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Microsoft lot and when the drivers arrived 
and left—to the world’s leading philan-
thropist. As for finishing his undergradu-
ate degree (see below), Gates made a plug 
for lifelong learning, explaining that he 
now takes a lot of online courses, includ-
ing one recently on oceanography.!He also 
described himself as not a usual dropout, 
because he attended the College for three 
years and took many courses—a plug of 
sorts for residential education, too.

Rigorous and analytical, Gates none-
theless o"ered a cautionary ri" on the 
importance of relying too much on metrics 
to track progress. Comparing the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation’s priorities—
global health and U.S. education—he said, 
“Some things are pretty straightforward 
to measure—the number of children who 
die every year.…If your goal is to drive that 
number from 12 million to six million, 
where we are now…to one million, you ei-
ther succeed or you don’t succeed.…

“In education,” he continued, “if you’re 
trying to help improve the K-12 personnel 
system…because it’s subject to so many un-
certainties…if you said to me, are we making 
progress on that one or not…I wouldn’t be 
able to give you a number. The very risk of 
it and the complexity of the system change 
that’s necessary make that tougher to mea-
sure. I’m a total fan of measurement, where 

it can be done, but to the degree that would 
drive you to low-risk things…then the fetish 
toward measurement can be taken too far.”

By chance, that set an interesting stan-
dard for Harvard: his foundation ($36 bil-
lion in assets, $4 billion in annual program 
disbursements) and the University (a 
$32.7-billion endowment, a $4-billion bud-
get) both aim, in their very separate ways, 
to make a di"erence in the world. 

Corporation member and campaign co-
chair Paul J. Finnegan ’75, M.B.A. ’82, then 
revealed the campaign goal; expressed con-
fidence that those assembled could help 
“meet and beat” it; and introduced Faust as 
an ideal “leader of ‘we’ vs. ‘I’ ” for Harvard.

The president’s 29-minute address, “To 
Seize an Impatient Future,” concluded with 
an emotional expression of her hopes: “May 
Harvard be as wise as it is smart, as restless 
as it is proud, as bold as it is thoughtful, as 
new as it is old, as good as it is great.”

Corporation member and campaign co-
chair Joseph J. O’Donnell ’67, M.B.A. ’71, a 
consummate fundraiser, then made a di-
rect appeal to the audience members to do 
their part, recalling how his undergraduate 
mentor first “invited” him (“I’m not asking”) 

to support Harvard (see page 56). With 
that, the afternoon formalities concluded.

The Campaign in Context
F#$% &'( )*#+)*,-./*, $6.5 billion is a 
lot of money. But Harvard was never going 
to cede bragging rights to Stanford, which 
raised $6.2 billion in its recent campaign (not 
to mention the University of Southern Cali-
fornia’s current $6-billion e"ort).

Since the last campaign ended in the 
previous millennium, Harvard has not con-
ducted a consolidated fund drive—missing 
an entire campaign cycle as the presidency 
of Lawrence H. Summers ended prema-
turely, in 2006, and then financial crisis and 
recession made it di0cult to proceed. Dur-
ing the early years of that decade, the fruits 
of the University Campaign, robust endow-
ment returns, and rising federal research 
funding encouraged Harvard schools to hire 
more professors, to build extensive new fa-
cilities (many of them expensive-to-operate 
laboratories), and to invest in technology 
and international research. Financial aid 
was liberalized. Operating expenses rose 
from $2.1 billion in the fiscal year ended June 
30, 2001, to $3 billion in fiscal 2006 and $3.8 
billion in fiscal 2009—the year the value of 
the endowment declined by $11 billion and 
the University’s financial prospects turned 
decidedly darker.

Bill Gates at Harvard
Editor’s note: Walter Isaacson ’74, a member of the 
Board of Overseers and biographer of Steve Jobs and 
others, is writing a book about the great inventors 
of the digital age. The following is his abridgment of 
a section on Bill Gates ’77, LL.D. ’07, co-founder of 
Microsoft, who now runs the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation. Gates returned to campus for a discus-
sion on philanthropy as part of the campaign launch. 
For the full version, which was published online then, 
please go to http://harvardmag.com/gates-13.

I- %&( 1&/* 2**' the most momentous purchase of a magazine 
in the history of the Out of Town Newsstand in Harvard Square. 
Paul Allen, a college dropout from Seattle, wandered into the clut-
tered kiosk one snowy day in December 1974 and saw that the new 
issue of Popular Electronics featured a home computer for hobbyists, 
called the Altair, that was just coming on the market. He was both 
exhilarated and dismayed. Although thrilled that the era of the 
“personal” computer seemed to have arrived, he was afraid that he 
was going to miss the party. Slapping down 75 cents, he grabbed 
the issue and trotted through the slush to the Currier House room 
of Bill Gates, a Harvard sophomore and fellow computer fanatic 

from Lakeside High School in Seattle, who 
had convinced Allen to drop out of college 
and move to Cambridge. “Hey, this thing 
is happening without us,” Allen declared. 
Gates began to rock back and forth, as he of-
ten did during moments of intensity. When 
he finished the article, he realized that Al-
len was right.

What Gates and Allen decided to do, 
during the Christmas break of 1974 and the 
subsequent January reading period, was to 
write some software that would make it 

possible for hobbyists to create their own programs on the Al-
tair. Specifically, they decided to write an interpreter for the pro-
gramming language known as BASIC. It would become the first 
programming language for a microprocessor. In other words, it 
would launch the personal computer software industry.

“When Paul showed me that magazine, there was no such thing 
as a software industry,” Gates recalled. “We had the insight that you 
could create one. And we did.” Years later, reflecting on his innova-
tions, he said, “That was the most important idea that I ever had.”

Gates wrote the BASIC interpreter code on yellow legal pads. 
“I can still see him alternately pacing and rocking for long peri-
ods before jotting on a yellow legal pad, his fingers stained from a 
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So one task facing University leaders 
is managing expectations. Faust did that 
bluntly in her September 10 academic-year 
opening talk to the community. “When 
markets and the endowment were boom-
ing,” she said, “Harvard had a greater mar-
gin for error. We could a!ord to focus less 
intently on hard choices about what to do, 
what not to do, and what to stop doing. 
We didn’t need to aggressively seek out 
new and nontraditional sources of rev-
enue. Those days are gone.” She cited new 
worries sparked by the federal budget, 
and telegraphed adverse fiscal 2013 finan-
cial results, noting that “we expect a defi-
cit this year.” And so, she warned, on the 
verge of history’s largest higher-education 
fundraising e!ort, “The Harvard Cam-
paign…for all that it will help us achieve, is 
not and will not be a panacea.”

Across the board, most aspirations in-
cluded in the campaign cannot be fully 
funded by it—and many other goals are 
not included in the campaign at all. Any 
campaign requires winnowing of priori-
ties, but the passage of time since the Uni-
versity Campaign, and the shifting exter-
nal landscape, make the current tradeo!s 
more acute: a balance of commitments 
from the past (financial aid, facilities mod-
ernization) and hopes for the future.

Expectations are likely being shaped in 

another way, too. As large as the $6.5-bil-
lion goal looms, fundraisers leaven their 
animal spirits with conservatism. Ev-
eryone prefers to exceed a goal—and 
throughout the afternoon, campaign lead-
ers expressed confidence in their ability 
to do so. Fundraisers like to announce a 
campaign with 35 percent to 40 percent 
of the goal in hand or pledged; The Har-
vard Campaign began at a comforting 43 
percent. And Harvard has received gifts 
of approximately $600 million to $650 
million during each of the past four fiscal 
years. With $2.8 billion pledged or received 
to date, development o"cers during the 
next five years of public fundraising would 
have to increase that annual rate of giving 
by $150 million or so to achieve the an-
nounced goal: a goodly sum, but not oth-
erworldly. As a succession of quiet-phase 
gift announcements has proved, the cam-
paign themes resonate with supporters, 
the critical proof of concept.

Even as expectations are managed—par-
ticularly the expectations of those who 
will use the campaign proceeds (deans and 
their faculty colleagues, and students)—
fundraising is about exciting prospective 
donors and raising their sights. The presen-
tations, video, and co-chairs’ pep talks#on 
September 21 were certainly about that.

Now the work of engaging the broader 

community begins. Alumni and faculty 
members may still seek to understand the 
campaign’s specific aims. It is instructive to 
compare The Harvard Campaign’s launch 
with the 1994 beginning of the University 
Campaign—preceded by then-president 
Neil L. Rudenstine’s 24,000-word report 
to the Board of Overseers the previous au-
tumn: virtually# a line-by-line campaign 
prospectus, detailing investments from 
expanding access to freshman seminars to 
implementing new programs at each profes-
sional school and interdisciplinary research. 
The 1994 kicko! event featured 10 faculty 
symposia on fields of knowledge and 10 
alumni forums on leadership in the various 
professions. No one involved could have left 
without a clear idea of its specific aims.

The twenty-first century is clearly not 
the twentieth. Uncertainties abound amid 
the many opportunities that Harvard’s 
leaders perceive. This campaign is pro-
ceeding so as to secure the maximum flex-
ibility for University o"cers and deans to 
strengthen the institution. It will be inter-
esting to see how, specifically, they propose 
to do so, and how alumni and friends en-
gage with those priorities, as the schools 
roll out their individual campaigns in the 
next 15 months—beginning with the Har-
vard School of Public Health, the Faculty of 
Arts and Sciences, and the Radcli!e Insti-

rainbow of felt-tip pens,” Allen recalled. Then he perfected it on a 
simulator Allen had created on a PDP-10 mainframe in Harvard’s 
Aiken computer lab. “Bill moved to a terminal and peered at his 
legal pad as he rocked. Then he’d type a flurry of code with those 
strange hand positions of his, and repeat. He could go like that for 
hours at a stretch.”

 Gates ignored the exam cramming he was supposed to be do-
ing and even stopped playing poker. For eight weeks, he and Al-
len and Davido! holed up day and night at the Aiken lab mak-
ing history. Occasionally they would break for dinner at Harvard 
House of Pizza or at Aku Aku, an ersatz Polynesian restaurant. In 
the wee hours of the morning, Gates would sometimes fall asleep 
at the terminal. “After dozing an hour or two, he’d open his eyes, 
squint at the screen, blink twice, and resume precisely where he’d 
left o!—a prodigious feat of concentration,” Allen recalled. As 
Gates later recalled, “It was the coolest program I ever wrote.”

Allen flew o! to Albuquerque and demonstrated the soft-
ware to Ed Roberts, the founder of the fledgling company that 
had created the Altair. He agreed to license it. Gates and Allen, 
who dubbed their new venture Micro-Soft, were o"cially in 
business. When Allen arrived back in Cambridge, bringing with 
him a working Altair to install in Gates’s room, they went out to 
celebrate. Gates had his usual: a Shirley Temple, ginger ale with 
maraschino cherry juice. 

A month later, Roberts o!ered Allen a fulltime job in Albu-
querque. Gates decided to stay at Harvard, at least for the time 
being. There he endured what has become a rite of passage, 
amusing only in retrospect, for many of Harvard’s most success-
ful students: being hauled before the Administrative Board for a 
disciplinary process. Gates’s case arose when auditors from the 
Defense Department decided to check the use of the PDP-10 that 
it was funding. They discovered that one sophomore—W. H. 
Gates—was using most of the time. After much fretting, Gates 
prepared a paper defending himself and describing how he had 
created a version of BASIC using the PDP-10. He ended up being 
exonerated for his use of the machine, but he was “admonished” 
for allowing a non-student, Allen, to log on with his password.

By that time, Gates was focusing more on his software part-
nership than his course work. He finished his sophomore year 
that spring, but then flew to Albuquerque for the summer and 
decided to stay there rather than returning for the first semester 
of his junior year that fall. He went back to Harvard for two more 
semesters—in the spring and fall of 1976—but then left for good, 
two semesters shy of graduating. In June 2007, when he returned 
to Harvard to get an honorary degree, he began his speech by di-
recting a comment to his father in the audience. “I’ve been wait-
ing more than 30 years to say this: Dad, I always told you I’d come 
back and get my degree.”
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