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With fond memories of a graduation parade where many marched with balloons tied to their mortarboards, I arrived in Boston with some trepidation. I was one of only a handful of students permitted to enter the Harvard Business School straight out of college. Most of my classmates had several years of business experience already, and the competition in class was reputed to be cutthroat. After the relatively informal atmosphere at Yale, the regimentation of the “B” School came as an unpleasant shock. Before we were done, however, we had acquainted the faculty with blue jeans in class (much to their dismay) and conducted what I believe to be the first student strike in the history of the West Point of Capitalism. Perhaps to compensate, we also graduated four of the top mergers and acquisitions investment bankers of the 1980s.
Two weeks after graduation from Harvard Business School, I married Barbara (Bess), whom I had met the summer before senior year at Yale. The following Monday I went to work as a research assistant at Harvard Business School, the lowest paid member of the august Harvard faculty. “That’s only half your compensation,” I was told when I complained. “The rest is in the prestige.” My particular assignment was to write case studies on how to manage New York City, and anyone who has been there since knows I was spectacularly successful!
I became a journalist by serendipity, answering a blind announcement on the Business School placement board. The editor of Forbes began his career in India during World War II, and my job interview was a three-hour lunch discussing how India had changed since then. I joined Forbes in 1972 and, with a couple of interludes, I have been there ever since.
It’s been a wonderfully satisfying job. Since Forbes has no beats, writers are encouraged to follow their own interests. I have been able to write about everything from sports to defense strategy to why professional women spend thousands on sexy lingerie, in between Forbes’ normal fare of articles about companies and economic issues. Not every story has been fascinating, but each brings new knowledge. The constant learning has brought variety and great pleasure to my work. It was capped, in 1993, by a Citation for Excellence from the Over- seas Press Club for an article I wrote in 1992 on India’s economic liberalization. I continue to write, but my primary job now is to teach others how to analyze large, complex companies and to shape their stories. I may be the only professional mentor in business journalism, and it has been an extraordinary experience. I take as much pride in my writers’ work as in my own.
When my father died in 1976, Bess and I moved to India to look after my mother. To try out my M.B.A., I took the job as head of strategic planning for Goodyear Tire’s Indian subsidiary. Four years later 1 quit, totally frustrated by working for a large bureaucratic company in a then-hostile regulatory environment. I still don’t know which was worse.
The time in India wasn’t a total waste. We returned with a daughter, Joya, now almost sixteen—the product, as a business magazine might put it, of acquisition rather than of merger. To watch her blossoming from a sick little baby, barely ten days old, into a poised young lady has been an indescribable joy. In 1989 we returned to India to adopt another daughter, Anjali, who was five in January. We thought bureaucracy was bad in India, but the U.S. immigration and adoption machinery were eye-openers. Anjali’s adoption proved to be a three-year nightmare.
After our return from India, Bess, who had dropped out of Boston University when I joined Forbes, decided to return to school. She graduated at the top of her class with a degree in architecture from the Pratt Institute, one of the country’s top architecture schools. She then spent three years doing social service architecture for the Pratt Institute Center for Community and Environmental Development, a holdover from 1960s activism. Several hundred formerly homeless families in New York now have apartments thanks to her work under PICCED’s auspices.
When we moved out of New York to the suburbs, however, there was very little scope for social service architecture, so Bess returned to sculpture, her first love. Progress has been slower than she hoped; looking after an active little girl is a full-time job in itself. But her reputation is growing. Every piece she produces sells before it is finished, and at steadily higher prices, so the artist in her—and the businessman in me—are both satisfied.
In sum, the past twenty-five years have been remarkably full and happy ones. My principal regret is the appalling amount of weight I’ve gained. The 1 jo-pound crews I coxed at Yale will be relieved not to have to lug me around now!
Disappointments have been few—notably, a very unhappy five months as an analyst on Wall Street in 1986. I learned that to money managers in the midst of a takeover frenzy, companies are not real people who make real products, but bundles of assets to be stripped for quick profit.
Among my treasured memories is one of having stopped Janis Joplin from starting a riot at Tanglewood between 40,000 screaming fans and 200 very scared but armed policemen. I was able to negotiate a compromise on crowd control with Tanglewood’s head of security: Officer Obie of “Alice’s Restaurant” fame.
My fondest memories remain of Yale, where I spent four of the happiest years of my life. Not only did Yale make it possible for a student from a faraway land to get a superb education, Mother Yale really was a caring and protective mother. For this lonely foreign student—when Third World undergraduates were rare—Yale was more than a college. It was home.
