominating markets and therefore eventual cash maximisation. Fired for increasing cantankerousness at Westinghouse and then at Arthur D. Little, he started what became the Boston Consulting Group in 1963 with, as he often said, ‘one room, a desk, no telephone, and no secretary’.3 He invented the virgin territory of ‘strategy consulting’, a beautiful blend of marketing and financial theory, distilled into a simple, practical chart – the ‘Boston box’ of cows, dogs, question marks and, most valuable of all, stars. He insisted that having a higher market share and accumulated experience in a tightly defined market would lead to lower costs than competitors and to their discomfort – and also to long-term cash flow. He hired great young people, mainly from top business schools, and constantly challenged them, motivating them with icy complaints based on irrefutable logic. ‘Few people,’ said The Financial Times of Henderson, ‘have had as much impact on international business in the second half of the twentieth century.’4

Steve Jobs (24 February 1955–5 October 2011)
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Perhaps the most important product creator of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, Jobs was the inventor of the Mac personal computer, iTunes, iPad, iPhone and many other incredible digital devices. He was a romantic and self-obsessed drop-out whose self-belief and totally unreasonable demands on colleagues moved mountains. His technical skills were weak but his artistic flair, imagination and ability to mesmerise and inspire followers who were stronger than him in many respects was unparalleled. He bullied his brilliant teams and his drive for product perfection and simplicity inspired them to do the impossible.

John Maynard Keynes (5 June 1883–21 April 1946)
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The high priest of twentieth-century economics, he provided a route to salvation during the Great Depression of the 1930s, avoiding the rock of unconstrained capitalism and the hard place of dictatorship. A voracious and predatory gay man who married and became devoted to a Russian ballerina, he managed to maintain a delicate balance between bohemian decadence and being a highly respected and fully paid-up member of the British ruling class. One of the greatest intellectual and practical influences on the twentieth century.

Vladimir Ilyich Lenin (22 April 1870–21 January 1924)
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Born Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, he was the inventor of practical communism. He led the coup of 25 October 1917, crushing the incipient democracy in Russia and turning the old ramshackle tsarist tyranny into an efficient and more terrible one. He invented the one-party state and death camps for dissidents and ‘enemies of the people’, which Hitler emulated.

Madonna (b. 16 August 1958)
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By the age of twenty-six, Madonna had sold a million records. Singer, songwriter, film star, video and record producer, model, fashion merchandiser, author and businesswoman, Madonna’s career in her sixties continues unabated, buoyed up by a constant stream of publicity and controversy. Her talents may be ordinary, but she knows her audience, and the results she has achieved are quite extraordinary – unreasonable success indeed.

Nelson Mandela (18 July 1918–5 December 2013)
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Influenced more by Methodism than Marxism, the saintly terrorist’s greatest achievement emerged after he was imprisoned on Robben Island, off Cape Town. Mandela in jail became the de facto leader of the African National Congress (ANC), and the more intelligent leaders of the apartheid regime came to believe that Mandela could be trusted to deliver a deal – democracy in South Africa in return for ensuring no subsequent bloodbath of the former white oppressors. It worked under Mandela, the first black president, from 1994 to 1999.

J. K. Rowling (b. 31 July 1965)
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Joanne Rowling is world-famous as the creator of the schoolboy wizard Harry Potter. Born in Gloucestershire, England, she studied French and classics at the University of Exeter, before moving to work as a secretary in London. In June 1990, stuck on a broken-down train for four hours, she saw in her mind’s eye a scrawny, black-haired boy with round spectacles who didn’t know he was a wizard until he travelled on a train to a school for wizards. She felt herself receiving a kind of ‘download’ of his character and story. She was tremendously excited and started writing the boy’s story that evening, but it took her seven years of hardship and intermittent labour to write the first Harry Potter book and have it published. In 1991 she moved to Porto, Portugal, to teach English. She married a local man; they had a baby, Jessica, but soon separated acrimoniously. In 1993 she left Portugal for Edinburgh, where she lived on government benefits and a little secretarial work. She finished Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone in 1995, and after another two years it was published, the first of seven such books. Harry Potter fired the imagination of children throughout the world, making Rowling Britain’s highest-earning woman. She has sold over 500 million books, and Hollywood film rights and other income have taken her lifetime earnings to an estimated £1.2 billion.5 The image of J. K. Rowling struggling to write her story longhand in Edinburgh cafés, nursing both her infant daughter and a single coffee for hours, has become the stuff of legend, and an inspiration to aspiring authors everywhere.

Helena Rubinstein (25 December 1872–1 April 1965)
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Born in the Jewish quarter of Kraków, Poland, Rubinstein left home when her mother wanted to marry her off. When she was twenty-four she emigrated to Australia. Five years later she became a waitress in Melbourne, where she made friends with four customers, and, under their guidance, opened a beauty salon to sell her proprietary face cream. She invented the modern female beauty industry, transforming herself into the rich ‘Madame’ she had always dreamed of becoming. An early and fanciful marketer, she was one of the most commercial and innovative entrepreneurs of the time, building a large, highly profitable global empire.

Paul of Tarsus, c.AD 5–67
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Both a committed Jew and a Roman citizen, Paul appreciated Hellenic culture and wrote forceful and elegant Greek. Paul’s life was turned upside down around AD 33 by a vision of the Living Christ, in which he heard ‘unspeakable words’, saw the mysteries of the universe, and was called, he believed, to spread the good news of Jesus to ‘the Gentiles’ (non-Jews) throughout the Roman world. After years of reflection, and fuelled by the power of Jesus within him, Paul emerged throughout Roman cities in Europe and the near East as a missionary-exorcist-healer-magician. Without Paul, what eventually emerged as Christianity would neither have achieved lift-off, nor transcended its Jewish roots. Paul’s exotic yet sublimely romantic and liberating vision largely defined early Christianity – thrusting Jesus, God and mankind into a new light.

Margaret Thatcher (13 October 1925–8 April 2013)
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Thatcher smashed the mould of British politics, as the first woman to challenge for the leadership of a major political party, and to win; the first to become prime minister; the longest-serving prime minister of the twentieth century; the first British leader since Churchill to seek to avert national decline and to win a war, and to be universally known by their first name (or a diminutive thereof); the first prime minister ever to take on the miners and win, and the first in the twentieth century to win three consecutive elections. She was also the first prime minister to be deposed by her party without losing an election. The so-called Iron Lady was in fact a mass of contradictions, and only became transformed, and started her breakthrough achievement, three years after she became premier. Were it not for this breakthrough, and for her extraordinary bravery and willingness to gamble at long odds, she would have gone down in history as one of the most inglorious, intellectually challenged, and weak prime ministers. Unreasonably successful? Almost the defining case.
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