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Elyse: Ryan, Thank you so much for joining me on the podcast today. I'm excited to talk to

you.

So I know you said you started your career in mechanical engineering. Can you just give us a

quick overview of sort of what you were doing and a little bit about the beginning of your

career?

Ryan: Yeah. So what's funny is I think most people go into mechanical engineering and they

want to like work in the R and D space. And really nobody gets to do that ever pretty much.

Well, to my advantage I happened to interview at a place that was like a mile away from

where I lived.

They're called the advanced mechanical technology incorporated. And they they sell force

platforms and they do like thermal fluids, R and D, and they do all sorts of wacky projects.

And it's so funny to me because I think that set off like a whole domino effect throughout the

rest of my career. Again, I was lucky to work at NCI and they were super R and D focused.

And the next, like six years after that were constantly just R and D job after R and [00:01:00]

D job. I got to work at Keurig on the new view cups that they were developing which I don't

think ended up being quite as successful as we all wanted it to be, but it was in our new

product development team.

From there, I ended up working on an at an atomic clock company which again was like,

what the hell? How did I go from thermal fluids to high volume plastics to like atomic clocks.

Elyse: I wonder if this is an actual question. I mean, when you talk about mechanical

engineering and this may be just because I don't totally understand what mechanical

engineering is, are there sort of underlying skillsets that kind of apply, even though you're

going from thermal fluids to atomic clocks?

Ryan: Yeah, I think what makes it translatable is that In at least at AMCI and at Keurig we

were frequently breaking things down to first principles and then trying to like basically hack

physics, [00:02:00] you know, how can I hack physics to make it do something that I wanted

to do?

And that requires a lot of flexibility.  A lot of the work at NCI, a lot of the work at Keurig was

sort of like, okay, well, how can we hack physics to make this work for us in order to do that?

You kind of have to just try to pay attention to all of the first principles that you can take

advantage of that are in physics.  And going onto the atomic clock company like I hadn't done

anything with this special material called beryllium copper, but, you know, I was familiar with

like, conductance and heat transfer.



Elyse: Yeah. So it sounds like you really got into this R and D space by interviewing at a

boutique company that sort of specialized in it.

And then that kind of informed your whole career in mechanical engineering after that. And

you ended up getting into this really interesting niche space. What then led you to transition

into data science?

Ryan: Yeah. I mean, [00:03:00] a little bit of this is just my wife and I wanted to move to the

West coast and become entrepreneurs.

And so we both did that. We both moved to San Francisco. we both took blue collar jobs to

just get out there. Yeah. So I parked cars as a valet. Wow. After working as a mechanical

engineer for seven years, I parked cars as a valet. And my wife worked as a waitress. This was

just for, you know, it wasn't for that long.

So I, I had started working at sauce labs. Part of the way that I even got into sauce labs was

my wife worked there and I, I was friends with a lot of people that work there and I had

enough skills and they were small enough that they, they just you know took a liking to me

and I had learned a ton just by talking to everybody.

That that's something that I think is really, I, I just want people to know that talking to

people, like if you could get on a discord or a Slack channel or something that has been

hugely helpful to my career because it just cuts right through the BS. It cuts right through

the, you know, can you traverse a tree [00:04:00] with some code or whatever?

Elyse: Right. I mean, it's more about having those real conversations.  It's realizing that

opportunities come from people and having, you know, you obviously, you had the

opportunity to sort of get in front of those people, who you were friends with, but also

having conversations with them about  what they were doing and in a way that allowed

them to then see what you were capable of.

Right. So, I mean, I think your point about just getting onto those channels on Slack or

discord, or even doing informational interviews or anything like that. I think it's really just

about getting in front of people and, you know, for tech, it's really interesting to hear that it

can maybe help avoid some of those common interviewing techniques that are, I think really

intimidating to people like those coteries and you know, those things that you hear about all

the time. So no, I think it's a great point.

Ryan: Yeah, the tree. Yeah. I lament those, but at the same token, in some sense, [00:05:00] I

like this one benefit to them that I like is that they are, they are somewhat immediately

meritocratic.

Like if you go to school and you get a PhD or a master's or something but then Joe Schmoe

over here decides to make himself smarter than you. Like, how is he going to prove that? So

in some sense, like I kind of like those.

Elyse: So you went out to San Francisco, you made friends with these people. You ended up

getting a, was it a software job at sauce labs?



Ryan: Yep. It was a network technician job initially, and then just turned into a SIS admin

systems, administration job. So a lot of Linux, that kind of stuff.

Elyse: And is that the basis for then how you sort of transitioned into data science?

Ryan: Yup. so that gave me, I think that that kind of gave me a skeleton to work with.

And then just made me really, really comfortable with like the anatomy of a tech company

basically which I think is way more valuable than a CS [00:06:00] degree.  So I decided to

leverage my math skills  like, when I had mentioned earlier, like the first principles, like

creativity . Hacking physics  to take advantage of whatever physics you could take advantage

of.

I just thought, well, I've got all these math skills and I heard someone mention this thing,

data science, so what is this thing? And they're like, Oh, it's basically just a software engineer

that can do math. I was like, well, how insulting is that to software engineers? Right. But

yeah, there's a bunch of bootcamps that have cropped up.

One of them was called Metis and I went to Medis and I think I also, during this time I went

through a period of switching my brain from even more so from a fixed mindset to a growth

mindset where you're just constantly learning that being in pain like mentally, like struggling

actually means that I'm getting a lot smarter.

And I, and I really feel like, yeah, I learned [00:07:00] so much starting from 2016 to even

now, something that I think that data science field does really, really well that I have not seen

anywhere else is there's so much sharing of information.

There there's just, and if you look at publications on archive.org, it's just exploding.

Everybody's studying neural networks, everybody's talking about it, everybody's sharing it.

Even the review, like the peer review sites, the reviews are done openly. It's just a movement

that I hope stays this way.  Other industries just seem a bit more gatekeeper.

Elyse: Yeah, no, I think that's absolutely true. I mean, I think a lot of other industries are

really siloed and I also think that people spend a lot of time trying to keep secrets . And I

think that that is something that's really unique about the software community is just that

open sharing of information.

But at the same time, even if you think about other fields where you have such a huge body

of research or you have, you know, so much information. How do you then this is, and this is

an actual question. [00:08:00] I'd love your perspective. How do you then funnel your

efforts?  If there's so much out there to learn, right?

You have neural networks, you have data science, you have all of these different areas. And

forgive me for my unfamiliarity with this, but  like what do you decide to learn?

Ryan: I think there's a bit of a blind spot in our space around focusing on value added. Data

scientists I think most of them are focusing on deep learning or decision trees or whatever,

probabilistic modeling, Beijing inference or whatever, but it's like, I think so many of us fail to

put the product hat on.



And I think that when you, when you focus on the value add,  the rest of it will start to figure

itself out. So the, that the platinum genius award that you mentioned that project started

out as really like 99% of the value there was just helping our product partner realize that a

particular problem [00:09:00] they had was a certain type of modeling problem in data

science. Once we frame this problem as that, it's pretty simple moving forward and you can

plug in whatever model you want to do the work .

And because there's so many folks sharing information, so many really smart researchers

doing the work and just publishing it, for most of us, it's just download that model and then

apply it appropriately. And I think that if you can put your product hat on, like, I kind of think

that's, that's the best way to keep up and like, you know, be a productive engineer.

Elyse: I just want to crystallize one thing that you just said, which was really about putting

the product hat on and doing what you're doing with , as you said, the value added mindset.

It's really having that  problem solving attitude and customer first attitude, you know,

whatever you want to call it. But sort of focusing on what are other people going to get from

this,  and it can help kind of prioritize what you're doing and help kind of unlock different

ways of thinking.

[00:10:00] Ryan: If I could add one anecdote that I think is kind of interesting, at least when I

was a mechanical engineer we would joke that you try to actually not do any engineering. At

the atomic clock company, there was a particular component that we wanted to have a

natural frequency above 5k.

So like when you, when you hit it, it resonates at some frequency that's above that. So you

could break out all the engineering tools and like figure out exactly what, like what pieces

need to be, what size in order to do that, or if you know that you have no constraint or the

constraint on thickness of your material is really far away then just make it thicker and then

rerun your simple analysis that tells you whether you've hit that number.

They use the Homer Simpson rule is one of my former bosses had mentioned like, just be as

lazy as you can. And I think in data science similarly, like most of these problems have really

way smarter people than any of us.

So really try to figure out the right tool to use and try and figure out how to do as little as

possible. [00:11:00]

Elyse: I want to go back to your transition.

You're doing this job at sauce labs. You come across this thing called data science. You're

like, Oh, this is cool. You wanted to go do a bootcamp. I kind of want to take us out of this

story for a second and just talk a little bit about how were you and your wife, who, by the

way, will be on a future episode of this podcast, how did you guys kind of overcome the

financial implications of, of this move, like how, how did that all look for you?

Ryan: Yeah, so oddly enough, I actually, wasn't making that much less than any mechanical

engineering job that I had, which is, makes me a little sad.



So my wife and I have always been pretty frugal. So I guess, okay, so there's the savings

component, which I guess I'll, I'll bucket that under frugality and then like what, what was

our job situation?  My wife, I love my wife very much and various times throughout either of

our careers, well, twice for me, once for her, we've taken time to let the other person do

something like, take six months and then, and for me that [00:12:00] was what this was.

If you feel you have an equitable relationship with those in your life and they're up for  you

know, passing something to you, knowing that, you would do the same for them, or you will

do the same for them. And in the future you really leverage the partnerships in your life. You

let people, let people make a bet on you.

Living frugally, leveraging relationships leveraging partnerships in an equitable way, like, I

think is a really healthy way to create accountability.

Elyse: Actually I had a guest on the show a while ago who said something that I thought was

really profound and maybe I think, I think applies to you and your wife as well, which is that

him and his partner had a sort of a, he phrased it as like a climb, like a, like a mutual climbing

kind of relationship, like where somebody would go up further and then hold their hand

down and pull up the next person. And the next person would go further and hold their hand

down and pull them up.

And I just, I love the way of that way of thinking about it. And I think I think that that's, it's

such a great [00:13:00] support system when you're in that kind of relationship where you're

able to do that.

So you decided to, take this boot camp and learn more about data science, what sort of

solidified wanting to do this as a career for you?

Ryan: Yeah, so I put my first random forest model and it started predict stuff and I was like,

that's really cool. Like, wow. Okay. I'm sold. Like, I don't care what I have to do to do this. And

then from there it was kinda like, all right, well, Whoever will hire me for the next few years.

That's just what I'm going to do.

Yeah.

Elyse: Yeah. That's awesome. So you took this bootcamp and what was your next step from

there?

Ryan: Just start pounding the pavement.

Sending my resume into companies. I ended up getting a job a few months after the

bootcamp.  It was at a tech company that soon after I started, they got acquired by a hedge

fund.

I learned a ton. I learned from the fire [00:14:00] hose.

I was there up until like 2017, 2018, and then I, my next job was at Amex. And so like, I kind

of think  okay, I've got a couple of years under my belt,  four or five years now.  And I'd like

to. I would eventually like to get back to building real things.



Elyse: So do you think eventually you may want to go back to mechanical engineering?

Ryan: Not mechanical engineering, but I would want to use what I know about hardware

worlds to, to build physical things again, with data science, like merging the two, basically.

Like one, one thing that I've always, that would be interesting is building a classifier to

improve recycling and trash identification. Like those sorts of problems.

Elyse: Yeah. Yeah, that's awesome.  I'm interested to see what you do in this space, moving

forward.

As you were sort of going through and making this transition, is there anything that you wish

you had done [00:15:00] differently?

Ryan: I think bootcampers get a bad rap and just don't listen to it at all. Don't listen to

anybody that like take feedback and put it to use, but realize when it's just BS or just

gatekeeping. So what I wish I did differently is just not listen to people as much, not put

nearly as much stock in what they have to say about me as I did just go and do it.

Just go and do it, and if you think that you don't understand enough, work harder, read more

you'll figure it out.

Elyse: I think, well, think that's a great point because I think that a lot of people get very

caught up in the opinions of everyone else when they're going through and making a change.

And I'm curious with you, other than sort of these gatekeepers or naysayers about

bootcamps, like what did people think when you said, Oh yeah, I'm going to go be a data

scientist.

What opinions did people have?

Ryan: I think it's important to not spend too much time with people that aren't going to

[00:16:00] believe in you.

Shoot holes through yourself, all you want, but as long as it's growth oriented, like you need

this next needed to understand this next. Yeah.

Elyse: What did your family and friends think like when you guys decided  Oh, Hey, we're

going to go move to San Francisco, you know, without jobs and kind of see what happens.

Ryan: I think everybody thought we were going to be right back, that it was just going to be a

short mistake like a vacation and that we were going to be back like a month later. And then

we ended up staying up there for like seven years.

Elyse: What advice would you have for someone looking to make a transition, especially in

the tech world?

Ryan: Yeah. In the tech world, Most of the information to build and try things is already on

the internet. So just the first thing I'd say is Google it,  try to implement it yourself.



Just do something right now. Like if you're thinking about it, you can actually Google it right

now and try it for 15 [00:17:00] minutes. Don't wait for permission.

So for data science, anyways, you could go to a psych, it learns a website, look at their

tutorial, copy the code, run it. And it, it probably take it 15 minutes, maybe 30 minutes. If

you've never run Python on your computer before, maybe take you an hour, maybe a couple

of hours, but like, you really can get these things running very quickly.

Elyse: Yeah. It seems like it's very much about sort of the hustle and finding opportunities to

learn yourself, talk to people who are doing it and, you know, try to try to build something

that that is value added.

So my last question for you, and this is something I ask everybody having been through all of

this, what is your definition of success?

Ryan: I know this is something that you're supposed to really know. Not a lot of people know.

I mean, everybody has a very different definition and not a lot of people know. [00:18:00] I

mean, like, I, I think when you define it to specifically, then what do you do once you achieve

that thing?

But then if it's too generic, you're like, ah, that isn't, that isn't real. So I kind of think of

success as this constant iteration. Like if you have a model and you're optimizing the model

okay. You optimize it. Then the world changes, you know, the bottom is the most optimal

point in that model changes.

So then you just update your model. So I think success to me kind of looks like, can I change

with the times? And can I add value continually? Like I don't ever want to retire, screw that I

don't ever want to retire. So success to me means. I guess maybe becoming a Renaissance

person, like just new things come up.

I understand them. And it maybe it's not even a data science, maybe it's philosophy politics

or whatever.  Just am I acquiring new things to me that that's, that means that I'm being

successful because I'm [00:19:00] not just consuming. I'm like engaged with the universe and

experiencing it.

So, yeah, that's my definition of success.

Elyse: How very tech have you to say its success is an iteration on a model. I think that's

perfect. What a perfect answer.  Well, Ryan, thank you so much for being on the show. It was

so interesting to talk to you.

I really appreciate you sharing all of your experiences with us.

Ryan: Yeah, same here. Thank you so much. This was really fun.


