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CHAPTER 1

A Wild Ride Through China

Travis Kalanick sits in the back of a chauffeur-driven black Mercedes making its way through the traffic-clogged streets of Beijing. It is the dead of summer in 2016, and the sky above the Chinese capital is thick with pollution, the air muggy and still. As CEO of Uber, the world’s most valuable start-up, Kalanick has been visiting China about every three months for three years now. All the travel from his home base in San Francisco is part of a money-draining and quixotic gambit to replicate the global success of Uber’s disruptive ride-hailing service in the world’s most populous country.

Kalanick has spent the previous three days in Tianjin, a megacity on the Yellow Sea, two hours southeast of Beijing. There he was a cochair of the World Economic Forum’s (WEF) New Champions meeting, the so-called summer Davos. Weeks shy of his fortieth birthday, Kalanick was the toast of Tianjin, where he enjoyed the considerable fringe benefits of his newfound worldwide prominence. The California start-up he runs has been around a mere six years, yet at the off-season international gabfest he scored an audience with the second most powerful government official in China, Premier Li Keqiang. Kalanick appeared on WEF panels moderated by Western and Chinese broadcasters, gamely attempted to flip a traditional pancake over an intimate dinner with the managers responsible for Uber’s local operations in Tianjin, and huddled with his entrepreneurial peers. Among them was Lei Jun, founder of the highly valued Chinese smartphone maker Xiaomi. Lei’s penchant for bold claims and his company’s controversial business model of selling ultracheap phones make him as notorious in China as Kalanick is everywhere else.

Already, Kalanick’s trip is a success, judged at least through the prism of the image-enhancing mentions he has racked up in the Chinese and international press. Li, the Chinese premier and an outspoken promoter of entrepreneurialism in China, called Kalanick a “pioneer.” He said this in English, a flattering flourish and tidbit the Uber CEO’s China-based minions dutifully fed to the local press. Indeed, Kalanick’s every utterance on this trip is making headlines. Asked during a WEF fireside chat if self-driving vehicles would make the human-driven kind obsolete, Kalanick threw off one of his signature and controversial one-liners that combined insouciance, boastfulness, and don’t-mess-with-me humor. “You might own a car like maybe some people own a horse,” he deadpanned in front of an admiring audience. “You know, you might take a ride on the weekends or something.”

As he leaves Tianjin and in the privacy of his human-driven vehicle on the road to Beijing, however, his cocky good cheer gives way to prickly tension. In fact, Kalanick has a full-blown crisis on his hands. He joins a conference call with a team of Uber executives in three countries on two continents. A team of communications executives dials in from San Francisco. Others call from Seoul, South Korea. Two executives are in the car with Kalanick, both critical to Uber’s Asian ambitions. One is Emil Michael, Uber’s chief business officer and the CEO’s all-purpose right-hand man, to whom on this very trip Kalanick has delegated the role of engaging in high-stakes and secretive negotiations to sell Uber’s China business to its chief rival, Didi Chuxing. The other is Liu Zhen, the head of strategy for Uber China and its best-known Chinese employee. Liu is also a first cousin of Jean Liu, the former Goldman Sachs banker who is president of Didi and whose father founded the computer behemoth Lenovo.

The purpose of the call is to discuss whether or not Kalanick should travel as planned early the next day to Seoul for a most unusual appointment. In late 2014 a Korean prosecutor indicted Kalanick, holding him responsible for what the South Korean government deemed to be Uber’s illegal taxi service. This service was a version of the company’s popular UberX service in the United States, in which amateur drivers use their own cars to serve passengers. Kalanick agreed to appear in court to answer the charges. The plan, worked out by Uber’s legal team after protracted negotiations with the Korean prosecutors, is for Kalanick to plead guilty to what is effectively a misdemeanor—and then to be immediately released.

From a legal perspective, appearing in the Seoul court is low risk. Prosecutors have assured Uber’s lawyers that Kalanick would be given a suspended sentence, making him free to leave Seoul. And that would be fine with the CEO, who is well accustomed at this point to picking fights with regulators and other officials the world over. Since it received its first cease-and-desist letter from the city of San Francisco in 2010, Uber has been clashing with adversaries from Seattle to New York and Paris to Delhi and beyond—often with its pugnacious CEO stirring the pot with inflammatory comments to the media and outrageous tweets. What’s more, South Korea wasn’t all that important a market for Uber, with restrictive laws preventing the company from operating all but the highest-end limousine version of its service there. Uber’s motivation in settling the case, therefore, wasn’t so much about commerce as about eliminating a pesky and embarrassing thorn in its CEO’s side.

As the car snakes its way through snarled Beijing traffic, however, Kalanick becomes increasingly agitated. He’s concerned that what ought to be a simple legal proceeding instead has the potential to turn into what he terms a “shit show” on the ground in Korea. Repeatedly, he queries his public-relations and legal advisers about the ramifications of the local media learning that the renegade CEO had alighted in Seoul. The goal was to cause as little ruckus as possible. To achieve that outcome, Uber has chartered a private jet, which stands at the ready at an airfield in Beijing to whisk Kalanick in and out of Korea without the press catching wind of his appearance. And yet someone, likely in the prosecutor’s office, has leaked word that Kalanick will appear the next day. Kalanick envisions the worst possible scenario for his and Uber’s brand: photos of him being handcuffed and paraded through a Korean courtroom, an Asian perp walk at precisely the moment he was working so hard to project an image of leadership in China and the rest of Asia.

When it comes to protecting his image, no detail is too small. Kalanick wants to know, for example, how many doors there are in the courtroom—the better to understand effective escape routes. How ironclad is the promise to release him immediately? Would he be able to clear customs quietly in the private-aviation terminal? Opinions fly on the line as executives talk over one another, including the CEO. At one particularly heated moment Kalanick instructs his man on the ground in Seoul, Uber’s top business-development executive for Asia, to “stop interrupting me.”

It will be hours before Kalanick decides to skip the court date and instead instruct his Korean lawyers to request, for the fourth time, an extension. It is a calculated risk. Angering a Korean judge might make Kalanick permanently unwelcome in Korea. And yet the bet pays off, at least in the short term. His failure to appear earns brief mentions in the Korean press and is ignored everywhere else, including in the United States. Months later there is no movement in the case, and there isn’t likely to be until Uber decides having a business in Korea is worth the renewed effort.

In the meantime, the Uber entourage reaches its Beijing destination, the glittering Shangri-La Hotel. Next to the hotel is a convention center where Kalanick will address a conference hosted by the Chinese Internet company NetEase. Kalanick and his colleagues briefly hole up in a private room to complete their call as a crowd of one thousand overwhelmingly youthful employees of Chinese Internet companies waits in a strobe-lit hall with loudspeakers blaring.

Despite Uber’s underdog status in China, Kalanick is a rock star to the young, Internet-savvy Chinese audience. Obsessed with all things digital and entrepreneurial, the tech workers know well the story of Uber’s global success and its efforts in China. Even though Didi outshines it at home, Uber has carved out a sizable piece of the market, and Kalanick is a boldface name for the audience. The packed ballroom is skeptical but intrigued by Kalanick’s maverick reputation and record of persistence. They have no idea how close Uber is to capitulating in China. They also know nothing of how distracted Kalanick is by the prospect of possible arrest in Seoul. The air of excitement in the room is palpable.

For Kalanick, however, it’s just another speech, followed by an onstage interview with a local broadcaster with impeccable English. As the attendees don headphones for simultaneous translation, the Uber CEO strides onstage in the crisp gray suit and collared white shirt he’d worn that morning to meet the premier of China. He gives an abbreviated version of a talk he’d delivered months earlier at the world-famous TED conference in Vancouver, including a photo of the Los Angeles suburb where he grew up. This iteration of the talk, though, is tailored for the Chinese audience. Newly added is an update on Uber’s three-year-old China business, which by now includes service in some sixty cities. In a brief Q&A following his talk, Kalanick is asked if he minds being second place in the Chinese market, given Uber’s leading position most everywhere else in the world. He chuckles and gives a nonanswer: “The way I like to think of this is, it’s our job to serve drivers and riders better. If we ultimately serve them better we will have most of the customers. And we still have some work to do.” Asked directly about first-place Didi, Kalanick deflects: “In an ideal world we are serving those customers better and most of those customers are ours.”

It’s late afternoon and not only is Kalanick spent, he has bigger things on his mind than convincing China’s Internet community that Uber can best Didi. The appearance lasts barely twenty minutes, after which the CEO hustles out of the hall and to a nearby hotel to mull his Korean dilemma.
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By breakfast the next day at the sturdy and sumptuous Rosewood Beijing hotel, the tense pall hanging over Kalanick the day before has lifted completely. Having already decided to skip the Seoul jaunt, Kalanick has moved on. Freshly shaved and dressed in his more typical jeans and a polo shirt, he is rested and relaxed. He professes to be completely over the ordeal and unaffected by it. The back-and-forth with authorities is a necessary dance, he tells me, and he is dutifully executing his steps. In Kalanick’s worldview, Uber’s entire business model is predicated on challenging obsolete laws meant to protect entrenched interests and frustrate innovation rather than benefit consumers. The whole notion of taxi medallions and fixed pricing, for example, constricts supply and keeps prices high—both negatives for riders. For him, it has become part of the job to fight what he sees as injustice. Where the world sees a provocateur, Kalanick looks in the mirror and sees a truth seeker.

Given that he’d been planning on stealthily jetting to Korea on this fine summer morning, Kalanick has a rare open schedule in front of him; he isn’t due in his next destination, Hangzhou, until the next day. After polishing off an omelet he plans to sit at his computer and see “what shit I can stir up,” he declares.

And so, at right that moment, Kalanick begins telling me his life story. For the better part of two years I had been attempting to persuade the reluctant CEO to cooperate with me on a book about Uber. As a writer for Fortune based in San Francisco, I had been covering Silicon Valley’s top companies for nearly twenty years and had written a book about Apple in 2012. After fits and starts and discussions about having further discussions, he had finally relented. I was planning to write the book with or without him, and he made a pragmatic decision to have his say rather than remain quiet. Weeks earlier, he had invited me to tag along on this trip to China, given how central the country was to Uber’s story. Kalanick and his advisers also correctly foresaw that a trip far from headquarters would afford moments like this, where the harried executive would have time to talk with me.

Indeed, once Kalanick got to talking, he didn’t let up. We continue the conversation over the course of the next several days in China and then again once we’d both returned home to San Francisco. We talk on a flight—on the plane that was supposed to ferry him to Korea—to the coastal city of Hangzhou, where he’ll meet with Uber China’s top executives as well as Jack Ma, founder of Alibaba and China’s Internet kingpin; in a van shuttling him to a resort hotel on the outskirts of Hangzhou; in mid-July back home, during a three-hour walk through the streets of San Francisco; and during numerous additional formal and informal chats after that.

Uber’s story isn’t strictly synonymous with Travis Kalanick’s, but he is its central character. In fact, Uber wasn’t initially his idea. Kalanick’s involvement with Uber was part time for the entire first year of the company’s existence, a time when he was recuperating from his last gig and keeping his options open for his next one. All the same, Kalanick was present nearly at the creation of Uber, and he supplied the critical insight that transformed someone else’s idea from merely interesting to undeniably groundbreaking. He has been Uber’s iron-fisted, omnipresent CEO from the time it first gained traction and began expanding beyond San Francisco. As a result, Uber has become as identified with Kalanick as Microsoft, Apple, and Facebook are with Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, and Mark Zuckerberg, respectively.

Whether or not Uber becomes as powerful and highly valued as these enduring technology-industry titans, its CEO already has become an object of fascination and, for many, repulsion. In the short period that Uber went from an idea to the biggest of the so-called unicorns—privately held start-ups valued at more than $1 billion, once a rarity—Kalanick became world famous for his ruthlessness, lack of empathy, and willingness to flout anybody else’s rules. He was a veritable poster boy for the “brogrammer” culture of San Francisco, a male-dominated universe of engineers-turned-entrepreneurs. Older than Gates, Jobs, and Zuckerberg were when they founded their companies, he arrived on the scene already a B-level fixture in San Francisco’s post-Internet-bubble start-up community.

And while Kalanick had struggled with his previous start-ups, his timing with Uber was impeccable. Just as Microsoft defined the personal computer revolution, Apple wrote the next chapter of digital entertainment, and Facebook created the twenty-first century’s most powerful publishing platform, Uber perfectly exemplifies all the attributes of the information-technology industry’s next wave. A mobile-first company, if there had been no iPhone there would have been no Uber. Uber expanded globally almost from its beginning, far earlier than would have been possible in an era when packaged software and clunky computers were the norm. It is a leader of the so-called gig economy, cleverly marrying its technology with other people’s assets (their cars) as well as their labor, paying them independent-contractor fees but not costlier employee benefits. Such “platform” companies became all the rage as Uber rose to prominence. Airbnb didn’t need to own homes to make a profit renting them. Thumbtack and TaskRabbit are just two companies that matched people looking for project-based work with customers—without having to make any hires themselves.

By late 2016 Uber stood at a crossroads. It had raised $17 billion from private investors, reaching a valuation of $69 billion, an unheard-of level for a still-fledgling private company. Within weeks of Kalanick’s wild ride through the streets of Beijing, Uber would shock its critics and admirers alike by quitting in China, the country into which Kalanick personally had poured so much energy and credibility, to say nothing of his investors’ capital. For nearly twenty years, Kalanick had been the perennial never-say-die entrepreneur. Yet here he was, waving the white flag in China and citing pragmatism as the reason. “As an entrepreneur, I’ve learned that being successful is about listening to your head as well as following your heart,” he said in a blog post announcing the sale of Uber China to Didi.

The odds had been long, yet Uber had appeared to be making headway in China. If nothing else it had succeeded simply in winning the Chinese government’s tacit permission to operate, a feat Google, Facebook, eBay, and others hadn’t managed to pull off. Still, Uber was losing a billion dollars a year in China, and by selling to Didi—making Uber Didi’s largest shareholder and bringing Didi onto Uber’s board—Kalanick in one fell swoop suffered the most painful failure of his career and achieved one of his greatest triumphs. All of a sudden he had turned a $2 billion investment into a stake in a rising Chinese monopoly worth $6 billion. And by eliminating a no-end-in-sight drain on the company’s cash reserves, he shored up Uber’s finances, paving the way for an eventual initial public offering of Uber’s shares in the United States.

Kalanick too stood at a crossroads. From the age of twenty he’d reveled in being the scrappy, rough-edged, loose-lipped entrepreneur. He mightily swung for the fences with the first start-up he was a part of—and lost. His second tech company was a modest, if exhausting, success. With Uber he’d already enjoyed dizzying heights, but at a price. He was known throughout the world as an asshole, a ruthless, authority-defying libertarian, admired for his tenacity but reviled for his scorched-earth tactics. That image didn’t sit well with him. Travis Kalanick, even close followers of the Silicon Valley scene might be surprised to know, felt misunderstood.

What wasn’t disputable, however, was that he was now the CEO of a large organization, one with annual revenues of about $6 billion and around ten thousand employees. Even he understood that his days of cobbling together a smartphone app and letting the public try it or speaking his mind without consequences were over. An entrepreneur more accustomed to “jamming” on a “hack” to solve a problem consumers didn’t know they had, he was now at the epicenter of the business establishment. (In late 2016, then president-elect Donald Trump named Kalanick to an eighteen-member “Strategic and Policy Forum,” a group of business advisers. Kalanick hastily resigned the position days after Trump’s inauguration amidst outrage by employees and customers over Trump’s sudden travel ban on citizens from seven predominantly Muslim countries.) Kalanick’s story—and his company’s—offers a window into all the most important trends in business in an era defined by smartphones, easy access to capital, and the harnessing of artificial intelligence that computer scientists had dreamed of for years. This book aims to tell the story of this era-defining company and its singular CEO. While it may be impossible to bridge the asshole-versus-misunderstood divide, it is possible to explain how Kalanick and Uber came to be who and what they are—and how they reached such a high pinnacle of success.
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I first met Travis Kalanick in July 2011, less than a year after he’d become CEO of Uber. The company was tiny then, with just several hundred licensed limousine drivers using its app, all in San Francisco. Even then, though, Uber had achieved the sheen of a San Francisco start-up on the rise. But Uber was still two years away from adopting the strategy of one of its competitors to allow ordinary people to use their own cars to make money via Uber’s app. So while Uber already was cool and buzzy, it hadn’t yet gone through the explosive growth that would make it the most highly valued start-up in the world.

At that meeting Kalanick, then thirty-four years old, laid out the basics of his career. A native of Los Angeles, he’d been a computer engineering major who’d dropped out of UCLA to work for a company called Scour, begun by some of his classmates. Scour was a proto-Napster that the entertainment industry shortly sued out of existence. He parlayed the file-sharing concepts of Scour to start another company, Red Swoosh, with the idea of turning “litigants into customers” by building peer-to-peer software for entertainment companies to use for legitimate purposes. Six long years later he sold that company to Akamai, the dominant software competitor in its field, for just enough money for Kalanick to join the club of San Francisco entrepreneurs who had achieved an “exit,” a financing event that put some cash in his pocket.

During our first chat Kalanick also told me how Uber got started. It was an after-the-fact creation myth, which nearly every successful Silicon Valley start-up has, about how he and a friend named Garrett Camp had an epiphany when they couldn’t catch a cab during a blizzard in Paris in late 2008. If only there were a way to turn one’s phone into a taxi dispatcher. “The germ of the idea was Garrett’s,” Kalanick said. “Mine was the business architecture.”

Three years later, Uber was already beloved by its young, largely male customer base—people like Kalanick and Camp who are thrilled with the transformative power of pushing a button on their smartphones and having a Lincoln Town Car show up at their doorstep. Given how contentious Uber’s relationship with its drivers would one day become, Kalanick on that day in mid-2011 chose to emphasize how much he loved Uber’s drivers. He said he gave them hugs whenever they visited Uber. “When they come here”—to Uber’s modest offices at Fourth and Market streets in San Francisco—“I say, ‘Let’s hug it out.’ ” He recounted the tale of the company’s first crisis, the day the previous fall when the city of San Francisco served Uber a cease-and-desist letter. The company, then named UberCab, decided the city had no jurisdiction over it, first because it was merely a technology platform that owned no cars and employed no drivers, and also because its “partners” drove limos, not taxis. “So we removed the ‘Cab’ from our name,” said Kalanick, and Uber otherwise ignored the city’s demand to stop arranging rides.

Kalanick was full of confidence in that summer of 2011. Uber already operated in New York and planned to launch shortly in Seattle, Washington, D.C., Boston, and Chicago. Kalanick bragged about the advanced math that went into Uber’s calculation of when riders should expect their cars to show up. Uber’s “math department,” as he called it, included a computational statistician, a rocket scientist, and a nuclear physicist. They were running, he informed me, a Gaussian process emulation—a fancy statistical model—to improve on data available from Google’s mapping products. “Our estimates are far superior to Google’s,” Kalanick said.

I was witnessing for the first time the cocksure Kalanick. I told him I had an idea for a market for Uber. I had recently sent a babysitter home in an Uber, a wonderful convenience because I could pay with my credit card from Uber’s app and then monitor the car’s progress on my phone to make sure the sitter got home safely. And I didn’t have to leave home to do it. I was certain other parents would want to do the same and that Uber could enhance its image by marketing itself to them. Kalanick could have smiled away the idea. Instead, he made it clear he wasn’t interested. My idea didn’t conform to Kalanick’s image of Uber, a “baller” service that allowed well-heeled single men like him to travel around town in high style. Uber’s motto at the time was “Everyone’s Private Driver.” A service for parents to shuttle home their babysitters? Lame.

Over time, I saw Kalanick out and about in San Francisco, sometimes at the Battery, the tech community’s slick private dining club in a converted pre-earthquake marble mill, or at industry conferences. When I told him in a breakfast buffet line that I loved Uber but didn’t want or need to be driven around in a luxury car, he told me to be patient, that a new service called UberX would change my mind about Uber.

And by the time Uber became a global phenomenon, I told Kalanick, by e-mail in early 2014, that I wanted to write a book about the company. His response was swift—and in character. “I am a fan of your work, and am flattered that you would consider writing a book about Uber,” he wrote. “However, in my opinion it is not the time to do it. I’m not sure if you’re planning to write the book anyways, but I will make it clear to the folks I know not to cooperate and if you are still persistent, I will find another writer to write an authorized book with full access to us to compete with yours. It’s not my preference to take this approach, but it is an important topic that I feel strongly about.” He ended by writing, “Thanks. T.”

I felt like I was off to a good start, at least in terms of seeing the real Kalanick. He didn’t respond, as many CEOs would have, with some kind of diplomatic answer about perhaps beginning a dialogue we could finish when the timing was better. He flat-out threatened to bury my project if I had the temerity to defy him.

I kept in touch with Kalanick, and eventually he changed his mind about cooperating with me. As Uber got bigger its reputation became more checkered, especially as various missteps caused many riders and drivers to sour on the company. Well-funded competitors also sprang up everywhere Uber did business. These included Lyft and Juno in the United States, Gett in Europe, Didi in China, GrabTaxi in Southeast Asia, and Ola in India. All raised ample funding, sometimes from the same investors that backed Uber. Kalanick and the seasoned advisers he hired gradually came to see that his pugnaciousness has poisoned the well with too many constituencies: investors, government officials, drivers, potential and existing customers. It was not at all uncommon for people in U.S. cities, for example, to refuse to use Uber, citing the company’s reputation for rough tactics and attitude toward women. Kalanick would ultimately decide to tell me his story, but on my terms, not his. I would have access to him and Uber’s other executives, but the story would be mine alone to tell.
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Like any company, Uber remains a work in progress. But mere years into its existence it had so insinuated itself into the cultural zeitgeist that it joined an elite group of corporate names that double as verbs: No need to drive to the event, I’ll just Uber there.

Consumers took to Uber so quickly because it is so easy to use. Each time the company opens for business in a new market—at the end of 2016 it operated in more than 450 cities in 73 countries—users discuss their discovery with the zealousness of a convert. Unlike naysayers of Twitter, who try the service but can’t see the utility, or doubters of Snapchat, who believe, justifiably, they’re too old to learn, Uber appeals to everyone who lives in or near a city and has a smartphone. A new customer installs the app, enters their credit card information (personal and business, if they choose), and then requests a driver. The software knows where the request is coming from because the customer’s smartphone has a GPS chip (and other sensor technology) that tells it so. Uber uses the same technology to know where the closest driver is. Customers quickly adapt to simply exiting an Uber car without paying because Uber automatically charges their card and pays the driver their cut. What is now commonplace for many was magical the first time they did it—and a massive departure from fumbling for cash or persuading a cabbie to take plastic in days gone by.

Though it began by catering to urban, on-the-prowl hipsters with plenty of disposable income, Uber knows few demographic boundaries. It appeals to single women who can get a safe, trackable ride home. Senior citizens can use the service as easily as teenagers. UberPool, a carpooling service, makes Uber affordable to anyone with just a little more cash than bus fare. The company even reasonably argues that its service has become a social good. It is an antidote to drunk driving, for instance. Uber cleverly tapped into the national angst over unemployed military veterans by designing a program to recruit vets as drivers. More than fifty thousand signed up.

Uber unleashed the promise of other societal shifts. It replaced the antiquated taxi radio dispatch system, for example, with an algorithmic rider request/driver availability matching program. Some taxi services built apps of their own in response. Where the company has sufficient scale, in all its major cities, the system is so efficient that power users have begun to think the unthinkable: car ownership isn’t so necessary anymore. As well, Uber’s carpooling aspirations portend to eliminate congestion itself. If people don’t own cars and ride in them with other people more, at least in theory there would be fewer cars on the street. Should the vision of autonomous vehicles become a reality—and Uber is investing heavily in the technology—roads may become less crowded for the first time since the invention of roads.

That said, it’s easy to get carried away with Uber’s promise—and Uber frequently does. Car ownership hasn’t yet declined in the United States as the result of the advent of ridesharing or for any other reason. According to U.S. Census data, the percentage of households with no vehicles declined from 21.5 percent in 1960 to 9.1 percent in 2010, the year Uber started. It was the same four years later, the last data available. There is similar national data for driver’s licenses: The number ticked up by four million from 2014 to 2015, also according to census data. As well, the Pew Research Center reported in 2016 that while 51 percent of Americans had heard of the concept of ridesharing, just 15 percent had used a service like Uber and Lyft, and another 33 percent were unfamiliar with them altogether. Surveys suggest that Uber has had a meaningful impact on the life of young adults in urban areas but hasn’t yet triggered the kind of societal change it frequently trumpets.

Uber does represent a new opportunity for drivers, if a challenging one. Becoming an Uber driver is easy. (To prove the point, I got behind the wheel while researching this book.) And it offers the ultimate labor flexibility. Want to make
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