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Remember Harry C. Stonecipher? I thought of Mr. Stonecipher, the former chief 
executive of Boeing, when I read the news recently that Boeing's archrival, Airbus, was 
faltering. The troubles of Airbus and its parent, EADS, are partly of their own making, of 
course. But we mustn't overlook Boeing's tenacity in reinvigorating its military business 
and re-establishing itself in the commercial airliner market by developing a plane the 787 
Dreamliner that is to go into service in 2008 and is already a hit with customers. 
 
A coal miner's son who started working for a living when he was 11, Mr. Stonecipher 
isn't solely responsible for Boeing's resurgence, but he certainly deserves some of the 
credit. Unfortunately, he was ousted in March 2005 because of a romance with another 
Boeing executive. Mr. Stonecipher, whose wife brought divorce proceedings against him, 
didn't harass or favor his paramour, nor did she report directly to him. But after an 
investigation of intimate e-mail, both executives were soon out of a job. 
 
Now that Boeing is resurgent, what can we learn from this episode? Aside from a 
deficiency of awe at the power of e-mail, Mr. Stonecipher's big mistake was letting 
himself go in the arena of love rather than money. It's bizarre, if not entirely surprising, 
that this kind of indiscretion will get you into more trouble than taking your shareholders 
to the cleaners financially. 
 
Consider the case of Robert L. Nardelli, chief executive of Home Depot. In his first five 
years on the job, Home Depot's board awarded him compensation valued at $245 million. 
Unlike Mr. Stonecipher, however, who strengthened both Boeing and its stock price, Mr. 
Nardelli has found Home Depot shares unresponsive to his efforts. Indeed, in those same 
five years, Home Depot shares fell as it lost ground to Lowe's, its clever home-
improvement rival. Faced with criticism over the contrast between his princely 
remuneration and Home Depot's paltry performance, Mr. Nardelli stonewalled 
shareholders at a remarkable annual meeting, which his own board members apparently 
lacked the temerity to attend. 
 
On the other hand, Mr. Nardelli did have the good sense to refrain from sending any 
compromising e-mail messages, at least as far as we know. But is that really worth $245 
million? We may never know the full story concerning Mr. Stonecipher, of course, and 
his ouster must be seen in the context of ethical ills at Boeing that he was brought back 
from retirement to cure.  
 
Yet it's puzzling that boardroom Puritanism covers sex, but not greed. Where, oh where 
are the corporate ethics policies prohibiting chummy boards from approving eye-popping 
pay packages for C.E.O.'s whether or not they are doing a good job? Where are the 
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solemn mission statements promising a workplace free of executive pillaging? Whom 
would you prefer: a C.E.O. who writes the occasional indelicate e-mail message? Or 
someone like Mr. Nardelli, who treats shareholders with callous indifference? And which 
of the two executives really has worse judgment? 
 
In fairness to Mr. Nardelli, he is not the only passenger on a gilded gravy train: Sanford I. 
Weill, Richard A. Grasso, Lawrence J. Ellison and many others are renowned for gigantic 
pay packages. In studying this subject, two professors, Lucian A. Bebchuk of Harvard 
Law School and Yaniv Grinstein of the Johnson Graduate School of Management at 
Cornell, found that the total compensation paid by public companies to their top five 
executives from 1993 to 2003 was about $350 billion which is a lot worse in my book 
than a little hanky-panky between consenting adults.  
 
It's true, of course, that after years of executives chasing women around desks, to say 
nothing of a many scandals and lawsuits, companies are sensitive about office romance, 
and properly so. Badly handled, it can have a corrosive effect on a workplace. But, like it 
or not, office romance is here to stay, an inevitable result of men and women working 
together, and I predict that everyone will eventually calm down about it.  
 
The question is whether they'll calm down about executive pay. It's noteworthy that after 
his resignation Mr. Stonecipher, on top of the ample stock and options he amassed during 
his career, received a bonus of $2.1 million for 2004 on top of his $1.5 million salary. 
Although he was deprived of some retirement perks, the bonus was criticized in light of 
the circumstances, which was exactly the wrong reason to complain about such a big 
payday. The right reason is that $3.6 million would have been excessive even for 
executives who weren't fooling around with other executives. 
 
The moral, I guess, is that companies can get in trouble for a lot of things nowadays, but 
having the wrong taboos apparently isn't one of them.  
 
Daniel Akst is a journalist and novelist who writes often about business. E-mail: 
culmoney@nytimes.com. 
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