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			To all those who are conspiring, and all those who deserve to be conspired against . . .
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				I couldn’t stand it. I still can’t stand it. I can’t stand the way things are. I cannot tolerate this age. What is more, I won’t. That was my discovery: that I didn’t have to.

				—Walker Percy, Lancelot

			

		

	
		
			A Word

			This is the story of a conspiracy, the story of a billionaire who set out to make an example of a millionaire, to destroy the man’s life’s work in response to a cruel transgression made as thoughtlessly as it was quickly forgotten. It is a story of poetic justice on a grand scale, plotted silently for nearly a decade. It is also a book about that controversial word and method—conspiracy—which has long terrified and intrigued.

			There is an unpleasantness in talking about conspiracies, I’ll grant that. Yet conspiracy is a neutral word. It depends on what one does with it. Our tendency to shy away from this truth creates a profound ignorance of how things really work, and what it means to be strategic, to be powerful, and to try to shape events rather than simply be shaped by them.

			So what then do we mean when we talk about this word? Certainly not imaginative guesses about what goes on in the shadows, or silly theories. Conspiracy entails determined, coordinated action, done in secret—always in secret—that aims to disrupt the status quo or accomplish some aim.

			There is a moment in The Great Gatsby when Jay Gatsby introduces Nick Carraway to Meyer Wolfsheim, mentioning offhandedly that he is the man who fixed the 1919 World Series. The idea staggers Gatsby’s idealistic young friend. Of course, Carraway knew the series had been thrown. But “if I had thought of it at all,” he says, “I would have thought of it as a thing that merely happened, the end of some inevitable chain.” It was unbelievable to him then, as it is to us now, that a single person could have been responsible for changing the outcome of an event watched by some fifty million people.

			In real life, the 1919 World Series was fixed not by Wolfsheim, but with great skill and audacity by Arnold Rothstein, a Jewish gangster. A young lieutenant colonel in the U.S. Army named Dwight Eisenhower eagerly followed the game as the scores came in via telegram, and like everyone else, never suspected a thing. He would remark years later that the revelation of the conspiracy that had thrown the series produced a profound change in his perspective about the world; it taught him never to trust in first appearances.

			Nearly a century has passed, and too many of us have not yet lost that Jazz Age naïveté. One longtime Washington columnist wrote recently that years of covering politics taught him one lesson: the legend of Washington as a ceaseless, ruthless, scheming place is simply that, a legend. The truth, he says, is that “No one can carry out complicated plans. All parties and groups are fractious and bumbling.” We nod our heads in agreement. We shake our heads in disappointment.

			This is a book for a world that has come to think like Nick Carraway, riding in disbelief through life on the wake of conspiracies we won’t believe until we see, unable to comprehend why they happen and who makes them happen. This ignorance of how things really work is depressing to me. Because it opens us up to manipulation. It closes us off from opportunities to produce fruitful change and advance our own goals. It is time to grow up.

			Nick Denton, whom you will come to know in these pages, is a kind of freethinker who has always held that the things other people are afraid to say are precisely the ones that need saying most. Peter Thiel, whom you will also come to know, has famously become associated with one question, which he uses in interviews and over long dinners: “What important truth do very few people agree with you on?”

			I’ll give you mine to close this short preface: Perhaps we have too few conspiracies, not too many. Too little scheming, rather than too much. What would happen if more people took up plotting, coordinating how to eliminate what they believe are negative forces and obstacles, and tried to wield power in an attempt to change the world? We could almost always use more boldness, and less complacency. We could use less telegraphing of our intentions or ambitions and see what secrecy, patience, and planning might accomplish. We could use a little more craziness and disruption, even from the people we disagree with.

			This book is my homage to that complicated idea, told in part through the complicated story of one almost unbelievable conspiratorial act.

			Please use it wisely.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			There are no grand, towering bookcases befitting a billionaire in the New York City apartment of Peter Thiel, yet the space is defined by books. They lie in neatly arranged stacks of different heights on nearly every table. Colorful paperbacks and ancient hardcovers about economics, chess, history, and politics fill sets of small, modern shelves in the corners and against the walls.

			If you look closely, on the shelf closest to the chef’s kitchen and the arched windows that look out over Union Square Park, there is a small white-spined edition of a book by a sixteenth-century political theorist and Florentine diplomat, worn from use. It is not The Prince, which many people—rich and ordinary alike—pretend to have read, though it is by the same author, Niccolò Machiavelli. This more obscure volume consists of 142 chapters of five-hundred-year-old musings and analysis on the works of a Roman historian two thousand years deceased. Even the title is boring: Discourses on Livy.

			Indeed, most of the pages in that book don’t matter for this story. Flip past them for now, you can read them another time. But there, buried between notes on how hereditary rulers lose their kingdoms and the effect of noises upon troops in battle, the title of chapter VI in book III stands out refreshingly in its simplicity.

			It is just one word: Conspiracies.

			What follows is Machiavelli’s guide for rising up against a powerful enemy, for ending the reign of a supposed tyrant, for protecting yourself against those who wish to do you harm. It is appropriate that such a book sits just within arm’s reach of one of Thiel’s wingback armchairs and not far from the chess set which occupies considerable amounts of his time. Something in these pages planted itself deep into Thiel’s mind when he first read it long ago, and something in Thiel allowed him to see past Machiavelli’s deceptive warnings against conspiracies and hear the wily strategist’s true message: that some situations present only one option.

			It’s the option available to many but pursued by few: intrigue. To strategize, coordinate, and sustain a concerted effort to remove someone from power, to secretly move against an enemy, to do what Machiavelli would say was one of the hardest things to do in the world: to overthrow an existing order and do something new. To engage in a conspiracy to change the world.

			A thousand miles and a few months away, in a Pinellas County courtroom, just such a conspiracy is reaching its climax. A six-person jury delivers its verdict as a towering professional wrestler named Terry Bollea sits in nervous anticipation. When they announce the judgment, Bollea nearly collapses. He clutches his attorney, Charles Harder, who not long before was an ordinary if not obscure entertainment lawyer. In that moment, they both absorb the enormity of the numbers being entered into the record.

			At Thiel’s prompting, and with his backing, the pair had sued Gawker Media, a New York–based gossip and entertainment empire, along with its founder, Nick Denton, and former editor in chief, A. J. Daulerio, for a handful of claims including invasion of privacy, intentional infliction of emotional distress, and violation of Florida’s Security of Communications Act. Four years previously, Gawker.com published excerpts of a secretly recorded tape of Bollea, known to the public as Hulk Hogan, having sex with his best friend’s wife. The tape was eventually stolen and leaked to a wild and impulsive reporter who, in publishing it, was doing what Gawker claimed to do best: chasing the stories no one else would touch.

			Thousands of miles across the Pacific, unknown to the public, or even to many of the conspirators, the twenty-something operative who helped engineer this moment watches the verdict on a livestream. Farther away still is Peter Thiel, asleep in his hotel suite in Hong Kong. Peter is alone, as he often is, and it’s early in China, but he will take a call from this number at any time. It takes twenty minutes to finally get a connection. The cell reception is terrible. “Did you hear?” No, no, he had not. No one expected a verdict this soon, but neither man is staggered. They had been confident of victory for some time, having already experienced this moment, twice, in expensive mock jury proceedings. All that remained to be decided, as far as Thiel was concerned, was how much it was going to cost Gawker. The final tally? $115 million—$60 million of it for emotional distress.

			It is perhaps the largest verdict against a publisher in history and the death blow in a feud that began a decade earlier, bringing with it the culmination of a conspiracy that had run nearly as long. A Florida jury has been used to send a message, used to right a perceived wrong that almost everyone else had forgotten. The message was delivered and now Gawker Media, long considered the invincible renegade internet powerhouse, is left bleeding out on the courtroom floor.

			The mortal blow is struck. Billionaire tech investor Peter Thiel has struck it.

			It is 2016 and he has shocked the world by doing so. Which is what brought me here, to Thiel’s apartment for dinner, in a year in which even the pope has come out to denounce irresponsible journalism as a form of terrorism. I can see the copy of Discourses over his right shoulder as he describes his personal war against Gawker in defense of a right he believes it threatened—privacy—and for what that privacy offers—the space to be peculiar, to think for oneself and to live as one wishes. The chef brings the first, second, and third courses as Thiel talks, revealing a painstakingly organized plot—the plan to reassert agency over a situation many believed was unchangeable, to protect something that most of his Silicon Valley peers had written off as an anachronism, but also to destroy an enemy and make the world a little bit closer to his vision of what it should be.

			Twenty blocks downtown there is an equally nice apartment belonging to Nick Denton, the former owner of Gawker Media, the former dark prince of the internet himself. Only, this apartment is almost devoid of furniture. It was empty of its owner until very recently, while the courts decided whether he would be forced to sell it in bankruptcy. No man will take your coat at the door and there is no private chef. Nick will open the door himself and he’ll make you a drink at his SodaStream.

			He is much friendlier and more thoughtful than you would assume for a man who created what was one of the most explosive and rebellious media outlets ever. One that, as it spun out of control, growing bigger and bolder, even he privately began to worry might lead to a suicide. As so many reactionary organizations tend to do, it had begun to drift toward absolutism and nihilism.

			A quick scan of Denton’s darkly lit apartment confirms that books define it, too. They are built into the architecture itself, lining each window, inset and running up to the thirteen-foot ceilings. Again, one book catches the eye. It’s a copy of the works of the Stoic philosopher Seneca, and it’s there precisely because of the conspiracy Peter Thiel had led against its possessor. Seneca is the author you read when your life’s work has been destroyed, as Denton’s undeniably has. Over the last few years, he has gone from owning one of the most valuable independent websites in the world to being on the wrong side of a $140 million judgment.* He found himself outmaneuvered and outspent by a nemesis he’d deliberately prodded and provoked. It would be now that Denton is looking for the kind of solace needed when your fortunes change, when your seemingly unassailable dominance is suddenly threatened, when you are given an abject lesson in the exercise of power in its most unforgiving form.

			Every conspiracy is a story of people. The protagonists of this one are two of the most distinctly unique personalities of their time, Nick Denton and Peter Thiel. Two characters who, not unlike the cowboys in your cliché western, found that the town—whether it was Silicon Valley or New York City or the world’s stage—was not big enough for them to coexist. The gravitational pull of the two figures would bring dozens of other people into their orbit over their ten-year cold war along with the FBI, the First and Fourth Amendments, and soon enough, the president of the United States.

			It somehow dragged me in, too. In 2016, I would find myself the recipient of unsolicited emails from both Peter Thiel and Nick Denton. Both wanted to talk, both were intrigued to hear I had spoken to the other. Both gave me questions to ask the other. And so for more than a year, I spent hundreds of hours researching, writing about, and speaking to nearly everyone involved. I would read more than twenty thousand pages of legal documents and pore through the history of media, of feuds, of warfare, and of strategy not only to make sense of what happened here, but to make something more than just some work of contemporary long-form journalism or some chronological retelling of events by a disinterested observer (which I am not). The result is a different kind of book from my other work, but given this extraordinary story, I had little choice.

			What follows then are both the facts and the lessons from this conflict—an extended meditation on what it means to successfully conspire, on the one hand, and how to be caught defenseless against a conspiracy and be its victim, on the other. So that we can see what power and conviction look like in real terms, as well as the costs of hubris, and recklessness.

			And because winning is typically preferable to losing, this book is about how one man came to experience what Genghis Khan supposedly called the greatest of life’s pleasures: to overcome your enemies, to drive them before you, to see their friends and allies bathed in tears, to take their possessions as your own. The question of justice is beside the point; every conqueror believes their cause just and righteous—a thought that makes the fruits taste sweeter.

			“We live in a world where people don’t think conspiracies are possible,” Thiel would tell me. “We tend to denounce ‘conspiracy theories’ because we are skeptical of privileged claims to knowledge and of strong claims of human agency. Many people think they are not possible, that they can’t be pulled off.”

			In these pages, I seek to show you, step by step, not a conspiracy theory but an actual conspiracy as explained by the people who did pull one off. I also seek to show you the consequences and the causes. Machiavelli said that a proper conspiracy moves through three distinct phases: the planning, the doing, and the aftermath. Each of these phases requires different skills—from organization to strategic thinking to recruiting, funding, aiming, secrecy, managing public relations, leadership, foresight, and ultimately, knowing when to stop. Most important, a conspiracy requires patience and fortitude, so much patience, as much as it relies on boldness or courage.

			The question that remains: What would a world without these skills look like? And would a world with more of them be a nightmare or something better?

			That’s for you to decide. In the meantime and for the record, I simply present what happened.

		

	
		
			PART I

			The Planning

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			The Inciting Incident

			“The beginnings of all things are small,” Cicero reminds us. What becomes powerful or significant often begins inauspiciously, and so, too, do the causes that eventually pit powerful forces against one another.

			The conflict at the heart of this story is no different. Its genesis is a largely obvious, mostly unremarkable blog post—not even four hundred words long—that outed a little-known technology investor as homosexual. Written by a gossip blogger named Owen Thomas, for a now-defunct tech news website owned by Gawker called Valleywag, the piece was published at 7:05 p.m. on December 19, 2007, under a headline that would sear itself into the mind of its subject:

			
				Peter Thiel Is Totally Gay, People.

			

			It wouldn’t be fair to say, as some partisans have in the intervening years, that Owen Thomas was some reckless blogger who plucked some private citizen from nowhere for his story. He’d been a reporter for over a decade, and Peter Thiel had a media profile as an investor and an entrepreneur. Thiel had made a fortune as a founder of PayPal and put the first $500,000 into Facebook. The man had previously posed for photographers and agreed to be interviewed by reporters who were covering him or his companies. And it was not disputable that he was, in fact, gay.

			Peter admits that his sexuality was no revelation. “I think everyone already knew in 2007,” he told me. By that he means that his parents knew he was gay. His friends knew and so did his colleagues. But it was not a fact he advertised. A friend would say that Peter burned to be the best technology investor in the world. To insert “gay” into that, to be seen as the best gay technology investor, seemed artificially limiting. Like it was cheating him of something he was desperate to earn. And by his choice, Peter Thiel’s sexuality stood as a kept but open secret in the close-knit community of the Silicon Valley elite.

			To the modern mind, this reticent gay identity seems like an anachronism, but when you do the math, you quickly realize how different the world was in 2007. The Democrat who would be elected president in less than a year’s time was still five years away from announcing his support for same-sex marriage. The woman who opposed him in the primary would take an additional year to come around. 2007 was also much closer to the burst of the dot-com bubble than it is to the present day. Facebook’s IPO lay five years in the future and most of the astonishing success of this class of start-ups from Twitter to Netflix still lay ahead.

			While Thiel was not no one in late 2007 when the story broke, Peter Thiel was not then Peter Thiel. He was not the person he would be at the end of this story, the idiosyncratic lion of Silicon Valley venture capital or controversial political power broker. Thiel was more like all the other technology investors most people have never heard of. Do the names Max Levchin or Roelof Botha sound familiar to the average person? They were Thiel’s partners in PayPal. Or the name Jim Breyer? He put a million dollars in Facebook less than a year after Thiel put in his half million. What about Maurice Werdegar, who put in money with Thiel in that famous seed round? Few have even heard of these people, let alone cared whom they slept with. They are, as far as popular culture is concerned, as Thiel was then, barely notable. And he was, above all, a quiet, private person.

			When one considers Thiel’s burning ambitions against this backdrop, and the potential for this Valleywag story to be the first thing to broadly define him outside the Valley, one might better understand Thiel’s reaction to Owen Thomas’s small, unexceptional story and the flippant headline that went with it.

			“It was like a full-on attack out of the blue. There was nothing I had ever done to these people in any way whatsoever. On a superficial level, the article was just about outing me,” Peter said. It wasn’t the outing itself, however, that most got to him, but the second narrative, that he has psychological problems because he didn’t want to be outed. “It was never about the Owen Thomas article,” Thiel eventually admitted to me. “It was the Nick Denton comment.”

			In the comments section at the bottom of Owen Thomas’s story, Nick Denton, Valleywag’s editor and the founder of its parent company, Gawker Media, had posted a few sentences in the form of an accusation that seemed to respond to itself: “The only thing that’s strange about Thiel’s sexuality: why on earth was he so paranoid about its discovery for so long?”

			By normal, journalistic standards, this commentary would be extraordinary. For a founder and publisher to editorialize and speculate from the peanut gallery of his publication’s own comments section? Yet by 2007, this kind of combative, adversarial approach to the news and its subjects was standard operating procedure for the somber, perpetually scruffy Englishman with cherubic cheeks, a love of technology, and a passion for gossip.

			Even those who hate Nick Denton would describe him as brilliant. Born Nicholas Guido Anthony Denton to a British economist father and psychotherapist mother of Jewish-Hungarian descent, Denton attended Oxford University. He sold his first company, a networking group for people in the tech industry, for millions. When he started his online media company in 2002, his love for tech was at the forefront of his mission: Gizmodo, the first of the many sites that would comprise his publishing empire, was a “vertical blog devoted to superskinny laptops, spy cameras, wireless wizardry, and all manner of other toys for overgrown boys. All gadgets, all the time.”

			Roughly four months later, he launched a new site dedicated to his other, more primal passion: secrets and gossip. He named it Gawker. Technology may have been Denton’s first love, but many would say this—his lust to expose, to reveal, to lob bombs—was Denton’s true love, a side of him that ran parallel to his urge to build. He would name his celebrity site Defamer (one blogger joked, “Why not go all the way and call it ‘Defendant’!”), and he would name his porn site Fleshbot, but it was Gawker that would stick as the name of the parent company, since it so well described the editorial ethos of Denton’s online empire and captured the pathos of its founder perfectly.

			Gawker’s first editor, Elizabeth Spiers, was paid $2,000 per month for twelve posts a day, seven days a week. Her job was to mock the club of New York elites she had never been invited to join. Her job was to, with a kind of humorous contempt that’s come to be called snark, dismiss people and institutions as laughably unimportant, even as, in writing about them, she was in fact admitting how important they actually were (and that perhaps, deep down, she’d like to join them someday). Denton had a knack for recruiting talent like her, and for cultivating their voices as he did with Spiers and, eventually, Owen Thomas. He liked young writers with drive and wit, and a gift for pointing at hypocrisy and vulnerabilities that brought audiences quickly and cheaply. Within six months, Denton’s sites were pulling in more than 500,000 page views a month. Within a year, the blogs were making more than $2,000 per month each; within three years they were estimated to be generating at least $120,000 in advertising revenue per month. A little over ten years into Gawker’s run, its revenues would be nearly $40 million a year and the sites would have more than 40 million readers a month. Denton had struck a rich and dark vein. He had harnessed a modern, digital take on the old tabloid sensibility that, George W. S. Trow once observed, requires a sort of “back and forth of loathe and love of old authority.” This pinging between self-pity and self-importance would be Gawker’s secret formula.

			“As a publishing entrepreneur who built an operation out of nothing, I had to go where the energy was,” Denton would say. That energy was mostly the energy of disillusioned youth, of outsiders criticizing insiders. In being anti this and that, and rarely for something else instead. Mankind has always crucified and burned, a great playwright once said. We take a secret pleasure in the misfortune of our friends, said another wise man. For Gawker it was no secret pleasure but a conspicuous one and to it they added the power of blogging. Nick’s instincts were captured and compounded by the economics of his instruments: twenty-something writers with school debt and little income. Overeducated children of Boomers, the children of parents whose idealism became materialism, the writers believed they had something to say because those same parents had told them they were special and important and talented.

			Previous generations of writers came to New York City with a dream. This generation came with a bone to pick—for the broken economy, for the collapse of old industries, for the hypocrisy and fakeness that had finally become acute. They wanted a seat at the Algonquin and ended up sharing a bedroom in Bushwick, writing twenty articles a week (nineteen of which no one would read) for $12 apiece. Of course they were pissed. A New York Times writer would later dub this ethos the “rage of the creative underclass.” A Gawker headline captures it better: “It’s OK to Be a Hater Because Everything Is Bad.”

			The existentialists spoke of ressentiment, or the way that resentment creates frustration which fuels more resentment. Philosophers might have said this feeling was pointless, but they knew it was a fearful force. Gawker would revel in ressentiment, of its writers and readers. Like most movements that harness the power of an underappreciated class, the environment was temperamental and volatile, but you could not argue that the results were not also entertaining and forceful. Especially when combined with financial incentives.

			Denton experimented with different forms of compensation in the early years, but his most important shift was away from a raw number of posts per day (how many things can you make fun of today) toward page views (how many people agree with what you’re making fun of). Denton’s mind gravitates toward small publishing innovations like these. His sites were some of the first to post the view count at the top of the article. He notices that his writers obsess over this number, refreshing the stat counter over and over, and begins to pay them accordingly. He puts up a large screen in the office that ranks the writers and the articles based on traffic. He calls it the “NASDAQ of Content,” but it’s closer to the millennial id. If the untapped energy of young people was his first great breakthrough, this is his second. The first offers the power of being heard, the second provides the power of reach and then of quantification—turning blogging into something you can win. How? By getting the most readers. With what? That’s for you to decide.

			What Denton did, in effect, was turn writing, social commentary, and journalism into a video game. Writing wasn’t a craft you mastered. It was a delivery mechanism. The people and companies you wrote about, like Peter Thiel, weren’t people, they were characters on a screen—fodder for your weekly churn. And the people you got to read this writing? They were points. The score was right there next to your byline. Views: 1,000. 10,000. 100,000. 1,000,000. The highest prize, the best ticket to traffic? Scandalum magnatum—going after great men and women. But in a bind, and with so many posts to get out each day, ordinary people would do just as well.

			
				Gawker Stalker: Elijah Wood Emphatically Not a Gay

				Joe Dolce: Portrait of an Asshat

				Danyelle Freeman Sucks: The Marrow Out of Life, in General

				Which NYC Food Critic Is an Idiot? (Hint: Danyelle Freeman!)

				Morley Safer Is a Huge Asshole

				Stubborn Jew Rolled by More Stubborn Jewier Jew

				Nightmare Online Dater John Fitzgerald Page Is the Worst Person in the World

				Andy Dick Gets the Beat-Down We’ve All Craved

				It’s Not That Adam Carolla Isn’t Funny, It’s That Adam Carolla Is a Dumbfuck

				Peaches Geldof’s Heroin-Fueled One-Night Stand at Hollywood’s Scientology Center—with Pictures

			

			When Gawker creates “Gawker Stalker,” a feature that lets anonymous users write in with sightings of celebrities so their locations could be tracked online in real time, or when a Gawker writer in 2007 wrote a piece that began, “When is it okay to hate a 4-year-old? Maybe when the kid’s name is Elijah Pollack,” and tagged it “The Sins of Their Fathers,” they were practicing journalism by tomahawk. And it isn’t scoops that the sites were looking for, it was scalps: who can we get, who did something stupid, what are other people afraid to say, and who are they afraid to say it about?

			If a piece didn’t go hard enough, if there were rumors the reporter wanted to talk about but couldn’t justify even with Gawker’s thin standards, there was always the comments section to push the story from behind—or the bottom, as it were—and drum up tips and speculation and titillation that might lead to more attention. It had always been Nick’s nature to push deeper, to speculate, to needle, to drill down to the interesting stuff—and there was no deeper well of ressentiment than the endless scroll of the comments section.

			It was all great fun for him, for his writers. Why wouldn’t it be? Especially when the old guard yells at you, and you are the type who takes that as a sign you’re doing everything right. Journalists, competitors, and leaders alike criticized this editorial style that Nick had invented. Watchdogs were on the lookout for the first Gawker victim suicide. Some inside Gawker even shared these concerns. But it cannot be said that readers didn’t love Gawker. There was a unique freeness to what Gawker wrote, a kind of raw unfiltered honesty, an exaggerated way of telling the truth. Peter Thiel is totally gay, people! If something was true, if they thought something was true, they published it. The writers said the things that people thought in private—they fulfilled their wishes. They gave their readers—the people who made up those numbers at the top of each post—what their own bitterness and ressentiment had always craved but no one had seen fit to give them before.

			A movie executive once described the “honeyed sting” of the notorious twentieth-century gossip Hedda Hopper as a black widow spider crossed with a scorpion, weaned on prussic acid and treacle. In a way, that was Gawker, too. The perfect conduit for the envy and schadenfreude and jockeying for power that goes on in this world. It’s why their tip lines were never dry.

			One of the early slogans for Gawker’s sports site, Deadspin, was “News Without Access, Favor, or Discretion.” To Denton that slogan wasn’t just branding. “I would own those words,” he would say later, under oath. If there was ever a statement that reflected both the man and his monster, this was it, because this wasn’t just Denton’s character, this was his editorial policy, too. A close friend would describe Denton as “completely unsentimental, contradictory, and opaque.” To some journalists, lacking access or discretion would be a weakness. In Gawker’s model, they are shackles to throw off. Without them, writers could do things that other outlets could not. They weren’t afraid to burn sources, to name names, to run stolen material, to take anonymous leaks. We don’t want to know your real name, they would tell sources, we just want the dirt.

			Denton was libertarian in this sense. He treated his journalists like adults, he gave them the freedom they wanted, and he treated the demands of his readers as legitimate. Why else would the man have owned a porn site? “Give the people what they want,” Denton said, “as shown by data.”

			Denton only ever served as editor for one of his sites and for a short time. In November 2006, he took over Valleywag—announcing his temporary takeover in a short post. He would say, a little less than a year before the Peter Thiel outing, that the site would be dedicated to publishing “open secrets”—the things that are said between the knowing in private but denied to the rest of the world in public. Facts. Details. Secrets. Exactly the kinds of things Peter Thiel considered private, Denton believed belonged to the public, and both agreed there was power in controlling them. “Maybe,” Denton later reflected, “because I was gay, I grew up hating open secrets. Usually if someone’s gay it’s a pretty open secret. Their friends know, their family knows, but out of some misplaced sense of decency nobody talks about it.”

			“We push the envelope all the time at this site in terms of content and journalistic relevance,” a Gawker writer would say, “and what comes with that is the perpetual risk that it would be pushed over the edge at some point.” Nick loved the traffic that courting controversy brought, however much at odds it might be with his quiet demeanor. As Gawker Media’s owner and bold leader, he reveled in the role of questioning the things everyone else believed to be too dangerous. “There has been no such thing as ‘too far’ with our titles,” he said. “We’ll run live maps of celebrity sightings, we’ll post photographs of star quarterbacks getting drunk at college parties, we’ll ‘out’ politicians, we’ll expose Silicon Valley blowhards. What would be the point in holding back? We’re independent, we’re not owned by a big media company, we don’t have to abide by standards that have been set down a generation ago, we have enough advertising to pay the bills, and we attract a very desirable audience which seems to like the fact that we push things too far.”

			When the cease and desists and the lawsuits came as a result of this pushing, of taking these risks, Nick fought them, and fought them publicly. At stake was his business model and his image as a fearsome publisher.

			In 2005, Gawker ran a sex tape featuring the nu-metal singer Fred Durst, but thought better of it and took the video down within a few hours. Three days later, Durst served Gawker with a cease and desist letter and sued it and a few other websites for $80 million. Gawker responded at first not in court but online, mocking Durst for even trying to sue it: “There’s an old saying around the Gawker offices, coined by our wise Hungarian goat herding ancestors: you’re nobody until somebody hates you. But we had it wrong. It turns out that you’re actually nobody until some other nobody sues you.” When they were done making fun of Durst, they told him they would love to see him in court. Before long, Durst had sent an apology to Nick’s apartment, alongside fresh-cut flowers.

			For his bravado, Nick Denton was an incisive reader of other people. What he knew was that most people did not have the stomach—or the cash—to actually take it very far against a media outlet. He felt protected by the moat explained in the old twentieth-century proverb: Never fight a battle against someone who buys ink by the barrel. It’s easier to just let the whole thing go.

			Nick once fired an editor for not having, as he put it, “any story aggression.” This aggression was essential to the operation, legally but also editorially. An early Gawker editor would describe its style honestly, not yet aware of the need for optics and branding: “It’s not journalism . . . it’s blogging. It’s putting rumor out there and seeing what sticks.” Accepted in this approach, glossed over because they didn’t believe it was their problem, is that millions of people were seeing these rumors and that this fact alone often made them true. Gawker’s forte was breaking news, and it rarely let obstacles prevent them from doing so. This mindset was responsible for Gawker’s decisions in the years that would follow to take on Steve Jobs over a stolen iPhone prototype, to publish a controversial recruiting video produced by the Church of Scientology, to (correctly) accuse the mayor of Toronto of being a crack addict. It was why Gawker was one of the first to reignite rumors of Bill Cosby’s alleged sexual assaults, and published anonymous claims about actor Kevin Spacey and young boys, as well as the misdeeds of the director James Toback and comedian Louis C.K.—stories the rest of the media would come to seem embarrassingly late on reporting. Yet this style would also be responsible for Gawker’s decision to out a gay executive of a fashion publication who was being extorted by a porn star, to run clips from a surreptitiously recorded and then stolen sex tape of the wrestler Hulk Hogan, and to report on many other stories they would come to regret. But I am getting ahead of myself.

			Gawker was an unstoppable force that had yet to meet its immovable object. “Gawker operated by creating larger-than-life enemies,” A. J. Daulerio, who began at Deadspin as a writer and worked his way to editor in chief at Gawker, explained. They would pick people who seemed attracted to publicity and write about them over and over again as the tips came in. Not everyone warranted an enfilade of hit pieces. Sometimes it only took one well-placed shot to change someone’s life. But if the opportunity was there—Gawker would take it. Gawker reveled in this power, in the character of the All-American Heel. In a way, Nick did, too. The subject of one of those stories would write in to A.J. to complain. Daulerio replied about two hours later in a tone that would make you think it was an established game they were both playing. “I don’t know, man,” he said. “It’s all professional wrestling.” Gawker writers wrote like they were in a cage match against the world. And whether the blows were real or fake, well, it all depended on where they landed on you.

			Is it any wonder that Peter Thiel ended up in Nick Denton’s crosshairs? Nick, with his love for technology and gossip, and his equally strong disdain for secrets. Peter, the keeper of secrets, with his prominent position in technology investing and his bias toward privacy. Does it not make sense that they would become, as the writer Ernest Lehman put it in one of his short stories, “two bodies in space, repelling and attracting, forever swinging about each other in sickening orbit from which neither could escape”? It was only a matter of time before Nick assigned one of his writers to do a post on Peter and put their trajectories on a collision course.

			“Thiel makes me sick!” Nick would explain casually in a chat with Owen Thomas, as he pushed him to write more stories. There was that infamous story aggression. Denton knew there would be interest in a Thiel story, even if Owen Thomas wasn’t sure.

			“I knew Thiel was gay. I mean, I am gay,” Owen explains. “I have enough friends in San Francisco. But I didn’t think about it as an open secret until Nick mentioned this to me.” Once he did, though, the rest was academic. Owen Thomas worked for a site whose mission was to publish open secrets. This kind of thing was exactly what he was contracted to do. And he did a lot of it. In two years as an editor at Valleywag, Thomas produced 3,962 posts (roughly six a day, some short, some long). A contractor when he wrote this first piece on Thiel, his mandate was material and page views. Every freelancer is on a kind of extended job interview, dreaming of a pathway to salary and benefits, and most importantly, trying not to get fired. Owen’s job was to publish what he believed to be true and what he thought audiences would read. His job was not to think about people’s feelings or their private personal balancing acts. His job also required, at least in part, that he override that natural human tendency Denton said he always disliked—that misplaced sense of decency.

			The post itself was classic Gawker, the Gawker whose ideal story Nick Denton had described as the one that two journalists gossiped about at a bar over a drink, the thing they could say privately that a buttoned-down editor wouldn’t let them write. As a result there was not a single named source in the entire article, but there was a strong point of view. “Thiel was publicly and socially out,” Owen said later, “but it was his money men who didn’t want him to talk about it. I thought that was kind of gross.” Owen said later that he had sources inside Thiel’s hedge fund who had passed him rumors that Thiel hoped to keep his sexuality secret long enough to raise funds in the Middle East. Is that not a newsworthy angle for the article—a justification for talking about a personal matter? Perhaps if you can prove it. It should be said that there is not a word of that proof in the article, not even anonymously sourced. There’s no mention of any attempt to contact the subject of the piece, either—no consideration of asking the person who is being outed why they might have decided to live life this way. There is also no accompanying sense of empathy, no evidence that the journalist understands that the subject is a real person and what their feelings might be, or that the subject is entitled to have any. In the place of these things is the Gawker trademark, something that would be described perfectly in a Valleywag memo a few months later, which asked for “one glint of nastiness per post.” There is a relishing of what Thiel would point out as a sort of stated and unstated second narrative in Owen’s piece, “that the person has psychological problems because they didn’t want the article to be published, for some strange reason they don’t want to be outed.”

			“I believe I wrote it with the right journalistic intention, for the right reason,” Owen said of the piece. “If some readers didn’t take that away from what I wrote that’s a failure of mine as a writer and I always think I’ve got things to learn.” That intention, that capture of the Gawker ethos and that conceivable failure between perception and reality, would intersect in the real world, where Peter Thiel was winding down from an otherwise forgettable Wednesday only to find suddenly that a polite fiction, really omission, in his private life had been exposed.

			Totally gay. Definingly gay. Within twenty-four hours, thanks to Denton’s comment, he would also be strangely, ominously gay and suspiciously secretive about it. Denton had encouraged others to speculate about why Thiel kept his sexuality a secret. Was Peter hiding his private life because it contradicted his political views? Was there something wrong with him? Was Thiel just weird?

			It did not end there. This was just one post in a pattern on a rapid cycle. Within a day, another Valleywag writer would satirize Owen’s post, this time outing Thiel not for being gay but for being an Ayn Rand fan. Another from Owen would put a photo and a name to Thiel’s boyfriend, then a trader at the global investment management firm BlackRock. Combined, Gawker’s articles on Thiel in 2007 and 2008 would receive more than half a million views and further cement Gawker Media’s reputation as the site that would “say the things other people wouldn’t say.”

			And with that we would have a casus belli.

			While a specific animus toward Thiel may have invigorated the reporting and Denton’s push for more stories, the nature of the reporting, specifically its tone, had little if anything to do with Peter himself. It was simply a reflection of the rules that had developed inside Gawker Media in the five years since Denton began this entrepreneurial journey in his living room. The article was remarkable only for how unremarkable it was in the scheme of Gawker’s history; it had published and would publish very similar things, many worse things about many more people.

			Perhaps Peter should have understood this, that it wasn’t about him. Perhaps he should have had thicker skin. But he didn’t. What he did understand and what he did believe was that once these articles had started, they probably weren’t going to stop. So in that post at 7:05 p.m. on a Wednesday in December, Gawker had made an enemy, it had started a process—a process bigger and more epic than everyone involved.

			As Cicero said, the beginnings of all things are small, and so was this one. At its beginning, at the impetus, there was simply something one person thought should be public that another thought was private; that one person thought was funny and that the other believed was serious.

			I don’t want them to know. It’s not their business. It’s not who I am. It’s not how I want them to see me.

			He is upset. His boyfriend is upset, upset that he is upset. Thiel’s frenzied mind races now, as it had for others written about by Gawker. The instinct to curl into a ball. The hope that this will go away. The anger at the unfairness of it, the randomness of it, the needless im-politeness of it. The sense that someone was doing this for sport, as part of a game. That someone had this power and wielded it so capriciously . . .

			It is from these kinds of thoughts that conspiracies are born.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Deciding to Act

			There is an old Scottish motto: nemo me impune lacessit. No one attacks me with impunity. Plots of revenge and justice plots both begin, in their own way, with a transgression, against a person or the whole. And then someone deciding that they aren’t going to take it.

			The distinction between a conspiracy and a feud is as much in the time it takes for one to spring into action as it is in the type of action that one takes. In a fight, one responds to a punch by throwing a punch. In a conspiracy, one holds their punches and plots instead for the complete destruction of their antagonist, while often intending to escape with knuckles unbloodied and untraceable prints.

			Fights break out. Conspiracies brew.

			At the moment we first find Peter Andreas Thiel in this story, he is forty years old and in the middle of an astounding rise. His path was in some ways traditional—Stanford to Stanford Law to judicial clerkship to high-powered law firm—but it was also marked by bouts of rebellion. At Stanford he created and published a radical conservative journal called The Stanford Review, then he wrote a book that railed against multiculturalism and “militant homosexuals” on campus, despite being both gay and foreign born. His friends thought he might become a political pundit. Instead he became a lawyer. Then one day, surprising even himself, he walked out of one of the most prestigious securities law firms in the world, Sullivan & Cromwell, after seven months and three days on the job.

			Within a few short years, Thiel formed and then sold PayPal, an online payments company, to eBay for $1.5 billion in July 2002, the month that Nick Denton registered the domain for his first site, Gizmodo. With proceeds of some $55 million, Thiel assembled an empire. He retooled a hedge fund called Clarium into a vehicle to make large, counterintuitive bets on global macro trends, seeding it with $10 million of his own money. In 2003, Thiel registered a company called Palantir with the Securities and Exchange Commission. In 2004, he would found it in earnest. The company would take antifraud technology from PayPal and apply it to intelligence gathering—fighting terrorism, predicting crime, providing military insights. It would take money from the venture capital arm of the CIA and soon take on almost every other arm of the government as clients. That same summer, just around the time that the Gawker blogs found their footing, Thiel placed a $500,000 convertible note into the hands of a twenty-one-year-old Mark Zuckerberg, becoming Facebook’s first major investor. A half million was a bit less than 1 percent of the fortune Peter had taken out of PayPal, his first company, or perhaps a year’s salary had he not left that law firm.

			In 2005, he starts Founders Fund with two former PayPal partners; it would go on to take stakes in Airbnb, Lyft, Spotify, and additional rounds in Facebook. Its assets would grow to more than $3 billion. The returns he was posting as a VC astounded the market, but it’s Clarium that occupied the bulk of Thiel’s time in the mid- and early aughts, and initially appeared the most promising. It posts a 29 percent return in 2002. It goes up to 65 percent the following year. At the beginning of 2008, less than a month after having his private life made public by Valleywag, Thiel decided to move Clarium’s headquarters to New York City. Most report the story as a logical move designed to ride the rocket of success closer to where the money lives. Owen Thomas would speculate that there were other reasons, that “romantic reasons” were the real factor, and use the legitimate news story as an opportunity to out Peter’s boyfriend. By summer, the hedge fund’s assets swell to close to $8 billion, putting Peter, as a friend would tell The New Yorker about that moment, on the cusp of quietly achieving his personal ambition of entering the pantheon of all-time great investors.

			Before that could happen, the bottom begins to fall out, for Clarium and for Thiel. In April, he cofounds the Seasteading Institute with Patri Friedman, the grandson of economist Milton Friedman, to “empower people to build floating startup societies with innovative governance models.” Their efforts would be described as “techie island fantasies” by Wired and a “lawless Utopia” by Valleywag. By the end of 2008, Clarium takes a wallop as the markets tank, and it ends the year down 4.5 percent. The following year would only get worse. Thiel sits down to write a piece about the future of libertarianism for the Cato Institute in April, expects a decent reaction—at least a conversation—and instead finds himself in a crossfire of contempt and laughter. “The Education of a Libertarian” is not a bad piece; in another era, published in a newspaper, let’s say, it might have been controversial for a day, but now it was etched into the permanent record. What was supposed to be a meditation on “the challenges faced by all classical liberals today” becomes quote-porn for haters. A comment about how the expansion of welfare benefits and the right to vote for women have not been kind to libertarian causes at the ballot box (since the only thing rarer than a libertarian is a female libertarian) tees up a Valleywag headline: “Facebook Backer Wishes Women Couldn’t Vote.” The line about whether “freedom and democracy are compatible” sets him up to look like a sort of technofascist. Owen Thomas, returning once again to mock Thiel, would use the piece to question whether Thiel was on drugs, an inference he said squared with rumors Gawker had heard about Thiel, particularly “while he was fitfully coming out as a gay man.” Simultaneously, investors are pulling their money from Clarium. By July, assets under management have shrunk to well under $2 billion. The fund ends the year down 25 percent. And 2010 is no better—down another 23 percent with less than a billion under management, most of it Peter’s own money.

			A person unused to the spotlight, Peter finds himself blinking and reeling from the exposure, both financial and personal, and what he views as its consequences. In the midst of a third straight losing year, he “escapes New York,” according to Gawker, shuttering Clarium’s Manhattan headquarters and returning to the relative safety of San Francisco and the quirk-friendly Valley.

			Gawker’s not the only one that is making fun of him now, not the only one writing about him. Other outlets follow their lead, and the comments would haunt him every time he would do anything notable. Thiel does not like the attention. He feels a slipping of control, the changing tide of media that was washing over American culture. Taking your lumps for very public bad bets on the market is one thing. That’s the cost of doing business in the hedge fund world. But now he can’t even talk about politics without being made to sound like some drug-addicted fag? What is this? And whose fault is it? Who should be blamed? Nick Denton. Valleywag. They did this to me, he thinks. Gawker is responsible for all this.

			“The external image of them was that they were super powerful. I was scared of them for years and years,” Peter would say. In an interview he gave a month after his immediately infamous Cato piece was published, Thiel told a reporter that he felt Valleywag and Gawker were like Al Qaeda. He didn’t understand how and why people would treat other people like that. To his friends, to the people he worked with, whenever Gawker would come up, he would refer to it as the MBTO—the Manhattan Based Terrorist Organization.

			Most people, when they find something they don’t like, do that. They call it names. They complain. They make it bigger than it is, make it representative of some larger trend. They think someone should do something, but never them. Not me. It’s a classic collective action problem: we know things are bad, but they only affect each of us a little bit. So who is going to take care of it for us? Plenty of people believe in the theory of so-called great men of history, but who believes I am that great man? There is ego in that, silliness even.

			The economist Tyler Cowen once observed that at some point in the 1970s, Americans went from being the country that took literal moonshots to being the people who waited patiently in long lines for gasoline. It’s not completely accurate, of course, but it is a criticism that resonates with Thiel as he sits in his office at the Presidio one day looking at the Golden Gate Bridge and wonders if people will ever build something like that again. Do people even have the arrogance anymore? To test the limits? To try big things?

			What’s more, there is evil in not acting, too
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