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Man in the news: Robert Rubin
By John Gapper
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Dusk falls on Park Avenue in Manhattan on Thursday and Robert Rubin, the former US Treasury 
secretary and new chairman of Citigroup, sits in his comfortable office stuffed with the evidence of a
prosperous and achievement-filled life. Here are plaques from his time in government, here a framed 
copy of him on a Time magazine cover and there a photograph of a fish he caught in Tierra del Fuego.

Mr Rubin is mulling the awkward question of how much responsibility he bears for the deep problems
at one of the world’s biggest banks. Chuck Prince, Citi’s chief executive, resigned this week as it
announced a debt writedown of up to $11bn tied to the US subprime mortgage crisis. Difficulties at Citi
and other banks spooked markets and prompted a further lurch in the dollar.

To consider the matter fully, Mr Rubin rearranges himself in a way that would be strange in most 
69-year-old bankers, but is characteristic. He hooks his leg off the right arm of his chair, where it was 
swinging, leans back and thrusts out both legs to rest on a chair in front. Having slithered into a 
near-horizontal position, he takes a yellow tennis ball, which he has been bouncing on the floor, and 
starts tossing it in the air and catching it.

“Let me just go into a bit of history because it will make
it clearer,” he says. He recalls coming to Citi eight years
ago as a “consigliere” first to the bank’s bosses, Sandy
Weill and John Reed, and later to Mr Prince. He
describes his work until this week: “People come by and
want to talk about things. Some are unhappy with their
jobs, others want to talk to me about how to approach a
client or a government. My entire staff is two
secretaries. That’s who reports to me.”

It sounds like nice work if you can get it, particularly
since Mr Rubin was paid $17.3m last year. But Mr
Prince’s departure and Mr Rubin’s elevation to the
chairmanship, with Sir Win Bischoff, former head of the
merchant bank Schroders as interim chief executive,
has brought some criticism. Mr Rubin ought to have
done more to stop Citi drifting into trouble, say the
critics, given his senior role.

Since Mr Rubin’s arrival, he has had trouble convincing outsiders that he is not  secretly in charge, as
he was at the Treasury and before that at Goldman Sachs, where he was co-chief executive. If he 
was not wielding more power and influence than he claimed, how could he have been worth the pay, 
the office, the degree of latitude and the respect of Citi executives?

This is the enigma of Bob Rubin, a slight, courteous figure who holds himself in a position of repose.
He does not appear to be doing much – indeed, he keeps insisting that he is not – and yet his office is
a place of pilgrimage for bankers, officials and clients seeking advice. The fact that he has declared
himself a supporter of Hillary Clinton for the presidency merited a story in The New York Times this
week.

“Rubin is that much talked of, but seldom seen, animal: the truly wise man, although he doesn’t want
to be treated like that,” says Jacob Weisberg, editor of the online magazine Slate and co-writer of Mr
Rubin’s autobiography, In an Uncertain World. “He enjoys problem-solving and thinking through issues
and he does that in a college seminar kind of way. I’ve learned a tremendous amount from him about
all kinds of things.”

“Unlike many former high government officials, he is not surrounded by much pomp and ceremony,”
says Stephen Volk, a Citi vice-chairman. “He is ironic, humorous, very open to ideas. And yet he is
very strong. He has a leadership style he has honed over the years, relying on big interpersonal skills,
an extraordinarily good mind, broad knowledge of people and an ability to connect the dots.”

Now he is directly in charge, although he carefully emphasises that Sir Win is the chief executive. He
says his first task is to “talk to people” inside the bank, as well as investors and clients, to reassure
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them that things are under control. He will also be on the search committee looking for a permanent
chief executive. He might then stay on as chairman or he might not, he says.

Mr Rubin’s ascent to the top of the US establishment was achieved within two generations. His
paternal grandfather Morris Rubin was a Russian Jewish émigré who brought up his  family first in
Brooklyn and then Miami. He made and lost a fortune speculating on Florida property (a lesson
Citigroup did not learn) and shares in the 1929 stock market crash.

Mr Rubin went to Harvard and had spells at the London School of Economics and Yale Law School
before joining Goldman Sachs in 1966. He was apprentice to the legendary Gus Levy, a partner who
pioneered risk-taking with the bank’s capital. There, Mr Rubin learnt his deliberate, inquisitive style of
trying to gather masses of data and weigh all probabilities before making a decision.

Goldman also taught him collegiality and the importance of subsuming his ego to the bright minds
around him. He eventually became co-chief executive of Goldman with Stephen Friedman before he
moved into the Clinton administration in 1992, first as the president’s economic adviser and then
Treasury secretary.

There, he struck up a close working relationship with Larry Summers, the Harvard academic who
succeeded him and with Alan Greenspan, chairman of the Federal Reserve. The trio  worked on the
Mexican and Asian financial crises and were dubbed on the cover of Time (the one framed in Mr
Rubin’s office) “the committee to save the world”.

He remembers the time fondly. “Alan and Larry and I had breakfast once a week. You would have said
that three people like that cannot work together but we did, remarkably well. If Alan said something
and Larry said: ‘Well, I don’t agree with that’ and I said X, Alan’s ego was not invested in proving he
was right.”

Mr Rubin’s mantra of the US believing in a “strong dollar” was taken on trust by investors. Now, he has
a window seat at not only the troubles of Citigroup and Wall Street but what threatens to become a
dollar rout. He says things could have been different if George W.  Bush’s administration had observed
his devotion to a balanced budget and co-operating with other countries.

“You could have had surpluses that affected the savings rate and would have helped the trade
balance. I think you would have had more confidence in the policy framework and you would have had
a better dollar,” he says regretfully. He pauses to reflect. “But we are where we are.”
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