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BYMATTHEWCROWLEY

AstheDowkeepsdropping,Warren
Buffett’svoiceisechoinginsomemarket
watchers’heads.

Buffettprescientlyavoidedderivatives,
callingthem “financialweaponsofmass
destruction.”Aswenowknow,theywerethe
dynamitebehindthecurrentdemolition.And
hesaid “befearfulwhenpeoplearegreedyand
greedywhenpeoplearefearful,”amaximhe
practicedbysnappingupstocksnooneelse
noticed,orwanted,andridingthemhigher.

ANewYorkermagazinearticlethismonth
calledBuffett “quantifiablythegreatest
investoralive.”AndForbesmagazinethis
yearnamedhimtheworld’srichestman,
withnetworthexceeding$62billion.Now
AliceSchroederbringshisbiography, “The
Snowball: WarrenBuffettandtheBusiness
ofLife.”

BuffettgrewupinOmaha,Neb.,during
theDepression,obsessedwithnumbersand
counting.Asafirstgraderhe’ddropmarbles
intoabathtubandtimetheir landingswith
astopwatch.Hecollectedbottlecapsand
newspapersandspenthourscountingand
rearrangingthem.Blackboardarithmetic
captivatedhim.Andhefound “OneThousand
Waystomake$1,000”inthelibrary,abook
thattaughtaboutcompoundingmoney,an
ideathatwouldshapehis life.

Thebooksaidthewaytoamassmoney
wastostart, sohedid.Atage10hewasselling
popcornandpeanutsatUniversityofOmaha
footballgames.Hegraduatedtosalesofgum
andgolfballsandthentopaperroutes.He
threwsomanypapersheoutearnedsomeof
histeachers.Hehoardedmoney;$1today
wouldbe$10later,heimagined.

Despitehisearlyentrepreneurialsuccess,
HarvardUniversityBusinessSchoolrejected
him(ablunderonparwithDeccaRecords
rejectingtheBeatles.)HewenttoColumbia.
Duringgraduateschool,hemetBenjamin
Graham,whoseinvestingmaximsheadopted.
Grahamadvisedlookingforcompanieswith
marketvalues lessthantheirassets.

Buffett turneddownachancetowork
forGrahamandopenedhisownshop.He
succeededwithstocks,notablyCoca-ColaCo.
andGeico,andovertimemoveduptobuy
businesseswholeorinpart, includingSee’s
Candy, theBuffaloNews,andCapitalCities,
whichthenownedABCtelevision.

Ashefocusedondoublingandredoubling
wealth,Buffettneglectedhisfamily.Schroeder
describesmomentsofcallousness.When
hisdaughterSusiewaspregnantandasked
fora$30,000loantohelpremodelhertiny
Washington,D.C.,house,Buffettrefused.
“Whynotgotoabank?”heaskedher.When
hissisterDoriswasdupedintobuying

“nakedputs,”akindofderivativethat
workslikeinsurance,andlandedattheedge
ofbankruptcy,Buffettwouldn’tpayoffher
creditors.Bailingherout,hereasoned,would
onlyhelpthebusinessestowhomsheowed
money, thecounterpartiessheinsured.Buffett
didarrangereliefofafashion;headvanced
hermoneyleft toherbytheir latefather,
lettingherbailherselfout.

Healsoneglectedhiswife.EvenasSusie
BuffetthelpedyoungWarrenreconstitutea
self-worthshatteredbyanabusivemotherand
raisehischildren,hesawonlyhisbusiness.
Thoughshedidn’tdivorcehim,shemovedto
SanFranciscotoliveseparately.

“TheSnowball”recountshowBuffett
keptthingssimpleandworkedhard.He
wasalibraryrat, readingtomesoftablesto
masterstocksandreamsofnewspapersto
learnbusinesscycles.Evenashegrewrich,
heshunnedmoney’s trappings.Hestayedin
Omaha,Neb., inthefirsthousehebought;he
keptthesamecar;he woreoldclothes.

StoriesofBuffett’s thrifthavebeentoldand
retold,butSchroederoffers freshglimpsesof
oddcharactersandoddmoments.Wehearof
BuffettcolleagueBenRosner,whosocraved
valuethatheoncecountedtoiletpapersheets
toseewhetherthepackagelied.Welearnthat
See’sCandyco-founderCharlesSeesoldhis
companytoBuffettpartlysohecouldpursue
hisrealpassions:wineandwomen.

“TheSnowball” isexhaustive,and
exhausting—838pagesofnarrativeand
nearly100pagesof footnotes.Characters
courseinandoutsoquickly it’shardtokeep
track.Andmanyepisodesseemesoteric.

Theupliftingmessageof “TheSnowball”
is thatBuffett,whoonceheldsotightlyto
money,cametoseethatpeoplematter.In
his lateryears,Buffetthasgivenhischildren
millionsofdollars incashandBerkshire
Hathawaystocktousethemselvesand
giveawaythroughtheircharities.And
heearmarkedmostofhis fortunefor
philanthropy, throughtheBillandMelinda
GatesFoundation.

“Whenyougettobemyage,”hesaidin
2003atage73, “youmeasureyoursuccessby
howmanypeopleyouwanttohaveloveyou
actuallydoloveyou.”

MatthewCrowleyisacopyeditorfortheBusinessPress’
sisterpublication,theLasVegasReview-Journal.Hecanbe
reachedatmcrowley@reviewjournal.comor702-383-0304.

Find wet snow and a long hill:
lessons from ‘Oracle of Omaha’
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“The Snowball: Warren
Buffett and the
Business of Life” by
Alice Schroeder, 976
pages, Bantam ($35).

Well Read
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Your message is important to
you AND your customer. More
importantly...you want customers
to see your message and respond.

Make your message STAND OUT
FROM THE CROWD with R-J Solo
Mail. We Deliver!

STAND OUT FROM THE CROWD...

START
STANDING OUT NOW!
CALL 702-387-5249

WITH
SOLO MAIL

presented by

Economic Expectations with Doug Chase.
We’ve all seen the headlines—the national
economy has faltered and left many people
jobless and even more with retirement plans in
question. How did we get into this mess, and
how do we get out?

Speaker: Doug Chase, Local equity fund manager

When: Thursday, December 4, 2008
Check-in and networking: 11:30 am
Program and lunch: 12:00 pm to 1 pm

Where: Lawry’s The Prime Rib
4043 Howard Hughes Parkway
Las Vegas, NV 89169

Admission: $35.00 with RSVP
$45.00 without RSVP

Please RSVP by 12:00 pm
on Tuesday, December 2
to rsvp@vanmedia.com or
702.383.4002.


