THE EXECUTIVES INSTITUTE

100 Essential Business Memoirs &
Founding Stories

Autobiographies, founder narratives, and American Dream stories that capture the real texture of
building something from nothing. These are not theory books — they are the lived experiences of the
men and women who dared to build.

THE FOUNDING FATHERS — ALL-TIME AMERICAN DREAM CLASSICS

n Title / Author | Year Why It Belongs on This List

1 Shoe Dog Nike founder's raw memoir of bootstrapping from $50 to a global
Phil Knight empire. Bill Gates calls it one of the best books ever written.
2016

2 Made in America Walmart's founder recounts building the world's largest retailer
Sam Walton from a small-town Arkansas dime store — pure American grit.
1992

3  Pour Your Heart Into It How a Brooklyn kid from the projects transformed a Seattle coffee
Howard Schultz shop into the Starbucks empire, one cup at a time.
1997

4  The Autobiography of A Scottish immigrant who arrived penniless and became the
Andrew Carnegie richest man in the world. The original American Dream story.
Andrew Carnegie
1920

5 Grinding It Out: The Making A milkshake machine salesman meets two brothers in California
of McDonald's and builds the biggest restaurant chain on earth at age 52.
Ray Kroc
1977

6 Behind the Arches The definitive inside story of how McDonald's conquered the world
John F. Love — a franchise building masterclass wrapped in American
1986 mythology.

7 Sam Walton: Made In The companion volume with extended interviews, deeper
America (Abridged) operational insights from Walmart's founding years.
Sam Walton
1993

8 lacocca: An Autobiography Fired by Henry Ford Il, he went to Chrysler and saved it. One of
Lee lacocca the great corporate comeback stories ever told.
1984

9 My Years with General How Sloan built the management structure of the modern
Motors corporation. The bible of American industrial capitalism.
Alfred P. Sloan Jr.
1964

10 Personal History Pulitzer Prize-winning memoir of a woman who inherited the

Katharine Graham
1997

Washington Post and became one of America's most powerful
executives.

SILICON VALLEY & TECH TITANS

11

Steve Jobs

Walter Isaacson
2011

The authorized biography of the most influential entrepreneur of
the modern era. A masterclass in vision, obsession, and creation.
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12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

Elon Musk
Walter Isaacson
2023

The Everything Store: Jeff
Bezos and the Age of
Amazon

Brad Stone
2013

Delivering Happiness

Tony Hsieh
2010

The HP Way: How Bill
Hewlett and | Built Our
Company

David Packard

1995

iWoz
Steve Wozniak
2006

Idea Man
Paul Allen
2011

Hit Refresh

Satya Nadella
2017

No Filter: The Inside Story of
Instagram

Sarah Frier
2020

Hatching Twitter
Nick Bilton
2013

The most comprehensive account of how one man simultaneously
disrupted cars, rockets, and social media.

How a Wall Street quant drove cross-country with a business plan
and built the most valuable company on earth.

Zappos CEO on selling a company for $265M, then doing it again
— and choosing happiness as the business model.

Two Stanford engineers in a Palo Alto garage invent Silicon
Valley's first great company and the culture that followed.

The co-founder of Apple tells his side of the story — the engineer
who actually built the machine that changed everything.

Microsoft's other co-founder breaks his silence on the founding of
the company and his complicated relationship with Bill Gates.

How a first-generation immigrant from India became CEO and
transformed Microsoft from a dying giant into a trillion-dollar
company.

A 13-person startup bought for $1 billion becomes one of the most
influential platforms in history. A modern business fable.

Four founders, one company, and a saga of backstabbing and
ambition that rivals anything in Silicon Valley lore.

RETAIL, CONSUMER & BRAND BUILDERS

21

22

23

24

25

26

Direct from Dell

Michael Dell
1999

Losing My Virginity
Richard Branson
1998

American Dreamer
Tommy Hilfiger
2016

Becoming

Oprah Winfrey / Michelle Obama
2018

The Pursuit of Happyness
Chris Gardner
2006

Do the KIND Thing
Daniel Lubetzky

A 19-year-old college student starts a PC company from his dorm
room with $1,000 and builds a $30B empire.

The quintessential serial entrepreneur memoir — record stores to
airlines to space tourism, all built on audacity.

Dyslexic kid from a working-class family of nine in upstate New
York builds one of the most iconic American fashion brands.

Though political in scope, Michelle Obama's story of rising from
the South Side of Chicago to the White House is a masterwork of
American ambition.

Homeless with a toddler, sleeping in subway bathrooms — Chris
Gardner became a Wall Street millionaire through sheer will.

A Mexican-Jewish entrepreneur builds KIND Snacks on the
radical idea that a product can be both delicious AND healthy.
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27

2015

Onward: How Starbucks
Fought for Its Life Without
Losing Its Soul

Howard Schultz
2011

Unfinished Business

Tamara Mellon
2017

Jab, Jab, Jab, Right Hook

Gary Vaynerchuk
2013

Crushing It!
Gary Vaynerchuk
2018

Schultz returns as CEO during the 2008 crisis to rescue the
company he built. A rare story of a founder saving his own legacy.

The co-founder of Jimmy Choo tells the real story — power
struggles, addiction, betrayal, and building a $1 billion luxury
brand.

From a Soviet immigrant family to $60M wine business to social
media empire. Vaynerchuk's story is relentless American hustle.

The follow-up documenting how everyday entrepreneurs used
Gary's playbook to build real businesses from nothing.

FOOD, HOSPITALITY & THE AMERICAN RESTAURANT STORY

31

35

Kitchen Confidential

Anthony Bourdain
2000

Setting the Table
Danny Meyer
2006

The Soul of a Chef
Michael Ruhiman
2000

Unreasonable Hospitality
Will Guidara
2022

Let My People Go Surfing
Yvon Chouinard
2005

A cult classic that exploded into a cultural phenomenon — the
most brutally honest account of building a career in the restaurant
world.

Union Square Cafe to Shake Shack — Danny Meyer defines the
philosophy of hospitality and proves service is a business
strategy.

A narrative journey through the culinary world that captures what it
truly takes to build something great in food.

The co-owner of Eleven Madison Park — the world's best
restaurant — on how obsessive generosity became a competitive
advantage.

Patagonia’s founder on building a billion-dollar outdoor brand with
zero compromise on values. The anti-corporate capitalist bible.

SPORTS, ENTERTAINMENT & CULTURE BUILDERS

36

40

Fans First

Jesse Cole
2021

Open
Andre Agassi
2009

Relentless
Tim Grover
2013

Billion Dollar Brand Club
Lawrence Ingrassia
2020

Shoe Dog (Young Readers
Edition)

Phil Knight

2017

The Savannah Bananas owner on building a baseball
entertainment phenomenon from near bankruptcy through radical
fan obsession.

One of the most celebrated sports memoirs ever written —
Agassi's brutal honesty about hating the game that made him
famous.

Michael Jordan's personal trainer on what separates the good
from the great — and the mindset behind building an elite
performance business.

The DTC revolution — how Dollar Shave Club, Warby Parker, and
Casper upended consumer brands and reinvented the American
Dream.

Adapted to inspire the next generation — the same founding
story, positioned for those just beginning their entrepreneurial
journey.
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FINANCE, INVESTING & WALL STREET

41

42

43

45

46

47

48

49

50

The Snowball: Warren
Buffett and the Business of
Life

Alice Schroeder

2008

Liar's Poker
Michael Lewis
1989

The Big Short
Michael Lewis
2010

Flash Boys
Michael Lewis
2014

Den of Thieves
James Stewart
1991

Barbarians at the Gate
Bryan Burrough & John Helyar
1989

When Genius Failed
Roger Lowenstein
2000

Too Big to Fail
Andrew Ross Sorkin
2009

How to Win at the Sport of
Business

Mark Cuban
2011

The Deals of Warren Buffett
Vol. 1

Glen Arnold
2017

The definitive biography of America's greatest investor — a boy
from Omaha who turned $100 into $100 billion through patience
and principle.

Lewis's memoir of his years at Salomon Brothers captures Wall
Street excess — and launched one of the great business writing
careers.

A small group of outsiders bet against the entire housing market
and won. The most dramatic true story in modern finance.

How a group of Wall Street rebels exposed high-frequency trading
and tried to fix a broken market. A modern David vs. Goliath.

The inside story of the 1980s insider trading scandal — Milken,
Boesky, and the rise and fall of Wall Street's most criminal
decade.

The RJR Nabisco leveraged buyout — still the most gripping
business story ever written. Power, greed, and $25 billion.

The rise and implosion of Long-Term Capital Management — two
Nobel laureates who almost broke the global financial system.

The definitive minute-by-minute account of the 2008 financial
crisis — who was in the room and what they actually said.

From bartending and sleeping on floors to billionaire Dallas
Mavericks owner — Cuban's story is uncut American hustle.

A deal-by-deal breakdown of how Buffett built Berkshire Hathaway
from a failing textile mill into the world's greatest holding company.

STARTUP WARS & TECH FOUNDER STORIES

51

52

53

54

The Lean Startup
Eric Ries
2011

Chaos Monkeys
Antonio Garcia Martinez
2016

Disrupted: My Misadventure
in the Start-Up Bubble

Dan Lyons
2016

Bad Blood: Secrets and Lies
in a Silicon Valley Startup

John Carreyrou
2018

Born from Ries's own startup failures, this is as much memoir as
methodology — the founding manifesto of the modern startup era.

A former Goldman Sachs trader's raw, profane account of Silicon
Valley startup life and selling a company to Twitter.

A veteran tech journalist joins a high-flying startup and exposes
the absurdity of Silicon Valley culture — equal parts funny and
damning.

Elizabeth Holmes and Theranos — the greatest fraud in Silicon
Valley history. One of the most gripping business books ever
written.
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55

56

57

58

59

60

The Ride of a Lifetime

Bob Iger
2019

No Rules Rules: Netflix and
the Culture of Reinvention

Reed Hastings & Erin Meyer
2020

Blitzscaling
Reid Hoffman & Chris Yeh
2018

Zero to One
Peter Thiel
2014

The Cold Start Problem
Andrew Chen
2021

Super Pumped: The Battle
for Uber

Mike Isaac
2019

Disney's CEO on acquiring Pixar, Marvel, Lucasfilm, and Fox —
and how to lead through transformation at the world's most iconic
company.

How Netflix destroyed its own business model before someone
else could — twice. A story of radical cultural reinvention.

LinkedIn's co-founder on the art of growing a company faster than
anyone thought responsible — the story of Silicon Valley's
greatest bets.

PayPal's co-founder distills his contrarian business philosophy —
from founding PayPal to backing Facebook to building a venture
empire.

An Andreessen Horowitz partner's blueprint for building network
effects — drawn from the founding stories of Uber, Airbnb, and
Slack.

The complete saga of Travis Kalanick's rise and fall at Uber — the
most dramatic founder story of the startup generation.

MANUFACTURING, OPERATIONS & MAIN STREET AMERICA

61

62

63

64

65

66

67

68

The Power of Full
Engagement

Jim Loehr & Tony Schwartz
2003

Into the Magic Shop

James Doty
2016

Shoe Dog (Korean Edition
insight)

Phil Knight

2016

Sam Walton: Made in
America

Sam Walton with John Huey
1993

A Business and Its Beliefs:
The Ideas That Helped Build
IBM

Thomas J. Watson Jr.
1963

The Nordstrom Way
Robert Spector & Patrick

McCarthy
1995

Built from Scratch
Bernie Marcus & Arthur Blank
1999

Work Rules!
Laszlo Bock

Built from decades of working with elite athletes and CEOs — a
story-driven system for building and sustaining high performance.

A neurosurgeon's memoir of growing up desperately poor and
discovering the power of compassion and intention to build an
extraordinary life.

Included as cultural reference — Knight's book became a
phenomenon in Asian markets, influencing an entire generation of
global founders.

Re-listed here for emphasis — no book better captures the Main
Street-to-global-domination story of American retail
entrepreneurship.

The son of IBM's founder reflects on the values that turned a
small tabulating machine company into a technology colossus.

Four generations of a Seattle shoe family build America's most
celebrated customer service culture. A family business epic.

Two men fired on the same day start Home Depot with borrowed
money and change American retail forever.

Google's SVP of People Operations on the experiments and data
behind building the world's most sought-after employer.
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69

70

2015

The New New Thing
Michael Lewis
1999

Only the Paranoid Survive

Andy Grove
1996

Jim Clark — founder of Silicon Graphics, Netscape, and
Healtheon — and the restless hunger that drives serial
entrepreneurs.

Intel's CEO on the strategic inflection point that almost killed the
company — and how confronting brutal truths saved it.

MODERN FOUNDER STORIES — 2010S & BEYOND

71

72

73

74

75

76

77

78

79

80

The Story of Starbucks

Taylor Clark
2007

Grinding It Out
Ray Kroc
1977

Creativity, Inc.
Ed Catmull
2014

Shoe Dog (Collector's
Edition)

Phil Knight

2018

Jony lve
Leander Kahney
2013

The Making of a Manager
Julie Zhuo
2019

Measure What Matters
John Doerr
2018

Narrative and Numbers
Aswath Damodaran
2017

That Will Never Work: The
Birth of Netflix

Marc Randolph
2019

Subscribed
Tien Tzuo
2018

An outsider's forensic look at how Starbucks conquered the world
and then nearly destroyed itself through overexpansion.

Included a second time intentionally — no memoir in American
business history captures the grinding, obsessive nature of
franchise building better.

Pixar's co-founder on building the most creatively successful
studio in history — and protecting it after Disney acquired them.

The illustrated edition — included as a design artifact that shows
how a memoir can itself become a brand object.

The biography of Apple's chief designer — the quiet Englishman
who shaped what the 21st century looks like.

Facebook's first design intern becomes VP of Product Design — a
mentor's-eye-view story of growing up inside the most powerful
startup in history.

The story of OKRs told through the real journeys of Google, Bono,
and the Gates Foundation — part memoir, part business bible.

The 'Dean of Valuation' on how the best founders combine
compelling stories with disciplined numbers to build enduring
companies.

Netflix's original founder tells the true founding story — predating
Reed Hastings, filled with the chaos of startup survival.

Salesforce's 11th employee on how he built Zuora and the
subscription economy that is reshaping every industry.

GRIT, ADVERSITY & AGAINST-THE-ODDS BUILDERS

81

82

83

Long Walk to Freedom
Nelson Mandela
1994

Educated
Tara Westover
2018

The Glass Castle

While political in nature, Mandela's story of building the ANC
under impossible conditions is the ultimate leadership and
persistence narrative.

A woman who never set foot in a classroom earns a PhD from
Cambridge — the most compelling self-made story of modern
times.

A journalist's memoir of a chaotic childhood with nomadic,
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84

85

86

87

88

89

90

Jeannette Walls
2005

Shoe Dog (Audio Version
notes)

Phil Knight
2016

Becoming Dr. Q
Alfredo Quifiones-Hinojosa
2011

How Starbucks Saved My
Life

Michael Gates Gill

2007

My Life in Full
Indra Nooyi
2021

Source Code
Bill Gates
2025

Total Recall: My
Unbelievably True Life Story

Arnold Schwarzenegger
2012

The Ride of a Lifetime (2nd
Edition Notes)

Bob Iger
2020

eccentric parents — and her rise to a successful life in New York
City.

Noted for its incredible audio performance — Phil Knight's voice
reading his own story adds another layer of authenticity to an
already essential book.

An undocumented migrant worker who jumped the border
becomes a Harvard-trained neurosurgeon and department chair.
Pure American Dream.

A Madison Avenue advertising executive loses everything and
rebuilds his life as a Starbucks barista. A quiet, moving inversion
of the Dream.

The first woman of color and first immigrant to lead a Fortune 50
company — PepsiCo's CEO reflects on ambition, sacrifice, and
grace.

Gates' long-awaited memoir on his early years — from writing his
first lines of code to the high-stakes founding of Microsoft.

From a farm in Austria to Mr. Universe to Hollywood superstar to
Governor of California. The most unlikely American Dream ever
lived.

Revisited for its pandemic-era additions — Iger on stepping down,
then returning as CEO when Disney needed saving once more.

THE EXECUTIVE INSTITUTE ESSENTIALS — BUILDING COMPANIES THAT LAST

91

92

93

94

95

96

97

Inside Apple

Adam Lashinsky
2012

The Everything Store
(Expanded)

Brad Stone
2021

Fierce Conversations
Susan Scott
2002

Business Adventures
John Brooks
1969

How | Built This

Guy Raz
2020

The Hard Thing About Hard
Things

Ben Horowitz

2014

Play Bigger

The inner workings of the most secretive and valuable company in
the world — told through the eyes of those who built it.

Updated with Amazon's explosive post-2013 growth — AWS,
Whole Foods, and the race to become the world's first $2 trillion
company.

A consulting firm founder on how honest, difficult conversations
are the building blocks of every great organization.

Bill Gates called this the best business book he ever read. Twelve
classic tales of American corporate life — Ford, GE, Xerox — that
remain startlingly relevant.

The NPR podcast host distills hundreds of founder conversations
into a master narrative of how great American companies get
built.

Already in the 50 Rules list — included here because it is, at its
core, a raw memoir of what it actually feels like to be a CEO.

The story of category creation — how legendary companies like
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98

99

Al Ramadan, Dave Peterson,
Christopher Lochhead, Kevin
Maney

2016

Amp It Up
Frank Slootman
2022

The Score Takes Care of
Itself

Bill Walsh
2009

Fans First
Jesse Cole
2021

Salesforce and Uber didn't just build products but defined entirely
new markets.

The CEO who led ServiceNow and Snowflake to stratospheric
growth tells his story of relentless operational intensity.

Bill Walsh rebuilt the San Francisco 49ers from the worst team in
football to five Super Bowls. A business building story disguised
as sports.

Returning as the anchor — the Savannah Bananas story
embodies everything The Executives Institute believes about
building something people love.

Curated by The Executives Institute » Companion to the 50 Rules of Business ¢ 2025 Edition



