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Mr. Amazon.com:

two, he is clearly in tune with the times; and
three, he's an unqualified success. His ca
reer has gone up like a rocket since his
graduation from Princeton University in
Electrical Engineering and Computer Sci
ence (summa cum laude, Phi Beta Kappa) in
1986. First he joined PITEL, a high-tech
start-up company in New York. In 1988 he
moved to Bankers Trust Company, where
he led the development of computer sys
tems that helped manage $250+ billion in
assets and became their youngest vice-presi
dent early in 1990. For the next 4 years,
Bezos helped build one of the most techni
cally sophisticated and successful quantita
tive hedge funds on Wall Street for D. E.
Shaw & Co, becoming their youngest senior
vice-president in 1992 (Ann Online, 1999).
He left in 1994 to found Amazon.com.
Despite his company's no-profit policy,
Bezos made his first appearance on the 1998
Forbes list of 400 Richest People in America
with a "worth" of $1.6 billion, jumping to a
value of$7.8 billion in 1999. Yet in conver
sation (and his frequent television inter
views over the past year), he comes across
as unassuming, with a clear sense of humor
and a ready laugh.

An Interview With Founder

Jeff Bezos

W

heninternetrctailerAmazon.com
opened its virtual door· in July
1995, no 0ne (includin,g its 30year-old founder, Jeff Bezos) had more than
a hope that today it would count 13 million
customers in more than 160 countries, main
tain its position as one of three "Net stock
darlings," and have a current valuation of
$30 billion (Rosner, 1999).
Although it all started with books,
Amazon's website now boasts that it's "the
place to find and discover anything you
want to buy online" (Amazon.com, 1999a,
p. 2). Amazon's product affiliations offer
not only books, music, and videos, but
drugstore.com (an online retail and infor
mation source for health, beauty, wellness,
personal care, and pharmacy), Gear.com
(an online sporting-goods company offer
ing deals on new equipment in a wide range
of categories), HomeGrocer.com (a gro
cery-shopping and home-delivery service
with operations in Seattle, Portland, and
southern California), and Pets.com (the larg
est pet supply company on the Internet and
a valuable source of free information for pet
owners). In November 1999, the company
launched four new e-commerce sites which
include toys (Back to Basics, a catalog re
tailer of specialty toys) and luxury retailer
Ashford.com-and it led the Web in the
month's orders (Lake, 1999). In addition to
listing more than 15 million unique items
customers can order online, the company
also offers online auctions, a movie data
base, a web-based address book, and free
electronic greeting cards. Additional sites
(the U.K. and Germany) are bringing in
even more customers.
Despite its obvious success, Amazon still
has challenges to face. Although its stock
rose on opening day in 1997 from $18 to
$23.30 and was valued on December 6,
1999, at $86.56, TheStandard (Sullivan,
1999, p. 1) predicts that "eventually, the air
will have to come out of this bubble." An
other forecaster (Rosner, 1999, p. 1) claims
that "Amazon.com will need to grow annual
revenues at a rate of 38 percent between
2003 and 2013 to support its current valua
tion"-a rate that would translate into rev
enues of almost $100 billion in 2013, ex
ceeding the entire forecasted U.S. market
for books and music and accounting for 3050% of worldwide sales in these categories.
30 · Montessori LIFE • Winter 2000
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Bezos, who attended a Montessori school in
Albuquerquefromage 2 112 to 4, remembers the
bow frame, sandpaper letters, and a big easel.
According to Inc.Online (Seglin, 1997, p.
2), Amazon's "hot strategy" is to be unprof
itable for a long time. "What will always
drive our business is transactions and sales
of products," Bezos responds. "We're not
just covering ourselves. We're. disclosing
the facts of the situation. We're going to be
unprofitable for a long time. And that's our
strategy. . . .The key thing is sales growth
[not the] rate of growth [but] achieving a
certain scale."
In October 1999, Amazon.com sued
competitor barnesandnoble.com, saying it
has illegally copied Amazon's innovative,
patented 1-Click(R) technology that "makes
online shopping as easy as a click of the
mouse button" (Amazon.com, 1999b, p. 1).
It was at least a temporary victory when a
federal district judge granted a preliminary
injunction that bars the competitor from
using its version of the technology while the
lawsuit is pending. Pleased that the judge
recognized the innovation underlying the 1Click feature, Bezos pointed out that "in
1997, this was a significant step forward for
online shoppers that required thousands of
hours of effort" (Amazon.com, 1999a, p. 1).
Why are we featuring a commercial re
tailer? There are several reasons. One, Jeff
Bezos went to Montessori school as a child;

Joy Turner: So which Montessori school
did you attend, Jeff?

JeffBezos: It was in Albuquerque, NM, and
it would have been 1966 or 1967, something
like that.

JT: What kind of careers did your parents
have?

JB: My mom was a full-time mom. My dad
works for Exxon and has for 30 years. At the
time, we lived with my grandparents, and
my grandfather worked for the federal
government's Atomic Energy Commission.

JT: Why did they choose Montessori school
for you? And how long did you go there?

JB: I don't know, actually, except that I think
they believed in early stimulation, early
education./ certainly do. I'm going to guess
I went to Montessori school about a year and
a half, starting probably at age 2 1 h.
JT: Wow, you were little!
JB: Yes, I was little. My niece goes to Mon
tessori school now, and she started when she
was 2 1 h, too. But I remember many things
about Montessori school. I have these very
clear visual images of tracing out letters on
sandpaper. I remember having a little special
board that you can use to practice tying your

