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Introduction

Benjamin Franklin said, “Experience keeps a dear school, but some will learn
from no other.” Perhaps.

If I had taken an MBA before becoming an entrepreneur | would have done
many things better.

But if | had taken an MBA | would have known better than to start my
businesses with insufficient capital, no competent team members, and no
real understanding of my markets or of marketing.

But if | had taken an MBA my businesses would have made me rich instead
of merely comfortable.

But if | had taken an MBA instead of the plunge, and not started unwise
businesses, | would have retired on an employed engineer’s pension instead
of an entrepreneur’s capital gains.

This is not an autobiography; there is a mini-resume at the back of the book..
The book is a collection of true anecdotes from industry - “war stories” - and
essays, mostly about business. If you are a present or future entrepreneur
these stories and essays may amuse you and may also benefit you by
helping you to copy - or to avoid - what | did.

Some of these stories describe my experiences in the businesses | started
and ran, some describe in-house entrepreneurial projects when an
employee, and some tell of businesses which died a-borning. All teach
lessons. Some essays derive from my entrepreneurial experiences and may
be helpful to you, and some essays are merely proposals which the world will
not jump to adopt but which may entertain you or even stimulate your own
thoughts.

Essays marked * are reprinted with the permission of Electronic Design
Magazine, a Penton Media Inc. publication, where they appeared as my
columns in the “Real World Engineering” section, or are adapted from the
original columns.

A toast: Here’s capital gains to you!
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Part 1. The Adventures
1. My Public Company

| started Modular Machine Company with my own money to manufacture and
sell, under license, the automatic assembly machines | had invented at
Cutler Hammer. It then hit me that my independent assembly machine
stations were really robots; | was in the robot business and didn’t know it. |
changed my sales literature and kept going.

In 1980 | was desperately keeping Modular going on my savings and getting
the usual “hmm, very interesting...” from venture capitalists. (I learned that
venture capitalists, all using their |nd|V|duaI creative initiatives, really run in

herds and invest only in - companies based on
silicon, coherent light, ' DNA, or Internet.)

The Wall Street Journal,
all ran stories headlined
Coming!” or the

three investment

heard of telephoned me
public! They did not
exactly, but robots were
Wall Street so they

Then, in a single week,
Fortune, and Newsweek
“The Robots are
equivalent. Within days
bankers | had never
with offers to take me
know what robots were,
suddenly high fashion on
wanted in.

The practical problem : was my cost. It took
about $100,000 in legal, accounting, printing, appraisal, and other fees to do
a public offering, and I did not have it. (It now takes more.)

The investment bankers said it was customary to pay these out of receipts
from the public offering. | said, “Great, but | have heard that offerings were
sometimes suspended indefinitely at the last minute, and if this happens, |
will be sitting with a large debt and no money. | will go with whichever
underwriter solves this problem first.”

One small underwriter had a very smart lawyer, a serious Swiss, who
proposed that if the offering did not go through, the underwriter would buy
$100,000 worth of my stock. The telephone conversation went: “I agree. It's a
deal. | shake hands with you over the telephone.” “| shake hands with you
over the telephone.” The deal was made and kept.

The anxieties between that moment and the handing over of the check were
too many and too bad to bore you with, but the big day, the “closing,” finally
came. Imagine a room full of lawyers, accountants, bank officers, secretaries,
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papers, and me. Everyone but me knowing what was going on. Every few
minutes someone shoves a paper in front of me and says “Sign here,” which |
humbly do. | look at one paper and see that it names me as president of a
different company. | point this out and that paper disappears with the speed
of light.

Out of sheer boredom | ask,” Can we have the money in cruzeiros?” (The
newspapers had been full of embezzlers who had escaped to Brazil with
whom we had no extradition treaty.) The very smart lawyer was merely
annoyed at the interruption and pronounced, “No, it must be in lawful
American money.” But the financial vice president of the underwriter swiveled
his eyes onto me and never took them off. Finally they handed me a check
for $1,500,000 and said we should all go to lunch while we waited for the
local banker, who had made it out, to return from his lunch.

We did, and the financial v.p. kept his eyes on me every second to be sure |
did not sneak off with the money. (I did go to the men’s room, past a door
open to the street, and enjoyed the opportunity.) Finally we went to the bank
and handed the check back, for deposit, to the man who had made it out a
few hours before. The financial v.p. heaved an audible sigh of relief and beat
it out the door. One should not make jokes about God to a cleric and one
should not make jokes about money to one whose God is money.

One of the major brokers employed someone as their robot industry guru. As
soon as | had made the verbal deal with my underwriter she heard of it and
dangled bigger bucks if | would transfer to her firm. | said “A deal is a deal”
and blew yet another opportunity to get rich by being dishonest.

Those newspaper and magazine stories were pure luck, of course, but if |
had not been fighting to give luck a chance the luck would have done me no
good.

2. Safety Shrugged Off - Too Expensive

At MOBOT Corporation | offered a robot which would unload a plastic
molding press automatically without the operator having to reach between the
dies. These dies come together with a force of many tons and, as with all
presses, the danger is obvious. It is customary to provide a variety of safety
gates and interlocks to prevent the press from closing when the operator’s
hand is in the way.

The president of a molding press company visited my factory and liked my
proposed robot which would do the work of the operator’s hand. He told me
of an operator who had devised a way to by-pass four concentric safety
devices to speed up his work and who lost an arm as a result. (Many
industrial accidents result from the best of intentions.) A serious and
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conscientious man, the president wanted to equip all his presses with my
robots.

He went home and then telephoned me to say the deal was off. His chief
engineer and his sales manager told him that their customers would not pay
for the robots.

Perhaps, but they had invented a plausible excuse for not accepting a new
idea. (I now have a collection of such excuses. A few are listed in Story 73
below.)

3. Corporate Politics Breaks A Tool

When | was employed at Teleregister Corp. they had a large quantity of
electro-mechanical number display devices used in their stock quotation
boards. They had been designed as disposables but had become quite
expensive to replace, and they had worn out. | designed a set of
unconventional tools to rebuild them despite their disposable design.

One tool was a delicate cutter and its guide. The cutter was driven by a
press. | repeatedly cautioned the factory, and demonstrated, that the cutter
must be inserted into the guide before it was put into the press or it would
break.

There were immediate complaints that the cutter broke. | examined the guide
and saw indentations which could only happen if my instructions were
reversed; the indentations were like fingerprints identifying a criminal. | will
never forget the look of absolute innocence with which the apathetic operator
and the smug foreman looked me in the eye, shrugged at the evidence, and
insisted that they had followed instructions exactly.

| then learned that there was a feud between their boss, the Manufacturing
Manager, and my boss, the Engineering Manager. | reported the facts to my
boss and heard no more about the matter.

This was my first experience of bare-faced lying and of company politics. Not
my last, even in that company. It is naive of me but | am still shocked when |
discover a lie or a conspiracy.

4. Reverse Persuasion Saves An Eye

At Numerical Control Corp., my first company, my machine shop foreman,

Scotty, was a man of vast experience, sKkill, and reliability. He complained to

me that his men refused to wear their safety glasses, a common situation. |
had an idea and called a general meeting.

| said, “You fellows know all about safety glasses so |
won'’t press you to wear them. Instead I'll make a deal: you
provide the eyes and the company will provide the




