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Chapter 1
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There is no shortcut to excellence. You
will have to make the commitment to make
excellence your priority. Use your talents,
abilities, and skills in the best way possible
and get ahead of others by giving that little
extra.
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Spend time with the family of Bill Gates, and
eventually someone will mention the water incident.

The future software mogul was a headstrong 12-year-
old and was having a particularly nasty argument with
his mother at the dinner table. Fed up, his father threw a
glass of cold water in the boy’s face.

“Thanks for the shower,” the young Mr. Gates
snapped.

The incident lives in Gates family lore not just for
its drama but also because it was a rare time that Bill
Gates Sr., father of his famous namesake, lost his cool.
The argument presaged a turning point in the life of a
tempestuous boy that would set him on course to become
the Bill Gates whom the public knows as co-founder of
Microsoft Corp. and the world’s richest man.

Behind the Bill Gates success story is the other
William Gates. The senior Mr. Gates balanced a family

thrown off kilter by a boy who appeared to gain the
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intellect of an adult almost overnight. He served as a
quiet counsel as his son jumped into and thrived in the
cutthroat business world. When huge wealth put new
pressure on the son, the elder Gates stepped in to start
what is now the world’s largest private philanthropy.

Bill Gates Sr., 83 years old, is now co-chair of
his son’s $30 billion philanthropy, the Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation. He has avoided the spotlight. The
public details of his life include little beyond his official
biography at the foundation, which says he was a Seattle
lawyer, World War Il veteran, nonprofit volunteer and
father of three. He has compiled his thoughts on life in a
short book to be published next week.

In interviews with The Wall Street Journal, Bill Gates
Sr., Bill Gates and their family shared many details of the
family’s story for the first time, including Bill Gates Jr.’s
experience in counseling and how his early interest in
computers came about partly as a result of a family crisis.
The sometimes colliding forces of discipline and freedom
within the clan shaped the entrepreneur’s character.

The relationship between father and son entered a
new phase when the software mogul began working full-
time seven months ago at the Gates Foundation. For the

past 13 years, the father has been the sole Gates family
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member with a daily presence at the foundation, starting
it from the basement of his home and minding it while
his son finished up his final decade running Microsoft.

At six-foot-six, Bill Gates Sr. is nearly a full head
taller than his son. He’s known to be more social than the
younger Bill Gates, but they share a sharp intellect and a
bluntness that can come across to some as curt. He isn’t
prone to introspection and he plays down his role in his
son’s life.

“As a father, I never imagined that the argumentative,
young boy who grew up in my house, eating my food and
using my name would be my future employer,” Mr. Gates
Sr. told a group of nonprofit leaders in a 2005 speech. “But
that’s what happened.”

The first stage—argumentative young boy—started
about the time he was 11,” Mr. Gates Sr. says in one of a
series of interviews. That’s about when young Bill became
an adult, says Bill Sr., and an increasing headache for the
family.

Until that time, the Gates home had been peaceful.
Bill Sr. and his wife, Mary, had three children: Kristi;
then Bill, born in 1955; and Libby. It was a close family
that thrived on competitions—board games, cards, ping-

pong. And on rituals: Sunday dinners at the same time
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