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Chapter One 

 

The White House Press Secretary made this statement to the media regarding my meeting with President 

Obama: 

The call came from the US Consulate in Adana: “Mr. Altuntas, let me not take up too much of your time. I’ll get 

right to the point. President Obama is inviting you to the White House. Our Embassy in Ankara has requested 

that I relay the invitation to you. If you could please give me your e-mail address, I’ll forward it. We have a lot 

to discuss, so please contact me after you receive the e-mail.” 

 

I was so excited! Should I wear a T-shirt or something more formal? I decided on a T-shirt. At 2:30 PM in 

Washington, DC, 9:30 PM in Turkey, I appeared live on one of CNN International’s most popular programs, 

“Quest Means Business”. Having only recently contemplated the setting up of a Middle East Entrepreneurship 

Institute, here I was being interviewed on CNN International about President Obama’s Summit on 

Entrepreneurship. Our Washington Embassy was extremely pleased about this event. 

That scene was the culminating point of my adventure that began with a phone call in Adana. 

I was one of 150 entrepreneurs invited by President Obama to attend the Presidential Summit on 

Entrepreneurship in Washington, DC on April 26 and 27, 2010. The hotel where I stayed seemed like a center 

of international diplomacy. Almost all the guests were ambassadors, consul-generals or heads of diplomatic 

missions. 

On my way to CNN from my hotel, I was thinking: Look how far I’ve come! The US president is organizing an 

extraordinary event on entrepreneurship and by being selected to attend, I have been recognized as one of 

the most influential entrepreneurs in the world. I had grown up in a household where even talking about 

money was considered inappropriate and yet here I was, personally invited to the White House by President 

Obama to discuss entrepreneurship. 

 

An invitation to Washington, DC  

It all started with a phone call on a rainy day in Adana. 

Adana, one of Turkey’s major cities, is located not far from the Mediterranean coast and is known for its 

agricultural industry. I was visiting a newly-opened branch of Deulcom, my vocational training company, when 
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the call came in. It was early January and there was a rainstorm outside.  

I like this kind of weather. It makes it easier for a person to stay indoors and attend to office work. I was 

sipping my coffee watching the downpour when the phone rang: 

"I am calling from the US Consulate in Adana. Is this Baybars Altuntas?"    

"Yes, speaking." 

“Mr. Altuntas, let me not take up too much of your time. I’ll get right to the point. President Obama is inviting 

you to the White House. Our Embassy in Ankara has requested that I relay the invitation to you. If you could 

please give me your e-mail address, I’ll forward it. We have a lot to discuss, so please contact me after you 

receive the e-mail.” 

 

I was a little confused at first. Where in Washington, DC is he inviting me? More importantly, why would 

President Obama invite me, of all people? What could the US authorities want to speak to me about? Within 

half an hour I received Obama's invitation letter via e-mail from the Charge d'Affaires on behalf of US 

Ambassador James F. Jeffrey. Outside, the rain continued for almost an hour. I felt these moments were the 

beginning of important things to come.  

 

* * * 

“Mr. Altuntas, how are you? Did you get our e-mail?” It was the Leyla Ones calling from the consulate. 

“Yes, thank you. I’ve received the e-mail. I’d like to talk about it, so how about meeting for coffee at the 

Starbucks on Ziyapasa Street tomorrow morning?” 

“Great, I’ll be there at 9:30. See you then, Mr. Altuntas.” 

 

Among 700 nominees 

Sipping my coffee, I opened up the topic immediately: 

“So what is this about?  What is the summit about?” 

“Mr. Altuntas, this summit is very important. It is a Presidential summit that the White House is organizing. 

Each of the invitees is handpicked. I believe you were chosen out of 700 nominees from Turkey. I’d like to 

congratulate you. You have been recognized by the White House as one of the most influential entrepreneurs 

in the world. 

 

President Obama had recently declared the 21st century as the century of entrepreneurship in his speech at 

Cairo University in 2009. He said, "Entrepreneurs are the ones to strengthen the ties between the US public 

and the Muslim community worldwide." He believes much responsibility falls on the shoulders of 

entrepreneurs to lead the world out of its present economic crisis. The Presidential Summit in Washington, DC 
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was being organized by the President himself; it was to be a highly significant event for entrepreneurship. 

“You need to start your preparations immediately,” I was advised. “You don’t have much time." 

"May I ask who nominated me?" 

"Mr. Altuntas, all the US embassies received a letter from the White House asking for nominees. The letter 

said the White House was going to make the final selection. I believe about 700 nominees from Turkey were 

sent to the White House.” 

* * * 

I had not heard the Cairo speech, but I located it online as soon as I got back to the office. I found the title of 

the speech very interesting: "A New Beginning".  

 

A visit from the US ambassador  

On February 9, 2010 the Adana Chamber of Commerce organized a reception in my honor. I was surprised 

that all the leaders of the city attended. There were no empty seats in the protocol area, so I found a place in 

the back and started watching this event.  

A little later police and security personnel filed into the room. Then all of a sudden the crowd parted and US 

Ambassador James Jeffrey and his wife entered. All this was really quite spectacular. 

 

Ambassador Jeffrey had come from Ankara for the reception. In his speech of exactly 40 minutes, delivered in 

fluent Turkish, he praised me and emphasized the importance of entrepreneurship for world peace. When my 

turn to speak came, I introduced my idea about a Middle East Entrepreneurship Institute which would serve 

the interests not only of Turkey but could help foster peace in the Middle East. I also had an unexpected 

request of the Ambassador. 

"If I can sit next to President Obama at the White House, you will see a lot of things change in the Middle East, 

Mr. Ambassador," I said. A wave of laughter could be heard throughout the meeting hall. The next day my 

comment appeared on their front page of one of the newspapers as the "joke of the day". There were only 

two people who were not laughing: Ambassador Jeffrey and me.  

 

Chapter Two 

 

Visiting the Head of Religious Affairs, I found myself in front of the Prime Minister!  

The message was clear. I would be meeting the prime minister. I got on the first available flight to Ankara 

and went straight to Mehmet Kasapoglu’s office. Then we left together for the Grand National Assembly, 
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where the parliament was meeting, arriving there at about 11 pm. It was a rare occasion where all the 

members of parliament were present for delicate negotiations on a proposed new constitution. 

 

I first met the mayor of Manisa years ago at an entrepreneurship event.  

Manisa has an interesting history. In Ottoman times it was the city where future sultans were educated and 

trained. It was also in this region that coins were first used, in the 6th Century BC, under the Lydian King 

Croesus. 

 

Mayor Bulent Kar was born and raised in Manisa and has forever remained in love with his home town. 

When I first met him, he was no longer mayor; he had returned to his law practice. Any time I visit Manisa, I 

never fail to meet up for an enjoyable chat with Bulent Kar. 

Sitting in our usual restaurant waiting for our favorite local dishes, I asked the former mayor if he happened 

to know the head of religious affairs. “I have an issue close to my heart that I would like to discuss with him. 

Would it be possible for you to get me an appointment?” 

 

“Mr. Altuntas, what could you possibly have to discuss with the head of religious affairs?” Mr. Kar asked. 

He was right. What could I possibly have to discuss with the head of religious affairs? I had graduated from 

the notably secular Bosphorus University in Istanbul, and I displayed none of the recognizable outward 

symbols or behaviors associated with religious inclinations. It would therefore seem a little shocking for 

someone like me to make such a request. 

“It’s difficult to explain,” I replied. “I’d prefer to wait until I meet him to discuss it. Just let me say that you 

could never imagine the subject.”  

“Well,” said the Mr. Kar, “he did visit me in Manisa once during my term as mayor, so I know him. Also, his 

chief of staff is from Manisa. I’ll give him a call and see if I can get you an appointment.” 

Mr. Kar made the call to the chief of staff to the Head of Religious Affairs, who immediately checked the 

appointment schedule and reported, “He’s very busy this week, but there’s an opening on his calendar next 

Monday morning at 10.” I readily accepted the appointment and was thoroughly impressed with Mr. Kar’s 

influence in the capital. 
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“Mr. Kar, It would be great if you joined me. It would give us a chance to catch up.” 

“Why not? It would be a good change for me.” 

We made plans to meet at the airport in Ankara, the capital, the following Monday. 

The Man Who Will Save the World 

My phone rang and I picked it up. On the line was the editor-in-chief of Haberturk, a prominent newspaper. 

“Mr. Altuntas, how are you today?” he asked. We hear you’ve been invited to the White House by President 

Obama. We’d like to do an interview with you before you leave. One of our journalists will call you and 

arrange a time. Good luck on your trip!” 

I met with the journalist in Istanbul on Sunday. We discussed the importance of the summit for world 

entrepreneurs, along with my Middle East Entrepreneurship Institute idea. It was a very detailed interview. 

We finished with a photo shoot and then parted. It was a very pleasant Sunday for me. 

* * * 

The next day was March 1, 2010. My flight arrived in Ankara on time and I met the Mr. Kar at the Ankara 

airport as planned. We picked up the morning newspapers before getting into a taxi to head for the 

Directorate of Religious Affairs. I opened Haberturk and there it was, my interview, a full-page spread, 

complete with a large photo of me! 

“Here is One of the 150 Men Who Will Save the World” 

I could not believe my eyes. The interview had taken place only the day before, yet here it was. To top it all, 

March 1 was the anniversary of Haberturk’s founding, and to celebrate, they doubled their circulation that 

day by distributing it free. I couldn’t have had better publicity if I had planned it. 

We were greeted at the door by the Chief of Staff when we arrived. " Mr. Kar, it‘s so good to see you here," 

he said, and then informed the Head of Religious Affairs of our arrival. “Sir, the Mayor of Manisa and Mr. 

Baybars Altuntas, ‘the man who will save the world’, are here to see you,” he announced gesturing towards 

the newspaper. 

The Head of Religious Affairs received us graciously. On his desk was a copy of the day’s Haberturk, open to 

the article about me. "Tell me, what is this Obama story about?" he asked. 

I had intended to discuss a completely different matter with him, but the bulk of the conversation turned 

out to be about President Obama’s entrepreneurship summit. He also wanted me to meet his son, who he 



 6 

hoped one day would become an entrepreneur. It was a cordial meeting and after half an hour he wished 

me luck and we were on our way. It seemed that my meeting with the Head of Religious Affairs had been 

simply to receive his blessing before embarking on my adventure. 

The chief of staff turned to Mr. Kar and said, “Mr. Kar, since you don’t visit Ankara very often anymore, you 

may not be aware of this, but there are a lot of bureaucrats from Manisa here. Since you’re here, I could call 

around and make appointments for you to visit some of them. I’m sure they would like to speak with you 

and Mr. Altuntas." 

"Well,” said Mr. Kar, “we’ve finished our business, so we do have free time today. If you can arrange 

appointments, we’ll pay our visits so they too can meet ‘the man who will save the world’." 

* * * 

An Unplanned Bureaucracy Tour of Ankara 

It was 11:30 when we left the Religious Affairs offices. The chief of staff to the minister of labor, Mehmet 

Kasapoglu, was next on our agenda. I could tell from the activity outside his office that he was an important 

man. When we entered his office, I noticed the newspaper on his desk open to my interview. Sure enough, 

the conversation turned to my trip to Washington, DC.  

Mehmet Kasapoglu is a dynamic young man, a graduate of Marmara University who went on to do a 

master’s degree in business administration in the US. “Mr. Altuntas, let me congratulate you on your 

success as an entrepreneur,” he said. “I was the one who started an entrepreneurship club for students 

while I was still a student at the university. The current Minister of Labor was one of my professors, and he 

was our club’s advisor. Entrepreneurship is critical for increasing employment opportunities. Does Prime 

Minister Erdogan know about your visit to the White House?” 

I assured Mr. Kasapoglu that Prime Minister Erdogan must have certainly skipped over that particular news, 

especially since he was deeply involved in parliamentary negotiations about a new constitution at that time. 

“Mr. Altuntas, this is a very important issue,” said Mr. Kasapoglu. “Before you leave for the US, you really 

must meet with the prime minister.” 

* * * 

We visited the offices of many dignitaries that day, and each one had the newspaper with my interview on 

his desk. Under normal circumstances, it would have taken me weeks to arrange appointments to meet 

with all of these people, but with the mayor’s help, I was able to accomplish everything in a single day. This 
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strengthened my personal strategy: “Keep away from politics but stay close to politicians!” 

During each visit I emphasized the potential of the Middle East Entrepreneurship Institute’s contribution to 

Middle East peace. I was also sharing my ideas about the advantages of holding the next entrepreneurship 

summit in Turkey. I was speaking about the future of the Middle East mainly to avoid being left out of the 

conversation, but I could never have imagined the chain of events that these meetings would bring about. 

Later in the day, Mr. Kar’s phone rang. It was the Chief of Staff from Religious Affairs asking us to join him 

for dinner that evening. We reserved a table at the best kebab restaurant in Ankara. A parliamentarian from 

Manisa also joined us. The topic of discussion was, not surprisingly, my upcoming visit to Washington, DC. 

Later in the evening, Mehmet Kasapoglu called: "Mr. Altuntas, we need to meet immediately.”  

Within half an hour, he too joined us at the restaurant. In the course of the conversation, we discovered 

that we had grown up in the same neighborhood in Istanbul. He asked me a lot of questions about the 

Middle East Entrepreneurship Institute, the presidential summit in Washington, DC and about my life as an 

entrepreneur. He had already asked me these questions during our visit earlier in the day but this time he 

was taking notes. 

The Prime Minister is Expecting Me! 

The next day, back in Istanbul, I understood why Mehmet Kasapoglu had wanted to see me so urgently.  

"Mr. Altuntas, are you back in Istanbul?" 

"Yes, I am." 

"Can you come back to Ankara tomorrow?" 

"Well, yes. But what is this about?" 

"The Obama event. We have to take you to visit the prime minister.” 

* * * 

At 5 PM the next day, I found myself, for the first time in my life, at the office of the prime minister. Mr. 

Kasapoglu met me at the security point as I entered the building and then silently led me through the halls 

to a door with a sign that read “Advisor to the Prime Minister.” There we met the occupant, Mustafa 

Varank, a well-educated young man who had done his master’s degree in the US and who was, as it turned 

out, also from my childhood neighborhood in Istanbul. As a matter of fact, his older brother and I had 

graduated from the same high school. Haberturk’s anniversary edition was on his desk. “Mr. Altuntas”, he 
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began, “Mr. Kasapoglu has told us about your visit to Washington, DC. and your ideas about the Middle East 

Entrepreneurship Institute,” said Mr. Varank. “You must share these ideas with the prime minister. We also 

like your idea of holding the next entrepreneurship summit in Turkey. You should ask him for a letter 

requesting that the next entrepreneur summit be held here.”  

I asked myself how all that was going to happen. Certainly these things needed to be addressed directly 

with the prime minister. The establishment of the Middle East Entrepreneurship Institute and Turkey’s 

hosting the next summit could strengthen the financial infrastructure of the entire region. All this would 

lead to more employment and prosperity, but more importantly, it could hopefully lead to less tension, less 

violence in the region as a whole.  

"And by the way, before you talk to the prime minister, please prepare a presentation about the Middle 

East Entrepreneurship Institute for him." 

"Certainly, Mr. Varank!" 

Mr. Kasapoglu advised me to act fast because they didn’t know exactly when I would meet the prime 

minister, and I needed to keep my phone on at all times, to be prepared night and day. 

* * * 

The first thing I did the next morning was to visit the CEO of the Development Bank of Turkey. We had 

visited him the week before, when the Mr. Kar and I were making our rounds in Ankara. I first thanked him 

for his hospitality and then suggested we might work together to prepare a presentation for the prime 

minister about the Middle East Entrepreneurship Institute as soon as possible. He put together a team and 

we worked on it non-stop into the night until it was finished. We even sent a copy to the US embassy to 

communicate the seriousness of the project. 

At the General Assembly Hall 

On Wednesday, April 21, 2010 my phone rang. 

"This is Mehmet Kasapoğlu. You need to be in Ankara this evening, Mr. Altuntas." 

The message was clear. I would be meeting the prime minister. I got on the first available flight to Ankara 

and went straight to Mehmet Kasapoglu’s office. Then we left together for the Grand National Assembly, 

where the parliament was meeting, arriving there at about 11 pm. It was a rare occasion where all the 

members of parliament were present for delicate negotiations on a proposed new constitution. 

There in the General Assembly Hall among all the ministers and members of parliament, I felt as if I was on 
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a film set. Mr. Kasapoglu led me up to the offices of the prime minister. There, along with Mustafa Varank 

we met Mr. Hasan Dogan, the Chief of Staff to the prime minister. “Welcome,” said Mr. Varank, “I’d like to 

introduce you to Mr. Dogan.” 

Almost all the staff in the office of the prime minister is young, energetic, and well-educated, with very 

good English, and, most noticeably, humble . 

Mr. Dogan, Mr. Kasapoglu and I were waiting in the meeting room when Mr. Varank announced that Prime 

Minister Erdogan was about to leave the General Assembly Hall. “Shall we proceed downstairs, Mr. 

Altuntas?” 

*** 

It was 2:15 AM when Mustafa Varank took me to the General Assembly Hall. “The prime minister will meet 

you now. Don’t forget to mention the letter.” 

When the prime minister exited the hall, he was followed by 300 parliamentarians, one of whom was from 

Adana. The prime minister and I came face-to-face when the Adana parliamentarian initiated a 

conversation. “Sir, I would like to introduce Mr. Altuntas. He has been invited to Washington, DC by 

President Obama. He is one of only 100 invitees from around the world.” 

The prime minister corrected the parliamentarian as he shook my hand, “Is it 100, or 150?” Obviously, he 

was familiar with the story, and even at 2 in the morning, he wasn’t missing any details.  

“150,” I answered, entering the conversation. “Mr. Prime Minister, if you could give me a letter asking 

President Obama to hold the next summit here in Turkey, I will personally deliver it to him. We should not 

allow the next summit to go to, say, Egypt or Indonesia.” 

"Let's write it immediately," he said and moved on, wishing me success. 

*** 

It was 3:30 AM when the constitution reviews finished. As the prime minister left the Assembly Hall, he 

looked at me and waved. I must have blushed a little as all eyes turned in my direction. The prime minister 

obviously liked this entrepreneurship idea.  

I have the Prime Minister’s Letter to Obama in my hand 

The next evening Mustafa Varank called, "Mr. Altuntas, please come to the prime minister’s residence 

immediately. We have the prime minister’s letter to President Obama.” 



 10 

* * * 

The next day Mr. Kasapoglu and I presented ourselves at the prime minister’s residence, where Mustafa 

Varank greeted us at the entrance. He handed me a sealed envelope containing a letter from Prime Minister 

Recep Tayyip Erdogan to President Barack Hussein Obama. 

"Since you are mentioned in the letter, we are giving you a copy as well. We wish you the best of luck." 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three 

 

I had the letter to President Obama in my pocket. But what was I going to do . . . just slide it 

under the White House front door? Should I ring the bell and say, “Here I am!” I had no idea . . .  

 

I called the under-secretary at our Washington embassy. I was thinking if every entrepreneur from 

each of the 62 countries represented at the Summit had a letter from their prime minister, I would 

have no chance to meet with Obama face-to-face and deliver my letter. If, on the other hand, it 

was only the Turkish prime minister who had written a letter, and if Turkey was the only candidate 

to host the next summit, Obama would likely accept and support the proposal. 

 

My original reason for visiting the Head of Religious Affairs concerned an issue that was much 

closer to my heart than this one, but no one was listening. And then, out of the blue, I had found 

myself face-to-face with Prime Minister Erdogan and was designated as his “entrepreneurship 

messenger”. I believe that God must have had bigger plans for me than my original goals. This is a 

good example of where divine winds can blow in your direction when you let them. Is it possible 

that God liked my original reason for visiting the Head of Religious Affairs and was rewarding me? 

* * * 

On April 24, 2010 I left for Washington, DC with Rakibe, my wife.  Earlier, while waiting to board 
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our flight, my mind and my eyes were fixed on my briefcase. In it was the letter from the prime 

minister of Turkey to the president of the United States. If anything were to happen to that letter, 

it would be a disaster for Turkish entrepreneurship . . . and a major embarrassment for me. 

Prime Minister Erdogan’s message was clear. Though he could have sent the letter through official 

channels, he chose to entrust the delivery to me, an entrepreneur. By doing things this way, he 

was showing his trust in Turkish entrepreneurs and indicating that they could assume a role in 

diplomacy.  

With this subtle message firmly ensconced in my mind, I thought to myself: If I can’t even hold 

onto the letter, what good would I be as one of the 150 men who would save the world. I carried 

the case everywhere I went, never letting it out of my sight. 

We landed in Washington, DC on Saturday night and were driven straight to the hotel. I went to 

bed and immediately fell asleep.  

At breakfast the next morning, my wife asked me a really good question: “So exactly how are you 

going to deliver this letter to Obama?” 

The logistical aspect of hand delivering a letter to the President of the United States had not even 

occurred to me up to that point. Indeed, how was I going to deliver the letter to President 

Obama? Was I supposed to just walk up to the White House and slide it under the front door? 

Maybe ring the doorbell and say, “Here I am!” Like many Mediterranean countries, Turkey is a 

last-minute culture, and I was living proof of that. 

The summit was to begin the next morning at 10. President Obama was to make his speech at 6 

PM, which meant I had to find a way to get the letter to him before that. But how? 

Chasing Obama for an Appointment  

Immediately I called my contacts in Ankara, but no one answered. I lost about two hours doing 

that. Finally, Mehmet Kasapoglu returned my call. I laid out the situation and asked him what I 

should do. “I’ll call you right back,” he promised, and when he did, he gave me the cell phone 

number of the Turkish ambassador in Washington, DC and told me I should handle the rest. Then 

he hung up. 

The Turkish Ambassador had recently returned to Washington, DC from Ankara. I had first met 

him there. He was a real gentleman as well as a diplomat. He had showed a lot of interest in the 
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summit, so I gave him a call. 

"Mr. Ambassador, this is Baybars Altuntas. I need your help. Could we talk?" 

"Mr. Altuntas! Welcome to Washington, DC. Yes, we can talk. What can I do for you?" 

I explained the situation and told him about the time constraints. I needed to meet with President 

Obama before his speech at the summit the next day. He said his secretary would be calling me a 

little later. 

As promised, the ambassador’s secretary called and I re-explained the situation. By this time it 

was already 3 PM and, with no solution to my dilemma on the horizon, I was beginning to feel 

stressed. I had the impression that he didn’t really believe I had a letter for President Obama from 

Prime Minister Erdogan. When I read the letter to him over the phone, he began to understand 

the gravity of the situation. “Who in Ankara can confirm this letter?” he queried. “Mr. Altuntas, 

you had better deliver the letter to us. It’s highly unlikely that you’ll get an appointment with 

President Obama by tomorrow. It takes months to get an appointment with him and this letter 

needs to be declared through the embassy.” 

A rather heated discussion ensued, and I finally lost my temper. “I’m not giving you  the letter! I 

would rather take it back with me and return it to the prime minister. I don’t care about this 

diplomatic “declaring the letter” business. I prefer that you not waste any more time and ask the 

White House for an appointment as soon as possible.” 

I hung up the phone and immediately faxed a copy of the letter. I understood the position that he 

was in. He was simply trying to follow protocol, but rather hopelessly. I understood the near 

impossibility of getting an appointment this late in the game, but it was worth a shot, even if it 

was a long shot in the dark.  

As an entrepreneur, I tend to keep my hopes up until the very last moment. If you have hope, 

anything is possible but once you lose hope, nothing is possible. This is why persistence and the 

ability to inspire and motivate others are such important characteristics for an entrepreneur. 

Later that evening I called the ambassador’s secretary again, “I hate to bother you again, but I 

have an observation that I need to share with you. If entrepreneurs from each of the 62 countries 

represented at the Summit has brought a letter from their prime minister, there will be no chance 

for me to meet with Obama face-to-face. However, if I am the only one, that would be an entirely 

different story. In the event that turns out to be the case, President Obama would surely want to 
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thank the prime minister for his offer and would likely support Turkey to host of the next 

summit.’’ 

"Mr. Altuntas, let's wait and see." 

I went down to the Starbucks in the lobby of my hotel and started thinking. Here I am, in this city 

for the first time, with no friends or connections, and I need to get an appointment with the 

president of the United States in less than 24 hours. But now the ball was no longer in my court 

and all I could do was wait and see. I finished my coffee and went upstairs to bed. 

I get an Appointment at the Ronald Reagan Building 

When the summit opened the next morning, all 150 delegates from 62 different countries were 

there. The program was full, with one speech after the other. Sitting next to me at the same table 

was Nobel Peace Prize winner Professor Muhammed Yunus. It was a gathering of the most 

influential entrepreneurs in the world and they all seemed happy to be there.  

Just before lunch I received a call from a number I didn’t recognize. “Mr. Altuntas, I am calling 

from the White House.” 

"Yes, I am listening." 

"Please be at the entrance to the conference hall inside the Ronald Reagan Building at 4 PM. 

Official escorts will pick you up there for your appointment with President Obama.”  

I took a deep breath and exclaimed to myself, “This is it!" 

Within 15 minutes I got another call, this time from the Turkish embassy. "Mr. Altuntas, you will 

be receiving a call from the White House. You have an appointment with President Obama at 5 

o’clock. We just wanted to let you know.” 

It was exactly 4 PM when the official escorts arrived. We quickly passed through the White House 

security and moved on to the conference hall where President Obama was going to make his 

speech. I waited alone in the conference room for about an hour, letter in hand, until the escorts 

returned. This time, I followed them 10 floors underground to reach the Presidential Office, a 15-

minute journey in all, where we met the president’s photographer and the White House chief of 

security, along with other officials. There we waited for President Obama. 

* * * 
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President Obama entered the room with the energy of a university student who had just 

graduated. His warm greeting and jokes created a relaxed environment. I don’t know why, but 

standing next to him I felt much taller than I actually am. President Obama took the letter from me 

and handed it to one of his assistants and then we talked about the importance of 

entrepreneurship in fixing the world’s economic crisis while fostering an entrepreneurship 

ecosystem for creating a better job market. After our meeting finished, I followed him into the 

conference room where he was about to deliver his speech. 

My Live Interview on CNN International 

One hundred and fifty entrepreneurs from 62 countries and about 300 media representatives 

from around the world were waiting in the hall when President Obama arrived. In his speech, 

President Obama uttered these words that were heard around the world, "Tonight I am very 

happy to announce that Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan has accepted to host the next 

Summit on Entrepreneurship in Turkey. I thank Prime Minister Erdogan, the Turkish people, and 

the Turkish private sector leaders for their help in maintaining the momentum  being generated 

this week.” Applause filled the room and now the world media understood why I had arrived late 

with President Obama, no longer with an envelope in my hand. 

Following Obama’s announcement, CNN International invited me to join them in their 

commentary session on the Presidential Entrepreneurship Summit. BBC immediately asked for an 

appointment. Bloomberg’s Washington studios invited me to do a live interview with White House 

officials. National Public Radio (NPR), a highly respected nationwide multimedia news organization 

in the US, asked me to discuss the summit with them on 30 minutes of air time. All in all, hand 

delivering the letter accomplished more than simply securing Turkey as the venue for the next 

summit.   

On the evening of April 26, all eyes were looking in the direction of Turkey. Turkey had made a 

deep impression at the US Presidential Summit on Entrepreneurship. The Turkish ambassador to 

Washington remarked on the success of the endeavor at a reception dinner saying; "Turkey has 

gained publicity worth at least $10 million from this event.” The total cost to our country was zero. 

Prime Minister Erdogan, his extraordinary team and the trust he placed in this entrepreneur who 

pushed through every obstacle in order to hand deliver the letter led to success for all concerned. 

In the end, Turkey was the winner! 

* * * 
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On this, my very first visit to Washington, DC I had visited the White House, President Obama, 

CNN International, NPR and the Turkish embassy. And I did it all in just two days. I felt as if the 

weight of the world had been lifted from my shoulders when I removed my tie that evening and 

changed into casual clothes. 

What I had done for my country as an entrepreneur was clear. I can say without reservation that 

those were the best two days of my life.  

 

Here is what I learned from Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan: 

First, learn to trust. He focused on the business idea of the letter and, instead of using an official 

messenger, he chose to send it with an entrepreneur. Second, think outside the box. His pragmatic 

and somewhat unconventional approach had produced the desired results.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


