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   At some point in any career, a normally unjustifi able 
risk might need to be taken to make the quantum 
leap from the mediocre to the big time. 

 – Sir Ranulph Fiennes, British explorer     

 The only limits are the 
ones you set yourself      

                                                                            AIMING HIGH 
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 I remember being a kid and watching on a black and white TV the 

Alabama race riots. I remember – even as a kid – wondering how 

this problem could ever be solved, how this level of hatred could 

ever be overcome. Fast forward 50 years and there’s a coloured 

president in the White House. Pretty much anything is possible. 

 In my teens and twenties, the Iron Curtain was a fi xed part of the 

geography of Europe. It was hard to see how that situation could 

ever change. Look at the map of Europe now. Germany is reunited, 

democracies (of various qualities) in almost all of the countries of 

the former Soviet Union and that country itself a distant memory. 

And all of that happened in a just a handful of years. Pretty much 

anything is possible. 

 In 2000, my company numbered nearly 50 people. When the 

dot.com bubble burst, much of our business disappeared overnight. 

Thinking this was a temporary thing, we tried to ride out the storm 

rather than getting small quickly, which is what we should have done. 

Bad mistake. As a result, we ended up with a debt of – essentially – 

$1,000,000. Fast forward to now and we’re debt free, small, profi t-

able and thriving. I’ll say it again – pretty much anything is possible. 

 Have you ever thought how lucky you are to have been born at 

this time in the history of the world? 

 Imagine if you had been born in the Middle Ages or indeed pretty 

much any time before about the middle of the nineteenth century. 

If you had, and unless you were lucky enough to have been born 

into that tiny percentage of the world’s wealthy people, you would 

have died as you started out – a peasant or a farmer or a miner or 

a factory worker or a soldier or something similar. 
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 These days, it’s all different. These days, you can do whatever you 

want. You can become whatever you want to be. You can start 

out as the child of parents who do whatever for a living and you 

can end up doing something entirely different that has never been 

done by any of your family members or ancestors before you. 

Harold May was a draughtsman at the Ministry of Aviation – his 

son Brian went on to become guitarist with Queen. 

 If your parents are not well off, you don’t have to be too – if that’s 

what you want. In 2008, Warren Buffet, was reckoned by  Forbes  

magazine to be the richest man in the world with a net worth 

of $62,000,000,000. Buffet was born in 1930. His father was a 

congressman whose salary at that time would have been $9,000 

per annum. 

 If your family were people who didn’t seek the limelight, you don’t 

have to be like them – you can put yourself out there – all over the 

Internet – if you want to. Beyoncé’s father worked for Xerox and 

her mother owned a hair salon. 

 Basically – you don’t have to do anything anybody in your family 

did before – all down through history. You can go and plough your 

own course. The world is your oyster. 

 What a privilege. What a blessing.  

  ‘If you think you are too small to make a difference, 
try sleeping with a mosquito’.  

 –  The Dalai Lama  
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 And there’s another thing. In my lifetime, the idea of moving up 

the ladder was the accepted thing. I did it myself for a time – until 

(you might say) I wised up. This was my ladder: 

 •    First in mathematical physics 

 •    Software engineer 

 •    Project manager 

 •    Managing a software group 

 •    Managing a much larger software group 

 •    Set up a subsidiary of a software company   

 before starting my own thing. 

 These days you can skip the ladder if you want. You can become 

the CEO of your own company in the morning, if you’re so inclined. 

Larry Page is co‐founder of Google. This was Larry’s ladder: 

 •    Bachelor of Science 

 •    Master of Science 

 •    Began a PhD 

 •    Co‐president of Google   

 How’s that for jumping several rungs of the ladder rather than 

laboriously climbing up each one in turn? 

 So given that you’ve been born at this great time in history and 

granted this extraordinary opportunity, what are you going to do 

with it? 

 The answer – it seems to me – is that you need to aim high. Why 

shouldn’t you? The opportunity is there and we’re surrounded by 
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evidence that these opportunities can be seized; any mountain 

climbed and any summit reached.  

  ‘Whether you think you can, or think you 
can’t – you’re right’.  

 –  Henry Ford, founder of the Ford Motor Company  

 Aim high. There’s no reason why you shouldn’t. You just need to 

have confi dence in yourself. There is no ceiling, no limit. Or rather, 

the only ceilings and limits are the ones you set yourself. 

 How is it that we set these ceilings? While it’s easy to blame your 

parents, I think they may defi nitely have something to do with it. 

My father’s advice to me was to ‘get a good education and then 

get a good job’. Given where he had come from – leaving an eco-

nomically depressed Ireland in the 1940s, and straight into World 

War II where he served in the British Merchant Navy, then returning 

to a post‐war Britain to look for a job – this was probably good 

advice, as he saw it. I hope my advice to my children has been a 

bit closer to the mark – ‘Find what you like to do and then see if 

you can make some money from it’. 

 But it’s not just our parents. Sometimes we just make assump-

tions as to how far we can go or how high we can climb or what 

we can achieve. Or we slide from school or college into a job 

and then another (more senior, better paying) job and another 

and another. We take on more and more fi nancial responsibili-

ties – a car, a house, a partner, children – and before we know it 

we’re far off down a path that we maybe never really intended 

to travel. 
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 Perhaps – when it comes right down to it – these ceilings are just 

caused by thoughtlessness – not consciously thinking about or 

deciding what it is we want to do with the precious life of ours.  

 So that’s really the thing here. Think about what it is you want 

to do and aim high. All the later chapters in this book will then 

work better for you – if you take a more expansive, imaginative 

approach to the things you do in work and in life. Ask yourself 

what you would do if you won the lottery – if earning a living was 

no longer an issue. Ask yourself what you would do if a fairy god-

mother suddenly appeared and said that you can be/do/become 

whatever you want.      

  ‘Our deepest fear 

is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear 

is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light 

not our darkness that most frightens us. We ask ourselves, 

who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented and fabulous? 

Actually, who are you not to be?’  

 –  Marianne Williamson, spiritual teacher and 
author  
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   . . . looking back, I grew up 

in a world of unlimited opportunity. Each 

night I would read, and reading opened up the world 

to me. I love reading history and especially biography. In 

biographies, you are almost always reading about people 

who started out unimportant but ended up having a 

signifi cant life. 

 What I liked most about biographies then and now is that 

the person you are reading about is in his or her early life 

on page 50, doesn’t know about the success he or she will 

achieve on page 300. They couldn’t see the greatness that 

lay ahead. If you think about it, that’s a great justifi cation 

for the optimism that you should have for the life ahead 

of you. All of you are only on about page 50 of your 

biography, with hundreds of pages to go. 

  – Lloyd Blankfein, Goldman Sachs Chairman and CEO, 
LaGuardia Community College commencement speech, 

6 June 2013 1   




