


He was No. 2 at Cisco, then CEO of OpenWave.
But Don Listwin chucked it all for what he wants:

to help cure cancer.

Paul B. Carroll on the transformation.

Don Listwin was a driven, successful executive
even anchorman-handsome, just for good measure. He had risen
to be the No. 2 execurive at Cisco Systems, making a foroune
along the way. He got his chance o be a CEO when he lefe in
2000 to run a high-profile technology startup.

Then his mother, Grace, was diagnosed with late-stage
ovarian cancer, After she died, Listwin decided the fight againse
cancer mactered more than che fighe for marker share. So, ar che
end of last year, at age 43, he walked away from his career to
devote his considerable finances — and even more considerable
energy — to cancer research,

Trying ro provoke progress through a foundation thar he
established and through personal donations that have thus far
totaled more than $15 million, Lisewin hopes to help marry the
life sciences with compurter science to detect cancer sooner.
Within 10 years, he expects people will have annual blood ceses
that will be screened for chousands of indicators of cancer, using
inexpensive computer chips. He says the chips will identify
cancer at a far earlier stage chan is now possible — a stage ar
which treacment can be much less intrusive and much more
effective, If his mother had had access to such a chip, she mighe
still be alive.

Experts say Listwin may well be onto something, "I believe
there's an opportunicy,” says Michael Milken, the former financier,
who has been financing medical research for three decades and
who has driven new approaches to cancer research, Listwin has “a
very realistic goal "

As | drive roward Listwin's house in Woodside, Calif., I enter
whar locals call "mink and manure” country. “Mink,” becanse
the heavily forested hills above Silicon Valley are home to many
of the area's titans, such as Oracle Chairman Larry Ellison,
“Manure,” because of the miles of horse trails char meander
through the woods, because so many residents keep horses on
their estates, and because the small downtown has hitching poses
in some parking lots, On the righe is one of the icons of Silicon
Valley: Buck's, a restaurane that would be juse anocher hole in
the wall except chat if vou sail a flapjack in any direction you're
sure to hit a venture capitalist harching some megadeal,

Up the road, I pull chrough the gate into Lisrwin's yard. A
300-year-old oak, stands of towering, centuries-old redwoods
and a glittering stream cloak the mustard-colored, French
country mansion in a cool grandeur.
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Diressed in jeans and a cotton, short-sleeve shire, Listwin
ushers me through some vaguely medieval, massive wooden
doors and into his family room, where a fire crackles in a huge
fireplace. He is slender but carries himself like an achlere. As he
closes his laptop — the modern man, he has been doing email by
the fire — and begins to cell me his'story, it becomes clear that his
bearing is well-earned.

As a child growing up in Saskacchewan, Listwin was the
provincial junior champion in table tennis, He played volleyball
in high school and ar the University of Saskacchewan “despite
being 5°10" on a tall day,” as he puts it. Even his senior project
for his engineering degree had a spores twist: He designed a
device char simulared blockers on a volleyball courr, so players
could practice spiking che ball.

Liscwin's initial exposure to business came through a
sequence of small companies his family owned — a drycleaner, a
beer distribueor, a warer discriburor, a grocery business, a Pepsi
franchise. After college, he went to work for a compucer nec-
working company and soon found his way o Silicon Valley.

In 1990, a friend called to say that he'd started working for a
grear lictle company and that Listwin should come on over, That
company was Cisco,

Liscwin liked the company so much that he took a 50 percent
pay cut to work there, beginning as a product manager. His
timing was impeccable: He was one of the first 100 professional
employees. Working conditions, though, weren't always so
grear, Cisco focused so much on pinching pennies that it had irs
headquarcers in East Palo Alco, Calif., where office space was
almost given away because the city'’s drug wars produced more
murders per capita than in any other city in the councry. Listwin
recalls the FBI staging two major drug raids on neighboring
buildings while he worked.

As Cisco grew, Listwin led che development of chree busi-
nesses that each generared billions of dollars of annual revenue.
One, selling equipment to “service providers” — principally, rele-
phone companies and Internet service providers — accounted at
its peak for more cthan half the company's revenue.

By 2000, Cisco's revenue had reached $19 billion, almose 300
times what it was when Listwin joined 10 years earlier. The
former product manager was now one of two execurtive vice pres-
idents, with 15,000 people working for him. He was often
troteed ourt in public, where securities analysts described him as
smart, aggressive, a marketing whiz. He was frequently
menrioned as heir apparent to CEO John Chambers.






