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Prologue

The embossed invitation sent to one thousand of Ron Conway’s closest friends promised that Dana Carvey and Warren Buffett would be among the special guests attending his upcoming May 2000 “Silicon Valley Flies into Summer” bash. Mysterious “other celebrities” were also advertised, and as a further enticement, Conway described two of the many items he would be auctioning off for charity: a round of golf with Tiger Woods and Arnold Schwarzenegger’s custom-designed black Hummer. Most people no doubt just shook their heads and smiled when they read their invitation. Dana Carvey and Warren Buffett, Tiger and Arnold: it was just so Ron Conway. Everywhere around them were signs that a remarkable era was drawing to a close, but few doubted that this man the local gossip columnists occasionally referred to as “the godfather of Silicon Valley” would put on a star-studded party as outsize and unreal as the boom-time Valley itself.

Conway lives in Atherton, a genteel Silicon Valley enclave where homes routinely sell for $5 million and it’s not uncommon for a house to list for a sales price of $20 million or more. The grid of lanes and ways in this town of 7,800 has no curbs or sidewalks, and the street signs are mini Washington Monuments featuring street names etched in stone. The Conways routinely throw shindigs for five hundred guests or more, so in the days leading up to the Carvey-Buffett party the family went through what by that time had become an accustomed pre-party routine. A small squadron of off-duty Atherton cops was hired to patrol the grounds and one of the three Conway sons was dispatched to slip flyers into mailboxes warning neighbors in advance about the approaching confab.

Conway likes to hire a live band to play at his bigger bashes, but on this spring night he hired two, one for the cocktail hour and another for dancing later in the evening. He also put several extra off-duty cops on the payroll, including a few lined up to work undercover. “The last thing I needed,” Conway says, “was for something to happen to Buffett while he was on my property.” That night, the street in front of Conway’s home was clogged by wall-to-wall limousines, while the valets served the single-digit millionaires who pulled up in their BMW 325i’s and Porsche Boxsters. One guest counted five Ferraris, two Lamborghinis, and a Rolls. In many ways Conway serves as a perfect specimen for understanding the Internet frenzy that gripped the Valley at the close of the last century. Considered from that perspective, the party was as much a wake as it was a celebration. Here, in the geographical and spiritual center of entrepreneurial Silicon Valley, the digerati gathered for what some would later describe as a final hurrah.

Conway is chunky and of average height, a florid man with an aquiline nose and small mouth. He wears steel-framed glasses, and his snow white hair always seems as perfectly clipped as a putting green at Pebble Beach. If you passed him on the street, you’d be more likely to peg him as a successful midwestern insurance salesman than as one of the two or three best-connected people in Silicon Valley. He has dazzling blue eyes and a refined, slightly effeminate tinge to his voice that serves to take the edge off an otherwise boisterous and loud personality. On that night of the party in the portentous spring of 2000, Conway was forty-nine years old, though he looked much older.

The night before the party Conway spent hours reviewing his guest list. He was disappointed that many of the Valley’s A-list stars had sent their regrets. He didn’t really know Oracle’s Larry Ellison, then the world’s second-richest man, or Apple’s Steve Jobs, or Linus Torvalds, the only man in Silicon Valley widely believed to be capable of walking on water. But Conway has always lived by the credo that it can’t hurt to ask. Besides, plenty of the Valley’s brightest lights had RSVP’d in the affirmative. The Internet’s first boy wonder, Marc Andreessen, would be there, as would its newest, the nineteen-year-old founder of Napster, Shawn Fanning. So were a respectable number of the Valley’s true royalty, the venture capitalists who wrote the multimillion-dollar checks Internet companies used to fund their explosive growth, and the investment bankers who took them public.

Conway pored over his guest list to remind himself which entrepreneurs he needed to introduce to which money men. He wrote the names out on lists that a couple of assistants carried with them all night so that they could periodically huddle with Conway to determine what corner of yard he still had to work. The idea of the party was to have fun, but fun for Conway means drinking and joking and tending to his guests while conducting business. “In any environment he’s in,” says former Netscape executive Jennifer Bailey, “Ron is multitasking, even if it’s at his own party.” At that point, Conway owned a small piece of roughly 240 Internet companies, and he had enlisted more than five hundred people as co-investors, including the big-dollar young brains behind companies such as Netscape and eBay, and a sprinkling of the famous and fabulous, from Shaq to Tiger to Henry Kissinger and Estée Lauder’s grandkid Gary. There would be plenty of business to which to attend.

Attending a Conway party was like walking into a Dockers ad. There were square-jawed Stanford MBAs everywhere, wearing khakis, polos, and button-down shirts. It was a party to which people tended to arrive on time. After you gave your keys to some kid who seemed too young to drive, Conway, dressed casually in an open-collar dress shirt and no sports coat, would greet you as if you were a long-lost friend. He’d scan the immediate vicinity to see if there were any introductions to be made and if not he’d ask, “Would you like your picture taken with Warren?” You’d look to where Conway was gesturing and though you knew he’d be there it would be startling to encounter Buffett, gray eyebrows spiking like an overgrown crocus bed, dressed in a sensible tweed sports coat and wearing one of those “Hi my name is” stick-on badges. A picture with Warren—it was pure Conway, arranging it so you won’t have to ask, bagging for you that most valuable of party favors, a choice head to mount on your own personal bragging wall.

Conway’s rambling one-story ranch-style home is of a type most old-time Athertonians owned, before the area’s new princes and princesses started knocking them down to build two- and three-story trophy homes heavy on columns and colonnades and fronted by grand plantation-style driveways. Conway and his wife, Gayle, had added an enormous, A-shaped brick façade entranceway to their house, but almost everyone who visited remarked on how modest a home it was. Visitors also tended to marvel at the backyard, a one-acre plot featuring a magnificent stand of soaring old-growth redwood trees, the perfect backdrop for a party for five hundred. In one corner, the raised front deck of a guesthouse served as a stage for the musicians and for Dana Carvey and Warren Buffett when they took the microphone. Waiters passed hors d’oeuvres prepared by Paula LeDuc: small pouches filled with caviar called Beggar’s Purses and scallops wrapped in pancetta. A steel-drum band played and as the sun was setting tiki-torch lamps were lit.

Buffett took the stage at around eight-thirty. The party had been billed as a charity fund-raiser, but that was only partially true. Buffett certainly hadn’t dragged his sixty-nine-year-old behind two thousand miles cross-country to help a bunch of rich Internet moguls raise a million or two for charity. He was there to pitch NetJets, a business owned by his holding company, Berkshire Hathaway. Think of NetJets as a kind of time-share for the fabulously well-to-do, a company that sells fractional jet ownership to both corporations and individuals. The head of NetJets, Richard Santulli, is one of Conway’s 550 co-investors, and when the two were chatting a few months earlier, Santulli had fantasized out loud about pitching his services to a roomful of his fellow investors. Conway was a fan of the company and occasional customer, but he wasn’t about to host a party so Santulli could sell shares in private executive jets. When he suggested that maybe NetJets could co-sponsor a charity event, Santulli offered to enlist Buffett in the cause. That’s all Conway needed to hear. “If you get Warren Buffett to come,” he told his friend, “I’ll guarantee I’ll do it. I’ll also guarantee a big enough audience to produce a lot of visibility for NetJets.”

The charity element of the event may have been incidental to Buffett, but it was important to Conway, who was always displeased when he read press accounts taking the Valley’s youngest lords to task for their general lack of charitable giving. Conway had poured a staggering amount of money—and time—into a variety of charities, and he was intent on demonstrating how generous Silicon Valley can be. So when Schwarzenegger’s people suggested Arnold would like to showcase his philanthropic side, Conway invited a half-dozen reporters to observe the event.

Buffett made his pitch and answered some questions, but the real fun began when Dana Carvey followed him up onstage to serve as the night’s auctioneer. “Okay, you Silicon Valley billionaires,” he began, and the next half hour could serve as archive footage that captured a magical moment in time.

The bidding started slowly. A magazine in which Conway was an early investor, Red Herring, donated a full-page four-color ad valued at $30,000, and threw in lunch with its editor, yet the high bid hit only $27,000; Conway bought a one-hour lesson with tennis great Pete Sampras for his wife (a round-trip seat on a NetJet Gulfstream IV included) for $40,000. A video featuring highlights of Shaquille O’Neal served as a prelude to the package that the basketball superstar had donated to the cause. Conway, who shared the podium with Carvey, called it the “Shaq package”: four choice seats to a Lakers game, the promise of a meeting with O’Neal, and of course round-trip transportation courtesy of NetJets. Marc Andreessen won the bidding at $100,000. When Shaq’s agent, who was in the crowd that night, threw in a second Shaq pack for the woman who had lost with a bid of $95,000, the crowd cheered as if witnessing a thunderous slam dunk. The bidding on a mystery box started at $5,000 and topped out at $20,000. Inside was a size-22 sneaker that Shaq had signed. Meanwhile, a dozen or so cheerleaders from the San Francisco 49ers cheering squad, dressed in their midriff-revealing outfits, shook their pom-poms and squealed.

Finally it was time to auction the Schwarzenegger Hummer. The invitation had advertised that the winner would get a free one-way NetJets ride to LA for lunch with “Ahhhnuld” and to pick up the car, but then Conway had a brainstorm: he would display the car in his driveway for all his guests to view and thereby drive up the bidding. So all that week one of Conway’s assistants was on the phone with one or another of Schwarzenegger’s people, first trying to track down the car and then searching out the right people to sign the various releases and other authorizations. The next challenge was finding a towing company to haul this three-ton vehicle five hundred miles north to Atherton—on one day’s notice. Conway had a special sign made up so that people would know that the gleaming black beast sitting by the entrance to his home had been custom-designed for Schwarzenegger and affectionately dubbed “The Terminator.”

The Hummer bidding was also preceded by a videotape. Conway had asked Schwarzenegger’s agent for maybe a few clips of his client’s best-known movie scenes, but Schwarzenegger’s crew did him one better, shooting a film of Arnold getting in and out of the Hummer and praising it as one of the jewels in his fleet. Appropriately, one of the Valley’s matinee idols, Marc Andreessen, won the bidding at $140,000.

The evening’s big prize was to be a foursome with Tiger Woods. The bidding opened at $250,000 and laddered up in $25,000 increments. As prearranged, partway through the bidding Buffett egged the crowd on by volunteering to serve as the group’s caddy and then offer a stock tip at the eighteenth hole. Bids of $400,000, $500,000, $600,000: finally, Network Appliance’s Tom Mendoza emerged as the top bidder at $650,000.

After the auction, people danced by tiki light while the real business of the evening was conducted. New Silicon Valley made connections with the old, the recently knighted royalty mingled with the area’s princes-in-waiting, and clots of junior moguls gathered to talk deals and potential partnerships. Meanwhile, Conway, host to that grandest of all parties, Silicon Valley during the Internet boom, mingled among them, working his list. He drank, he roared with laughter, his complexion grew redder with each passing hour, but mainly he lovingly tended to his network, at once powerful and fragile, micromanaging every node of this living organism composed of his vast collection of colleagues, acquaintances, business partners, and friends. “How ya been?” he’d ask someone with a hearty pat on the back. “Can I get you a drink—oh, and have you met Joe, the CEO of that really hot search company I was telling you about?” He pushed, but not too hard. He’d flatter and he’d joke, and he’d talk and talk and talk. He is the perpetual salesman but a salesman with a patina of panache and class, an amiable and likable fellow who only wants to be everyone’s best friend.

Later, Conway would declare the party a terrific success. He had sipped some fine Chardonnay, he talked shop with people he considered his friends, and he helped a portion of his 240 babies get one step closer to their mutual dreams of fabulous riches. What could be more fun than that?

It was in December 1998, at the height of the dot-com boom, that Ron Conway started contacting the friends he had collected over the years to ask them about investing in a fund he was calling Angel Investors; he raised $30 million in two months. By mid-1999, the rapid treadmill pace of business that had defined the Valley in the previous few years had sped up, as if the setting had changed from frenetic to frenzied. Every other office between San Jose and San Francisco, so it seemed, was now home for four whiz kids with a bang-up business plan hatched to tap some heretofore unknown billion-dollar market. Fat payoffs seemed as easy as picking low-hanging fruit, at least for those with the money and the moxie to cash in on what some were describing as a modern-day industrial revolution. It all seemed too much to pass up, and by summer’s end Conway decided to create Angel Investors-II. This time he pulled every string within reach to put together a syndicate of Internet-savvy investors with the connections and pull that would mean access to the best deals. Hollywood, he figured, could help foster the pending marriage between multimedia and the Internet, so he trolled for money there as well.

“Anyone could have raised money in that environment,” Conway says of Los Angeles. This was in the fall of 1999, when even the likes of William Shatner had made millions lending his name to Priceline.com in exchange for stock. “I could have raised five billion dollars in ten days,” Conway says. That was obvious hyperbole, but he also had a point: the pickings were easy when every other celebrity in America was suddenly dreaming of being the next Shatner. Conway closed the fund just as 1999 was coming to a close, deciding to cap it at $150 million.

How easy was it to raise money during the last days of the Internet bubble? A few months after Conway’s party, he was in the south of France, ensconced aboard a rented 151-foot yacht anchored off the Côte d’Azur—“one of those yachts,” says Margot Hirsch, a longtime friend, “where when you see it you go, ‘I wonder who’s staying on that?’ ” Consequently, Hirsch dubbed her five days as part of Conway’s entourage “Lifestyles of the Rich and Ron.” Conway ventured into town one day to visit the opulent Hotel du Cap, where the likes of superagent Michael Ovitz (who tried to get into Conway’s fund only after it was too late) and Steven Spielberg stay when they find themselves on the French Riviera. Conway was strolling the lobby with a high-profile Hollywood agent when they spotted Goldie Hawn, so they walked over to say hello. The animated Hawn only had to hear Conway’s name. “Ron Conway?” she shrieked. “I’ve been looking all over Europe for you!” Hawn, it turns out, was in the early stages of an Internet-related startup of her own, and someone had told her that Conway was someone she needed to meet. Her money man had told her that Conway would also be vacationing in Europe, so apparently every time she checked into a hotel she asked if there was a Ron Conway staying there. The next day, Hawn joined the Conways for lunch on the yacht. A couple of months later, she’d attend Conway’s next big party with her beau, Kurt Russell, and also Matt Damon and Ben Affleck, who had convinced Conway to invest in the Internet company that they had started.

The Hawn story goes a long way in explaining what Newsweek dubbed “The Whine of ’99”: “Everyone’s getting rich but me!” The entire world, or so it seemed, wanted to own at least a small piece of the Internet fantasy, a dreamscape that produced a seemingly endless pool of boy billionaires. For those with the right connections and enough ready cash Conway offered the perfect investment vehicle.

Angel-I and Angel-II were like index funds of Internet startups, a way of owning a small piece of anything that was hot and trendy over the last couple of years of the decade. When the smart guys changed their minds, in late 1999, and declared that so-called “business-to-business” startups, and not the business-to-consumer dot-coms, were where the money was at, it didn’t make a difference to Conway: he had invested in forty consumer sites and another forty sites geared to the business market. Angel Investors sunk several million dollars into Marc Andreessen’s encore performance as an entrepreneur, Loudcloud, and it served as the first outside money in Napster. It owned a piece of Google, which The New Yorker had aptly described as “the default search engine for the in-crowd,” and also Backflip, which could have been described using similar terms.

Wireless startups; incubators that nurtured a veritable rat’s warren of tiny startups; infrastructure companies; next-generation search engine companies: whatever the hot trend of the moment, if you were a Conway investor, you owned a piece of it. In less than fifteen months’ time, Conway and a couple of partners raced around the Valley slapping down bets as fast as they could, paying whatever it took whenever they discovered a promising company, because back then, at least, price didn’t seem to matter. As the Internet continued to grow, so, too, would the net worth of the portfolio.

That at least was the theory.
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