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Speaker 1: Welcome to Stayin' Alive in Technology. A series of conversations with 
Silicon Valley veterans touching on war stories from the past and 
practical advice for today. And now, here's your host, Melinda Byerley, 
founding partner of Timeshare CMO. 

 

Speaker 1: Welcome to Stayin' Alive In Technology, the series of conversations 
with Silicon Valley veterans, touching on war stories from the past and 
practical advice for today. And now, here's your host, Melinda Byerley, 
founding partner of Timeshare CMO. 

Melinda Byerley: One of the best parts about doing a podcast is the opportunity I'm 
given to interview people I consider my heroes and my heroines, and 
to close out this first season of Stayin' Alive in Tech, I am excited to 
share a conversation that I had with Ellen Petry Leanse. Ellen was on 
the Macintosh launch team at Apple and she led the company's 
groundbreaking 1985 online debut, including being the first user 
evangelist at Apple, which means she was really the first person inside 
of the company charged with listening to users at institutions like 
Harvard and Caltech and NASA to understand what they needed from 
Apple, so that that insight could come back into the company and be 
used for its highest and best purpose. 

Melinda Byerley: And since that time, and that's been over 35 years in tech, she's also 
been an innovator at Google, she's been an entrepreneur herself, 
she's advised dozens of Silicon Valley leaders at the highest levels. She 
has also been an investor and, in some ways, I sort of fancy myself as 
being a little like her and she's a lot like Steve Jobs himself. She's really 
someone who is able to combine knowledge from many different 
disciplines—from neuroscience, design thinking, and wisdom 
practices. 

Melinda Byerley: She also teaches a class at Stanford right now that you don't have to 
be a student to appreciate or to go to. She guides companies and 
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individuals to "think different," as the saying went at Apple, about 
innovation and impact and using business as a canvas for positive 
change. She's been featured on CNN, she's been on the Today Show, 
she's been in Time Magazine, CNBC, Forbes, Vogue, Business Insider, 
and she wrote a fabulous essay that we will link to in the show notes 
that's on the word "Just" and how that word can sort of undermine 
the thoughts that we choose to share. That essay alone has received 
nearly five million views, and she has also written a fantastic book 
called "The Happiness Hack," where she talks about basically bringing 
all these disciplines together and how you can use brain awareness to 
improve your focus, your connection, and how happy you are with 
your life. 

Melinda Byerley: She's often a speaker for creativity and innovation and you should 
look her up, you should watch her talks, you should really learn more 
about her, but this is a great opportunity to learn about how Ellen got 
to the career that she had and what she learned from her experiences 
at Apple in those days. I think you'll especially appreciate our 
discussion of science and creativity and how Einstein fits into all of 
this. And where we might go from here and how what we're dealing 
with today is both the same and different from the early days of 
Apple. So again, please enjoy this episode and leave us a review on 
iTunes; it really helps us expand our listener base, and that helps us 
find new great guests to come on the show. We thank you again for 
your support and we will see you again in a few weeks. 

Melinda Byerley: Welcome back to another episode of Stayin' Alive in Tech. Today, my 
guest is Ellen Petry Leanse. Welcome, Ellen. 

Ellen Leanse: It's really nice to be here, Melinda. Thank you. 

Melinda Byerley: It took us a while, didn't it? I think I've had this episode in my mind 
ever since I conceived of the podcast and the reason was, and I know 
that's why you're here too, is to talk about your incredible career in 
tech. And I thought I would start up by asking you if you remember 
about the first time you put your hands on a computer. 

Ellen Leanse: Oh I absolutely do, although calling it a computer...It's so funny, when 
I look back on it, it's nothing like I would think about a computer these 
days the first time. In fact, I couldn't put my hands on a computer, I 
could only see it in the back of a room that I wasn't able to enter and I 
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was able to interact with it through punch cards because I was 
learning Fortran. And I was in a hot, smelly room with a bunch of 
other students as a college student, wondering why in the world I was 
punching these cards to get a computer to do something that I could 
have done so much faster because there's some computational work. 
I'm wondering why anyone would think that this may be a good idea. 

Ellen Leanse: And so, I took the class. It was a requirement for a program I was in in 
college and I actually rebelled after that and refused to learn how to 
type something. I'd also refused to learn in high school because back 
in the mid '70s when I was getting ready to graduate from high school 
if you learn to type and you were a woman it meant that you would 
take a job as a secretary and that was not a job that I wanted. 

Ellen Leanse: And so when I saw these big things called computers that were 
supposed to be our future, there's something about them that I 
wanted to steer very clear from. But the second time that I put my 
hands on a computer is more significant, and that was my first day at 
a job at Apple in November 1981, when my then boss, AJ Lehman, 
showed me the Apple III, and I decided I was going to have to learn to 
type. But then he showed me this little thing you could do where you 
would type something and then the computer would store it and you 
would press two command keys and it would retype that thing for you 
such as a signature or something. And at that moment I was 
captivated. I fell in love. I thought those were the coolest things I'd 
ever seen in my life. 

Melinda Byerley: Ellen, how did someone who avoided computers end up working at 
Apple? 

Ellen Leanse: Great question, Melinda. Well, we have to remember, back in 1981 
most people either avoided computers or didn't know what they 
were. And I'll be honest with you, I had resisted working for a 
"computer company" after I graduated from college because I thought 
they were like the things that I'd used back in college. But I'd been in a 
pretty bad bicycle accident shortly after my graduation and it 
disrupted my plans to go and work at an internship I had in Rio de 
Janeiro, Brazil, after I graduated. I'd studied international business. 
But when I was recovering from that accident, my father walked into 
the room that I was sleeping in at my parents' house, something no 
college student ever wants to do especially. He very cavalierly tossed 
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me the San Jose Mercury News want ads and said, "Ellen, you're better 
now and you need to get a job, you're not going to Brazil, you don't 
have the money and you're certainly not going to get any money from 
us. Here are the want ads, somebody out there would hire someone 
like you. It's up to you now. Go get yourself a job." And it was one of 
those moments that you hate so much when you're young--when you 
know your parents are right. But I started looking through the want 
ads and seeing, mind you, this is a newsprint, so newsprint a sort of 
cream colored or off white and the ink is black. 

Ellen Leanse: So all you see are these logo after logos of these classified ads looking 
for entry level jobs, or looking for all kinds of jobs, because that's how 
jobs were advertised back in the early '80s, and up until actually 
relatively recently. And so I applied to all of these different obscure 
technical companies with names that were some two or three syllable 
combination of words like info and tech and CIS and compu and all of 
these other things. And simply go up to my father's IBM Selectric up in 
his upstairs office and type out resume after resume and send them 
off to these people, put a stamp on them and walk them out, limp 
them out and then, as I got better, walk them out to the mailbox. 

Ellen Leanse: And then, after a while, I started getting a slew of rejection letters, I 
would just love to say I sent out hundreds of job application letters 
and received back thousands of rejection letters--it's really what I felt 
like. But one day, when I was walking out to, or when I was picking up 
the mail from the mailbox and seeing what rejection letters had come 
in that day, one envelope stopped me in my tracks. One thing that I 
have to say is I graduated with a degree in international business but I 
also completed a full major in the arts. And art was always a huge 
thread and still is a huge thread in my life, and I never understood this 
very unnatural seeming divide between the arts and business, or the 
arts and science, or any of the other things related to engineering that 
we might have been studying at that time. 

Ellen Leanse: And so, when I saw this envelope and I saw that in the upper left 
corner and the return address part, there was a six color rainbow logo 
in the shape of an apple, and the word Apple next to it. I literally 
caught my breath and my breath caught in my throat and my instant 
thought was, "Any company that would have a logo like this gets it." 
And this has to be different than these other computer companies. 
And you know, it's funny, Melinda, when I applied for the job I'm sure 
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it was simply another black logo and I simply homogenized it with 
everything else. I didn't pay attention to it, but in the moment I saw 
that letter I said to myself, "Oh I hope this isn't another rejection 
letter." 

Ellen Leanse: And I cautiously tore it open and it was another rejection letter. 

Melinda Byerley: Oh, that was not the thing I expected. 

Ellen Leanse: Oh, well but wait for it, there's another ending coming. I remember 
back in the day when these letters came, they were signed by people 
and those people usually put their title and full name onto these 
rejection letters, so I called 408-996-1010 and asked for that extension 
number. And when that poor HR person who sent me the rejection 
letter picked up the phone, I don't remember what I blurted but it was 
something about, "You've made a terrible mistake, look at your logo. I 
understand art, I understand business, you have to let me." And she 
laughed at me and said really some very beautiful words. She said, 
"Well, there is this one thing that recently came up," and a few weeks 
later I started my job at Apple. 

Melinda Byerley: Wow. 

Ellen Leanse: Those were the days, Melinda, those were the days. 

Melinda Byerley: How many people did Apple have at that time? Just to orient us and 
their history. Where were they? 

Ellen Leanse: You know, I've been asked that question so many times and I've never 
been able to get the right answer, so I don't know. Here's what I do 
know is we had...Apple had gone public only a couple of months 
before. So I joined Apple in November of 1981 and it still felt like not a 
startup. We didn't really talk about startups at the time, but it felt like 
an upstart. It felt like a very raw and energized and scrappy and 
ambitious in all kinds of great ways company. 

Ellen Leanse: I joined a small division. I joined Apple intercontinental which was part 
of our company that looked at all global markets with the exception of 
Europe. So we looked at Canada, North America, all of of course 
Mexico, Central America, South America, Australia, New Zealand, 
Africa, and Asia you know all of the other world markets but for 
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Europe, and I was the 39th employee in that division. Now that didn't 
mean there were 39 of us working there, I meant I was the 39th 
person to have ever worked in that division. If I recall we were about 
maybe 15 to 20 people at the time. 

Melinda Byerley: And so you said it was the 2C was the unit that you were shown first? 

Ellen Leanse: No, it was actually an Apple III which was of course our breakthrough 
revolutionary top of the line innovation. So the first computer I started 
using at Apple and in fact the computer I used up until I started using 
Alisa- 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah, Alisa. 

Ellen Leanse: ... was an Apple III. So I have of course used an Apple II but I didn't use 
one at Apple, we had the state of the art business machine. 

Melinda Byerley: What did it feel like when you walked in your first day, do you 
remember? 

Ellen Leanse: Oh wow. Well, I remember, it sort of feels like an out of body 
experience as I look back on it. It was like walking into this place and 
having this very warm and helpful and welcoming boss. I've worked 
for a long time before I joined Apple, I put myself through college and 
always had managers and bosses and all of that and what worked in 
offices and so forth. 

Ellen Leanse: But I don't remember what it really felt like, except that I remember 
thinking like, "Wow," it felt out of body. What I remember most is that 
shock I felt when he showed me how I could do these two keystrokes 
and populate a letter with, if I were sending a letter with something I'd 
written before. And I really think for a person who had been 
frustrated by computers when I was exposed to them in college trying 
to write Fortran and then coming to this thing where I saw the direct 
applicability of technology in a way that I'd never imagined possible. 

Ellen Leanse: Mind you, I was that girl who'd written hundreds of letters, retyping 
my resume on an IBM Selectric and feeling awestruck when I could 
backspace and use a special white ink to strike out a mistake that I'd 
made. Being able to see the ability to correct errors on a screen in real 
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time before I pressed print and actually had this output, I was struck 
with this sense of fire and power that I'd never before imagined. 

Melinda Byerley: Did Apple have a culture as we would define it now? I'm sure they had 
some kind of culture, but did they define it? Did they own it? Or was it 
more organic? 

Ellen Leanse: It was more organic. I do a lot of work with companies and sort of 
guiding strategy and culture now and I always say culture happens 
whether it's been defined or not. Culture definitely happened at 
Apple. Although I don't believe at the time the culture was actively 
codified in the way that we would probably do it with a rising 
company now, certainly if we look at a company that's already moved 
to the public markets. In today's reality, those companies would 
probably have had set their culture down in stone. 

Ellen Leanse: In fact, many companies like Airbnb and so many others do it well 
before their company maybe even reach a series A or something like 
that. But although it may not have been codified, it was an extremely 
visible, palpable, and real culture. And it was I think perpetuated in 
every touchstone of the experience of joining Apple. What I think the 
company was really looking for and testing for, although they didn't 
do it formally at the time, it was a little bit more organic, was really 
audacity. And people who were willing to step fairly ambitiously out of 
their comfort zone and be comfortable with and ready to do things 
that had literally never been done before. 

Melinda Byerley: Do you think that they could screen for that, or was it more like we'll 
get good people in here and then keep the ones that seemed to get it? 

Ellen Leanse: Oh, it's such a great question. I think it was kind of like, if you can 
tolerate the interview process and make it through a bunch of people 
who were so wrapped up in doing these audacious things, and you 
can be comfortable with it, come on and join the club, it was sort of 
this feeling. Like if you could kind of keep pace with the kind of very 
unconventional nature of the process of joining Apple, that you could 
join Apple. At least that's what it was like for me, I can't speak for 
other people. But when you came in there was such a message that 
was more than delivered to you, it was like infused into you. But if you 
could hit the ground running and simply take the next best step or 
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stride or leap forward, you keep moving as fast and as far as you 
wanted to here. 

Melinda Byerley: I know one of the things that is unusual about you, you mentioned 
how you could just send out the letters because you happened to live 
in Silicon Valley. You happened to grow up in the Bay Area. Do I 
understand that correctly? 

Ellen Leanse: I did. My family moved to San Jose to an Eichler tract, sort of a whole 
other story unto itself, when I was three years old in 1961. 

Melinda Byerley: So, to you, Apple was, at the time, another company that was down 
the street, because they had an ad in the want ads. 

Ellen Leanse: Yes and no, Melinda, I mean I'm going to shock you and the listeners 
by telling you a couple of things. I grew up in San Jose and I was a 
good student, I worked really hard in high school. I loved school, I was 
kind of nerd, a geek. And I received a letter from the school in Palo 
Alto called Stanford saying...an invitation to come and participate in a 
discussion about scholarship opportunities at Stanford. And I did not 
know where Stanford was. 

Melinda Byerley: Wow. 

Ellen Leanse: So, I think what might be hard for people to imagine now, it's certainly 
hard for me to imagine now and certainly might be hard for listeners, 
even global listeners, to understand now, is how insular life and 
culture really was. I grew up in the farmlands of San Jose. I went to 
what was then a small all-girls Catholic school, where more students, 
more of my classmates got married after graduating than went on to 
continue their education. So I think I graduated from high school, 
really that turning point before Title 9, which provided athletic 
opportunities and support for female students and before many 
other things. 

Ellen Leanse: I mean, I think I was probably the last year of a moment in our culture, 
it was very much about sort of staying put where you were and doing 
what the people before you had done rather than challenging 
yourselves to think what might be possible. So I literally will tell you 
that when I talked to my college counselors at the time and when I 
talked to my parents at the time, nobody in my community around 
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me was willing to say, "Well this could be really great, let's take you up 
and have you talk about a scholarship invitation at the school called 
Stanford." That's astonishing to me. 

Melinda Byerley: When you reflect on that, how do you think things might have been 
different? Do you ever think about that? 

Ellen Leanse: Well, I think it's easy to think about how things might have been 
different but I've never found it productive. I mean, I could concoct a 
story in my head of you know having gone to Stanford and all of this, 
but when I look at where I was at the time of my own naivete about 
the larger world, my own potential, my own opportunities I am not 
sure I would have made any better use out of going to Stanford than I 
made out of going to San Diego State, the school that I ended up 
putting myself through because it wasn't culturally supported in the 
place that I came from, for me as a girl to go to college. 

Ellen Leanse: There are other stories about that but I ended up putting myself 
through school, and I made very good use out of San Diego State in 
many ways, and it served me very well. But I am not sure I made as 
good use of it as I would have made if I'd been guided to, pointed to, 
and supported to go to college and see that as a step to realizing my 
fuller potential. That had not been part of my narrative up until the 
time I graduated. And I don't fault anyone for that, it's simply where 
we were in the culture at that time. 

Ellen Leanse: And I can't say, Melinda, that the excellent teachers at Stanford would 
have catalyzed my growth or my potential any better than the 
excellent teachers at San Diego State did. I had a couple of really 
awesome teachers who seemed to encourage and believe in me and 
who were very memorable to me and who helped me see a story 
maybe beyond the story that had brought me there. But I can't say 
that, that would have been any better or any different anywhere that I 
went. I feel it was actually a really fabulous experience. 

Melinda Byerley: Well I have two thoughts. One is the results speak for themselves, you 
ended up at Apple at such a fortuitous and wonderful moment. But at 
the same time I think one of the reasons we did this podcast was for 
people all throughout the world to hear the story and I think it's still 
true that it's not necessarily about where you go to school, you can 



 
 

https://www.stayinaliveintech.com/podcast/2018/8/s1-e11/ellen-petry-leanse-imagine pg. 10 
 

Paula Buchanan: “An American Girl” 

get opportunities going to Stanford or other fine institutions but there 
are lots of people that are successful on tech even now- 

Ellen Leanse: Absolutely. 

Melinda Byerley: ... that come from schools all over the world. 

Ellen Leanse: Oh yes, and even who took very alternative paths in education. So I'd 
love to actually use the platform of your podcast Melinda to say to 
anyone out there who's listening who feels that if only I'd been able to 
dot, dot, dot, dot. I would say, "Hey, I have an invitation for you and 
that is to really look at that story." And then say maybe there is even a 
better way to look at it, a truer way to look at it than that story. And 
that is, "What are you able to do?" Go and ask yourself that question, 
"What do you know that you're capable of?" And then, "What is the 
best step toward that, that you can take right now?" 

Ellen Leanse: That's one thing I did learn at Apple that I don't think I could have 
learned at any other point before I was ready to learn it. And that is 
there is always a step forward you can take, and if you take that step 
forward, showing up, you have the best version of yourself you can 
come up with in that moment. That step will always lead you to an 
even better version of yourself, and that's true no matter where you 
are and what you're working on. 

Melinda Byerley: How did you learn that lesson at Apple? Did someone tell you? Was it 
part of the culture? I thought there's a story behind it. 

Ellen Leanse: Yeah, I think I learned it by watching other people do it, I don't know 
what happened at Apple that allowed people to be so audacious, but 
maybe it was this excitement, that was such a rare and special gift. It 
was this excitement of saying, "Look, there are no maps to follow. 
Nobody's ever done this before. Use your compass. What do you 
think?" And that's always available to us. 

Melinda Byerley: Do you remember being concerned or holding back or frightened or 
insecure about sort of putting yourself out there? Or did you feel like, 
"Oh I feel supported here; I can take this step and leap." 

Ellen Leanse: I don't think I felt either. I think I felt that if I didn't, then I wasn't doing 
my job. I mean, there was a sense of audacity. I don't remember 
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feeling afraid and that is really thrilling to me, and I feel really 
fortunate for that because if I didn't feel afraid then I have to say that 
Apple somehow managed to create a sense of psychological safety 
where you could be courageous and take sort of bold steps, and that 
psychological safety was what it empowered me and allowed not only 
me but all of us to take risks. 

Ellen Leanse: Now, I do remember feeling frustrated and angry and held back at 
times, I'd love to share a story about that. 

Melinda Byerley: Please. 

Ellen Leanse: So there was a time in Apple and I'd already been at Apple for a 
number of years, so I'd already been pretty well, what's the word is 
the word inculcated like inculturated, what's the word Melinda? 

Melinda Byerley: Indoctrinated? 

Ellen Leanse: Indoctrinated. That's a great word for it. Indoctrinated into this cult of 
think big, think big, think different, take a bold step. And it was shortly 
after I'd taken the job as Apple's first user evangelist and had already 
done this sort of crazy thing that many people thought against of 
creating Apple's first BBS node where we were actually sharing 
information digitally in 1985 with our user communities around the 
world. And to my knowledge that was historic because nobody had 
ever, no computer company and I can't wait for someone to challenge 
this because I'd love to know the history better than I do. But no one's 
ever challenged the fact that Apple was the first computer company to 
create an official BBS node with its users. And I get to geek out by 
saying, "I did that, I was Apple's nerd queen at the time." That was 
actually the sort of honorary title that was given to me. 

Ellen Leanse: But I remember that Steve Case came to Apple to take some meetings 
to talk about this thing he was working on, and actually ultimately 
turned into AOL and a couple of people, some really cool people in 
the support division, I wish I remembered their names but said, "Hey, 
you should come in and sit in on this meeting." And I remember 
hearing Steve and these really bright people from the support team 
talk about the potential of this thing that he was talking about that 
was effectively what e-mail was going to become and feeling that it 
was one of the most exciting things that I'd ever heard. 
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Ellen Leanse: As nerd queen, I came back to my office very charged and very excited 
about it and I spoke with my manager at the time about it and told 
her how awesome it was. And this is a little bit hard for me to say but 
she chewed me out and she said, "Why are you always getting so 
wrapped up in these things that are possible?" She was more of a 
legacy sort of thinker and more played by the book, play by the book 
sort of leader and not a very good manager. She was the only 
manager I had at Apple that I didn't absolutely love. 

Ellen Leanse: And she really knocked the wind out of my sails, and I remember 
going into my cubicle kind of sitting in the corner and crying, and I was 
really, really sad, and a director walked by and asked me what was 
wrong, and I had a long talk with him about what was going on 
without getting into too much drama or too much story. But I got a 
really nice promotion to work for that director the next day. 

Ellen Leanse: So there was always that sense of championing passion at Apple, like 
if you really believed in something, we're willing to put yourself on the 
line and work for it or even fight for it, that you would be given the 
chance to take that risk. And that, to me, was the greatest privilege of 
working at Apple. We didn't know what was possible and so we didn't 
limit ourselves by saying things were impossible. So we let ourselves 
take really big risks. I'll share a funny story about that, Melinda, that is 
really charming. At the time that I had this job, so in 1985, Steve of 
course was already gone, he was founding NeXT at that time, and he 
kept a close eye on the work that we were doing with our users at 
Apple which is a whole other story because I love that he saw the 
value and importance of that work even as he watched it from NeXT. 

Ellen Leanse: But I had a chance to speak with John Sculley who was running the 
company at that time, and who was a fantastic advocate for the work 
that I was doing with the user groups and the online communities, 
really was the ultimate ally and champion for that work. But when I 
bumped into him a few years back in Las Vegas said, it's a show called 
Com-Dex? 

Melinda Byerley: Or CES, it depends on what year. 

Ellen Leanse: CES, that was it. All the shows that are cut and gone, but at CES we 
had the chance to catch up and I said, "Oh John, do you remember 
that time I came into your office crying?" And he said, "Oh Ellen, you 
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came into my office crying all the time." And I don't think that was 
true, but it was funny how he remembered it, it must have shown the 
impact of me being so passionate and emotionally engaged in what I 
was doing. So I'd say somewhere between his memory and my 
memory probably lies the truth. 

Melinda Byerley: Ellen, I was fascinated when you were talking about how, at Apple, 
people could get things done through passion, through audacity, the 
words you setting up audacity. And I am struck by how in my own 
experience which starts later than yours, how much that seems to 
have changed? And how the culture at least from again one person's 
experience seems now about, can you prove your case with data 
before we will let you take that leap? And I would love to just explore 
that with you since I know culture is something that you really care a 
lot about and spend a lot of time thinking about. 

Ellen Leanse: Well, you know, Melinda, the way you ask that question is symbolic of 
something so much larger, even at the beginning of this call I said, 
what I perceived as an artificial line between sort of arts and creative 
expression, and then the things that were more of what we call STEM 
now, science, technology, engineering, and math, and certainly the 
rules of the world of business. I grew up at a time where I had a 
personality or I loved the art so much, from the time I was a child, that 
I always questioned why that line had to be as rigid as it was. 

Ellen Leanse: I'd say that in the last decades of work that line has become even 
more rigid. The dividing line is even more pronounced than it was. 
And if we look at Steve Jobs and who Steve was, he was the person 
who really, he stood on...he either didn't see or he stood on that line 
and brought over from both sides. His design genius was the fact that 
he really understood the balance between what was under sort of 
science, technology, engineering, math, analytical you know all of this 
sort of more technical side of what it took to be a creative force. And 
then the beauty side, the art, the free expression, the emotion, you 
know that, if you will, the ultimate balance between the yin and the 
yang on that. 

Ellen Leanse: But what I would say is that it comes back to that compass and that 
map. And this is so much of what I have taught when I've worked with 
my Innovation class, my Innovation teaching at Stanford is we really 
look to the inner compass of what is possible and almost that sort of 
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sense of wonder that we all had when we were young children for 
solving problems and being creative and seeing potential and 
opportunity that to do that most human thing of all which is really to 
innovate, to create, to be curious. 

Ellen Leanse: And then we have to look at the processes of how we learn rather 
than to stay in that more open-minded and curious space but to 
follow the maps rather than our own compass if this is how business 
is done, this is how businesses have succeeded. I have done it this 
way in the past and so I will continue to do it in the future or continue 
to do it now and in the future. 

Ellen Leanse: And I feel this is more of a feeling. I can't necessarily substantiate it 
though. Your question substantiates it to some extent. But I feel that 
we've gotten much better at maps and of staying safe with sort of the 
traditional ways of doing that than we are currently with our own 
compass. Many people would challenge that and say, "Oh no, but 
we're innovating, we're doing this, we're inventing the future." But if 
you really look I would really challenge that relative to other phases 
I've seen in the rise of tacker and even other sorts of practices. So 
we're not going back to that place of sort of pure curiosity and 
invention and say looking out where we are now, what is possible that 
has never been possible before? 

Ellen Leanse: And by the way I don't think it's another, with no offense to the food 
delivery apps, I don't think it's another food delivery app. 

Melinda Byerley: We could probably spend like another hour on this. It's a favorite topic 
of mine because I have a theater degree. So I'm also one of those 
non-traditional people who really thinks about left and right brain, yin 
and yang, and also believes that art and science are in fact, they're not 
separate, they're intricately linked. 

Ellen Leanse: They are. I like to call them...They're actually powerful co-conspirators 
when we can draw on both domains. We get something much better 
than we could get from either one, and to all of your listeners out 
there I would say, really pay attention to both what Melinda said and 
what I'm sharing from the Apple experiences, and look across your 
team and ask yourself, "Who on my team thinks different?" Because 
cognitive diversity and bringing different perspectives to these 
conversations is really a key to getting beyond the comfort zone into 
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that place of sort of courage and curiosity where really great things 
can happen. 

Melinda Byerley: Wasn't it Einstein I think that said that imagination is more important 
than knowledge? 

Ellen Leanse: He did, in fact. The quote as I remember it, it's really beautiful and I 
will mentioned something fun about Einstein in a minute. It might be 
an urban myth but I actually, to my best knowledge, it's true. But what 
he said is that the intuition is a glorious master and cognition or I 
think he said intellect is a humble servant, and we have put the 
servant in charge of the master. 

Melinda Byerley: From my perspective, I don't think that could sum up where we are 
today any better. 

Ellen Leanse: It's interesting, yeah. It also turns out, because I'm a neuroscience 
geek, that Einstein's brain was actually kidnapped after his death and 
was autopsied many years later and he seemed to have had an 
extremely unusual corpus callosum, which is the part of the brain that 
unifies and regulates the activity between the hemispheres. So I said 
extremely unusual because some people say he didn't even have one, 
but since no one I know was there at the autopsy of the brain, 
posthumously, many years later I don't know scientifically what 
actually it was. But it doesn't surprise me that his hemispheres 
worked in a different way than most of ours do, even on an 
anatomical level because he definitely was someone who thought 
different. 

Melinda Byerley: And he also said that, if I remember, he got into a lot of trouble 
because he would imagine...He said he got his theories by saying, "If I 
were God what would I do?" 

Ellen Leanse: I have never heard that. 

Melinda Byerley: I have to look, I'll see if I can find it and put it in the show notes but he 
got into a lot of trouble. 

Ellen Leanse: Wow. Well you know what, I want to tell you. If you look back, if you 
really looked at what he was saying, and you look back to divine text 
from all sorts of world religions they will look you right in the eye, 
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many of them and say you are God. But when we learn to be human 
we sort of limit ourselves so much don't we? 

Melinda Byerley: It's true. And now we're doing a different podcast which is all for 
religion. So I will reel us back because there's... 

Ellen Leanse: Thank you. Probably a wise strategy. 

Melinda Byerley: I will reel us back into tech, because there was also, I thought it was 
worth talking about...you mentioned that you became the user 
evangelist at Apple. And I know that we want to talk about that time 
period and how you came to do that, and how that audaciousness 
sort of played out. And I think it's worthwhile for people who listen 
who aren't in tech to say, well, what was a user evangelist then in your 
mind? What does that work entail and how did you come to do that? 

Ellen Leanse: So it's a funny thing, even words when we tell the story, I get so much 
credit for this because you know even I said I was Apple's first user 
evangelist and I say I brought Apple online and sure those things are 
true, I'm not making it up. However, your question is so good because 
it allows us to look more closely at what really happened. And let's 
look at this, because it's a message for anyone who's looking to do 
something of worth, a contribution, or as I like to say, make a 
generous offering to the world. 

Ellen Leanse: Here's what was happening at the time, Apple had fallen out of grace 
to some extent in its relationship with its users, because so many 
people, millions of people worldwide had done exactly what Apple 
invited them to do and that was to change their lives by buying a 
personal computer. And for a very long time in Apple's history, that 
personal computer was some version of the Apple II. And then, lo and 
behold, along comes the Macintosh and within a year of that 
happening, Apple was focusing on the Macintosh and really turning 
away from the Apple II, but there was this installed base of really 
amazing people all around the world whose life had been changed by 
the Apple II and for whom the Apple II was giving them you know so 
much power to do these things they'd only been able to dream of 
years before. 

Ellen Leanse: And then all of a sudden they get this message that Apple was no 
longer, we're sort of now moving in a Macintosh direction. And I was 
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actually in the process of interviewing with other companies at that 
time. I was thinking of leaving Apple because what was going through 
these changes and things were hard and so forth. And that's where I 
found out about this user evangelist job. The way I remember the 
story, and somebody can counter it if I, I'm sure there are people out 
there whose memories are better than mine. But I remember that 
some users...John Sculley had gone out and asked to speak with some 
high level users and he'd spoken with some user group people, and 
they'd come back and said, "We understand that you're moving away, 
you're moving toward the Mac and it probably makes sense for the 
company, but don't leave us high and dry. Find a way to still support, 
to still be involved in this community." I say support, not like technical 
support or product support capacity, but just to be generative, to still 
add value in some way. 

Ellen Leanse: And so that's how this user evangelist position was first formed, so I 
was really lucky enough to get it. But I basically, Melinda, all I did was 
to anthropology and listen to what people wanted, and all of us 
always, always in the design process is to have empathy to go out and 
have empathy by the people who are much touched most or affected 
most by the problem you are tasked to solve. 

Ellen Leanse: So my first day coming into the office, my new cubicle, I think in the 
Mariani Building but I can't remember, I don't think it was Bandley 
Drive that time. But walking in and seeing a cubicle that now had my 
name on it that was, and looked like it was packed with stacks of 
paper of what was essentially letters of despair from users around the 
world going, "We bought all these computers," we'd all been sent over 
by customer support to say didn't know what to do with them, this 
was a strategic job, not a support job. 

Ellen Leanse: But all of these is letters that we're saying we spent our entire school 
budget to buy to outfit our classrooms with your computers so now 
you're not supporting them anymore. Well what do we do? We're 
doing research on the Apple II, and it's to go and convert our data 
over to a new format would take, would slow the progress of our 
research so much, we can't even do it, what do we do. But I 
remembered that some of these letters looked different from others, 
they were printed on a Dot Matrix printer with a perforated tab paper 
that was like torn away at the sides, do you remember that stuff? 
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Melinda Byerley: Yes, I do. 

Ellen Leanse: And I noticed that some of these had like these funny numbers in the 
corner at least this is how I remember it. And I remember setting 
those papers aside thinking there's something different about these 
letters, and I noticed they were coming from places that weren't like 
school districts in the heartland or I don't know individual users they 
were coming from places like NASA or Harvard University or big 
companies or research institutions. And I remember picking up one 
and I love to tell the story that it was from NASA I think it was, and it 
had a phone number on it and I picked up the phone, phones looked 
really different then, I pressed the numbers- 

Melinda Byerley: They still had wires. 

Ellen Leanse: Yeah, we weren't dialing but we were pressing those numbers. And I 
remember dialing this number at NASA and a guy picked up the 
phone and his name was Dave Lavery. Hi, Dave because I know you're 
going to listen to this and we'll have a good laugh over it, but Dave at 
the time was sort of the lead Apple person at NASA. And he's now 
considered the father of the Mars Rover and I think his title sorry Dave 
if I get it wrong, Executive Director of Solar System Exploration for 
NASA, he's an amazing, amazing person who spent or had a real 
impact on the space program and so many other things. 

Ellen Leanse: But I said, so you know, I'm calling from Apple, I'm the new evangelist 
and dadadada, and I see these numbers but I don't know what they 
are, what are doing with these? I remember it being like, "Are you 
kidding me? You're the evangelist at Apple and you don't even know 
what a BBS is?" "No, what's the BBS?" "It's a Bulletin Board System and 
we use it to share information with each other and dadadada." 

Ellen Leanse: So these people like Dave and Jerry Klein in Arizona and all of the 
great people, Raines Cohen and Reese [inaudible 00:41:32] like 
Jonathan Rotenberg at the Boston Computer Society and oh my gosh, 
I could go on and on naming names. All of them were the leaders of 
these small sort of pockets of support and advocacy for Apple 
technology that were happening in the user groups in the United 
States and certainly around the world. And many of them were 
connected with each other to share support and share some fetching 
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and complaining and maybe some software patches and so forth to 
help each other make the most of these computers that they had. 

Ellen Leanse: And they are the ones who deserves the glory, and by the way there's 
so many names that I can name and I mean countless, countless 
names that I can't even begin to mention. So I hope some of you who 
are listening now and know that I'm thinking of them right now, but 
they were sharing information with each other and supporting each 
other without Apple doing anything. And all I did was say, "Well, Apple 
can do something and that something was sort of to take information 
that we found inside and put it up on our node, you'll share it to our 
node, so that other people could benefit from it too." And some really 
cool people at Apple stepped up to participate in that and to be, again 
I'll use the term generous offerers, to offer information generously to 
help people do what people do best, which is solve problems and 
make good use of the resources that they have. 

Ellen Leanse: And this really helped, I think, Apple reconnect with its users in a 
forward looking and even healing way, and I'm sure we didn't do it 
perfectly. I know I didn't do it perfectly, but this new movement of 
user evangelism and being more permeable to our users grew and 
grew over the remaining years I stayed at Apple. 

Melinda Byerley: Were people surprised that Apple had put someone forth or more like 
finally you're here or some other reaction? 

Ellen Leanse: Yeah, I think it was more like finally you're here, because I think there 
were some voices from the user group community and the active user 
community and sort of our power users at the time that had 
somehow come to Apple and said, "This is what we want," and 
whether they initiated that action, going in to Apple or whether Apple 
said, "Hey, what can we do to resolve this?" I am not in a position to 
know but I think they actually, I think a coalition of our highest level 
users did get together and approach Apple, on a John Sculley level 
and say, "We need your help solving this." 

Ellen Leanse: And so I was so warmly welcomed by this beautiful community. 
Beyond words warmly welcomed, and it seemed like I would so often 
look at my work, Melinda, and think to myself, "Well all I did was this, 
this small thing. To me, they seem like small things," but amplified 
over, thousands of user groups these small things ended up making a 
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difference. And every time I felt like the small offerings were so 
warmly received and the times where I couldn't do what they might 
have wanted me to do or even what I might have wanted to do. As 
long as I was honest and forthright about it and said, "Here's why we 
can't," there was always so much understanding and if you will, 
forgiveness and so much acceptance. 

Ellen Leanse: So you know it's kind of like that phrase that says, "If you take one 
step towards something that you deeply believe in, the universe will 
take 10 steps toward you." I would say that was so true about these 
user group people. If I took one step toward making an offering to 
support and be helpful to them they would... Not even I did, if Apple 
took one step towards them they would take 10 steps toward us. 

Melinda Byerley: How did this experience of coming online, how was that received at 
Apple? Was it hard to get started? 

Ellen Leanse: Oh yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: And counter resistance. 

Ellen Leanse: Ferociously resistant by what I would call sort of the legacy layer 
within Apple. 

Melinda Byerley: Why do you think that was? 

Ellen Leanse: Well it's pretty easy to understand. So we've talked about maps and 
compasses. So imagine Apple launching the Mac in 1984, and then 
now becoming a bigger company bringing in new leadership and all of 
this, of course the obvious thing to do would be to say, bring in people 
who have done this stuff before. And you can see why people would 
think that, right? 

Melinda Byerley: Mm-hmm (affirmative). Right. 

Ellen Leanse: Except that nobody had ever really done it before and that's always 
true. We might think that people have done stuff before but it's 
always different, times change. And so there was a layer that came in 
that had their roadmaps of how things should be done and having, 
how old was I then? So let me think, I was probably 28, 27? 27, having 
a 27-year-old girl who wasn't exactly technical...I was geeky, I was 
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nerdy, but I wasn't really technical coming in and saying, "Hey, I want 
to do this thing that nobody's done before," you can see why that 
would not be. 

Ellen Leanse: However, what a lesson is in that to open your mind and think 
different, and I will tell you this is probably why John Sculley says, "I 
walked in and I did some crying," there were people who would say, 
"No, why would we do something digitally when we can simply print it 
up and mail it?" That's the paradox. This is before, Melinda. 

Melinda Byerley: This is Apple saying this, which is such a funny and sort of cool insight, 
that even when you think you're innovative, may still have room to 
grow. 

Ellen Leanse: But let's even think about our own growth and an individual's growth 
because that's going to be true of any system's growth. Even in nature 
there are times where you are growing branches and there are times 
where you're putting down roots. And I would say at that moment in 
Apple we'd done so much branching and we were sort of regrouping 
to say, "Okay, we've got to strengthen our roots. We have to prepare 
for the next wave of growth." 

Ellen Leanse: And I can't fault Apple at all for that. All I would have to say is that at a 
time where maybe some of our culture was coming in with a kind of a 
different mindset that might have served us getting to that point, of 
course people who had succeeded by doing things one way at the 
companies that they had been hired for might not be as open to 
saying, "Okay, I'm going to..." The psychology would be, "I have 
succeeded so far because I've done things this way," and now they're 
coming to a company that up until that point had succeeded by, I 
don't know, doing things in all kinds of different ways and you can see 
how operation...How it was just sort of making this more operational, 
of course they want to fall back on their own ways but then there was 
a secret catalyst, it was really helpful there. 

Melinda Byerley: That's what I want to ask, you had to crack the nut or how did that 
evolve? How did the growth happen? 

Ellen Leanse: Well, that's sort of a fun thing to answer because I'd have to say, I 
believed for whatever reasons and I'm really grateful for that, I 
believed and felt--not only thought but mostly felt--that this thing that 
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was staring Apple in the face or at least staring me in the face about 
connecting to, as you know, starting a BBS node, was so powerful that 
I believed in that more than I believed in what some other people 
were telling me. And then the good news was, and here's a message 
to everyone is, I wasn't shy about looking up to get advocacy. And I 
will say that a couple of really great leaders at Apple were great 
advocates. John Sculley was a great advocate, my fantastic direct 
manager Dave Côté was a great advocate, and then having Bill 
Campbell in the company as a coach, he had plenty of people that he 
was catalyzing but he also really set a tone around there to say really 
to rise up, step out of your comfort zone and do a better job. 

Ellen Leanse: So it didn't take too long before I realized I could ignore the people 
who are saying we're not going to do it, and to simply go ahead and 
do it. Nobody ever stopped me. 

Melinda Byerley: Boy is that a lesson, like not waiting for permission but just getting it 
done. 

Ellen Leanse: Yeah, and people might have complained but they didn't... I mean and 
by the way those names that I mentioned they didn't complain, they 
actually opened up great space for me by being allies. But, yeah, I 
didn't ask for permission. I was just like stop me, and Steve Jobs 
himself would have said many times and didn't say many times, it's 
better to ask for forgiveness than permission and I think I really think 
that's what kept me going. 

Melinda Byerley: That's a fantastic story. What should I have asked you about your 
experience at Apple or even in your time since that you think is 
meaningful or relevant to the call we just had? We could probably 
spend another hour and I think already I want you back. 

Ellen Leanse: Yeah, I love it. One thing that I would say because I know that your 
audience is listening. We lived in very different times than we do now 
and so often people will say when we think about the Apple time. So 
they'll bring up the woman card and they go, "Oh my gosh, I can't 
believe you did this as a woman because it must have been so much 
harder because of that." And I'm really surprised with my answer, it 
wasn't. It never even occurred to me that things would be any 
different from me because I was a woman. 
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Ellen Leanse: And I think that is a real statement to all of us about how we can 
create environments where people are simply fully empowered and if 
we remember that we're all boldly going, where no one has gone 
before. And if we look at our life as saying, you know every moment is 
a new opportunity to think different and you do things at a different 
level than they've been done. And that sort of thinking, we don't really 
have room to think like, "Well, let's do it this way because the guys 
before us have done it this way." Women are a certain way or men are 
a certain way. 

Ellen Leanse: We are all partners and when we show up as equals and partners with 
each other, to the point where we even forget that these individual 
attributes, these sort of traits that we have should separate or divide 
us, so much more is possible than is if we use any of these traits to 
say, she's like this because or he's like this because... At Apple, I felt 
this sense of radical equality that I can only see in the rear view 
mirror, because at the time I didn't even have the chance to think 
about it. There are so many other more urgent and important things 
to think about. And boy would I wish that experience on everyone. It 
was such a great way for everyone to move beyond their comfort 
zone and do their best work. 

Melinda Byerley: That's a fantastic way I think to polish this up. Ellen, I can't thank you 
enough for your sort of your presence online. For those of you, if you 
don't follow Ellen you should, if you haven't read her book you should. 
She does such a wonderful and remarkable job of weaving together 
stories that are meaningful and useful today but also are just fun to 
hear, so I want to thank you- 

Ellen Leanse: Thank you so much, Melinda. 

Melinda Byerley: You're welcome, Ellen. And I hope we'll get you back because I have a 
feeling we've got more stories to tell. 

Ellen Leanse: That's so nice. And to everyone in the audience, thank you for 
listening. I wish you all of the excitement and satisfaction that your 
future path brings you and I know that in some way I am serving you 
on. Thank you, Melinda. 

Melinda Byerley: Thanks, Ellen. 



 
 

https://www.stayinaliveintech.com/podcast/2018/8/s1-e11/ellen-petry-leanse-imagine pg. 24 
 

Paula Buchanan: “An American Girl” 

Speaker 1: Thanks for listening to Stayin' Alive In Technology. We want your 
feedback and comments. Find us on the web at Stayinaliveintech.com, 
where you can talk to us, learn more about the show and our guests, 
and subscribe to the show. Follow us on Twitter at @Stayinpodcast. 
Until next time, keep stayin' alive. 

 

 

 


