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For Grandad, “bula bula”
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Sure the world breeds monsters, 
but kindness grows just as wild.
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Prologue

Elizabeth Pezzello had been getting ready to leave shortly after 3 a.m. when she realized something was wrong. Dressed in sportswear, her blond ponytail swinging behind her, she and a half dozen others milled about the house, preparing to depart for an airport a few miles away on Connecticut’s southern shore, where a private jet was waiting for them.

A light wind had been blowing in from the river across New London on the frigid November evening, and lines of manicured lawns had stiffened in the cold. Few clouds obscured the sky over Long Island Sound to the south, leaving the rows of homes along Pequot Avenue exposed to the night air. In just a few hours, the sun would climb above the industrial smokestacks across the river in Groton, illuminating the waterfront view afforded to the tony homes of the seashore.

Outside the home at 500 Pequot Avenue, three vehicles idled, waiting for the party to emerge. But the most important person of the group, the person paying for everyone’s salaries, the private jet, and the chauffeurs, still wasn’t up. A few days earlier, his dog, a fluffy white mutt named Blizzy, had died suddenly, and he had been in a depressive spiral since. For much of the evening, the man had been inhaling laughing gas from a whipped-cream canister, as if drinking from a water bottle, and after an argument with his former girlfriend, Rachael, she had ordered him out of the house until they left for the airport. He could have retreated to one of the vehicles, even a hotel nearby where other members of his staff were staying. But in his stupor, he had insisted on a storage shed attached to the home. Those in the house had relented, bowing again to his irrational demands, which had become common behavior for him. In the shed, he was exposed to the cold.

Like many people the man surrounded himself with, Elizabeth had only met him a few months before. He had spent tens of millions of dollars on mansions in the Utah ski-resort town Park City to house a growing orbit of followers, many lured by the promise of riches. Elizabeth was one of them,1 and had worked her way into his inner circle. As his assistant, she now controlled his schedule and much of his communication, including contact with old friends; some had tried unsuccessfully to get in touch after hearing troubling stories about the man. Elizabeth was one of the few people responsible for spending Tony’s money, and had found a role for her fiancé, Brett, who had taken to doing whatever their boss told him to do in return for a handsome salary. Together, they had convinced the man to pay for the group to go on a Hawaiian getaway, starting with the private jet waiting for them this morning.

The tagalongs that evening hadn’t been limited to new arrivals in the man’s life. Along with Rachael, there was his brother, Andy, who had been by his side almost every day for the past few months. Two years younger, Andy was by every definition a counterweight to his brother: outgoing, fast-talking, gregarious, and with a hint of arrogance. He had worked for his brother at one point years ago, before an unsuccessful attempt to launch his own tech startup. But as the man amassed an almost billion-dollar fortune and became a best-selling author, Andy lived in his shadow, and until recently the brothers hadn’t had much of a relationship.

Andy was sleeping inside the house while Brett stayed up to check on the man. They had communicated by writing messages on Post-it notes and sticking them outside the shed door2. Responding to the man’s demands, Brett had brought him laughing gas, marijuana, a lighter, pizza, a blanket, and candles. Lots of candles.

It had been no easy task. The man had been lying on the concrete surrounded by naked flames. At one point another assistant had found the blanket covering him starting to burn from contact with a candle, and told the man to extinguish it. The assistant had opened the shed door a short time later to see him lighting a Ziploc bag on fire3. “You’re going to smoke yourself out,” the assistant had said. “That’s poison.” The man had incoherently mumbled back. At one point, the assistant had found a propane space heater and dragged it into the shed, placing it inside the door.

Now with everyone ready to leave, a more terrifying scene had begun to unfold. A carbon monoxide alarm was shrieking. Smoke was billowing from the cracks in the door frame. And the door was locked.

Elizabeth dialed 9114. “What’s the location of your emergency?” an operator’s voice crackled over the phone.

“500 Pequot Avenue,” Elizabeth responded calmly. “We need help as soon as possible, someone’s locked in a room with a fire.”

“There’s a fire?”

“Yes.”

“Where in the room are they?” the operator said. “Where in the building are they?”

“It’s a house, it’s a house.”

“How many people are trapped?”

“Just one.”

In the background, muffled shouts were becoming clearer. Elizabeth turned away from the phone and called out, “Rachael, Rachael, they really need help; is there a code to the storage room?” referring to the lock on the door. A moment later Elizabeth yelled to someone else in the house, “Ten-fourteen!”

“Elizabeth, has the person barricaded themself?” the operator said.

“Yes, yes, yes, yes,” she replied.

The cloud of smoke was inundating the shed, growing in size with every second that passed. Elizabeth could hear repeated thudding in the distance; someone was trying to break open the door.

“Why did they barricade themself? Are they trying to harm themself?” the operator said.

Elizabeth was losing her composure. “I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know.”

“How old is the person?”

About forty-five years old, she said, and added, “Please hurry up, this is urgent, this is really urgent … this is so bad.”

Fire sirens were already wailing through the streets of New London, piercing the silence over the hamlet, when another call came into the dispatch office. It was from another woman at the house.

“There’s a person barricaded,” the woman said into the phone. “We can’t get in.”

She told the operator she was a nurse who had been traveling with the trapped man, and she’d been responsible for administering an IV drip to him. She said they were supposed to leave for a flight in a few minutes.

“We are not getting a response from him,” she told the operator, her words rushing out.

“Who is he?” the operator said.

The woman paused. “Um, his name is Tony.”

■ ■ ■

More than a week would pass before the townspeople of New London—and then the world—would learn the identity of the man trapped within the shed outside a nondescript home in a Connecticut town. When firefighters charged into the cloud of smoke and flames engulfing the shed, they found him lying faceup5 on a filthy blanket with his right arm across his chest, surrounded by singed pool equipment and camping chairs, unresponsive and without a pulse.

The sight was an unrecognizable departure from the public image of Tony Hsieh. For years, Tony had been the face of Zappos, America’s most popular online shoe seller, and had become the shining example of an unconventional business leader who cared more about helping others find happiness—especially his own employees—than profit margins or meeting quarterly earnings forecasts.

He wasn’t a household name like Elon Musk or Jeff Bezos—arguably his equals in intellect, business acumen, and willingness to take risks—but he was one of the most consequential tech leaders of our time. The son of Taiwanese immigrants, he had graduated from Harvard in the 1990s before selling his first company to Microsoft for $265 million at the age of twenty-four. He then invested in and later took over as CEO at Zappos, where he played an integral role in writing the first rule books of e-commerce by introducing free shipping and a no-questions-asked return policy long before consumers were comfortable with buying things online. His costly, customer-focused risks were validated when Bezos himself led Amazon’s charge to buy Zappos for $1.2 billion in 2009. “Zappos is a company I have long admired,” Bezos said at the time6. “I’ve seen a lot of companies and I have never seen a company with a culture like Zappos.”

But being a tech leader was merely his conduit. What made Tony Hsieh a rare icon was his stated desire to advance the human condition. Countless people from Silicon Valley to New York and Las Vegas had serendipitous meetings with Tony, often over shots of his signature drink, the digestif Fernet-Branca, that led to life-changing experiences. Whether he was sporting a mohawk or a shaved head, Tony’s image was plastered across magazine profiles, on documentaries, and on television during talks with Oprah7 and Barbara Walters8. His stoic expression—sometimes broken by a cautious smile framed by dimples—was synonymous with the image of a genius focused on inspiring others.

Through a best-selling autobiography, Delivering Happiness: A Path to Profits, Passion, and Purpose, Tony devised a revolutionary way to run corporations—by focusing on your employees and ensuring they are happy, you’ll have happy customers, and then your profits will soar. The book described his own search to understand how the science of happiness could be applied to improving the lives of employees, and how, by focusing on other people’s happiness, you might just increase your own. A New York Times bestseller,9 it propelled Tony to the global speaking circuit. He toured the late-night TV shows10 espousing a template for achieving happiness, shared the stage with Bill Clinton11, 12 and befriended celebrities like Ashton Kutcher,13 Richard Branson,14 and the singer Jewel15.

Having achieved the height of American success, Tony then plowed his fortune—almost half a billion dollars—into building a downtown Las Vegas neighborhood that he would develop into an entrepreneur’s utopia, from where he envisioned more success stories like Zappos would grow. Starting in 2012, stories of his unrivaled generosity and miracle-making trickled from his new community. There was Natalie Young, a chef who had been in recovery when a chance encounter with Tony at a bar ended with him agreeing to give her the money to start a restaurant. Rehan Choudhry, a talent booker at one of the Las Vegas casinos, had always wanted to run his own music festival, a dream that became a thirty-thousand-person reality after meeting Tony. And there was Maggie Hsu,16 who watched Tony give a talk at Harvard Business School when she was earning her MBA, then cold-emailed him for career advice. He convinced her to come to Las Vegas and she eventually became his chief of staff. Newspapers and magazines dubbed him everything from “Mayor of Downtown Las Vegas” to tone-deaf descriptions such as “a young Buddha,”17 with the text run alongside photos of him wearing his signature Mona Lisa smile.

His story also defied what it meant to be an Asian man in America, and he eluded stereotypes placed on him by society. From an early age, Tony wanted to be seen as something more than a quiet Asian brainiac with thick glasses. In an era when Asian men were depicted in popular culture as geeks who loved mathematics and were rarely seen in the C-suites of public companies, let alone Silicon Valley startups, Tony broke through with his life story and entered the pop culture psyche—a dynamic captured time and again through his career.

There’s a photo taken at Microsoft’s headquarters18 in Seattle, a year before Zappos was sold to Amazon. Bill Gates is standing in front of a cascade of brown boxes, flanked by six individuals, one of whom is Tony. Everyone else is white—executives and CEOs from Sears, eBay, Barnes & Noble—and wearing suits. Tony, meanwhile, appears years, even decades younger, relaxed in jeans and an untucked shirt. He looks unfazed by his company. In another photo, he is seen on a casino floor, making a face at the camera next to a grinning Jared Kushner and Ivanka Trump,19 who is eating a hot dog20. “He wasn’t just a tech entrepreneur who became cool, he was an Asian male who became cool,” said Jen Louie, a former colleague of Tony’s at Zappos. “He broke through the bamboo ceiling.”

Renown and riches never seemed to cloud Tony’s desire to be a man of the people, either. Since coming into boundless wealth at such an early age, money had empowered his brilliant ideas and let him build companies, and then an entire neighborhood, from the ground up. Rather than live in a sprawling mansion in San Francisco, in a Manhattan penthouse, or on a Caribbean island alongside other corporate leaders, Tony built a trailer park in his Las Vegas neighborhood, choosing to live alongside friends, a pet alpaca, and his dog.21 Just as Peter Pan had found limitless wonderment in Neverland—no rules, judgment, or fear of growing up—Tony embodied what it meant to live with unlimited freedom long into adulthood.

His childlike curiosity also illustrated how, in a world where business leaders followed bullet points and their guidance, Tony provided a model of how to throw away the corporate script to show the world that, beyond profit margins and earnings reports, companies—and communities—could thrive on happiness. He was a figure for a millennial generation in search of an alternative to the mantra of living to work.

But beneath his public message of happiness, his private search for inner peace remained out of reach, and at some point he drifted from the figurative mooring posts of the communities he had built. After a series of public relations hiccups, tragedies—including three suicides within his Las Vegas community—and internal issues with his style of management at Zappos, Tony became less visible as the face of the company and in his neighborhood. His increasing use of recreational drugs—whether fistfuls of psilocybin mushrooms at his trailer park or MDMA at the Burning Man festival—rarely alarmed those he kept close. Instead, they shrugged it off as something he did to expand his thinking, and to smooth and then deepen his connections with others. In turn, he retreated deeper into his trailer park, where those present seemed to orbit around his cult of personality.

In the months before the COVID-19 pandemic swept the United States in 2020, Tony was introduced to ketamine,22 the popular party drug typically used to tranquilize horses, and it uncorked long-held insecurities and breaks with reality that led him to act in ways that some saw aligned with psychosis. He started to claim that he devised an algorithm to bring about world peace, that he figured out how to cure COVID-19, and that he no longer had to urinate because his body could recycle water. After months of drug use caused his behavior to spill into his public life in Las Vegas, Tony’s friends persuaded him to check into a rehab facility in Park City. It was the first of multiple failed attempts to get Tony sober, including botched interventions and attempts by his family to install a conservatorship. Each of these efforts was disrupted by a growing faction of people that were on Tony’s payroll, some who enabled his continued drug use and others who indulged in his delusions.

After leaving rehab, he didn’t return to Las Vegas, and instead stayed in Park City, Utah, the ritzy mountain ski town, where he invited a cast of people to join him. While they lived large in the elaborate mansions he often paid for, some of them struck multimillion-dollar deals with a man descending further toward a fatal end. By the time he arrived in Connecticut with a small contingent of these followers, Tony had cut ties with most of his old friends and members of his family until he’d wandered so far from reality that he was left surrounded only by people on his payroll.

■ ■ ■

On that cold November night, Tony’s friends and family, even the firefighters who saved him, were optimistic23 that he would survive. After he was pulled from the shed, his body had, remarkably, not been burned in the fire, save for some damaged tissue on his shoulder. Most of the heat had been concentrated above him after the propane tank had caught fire and sent a whoosh of ignited gas24 through the shed.

But what they hadn’t immediately considered was the extent of internal damage Tony had sustained inhaling a cloud of carbon monoxide, starving his organs and finally his brain of oxygen. Even if he had survived, he would never have been the same.

On November 27, the day after Thanksgiving, Tony’s family turned off his life support25 at Bridgeport Hospital. News of his death flooded the internet, with thousands of messages and memories posted by people from Bill Clinton to Ivanka Trump to Jeff Bezos, offering a public mourning not seen for a business leader since the passing of Steve Jobs a decade before. The sight of his awkward smile—shared thousands of times across social media, in newspapers, and on television—crystallized his image of an uncommonly beloved tech entrepreneur, one who had changed the lives of countless people, from business leaders to workers in his call center, and strangers he’d met at the bar.

As the tributes flowed in, we were working as business reporters for Forbes when a number of obvious questions quickly emerged for us. Angel had covered the lives of billionaires for years, and David had a focus on investigating tech companies. We were immediately perplexed by how a certifiable tech leader—the beloved face of a beloved brand, no less—had died in a fire in a nondescript New England town, of all places. Were there suspicious circumstances surrounding the incident? Was it a suicide? Why hadn’t anyone been able to help him, and what had led Tony to this fate? It was hard to stomach the contrast of Tony’s mantra of happiness with the tragedy of him dying alone, surrounded by flames.

A week after his death, we published the first article26 that documented in detail how Tony, a man of boundless wealth and resources, had met such an unexpected and tragic end, describing how a COVID-era spiral with drugs had untethered him from reality, and how he was surrounded by people who had done more to enable him than help him. It included a message from the singer Jewel, a close friend of Tony’s who had visited him in Park City and prophesied his fate in a letter, warning him: “The people you are surrounding yourself with are either ignorant or willing to be complicit in you killing yourself.”

But we kept speaking to more people who had known Tony—from Park City, from Las Vegas, and then as far back as his childhood—who led us to believe that his story was more than an oft-told rise-and-fall tale, or that of an eccentric billionaire who’d once again flown too close to the sun. For Angel, born to Chinese parents who fled the turmoil of communism and gave up everything for her and her two sisters to move to the United States and chase the elusive American dream, she understood what it meant to be on the receiving end of those sacrifices—and the pressures to succeed because of it. She also came into Tony’s story with a deep understanding of the stereotypes that are often placed on Asian Americans, and what it takes—and costs—to break those assumptions. And David, who’d cut his teeth as a police reporter in Australia and had covered humanity in its best and worst forms, was immediately drawn to seek an understanding of the dynamic between Tony and those around him. He’d traveled widely before arriving in the United States and took a broader, more cynical view of Tony’s effort to manufacture a world for people largely based on financial incentives. By the end of his life, Tony had fallen victim to the trappings linked to American success, leaving little room for happiness.

Together, we found that Tony’s story exploited some uncomfortable truths about the opposing goals of wealth and happiness. It highlighted how one person’s generosity can motivate greed in others, and how those with good intentions can stray from their moral center when the promise of riches appears. And finally, it touched on how inner peace can remain out of reach as long as there is enough money to obscure the dangers of mental health problems and addiction.

Our reporting took us first to Connecticut, then Las Vegas, New York, Park City, and then San Francisco, from where we sourced police reports, school yearbooks, court documents, photos, and financial records. Across hundreds of hours of interviews, we spoke to more than 150 people to reveal a never-before-seen look at how Tony Hsieh had changed the lives of others through every chapter of his own. Since he was a boy, we found, Tony had been running from the life that was expected of him, and searching for the life he dreamed of. “There was some prototype in his head that he desperately wanted to achieve,” a childhood friend of his told us.

In the pages that follow, we’ve sought to document how a boy of genius intellect, born a first-generation misfit—intellectually, emotionally, and racially—searched for his place in a world where success and happiness were not supposed to be mutually exclusive goals for someone who looked like him. We’ve detailed the tragedy of a man who craved companionship and human connection coming into wealth that he was not equipped to handle, distorting his relationships with friends, family, and himself. And, above all else, we’ve tried to illustrate a cautionary tale of how a brilliant man could destroy himself over time, armed with wealth that fostered his own worst impulses and those of people around him. In the end, were those surrounding him blind to, or complicit with, his own self-destruction until it was too late?

Starting with the night of the fire, we found more questions than answers.

■ ■ ■

Andy was standing by as firefighters pulled Tony’s unconscious body from the wreckage of the shed. Above him, two floodlights fixed to the roof of the house shone through the white smoke blowing around the home, illuminating the scene below. Guided by his flashlight, a firefighter walked into the house to assess the damage from the fire in the attached shed. A police officer watched as paramedics secured Tony in the stretcher.

When he was a boy, Andy had helped his brother launch one of his first entrepreneurial endeavors, selling custom-made buttons through the classified ads in a boys’ magazine. When the workload had become too great, Andy recruited their younger brother, David, to help out. It wouldn’t be the last time the younger brothers worked for the golden Hsieh child, but as they grew up, their relationship was distant at best. At one point, Andy had become estranged entirely from Tony. David, meanwhile, had lived modestly, eschewing any notion that his brother was a billionaire. Outside of scheduled, stage-managed events, the brothers didn’t spend time together later in life.

It was a familial relationship that few understood. So when Andy had arrived in Park City months before, it came as a surprise to some who knew he hadn’t had much of a relationship with Tony for years. There were murmurs that he was returning to take advantage of Tony during a low point.

But unlike David, who had largely stayed clear of Park City and Tony, here was Andy, by his brother’s side. Andy repeatedly asserted that he was there on behalf of the family to make sure people weren’t taking advantage of his brother. After all, it was Andy who had provided updates to family and friends like Jewel, and had discussed potentially arranging a conservatorship for his brother. At times he had told these people he was at a loss for what to do.

Privately, Andy had also negotiated for his brother to pay him a $1 million salary. He had asked for millions more in a series of proposed business deals. And like others, he quickly found himself doing what he could to stay in his brother’s good graces, which, among other things, meant satisfying demands for more laughing gas.

It further muddied the dynamic between the two brothers. What had driven Andy to reenter Tony’s life after nearly a decade? Why hadn’t they spoken for so long? And what had brought Andy to be with his brother on that fateful night? Was it concern for his brother’s well-being? Or had he assumed an obedient role alongside the countless followers chasing Tony’s riches?

As fire crews hosed down the shed, Andy walked into the light, stopping a few feet from the stretcher. Wearing a backpack and a hooded puffer jacket, Andy stared for a moment at his brother’s unconscious body lying before him. Then, without looking away, he slipped his hand into his pocket and pulled out a mobile phone. As paramedics pushed the stretcher away, Andy held up the phone in front of his brother’s body and started filming27.

■ ■ ■
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CHAPTER 1

The Golden Child

Tony would have been the first to admit that as a child he was obsessed with one thing: making money. Though his family was comfortably middle-class—his father, Richard, worked at Chevron, and his mother, Judy, was a psychologist—he understood early on that money equaled liberation. “To me,” he later recalled of his childhood, “money meant that later on in life I would have the freedom to do whatever I wanted.”1

In his early years, this took form as a mildly successful string of garage sales, and then some failed ventures—including the sale of Christmas cards to neighbors one year—before he joined the workforce as a newspaper boy. His route would begin and end at the same address: 28 Coast Oak Way, Mont Marin, the two-story house where Tony and his two younger brothers grew up. About twenty miles north of the Golden Gate Bridge, the sliver of brick and weatherboard homes of Mont Marin were within the sunny enclave of the city of San Rafael, an eternal snapshot of Americana. The Hsiehs, one of the few Asian families in the suburb, lived in a house toward the bottom of the sloping street, surrounded by the rolling greenery of Marinwood and Lucas Valley. Two palm trees stood to one side of the black driveway, swaying tall above the home’s terracotta-tiled roof.

Tony—a slight boy with aviator-framed glasses that seemed more suited for a geriatric and took up a third of his tiny face—would pedal through the quiet, winding streets of Mont Marin, past well-groomed front lawns. As he hurled copies of the local newspaper, his haphazard fencing of bangs would flutter in the wind.

It was the mid-1980s, and across the headlines was talk of the burgeoning technology industry that was slowly but surely stretching across the region, from the hills of San Francisco down to the Peninsula and across the expanse of the South Bay. The semiconductor industry had already laid down its roots in the region a decade before, while soon-to-be tech giants like Apple and Oracle were just in their infancy. As one historian put it,2 the area was encountering its “Big Bang” moment, the fateful turn of events that gave rise to the personal computer and video gaming industries. Venture capital started percolating from the gold mines that those industries became, and that started to lay the very foundations that would cause the explosion of Big Tech.

The types of people who were finding success in Silicon Valley were by definition optimistic and thought outside the box. As it turned out, the boy riding around the streets just north of the Valley was unwittingly learning on his paper route that he already had the DNA for the type of success the headlines wrote about. After adding up his pay, he realized that he was making about $2 an hour. As Tony pedaled around the neighborhood, he realized that he could make the job more favorable. Then he had an epiphany. What if, he thought, he started his own newspaper? That way, he would be the sole beneficiary of the venture, as opposed to what he reasoned was child labor exploitation by the local paper.

He quit the paper route, and the first major phase of his entrepreneurial streak began. He created The Gobbler, twenty pages of stories, word puzzles, and jokes that Tony drew and wrote out himself. Priced at $5 each, Tony had expected that his friends would become his first subscribers. “P.S.: Subscribe to the GOBBLER!” Tony wrote in a middle school classmate’s yearbook, viewing a sentimental tradition as an opportunity to conduct business. His parents seemed mildly amused by their son’s claim that the newsletter would sell a hundred copies. They were probably even more surprised when, after his first issue, he secured his first advertisement sale from his barber, who agreed to pay $20 for a full-page ad in the second issue.

But he managed to only sell two copies of the second issue, bringing The Gobbler’s total circulation to six copies. After failing to recoup costs and find more ad buyers, Tony ended the business. Even so, with one failure behind him, he realized that he had made his own money through an idea that he had formed, so his curiosity sent him back to the drawing board.

With his younger brother Andy, who was a little less shy but equally small-framed, Tony would spend much of his time poring over Boys’ Life, a monthly magazine (an offshoot of the Boy Scouts of America) focused on the great outdoors. Though the boys in the pages didn’t look like him, it provided a perfect escape. In one issue from 1984,3 a headline on the cover read, “How Computers Opened a Window on a New World for One Eagle Scout.” His favorite part of the magazine was always the classified ads section, which he saw as a catalog of all the “fantastic things that I never even knew existed but knew I had to have one day,” he later wrote.

One day, he saw an item that struck the money-obsessed chord in him: a button-making kit for $50. Seeing the promise of profits flash before his eyes, he convinced his parents to “loan” him money to buy the machine, which could convert any photo or piece of paper into a pin-on button. Then he took out an ad himself in another book called Free Stuff for Kids. In his advertisement, he offered to make buttons for customers for $1 plus a self-addressed stamped envelope. After doing the math, he calculated he would earn 75 cents on every button sold.

To his parents’ surprise, he paid them back within a month and was soon working four to five hours during the weekend to keep up with the orders. Eventually he bought a more automated button-making machine for $300. Through middle school, he made $200 a month—a hefty sum for a teenager in the eighties. The success spawned a tradition of Tony inviting his two younger brothers to be part of his businesses. When Tony graduated, he passed the button-making business to Andy, who then passed it on to their younger brother, Dave. It also seeded another element of his future. “I learned,”4 he wrote later, “that it was possible to run a successful business by mail order, without any face-to-face interaction.”

■ ■ ■

Thinking up ways to make money often had more to do with Tony trying to think his way out of the limitations of childhood than it did with becoming an entrepreneur. His parents fostered his efforts, sometimes unintentionally. For his ninth birthday, Tony asked for a crate of earthworms, with the ambition of becoming the world’s largest worm seller. The idea—born out of a book that Tony had read about how, when cut in two, both halves of a worm will regenerate, thereby doubling the number of worms at hand—was light on economic modeling, like whether demand would meet supply. Still, Richard and Judy were encouraging, and drove him to Sonoma to what claimed to be America’s biggest worm farm. There they bought a box of mud that was guaranteed to have at least a hundred earthworms squirming within. If he cut them all in half, his product inventory would double. But operating under the ill-conceived notion that feeding the worms raw egg would make them stronger, Tony drowned the dirt in yolk, provided to him by his mother. That attracted birds to the box—a worm’s worst nightmare. The next day, when he went to check on the box, not a single worm remained.

Richard and Judy were also there to indulge Tony’s garage sales, which only ended when their cache of house junk was exhausted, prompting their boy to convince other friends to hold garage sales at their homes. His parents also listened to his plan to go door-to-door selling Christmas cards to his neighbors after seeing an advertisement in Boys’ Life during summer vacation. Given that it was August, his next-door neighbor—and first potential customer—told him to come back later in the year.

Richard Hsieh, tall, lanky, and soft-spoken, was a chemical engineer at Chevron who had secured a reputation in his predominantly white neighborhood in Marin County as friendly and welcoming. Kathy Barrass, one of the Hsiehs’ neighbors who lived across the street, recalled a conversation with Richard outside her home on Coast Oak Way in which she shared with him that she and her husband had always wanted to visit China. “Richard told me to stay right where I was, and he ran back inside their house,” she said. Richard came back out with a travel brochure for China and instructed Kathy to call the number on the flyer. Three weeks later, Kathy and her husband were off on a seven-city tour across China, traveling by boat and plane from Shanghai to Beijing.

Judy Hsieh, a child psychologist, was the kind of mother who would make breakfast and pack lunch bags for Tony and his two younger brothers every morning. The lunches were “insanely healthy,” one childhood friend recalled, adding that Tony apparently didn’t like them much either—he would often try to trade his lunches for one of his friends’ chocolate-frosted Ho Hos. She could also be strict at times, like many mothers, and Tony’s childhood friends often found themselves intimidated by Judy’s presence, despite her petite stature. “I got the feeling that she always thought I was never quite good enough for Tony,” the friend said.

Of the two, Richard was the more gregarious and social parent, and many of Tony’s friends later on in life found themselves on the receiving end of his FaceTime calls. But while they may have differed in communication styles, Richard and Judy, both immigrants from Taiwan, had one core goal in common: they had high expectations for their sons. They were “your typical Asian American parents,” Tony later said, a title that came with a demanding curriculum and strict confines, both in school and at home. They expected their sons to strive for immense intellect and to have a disciplined work ethic, the kind of progeny who would either become a doctor or get a PhD. The latter was an endeavor they both understood well: Richard earned his PhD5 in chemical engineering from the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, and Judy waited until after the birth of their third and last son, David, to get her PhD in psychology6 from the California School of Professional Psychology.

Their demands on their children stemmed from a much larger phenomenon affecting a new generation of Asian American children. Richard and Judy had been two among millions of people who arrived in America as part of a massive brain drain from China, prompted by the events that followed World War II. Shortly after Japan surrendered to the Allied powers, General Tsai Lee and Peggy Lee gave birth to Judy, born Shiao-Ling Lee, on December 10, 1945, on the southern coast of China in what is today known as Guangdong Province. Two years later, on December 7, 1947, Chuan-Kang Hsieh, or Richard, was born. Richard and Judy entered a world emerging from the horrors of global warfare, only to grow up in a country where national trepidation would continue. Two opposing factions within China—the Chinese Communist Party and the nationalist Kuomintang—had resumed the final phase of their own decades-long civil war, and the Communists took over mainland China in 1949 to establish the People’s Republic of China. The Kuomintang leadership and its loyalists, meanwhile, retreated to the island of Taiwan and built their own government.

In their teens, Richard and Judy independently found their way to Taiwan, where they would both end up at National Taiwan University (NTU), a prestigious institution in Taipei from which they had an arm’s-length view of the tragedies occurring on the mainland. While China endured famine, censorship, violence, and death under Chairman Mao Zedong, the citizens of Taiwan escaped the consequences of the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution. America, meanwhile, recognized Taiwan7 as a legitimate government, as that meshed with the U.S. agenda to hinder the communists’ growing power.

As the tension between the two Chinese factions continued, Taiwanese intellectuals who wanted to explore and advance their livelihoods felt there was only one place to turn to: Mei Guo, the Mandarin name for America, which translates literally to “beautiful country.” Such an opportunity was typically afforded to the best and brightest students from National Taiwan University who were accepted to graduate degree programs in the United States. That journey from NTU figured in the life stories of prominent Taiwanese like Ang Lee,8 the famed film director, and Min Kao, the co-founder of Garmin.9 Many graduates went to the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, which had a robust program for international Chinese students dating back to the early 1900s.10 When Richard and Judy arrived in the Urbana-Champaign region at the end of the 1960s, there were three Chinese restaurants, one Asian supermarket, and not much else to welcome the Chinese students. But what the town lacked in accommodations for its Chinese arrivals, it made up for in its role as a gateway toward the American dream of purported success and freedom—an image as ubiquitous here as at other elite schools like Harvard or Yale.

Richard immigrated in 1969, a year after graduating from NTU with a degree in chemical engineering, to pursue his master’s and PhD in the same field.11 Judy, meanwhile, had graduated from NTU a year earlier but would also end up at UIUC, enrolling in the master’s program for social work.12 It was a lonely endeavor for each of them, crossing an ocean and leaving family, friends, and everything else behind. But once at UIUC, the reality of their experience was a country and society reeling from the civil rights movement and the Vietnam War. Race relations were still tense. More often than not, Asian students found themselves striving to fade into the background, to draw less attention to themselves.

Like attracts like, and at UIUC Richard and Judy crossed paths and then fell in love. They both received their master’s degrees in 1971 in their respective fields, but Richard continued to pursue his PhD at the university. He became a member13 of Phi Lambda Upsilon, a chemistry honor society, as well as the American Chemical Society and the American Institute of Chemical Engineers. In 1973, after Richard and Judy married, Richard published his dissertation with the esteemed Charles Eckert as his thesis advisor. Titled “Molecular Thermodynamics and High Pressure Kinetics of Polar Reactions in Solutions,” his research received funding14 from the National Science Foundation and from the U.S. Army Research Office in Durham, North Carolina.

“No man works alone,” Richard wrote in the acknowledgments section of his dissertation. “The deepest thanks are due to Dr. C. A. Eckert, not only for his encouragement, advice and assistance, but also for the corrections of poor English, bad grammar, false reasoning and obscurity in the manuscript.” He continued, “I must recognize my debt and gratitude to my parents who encouraged and supported their dearest son to pursue his higher education across the Pacific Ocean, and my wife Judy, whose patience and endurance made this work possible.”

A few months later, on December 12, 1973, the young couple welcomed Anthony Chia-Hua Hsieh to the world in Urbana, Illinois. With the seeds of their family sown, they were determined to make something of themselves in the foreign but free, generous though sometimes unforgiving, land of America. And just as Richard’s parents pushed him to leave his home and his family behind in order to make what was then a fifty-hour flight halfway around the world to pursue his education, he and Judy would push their children to be the best they could be. Their new home was a place of opportunity and prosperity, and as long as you worked hard, seemingly anything could be accomplished.

Two years later, Tony’s brother Andrew Chia-Pei Hsieh was born. Their younger brother, David, would arrive seven years later. One of Tony’s only memories of Illinois was catching fireflies in jars.15 “In my mind, I had invented it and no one else had done it before,” he later said. When Tony turned five, Richard got a job as an engineer at Chevron on the other side of the country, in Marin County, California. Richard and Judy packed up once more and moved the family out West.16

■ ■ ■

Given everything they had endured, Richard and Judy shared a prescription for their children’s lives: nothing short of excellence. In practice, this meant an unusual amount of pressure and work, both in school and outside of it. Tony consistently wrestled with these constraints, and made frequent attempts to control his childhood on his own terms.

Among the expectations outlined for him17 was a requirement for musical excellence, in the name of being well-rounded. Each weekday, if school was in session, he was expected to practice playing his instruments for two hours—thirty minutes each for the piano, violin, trumpet, and French horn. On weekends and during the summer months, Tony was required to practice each instrument for an hour. With four hours supposed to be dedicated to musical progress, this drastically cut into his summer vacation. So Tony came up with a risky scheme that would disappoint his parents and bring punishment if they ever found out. But on the slim chance that the plan succeeded, Tony would have more precious time to enjoy the kind of summer vacation he wanted. He decided to take the chance.

One summer day during middle school, Tony sat in his room and recorded himself playing his instruments. He played hour-long sessions for each instrument, hitting “stop” on the tape recorder once he was done. Then the next morning, as the sun was rising, Tony climbed out of bed and tiptoed down the staircase, mindful not to wake his parents.

Entering the sitting room clutching the tape recorder, he walked over to the piano, placed the recorder above the keys, and hit “play.” The sound of his own keystrokes lilted throughout the house. Perhaps the recording would stir his parents awake ever so slightly, only for them to fall back asleep with the warm satisfaction that their son was downstairs, practicing like they had instructed, like he’d said he would. Once the hour-long piano recording finished, Tony trudged back upstairs to his room and, behind a locked door, proceeded to play the recording of his own violin playing. Instead of spending those hours improving a skill that he knew would never become his life’s work, Tony instead spent the time reading issues of Boys’ Life. The ruse was a gamble, and it paid off.

Kathy Barrass remembered hearing the bright notes of the violin and piano floating out into the street from the Hsiehs’ home during her daily strolls around the neighborhood. In retrospect, perhaps she had been an early, and unwitting, observer of Tony’s ingenuity. It was yet another discovery: that besides having money, thinking outside the box—which meant defying his parents’ instructions, in this instance—could also allow him to define himself.




CHAPTER 2

Wide Awake

Dixie Elementary School was a public school sandwiched between the fields of Lucas Valley Preserve and Sleepy Hollow. Renamed Miller Creek Elementary School District decades later due to the former name’s ties to the old South and Confederate states,1 the school was just a five-minute drive from the Hsiehs’ home on Coast Oak Way. Every morning at the school started with a Pledge of Allegiance to the American flag. From Tony’s first day, it was clear he was unlike the others in his classroom.

“There was all this buzz about the new kid, the wunderkind,” said Spencer Garfinkel, a former classmate of Tony’s. On the first day of school that Monday, he was a first grader. By Tuesday, Tony had jumped to the second grade, putting him in the same year as Spencer. “Literally, it wasn’t a week. It took a day,” Spencer said. Years later, Tony would say how skipping this grade made him feel different and singled out, even more so than he may have already felt, being one of very few Asians in the neighborhood. Tony’s last name was foreign enough that his elementary school soccer coach had trouble spelling out his name in writing when going over plays on a chalkboard. After a few failed tries, he quickly became “Tony H.”2

Richard and Judy very quickly identified the other few Chinese families in the neighborhood. “Somehow my parents managed to find all ten of them,”3 Tony later wrote. The families built a community within a community, coming together often in comfort and familiarity. Speaking with one another in fast and expressive Mandarin, the families would make a point of celebrating traditional holidays like Chinese New Year together, taking turns hosting potluck lunches and dinners at their homes. The kids would play and watch television in one room, while the parents, in another room, gossiped and bragged about their children’s accomplishments.

Tables and counters would groan under the weight of platters and bowls filled with fried and sticky rice, long noodles, and glistening braised pork. Kumquats and oranges would dot the house, the bright orange colors a symbol for gold and prosperity. The kids, Tony included, would have to bow to the parents in order to receive red envelopes, filled with $1 bills, $5 bills, even $20 bills at times. For dessert, sometimes there would be xing ren tofu, a traditional Chinese soft almond tofu. “But it was the Betty Crocker version, which was just Jell-O, flavored with almond extract, I think,” recalled one childhood friend of Tony’s. “It had canned fruit with it.” The gatherings were never anything fancy, but they were significant in other ways, particularly for the children. “It was cool to get together because it was one of the few times where we would see so many Asian people together in the same place.”

Richard and Judy made sure that Tony, and later on his two younger brothers, Andy and Dave, attended Chinese school in the late afternoons on weekdays and on weekends so they could keep in touch with their native language and roots. The brothers were only allowed to watch television one hour a week and had to get straight As—anything less would be a badge of shame. One friend of Tony’s recalled watching him cry in elementary school because he received less than an A on a paper in French class. “He was inconsolable,” he said. “I don’t think it was necessarily even obvious to me how seriously he took academics because sometimes he could come off as somewhat cavalier about it.”

Around the time that Tony entered Miller Creek Middle School, Judy would drive Tony and another one of his friends, Eric Liu, to the local library in the summertime for reading clubs. Aside from Boys’ Life, Tony also devoured a book series called The Three Investigators,4 which followed three teenage boys as they solved crimes and mysteries. In the series, the headquarters for the three boys was a damaged thirty-foot trailer in a junkyard. The idea that a trailer could have everything that the boys needed to solve their investigations—a small laboratory, an office and a desk, a typewriter, books—became a concept that Tony replicated later on in his life.

In sixth grade, his first year of middle school, Tony was voted “Most Likely to Succeed.” The yearbook page 5 that commemorated this superlative pictured Tony in his thick glasses with a messy bowl haircut, a zip-up sweater, and an awkward smile—most likely the forced response to a photographer’s command. He was never athletic and, as Tony H., never grew into soccer. “But he could kick your ass in ping-pong,” said David Padover, another childhood friend of Tony’s who, despite remembering his lack of athletic prowess, also remembered his sense of adventure very early on. “One of the things I remember doing with Tony was exploring in the hills up on Lucas Valley and the waters of Miller Creek,” said Padover, who lived about two miles away from the Hsiehs. They would bike to each other’s house and ride up and down the streets, sometimes going all the way to the base of the valley to hike up the hill. They stopped by creeks and used nets to catch small fish. “We would take all sorts of stuff up there so we could spend as much time hiking as we wanted,” he recalled. “One time, we found an alligator lizard and a bunch of field mice. We decided to take the mice home and raise them and sell them as pets.”

Peers knew Tony as the child prodigy of Lucas Valley. But there were glimpses early on that he was more than just a studious and bookish boy wonder. The tape recording of him practicing instruments was just the beginning of a pattern of behavior. One of his friends recalled that as Tony entered the first stages of puberty, he secretly borrowed The “What’s Happening to My Body?” Book for Boys from the local library, a book that would have been considered contraband in his household. “I don’t know how he managed to do it, but it was like a big score for us,” recalled one of Tony’s childhood friends. “We were going through it half horrified and half fascinated.”

For Halloween one year in middle school, Tony showed up to school as Sherlock Holmes in an outfit so elaborate that it surprised his classmates, who more or less knew him as the Asian brainiac. “I remember thinking, wow, his family went all out for this. With the cape, the shawl, and the eyeglasses. He was Sherlock Holmes, literally out of England,” said Spencer Garfinkel. His parents’ involvement in the costume was also noticeable to Garfinkel. “I’m not sure if that was the Chinese immigrant family wanting to come and fit in,” he said. Another year, Tony went a step further and dressed up as a girl. The outfit was so convincing that one of the teachers did not realize it was a costume. “It was unbelievable,” Spencer recalled. “We were all lined up as contestants for the costume contest, and Ms. Troy, who was one of the judges, pointed at Tony and said, ‘But what’s that girl dressed up as?’” He added, “You don’t expect it from the computer whiz or math geek, but he had that goofy side. You’d never assume it, and then all of a sudden he’d come up with a costume or something and it’s like wow, where did that come from?”

Few were able to glimpse the inner workings of Tony’s adolescent mind, but those spurts of expression indicated Tony’s curiosity for creativity and desire to break from tradition and conformity. This would come out in his writing as well, in a few poems he penned during middle school. In one called “Teeth,” he gave the reader vivid metaphors to chew on:
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In another poem, aptly called “TOOMUCHTODONESS,” he writes with exasperation about his messy room and all the tasks at hand:
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But one poem seemed particularly haunted. Written about a nightmare in which Tony is running away from a menacing octopus, it’s typed inside a drawing of the eight-limbed mollusk with large, soulless eyes.
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Though Tony was barely a teenager when he wrote it, the poem was more telling than he could have known.

■ ■ ■

Nestled in a neighborhood of gated houses with long driveways, and hidden behind an imposing and carefully manicured hedge, is the Branson School, a prestigious private college preparatory school in Marin County. Once called “an enclave within an enclave within an enclave,”6 it is a high school unlike most, in which its $50,000-a-year tuition7 marks it as one of the most expensive high schools in the country. Today, the student parking lot is dotted with sports cars, and the school’s students are the daughters and sons of California royalty, often going on to become part of that group themselves. One alum is Jennifer Siebel Newsom, the wife of Gavin Newsom, the former mayor of San Francisco turned governor of California. Just next door is the Lagunitas Country Club, the oldest private tennis and swim club in the county,8 which is also well known for its exclusivity. If an invitation is extended, one enters through the two pillared Branson Gates into a sprawling campus nestled within a lush valley, complete with a small creek that runs through the school grounds.

Branson has always had a reputation for being a school that is strictly for the privileged elite. It is situated in the small town of Ross, where the median household income for the 2,300 residents is over $220,0009 and the median home value is around $2 million10 as of 2019. It is one of the wealthiest suburbs in the Bay Area. But Tony didn’t live in Ross—he lived in Mont Marin, a thirty-minute drive away, where the households earn a third of what they do in Ross and the median home value is less than half. Most of his peers at Miller Creek Middle School went on to Terra Linda High School, a public school in the neighborhood. But for some parents—certainly for Richard and Judy—Terra Linda wasn’t enough. So, after a series of tests and interviews, Tony became one of four students in his class at Miller Creek who were admitted to Branson11 in 1987, earning seats among the eighty coveted spots. Tony got in not because of any favors from the family name but because he was academically competitive. And to Richard and Judy, Branson was the best of the best—100 percent of its students went to college after graduating. It was a feeder to the American dream.

So, every morning starting in August 1987, Tony made the trek to the other side of town, into another world. He would either be driven by his parents or carpool with Eric Liu, his longtime friend who often attended the Chinese family gatherings and who had also been admitted to Branson. They would hop on the 101 freeway for just over three miles, then exit into central San Rafael, driving past the Jack in the Box on Second Street and the McDonald’s on Fourth. After winding through a series of turns, as the roads became better paved and the trees leafier, they would pass the nearly century-old St. Anselm Church. For another half mile on Fernhill Avenue, the journey took them past grand estates—homes with American flags waving on poles outside and gardeners out front. Finally, they would get to the Branson gates, which were easy to miss unless you knew to look for them. Driving through the grounds, they’d pass students playing Frisbee on the lawn, or plotting which Grateful Dead shows12 they were going to go to next. As they pulled up in their modest family vehicles, Tony and Eric would get out of the car, take a glance at the rows of Volkswagen Beetle convertibles and red BMWs in the parking lot, and be reminded daily that they were from somewhere else.

At a new school in a new neighborhood where none of the other students knew him as the whiz kid who skipped a grade, this could have been an opportunity for Tony to reinvent himself—but that didn’t happen. “I remember thinking that the first day of high school really didn’t feel that different from the last day of middle school,”13 Tony wrote. “I guess in my head, I had thought that suddenly I would feel older and more mature, that somehow life would suddenly be different now that I was in high school.”

The same factors that isolated him from most of the other kids remained at Branson, only now they were exacerbated by an immense wealth gap, textured with teenage insecurities. While many other students went to Europe for the summer or Lake Tahoe every weekend in the winter, Tony worked multiple jobs during high school. He became a video tester for Lucasfilm for $6 an hour and started a computer programming gig that paid $15 per hour. He was still one of very few Asians in a very white school. At lunch, according to a former teacher at the Branson School who taught there during this time, it was not unusual for students of minority ethnicities to sit together at the same table, though Asian students were more integrated than Black students. Tony was still physically smaller than his peers, still a full year behind in growth spurts.

His intelligence continued to burst through. In geometry his first year at Branson, he picked up concepts at such a breakneck pace that his teacher created a different set of problems specifically tailored for Tony. He still excelled. “I don’t often use the word brilliant, but he was brilliant,” his teacher later said. She also observed a level of restraint from Tony that she surmised was a direct response to a deep, innate desire to fit in. Though he knew the answers to every question and problem she posed to the class, he rarely volunteered his hand. “I just really got the feeling from Tony that he wanted the respect and admiration and to be accepted by his classmates,” she recalled. “He didn’t want to do anything that would make them go, ‘Oh, there’s that brilliant kid. What is he even doing in our class?’”

Tony spent his lunch hours and oftentimes his after-school hours in the computer lab, hidden in the library. He picked up the programming language Pascal and eventually became so adept at it that he taught it for a summer course. It was clear to those who paid attention, though, that Tony was not immune to the usual mischievous teenage antics. In fact, he sometimes led them. With a few other regulars at the lab, Tony figured out that the computer lab phone could make long-distance calls and they wouldn’t have to pay. So he had an idea—to call 976-SEXY, which ended up being a phone sex operator.14 The first time he called, the woman on the other line quickly caught on and asked what year he was born. “Twenty-one years ago!” Tony cried, before hanging up. He and his friends continued making calls to the number for the next few weeks for their amusement—before the teacher inquired about a phone bill that listed three hundred calls in the past month to that number.

David Padover, who had also gotten into Branson, found himself in the computer lab as well during his freshman year, but it was not to pick up Pascal. Due to his social anxiety, he had found the cafeteria too intimidating a place to eat lunch. Instead, he preferred the quiet of the computer lab. He and Tony remained friends for the first year at Branson as one of four students from Miller Creek Middle School. But during their sophomore year, drama that had occurred during middle school followed them into high school. While at Miller Creek, a group of teenage boys used to bully David and call him names. While Tony didn’t take part, he did witness it. One day years later at Branson, when the two of them were in the school office together, David saw that Tony had drawn a comic about him. “I was stupid and dumb in this comic,” David later recalled of the caricature. “And everything I did didn’t work out.” There were striking similarities between the comic and what David endured in middle school. Though Tony tried to downplay the comic, he couldn’t explain why he had drawn it, and David ended the friendship. They never saw much of each other again at Branson or for the rest of their lives, even though both of their families remained in Northern California. Despite how hurt he remembered feeling after the incident, David later regretted ending their friendship over the comic. “I knew a Tony that many people never met,” he later recalled. “But I never got to meet and experience the Tony that so many people got to know.”

Tony continued thinking outside the box, which occasionally afforded him a different set of rules. Some of his teachers allowed him to not attend classes as long as he continued to ace tests. “As for homework, I tried my best to find creative ways around actually doing any hard work,” he later wrote. But even the hard work was too easy for him, so he invented ways to further challenge himself. One time, for an assignment that involved writing a Shakespearean sonnet, Tony submitted his paper in Morse code. “Depending on the teacher’s mood, I knew I was either going to get an A or an F. Luckily, my teacher decided to give me an ‘A++++++++++++.’”15

He was on the fencing team and joined the chess club and electronics club. He was voted into the Cum Laude Society, a group that honored “excellence in classroom achievement and other pursuits.”16 He also participated in mock trial, spending a few hours every Friday from January to March his junior year practicing debating with the rest of the team. Eric Liu was on the team as well—his last name misspelled in the yearbook photo of the mock trial club. “Branson’s prosecution was represented by Tony Hsieh, Eric Lui, and Mike Michaud and was able to convict Terra Linda’s Pat Haines of manslaughter,” reads the caption.17 His teammates are wearing blazers and collared shirts in the photograph. Tony is wearing a white T-shirt that reads “Dick’s Island.”

Once, during his junior year, Tony drove by himself for two days from San Rafael to Mexico and back just to catch an eclipse. “I remember he came back with a Señor Frog’s T-shirt,” laughed one of his childhood friends, in reference to the Mexican-themed restaurant chain. “I can’t believe somehow his parents let him. But that’s just an amazing thing for a high schooler to do at the time.”

Very rarely did Tony get in trouble, but he was suspended for one day after he was found with another student’s lunch card, a debit card for the school cafeteria, in his pocket. Summoned before a disciplinary committee, Tony provided what seemed like an unsatisfactory answer: it must have been an accident. Years later, Tony would claim this to be another important moment of his teenage years. “I walked away from that experience with the lesson that sometimes the truth alone isn’t enough,”18 he said. “And that presentation of the truth was just as important as the truth.”

As tradition goes, every senior is given their own page in the yearbook. Most students picked a series of photographs that represented the highlights of their eighteen or so years of life, such as photos of themselves as kids, shots of their pets, or pictures with friends at parties or pep rallies. Tony’s, however, was filled with mysterious-looking doodles, drawings, quotes, and inside jokes. It looked more like an invitation to an Acid Test party from the Merry Pranksters than a yearbook page. “It was very unusual,” said David. Tony wrote out his Chinese name in bold. There were references to fictional characters, including Indiana Jones and Angus “Mac” MacGyver, the dashing American TV hero who eschewed violence and instead used unconventional methods to solve conflicts and problems. Rather than a gun, MacGyver carried a Swiss Army knife. Tony drew a self-portrait of him doing a magic trick. And amid all the doodles and scrawls, he wrote a quote from the Calvin and Hobbes comic strip: “Sometimes I think the surest sign that intelligent life exists elsewhere in the universe is that none of it has tried to contact us.”

“He had this pretty intense energy about him,” said his former geometry teacher. “Like he had deep thoughts in his head and he was grasping things at a really high level even back then.”

■ ■ ■

Perhaps Tony’s most impactful extracurricular at Branson was theater tech, a role that required him to toil behind the scenes to ensure a successful production for plays and musicals. The job entailed being in the theater auditorium after school and during lunch hours, fiddling with lights, tinkering with props, and finding camaraderie with other similarly onstage-averse students. Through theater tech, Tony met Janice Lopez, a Filipino girl with wide-set eyes who was on financial aid at Branson. Like Tony, she got into the school on intelligence and wits alone, and could also be painfully shy.19
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Together they took theater tech jobs operating the spotlight, which meant ensuring that the audience was focusing on the right character at the right time, whether that was at the student playing Danny Zuko in Grease or the one playing Emily Webb in Our Town. Though the audience could not see Tony, they were being commanded by his light. “There was something alluring about being involved in something where the sole purpose was to create an experience and emotional journey for people,” he later wrote about his time in theater production. “Then to have nothing but memories left afterward to hold onto.”

Sometimes he and Janice would sit shoulder to shoulder for hours in a cramped, six-by-twelve-foot control booth, watching the stories play out in front of them. Together they became comfortable in each other’s silence. It was a comfort they would find again twenty years later.
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1. Even at a young age, his peers recognized his unusual intellect. In the sixth grade, Tony won the “Most Likely to Succeed” superlative.
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2. A school portrait of Tony in the seventh grade at Miller Creek Middle School.
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3. (Above, center photo) Tony (left) in his first year at the Branson School with friend David Padover (center). Tony and David were two out of four students from Miller Creek Middle School who were admitted to the prestigious private college prep. Despite growing up together, Tony and David’s friendship ended at Branson due to a disagreement.
[image: ]
4. (Right, bottom left photo) Tony (left) in his sophomore year at Branson with friends, including Alex Hsu (center). They were two of very few Asians at the elite college prep. Tony and Alex would maintain a friendship, long after high school.
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5. (Above, top photo) Tony (left) in Branson’s mock trial club. He was on the prosecution team with childhood friend Eric Liu (not pictured), and successfully convicted the opposing team for manslaughter. While his teammates are wearing blazers, collared shirts, and long skirts, Tony is dressed much more casually.
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6. (Above, center left photo) Tony (center) in the electronics club during his senior year at Branson. He was also on the fencing team and in chess club.
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7a. Tony at graduation at Harvard University, surrounded by several friends who later became employees at LinkExchange. Included in the group photographs are Jose Santos, Jon Greenman, Sanjay Madan, Jill Wheeler and others.
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7b. Tony at graduation at Harvard University, surrounded by several friends who later became employees at LinkExchange. Included in the group photographs are Jose Santos, Jon Greenman, Sanjay Madan, Jill Wheeler and others.
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8. Tony and Ying Liu in front of the Theater Museum in Taipei, Taiwan, during the summer of 1993.
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9. Zappos’s San Francisco office, circa 2000.
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10. Nick Swinmurn and Fred Mossler, circa 2004.
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11. Tony with his book, Delivering Happiness.
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12. In July 2010, Tony briefly left the media tour for Delivering Happiness in order to attend a political fundraiser for Senator Harry Reid (left). President Barack Obama (right) was also in attendance. Tony gave a copy of his book to Reggie Love, President Obama’s aide, at this event, in hopes he would pass it along to the president. Ten days later, Reggie wrote in an email to Tony, “I was unable to get the President to read your book, b/c I’ve been glued to it …. I’ll now also be sure to pass along your book.”
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13. Tony Hsieh judges contestants during the annual Las Vegas Halloween Parade in 2013.
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14. Tony with Mimi Pham in 2014 at the Vanity Fair New Establishment Summit Cocktail Party in San Francisco.
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15. Tony with Michelle D’Attilio.
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16. July 4 holiday break in Bigfork, Montana, 2017.
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17. From left to right: Justin Weniger, Ryan Doherty, Tyler Williams, and Tony.
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18. Tony (center) with Fred Mossler (far right).
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19. Tony cooking in Park City.
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20. Andy Hsieh and a friend with Brett Gorman and Elizabeth Pezzello (right couple).
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21. The shed where Tony was pulled from the fire in November 2020. Courtesy of New London Fire Department.
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22. View of the backyard of 500 Pequot Avenue. The shed that caught fire is attached to the right side of the home. Courtesy of New London Fire Department.
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23. Memorial of Tony at Fremont Street Experience.
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28 white men
standing nice
and straight,
4 more to be
hatched, but
many years to

wait.
Some might become
knights, and wear a
silver suit. Others
might wear a gold
outfit, recover their
stolen loot.

But rich.

the very
silver are

and all
gold people

Only because an enemy came and dug a Tittle

DITCH!

The people crash against each other,
crushing everything in between --

They often get awfully dirty, so it's
best to keep them clean.

Every half a year, they should
visit a friendly man,

Sometimes one is removed, and thrown

in a garbage can
They neither walk nor drive a car,
Now try to guess who these people are.

TEETH
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the last year, a new Branson  electronic circuits and amplifi-

1ub has been formed, called ers 1o allow a greater radio

e Electronics Club, quite  range. Roger McGehee orga-

possibly one of the most ac-  nizes the group and publishes

fl% clubs known to Branson. @ regular newslatter to keep

The club's activities center the members informed of cur-

around amateur radio commu-

pication. Activities Include lo-

¢l communication on small,

pandneld 2-meter radios (of expand in the future with mon-
ey raised or donated by out-
side sources.

Tony Hsich and Chris Gewald monitor
the lectronics booth at the Harvest

the popular 10-meter radio us-
jng donated school equip-
ment. The club also builds

SeihFriedman, Tony Hsieh, and
Ethan Bodlo demonstiate principles of
cironics using school oquipmen

August Jaericke operates the school Aloxandor Prico puts n long hours
ong-distance (DX) fadio equipment. bulding his new antenna.
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SIXTH GRADE

MOST LIKELY TO SUCCEED

Teresa Weiss Damian Berst Barbara Gibb Tony Hsieh

ALL-AROUND DRESSED

Caroline Muir Chad Wong Robin Jacobs Spencer Garfinkel
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MOCK TRIAL

ladley Mollin, Achley Well, Ch

teen students from the debate club were

John Prato, ang e Clrke epresntc
fendant, Pat Hai

5 the constttional At of ciizen 1o bea
i the coaching of history teacher Jennifer
Ayres and Deputy Marta Osterloh, the defenso
placed second, and the prosecution came in
third, carning Branson third place overall. Wit-
nesscs- Hadiey Mullin, Amy Hillerstrom, Chris
Panazon, Ashley Wells, and bailf Cariew

ticipating in the Mock Trial Competition.

Bailf Carrie Eler swears in witness
Rebecca Hutchinson.

Defendant Pat Haines, alas Hadley
Mullin, stands. trial for_mans
laughtcr. as later convicted
and “euffed and stuffed.

56 Academics






