
 
[image: Cover image: Big Vape by Jamie Ducharme]




ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Jamie Ducharme is a staff writer at Time magazine, where she covers health and science. Her work has won awards from the Deadline Club, the New York Press Club, and the Newswomen’s Club of New York. Originally from New Hampshire, Jamie now lives in Brooklyn. Big Vape is her first book.





BIG VAPE

THE INCENDIARY RISE OF JUUL

 

 

 

JAMIE DUCHARME

 

 

 

 

[image: Hodder & Stoughton logo]

www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2021 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Jaimie Ducharme 2021

The right of Jamie Ducharme to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.
 No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

eBook ISBN 978 1 529 34580 3

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.hodder.co.uk




For my parents




Contents

About the Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication


Author’s Note

Prologue

PART I: THE SPARK

1: Smoke Without Fire

(2004–2005)

2: An Industry Is Born

(2007–2011)

3: Reinforcements

(2011–2013)

4: Buzzed

(2014)

5: The Cool Kid

(November 2014–May 2015)

PART II: CATCHING FLAME

6: Vaporized

(Summer 2015)

7: Demoted

(July–December 2015)

8: Ignition

(August 2016–May 2017)

9: The Divorce

(May–November 2017)

10: The Boss

(November 2017–March 2018)

11: An Education

(January–July 2018)

12: Political Animals

(April–August 2018)

13: Growing Pains

(July–August 2018)

14: An Epidemic

(September–December 2018)

PART III: UP IN SMOKE

15: Serious Fortunes

(December 2018–March 2019)

16: The Apology Campaign

(March–July 2019)

17: On Trial

(July 2019)

18: Plague and Panic

(July–September 2019)

19: Illicit Products

(June–September 2019)

20: Wake Me Up When September Ends

(September 2019)

21: The Takeover

(September 2019–March 2020)

Epilogue

Notes

Acknowledgments

   


AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is based on more than sixty interviews with former Juul employees, investors, advisers, and insiders who helped shape the company throughout its evolution, as well as interviews with dozens of doctors, researchers, public health officials, vaping industry insiders and lawmakers. Many of the people I interviewed asked for anonymity, due to fears of retribution, legal action, or professional consequences.

Most of these interviews were completed over the course of 2020, but Big Vape is also the culmination of several years of reporting on Juul and the e-cigarette industry for Time magazine. My reporting for Time brought me inside Juul’s San Francisco headquarters and gave me the rare opportunity to interview some of the company’s top executives, including founders James Monsees and Adam Bowen and former CEO Kevin Burns. While some material from those interviews is included in these pages, Monsees, Bowen, and Burns did not agree to be re-interviewed for this book.

With very few exceptions, I requested on-the-record interviews with everyone mentioned by name in this book. Some of those people—including former chief marketing officer Richard Mumby, former CEO Tyler Goldman, and former chief administrative officer Ashley Gould—did not agree. Juul representatives were given the chance to comment on every major factual allegation in this book, though they did not always take that opportunity.

In most cases where I directly quote dialogue or communication between people, the quotes were pulled from emails I personally reviewed or were cited in lawsuits, news articles, or government documents. In some cases, quotes are presented as they were remembered by people who heard them directly. This means they may not be verbatim quotes, but I attempted to verify that they capture the speaker’s intent.

I also consulted numerous studies, journal articles, governmental and scientific reports, books, videos, social media posts, and news articles, which are cited in the book’s endnotes. I owe thanks to the many journalists who have covered this topic over the years; their reporting helped flesh out this narrative.






PROLOGUE

“My name is James Monsees,” he began, glancing up from his page of notes to look Illinois congressman Raja Krishnamoorthi in the eye. “Adam Bowen and I founded Juul Labs, and I now serve as the chief product officer of that company. I’m really quite grateful for the opportunity to be here today and address you all. From the moment Adam and I began the journey that would lead to the Juul system, we were clear on our goal—to help improve the lives of adult smokers.”

Despite the oppressive July heat in Washington, DC, James wore a dark suit and tie. A scruffy beard dotted his chin, and dark circles had settled into caverns under his eyes. His voice was gravelly. He looked and sounded like he hadn’t slept much the night before, which he probably hadn’t. He was seated at a long table positioned before eleven of the most powerful lawmakers in the United States, his voice echoing through the congressional chamber where he would fight for the reputation of the e-cigarette company he and Adam Bowen had dreamed up almost fifteen years earlier as graduate students who just wanted to quit smoking.

By that day in the summer of 2019, everything had changed. Juul, the device James and Adam had built to help them quit smoking, had helped lots of other people stop, too—by internal company estimates, more than a million people had switched from the cigarettes that were killing them to the supposed safety of Juul’s sleek electronic vaporizer, which heated but never burned flavored nicotine e-liquids. After only four years on the market, the device had become one of the most successful consumer products in recent memory. And their company’s staff of twenty, who created the Juul vaporizer on a $2 million budget, had ballooned to more than three thousand, all working for a company that had reached a $10 billion valuation faster than any other in history. As James sat in that chamber on Capitol Hill, Juul was a $38 billion empire, worth more than start-ups like Airbnb or SpaceX—and he and his old friend and cofounder, Adam Bowen, had gone from rumpled graduate students to billionaires.

But as with so many Silicon Valley success stories, the road to riches hadn’t been smooth. Much of the public health community had turned against Juul, questioning whether its product was in fact safer than smoking—and whether its potential benefit for adults who wanted to stop smoking outweighed the staggering data around youth vaping. By the end of 2019, federal data would show that 27.5 percent of the nation’s high school students and 10.5 percent of its middle school students had used e-cigarettes in the past thirty days, with Juul the most commonly cited brand among them. Nearly every day, more news stories suggested that Juul had torn a page from the Big Tobacco playbook and purposely hooked teenage customers for profit—a narrative that had only grown stronger after James and Adam accepted a $12.8 billion investment from Altria, the parent company of brands like Marlboro and Virginia Slims. Now the din had grown loud enough that Congress was investigating how Juul had developed and marketed its products, and James had been forced to salvage what was left of his reputation.

“We never wanted any non-nicotine user, and certainly nobody underage, to ever use Juul products,” he continued. “Yet the data clearly shows a significant number of underage Americans are doing so. This is a serious problem. Our company has no higher priority than fighting it.”

It wasn’t supposed to be this way—cocky, charismatic James reduced to groveling before an unsmiling congressional subcommittee, at least half of whose members seemed already to think him culpable. He and Adam had founded this company to do something good with their lives. They’d wanted to give adult smokers, people like them, a better choice. Somehow, they’d ended up here instead. Or, at least, James had—Adam was conspicuously absent, not just from the congressional hearing but also from the company he’d helped build. By the time things really started to go downhill, he had one foot out the door, leaving James alone to explain away the company’s mistakes.

What if they’d designed the product differently, so everyone would stop comparing it to a flash drive? What if they’d swallowed their pride in the beginning and hired some former tobacco executives, people who actually knew how to handle a heavily regulated product, instead of pretending they were just another work-hard, play-hard Silicon Valley start-up? What if they’d taken a different direction for Juul’s launch campaign, the one the press loved to compare to old cigarette ads? What if they’d never posted a single photo on Instagram? What if James hadn’t been quite so smug during all those interviews, and what if Adam had come out of his shell to explain why he’d made Juul’s nicotine formula so strong? What if they’d listened when experts warned them that those educational classroom visits were a bad idea? What if the emphasis on growth hadn’t been quite so strong? What if the company said no when Altria came calling? What if Juul hadn’t made an enemy of the Food and Drug Administration commissioner Scott Gottlieb? How might things have gone? All those questions were rhetorical now.

James pressed on: “Our incentive is to help [smokers] achieve their goal of transitioning from cigarettes. It is an astonishing business opportunity, no doubt, but it is a historic opportunity for public health,” he said, his emphasis heavy on the word historic.

“Underage use of our products does not advance that goal,” he added, eyes flicking up toward the congressional panel. “It imperils it.”





PART I

The Spark 
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SMOKE WITHOUT FIRE (2004–2005)

James Monsees didn’t know what he was doing anymore. Standing outside Stanford University’s Design Loft one night in late 2004, a burning cigarette perched between his fingers, the twenty-four-year-old suddenly couldn’t square who he was with the smoky mess of paper and tobacco in his hand. Here he was, well on his way to a master’s degree from one of the most prestigious product design programs in the country, and yet he was still sucking on a burning tube of tobacco and chemicals, knowing full well it was terrible for his health. It felt primitive. More than that, it felt dumb. He looked over at his classmate and smoke-break buddy Adam Bowen, who was puffing away on his own cigarette, and felt only bewilderment. Why were they both still doing this?

Adam couldn’t think of a single good reason, either. He’d tried to quit smoking plenty of times before—always cold turkey, never successfully—and yet there he stood, filling his lungs with tar and smoke. “We’re relatively smart people,” the two marveled, “and we’re out here burning sticks.” There had to be something better. Why shouldn’t they be the ones to create it?

The pair’s late-night breakthrough came about two years after Adam enrolled in Stanford’s graduate product design program, which taught about a dozen students a year to approach the craft through a unique blend of engineering, business, art, psychology, and sociology. He’d started at Stanford in 2002, four years after graduating from Pomona College with a degree in physics. The quiet, cerebral Tucson, Arizona, native lived up to the small liberal arts college’s reputation for attracting the “smartest” students of California’s seven linked Claremont Colleges. Anybody who’d known Adam as a kid wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that he’d excelled in school and gone on to study product design. He’d spent his childhood drawing detailed renderings of cars and planes—anything with an engine, really. It was a fascination he never grew out of. At Pomona, he took a special interest in researching NASA’s so-called Vomit Comet, a reduced-gravity aircraft notorious for making its crew members ill, and he joined the Sigma Xi scientific research honor society.

Adam took a few years off between degrees, but eventually, the pull of the classroom called him to Stanford, where it was immediately clear to peers that he was the real deal. “Adam was obviously a standout from the beginning,” says classmate Colter Leys. “He just had an amazing, easy facility for things that other people had a hard time with.” He was quiet but easygoing, enigmatic but funny and warm, once you got to know him. Stress seemed to roll off his shoulders—and there was plenty of that at Stanford.

James Monsees arrived at Stanford a year after Adam, but it didn’t take long for them to become a duo. “There was a crowd of people who smoked cigarettes, and they were kind of in that crowd together,” Leys says. Small talk and brainstorms over cigarette breaks proved enough to help the two men form a bond.

James had always been an improbable smoker. Growing up in St. Louis, Missouri, he was raised by his physician mother to hate cigarettes. Her father had been a heavy smoker, and she’d lost him to lung cancer far too young. James carried that loss with him. But adolescence being what it is, and James being who he was, the temptation to try a cigarette eventually grew too heavy to cast off. He had always been a curious kid, the kind who loved to take things apart and put them back together. As a teenager, when he realized his parents had no intention of buying him a car for his sixteenth birthday, he built himself one instead, filling his parents’ garage with spare parts until he could make them run. When he was a young teenager, he decided he wanted to try cigarettes for himself, too. By the time he graduated from St. Louis’s tony Whitfield school in 1998 and moved on to Kenyon College in the tiny town of Gambier, Ohio, he was a regular smoker. “I hated cigarettes,” James would say later. “Every time I picked one up, I felt conflicted about it.” But addiction has a way of drowning out internal conflict.

After graduating from Kenyon in 2002 with dual degrees in physics and studio art, James returned home to St. Louis to try his hand at product design. He worked at a company called Metaphase Design Group, which specialized in ergonomically friendly products. Despite his youth and inexperience, James’s talent and charisma were obvious immediately. “James is a very inspiring designer whose interests, abilities and skills are beyond his years,” a coworker gushed on James’s LinkedIn page, adding that he “possesses an entrepreneurial flair that sparks innovation and discovery.” After about a year in the workforce, James decided to explore that flair. He packed his bags and headed west to the manicured lawns and terra-cotta roofs of Stanford’s California campus to study product design.

Adam and James did not have the world’s most obvious friendship. Adam was studious and low-key, prone to getting lost in thought; James was boisterous and social, always cracking jokes and erupting into his signature loud, barking laugh. Adam listened more than he spoke, while James was happy to fill the silence. Both men still looked like undergrads back then, with shaggy haircuts—Adam’s dirty blond, James’s brown—but Adam’s dark eyes, deep voice, and long, angular face gave him a certain gravity next to bearded, baby-faced James. Or maybe it was more about how he acted than how he looked. Adam was consistently described as “stoic,” a word often tossed around in Silicon Valley circles that value drive and hard work. James was harder to put a label on. He had an infectious laugh and a glint in his eye, but both could disappear in an instant.

Still, the pair had enough in common to strike up a friendship. Both were bright and talented, with a clear gift for and lifelong pull toward product design. Both loved solving complex problems and figuring out what makes things tick. Both tended to work in late-night, marathon brainstorming sessions. And, though both had tried to quit smoking before, both were frequently bumming cigarettes and hanging around outside the Design Loft, shooting the breeze and lighting up. It was during one of these smoke breaks, on that winter night in 2004, that Adam and James realized they didn’t want to burn sticks anymore. All those years of loving and hating smoking in equal measure had crystallized into one moment of recognition: enough was enough. If they couldn’t find a way to quit smoking, they would invent one for themselves.

As existential crises go, theirs was a well-timed one. It was thesis season at Stanford, and a cigarette alternative seemed like a great idea for a project. (Previously, both men were working on projects that involved furniture. Adam was designing a desk that could be folded up without needing to be cleared of its clutter, while James was plugging away at user-adaptable chairs.) After their smoky epiphany outside the design center, the pair began brainstorming and trading emails about how they could design a product for people like them: people who wanted to ditch cigarettes but hadn’t had luck with the stale and largely ineffective cessation products currently on the market, like nicotine gums and patches; people who couldn’t or didn’t want to stop cold turkey; people who didn’t want the stigma and risk that came with smoking, but who also didn’t want to lose the sensory, social, and ritualistic elements of the habit. “What we realized was this was kind of a false choice, this ‘quit or die’ mentality,” Adam recalled in a 2019 interview. “It wasn’t that I really wanted to quit; I just wanted to minimize the harm from smoking.”

With about six months left before they had to present their theses, both men began pouring their collective energy into their new idea. They began surveying people on campus about everything they hated, and loved, about smoking. They found that their classmates, like many smokers, were conflicted. In interviews, they told Adam and James that they loved the ritual of smoking, the way it looked, even the elegant way smoke unfurled from the cigarette and the sound of taking a drag. But they hated the smell, the stigma, and the knowledge that the habit could someday kill them. Adam and James began taking apart and rebuilding every tobacco product they could find, searching for a way to get rid of the bad parts of smoking without losing the things people liked.

Pretty soon, Adam and James started talking about their idea at the product design program’s Tuesday night workshops, where students could bounce ideas off professors and their classmates. They knew they wanted to create a product that delivered nicotine in a safer way than cigarettes, they knew it would need to be portable and easy to use, and they knew they wanted it to look more interesting than a cigarette, classmate Leys remembers. During a lunchtime brainstorming session with their classmates during which people shouted out ideas and James scribbled the good ones on Post-It Notes and slapped them on the wall, they landed on a name: “Ploom.” It had the right ring to it, and it played off the concept of smoking without being too heavy-handed.

Leys says he was intrigued by Ploom’s potential health benefits for smokers. Back then, he says, nobody thought too much about the potential downsides of the product—like exposure to new kinds of chemicals or attracting kids—but some of James and Adam’s professors were wary of how fast the two were moving. “From an academic point of view, I think it was like, ‘Wow, that’s cool, but let’s try to investigate some of the different options that this could be,’” Leys says. “And I think James and Adam were kind of like, ‘Let’s drive ahead.’”

They did make at least one concession to their professors’ pleas to slow down and do more research. They dug deep into the archive of internal tobacco industry documents made public in part thanks to Stanton Glantz, a tobacco control expert and professor of medicine at the nearby University of California, San Francisco. In 1994, a box full of thousands of confidential tobacco industry documents landed on Glantz’s desk, courtesy of an anonymous source identified only as “Mr. Butts.” Glantz had heard rumors that other researchers around the country had gotten these documents via an anonymous source, and he’d been hungry to get his hands on them himself. From what he had heard, a paralegal working for the tobacco company Brown and Williamson had begun to grow disturbed over what he was seeing in the company’s files. He started sneaking documents home with him at night, copying them, and then returning them the next day. When he had enough compiled, he shared them with “Mr. Butts,” who began distributing them to journalists and researchers, including Glantz.

The documents spelled out years of Brown and Williamson’s wrongdoings. Company memos, letters, and meeting minutes showed that executives had for years downplayed, or outright lied to the public about, how addictive and dangerous smoking was and had peddled misleading research meant to cast doubt on the idea that cigarettes caused cancer and other health issues. Glantz turned the pages over to UCSF’s library for review and publication, hoping that entering the documents into the library’s archive would protect them from possible court orders. He and several UCSF colleagues also used the documents to write a book called The Cigarette Papers.

In 1998, attorneys general from forty-six U.S. states, five territories, and the District of Columbia reached a landmark settlement with cigarette companies, including Brown and Williamson, Philip Morris, R.J. Reynolds, and Lorillard. Still the largest civil settlement in U.S. court history, it became known as the Tobacco Master Settlement Agreement. The attorneys general involved successfully argued that because smoking-related disease was a major stressor to the public health care system—and one that Big Tobacco companies had downplayed for years—tobacco makers should reimburse states for some of the money they’d poured into these public aid networks. The Big Tobacco companies agreed to pay out billions of dollars a year for the first five years after the settlement, as well as perpetual annual payments calculated depending on inflation and cigarette sales. Manufacturers also agreed to rein in their marketing, most notably by agreeing not to market to children and teenagers. The American Legacy Foundation (now known as the Truth Initiative), one of the nation’s leading antismoking groups, was also born from the settlement. And significantly for Adam and James, documents uncovered during litigation were published openly, so the American public could see and understand exactly what Big Tobacco had been up to all those years.

The archive laid out everything—from the way cigarettes were designed and manufactured to how they were sold by advertising executives—and it was all right there, in tobacco executives’ own words. Adam and James could study the minutiae of cigarette chemistry to understand what made the product so appealing. Without ever holding a focus group, they could analyze market research about consumer preferences and tastes. They could sift through internal memos to learn how tobacco companies had sold their products to just about any and every demographic—including, as they admitted, teenagers. For two graduate students trying to turn a bright idea into a blockbuster product, the archive was a gold mine. Sure, the documents were full of red flags, ethical dilemmas, and flagrant abuses of public trust—but the information! It was too good to resist. “We had so much information that you wouldn’t normally be able to get in most industries,” James would say later. “And we were able to catch up, right, to a huge, huge industry in no time. And then we started building prototypes.”

They had a good amount of catching up to do: in the race for a “safer” cigarette, they were learning, the tobacco industry had had a sizable head start. Industry executives had been talking out of both sides of their mouths for decades, claiming that smoking was harmless at the same time that they were surreptitiously looking for safer alternatives to it. By the early 1960s, tobacco executives knew that cigarettes caused cancer and other diseases, but they chose to shield their loyal customers from that information. The scientific community had no such reservations. Studies suggesting links between smoking and cancer, respiratory illnesses, and heart disease had been piling up and generating news coverage for some time, and the smoking public was starting to get uneasy. (Their unease was kicked into overdrive in 1964, when the surgeon general released a report that explicitly warned Americans about the dangers of smoking, including cancer.) Tobacco companies introduced filtered cigarettes to calm the masses, pitching them as a “lighter” way to smoke—even though internal testing showed they did little to block the inhalation of cancer-causing toxins.

In the early 1960s, researchers at British American Tobacco (BAT), led by a man named Sir Charles Ellis, thought of a way they could go even further. Ellis’s whole idea hinged on avoiding a process called combustion. Combustion happens when a cigarette is lit on fire and the tobacco mixes with the oxygen in the air, producing smoke, ash, and roughly seven thousand chemical by-products, some of which can lead to cancer. If BAT could develop a product that delivered nicotine without all the chemicals and by-products that made people sick, Ellis thought, it could keep many smokers from quitting. Nicotine, he reasoned, was relatively harmless on its own. Yes, it was a mild stimulant, and yes, it was addictive, but it had some benefits, too—like increasing concentration and focus while simultaneously soothing the nerves. Why not get smokers hooked on that alone, instead of on traditional cigarettes? Ellis’s project was known internally as “Ariel.”

Ellis’s team had its first breakthrough in 1962, with a cigarette-within-a-cigarette design. An inner tube of nicotine extract and water was wrapped in a thin layer of aluminum, which separated it from an outer layer of tobacco that smokers would light on fire. As it burned, the outer layer would warm the inner one, and as the internal nicotine extract heated up, it would produce an aerosol that users could inhale. Each puff would bring a burst of nicotine, without all the tar and other nasty by-products in cigarettes. Ellis’s fundamental design worked, but it took years of tinkering to get the nicotine extract right. BAT’s team worked with what’s known as freebase nicotine, a form of nicotine that is quite harsh to consume. It took lots of trial and error for BAT’s researchers to figure out that mixing freebase nicotine with an acid could mellow it out and make it much easier to inhale.

Even after that discovery, Ariel never saw store shelves. There was no way to market it. If BAT released its new and innovative product and bragged about how safe it was, the company would be tacitly admitting that its regular cigarettes weren’t safe. “There was no reason to make it,” says tobacco historian and Stanford professor Robert Proctor. Doing so would only rock the boat.

Tobacco companies weren’t the only ones who saw promise in a “safer” cigarette. Soon after the 1964 surgeon general’s report entitled “Smoking and Health,” public health officials began touting the idea known as “harm reduction,” the concept of reducing the consequences associated with a risky behavior rather than solely trying to get people to quit that risky behavior. Providing drug users with clean needles is a common example of harm reduction, but the concept has a long history in the tobacco world, too. In the 1960s, health officials recommended pipes, cigars, and chewing tobacco as safer options than cigarettes. Public health leaders also readily accepted and promoted filtered and low-tar cigarettes, not yet realizing that these weren’t much better than traditional cigarettes. These recommendations got people thinking that there might be a continuum of risk, with some dangerous products less harmful than others.

By the 1980s, the idea of harm reduction and the appeal of lower-risk products had gotten some traction. British psychiatrist Michael Russell put it well in 1976 when he said that “people smoke for nicotine but they die from the tar.” By that, he meant that nicotine wasn’t the thing giving smokers cancer or heart disease; it was just keeping them beholden to the toxins that did. A growing body of research was beginning to suggest that smokeless alternatives to cigarettes could eliminate some of those risks. In Sweden, an oral tobacco product called snus started to displace cigarette use in the 1970s. Over the following years, as snus grew more widespread, Sweden’s cancer mortality rates fell, which suggested that switching from combustible to noncombustible tobacco had a measurable impact on public health.

It looked like people in the United States might be ready for something similar. The share of U.S. adults who smoked had plummeted from 42 percent in 1964 to 30 percent in 1985, with many people quitting due to health concerns. The U.S. Public Health Service listed lowering smoking rates as one of its fifteen top “healthy people” goals in 1980. Tobacco executives were getting backed deeper and deeper into corners by scientists and lawmakers who by now had no doubt that their products were deadly and addictive. To escape with their businesses intact, tobacco companies needed a holy grail: a cigarette that wouldn’t eventually kill off half their customers and that would coax even health-conscious types into picking up or continuing the habit.

R.J. Reynolds, the cigarette company behind brands like Camel and Newport, released its three-hundred-million-dollar baby, the Premier, in 1988. The idea was to heat tobacco instead of burning it, thus eliminating combustion—and, it was hoped, disease. The product looked like a cigarette, but its body was filled with aluminum oxide pellets coated with nicotine and glycerin, rather than loose tobacco. A burning charcoal tip would warm the pellets, releasing a nicotine-rich aerosol that smokers could inhale—thus, in theory, offering a “smoking” experience without many of the health risks associated with traditional cigarettes.

The idea was logical enough, as virtually anything would be less dangerous than the classic combustible cigarette, but the product was awful. According to a 1988 New York Times article, test groups “complained, among other things, that the cigarette has an unpleasant smell, that it lacks flavor, that it does not burn down like a normal cigarette and that it is too hot to hold.” Many sources floating around the internet quote Reynolds’s own then CEO as saying the Premier “tasted like shit.” With rave reviews like these, it’s no wonder Reynolds pulled the Premier after only a short pilot period. Optimistically, Reynolds began testing a similar product, the Eclipse, in 1994, and sold it in limited quantities nationwide.

Fellow Big Tobacco giant Philip Morris, the company behind brands like Marlboro, also experimented with a heat-not-burn product in the 1990s. Philip Morris’s Accord required users to place a cigarette into a device about the size and shape of a tape recorder, which would externally heat the tobacco to produce an aerosol. The end of the cigarette was left sticking out, so users could inhale. But it was difficult to get as much nicotine as smokers were used to, and the taste still wasn’t great. “It didn’t taste good and no one liked it,” sums up one former employee who worked on the project. Like Reynolds’s predecessors, the Accord was a flop.

Then, in 2003, a Chinese pharmacist named Hon Lik changed everything. Like many children in China, Hon had grown up watching his father puff through a pack a day. Like his father, he eventually became a heavy smoker, too, but as a pharmacist, he knew the habit was unsustainably bad for his health. He quit with the aid of a nicotine patch, but like Adam Bowen, he realized he missed the ritual of smoking. Unlike a cigarette, a patch “does not create a peak. It’s a consistent and slow releasing of nicotine,” Hon says. And “as a smoker, you have behavioral customs—you hold a cigarette with your hand and put it in your mouth.” The patch didn’t compare.

To fill the void, Hon developed the world’s first modern e-cigarette, which used a lithium-ion battery to power a heating element that atomized a capsule of nicotine-rich liquid, producing an aerosol. Scientifically speaking, an aerosol is different from a vapor: an aerosol comprises tiny particles suspended in gas, whereas a vapor is the pure gas form of a liquid. Not surprisingly, most people did not care about this distinction and eventually began calling the “smoke” that came out of an e-cigarette “vapor,” giving birth to both a new word and a new trend: vaping.

With its slim white body and black mouthpiece, Hon’s vaping device could easily have been mistaken for a permanent marker, except for the LED light at the tip, which glowed red when a user inhaled. In 2004—shortly after his father was diagnosed with lung cancer—Hon began selling the product in China under the name “Ruyan,” which translates to “like smoke.” Prior to products like Ruyan, and with the exception of unpopular products like the Accord, smoking was a process that had not fundamentally changed for centuries: dry tobacco, roll it up, light it on fire, inhale. Ruyan felt like a fresh update of that idea, bringing smoking into the increasingly tech-savvy early 2000s. At $208 a pop, the device reportedly earned Hon’s company the equivalent of $13 million in 2005 alone. “A lot of consumers were shocked and surprised, in a positive way,” Hon says. “They could not believe there was something they could put in their pocket and smoke like a cigarette anytime, anywhere they like.”

Early e-cigarettes weren’t perfect, but they at least offered a new take on smoking—and this appealed to Adam and James. They realized very early on that people didn’t necessary want a “safer” cigarette like the Eclipse or Premier, which usually ended up being a less satisfying and less palatable version of the product they really wanted. Plus, cigarettes had major baggage. People associated them with being dirty, messy, smelly, and toxic. It seemed better to leave all that in the past and give people a product that improved upon the cigarette, rather than a poor approximation of it—a product that would make them forget they had ever craved cigarettes at all. “A new brand, a new company, a trustworthy brand whose goals are aligned with [the] needs of public health, was needed,” James later told the Mercury News when describing this realization. “Instead of creating safe cigarettes, we created a superior product offering, which keeps some aspects on why people love cigarettes but not any of the ones they don’t like.” This “superior product offering” was Adam and James’s master’s thesis project, Ploom.

Standing in a darkened lecture hall in June 2005 with a PowerPoint presentation displayed behind them, James stepped forward to sell his classmates on this idea. “Adam and I were interested in working on designing for social change,” James said. “We acknowledged right away that smoking was probably an easy target. There’s a lot of people that smoke who are really at odds with themselves. They really enjoy the process of smoking, but at the same time, every cigarette is really self-destructive.” Throughout the eighteen-minute thesis presentation, James and Adam laid out their vision for a portable vape pen that would use a liquid fuel source to heat tiny pods of flavored tobacco, producing a nicotine-laced aerosol that users could inhale without harming their health or smelling like smoke. Its design was inspired by a mash-up of the Nespresso coffee pods that were at that time sweeping Europe and the hookahs that were sweeping college campuses. Like a hookah, which uses hot coals to heat tobacco, Ploom would heat tobacco pods without burning them.

“It turns out actually that burning tobacco is the real problem. Nicotine is addictive, clearly, but it’s not the nicotine that’s really hurting you; it’s mostly the combustion that’s a problem,” James said during the presentation. To support this idea, he pointed to the tobacco industry’s search for a safe cigarette, from Ariel all the way up to Accord. (As two product design students, he and Adam didn’t have the time, resources, or expertise to conduct clinical research themselves, so they were largely assuming that Ploom would indeed be safer than a cigarette simply by virtue of its being a noncombustible product, though they said they planned to conduct additional research later.) But, James concluded, “there’s no design innovation going on in smoking whatsoever, because Big Tobacco’s really interested in not shooting themselves in their own foot”—in other words, traditional tobacco companies didn’t want to create something that would cannibalize cigarette sales. James and Adams were more than happy to fill that void.

Colter Leys remembers watching the presentation and realizing that Adam and James weren’t going to stop until they got it done. “For other people, [thesis season] was a finale. For them, it was a milestone in the middle of a process,” he says. “For better or for worse, they were already on their way.”

It would have been easy, watching Adam and James’s presentation, to think they were designing a smoking-cessation product. But their actual message was subtler than that. Toward the middle of the presentation, James asked the big question, the one that would inform Ploom’s ethos as it came into existence: “What if smoking were safe?” he asked. “And, even better, what if smoking were actually not offensive to others?” Health was clearly important to the two men—never mind the fact that they hadn’t actually studied Ploom to see if it was safer than a cigarette—but to them, “even better” than health was a future in which smoking didn’t have to be a dangerous, dirty little secret. If smoking were safer, cleaner, and less annoying for bystanders, it could become cool again. The entire presentation was laced with callbacks to Adam’s earlier realization that most smokers don’t actually want to quit; they just don’t want to die. “Our goal,” Adam told his classmates, “was to basically create a whole new experience for people that retains the positive aspects of smoking, the ritual and everything, but that makes it as healthy and socially acceptable as possible.”

Everything came down to that sentence. If you listened carefully, you heard that Ploom wasn’t meant to be a smoking-cessation product. It was meant to be the rebirth of the cigarette.
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AN INDUSTRY IS BORN (2007–2011)

One day during the summer of 2007, Kurt Sonderegger got a cryptic message on LinkedIn. Two guys had reached out to say they were launching an exciting new start-up in San Francisco, with few details offered. Would he like to learn more?

Sonderegger was looking for a change. He’d been living in Los Angeles and working a “cool guy” job at Red Bull for nearly a decade, handling the company’s culture marketing and having a blast. But as much as he liked his job, he was itching to try out the start-up life. He’d been talking to some recruiters already, testing the waters and feeling out whether he was ready to try something new. There was a good chance this LinkedIn message would lead to nothing, but Sonderegger happened to be heading up to San Francisco soon anyway. On a lark, he agreed to meet the guys at a hotel in the city on his way through town.

After Sonderegger arrived in the hotel lobby and introduced himself to Adam Bowen and James Monsees, he sat down, reached into his pocket, and tossed his pack of Nat Sherman cigarettes onto the table in front of him. It was a reflexive gesture; he hated sitting with the bulky pack in his pocket, and he removed it out of muscle memory. But as soon as he realized what he’d done, he was embarrassed to have given himself up as a smoker during a job interview with total strangers. “Normally, I would never want someone to know I smoked,” Sonderegger says. “But I saw Adam and James’s eyes both open up.”

If Sonderegger had been a promising recruit before, his being a smoker made him an even better pick for them. They didn’t have a working Ploom prototype or a staff or an office yet, but they had a vision for a product that would preserve and elevate the ritual of smoking while, they hoped, eliminating many of the harms. Their words made perfect sense to Sonderegger, a health-conscious California surfer who lived in a constant state of low-grade shame over his Nat Sherman habit. “I was a conflicted smoker,” Sonderegger says. “When they said they wanted to preserve the ritual and remove the harm, I was like, ‘Wow, if we can make that happen, it’s a billion-dollar idea.’”

Taking the job would be a risk. Sonderegger could tell these guys were smart and they had the cachet that comes with a pair of Stanford degrees, but they were young and “a little rumpled around the edges”—they would have looked more at home on a college quad than in a board meeting. There was also an obvious personality clash, apparent even from that first meeting, Sonderegger remembers. With James’s smirk and his tendency to crack jokes and Adam’s impossible-to-read face, “they’re kind of the odd couple,” Sonderegger says. But their product sounded like one Sonderegger himself would use and that plenty of other people would use, too. If these guys could do what they had set out to do, he knew it was going to be big. Sonderegger accepted a 50 percent pay cut (with some equity to sweeten the deal), quit his cool-guy job, and packed up for start-up life in Silicon Valley.

He got his first taste of it on day one at Ploom HQ, which at that time was really just a little bit of office space donated to Adam and James by some friends with a slightly more established start-up. Their buddies had asked only that Adam and James brainstorm ideas for their start-up for two hours each week. In exchange, they could have a place to build their own company—literally. “I show up,” Sonderegger says, “and they’re like, ‘We have a truck outside. We have to go buy doors and create the desks.’” He laughs. “There were certainly times I was like, ‘Oh my god, what did I get myself into?’”

By the time Sonderegger came on board, two years had passed since Adam and James’s thesis presentation. They’d been a little slow to turn the praise they’d gotten from their Stanford classmates and professors into a real company, realizing just how much work it would take to get Ploom off the ground.

“We had thought this would be easy and fun,” Adam later told Inc. “We were naïve.” After they graduated, the realities of life had set in. Rather than working on Ploom full-time, James had accepted an invitation to become a founding fellow at Stanford’s new Hasso Plattner Institute of Design, and Adam was living with friends in a house that sat within an old apple orchard at the edge of Palo Alto. Though they were both working on other things, they kept going back to Ploom, turning the idea over in their minds and talking about how they could make it a reality. They set up a makeshift shop in a tiny room in Adam’s house, where they spent long nights building models and making plans. By early 2007, they were ready to take the plunge and do the thing for real. “The first time I told my mom, ‘We’re going to pursue this tobacco thing,’ her immediate reaction was ‘Why would you do that? You can do anything you want, just, God, don’t go near tobacco,’” James would later remember. His mother’s reaction was not uncommon.

In February 2007, Adam sent an email to the Stanford alumni Listserv, announcing an exciting new opportunity to invest. “We’re about to launch our product in the high-growth industry of smoking alternatives,” he wrote, adding that he expected the category to grow by up to 50 percent while cigarette sales fell by 1 percent each year in the United States. “This [is] an opportunity to greatly improve public health, while building a very profitable business.” Investments would be accepted starting at $25,000.

This sort of crowdsourced investing was about as good as two young, unproven entrepreneurs angling to get into the tobacco industry could expect. Many venture capital firms have “vice clauses” that prevent them from investing in controversial categories like tobacco and marijuana. Adam and James learned this harsh reality quickly as they tried to scrape together the money they needed to get Ploom off the ground. As they trolled Silicon Valley’s famed Sand Hill Road, home to some of the most prominent investors in the country, even with their pedigreed educations and connections to Stanford professors who were big names in the product design world, James and Adam were initially shown the door by fifty firms. Eventually, they realized it was easier to woo individual investors, who had the freedom to throw their money at any project they wanted. Their first victory came via Ralph Eschenbach at Sand Hill Angels, a collective of independent investors in Mountain View, California.

Fresh out of Stanford and new to the VC scene, James and Adam didn’t have the most polished pitch Eschenbach had ever heard, “but they were adept guys, they were bright guys, and they managed to convey the information they needed to get conveyed,” he says. They explained that smoking-related disease kills about 500,000 Americans every single year, and they said they’d designed a product they believed could give smokers a better alternative than nicotine gums and patches, which research showed helped only about 7 percent of smokers quit for at least six months. (Never mind that they didn’t yet have any studies to back up this point.) They told Eschenbach about their own struggles to quit smoking, about how they’d designed a solution for people just like them. Eschenbach wasn’t a smoker himself, but he liked what he was hearing, and he felt in his gut that Adam and James could get it done.

“I look, to start with, [at] are they solving a real problem?” he says. “Is their technology defensible? Is there some magic in there that’s going to make it a little trickier [to duplicate]? Lastly, do I think the team can execute on that plan?” Adam and James ticked all the boxes. Taking a chance on two young, unproven guys would be a risk, but Eschenbach knew that if they could do even a fraction of what they were promising, he’d be part of something huge. As Eschenbach says, “That’s what early angel investing is about: taking on a risky venture.” Sand Hill Angels kicked in about $150,000 of the $500,000 Adam and James needed to get things off the ground.

With one investor on board, it was that much easier to convince the next one: Riaz Valani, an investor at Global Asset Capital with even deeper pockets than Eschenbach. Valani and Eschenbach acted not only as investors, but also advisers who could weigh in on big business decisions and help Adam and James guide the company forward. Valani and Eschenbach met with Adam and James once a month or so, to see how things were going and to offer coaching on whatever obstacles the guys had hit.

Not long after, the cofounders got an investment from Nicholas Pritzker, a member of the dynastic family that owns Hyatt Hotels. The Pritzker family also owned the Conwood chewing tobacco company, before selling it to R.J. Reynolds’s parent company for $3.5 billion in 2006. Slowly but surely, Adam and James were scraping together enough money and business experience to make a go of it.

What they didn’t have yet was someone with public health or tobacco control expertise who could advise them on the world they were about to disrupt—and, perhaps, to help them determine if their product actually was safer than cigarettes. The products were so new that this theory had yet to be borne out by the scientific literature. With this core question—whether the Ploom was, indeed, safer than a cigarette—not yet answered, there would clearly be benefit in partnering with an authoritative voice in the public health world.

The Bay Area is a hotbed of tobacco control and nicotine research, with Stanford and the University of California, San Francisco, both serving as magnets for some of the country’s leading scientists and researchers. Around the same time that investment money began coming in, Adam and James embarked on a tour of these experts to look for a partner whose name would carry weight in public health circles.

Stanton Glantz, the UCSF researcher who received the trove of Brown and Williamson documents in the 1990s, was on the list. Adam came by to pick Glantz’s brain on the idea of delivering nicotine without fire, describing Ploom’s design as a safer alternative to cigarettes. Glantz was intrigued but not sold—he wanted more data to prove that vaping was actually safer than smoking before he put his reputation on the line. “I said, ‘Well, this is an interesting idea. Delivering the nicotine aerosol without combustion might be better; we don’t know,’” Glantz says. Still, he saw some potential sticking points right away. “I told them, ‘The two things I think you really need to worry about are appealing to kids and dual use [of cigarettes and e-cigarettes],’” Glantz says. He thought there was high potential for smokers to use both products simultaneously, instead of switching to e-cigarettes completely, potentially compounding the risks to their health. He also thought an electronic tobacco product would have clear appeal to kids.

“It was cool,” Glantz says plainly. He had absolutely no doubt that increasingly tech-savvy young people would want to use it, but he says his worry fell on deaf ears. The Ploom team said, ‘Oh, we don’t think this will interest kids,’” Glantz remembers. “Back then, maybe they were a little arrogant.” (Later, Adam would say he did not recall youth use coming up during the meeting.) Adam left the meeting empty-handed.

Even without a high-profile public health partner, Adam and James pressed forward with their scrappy little start-up, working around the clock to get it off the ground. “I remember having dinner and drinks with these guys, and they were just toiling, grinding, putting in an ungodly number of hours,” remembers their Stanford classmate Colter Leys. Most of that work, however, was going toward developing the product itself, and it was clear that they needed someone to handle marketing and branding.

Riaz Valani had been on the guys about this ever since he invested, recognizing that designing a good product was only half the battle. The real challenge would be making an addictive nicotine product socially acceptable in a world conditioned to look down on smoking. He didn’t think Adam and James could achieve this on their own, and it’s not hard to see why. Their online activity from that first year in business is a time capsule of what it was to be on social media in the early 2000s: everybody was online, but nobody really knew or cared about the ways their digital footprints would live on. The same month that they began searching for investors, February 2007, the cofounders made things official by “recommending” each other on LinkedIn. “Adam gets things done,” James wrote of his stoic friend, who, by all accounts, did get things done. “James loves coffee,” came the ringing endorsement from Adam. (A sample Adam tweet from around this time: “having a muffin.”) Kurt Sonderegger’s marketing services were sorely needed—especially because, by the time he was hired in 2007, Ploom had competition.

Patent attorney Mark Weiss grew up in an entrepreneurial family. Weiss’s father, also a patent attorney, had taught Mark and his brothers to lock down a good idea when they saw it, because you never knew what could happen. As an adult, Weiss was always on the lookout for new and exciting products, and he’d learned about Hon Lik’s Ruyan e-cigarette through a business contact shortly after it launched. “I knew instantly it would be a winner in the U.S. market,” Weiss says. “It was obviously a less harmful product, and most smokers I know of always want to quit smoking. It’s almost like someone going to drinking a Diet Coke versus a Coke. It was an obvious thing.”

Weiss’s friend happened to have a contact at Hon’s company, so he and Weiss approached the firm about selling the Ruyan in the United States. The two parties couldn’t agree on contract terms or wholesale pricing, and the negotiations stretched on and on, until Weiss found two other Chinese companies making virtually identical products that he could get at a lower price. Weiss formed a business called “Sottera,” and by 2007, he was selling e-cigarettes in the United States under the brand name “NJOY.” The product was considered a “cigalike,” or an electronic cigarette designed to mimic the look and feel of the real thing—the thought being that smokers would respond better to something familiar. The first NJOY cigalikes were basically identical to Ruyan devices: about the width and length of a traditional cigarette, with a white body, a black mouthpiece, and a glowing red LED tip. All users had to do was slip in a cartridge of e-liquid and start inhaling. After a flurry of press in 2008, NJOY did three million dollars in sales that year and found itself at the forefront of a brand-new category in the United States.

But, as Weiss soon learned, there were drawbacks to being out front. In April 2009, the Food and Drug Administration started seizing NJOY’s products at customs and stopping their importation from China, claiming that e-cigarettes were drug-delivery devices and therefore subject to FDA regulation. “I always thought we’d end up in a lawsuit with the FDA,” Weiss says. This foresight had prompted him to go on the offensive, finding lawyers who agreed that NJOY’s vaporizers were tobacco products, not drug-delivery devices. When the FDA did indeed step in, Weiss was ready. NJOY joined a lawsuit against the FDA filed by Smoking Everywhere Inc., an e-cigarette company famous for selling its products in mall kiosks. Like NJOY, Smoking Everywhere argued that e-cigarettes were tobacco products—a distinction that, if proven true, would place their goods out of the FDA’s reach.

In early 2009, when NJOY’s legal battle against the FDA was getting started, the government body had zero regulatory power over tobacco products. Top FDA officials had been fighting since at least the mid-1990s to regulate tobacco products, but it failed to convince Congress, the courts, and the cigarette industry. The Family Smoking Prevention and Tobacco Control Act, which was signed into law by President Barack Obama in June 2009, right in the middle of the FDA’s spat with NJOY, finally ended the battle and gave the FDA the right to oversee tobacco products. The law also allowed the FDA to impose a fresh batch of sales and marketing restrictions on tobacco companies, including banning flavors other than menthol to avoid attracting kids; barring advertisers from making unproven health claims (such as promising that a product was low- or reduced-risk), and forbidding the use of words like low-tar and light in marketing materials.

Crucially, while the legislation gave the FDA the power to regulate any tobacco product, it had been written with a narrow focus on traditional cigarettes, smokeless tobacco, and loose-leaf tobacco. If the FDA decided to “deem” something else a tobacco product that fit under its regulatory umbrella, it would have to write a whole new rule for regulating that specific product—a document that became known as a “deeming rule.” This left tobacco products like cigars and e-cigarettes in a strange limbo. The FDA could regulate them someday, but it didn’t yet have the full power to do so. “E-cigarettes were these new, weird things. No one had really figured them out,” says Eric Lindblom, who at the time worked at the advocacy group Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids and who would go on to serve in the FDA’s Center for Tobacco Products. Given how difficult it had been just to give the FDA power to regulate cigarettes, “nobody wanted to mess with the bill at the late stages to do anything specifically about e-cigarettes,” Lindblom says.

Even if nobody in Washington had figured them out yet, by 2009, e-cigarettes were gaining grassroots momentum in the United States. There still weren’t many places to buy them domestically, or a ton of brands available, but you could find and order e-cigarettes online from other countries pretty easily. They often weren’t very good—the devices didn’t work well, or the flavors tasted awful—so early users had to be crafty, finding DIY ways to improve the products by tinkering with their batteries or mixing different e-liquids together. (As vape industry legend goes, a father and son in the United Kingdom started this trend after they modified a flashlight to turn it into a homemade vaping device.) There was a small but passionate community of e-cigarette users who shared tips and tricks, first in chat rooms like the E-Cigarette Forum and then through organized groups like the Consumer Advocates for Smoke-free Alternatives Association (CASAA) and trade shows like Vapefest. They also passed around positive studies, like a Ruyan-sponsored paper from 2008 that found far lower levels of carcinogens in e-cigarettes compared to cigarettes. “People got really passionate really quickly because we had a lot of inveterate smokers,” says Julie Woessner, a founding
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