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Foreword

In the summer of 1990 I was named the first “Silicon Valley” correspondent for the Los Angeles Times, based out of the bureau in San Francisco. The paper’s business editor, Marty Baron, who’d later rise to fame as editor of The Washington Post, was ahead of the curve in creating the position, which only a handful of big national publications had at the time. Technology news was an afterthought in the grand firmament of the global media, a dry and complicated topic that was important for businesspeople, maybe, but rarely destined for the front page. Personal computers had been around for a decade, and Steve Jobs was famous, but outside of corporate offices, PCs were mainly used as word processors. Cell phones, let alone smartphones, were still years from being commonplace.

The city of San Francisco didn’t have a technology industry at all. That was the domain of Palo Alto and Santa Clara and the other small cities that made up Silicon Valley, about an hour to the south.

The Times bureau was at Fox Plaza, a hideous twenty-nine-story rectangle on a ghostly center-city corridor called Mid-Market, not far from City Hall. Built in the place of the historic Fox Theatre, a glorious Rococo movie palace that was torn down in the redevelopment frenzy of the early 1960s, Fox Plaza might have been the most reviled building in the whole city, with a creepy warren of mostly empty retail spaces making up its so-called plaza, and dim hallways of faded offices and apartments up above. People jumped to their deaths from the upper floors with disconcerting frequency. Anton LaVey, a local musician and performer who’d later conjure up the Church of Satan, famously put a curse on the new building during the last show at the Fox Theatre, and whatever God he was praying to seemed to have delivered.

Directly across Market Street from Fox Plaza was the Western Furniture Exchange and Merchandise Mart, a hulking, twelve-story Art Deco building that took up an entire block but showed little life outside twice-yearly trade shows, its broad sidewalks grimy and deserted. The once-elegant theaters and office buildings nearby had seen much better days too, their ground-floor spaces shuttered if they weren’t occupied by liquor stores or smoke shops, the doorways populated by people toting sleeping bags and glass pipes. Mid-Market wasn’t completely free of regular commerce: One big newer building, also notable for its ugliness, housed a windowless Bank of America data center, and there was an insurance company down the street. The Orpheum and Golden Gate Theatres, and the Civic Auditorium, would bring out crowds for performances. With City Hall closed for repairs after the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake, the city government was renting office space in the annex that was adjacent to the Furniture Mart, which kept a few office workers around.

Mostly, though, Mid-Market was becoming a showcase for the city’s ballooning homelessness problem, exacerbated by the loss of blue-collar jobs and single-room occupancy hotels in the adjacent industrial district known as South of Market, or SoMa. It would be twenty years before the Furniture Mart would become the centerpiece of a high-profile effort to revive the neighborhood, and a symbol of what the city hoped to become.

This part of town wasn’t representative of San Francisco as a whole, certainly. But in the pre-Internet era, the city’s ever-volatile economy was in a tough spot. Born of the 1849 gold rush and made truly rich by a silver bonanza a decade later, “Imperial San Francisco” (the title of not one but two books) was a colossus: master of a regional natural resources empire, tip of the spear of American colonial ambitions in the Pacific, home to the great railroads and shipping companies of the West and wellspring of the state’s top politicians and business oligarchs. Its power and influence reached new heights during World War II, with the city serving as headquarters of the Pacific Fleet, primary mustering point for the war against Japan, and a key contributor to the “arsenal of democracy.”

The postwar period was much less kind. San Francisco had been an industrial hub, with steel mills and food-packaging and shipyards, and it all ramped up dramatically during World War II—only to be deconstructed, first suddenly, with the end of the war, and then gradually, with globalization and the nationwide flight of manufacturing to non-union states and cheaper countries. The mines of the Sierras were long-since depleted, the redwoods of the North Coast thoroughly harvested, the railroads no longer the profit machines of yore. The city was increasingly dependent on tourism, and the banks and corporate headquarters of the financial district, but many of them were going away too.

There were a lot of political scars from the violent 1970s, when Mayor George Moscone and Supervisor Harvey Milk were assassinated, the preacher Jim Jones led nine hundred people (many of them city residents) to their deaths in a South American jungle, the “Zebra killers” randomly shot white people on the streets (including future Mayor Art Agnos) and the heiress Patty Hearst was kidnapped by a group of disturbed criminals who called themselves the Symbionese Liberation Army. Then there was the AIDS epidemic, which in 1990 hadn’t yet begun to wane and would ultimately kill some ten thousand San Franciscans. The Black community had never really recovered from the destruction of the Fillmore district, the lively center of Black life that was mostly bulldozed in the ’60s and ’70s in the name of redevelopment. Severe poverty stalked some areas, including pockets of Chinatown as well as Hunters Point and the Bayview.

Dianne Feinstein, the mayor from 1978 to 1988, had won the city’s affection with her poise and empathy in the wake of the twin assassinations—though she was much more conservative than her predecessor—and she did much to reinforce the downtown financial district and push the transition to a white-collar economy. At the same time, a powerful slow-growth movement, born of environmental and neighborhood preservation activism dating to the 1960s, had been fighting the “Manhattanization” of the city. Feinstein, though no friend of the left on most issues, had sympathy for those sentiments, backing a citywide rezoning in the late 1970s that all but shut down housing development in much of San Francisco.

Even as the slow-growthers rallied against new office buildings, the corporate pillars of downtown were decamping to cheaper, safer suburban pastures, or succumbing to mergers, with oil giant Chevron in 1989 following construction giant Bechtel and the Southern Pacific Railroad out the door. San Francisco wasn’t the money-center of the West it had been, and its flagship Bank of America, and later Wells Fargo, would eventually be gone too. Art Agnos, who succeeded Feinstein as mayor and sat well to her left, didn’t have a lot of answers on what would power the city’s economy, especially after the 1989 earthquake and then the 1990 recession, which pushed unemployment to 10 percent. Real estate prices were rising, but that was partly because there had been so little construction, and the homelessness problem was quickly getting worse. The city was still a magnet for the young and restless, and entertainment and tourism were healthy. But that wouldn’t be enough.

Yet even with the economic challenges—and in some ways because of them—San Francisco culture was bounteous in all kinds of ways. With its breathtaking natural beauty and inviting spirit, and a history that encouraged breaking the mold, it remained a powerful beacon for creatives, renegades and entrepreneurs of every type. The influx of hippies and gays in the 1960s and 1970s, though resisted at first by the city’s Irish and Italian old guard, had helped imbue it with an appreciation for different ways of living, and for the politics of social freedom and social justice. There were a lot of cheap spaces to rent, offering plenty of room for the punk rockers and alt-rockers and ravers who’d kept the music scene lively, and for the experimental artists of the cultural underground. A rich Latino culture bloomed in the Mission, marked by colorful murals splashed across buildings and some of the best burritos anywhere. The Black neighborhoods of the Western Addition, Hunters Point and the Bayview retained a powerful sense of local pride, even amid poverty, racism and violence that weighed heavily. Chinatown, and the numerous Asian neighborhoods in the western and southern parts of the city, imbued the streets with a rich variety of sights and scents and social scenes, as did the Russians and Ukrainians of the Richmond and numerous smaller tribes.

But unbeknownst to almost everyone at the time, this unique cultural brew was part of a confluence of political, technological and financial forces that over the next several decades would vault the city, and the world, into a future that bends our imaginations still. San Francisco was about to become the test-bed for the Internet, and the spiritual and financial capital of the digital technology revolution.

It’s not that the Internet was invented in San Francisco, or even in nearby Silicon Valley. Computer scientists working for institutions including MIT, UCLA and UC Berkeley in the 1970s and 1980s were mostly responsible for that, creating technical protocols and an overall architecture for an open global network that could connect any computer, anywhere. Big telecom companies built the infrastructure and helped operate it. A British computer scientist working in Switzerland pioneered the World Wide Web, a means of navigating the emerging network that made it accessible to mere mortals. The Internet, like most massively successful human undertakings, has many parents.

It was in San Francisco, though, and especially in the former industrial district known as SoMa, that emerging digital technology met the unique creative zeitgeist of the city—and it was the technical innovations, cultural flowering and political idealism that arose from that alchemy that would come to define the Internet era.

Electronic publishing, social media, video streaming, virtual reality, cloud software, programmatic advertising, online marketplaces, the “sharing economy” and even the architecture of the website itself all had roots in San Francisco. Alongside that, the city nurtured a kaleidoscope of political beliefs about how technology might change the world for the better. As the journalist John Markoff has shown, the personal computer revolution was inspired by the anti-authority, individual empowerment, proto-environmentalists of the1960s. The Internet as we know it was animated in its earliest days by a vibrant successor: the novel creative culture of San Francisco in the 1990s.

The Internet economy would transform the city into one of the wealthiest and most dynamic places on the planet—a destination for the best and brightest, a political powerhouse that spawned the likes of Nancy Pelosi, Kamala Harris, Dianne Feinstein, and Gavin Newsom, and a diverse mecca of unrivaled food, incredible parks, first-rate arts institutions, and every sort of lifestyle choice. San Francisco was a font of invention and opportunity, yet still charming, approachable, inescapably beautiful, and happy to let everyone do their thing. It would even birth an idealized doppelganger in the extraordinary annual event that is Burning Man.

Yet somehow, the Internet era was not the happy story that it should have been for San Francisco.

A host of urban ills lurked in the shadows even as the Internet industry remade the local economy, and when the Covid pandemic emptied the downtown skyscrapers and exposed the severity of the problems in the streets, the city’s decades-long ascent was abruptly and shockingly reversed. Long after the pandemic eased, San Francisco remained a shadow of its former self, with downtown streets eerily quiet, long blocks occupied mostly by the homeless, drug-addled and mentally ill, and the office and retail sectors only barely recovering from a years-long freefall.

Idealism about what the Internet might bring had taken a big hit too, for a host of reasons that were at once political, economic and social. By 2025, even as artificial intelligence was emerging as a major economic force, the hopes that a “new economy” might introduce more collaborative, egalitarian, and inspirational modes of work—and support “San Francisco values” on immigration, civil rights and the environment—were all but dead. Donald Trump’s second ascent to the White House, assisted in critical ways by a cohort of far-right tech industry figures who’d long been on the fringe of the San Francisco Internet scene, proved an emphatic nail in the coffin. A different kind of era was at hand.



San Francisco has always occupied a special place in the national psyche—the mythic, fog-shrouded city on the edge of the continent, mesmerizing in its beauty, founded by fortune seekers and freethinkers, the birthplace of the counterculture and pretender to the title of “greatest city in the world.” That all but assured it would become a leading symbol in the national culture wars. It’s a place that’s at once completely unique and also an exemplar of both the glory and the troubles of all American metropolises.

For the right, San Francisco is exhibit number one for the argument that progressive policies on crime and drugs have ruined Democratic-run cities. Among moderate Democrats, San Francisco is a great example of the failures of anti-growth liberalism, as outlined in the “abundance” theory popularized by journalists Ezra Klein and Derek Thompson. The progressive left has its diagnosis too: If only the tech companies and the billionaires weren’t so greedy, there’d be plenty of resources to solve social problems like homelessness.

There is certainly some truth in each of these. Yet as I revisited the remarkable history of the past three decades and interviewed more than two hundred people at the center of events, I found that none of the pat explanations really captured what had happened in San Francisco. The deeper story, in my view, is only partly about the various ways that city government fumbled the ball, or that the tech industry’s heedlessness created needless strife. It’s also about how the intensifying forces of techno-capitalism operate by their own logic. Considering the city and its tech industry as protagonists in a wider drama leads to more nuanced and richer interpretations.

With the artificial intelligence boom developing extraordinarily quickly and San Francisco well-ensconced as its headquarters, the city is recovering from the worst of its post-pandemic woes. A new political regime is in place, and its focus on accountability and law and order has a lot of commonsense appeal. It’s easy to envision a cleaner, brighter, better-run city, one where market forces rule freely and there’s less tolerance for bad behavior. Tech innovations, from self-driving cars to robot food delivery to medical interventions for extending human life, would be welcomed without a fuss. It would be a nicer, safer place, better for tourists, conventioneers and tech companies, the envy of many other cities, and undoubtedly preferable in the eyes of many residents.

But would it be San Francisco?



The story I aim to tell in these pages begins in the early 1990s, the start of what I refer to as the “Internet era” in the city. A simple statistic frames the period well: In 1991, just 2 percent of city jobs were in technology, according to city economist Ted Egan. By 2019, that number was 35 percent. The Internet era ended with the pandemic, when many of the companies that powered the Internet economy either closed their San Francisco offices or shrunk them down dramatically. The 2024 election provides a fitting coda. The AI era has now begun.

The rise of the Internet industry, which took place in several distinct phases over the course of thirty years, is one key thread in this tale of San Francisco’s transformation. The evolution of city politics over the same period, where four different mayors from the same faction wrestled with an increasingly left-wing Board of Supervisors, is another. How the culture of the city first nourished the tech industry and then changed alongside it is the third major strand of the tapestry.

I’ve endeavored to weave together a big story from the many small dramas that played out on the ground, with the goal of offering an intimate view of San Francisco that will prove more illuminating, and more interesting, than the countless hot takes and formulaic news stories that have done so much to shape perceptions of the city. It aims to shed fresh light on how things really happened in one of the world’s most fascinating places during a pivotal period in its history, and help explain both the city’s shocking Covid-era decline and the political shift in a tech industry that had been comfortably aligned with the Democratic Party. The story of San Francisco offers a unique and valuable perspective on some of the most consequential political, social, cultural and economic developments of our times.

Focusing on the city proper, as distinct from “Silicon Valley,” might sometimes seem artificial when talking about the Internet industry. The difference is real though, and I think the city serves as a useful prism in considering the momentous rise of technology in modern society. Conversely, looking at the city through the lens of the Internet revolution illuminates crucial dimensions of the modern urban experience.

This is also at times a personal narrative, born of my good fortune in being able to witness the city’s remarkable transformation from a number of journalistic vantage points. In some cases I was a direct participant in events. More often I was working as a reporter and editor, trying to understand it all and help my readers do the same. My sincere hope is that this version of San Francisco’s history offers not just a sense of what happened—and why—over the course of three decades, but an idea of how it felt to live and work in this magical place as it was reshaped by the forces of history.

It all happened very fast.





PART ONE The Rise of the Internet Economy (1990–2001)






CHAPTER 1 South Park and the Birth of the Web

Brian Behlendorf was only a week into his freshman year at UC Berkeley, in 1991, when he logged onto a campus computer and stumbled upon the future.

Growing up in the Los Angeles suburb of La Cañada, adjacent to the engineering meccas of Caltech and NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory, Behlendorf had gotten interested in tech early. An amiable, broad-faced kid with stringy blond hair and a passion for music and math, he was part of the first generation of Americans to come of age with personal computers and had been going online by the time he was in high school. He’d explored the world of electronic bulletin boards—computer systems established mostly by hobbyists in the 1980s that allowed people with PCs to connect via a phone line and chat with others, play games and share software. He’d dabbled with an early IBM service called Prodigy, one of the first national computer networks.

Behlendorf was also a fan of techno music, and he’d gone to Berkeley to study computer science—and hopefully partake in the party scene.

He considered himself pretty computer-savvy, but the machines he found at UC Berkeley were much more sophisticated than the IBM-compatible personal computers he’d used in high school. They were powered by a software system called Unix, first developed at the famed AT&T Bell Laboratories, and they were connected directly to similar machines all around the world. There was no need to fuss with dialing in, or worry about the cost of long-distance phone calls, a big issue in those days. All sorts of fascinating information and interesting people were just a few keystrokes away, twenty-four hours a day.

“I’m like, what is this?” he recalled years later, a twinkle of wonder still in his eyes. “I’d had the experience of messaging people and that kind of thing, but this was much more open, much more raw—more clunky, but also distributed. There was clearly no company at the center of this. I fell down a rabbit hole of ‘where did this come from,’ and started to learn some things.”

Behlendorf didn’t quite realize it at the time, but he’d discovered the Internet.

Launched in the late 1970s as a US Department of Defense research project, the Internet by the early 1990s connected scores of university, government and corporate research labs around the world. Berkeley was an important hub and the birthplace of a new version of Unix, written by a graduate student named Bill Joy, that would become a technical pillar of the network. The Internet at the dawn of the 1990s was still non-commercial, sometimes aggressively so, with many denizens in the science and research communities determined to shield it from the big telecom and tech companies that might turn it into something different. It was still all but unknown to the general public.

For Behlendorf, the big attraction at first was free messaging and the absence of a governing authority. The bulletin boards he’d visited, and online services like Prodigy, were centralized systems, subject to the whims of their owners and easy for governments to monitor and control. The Internet was something else.

“That was the same year there was a coup in Russia,” Behlendorf recalled, referring to the failed 1991 effort by the Russian military to depose then-president Boris Yeltsin. All regular international telecom links had been cut off, leaving a few Russian universities that were connected to the Internet as the only portal for communication with the rest of the world. Behlendorf found it amazing that something developed by and for computer researchers—and heavily populated by technically curious “hackers” who liked testing and tinkering—could become a humanitarian lifeline. It suddenly seemed obvious: “Maybe there’s a sociological angle to this,” he mused. The Internet was clearly going to be about much more than computers.

Behlendorf immediately found a practical purpose for it, albeit one rather less high-minded than saving Russians from the abyss: He wanted to find the coolest underground raves.

This new genre of ecstatic dance party had originated in the UK in the 1980s, bringing together electronic music, mind-altering drugs and all-night revelry, often in hidden places. Behlendorf was among the many early computer enthusiasts who were entranced with the experimental and subversive aspects of rave culture, not to mention the mechanical-engineering challenge of throwing huge parties in secret locations.

“I was struggling to find the better parties that I knew existed out there, where I could get in,” Behlendorf recalled. But he couldn’t go to a lot of the events, because he didn’t want to get a fake ID. He was only nineteen.

Behlendorf started to think about how the Internet might help him better plug into the burgeoning rave circuit. Electronic mailing lists were already the standard means of sharing information among computer mavens, so that was an obvious place to start. In 1992, he created a list called SF Raves. This was well before most people had email, limiting its potential influence, but the list was an immediate hit, drawing hundreds of enthusiastic subscribers in its first few weeks. One thing led to another.

“I thought, ‘I should put the archives of this list somewhere public so people can catch up with the conversations,’ ” he recalled. “ ‘And gee, there’s all these rave fliers, why don’t I scan them in? There’s a scanner in school that I could use. There’s these DJ sets I have on audio cassette. Why don’t I see if I can rip them to this new file format called MP3?’ ” Sharing music over the Internet seemed like a promising frontier.

His timing could not have been better. A couple of years earlier, a London-born computer scientist named Tim Berners-Lee, working at the European nuclear research laboratory in Geneva known as CERN, had developed the initial protocols for what he called the World Wide Web. Now his big ideas were starting to become a reality. Berners-Lee described the Web as “a wide-area hypermedia information retrieval initiative aiming to give universal access to a large universe of documents.” It would bring to life “hypertext,” first described by the computer visionary Ted Nelson, where documents were connected by “links” that could be clicked on with a mouse.

Curious young techies like Behlendorf—often in collaboration with university researchers supported by government grants—were now starting to use the new World Wide Web specifications to make things. The SF Raves mailing list begat HyperrealSF, an email server and website that Behlendorf had built to host the global rave community. It was among the first nonacademic websites on the Internet, and it served its purpose very well: Behlendorf was getting to know a lot of people, many of whom shared his overlapping interest in music, psychedelic drugs and the new frontiers of online information technology. It would eventually lead him to South Park, in San Francisco, where an advance guard of hackers, designers, engineers, artists and creative rebels of one sort or another was growing fast, and laying the groundwork for the Internet era.



A grassy oval lined with row houses and low-slung brick buildings, South Park sits in the southeastern corner of the precinct of SoMa, short for “south of Market Street.” Originally built in the 1850s as an exclusive, gated redoubt for the prosperous merchants of the Gold Rush, South Park’s initial heyday was brief, as was so often the case for ambitious real estate projects in this boom-and-bust town. A clever entrepreneur and engineer named Andrew Smith Hallidie had invented the cable car in the early 1870s, and with an influx of immigrants starting to crowd the blocks surrounding South Park after Second Street was leveled, the wealthy shifted their affections to newly accessible Nob Hill.

Like most of the city, South Park was rebuilt from scratch after the 1906 earthquake and fire, but by the second half of the century it had been subsumed into the light manufacturing and warehouse economy of SoMa, with several residential hotels owned by Japanese Americans and another serving a growing Filipino community, alongside clusters of rooming houses and small workshops. Longshoremen waiting for the call from a nearby Sailor’s Union hall began warming themselves over a bonfire in the park in the 1930s, and it would burn almost continuously for forty years, with drug dealers and assorted vagrants and homeless people gradually replacing the laborers. By the end of the 1980s, the garment workshops, printing plants, metal works, warehouses and breweries that once dotted SoMa had mostly faded away, part of a post–World War II wave of deindustrialization that had staggered older cities around the country.

Yet something new was starting to simmer amid the derelict warehouses and abandoned factories of South Park and SoMa. At the southern edge of the district was China Basin Landing, where a sprawling six-story structure built by the Southern Pacific Railroad in the 1920s was now being upgraded for a new generation of companies. Printing and photo-processing had long had a home in SoMa, and there were a couple of sizable companies that created corporate videos and made copies of tapes, a labor-intensive process at the time. A handful of trade publications that covered the computer industry—employing writers, designers and photographers—were based in SoMa. There were art, architecture and design studios scattered about, often animated by graduates of the prestigious SF Art Institute, or the California College of the Arts, or the film school at SF State. The “No Nothing Cinema,” a makeshift theater with scavenged seats inside an old milk-bottling plant on Berry Street—where a baseball stadium would later be built—featured indie bands and independent movies.

“A lot of us worked in the ‘video ghetto’ of SoMa and China Basin,” recalled Will Kreth, who had a job doing film-to-tape transfer and video duplication for big companies like Pacific Bell and Levi’s. In the early 1990s, Kreth caught on with a software firm called PF Magic, one of the first companies dedicated to creating “multimedia” computer programs based on the silvery discs known as CD-ROMs. He’d later be among the first employees of a new magazine that would play a central role in the rise of San Francisco’s Internet economy.

The tech business in the city proper—as opposed to Silicon Valley down south—was tiny and artisanal. Jasmine Technologies, reputed to be the first computer hardware company based in San Francisco, made a good living for a few years in the late 1980s selling external hard drives for the Apple Macintosh, the cutting-edge machine of the day. The drives gave the Mac far more storage capacity, which was crucial for handling imagery and sound—key ingredients of the incipient enthusiasm for multimedia computing. Jasmine had a modest building next to Anchor Brewing in the industrial neighborhood of Potrero Hill, just south of SoMa.

Will Kreth had worked there too. So did Michael Mikel, later known as Danger Ranger, one of the founders of the annual reverie in the Nevada desert known as Burning Man. Mikel’s true passion lay in organizing stunts for the Cacophony Society, a free-form group of urban adventurers and performance artists that was just finding its groove. But he’d learned electrical engineering in the military and community college, and was working as a manufacturing consultant when he was hired by Jasmine.

“I walk in and there were three guys sitting on benches assembling these things with hand screwdrivers. I went out and bought electric screwdrivers and increased production by 300 percent in one day,” he deadpanned many years later. “We were selling by mail, and we would get the order and then we’d buy the parts and assemble it. That was basically how it worked.” The company’s edge, he said, was customer service. “Half the people working there were basically hippies, you know, idealistic, and they were really focused on customer satisfaction.” Rob Schmitt, who had some computer skills when he arrived in the city from Minnesota in the late 1980s, was quickly hired at Jasmine, and then recruited by Mikel into Cacophony. He’d go on to invent some of the most celebrated Cacophony stunts, including the extant happening known as Santa Con.

Jasmine’s drives were very popular, and it was a talented bunch: Its president at the dawn of the decade was Barry Schuler, who’d go on to be a top executive at America Online Inc. and a successful venture investor. But the company would flame out in a blaze of customer complaints and lawsuits as small manufacturers struggled to keep up in the burgeoning personal computer business.

Tom Jennings, a hacker, skateboarder and queer activist who’d be instrumental in building the city’s first Internet service provider, lived in an old warehouse on Shipley Street in SoMa. Like many buildings in the area, it was destined for the wrecking ball as the old economy declined, and in the meantime could be had for dirt cheap. It was a group house, mostly gay skate punks and bike messengers, and they called themselves the Shred of Dignity Skaters’ Union. “We had our shit together,” Jennings recalled fondly. “We allowed cheap beer, some pot, no drugs. There were a lot of needle drugs in San Francisco at the time, and we were not part of it. The house was like half runaway teenagers, but super-responsible.” Jennings published a gay punk zine called Homocore, which attracted a following, and he never shied from expressing his views to the authorities. “We did political protests. We put on shows. We did police protests, where we out-megaphoned the fucking police—we had a pickup truck with a full-scale sound system on it, 5,000 watts. We had a great time.”

Jennings already had some considerable accomplishments under his belt as a self-taught programmer. He’d played an important role in the development of the Phoenix BIOS, a critical if unsung bit of personal computer technology. He was the creator of FidoNet, which allowed dial-up bulletin boards to talk with one another and functioned as a sort of proto-Internet in the 1980s and early 1990s. Yet Jennings and the smattering of online tinkerers in SoMa were outliers in the neighborhood: The technology industry of the time was still firmly implanted in suburban Silicon Valley.

But a convergence of new technology and San Francisco’s creative energy was starting to change that. The Apple Macintosh, introduced with the legendary “Big Brother” television ad in 1984, brought visuals to the personal computer, making it much easier to use and far more expressive—not just what a document might say, but how the text would look on a page, together with pictures and other images. John Battelle, later a prolific media entrepreneur, recounted his astonishment in using the Mac for the first time, in a Berkeley dorm room in 1985. “I turned it on and started mucking around with it, and I was blown away. I just couldn’t believe it, compared to the PC… it was like night and day,” Battelle recalled. “I was like, oh fuck, this is going to change everything. This is the greatest artifact in the history of mankind.”

The early Macs were far too underpowered, and expensive, to deliver on that dream. But the machine built a fervent following among the small but growing cohort of technologists, artists, futurists and out-of-the-box thinkers who believed computers could change the world for the better. Apple had opened a small multimedia lab in the city’s ritzy Presidio Heights district to develop educational software for the Macintosh—Will Kreth, of Jasmine and PF Magic, was one early employee—and it became an important talent laboratory for multimedia innovation. The annual Macworld expo evolved into a festival for the fledgling San Francisco tech set, overflowing from Brooks Hall, the old conference venue near City Hall, to the new Moscone Center in central SoMa. A large contingent of the crowd looked less like the pallid, suit-cladded attendees of a typical trade show than those you might find at, well, a rave.

A lot of those people were talking to one another on The WELL, an electronic bulletin board founded in 1985 by Whole Earth Catalog impresario Stewart Brand, together with a medical doctor and creative thinker named Larry Brilliant. Based across the Golden Gate Bridge in Sausalito, it had become one of the first virtual communities worthy of the name, an intimate but diverse gathering place that nurtured conversations among hackers, journalists, environmentalists, Grateful Dead followers, organic food enthusiasts and everything in between. By 1990, The WELL was home to an effervescent group-chat of the technologically and socially curious who’d do much to shape the Internet era.

Brand, who grew up in Illinois, had arrived in San Francisco in the early 1960s by way of Stanford, drawn by the bustling bohemian culture of North Beach. He caught on with the new photography program at the SF Art Institute, established by the famed Yosemite chronicler Ansel Adams. He’d also been part of then-legal experiments with LSD that were happening around Stanford and was enamored with its mind-expanding potential; he soon found himself helping to organize acid trips with the writer Ken Kesey and his merry pranksters, which were later immortalized in Tom Wolfe’s 1968 epic, The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test. Brand seemed to be everywhere as the 1960s counterculture exploded, even assisting the legendary inventor Douglas Engelbart in what became known as “the Mother of All Demos,” held at Brooks Hall in 1968. Engelbart, a solid fifteen years ahead of his time, showed how an easy-to-use computer could work, with a mouse and overlapping windows and pull-down menus and most of the other features that are central to the computers we know today.

Brand would win fame and fortune with the Whole Earth Catalog, conceived as a guide to new tools that could enable people to live better and closer to nature. It was Brand, as much as anyone, who forged the early connections between 1960s counterculture and emerging digital technologies. Now his pioneering online service was doing the same for the emerging Internet era.

It was on The WELL that John Perry Barlow, a bluff, handsome Wyoming cattle rancher and polymath who wrote lyrics for the Grateful Dead and was early to the idea of “cyberspace,” recounted an unnerving visit from a federal agent. The officer was investigating an alleged theft of some Apple computer code, but seemed to know nothing at all about technology. Around the same time, the US Secret Service had been conducting nationwide raids on a group called Legion of Doom, which the government thought was a criminal hackers’ den but consisted mostly of curious and mischievous teenagers. Barlow saw danger in what looked like an ignorant government crackdown on the nascent Internet.

Barlow’s missive was spotted on The WELL by Mitch Kapor, a left-leaning software entrepreneur from Brooklyn who’d done so well as the founder of Lotus Development Corp., the creator of a seminal PC software program, that he had a private jet. He reached out to Barlow, and a few days later dropped in on him at the Wyoming ranch. “As a late spring snowstorm swirled outside my office, we spent several hours hatching what became the Electronic Frontier Foundation,” Barlow wrote later. Shortly after that, Barlow told his story to The Washington Post, and support poured in.

John Gilmore, a libertarian-minded engineer who was among the most influential programmers of the early Internet and had made his own fortune as the fifth employee of Sun Microsystems, offered a six-figure check. Steve Wozniak, the Apple cofounder, got in touch. Stewart Brand was on board too. So was Esther Dyson, who produced PC Forum, the top gathering for the tech elite, along with an influential newsletter, and was the only woman among the early cohort. After a series of dinners in San Francisco in the summer of 1990, the EFF, destined to be a powerful player in shaping the laws governing the Internet, was officially born.

The group would help nurture a novel strand of politics, rooted in the counterculture, that married a belief in technology’s potential to connect and empower people with libertarian ideas about self-sufficiency and suspicion of centralized authority. One branch of the left-wing politics that had arisen out of the 1960s was hostile to computers, which were viewed as tools of oppressive corporations and the capitalist state. But Barlow, Brand and their fellow travelers were turning that idea on its head. Stanford author and sociologist Fred Turner labeled them the New Communitarians, using technology to build self-actualizing communities and creative cultures without rejecting the mechanisms of capitalism, or expecting the government to do much besides leave them alone.



The cheap industrial spaces of 1990s SoMa were a magnet for upstart businesses and cultural renegades of every sort. At the former Hamm’s brewery on Bryant Street, punk rockers had commandeered the abandoned beer vats to use for rehearsal space. Survival Research Laboratories, a collective led by a performance artist named Mark Pauline, staged elaborate shows of hacked-together industrial machines spewing fire and battling one another, with a famous 1989 performance beneath the 280 freeway titled “Illusions of Shameless Abundance” reaching a fiery climax that enshrouded drivers in smoke. Pauline had also studied at the SF Art Institute, and his marriage of mechanical tinkering and high-voltage performance was an inspiration among the growing band of creatives working at the intersection of art and technology.

In 1991, at the corner of Ninth and Folsom, party impresario Joegh Bullock created the Anon Salon, where an ensemble of artists, technologists and performers experimented with electronic music, fire art, outré fashion, sexual expression, every kind of theater—and emerging digital technologies. The idea of creating a “virtual reality” in the digital world was an animating principle, and the Australian American engineer Mark Pesce would lead the creation of a computer language for virtual spaces, known as VRML. Bullock and his partner, Marcia Crosby, were “the epicenter of the hipster underground art scene at the time,” Harley Dubois, one of the Burning Man cofounders, said when Bullock died in 2022.

Anon Salon was where all the cool kids were going.

The local rave circuit got a big jolt when a British DJ and singer named Mark Heley came to San Francisco at the dawn of the decade and birthed a roving party called ToonTown. A 1991 New Year’s Eve bacchanal at a four-story SoMa warehouse, featuring virtual reality booths, video chats and intense laser light shows accompanying the techno beats, would put raves at the center of the emerging cultural map. There was even something of a house magazine in the form of Mondo 2000, led by a refugee from upstate New York named Ken Goffman, which celebrated the marriage of technology, music and psychedelic drugs; Timothy Leary, the LSD guru, made frequent appearances in its pages. The raves, and Mondo 2000, were both a magnet and an inspiration for the tech subcultures that were starting to flourish in the byways of SoMa.

Around the same time, in the basement of John Gilmore’s house in the Haight-Ashbury neighborhood, once the epicenter of the Summer of Love, San Francisco’s first general-purpose consumer Internet provider was taking shape. Tom Jennings, the SoMa hacker and skate punk, would come aboard to help.



Local bulletin boards like The WELL, along with the big national network America Online, were growing fast in the early 1990s. But it was still hard to get on the Internet proper—the free, open, global network where you might email anyone around the world, or talk with others via something known as Internet relay chat, or participate in discussion groups on what was called Usenet. It was a noncommercial network controlled by an assortment of university, government and telecom industry administrators. You couldn’t get to it from The WELL, or anyplace else, unless you had a friend in the right place, or a lot of money for a special phone line. John Gilmore, almost by accident, would come up with a solution for that.

Gilmore was a singular figure in the tech business, a self-taught programmer from Pennsylvania who’d moved to San Francisco in the late 1970s and quickly proved himself an exceptional talent, and a freethinker. Working for a computer-terminal company in Silicon Valley, he’d found his way to the Internet’s predecessor, known as the Arpanet, and discovered a mailing list devoted to the topic of microprocessors, one of his areas of interest. He eventually decided to track down the Stanford engineer who was doing the most advanced work on a powerful new processor, which turned out to be a German graduate student named Andy Bechtolsheim.

In 1984, after finding Bechtolsheim’s phone number through an old Arpanet function called “finger,” he called. “Andy isn’t here,” said a distracted Vinod Khosla, then a Stanford professor, who picked up the phone. Khosla said he was busy setting up a company and didn’t have time to talk. Gilmore mentioned what he’d been working on—the complicated job of getting software written for one chip to work on a different one—and Khosla thought again. Gilmore was soon hired by what would be called Sun Microsystems, working alongside founders Bechtolsheim, Khosla and Scott McNealy, all from Stanford, plus Bill Joy, the Unix wizard from Berkeley. He would stay three and a half years, and earn permanent financial independence. For their part, the four founders would become billionaires, and influential figures in the industry for many years to come.

A lanky, blue-eyed man who still sports the scraggly beard and shaggy long hair of the Grateful Dead follower that he is, Gilmore was one of those kids who couldn’t wait to get away from home and followed his own beat even after he did. While working at Sun, he’d been an active member of the Suicide Club, a secret society that traced its roots to the 1960s free-school movement at San Francisco State, and whose exploits included taking over abandoned military bunkers for elaborate secret parties, or climbing the Golden Gate Bridge in formal wear and eating a meal at the top. Gilmore didn’t have a lot of patience for top-down authority, be it the government or the telephone company—the nemesis of many early hackers for its controlling ways and costly services. He loved the tech world in part because you didn’t need a license, or a degree, to do your thing. The emerging Internet could be a place for unfettered free expression and experimentation, and Gilmore was very happy to help people connect.

After leaving Sun, Gilmore had started a company called Cygnus Solutions to provide technical support for “free” software—programs created by a growing cadre of technologists who believed in open, collaborative development. Cygnus needed good network connections, and Gilmore eventually installed an expensive, dedicated communications line at his house in the Haight. It had much more capacity than he needed for himself. “Then I have friends who are saying, ‘Hey John, can I put a modem in your basement and dial in and be on the Internet?’ ” recalls Gilmore. “So we did it that way.” It was the beginning of The Little Garden. You just had to buy two modems, connect one to your PC, bring the other one to Gilmore’s house and call the phone company to run another line. Then you could make a local phone call to your own special number, and you were on the Internet.

The basement-modem setup quickly became a lot to manage, what with the need to collect the checks and reboot the machines when they died and haggle with the phone company, which didn’t quite know what to make of this group of oddballs who kept ordering more lines. Tom Jennings had already developed FidoNet, an Internet precursor, and he needed to make some money—and The Little Garden needed him. He and Gilmore did a deal where Jennings would get half the revenue for any new customers he signed up at the base rate of $80 a month. He was off and running, and The Little Garden rented an office in an old bank building on Sixteenth Street in the Mission, just as the city’s new tech economy was beginning to take shape.

Gilmore was proud of The Little Garden’s approach. “Because it was started as a cooperative network, by libertarians, we didn’t impose any controls over what you could do with your Internet connection,” he said later. “Almost all of the existing ISPs [Internet service providers] came with rules that said you can only use this for your own personal use: you can’t use it for business, you can’t resell it to anybody, blah, blah, blah. We basically said: ‘We don’t care what you do with this. Try not to hurt anybody.’ ”

Internet fever was now sweeping university laboratories and hobbyist garages in the Bay Area and beyond, and there were competing ideas on where it might go next; Berners-Lee’s World Wide Web wasn’t the only game in town. A tool called Gopher, released in 1991, also provided a simple means of browsing documents on the Internet, solving some of the same problems as the Web protocols. An MIT spin-out called Thinking Machines had led the development of “Wide Area Information Servers” for searching connected computers, and a Grateful Dead–loving programmer named Brewster Kahle had moved to San Francisco and cofounded a company to build it. WAIS was based in Menlo Park, “as far north as I could put a company in 1992,” he recalled later. Ted Nelson, the hypertext visionary, was still toiling away on what he called Project Xanadu, which promised everything the Web could do and more.

Everyone involved agreed on one thing though: This was the beginning of something very big. What it might mean for the city of San Francisco was a question for another day.



For Louis Rossetto, an itinerant writer and editor with big ideas and no money, the digital technology revolution was nothing less than the greatest story of modern times. He just needed the chance to tell it to the world.

Then living in Amsterdam, Rossetto flew to San Francisco in early 1991 for the Macworld trade show, on a mission to recruit collaborators for a new magazine that would lead, and chronicle, the massive upheaval he saw coming. He was messianic in his conviction that new technologies would force a top-to-bottom reordering of culture, politics, business and every type of human relationship. This was something to be celebrated, not feared: It was nothing less than an epochal opportunity to throw off the chains of the mundane modernity imposed by soulless corporations and corrupt governments, and empower the people with magical new tools. With his flowing brown hair, brooding gaze and gift for grand pronouncements, Rossetto presented like a prophet, or at least a poet, of an emerging new world, clear in his vision and eager to enlighten the masses.

Rossetto had created a house magazine for an Amsterdam company that was developing tech tools for language translation, which was then sold to another Dutch publisher and renamed Electric Word. It was a vibrant title, expounding on the implications of digital technologies, and was among the first to be produced with the desktop publishing techniques made possible by the Apple Macintosh. But it had its limitations. “It was difficult to shoehorn all my discoveries into Electric Word,” Rossetto said many years later. He and his partner, Jane Metcalfe, an ebullient blonde whom he’d met in Paris a couple of years earlier, formulated a plan for a new magazine, and decided they needed to make a go of it in America. They made a good team. Rossetto, who grew up on Long Island and earned his libertarian bona fides as a student at Columbia, tended to be stubborn and impossibly single-minded, carrying people along on the power of his ideas and his spectacular skills as a storyteller. Metcalfe, a Kentucky native who’d graduated from the University of Colorado, was cheerful, practical, ambitious and not afraid of work, or much else really, a crucial counterbalance to her brilliant but often difficult partner.

The Macworld trip was a success, and Rossetto and Metcalfe made the move to San Francisco soon after, cadging some workspace on the first floor of a crumbling warehouse building at the corner of Second Street and South Park, courtesy of a kindly Montana native named Randy Stickrod. He’d founded an ahead-of-the-curve trade magazine called Computer Graphics World that had been a success, and was now lending his expertise, and some spare real estate, to the burgeoning creative community of South Park. The neighborhood could still be a dangerous place to walk around, but changes were afoot, and Rossetto and Metcalfe were enamored with San Francisco. “There were so many artists and so many musicians and people from all walks of life, and every little street corner had a gallery,” Metcalfe recalled later. “There was a lot of underground art and parties with intellectual themes.”

The aspiring publishers still needed to raise money. But they hadn’t had any luck with the pin-striped executives in the high-rise office suites of Time Inc. and Condé Nast and the other New York conglomerates that dominated the magazine business. The suits hadn’t gotten it at all. In their view, computer publications were about machines and software, not politics and culture; in any case they were a boring niche that the big publishers were happy to leave to the smooth-talking Bill Ziff, the magazine heir who’d bet it all on PC Week, or to Pat McGovern, the odd bird up in Boston who’d built Computerworld into an empire. But the computer trade titans didn’t see Rossetto and Metcalfe’s vision either. New national magazines were the product of years of careful market research and multimillion-dollar direct mail campaigns. This strange young couple with a fluorescent brochure and a lot of unhinged rhetoric about the digital revolution wasn’t going anywhere in this world.

“They were like, ‘Yeah, have fun with your little hobby magazine there,’ ” Rossetto recalled. His vision was far grander than that.

In California, Rossetto and Metcalfe were among their people. An unlikely promoter named Richard Saul Wurman, an architect by training, had also seen that the future of technology was about culture and commerce, not bits and bytes, and he’d somehow persuaded prominent young techies and assorted creative thinkers to come to an event he called Technology, Entertainment and Design. TED, with its signature TED Talks, would later become an international media franchise, but in its first incarnation it was a once-a-year, four-day event in the out-of-the-way coastal town of Monterey. Rossetto credits the second annual TED gathering, in 1991, with persuading him that there really were digital revolutionaries out there who needed a magazine. At TED the next year, he sought out Nicholas Negroponte, founder of the MIT Media Lab, who offered him a seed investment on the spot (and secured for himself the coveted back-page column slot).

It was Metcalfe who gave their project a name: Wired.

Some of their ideas, and their future writers, were already embedded in Ken Goffman’s Mondo 2000, but Goffman, who went by the pen name R. U. Sirius, was publishing on a shoestring, and his title was too edgy for the mainstream. Wired, on the other hand, was very much about bringing the ideas to the masses, with all the design and marketing horsepower it could muster. Goffman recalls the dawning realization in the early 1990s that “the Internet is a place where people can have businesses and feel safe, it’s not just for weirdos. Like [author and tech-culture critic] Doug Rushkoff said, ‘the Internet is going to be serious, not R. U. Sirius.’ ” Mondo would gradually fade away as the 1990s wore on.

Rossetto had convinced designer John Plunkett and his wife and partner, Barbara Kuhr, to join the venture as creative directors, and they produced a radically distinctive look, with Day-Glo colors and creative type treatments that at their best were bold, fun and elegant all at once, if sometimes hard to read. Kevin Kelly, whose sunny, Christian-inflected positivity about the tech future would prove a good complement to Rossetto’s political certitudes, was recruited from the Whole Earth Review as executive editor. John Battelle, then a twenty-five-year-old Berkeley journalism grad, was brought on as managing editor, getting the job despite a clean-cut look and earnest vibe that almost disqualified him—Wired hired for cool from its earliest days.

Battelle had grown up in Pasadena, and he’d learned a little programming on his parents’ Apple II—enough that when he got to UC Berkeley and needed a part-time job, he found one helping an entrepreneur create software for the newfangled IBM personal computer. After graduation and a brief stint at the trade publication MacWEEK, he’d returned to Berkeley for the graduate program in journalism, and though he was subsequently offered a coveted entry-level job at a suburban edition of the Los Angeles Times, he wanted to cover tech. The Times told him they already had someone on the Silicon Valley beat. (That was me.)

Louis Rossetto called over Labor Day weekend in 1992. “He basically pitched me my idea for my master’s thesis at Berkeley that I never got to do—a magazine on digital technology with broad cultural appeal, a Rolling Stone of tech,” Battelle recalled later. Still, he wasn’t totally convinced when he met Rossetto a few days later at the decrepit South Park warehouse. “He had this prototype of the magazine that he had done with Plunkett and I thought, ‘This is a little too Mondo 2000 for my taste, a little too weird,’ ” Battelle recalled. “But the story selection was good, and then we just started talking about stories.”

They’d get the first issue of Wired out in early 1993, distributing it the old-fashioned way.

“We took the boxes and went to Macworld and stood at the top of the escalators and handed them out,” recalls Battelle. His wife, Michelle, who worked in the TV business, had a connection at CNN, and she persuaded the network to come out, which turned out to be a boon. “The piece was like three or four minutes long, and they ran it over and over again because CNN was really young and they didn’t have a lot of content,” says Battelle. “Kind of a cool piece, with a bunch of weird-looking people in San Francisco, right?” Crucially, the magazine had succeeded in securing national newsstand distribution. There were also ads on the sides of buses in San Francisco and New York: “Get Wired.”

It was an instant sensation. Subscriptions poured in unsolicited through the mail as the magazine touched the large universe of people who were fascinated by new technologies and believed in their potential to change everything, but had never realized there was a whole world of like-minded people out there. It also arrived just at the moment when multimedia software based on CD-ROMs—primarily games, educational programs, electronic books and magazines—was taking off. The CD had been around for a while for recorded music, but only recently had the technology improved enough for it to easily handle pictures and video. A company later known as Macromedia had set up shop in SoMa in 1989 and created crucial tools for making interactive CD-ROM software. The new medium was spurring enough activity that people were starting to call the area around South Park “Multimedia Gulch.”

The building at Second and South Park became an incubator of sorts for emerging media. Wired moved to the third floor, making way for writers and cartoonists Mark Frauenfelder and Carla Sinclair and their culture zine, Boing Boing, which anticipated some of Wired’s enthusiasm for topics like cyber science fiction and brain-machine technology. Zines, traditionally aimed at niche enthusiasms, were having a moment: Boing Boing sold 17,500 copies of its most popular edition. A literary magazine called Might, cofounded by a young writer named Dave Eggers who’d later pen best-selling novels on topics including the city’s Internet culture, would move into the building too. The old warehouse was awaiting an earthquake retrofit, and the rent was exceptionally cheap.

At the other end of South Park, a sturdy onetime printing factory at the corner of Third and Bryant was starting to see small multimedia companies replace the garment workshops where Chinese seamstresses still toiled. One of those companies, Vivid Studios, founded by a group of designers and working at first on CD-ROM software, took it upon itself to promote the neighborhood’s new brand. Nathan Shedroff, one of the Vivid founders, printed up maps showing all the multimedia businesses in the neighborhood. When Wired needed bigger and more permanent space, he suggested the company move into the Third Street building, which would become a headquarters first for the multimedia industry and then for the Internet industry that quickly supplanted it. The building’s denizens nurtured a party culture that fit the moment: When Wired won a National Magazine Award in its first year, the Vivid crew swarmed its office with Jello shots—“We were very generous with alcohol,” Shedroff said later. The antics built a lot of bonds among the companies and contributed to the collaborative spirit bubbling across Multimedia Gulch.

Soon a fresh group of offbeat young talents, many inspired by Wired, began descending on SoMa from around the world, looking for their way into the new digital world. The Wired offices would become an obligatory stop for politicians, business executives and celebrities who wanted to burnish their tech credentials. Even Vice President Al Gore showed up, touting the “information superhighway.” Everyone was trying to figure out what the quick advances in digital technology might mean, for the city and the country and the future of humanity.

“We were trying to define digital culture,” recounted Daniel Carter, then a young magazine designer who’d moved west after a stint with the legendary but short-lived New York magazine Spy. “Before, if you were interested in technology, you were just some shlumpy person with a weird interest in something no one understood. Silicon Valley was a bunch of semiconductor companies. The Internet blew up that stereotype. Now there seemed to be a new type of person. It was… us.” In the new tech era, design and creative skills were the equal of technical excellence and a necessary complement. San Francisco was the natural home for such a marriage.



San Francisco’s media economy, not yet disrupted by the Internet, was still fairly robust. For half a century, the city’s self-conscious sensibilities had been defined by Herb Caen, the nonpareil columnist for the San Francisco Chronicle who wrote six days a week for more than fifty years and established the mood and the mores of the city with authority, humor and verve. He’d given his crucial blessing to the gays and the hippies back in the ’60s, and mandated that his town was never to be called “Frisco” or “San Fran”—prohibitions that stand to this day. He never tired of celebrating the city’s delights, even in tough times, and his sympathy for slow-growth politics, civil rights and environmental protection were a major boost for the local left, even if he wasn’t of the left himself. He developed an especially close bond with Willie Brown, the extraordinary politician who’d come to dominate local affairs, and the two of them would have lunch together every week for thirty years.

Over at the Examiner, the original flagship of William Randolph Hearst’s tabloid empire, the swashbuckling editor Phil Bronstein was in charge, bringing the populist flair of the publication’s founder and news-making abilities of his own: He’d later marry the actress Sharon Stone, of Basic Instinct fame, and make headlines getting bitten by a giant lizard at the Los Angeles Zoo. Bronstein appreciated out-of-the-box writers and characters like Warren Hinckle, who’d helped animate the city’s literary scene since the 1960s, when he ran the influential left-wing magazine Ramparts. The afternoon Examiner shared business operations with the staid morning Chronicle, founded back in 1865 and still owned by the de Young family, but it wasn’t a happy marriage. Will Hearst III, the grandson of the founder and publisher of the Examiner in the 1980s, would lament later that the so-called joint operating agreement between the two papers had handcuffed him in his efforts to meet the digital moment.

The Bay Guardian, founded in 1966 by Bruce Brugmann and Jean Dibble, had followed New York’s Village Voice in creating the blend of left-wing politics and entertainment listings that defined the alternative weekly. Brugmann was still in the chair, and he and his longtime right-hand, editor Tim Redmond, were setting the agenda for the political left. The Bay Guardian could easily make or break candidates with its endorsements, and it ceaselessly beat the drum on pet issues, especially the perfidy of PG&E, the local power company. Along with an upstart rival, SF Weekly, the paper was thick with ads for bars and bands and movies, a go-to choice for young people looking for something to do.

“My primary source of information was the Bay Guardian,” recalls Sharky Laguana, who’d arrived in the city in 1990 as a homeless teenager and would eventually become a business owner and a member of the city’s Homelessness Commission. Laguana was a foster kid from Cincinnati, who after aging out had followed a girl to a spiritual retreat center near Santa Cruz called Mt. Madonna, and after she broke his heart he made his way to the city with nothing but a cheap guitar and dreams of making it in the music business. “I was poor, I was a renter, I was intelligent but I was not a target for any of the things that businesses were looking for,” he said. “My politics, I just believed anything the Bay Guardian wrote.”

Community newspapers, including two serving Chinese speakers, had strong followings too. The Bay Area Recorder, chronicling the gay community, entered journalism lore in 1992 with a cover depicting then–San Francisco Sheriff Richard Hongisto obscenely handling his baton, dubbing it his “big stick.” It was a reference to Hongisto’s ham-handed roundup of protesters and journalists during the local version of the riots that followed the Rodney King verdict in Los Angeles. Hongisto responded to the stinging satire by ordering his deputies to confiscate the newspapers from their distribution boxes on the streets—an impressive display of bad judgment that quickly cost him his job.

The Los Angeles Times, for its part, with a newsroom 1,200 strong and profits running at $200 million a year, was bigger than its two San Francisco counterparts combined and took great pride in its journalistic excellence. In 1990, the digital future was already visible on the horizon, and “Los Angeles” was not a brand that played very well in San Francisco, but the corporate bosses at the paper—then still controlled by the founding Chandler family—had nonetheless decided that this was the moment to advance a long-standing aspiration to be the “newspaper of the West.”

Just a few months after I’d arrived that year, the bureau moved from desolate Fox Plaza, near City Hall, to a shiny new building clad in dark red marble at 388 Market Street, in the heart of the financial district. It was a huge upgrade: We had a whole floor with curved, floor-to-ceiling windows, outfitted for a newsroom of forty and envisioned as the home base for a new Northern California edition of the paper. But we had barely unpacked when the brass thought better of it, spooked by the recession of 1990 and the obvious risks, and abruptly pulled the plug on the project. The bureau of a half dozen reporters and columnists would rattle around the fancy space for the next five years.

For me, an awkward question remained: If I was the Silicon Valley correspondent, what was I doing in San Francisco?

The sunny tech heartlands of Palo Alto, Santa Clara, Menlo Park and Cupertino, with their sprawling, low-slung office complexes and strip malls hugging traffic-clogged suburban boulevards, were a whole different world. Thirty, forty and fifty miles south of the city, global brand names like Hewlett-Packard and Intel employed tens of thousands of people, while up-and-comers like Sun Microsystems nipped at their heels. The older companies had emerged from a very different kind of tech culture, one where the military loomed large, and there was still a lot of soldering and metal-bending going on inside faceless factories built of prefab walls. Some of the biggest operations—like the IBM disk drive plant in San Jose—were owned by the behemoths from New York and Boston that still ruled a very corporate computer industry. There were a lot of good jobs in Silicon Valley and pleasant suburban homes that people could buy with the wages they earned. With cutting-edge research coming out of Stanford and a startup economy supported by the venture capital firms lining Sand Hill Road, on the border of Palo Alto and Menlo Park, there was plenty of innovation too.

Yet even in Silicon Valley, the early 1990s were not a very optimistic moment. Japanese companies had emerged as formidable competitors in the semiconductor business that had given the Valley its name, and were threatening to upend the rest of the computer business too. That—not what was happening with the hackers and punks of SoMa—was the story of the moment for a technology business press corps that consisted of just a few dozen people across all of the mainstream newspapers and magazines, both national and local.

Andy Grove, the Intel CEO, had sent a fiddle to Washington a few years earlier, a message about what he thought the government was doing while the US chip industry burned. Hewlett-Packard, the original garage startup and paterfamilias of the Valley, was struggling in a highly competitive and volatile computer business. Steve Jobs, ousted from Apple, was desperately trying to get the doomed NeXT computer out the door, reduced at times to virtually begging reporters for ink. (He tracked me down one morning at my girlfriend’s apartment—“Hey Jonathan, it’s Steve. Steve Jobs”—chatting like we were old friends.) Microsoft was ascendant, though despised by many in Silicon Valley as a copycat for its Windows software, and a bully for squeezing out competition. An Apple spin-out called General Magic was the hot startup of the moment, but would prove too far ahead of its time.

Compared with today, the tech industry was small, and strikingly personal. Bill Gates, usually disheveled and always argumentative, was happy to mix it up with critics in the hallways of Esther Dyson’s PC Forum, or to lecture me, in a memorable interview, about how stupid I was to think that a federal antitrust investigation of his company was even news. (Microsoft’s protracted battle with the US government, which began in 1992, would handicap its business for a decade.) Computer and software companies occupied only a modest corner of the global business landscape, certainly not on par with the big banks and oil companies and the other stalwarts of the old economy, and wielding none of the power and influence they’d later enjoy.

Tech was also very cyclical, and the recession that took hold in 1990 solidified a down cycle in the industry that wouldn’t reverse for a couple of years. It didn’t look obvious at all that tech was going to be the savior for San Francisco’s faltering economy.



Brian Behlendorf was at the Great American Music Hall, a storied concert venue in the heart of the city’s Tenderloin district, when he ran into Jonathan Steuer, who’d just been hired to run Wired’s new online venture, soon to be named HotWired. It had been a year since Behlendorf had launched SF Raves and his hyperreal.org website.

Steuer, a Wisconsin native, had moved to the city for graduate studies in digital media at Stanford, and was living in a group house on Ramona Street in the Mission. He’d joined The Little Garden, and was developing his own weekly dinner salon, called Cyborganic, to bring the burgeoning crowd of digital enthusiasts together. Now he’d been tapped to create an electronic expression of Wired, first on America Online—the go-to choice for nontechies—and then on the amorphous new medium of the Web. Steuer knew Behlendorf from SF Raves, and they were both big fans of the band that was playing that night, a rave ensemble with the too-perfect moniker Space Time Continuum. Steuer invited Behlendorf to come by the Wired offices and have a look.

Behlendorf took him up on it, and soon he started helping out, getting paid a pittance but reveling in the creative swirl, and the possibilities. Wired, as a company, was blowing up, hiring scores of people for the magazine and the new digital venture and a host of other projects as Louis Rossetto pursued his expansive vision—a TV show, a book publishing imprint, Wired cafés, maybe even hotels. As a brand, Wired had captured a moment, and a story of monumental import, and it was ready to double down. Music always pumped through the Wired offices, and now the old printing factory was throbbing with optimistic energy—smart young rebels with brightly colored hair and too many tattoos, merrily creating the future. It was all a world away from the New York media establishment. The aspirations were boundless.

“This Internet thing could be how you actually bring society together,” Behlendorf recalled thinking at the time. “I got so wild-eyed about that.”

Rossetto had been jolted into action when a September 1993 Wired cover story about Singapore had led to the issue being banned in that country, and some Singaporean engineers who were fans of the magazine had taken it upon themselves to replicate the issue on the fledgling World Wide Web. The success of Wired had led Condé Nast chairman Si Newhouse to invest $2.5 million in the company at the beginning of 1994 to build up its print circulation, but since subscribers were coming in on their own, Rossetto decided to use the money for the Web project instead.

“We were making Wired and realizing what the opportunities were in this Internet space beyond AOL, and we realized that [the Web] was basically the future of media, period. The Web was the place where individuals could create media and build businesses outside of the control of the normal channels. You didn’t need a gatekeeper like Condé Nast or Ziff Davis to tell you whether you could make a magazine, you could just make something on the Web and go directly to people.” It was natural for Wired to be out front.

“We didn’t just think of ourselves as reporters chronicling something,” Rossetto added. “We felt ourselves as players. We were eating our own dog food. We were going to make our own media and pioneer this new space.”

Rossetto had set up HotWired as a separate entity, and everyone agreed that it needed to be its own thing, a new kind of media. But the consensus ended there. Steuer had introduced Rossetto to Howard Rheingold, a big personality on The WELL and a pioneering thinker on virtual communities, and he’d been brought on as executive editor. Rheingold wanted HotWired to focus on building community, and two-way relationships among readers and staffers. Rossetto wasn’t interested in that at all. He was a magazine guy, and an evangelist; people were supposed to listen to him, not the other way around. The community was the readers and advertisers, Rossetto explained later, not amateurs creating content. “He was like, this is going to be a slick, polished thing with an attitude,” Steuer recounted. “And we don’t care what anyone thinks about it. The last thing we want to do is have conversation, community, interactivity—fuck all that.”

The questions didn’t end there: What kind of stories would be offered on HotWired beyond what was in the magazine? Would people be required to register? Would they have to pay? How would it make money?

And then there was the small matter of how to make anything at all. Website software barely existed.

Behlendorf was hired as perhaps the world’s first “webmaster,” and he would find the solution. From the beginning of SF Raves, he’d been engaged with a group of researchers at the National Center for Supercomputing Applications at the University of Illinois-Champaign, led by a graduate student named Rob McCool. The NCSA was developing software for hosting websites, aiming to improve on Tim Berners-Lee
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