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MEET AMD'S RAGS-TO-RICHES 
HEIR APPARENT 
Why the chipmaker's overachieving president, Hector Ruiz, should worry Intel 

W
hen Hector de Jesus Ruiz was 
W'owing up in the 1950s in the 
Mexican border to"" of Pied",s 
Negl'as, just across the Rio 

Grande from Eagle Pass, Tex., his ambi
tions were as modest as his upbringing. 
He played gttitllf in a rock-and-roll four
some called The Teenagers and dreamed 
of being an auto me<;hanic. "I just want
ed to have fun," he says. Instead, at the 
age of 15, Ruiz met a local missionary 
who offered English tutoling in exchange 
for housework. A shott time later, she 
persuaded him to attend the high school 
in Eagle Pass. For the next 18 months, 
he walked 45 minutes each way across 
the border every day to study in Amer
ica. By bTl'aduation, he WHa named vale
dictorian of the senior class. 

Since then, other mentors have helped 
him on the fast track. Swayed by Ruiz' in
telligence and persistence, George M. C. 
F ishel; the former CEO of Motorola Inc., 
p"omoted him steadily at the mobile
phone and chip giant dwing Ruiz' 2Z-year 
career there. And last fall , w.J. "Jen-y" 
Sanders 1II, the founder of Advanced Mi
cro Devices Inc., handpicked Ruiz to be 
the chipmakel's president and heir ap
parent, both fo,' his technical acwnen and 
because he and Ruiz share common values 
rooted in their rags-to-liches life stories. 
"There have always been angels in my 
life," Rujz says. One way he shows his 
Wlltitude is by buying the textbooks and 
school supplies for dozens of children in 
Piedras New ... who can't afford them. 

Ruiz has much to be grateful [01' 
t hese days at AMD. He will share powel' 
with Sanders until the CEO retires in 
two years, and then he is expected take 
charge himself. Better yet, Ruiz is wit
nessing a golden moment at the Sunny
vale (Calif.) company. A perennial rival 
to chip giant Intel Corp., AMD is enjoy
ing a level of success unprecedented in 
its 31-year history. The key reason is its 
Athion microprocessor, wruch is faster 
and cheapel' than Intel's flagship Pen
tium III and has won AMD dozens of cor
porate customers, including 9 of the top 
10 PC makers. In addition, MID has be-

NEXT IN LINE 
Ruiz is expected to take over when 
CEO Sanders retires in two years 

come the world's leading source of 
ufiash" memory chips used in cell phones 
and other electronic gizmos. 

The combination is driving AMD's fie 
nancial performance to record levels . 
Mel'rill Lynch & Co. expects revenues 

to hit $4.95 billion this year, up 73% D-om 
1999's $2.86 billion. Alter [oUI' years of 
losses, the company should book more 
than $880 million in profits in 2000. And 
though the company's stock has dropped 
along with the semiconductor sector re· 
cently, AMD shares have more than dou· 
bled, to $30.13, since Jan. !. 

Ruiz' task is to keep the boom times = 
going. To do so, he doesn't plan to tear ~ 
up the compnny Or make dramatic shi fts !:1 

:! 

I 



Information Technology 
in strategy. Rather, he just needs to 
execute flawlessly on AMO'S current ap
proach. The goal is to keep churning 
out chips that are speedier- and often 
cheaper-than Intel's. If he can do that, 
Ruiz figu res, AMO can boost its share 
of the PC processor business from 18% 
nOw to 30% by the end of 200 1. Ana
lysts t hink t hat's attainable. 

to the hospital. Ruiz' father located a 
young physician, just sLx weeks out of 
medical school, who was willing to visit 
the family's one-room home. They were 
so grateful, they named their son Hec
tor after him. Ruiz was later joined by 
fou.· sisters, and both of his parents 
worked hard to suppor t their family. 

His father managed cattle for a live
stock company, and his motheJ' was a 
secretal)'. They both valued reading and 
saved as much money as they could to
wru'd their dream of opening a book
store-a goal they reached in 1969. 

A. a youth, Ruiz was studious and 
serious. His sister, Magdalena Ruiz Vil

lanueva, says he was tflike a 
pru-r.ne.r" to his parents, looking 
after the younger kids and 
helping around the house. ''We 
always knew he'd be a succes.o:;," 
she says, recall ing the light 
pouring out of his bedroom at 1 
a.m. as he fl.nished his home
work. But Hector, who spOIted 
an Elvis Pl'es ley pompadour, 
also liked to play street soccer, 
tinker with cars, and play with 
his band. 

U AMD has taken advantage of a 
competitive opening left by T n
tel," says MeITiIl Lynch analyst 
Joseph P. Osha. 

Intel is trying its best to 
close that window of 0PPOltu
nity. The chip giant plans to in
troduce its new Pentium 4 in 
Octobe.· and wil l likely take 
back the speed crown from 
AMD. The situation could worsen 
by the end of this year, when 
Intel brings out its long-awaited 
Itanium chip, a behemoth that 
chews through data 64 bits at a 
time vs. the 32 bits tackled by 
Pentium and Athlon chips. Plus, 
AMD has so far failed to crack 
the most lucrative parts of the 
PC business-serve.'S and high
end comme"cial desktops-leav
ing it confined to the lowel'-mru' 
gin consumer segment. /tAM.O is 
going to be challenged to keep 
pace/, says Kevin M. Krewell, a 
senior analyst at chip consul
tancy MicroDesign Resow'ces. 
fACTORY fiXES. That's where 
Ruiz' technical savvy and oper
ational expertise kicks in, Af
tel' six year at Texas In tl'U
ments Inc. and his t ime at 
Motorola, most spent in the 
company's chip division, Ruiz 
has seen all facets of the emi
conductor industry. His plimary 
aim is to prevent the sorts of 
technical and mnnuJnctut'ing 
slipups that have sow'ed AMO'S 
results every t ime it appeared 
to be gaining on Intel in I'ecent 
years. He plans to "011 out. se
lies of new chips this year and 
next, including faster versions 
of its entry-level Duron family, 
which competes with Intel's 
Celeron, and an Itunium rival 
that will run both 32-bit and 
64-bit scitware. "We're going to 
win tlu'Ough innovation and bet
ter technology," he says. 

F'orgive R,nz if he thinks he 
can accomplish just about any
thing. When he was born, on 
Christmas Day, 1945, in Pied .... 
Negl'as, his parents were so 
poor, they couldn't afford to go 

HECTOR DE JESUS RUIZ 

~~~~ .. ~~.c.e.'."~e.r .. 2..5.: ... 1.~~.!j.: .. ~i~.d.r.?~~~.&.r~.~: .. t;1.~~.i.c?:._ 
EDUCATION Walked across the U.S. border dai ly to 
attend high school in Eagle Pass, Tex. Three years af
ter starting to learn English, he graduated as valedic
torian . Earned a B.S. in electrical engineering from 
the University of Texas at Austin in 1968 and a PhD 
from R.ce University in 1972. 
.................................... _ ... " ........ " ............................ "" .... " .................... -
CAREER Six years at Texas Instruments and 22 at 
Motorola , overseeing worldwide manufacturing, 
worldwide research and development, paging, and 
semiconductors. Since February, 
2000, has been president and COO 
of Advanced Micro Devices. 

VISION fOR AMD The 31-year-old 
company has never been more suc
cessfu l thanks to its inexpensive 
Athlon microprocessor. Ruiz plans to 
expand production capacity and 
move into the high end of the PC biz. 
.............. " ...................................... ,," ................• 

BIG HELP. His life changed for
evel' when missional'y 
Olive Givin, who taught 
English at his school, tack 
him under her wing. She 
convinced Ruiz to attend 
AmOlic<lJl high school, and 
helped collect the $25 
monthly fee to send him 
there. Later, she paid 
$600 out of her own pock
et for his first year of col
lege at the University of BIGGEST SURPRISE IN NEW JOB 

How rough rival Intel plays . Ruiz 
says he's "shocked" by some of the 

---------' Texas at Austin. Ruiz 

chip giant 's hardball tactics, such as pressuring cus
tomers not to buy from AMD. Intel denies wrongdoing. ...... _ ...................................................................................................... -
WORST PROfESSIONAL EXPERIENCE Overhauling 
Motorola's semiconductor unit in 1997, including 
cutti ng 21,000 jobs and moving the headquarters 
from Phoenix to Austin . Got threatening letters from 
employees. The moves returned Motorola to growth. 
......................... "" .. _ .•........•..... __ .... " ........... " ....................... _" .........• 
BIGGEST LIfE INfLUENCE Methodist missionary 
Olive Givin hired 15-year-old Ruiz to help around the 
house in exchange for English lessons, urged him to 
attend U.S. high school, then paid for his first year of 
college. Ruiz dedicated his PhD dissertation to her. 
..... " .. " .. " ................ ....... _."" ... """ ... """" .. " ..... _-_ .... __ ...... " .. "" ..... _ ....... -
CULTURAL IDENTITY Beca me a U. S. citizen in 
1975 and identifies himself as a Texan , Still prefers 
Mexican food-especially rich mol~ sauce. Elected 
this year to the U.S. Hispanic Engineers Hall of 
Fame. Speaks frequently to business and youth 

W~."..P.~ .. t~ .. :~~.o.~.r~.~~ .. ~i.s.p.~.~ .i.(;~ .. t? .. e.~~e'. .. e.~.&.i"..~~!.i.~~.: ... 
PERSONAL VALUES Having experienced discrimina
tion, Ruiz aims to " treat people with the utmost 
dignity." His leadership style is tough but respectful. 
" I will never, ever beli tt le an individual. You can be a 
successful business leader without being an a------." 
......... _ ......... _._ ....... " ... " .... _-------------------- ........... _"-,, ........................... -
fAMILY Widowed at 29. Married wife Judy 24 years 
ago. Son, Hector, now 28, from his first marriage, 

. a.~dJ.".9/~ .. t.I'I.O' .. ~.h.i.19.r~.".,. Jo.~~i~.: .~.5.' ... ~"..d. .~.r:~: ... ?~: .... _ 

chose the engineering program 
because of his mechanical incli
nations and earned bachelor' 
and master's degrees in electri
cal enginee,·ing. When he got a 
PhD at Rice University in 1972, 
he dedicated his dissel'tation to 
Givin, who died in 1984. 

It wasn't all smooth sailing . 
Ruiz hal! experienced oVeJt dis
crimination: He was once 
passed over for a teaching-as
sistant job in college because 
of his Hispanic heri tage-the 
pl'Ofessor later apologized. After 
he and his wife bought their 
first house, in Dallas, a next
door neighbor mistack him for a 
gardener and asked Huiz to 
work for him. He has also suf
fered t ragedy: While he was 
working at Texas J Ilstruments, 
Ruiz' first wife died, at age 29, 
of leukemia. That left him alone 
to care for their four-year-old 
son, Hector Jr. 

Such expCJiences have given 
Ruiz a detennination to be com
passionate. "1 treat people with 
the utmost ciignity,1! he says . 
lIyou can be a successful busi-
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to show signs of inde
pendence from Sanders. 
Earlier this year, the 
AMD chief wanted to 
switch a plant in 
Austin from making 
processors to making 
flash memory. Ruiz 
persuaded him to wait 

0';' ~_..:... ..... __ ..... ~~' ~ a year to reup the 
JAN.'9~ SEPI,19,'00 higher profits from 

L ... OOI.LARS 
DATA, MERRllLlVNCH & CO., BLOOMBERG FINANCIAL MARI!E1S, MERCURY RES£AACH, M1CRODESI{i~ RESOURCES, COMPMY R£PDm processors. IIHe does-

ness leader \vithout being an a--." He 
has already infused AMO vvith a more 
easygoing atmosphere, colleague!) MY, en~ 
couraging them to dl'Op by his office \vith
out an appointment and responding quick
ly to e-mails from anybody in the 
company. 

Still, he can be tough when the situ
ation demands it. In 1997, he was as· 
signed to fix 'Motorola's stnlggling semi
conrluctor unit-a job he calls the 
hardest of his CaJ-eer. Desperate to bring 
sense to t he group, Ruiz reol·ganized it 
three times in t hree years and shed 
21,000 workers---earning the unflattering 
sobliquet ('Hector the dissector." AIl ex
colleague critical of Ruiz' tenure says 
the result was j'chaos beyond descrip
tion!' Ruiz got threatening letters from 
employees and was vilified in the press. 
Still, analysts such as Samuel S. May of 
us Bancorp Piper Jaffl'ay credit Ruiz 
with saving the group: I ts sales next 
yew' should climb 24%, to $10.1 billion. 

The expelionce taught Huiz the value 
of a gO-Slow approach. At AMD, he is 
taking time to "sit and leam, like slow~ 
Iy ingesting vitamins over a long time.lI 

Ruiz has vh;ited all of AMD'S facilities, 
from Singapore to Dresden, to meet 
managers and says he has no interest in 
speeding the departure of Sanders, who 
has sold 1.8 million shares of AMO stock 
th is year, for a gain of $88.4 million. 
flHe's a phenomenal cheerleader. Why 
would I want to lose that?" Ruiz says. 

The two men seem to have a tight 
bond. They met when Ruiz was at Mo
torola, helping to engineer a landmark 
tec1U1ology-sha)'ing pact between the 
companies. Then, a year ago, with 
Sanders looking for a successor in the 
wake of the sudden deplutll)'e of S. Atiq 
Raza, t.he pl'evious front-runner, Sanders 
and Ruiz began having monthly din
ners. In November, Sanders popped the 
question over dinner at Austin's Sal" 
dine Rouge restaurant. "I told him the 
[CEO) job was his to lose." Sanders says. 
Ruiz couldn 't resist the oPPOltunity to 
I'lln his own show-and ,'elished the 
chance to take on Intel. "One of t he 
reasons J took this job was to compete 

with a bunch of tough sons-or-bitches," 
he says. 

He's getting hjs wish- and more. 
Huiz says he is "shocked" by Intel's 
hardbal.1 tactics, which l'border on un
ethical." While he won't give details, he 
hints that Intel pressures its customers 
not to buy f"oll1 A MD- and says he's 
grateful that the federal government 
keeps a close eye on the chip giant . 
Even so, Ruiz isn't looking fOl' the feds 
to fight AMD'S battles: He aims to beat 
[ntel in the marketplace. Intel declined 
to comment for thi ar ticle. 

Ruiz also has to contend \vith Intel's 
deeper pockets. Even as AMO spends 
bi llions of dollars to crank up production 
or PC processors, Intel is madly diversi
fying into othel', faster-growing parts of 
the semiconductor business, such as 
chips used in networking and communi
cations gear. The reason: While demand 
for PC processors s.hould grow in the 
low teens a nnually fat' the next five 
years, communications chips could surge 
30% or more. I. AMD has put all of its 
eggs in one basket, while Intel is look
ing for greener pastures," says Krewell. 
DOWN THE ROAD, Ruiz doesn't see iL 
that way. He figures AMO can thrive for 

n't just take orders/' 
Sanders says. What ultimately swayed 
Sanders was that Ruiz volunteered to 
take the heat for the flip-flop internally. 

Ruiz' family helps him escape those 
kinds of pressures at work. A year after 
he was widowed, Ruiz met his second 
wife, J lldy, who is a Texan and was her
self a widow cw-ing for two kids. They 
merged their families into a kind of bi
cultural Brady B1<nch and have been 
married for 24 years. ,IThey are still 
madly in love," says Ruiz' best friend, 
GllstavO A. Arenas. Ruiz typically calls 
his wife several times a day when he's 
on business trips. He and Judy escape 
periodically from their Austin home to 
F lagstaff, Aliz., where they hike and 
dine with friends. Ruiz is a dutiful son, 
too. He calls his mother weekly and vis
its her at home in Mexico a.s often as 
possible to get his fill of her delicious 
ba,./xu:oo.--slow-cooked cow cheeks-and 
mashed guiIJado beans. 

Ruiz also derives satisfaction from 
his position as a Hispanic role model. Th 
share his success \vith his extended fam
ily, he has paid fo l' the education of 
more than four dozen of his nieces and 
nephews. And he has become a public 
advocate fol' equal opportunity, speaking 

TIGHT BOND Sanders and Ruiz 
met when Ruiz was at Motorola, 
helping to engineer a landmark 
technology-sharing agreement 

between the companies 

t he next three to five yem-s by sticking 
\vith t he still-growing PC market. After 
that. he concedes, "we may have to do 
different things!' AMD already plans to 
make chips for inexpensive Web appli
ances. And to keep his options open, 
Ruiz scotched the potential sale of a 
group at AMD that makes chips used in 
networking gear. He has also started 

often to bUSiness leaders to encourage 
t hem to open doors for others. This 
year, in recognition of his contli bution, 
Ruiz was elected to the U. S. Hispanic 
Engineers Hall of Fame. That seems a 
just reward for a guy who is committed 
to helping others-just like his own an
gels helped him. 

By Andy Reinhardt in A1<8tin 
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