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The suits first appeared at Microsoft in 1980, right around the time of the IBM deal. Prior to that time, Microsoft was strictly a maker of OEM software sold to computer companies and maybe to the occasional large corporations. Those corporate deals were simple and often clumsily done. In 179, for example, Microsoft gave Boeing Commercial Airplane Co. the right to buy any Microsoft product for $50 per copy, until the end of time. Today most Microsoft applications selling the $300 to $500 range, ten years from now they may cost thousands each, but Boeing still would be paying just $50. 

When Microsoft realized its mistake, a blonde suit in her twenties name Jennifer Seman was sent alone to do battle with Boeing's lawyers. First she dropped the Boeing contract off with Microsoft's chief counsel for a legal analysis; when she came back a few days later to talk about the contract, it was on the floor, underneath one leg of the lawyer's chair, still unread. 

That was the way they did things when Microsoft was still small, when what people meant when they said "Microsoft" was a group of kids wearing jeans and T-shirts and working in a cheap office near the freeway in Bellevue. The programmers weren't just the center of the company in those days, they were the company. There was no infrastructure at all, no management systems, no procedures. 

Microsoft wasn't very professional back then. A typical Microsoft scene was Gordon Letwin, a top programmer, invading the office of Vern Raburn, head of sales, to measure it and find that Raburn's office was, as suspected, three inches larger than Letwin's. Microsoft was a company being run like a fraternity, and, as such, it made perfect sense when one hacker's expense account included the purchase of a pool table. Boys need toys. 

But Bill Gates knew that to achieve his goals, Microsoft would have to become a much larger company, with attendant big company systems. He didn't know how to go about creating those systems, so he hired a president, Robert Towne, from an electronics company in Oregon called Tektronix, and a marketing communications whiz, Rowland Hanson, who had been instrumental in the success of Neutrogena soap. 

Towne lasted just over a year. The programmers quickly identified him as a dweeb, and ignored him. Gates continually countermanded his orders. 

Hanson's was a different story. He dealt in the black magic of image and quickly realized that the franchise at Microsoft was Bill Gates. Hanson's main job would be to make Gates into an industry figure and then national figure if Microsoft was to become the company its founder imagined it would be. The alternative to Gates was Paul Allen, but the co-founder was too painfully shy to handle the pressure of being in the public spotlight, while Gates looked forward to such encounters. Paul Allen's idea of a public persona is sitting with his mother in front-row seats for home games of his favorite possession, the Portland Trailblazers of the NBA. 

Even with Gates, Hanson's work was cut out for him. It would be a challenge to promote a nerd with few social skills, who was only marginally controllable in public situations and sometimes went weeks without bathing. Maybe Neutrogena soap was a fitting precedent. 

To his credit, by 1983 Hanson managed to get Gates's face on the cover of Time magazine, though Gates was irked that Steve Jobs of Apple had made the cover before he did. 

Massaging Bill's image did nothing for organizing the company, so Gates went looking for another president after Towne's departure. By this time, Paul Allen had left the company, suffering from Hodgkin's disease, and Gates was in total control, which meant, in short, that the company was in real trouble. Fortunately, Gates seemed to know the peril he was in and hired Tandy Corporation's Jon Shirley to be the new president of Microsoft. Shirley was not a dweeb. 

Gates had been Microsoft's Tandy account manager when Shirley was head of Radio Shack computer merchandising operation. Although Shirley had made mistakes at Tandy, notably deciding against 100 percent IBM compatibility for it PC line, that didn't matter to Gates, who wasn't hiring Shirley for his technical judgment. Technology was Gates's job. He was hiring Shirley because he had successfully led the expansion of Tandy's Radio Shack stores across Europe. Shirley, who joined Radio Shack when he was a teenager, had literally watched Charles Tandy build the chain from the ground up to 7,000 stores worldwide. Shirley was to management what Rick Miller was to center field. Growing up at Radio Shack meant that Shirley knew about organization, leadership, and planning - things that Bill Gates knew nothing about. 

Shirley's job was to build a business structure for Microsoft that both paralleled and supported the product development organization being built by Gates based on Simonyi's model. The trick was to create the systems that would allow the company to grow without diverting it from it focus on software development; Microsoft would ideally become a software development company that also did marketing, sales, support, and service that also developed software. This idea of nurturing the original purpose of the company while expanding the business organization is something that most software and hardware companies lose sight of as they grow. They managed it at Microsoft by having the programmers continue to report to Bill Gates while everyone on the business side reported to Shirley. 

This was 1983. Microsoft was the second largest software company in the PC industry, was incredibly profitable, was growing at a rate of 100 percent per year, and had no debt. Microsoft was also a mess. There was no chief financial officer. The only company-wide computer system was electronic mail. Accounting systems were erratic. The manufacturing building was the only warehouse. The company was focused almost entirely on doing whatever the programmers wanted to do rather than what their customers were willing to pay for them to do. 

One example of Microsoft's getting ahead of its customers' needs was the Microsoft mouse, which Gates had introduced not knowing who, if anyone, would buy it. At first nobody bought mice, and when Shirley started at Microsoft, he found a seven-year supply of electronic rodents on hand. 

Then there was Flight Simulator, the only computer game published by Microsoft. There was no business plan that included a role for computer games in Microsoft's future. Bill Gates just liked to play Flight simulator, so Microsoft published it. 

