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Larry Ellison—The Last of
the Railroad Barons
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In the fall of 2000, a story made the email rounds telling of

Lawrence J. “Larry” Ellison, CEO of Oracle Corporation, addressing
the graduating class at Yale University. In his short talk, the Bronx

native pointed out rudely that the three richest men in the world at the
time were all college dropouts. He went on to describe the throng of fresh
faces before him as, well, losers, because they did not drop out as he did.
“…Odds are the person on your left is going to be a loser,” he said. “The
person on your right, meanwhile, will also be a loser. And you, in the
middle? What can you expect? Loser. Loserhood. Loser cum Laude.”

IT NEVER HAPPENED

The entire talk can be found on the web but the story was completely
apocryphal. Larry Ellison did not speak anywhere that year. Bob
Woodward delivered the commencement address at Yale. Andrew
Marlatt, editor of the New Haven, CT website Satirewire, had invented
the story in its entirety. Nevertheless, if Ellison had spoken that day, it
seems the Marlatt speech would have been very much in keeping with
his personal style. Ellison’s take-no-prisoners approach to business
may not win him a lot of friends, but his fortune, estimated at $40 bil-
lion at its peak, certainly does influence people.

Ellison was born to poverty in the Bronx in 1944. He was still in his
infancy when his 19-year-old mother abdicated motherhood. He lived
out his childhood with his adoptive aunt and uncle in South Chicago.
His uncle was a stern and judgmental Russian immigrant with a fixed
idea of his place in the world, and of Ellison’s place. Ellison rebelled
against his parents but excelled in math and science. After dropping out
of the University of Chicago in his early twenties, he skipped town and
landed in Seattle, where he worked as a technician and programmer for
various financial institutions.

He finally landed at Ampex where he had his first exposure to large
databases. In 1977 Ellison and a co-worker left Ampex and hung out
their own shingle advertising their contract programming services.
Their contract days were short-lived. In 1979, they published the first
version of Oracle relational database software, a way that mainframe
computers and desktop PCs could efficiently share data. It was Oracle’s
own version of SQL, or Structured Query Language. Those three let-
ters soon became Ellison’s passkey to wealth.

ANOTHER METEORIC RISE

In 1980, the company was worth a million dollars. In 1986 it went
public, and attracted $31 million in new investor capital. Ten years

later, gross revenues of Oracle amounted to nearly $3 billion. The firm
was established as the largest and most successful relational database
company, and then some. By 2000, Oracle had code running in over
eighty operating environments and employed over 40,000 people
worldwide. Ellison still owns about 25% of the company.

Ellison has established himself as the most brash of a brash generation
of technocrats. He is typically outfitted in Armani suits and is perfectly
coifed. He is the undisputed ruler of his company. He regularly demands
dramatic sales increases, often expecting sales figures to double. When
his expectations are not met, heads roll. At one point he fired all of his
senior management in one fell swoop. However, the man gets results.
One financial quarter for the record books saw profits increase by 75%.
On the other hand, Oracle has been criticized for inflating their earnings.

THE TESTOSTERONE KID

Larry Ellison is impetuous, boastful and bigger than life. His com-
pany is his focus, his family and his life. Ellison is a legendary alpha-
type with a reputation for recklessly instituting massive changes in his
business. Early in the growth of the World Wide Web he ordered that
all Oracle software be internet-based, gambling the farm on the new
technology. Obviously, he won the bet.

Ellison’s business practices reflect his personal style. Married and
divorced three times, he has moved from woman to woman. His signa-
ture pickup line is reputed to be “Hi, Can I buy you a car?” Ellison
apparently favors optimism over experience. In December, he married
for the fourth time. His good friend Steve Jobs attended. This time
Ellison married Melanie Craft, a romance novelist whose most recent
story is about a woman who seduces a billionaire. Rumors of a prenup-
tial agreement are unconfirmed.

EXTREMISM IN THE PURSUIT OF EXCELLENCE

There may not be one. Ellison enjoys action, risk and adventure. He
is a contender for the America’s Cup of sailing, and has won several
other races. The dramatic Sydney-to-Hobart sailing race in 1998 was
marked by heavy weather conditions, including 70-foot swells and
80-mile winds. Six crewmen died during the race. More than fifty
crewmen were rescued by helicopter and out of 115 participating boats,
only 45 finished. Larry Ellison, skipper of the 80-foot Sayonara, won
Division A honors for the race.

Ellison likes fast cars and Samurai swords and armor, and he has
an extensive collection of each. He bought his son an aerobatics
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plane as an eighth-grade graduation gift. He tried to import a
Russian MIG-29 but the U.S. government said no. Ellison maintains
that morality is relative, arguing that the ancient Greeks did not con-
sider slavery as immoral. In Ellison’s mind, his own views represent
the triumph of reason and rationality over fashion and emotion in
every case.

His long-standing competition with Bill Gates led him to hire peo-
ple to rifle the dumpsters of industry trade associations during the
Microsoft antitrust trial, looking for evidence to bolster the govern-
ments’ argument against the firm.

THE PATRIOT ACT—WHY NOT?

Small wonder when Ellison came out in favor of national ID cards
in the aftermath of 9/11, saying, “…there is no privacy anymore any-
way.” His view of the future of technology is ‘network computing’
where any important data resides on network servers running Oracle
software. Network computing seems to have been a fleeting success,
but like Bluetooth, it may come back to an unusual extent.

SAY GOODNIGHT, PEOPLESOFT

Finally, even with his expensive habits and tastes, Ellison seems to
have some time on his hands. In 2003, Oracle initiated a hostile
takeover attempt of Peoplesoft Corporation. Peoplesoft, which has
recently acquired J.D. Edwards, comprises about 15% of the enterprise
software market. Enterprise Resource Software, used in the manage-
ment of large companies, is generally the technology and the market
segment most closely allied with large-scale relational databases.
Ellison and Oracle want to control that industry too. The Department
of Justice initiated a probe of Oracle because of the takeover attempt.
The disposition of the complaint now being heard in a San Francisco
Federal courtroom may determine the outcome of the $7.7 billion
takeover bid.

Peoplesoft is a firm with a reputation for stewardship and the per-
sonal touch. If the takeover is successful, 6,000 Peoplesoft employees
will lose their jobs. After that, presumably the application server mar-
ket will be next.  

Jim Rue writes about computers and conducts training and field service in
Orange County, CA. He can be reached at Caltrainer@NFWriter.com.
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