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Introduction

“HI, I’M MARK!”

The introduction is unnecessary. Mark Zuckerberg is one of the world’s most recognizable faces. He’s the CEO of Facebook, the world’s largest social network—the world’s largest human network of any kind, ever—approaching 2 billion members, more than half of whom log in every day. It’s made him, in today’s reckoning, the sixth-richest person in the world. And because he founded Facebook at such a tender age—nineteen, in his Harvard dorm room—he has become the go-to thumbnail in charts representing the mind-boggling opportunities that advanced technologies offer to even the young and obscure.

He’s beyond famous. And he’s here.

In Lagos, Nigeria.

If there were any doubt who he is, this pleasant, brown-haired young man with a goofy smile and an apparent aversion to blinking is dressed exactly like … Mark Zuckerberg! The signature T-shirt that signifies geek proletariat but is actually a Brunello Cucinelli creation ($325 each—he’s got a closet full of them, liberating him from having to make daily decisions on couture). Blue jeans and Nikes. Exactly what you’d expect to see if Facebook’s founder and CEO were to amble in. What is unusual is that no one expected him to walk into this room, in this city, in this country, on this continent.

The people in the sixth-floor loftlike studio of the Co-Creation Hub (CcHUB)—young entrepreneurs striving to buck the enormous odds against building successful tech companies in Lagos, Nigeria—have been told only that an unnamed executive from Facebook would appear today, August 30, 2016, in advance of a Facebook-run boot camp event for tech start-ups. They had anticipated the mystery guest might be one of Zuckerberg’s lieutenants, Ime Archibong, a North Carolina–raised son of Nigerian immigrants who had visited his heritage country previously. An appearance by Zuckerberg himself was too earth-shattering to contemplate.

Indeed, Facebook planned the trip with CIA-level stealth, largely because of security concerns, but also with an eye toward milking the surprise and delight his appearance would generate. Zuckerberg had never set foot on this continent, and a visit was overdue. Zuckerberg has flown in from Italy, where he and his wife attended the wedding of his friend Daniel Ek, the CEO of Spotify. After the Lake Como nuptials, he and his retinue spent a few days in Rome, meeting with the prime minister and the pope. Straight from the airport, he headed to the gritty Yaba neighborhood and CcHUB.

The Lagos start-up culture careens between an improbable optimism and a gallows humor regarding the monumental obstacles to success or even survival. But these were the people Zuckerberg wanted to meet: nerds with dreams. In the giant headquarters he built in Menlo Park, California, among the posters festooning the walls like a giant confetti blast of techno-propaganda were dozens that read BE THE NERD. So while other tech magnates devoted their initial African venture to philanthropic themes, Zuckerberg scheduled no time to hug undernourished infants in remote villages. Instead, he would meet the software strivers.

For a moment, the young tech entrepreneurs freeze in place, as if suspicious that they are viewing an apparition, or some sort of hoax. Then, convinced by the evidence of their senses, they cry out in a burst of joy and rush forward as one to converge around their famous visitor, pumping his hand, posing for Zuck selfies, and hurriedly blurting out elevator pitches.

Zuckerberg patiently interacts with them, maintaining his smile, looking each one in the eye, maybe holding the stare a bit too long. He’s clearly happy. These are my people, he says to me as we head down the steps to talk to more entrepreneurs.

Oh yes, I am trailing Mark Zuckerberg on this trip. It is the first reporting I am doing for a book about the rise of Facebook.

On the bottom floor, there is a program called Summer of Code, where youngsters ages five to thirteen are training on computers. He goes up to a pair of boys who are sharing a PC. They look to be around seven or eight years old. “Can you tell me what you’ve built?” he asks, bending down to their level so he is, as they are, looking up at a screen showing blinking dots purposefully moving in formation.

“A game,” says one.

Zuckerberg’s eyes, which are wide at cruising level, open even farther, like the plastic oculi of a large stuffed animal: That’s what he was doing at that age!

“Can you tell me how you built it?” he asks.

After a few more technical consultations with the children (“Can you show me the code?”), he’s off to the next stop on his agenda, a start-up that trains central African engineers to do technical labor for big corporations. Zuckerberg has helped fund the effort through his foundation, which he has designated to ultimately receive 99 percent of his Facebook shares. Business visitors in Lagos rarely travel by foot in neighborhoods like Yaba, but Zuckerberg wants to walk through the streets. The sidewalks are aspirational, the dirt and concrete rutted with potholes and dotted with puddles. Cars and motorbikes buzz by. The pace is quick, to zip by the people in the shanties and storefronts before they realize what’s happening. One kid manages to scoot ahead of the group to shoot a selfie. Zuckerberg seems oblivious, chatting with Archibong as he heads his retinue.

The scene is captured by his house photographer, a former Newsweek photojournalist who has traveled with multiple presidents. When those images hit the net, that two-block stroll among the people will make Zuckerberg a beloved figure in Nigeria. (“I thought it must be photoshopped!” said a local engineer when he first encountered it.) The next day, a run across a bridge, similarly documented on social media, will cement the image of this tech billionaire as a man of the people.

The last stop of his first day in Africa is a tiny storefront at a busy intersection. It is one of a number of “Express Wi-Fi” mom-and-pop franchises Facebook has helped fund, where locals beam Internet from shops and businesses for small fees. This particular stand, which also takes sports bets, is run by Rosemary Njoku, a woman in a black spotted dress and head scarf. She has a friend with her, who wears a long yellow print dress.

Providing Internet access to “the next few billion”—that is, people in underserved regions or who can’t afford connections—has been Zuckerberg’s passion for the past few years. He has promoted a variety of means to spread the Internet, from exotic technologies like self-piloting drones to a controversial plan to give people free data plans that limit their access to a subset of popular applications, including Facebook. Express Wi-Fi is a small but promising aspect of this dream, called Internet.org.

The women greet Zuckerberg in the back of a narrow space that is very warm and close—there is barely room for the three to talk. Zuckerberg, his T-shirt showing spots of perspiration, begins to quiz Njoku.

“I’d like you to help me,” says the world’s then sixth-richest man to a woman running a tiny business on a street corner in one of the world’s poorest countries. “What advice can you give me to make this better for you?”

The question momentarily startles Njoku, but she recovers quickly. “More meters.” Zuckerberg looks at her quizzically. “More meters for the Wi-Fi, to reach a bigger space, more people,” she says.

Zuckerberg is momentarily silent. What else? he wants to know. “Hashtags,” she says. “Hashtag #itsup so people know the Wi-Fi is working.”

Zuckerberg brightens. “That’s something we can do,” he says. “The first one is pretty hard.” He explains a bit about the technical difficulties and quickly loses his audience.

The next day, Zuckerberg holds a town hall for local software developers. He loves this format, much preferring it to lecturing or being interviewed fireside-style by pesky journalists. He takes special pride in telling the crowd that Facebook has built a satellite that will expand Internet coverage to many unserved areas of Africa, including Nigeria. The results will soon be delivered, as the bird is on the launchpad now, on a SpaceX rocket ship. Elon Musk’s company.

One of the pre-submitted questions the moderator has on hand asks how easy—or hard—it had been for Zuckerberg to move from the total control of a software developer to the fuzzier domain of running a company. Did he miss just coding?

“I’m an engineer, like a lot of you guys,” he says. “And for me engineering comes down to two real principles: The first is that you think of every problem as a system. And every system can be better. No matter how good or bad it is, you can make anything better—and that goes for you whether you’re writing code or you’re building hardware, or your system is a company.”

Facebook, he says, attacks problems of business and culture in the same way a coder solves problems. “Running [a company is] not so different from writing code where you’re writing different functions and in subroutines …. I do think there’s something really fundamental to this engineering mindset.”

Later that day, Zuckerberg visits an entertainment studio in a district called Nollywood. A collection of Nigerian celebrities—actors, DJs, musicians, comedians—has been gathered to meet him. As he tours the facilities and meets people, Zuckerberg makes sure to pursue what seems to be a current obsession: whether creators and celebrities prefer Facebook or Instagram, the mobile photo-sharing site he bought in 2012 and has so far allowed its founders to run. They all seem to prefer Instagram to Facebook. “But Facebook is bigger,” he says, not at all excited about the replies.

At one point, with everyone gathered in a room to informally ask him questions, one of the Instagram stars brings up The Social Network, the 2010 movie that purports to tell Facebook’s origin story. Since the portrait of Zuckerberg is of a conniving idiot savant who created the company because he couldn’t get into a fancy Harvard eating club, and women spurned him, one might suspect that he wouldn’t welcome that subject, especially since the questioner asks him if he really founded Facebook because a woman dumped him.

“My wife hates that part of the movie,” he says with his aw-shucks smile. “The reality is that we were already dating. So the idea that I started Facebook to get girls makes her angry.” Pause. “It’s also not true.”

On his fourth, and last, night in Nigeria, Zuckerberg invites me to hang out in his hotel room with some of his traveling party. The group has moved from Lagos to a fortified hotel complex in the nation’s capital, Abuja, where Zuckerberg will meet the president before leaving the country. (The young CEO has so frequently met with world leaders—as sort of a peer, as Facebook’s large global audience gives him a hefty constituency in many lands—that people commonly refer to the company’s “foreign policy.”) It had been a long day, up at 4 a.m. to board a private plane to Kenya, where he’d done a two-hour safari, met with entrepreneurs, and lunched with officials. By late afternoon, he and his entourage were back on the plane. It was then that Zuckerberg learned that the SpaceX rocket, the one carrying the satellite he had been gleefully touting as an Internet savior for the struggling continent, had blown up on the launchpad, a day before the scheduled blastoff. Facebook’s satellite had been in place during the test—a time-saving measure—and was lost in the conflagration.

Zuckerberg was furious with Musk. (Facebook’s own motto, “Move fast and break things,” does not apply to space launches.) He turned to a natural outlet for his anger, a medium that by his own hand he had made available to a sizable plurality of the human race: Facebook. Overruling the advice of his PR people, he rage-posted a story that would wind up in the news feeds of many of his 118 million followers:


As I’m here in Africa, I’m deeply disappointed to hear that SpaceX’s launch failure destroyed our satellite that would have provided connectivity to so many entrepreneurs and everyone else across the continent.



In the hotel room that evening, though, Zuckerberg is jolly. He is much more relaxed and playful when surrounded by people he knows well. On the table are huge portions of local food. He takes deep pulls from a can of Nigerian beer. He playfully teases Archibong and the Facebook photographer. But upon the mention of Musk’s name, he goes silent for a second. Well, closer to a minute.

“I’ve think I’ve gone through the five stages of grief,” he says. Another pause. “Well, maybe not acceptance.” Has he spoken to Musk? Yet another pause, this one longer and darker. “No,” he finally says.

Then the conversation turns back to the trip, and he brightens. I ask him about his riff on Facebook and the engineering mindset. He’s eager to expound on it, explaining how his own predilection to see things through an engineering lens has been a key to the firm’s approach. “There’s this fundamental thing that at an early age you looked at something and felt like: This can be better. I can break down this system and make it better. I remember thinking about that when I was young; it didn’t dawn on me until I was older that this isn’t the way everyone thinks of things. I do think that’s the engineering mindset—it may even be more a value set than a mindset.”

Zuckerberg is all about sharing, and he often says that the world is a better place when people share their experiences with one another. So far, the world has eaten up his philosophy, celebrating Facebook for its historic membership numbers, its ability to pull people together, and even its potential to help people address serious problems in a grassroots fashion. Facebook was credited as the driver of the liberating Arab Spring. Its privacy practices, despite steady criticism from activists and regulators, haven’t punctured the Facebook narrative. And despite the dark portrait depicted in The Social Network, Zuckerberg is generally viewed as the plucky, egalitarian founder who likes to take recreational runs on the streets, be it in Lagos or even a smog-shrouded Tiananmen Square in Beijing.

“One of the things I’m happy about is on this trip I got to talk to real people,” he says. “I went to Rome and got to talk to the pope and the prime minister—I mean, they’re people and awesome—but I was happy here that I got to talk to a lot of developers and engineers.”

He loved Nigeria, and Nigeria loved him. The president offered this statement:


In our culture, we are not used to seeing successful people appear like you. We are not used to seeing successful people jogging and sweating on the streets. We are more used to seeing successful people in air-conditioned places. We are happy you are well-off and simple enough to always share.



One might argue that Nigeria trip was peak Zuckerberg. How could life have been any better for him? He was well on his way to connecting the world as no other human being had ever done, not even the Roman emperors he admired. The company he had founded in his dorm room was minting money; he had never worked anywhere else but now had total voting control of one of the world’s most valuable corporations. His face was on countless magazine covers. He had been Time’s Person of the Year. A survey early in the year ranked him “Tech’s most popular CEO.”1 He was happily married, and after a series of disheartening miscarriages (news of which he would share on Facebook), his wife gave birth to their adorable daughter. Even his pet, a shaggy Hungarian sheepdog whose white fur looked twisted into dreadlocks, had a fan club. As problems go, Elon Musk’s exploding satellite and concerns about Internet.org weren’t so insurmountable. In short, Facebook had taken its place as one of the great American success stories. Mark Zuckerberg’s world seemed perfect.

What could go wrong?

BARELY TWO MONTHS after Mark Zuckerberg returned from Nigeria, Donald Trump was elected the president of the United States. It was a shock to many, many people who supported the other candidate, Hillary Rodham Clinton.

For Facebook, the shock was compounded by something else: a huge collective finger pointed toward Menlo Park, California, where the company had its sprawling headquarters. Almost from the minute that the New York Times needle indicating a victor crossed over from the Clinton side to the Trump side, political observers cited the “Facebook Effect” as one possible explanation for the seemingly impossible outcome. In the weeks leading up to the election, there had been reports of so-called fake news, or misinformation intentionally spread through Facebook’s algorithms, being circulated widely on Facebook’s News Feed, which had become the major source of news for millions of users. The false stories—or exaggerations of trivial missteps into a narrative of evil conspiracies—overwhelmingly seemed to discourage voters from pulling the lever on Hillary Clinton.

Still, almost no one at Facebook, including the surprising number of former Republican operatives whom the company had hired to work in communications and policy, had believed that Trump had a chance to win. Facebook’s rock-star chief operating officer, Sheryl Sandberg, a true-blue Clinton supporter, sent her daughter to bed that evening, promising to wake her so she could witness history as the first woman president of the United States made her acceptance speech.

The little girl slept through the night undisturbed. Sandberg still gets choked up when she talks about it.

At Facebook headquarters the next day, people were shaken.2 At an all-hands meeting people were in tears. Internal discussion groups popped up on the platform, wondering whether—or how much—Facebook had been a factor in the results. Still, in the immediate aftermath, the idea that Facebook was responsible for this outcome seemed preposterous.

Two days after the election, Mark Zuckerberg appeared at a conference at Half Moon Bay, about thirty miles north of the Facebook campus. He would be interviewed, fireside chat–style, by David Kirkpatrick, an author turned conference organizer who had himself published a book about Facebook six years earlier. Naturally, he asked Zuckerberg about the charges that Donald Trump might have benefited from misinformation circulated on Facebook via the personalized news feeds of its users.

Zuckerberg brushed off the thought. “I’ve seen some of the stories they’re talking about around this election,” Zuckerberg said.3 “Personally, I think the idea that fake news on Facebook, of which it’s a very small amount of the content, influenced the election in any way, I think is a pretty crazy idea.”

As I sat in that hotel ballroom attending the conference, the remark did not feel as if Zuckerberg made a giant blunder. The “crazy idea” remark was part of a longer, thoughtful reply, and Kirkpatrick did not challenge him on it. It remains uncertain whether anything that happened on Facebook made a significant difference in the 2016 election.

But over the next two years, as people learned more about Facebook and the way it operated, dire concerns emerged about Facebook’s role, not just in the election but in the body politic at large, and the world at large. Time and again, they would point to the “crazy” statement as an indication that Zuckerberg was clueless—or lying—about the damage his company was doing. After months of criticism, Zuckerberg would finally apologize for the remark.

And much more.

While the election was a turning point for Facebook, many would say it was a long-overdue reckoning. To its critics, the things that Facebook had boasted about as its most cherished accomplishments were now unmasked as liabilities. The huge user base once seen as a world-changing kumbaya was now alarming evidence of excessive power. The ability to give voices to the unheard was identified as a means to bequeath an earsplitting sound system to hate groups. The ability to organize political movements of liberation was now a deadly tool of oppressors. The joyful metrics that spurred smile-inducing memes to entertain and uplift us now were fingered as an algorithmic boost to misinformation.

For the next year, Facebook’s reputation tumbled.

Facebook is racist …. Facebook aids genocide …. Facebook is an outrage machine …. Facebook is destroying our attention span …. Facebook is killing the news business ….

And the dam burst in 2018, when news came that Facebook had allowed personal information of up to 87 million users to end up in the hands of a company called Cambridge Analytica, which allegedly used the data to target vulnerable voters with misinformation. Facebook bit-flipped from Most Admired Company to Most Reviled.

Governments on three continents would probe the company, becoming increasingly hostile at what they saw as foot-dragging or outright intransigence on Facebook’s part. Investigative journalists around the world focused their attention on Facebook, and hardly a day went by that another example of its misbehavior did not emerge. The privacy worries that had led the FTC to impose a huge fine and a 2011 Consent Decree would be regurgitated; Facebook would be fined an astounding $5 billion for violating the decree. The charge that Facebook was a toxic attention sponge would be leveled in Congress and on television talk shows. Even worse were the reports that Facebook (and its subsidiary WhatsApp) spread intentional misinformation that aided genocide in Myanmar and other regions.

By 2019, government bodies around the world would be characterizing Facebook using language usually reserved for terrorist organizations and drug rings. A report issued by a parliamentary study in Great Britain called Facebook “digital gangsters.” New Zealand Privacy Commissioner John Edwards tweeted that the company’s leaders were “morally bankrupt pathological liars.” Salesforce CEO Marc Benioff compared Facebook’s toxic consequences to those of the cigarette industry.

Meanwhile, revenues and profits kept rising. This whetted the appetite for sanctions and regulation even more. As the 2020 presidential election shaped up, multiple candidates joined the calls of legislators and regulators for Facebook to be broken up. It wasn’t just that Facebook might have had a hand in the result of a controversial election: the charge was that Facebook was destroying democracy itself!

In the three years since the 2016 election, the Facebook reputational meltdown has been epic. There have been other spectacular train wrecks of companies that once were the darlings of the press and beloved by investors: Enron and Theranos come to mind.

But the Facebook crisis was something unique. It began with a gloriously idealistic goal: to connect the world. But the assumption was overly optimistic, and the company pursued its naïvely utopian—and undeniably self-serving—goal with a tragic disregard for consequences. To critics, Facebook was a twenty-first-century corporate Gatsby, careless in its privileges, self-involved in serving its own needs and pleasures.

Yet there is still something to the company’s insistence that the good it does outweighs what it now admits is the bad it foments. Billions of people are still on Facebook, as well as its sister companies Instagram and WhatsApp. It is still part of our lives, perhaps as much as ever.

In Nigeria, I already saw Facebook as one of the most interesting companies in the annals of business and technology. But over the next three years of reporting, I found myself documenting the most complicated, dramatic, and polarizing story that I had ever covered.

Fortunately, Facebook kept talking to me.

I FIRST MET Mark Zuckerberg in March 2006. At the time, I was Newsweek’s chief technology writer, working on a cover story about a phenomenon called Web 2.0, a stage in the Internet business where new companies emerged whose plan was to connect people with one another. The companies we were writing about included Flickr, YouTube—still an independent start-up—and MySpace, the leading company in a relatively new field known as social networking. I had also heard of a hot new company that was having remarkable success by focusing on colleges, and wanted to hear a bit more about it, perhaps to give it a name-check and quote its founder. He was scheduled to appear that month at PC Forum, a conference I regularly attended. So I contacted Facebook to see if I could meet Zuckerberg.

We agreed that I’d meet Mark at lunch, just as he arrived, and we’d chat then. I didn’t know much about him and was not prepared for what happened.

When we were introduced, I took it in stride that he looked even younger than his twenty-one years. I’d met a few other peach-fuzz magnates in my years covering hackers and tech companies. But what did shake me was his reaction when I asked him what seemed to me to be a few softball questions about what the company was up to.

He just stared at me. And said nothing. Time seemed to freeze as the silence continued.

I was flummoxed. This guy is the CEO, isn’t he? Is he having some sort of episode? On the spectrum, as some would later speculate? Was there something I’d written that somehow made him hate me?

I didn’t know then that this was common behavior for Zuckerberg. Though I was unaware at the time, I had joined the fraternity of people who’d been stunned by Mark Zuckerberg’s trancelike silences.

In subsequent years, Zuckerberg seems to have addressed this issue, and actually will conduct fairly personable interviews. (On occasion, though, the frigid stare still surfaces. One of his executives refers to it as “the eye of Sauron.” Others who know him well say that at those instances he’s just thinking, apparently at such a high level that the world stops for him.) But at the time, I found it baffling and unnerving. I looked across the table at the companion he’d arrived with, a former venture capitalist named Matt Cohler who was now working for the company. Pleasant smile. No lifeline.

In this case, I finally stumbled on a way to break the silence, changing the subject and asking Zuckerberg if he knew anything about PC Forum. He said no, and I explained its roots as the key industry gathering in the personal-computer era, where Gates and Jobs would go at each other with smiles on their faces and shivs in their fists. After hearing that bit of history he seemed to thaw, and for the rest of the lunch he was able to talk about the company he started in a dorm room, though he did not share with me the game-changing developments that his team were building at that very moment in their second-floor office in Palo Alto, features called Open Registration and the News Feed, that would supercharge his company and put the name Zuckerberg alongside those earlier legends of the PC Forum.

I covered Zuckerberg and his company as it grew from start-up to star. In August 2007, I wrote a Newsweek cover story about Facebook, focusing on its shift from a college website to a service that aspired to connect the entire world. When I moved full-time to Wired in 2008, Facebook was one of the focuses of my reporting. I engineered a cover shoot with Zuckerberg and his role model, Bill Gates. We did an interview for Wired’s twentieth-anniversary issue. When Facebook introduced new products, I was often offered a preview and a sit-down with the CEO. I talked to him about search, about virtual reality, about the star-crossed Facebook phone, about the NSA’s hijacking of tech-company data, about his dream of providing low-cost Internet to the developing world. When I started a publication called Backchannel on the Medium platform, I stuck to the Facebook beat, writing about the News Feed algorithm and Facebook’s AI team.

But it was a simple announcement from Facebook’s communications team that made me realize that the breadth of the company’s ambitions could only be fully captured in a book-length study. The news was that a billion people had logged on to Facebook on the same day.

It stopped me cold. In the space of twenty-four hours, a sizable chunk of the world’s population had been active on Mark Zuckerberg’s network.

That was new. Occasionally a global audience of that size might be gathered for a broadcast of the World Cup final or some other major event. But in those cases, the masses were spectators. These were people logging on to a single interactive network. And this tranche of a billion people was not a spike but a baseline, as Facebook was on pace to draw in more and more of the world’s population.

Zuckerberg had been talking about connecting the world for a while. But with this milestone, it appeared that his claims had to be taken seriously. On a daily basis, Facebook would be setting records for gathering the largest collection of people ever, who would frolic with friends, relatives, contacts, and some people they couldn’t pick out of a police lineup—commenting, posting news articles, selling and buying, organizing political movements, and, in some cases, bullying peers, spreading idiotic memes, and recruiting terrorists.

How did that happen? I wondered. What were the implications? Was Facebook’s still-youthful leader at all equipped to manage this unprecedented phenomenon, handling all the complications that may come from fulfilling his goal to connect the world? Was anyone, let alone this odd person prone to going silent in conversations?

I decided then to dive deep into Facebook, ideally with the company’s cooperation. After some months of discussion, the company, including Zuckerberg and Sandberg, agreed, giving me unprecedented access to its employees, and encouraging former Facebookers to talk as well. And, of course, I spoke to many people who never worked at Facebook but interacted with the company as cohorts, competitors, critics, clients, developers, regulators, users, or funders.

Despite the epic PR problems the company endured after the 2016 election, Facebook kept its commitment to me, and I continued my frequent visits to its campus, eventually being recognized by receptionists in multiple buildings as they checked my ID and issued me a visitor’s badge. I interviewed Zuckerberg himself six times after Nigeria: in his glass-walled office; walking the roof of the headquarters building; in Lawrence, Kansas; and at his home in Palo Alto.

Obviously, after the 2016 election and crises like fake news, state-sponsored manipulation, live-streaming of suicides and massacres, rampant hate speech, Cambridge Analytica, data breaches, privacy violations, untimely employee departures, and Mark Zuckerberg allegedly serving Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey an undercooked goat, the Facebook narrative was drastically altered.4

But here’s what I found: the troubled post-election version of Facebook was by no means a different company from the one it was before, but instead very much a continuation of what started in Mark Zuckerberg’s dorm room fifteen years earlier. It is a company that both benefits from and struggles with the legacy of its origin, its hunger for growth, and its idealistic and terrifying mission. Its audaciousness—and that of its leader—led it to be so successful. And that same audaciousness came with a punishing price.

Virtually every problem that Facebook confronted during its post-election woes had been a consequence of two things: the unprecedented nature of the mission to connect the world, and the consequences of its reckless haste to do so. The troubles that plagued Facebook in the past three years were almost all rooted in decisions it had made in its earlier years, mostly between 2006 and 2012, when key choices were made that favored moving with lightning speed to connect the world, with implicit intent to repair any damage at a later time. Facebook now admits that the damage turned out far more extensive than expected, and is not easily repaired. All the while Mark Zuckerberg and his team insist, despite the scandals, that Facebook is still overwhelmingly a force for good in the world.

In a sense, the story of Facebook tracks with the larger story of how digital technology has changed our lives over the past few decades. Not only Facebook but all the tech giants transforming our daily lives have come under intense and skeptical scrutiny. Those great tech companies were very much based on the idealism of their founders, but now are viewed as part of a Faustian bargain: the wonders they deliver have come at a cost, to our attention, our privacy, our comity. And now we fear their power.

None so much as Facebook, which followed its leader’s dictate to Move Fast and Break Things … and broke them. By my last interviews with him, he was explaining how he’d fix things.

This is Facebook’s story. It begins, of course, with Mark Zuckerberg.
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Part One






1

ZuckNet

ON A CHILLY night in January 1997, a twenty-eight-year-old lawyer recently turned entrepreneur named Andrew Weinreich addressed a small crowd of investors, journalists, and friends at the Puck Building in New York City’s SoHo district and tried to explain what online social networking was, why the product he was announcing was the first example, and how the concept would change the world.1 It was a heavy lift.

Weinreich had come up with the concept as his contribution to a weekly meeting of would-be start-up founders who got together soon after the first wave of Internet companies like Yahoo!, Amazon, and eBay appeared. They would try to identify business ideas that were possible for the first time ever because of the net. Weinreich came up with an idea based around the concept of people volunteering information about their interests, their jobs, and their connections. He asked himself: What if I could get everyone to index their relationships in a single place?

He called his company sixdegrees, based on a concept that everyone on the planet was only six connections away from anyone else.2 Weinreich thought it was something Guglielmo Marconi had first stated, but actually it was a Hungarian writer named Frigyes Karinthy. In a short story called “Chain-Links,” the writer assessed this huge shift.3


Planet Earth has never been as tiny as it is now. It shrunk—relatively speaking of course—due to the quickening pulse of both physical and verbal communication. This topic has come up before, but we had never framed it quite this way. We never talked about the fact that anyone on Earth, at my or anyone’s will, can now learn in just a few minutes what I think or do, and what I want or what I would like to do.



Hard to believe he wrote this in 1929! Karinthy’s characters in this short piece tried an experiment—to see if a chain of connections could connect them to any random human among the (then) world population of 1.5 billion with only five personal introductions, beginning with one’s personal network of friends and then proceeding to the next person’s introduction. In the story, one of the subjects—a Hungarian intellectual like the author—met the challenge of making the connection to a random riveter at the Ford Motor Company. Karinthy’s concept kicked around the social-science world for some decades until some researchers in the 1960s and ’70s tried to prove it with the limited computer power of their time. In 1967, sociologist Stanley Milgram published a Psychology Today article on what was then called the “small world problem.” In a study published two years later, he and his coauthor tried to connect random people in Nebraska with those in Boston and found that “the mean number of intermediaries between starters and targets is 5.2.”4 In 1990, the concept would gain wide cultural currency when playwright John Guare used it to illuminate his eponymous play, Six Degrees of Separation, adapted for film in 1993.

Weinreich’s implementation, though inspired by the Six Degrees theory, actually concentrated on two or three degrees of separation. “More often than not, I can meet the people I don’t know through those I do know,” he told the crowd at the Puck Building. For centuries, people have been using their friends and acquaintances to make such connections, but it had always been hit or miss. “Today we hope to change that,” he promised, “with a free, web-based networking service.” He compared it to putting your Rolodex online—and connecting to everyone else’s Rolodex. “If everyone uploads their Rolodex, you should be able to traverse the world,” he gushed.

On that cold night in January, Weinreich expressed a mission that was astounding to consider: connecting the world in a single network. “Imagine for a moment that we had not just you in the database but every Internet user in the world,” he asked his audience. (Of course there were only, he guessed, 40 to 60 million Internet users at that point.)

Weinreich assumed, as a matter of course, that connecting the world would be a boon to humanity. Why would it be otherwise?

Sixdegrees pioneered several tropes that would be part of virtually all social-networking sites. It included the viral-before-there-was-viral plan to use email invites to build the network. At the launch event, Weinreich even supplied printed-out invites inside envelopes to the attendees that were duplicates of the ones hitting their mailboxes. Then he urged them to open their browsers on computers in an adjoining room and begin submitting the emails of their friends and connections to sixdegrees. When those people got their invites they would be asked to confirm that they indeed knew those who suggested them. It was the first time that an online service used such verifications.

Sixdegrees was something new and, had it succeeded, would have been the nexus of endless studies and assessments. But it did not succeed. Weinreich’s great idea was too early. At the time, most people didn’t have email, let alone persistent web connections. And sixdegrees didn’t let you do much besides enter your connections into the giant database. There was no temptation to relieve your boredom on sixdegrees. No way to stalk an ex-lover. No way to watch a silly cat video. You would query the database of your extended social network when you wanted a connection or recommendation. And leave.

Those who did sign up to sixdegrees quickly noted how much better the service would be if you could see pictures of people. In 1997, that was a huge hurdle because very few people had digital cameras. Weinreich even considered hiring hundreds of interns or low-paid employees to sit in a big room and do nothing but scan photographs. But he decided against it, because by then he was already considering selling the company.

While sixdegrees proved the concept of social networking—it peaked at about 3.5 million users, which was impressive at that stage of the Internet—the state of technology was still a couple of years away from nurturing the kind of connectivity that a social network would need to really thrive. Weinreich dreaded having to raise the money to wait it out. In December 1999—just in time to avoid the huge dot-com crash that would soon hit the industry—Weinreich sold sixdegrees to a company called YouthStream Media Networks for $125 million. Included in the purchase price was the pending patent, “Method and apparatus for constructing a networking database and system,” which became known as the “social networking patent.”5

Weinreich later would say that by selling early, he never did get to implement two things he had planned all along for sixdegrees. One was allowing for users to post comments and media on the site, sneaking into the territory of other early Internet outposts for what would be called user-generated content. The other was making sixdegrees into an operating system, or platform, where third parties could create applications that would run on top of what Weinreich had dreamed would be a social network that encompassed the globe.

What Weinreich did not know was the person who would build—and surpass—his vision was only twenty-five miles from the Puck Building. And he was twelve years old.

MARK ELLIOT ZUCKERBERG was born to Karen and Ed Zuckerberg in 1984.6 The day was May 14, almost four months after the launch of the Apple Macintosh, which aspired to push into common use what was still seen as a device for trained experts and batty hobbyists. Not many people had personal computers then, and fewer still had modems, the noisy peripherals that connected PCs to telephone lines. The precursor to the Internet, ARPAnet, was around, but limited to government and some computer-science students.

Ed Zuckerberg had both a computer and a modem. He had a lifelong affinity for technology in general and gadgetry in particular. When he was himself a child, his favorite subject was math.

Considering this, one might justifiably wonder whether Mark Zuckerberg’s later ascension to the status of global tech idol might be a case of the son living out the father’s thwarted ambitions. Ed never said as much, but he did not object when a New York magazine reporter writing about the family in 2012 floated the theory.7 “Growing up Jewish in New York City,” Ed said, “if you had half a brain, your parents wanted you to be a doctor or a dentist … But back then, there really weren’t a lot of jobs in computer programming … That was not the ‘appropriate use of my time,’ my parents would have said. It wasn’t for the smart boys.”

If not for the pressure it would have been different. “I would have done something in math, left to my own devices,” he says now. “Absolutely. I loved math.”

The Zuckerbergs lived in Dobbs Ferry, New York, twenty-five miles north of the big city. Both had grown up in working-class neighborhoods in the outer boroughs of that city. Their own parents were first-generation Americans. In 1977, while studying dentistry at NYU, Ed had gone on a blind date with a Brooklyn College coed, Karen Kempner, who hailed from Queens. He was twenty-four, she nineteen. Both had grandparents who emigrated from eastern Europe, and both were diligently studying to accomplish what was the career gold standard in each of their families: becoming a professional like a doctor or lawyer. Especially a doctor. (Ed’s father was a mailman; Karen’s father a precinct captain in “The 79,” in Brooklyn’s tough Bed-Stuy neighborhood. Her mother taught school.) Ed and Karen married in 1979, and after a couple of years living in a White Plains apartment, they moved to the Dobbs Ferry house. Among Westchester County suburbs, the town was known to be less wealthy (and less snooty) than other nearby bedroom communities, but Ed says it was simply the best house for their purposes—a sprawling, multilevel house atop a high knoll, a javelin’s toss away from the busy Saw Mill River Parkway, laid out so it could accommodate a home and a dental office. “It was the only one we could afford,” notes Karen. In the early ’80s, Ed moved his dental practice to the ground floor, with the Zuckerberg clan basically living above the shop.

Ed brought his high-spirited personality to his work. Karen was a psychiatrist who delayed a clinical career to raise Mark and his three sisters while helping her husband run the dental practice. (Mark was the second oldest, born two years after Randi; Donna and Arielle would follow.) “My wife was a superwoman,” Ed Zuckerberg said in a 2010 interview on a local radio show.8 “She managed to work and be home.” Like many Jewish parents who had gratefully moved up a rung on the ladder to the good life, the Zuckerbergs aspired to an even higher rung for their kids, and fiercely emphasized education. (Zuckerberg once joked about it: “Good Jewish mother … You know, go home; get 99 percent on the test, Why didn’t you get 100?9”) At one point, Karen did practice in a nearby hospital—a choice made possible because the family always had a foreign au pair helping out—but was discouraged by the failure of medical insurance to cover her patients’ fees. Ed also once remarked that she thought her presence in the home might prevent her children from themselves landing on the psychiatry couch. On a Bermuda vacation, she and Ed decided she should give up the job. Her clinical skills wound up being utilized to calm nervous dental patients. Perhaps as a result of being pressured into a profession she did not formally practice, Karen Zuckerberg felt firmly that her own children should be free to pursue their passions. “You spend a lot of years working—you have to love what you do,” she says. “So we always felt it was up to our children to figure that out for themselves.”

Ed Zuckerberg’s geeky side presented itself in a constant pursuit of exotic new dental technology. When a magazine writer visited in 2012, Ed went on at length about a $125,000 root-canal machine he’d just bought.10 Zuckerberg’s pitch to his client was that his state-of-the-art equipment, along with a menschy compassion for patients, would make the trip of going to the dentist’s office a more pleasant experience than, say, going to the dentist’s office. “I was the first dentist in Westchester County who had digital X-rays, intra-oral cameras … all that tech stuff really got me going,” he says. He billed himself as “painless Dr. Z,” and his website (of course he had an early website) boasted that he “caters to cowards.”

Ed bought his first personal computer in the early 1980s—an Atari 800, a “consumer” machine that was great for games but required patience, skill, and a bit of insane optimism if you wanted to actually do something useful on it. But he taught himself Atari BASIC and kept a patient database. Before Mark was born, he’d upgraded to an IBM PC, which he used to run the practice.

So it wasn’t surprising to Ed Zuckerberg that his son would take to computers. From an early age, Mark had a mind attuned to logic, especially when the answer to one of his requests was no. “If you were going to say no to him, you had better be prepared with a strong argument backed by facts, experiences, logic, reasons,” Ed Zuckerberg once told a reporter.11 Mark, he said, was “strong-willed and relentless,” a description that many coworkers and rivals would certainly endorse.12

As a tyke, Mark played with Ed’s old Atari, which was a great game machine. In sixth grade, he got his own computer. “It was a Quantex 486DX,” he recalled in a 2009 interview with me, and was surprised when I didn’t recognize the brand name of that IBM PC clone. “I don’t think it exists anymore,” he explained, taking me off the hook. “But my family didn’t have a lot of money, so I was lucky just to get a computer.”

From the beginning, Zuckerberg used the computer to indulge a curiosity about the way people organized themselves—and how some people gained power in the process. He seems to have had this obsession since toddlerhood. “When I was a kid I had Ninja Turtles, and they would just have wars and stuff like that,” he says. “What I used to do with my Ninja Turtles was create societies, and just, like, kind of model out how they’d interact with each other and things like that. I was just very interested in how systems worked like that.”

So when Zuckerberg played games on computers, they indulged his world-building imagination. One of his favorites was called Civilization, a popular series in the genre of “turn-based strategy games.” The idea was to build a society. He kept playing it even into adulthood.

After a few months on the computer he told himself, All right, this is interesting—I’ve learned all about it, and now I want to control it. “So I learned programming,” he says. One night he demanded that his parents take him to Barnes & Noble to purchase a guide to writing C++, a key computer language for creating web applications. “He’s ten!” recalls Ed Zuckerberg. When the acolyte coder discovered that a book explicitly targeted to “dummies” lacked key information, Dr. Z hired a tutor. For two years the tutor would visit once a week. “It was his favorite hour of the week,” says his mother. The Zuckerbergs explored enrolling him in an AP computer class at the high school, but the teacher told them Mark already knew everything he’d learn in the class. The local college offered courses, but the only one Mark considered worthwhile was in the graduate department. So one night Ed Zuckerberg took Mark to the college. The teacher told Ed he had to leave his son at home during class. “He’s the student!” said Ed Zuckerberg, who tells the story with pride decades later.

As Mark later told an interviewer, “I’d go to school and I’d go to class and come home.13 The way I’d think about it was, ‘I have five whole hours to just sit and play on my computer and write software.’ And then Friday afternoon would come along and it would be like, okay, now I have two whole days to sit and write software. This is amazing.”

Later he would remark that from all this programming, “it reached a point where it went into my intuition.14 I wasn’t really thinking that much about it consciously.”

Zuckerberg didn’t spend all his time in a bedroom lit only by a computer monitor. Teachers would later describe him as well-adjusted; though not much of a talker, when he did speak he expressed his firm opinions articulately.15 He was strong in math and science. He was smaller than the other kids. He played on his neighborhood Little League baseball team but didn’t like it. He would later use his begrudging participation on the ballfield as an illustration of something that the company he founded might one day mitigate. “I’m not into baseball, I’m into computers,” he said, suggesting that social networks would help people with disparate interests to find their tribes, as opposed to having to endure right field because it was the default activity.

Zuckerberg was much more simpatico with fencing—an individual sport that all the Zuckerberg kids would practice. The Zuckerberg family were also Stars Wars obsessives, and swords had the appeal of being like lightsabers. His bar mitzvah was Star Wars–themed. (Pre-Instagram, no photos were publicly distributed.) He and his sisters made a home movie based on Star Wars.

His mother called him “princely.”16

Though he played a lot of games, Mark wasn’t satisfied to be bound by whatever rules the game creator set for the players. Being the creator was a lot better. “I wasn’t into playing games—I just liked making them,” he told me, skipping over the fact that he played them all the time, with a cutthroat competitiveness. One of the first games he built was a version of his favorite board game, Risk, where players attempt to conquer the world country by country, by accumulating power to make their incursions unstoppable. Zuckerberg’s digital version was set in the age of the Roman Empire.17 You’d try to beat Julius Caesar. Zuckerberg always won.

He’d later admit his creations were terrible by any reasonable measure.18 But they were his.

“Everything was tech,” his sister Randi once told a reporter about the Zuckerberg household.19 “We had these toys with voice changers. Mark was always thinking like, We could get Darth Vader’s voice to sound more Vaderlike if I could hack this toy.”

A more practical technology was an Internet-based intercom system that ran through the Dobbs Ferry house and allowed the dental staff to communicate with one another and the family from the downstairs office. This was dubbed “ZuckNet.” Ed Zuckerberg had already hired a professional to wire the house for the T1 line, so Mark offered to write software to link the machines together. Once installed, ZuckNet proved useful not only to signal the arrival of Dr. Z’s cowards but for Mark and sometimes Randi to pull an endless series of pranks, like planting a fake virus on his sister Donna’s computer or tricking his mother into thinking that the Y2K bug had triggered a tech apocalypse.

In 1997, a networking product did for the young people worldwide what ZuckNet had done in the Zuckerberg house a year earlier. AOL’s Instant Messenger product, or AIM, would become the software that most engaged Mark Zuckerberg in the early years of his technology life.

Zuckerberg’s generation—his birth year puts him in the advance guard of the Millennials—was too late for Bye Bye Birdie–esque princess-phone conversations and too early for texting. But they did have computers attached by modems and, increasingly, higher-bandwidth Internet. And they had AIM, a stand-alone application with a virtual monopoly on computer chat. It was common for a kid’s computer screen to have multiple chat windows open, each one an asynchronous conversation with a friend. Zuckerberg loved AIM. Because most of his high school friends lived on the other side of the busy Saw Mill River Parkway, a barrier that discouraged spontaneous visits, Zuckerberg relied on it even more than his peers.20

Naturally, Zuckerberg messed with AIM’s system. “If you actually talk to a lot of people who are my age, a lot of us grew up learning how to program by hacking on AOL,” he says. One of the “cool things” he describes is using the Internet programming language HTML to automatically add design elements, like different color schemes, to the multiple chat boxes that populated his screen at all times. Another cool thing was hacking the program in a way that would have spurred agita in AOL chief Steve Case, had he known.

“There were all these holes in AOL where you could manipulate the service,” Zuckerberg says. “Like, I could kick my friends offline because of bugs in the system.”

When Zuckerberg would later build his company, the majority of those he hired were people like him, ’80s kids who had spent the last years of the twentieth century submersed in the chat bubbles on their screens. “We all grew up on AIM,” says Dave Morin, who would later be a key Facebook executive. “I have this whole theory that we’re all not as competent at intimate communication, particularly in marriage and things like that, because we grew up on it. We didn’t learn the nuance of intimate communication in person.”

MARK ZUCKERBERG’S TEACHERS recognized his intelligence—and his intensity. It was clear even in nursery school, where classes would do weeklong projects on various subjects. At one point, his parents noticed that one unit, on space, had been going on longer than usual. When Ed and Karen asked about it, the teacher told them that Mark was so focused on the topic, and he’d gotten the other kids so involved, that they decided to extend the space unit to a month. After the month, Mark’s space obsession continued, and the giant cardboard rocket ship the class painted wound up on his bedroom ceiling.

His parents refused numerous offers to have him skip a grade or two—he was a small kid as it was. In middle school, he had an arrangement with his teachers that after he learned the week’s lessons—usually on Mondays when they were presented, he could do the work from other classes while the teachers drilled the other students. “I never saw him doing homework,” says Ed Zuckerberg.

After two years at the public high school in Ardsley, which was a few miles across the Saw Mill from the Zuckerberg home, Mark clearly felt that he needed a change. He’d calculated the points he would get from taking the courses he wanted, and the mix of honors and AP courses offered at Ardsley fell short of the total he’d need to get into the top schools. And there was another reason. “Our public school didn’t have any computer-science courses,” he says. His parents thought that Horace Mann, an easy commute, would be best, but Mark had heard about Exeter from friends at a summer program for talented youth. Karen Zuckerberg was already sad that her oldest daughter was leaving for college and she didn’t want to send off her son, too. She asked him to interview at another private school. Mark said, “I’ll do it but I’m going to Phillips Exeter.” As often happened, the strong-willed teenager got his way.

Phillips Exeter Academy, in Exeter, New Hampshire, was one of a cohort of haughty prep schools known as the Ten Schools Admission Organization. Modeled on their big brothers in the Ivy League, they were, as the organizational name implies, reliable feeder schools to elite colleges. Zuckerberg enrolled as an “upper” (the Exonian vernacular for juniors) in the class of 2002.

Before the school year began, Exeter held a reception in New York City for incoming students. Zuckerberg found himself chatting with another rising junior, a gangly kid with a similarly low-key demeanor whose name was Adam D’Angelo. Like Zuckerberg, D’Angelo was a suburbanite (hailing from a bedroom community in Connecticut) transferring to the tony boarding school after topping out at his public high school. They had something else in common. When Zuckerberg asked D’Angelo what he was interested in, the answer was one golden word: programming. Zuckerberg was thrilled—none of his public high school friends shared his passion for building things on the computer and now the first person he met at Exeter was a lot like him. “By induction [I figured] there were going to be a lot of other people here who were interested in the stuff,” Zuckerberg says. “It turned out that we were actually the only two.”

If Zuckerberg was intimidated by attending a private school whose students included the very wealthy—it wasn’t unusual to be in a class with a Rockefeller, a Forbes, and a Firestone—he didn’t show it. He seemed to flower at Exeter. He joined the fencing team and proved an energetic competitor, captaining the squad and winning the MVP award. He joined the team that was sent to the Math Olympiad, and though he couldn’t compete at the top level, he won a secondary medal.

Outside of his own circles, he kept to himself. “I think he probably trusts very few people,” says Ross Miller, who was one of his best friends at Exeter. Classes were conducted in a seminar-style participatory fashion known as the Harkness method.21 The school describes the method as “… a way of life … It’s about collaboration and respect, where every voice carries equal weight, even if you don’t agree.” Classmates recall that Zuckerberg seldom contributed to the discussions. “He was quite shy and kept to himself, usually doing work and writing code in his room,” a classmate named Alex Demas later told an American Greek news website.22 His reputation, says Demas, was as a computer nerd. (Zuckerberg would nonetheless later comment that he admired the Harkness method: “It probably shaped my philosophy that people should be participants and not consumers.”)

Thanks to a charismatic teacher at Ardsley, he had already developed a passion for the classics, and ate up Exeter’s Latin program. In particular, he had a fanboy affinity with the emperor Caesar Augustus, whose legacy is a mixed one: a brilliant conqueror and empathetic ruler who also had an unseemly lust for power. The summer before his senior year, he attended a session of the Johns Hopkins program for “gifted youth” and chose a course in ancient Greek; the students worked their way through the grammar and finished by studying a speech of the Attic orator Lysias. One of his instructors, David Petrain, recalls Zuckerberg as “affable and game” and adept at memorizing forms.23 Zuckerberg once mentioned to Petrain that he’d started a website devoted to the love poet Catullus, but Petrain never saw it. (Petrain would later write a mildly positive recommendation for Zuckerberg’s common application to colleges.24)

In his senior year, he was named a dorm leader, which meant he got a bigger room. He brought up a large dental monitor recycled from his dad’s office and used it as a display for Nintendo games. But his favorite game was a recent variation on Civilization, by the same creator, Sid Meier. It was a space scenario called Alpha Centauri, in which players chose one of seven different “human factions” to lead, in a complicated strategy to control the galaxy. Zuckerberg always took the role of the quasi-UN “Peacekeeping Forces.” In the intricate backstory supplied with the game, the spiritual leader of the peacekeepers was a commissioner named Pravin Lal, who opined that “the free flow of information is the only safeguard against tyranny.” Zuckerberg would later use a Lal quote as the signature on his Facebook profile:


Beware of he who would deny you access to information, for in his heart he dreams himself your master.



Every fourth-year Exeter student took a course in Virgil’s Aeneid, and later in life Zuckerberg would cite some key lines, using them to inspire his Facebook workforce. Recounting the plot to a reporter in 2010, he would note the resonance of Aeneas striving to build a city that “knows no boundaries in time and greatness.”25

Somewhere in that kid’s head it all seemed to be simmering into a stew: Conquerors. Swashbuckling. Civilization. Risk. Coding. Empire-building. The recipe for Mark Zuckerberg.

ZUCKERBERG AND D’ANGELO weren’t, as he later joked, the only two computer junkies at Exeter: he was part of a small cohort whose passions also lured them into spending long hours at Exeter’s computer center, a recently constructed facility with state-of-the-art equipment. One was a math whiz named Tiankai Liu, who won gold in the Olympiad. Another was a fearless kid named Marty Gottesfeld, who years later would wind up in federal prison for hacking Boston Children’s Hospital (he says he did it to help a fifteen-year-old patient who was being mistreated).26 When among his computer buddies, Zuckerberg would prance like the king of the roost.

A recent Stanford computer-science grad named Todd Perry was a teaching fellow that year, and he’d taken on extra duties since one of the regular CS instructors left early in the fall semester. He recalls Zuckerberg strolling into the computer center one evening as if he owned the place, and announced that he was about to code a certain project using Microsoft’s Visual Basic. Perry felt that the task was overly complicated for someone at Zuckerberg’s level—it involved techniques that Perry hadn’t encountered until well into his Stanford studies—and bet a buck that Zuckerberg couldn’t do it. They agreed to give Zuckerberg an hour to try to pull it off. All the nerds surrounded Zuckerberg as he coded, as if it were a gladiatorial contest. Zuckerberg collected his dollar.27

On another occasion, Zuckerberg had a math teacher who promised that if his students did homework with calculators or other digital shortcuts, he’d make them do push-ups.28 There was no way Zuckerberg was not going to use computers to do his work, he told his friends in the computer center. Zuckerberg didn’t even bother to mask his disdain for the teacher’s threat—he conspicuously wrote code to do the homework and executed the push-ups as if they were a victory lap.

Exeter students are required to create a senior project before graduation, and Zuckerberg was casting around for one, listening to tunes on his computer, when the playlist he had set up went silent after the final song played. There’s really no reason why my computer shouldn’t just know what I want to hear next, he told himself.29 He recruited D’Angelo to partner with him in creating what would be their senior project, a personalized virtual DJ they called Synapse.

Both were big fans of an online music player called WinAmp, and they decided Synapse (which was sometimes called Synapse-ai) would ape WinAmp’s functions while providing a personalized playlist. Though both Zuckerberg and D’Angelo were utter novices in artificial intelligence, they boasted about the AI in Synapse-ai, even calling the code that determined the playlist “the brain.” You could either use the discrete music player they ginned up or use a plug-in they provided to AOL’s WinAmp player, and Synapse would suggest songs to you based on what you had listened to before. D’Angelo, the more accomplished programmer, focused on building the brain, while Zuckerberg created the front end. “It would play songs for you based on what it knew you liked in a sequence that made sense, then we could compare different users’ logs and cross-recommend stuff,” Zuckerberg says. “It was cool.” The pair presented Synapse as their senior project, to kudos from their instructors, who were especially impressed with D’Angelo’s AI component.

But of all of the computer capers that occurred during Zuckerberg’s time at Exeter, the one that proved most relevant to his future exploits would be someone else’s project, with minimal participation from Zuckerberg.

It was called Facebook.

ITS CREATOR WAS a senior named Kris Tillery. Born in the Midwest, Tillery lived in West Africa and Nigeria; his parents wanted him to attend school in the United States, and so he boarded at Exeter. By his own admission, he was no computer adept, certainly nowhere as talented as D’Angelo and Zuckerberg, whose reputation was well-known throughout the academy. While Tillery was struggling with the AP course in computer science, he later recalled, he marveled at the duo who had programmed a music player with artificial intelligence!

Still, Tillery had a good vision of what the technology of the day could do. At one point he came up with a prescient idea for the turn of the century: an online grocery delivery system. The product required an automated means of getting the prices from the local store. “That was above my pay grade,” says Tillery, admitting he wasn’t a good enough programmer to pull that off. But he knew someone who was. “Zuckerberg built a script that would scrape prices off of the supermarket site so we could then do our grocery delivery setup,” he recalls. However, the grocery service never took off.

Tillery’s real legacy as an Exonian came from exporting a binder of student headshots and captions known as the Photo Address Book to the malleable and infinitely accessible digital realm.30 The project came about when Tillery was still a “lower”—a sophomore—who was trying to teach himself about databases. He used the student facebook in his explorations. The head of the student council lived across the hall and suggested he actually finish the project and distribute it. Tillery did so, but not without running afoul of the ever-intolerant Exeter IT Department. Using the school’s servers to distribute information was verboten. Yet the administration recognized the utility of what Tillery had done. They eventually gave him permission to continue.

Thus was the Exeter Facebook sanctioned, and Tillery released it to the school’s entire population, which included Mark Zuckerberg. It was devilishly useful: you could look up someone by name, of course, but users also had the ability to search other things. Phone numbers were included—every student had a landline in the dorm—and Exonians devised a game where the facebook would choose a random person, whom they would prank-call.

Tillery stopped his involvement with the facebook program after graduating from Exeter. His next stop was Harvard University. So he was present at the school in February 2004, when an online facebook suddenly appeared and swept through the school like a tornado. He wasn’t surprised to see that it was created by Mark Zuckerberg. Even in his limited contact with Zuckerberg at Exeter, Tillery noticed that the intense young man had “big, big ambition.” Nor was he bothered by what was arguably an appropriation of his idea. In his view, the online facebook was something he’d worked on in prep school, and he was done with it. More power to Mark.

Tillery, who now owns a vineyard in South Africa, has mixed feelings about first exposing Mark Zuckerberg to the concept of an online facebook. He is happy to have played a small part in a global phenomenon. But more recently he began to question whether that phenomenon has proved to
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