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From Chapter 1. “Building Self-Confidence”

After my first year at lllinois in 1958, when | was to graduate with my
master’'s degree, the country was in a recession. Instead of having
twenty job offers, | got two: one from an Oklahoma oil refinery near
Tulsa and another from the Ethyl Corp. in Baton Rouge, Louisiana.
On the airplane for my Ethyl interview, | was traveling with one of my
associates from the University of lllinois when something odd
happened. The stewardess came back and said, “Mr. Welch,
would you like a drink?” She then turned to my colleague and
said, “Dr. Gaertner, would you like a drink?”

| thought that “Dr.” Gaertner sounded a lot better than “Mr.” Welch.
All I had to do was stay a couple of more years. So with not much
more foresight than that, | stayed at the university and went for my
Ph.D. It helped that the job market wasn't very good. It also helped
that | really liked my lllinois professors, especially Drickamer and my
thesis adviser, Dr. Jim Westwater.
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In graduate school, especially in a Ph.D. program, you live in the lab. You come in at eight in the
morning and go home at eleven at night. Sometimes you felt like you were judged on the number

of hours your lights were on. My thesis was on condensation in steam-supply systems. So | spent
hours vaporizing water and watching it condense on a copper plate.

Day after day, | snapped high-speed photographs of the geometry of the condensing drops on
the surface. | developed heat-transfer equations from these experiments. The funny thing about
a graduate thesis is that you get so hooked on it, you think you're doing Nobel Prize work.

With Jim Westwater;s strong support, | got my Ph.D. in three years, faster than almost anyone. It
took the typical grad student for to five years to get a Ph.D. | was hardly the program’s resident
genius. To pass the program’s two-language requirement, one summer | studied French and
German day and night for three straight months. | went into an exam room and tipped my
head. Everything | had put in my brain poured out at the other side. | managed to pass the
exams, but if you asked me one word in French or German a week later, | was done. My
“knowledge” emptied the moment | handed in those in exams.

Despite not being the smartest, | did have the focus to get the work done. Some of the more
intelligent people in the program had trouble finishing their theses. They couldn’t bring them to a
conclusion. My impatience helped me.
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| have always felt that chemical engineering was one of the best
backgrounds for a business career, because both the classwork
and required thesis teach you one very important lesson:
There are no finite answers to many questions. What really
counted was your thought process. A typical exam question went
something like this: An ice-skater weighs 150 pounds and is doing
figure-eights on ice an inch thick. The temperature is rising a
degree every ten minutes to 40 degrees, and wind is blowing 20
miles an hour. When will the skater fall through the ice?

There was no formulaic answer to that question.
(ZDMERBICITRES-BEIL LM HT)

The same is true for most business problems. The process
helps you get closer to the darker shade of gray. There are
rarely black-or-white answers. More often than not, business
is smell, feel, and touch as much as or more than numbers. If
we wait for the perfect answer, the world will pass us by.




