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For my grandchildren:

Alyssa, Wesley, Marlo, Teague, and Gala.

And above all, for Mimi, 
the founder of the feast.
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And as I’ve told you, Alyssa and Wesley, one of the keys to business success is closing the deal. Here’s a special toast to my agent, John Taylor “Ike” Williams, and my editor, Rick Wolff.



Author’s Note

I see dozens of young people every year, most of them eager to have careers in finance or in journalism. But in the last several years, I’m increasingly seeing college graduates having problems getting any job or finding new ones after being let go from where they started. All of these graduates have been eager for personal stories about being in the business trenches over the last fifty years. They particularly liked tales of problems, bumps in the road, bear markets, political missteps, and how people reacted to the tough stuff. So this book is not just for my grandchildren about to emerge into a challenging adult world. It’s for all of you children and grandchildren, with too few practical mentors, who can all use some advice from someone with lots of bruises, someone still standing and still up for the game.


John D. Spooner

Winter 2011





Introduction
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I know it’s old-fashioned, but I love letters. I love to write them and receive them. I enjoy the quality of the stationery and the hardness of fine card stock. And, as in many things in life, I enjoy the anticipation; what’s in the note or letter? And I think more weight is given to something handwritten. Often, the real letters are saved as a memory of something special.

When I was sent out to summer camp at age nine, I was ordered by my father to write home. “Not just ‘I played baseball’ or ‘went swimming’; ‘send comic books,’ ” he said. “I want letters of substance: what you’re seeing, what you’re feeling, what your new friends are like.” My father was tough and demanded recognition that what I received was never to be taken for granted.

This discipline continued when I went to college, when I first visited Europe, when I was in the Army Medical Corps stationed in San Antonio. Often it was a real pain in the neck to write, another chore like taking out the trash or shoveling the snow off the driveway. My father never wrote to me. It was a one-way street because, with him, I was continually being tested. He made his philosophical points verbally, peppering me from childhood on with his observations on life. Here are a few: “Life is work, whether you want to hear it or not.” And “Life is hard, punctuated by moments of brilliance,” “Marry funny,” “The paths of glory lead but to the grave” (from the poem “Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard” by Gray), “If you only read three books in your life, read War and Peace, Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, and James T. Farrell’s Studs Lonigan.”

In my freshman year in college my father gave me a copy of Studs Lonigan, which tracks the childhood and young manhood of a kid from the mean streets of Chicago in the 1930s. It was a raw slice of life, profane, and in the view of many critics obscene. I liked it a lot and gave my copy to my girlfriend at the time. When her father found out she was reading it and that I had given it to her, I was banned from his house. He actually said, “That boy will never darken my door again.” I really like old-fashioned. But the father and daughter flunked the “marry funny” principle. And that was the end of that.

My mother wrote me letters when I went to camp, to college, and to the army. She was prepared for the task because she had kept a daily diary from age ten to practically until she married my father. In the 1920s, as a teenager, chronicling her adolescent years, every four or five pages she would say, “Fell off the roof today. What a bore.” And again, “Fell off the roof. Headache and tummy ache will not stop me from going to the Tea Dance at the Copley.” “Falling off the roof” was shorthand for having her period. She wrote me opinionated, personal, bitchy observations, sprinkled with warnings as well: “Don’t follow the crowd wherever they go, they always wear the worst clothes, like brittle corduroys. Avoid anyone who, when they walk, the noise is ‘swish, swish.’ ”

This all reinforces my love for letters. I wrote notes to my children, often accompanied by checks, which seemed to carry more force than the notes, full of platitudes: “Go get ’em,” “Study hard,” “Don’t mix Scotch and vodka.” I’m lucky. I have grandchildren. And I now have the time, with them in their college years, to write them proper letters on all sorts of subjects. About money, or the lack of it. And business. I am writing to them the lessons that only come from the tough stuff in life, the absurd, the bumps, the heroes and heroines.

There is a line about grandparents and grandchildren and why they tend to get along so well: “Because they have a common enemy.” So I’m writing to my grandchildren, who are on the cusp of becoming something scary: grown-ups. I hope I’ll tell them about things no one else has brought to their attention, like the emotional content of stock markets; about cycles of fear and greed; about how to separate the phony from the real; about the wisdom of not being a headline reader and the necessity of forming long-term plans.

These letters will be grumpy, contrary, sometimes rambling, colorful, and sardonic. They will also be full of tales of the lure and dangers and intrigue of money. And they will be loving as well.


John D. Spooner





Getting Jobs
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Dear Alyssa and Wesley:



This will be the first of, I hope, many letters to you in college. But I have to tell you up front that you don’t have to save them. I won’t be hurt or offended if you throw them out, but I’ll also tell you that, years from now, you’ll be sorry you tossed them in the trash. There is a somewhat dispassionate and bemused feeling that grandparents have about grandchildren. We do not have to raise you the way we did our own kids. We have no axe to grind. Therefore, in my opinion, grandparents can give advice that often parents are afraid of giving, for fear you may interpret it the wrong way.

This grandfather has no fear. I have worked for fifty years and kept my eyes and ears wide open. But you should understand early on that I believe in the absurdity of life and have been looking for practical solutions to problems in business and with money and personal relationships all that time. I hope to pass on these observations to make your lives both richer and even amusing. Amusing means a lot. And you can take that to the bank. Just make sure you take it to a bank that is solvent.

Today’s ramble is about getting jobs, once you are out in life. It’s the first of many things I’ll share with you that I’ve had to learn the hard way.

Several years ago I spoke to a group of international graduate students at Brandeis University. They were all anxious about what was next in their lives, and I talked with them about searching for jobs. I told them that I see dozens of young people each year who want to come into the financial world and are desperate for words to put them on the right path. First thing I tell them is “Never call a busy person first thing on Monday morning.” Busy people are getting into their business routines for the week and the last person they want to hear from when they begin that week is you, because you represent a freebie, someone who is nonproductive for them, wasting their time no matter how worthy you are. And you, all eager to get on with life, are just going to annoy them if you call first thing Monday morning. Call Tuesday afternoon, after lunch.

By then busy people are more accepting of these calls because they are into the rhythm of the week and over the often-unsettling fact of Monday mornings. My friend Peter Solomon, former chairman of now defunct Lehman Brothers, told me, after I mentioned this advice, “You know, when I was in the midst of any big deal, I would never call any of the key players until Tuesday. If I called them Monday morning, they would think something was wrong.”

You think your “Papa” only pays attention to you. But I also see hundreds of résumés a year, from people of all ages wanting jobs, wanting advice about jobs. Almost all of the résumés are pretty plain vanilla: education, work history. Boring. And the vast percentage of résumés sent out blind automatically get tossed into the circular file—the wastebasket. What will get you the job is something you may think trivial but that jumps out at the person scanning the résumé, something that possibly has nothing to do with educational record or job history. “Is there anything special about you?” I ask them. “Any sports history in school? Any hobby out of the ordinary, anything you collect or in which you have an unusual interest?”

“Well,” a recent young interviewee said to me, “I rowed crew in college, on a championship team, but it was the past. I didn’t think it was relevant.”

“Don’t you know that there are clubs in life?” I said to her. “Secret places in the heart that others around the world will respond to instantly? Why? Because those others were members of those secret clubs as well.” Crew is one of these clubs. So are rugby and lacrosse and sailing and wrestling. So are field hockey and swim team and women’s ice hockey and basketball and school radio stations and Gilbert and Sullivan performances. And amateur rock or heavy metal bands. Put these kinds of things on your résumés, personal things that jump out at the reader. The unexpected passions from the past are what will get you jobs much more readily than academic achievement. Never lie about these hobbies or interests, but trumpet them vigorously. Aside from getting you jobs, they have made your lives inevitably more interesting and will continue to do so. You may say, “Give us an example.” So I will.

A young man based in Japan for several years called me, desperately wanting to relocate with his young family back to the United States. But his fluency in Japanese, he told me, put him in a box where people needed him more over there than in America. His résumé looked fine, but had absolutely no life to it; a grey corporate past. I asked him if he pursued any hobbies. There were none listed on his CV. “I’m a black belt in karate,” he responded. I got him to add this to his résumé. Within weeks he had a strong response and several job offers to relocate to New York and Boston. The offers came from CEOs who, during interviews with him, spent the bulk of the sessions asking about the dedication and discipline it took to become a black belt. The unusual aspects of your life can not only enhance and enrich your experience, they can open doors and keep them open.

One of the kids in the audience at Brandeis raised his hand and said, “Thank you. No one ever told us that.”

In your case, Wesley, you worked on a cod fishing boat in high school; mention that in your résumé. And your strong interest in old coins, and yes, lacrosse. Sounds odd, but it will intrigue others.

Alyssa, your early interest in teaching young people, as if you had a calling for it—I’ve always thought that was so appealing. This sensitivity and caring for others is something that smart interviewers will warm to.

My letters to you, I hope, will not be long on clichés. I want to keep you wide awake, not nodding off.


Your loving and ever-curious Papa





The unusual aspects of your lives 
can open doors.
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