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Since its hardcover publication in August of 1995, Buffett has appeared on the Wall Street
Journal, New York Times, San Francisco Chronicle, Los Angeles Times, Seattle Times,
Newsday and Business Week bestseller lists.Starting from scratch, simply by picking stocks and
companies for investment, Warren Buffett amassed one of the epochal fortunes of the twentieth
century—an astounding net worth of $10 billion, and counting. His awesome investment record
has made him a cult figure popularly known for his seeming contradictions: a billionaire who has
a modest lifestyle, a phenomenally successful investor who eschews the revolving-door trading
of modern Wall Street, a brilliant dealmaker who cultivates a homespun aura.Journalist Roger
Lowenstein draws on three years of unprecedented access to Buffett’s family, friends, and
colleagues to provide the first definitive, inside account of the life and career of this American
original. Buffett explains Buffett’s investment strategy—a long-term philosophy grounded in
buying stock in companies that are undervalued on the market and hanging on until their worth
invariably surfaces—and shows how it is a reflection of his inner self.



Praise forBuffett“In this engaging biography, Roger Lowenstein tells not only how Mr. Buffett
made it but how he has managed to avoid spending it—the most fascinating part of the
story … a delightful portrait of a homespun capitalist.”—The New York Times“Lively, smoothly
written, and elaborately researched … the best book by far on this legendary character.”—
Business Week (Top 10 Business Books of 1995)“A delightful portrait.”—The New York Times
Book Review“A significant contribution to the craft of biography as well as an illuminating and
comforting story for investors everywhere.”—Chicago Tribune“Thoroughly researched and
perceptive … a highly readable account.”—Financial Times“Lowenstein has accomplished
something remarkable.”—Los Angeles Times“Buffett throws a lot of light on the character of a
man who is now almost as famous for his homespun aphorisms as he is for the prowess which
has made him the second wealthiest individual in the United States.”—The Independent
(London)“Lowenstein’s excellent … biography … burnishes the Buffett myth while
deconstructing it with heavy doses of reality.”—Barron’s“Many people know of Warren Buffett’s
riches and investment savvy. But here you’ll get to know the boy who searched the local golf
course for ‘used but marketable golf balls’ and started a lemonade stand on a heavily trafficked
street in front of a friend’s house instead of his own quieter street. And you can explore the
psyche of a father of three who, while married to one woman, lived with another, among other
personal details about the man behind the investments.”—U.S. News & World Report“Buffett is a
landmark portrait of a uniquely American life—a portrait that offers an enthralling, precisely
documented, full-fleshed characterization of an American icon. It is a work that should be
required reading in every business curriculum, for it relates directly to the current and future
interests of individual and corporate investors throughout America.”—Business Book
Review“Anyone who reads this will walk away from the experience with a much richer sense of
who Warren Buffett is and what makes him a great investor, perhaps enhancing their own
investment returns as well … one heck of a good book.”—The Motley Fool“As much a history of
investing in the latter half of the 20th century as it is a penetrating look at Buffett … splendid.”—
Salon.com“[An] excellent biography … [that provides] personal glimpses of a very private
man.”—Publishers Weekly“Lowenstein does a remarkable job of telling the financial story of
Buffett’s rise to securities fame … [in this] highly interesting, fascinating … near hagiographic
biography.”—Library Journal“The first definitive, inside account of the life and career of this
American original.”—Ingram“The prose [Roger Lowenstein] displays here is an admirable
mixture of the clear-eyed and the poetic. The book is both empathetic and intelligent, without
ever slopping over into fawning.”—The Washington Monthly“This work of art from Roger
Lowenstein … chronicles the intimately private as well as the investing life of one of the greatest
investors ever.”—MarketThoughts.com2008 Random House Trade Paperback EditionCopyright
© 1995, 2008 by Roger LowensteinAll rights reserved.Published in the United States by
Random House Trade Paperbacks, an imprint of The Random House Publishing Group, a



division of Random House, Inc., New York.RANDOM HOUSE TRADE PAPERBACKS and
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annals of investing, Warren Buffett stands alone. Starting from scratch, simply by picking stocks
and companies for investment, Buffett amassed one of the epochal fortunes of the twentieth
century. Over a period of four decades—more than enough to iron out the effects of fortuitous
rolls of the dice—Buffett outperformed the stock market, by a stunning margin and without taking
undue risks or suffering a single losing year. This is a feat that market savants, Main Street
brokers, and academic scholars had long proclaimed to be impossible. By virtue of this steady,
superior compounding, Buffett acquired a magical-seeming net worth of $15 billion, and
counting.Buffett did this in markets bullish and bearish and through economies fat and lean,
from the Eisenhower years to Bill Clinton, from the 1950s to the 1990s, from saddle shoes and
Vietnam to junk bonds and the information age. Over the broad sweep of postwar America, as
the major stock averages advanced by 11 percent or so a year, Buffett racked up a compounded
annual gain of 29.2 percent.1The uniqueness of this achievement is more significant in that it
was the fruit of old-fashioned, long-term investing. Wall Street’s modern financiers got rich by
exploiting their control of the public’s money: their essential trick was to take in—and sell out—
the public at opportune moments. Buffett shunned this game, as well as the more venal



excesses for which Wall Street is deservedly famous. In effect, he rediscovered the art of pure
capitalism—a cold-blooded sport, but a fair one.The public shareholders who invested with
Buffett also got rich, and in exactly the same proportion to their capital that Buffett did. The
numbers themselves are almost inconceivable. If one had invested $10,000 when Buffett began
his career, working out of his study in Omaha in 1956, and had stuck with him throughout, one
would have had an investment at the end of 1995 worth $125 million.2And yet, the numbers
alone do not account for the aura that Buffett cast on Wall Street. Once a year, disciples and
money men would flock to Omaha like pilgrims on a hajj, to hear Buffett deconstruct the
intricacies of investing, business, and finance. His annual meetings became a piece of
Americana, like an Elvis concert or a religious revival. Financial groupies arrived in Omaha
clutching Buffett’s writings like a Bible and reciting his aphorisms like excerpts from the Sermon
on the Mount.His grasp of simple verities gave rise to a drama that would recur throughout his
life. Long before those pilgrimages to Omaha, long before Buffett had a record, he would stand
in a corner at college parties, baby-faced and bright-eyed, holding forth on the universe as a
dozen or two of his older, drunken fraternity brothers crowded around. A few years later, when
these friends had metamorphosed into young associates starting out on Wall Street, the ritual
was the same. Buffett, the youngest of the group, would plop himself in a big, broad club chair
and expound on finance while the others sat at his feet.On Wall Street, his homespun manner
made him a cult figure. Where finance was so forbiddingly complex, Buffett could explain it like a
general-store clerk discussing the weather. He never forgot that underneath each stock and
bond, no matter how arcane, there lay a tangible, ordinary business. Beneath the jargon of Wall
Street, he seemed to unearth a street from small-town America.It is a curious irony that as more
Americans acquired an interest in investing, Wall Street became more complex, more abstruse,
more arcane, and more forbidding than ever. When Buffett was born, in the midst of the
Depression, the few Americans who did have capital felt personally equipped to manage it. This
they did by salting it away in blue chips and triple-A bonds. The Depression cast a long shadow,
but the postwar prosperity eclipsed it. Today, tens of millions have at least a small grubstake, but
very few feel comfortable with handling it, and fewer still have the old habit of prudence. At best,
they anxiously scan the financial pages, as though each day’s twitch in the data on housing or
inflation might bring the long-awaited “answer.” At worst, they switch in and out of mutual funds
with an impatience that would have shocked their grandparents.In such a complex age, what
was stunning about Buffett was his applicability. Most of what Buffett did was imitable by the
average person (this is why the multitudes flocked to Omaha). Buffett’s genius was largely a
genius of character—of patience, discipline, and rationality. These were common enough
virtues, but they were rare in the heat of financial passions, and indispensable to anyone who
would test his mettle in the stock market. In this sense, Buffett’s character and career unfolded
as a sort of public tutorial on investing and on American business. Buffett was aware of his role
from the very beginning, and he nurtured a curious habit of chronicling his escapades even as
he lived them.As an investor, Buffett eschewed the use of leverage, futures, dynamic hedging,



modern portfolio analysis, and all of the esoteric strategies developed by academics. Unlike the
modern portfolio manager, whose mind-set is that of a trader, Buffett risked his capital on the
long-term growth of a few select businesses. In this, he resembled the magnates of a previous
age, such as J. P. Morgan, Sr.But the secretive Morgan was a Wall Street archetype; Buffett, a
plainspoken Midwesterner, was its antithesis. He was famous for quipping that it was the
bankers “who should have been wearing the ski masks,”3 or that, as he said to a friend who had
been offered a job in finance, “you won’t encounter much traffic taking the high road in Wall
Street.”4 He once wrote that he would no more take an investment banker’s opinion on whether
to do a deal than he would ask a barber whether he needed a haircut.5 This commonsensical
cracker-barrel wit made him an archetype of something larger, and far more basic, to the
country’s past. It answered to a deeply American need for authentic heroes.This has always
been America’s secular myth: the uncorrupted commoner from the Midwest or West who stands
up to the venal Easterners, be they politicians, bankers, big businessmen, or other. It is a ransom
to the country’s origins, a remembrance that the first authentic and pure Americans were
destroyed. Let Europe have its princes; the American ideal has always been a self-made man
from the midcountry—a Lincoln, a Twain, a Will Rogers. In an age without heroes, this, too, is
what Buffett’s disciples were seeking in Omaha.As Jack Newfield wrote of Robert Kennedy,
Buffett was not a hero, only a hope; not a myth, only a man.6 Despite his broad wit, he was
strangely stunted. When he went to Paris, his only reaction was that he had no interest in sight-
seeing and that the food was better in Omaha. His talent sprang from his unrivaled
independence of mind and ability to focus on his work and shut out the world, yet those same
qualities exacted a toll. Once, when Buffett was visiting the publisher Katharine Graham on
Martha’s Vineyard, a friend remarked on the beauty of the sunset. Buffett replied that he hadn’t
focused on it, as though it were necessary for him to exert a deliberate act of concentration to
“focus” on a sunset.7 Even at his California beachfront vacation home, Buffett would work every
day for weeks and not go near the water.Like other prodigies, he paid a price. Having been
raised in a home with more than its share of demons, he lived within an emotional fortress. The
few people who shared his office had no knowledge of the inner man, even after decades. Even
his children could scarcely recall a time when he broke through his surface calm and showed
some feeling.Though part of him is a showman or preacher, he is essentially a private person.
Peter Lynch, the mutual-fund wizard, visited Buffett in the 1980s and was struck by the
tranquillity in his inner sanctum. His archives, neatly alphabetized in metal filing cabinets, looked
as files had in another era. He had no armies of traders, no rows of electronic screens, as Lynch
did. Buffett had no price charts, no computer—only a newspaper clipping from 1929 and an
antique ticker under a glass dome. The two of them paced the floor, recounting their storied
histories, what they had bought, what they had sold. Where Lynch had kicked out his losers
every few weeks, Buffett had owned mostly the same few stocks for years and years. Lynch felt a
pang, as though he had traveled back in time.8Buffett’s one concession to modernity is a private
jet. Otherwise, he derives little pleasure from spending his fabulous wealth. He has no art



collection or snazzy car, and he has never lost his taste for hamburgers. He lives in a
commonplace house on a tree-lined block, on the same street where he works. His consuming
passion—and pleasure—is his work, or, as he calls it, his canvas. It is there that he revealed the
secrets of his trade, and left a self-portrait.Chapter 1OMAHALike a diamond set in emerald,
gracing the west bank of the Missouri River, lies Omaha, the wonder city of the West and marvel
of enterprise, ability, and progressiveness.TELEPHONE COMPANY PROMOTION, 1900Almost
from the day that Dr. Pollard awakened him to the world, six pounds strong and five weeks early,
Warren Buffett had a thirst for numbers. As a boy, he and his friend Bob Russell would pass an
afternoon on the Russells’ front porch, which overlooked a busy intersection, recording the
license-plate numbers of passing cars. When the sky darkened, they would go inside and
spread open the Omaha World-Herald, counting how often each letter appeared and filling
entire scrapbooks with progressions of numbers, as though they held the key to some Euclidean
riddle. Often, Russell would reach for the almanac and read out a list of cities. One by one,
Warren would spit back the populations. “I’d say a city, he’d hit it on the nose,” Russell would
recall, half a century later. “I might say, ‘Davenport, Iowa; Topeka, Kansas; Akron, Ohio.’ If I gave
him ten cities, he’d hit every one.” Baseball scores, horse-racing odds—every numeral was
fodder for that precocious memory. Combed, scrubbed, and stuffed into a pew of Dundee
Presbyterian Church, Warren would pass the time on Sundays calculating the life spans of
ecclesiastical composers. He would stand in the living room with a paddle and ball, counting,
counting by the hour. He would play Monopoly for what seemed forever—counting his imagined
riches.Blue-eyed, with a fair complexion and pink cheeks, Warren was intrigued not merely with
numbers, but with money. His first possession was a nickel-coated money changer, given to him
by his Aunt Alice at Christmas and thereafter proudly strapped to his belt. When he was five, he
set up a gum stand on his family’s sidewalk and sold Chiclets to passersby. After that, he sold
lemonade—not on the Buffetts’ quiet street, but in front of the Russells’ house, where the traffic
was heavier.At nine, Warren and “Russ” would count the bottle caps from the soda machine at
the gas station across from the Russells’ house. This was not idle counting, but a primitive
market survey. How many Orange Crush caps? How many Cokes and root beers? The boys
would cart the caps in a wagon and store them in Warren’s basement, piles of them. The idea
was, which brand had the highest sales? Which was the best business?At an age when few
children knew what a business was, Warren would get rolls of ticker tape from his stockbroker
father, set them on the floor, and decipher the ticker symbols from his father’s Standard & Poor’s.
He would search the local golf course for used but marketable golf balls. He would go to Ak-Sar-
Ben* racetrack and scour the saw-dusted floors, turning over torn and discarded stubs and often
finding a winning ticket that had been erroneously thrown away. In the sweltering Nebraska
summers, Warren and Russ would carry golf clubs for the rich gentlemen at the Omaha Country
Club and earn $3 for the day. And at dusk, as they rocked on the Russells’ front-porch glider in
the stillness of the Midwestern twilight, the parade of Nashes and Stude-bakers and the
clanging of the trolley car would put a thought in Warren’s mind. All of that traffic with no place to



go but right by the Russells’ house, he would say—if only there were a way to make some
money off it. Russell’s mom, Evelyn, recalled Warren after fifty years. “All that traffic,” he would
say to her. “What a shame you aren’t making money from the people going by.” As if the Russells
could set up a toll booth on North 52nd Street. “What a shame, Mrs. Russell.”What, then, was
the source?Warren was the second of three children, and the only son. His mother was a petite,
feisty woman from a small town in Nebraska. She had a lively temperament and, as was said of
women relegated to a supporting role, “a good head for numbers.” Warren’s father, a serious but
kind man, was surely the dominant influence in his life. Opening to Warren’s eyes the world of
stocks and bonds, he must have planted a seed, but insofar as such things are knowable,
Howard Buffett’s acumen for numbers was not on a par with his son’s. Nor was his passion for
making money. What was it, then, that prompted Warren to turn from that mannered, comfortable
household—to crawl along the floor of the racetrack as though it were a bed of pearl oysters?
What was it that would enable him, years later, to stun his colleagues in business-time and again
—by computing columns of figures in his head, and by recalling encyclopedic volumes of data
as easily as he had the population of Akron? Warren’s younger sister, Roberta, said flatly, “I think
it was in his genes.”The Buffetts were said to be gentle and sweet-natured, traits that endured.
They were skilled at business and loath to spend a dollar. The earliest known Buffett
(pronounced Buffett) in America, John Buffett, was a serge weaver of French Huguenot origin.
He married Hannah Titus, in Huntington, on the north shore of Long Island, in 1696.1 The
Buffetts remained on Long Island, as farmers, until after the Civil War. But they had a streak of
ambition, which clashed with the family’s frugal ways. In 1867, Sidney Homan Buffett was
employed at clearing land for Zebulon Buffett, his grandfather. On hearing of his fifty-cent-per-
diem wage, Sidney became so disgusted that he put down his ax and headed west. He took a
job driving a stage out of Omaha, and in 1869 opened the S. H. Buffett grocery. With Omaha still
in its frontier beginnings, the Buffetts were ensconced in the city’s commercial life, a mile and a
half from the wooded site of the future office of America’s richest man.Omaha was a cluster of
frame and log buildings, set against the rugged bluffs rising from the Missouri River. Though the
plains stood at its door, the town itself was hilly. The area had been wilderness until 1854, when
a treaty with the Maha Indians (later the Omahas) opened the Nebraska Territory to settlement.
The seminal moment in its growth was in 1859, when an Illinois railroad lawyer named Abraham
Lincoln visited the area and took a parcel of land as collateral for a defaulted loan. A few years
later, President Lincoln designated the city as the eastern terminal of the Union Pacific
Railroad.2Sidney Buffett opened his store, with impeccable timing, three months after the
railroads joined the continent. Omaha was already “the great jumping-off place” for engines
belching across the plains.3 It soon was teeming with settlers, drifters, speculators, Civil War
veterans, railroad men, ex-convicts, and prostitutes, many of whom happened upon the Buffett
grocery, where Sidney sold quail, wild ducks, and prairie chickens over the counter. Zebulon was
highly dubious of his prospects. Writing to his twenty-one-year-old grandson, Zebulon stressed
that prudence in business was the Buffetts’ watchword.You can’t expect to make much, but I



hope business will get better in the spring. But if you can’t make it, do leave off in time to pay
your debts and save your credit, for that is better than money.4But the young city prospered, and
Sidney prospered with it. By the 1870s, Omaha had cast-iron architecture and an opera house.
By the turn of the century, it had skyscrapers, cable cars, and a swelling population of 140,000.
Sidney built a bigger store and brought two sons into the business. The younger of these, Ernest
—the future grandfather of Warren—had the family knack for business. He quarreled with his
brother over a girl, and married her, whereupon the brothers stopped speaking. In 1915, Ernest
left the downtown store and established a new one—Buffett & Son—in the city’s western
reaches.Once again, the Buffett timing was shrewd. Omaha’s population was migrating west
from the river. Sensing opportunity in the suburbs, Ernest cultivated a delivery trade and sold on
credit. Soon, rich families’ cooks were phoning orders to Buffett & Son. The business grew, and
Ernest hewed to the Buffetts’ tightfisted ways. He paid the stock clerks the lordly sum of $2 for an
eleven-hour shift, accompanied by a lecture on the evils of the minimum wage and similar
“socialistic” mandates. Tall and imposing, Ernest did not merely run the store—he tyrannized
it.Ernest’s son Howard—Warren’s father—had no interest in becoming a third-generation grocer.
Howard was independent-minded, like Ernest, but warmer and without the bluster. He worked
briefly on an oil pipeline in Wyoming, but his true interests were in the life of the mind. At the
University of Nebraska in Lincoln, Howard was editor of the Daily Nebraskan, and aspired to a
career in journalism. Though not particularly handsome, he had dark hair and an arresting gaze.
As fraternity president, he had his pick of society belles. But in his senior year, Howard met a
hardscrabble country girl who was anything but society.Leila Stahl had grown up in West Point,
Nebraska, a bleak, rural town of 2,200 people. Her father, John Ammon Stahl, owned a weekly
paper, the Cuming County Democrat. Most of the people in town were Germanic, and the
English-speaking Stahls were outsiders. Leila’s mother felt particularly isolated and spent much
of the time bedridden and depressed. Leila and her brother and two sisters had to fend for
themselves, and Leila had to help her father at the County Democrat. From the fifth grade on,
she would sit on a high stool and set type by hand, and later by Linotype. Sometimes when a
train stopped in West Point she would rush on board and interview passengers to fill the news
columns. On Thursdays, this slight schoolgirl stood beside the fly of the giant press, firmly
gripping the sheets of newsprint and taking care to pull each one at just the right moment. In
time, Leila developed pounding headaches, synchronized with the press run of the County
Democrat.After Leila graduated from high school, at sixteen, she had to work three more years
to afford tuition at Lincoln. She appeared in Howard Buffett’s office, looking for a job at the Daily
Nebraskan, having survived her childhood with a tart tongue and a wry sense of humor. She was
pretty, just over five feet, with soft features and wavy light brown hair. As she would put it, she
“majored in marrying”5—not an unreasonable course of study for a woman facing the prospect
of returning to West Point.Howard hired her, and immediately asked her for a date. The attraction
was immediate on both sides. When his graduation neared, Howard asked for her hand. John
Stahl, an educated man, had hoped that his daughter would finish college, but gave his blessing.



The wedding was in West Point, the day after Christmas, 1925, in ten-below-zero weather.
According to a memoir that Leila wrote for her grandchildren, Howard later told her, “When I
married you it was the best bargain I ever made.” There was no thought of a honeymoon. Directly
the wedding ended, they boarded a bus for Omaha.Howard had been offered a newspaper job,
the stuff of his dreams, but a friend of his father’s had a $25-a-week spot for him in an insurance
company. Howard’s capitulation was a commentary on the times. As Leila noted, “He deferred to
his father, who had paid for college.”6The couple moved into a two-bedroom white clapboard
bungalow with a coal furnace, on Barker Avenue. For Leila, it was a hard beginning. Raised by
an invalid mother, she was unprepared as a home-maker. As Howard used the car, Leila walked
to the streetcar when she took temporary secretarial or printing jobs—sometimes, in those first
years, making more in a week than he did. Then she would walk back to a load of housework. In
1927, Leila had an eye operation, after which her headaches began to recur. The next year,
when Doris, her first child, was born, Leila ran a fever of 105, alarming everyone. Two years later
the couple had a son, Warren Edward. It was a humid summer’s day—August 30, 1930—a
cloudburst breaking the eighty-nine-degree heat.From the start, Warren was cautious beyond
his years. When he learned to walk, it was with his knees bent, as if ensuring that he wouldn’t
have far to fall. When his mother took Doris and Warren to church-circle meetings, Doris would
explore and get lost, but Warren would sit dutifully by her. “Never much trouble as a little child,”
Leila would write.In a picture taken when Warren was two, he appears as a chunky, blondish boy
in white laced boots and white socks, one hand grasping a cube-shaped block, with a slight
smile and a deep gaze. His hair, reddish blond at first, turned to auburn, but his temperament
didn’t change. He didn’t wander where he was unfamiliar, nor did he cause trouble or get into
fights. Roberta, younger than Warren by three years, would protect him from neighborhood
bullies. Once, Howard brought home some boxing gloves and invited a boy over to box with
Warren. “They were never used afterwards,” Leila noted. So gentle was Warren’s nature that he
inspired in his sisters, as he would in others, a protective instinct. He didn’t seem equipped to
fight.Warren’s first years were difficult ones for the family. Howard was working as a securities
salesman with Union Street Bank. The curmudgeonly Ernest thought it a dubious profession. He
summed it up in a letter to Warren’s Uncle Clarence:I know all there is to know about stocks, and
in a few words that means that any man who has been able to save a few dollars up to the time
he is fifty years old is a darn fool to play the stock market, and I don’t mean maybe.7Howard
scribbled in the margin, “A real booster for my business!” But within a year, Ernest looked
prophetic. On August 13, 1931—two weeks shy of Warren’s first birthday—his father returned
from work with the news that his bank had closed. It was the defining, faith-shattering scene of
the Great Depression. His job was gone, his savings were lost.8 Ernest gave his son a little time
to pay the grocery bills—a bitter pill, for Howard had inherited the Buffett disdain for borrowing.
“Save your credit, for that is better than money.” His prospects were so bleak that he considered
moving the family back to West Point.But in short order, Howard announced that Buffett,
Sklenicka & Co. had opened its doors in the Union State Bank building on Farnam Street—the



same street where Warren would later live and work. Howard and a partner, George Sklenicka,
peddled “Investment Securities, Municipal, Corporation and Public Utilities, Stocks and Bonds.”
Howard now drew on his courage and will, for the market crash had tarnished the public’s trust.
Omaha, at first, had thought itself immune to the Depression, but by 1932, wheat prices had
plunged and farmers were eating in soup kitchens. Staunchly Republican Omaha voted
Roosevelt in a landslide; the next year, eleven thousand registered for relief. Born in those
meanest of times, Buffett Sklenicka appears at first to have been a business only in name—a
place where Howard could hang his hat and work on commission. His first sales were long in
coming, and the commissions were small. Ernest, who was president of the Omaha Rotary,
informed his fellow Rotarians that as his well-intentioned son didn’t know much about stocks,
they would be advised not to give him their business.9 Leila managed to put dinner on the table,
but she often skipped herself to give Howard a full portion. The family was so strapped that Leila
stopped going to her church circle for want of twenty-nine cents to buy a pound of coffee.And
the Buffetts were wracked by those extremes of nature that in the Midwest seemed as if fused
with the Depression itself. “The Great Depression began,” Leila wrote, with “a terrible, 112-
degree heat.” Dust storms blew in from Oklahoma, and Omahans vainly sealed their homes
against the locusts. On the day of Warren’s fourth birthday party, a “high searing wind” blew the
paper plates and napkins off the table and buried the porch in red dust. Warren and Doris would
bear the suffocating heat outside, waiting for the ice man to hop from his horse-drawn cart and
hand them ice slivers to suck on. Worse than the heat was the bitter winter cold. Bundled up,
Warren and his sister would walk eight long blocks to the Columbian School, in weather so frigid
that salesmen kept their motors running as they paid their calls, for fear that they wouldn’t be
able to restart their engines.By the time that Warren began school, his father’s fortunes were
rapidly improving. When Warren was six, the Buffetts moved to a more spacious Tudor brick
home with a sloping, shingled roof, on suburban North 53rd Street. The bad times in the Buffett
home were not discussed; they were banished.But they seem to have deeply affected Warren.
He emerged from those first hard years with an absolute drive to become very, very rich. He
thought about it before he was five years old. And from that time on, he scarcely stopped
thinking of it.When Warren was six, the Buffetts took a rare vacation to Lake Okoboji, in northern
Iowa, where they rented a cabin. Warren managed to buy a six-pack of Cokes for twenty-five
cents; then he waddled around the lake selling the sodas at five cents each, for a nickel profit.
Back in Omaha, he bought soda pop from his grandfather’s grocery and sold it door-to-door on
summer nights while other children played in the street.From then on, such endeavors were
unceasing. And Warren’s moneymaking had a purpose. He wasn’t thinking about getting pocket
money for then, but about advancing toward his great aspiration.When Warren was seven, he
was hospitalized with a mysterious fever. Doctors removed his appendix, but he remained so ill
that the doctors feared he would die. Even when his father fetched his favorite noodle soup,
Warren refused to eat. But left alone, he took a pencil and filled a page with numbers. These, he
told his nurse, represented his future capital. “I don’t have much money now,” Warren said



cheerfully, “but someday I will and I’ll have my picture in the paper.”10 Purportedly in his death
throes, Warren sought succor not in soup but in dreams of money.Howard Buffett was
determined that Warren would never repeat his own experience of hardship. Also, he resolved
that as a parent, he would never follow the example of Ernest and demean his son. He
unfailingly expressed confidence in Warren and supported him in whatever he did. And though
Warren had his mother’s high spirits, his universe revolved around his father.Six feet tall, Howard
towered over the family, physically and in other respects. He worked hard at supporting the
family, owning not only his brokerage but also the South Omaha Feed Co., a small business by
Omaha’s stockyards. But he was not excited by money; his passions were religion and politics.
He was a self-consciously moral man and had the courage of his beliefs, which were
conservative in the extreme. (“To the right of God,” a local banker said.)Convinced that Roosevelt
was destroying the dollar, Howard gave gold coins to his children and bought pretty things for
the house—a crystal chandelier, sterling silver flatware, and oriental throw rugs—all with a view
that tangibles were better than dollars. He even stocked up on canned foods and purchased a
farm, intended to be the family’s refuge from the hellfire of inflation.Howard also stressed a
principle that was more enduring than any of his political opinions, namely, the habit of
independent thought. With his children at his side, Howard would recite a favorite maxim from
Emerson:The great man is he who in the midst of the crowd keeps with perfect sweetness the
independence of solitude.Howard drilled the children in religious values, but also in secular
ones. He taught an adult Sunday school class, but he also served on the public school board.
Scarcely a week went by without his reminding Warren and his sisters of their duty—not just to
God, but to community. He was fond of telling them, “You are not required to carry the whole
burden—nor are you permitted to put down your share.”As was not, perhaps, so uncommon for a
man of that era, he not only mouthed such aphorisms but did his best to live by them. He did not
ever drink or smoke. When a favored customer’s securities turned out poorly, Howard felt bad
enough to repurchase them for his own account.“You are a good citizen,” he would respond
when told of some social malady. “What are you going to do about it?”He sat, always, in a red
leather chair in the living room, with a Victrola at his ear blaring out Stephen Foster and
cherished hymns and marches. A creature of habit, the dimpled stockbroker would take the
family to Sunday dinner at the bustling terra-cotta Union Station, and then to Evans Ice Cream
on Center Street. Though he dressed soberly in dark suits, he smiled easily. Herbert Davis, at
one time Howard’s associate, said, “He was exactly what you’d want in a father.”His children
lived in fear of disappointing him. Doris refused to even sit with friends who were drinking beer,
lest her father see them and associate her with such sinfulness. “He had all these high
principles,” Roberta recalled. “You felt you had to be a good person.”Warren idealized him the
most of all. He was close to his dad, and loose and easy with him. In church, once, Warren told
his rather off-key father, “Pops, either you can sing or I can sing, but we both can’t sing at the
same time.” Howard affectionately called him “Fireball.”When Warren was ten, Howard took him
to New York—as he did, in turn, each of his children—on the overnight train. Leila watched



Warren go off with his “best friend” in hand and his big stamp album under his arm. Their
itinerary included a baseball game, a stamp display, and “some place with Lionel toy trains.”11
On Wall Street, Warren went to the stock exchange.Warren was already as fascinated by stocks
as other boys were by model aircraft. He frequently visited Howard’s now prosperous brokerage,
which had moved to the marble-columned Omaha National Bank Building, at 17th and Farnam.
Up in his father’s office, Warren would gaze at the stock and bond certificates, stowed behind
gold-painted bars and endowed, in Warren’s eyes, with a mysterious allure.12 Often, he would
race down the steps to the Harris Upham brokerage, which was in the same building and was
frequented by financial men in Omaha as a source of stock quotations. Jesse Livermore, the
infamous East Coast speculator, would stop by when he was in town, scribble an order on a
piece of paper, and silently depart. And the Harris Upham brokers indulged the young, big-eared
Warren by allowing him to chalk the prices of stocks on the blackboard.13At home, Warren
began to chart the prices of stocks on his own. Observing their ups and downs, he was
bewitched by the idea of deciphering their patterns. At eleven, he took the plunge and bought
three shares of Cities Service preferred, as well as three shares for his sister Doris, at $38 a
share. “I knew then he knew what he was doing,” Doris would recall. “The boy lived and breathed
numbers.” But Cities Service plunged to 27. They sweated it out, and the stock recovered to 40,
whereupon Warren sold, netting, after commission, his first $5 of profit in the market. Directly he
sold, Cities Service climbed to 200. It was his first lesson in patience.Warren did better at the
track. Intrigued by the mathematics of odds-making, he and Russell developed a tipping system
for horse players. After a few days, they noticed that the system worked, so they penciled out
their picks under the banner Stable-Boy Selections and took a pile of copies to Ak-Sar-Ben
racetrack. Quoting Russell: “We found out we could sell it. We were waving them around, calling
‘Get your Stable-Boy Selections.’ But we didn’t have a license and they shut us
down.”14Warren’s exploits were always based on numbers, which he trusted above all else. In
contrast, he did not subscribe to his family’s religion. Even at a young age, he was too
mathematical, and too logical, to make the leap of faith. He adopted his father’s ethical
underpinnings, but not his belief in an unseen divinity. In a person who is honest in his thoughts,
and especially in a boy, such untempered logic can only lead to one terrifying fear—the fear of
dying. And Warren was stricken with it.15Every week, no matter if the snows were four feet high,
Leila and Howard insisted that Warren go to Sunday school. But it didn’t sustain him. When he
sat in church, calculating the life spans of the ecclesiastics, there was a purpose to it. He wanted
to know whether faith would result in living a longer life.16 Not faith in an afterlife, as a believer
would have had, but a concern for living longer in this one.He and Bob Russell would be sitting
on the Russells’ front-porch glider, in the stillness of an afternoon, and as if brought on by a
sudden prairie twister, Warren would say, “Russ, there is one thing I am scared of. I am afraid to
die.” He brought it up maybe every year or so—often enough so that it stuck in Russell’s mind. It
seemed disconnected from everything else that Russell knew of Warren, who was usually so
buoyant. Sometimes Russell would put birdseed on the floor of the milk box and trap a bird



inside and invariably, Warren would beg him not to harm it. Russell would pull a string, tied to the
door of the milk box, and let it go. But he couldn’t release Warren from the fear of his own
mortality.“If you do what God gave you the talent to do, you can be successful and help others
and die with a smile,” Russell would say.“Bob, I’m just scared,” Warren would reply.Russell, a
Roman Catholic, did not understand. He would wonder where it came from, why a guy who had
so much going for him was so afraid. But there was an aspect of Warren’s life at home that
Russell did not know about.To outside appearances, the Buffett household was the ideal: loving,
prosperous, inspired by high morals, and centered on the family. And such particulars were
genuine. Leila would refer to the day she met Howard as “the luckiest day of my life.”She treated
her husband like a king—a benevolent king, but a king nonetheless. A practical woman, Leila
had ideas of her own about stocks, but she didn’t mention them to Howard. Even when Leila had
pounding headaches, she was careful not to bother Howard or disturb his reading. Her aim was
to be a perfect wife. Warren’s friends knew her as a tiny, cheerful woman with a pretty smile—
sweet and sociable and all atwitter, like the good witch of the North.But when the strain of trying
to be perfect was too much for Leila, she would turn on Warren and his sisters with the wrath of
God. Without warning, that good-humored woman would become furious beyond words, and
rage at her children with an unrelenting meanness, sometimes not letting up for hours. She
scolded and degraded her children. Nothing they had done measured up. She compared,
criticized, and dredged up every imaginable failing.In Leila’s fury, she seemed as if driven by
some horrible injustice. Nothing that Warren or his sisters had done would escape her notice; no
transgression, however slight, was too small for one of her vicious rebukes. Even when they had
committed no crime, her imagination supplied one.As far as Warren and his sisters knew, Leila’s
moods were wholly unpredictable, and therefore all the more terrifying. And when one came
over her there was no escape. She was a strong woman, strong as the girl who had run the
Linotype at age eleven. If they tried to break free she would snap at them, “I’m not finished.”17
And then, suddenly, the tempest would be over. Then the sweet little woman would return.Once,
in more recent years, one of Warren’s sons, who was home from college, called Leila to say
hello. She suddenly lit into him with all her fury. She called him a terrible person for not calling
more often, and detailed his supposedly innumerable failings of character, and went on for two
entire hours. When Warren’s son put down the phone, he was in tears. Warren said softly, “Now
you know how I felt every day of my life.”Sometime after Leila left West Point, her family suffered
repeated tragedies. One of her sisters committed suicide; another sister and Leila’s mother were
institutionalized. Whatever the streak of madness or emotional imbalance that the Stahl women
suffered, Leila at least survived.But Warren and his sisters had to deal with the shrapnel from
her fury on their own. There was certainly no discussion of it in the Buffett home. One morning,
when Warren was young, Howard came downstairs and warned him, “Mom is on the warpath
again.”18 But more often, after Howard had left the house, Warren and the girls would listen for
the telltale tone of her voice and warn one another. Their parents didn’t argue; the conflict was
between Leila and her kids. And it was a conflict that Warren and his sisters had no chance of



winning.Warren coped with this hopeless battle by not fighting back. “He didn’t get mad. He kept
it to himself,” his sister Roberta said. Jerry Moore, who lived across the street, observed that
Warren didn’t fight with anyone. He shied away from the usual neighborhood scrapes—from any
sort of conflict.He didn’t mention his mother’s “moods” to his friends, and there was nothing in
his upbeat manner that would have betrayed them. But some of the boys noticed that Warren
spent more time with them at their homes than he did at his own. Mrs. Russell used to say, “I put
him out with the cat and brought him in with the milk.” Byron Swanson, a classmate, would come
home—in that halcyon time when Americans left their homes unlocked—and find Warren,
innocently and rather charmingly, sitting in his kitchen, drinking a Pepsi and eating potato chips.
Walter Loomis said his mother had to chase Warren out when Loomis’s father came home so
the family could have dinner. (In retrospect, he added dryly, “Too bad we kicked him out.”)Later,
Warren’s son Peter would wonder if his father’s success was driven in part by the urge to get out
of the house. The question is unanswerable, but he had the urge from somewhere. Warren
would sit on the fire escape at Rosehill elementary school and flatly tell his chums that he would
be rich before he was thirty-five.19 He never came across as being a braggart, or swell-headed.
(In Russell’s homely phrase, “his cap always fit.”) He just had this conviction about himself.He
would bury himself in a favorite book, One Thousand Ways to Make $1,000, an exhortation to
future Rockefellers with stories such as “Building a Business on Homemade Fudge” and “Mrs.
MacDougall Turned $38 into a Million.” How vividly did Warren imagine himself as the man in the
illustration—dwarfed by a mountain of coins that brought more ecstasy than any mountain of
candy! Surely, he was the reader of the editor’s dreams—so well did he seize on the book’s
advice to “begin, begin” whatever schemes one might, but, by all means, not to wait.On 53rd
Street, Warren was known as a bookworm, and was certified in the neighborhood lore as having
a “photographic memory.” He was tall for his age, and liked to play sports, but was rather
ungainly. He talked up his financial exploits, however, with a contagious passion. And when
Warren talked, his friends perked up their ears. He didn’t persuade the other boys to join him so
much as he attracted them—a fireball, as his father said, drawing moths. Warren recruited Stuart
Erickson, Russell, and Byron Swanson to go to Ak-Sar-Ben to scavenge for tickets. He enlisted
half the neighborhood to gather golf balls. Soon he had bushel baskets of golf balls in his
bedroom, organized by brand and price. Bill Pritchard, a neighbor, recalled, “He’d hand out a
dozen golf balls. We’d sell ’em, and he’d take his cut.” Warren and Erickson even set up a golf-
ball stand at Elmwood Park, until, as Erickson recalled, business was so good that “somebody
snitched on us and the pro threw us out.”A Saturday Evening Post profile of the Omaha of those
years saw a barren city—in the telling quip, west of civilization, which stopped in Des Moines,
and east of the scenery, which began with the Rocky Mountains.20 It was distinguished only for
its “conformity”; extreme only in its weather. Its contribution to culture was the Swanson dinner.
Overlaid on this myth of Omaha as a cultural wasteland was a more romantic view of Omaha as
an unspoiled refuge from the sinful East—as “simple” and vaguely pastoral. While this had an
element of truth, it was greatly exaggerated. It would partly account for a later tendency to



describe Buffett as oracular, rather than as talented and savvy, as a New Yorker would have
been described—as the “Oracle of Omaha” or, repeatedly, the “Wizard of Omaha.” (The Wizard
of Oz did hail from Omaha.)But Omaha was not a barren place to Warren. The Buffetts and their
neighbors were educated and urban and part of the cultural mainstream. Fred Astaire learned to
dance at the Chambers Academy on Farnam Street; Henry Fonda, a local boy, appeared on
Omaha stages. Warren’s Omaha was a small city—220,000 people—but by no means a small
town. Carl Sandburg, who shoveled coal there, called it “Omaha, the roughneck, [which] feeds
armies, eats and swears from a dirty face.”21The summer that Warren was eleven, Howard, who
wanted his children to experience the supposed purity of farm life, took out an ad for a rural
home. For a few weeks, Warren and Doris were boarded by a farmer named Elmer Benne.
Warren savored Mrs. Benne’s pies, but he didn’t care for cows or stalks of corn. A silo was just
as remote to him as the modern Art Deco skyscrapers of Omaha were to a farm boy. Warren was
a city kid.On 53rd Street, he knew the people in every house. And there was a sameness to the
homes, with their twin gables, brown brick, and center doorways. He recognized the truck from
Roberts Dairy, and the music of the trolley and the not-too-distant freight trains, and the aroma of
coffee from the roasting plant downtown, and even, when a wind blew from the south on warm
summer evenings, the thick, intolerable smell of the meatpacking plants. Whether on foot, on his
three-speed, or by streetcar, he could fan out over the city, to the golf courses, to his father’s
office, to his grandfather’s store. Whatever Warren’s problems with his mother or his torment in
church, his city was his great, sustaining constant.But the violent shock that upset all America in
December 1941 also threatened Warren’s life in Omaha. The Sunday of Pearl Harbor, the
Buffetts were paying a visit to Grandpa Stahl, in West Point. On the drive home, they listened to
martial music. For the next few months, as America got used to war, Warren’s life went on as
before.But in 1942, the Republicans in Nebraska’s second congressional district were unable to
find a candidate who would run against the party of a popular wartime president. In desperation,
the GOP turned to an outspoken New Deal hater: Howard Buffett.Howard, an isolationist, was
given little chance of winning. On the stump, his venom was directed not at Hitler or Mussolini
but at Franklin Roosevelt.I am fully aware of the odds against a Republican candidate today. He
fights against the most powerful Tammany political machine the world has ever known. This
ruthless gang, under cover of war, is making plans to fasten the chains of political servitude
around America’s neck.22Inveighing against inflation and big government, Howard was forty
years ahead of his time. But in Omaha, he was personally popular. He had little money—his
expenses would amount to only $2,361—but he campaigned tenaciously.On election day,
Howard typed out a concession speech and retired at nine o’clock. The next day, he discovered
he had won. He would call it “one of the happiest surprises” of his life.Warren realized his fate
with a jolt: for the first time in his twelve-plus years, he was leaving Omaha. In a family
photograph taken just after the election, Warren looked decidedly uneasy, his handsome face
set in a vague stare, his tightly pursed lips managing only the slightest suggestion of a smile.As
space in wartime Washington was scarce, Howard rented a home in the charming but remote



Virginia town of Fredericksburg. The house stood on a hill, overlooking the Rappahannock River.
It was a rambling white Colonial place with a front porch and roses. To Roberta, it looked “like
something out of the movies.” Warren hated it.Cinematic though it may have been,
Fredericksburg was isolated, Southern, and unfamiliar. Any change would have been
unwelcome to Warren, and this one turned his world upside down. Not only had he been yanked
away from friends and neighborhood, but he was separated during the week from his father, who
was residing at the Dodge Hotel, in Washington, fifty miles north. The freshman congressman
told his family that he would serve only one term, but that didn’t comfort his son. Away from
Omaha and from all that he knew, Warren was “miserably homesick.”23Though he was
desperate to leave, it was not in his nature to confront his folks. He merely told them that he was
suffering from a mysterious “allergy” and that he couldn’t sleep at night. Of course, his Zen-like
stoicism was perfectly calculated to unnerve them. He would recall, “I told my parents I couldn’t
breathe. I told them not to worry about it, to get a good night’s sleep themselves, and I’d just
stand up all night.”24 Naturally, they were worried sick about him.† Meanwhile, Warren wrote to
Grandpa Ernest and told him that he was unhappy. In short order, Ernest wrote back and
suggested that Warren move in with him and his Aunt Alice and finish the eighth grade in
Omaha. After a few weeks in Fredericksburg, his parents agreed.Warren went back on the train,
sharing an overnight compartment with Hugh Butler, a Nebraska senator. At daybreak, Senator
Butler, noticing that the youngster had passed the night soundly, commented, “I thought you
couldn’t sleep.” Warren replied airily, “Oh, I got rid of that in Pennsylvania.”25In Omaha, Warren’s
spirits revived. Aunt Alice, a free-spirited home economics teacher, was a kind guardian, and
she took an interest in Warren. Like other teachers, she was attracted to his brightness and
curiosity.Grandpa Ernest, an instinctive teacher, also took a shine to him. Ernest was working on
a book, and each night he dictated a few pages to Warren.26 The recherché title was “How to
Run a Grocery Store, and a Few Things I Have Learned About Fishing.” The thrust of it is evident
from a letter in which Ernest confidently declared that supermarkets were a passing fad:Kroger,
Montgomery & Ward, and Safeway, I think have seen their high points. The chain stores are
going to have a hard time from now on.27Fortunately, “How to Run a Grocery Store” was never
published.But Warren went to work at Buffett & Son, where he observed his grandfather’s
maxims firsthand. Ernest took it upon himself to deduct two pennies a day from Warren’s
meager salary—a gesture which, along with his lectures on the work ethic, was intended to
impress upon Warren the intolerable costs of government programs such as Social Security. For
a twelve-year-old boy, the work itself was hard: lifting crates, hauling soda pop. Warren didn’t
care for it. He didn’t like the smell of groceries. When fruit spoiled, he had to clean the bins.28But
he liked the store. Buffett & Son was a cozy nook of a grocery, with squeaky wooden floors,
rotating fans, and rows of wooden shelves that reached to the ceiling. When someone wanted a
can from the upper shelf, Warren or another clerk would move a sliding ladder to the proper spot
and ascend to the summit.It was the first successful business that Warren had seen. His Uncle
Fred, who stood behind the counter, had a cheerful word for every shopper. With its pungent,



fresh-baked breads, ripe cheeses, and unwrapped cookies and nuts, Buffett & Son had
something—an adherence, perhaps, to Grandpa’s penny-pinching virtues—that pulled people
back.29Charlie Munger, Warren’s future business partner, worked there on Saturdays (though
he did not meet Warren until years later). Munger saw in the store the inculcation of a culture,
something out of a Norman Rockwell painting. Nobody ever loafed. “You were just goddam busy
from the first hour of morning to night.” When Bill Buffett, Warren’s cousin, would trudge in a few
minutes late, he would be greeted by his portly, white-haired grandfather, pocket watch in hand,
bellowing from a second-floor balcony, “Billy, what time is it?”While living at Ernest’s, Warren
often went to the home of Carl Falk, his father’s then business partner, for lunch. He would curl
up with an investment book from Falk’s study—much more his cup of tea than groceries—while
Mrs. Falk made lunch. One time, while Warren was slurping Mary Falk’s chicken noodle soup, he
declared that he would be a millionaire by age thirty—and enigmatically added, “and if not, I’m
going to jump off the tallest building in Omaha.”Mary Falk was horrified, and told him not to
repeat it. Warren looked at her and laughed. Nonetheless, she couldn’t resist his charm, and
always made him welcome in the Falk home. Mary Falk seems to have been the first to ask:
“Warren, why this drive to make so much money?”“It’s not that I want money,” Warren replied. “It’s
the fun of making money and watching it grow.”The final months of eighth grade, Warren enjoyed
a reprieve. He was reunited with his chums, and he had the run of the city, from the Buffett store
in the western suburbs to the cobblestone streets downtown, bustling with open-air markets and
red-brick and cast-iron warehouses, where Sidney, the first Buffett in Omaha, had set up his
store, three-quarters of a century earlier. Already the fourth generation of Buffetts in Omaha,
Warren was immensely at home there. He had the city’s informal style, its plain prairie syntax,
and also its opaque, unemotional cover. He was hardly “simple,” but in his essential features—
his dawning self-reliance, his ambitious but prudent capitalist zeal, and his composed, calm
exterior—he was unmistakably Midwestern. Alas, by the fall of 1943, Warren had run out of
excuses for not joining the family in Washington. His reprieve had run out.* Nebraska spelled
backward.† Asked years later whether Warren was in fact standing up, Doris said, “Goodness,
no. He was sleeping.”Chapter 2RUNAWAYThe Buffetts had moved to a four-bedroom house in
Spring Valley, an outlying section of Washington, on Northwest 49th Street. The home was white-
painted brick, with an open porch in front and a driveway that sloped to the rear. It was a typically
modest young congressman’s home—the Richard Nixons would be their neighbors—a short
walk from Massachusetts Avenue. Behind the house was nothing but woods.Warren’s new life
revolved around his job as a carrier for the Washington Post. Now thirteen, he kept a record of
his earnings and filed a tax return—and defiantly refused to let his dad pay the taxes.1But aside
from his paper route, Warren was profoundly unhappy. At Alice Deal Junior High, he caused a bit
of trouble for his teachers, and his grades were mediocre.2 Young for his class, having skipped a
grade, he was bespectacled and out of the social stream. His appearance was so slovenly that
the principal warned Leila that he had better shape up.3In June, at the end of that first, unhappy
year, Warren ran away—the first real rebellion of his life. He and Roger Bell, the son of a



Missouri congressman, and one other chum put out their thumbs for Hershey, Pennsylvania.
Warren knew of a golf course there and thought they could stay a few days and caddie. But for
once, economics were not his motivation. He was mad at his folks, mad at being in Washington-
mad all around.4The boys arrived at nightfall, without so much as a toothbrush, and checked
into a room at the Community Inn. In the morning, no sooner were they out the door than the
police stopped them. Bell was short, while Warren and the other boy were close to six feet. From
a distance, the police thought Bell much younger—perhaps a kidnap victim—and took the trio in
for questioning. One may imagine Warren, just shy of fourteen, glibly persuading the authorities
of their innocence without saying much about what they were doing. The police let them go, but
their balloon was pricked. They thumbed their way home that day.It seems unlikely that Warren
was of a mind to continue his rather halfhearted revolt. His spurts of acting out at school had
been pretty tame; according to his sister Roberta, “rebellious” was “a pretty strong word” for
him.But Howard and Leila were shocked. Though they were gentle with Warren when he
returned to Washington, Howard resolved to nip his mutiny in the bud. He told Warren that he
would have to improve his marks or give up his paper route.This worked on Warren’s grades like
a tonic. Far from relinquishing the paper route, he expanded it. He promptly procured a route
with the Times-Herald, the Post’s morning competitor, covering the same territory as he had with
the Post. As Buffett would recall, if a subscriber canceled one paper and wanted the other, “there
was my shining face the next day.”5 Soon Warren had five delivery routes, and close to five
hundred papers to deliver each morning. Leila would arise early to make his breakfast; Warren
was out the door by five-twenty to catch the bus down Massachusetts Avenue. On the rare
occasion when he was ill, Leila did the route, but she didn’t go near the money. “Collections were
everything to him,” she wrote. “You didn’t dare touch the drawer where he kept his money. Every
penny had to be there.”Warren’s crown jewel was the Westchester Apartments, a cluster of red-
brick, eight-story high-rises on Cathedral Avenue. He quickly developed an assembly-line
approach that was worthy of the young Henry Ford. He would drop off half of the papers for each
building on the eighth-floor elevator landing and half on the fourth floor. Then he would run
through the building on foot, floor by floor, sliding the papers in front of each apartment. On
collection day, he left an envelope at the front desk, sparing him from having to go door-to-door.
When the Buffetts returned to Omaha for the summer, Warren entrusted the route to a friend,
Walter Diehl, and lectured him on how to handle it. Diehl remembered, “There was this pile of
papers sitting in front of you—a mountain. But it only took an hour and a quarter or so. It was a
beautiful route. All the buildings were connected underground. You never had to go
outside.”Figuring that he could increase his profits by adding to his product line, Warren peddled
magazines at the apartments, too. The trick was to offer subscriptions at just the right time.
Some of his customers, Buffett would recall, “left their magazines out on the stairwell. You could
tell by tearing off the address label when the expirations were. So I would keep track of when
everybody’s subscriptions expired.”6Though the apartments were considered classy—Warren
saw Jacqueline Bouvier in the elevator—he had a problem with deadbeats. In wartime



Washington, people were frequently moving in and out, sometimes neglecting to pay him. So
Warren made a deal with the elevator girls. They got free papers; Warren got tipped off when
anyone was planning to move!7In short, Warren had turned his paper routes into a business. He
was earning $175 a month—what many a young man was earning as a full-time wage—and
saving every dime.8 In 1945, when he was still only fourteen, he took $1,200 of his profits and
invested it in forty acres of Nebraska farmland.World War II, of course, was the omnipresent
backdrop to Warren’s Washington years. There were bond drives at school and blackout
curtains at home. Nevertheless, the war had little direct impact on him. The single exception was
in August 1945, when the Buffetts were spending the summer in Omaha. Warren heard the news
about Hiroshima and had a lively discussion about the atom bomb with Jerry Moore, his Omaha
neighbor. Warren, Moore recalled, was quite concerned. He viewed relativity as he did religion—
with unshaking, terrifying logic. “We were talking—I remember it vividly—on my front lawn. He
was afraid of the implications of the chain reaction … of the possible devastation of the
world.”Back in Washington, at Woodrow Wilson High, Warren was fitting in a bit better. His paper
routes had given him an escape from homesickness, and he began to develop a set of friends.
As in Omaha, he got a crew to hunt for golf balls. He also was a pretty good golfer and joined the
school team.Robert Dwyer, the golf coach, was another teacher-figure that Warren cultivated.
Dwyer thought him funny—eager without being pushy. He took Warren to the track and taught
him how to read the Daily Racing Form. In the summer after Warren’s junior year, Dwyer and
Warren happened to be playing golf on the day of the All-Star game. It started to rain, so they
went to Dwyer’s car and turned on the game. Charlie Keller, the New York Yankee slugger, was
up. Dwyer said, “If you give me twenty-to-one odds, I’ll bet you he hits a home run.” Warren said,
“I’ll take a dollar’s worth.” Keller, of course, hit one. Dwyer was kind enough to lose the $20 on
another bet.But as both of them knew, Warren was making more money than his coach.9
Marooned in a strange city, he was trying to jump-start his career at a time when he was barely
capable of shaving. He was reading every business book he could get his hands on, poring over
actuarial tables, running his paper route. Donald Danly, a Wilson student who became a good
friend, thought Warren “was charting his way toward a [financial] target.”Danly, the son of a
Justice Department attorney, was a serious and brilliant student. At first glance, he and Warren
had little in common. Danly had a good-looking girlfriend, whereas Warren didn’t date. And
Danly was chiefly interested in science. But Danly, who had lost his mother, began to spend a lot
of time at the Buffetts’ after the war, when Danly’s father went to Japan to prosecute war
criminals. The two played music together, Warren strumming on the ukulele while Danly played
the piano. Then they discovered that Danly’s love of science and Warren’s obsession with
business had a shared language—numbers. They would calculate the odds of poker hands, or
the chances, in a room with a dozen people, that two would have the same birthday. Or Danly
would rattle off a series of two-digit numbers, waiting for Warren to spit out the sum.In their
senior year, Danly bought a used pinball machine for $25, and Warren and he played it by the
hour. The machine often broke, and as Danly tinkered with it, Warren took note of his friend’s



mechanical skill. Warren had an idea: why not put the machine in the barber shop on Wisconsin
Avenue and rent it out?10Warren approached the barber, who agreed to a fifty-fifty split. At the
end of the first day, they found $14 in the machine. Within a month or so, Warren and Danly had
machines in three barbershops. Prospering, they expanded to seven. Warren—living a real-life
fantasy—thought of a name, the Wilson Coin Operated Machine Company. “Eventually we were
making $50 a week,” he recalled. “I hadn’t dreamed life could be so good.”11Wilson Coin Op had
a natural division of labor. Warren put up most of the capital for the machines, secondhand
arcade games that cost from $25 to $75 apiece. Danly repaired them. Warren kept the books
and typed a monthly financial statement. Barbers were instructed to call Danly if a machine broke
—one was always breaking—and the two of them would show up pronto in Danly’s 1938 Buick,
which had had the backseat removed.Fearing that the pinball business was controlled by the
mob, Warren stuck to small, out-of-the-way locations. Also, he and Danly hinted that they were
merely legmen for a going concern that was not to be taken lightly. Buffett recalled:The
barbershop operators were always pushing us to put in new machines, and we’d always tell
them we’d take it up with the boss. We pretended like we were these hired hands that were
carrying machines around and counting money.12Once a week they made the rounds,
sometimes with Danly’s girlfriend, Norma Jean Thurston. Warren would return to the car with a
funny description of the barber, or of what he’d said to him, and the three of them would howl.
Warren could see the twist—the irony of these kids acting out the role of being big-time
businessmen.Norma Jean thought Warren was especially funny. She was pretty and slender,
with arched eyebrows and striking blond hair. Her nickname was “Peroxide.” Danly was “Duck,”
but Warren was simply “Buffett.” Their elders had fought a war, but Buffett, Duck, and Peroxide
were still in a state of innocence. Though they were natural hams, they didn’t smoke or use
swear words, and Warren didn’t drink anything but Pepsi-Cola. All the girls that Norma Jean
knew were virgins; in her crowd there was hardly any sex. But Warren was a shade more
innocent still. He didn’t go to the Friday-night dances; “he didn’t have the moves other guys had,”
Norma Jean said. “He didn’t try.”He walked with his shoulders hunched forward and bent toward
the ground, tramp, tramp, like a billy goat. At times, he carried a clunky-looking change purse
strapped to his belt.13 To his Wilson classmates, Warren’s footwear marked him as a hayseed,
and they remembered it after decades. “We used to get a kick out of Warren and his sneakers,”
remembered Casper Heindl. “He used to wear ’em year-round. I don’t care if the snow was a foot
deep, he had sneakers on.” And Robert Moore said, “I remember him very well. The one thing
we used to joke about—he didn’t wear anything other than tennis shoes. Even in the dead of
winter.”Warren seemed to take a perverse delight in those sneakers. “Most of us were trying to
be like everyone else,” Norma Jean noted. “The girls all buttoned their sweaters in the back. I
think he liked being different.” Though he was high-spirited and perpetually kidding, there was
something of the odd man out about him. When his quirks were pointed out, he would stick to his
guns, or kid himself, with self-deprecation. Norma Jean said, “He was what he was and he never
tried to be anything else.”At the dinner table at home, Warren was getting a nightly seminar on



sticking to one’s guns. Howard, who despite his pledge to serve one term was reelected in 1944
and again in 1946, was in the fabled do-nothing Congress, so named for fighting Truman at
every turn. In the evenings, he would expose the family to a drumbeat of dire alarums. Once,
when the family was discussing what to get one of Howard’s aides for Christmas, little Roberta
piped up, “How about a savings bond—or does he know that they’re no good?”Another time,
after having voted against a popular labor measure, Howard took Warren to a baseball game in
Omaha. When the congressman was introduced to the crowd, he was roundly booed.14 But he
showed Warren no sign that he minded.Unshakably ethical, Howard refused offers of junkets
and even turned down a part of his pay. During his first term, when the congressional salary was
raised from $10,000 to $12,500, Howard left the extra money in the Capitol disbursement office,
insisting that he had been elected at the lower salary.Leila said her husband considered only
one issue in voting on a measure: “Will this add to, or subtract from, human liberty?” But his view
of liberty was decidedly cramped. His single interest was in rolling back the enlarged
government that Roosevelt, and World War II, had made permanent.During the war, he
coauthored a letter demanding that the United States “elaborate” on its policy of seeking an
unconditional German surrender and posing the curious question “What are we fighting for?”15
Did uprooting Nazism not constitute “an addition to human liberty?”After the war, he voted
against aiding bombed-out Britain, against school lunches, against European grain exports, and
against the Bretton Woods monetary scheme.16 At his worst, his Americanism lapsed into
xenophobia and Red-baiting. As the Buffetts drove past the still-lit British embassy in the
evenings, Howard would growl, “They even stay up late to think of ways to get our money.”17 He
opposed the Marshall Plan to rebuild Western Europe as “Operation Rathole,” and as possibly
having Stalin’s secret backing.18On several issues, Howard was remarkably prescient. One of
his few proposals was a measure to protect the owners of U.S. savings bonds against inflation.
Yet the broad sense of his tenure is that of a moralist disfigured by parochial, and extremist,
claims.Warren mouthed his father’s politics,19 and probably believed them superficially, but he
didn’t commit himself to them. He absorbed his father’s patriotism, but not his bitter isolationism.
A few years later, Warren wryly alluded to his father’s dogmatism in a letter to a college friend. “I
had better knock this off,” Warren wrote, “and go out and help my dad conduct a crusade against
something or other.”20He did inherit his father’s scruples and concern for society. (Indeed,
Warren would later revile the corporate theft of other people’s money in much the same terms
that Howard critiqued the government’s.) But for Warren, who had witnessed the Depression
and the war as a child, government was society’s defender, not its enemy. Given his utter
devotion to his father, his political awareness, though still undeveloped, suggested a stirring of
independence.Warren had already decided that he would not follow his father into government.
When Norma Jean asked whether he might make a life in Washington, Warren replied without
hesitation, “No. I’m going to live in Omaha.”By his senior year, he was planning on a career not
just in business, but specifically in investing. Sitting in the breakfast nook at home, at an age
when other boys didn’t get past the sports pages, he was already studying the stock tables. And



word of his supposed expertise had followed him to school, where his teachers tried to pick his
brain about the market.21In a wily effort to capitalize on his renown, Warren shorted—that is, bet
against—shares of American Telephone & Telegraph Company, because he knew that his
teachers owned it. “They thought I knew about stocks and I thought if I shorted AT&T, I would
terrorize them about their retirement.”22Why this mild repute as an oracle? Warren hadn’t had
any coups in the market. Yet people sensed that he knew. He had something innate: not merely a
precocious store of knowledge, but an ability for casting it in logical terms. Faith didn’t move him,
but facts he could assemble in a smooth and sensible train. Quoting Danly: “He just seemed to
have tremendous insight. He would say things in a way that didn’t leave any doubt that he knew
what he was talking about.”Warren graduated in June 1947, finishing sixteenth in a class of 374.
(Danly was tied for first.) The Wilson yearbook captured him with bright, eager eyes, neatly
parted hair, and a sheepish grin. The caption: “Likes math … a future stockbroker.”Howard
suggested the nearby Wharton School of Finance and Commerce at the University of
Pennsylvania. Warren replied that college would be a waste. He had delivered almost 600,000
papers and in the process earned over $5,000.23 Money was coming in from newspapers, from
Wilson Coin Op, and from a Nebraska tenant farmer. What’s more, he had read at least one
hundred books on business. What, in short, did he have to learn?Howard gently pointed out that
Warren was still two months shy of his seventeenth birthday. Finally, Warren capitulated. In
August, Wilson Coin Op was sold for $1,200 to a returned war veteran. Warren pocketed his
share and headed for Wharton.This time, though, Howard had been wrong. Despite Wharton’s
fine reputation, its curriculum was lacking in beef. Warren disgustedly reported that he knew
more than the professors. His dissatisfaction—a forerunner of his general disaffection for
business schools—was rooted in their mushy, overbroad approach. His professors had fancy
theories but were ignorant of the practical details of making a profit that Warren craved.When
Warren visited Omaha, Mary Falk warned him not to neglect his studies. He replied insouciantly,
“Mary, all I need to do is open the book the night before and drink a big bottle of Pepsi-Cola and
I’ll make 100.”In fact, he was spending a lot of his time at a brokerage office in Philadelphia,
following various stocks.24 But he didn’t have a system for investing—or if he did, it was
haphazard. He would study the charts, he would listen to tips. But he didn’t have a framework.
He was searching.In his freshman year, Warren roomed with Charles Peterson, an Omaha boy
(and later, among Warren’s first investors). He also made fast friends with Harry Beja, a Mexican
who was as displaced on a northeastern campus as Warren was. Beja was the most serious
student on campus, but Warren would kid him about living with the “Indians” in Mexico. The two
of them matched A+’s in Industry 1, but Beja couldn’t help but notice how much harder he had
worked in the course than Warren had. Nonetheless, though he resented Warren’s easy
success, Beja had to admit that he liked Warren. Beja saw him as the type of American he had
idealized: the honest and unassuming Midwesterner with a common touch.Warren found
another kindred soul in Beja’s roommate, a Brooklyn boy named Jerry Orans. They met in the
weight room, and the broad-shouldered Orans instantly decided that Warren was a “genius.”



Like Warren, Orans felt a bit out of the swing; he was dreadfully homesick and spent much of the
first year in tears.25 But he had a rapier wit and a warm smile, and was very bright himself.
Warren and Orans became close friends.Unwittingly, Warren was sowing the seeds for a future
pool of investors.* But at the time, he felt he was going nowhere. After a year at Penn, he wanted
out, but his father insisted that he try another year. In Washington for the summer, Warren found
a comical outlet for his rich-man strivings—once again with Don Danly. His pinball partner had
plunked down $350 for an old Rolls-Royce. Warren went with Danly to a Baltimore junkyard to
pick it up and followed him back to Washington. Just inside the District line, they were stopped
by the police. Danly recounted:I had no plates, the taillights didn’t work. The cop was fixing to
write up a ticket. Warren said, “Look, officer, we just have to get it home to my garage so we can
fix it up to meet all of the safety requirements.” He was talking and talking and he just kept talking
until the cop said okay.Danly kept the Rolls in the Buffetts’ garage. They spent the summer fixing
it up—though, of course, Danly was the one who was under the chassis. Warren would sit on a
stool, entertaining his friend with business stories and reading from a book they thought was a
scream—How to Lose Friends and Alienate People.The Rolls was a 1928 Ladies’ Shopping Car.
It had a single seat in front and a wide berth in back, and a hand crank for show. Danly and
Norma Jean painted it dark blue. They rented it out a few times, but the real point was to be seen
in it. Warren proposed that they drive downtown, posing as a rich couple with their chauffeur—
but he would play the rich “aristocrat,” Danly the chauffeur. Danly put on Howard Buffett’s black
overcoat and took the wheel, and Warren, wearing a muskrat coat and top hat, sidled in next to
Norma Jean. As they approached the Times-Herald building, Danly, following a script, cut off the
ignition and coasted to a stop. Then he got out and started tinkering under the hood, as if he
were trying to figure out what was wrong. When people started to stare, Warren—the aristocrat—
tapped on the windshield glass with a cane and pointed, as if indicating where the trouble might
be. Danly fiddled a bit more and—behold—it was “fixed.”†But without a script, Warren was
hardly so suave. He dated Norma Jean’s cousin, Barbara Worley, over the summer, and took her
to hear Billie Holiday. But though Warren was a lively companion, he ruined any hope of
romance by subjecting Worley to an unending series of riddles and “brainteasers”—presumably,
an activity that relieved Warren’s awkwardness. When he finally screwed up his courage and
invited her for a weekend at Penn, Worley turned him down.In his sophomore year, Warren lived
at the Alpha Sigma Phi house, a Victorian mansion on Spruce Street with high ceilings and a
stately spiral stair. He was ambivalent toward his fraternity brothers—not aloof, but not quite part
of their rituals, either. After lunch, he would plop himself in a curved bridge chair by a bay
window and join in a game of hearts or bridge. In a conversational setting, such as at mealtimes,
Warren was very alive—loose and confident with his opinions. In those years, fraternity
members were served by waiters and dressed in jackets and ties for dinner. Anthony Vecchione,
recalling Warren’s table chatter, said, “When he was on he was fun—a lot of laughs.”He was a
very funny kid, very clever. It wasn’t boffo slapstick, it was dry. He had a semicynical view of the
way things worked. I remember he said if he ever got rich, he’d install steam-heated toilet seats



in the bathroom. He said that had to be the ultimate.But Warren was aching for some sort of
intellectual—or financial-stimulus. Penn was a rah-rah school; campus life in 1948 revolved
around pep rallies and the top-ten football team. Ironically, Warren was portrayed on the cover of
Penn Pics, a student magazine, as the model fan, decked in a derby hat and raccoon coat, one
hand waving a banner, the other offering a brandy flask to his apparent date, with a cigar
extending from a jaunty grin, all against a photographic montage depicting the Penn marching
band and a leather-helmeted ball carrier.The cover was a joke; Warren’s friend Jerry Orans was
one of the editors. In truth, Warren was everything that the cover boy was not. He was a
nondrinker, was uncomfortable with women, and was not a big socializer. On a campus with so
many older students—returned GIs—he even looked out of place. With his hair unslicked, the
skinny eighteen-year-old student looked like a visiting kid brother.His youthfulness was
especially apparent in the context of sex. Besides being inexperienced with women, he was
noticeably ill-at-ease with the fellows’ locker-room humor. “I remember distinctly,” said
Vecchione, the son of a Long Island subcontractor, “when people started talking about sex, he’d
look at the floor. His face would get flushed.”On weekends, when Alpha Sigma threw beer
parties, the monastic frat house was flooded with women. Warren usually did not have a date, but
—of importance for a future investor—he was comfortable without being part of the crowd. While
most of the guys had their arms around a date, Warren would sit on the couch and entertain the
party with a little dissertation on the gold standard. He was so captivating that the fellows made
a party routine of having Warren stand in a corner and peppering him with questions about
economics and politics. “He’d start holding forth, and before a minute or two had gone by he’d
have an audience, maybe ten to twenty people,” remembered William Wayne Jones, a fellow
nondrinker and a future Methodist missionary. “He would do it so humbly you were just in thrall.
He’d say, ‘I really don’t know much about this, but it looks to me …’ ”Warren’s fraternity mates
were in awe of his intellect.26 He would read a chapter, they recalled, and recite it by rote. In
class, when a graduate lecturer would parrot an answer from the text, Warren, who had it
memorized, would burst out, “You forgot the comma.”27 Moreover, the way he glibly critiqued the
faculty left his fellows spellbound. One of the frat brothers, Richard Kendall, said, “Warren came
to the conclusion that there wasn’t anything Wharton could teach him. And he was right.”When
the brothers returned to Wharton in the fall of 1949, they were stunned to find that Warren wasn’t
there. Vecchione said, “He just evaporated at the end of the second year. Nobody ever heard
from him again.”28 In short, he had run away once more. His father had been defeated in 1948
and had returned with the family to Omaha, leaving Warren alone in the East. In Wharton, there
had been nothing to keep him—no paper route, no pinball. He transferred to the familiar
University of Nebraska at Lincoln, where his parents had met. “I didn’t feel I was learning that
much,” Warren explained. “Nebraska called, Wharton repelled.”29Among his Alpha Sigma
brothers, the memory that stuck was of Warren’s playing bridge, in an alcove by the great bay
window. Otherwise, he almost seemed not to have been there.From the time he returned to
Nebraska, Buffett was a student only in name. In fact, he was launching his career. During the



summer, he took a job at J.C. Penney, where he was offered (but declined) a position for after
college. Feeling more comfortable on his home turf, he also began to date more. Writing to “Dear
Monster” (Jerry Orans), a jocular Buffett was feeling his oats:The latest girl I have been dating
casually mentioned to me that she played tennis so thinking I would impress the little gal with a
show of cave-man masculinity I offered to give her the opportunity to see me work out from
across the net. She trounced me.30He planned a Herculean load—five courses in the fall of
1949 and six in the spring of 1950, mostly in business and economics. But his focus was off-
campus. Buffett had taken a newspaper job, he explained to Orans, that involved “50 little boys
calling me ‘Mr. Buffett.’ ” He was supervising paperboys in six rural counties for the Lincoln
Journal, traveling southeastern Nebraska in a 1941 Ford. The job paid seventy-five cents an
hour. Mark Seacrest, the head of circulation, was dubious that a student could handle the load.
But Buffett was “all charged up.” He would come in each week to get his assignments and be off
in a flash. To Buffett, it was a man-sized job. In his words:If you have a down route in Seward or
Pawnee City or Weeping Water, Nebraska, you’re looking for a kid to deliver fifteen papers a day
or something of the sort and you got to find him late in the afternoon or early in evening while
you’re attending college—it’s an education.31In Lincoln, Buffett lived with Truman Wood, then
affianced to Warren’s sister Doris, in the upstairs of a Victorian house on Pepper Avenue. Buffett
would come back from his newspaper work in the late afternoon, read the Wall Street Journal,
and go out with Wood to a greasy spoon for a dinner such as mashed potatoes, beef, and gravy.
Wood, intrigued that Buffett had read the Bible three or four times and remained agnostic, could
not resist trying to convert him. They had the usual debates about faith and the afterlife, but
Buffett was immovable. For every argument that Wood raised, Buffett had a deadly logical
response.Apart from their bull sessions, Buffett was rushing to finish college in three years,
working a virtually full-time job, keeping up his bridge game, and racking up A’s. Also, as he
wrote to Orans in the fall, he had submitted a dozen entries in the hopes of winning a $100
Burma-Shave jingle contest,‡ and had lined up a date with “a German gal that looks all right.”In
the winter, Buffett revived his golf-ball business—this time as a serious enterprise, with Orans as
his agent in Philadelphia. In January 1950, Buffett implored his friend to get down to business.I
don’t imagine the boys back there are playing much golf yet and I can guarantee March 1st
delivery on the type of balls you want so don’t hesitate on getting orders.32Buffett promised to
make good the losses on any “duds” and assured Orans that the quality of his golf balls was
okay. Nonetheless, he added, “don’t get them near any real heat.” As an afterthought, Buffett
mentioned that he had gotten through finals “pretty good” and listed his courses for the spring. In
April, having sent Orans a shipment, he sent his chum a lighthearted—but pointed—reminder
that “Buffett’s Golf Enterprises” was not a charitable venture.By this time I imagine you are
bathing in luxury with the enormous profits you undoubtedly reaped from the sale of those
gleaming beauties I mailed your father’s partner in crime. However, don’t forget that
Philadelphia’s prosperity is not shared by Lincoln until you dispatch a check for the token sum of
$65.94.33In the summer, Buffett continued his breakneck pace, moving in with his parents and



taking three courses in Omaha so he could get the credits to graduate. By July, he had sold 220
dozen golf balls and had reaped $1,200 from them.34 From all his ventures combined, he had
saved $9,800.That trifling grubstake would be the source of every dollar that Buffett would
earn.35 He had tracked every penny—the Cities Service stock, the paper route, the golf-ball
sales, the pinball—in squiggly, uneven handwriting. So prophetic was his ledger of later exploits
that it called to the mind of one journalist the papers that “Horatio Alger might have donated to
the Baker Library at the Harvard Business School.”36Buffett had in fact applied to Harvard
Business School. He confidently wrote to Orans, who had opted for Columbia Law School:
“Egad! Big Jerry, reconsider and join me at Harvard.”37 In the summer, Buffett took a train to
Chicago to meet an alumnus. Scrawny and unpolished, and merely nineteen, he struck his
interviewer as not quite Harvard. The session was over in ten minutes.38 Writing “Big Jerry” on
July 19, Buffett needed five paragraphs to work up to the news. He informed his friend that he
was taking a tax course and learning “all the shrewd angles that clip the dollars from the return.”
There followed talk of his “famous cannonball serve,” get-well wishes for Orans’s convalescing
father, and an update on golf-ball sales.Now for the blow. Those stuffed-shirts at Harvard didn’t
see there [sic] way clear to admit me to their graduate school. They decided 19 was too young to
get admitted and advised me to wait a year or two. Therefore I am now faced with the grim
realities of life since I start paying room and board here in four weeks. My dad wants me to go on
to some graduate school but I’m not too sold on the idea.Two weeks later, there was no holding
back. “Dear Big Jerry,” he wrote.To tell you the truth, I was kind of snowed when I heard from
Harvard. Presently, I am waiting for an application blank from Columbia. They have a pretty good
finance department there; at least they have a couple of hot shots in Graham and Dodd that
teach common stock valuation.39Buffett was being a bit too nonchalant. Benjamin Graham, in
fact, was the dean of the securities profession; he and his colleague David Dodd had written the
seminal textbook in the field, Security Analysis. And Buffett had read Graham’s new book, The
Intelligent Investor, while at Lincoln, and had found it highly captivating. Wood, Buffett’s
housemate, said, “It was almost like he had found a god.”40 His jocular reference to Columbia’s
“hot shots” may be taken as posturing at a moment when he feared being rejected again. But in
August, Buffett got some good news. He was going to New York, to study with the master.*
Orans would be a Buffett investor and a lifelong admirer. He later suggested that Beja also
invest, but Beja was determined to prove that he could do as well on his own. Thereafter, he
said, Orans would call him a couple of times a year to tell him what Warren was worth. “It would
just go up and up.”† Danly went on to have an accomplished career as a chemical engineer with
Monsanto. In retirement, he bought a Jaguar.‡ Buffett’s best: “If missin’ on kissin’—Hey Listen,
try thissen—Burma-Shave.”Chapter 3GRAHAMMr. Market is very obliging indeed.Every day he
tells you whathe thinks your interest is worth.BENJAMIN GRAHAM,THE INTELLIGENT
INVESTORBuffett had been fascinated by stocks since he had first chalked them up on the
blackboard. He had traded stocks, studied the market, consulted oracles, and looked for the
great epiphany—some mystical correlation in the charts, some system that would make him rich.



Yet he was no further, really, than when he had combed the floor of the racetrack, looking for
discarded ticket stubs. Some stocks would place, but many more would not.Ben Graham
opened the door, and in a way that spoke to Buffett personally. He gave Buffett the tools to
explore the market’s manifold possibilities, and also an approach that fit his student’s temper.
Armed with Graham’s techniques, Buffett could dismisss the oracles and make use of his native
talents. And steeled by the example of Graham’s character, Buffett would be able to work with
his trademark self-reliance—with the “sweetness” of Emersonian independence of which Buffett
had heard from his father.Yet Graham was far more than Buffett’s tutor. It was Graham who
provided the first reliable map to that wondrous and often forbidding city, the stock market. He
laid out a methodological basis for picking stocks, previously a pseudoscience similar to
gambling. Investing without Graham would be like communism without Marx—the discipline
would scarcely exist.And groundbreaking as they were, Graham’s writings did not explain in full
the hold he had on his disciples. Unlike other Wall Street practitioners, Graham was open with
his thoughts and freely shared his ideas. Wall Street interested him merely as an abstraction—
the money meant nothing to him. In a field that was filled with narrow minds, Graham was also
classical scholar, a student of Latin and Greek, a translator of Spanish poetry, and the author of
a Broadway play—which closed in four nights. Oddly, for one who revolutionized investing, he
spent much of his time working on quirky avocations and inventions, such as a new kind of slide
rule and “more practical” pieces of furniture. (That was abstract, too; it is unlikely that Graham
ever held a hammer.)1 He was short, with penetrating, light blue eyes and thick lips—“a funny
little guy, sort of ugly,” as an associate said—but possessed of a spark.2He came into the world
as Benjamin Grossbaum, in London, in 1894.3 When he was a year old, his father moved the
family to New York to open a branch of a china-importing business. However, he died when Ben
was nine. His mother put her savings in the market, and was wiped out in the panic of 1907. Ben
took odd jobs, excelled at Boys High in Brooklyn, and entered Columbia. When he graduated, in
1914, he was offered posts in three departments—English, mathematics, and philosophy. But he
took the advice of a college dean and went to Wall Street.4Graham started at the lowest rung,
earning $12 a week chalking prices on a blackboard.5 While there were no securities analysts in
those days, merely “statisticians,” he quickly made his mark as an investor and also began to
write. By the late 1920s, he was lecturing on finance after work.His Wall Street lectures reflected
his passion for geometry. Namely, he was anxious to systematize investing—to devise a set of
Euclidean principles that would work for the stock market.Graham’s approach—an oddity in the
speculative climate of the late 1920s—was to look for companies that were so cheap as to be
free of risk. In 1926, for example, he discovered that Northern Pipe Line, an oil transporter,
owned, in addition to its pipeline assets, a portfolio of railroad bonds worth $95 for each of its
shares. Yet the stock was trading for only $65. Graham bought two thousand shares, and
suggested that the company sell its bonds as a means of recouping its buried portfolio value.
The management, which was controlled by the Rockefellers, refused. But Graham mounted a
proxy fight and was elected to the board. Northern Pipe capitulated, liquidated its bonds, and



paid a $70-a-share dividend.By 1929, the “Benjamin Graham Joint Account,” Graham’s
partnership, had $2.5 million of capital, and Graham was riding high.6 By then, of course, Wall
Street was full of rich men. Speculators were driving prices to the moon. That very year, the
unfortunate Professor Irving Fisher of Yale proclaimed: “Stock prices have reached what looks
like a permanently high plateau.”7Graham, though, was careful. When the Crash came, the Joint
Account lost a tolerable 20 percent. In 1930, Graham—like so many—was convinced that the
worst was over. He borrowed on margin and plunged into stocks. And then the bottom fell out.
“The singular feature of the great crash,” as John Kenneth Galbraith observed, “was that the
worst continued to worsen.”8The smart money—the fellow who had waited out the panic—was
wiped out with the rest. By 1932, the Joint Account had fallen 70 percent. Graham was close to
ruin. His family left its park-view duplex in the Beresford for the relative austerity of a small rear
apartment in the nearby El Dorado, where space was going empty. His wife, a dance teacher,
went back to work. Graham was ready to quit, but a relative of Jerome Newman, Graham’s
partner, put up $75,000 of capital that enabled the firm to survive.9 When Security Analysis
appeared, in 1934, its forty-year-old coauthor had gone five straight years without being
paid.10Graham, in the introduction, frankly acknowledged that investing in common stocks
seemed “discredited.”11 At the market’s recent lows, a third of American industry was selling at
less than its liquidation value.12 The experts who only a few years back had seen in Wall Street
a place of unending milk and honey now advised, as one said, that “common stocks as such are
not investments at all.”13 Gerald M. Loeb, a commentator whose popular book The Battle for
Investment Survival appeared at about the same time as Security Analysis, held that investing
for profit was impossible. If the Dow Jones Industrial Average could register 381.17 in 1929 and
41.22 in 1932, who was to say what “real” value was? “I do not think anyone really knows,” he
averred, “when a particular security is ‘cheap’ or ‘dear.’ ” Instead, Loeb counseled, “It is
necessary to speculate … to foresee [the] tides.”14Loeb stressed that the thing to watch was not
the earnings of an enterprise but the public psychology:The importance of full consideration of
popular sentiment, expectations and opinion—and their effect on the price of the security—
cannot be overstressed.15Yet how was one to gauge the public sentiment? The chief method
was to follow the prices of stocks themselves, to “watch the tape.” If a stock declined it should be
sold, and quickly; if it advanced, it should be purchased. It was not enough to buy something
cheap—one must only buy “just as it starts to get dearer.”16If Loeb failed to grasp the paradox of
millions of investors each reacting to one another and yet all trying to stay a step ahead of the
crowd, it was not lost on Graham and Dodd:For stock speculation is largely a matter of A trying
to decide what B, C and D are likely to think—with B, C and D trying to do the same.17Security
Analysis offered an escape from such a trap. Graham and Dodd urged that investors pay
attention not to the tape, but to the businesses beneath the stock certificates. By focusing on the
earnings, assets, future prospects, and so forth, one could arrive at a notion of a company’s
“intrinsic value” that was independent of its market price.The market, they argued, was not a
“weighing machine” that determined value precisely. Rather, it was a “voting machine,” in which



countless people registered choices that were the product partly of reason and partly of
emotion.18 At times, these choices would be out of line with rational valuations. The trick was to
invest when prices were far below intrinsic value, and to trust in the market’s tendency to
correct.Given that the Depression had far from run its course, it was a remarkable time to assert
one’s faith in markets. Many companies’ shares were being quoted for less than the value of
their cash in the bank.19 But Graham, a classicist, could recognize Wall Street’s gloom as part
of an all-too-human cycle:That enormous profits should have turned into still more colossal
losses, that new theories should have been developed and later discredited, that unlimited
optimism should have been succeeded by the deepest despair are all in strict accord with age-
old tradition.20Graham dissected common stocks, corporate bonds, and speculative senior
securities (what Michael Milken would call junk bonds) as the biologist did the frog. At first blush,
then, Security Analysis was a textbook for a profession still in the making.* But written during the
madness of 1929 and its aftermath, the book was also a call to arms against the sins of
speculation. In that sense, it was a total break. Loeb’s speculator regarded stocks as pieces of
paper, worth however much or little the next fellow might pay. His aim was to anticipate that next
fellow, and the fellow after that. The Graham-and-Dodd investor saw a stock as a share of a
business, whose value, over time, would correspond to that of the entire enterprise.It is an
almost unbelievable fact that Wall Street never asks, “How much is the business selling
for?”21That was the question Graham and Dodd proposed as a guide to valuing stocks. It was
not an exact science, but (and this was key) one did not need exactitude—only the skill to
identify the occasional company that was priced well below its value.To use a homely simile, it is
quite possible to decide by inspection that a woman is old enough to vote without knowing her
age, or that a man is heavier than he should be without knowing his weight.22Left unresolved
was the nagging question of what to do when a cheap stock, after its purchase, became even
cheaper. For if prices were sometimes wrong, the authors admitted, it could take an
“inconveniently long time” for them to adjust.23The answer appeared the year before Buffett
arrived at Columbia. The Intelligent Investor boiled Graham’s philosophy down to three words
—“margin of safety.”24 An investor, he said, ought to insist on a gap—a big gap—between the
price he was willing to pay and his estimate of what a stock was worth. This was identical to
leaving room for error in driving an automobile. If the margin was great enough, the investor
ought to be safe. But what if he was not? Suppose, that is, that the stock kept dropping.
Assuming that nothing about the business had changed, Graham said, the investor should pay
no heed to the ticker, no matter how grim its tidings.Indeed, an investor who became unduly
discouraged by a market drop and who allowed himself to be stampeded into selling at a poor
price was “perversely transforming his basic advantage into a basic disadvantage.”25 Basic
advantage? Most investors did not know they had one. Graham explained in a parable:Imagine
that in some private business you own a small share that cost you $1,000. One of your partners,
named Mr. Market, is very obliging indeed. Every day he tells you what he thinks your interest is
worth and furthermore offers either to buy you out or to sell you an additional interest on that



basis. Sometimes his idea of value appears plausible.… Often, on the other hand, Mr. Market
lets his enthusiasm or his fears run away with him, and the value he proposes seems to you a
little short of silly.26The true investor was in that very spot. He could take advantage of the daily
market quote or choose to ignore it—Mr. Market would always return with a new one.To Buffett,
these ideas were the Rosetta stone. He had already run the gamut of speculative technique; he
had done stock tips, Magee charts—one system after another in the name of keeping up with
the trend. But here was an approach to investing that absolved him from having to imitate “B, C
and D”—that required only the sweet independence that he had learned from his father. Buffett
experienced it as a revelation, “like Paul on the road to Damascus.”27 Quite simply, he had found
his idol.At Columbia, Buffett found that Graham was personally captivating. He looked a good
deal like Edward G. Robinson, and his lectures had an air of drama. In one class, Graham
depicted the vastly different balance sheets of Company A and Company B. It turned out that
each was Boeing—at an up and down moment in the aircraft manufacturer’s history.28Graham
had twenty students in 1950. Most were a good deal older than Buffett, and some were already
working on Wall Street. But, almost comically, the lecture devolved into a two-way seminar.29
Graham, who used the Socratic style, would pose a question, and even before he had the words
out of his mouth the twenty-year-old from Omaha would shoot his hand skyward.Graham would
rarely say yes or no to Buffett’s answer. He wouldn’t wrap the universe in a ball. It was more like:
“That’s interesting. What line of thought brought you to that conclusion?”30 And Buffett would
run with it. As recalled by Jack Alexander, a Buffett classmate:Warren was probably the
youngest person in the class—definitely the precocious pupil. He had all the answers, he was
raising his hand, he was leading the discussions. He had tremendous enthusiasm. He always
had more to say than anyone else.Graham’s accent was on cheap stocks—“cigar butts,” or
stocks that one could pick up almost for free, like spent cigars, and that might have a couple of
valuable “puffs” left in them. One of his assignments that year was to research the performance
of shares trading for less than $5.31Buffett also learned the details of reading a financial
statement, and how to spot a fraud. In essence, Graham taught him how to get from a
company’s published material to a fair value for its securities.But he didn’t do it in merely a
theoretical way. Graham lectured about live stocks. He was quite indifferent to the fact that
students were profiting from his ideas. By 1950, the fifty-six-year-old Graham was prosperous,
but his attitude had been no different in the 1930s.“These smart Wall Street guys,” one of his
students recalled, “they’d all go out and make a lot of money off Ben and he didn’t seem to
mind.”32 Graham was the sort of absentminded theoretician who would sleep with a notepad by
his pillow—and then come to work in shoes of different colors. Marshall Weinberg, Buffett’s
contemporary and later his broker and friend, took Graham’s course twice. He recalled:He was
giving you ideas. Youngstown Sheet & Tube I bought at 34 … and sold between 75 and 80. I
bought GM on his recommendation, also Easy Washing Machine. He’d say, “This is a stock that
looks cheap to me”—now, this morning. Real Silk Hosiery was another stock. The class paid for
my degree.Buffett was fanatical about following in Graham’s footsteps. He invested in stocks



held by Graham-Newman Corp., Graham’s investment company, such as Marshall Wells and
Timely Clothes.33 He also looked up his professor in Who’s Who and discovered that Graham
was chairman of the Government Employees Insurance Company. GEICO, as the company was
known, was based in Washington. Buffett felt that anything that Graham was chairman of he
wanted to know about, so he decided to pay a visit.34 Conveniently enough, Warren’s father had
been reelected to Congress in 1950, and was back in Washington by the spring of 1951, during
Warren’s second term at Columbia.Buffett took the train on a Saturday. Downtown Washington
was desolate, but he went straight to GEICO’s offices, on 15th and K streets. Finding the door
locked, he banged until a janitor appeared.“Is there anybody here I can talk to besides you?”
Buffett queried.35 The janitor said there was a man working on the sixth floor, and agreed to
take him there. Lorimer Davidson was taken aback to see a youngish student hovering at his
desk—and stunned when he started peppering Davidson with questions. But the two of them
talked for four hours.After we talked for fifteen minutes I knew I was talking to an extraordinary
man. He asked searching and highly intelligent questions. What was GEICO? What was its
method of doing business, its outlook, its growth potential? He asked the type of questions that
a good security analyst would ask. I was financial vice president. He was trying to find out what I
knew.Davidson knew plenty—about GEICO and about Graham. GEICO had been founded in
Texas in 1936 by Leo Goodwin, who had the ingenious idea of selling automobile insurance via
direct mail, thus cutting out the usual network of agents. Also, GEICO sold policies only to
government employees, a group with fewer than average claims. Its one-two punch of low
distribution costs and superior policyholders made it a winner. In 1947, the majority owner
wanted to cash out, and he hired Davidson—then an investment broker—to sell it. At first, no
one took the bait. Then, in 1948, he shopped it to Graham, who saw that it was a gold mine.
Graham-Newman immediately put up $720,000—one-quarter of its assets—for a half-
ownership in GEICO. Shortly thereafter, Graham-Newman divested its GEICO stock to its
shareholders, and GEICO stock began to trade publicly. Davidson, meanwhile, had done such a
good sales job that he had convinced himself and gone to work for GEICO.Buffett returned to
New York enamored with GEICO. With a little research, he discovered that its profit margins
were five times that of the average insurer, and that its premiums and profits were soaring.36
Then he went to see insurance experts—the B, C, and D of the day. Every one told him that
GEICO’s stock was overpriced. Buffett’s reading of the facts was just the opposite, but he found
them daunting.37 They were experts; he was in B-school.Every stockpicker worth his salt
eventually comes to such a crossroads. It is extremely difficult to commit one’s capital in the face
of ridicule—and this is why Graham was invaluable. He liked to say, “You are neither right nor
wrong because the crowd disagrees with you.”38 Picking a stock depended not on the whim of
the crowd, but on the facts. And Buffett took this to heart, partly because he saw Graham in
idealized terms—as a “hero,” like his father.39Graham had a similar effect on others. Though
generally reserved, he had an almost parental fondness for his students.40 To Jack Alexander,
Graham was “almost like a father figure.” In a way, it was a curious description—more likely to



have been uttered by a student than by one of Graham’s offspring.With his own family, Graham
was remote, a condition exacerbated by his roving eye. He left his first wife for a young model,
and by the time Buffett met him, Graham was on wife number three, his former secretary, Estelle.
In an incident telling of Graham’s disregard for convention, the professor was lying in bed with
Estelle one morning when a just-married young woman came calling. Graham suggested that
she hop in with them.Graham’s children found him distant, especially after he lost a nine-year-
old son.41 They knew him as a figure of ideas, strolling around Central Park with a hat and
walking stick, reciting poetry. His son Benjamin, Jr., once asked him a simple question from high
school Latin, and Graham responded by reciting an oration of Cicero’s from memory, as if giving
a lecture. He lacked the patience for small talk, and would often disappear to read in the middle
of his own dinner parties.But to be Graham’s student in the 1950s was to inhabit a special place.
Wall Street was lined with cigar butts; one needed only the tools, and the cast of mind, to spot
them. For the would-be money manager, the Columbia of Graham and Dodd produced a kinetic
and communal surge, akin to the jolt that a young writer of the twenties might have experienced
at a table at the Café des Amateurs in Paris, within earshot of Hemingway.Buffett quickly fell in
with a nucleus of Graham stalwarts. He went home with Fred Stanback, a retiring classmate
from North Carolina, who reported to his mother that Buffett “just eats hamburgers and drinks
Pepsi-Colas” and hence would be no trouble. Then Buffett and Stanback went to Jersey City for
the annual meeting of Marshall Wells, and there met Walter Schloss, a devotee who was
working for Graham-Newman. The three went to lunch and talked stocks to the point of
exhaustion.On another excursion, to the downtown Wall Street Club, Buffett met Tom Knapp, an
unassuming Long Islander who had switched from chemistry to stocks after taking a night class
with David Dodd. Buffett also became close to William Ruane, an earnest Harvard Business
School graduate who was auditing Graham’s class. Right off the bat, these students were united
by their burning devotion to Graham. As Buffett would observe later, people either took to
Graham right away or not at all.42 For people of a certain temperament, no amount of
persuasion worked. Buffett’s new pals were hooked immediately. They found the Graham
strategy—in a nutshell, trying to buy $1 worth of securities for fifty cents—powerful and absurdly
simple, whereas most of Wall Street seemed like shooting craps. They had the beginnings of
tribe, and they gravitated to Buffett, who was witty, likable, and—they knew—a step ahead of
themselves. Knapp’s first impression was that “Buffett knew almost every balance sheet on the
New York Stock Exchange.”Oddly, when Buffett graduated, in 1951, both Graham and his father
advised him not to go into stocks. Each had the post-Depression mentality of fearing a second
visitation. Graham pointed out that the Dow had traded below 200 at some point in every year,
save for the present one. Why not postpone going to Wall Street until after the next crash, his
heroes counseled, and meanwhile get a safe job with someone like Procter & Gamble?43It was
awful advice—violating Graham’s tenet of not trying to forecast markets. The Dow, in fact, never
went under 200 again. “I had about ten thousand bucks,” Buffett noted later. “If I’d taken their
advice I’d probably still have about ten thousand bucks.”44Anyway, there was no way that Buffett



was going to wait. Having racked up the only A+ that Graham had awarded in twenty-two years
at Columbia,45 Buffett made what seemed an irresistible offer: to work for Graham-Newman for
free.But Graham turned him down. These were the days when Jews were locked out of Wall
Street’s gentile firms, and Graham preferred to hold his spots for Jews.46 † (Morgan Stanley
would not hire its first Jew until 1963.)47 It is not clear whether Buffett discovered Graham’s
reason then or a bit later, but when he did, it was a shocker. “It was sensitivity training for him,”
one of his friends would comment.48It did not occur to Buffett to look anyplace else on Wall
Street—that is, to work for someone he didn’t know. Once again, he headed home. The Omaha
National Bank offered him work, but Buffett turned it down, preferring the familiar confines of
Buffett-Falk & Co., his father’s brokerage. A friend of Howard’s asked: “Will you be known as
Buffett & Son?”“No,” Warren cracked. “Buffett & Father.”49In Omaha, Buffett began to court
Susan Thompson, the daughter of a prominent Omaha minister and psychology professor. Her
folks were friends of the Buffetts, and her father had managed one of Howard’s campaigns. Also,
Susie had roomed with Warren’s sister Roberta at Northwestern University.Susie had an
enormous sparkling smile, round cheeks, and dark hair that fell to a curve at the neck—
somewhat resembling Betty Boop’s. Bubbly and outgoing, on first impression she struck many
as light-headed and even vacuous.The truth was to the contrary. As a girl, Susie had been sickly.
She had suffered from earaches, had frequently had her ears lanced, and had spent long
stretches at home with rheumatic fever. William and Dorothy Thompson had tried to make up for
it by showering their daughter with attention, tenderness, and physical demonstrativeness.She
grew up, she would say, with an awareness of being unconditionally loved.50 And having
overcome illness, she was conscious of a sensation of freedom. She felt not merely healthy, but
released from pain. She would say, “To be free of pain is a great state of being. I learned that at a
very young age.”51By the time she reached adulthood, Susie seemed to have been put together
from all the emotional material that Warren did not have. She took an unusual interest in
reaching out to other people—a deep interest. Instinctively empathetic, she had a soothing way
of drawing people out, especially at a level of feelings. Faith Stewart-Gordon, a sorority sister
and later proprietress of New York’s Russian Tea Room, said:Susie had this otherworldly side.
We took the same philosophy course. After, she sent me this book on Zen Buddhism. She was
always trying to get past the mundane and get to the big issues. She’d look into my eyes and
say, “How are you?” When Susie said that, she meant: “How are you doing in life? How is your
soul?”In particular, Susie had a fascination with death. But it was the mirror image of Warren’s
obsession. Somewhere in her illnesses, Susie had lost the fear of dying, and now she was eager
to be with people on their deathbeds and to ease their fears of passing on. Whereas Warren
thought about dying logically and wanted to keep the whole terrifying subject as far away as
possible, Susie related to death in spiritual terms and was eager to wrap her hands around
it.Once he started seeing Susie, in the summer of 1951, Warren immediately fell in love with her.
But Susie was anything but in love with him. She was bored by his brainteasers and would slip
out the back door when Warren came calling. He told her that he would be rich, which did not



mean a thing to her. Besides, as Susie recalled, she was “madly in love with somebody else.” So
Warren settled for courting Susie’s father. According to Susie, Warrenwent over to my parents’
home every night and played the ukulele. My father [had] played the mandolin since he was 20,
so he was really excited about having someone to play with. So Warren did that every night,
while I went out with this other person.52The “other person” was Milton Brown, a Union Pacific
mail handler’s son who had dated her in high school and also at Northwestern. Susie’s parents
objected to her dating a Jew and wouldn’t invite Brown into the house.53 The cash-strapped
Brown wasn’t welcome at Susie’s sorority, either. To Susie, who was trying to break out of her
sheltered, Waspish upbringing, this magnified Brown’s appeal. But eventually, she gave in to her
father, broke off with Brown, and hastily left Northwestern. 54Warren, meanwhile, was canny
enough to see what was going on. He told “Doc” Thompson that he was the perfect compromise:
“Jewish enough to suit Susie, and Christian enough to suit you.”55 By Jewish enough for Susie,
Warren surely meant that Susie would find plenty in him to empathize with, too. Susie’s sister,
Dorothy, recalled:My dad liked him right away. He’d come over after the family had dinner. She’d
be doing the dishes and he’d be sitting on a stool and playing a ukulele or a little guitar and
singing. Warren had a very nice voice.The black-haired minister, who was used to getting his
way, kept telling Susie that she ought to go out with Warren. And Susie looked up to her father
and respected his judgment.Eventually, she and Warren began to date. She liked his sense of
humor, and their Pat-and-Dick courtship blossomed into romance. “They were so infatuated with
each other,” said Warren’s Aunt Katie. “Kissing, sitting on each other’s laps. It was awful.”Warren,
as he had predicted, was indeed “Jewish enough” for Susie. He had his buried childhood
traumas, such as his tormenting mother and his forced removal to Washington, just waiting for
Susie to go to work on. And Susie had a depth of understanding that was unlike anyone’s in his
experience. In retrospect, Warren said he had been lonely until he met her.56Hidden behind an
illusion veil and a gown of Chantilly lace, Susie married Warren at Dundee Presbyterian on the
third Saturday in April 1952. Driving to California for a honeymoon, they stopped at the Wigwam
Café, outside of Omaha, for their first meal. According to one account—perhaps apocryphal—of
the trip, on the first Sunday, Warren noticed a lone Cadillac parked outside a company
headquarters. He stopped the car, ducked inside, and picked the brain of the company president
while his nineteen-year-old bride waited in the car, reflecting on the verities of being married to
Warren Buffett.The Buffetts started out in a $65-a-month three-room apartment.57 Given
Warren’s promises of riches, Susie may have been a bit taken aback. The place was so run-
down that mice crawled into their shoes at night. Warren was so tight about money that when the
couple had a daughter—also named Susie—they made a bed for her in a dresser drawer.At
Buffett-Falk, Buffett was not the sort of stock salesman one meets very often. The first stock he
sold was a tough sale, little-known security—GEICO. Buf Buffett, now over his own self-doubt,
put $10,000—most of his savings—into it and pushed it on dubious customers all over Omaha.
(His Aunt Alice got him started by buying one hundred shares.) He would cash out for a 50
percent profit the following year.58What was most unusual about the young salesman was his



appetite for research. Searching for ideas, he read the heavy purple-bound Moody’s manuals
page for page with the zest of a small boy reading comics. And he found small gems—unwanted
and very cheap cigar butts such as Kansas City Life, Genesee Valley Gas, and Western
Insurance Securities, all trading at three times earnings or less. It seemed too good to be true; if
the stocks were so cheap, Buffett figured, somebody ought to be buying them. But slowly, it
dawned on him. The somebody was him. Nobody was going to tell you that Western Insurance
was a steal; you had to get there on your own.59But Buffett was in the wrong job. All that
research was wasted on a salesman, who stood to make the same small commission regardless
if the idea was any good or not.And customers thought he was green. Many times, a fellow
would listen to Buffett’s pitch, then check it out with his own, more seasoned broker and buy it
from him. Daniel Monen, a friend of Buffett’s in Omaha, said, “It drove Warren wild.”Buffett did
learn a trick for getting in the door. He told Bob Dwyer, his old golf coach, “Just let ’em feel that
you can save ’em something on taxes and nobody will keep you out.”‡But he didn’t like
persuading people to invest, particularly as he realized that his own interest—getting a
commission—was not the same as theirs. It had an adversarial—almost a confrontational—
aspect that made him highly uncomfortable.60 Don Danly said, “I know that he abhorred it.”On
the side, Buffett bought a Texaco station—sort of a twenty-something version of Wilson Coin Op
—and invested in real estate. But neither worked out.61 Meanwhile, he dreamed up studies to
do for Ben Graham and suggested a couple of stocks to him—anything to keep his chances of
working for Graham alive.62Buffett’s biggest step at Buffett-Falk was not an investment at all; it
was taking a Dale Carnegie course on public speaking. Buffett was terrified of it, but he
desperately wanted to master his fear.The interesting question is, why? Why would a twenty-
one-year-old stockbroker have wanted to learn that skill? If Buffett’s only ambition was to be an
investor, he would not have envisioned that he would need to speak in public. Much less would
he have foreseen the day that he would deliver a narrative off-the-cuff so compelling, so concise,
and so precisely to the point that his audience would swear it was scripted. But to what did
Buffett aspire—aside from being a stockpicker—that prompted him to try?After the Carnegie
course, Buffett polished his skills by teaching a night class—“Investment Principles”—at the
University of Omaha. The students were in their thirties and forties, and many of them were
doctors. When the skinny, open-collared twenty-one-year-old teacher walked in, the doctors
snickered.63Buffett immediately began to talk about Graham. “After he talked for five minutes
you were sold,” said Leland Olson, an obstetrician. “And he wasn’t selling. He was laid
back.”Buffett, who taught several terms, based the lectures on The Intelligent Investor. But now
and then he would spice the class with a homey story or word of wisdom, phrasing it simply and
pacing it to perfection.I will tell you the secret of getting rich on Wall Street. [Pause.] Close the
doors. You try to be greedy when others are fearful and you try to be very fearful when others are
greedy.§When Buffett lectured, he would stand behind the desk and awkwardly bend his right
arm, so that his elbow was at his hip and his hand was at his cheek, as if he were holding the
phone. Then he’d take his left arm and hold the right elbow, as if to make sure it didn’t fall off.



And he would stare above his pupils’ heads, as if he were afraid to make eye contact.Yet he
spoke with such an obvious fervor that the students were spellbound. Elizabeth Zahn, a Spanish
teacher who enrolled with her husband, an IBM salesman, in 1953, was so struck by Buffett’s
manner that she made detailed descriptions of his every gesture. In particular, Zahn was
puzzled by a seeming contradiction. Buffett was very “low-gear,” but at the same time, he was
intensely committed to what he was saying. His informal manner was set off by a focused quality
that was other than casual. “Even in low gear, I was mesmerized by him,” Zahn recalled.When he
got deep into a thought, he would pace the room, shyly keeping his head down, and just as
Zahn was afraid he’d bump into the wall he’d reverse course and do it again the other way. And
nothing could distract him. Buffett would go from one point to the next, railroad-track straight, as
if he had a blueprint of the lecture pasted to his brain.Unlike Graham, Buffett would not give
stock tips. The students would try to get one, indirectly. They would ask about a company with
seeming casualness, but Buffett would just laugh them off. Zahn even read aloud a plaintive
ballad:Biz-whiz counselorThis is our cryWhy oh why won’t you tell us what YOU buy?Buffett
laughed—but no dice. The young salesman actually advised the class not to take tips from
brokers. He said they weren’t to be trusted.64 The entire subject of sharing information touched
a nerve, as though he considered it fraught with the potential for abuse on either side. He
regarded the majority of tips as a waste, which is why brokers passed them along. But good
ideas—his ideas—he treated as intensely private. He regarded them as his creation—as a tiny
bit sacred.Howard Buffett, who had retired from the House in 1952, thought his son was an
honest broker, and admired him for it.65 According to Herbert Davis, a colleague, “Howard was
proud of Warren long before he had a record to be proud of. He talked about him all the time,
and with great affection.” And Warren was extremely loyal to his father.In 1954, a Nebraska U.S.
Senate seat opened up due to the death of Senator Hugh Butler, and Howard—who very much
wanted to succeed him—was a front-runner for the nomination. But moderates in the Republican
Party quietly tried to stop him. The matter came down to the party’s state central committee,
which met with an air of intrigue at the Cornhusker Hotel, a GOP watering hole in
Lincoln.According to Warren’s sister Doris, Warren secretly went to the Cornhusker to support
their dad and overheard the painful news that Howard had been beaten by Roman Hruska, a
moderate. Doris said, “He went down there to help our father. He overheard them in the coffee
shop. He came back and said, ‘Daddy’s throat was slit from ear to ear.’ ”66As far as others
recalled, Warren didn’t mention it. His father had been crushed, and Warren had been crushed
with him. But like his father, Warren kept it buried. And then, just as Howard’s dream was
squashed, Warren’s was realized. Ben Graham called and said the religious barrier had been
dropped67—and offered Buffett a job. Without bothering to ask his salary (it turned out to be
$12,000 a year), Buffett was on the next plane.68The Wall Street that greeted Buffett had been
in a time warp. The old men who ran it lived in fear of another Depression. The younger men had
never arrived. Of the most recent graduates of the Harvard Business School, merely 2.9 percent
had gone to Wall Street. The new generation considered it unglamorous. Outside its gargoyled



stone fortresses, black limousines waited for men with weary memories. Inside, it was
masculine, aging, and unchanged by technology. At Merrill Lynch, Pierce, Fenner & Beane,
customers’ orders were borne on tiny slips of paper, which were dropped onto conveyor belts to
“ride jauntily on to [their] appointment with destiny.”69The country, it is true, was prospering, and
the Dow Industrials had topped 380. But caution was the watchword. The last time that stocks
had been so high had been 1929. It was hardly necessary to remind people such as Graham
what had happened then. He was so wary of what he termed the “new speculation” that he kept
handy a set of Moody’s manuals from 1914—as if anything more recent were
suspect.70Graham-Newman was located in the Chanin Building, on 42nd Street. It had a stock
ticker sitting beneath a glass bubble, making a perpetual clicking. Buffett, one of a half-dozen
employees, shared a small room with Walter Schloss, and later with Tom Knapp. He wore a gray
cloth jacket, like the others, and spent his time as they did, perusing the Standard & Poor’s Stock
Guide for companies. According to Knapp, Buffettfelt very confident right from the start. I think
his father offered to give him, or lend him, some money. He said no. He wanted to make a record
starting from zero. And he wanted to make a very clean type of income. A couple of times I
remember saying, “Gee, Warren, this thing isn’t reported” [to the government]. And he said, “I’m
putting it in.”Graham-Newman, a mutual fund, bought stocks according to a few select
techniques. Graham’s favorite was to hunt for stocks that traded at one-third less than their net
working capital—in other words, stocks that were insanely cheap.a When Buffett or another
associate found such a stock, he would take it to Graham. (The associates did their best to avoid
Jerry Newman, Graham’s partner, who was as nasty as Graham was sweet.) And Graham would
decide on the spot whether to buy it. It wasn’t a matter of persuading Graham. A stock either met
his criteria or it didn’t. He did it by the numbers.
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D.Beyer, “A Buffett Buffet!. A delicious biography of Warren Buffett who not only refused to assist
Lowenstein in its creation but signed the author's published copy with a forced reluctance. That
image will stay with me. A laudable effort and greatly entertaining read. The last chapter didn't
add much overall, but the "Afterword" dated January 2008 was revealing (the book was
originally published in 1995). Berkshire-Hathaway was trading at $20,400 a share at the end of
1994 but closed today, May 2018, at $292,000! Buffett's annual letters to shareholders can be
read at berkshirehathaway.com.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Awesome read. I really enjoyed the details. I just finished reading this
book. I have read several other Warren Buffett books but this was one of the best ones. I would
strongly encourage anyone that wants to know about Warren Buffett to read this book. It goes in
depth with his thoughts on various deals and how they turned out. The only thing I did not like his
how long was spent on the Salomon Brothers deal. Otherwise I thoroughly enjoyed the book.”

Chris G, “Great insights and well written!. A must read for Buffett fans. Lowenstein has an easy
writing style and walks you through all the major events in Warren's life, mostly professional but
some significant personal events as well, from childhood through the mid-90's. Lowenstein also
takes the time to point-out where and how Warren has learned from and added to the tenants of
value investing established by his mentor Benjamin Graham.”

Maxim Masiutin, “Intrinsic value. The gain in net of Berkshire Hathaway, the company led by
Warren Buffet, worth during 2006 was $16.9 billion, which increased the per-share value of
18.4%. Over the last 42 years value has grown from $19 to $70,281, a rate of 21.4%
compounded annually. Consider that $16.9 billion is a record for a one-year gain in net worth -
more than has ever been booked by any American business, leaving aside boosts that have
occurred because of mergers. Of course, Berkshire did not outperform S&P500 constantly. In
1967, 1975, 1980, 1999, 2003, 2004 the S&P gave better performance, and in 2001 Berkshire
even was at a loss of 6.2%.This book, "Buffett: The making of an American capitalist" covers
very deeply the values that led Warren Buffet during his life from his early childhood. The book is
not only a biography per se, but a good manual on investing, that uncovers most aspects, with
the detailed explanations and samples, of investing.This book also covers very well personal
traits of Warren Buffett, his attitudes toward parents, sister, friends, parents, children and wife.
For example, Warren bought a farm and rented it to his son Howie on standard commercial
terms. The farm was a joyful refuge to Howie, but he couldn't get Warren to share the experience
with him. "I can't get him to come out and see how the crops are going", Howie said plaintively.
Warren went only twice in six years. He would laugh off Howies's invitations, saying, "Send me a
rent check, and make sure it's big enough". Though he had been thoughtful enough to buy the
farm, he couldn't give Howie the fatherly recognition that he craved in other than financial



terms.In his investment strategy, Warren uses the concept that he calls "Intrinsic value" of a
company. According to Warren Buffet, intrinsic value is an all-important concept that offers the
only logical approach to evaluating the relative attractiveness of investments and businesses.
Intrinsic value can be defined simply: It is the discounted value of the cash that can be taken out
of a business during its remaining life.Here is what Kenneth L. Fisher wrote about Buffet's
investment strategy: a quality standing out about Mr. Buffett is his ability to morph. If you read his
materials from the 1960s, he said very different things than in the 1970s and early-1980s. Early
on he was buying dirt-cheap stocks by simple statistical standards and typically smaller stocks--
which would today be referred to as smallcap value (although that term didn't exist until the late
1980s). Later he bought what he called "franchises." Then he entered a period of buying great
managements of big companies and being a long-term holder--otherwise thought of as big-cap
growth today--that many ascribed to the influence of my father coupled with Charlie Munger.
When Mr. Buffett was buying Coke and Gillette, you couldn't quite reconcile those activities with
the kinds of things he owned two decades earlier. Then, amazingly, seven years ago, at just the
right time, he was buying smaller things dirt cheap again just as value came back into play as
the twenty-first century began. I have other comments about Mr. Buffett throughout this book but
I'd like you to see, while he never lost the core of what he was doing or what he was looking for,
he tactically morphed steadily over the decades. Trying to freeze his tactics from any decade
and replicate them in the next few would never have led you to his actual actions.In addition to
this book, I also recommend the letters to shareholders written by Warren Buffet, which can be
taken from the website of Berkshire Hathaway. If you take an audio record of this title, it will not
be as good as the textbook. The audio is more biographical and pays less attention to the
investment education of the listener.”

Isom Adiari, “Warren Buffett reveals a lot why he is truly great. I'm no longer surprised why he is
a .... This insightful journey into the life of legendary investor, Warren Buffett reveals a lot why he
is truly great. I'm no longer surprised why he is a legend; the results couldn't have been by a
stroke of luck consistently over time. He couldn't have been less great. The man is truly a great
investor and I am of the opinion that his principles and methodology of picking winning stocks
and investments are almost certain to guarantee long-term investment results above the
average. Roger Lowenstein has once again exhibited his rare skills as one of the best business
authors of modern times. I read one of his previous books some years ago, "When Genius
Failed" and was transfixed page by page throughout the pages of that book, hence, of all the
biographies written about Warren Buffett, I chose to read his first. Good job, Roger. Keep it up!”

Discoveror, “best investing book, I've ever read !. At the risk of sacrilege, I got more out of this
book than out of the "Intelligent Investor" or "Security Analysis" BECAUSE it chronicles the
evolution in Buffett's thinking and approach from the base starting point of the Graham
books.It's, also, a far easier read, yet the research breath and depth is amazing.Most



importantly, it explains the man ... his thinking and the reasons for such in ways that the
technique books do not address. The seeming contradictions between what he says and does
are clearer and understandable to me, now.I can't recall thinking this about a book; but, I am very
GRATEFUL for this one !”

Santos Jaimes, “Excellent read on Buffett, his life, and investing principles.. Anyone involved in
the stock market knows that there is no other investor like Buffett. Here, the life of Buffett is
explained almost in a novel type of writing making it not only easy to understand, but difficult to
put down as the books is never boring.You not only learn about his life, but clearly see/read how
you can follow his life model to become a successful investor.The book explains that he was an
expert in business since his early childhood; therefore, understood, the value/importance of
money since he was a child, and saved as much money as he could, so he could later invest.
Most of us are used to spend money in travels, cool electronics, while he would not have such
things in his to do list for next summer, mainly save, accumulate, and buy stocks long term.Here
you can see also the importance of understanding math, and reading financial statements like
pro as that was like a hobby to him, and would read several financial statements in a single
week.”

Andrew Halfacre, “Great for understanding how to think like Warren Buffet. Seen this
recommended everywhere and now I know why. A great little read if you want to understand how
Warren Buffet was 'made' and the roots of his success. A much more balanced portrait that
those which just concentrate on his financial performance.”

Taranjot S., “Great Book!!. Received the package on time without any issues. this book is just
amazing.”

Mr C. Prike, “Dated but still the best. I have read a few books on Warren Buffett, including
Snowball. This is a bit dated but still the best.”

Henry, “A great read and informative. Roger Lowenstein tells the interesting story of Buffett, his
family, friends and business associates while highlighting the decision points he made
throughout his career which made him so successful. Plenty of lessons to learn about Buffett's
investment strategy in an easy to read format.”

DS, “Unhyphenated, unputdownable and fast paced read!!. The fact that Buffett is a genius and
has similar raw brain power like Shakuntala Devi becomes pretty clear from the start in the book.
This book does a good job of succinctly putting WEB's investment philosophy (for details there
are many other books) and how he used to frame his opinion on businesses. It is very detailed
with respect to his life, personality, his business journey and has many interesting nuggets of
information.Though this book is dated now, but according to many investors (and I agree with



their opinion), still presents the best biography on WEB and shows how he built layer upon layer
of knowledge in his unprecedented investment journey. This is the one to read!”

The book by Roger Lowenstein has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 642 people have provided feedback.
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