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		1

		The Bet

		Jonah Peretti and his best friend at grad school, Cameron Marlow, bet on everything. The sum was always two dollars. They’d bet on the winner of a basketball game, or whether Jonah could jump up on top of a chest-high wall in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Their patter was objectively kind of annoying, these two skinny graduate students with their floppy brown hair, marching around the campus of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, where they’d met in the fall of 1999, trying to one-up each other. Cameron, fresh out of college at twenty-two, was one of the youngest in the new class at the MIT Media Lab, and he wore that chip on his shoulder. Jonah was twenty-five. His left-wing politics and laughing California calm failed to conceal his intense competitiveness.

		So it made sense that when Jonah went viral, truly viral, for the first time, on January 5, 2001, his friend and rival wouldn’t let him bask in his glory. Cameron said it was a fluke. The internet was too random, culture too unpredictable, to pull something like that off again. “Two-dollar bet,” Jonah suggested automatically. He’d spend the next twenty years trying to win that bet.

		January 5, 2001, was a Friday, a freezing day in Cambridge. It was the last year of the American Century, when public intellectuals were spending their time worrying about the ennui at the end of history. The question was what young Americans, having conquered the Soviet Union and dominated the world, were supposed to do next. Jonah, whose lean height and bouncy gait gave you the sense that he was about to take flight, had turned twenty-seven on New Year’s Day. He and Cameron were charting the digital future from their offices looking into the Cube, the glass box at the center of the Media Lab. Cameron was working on turning old issues of Time magazine into digital visualizations. In the next office, Jonah was supposed to be completing the research project on education that had gotten him admitted to MIT from his position running a high school computer lab in New Orleans. But, in fact, Jonah was on nike.com, looking at sneakers.

		The company was letting shoppers customize shoes. Jonah chose a pair of size 10 Zoom XC USA running shoes and typed “fuck” into the white box where you could put a word of your choice. The site blocked it. To test how sophisticated the system was, he tried a different word: “sweatshop.” It went through, so he charged the fifty dollars to his credit card and waited for his sneakers.

		Instead, he got an email from Nike. His submission violated their policies—in particular, one against “inappropriate slang.”

		Jonah wrote back, noting that “sweatshop” “is in fact part of standard English,” defined by Webster’s dictionary as a “factory in which workers are employed for long hours at low wages and under unhealthy conditions.”

		He received another polite rejection. He didn’t mind being a little annoying, obviously, and kept writing back. And after seven emails from Nike, Jonah made one final request: “Could you please send me a color snapshot of the ten-year-old Vietnamese girl who makes my shoes?”

		That was the end of his correspondence with polite Nike customer service representatives. Jonah was pleased with his prank and, in particular, the line about the Vietnamese girl, so he put all the emails in order and submitted the exchange to Harper’s Magazine, hoping he could reach what was then the pinnacle of success and attention for something like that: the Harper’s Readings section, a monthly—print!—compilation of odd and timely documents. The magazine declined, so on January 15, he forwarded the email to ten friends. Some forwarded it from there—it was the kind of slacker anti-corporate joke that hit at the complacent end of the Clinton era. On January 17, Jonah’s old roommate from New Orleans, Tim Shey, put the text of the exchange on his personal website, something people were starting to call a blog. Then bigger websites, like MetaFilter and Slashdot, picked it up. Over the next few weeks, the email traveled from inbox to inbox, a catchy little corporate protest. Pretty soon Jonah was getting emails from newspaper reporters and, then, a booker for the biggest morning television program in America, the Today show.

		On February 28, 2001, just six weeks after he forwarded that first email, Jonah was sitting nervously on a gray couch in Rockefeller Center in a gray wool Calvin Klein jacket that was too big at the shoulders and not quite long enough for his long arms. He had no real idea where to look or what to say, but told Katie Couric that he’d read some bad things in the newspapers about Nike’s labor practices. That was really all he had—he didn’t know much about sweatshops and was winging it. He thought Couric could sense his weakness. So she did his work for him, reading his line about Vietnamese child labor to a Nike spokesman who had joined them over video link from Phoenix. The spokesman, too, was trying to make the best of it, defending his company’s labor practices—while thanking Jonah for calling attention to Nike’s foray onto the internet.

		“Traffic and contact between Nike and consumers is up 75 percent in some categories and 100 percent in others,” the spokesman, a Nike Swoosh on his tight black T-shirt, defiantly told Couric. “There’s certainly more awareness of the fact that we personalize shoes.”

		Couric thanked her guests and moved on to the next segment, an interview with Spin City star Heather Locklear. Jonah walked off the set feeling like an imposter. He wasn’t studying economics or international relations or labor at MIT. He didn’t know anything about sweatshops. What he was studying was the same thing the Nike spokesman had fixated on: he knew about traffic. As it turned out, Jonah would devote his career to collecting it and quantifying it, immersing himself in its patterns and in its power, which could equally hold Nike to account over its labor practices, or just sell sneakers.

		Traffic was, literally, just the record of the request your desktop computer made of the computer hosting the article you were reading. When one of Katie Couric’s producers visited Tim Shey’s blog, that visit counted as one view, the elemental unit of traffic. But traffic, Jonah was among the first to discover, wasn’t merely mechanical. Traffic was human emotion, human psychology, desire and curiosity and humor. It was easiest to see this sort of pattern when you felt like an outsider, an alien. Jonah sometimes looked at behavior the way the linguist Noam Chomsky, an MIT professor, looked at language. Chomsky wrote about how a Martian anthropologist would look at humans, and how simple and uniform our speech would look through alien eyes.

		Jonah had been making a study of humans since kindergarten, when his mother, Della, had enrolled him in the Oakland public school system. He was a happy, gregarious little kid, the kind who babbled away to puzzled friends about the polar ice caps. The first day of kindergarten, his dad moved out. And as that year went on, Della noticed that something seemed a little wrong: this kid, so interested in ideas, had no interest at all in symbols—in particular, in letters. Soon, Jonah was diagnosed with dyslexia and enrolled in special ed, and his mother, getting her graduate degree in education, was losing sleep worrying about the dire fate of smart, angry kids who never learned to read.

		Jonah felt trapped in school, isolated among strange children who could look at the blackboard and understand it. He looked forward to Saturdays, when he took a pottery class. The clay absorbed his anger, his desire for freedom, and his intelligence: he realized he could make long spindly legs, and that if he built a giant monster around the finished legs, the clay would contract and make the structure surprisingly secure, standing half as tall as him. Finally, in fourth grade, he began to read, painstakingly, recognizing words rather than sounding them out, and he gave up on the monsters.

		In seventh grade, he left his neighborhood school for Claremont Middle School, where he was even more obviously an outsider, the gangly white boy in a class that was mostly Black, mixed in with the children of Cambodian refugees. Della got a job teaching there, and taught him one class she knew he’d never survive on his own—French. She passed him by ignoring the errors that fell within the scope of the school’s accommodations for his dyslexia.

		Della used money she’d inherited from her father to pull Jonah out of public school for high school, sending him to the College Preparatory School, a small private high school whose progressive philosophy was belied by its intense focus on getting students into Harvard and Stanford. His classmates recalled a sweet-natured student whose competitive edge came out mostly through sports. He was the star of the volleyball team and trained obsessively until he could dunk a basketball. Della edited every paper he turned in, ironing out the typos.

		Nobody thought he was a particularly brilliant student until the junior year philosophy class, a sort of Nietzsche for Dummies, where it became clear that the kind of slow, deep reading that philosophy requires matched both Jonah’s disabilities and what his friend Romesh Ratnesar recognized as his “extreme gifts.” Romesh went on, like many of their classmates, to the bosom of the establishment, Stanford and Time magazine. Jonah applied to only one college, the University of California, Santa Cruz, the unconventional, cross-disciplinary school that the Grateful Dead’s surviving members would later choose as the right “seat of neo-Bohemian culture” to house their archive.

		Jonah had been steeped in Berkeley’s leftist politics, and had spent high school reading anti-corporate tracts and theories of anarchism, along with translations of the Tao Te Ching and other works of Eastern philosophy that were ubiquitous at local bookstores. He began to feel the limits of those politics at Santa Cruz, where he majored in environmental studies but sometimes bridled at what he felt was the discipline’s antihuman thrust and its tendency to choose nostalgia over technology, and gravitated toward the more abstract spaces of Santa Cruz’s famous History of Consciousness program. Jonah loved theory; the more unskimmably dense the subject, the more his painfully slow reading could be an advantage. He read Marx and Kant and Freud, and was one of a small number of male teaching assistants in an Introduction to Women’s Studies class, where college students wrestled with the lines between sex and rape, and grappled in sometimes comical ways with America’s various histories of oppression. After the class’s Black teaching assistants walked out in protest once, the professor convened a healing session in which the teaching assistants passed around a crystal. During the heartfelt discussion of race that ensued, one teaching assistant took the crystal and turned the discussion to the millennia of oppression of her own minority: Wiccans. Jonah stifled his laughter, and emerged with a resistance to a certain kind of performative ideology.

		Jonah’s favorite professor at Santa Cruz was Donna Haraway, a creator of what was then called cyberfeminism and the author of the famous “Cyborg Manifesto,” an argument that the new technologies and modes of communication had overtaken old arguments about men and women, nature and nurture. He was a star undergrad, the kind who published dense articles in scholarly journals about the way pop culture shaped new kinds of identities in “late capitalism.” Jonah struck Haraway as a deep reader, curious and open to criticism. She wasn’t surprised that he became a “generative and also controversial figure in technoculture and culture at large.”

		Jonah struggled to merge his playful interest in media with loftier ideas about late-stage capitalism. Soon after he graduated in 1996, he published a dense article in the philosophical journal Negations about the links between capitalism, media, and the formation of identity in an already disorienting media age. When he came home from college, Jonah put some of what he’d absorbed about capitalism and media into practice. There was a new set of billboards around town that was driving him nuts: a drink called Tejava was marketing itself with images of smiling Javanese women and the loaded (at least to a young academic) slogan “The purest expression of tea.” Late one summer night, he climbed up the outside of a building onto the roof to spray-paint, in six-foot-tall letters, a new word over the slogan, so it read “The purest expression of exploitation.”

		There was a straight line from those graffitied billboards to the Nike email, both in their hazily leftist politics and in Jonah’s preference for a kind of individual, unfettered action. He would note later that the internet was a far better outlet than graffiti for spreading a message, with “more impact and leverage with less legal risk!”

		Jonah took a detour after college, teaching computer science at a private school in New Orleans while he applied to the MIT Media Lab, which sat at the intersection of all the ideas and technologies that captivated him. He was rejected the first time, and taught another year before he was admitted. Arriving in Cambridge, he loved MIT’s nerd paradise as much as he’d hated elementary school. He was “finally out on the playground with the other kids,” he’d later write.

		To be at the heart of a big viral moment like the Nike email, and follow the vertiginous path from your bedroom in Cambridge to Katie Couric’s couch, and back, to have all that traffic—that is, attention—rain down on you, is to have your life redirected. Some people react to experiences like this by embracing the cause they stumbled upon. Others spend their lives trying to replicate the fleeting moment of celebrity. But Jonah found the camera’s gaze personally uncomfortable. He also cared too much about the medium to fully embrace the message, and turned down an opportunity to endorse a union-made line of golf T-shirts because, he thought, he’d never wear that stuff. So Jonah went back to Cambridge to measure the same substance the hapless Nike spokesman had touted: traffic.

		Jonah made a pair of charts, which both followed the now familiar curve of an internet phenomenon: the exponential rise in traffic, the spike, the gradual decay. One chart showed the number of emails he’d gotten about the prank, which rose to a peak of more than 300 a day on February 23 and 24, and then gradually declined, ending with a total of 3,655. Even the Today show interview could produce only a second, smaller, spike. The other chart was of the traffic to Shey’s website, which exploded to more than 2,500 visitors one day in late January and ultimately reached about 70,000 people—more views than on an established website like The Village Voice. You could just watch the tides of human attention move, and Cameron, looking over Jonah’s shoulder, thought you might be able to map this engagement in real time. Cameron switched the focus of his research to something he called Blogdex, a new kind of measurement tool that could turn internet conversations into math—tracking, measuring, and mapping them.

		The numbers were still, by the standards of today’s internet, quite small. But they’d been a spark, Jonah realized, for a fire that scorched a giant corporation’s multimillion-dollar marketing campaign. That spring, he drafted an analysis of the “sweatshop” episode and played around with words for what had happened: “culture jamming” and “micromedia” were favorite terms of the moment. Later, we’d call it “social media.”

		“A broad social and technical transformation is creating new possibilities for political participation and direct action,” he wrote in a guide for activists, reflecting on this new power. “Although the future is always uncertain, it is clear that there are exciting opportunities for participation right now.”

		Jonah sought to draw broader lessons from his experience. Cameron was skeptical. Jonah had just gotten lucky, he insisted. Cameron saw a profound randomness to the power of these new digital social networks and thought it would be impossible to rig them or control them, to replicate your past success. The substance of the challenge was clear to them both. Cameron bet Jonah that he could never do it again, that he could never control the power he’d glimpsed. Jonah leapt to take the bet, to show that he could re-create his success, systematize it, bottle it up.

		He knew where he needed to go to try his luck. Back in 2001, the young men at MIT knew that they needed to go not west, but south. The place to prove yourself in the nascent, experimental new media scene was downtown Manhattan.

	
		2

		Traffic Control

		Jonah moved to New York in the summer of 2001, the last few months of American innocence. His profession, well, that wasn’t so clear—technology? media? comedy?—but fortunately he’d found a job that didn’t make him decide, even if it was a bit hard to explain. He’d been hired by John Johnson, an inquisitive, soft-spoken heir to the Johnson & Johnson pharmaceutical fortune, to serve as head of “research and development” for Johnson’s art-and-tech not-for-profit, called Eyebeam. Jonah rented a sixth-floor walk-up over a hipster Cuban restaurant on the corner of Houston and Elizabeth in SoHo, and began work, which is to say he began trying to figure out his next viral prank.

		Cameron’s ticket to New York arrived the next spring, in the form of the man who would soon become the central figure of a new downtown New York scene, and would also be Jonah’s nemesis, his archrival, and his polar opposite—Nick Denton. While Jonah struggled to understand what the sort of traffic his Nike prank had garnered should be for—activism, politics, business, or simply fun—Nick set out on a relentless project of garnering thousands, then tens of thousands, then hundreds of thousands of page views for his blogs. The most famous would be Gawker. All of Nick’s offerings promised their audiences a faster, truer version of reality than you’d find in the tired and fusty mainstream media.

		Nick had spotted Cameron across the room at the media-and-tech conference in Austin, South by Southwest, in the spring of 2002, and walked over to him to talk about Blogdex. Nick made a formidable impression on young techies: he was ten years older than they, better dressed, his big head inclined at an angle, his enthusiasm for the new world expressed in a posh British accent. Cameron knew him vaguely as a tech entrepreneur who had made money in the first boom. Nick told the younger man of his plans to build a new kind of company in New York that summer, one that would merge the insights of technology with the social connections of media, all in the service of getting at that elusive commodity, the truth. The new thing was blogs, which, Nick told him, would deeply disrupt the clunky media world—they were “shorter, faster, younger.”

		Blogdex initially operated from a server underneath Cameron’s desk in the Cube, jacked directly into MIT’s internet backbone. The software crawled every blog it could find for links, and then produced a ranking of those links—showing, for the first time, what was actually traveling around the internet, and perhaps spotting the next Nike email. It was perhaps the first automated index of internet relevance, of what was hot. It turned the social substance of media into data. Nick offered Cameron $2,000 a month and a rent-free apartment on Sullivan Street to spend the summer helping him build a “large-scale blogging aggregation platform,” a system that would give individual bloggers the capacity to link to and feed one another. Cameron, who grew up in tiny Yreka in Northern California, had already been visiting Jonah in New York on an unpredictable schedule set by the occasional fourteen-dollar specials on the Chinatown bus from Boston. He knew that was where the action was; he was intrigued by the challenge and charmed by the mysterious European who presented it.

		Nick had moved to New York in the summer of 2002 himself. He took an apartment in a building full of young professionals that was, in the tradition of New York real estate, named SoHo Court because it was not actually quite in SoHo. It was just across Elizabeth Street from the grubby apartment Jonah had renovated when he moved to New York, though Jonah had lost the sublet months earlier and now lived a few blocks down Houston. Unlike Jonah, Nick knew exactly what he was doing there. In San Francisco, he’d been filling and refilling the columns of a spreadsheet in which he weighed the factors that would determine where he should live. Those columns included old friends, Hungarians, Jews, nature, the attractiveness of the men, business opportunities. While Jonah had drifted down to the city with only a vague idea of the industry he was in, Nick had come with the purpose of launching a new tech company that would change blogging, along with perhaps a couple of blogs to run on it. He had come to lead a media revolution. It seemed like what he was born to do. Certainly, by the time he walked across the room toward Cameron at SXSW, Nick already had the ideal qualities of a revolutionary: a deep understanding of the status quo, and an elemental desire to burn it down.

		Nick was born in London in 1966. Though he was Jewish, he had a plausible claim to membership in the British Establishment: His father, Geoffrey Denton, was a formidable academic who, when Nick was a teenager, took a government job running Wilton Park, a grand old British country estate about fifty miles south of London. After World War II, the building had been turned into a kind of confidential conference center, a place for quiet, off-the-record meetings on difficult subjects in global politics. Western and Soviet diplomats, and black and white South Africans, met there under Geoffrey Denton’s watchful eye. Geoffrey kept their secrets. Meanwhile, he mounted a campaign to upgrade the quality of the staff, whom he once referred to as a “disorganized rabble,” and of the threadbare furnishings. A later history of Wilton Park credits him with improving the ambience and with antagonizing his bosses in the Foreign Office, who viewed him as a “bulldozer.”

		Nick was close to his father, and if there was something Oedipal in the fact that he would spend his life chasing traffic by revealing the kinds of secrets his father kept, that was buried deep. But we all choose our stories; Nick, who had a particular fondness for narrative, identified himself far more strongly with his mother’s inheritance. Marika Denton was a Hungarian who escaped the Holocaust with her own mother when she was eighteen. She met Geoffrey when she was his graduate student in economics, and she went on to become a psychoanalyst. The Jewish history she passed on to Nick was mostly dark—she would show him any Holocaust movie available. He identified most of all with his grandmother, Anna Bernholz, a survivor in every sense. She’d been raised in a Jewish orphanage in Vienna, and built a raincoat-selling business that was confiscated by the fascists, then the Communists. Nick’s grandfather died in a labor camp on the eastern front, and Anna’s lover was then hanged for sheltering her, according to the stories Nick was raised on. She followed her daughter to England at the age of forty-five, and worked as a cleaner, then a bookkeeper. Nick admired how she “started from nothing, again and again.” He used a word for her that otherwise barely passed his lips: “hero.”

		Nick attended the University College School, a day school in the liberal section of North London where a Hungarian Jew wouldn’t particularly stand out, a place not all that different from Jonah’s College Preparatory School in Oakland. Nick was as a child much as he was as an adult: remote, a little Machiavellian, “distinctly calculating,” according to a London friend, Jay Rayner. “He was famous for not committing to a Friday- or Saturday-night plan unless he could be certain that he had alighted upon the best option. As a result, if you ended up at the same bar or party as him, you were left with the sense you were in the right place, which was both reassuring and profoundly irritating.”

		Nick’s friends knew he was gay, but he didn’t actually tell anyone until Oxford; later his friends realized that may have been the source of his sense of distance, of being an outsider despite his comfortable place in the British elite. He edited the Oxford student magazine The Isis, but he didn’t take the easy path that credential offered into Fleet Street. Instead, he chose to be an outsider, and went to Hungary to practice his trade as a journalist. As a cub reporter in 1989, Nick drove his blue Mazda across the border to cover the violent Romanian revolution for the conservative Daily Telegraph—the right-wing outlet, rather than the danger, horrified his father. Geoffrey was relieved when Nick started writing for the Financial Times in London. Nick’s high-wattage social skills and manipulative tendencies were built for cultivating sources at investment banks, but he was pulled again toward the new, and he talked his way into a job in a city the paper barely cared about, San Francisco.

		To his bosses, Nick was there to cover the tech boom, in full swing in the late 1990s. Instead he found himself wanting to join it. On April 18, 1998, he wrote a colorful portrait of the startup scene in all its flawed glory: The big money, the high risk, the lack of diversity, the punishing working hours, the desperate socializing. It could be, he quoted one denizen saying, “pretty depressing.” But, Nick continued, “no one dwells on that.” At a Silicon Valley party, “all anyone sees is someone, obscenely young, having fun, making it, someone they want to be, someone they can be, damnit.”

		Then the article took a turn: “Including me: I am leaving the Financial Times after eight years as a journalist to join a small internet venture with big ambitions. The Silicon Valley stories may be airbrushed. But like so many others, I want to believe them.”

		

		•   •   •

		That was Nick: the improbable combination of irony and romanticism, the willful self-delusion, the will to create his own reality. He saw a commercial future in news aggregation and distribution, and had written a memo for his bosses at the FT pushing for what was then a revolutionary tactic: linking to competing publications when their stories were better. One startup guy he met, Joel Maske, had launched a company, iSyndicate, licensing articles from places like The New York Times, selling them to websites, and sharing the revenue with publishers. Nick was particularly excited about the possibility of allowing partners to put links to news articles directly on their own sites. Nick had made some money renovating and selling a flat in Clerkenwell, so he invested and joined the company as one of its first ten employees, and Maske helped him get the H-1B visa he needed to stay in the United States after quitting the FT. Almost as soon as he got that visa, however, their relationship soured. Nick told Maske he wanted to be bought out. “Fuck you, I’ll buy you out—get out of my face,” the American recalled replying, and sent Nick away with $250,000. Nick remembered it differently, saying he parted because the company “struggled with software,” and he saw a better path through the same space with tech friends in London.

		Nick’s next venture began with a side hustle: he was great at throwing parties. It was the core of his personality, really, the exterior of a smooth insider with the calculation and thin skin of the outsider he sometimes felt like—gay and Jewish and half-Hungarian. He had the connections to get the right people to come, and the neurosis to care whether they did. As the tech boom reached London in 1998, he’d turned his hobby into a business called First Tuesday. The series of “matchmaking” events for startups that began with fifty people in a pub that October eventually grew to a global business. The business model was to take a 2 percent cut of the $147 million in financing First Tuesday claimed to have generated for the entrepreneurs who showed up at the parties.

		Nick was a student of status, and he spiked the events with a dash of humiliation. The Guardian sniffed that Nick had adopted the crass American practice of “tagging” attendees, red for investors and green for entrepreneurs. Journalists wore yellow dots. But he managed, in those heady days, to get the events business valued as a tech company. A few months after the air had begun coming out of the bubble in San Francisco, he found some Israelis who hadn’t yet gotten the news, and sold it to them for £50 million in July of 2000. Their company would collapse along with the rest of them the following year.

		Nick gave the impression that he’d made millions on First Tuesday, but in fact much of the sale came in what would soon be worthless equity in the Israeli spin-off venture, which he’d split with three partners. But the deal got him, above all, the patina of an internet exit, and the credibility to present the version of himself he preferred: the entrepreneur at the intersection of media and tech. So he moved back to San Francisco to work on what he saw as his real project, a website to change the way people consume news, called Moreover. He imagined consumers going to a single, centralized feed of news, rather than skipping from website to website—an early version of Google News—and worked on a technology called NewsBlogger that would allow readers to become writers, as the blogger Jason Kottke, a keen observer of the era, noted.

		

		•   •   •

		Nick threw some great “Eurotrash” parties at the French consul’s house—San Francisco was, he later said, “a very easy place to be the party giver or the party scene-maker. It wasn’t very competitive at all.” But he never quite took to the city. He had returned at a moment of retrenchment and caution in a tech scene still shell-shocked from the crash. The first bubble had seen preposterous content plays—from space.com to thick, glossy magazines like the unfortunately named Red Herring—collapse, and whenever Nick started talking about Moreover, it sounded a little too much like the dreaded business of hiring people to write things. There was also his personal life to think of: “The biggest problem with San Francisco was that there were no Black guys,” he said later.

		Nick had brought Moreover to San Francisco to home in on what was clearly the next big thing in tech and media: blogging. The site’s name was borrowed from a section of The Economist magazine that aggregated other stories. Nick saw the revolutionary quality of a technology that lowered the barrier of entry to zero and let anyone publish directly to the web. Blogging could be the beating heart of Moreover; he could turn Moreover into blogging’s hub. He approached his board with an idea: they’d use their remaining cash to acquire the obscure publishing company Pyra, which had built a piece of software called Blogger.

		Pyra’s founders, Evan Williams and Meg Hourihan, were slightly confused by the British accents and boundless enthusiasm of the Londoners, Nick and David Galbraith, a University College School classmate who had become his business partner. But Williams and Hourihan were flattered to be taken seriously. As they began running out of cash, the deal began to sound better. Nick’s charm had made him a demon fundraiser—he was sitting on a pile of money and could have absorbed their company and kept their team together, while giving Moreover a powerful publishing tool. But when Nick shared his plan and the work he’d already done with Pyra with his investors, they vetoed it. A board member told him, “We want to know the strategy as long as it has nothing to do with blogging.” That was his cue to leave San Francisco. As the depth of the tech bust became clear, Moreover—like many internet companies of its generation—pivoted from trying to become a mass consumer product to offering “web intelligence” at “internet speed” to corporate subscribers.

		The new world of news he’d glimpsed at Moreover left Nick persuaded that blogging was the future, and also that he couldn’t put himself in the hands of venture capitalists again. He had also started a blog himself, where he expressed conservative politics that lined up with the times. “Try focusing some attention on Islamic family planning policy, which is some variant of: woman, it’s babies back-to-back or you’re moving into the basement,” he mused.

		Nick made two different kinds of impressions when he got to New York. He was thirty-five when he arrived, and the people his age and older often saw something desperate, damaged even, in his cool reserve, his casual cruelty and obsession with the social scene. “Some part of me wanted to take care of him,” recalled John Johnson, Jonah’s boss at Eyebeam and a major investor in the downtown art-and-tech scene. (Nick’s boyfriend during his early New York years, the artist Douglas Boatwright, also worked at Eyebeam.) Johnson projected a certain noblesse oblige; he would host a launch party for one of Nick’s blogs at his apartment because he thought that Nick seemed to be “suffering on some level.”

		But Nick spent most of his time with the young bloggers, to whom his affect was worldly—a “mysterious Count Dracula European-style thing,” in the eyes of Jake Dobkin, the co-founder of the New York City blog Gothamist. Nick loomed large in the New York blogger scene of the early aughts in the way that the older guy buying the drinks can in a small world of people who are at once profoundly insecure in their own youth and outsiderness and sure that they’ve just discovered something real, just struck oil. The clubhouse of that scene was, as much as anywhere else, the Magician, a noirish bar on Rivington Street that only took cash and whose heavy Venetian blinds half screened the world outside. The characters there ran blogs whose URLs were their own names—Nick would sometimes post a dozen things a day to nickdenton.org, which was pretty impressive. Lock Steele covered the doings of the neighborhood on lockhartsteele.com, and without really thinking about it invented what would become twenty-first-century real estate coverage, with its mix of nostalgia for the shop that closed, obsession with the new bar, and pure curiosity about what might be happening behind the plywood at the shuttered storefront. Jason Kottke mostly wrote about design and cool things he saw on the internet, though he’d seen his traffic double—from ten thousand to twenty thousand a day—when he “live-blogged” the terror attacks of 9/11. His girlfriend was Meg Hourihan, the co-creator of Blogger, which Nick had tried to buy in his Moreover days; she was also a blogger known as “Megnut.” Elizabeth Spiers wrote acerbically about finance on her personal blog when she wasn’t writing up reports for investment bankers.

		Nights that started at the Magician sometimes ended at Camp Bowery, as AJ Daulerio and his roommate called their nearby apartment. AJ had co-founded an online journal with literary ambitions called The Black Table (named for the color of a piece of furniture, not the diversity of the staff). Strikingly handsome with a dark complexion and light eyes, he’d moved up from Philadelphia in 1999 to drink at the Magician and write for the internet. He had one of media’s great boring day jobs at The Bond Buyer (sample headline: “Moody’s Downgrades Schenectady, N.Y., to Ba3”), and poured his heart into The Black Table—a full-time job, he later said, 5:00 p.m. to 5:00 a.m. The site carried the proud tagline “Updated daily.” Nobody got paid. AJ’s own specialty was over-the-top, crude interviews with members of their own small scene. “Would you rather let George Wendt pee in your mouth or have Shelly [sic] Long wear a strap-on and ram you in the hiney for 22 minutes?” he asked Spiers in one interview, riffing grotesquely on the television show Cheers. He illustrated the interview with Spiers wearing a T-shirt with the words “I Fucked The Black Table” photoshopped onto the front.

		Nick, for his part, was a pretty good blogger, and it was cool when he linked you, and he was grateful when you linked him back. That was certainly enough to get him through the door at the Magician. But he also felt to the young blog crowd like something larger—a businessman, a guy who’d made it in the tech boom, and someone whose horizons stretched beyond theirs. The Gothamist co-founder Jake Dobkin would always call Nick when he needed some exotic concept—say, stock options—explained by someone older and wiser. He would also be shocked from time to time by his new friend’s cruelty: Nick would suddenly sneer at Dobkin for being “so interested in a small stupid thing like NYC,” and he’d always look over your shoulder at parties for someone better. “Nick’s a spiritual vampire,” Dobkin, the child of Communists from Park Slope, Brooklyn, finally concluded. “He’s trying to fill this black void in himself.”

		Nick told his new friends that blogging was the future, but that the big money was in his real business, technology. Moreover had finally folded, and he was onto something new, which he called the Lafayette Project after the location of his new loft. It was another shot at building the technology that would undergird the new generation of media. While Cameron Marlow toiled away creating a platform for them, Nick started making actual blogs. The first, Gizmodo, was a gadget-review website that launched on July 1, 2002; John Johnson hosted the party at his downtown penthouse, upstairs from David Bowie (with whom he generously shared his T1 internet connection).

		

		•   •   •

		
		Nick and Jonah approached the new internet from opposite directions. Jonah was obsessed with how to make a single idea—often, a single joke—travel, regardless of its content or the identity of the person who originated it. Nick had the inverse obsession: he wanted people coming back again and again to his blog. The reader he imagined was a gadget-head, bored at work, refreshing Gizmodo. That meant starting early and posting all day, ensuring that your audience would have something new every time they hit refresh.

		One way to look at Blogdex was as a kind of a technical measurement system, a new system to game. That’s how Jonah had always seen it. But it was also a kind of a social X-ray, a guide to who in the blogosphere really mattered, who belonged on the Excel spreadsheet that Nick carefully maintained, hundreds of names long, of acceptable guests at his parties. But it proved harder to build the new platform than Nick had hoped. Marlow left town at the end of the summer, the project half-finished. He handed it off to Hourihan, who had sold Blogger to Google and believed she could build a new front page for the internet in a way that was more methodical, less shoot-from-the-hip, than the earlier wave of startups. But Nick didn’t give her control over the project’s budget, and kept nickel-and-diming her on engineers.

		He had gotten distracted from the tech again, drawn to the content. Nick was working on a sister site to Gizmodo, a New York media gossip hub that would be called Gawker. He hired Elizabeth Spiers, the finance blogger, to run it, and though she’d sometimes come down and work out of his loft on Lafayette Street, even she couldn’t really tell how seriously he was taking the whole thing, because he seemed to think Gizmodo was primarily a good way to market the software that was his real focus.

		Gawker was going to be ten hours a week for her, a little money on the side, and some fun with their social circle. “We didn’t think it was going to be a real business or anything.”

		Though the tech company would never truly get off the ground, Gizmodo had thirty thousand views in its first full month, August of 2002—one thousand a day! By December, it was getting one hundred thousand views a month—more than some top tech websites of that time. And while the tech platform of Nick’s dreams could grow inexpensively to serve millions of people and make him a billionaire—just look at the founders of contemporary titans like Yahoo!—Gizmodo’s growing blog views translated much more directly into money. The unit of measurement in advertising was the CPM—cost per thousand views, with “thousand” confusingly represented by the French word “mille.” In 2003, Gawker’s sites began selling advertising, charging CPMs ranging from about seven dollars to about nine dollars. The technology was simple, noninvasive. Advertisers paid publishers for a raw number of impressions—counted each time someone’s browser landed on the page. Neither side of the transaction knew much about exactly who was visiting the website, but they could deduce the characteristics of the audience the way the media industry always had: from a site’s content. If you wanted to be selling rods to fishermen, you bought ads in Field & Stream. This was a simple and lucrative business, just like magazines and newspapers had been in their glory days.

		There were signs, though, that things could change. There was a new kind of middleman, the “ad network,” which took the problem of selling ads off publishers’ hands in return for a small commission. Technology companies, led by DoubleClick, which had been founded in 1996, did the cumbersome work of displaying and measuring digital ads for everyone from The Wall Street Journal to MySpace. In 2003, an analytically minded DoubleClick salesman quit to found a company called Right Media, and started down the path to offering something different to advertisers: slots across many websites that would be able to target an individual consumer looking for fishing rods or cameras, regardless of where he or she was browsing. But marketers were skeptical of that kind of wizardry, and its associated technical challenges remained complex. For now, the best that most advertisers could do was try to match their product to a website’s brand. A tech blog like Gizmodo was a logical place to advertise the latest digital camera or iPod, which was why the tech blog commanded the highest rates among Nick’s websites.

		Gawker couldn’t command the top CPMs Gizmodo could, but it had something else: the attention of the media it covered and tormented. Gawker captivated the New York media scene immediately, its buzz drowning out the steady revenue of Gizmodo and other, more lucrative sites Nick would launch. Nick had a sixth sense for social success; he knew Gawker had arrived when Kurt Andersen, the co-founder of Spy magazine and the previous generation’s cheeky alternative media baron, turned up at a party he hosted for the new site. That felt like victory to Nick. Gawker turned Nick into a celebrity, and made his company the focus of the new scene, although, he’d later come to believe “New York exposure comes at a price.”

	
		3

		Black People Love Us

		Nick had learned in San Francisco that the nascent internet could be a business, and he’d come to New York to build his own. But to Jonah, the internet was still a playground—a place to troll and jam mainstream American culture, to try out jokes and conduct social experiments. Jonah’s best pranks still got more traffic than Nick’s blogs. His last great one had come just as Gizmodo was taking off, in the fall of 2002, when more than 600,000 appalled and amused people found their way to a website called Black People Love Us! There, a white couple named Sally and Johnny bragged about their cross-racial social skills, and included testimonials: “Johnny calls me ‘da man!’ That puts me at ease,” writes one supposed Black friend. “It makes me feel comfortable, because I am Black and that’s how Black folks talk to one another.” The couple are fake, of course: Jonah had created the site with his little sister Chelsea, who had moved to New York to make it in stand-up comedy. Cringe! But clearly, Jonah was some kind of genius.

		At least that was what Jonah’s friend Duncan Watts, a sociologist he’d met through their shared obsession with the way information traveled on the new internet, was trying to convey to his companion at an expensive Manhattan lunch in early 2003. Duncan, who had the bearing, courteous deference, and weathered good looks of the Australian naval officer he’d been before turning to academia, was sitting across from a rich and powerful man who believed, rather improbably, that Duncan could have the power to defeat the National Rifle Association.

		Duncan’s lunch date was Kenneth Lerer, who would become Jonah’s partner and mentor. Kenny, as everyone who knew him called him, had already played a central role at the peak of the last internet boom in linking the worlds of political power and new media money. Once a cagey New York PR man, he was the executive vice president at AOL in 2000 when the company that popularized email and mailed you CDs had used its inflated stock to purchase Time Warner, the cable and media giant. Kenny held the ear of three CEOs—Steve Case, Gerald Levin, and Richard Parsons—through the iconic, disastrous merger of the first internet boom. The bubble burst in 2001 and the deal became a symbol of the idiocy of the era, but Kenny walked away with a sack of cash, a part-time role advising Parsons, and a sweet office overlooking Central Park.

		Kenny believed in a digital future, but he also knew that the internet was over—as a business in itself, at least, to the investors who had made and lost a fortune on it. After the market crash of 2001, nobody was going to be making any financial bets on that future anytime soon. Which was all right. He had a family foundation. As 2002 turned to 2003, Kenny decided to turn his energy toward a personal obsession: he’d take some of his payout from AOL and see if he couldn’t make some trouble for the NRA, an organization he’d always loathed.

		Kenny had read the book Duncan had just published, Six Degrees: The Science of a Connected Age. Duncan had reexamined the famous “small world” experiment from the 1960s, a landmark study in which strangers mailed letters to one another through friends of friends. Back then, the researchers concluded that Americans were on average separated from one another by six nodes. They claimed that certain key individuals, dubbed “influencers,” played an outsize role in the networks. That idea of “influencers” would become central to the way political consultants, marketers, and influence peddlers of all kinds—and Lerer was a bit of all three—thought about how to change minds. When Kenny told Watts he knew that the key to destroying the NRA was somewhere in that 384-page tome, Watts told him he was pretty sure it wasn’t. He was quite familiar with the contents of his own book, he said. He referred his intense new acquaintance to a section that disproved Kenny’s idea. Watts had indeed confirmed—in a study of 24,163 email chains—that we are separated, on average, by six degrees. But he had debunked the notion that certain individuals had special influence. In fact, his book was as much about the randomness of those connections as it was about their power. To his mind there was no way to control the crowd, to turn it on a target the way Kenny wanted.

		But, Watts added, not everyone was so skeptical. He had one friend who seemed to think he could harness the internet’s strange new powers. Duncan tried to explain Black People Love Us! to Kenny, who wasn’t particularly impressed. But the next time Kenny summoned Watts to his office to talk further about his obsession, Watts told Kenny that he’d broken a leg, and so travel was difficult, and that what’s more the guy he was really looking for was his friend, Jonah Peretti, whose profession Duncan couldn’t quite describe but who was “the most interesting guy you’ll ever meet.” Kenny didn’t really care about Duncan’s friend, but he said he’d send his driver to pick them up and let them keep the car for the day, which the two young men thought was pretty cool, and so they turned up at Carnegie Hall Tower for the brainstorm in late spring.

		Jonah stole the show. He was twenty-nine by now, his brown hair swept back and his thick-framed glasses right on the line between hipster and nerd. He couldn’t stop telling jokes. Kenny hadn’t been taken with Black People Love Us!, but the story of Jonah’s email prank now got his attention.

		When people identified Jonah at all, they tended to use the word “prankster” or even “activist” (though the former word missed the depth of his thought, and the latter didn’t capture that he was more interested in the process than the result). John Johnson called Jonah a “culture jammer,” in the jargon of the time. Jonah was immersed in the blog scene that Kenny could feel was the future. He had begun dating a blogger, Andrea Harner, who was working as Johnson’s assistant at Eyebeam, and whose work occasionally made it onto Gawker.

		Kenny saw something novel in Jonah’s pranks. They operated at the exposed edge where corporate sanctimony and liberal hypocrisy converged. Jonah seemed to be developing a new kind of tool, a weapon, that might be deployed in the interest of politics or commerce. He had discovered some new source of cultural power in the ability to gather and steer internet traffic, but he wasn’t sure which direction he should turn it in next. Kenny had the answer. The National Rifle Association was fighting to end Bill Clinton’s ban on assault weapons. With Kenny’s money and Jonah’s brains, they’d find a way to stop this campaign. They decided to circulate a petition, but one infused with Jonah’s insights into what, in those days, he was calling “contagious media”—things like that Nike email that spread on their own, hand to hand and mouth to mouth, like a virus. Kenny had started paying Jonah and a few friends a small stipend and covering pizza for the weekly meetings of what they were calling the Contagious Media Working Group. They’d developed something called ForwardTrack, which allowed you to sign a petition and then forward it to friends. Then you could see who had signed based on your forwards. Essentially, the idea was to turn email forwards into a kind of competition, and into something measurable—essentially creating a social reward for online organizing.

		Stopthenra.com got hundreds of thousands of signatures on a petition demanding the assault weapons ban be renewed in September of 2004, part of a campaign that failed only when Republicans took Congress. This was a big number back then, but the effort never gave rise to a movement. Its highest impact came through The New York Times. A powerful columnist, Bob Herbert, wrote about the effort, and Kenny had personally taken out a full-page ad that listed prominent figures—John McEnroe, Walter Cronkite, and Bruce Springsteen—who were featured on an NRA “blacklist,” and invited readers to get involved. The website already offered a bottom-up iteration of this same argument; still, Jonah was amazed by his partner’s ability to project his voice into the elite media.

		The Contagious Media Working Group, which met at Eyebeam, came up with another curious technical mechanism, called the reBlog. It was a clever little open-source script that, installed on your blog, allowed you to pull in a post from another site and promote it yourself. It was a version of an idea that Nick had been playing with at Moreover. Tim Shey, Jonah’s old roommate, liked reBlog enough to install it on his own blog and showed it to a young programmer, David Karp, who would implement it on a website he was developing, Tumblr. That technical trick drove Tumblr’s success, and was copied by other social networks—Facebook’s share, Twitter’s retweet. It would become the basic mechanism for a generation of amplifying everything from clever jokes to lies about elections.

		Neither tool was exactly going to stop the actual NRA, though. Ultimately, Jonah and Watts concluded that their message had failed to reach the wider universe of what Jonah called the “Bored At Work Network” of office workers forwarding emails. Their project never went viral. But the Times ad got so much attention that Watts and Jonah revised their theory about how content could travel on the internet, arguing in a Harvard Business Review article that a “big seed” could be a crucial part of a marketing campaign. The power of a splashy Times op-ed may seem obvious, but Jonah and Duncan argued that the combination of a big megaphone and social sharing had special power: even if a message, or an ad, didn’t go totally viral, some sharing could drastically cut the average cost of spreading your message.

		

		•   •   •

		Nick was thinking about politics too. But for Gawker he wanted something other than the breathy, earnest bursts of personal opinion then known as political blogging. That was the world of Howard Dean, who drew his energy in part from the “netroots,” a collection of bloggers who opposed the Iraq War, and who helped force the Democratic Party to open up to anti-war views. Though Dean nearly won the Democratic primary, there was something painfully juvenile about his campaign and its appeal. The small set of voters getting their information from the internet found some insightful analysis and a lot of flame wars among partisan bloggers. The liberal blog Daily Kos yelled at The New York Times, right-wing bloggers yelled at The New York Times, and nobody brought in much new information.

		Nick knew what he wanted. The Gawker scoop of his dreams had always been to out a gay, Christian Republican senator, and thus reveal right-wing hypocrisy in its most naked form. In January 2004 he hired Ana Marie Cox, a young ironist from one of the bastions of the first wave of internet writing, suck.com, to skewer Washington in the same way Gawker did New York. Their new site would be called Wonkette. Nick told her he wanted the inside dope, but he couldn’t help her find it. He had heard the gossip in New York and San Francisco (and London and Budapest), but Washington was a foreign country. Ana knew she wouldn’t be able to deliver, because she didn’t actually have any sources beyond her husband’s friends at The Washington Post (in, unhelpfully, the book section). So she found something else that would get traffic: an outrageous sense of humor. In her writing, she developed the persona of a “weird drunken housewife” who had become enraptured with the doings of politicos and journalists—“obsessive and breathless, but cynical.” She cracked jokes and turned bloggers and congressional staffers into minor celebrities. These were people ignored by the older forms of Washington gossip: the coy Washington Post Style section, and the dry morning newsletters arriving by fax announcing who was going to chair the Agriculture Committee. Ana was glad that Nick, whom she found mysterious and a bit frightening, ultimately didn’t pay much attention to her work, with a single exception: he wanted her to pass on a long-standing Washington rumor that a politician was gay.

		She refused.

		In any case, Ana believed she had something better to print. Her great break-out story introduced the Washingtonienne, a young woman whose obscure online diary she discovered, elevated, and transformed, as she put it, into “a Hill-based Belle de Jour.” The Washingtonienne, who turned out to be a legislative assistant to an Ohio senator, was juggling eight men, whom she helpfully indexed by initials:

		
			FD=The intern in my office whom I want to fuck; X=Married man who pays me for sex. Chief of Staff at one of the gov agencies, appointed by Bush; T=Lost my virginity to him and fell in love. Dude who has been driving me crazy since 1999. Lives in Springfield, IL. Flies halfway across the country to fuck me, then I don’t hear from him for weeks; HK=Dude from the Senate office I interned in Jan. thru Feb. Hired me as an intern; Broke up my relationship w/ QV (see below); QV=Serious, long-term boyfriend whom I lived with since 2001. Disastrous break up in March, but still seeing each other; P=AKA “Threesome Dude.” Somebody I would rather forget about; YZ=My new office bf with whom I am embroiled in an office sex scandal. The current favorite; K=A sugar daddy who wants nothing but anal. Keep trying to end it with him, but the money is too good.

		

		The diary distracted official Washington from the mayhem in Iraq and the Democratic primary, which John Kerry had mostly locked up, for a few weeks in the spring of 2004. Cox, learning to report in public, guessed at which official could be which man, and eventually brought the thing to a climax by naming the author of the blog, Jessica Cutler, whose adventures got her fired but landed her a $300,000 book deal. It was what Nick seemed to have been looking for, a gleeful and relentless unmasking of a more interesting version of Washington than the mainstream media depicted. That’s how Cox saw it: she was revealing that “politics is kind of stupid, and everyone should know that.”

		But for Nick, Wonkette proved to be a dead end. Cox never got another story like that. Instead, she left to write a novel about her Washington world. The young bloggers of Howard Dean’s campaign proved fleeting too. The new thing after the 2004 campaign seemed to be earnestness and hope—not Nick’s forte—embodied by a young Illinois senator named Barack Obama. Wonkette’s traffic peaked at four million views in November of 2004 and then started falling. Further to his detriment, Nick found that all traffic wasn’t equally valuable. Advertisers were allergic to politics, it turned out—an old problem for hard news that would only intensify online.

		

		•   •   •

		
		Jonah and Kenny Lerer, on the other hand, were delighted by their early experiments in the politics of the internet. But eventually Kenny’s attention began to wander as well. In November, George W. Bush defeated John Kerry and Republicans took control of the Senate, dooming the assault weapons ban and other liberal priorities. Democrats were in a state of grief and panic. Kenny got an invitation from a friend who wanted to do something about it.

		Arianna Huffington invited Kenny to a gathering on December 3, 2004, at her Brentwood home, a four-bedroom Italianate palace that served both as the home she shared with her sister and two daughters, and as the headquarters for an only-in-America public career. Huffington, born in Greece as Arianna Stassinopoulos, had been a star of London’s conservative intellectual scene in the 1980s, and come to the United States on the arm of a wealthy California Republican, Michael Huffington. He ran for Senate in 1994 and lost, while his wife cultivated figures like Newt Gingrich and a circle of conservative intellectuals in Washington who fulminated bitterly against
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