
Hello graduating class of 2018. 
 
I am really excited to be here today – funny story actually, I missed my own graduation to go 
to Las Vegas – I promise it was for work and I will get to that story shortly.  
 
I am truly honoured to be here congratulating you on graduating after all your hard work! I 
mean that, because I get just how much work goes in to getting here today, and I get that 
things aren’t always easy.  
 
I want to talk to you about the part of my story which is never really spoken about, my 
reality before Afterpay and how it prepared me for what has been a once in a lifetime 
journey. 
 
I wrote my speech on a plane from New York City to San Francisco. I boarded the plane 
directly after a retailer I had been speaking to told me they weren’t interested in using 
Afterpay. I had given my absolute all to this retailer and to hear the news was soul 
destroying. So, there I was for 6 hours, looking out the window flying over city after city 
from one side of the US to the other wondering why I failed and dissecting what I could 
have done better. 
 
Someone once told me in life the only thing you have as a human is your reaction. That is it 
– your reaction to whatever thing is thrown your way. That is the only thing you can control. 
 
The amazing thing with how life works is that failure hurts but with hindsight it can make 
sense if you take it as a lesson.  
 
When I look back at the key times in my life when I failed, it is amazing how the most 
incredible milestone was around the corner for me. Failure isn’t freely spoken about, but 
amazing things happen if it is channelled in the right way. Grit trumps failure every day of 
the week.  
 
There were two key, what I call my failure milestones, which occurred before I graduated 
university and unknowingly at the time lead me to where I am today. 
 
My first key failure milestone occurred 10 years ago when I was dropped from the Sydney 
Roosters rugby league under 18s team. I trained 6 times a week, ran up and down sand 
dunes, vomited at numerous training sessions and gave it my absolute all. I couldn’t 
understand why, when at my absolute fitness peak, life threw me such a harsh reality.  
 
As Muhammad Ali famously said, “everyone has a plan until you get punched in the face”. 
 
But it is amazing how events like this make perfect sense in hindsight, especially when you 
realise you have the chance to turn failure in to an opportunity.  
 
On the exact same day I was dropped from the Roosters I came to Sydney University rugby 
practice, which lead me to this amazing university and 2 months later from all my Roosters 



training I was playing first 15 colts with some of the most talented rugby players who now 
play for the Wallabies. 
 
I say all the time at work that this failure and that rugby in general prepared me to build 
Afterpay because building a start-up is genuinely like being a professional athlete – you get 
punched in the guts every day of the week. And competitive sport – and the failures that 
come with it – teach you a grit and tenacity like no other. 
 
You shouldn’t fear failure and failure has always made sense to me in hindsight, because I 
learned from it. 
 
My second key failure milestone was actually when I was in your shoes graduating from 
university. It was quite bizarre – when I was in my second year at university I sold the most 
jewellery on eBay out of my bedroom, yet I felt rather than being an entrepreneur I had to 
try get an investment banking job. That’s what the world told me, get a normal job. Well, 
every investment bank in the country turned me down other than one where my neighbour 
at the time who had taken a liking to me helped me get a first round interview. 
 
I went in to Lazard for an interview, they said no to me but then in the same breath said the 
guy who is running our private equity fund is setting up his own venture capital fund and the 
two of you should meet. So, off I went to Paddington to meet Mark Carnegie.  
 
Mark sat down in front of me, slouched in his chair and said, no word of a lie “so, what do 
you want…” to which I responded “well to work at a venture capital fund like yours..” – to 
which he abruptly interrupted me responding – in much more colourful terms than these – 
“well let’s say I tell you go away right now, what are you going to do”. Being me, I bluffed 
him… I said I had a job in train at a rival bank and I would just go there. But that wasn’t his 
point. 
 
He opened my CV pointing at my eBay business and he said “tell me about this. What is this 
business? What are your projections for next year, the year after. You my friend are leaving 
something on the table here, this is a big opportunity and you need to take it seriously.” He 
told me he would hold a job at his VC fund for me for a year, but I should go be an 
entrepreneur. He didn’t actually want to hire me, he just wanted to give me the confidence 
to become an entrepreneur. 
 
You shouldn’t fear failure and failure has always made sense to me in hindsight, because I 
learned from it. 
 
So, with Mark’s suggestion, off I went to become an entrepreneur. He told me I had to build 
a scalable business. I decided the best way to get to market fast at low cost was to try and 
secure a deal with a large online jeweller offshore who could provide me the platform and 
product range to scale off eBay. 
 
Leaning on my perseverance from rugby and business experience from eBay, I sent an email 
to the CEO of one of the largest online jewellers in the US. It said something along the lines 
of: 



 
“Hi Shmuel, 
Apologies for the cold email. 
For some context, my name is Nick Molnar, I am a 21 year old entrepreneur and I currently 
sell the most jewellery on eBay in Australia out of my bedroom. 
I am coming to Las Vegas next week for the jewellery conference and if you are there too I 
would love to meet for a coffee. 
Kind regards, 
Nick” 
 
Well, it was Thursday, I didn’t have a flight booked to Las Vegas the next week and within 
one day he responded saying “Sounds great, see you on Monday”. I actually had my 
university graduation on the next week which I now missed because I was on a plane to Las 
Vegas. My parents weren’t too thrilled with me, but I am very happy to be here seeing this 
as the graduation I missed. 
 
My humble bedroom eBay business not only took me to Las Vegas, it taught me core retail 
skills and allowed me to truly understand a millennial consumer. 
 
And it turns out that the neighbour who helped me when I failed to get a job interview – his 
name is Anthony – ultimately ended up being my co-founder in the business built from 
those very skills and understandings – Afterpay.  
 
I have had the most fortunate life and so much luck. But at the same time, I get punched in 
the guts every single day and it is all of my failures which I turned in to opportunities which 
in hindsight taught me the skills I needed to build Afterpay.  
 
It’s pretty amazing how hindsight has a way of working things out. 
 
Things don’t have to make sense today, but I promise you they will one day if you learn from 
the lesson and not let it knock you down. 
 
It’s only been 7 years since I took a spontaneous trip to Vegas and how did I know it would 
change my life.  
 
At Afterpay, I raised my first round of money a little over 3 years ago with 10 retailers and a 
few thousand customers. I took my company public on the Australian Stock Exchange 9 
months later at the age of 26.  
 
Today the business has 17,000 retailers, 10% of the Australian population uses Afterpay and 
what is most rewarding is our customers absolutely love us. 
 
Hindsight is such an incredible thing and failure is even more special. At dinner after we 
listed the company on the ASX I told my team that I was no longer scared of failure, and only 
once you stop being scared of failure you can build something so extraordinarily special 
which changes people’s lives. 
 



Things always have a way of working themselves out if you create your own luck. It will all 
make sense one day even if it may be hazy today. 
 
Working in the US, especially in Silicon Valley, there’s a different attitude towards risk and 
failure – failing at least once is a given, it’s seen as a learning experience that makes us 
better.  
 
In Australia it’s still frowned upon to make mistakes and I believe it’s up to this generation, 
the millennial group that I am part of, to change the way our country thinks about our 
careers and what we do with our lives. There is an opportunity for us to redefine the great 
Australianism of “having a go” 
 
I want to leave you with this, something that someone in my Afterpay family, who I go 
through the failure punched in the gut routine with day in day out, sent me the other day 
from a book they were reading. It read: 
 
Life, business, success… it’s just like a nightclub. 
 
There are always three ways in. 
 
There is the first door: the main entrance, where the line curves around the block, where 
99% of people wait around hoping to get in. 
 
There’s the second door: the VIP entrance where the celebrities and the people born into it 
slip through. 
 
But what no one tells you is that there is always, always… the third door. It is the entrance 
where you have to jump out of the line, run down the alley, bang on the door a hundred 
times, crack open the window and sneak through the kitchen. There’s always a way. 
 
Thank you. 


