
“Inside every anarchy lurks an old boy network.” ~ Mitch Kapor

Mitchell Kapor, founder of Lotus Corporation, is a pragmatic
software developer. Whereas futurist and author Ray
Kurzweil expects computers to equal or exceed human

intellectual capacities in the next twenty years, Kapor has publicly bet
Kurzweil that no computer will pass the Turing test before 2029.

Though a programmer by temperament, Kapor’s background is more
varied. After growing up and graduating high school on Long Island,
Kapor received a multidisciplinary bachelors’ degree in Cybernetics from
Yale in 1971, when he was 21. He was a program manager and disk jockey
for radio stations in Cambridge, MA and Hartford, CN. He taught tran-
scendental meditation. He got a masters degree in psychology and became
a mental health counselor. Then, while he was pursuing another graduate
degree in Management at MIT, the Apple II came out. Kapor bought one.
Soon after that, Dan Bricklin and Bob Frankston finished writing Visicalc
(short for Visible Calculator), the first electronic spreadsheet.

VISICALC

Software Arts was right nearby in Cambridge, so Kapor started work-
ing for Bricklin and Frankston, writing BASIC programs under contract.
Kapor was project manager and wrote both VisiPlot and VisiTrend,
enhancements to Visicalc. He licensed the results to Software Arts,
reputedly for $1 million. Then, as Bricklin and Frankston wrestled with
the growing pains caused by too much success too soon (Visicalc sold
one million copies in a couple years), Kapor took his $1 million (some
say $2.5 million) and started Lotus Corporation.

IBM/PC AND 123

IBM released the IBM Personal Computer in 1981. With 16Kb of
memory and dual built-in 360Kb floppy drives, the Intel-based IBM PC
was considered by many the first ‘real’ personal computer (and for only
$1500 plus change!), and those buyers were hungry for software. Lotus
started up in 1982 and after a whirlwind of programmer teamwork the
first release of Lotus123 for ‘IBM/PCs and compatibles’ became avail-
able in 1983. Kapor had business savvy. Lotus growth was exponential
for a time. Income shot to $53 million in 1983 and tripled the follow-
ing year. The firm quickly went public. While tens of thousands of pro-
grams would be written in the next several years to run on the IBM,
Lotus 123 was the killer app that escorted the IBM personal computer
into bookkeepers’ offices and receptionists’ alcoves in the first place.
Such follow-up products as Lotus Symphony, Domino and Notes
groupware lodged Lotus in the marketplace, and while Excel and other

products have come to dominate small and medium sized business, the
Lotus brand still has thousands of devoted users.

Lotus Corporation headquarters were lodged for a time in an historic
building on the Charles River, which they had tricked out for business
and computer use, and Lotus offices were decidedly friendly to dogs.
After the sale of Lotus Corporation to IBM in 1995, one presumes
employee policies at Lotus changed. The sale brought $3.5 billion to
Lotus stockholders, not a bad ROI considering that Kapor had offered to
sell IBM the company in 1980 for $250 million and IBM had declined.

SOCIAL ACTIVISM

Kapor is clearly a child of the sixties. Even before the sudden success of
123, he sought out and championed causes, as evidenced by his work in
psychological counseling. Since ‘graduating’ with the sale to IBM, Kapor
has continued to seek ways to use his influence and economic power to
make a difference in the world. Lotus Corporation was the first American
company to sponsor a walk to benefit those stricken by AIDS. Lotus was
among the first to offer daycare on the premises. He also was co-founder
in 1990 of the Electronic Freedom Foundation (eff.org). The EFF has been
instrumental in protecting the public interest with regard to digital rights.

Kapor has always been a busy guy. Since moving from Massachusetts
to San Francisco a few years ago he has turned to ever more humanitar-
ian concerns, with his wife Freada Kapor Klein funding the Level
Playing Field Institute (lpfi.org) that seeks new ways to enfranchise
those challenged to succeed in business without the benefit of unfair
advantages. Kapor also serves on the board of the two-year-old Nutch
Organization (nutch.org), which offers an open source search engine
through the Apache Foundation that offers search engine indexing that
is free from commercial biases. He is also founder (in 2001) of the Open
Source Applications Foundation (osafoundation.org). In June 2005 the
OSAF announced plans for Chandler, an open source alternative to per-
sonal info managers like Outlook. Version 1.0 of Chandler should be
released soon. An open source server, Cosmo, is also planned.

Now 55, Kapor currently runs an investments company in downtown
San Francisco. Kapor Enterprises Inc., advises and assists budding
entrepreneurs. The firm has at least nine dogs on the permanent payroll
and is currently working to get SecondLife.com, a 3D online world
owned by its occupants, off the ground.

NaSPA member Jim Rue writes about computers and conducts training and
field service in Orange County, CA.

Mitch Kapor in the
Lotus Position

By  J im  R u e  

C
o

lu
m

n

Technical Support | January 2006 ©2006 Technical Enterprises, Inc. Reproduction of this document without permission is prohibited.


