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Jake   02:18 

Thank you, Michael, for coming on and join me on the podcast today. 

It's a pleasure to have you on you are the co founder and general 

partner of 1517 Fund recently wrote a book called Paper belt on fire. 

Really enjoyed the book and have long admired your fund and your work 

before that with with Danielle, a previous podcast guest here on, you 

know, the teal fellowship and just all the stuff you guys have been 

working on for the last decade plus, so it's great to have you on and 

looking forward to the conversation, I think the best place to start 

would be just to tell your story. For those who don't know, you don't 

know 1517 fund, maybe you don't even know to fellowship somehow. And 

just as early as you're willing to start and you know, some of the 

decisions you made along the way and how you got to where you are 

today. 

 

Michael Gibson  03:05 

Sure, thanks. Thanks for the kind words. It's great to be on. And 

yeah, you've had a lot of great guests, so happy to join the group. So 

thanks for having me on. My background is I guess, going back 1518 

years now, I thought I'd become a professor of philosophy. I was 

working my way through grad school. And that's, you know, I really 

deep down wanted to be a writer. I was 18 or 19 I, there were writers 

I admired the poet TS Eliot, you look on the back of his books, the 

little biography section, often said that he had a PhD in philosophy 

from Harvard. And then another writer I admired was Tom Wolfe, the 

journalist, novelist, I love his journalism. And I always saw that he 

had a PhD in American Studies from Yale. So there was something in my 

head at 19, some imitative part of me that thought, oh, okay, well, 

maybe if I go to graduate school, that'll give me the time to learn a 

lot and right. Maybe like my heroes event didn't work out that way. I 

did love the subject. I studied the classics as well, ancient Greek 

and Latin, switched over to philosophy and then some five years in I 

was actually reading a book of Tom Wolf's it's a collection of his 

from the early 70s called the New Journalism. And he had collected 

these pieces from various writers, where he saw that writers were 

starting to use the techniques of the novel and short stories to tell 

true stories. You know, so what that means is, you know, character, 

conflict scene by scene construction. And these kinds of things rather 

than, like typical journalism that uses, you know, the lead, which is 
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like the who, what, why, and when of that you read in the newspapers. 

So I was reading that collection in the basement of a bookstore at 

Oxford University where I was in grad school. And I just thought to 

myself, Well, hell, I'm going to be in I can't be in academia for, and 

I'm not sure I want to be a teacher. So I, so I dropped out. And I got 

my first job as a writer for MIT's Technology Review, in Cambridge, 

Massachusetts that's affiliated with the University of MIT. And that 

was baptism by fire for me into covering science and technology. So 

that was a long time ago. And, you know, people always ask me, Well, 

how the hell did you end up in venture capital? It's like, okay, yeah, 

series of events that are very unlikely. From that point onward, where 

I came in the Peter Till's orbit, I interviewed for a job at his hedge 

fund and, and we just got along really well. And he asked me, if I'd 

help them teach a class at Stanford Law School. And so, a month later, 

after that interview, I accepted the job, I was excited, I thought, 

okay, I could do this for a year, then I'd go back to my Garrett, in 

the attic, where I was scribbling away thinking, back to my writing, 

but I showed up to work the first day, on September 27 2010. And the 

night before that Peter, and a couple other colleagues had come up 

with this idea to pay people to work on things outside of 

universities. And I arrived at work. And the idea was, you know, the, 

the general sense of it was there, but it was still being formed. And 

we had to go to Peter's house because he was gonna announce this 

program that day at TechCrunch. Disrupt. And so we were just on the 

fly. You know, I was in in a car with Peter and Jim O'Neill. And we're 

talking about what do we name this thing? How much money do we give. 

And then later on, Peter's on stage, being interviewed by Sarah Lacy, 

of TechCrunch. And he's talking about this program in the present 

tense, like it already says, and so that was the teal fellowship. So 

that was launched on my first day of work. And, and I got, I was 

pulled into it, you know, having been there, I guess, at the founding 

moment, and ended up CO running that program for five years with 

Danielle Strachman and some other people, Peter, Jim O'Neill, 

Jonathan, Cain, and others. And yeah, we just saw some amazing things 

come out of that program. I mean, there are a lot of lists out there. 

But at the top, I'd put, you know, batalik booter, and launched 

Aetherium, 2020 13 2014. Dylan field, we helped him launch figma, way 

back in 2012. So by 2015, we had seen a lot of, we saw some promising 

companies and stuff like the ones I just said, and others. And so 
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Danielle, and I thought, wow, you know, we could launch a VC fund. 

Based on this thesis, we could be making money, not just giving away 

grants. And so we launched our fund 1517, Danielle, and I, so I just 

told you my background, and you had her on, and it's a guest, she's a, 

she's a charter school principal, she founded a charter school in San 

Diego educator. And so, you know, if we had just applied for jobs at 

any VC fund, no one would hire us. The fact that we started our own 

fund and convinced investors to believe in us that's what got us 

going. So yeah, really, you know, Tarzan swinging vine, the vine? I'm 

not sure it really makes sense. But it happened. So, you know, we're, 

we're pretty unusual in being fund managers, given our backgrounds. So 

yeah, I thought I'd tell that story in the book. I that that's out 

now, just because I think it's such an interesting business story. You 

know, we, we have these unusual backgrounds, we have this strange 

thesis that we invest in people who don't have college degrees. And 

we've already returned a great deal of money to our investors, over 

200 million to date. And, you know, there are lots of companies in our 

funds that are still growing. So more on the way and, and so to me, 

that's an incredible business story. The establishment doesn't want to 

hear it. But you know, I found a publisher who was willing to put 

something out. And to bring it full circle is like I wanted to tell 

the story, in the sense that the new journalist did, I didn't want to 

just make a set of policy arguments about higher education and wanting 

to really give a behind the scenes first person account, you know, 

what were the sounds and sights of this decade, where we launched this 

crazy program. and worked with some exceptional people. 

 

Jake   10:03 

Yeah, it's interesting. First of all, you know, thanks for sharing the 

stories. It's super interesting, you know, start to finish. And 

hopefully you're not anywhere near finished. But where you are today, 

at least, I think, you know, the book you mentioned, I forget who it 

was who had talked about writing, you know, new, real stories sort of 

as, as if they're fiction or as if one would write fiction. And I 

actually sort of remarked to myself, while I'm reading your book, this 

sort of feels like fiction, in a way. Anything's like, outrageously 

unreal, or anything like that. But it's just, it read like a real 

story. And I really enjoyed that. Because I personally, like as much 

as I want to read nonfiction, or I want to read fiction rather all the 
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time, I always end up picking up a nonfiction just because I feel like 

I can get more out of it or something. And this was a nice sort of in 

between where I felt like I was reading fiction, but it was 

nonfiction. And, you know, like, you alluded to the fund 1517, the one 

that you and Danielle started. It's done extremely well, I read it was 

like top one or 2% I think well funds in your class in terms of 

returns. And, you know, so that's nothing to scoff at. And a lot of 

people I think, don't know that. Yeah, do you know is about the teal 

Fellowship, which, you know, we're talking a little bit before the 

conversation, but it's just like, that's not a little bit more time 

for, you know, the metallics and the Dylan fields to come out. Even, 

you know, Dylan just sold this company, I think within the last year, 

game has been on the map a little longer than that. But these very 

early stage venture bets, especially when you're investing in kids who 

are, you know, around 20 flat, if they're dropping out of college, or 

not yet in college, or whatever it might be. It takes some time for 

these stories become success story. So really excited to see what 

comes 1517 You know, in addition to what's already come, and she's 

awesome to sort of see what you and Danielle are doing very 

untraditional backgrounds, like you said, and I think there's a lot to 

learn from it. So excited, you know, to dig into some of that today. 

But I want to start by going a little bit you mentioned, you know, 

you've always wanted to be a writer, did you dabble in anything 

serious prior to, you know, your, your recent book. 

 

Michael Gibson  12:19 

So even even when I was in college and grad school, I would intern 

wherever I could I interned at local newspapers, I, I worked at the 

Atlantic Monthly, way back when it was in Boston. So I had some 

experience in the world of, you know, magazine and news writing. But, 

you know, when I left grad school, and I worked as a journalist for 

about two years, I switched from being full time to freelancing. And, 

and I did that, because I realized, you know, the idea was that I work 

in journalism, and cut the fat off my prose. And then that would 

prepare me for the main event, which would be a novel, or maybe some 

work of nonfiction. And I just found like, the day to day job just 

didn't give me enough time to really feel like I was in a place to do 

that. So I started working freelance, and then I had a brother, I have 

a brother who lives in LA, and I was thinking, okay, you know, there's 
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a lot going on in LA now with television, and so on. And so I spent 

some time actually writing scripts, and nothing was ever made, you 

know, I was always trying to break on to, you know, some show or, you 

know, I'd take any job I could, but, but nothing was ever made, that I 

ever wrote in. But but you know, I'm still proud of some of the 

scripts that I put together for my portfolio. One of them was a show 

idea I had, you know, as part of your, to convince people that you 

know, your creative, you got to have, you know, maybe write a version 

of law in order to show that you can meet the specs of an already 

existing show. But you also have to show that you can create your own 

stuff. And so, I came up with this idea. There was these news stories 

I came across at the time, about a baseball agent who was arrested for 

human trafficking. I thought that was interesting. When you looked 

into it, it turned out he was a Cuban American. And Cuba is a hothouse 

of baseball talent. And in the 90s, starting in the 1990s, it became 

very worthwhile for these players to leave that poor communist country 

where they made you know, $5 a day and and make it to America where 

they had a chance to make millions in the big leagues. And so I read 

about the sports agent who was someone who would first rotate that 

defection. But interestingly enough, it's like such a strange 

underworld that the FBI arrested him for human trafficking, which was, 

you know, it wasn't trafficking in the typical sense. It was more just 

he was smuggling baseball players from Cuba. So I thought that was 

fascinating background. And just as in the sopranos that, you know, in 

that prestige television era, I started to notice in this in the genre 

that you know, you take the sopranos, Mad Men Breaking Bad. And each 

of those examples, you have a family drama, overlapping with some 

second life that is in the underworld, or in you know, just separate 

from the family and often in conflict with it. So with the sopranos, 

obviously, you know, Tony Soprano is part of the mob and Mad Men, you 

know, there's the life in the suburbs versus the glamorous city. In 

all the affairs, the hat Don Draper has Breaking Bad, straightforward, 

same thing, you know, family life guy trying to save his family and 

thinking he's gonna die. And so he's brought into the world of meth 

dealing. So I thought I, the show I wrote was was in that vein is 

like, okay, the main character is this Cuban baseball agent who 

smuggles in baseball players to play in the Major Leagues, which is 

illegal, but I thought it would be interesting to get into the fabric 

and richness of life and Cuban. In in Miami, you know, the more the 
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research I did on that was so interesting. So yeah, I wrote a pilot 

scripts for the show. And I, it was the thing that took me furthest, I 

got some meetings with production companies, and so on. And that was 

kind of fun to be exposed to, like Hollywood attitudes. I just 

remember this one guy from legendary films, he like, wouldn't take his 

sunglasses off in the meeting. He was telling me, he's like, you can't 

have a male protagonist, only women watch TV. And no one gives a shit 

about baseball. And I was like, what? So I, you know, I'm proud of 

that work. I don't know, you know, I don't think it'll ever be made. 

But it was an interesting project. And, you know, what's weird to me 

is thematically it fits what I do now, which is, instead of smuggling 

baseball players, you know, I'm freeing people from dead institutions. 

So whether it's Cuba and baseball players or you know, talented people 

in some stale college, maybe they're, they're all being freed from 

something. 

 

Jake   17:36 

That's a really interesting analogy. And maybe you can find some, you 

know, college dropout, filmmakers to go and or, you know, pick this up 

a chance. Yeah, I mean, you rattled off like three of my favorite 

shows of all time, and sopranos, Mad Men and Breaking Bad. So if this 

is in that category, I'm sure it's gonna be right up my alley. So just 

need to find the right the right person to seed invest to go make it. 

But I'll try to maybe slightly force a little bit of a second analogy 

to the one you just made between this and and what you're doing today. 

But, you know, you sort of you sort of, like, analyze the top few most 

successful shows the time and we're able to, like, take that template 

and, and write up this pilot. If you had to sort of take a template 

out of what you've seen from, you know, Vitalik and Dylan field and 

are damning, and some of the others from the teal fellowship, as well 

as some of the folks who invested in 1517. You know, the show version 

was you've got like a family man, and he's got this, you know, 

separate life of sorts, or this, you know, hustle like you, like you 

were talking about? Obviously, I don't think the founder version is 

going to match that quiet, but you had to sort of come up with a 

template and and write a pilot, like, who would be your your pilot 

founder? How would you sort of think about writing that? 

 

Michael Gibson  19:03 
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I think that's a great question. On the founder side, I think, think 

people are either fighters or survivors. And there's a little bit of 

an I mean, one, one trait that they all seem to have is a demonstrated 

record of executing on things outside of institutions, often in an 

unforgiving environment, you know, people resisting what they're 

doing. It's like we when we first started the fellowship, we've met a 

lot of people who are really great at operating within an institution, 

taking assignments, finishing them, taking tests doing well. And 

that's just a different type of person from the type who's able to go 

out in the wild and Create something. So that's something we had to 

pick up on. I think, you know, there's a whole genre of literature 

called the building's Roman, which is like a fancy phrase for the 

coming of age story. And a subset of that is like, it's called the 

Kunstler, Roman, which is, these are German phrases. So that's like 

the coming of age story about an artist. So famously, there's like, 

James Joyce, Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. And, you know, 

there are lots of these stories about the coming of age of an artist. 

But it's pretty rare to find one in the history of literature about 

the coming of age of a entrepreneur or a scientist, even in, you know, 

there's Aerosmith by Sinclair Lewis. But it's pretty rare to find like 

a great novel in the past about the coming of age of a scientist. And 

so I wonder, you know, there's this unexplored genre and storytelling, 

where maybe what we need is the portrait of the innovator as a, as a 

young man, something like that, you know, maybe it's like, I've seen a 

couple movies in the last month that I like, one was I rewatched, the 

movie whiplash, fantastic movie, about a jazz drummer who comes up 

against this, this really brutal drill sergeant of a conductor in 

school. But you know, the twist is like this. It's like pressure 

creates diamonds, and this twisted relationship brings out the 

greatness and the drummer. And then on the other hand, there's the 

there's the movie by Steven Spielberg, the fable, man. So it's 

basically a biography about Spielberg, in that story, I mean, he's not 

a fighter, like the drummer, he's more of just a survivor. And it's 

great story, because it's like, all these things that he had to go 

through growing up. And I wonder with a lot of the, like, when I think 

of the teal fellows and some of the younger people I've worked with, I 

wonder if there are similar circumstances. In I bet there's room for a 

lot of storytelling, you know, so it's like, you've had Danielle on 

the podcast me, it's like, the story that needs to be told eventually 
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is like the memoir of Dylan field. Right. And, and so I'd love that 

or, you know, some depiction of that down the road to emerge more more 

of that. When I think of movies like The Social Network, you know, the 

the innovator there, Zuckerberg is, is actually not likable, even 

always entertaining unscreened. And so I wonder what it would be like 

to see movies or, or to read novels, where instead the story was more 

positive. 

 

Jake   22:49 

That's, it's interesting, because, you know, as just as we started 

this episode, and, you know, as I've started, pretty much every prior 

one, I do sort of start by asking, not just, you know, what's your 

story, but like, I've put an emphasis on like, your, what's your early 

story, like, start as early as you're willing to, and, you know, some 

people like to pick up starting in college, or whatever it might be, 

but a surprising number of people and surprising number of my guests 

who are founders, you know, they'll start by, you know, saying, where 

they're born and like, the first time they played with a computer when 

they were five years old, or, you know, what influences they had from 

their parents and stuff like this? And I don't, you know, I have, 

like, some rationale for why I start every podcast with that question, 

but nothing like, so sophisticated, it's just sort of felt like the 

right place to start. And I think what you just said about, sort of 

the early story, and, and, you know, just whether it's like being 

anti, you know, like, against sort of authorities or, you know, not 

refusing to necessarily, like just follow all the rules in school and 

doing something outside of it, whatever it might be, like, there's 

these early trends that are just really interesting to hear about. 

People, my hope is that, you know, people listening who are relatively 

young and still have their whole lives ahead of them can sort of hear 

these stories, and self identify with certain characteristics and 

starting to believe that, you know, maybe they can do some pretty 

interesting things themselves, because I think a lot, I think, I think 

a big problem is like sort of people will go roughly as far as they 

believe that they can go. And so if you can sort of give them the 

encouragement and that belief, I think it actually might move the 

needle a bit. For some people. It's kind of interesting. Yeah. 

 

Michael Gibson  24:33 
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I think that's certainly right. Because right now, I think we live in 

a society that doesn't really value. The the inventor, the scientist, 

the entrepreneur, I think he's maybe the scientist has the highest 

status, but in our mind, most like culturally, I think the scientists 

now is someone like Fauci, right? Yeah. Or maybe like the head of a 

different artment at a university, but it's pretty rare nowadays. Like 

I believe in greatness. And that doesn't mean I don't believe in 

movements or community, or even institutions like universities, but 

but I think there is a place to honor the greatness of individuals. 

And, you know, in the same way that we can say, like, Michael Jordan 

was the greatest of all time. We can also say there would be no 

Jordan, if there weren't the bowls, or the NBA and the fans. So I 

think the same is true of of entrepreneurs where it could be the case 

that okay, yeah, you know, maybe someone else would have invented this 

thing a year or two later. But I still think, you know, individuals 

are, you know, some are just really talented. And it's sometimes it's 

can be inspiring to just see how great they are. Even if there is that 

background assumption that okay, yeah, the the wider picture matters 

as well, I, you know, it's seems to be political, mainly, that the 

individual is denigrated, and especially when it comes to science and 

tech progress, I think there are a lot of people on the left to want 

to diminish the contribution of individuals, it doesn't it's not so 

overt. It's more like these theories about, you know, simultaneous 

independent invention, and all that kind of stuff. But, but I still 

think these stories are important to tell because, you know, it 

motivates others to want to be a part of it, you know, kind of taking 

a sideways turn here, one question I had been thinking about, because 

I came across a book on the subject is, in sports is, you know, 

America is just terrible at soccer. And, or, you know, maybe we've 

gotten a little bit better. But, you know, the big question is like, 

why the, why is it the case that the US men's soccer team will never 

win the World Cup? And I think the answer to that question, there are 

interesting parallels with the idea of like, why don't great inventors 

and scientists come from anywhere, you know why, you know, right now, 

the US is still probably the most dynamic nation in the world. You 

know, people are capable of doing things here that they can't 

elsewhere. But it's also partly, it's like cultural mulch we're 

talking about, in in the soccer example, one of the arguments is that 

in countries like Brazil, and elsewhere, you know, young kids are 
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playing soccer on the street with a rock in an alley. And they do it 

from the time they're five, because there's just this whole 

institution of soccer, it's glamorous, it attracts attention, it's 

charismatic pulls people in, people dream about having careers in it. 

And, and likewise, I think, you know, and we don't have that in the 

US, to the extent that we have soccer, it's like this, you know, okay, 

you're going to join this organized team that has adult supervision, 

here, these drills and techniques that will help you get better, and 

so on. But, but all of that is just too structured, and to top down, 

and so US Men's players, they just tend not to have the creativity of 

someone who came up through the Brazilian system, or the French 

system, and so on. And so I think the same is true of creativity in 

some of these other fields that we need to pay attention to the 

cultural bottom up, like what's happening down there, so that people 

aren't being, you know, you can't drill these techniques into people 

to be creative. That's not how it works. So as a society, I think 

storytelling is part of that. 

 

Jake   28:41 

Do you think that you can be intentional or sort of manufacture that 

it's like sort of a when you call a oxymoron, or whatever? But do you 

think you can, like sort of manufacture the organic culture in a 

sense, where like, you take a place and you give it, you know, the 

analogous version of sort of Brazil's cultural, you know, relation to 

soccer and something like that? Or is it something that truly sort of 

can only come up by accident in a way? 

 

Michael Gibson  29:14 

Yeah, that's like a $10 trillion question, because there are all these 

nations and cities and so on that want to become the next Silicon 

Valley. But all their efforts have failed. I think you certainly need 

the right policies, you know, you're just not going to have an 

innovative society in a strongly socialist country, or in a 

authoritarian country. You know, I take a take a look at China now and 

the shift that they've made in the last few years. President GE 

deciding that, you know, a lot of their tech entrepreneurs were 

accumulating too much power and influence and so he said to put them 

in their place that has to have a chilling effect on on, you know, 

that act, that cultural activity of entrepreneurs in their country. So 
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you need the right policies, and that could just be the rule of law, 

stable monetary policy, you know, pretty boring stuff. But when it 

comes to it's like, think about differences in places. Sometimes 

historians have argued that maybe it would have been better if the 

United States hadn't had its revolution and seceded from the British 

Empire. But it's interesting if you and their arguments are like, Oh, 

well, slavery was ended sooner in the British Empire. And, and that's 

a good thing. Okay, we can agree on that. But, but one thing that 

stands out is if you do these nation by nation comparisons, the United 

States versus other Empire you know, other nations or territories in 

the empire, Australia, Canada, New Zealand, even the UK itself, and 

all of those places are not as creative as the United States. So maybe 

there is something about the rebellious nature of the American people 

that lends itself to that kind of like street soccer style, bottom up 

mentality, whether it's in science or the arts, I don't know. But like 

America certainly has its share of, of, you know, contrarian rebels, 

and, and so on. But you know, that's not in every area and not like, 

you could go in different areas of the arts or whatever, you know, I'm 

not saying the US is the best of everything. But it is interesting 

that it's been so dynamic compared to some of those similar oriented 

nations. So yeah, it's tough to I don't know how you would recreate 

that to be honest. Maybe maybe the best way would be like these 

charter city ideas, where if you take our, you got to start from zero, 

so it's like, okay, we're just starting a new city. And then the 

people who move there by nature, just because they're the types of 

people who would move to a new city in a weird place might be have 

that general attitude as well. I'm speculating here, though. 

 

Jake   32:13 

Yeah, it's all like, speculate a little further, because I think it's 

interesting, actually, I just sort of, from your answer, if I were to 

pull like a couple of main themes, it's like, on the one hand, you 

need policy that at the very least, is somewhat accommodating, it 

can't be like, you can't fail on account of policy, because you can 

fail on a kind of policy. And because you can, like the policies need 

to be at least good enough that they sort of allow for 

entrepreneurship, and, you know, building big companies and things 

like this, that's sort of one thing like friendly ish policy, and 

perhaps even policy that serves as a plus. And then secondarily, if 
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you can sort of set the stage in a way that attracts, you know, taking 

the US as an example, people who tend to be more adventurous, more 

risk taking more, you know, the types of people who are gonna go 

towards the frontier and leave something better. If you can create a 

place like that, and start to attract those types of people. It might 

take, you know, a couple of generations for the place to sort of get 

off, get its feet and things like this. But, you know, the kids of the 

kids of the people who take the chance to go to this new place might 

end up being like the next great generation of entrepreneurs. Yeah, or 

something like 

 

Michael Gibson  33:28 

that. I think that's yeah, that's a great description of the theory 

that I would I would hold, it's got to be something like that. Whereas 

the opposite would be to like, take some random city right now, 

Charlotte, North Carolina, and just say, Okay, we'll change some 

policy tweaks here and there, and then suddenly expect, you know, this 

creativity to flourish? I think that is probably misguided. 

 

Jake   33:51 

Yeah, yeah. It's interesting. I think, you know, there's something to 

be said for like, sort of, deep enough characteristically for these 

certain types of founders going back to their childhood, like you 

said, and there's like something different enough about these types of 

people who go to be great entrepreneurs, or scientists or artists, or 

whatever it might be that it sort of like is in the blood. And 

obviously, there's some aspects of their development and circumstance 

and lock and all these things that contribute as well. But you sort of 

need everything, or at least a few of those things. 

 

Michael Gibson  34:20 

Right? Yeah. It's pretty grandiose. But I wanted my book to be a 

meditation on creativity, because creativity is still such a mystery 

at every single level telescoping out. So we talked about creative 

individuals, creative societies. Yeah. So in the book, it's like, I 

certainly wanted to, you know, there's a chapter where I go through 

some of those character traits that I think a lot of great founders 

have, certainly doesn't guarantee success. And, you know, it's family 

resemblance, but, you know, it's our best, best attempt at that. But 
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then, for instance, I lived in San Francisco Go for 10 years. And that 

could have been the next Athens of a renaissance. And instead, over 

the 10 years, I saw the city destroyed by bad policy. So it's like 

these creative clusters, Silicon Valley, it's a very rare and precious 

thing. As we've discussed, we don't know how to generate them at will. 

So when they do exist, we should do our best not to destroy them. And 

it saddens me that, you know, that was pretty much done over the last 

10 years. And then we can think about nations, either compared with 

each other, or even just the same nation compared with itself over 

time. And, you know, I think it's pretty fair to say that, you know, 

as dynamic as the United States is now, you know, maybe in previous 

eras, it was even more creative, just because the rate of progress was 

faster. So I think, you know, those, it's like, I obviously did not 

provide the answers to what makes these different things creative. 

But, but I wanted to offer my reflection on it. And at the individual 

level, I love that. Yeah, these childhoods of people. You know, one 

thing that from Peter Thiel that stood out, you know, through his 

understanding of Rene Girard, the French literary theorist, 

anthropologist was, you know, this quality that Gerard looked for in 

scapegoats through World Mythology. So the scapegoat is, you know, 

chosen by the crowd, because they, they're, they're looking to bring 

back order during a social crisis. And Girard, you know, noticed that 

a lot of these scapegoats had this insider outsider quality polarity, 

where, on the one hand, they're not so strange and foreign, that 

they're, you know, could not have possibly caused the social crisis at 

hand. But then, on the other hand, neither are they so close to the 

inner circle, let's say that they are too protected, you know, in the 

court of the king or whatever. So, you know, Peter saw that insider, 

outsider tension, you know, I like to say, in the words of David 

Byrne, of the talking heads, you know, strange but not a stranger. And 

we saw that in a lot of people we've worked with, I think, a great 

example, is just an immigrant to the United States where, you know, on 

the one hand, they're United States citizens, but on the other there, 

they're different. And they see things differently, because they're, 

you know, from somewhere else, and maybe they have more to prove, or 

who knows what, but the, you know, the track record of immigrants in 

Silicon Valley is pretty extraordinary. And so in my book, yeah, I 

wanted to talk about my own childhood, where I and I saw it through 

that framework of insider outsider where, you know, I grew up. And I 
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believe, you know, one person was my dad. And when I was about 20, I 

learned that, you know, I had a different biological father, and he 

had passed away when I was younger, about 18 months old. And so I had 

grown up, you know, as part of my family, I was an insider, but I was 

also an outsider by intuition, because I looked different. My 

temperament was different from my siblings. So I thought it was fair 

if I was going to talk about that. And the way I saw it until fellows 

and founders, I thought I'd try to do a self portrait as well. Is, 

especially because I think we're doing something different. So you 

know, it's like, okay, I'm thinking about what motivates people to see 

things and we're trying different, you know, things outside the norm. 

And I think that inside or outside or character characteristic is part 

of it. 

 

Jake   38:43 

Yeah, that's a good frame. And the beginning of your book was 

certainly interesting. It's the beginning of your own personal story 

with the I'll give some suspense for the listeners who want to go read 

it. But there's a interview for the CIA at some point, and some pretty 

interesting twists that I guess lend themselves to me feeling like I 

was reading a bit of fiction. 

 

Michael Gibson  39:05 

That's pretty far out there. Yeah. 

 

Jake   39:08 

So I think, you know, we got like, maybe 10 to 15 minutes left. And 

one really interesting thing, obviously, I'm sort of I don't know if 

it's obvious, but I'm very interested in sort of how to not only, you 

know, create cultures of greatness and, you know, lend themselves to 

entrepreneurs and great new things and things like this, but how, as 

someone in your position, you know, venture capitalists formally, you 

know, teal Fellowship, which is nonprofit, but substantially similar 

sort of job descriptions, I would say, and just identifying talent, 

which, you know, we've sort of, we've talked about in a number of 

ways, but I'm, I'm curious from sort of a more practical perspective. 

If I can sort of split the process into a few different chapters, or, 

you know, segments or whatever you might call it stages. There's like, 

first of all, you have to attract the great entrepreneurs to be 
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interested in whatever it is you're doing, whether it's to fellowship, 

or taking an investment from 1517, whatever it might be, there's like 

the attraction, sort of segment. And then there's the identification, 

I think with to fellowship at a certain time, you guys had on the 

order of like, 10,000 applications that you sifted into, you know, 

maybe 100. And then even less for the people actually got through, I 

think 100 was just for, like, the onsite or something like that, like 

on that order. And then, so that's like, sort of attraction 

identification. And then once they're in whether it's in the to 

fellowship, or, you know, an investment of your fund, you have to at 

the least, you know, not screw them up, and at the most be, so you 

know, pivotal to their development, that you actually serve a large 

function in sort of making them great. Somewhere in between there. And 

all of those you sort of need to nail because you can get, you know, 

Vitalik is one of 10,000. But if you miss them, you miss him, or if 

you get them and then put them through some process that's, you know, 

maybe something like college or whatever. Maybe he doesn't go on to 

start that, you know, a theory or pick another example, same type of 

thing. So, I don't know which one of those is sort of more interesting 

for you to focus on, or you can sort of high level all three of them. 

But yeah, the extent that you're willing to share sort of insights 

that you came across, and any of those three segments of the process, 

I'd be super interested to hear? 

 

Michael Gibson  41:32 

For sure. I think, yeah, I think attraction, identification, and then 

development. What I think we know the most about are the first two 

attractions pretty straightforward. When when we started the 

fellowship, we had Peter Till's brand, you know, his name and fame, to 

draw people in still not many in 2010. I think our first class, we had 

438 applications somewhere around there. But nevertheless, it was like 

the bat signal in the sky that people saw. And so they could apply, 

you know, if I just started a fellowship in 2010, not many people 

would be interested. So, so that's important. I think it'd be tough to 

start from scratch, just sort of thrown your shingle up, although, you 

know, maybe not. It's like, if you have money to get out, maybe 

there's ways of, of attracting people. But you know, it was our it was 

our main concern is like, how do we make sure that there's no one out 

there who fits the mold of someone who would become a teal fellow, but 
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somehow didn't hear about us, and just did it on their own? There 

aren't many stories, I think, where that was the case. So it is a 

challenge. But it seems pretty straightforward, because it's like 

marketing. And you just approach it with the same strategies that 

maybe you would use for for any other company. identification that 

that I think, okay, there's, there's a lore and tradition in Silicon 

Valley with identification. And different investors have different 

rules of thumb. But I think they all especially at the startup stage, 

they all have converged on three elements that that matter. Number one 

is the team. And we've focused on the characteristics and 

capabilities, and so on. The next two elements would be the size of 

the market opportunity, and the product. And, you know, depending on 

who the investor is, they'll put greater emphasis on on one of those. 

With venture investing in general, it's always this concern, what the, 

is this VC scalable? Meaning is this an opportunity that has the 

potential to become a, a company worth billions of dollars. And the 

reason VCs care about that as their business model, because they make, 

let's say, they make 40 investments, maybe maybe two are going to work 

out and they have to count on those two to return the whole fund, and 

then the product at the earliest stage. That's probably the least 

important, but, you know, it still matters somewhat. And, you know, 

it's like you can, if I think of Facebook, for example, when 

Zuckerberg pitched Peter Thiel, it was, you know, they they had 

released it in Harvard. And it was, you know, the traction was quite 

strong there the engagement, so it wasn't about a huge number of 

users. It was just like, oh, this product is sticky. And people love 

coming back to it. So those are like the main elements of of trying to 

figure out the identification piece, and naturally, some people are 

going to be better than others. And maybe there are tools in the trade 

people could, you know, try to share that knowledge with each other. 

But the the last element you talked about, I think is the least 

understood, and probably the most difficult, I think we're still in 

the dark ages here. We don't really know that talent development, it 

goes back to the soccer example where there's some, there are some 

back office type things that you can teach entrepreneurs. Meaning like 

the accounting, you know, what, just, you know, the various sides of a 

business that can be somewhat rationalized sales, so on, but like, the 

the mystery is like, Well, how do you how do you develop the talent to 

create new things and bring them the markets like that? No one knows 
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how to teach that and develop it really. I think there are ways of 

supporting it. But But I think it's still a mystery. And, you know, I 

work as a fund, we're trying to learn more, I think, I think that's 

how we can expand entrepreneurship is, we have this 1k grant, we give 

out, no strings attached. It's just like, Hey, you want money to build 

a prototype? Go, go test it out, try it, try something. And I think at 

the lowest level, if we can teach people to just try things, you know, 

don't, don't do something, because it's trying to impress a college 

admissions board. Instead, just try this thing out. Like, if we can 

find the little nudges and techniques like this 1k grant, you know, 

maybe we can help develop talent that way. But I think that the best 

teachers the game, and so it's like, how can we how can we get more 

people in the game, when the stakes are lower, or the you know, the 

results aren't, aren't as dire and so on, I think that might be a way 

to help cultivate talent. But when it comes to like creativity, in 

general, I've read a lot of the research psychology on that, and we 

don't even know how to measure it, how to teach it. So talent 

development, to me is like this, you know, this, this vast ocean that 

still needs exploration? 

 

Jake   47:05 

Yeah, well, you know, you guys are definitely doing something right. 

And I don't know which stage it's necessarily at. But between the 

three of them, you guys have something, something pretty cool going 

on. And like I said, I'm looking forward to seeing how it all plays 

out. And, you know, the next decade and and just generally, I think 

that, you know, also that the one key grand thing that you mentioned, 

I think the rule, I think for sort of it goes back to what we talked 

about earlier with, you know, giving people you went you went a little 

grant, it sort of gives you that little extra dose of belief. And 

maybe that's like the little extra thing that you need to actually go 

and, and start something that you've been wanting to start for a long 

time and haven't sort of had the little tiny push that you need to go 

and, and go do it. And then I'm sure for you guys. It's awesome, where 

you give them that little seed. And then I know there's at least an 

instance or two in the book of these founder stories where they took 

the 1000 and then went and started and, you know, sure enough when I 

went on to build a great company that you guys were early investors in 

a more meaningful way. Yeah. So it makes a lot of sense. I think. Just 
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because we're coming up on time, I think a great place to end would be 

to explain the title of your book. So people paper belt on fire, not 

like an obvious title for sort of this collection of stories that 

you're going to So explain sort of like, what that means. I mean, I 

thought it was a great title that got me to buy the book. And then 

once I bought it, I loved it. But it 

 

Michael Gibson  48:31 

seems polarized, actually, I've met some, some journalists are so on. 

We're like, I'm not sure about this title. But maybe they don't 

 

Jake   48:42 

listen to me, I got the establishment. 

 

Michael Gibson  48:44 

I, I wanted to convey this. So a buddy of mine Balaji Srinivasan had 

came up with this idea, that paper belt, roughly, it's just as the 

Rust Belt defines the Midwest. And its hollowed out industries and 

some of the social dysfunction that follows from that Balaji and I 

were jamming on ideas and like 2020 13 or so and, and we and we saw 

this idea of the paper belt is like the next region that was going to 

experience the gales of creative destruction, you know, in positive 

and negative ways. And so the paper belt to find this area from 

Washington DC to Boston, where in Washington, they print money laws, 

regulations, passports, visa is on paper. In Delaware companies 

incorporate on paper in New York, newspapers print on paper, New York 

Times Wall Street Journal, media, Madison Avenue on paper, and then as 

the sort of Pinnacle symbol of the the height of American higher 

education, Harvard and MIT to print diplomas on paper and in Boston so 

that we characterized as the paper Built on fire just means it's, 

it's, you know, these, these institutions are not performing to their 

stated purpose. You know, you could go one by one and you know 

catastrophes of one kind or another another have have occurred over 

the last call it 3040 years, and especially picking up in the last 

decade. So one thing that stood out to me about the paper belt is 

that, you know, in contrast to, let's say, you know, the technology 

underlying Bitcoin, so with, with, with the paper belt institution, 

whenever you're relying on paper to communicate something, whether 

it's the US dollar, or a Harvard diploma, you have an institution that 
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has members that are supposed to first authenticate that this piece of 

paper is real, and then validate that it signals something of value. 

So it's like the Federal Reserve prints dollars, supposed to indicate 

some value stored in it, and they're supposed to protect that value. 

And, you know, authenticate, it's real, the Treasury Department's so 

on. But, you know, diplomas the same thing, they print diplomas, it's 

meant to certain signals something about its bearer. And so one thing 

I noticed is that within these institutions, the people who are in 

them have become way less reliable. We don't know if the news is real 

anymore. You know, the whole fake news. You know, people print the 

news on paper, but it's, you know, it's not that these institutions 

are no longer trustworthy. And I think the same is true of the diploma 

as well. I don't think we can trust the institutions to authenticate 

the learning behind it, if any. So I thought that was kind of 

interesting. Whereas with Bitcoin, the whole thing was set up as like, 

Okay, well, how do you? How do you disintermediate, that institution, 

and Satoshi Nakamoto invented a clever solution to that problem? No, I 

don't think it's necessarily the answer in each of these other cases. 

But I do think it illuminates these weaknesses, when insiders either 

become corrupt, or just don't perform up to their stated mission, or 

what, you know, what causes institutional decays? Good, good question. 

But it does seem to be the trend of our time. And so I wanted to name 

the book that because you know, as a fun, we're fighting against one 

institution, we've touched on others with a theory them and, and so I 

thought it'd be fun to name the book that 

 

Jake   52:35 

it's going to say, you know, you guys are certainly putting your money 

where your mouth is with this with the non dropouts and sort of I 

think I read somewhere shorting higher education. So that's one of the 

core pieces of the paper. Well, I'm like you said, you know, 

supporting a theory, and I didn't really think about that, but that's 

taken another angle. And sure enough, you guys will be laying the 

whole thing on fire. I bet. So, yeah, so awesome conversation, I want 

to leave people with somewhere to go and something to do after this. 

So where can people go you know, find and read your book and 

entrepreneurs who might be listening or, you know, aspiring 

entrepreneurs, how do they get involved, get their pitch over to 1517, 

where people go and find you and follow up. 
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Michael Gibson  53:19 

So anyone can go to our website, we have a form submission. That's 

pretty quick and easy to fill out the best way to get in touch with 

us, we pretty much answer all the the ones we receive. So that's a 

good place to just reach out if you're interested in that 1k grant or 

even pitching us on a startup. We're also on Twitter. I'm I'm I was a 

tech journalist when Twitter launched and so I thought it was like a 

platform for haikus. So, my handle has been the poet William Blake. 

But you can find Danielle and some of our other team members on 

Twitter. And my book Yeah, paper belts on fire on sale at your local 

bookstore or through Amazon. There's also Kindle and audible so I 

heard the actor who reads the book is pretty good. So I encourage 

people to check it out. 

 

Jake   54:15 

Awesome. Well, thanks again, Mike for taking the time. It's an awesome 

conversation and I really appreciate it. 

 

Michael Gibson  54:20 

All right, Jake be well. 

 


