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Vikings
There has been much loose talk of the damage done by corporate take-over artists, such as Carl Icahn and T. Boone Pickens.  Some more enlightened business colleges have recognized the contributions of these businessmen to better lubricate markets, but their positive contributions are not adequately recognized by the majority of the public.  Those who don't understand sound business thinking fail to see the immense value provided to our society by stripping fat and bloated companies, and urging employees to greater efforts to improve their performances under threat of arbitrary termination.


In medieval history, other sound-thinking entrepreneurs also received a bad press for their efforts at economic improvement.  In the late eighth century, the vikings, who shared the same appreciation of profit as modern paragons of finance, rode their sea-horses over the rollers wherever the bitter wind and tide would carry them on their mission to improve society. 

The beginnings of an economic system were developing, with a few powerful individuals controlling everyone else.  The budding aristocracy tended to leave the masses alone.  As these aristocrats grew old, they often felt bad about their behavior, and endowed monasteries. Societies in those times were simple affairs, with few able to read.  Those who could read learned from the religious types who concentrated in monastic establishments. Most people tried to eat as best they could.  The system had its faults.

Vikings did their level best to improve this system.  Driven by the good, old-fashioned greed espoused by Adam Smith, these stalwarts braved bitterly cold weather to embark on annual business trips to Frisia, Ireland, and the diverse kingdoms that then made up England, Belgium, and France.  They also landed in Scotland, but Scots were evidently as civilized as the vikings, so there wasn't much to steal.  The viking method was to concentrate on monasteries, anticipating the wisdom of the bank robber, Willie Sutton, who when asked why he robbed banks responded that that was where the money was.  Monasteries had been more than happy to accept vast sums that the old, worried, and newly religious aristocracy had squeezed from the public. 

The viking business process was to land, rush ashore, and kill, rape, and plunder.  This may not sound like the most refined way to do business, nor should you consider it a recommendation for modern times.  But in those days, the effect was to instill a certain fear in those who survived, inducing them to flee inland.  The vikings then absconded whatever valuables they could find, in the name of a more efficient redistribution of economic assets.  They took the plunder with them to use in the development of what would become famous as Hanseatic trade.

Not only was international trade enhanced.  In those places that the vikings robbed blind, the survivors were forced to develop new occupations in new places.  This created a tremendous force toward self-improvement.  In the spirit of managers everywhere, the principle that hunger and fear is a wonderful motivator was widely applied, to the benefit of societies throughout northern Europe.  A great need for construction of new buildings and facilities was created, leading to the development of many new skills and opportunities for people to contribute to society.

There were yet more blessings in store.  After a few decades, the plunder became less lucrative, in part because it had previously been pilfered, in part because of a natural reticence of the locals to keep their valuables in vulnerable places.  Vikings then took upon themselves the habit of settling.  Because they tended to be mostly male, it was sociologically convenient to mingle with the indigenous populace.  True, they did tend to mingle with the shadiest level of society, the aristocracies of France, Russia, England, and Ireland.  But one can't always pick ones friends.

A millenium later, America became the envy of the world in its development of business practice.  Blessed with plentiful resources, British capital, and charged with population growth enhanced through immigration, the country grew to provide many with a good life.  America is widely viewed as the land of opportunity, where hard work is rewarded with riches and other aspects of the good life.

We have tended to overlook the many contributions of imaginative businessmen.  (Women could surely have done as much, had they been given equal opportunity in the less enlightened 19th century.)  Many American business practices used the example of the vikings to enhance the healthy greed of individuals.  Jay Gould refined stock manipulation to a fine art with the Erie Railroad.  He created artificial wealth for himself and other stockholders through inflated prices.  True, he systematically ripped off his fellow stockholders through creatively depressing and inflating railroad stock with timing that other greedy shareholders could not keep up with, but look upon that as an incentive to them to learn better timing.  

There were many other innovators who applied viking principles.  John Rockefeller provided the economy with inexpensive oil, releasing the world from its dependence on whale oil for lighting.  Not only did this reduce the risk to whales, it also did much for the environmental appearance of western Pennsylvania, eastern Texas, Oklahoma, and ultimately Kuwait.  Rockefeller's contribution to the advancement of business came about through creative rate schedules by railroads, and opening the door of opportunity for corporate lawyers to create trust structures.  We can say that much of today's business law exists to stop others from doing what John D. Rockefeller practiced. 

Contemporary times have not been without imaginative entrepreneurship.  When carping liberals complain about the activities of Boone Pickens, Ivan Boesky, and David Levine, remember the valuable services provided by their spiritual predecessors, the vikings.  

Many employees of Phillips Petroleum had grown prosperous in a company that had done well for many years.  T. Boone Pickens portrayed himself as a friend to the little stockholder and enemy of fat corporate executives.  Pickens and Carl Icahn saw the opportunity to make a buck by buying some stock, and threatened a hostile takeover of Phillips Petroleum.  Phillips management cooperated by inflating their stock price in an attempt to counter this takeover attempt.  The debt of the firm was bloated, ultimately leading to the end of employment for many of those who had spent careers working hard to build up Phillips.  The raiders were not hurt by the firm's hard times.  Neither were their executives, nor Pickens's friends, the little stockholders who sold out during the artificial price rise.  Many employees were.

Markets are driven by people's opinions.  Opinions are almost impossible to regulate.  The viking-like travesties of Jay Gould and others led to governmental efforts to regulate trading markets at the end of the 19th century.  Stock market problems led to more regulations in the 1930s.  But some of us naturally have more information than others do.  Ivan Boesky and David Levine used their information to gain healthy profits.  Should people be penalized for what they know?  Evidently so.

Michael Milken floated much economic expansion with junk bond activity.  Spoil sports came down on this modern day viking, inhibiting the natural growth of business activity.  Risk is inherent in business.  You can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs.  Milken was simply wise in transferring this risk from himself to others.  For this he received an extended all-expenses paid vacation in a Federal facility.  

We can see that the viking spirit is strong in business.  But for every such success, society grumbles and places new restrictions into effect.  Even the vikings would have had trouble improving society under such stringent degree of regulation.

