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AUTHOR’S NOTE


I woke up in Austin, Texas, on March 13, 2011, to an email from Alexis Ohanian. He explained that I must have swapped business cards with one of his programmer colleagues the prior evening, because mine had been passed on to him “for safekeeping.” That was certainly possible; it was my first time navigating the five days of over-the-top marketing stunts and extreme networking known as the South by Southwest Interactive Festival, and as a new reporter for Inc., I’d swapped a lot of cards. Ohanian proposed a coffee. He wanted to introduce me to his business partner, a hacker who had started a new tech company. Hours later, at a café called Halcyon on Lavaca Street, I was seated across from Steve Huffman.


Huffman pitched me on his new travel-search website, Hipmunk, which allowed people to sort flights based on the “agony” their itineraries would induce. Once he’d finished, Ohanian gave me a vinyl luggage tag featuring a chipmunk wearing old-timey aviator goggles.


I didn’t want a luggage tag, and, if I’m really being honest, I didn’t care a great deal about Hipmunk. I’d jumped on the meeting because I had an inkling these two young men might be remarkable. Huffman and Ohanian had started Reddit back in 2005, a few weeks after they graduated college—long before they started slinging plane tickets.


By this time, in early 2011, if you were working in media you were keenly aware of the “Reddit hug of death.” That is to say, when a news story was endorsed (“upvoted,” it’s called) by enough Reddit users (“Redditors,” they’re called) to earn a spot on the site’s homepage, it would send your website so much lucrative traffic that it could cripple your servers. At the time, Reddit had just exceeded a billion page views, after tripling in traffic over the past year. But Reddit was more interesting than the raw numbers. Huffman and Ohanian had created a Petri dish for discussion and proliferation of the most interesting, funny, and awful parts of the Internet. The site was gloriously anarchic, allowing users rather than individual editors to select the stories front-page readers were shown. This led to stunts, memes, nerdy in-jokes, and massive collective acts of charity. It also resulted in lots of limit-pushing, so that you’d often find hate speech and misogyny smattered in with the derpy dog photos and Star Wars memes. Entire separate forums were dedicated to fat shaming, racist ideologies, and revenge porn.


One currency of Reddit is known as “karma”—points awarded to users for creating popular posts or comments. Another, increasingly, seemed to be raw outrage. Users debated everything, but especially the decisions of forums’ moderators and Reddit’s own policy and enforcement. Watching controversy unfold became known as “munching on popcorn,” as if the lurker had a front-row seat to a feature film.


How, I wondered, did something this nutty and sprawling—this mirror of the entire Internet—come out of the brains of these two apparently normal guys?


( • • )


My curiosity about Reddit would not be sated on that day in Austin. Huffman and Ohanian had left Reddit years ago by this point and had measured interest in talking about it. But I was persistent, and back in Brooklyn, Ohanian and I met at a café on Atlantic Avenue halfway between his loft overlooking the Brooklyn waterfront and the apartment I shared with four roommates on noisy Flatbush Avenue. He told me the Reddit origin story.


It was the most improbable startup journey I’d ever heard. I wanted to learn everything. The next time we met, I pitched Ohanian on speaking to me exclusively for a book. I also flew to San Francisco and asked Huffman to give me his time and attention for the same purpose. They both said yes. I knew I’d gotten extremely lucky, but I didn’t know that by this time, just months since I’d first met them, squeezed shoulder-to-shoulder in a tiny coffee shop booth, the two men were no longer on speaking terms. There was plenty more I didn’t know. An ocean, really.


Over the next few years, I conducted dozens of interviews, racked up introductions to current and former Reddit employees, and pored over leaked chat logs and old photographs. In the meantime, Reddit, as its userbase swelled and its leadership tried to transform it into a profitable company, underwent a series of staffing convulsions and scandals that would have proven the downfall of many startups. A well-regarded Silicon Valley insider was installed as the new CEO, and, in the midst of a massive pornography scandal, raised $50 million. Shortly after, he flamed out under mysterious circumstances.


Silicon Valley feminist hero Ellen Pao, who famously sued a top venture capital firm for gender discrimination, was promoted to chief executive. In 2015, Pao too would be forced out after a user revolt that included sexist attacks, personal threats, and which culminated in a near-site-wide blackout. It appeared as if Reddit’s enormous community, by then the seventh most popular site on the American Internet, might snuff itself out.


During Reddit’s roller-coaster adolescence, Ohanian’s and Huffman’s stars had risen. After becoming the face of the tech world’s efforts to solve net neutrality, Ohanian wrote a book and became an in-demand speaker at U.S. college campuses and tech conferences. Huffman followed a less flashy, though no less impressive path; he became one of the startup world’s most respected chief technology officers. Life hadn’t been all rainbows, though. There was the widening rift in the friendship of the two founders. Also, Ohanian’s mother had died of brain cancer, Huffman’s marriage was deteriorating, and in early 2013, their onetime friend and business partner, the hacker wunderkind Aaron Swartz, under indictment for wire fraud and computer fraud, had hanged himself in his Brooklyn apartment.


It seemed like a hell of a story: Two nice guys who made it, by crafting something incredible and yet ridiculously unwieldy, with no lack of turbulence along the way. I continued interviewing Huffman and Ohanian, hearing their founding and life stories, through all of it. Then something remarkable happened: Pao dramatically resigned from Reddit, and Huffman made the long-considered and difficult decision to step back in. He would return to the helm of his creation as chief executive. Ohanian would be alongside him, on the board and in an operational role, too, evangelizing for the company’s future. The looming question was whether Huffman’s leadership could turn the whole misdirected enterprise around. Ohanian called me on my cell that evening.


Now, this, I thought, this is a book.


( • • )


Over the years of reporting and researching, I had a close look at three eras of leadership at Reddit. I watched the site’s community heave and grow to hundreds of millions of people, who at turns participated in extraordinarily uplifting moments, and at others engaged in hateful, harmful behavior, and even mutinied against the very system that had nurtured them. I was rapt by the hyperpoliticized lead-up to the 2016 election on Reddit, which had already kindled some of the roots of the modern alt-right’s digital strategy, and was, we’d later learn, providing a fertile ground for Russian propagandists. Reddit was also where Donald Trump’s most vociferous online community had taken root.


When I began working on this book, Reddit had a couple dozen employees spread across several cities; it was a ramshackle operation. In part because Huffman and Ohanian had already let me into their lives, I wound up with a view into the inner workings of the company once they returned in 2015, something extraordinarily rare for a company of its size. Today, Reddit is America’s third most popular website, with more than three hundred employees and a valuation of more than $1 billion.


To tell the story of the twelve years of Reddit, I interviewed more than a hundred people—current and former Reddit employees, investors, friends, family, competitors—over the course of six years. I also relied on hundreds of photographs, emails, and documents I obtained. My sources did not always agree with one another, of course. This book’s narrative is most heavily influenced by the perspectives of sources whose memories have proven to be both sturdy and rich, and who proved over time to be consistent and reliable. I’ve done my best to render scenes as they happened. I’ve reconstructed dialogue very rarely; when I have, I’ve done it in both the spirit and natural speech pattern of the speaker, usually with consent, and always with assistance, either from the individual, multiple other reliable sources, or documentation. Any dialogue attributed to Huffman or Ohanian was spoken to me, by one of them. I’ve changed one woman’s name out of respect for her privacy. It is marked at first mention with an asterisk.


Avid Redditors may bristle at certain formalities, such as seeing “Reddit” capitalized, which Reddit itself didn’t do for many years, and which I’ve done for consistency. Sorry, guys. When quoting company posts, documents, emails, and comment threads on Reddit, though, I’ve mostly left typos in place. They, in their own small ways, help tell the story.


As one might say on Reddit, enjoy your popcorn.




PART I




THIS GUY HAS NO SHAME


cambridge, massachusetts
(march 2005)


Alexis Ohanian squinted into the silver early evening light, his eyes darting all over Harvard’s quad. From the steps of Emerson Hall, he could see spindly trees and an expansive lawn webbed by narrow paved footpaths—but he didn’t see a kiosk. What did that even mean, kiosk? Ohanian looked at his feet for a moment before taking a breath and locking eyes with Steve Huffman, his best friend for the past four years. Huffman immediately recognized that look. It was Ohanian’s “oh shit” face.


Minutes earlier, the pair had left a lecture in a small third-floor auditorium in Harvard’s Emerson Hall. To arrive at this auditorium, numbered 304, Huffman and Ohanian had traveled fourteen hours north to Boston on multiple trains; they’d made arrangements to crash for the weekend with distant friends. They had come to see a man little known to the general public. Among a particular niche of programmers, however, Paul Graham was a legend. It was perhaps the nerdiest senior-year spring break in history.


Graham had cofounded Viaweb, an online shopping engine that earned him notoriety once he sold it to Yahoo for almost $50 million. Graham wasn’t just a hacker; he was a former artist who’d gone on to write both a programming language and a renowned spam-fighting technology, and he had most recently become known as a prolific online essayist and author. His essays, with titles such as “Why Nerds Are Unpopular” and “Return of the Mac,” had become required reading for programmers and aspiring entrepreneurs like Huffman and Ohanian. When Huffman had discovered online that Graham would be speaking at Harvard—and that it would occur during his spring break—he knew he had to be there.


After the speech, Huffman and Ohanian, determined to make the most out of their long journey, had risen from their seats and made their way to the front of room 304. Soon they were standing just inches from their idol. Ohanian knew Huffman was nervous, so he spoke first. He told Graham they were big fans, and then thrust Huffman’s soft and worn copy of Graham’s book On Lisp: Advanced Techniques for Common Lisp into Graham’s hands, asking him to autograph it. Graham chuckled. It was the first time anyone had ever asked him to sign his manual for an obscure computer programming language. As Graham scrawled his name, Ohanian blurted that he and Huffman would love to buy Graham a drink if he’d listen to their pitch for a company they were trying to start.


“I guess since you came all the way from Virginia I can’t say no,” Graham said, figuring he had part of the evening to kill and that the conversation would at least be flattering. “We’ll meet at the kiosk,” Graham said. He turned away to shake other hands.


The kiosk? Shit. Huffman and Ohanian had been too stunned in Graham’s presence to ask what he meant.


“I had no fucking idea what ‘the kiosk’ was,” Ohanian explained later. For a moment, on the steps of Emerson Hall, Ohanian wondered if their quixotic trip north would come to nothing. He tried to calm himself, but frantically scrolled through the rudimentary web browser on his cell phone, attempting to find contact information for Paul Graham. Nothing.


This looked bleak. Senior year had begun winding down at the University of Virginia, where Ohanian had abruptly ceased studying for the LSAT, having decided that being a lawyer required too much faking and bullshit. He vastly preferred smoking weed, hanging out with his friends, and dreaming up ideas for little companies or charities with potential to make a dent in the universe. Ohanian had majored in business, but he’d always had a philanthropic bent. Since high school, he had made a hobby of assisting not-for-profit organizations. Huffman, who had spent time in Silicon Valley and admired successful technology companies, had an infectious zeal for startups, and, recently, Ohanian had caught from him the startup bug. Now they together dreamed of creating a tech company of their own—and they had an idea. So here they were, at this moment in Cambridge, a day’s journey from the house they shared with six other college seniors in Charlottesville, with what felt like their entire future hinging on getting advice from Paul Graham.


( • • )


Finally, twenty minutes after the appointed time, Graham appeared in Harvard Square at the tourist information kiosk, which the young men had eventually located. As Graham walked up, they were plain to spot: Huffman, with his thick shock of gold hair, resembled Schroeder from the Peanuts comic strip sprung to life and grown tall, and Ohanian, even taller, with warm brown eyes, still beaming as he’d been when he introduced himself earlier.


The trio walked up Brattle Street. Graham—too young to be their father, but rather paternal-looking in khaki shorts and a loose polo, a few grays sneaking into his sandy brown hair—took the lead. Minutes later, the boys were seated across from him at Café Algiers, a Cambridge classic. At the meeting’s outset, Graham was tranquil. As Ohanian made small talk with him, Huffman, too socially awkward to know he should order a drink, just slurped down water. But the pair weren’t just there to chat. They were there to pitch.


The idea was one Huffman had schemed up, and for which Huffman alone would write the original code. But tonight, he mostly kept his mouth shut. From the moment he had told Ohanian back in the auditorium that they should go up and talk to Graham, he meant—and Ohanian understood—we go up and you talk to Graham.


As hummus appeared at the table, Ohanian got down to business.


( • • )


Steve Huffman had been both perplexed and thrilled the first time he encountered the name Alexis Ohanian.


It was freshman move-in day at University of Virginia in the fall of 2001. Huffman had just unpacked a couple suitcases into a cramped room on the first floor of a dormitory called Hancock House in the old part of campus. While hauling a load of stuff from his mom’s car, he passed doors bearing the names of new occupants. There was ThaiHuu The Nguyen on the first door. Whoa. Huffman couldn’t wait to meet that guy. Farther down the hall, there was a room with the name Alexis Ohanian. Huffman’s mother, who was helping him move in, turned to her son and asked, “Oh, is this a coed floor?” Huffman shrugged. Silently, he thought, God, that would be fantastic.


Later that day, a group of freshman girls meandered downstairs from the upper two floors of Hancock—which were in fact occupied by women—to meet the guys who’d moved into the lower two. The ladies popped into Huffman’s room, where a few young men were already getting to know each other. “There were girls in my room,” Huffman remembers. “And we were talking.” This. Was. Epic.


Just then, Huffman heard a rap on his open door, and caught a whiff of melted butter and chocolate. In walked a super-tall guy with a flannel shirt draped over his slouched shoulders. A paper plate was balanced on one of his hands. “Hello, ladies!” he said. “I have this plate of warm cookies.”


His name was Alexis, and he most definitely did not possess two X chromosomes. His look seemed modeled after that of Jason Newsted, the bassist in Metallica: There was the plaid flannel, an oversized, tattered T-shirt, and on his head a stringy, grunge-inspired mop of hair. For some of the year his hair would be dyed green; at times Ohanian also maintained a smattering of lower-chin and upper-neck fuzz, which Huffman would soon refer to as “chin pubes.”


As Ohanian handed out his cookies to the young women, Huffman thought, “This guy has no shame.”


It wasn’t long before Huffman grew to appreciate Ohanian’s uninhibited streak. “That’s the fun thing about hanging out with Alexis: He will say anything to anybody, either on a dare, or he’ll think of it himself first,” Huffman said.


As conceited as Ohanian seemed to Huffman that first day, making college friends was something that had put him on edge for months. He worried that he’d be a loner—particularly, that no one would be there to do what he loved: playing video games. Looking back, Ohanian can barely surface a memory of the girls, or the cookies—but what struck him that first week in the dorm was seeing Huffman playing Gran Turismo. He thought, “There is hope! There is a gamer in the building.”


They became fast friends. Huffman explained, “I was always kind of an asshole, and he always had super-high self-confidence, so we just kind of got along well. I could kind of make fun of him, or we could kind of make fun of other people.” Although they communicated differently, Huffman and Ohanian soon realized that they saw the world through similar lenses. Their mutual addiction to video games didn’t hurt.


Initially, their joint fixation was Gran Turismo, a PlayStation 2 game heralded for its realistic, quick-rendering graphics and accurate—for the era—simulations of the physics involved in auto racing. But Gran Turismo was just a gateway fix to a more obscure game called Wolfenstein: Enemy Territory. The team-based shooter was still in beta when the guys in Hancock took it up as a collective hobby. For optimal play, the game required many players, each on a computer, to form a team of soldiers in a D-Day-like sea-land battlefield. One team starts in the water and rushes the beach. The other team defending the land is essentially the Nazis. “We used to play that scenario over and over again, just hundreds of times. So we all got very, very good at it,” Huffman said.


When the young men of Hancock House took on neighboring old-campus dorm residents in a Wolfenstein competition, it was barely a contest: The first floor of Hancock crushed every other team definitively. “It was so epic and funny, we were just screaming and laughing,” said Nguyen, who went by Huu, and who bonded with Huffman and Ohanian over video games and blasting heavy metal.


( • • )


Steven Ladd Huffman, born in 1983 in Lansing, Michigan, was always a bright kid, serious and observant. His grandmother called him an old soul. His mother, Jeanette Irby, suspects he was born wired to engineer: His first object of affection as a baby was a vacuum cleaner, which he would investigate and hug. Through his childhood he retained that wrinkled-brow look of skepticism that usually vanishes once a baby reaches toddlerdom.


In school, he was quiet, but excelled easily—that was, when he could focus. Huffman’s parents had divorced when he was five, and his mom moved him and his sister to Warrenton, Virginia, a quiet and affluent outer suburb of Washington, D.C. Both his mother and father remarried within a few years and each had two more sons. The resulting family logistics necessitated that Huffman—whose family calls him Steven—and his one-year-younger sister, Amanda, were left largely to their own devices. They were a unit, two bright-blond, saucer-eyed, pale kids, occasionally dressed in matching outfits, often mistaken for twins. Amanda and Steven shuttled between families and states for holidays and long summers in Michigan or Buffalo, New York.


By middle school Huffman was still scrawny, and more outgoing kids pushed him around. His mom stepped in and ushered in a new era of his life that he recalls as a formative change. She transferred the siblings to Wakefield School, a tiny private college-prep school in nearby The Plains, Virginia. Just twenty-six classmates graduated with Huffman, and most were with him from seventh grade through graduation. At Wakefield, the Huffman siblings excelled. They each won Athlete of the Year (he was MVP of cross-country and volleyball; she of soccer), and together they edited the school’s literary magazine. They were student body president and vice president. Outside of school, they together took up ballroom dancing.


The one aspect of Huffman’s Wakefield years that didn’t seem ripped from a Wes Anderson film was his deep love for computers. He’d been dabbling in programming since he was eight years old. His dad encouraged early web browsing by giving young Huffman access to AOL—before the “Eternal September” of 1993 when AOL opened up Usenet access and connected millions of new users to the Internet proper. Summers with his dad were time for offline engineering, too: He would roam the cul-de-sacs with buddies, find discarded appliances such as a lawn mower or a washing machine, and tinker with and repair them.


Back home in Virginia, Steven’s stepdad, Jeff Irby, was also into technology and happily supplied Steven and Amanda with Nintendo and assorted gadgetry. Thanks to Steven’s tinkering, his mom, an attorney, would sometimes arrive home in the evening to find that he had fried something electronic; sometimes it would be a singed telephone jack, or on one occasion, all three garage-door remotes. In 1994, in an attempt to give him an outlet for his technical explorations, his mom and stepdad gave their then eleven-year-old boy exactly what he wanted for Christmas: a computer. Steven wept tears of joy.


At one point when Steven was in middle school, his stepdad, Irby, took him along on a trip to Silicon Valley, where Irby worked for a startup called CyberCash. It was a short-lived banking startup, with all the early hurdles PayPal faced, but without the funding to clear them. Some of the dynamic in terms of the ongoing dot-com boom was lost on Huffman (he was still an early teenager), but he was smitten by the allure of a super-fast Internet connection. Back in Virginia, he had a snail-paced 2,400-bit-per-second modem. Some of his friends had better 56Ks. CyberCash had a T1 line, approximately 1.5 megabytes per second: epic. Huffman went on a video-game-downloading and -playing tear. He was sold on the awesomeness of the Bay Area.


( • • )


Alexis Kerry Ohanian was born in 1983 in Brooklyn, the only child of doting parents who built their life around his. When he was a toddler, they bought a home in Ridgewood, Queens, not far from Williamsburg, Brooklyn. Within years they deemed it unsafe, and uprooted to lush and affluent Columbia, Maryland, with its lawns and playgrounds and well-rated public schools. Alexis attended high school nearby, in one of America’s quintessential large-scale planned communities, Ellicott City. His mom, Anke, a German immigrant, worked as a pharmacy technician during night shifts so she could be home for as many of Alexis’s waking hours as possible. His father, Chris, ran a small travel agency that he’d built from scratch while his son was in school. He made a comfortable middle-class living, modest by the standards of one of the nation’s most affluent zip codes.


Ohanian was a confident kid, always outgoing and usually pleasant-natured, though a bit of a rascal. When his German-speaking grandmother visited while he was in preschool, he noticed that she eagerly checked the mail. He took to telling her, “Kein Post für du!” (No mail for you!) In grade school he dreamed of playing professional football, but in his spare time he could mostly be found playing Dungeons and Dragons. When asked where he’d like to be in twenty years, the chubby-cheeked kid with chestnut brown bangs and a bowl cut wrote in his grade-school yearbook, “I will probably have rocket-high sales of my comic book, and live the rest of my life in luxury.” But his mother’s huge heart had already infected his own: “40% of the money I will earn will be used to fight cancer and other deadly sicknesses,” he added. (Perhaps his father’s business sense had influenced him, too: 40 percent. He wasn’t looking to give up the whole farm in fifth grade.)


Ohanian was social, outgoing, and remarkably loyal. His earliest friends, a group of about six guys, all of whom he met before second grade, were by high school still his best buddies. One, Jon Swyers, was hospitalized at age twelve, and recalls that Ohanian came to visit every single day. By high school the guys were still close, and they coached Ohanian through losing a bunch of weight (on top of stubborn baby fat, he’d put on some pounds after a leg injury had resulted in a lot of sitting around playing GoldenEye 007 and eating Andy Capp’s Hot Fries). He was tall already, and after the injury he was a hulking 260 pounds. Rejected by girls, he dealt with the social stigma by making jokes at his own expense. With his friends’ encouragement, he ditched the junk food, began working out, and dropped 59 pounds. He also emerged more confident, more willing to stand out.


During high school, to earn spending money, Ohanian cobbled together odd jobs. He took pies and pitchers of soda to tables at Pizza Hut; he worked the counter at a deli for a summer. He answered a newspaper ad placed by a startup called Sidea, and spent a summer hawking software at CompUSA. One of the pieces of software was a children’s game based on Ludwig Bemelmans’s Madeline books. He demonstrated it every thirty minutes, on loop, regardless of whether anyone was watching, his unsteady teenage voice booming through the cavernous big-box store. It was the ultimate, ridiculously mortifying crash course in public speaking. But he was getting paid. “So,” he said, “it was wonderful.”


( • • )


If Ohanian’s early engagement with computers didn’t glorify startup life, Huffman’s sure did. Coding was Huffman’s primary hobby, and he loved reading accounts of startups, such as Jeff Bezos’s founding of Amazon. He thought eTrade was super cool. He watched the skyrocketing share price of eBay, which had gone public in September 1998, during his freshman year of high school. Why wasn’t he one of these kids getting rich in Silicon Valley? Huffman felt cloistered by the rigidity and routine of school. He dreamed of moving out to San Francisco—or at very least enrolling in his dream college, MIT. (He ended up applying to UVA after his mom and stepdad explained they’d only pay tuition if he went to a state school.)


During summers starting at the end of high school, Huffman got his first taste of startup life—one in no way connected to the fast times in the Valley. This first job was with a little government-contracting company called Image Matters. A local entrepreneur, John Davidson, whose son also attended Wakefield, led Huffman up to his attic, pointed to a corner, and said, “See if you can get this thing working.”


It was a hulking computer, a forty-pound tower the size of an end table. Huffman lit up. He would know that body anywhere: a Sun Ultra 10. While his classmates used hot rods or nature scenes as their own screen’s background image, Huffman’s 386 PC featured a photograph of a Sun Ultra 10. He had never seen one in person. He giddily hauled it home and got it running. Davidson gave him the job.


Huffman arrived at Image Matters to find five guys working on government security and emergency response technology. He later admitted he didn’t fully understand the scope of the work at the time, but one project helped layer locations of disaster responders over a map. Another was sort of a web-based assistant like Siri. What Huffman largely worked on was translating data for the “semantic web,” a layer of coding that helps computers understand and catalog a website’s contents. Image Matters didn’t behave how Huffman expected startups should. “It wasn’t very glamorous. All its money was from government contracts, so their projects were kind of boring,” he said. “No users, no scaling problems—none of that stuff.”


In Silicon Valley, he suspected, there were cool, audacious upstarts that touched millions of individuals and could effect at least some measure of change in the world. He figured none of the legit hackers in California had to work in residential bathrooms. (Davidson, upon hiring Huffman, had run out of space in the main room of Image Matters HQ—a former colonial home in Leesburg, Virginia—so Huffman was relegated to a restroom, replete with shower stall. It was wide enough to fit a chair, though, so Huffman placed the monitor for the Sun Ultra 10 on the sink.)


During his college summers working for Image Matters, Huffman’s programming skills metastasized. Ohanian witnessed his buddy becoming a whiz programmer—and realized he wasn’t quite as technical. Ohanian decided to major in history and business (or “Commerce,” in UVA speak), while Huffman stuck to computer science. Their approaches to coursework also differed. Ohanian spent evenings reading and rereading his textbooks and course notes at university libraries, while Huffman would put off studying all week, then crank through a project the night before turning it in. He usually did well enough to validate that strategy.


Some of the hours spent not studying, Huffman filled with pranking Ohanian. Once, he hacked Ohanian’s political website, eyeswide.org, which Huffman thought took itself way too seriously. He wrote a program that made all outgoing emails from the EyesWide domain appear to originate from a website that sold prom dresses. Other pranks were less ephemeral. Once, Huffman sprayed self-hardening foam insulation into Ohanian’s trusty L.L. Bean laptop bag. Ohanian was tipped off before the foam solidified—he jammed his right hand into the bag to retrieve his laptop before it became part of a permanent foam brick. The laptop survived. Ohanian’s right hand retained small chunks of foam for a week.




HOW TO START A STARTUP


In their junior year at UVA, Huffman and Ohanian moved into an apartment together, a tidy and compact two-bedroom just off campus in a set of buildings called the Preston Square Apartments. Ohanian shared a room with a good friend and fellow student named Jack Thorman, a lifelong resident of Charlottesville. Huffman took the other bedroom.


At Preston Square, Huffman began a subtle mission to inculcate Ohanian with his passion for startups. While they lounged in the two La-Z-Boy recliners Huffman had nabbed from his mom’s house, he told Ohanian stories of Intel and Apple and Viaweb. Ohanian had always wanted to study law and assumed he’d use his education for good—maybe be a human rights attorney or work in nonprofits—but slowly Huffman convinced him that creating something cool in the world, even a business, could effect more change. A few months later, Huffman gave Ohanian a copy of Masters of Doom.


The 2003 book by David Kushner tells the story of the founding of Id, a scrappy startup that pioneered massive technological innovations in video gaming and went on to create the gaming phenomena Quake and Doom. The book was an admiring portrait of the company’s founders: obsessive and antisocial John Carmack and charismatic “idea guy” John Romero. Ohanian adored it—and he could see something of Huffman and himself in the duo. Masters of Doom helped breathe life into what Huffman had laid out.


One gray afternoon, Huffman sank into one of the recliners and launched into a rant. A local gas station he liked, Sheetz, had a touchscreen where customers could order their sandwiches. It was high-tech for the time, and, in theory, pretty efficient. But it was inside near the cashier. Huffman would find himself outside pumping gas, thinking about going inside to order—only to have to wait again for his sandwich. Why not use similar technology to order ahead? Ohanian, fresh off reading Masters of Doom, and currently perched on the opposite recliner, sprang into idea mode: “That’s brilliant!” he thought, saying, “We could totally make a business out of that.”


Lots of their friends had cell phones; it would have to be a cellular-phone-based system. Text messaging, which was catching on with some of their friends, was a possibility. Could people just text their order to restaurants ahead of time? What would that look like? Today, that question is quaint. But mainstream smartphones didn’t exist in 2004, nor did today’s app ecosystem. Huffman and Ohanian didn’t really know how it would work, but they did know what they’d call it if it could: MyMobileMenu. It seemed impossibly clever: MMM, like the soft murmur of satisfaction.


Ohanian followed the playbook he’d learned in his business courses: market research and due diligence. He opened an account at Bank of America and filed papers for Redbrick Solutions, LLC, a name inspired by Charlottesville’s architecture that he figured sounded more official than “MMM.” Ohanian’s “market research,” however, mostly involved hoofing around Charlottesville, strutting into local shops and talking to business owners. He’d give them the pitch and shake hands that they’d try it out, someday. Not much came of it.


The following autumn, Huffman, Ohanian, Thorman, and Nguyen, along with three other guys, moved into a big house at 107A Kent Terrace, which they affectionately dubbed “the Shit Box.” It was a dingy, drafty mess of a student house, with what they suspected were layers of old carpeting under the current carpeting. Whatever was going on below their feet, it gave walking around a shiver-inducing, springy sensation. When someone stomped or moved too fast, dust and ants, which seemed to have taken permanent residence, kicked up. Sometimes a few pellets of rabbit poop flew, too—Nguyen, who was now majoring in aerospace engineering, had inherited a bunny named Kichu from a friend, and she often roamed free.


The worst thing about the Shit Box was the basement. Not only was it the epicenter of the ant infestation, but it also occasionally flooded. There was a grimy little bathroom separated from the main room by only a piece of plywood hanging askew. No one wanted to sleep in the basement. Ohanian gamely took it; he knew if his roommates were frightened to venture downstairs, they certainly wouldn’t care if he never bothered to clean. Plus, it wasn’t like he had a girlfriend to impress.


He did think a lot about one of his classmates, a woman named Amber.* She had diverse, fascinating interests that always seemed to lead her off in new directions. But their relationship was on-again, off-again, and he wasn’t holding his breath; she planned to study abroad in Germany soon.


Huffman took a more secluded bedroom, so he could have some privacy with his girlfriend, Katie Babiarz. While Ohanian crammed in all the credits he could his senior year, Huffman’s schedule was sparse, which left him plenty of spare time to nurture his hobby of competing in ballroom dancing competitions with his sister, Amanda. (He’d continued lessons in college in part to meet girls, but when it came time to compete, the only partner he considered good enough was Amanda.) He also studied Lisp, the programming language about which Graham wrote the coding manual. At nights, alone in his room, Huffman coded a Lisp calendar application for his senior thesis.


Ohanian, plotting his future, wasn’t giving much thought to Redbrick Solutions, a.k.a. MMM, either. He was writing an eighty-page thesis about the firebombing of Dresden, preparing for law school, and cramming in seven courses for twenty-one final college credits. When he and Jack Thorman weren’t studying, they were smoking weed. One Saturday morning, the two of them woke up at dawn and plodded to a Kaplan LSAT prep class. It was result-based—more about methods for test taking than actual content learning, which frustrated Ohanian. He and Thorman sat down, were simply presented with a practice test, and told they’d get the results in two weeks. This was what he was paying for, more test taking? Frustrated, Ohanian fidgeted, flipping over the Scantron. There, he saw all the correct answers—those promised in weeks—printed right there on the opposite side of his sheet. They walked out and headed to get breakfast.


Over eggs and hash browns, Ohanian and Thorman talked real talk. They looked past the horizon of their senior year and saw the three looming years of law school. They envisioned daunting piles of debt and career uncertainty. If he’d rather be eating hash browns than taking a test he’d already paid for, Ohanian knew it wasn’t worth it. He was not going to be a lawyer. Later, in retelling the story, he would come to call this the “Waffle House Epiphany.”


Ohanian had already accepted a summer internship at Ogilvy & Mather, a slick public relations firm in New York, when one of his favorite professors, Mark White, offered him the chance to go to Singapore that summer for a tech-entrepreneurship summit. The words “tech-entrepreneurship” sounded a little like jargon to Ohanian. But he was itching to travel more—White had taken him along on a trip to South Africa the prior year, and he had already studied abroad in London for part of sophomore year. Money was a consideration: The internship was unpaid. The Singapore trip was all expenses paid. Ohanian ditched Ogilvy. Within a couple months, he was on a transatlantic flight with White.


The first evening in Singapore, July 11, 2004, Ohanian felt like a beloved son—and, for one of the first times, a little grown up. He was nestled in that warm and exhilarating feeling of having gone out on a limb—and, for once, wasn’t checking his balance for fear of falling. Aside from his own father, White was the man whose judgment Ohanian most trusted. His courses had been the highlight of Ohanian’s college education, and his approval had become very important to Ohanian. On this night, White was more like a friend: They decided to go out together and explore Singapore. A couple of drinks into the evening, Ohanian ignited in his belly the courage to explain to White his distinctly nonacademic side project: the mobile food-ordering app. Maybe the Singapore Slings helped. He gave the full spiel, from gas-station inspiration to “MMM.”


White loved it. He told Ohanian, “I think you have a chance.”


The next morning, in Charlottesville, Huffman woke up to an urgent email from Ohanian:




hey bro, i’m in Singapore at this technepreneurial seminar, and am basically spending a week learning how to create a tech startup. i spoke to Mark White (a professor in the comm school, the guy who took me to South Africa, and who recruited me to come here, as well as a generally good guy and technophile) over some drinks last nite, and pitched him on our idea … but basically said it was one of the best he’s heard, perios [sic]. Not only that, but he wants to be on the board of directors, and already knows some people to hit up for starting capital … I’ve got plenty of more details, but I am seriously considering putting off law school for this, but i need you, and we’ll both need to be doing this full time for about a year to get it off the ground … this is the kind of thing that could change our lives …





Ohanian remembers writing that email with a giddy excitement. “I just had to get the message across to Steve that I was so amped up and we just had to do it,” he said.


Huffman read the email with an eye roll. He needed no sales pitch. He knew Ohanian had cooled on law school. “I’d already by that point made up my mind to do this thing,” he said years later. The pair had even, Huffman later recalled, plotted out how to work on MMM after graduation while paying for rent and ramen and server costs: Huffman would continue working at Image Matters. Maybe Ohanian would get a job, too, but they’d planned on working together, hustling on nights and weekends, whatever it took.


( • • )


Katie Babiarz, a pretty brunette UVA pre-med student, was sprawled across her bed, half-reading a magazine. It was a blustery winter evening in typically mild Charlottesville, and there wasn’t much to do, even if she could tear her boyfriend away from his computer. She’d met Huffman earlier in the year, after he’d spotted her at a party and announced to Ohanian, “I fancy that girl,” before approaching her to introduce himself. Now they’d been dating some months, and here he was in her living room, coding a web calendar application for his senior thesis.


Babiarz heard Huffman holler, “Hey, this guy I’m a really big fan of is giving a talk soon.” He explained that he’d been reading the website of Paul Graham, one of his programming idols who frequently posted essays online. That day Graham had posted that he’d be delivering a speech soon.


“You should totally go!” Babiarz said.


“Well. It’s in Cambridge. At Harvard.”


“You should totally go!”


“Well. It’s over our spring break.”


“Go! What else are you going to do?”


Huffman emailed Ohanian. Two minutes elapsed.


Huffman was still staring at his screen when the reply arrived from Ohanian: “Absolutely, bro!”


( • • )


As Graham, whose hair has a boyish wave and whose shoulders slouch slightly, spoke, he didn’t look up much. He didn’t gesture. He didn’t boast or tell the sort of seemingly impromptu but actually extremely rehearsed stories the way folks who make a living appearing at college auditoriums like this do. He didn’t take questions. He just read, at a lively pace, from sheets of lined yellow paper, into a microphone:




You need three things to create a successful startup: to start with good people, to make something customers actually want, and to spend as little money as possible. Most startups that fail do it because they fail at one of these. A startup that does all three will probably succeed.





Huffman was in awe. His idol was talking—about the lives of Lisp programmers, about how college buddies should start companies. It was as if Graham’s speech was designed with him in mind; everything fit, and each bit of Graham’s reasoning seemed sound.


Parts of the speech resonated with Ohanian, too. He latched on to Graham’s extraordinarily simple description of how to create a valuable tech startup: Do something better than it’s already done, at a lower cost. As Graham read on, describing himself back when he was a young Lisp hacker, Ohanian glanced over at Huffman—it was as if he was describing his best friend. There were glimmers of the inevitability of what they were trying to start back home, from the Shit Box. What Ohanian really loved was the frank, straightforward, indelicate way Graham articulated the basis of a viable business: “I can think of several heuristics for generating ideas for startups, but most reduce to this: Look at something people are trying to do, and figure out how to do it in a way that doesn’t suck.” Graham described online dating sites as ripe for disruption, because they “suck.” He characterized Google’s goal at the company’s genesis as to “create a search site that didn’t suck.” The simplicity made Ohanian smile.


In the auditorium, seated not far from Huffman and Ohanian, was a blue-eyed, sandy-haired Harvard physics grad student named Chris Slowe. He’d worked all day in the lab of Danish physicist Lene Hau, which was working on cooling particles down to a micro-kelvin—very close to absolute zero—to conduct experiments on them. (This Harvard lab had already performed an incredible feat: slowing and then stopping a beam of light in these temperatures, a first, for which many suspected Hau would win a Nobel Prize.)


Slowe hadn’t heard of Graham until his buddy from the lab, Zak Stone, a Harvard physics undergrad four years Slowe’s junior, urged him to attend the talk. Stone, who possessed a contagious enthusiasm for big ideas, had already convinced Slowe to join a loose cohort of mostly undergrads who met weekly in a campus cafeteria to discuss digital information systems management. Back in 2004, if you’d saved a PowerPoint, article, or Word document you’d downloaded, but you didn’t recall where, or what specifically you’d named it, finding it again could be a major pain. Something akin to desktop search—which did not yet exist in any mainstream capacity—they realized, would fix that. They named the code base “Kenny,” which was a play on ken, the range of knowledge, and would also allow them, should they foul up the code at any point, to shout the nerd-zeitgeist zinger from South Park: “Oh my God, I killed Kenny!”


Within months, the after-hours brainstorming and diagramming became a welcome creative outlet for Slowe after his long days at the fluid dynamics lab. Even as Slowe began writing a structure for a program, Stone and his ragtag group of physics researchers didn’t consider their project a startup—it was simply, in their physics-major vernacular, an extracurricular “research project.” But that afternoon in Emerson Hall, Graham’s speech allowed Slowe to think about it differently. Graham said, “For a lot of people the conflict is between startups and graduate school. Grad students are just the age, and just the sort of people, to start software startups.” Graham explained that starting a company while studying was not insane; it was ideal, for if the company actually took off, it might just provide you a life path that reduced your burning desire to be an assistant professor.


“Huh,” Slowe thought, for the first time in years seeing an option for his future that didn’t necessitate a life of near-complete social isolation collecting unending data sets. Nor did this alternate future necessitate securing a tenure-track job, publishing research, and running a lab full of machines that needed constant upkeep. He found himself smiling at the possibility.


A few rows away, Huffman and Ohanian soaked it all in, occasionally whispering to each other notes of approval.


( • • )


That same evening, on the other edge of the continent, a pale eighteen-year-old named Aaron Swartz sat in front of a computer in his dorm room at Stanford University. Harvard was on his mind, too. Swartz was pondering crafting an essay about Harvard president Larry Summers’s recent comments about women’s representation in tenured university positions in science and engineering. He’d been researching the history of fraud in scientific research, shunning both the California sunshine and his fellow students—whom he’d deemed just weeks into college as insufficiently academically serious. Instead, he locked his door and worked on his writing. When he wasn’t blogging, he was sharpening his Python coding skills. He, too, followed Paul Graham’s blog—and recently they’d been emailing. Within days, once it got posted online, Swartz would encounter Graham’s speech, “How to Start a Startup.” And soon he would make his own pilgrimage out to Cambridge to see Graham.


( • • )


In the Harvard auditorium, Graham glanced up from his sheaf of yellow papers to see his audience full of youthful faces, and delivered the final lines of his speech:




If you want to do it, do it. Starting a startup is not the great mystery it seems from outside. It’s not something you have to know about “business” to do. Build something users love, and spend less than you make.


How hard is that?





( • • )


At Café Algiers that evening, Ohanian dipped a pita triangle in the hummus and set it down on his small white plate. He took a breath, and began his pitch. He explained to Graham the startup idea he’d been tossing around with Huffman, from its genesis at Sheetz to its incorporation as Redbrick Solutions, to its startup-y name, MMM.


Huffman sat silently, and noticed a portrait of a young man about their age, but from a past era, staring down at them. He fixated on the painting hanging behind their table while Ohanian spoke.


Some minutes elapsed, probably five, but to Ohanian it felt like an hour, him prattling away, hoping he was doing his buddy’s idea justice. Graham suddenly became enthused. Perhaps he was beginning to feel the pulse of a good idea, a technically smart solution behind the silly name and hyperlocal concept. There was a pain point: waiting in lines. There was a massive audience: everyone who ate out, or, hell, anyone who shopped. There might just be a software-based solution. And these kids could be—and this would be awesome—the first to bring that solution to market.


Graham grabbed the reins of the conversation, transforming into an enthusiastic peer, explaining to the undergrads recent innovations in mobile communications and the history of developments in individual messaging. He explained that Charlottesville might be a fine place to start, but it should never stall their vision to end lines everywhere, all over the United States. “This will be the end of lines,” Huffman later recalled Graham said. “No one will ever have to wait in line again!”


Ever since Graham had sold Viaweb to Yahoo—his code would over the years become the technological backbone of Yahoo Shopping—he’d been dabbling in early-stage startup investing. These kids were starting to look like they might fit the bill. They were young and enthusiastic classmates, with wildly different personalities, like Larry Page and Sergey Brin. They were a hacker and a computer-competent salesman, like Steve Wozniak and Steve Jobs. They were tight friends, like Bill Gates and Paul Allen. They were awkward, and smart. Enthusiastic—and almost too young for him to relate to. Maybe they were perfect.


Huffman piped up suddenly, interrupting Graham’s monologue about disrupting the act of line-waiting. “No no no! We just want to solve this problem that’s huge in, like, fast-food restaurants.”


Still, by the time the three got up to leave, Huffman was feeling inspired, looped into the hyperaware state that seems to tag along with incredible opportunity or vast change. Happy and starstruck from speaking with Graham for the past hour, he said goodbye to the host of the restaurant. Returning the pleasantry was an old man Huffman recognized. He was the man from the painting Huffman had been staring at, a few decades aged.


Huffman leaned over and whispered his observation to Graham. Graham had eaten at Algiers dozens of times but had never noticed the painting, likely of the owner as a young man. Who was this kid?


Graham opened the door and they stepped one by one down onto Brattle Street.


“Startups are hard,” Graham said. “But I think you guys have a shot.”




NOT YOUR STANDARD FIXED-POINT COMBINATOR


Paul Graham was satisfied with the praise he’d received for his Harvard speech and essay of the same name. But one thing he’d said the evening he first met Steve Huffman and Alexis Ohanian was still gnawing at him days later. An attendee had shaken his hand and asked for advice on searching for startup funding. Graham had told him to seek out wealthy people, particularly those experienced in technology. The young man stared at Graham, who fit that bill precisely. Graham realized it, and blurted out, “Just don’t come to me!”


Graham knew that his recoil was selfish, but he really didn’t want a hundred computer science students bugging him with pitches. The lingering guilt allowed him to reconsider. He’d been wanting to invest more—why shouldn’t he put his money where his mouth was?


Around this time, he and his girlfriend, Jessica Livingston, would take long walks from dinner in Harvard Square to his home, talking for hours through evenings as they schemed up grand plans for their lives. Livingston, a thirty-four-year-old with a radiantly blonde bob and easy smile, was a marketing executive at the Boston investment bank Adams, Harkness & Hill. She had recently embarked on a new project, a book of interviews with company founders, so she was mulling leaving the bank. Together, Livingston and Graham conceived of an experiment, just for the summer, that would give Livingston a new part-time job and allow Graham to dabble in angel investing.


Graham had more than a few conceptual hang-ups about investing. He firmly believed that Silicon Valley’s massive and entrenched venture capital firms were to blame for the age of irrational exuberance that had led to hundreds of frivolous websites and tech companies being overfunded, and then bursting into thin air around the turn of the century, in what became known as the dot-com bubble. He saw venture firms as greedy, due to their tendency to bloat well-tracking upstarts with money, eventually overburdening and crippling them with outsized profit requirements. If Graham was truly going to enter this world officially, he wanted not just to tread lightly, but rather to create an entirely different funding system for upstarts.


The premise he had already laid out in his speech was simple: Young people with few life burdens, few resources, and lots of gall were the ideal candidates to embark on a startup. Heck, Michael Dell and Bill Gates were each just nineteen when they’d set out to create their now-iconic corporations. Graham himself had started Viaweb on $10,000, and he had every expectation that his experience could be replicated with even less funding now, a decade later, with faster, cheaper technology available. In order to find and fund these sorts of individuals without betraying his principles, he would disavow the very language Silicon Valley had adopted around nurturing small companies. His project would be an incubator of sorts, never to be called a “tech incubator,” and be funded by money from a group of individuals, never to be called a venture fund. This thing, which he and Livingston dubbed first the “Cambridge Seed” and then the “Summer Founders Program,” would only be classified by Graham as an “experiment.”


Graham and Livingston hashed out details of the “experiment” in a week. They would try to find a dozen or so of the brightest young hackers, and give them money for pizza and housing for three months. There was no need to choose a precise number of startup teams; they’d accept however many both applied and that they deemed “sufficiently good,” starting that very June. By the time they arrived back at his Cambridge home on the evening of March 11, they were both giddy. Graham snapped a photo of Livingston, who was just beaming, to immortalize the moment.


The investment vehicle that would fund the Summer Founders Program soon earned another name: Y Combinator. The name came from an obscure concept in lambda calculus (which uses fixed-point combinators) that allows mathematical equation-writing to achieve something called Curry’s paradox. Put into plain English, a Y combinator might help form a sentence such as, “If this sentence is true, mayonnaise is made from peat moss.” The same way that sentence defeats itself, a Y combinator can show that lambda calculus is an unsound system, by finding inconsistency in mathematical logic. The concept is referenced in certain computer programming styles, and had become something of a hacker inside joke. Learning what the heck a “Y combinator” is would be a little Easter egg to every applicant who Googled it—so much so that for a while YC’s blog included a tagline only a nerd could adore: “Y Combinator: Not your standard fixed-point combinator.”


Y Combinator would be not your standard startup incubator. It would start tiny, intended to help a handful of little companies get their legal framework set up, get a product established, and then introduce the founders to bigger, real investors. It would focus on very, very early-stage companies, typically ignored by Sand Hill Road’s investment firms, giving them just $6,000 per founder for the summer—enough for rent and pizza, not enough to bloat them or bog them down. It would be a friend and an inspiration, allowing the founders autonomy all week, not chaining them to desks. The founders would gather each Tuesday for a supportive social dinnertime meet-up session. Livingston remembers adoring the little plan, but thinking it so odd that she pondered, “How do we even tell people about this?” Graham had a solution: He stayed up all night building a bare-bones website describing the mission and including a thirty-five-question application. The next day, he linked to it from his popular blog.


Applications—good, legitimate startup ideas—began arriving that week. Dozens arrived each day; 227 had come in by day ten. Clearly the idea had struck many, many nerves. Graham told Livingston, “You better quit your job.”


( • • )


Back in Charlottesville, Ohanian paced behind Huffman, who was, as usual, hunched over his computer. After much coaxing by Ohanian, Huffman hit send on an email to Graham, thanking him for the meeting. What he received in return was an appeal to apply to be part of Graham’s little summer experiment. They were elated—they’d already spotted mention of it on Graham’s website, and now assumed they had an inside track. Still, Huffman and Ohanian agreed they’d have a better chance of getting in if they included another technical founder. Huffman’s buddy Andy Barros, one of the smartest guys in Huffman’s computer science program, fit the bill. Over a burrito, Ohanian and Huffman convinced Barros to help complete the application. Ohanian emailed around questions and compiled the group’s answers.


Most of their answers were standard, if indecisive: To the question “What OS(s) and language(s) will you use?” they wrote, “Steve likes Lisp; Andy likes perl,” to “How will you make money?” they wrote that they would charge a commission on every restaurant order placed through the system. One question is illuminating, both for its answer’s content and its earnestness:


If you could trade a 100% chance of $1 million for a 10% chance of a larger amount, how large would it have to be? Answer for each founder. (There is no right answer.)


Steve: A million dollars is a lot of money. Considering the paltry amount we need to actually build the system (we need to eat), a million dollars would go a long way. Since we would have only a 10% [chance] of the larger amount, I would expect $1 million to be 10% of the large value (i.e. $10 million).


Andy: The statistician in me wants to say that the expected value of the second item would need to be more than $1 million (so $10 million).


Alexis: See above. I tend to be more risk-adverse [sic] (ironic, given how gung-ho I am about this startup despite the pitiful odds of its success), so it would have to be a few million more than $10mil.


Note: Andy and Steve came up with their answers separately. Alexis copied us.


The application also asked, “If you’ve already started working on it, how long have you been working and how many lines of code (if applicable) have you written?” The trio’s answer: “No code written yet.”


( • • )


Jessica Livingston had grown to adore Paul Graham’s quirks. He refused most days to wear pants, or closed-toed shoes. Shorts and Birkenstocks were his uniform—even when they went out to white-tablecloth dinners. He collected old potato mashers; their undulating wires may have appealed to his inner mathematician. Despite appearances, Graham did possess a sophisticated aesthetic sensibility, and had trained as a visual artist. He had for many months admired on his walks around Cambridge an out-of-place, low-slung industrial building on a residential block of Victorian homes. He inquired about it, and heard it had once been a candy factory, and then a porn studio, and after that, some plumber just used it to store his tools. When one day a For Sale sign appeared out front of 135 Garden Street, Graham promptly paid roughly three-quarters of a million dollars for the property and set in motion renovations.


It would be his own private, sprawling office—Livingston knew Graham well enough to know he was deeply obsessed with his work, his own projects, and that he required both solitude and quiet to truly concentrate. To that end, he ordered the building refitted with double-paned glass windows and two layers of doors, making street noise all but imperceptible. The shell of the bunker was painted bright white, and inside five skylights would usher light down onto oriental rugs topped with a smattering of minimalist-feeling midcentury modern furnishings, courtesy of Graham’s architect friend Kate Courteau.


The office was nearly complete when Graham and Livingston schemed up Y Combinator in the spring of 2005. Graham ceded the space to his new project. “The joke was that Paul never got to work there,” Livingston said. It would be ideal, with its fascinating little rooftop solarium and stylishly mismatched black wire lounge chairs. They’d agreed to only open it up to the founders one day a week, to still give Graham the run of the space. A few offices were tucked into corners, leaving a broad main room entirely open. It would be filled with custom long folding tables and matching benches, so the space could be transformed easily: tables out for dinner, for speeches or presentations; tables folded away for mingling events.


To bolster the effort of Y Combinator, Graham tapped his former business partners at Viaweb, Robert Tappan Morris and Trevor Blackwell, who were already interested in finding fresh ways to collaborate. Each invested $50,000, to match the $100,000 Graham and Livingston would use to initially fund the experiment. The arrangement was that together Graham and Livingston would run Y Combinator; Blackwell and Morris would read applications and help conduct two days of interviews. Morris was one of Graham’s closest friends, and was known to him as RTM. (Graham once wrote a computer language and named it RTML. The language was subsequently used by merchants on Yahoo.) To the rest of the world, Morris was best known as the hacker who created the first computer worm, which he designed at Cornell and unleashed at MIT. For that act, he earned the distinction of being the first person prosecuted under the Computer Fraud and Abuse Act. The other partner, Blackwell, was a Harvard computer science Ph.D. with fluffy white hair who hailed from Saskatoon, Canada. He was fond of building humanoid robots that balance on wheels instead of feet.


As applications arrived in droves, the partners cut off submissions after just ten days. Graham invited twenty groups of young men—there was not a single woman in any group—to Cambridge for interviews the second Saturday and Sunday in April. Livingston tackled logistics.


The applicants who shuffled in and out of Graham’s office impressed and fascinated Livingston. One group was composed of three college programmers, each of whom possessed a different severity of Russian accent. Mikhail Gurevich, his cousin Greg Gurevich, and their buddy Mikhail Ledvich pitched an idea for remedying online click fraud, which—theoretically, at least—could boost the effectiveness of online advertising. They called it ClickFacts. Greg Gurevich adeptly and confidently answered Graham’s technical questions. (What Graham and Livingston didn’t know was that Greg was mostly winging it. He had a talent for mustering confidence; perhaps the shots of vodka chased with Listerine that he, his cousin, and their buddy had just downed helped.)


Nineteen-year-old Sam Altman pitched Loopt, a location-aware social networking application, with two other founders. Only by the time of the interview, Altman’s cofounders seemed like they were bailing out. Upon hearing that Altman would be flying solo, Graham emailed him, brushing off a cofounderless endeavor: “You know, Sam, you’re only a freshman. You have plenty of time to start a startup. Why don’t you just apply later?” Altman responded, “I’m a sophomore, and I’m coming to the interview.” In person that day on Garden Street, he impressed Graham immediately.


The same day, Livingston saw a sweaty kid and his out-of-breath father push through the front door of their office. They’d speed-walked there, fearing being a few minutes late. Graham shook their hands and gave them a tour of the space. The kid was Stanford freshman Aaron Swartz, who in certain Internet circles was a minor legend, having at age fourteen cowritten the RSS 1.0 standard, a new way of syndicating web content, and having written a code layer for the online copyright sharing system Creative Commons. Swartz appeared to have all the markings of a bang-up programmer, and his blog had quite a following online—perhaps larger than that of Graham’s own. It didn’t surprise Livingston when instead of asking Swartz to provide details immediately about his startup idea (Swartz’s application proposed creating a website-making tool he’d dubbed Infogami, which rhymes with “pastrami”), Graham pitched Swartz on a different but related idea. They mulled different names for whatever Swartz’s creation would be. When the meeting ended, it was already clear that Graham had mentally accepted Aaron Swartz to Y Combinator.


There was Chris Slowe and Zak Stone’s group of Harvard grad and undergrad students, whose concept of a desktop search program had already won a Harvard Business School entrepreneurship contest. A group of Yale students who’d been best friends since second grade pitched a universal calendar with a rare four-letter domain name, kiko.com.


Then there was the duo from UVA who wanted to tackle food ordering, and do it through cell phones.


Sitting down across from the four Y Combinator partners was an entirely different experience for Huffman and Ohanian than having coffee alone with Graham. This time, Graham displayed much more skepticism of their market and their ability to enlist restaurants. He may have also raised an eyebrow at the fact that only two of the three applicants showed up (Barros had already bailed). Most of the questions were highly technical, which required Huffman, uncomfortably, to do most of the talking.


Morris asked how the user’s phone would take orders, and how it would communicate with the restaurants. It was far-fetched in early 2005 for a brick-and-mortar store or restaurant to employ mobile technology—heck, it was rare they even had a website. The iPhone would not be released for two years. Huffman hadn’t fully thought through communications structure, but said, “The phones will just talk to one of our computers,” and prattled on at length about the specifics of how a simple Internet server functioned. Later, he was embarrassed: He realized Morris was quite obviously well versed in the ways servers interacted with the World Wide Web. Despite the blunder, when walking out of the office onto Garden Street after forty minutes of grilling, Huffman felt confident.


Graham had told each group to wait for a call around 7 p.m. on Sunday, not long after the interviews wrapped up. The YC partners made quick work of whittling down from twenty interviews the eight they wanted to fund. Livingston wrote a short list on the whiteboard in their Garden Street office, simply listing nicknames she’d made for each group, such as “The Kikos,” the Yale group with the great four-letter domain name. They made the cut. Sam Altman, the solo sophomore: yes. The Russians, whom Graham had started to think of as “The 3 Mikhails” (never mind that one of them was named Greg): yes. Aaron Swartz, the Internet phenom: yes. Promptly at 7 p.m., Graham started dialing numbers.


Huffman and Ohanian were crashing that weekend with their friend Felipe Velásquez, who belonged to one of Harvard’s elite finals clubs, the Fly Club, and they spent time roaming the clubhouse at Two Holyoke Place near Harvard Square. Huffman and Ohanian toured the trophy room, where taxidermy game heads lined the walls, and which emitted a decades-accumulated hint of stale tobacco. Huffman was told that a Roosevelt had killed some of the trophies. Modern frat-life touches, though, abounded—billiards tables topped with glass, the better for beer pong, and giant mounted speakers to pump hip-hop through keggers.


On Sunday evening at 7 p.m., Ohanian sat on Velásquez’s couch and stared at his Palm Treo, an early smartphone. After an excruciatingly long fifteen minutes, it started buzzing. He answered the call, already excited.


“I’m sorry, we’re not accepting you,” Graham said.


Ohanian was devastated. Huffman, enraged, turned cold. To Ohanian, he appeared indifferent, but inside, he was fuming. He thought Graham had known all there was to know about their idea already when he invited them to come all the way from Virginia. They had traveled six hundred miles on multiple drafty trains, missing classes and sacrificing one of the precious last weekends of their senior year. For this. That was shitty, thought Huffman. He stayed angry all evening, through dinner, and through drinking more Sol beers than he could count at the gaudily festive Border Cafe. He sublimated thoughts of Graham, instead channeling his bitterness toward his surroundings. The dominant thought for Huffman that evening was, “Harvard has no girls.”


Ohanian, whose head was swirling from the mix of beer and rejection, was introduced to some soon-to-be Harvard grads who were boasting about their white-shoe finance job offers. He had just experienced the opulence of the Fly Club, which felt a long way from their Shit Box back at UVA. This scene felt like no place for the awkward nerd with a plate of cookies, a late-night videogame player who spent his senior-year spring break seeing a mildly interesting programmer read from an essay aloud. One of the polished seniors asked Ohanian what he was doing with his life.


Between slugs of Sol, Ohanian giddily spun out a story: Well, it just so happened that he’d received backing from a powerful dotcom millionaire for his startup. He would be moving to Boston to be the executive of a company that was destined to make the world a better place. Who knew where it would go, but maybe they’d sell the company for millions; get rich, move on. He lied to their faces.


Uttering that lie is something Ohanian still regretted years later. He would come to think back on that night as the first rejection in a life otherwise filled with trophies. He didn’t fit in, and he couldn’t accept it.


Huffman, Ohanian, and their new Fly Club pals wandered home very late. Someone was watching Adult Swim on television, and an episode of Robot Chicken was playing. Huffman felt like he should be high, but he was not: Robot Chicken was the most absurd thing he’d ever seen.


By Monday morning, Huffman and Ohanian were all sour stomachs and lingering bitterness heading to the train station to begin their long schlep back to Virginia.


( • • )


That Monday morning back at 135 Garden, Livingston was over the moon. They’d established a worthy roster of more than a dozen young men who would move to Cambridge for three months that summer, and give up a small fraction of equity in their soon-to-be companies in exchange for $6,000 each.


But Graham was rethinking the list. He told Livingston he was considering adding another team to the eight they had selected, and she immediately nominated Huffman and Ohanian. Their idea would take too long to find a market fit, sure, but as individuals they were upstanding. They were obviously smart and dedicated enough to trek on a long train ride to Cambridge twice, she argued. On top of that, Livingston thought Huffman was so cute she’d called him a “muffin.” It was silly, but somehow it stuck. On the whiteboard in the Y Combinator office’s conference room, in the list of the top candidates, along with “The 3 Mikhails,” she’d written “Cell food muffin” to describe Huffman.


Graham, midday, dialed Ohanian’s number.


When Ohanian saw his phone lighting up, he looked out the train window. Where even were they? Maybe somewhere in the middle of Connecticut. He picked up to hear Graham say, “Hey, Alexis. Listen, I’m sorry, we made a mistake. We really liked you guys. We liked you—but not your idea. Let’s figure out something else.”


Ohanian explained that he and Huffman were already on the train back to school. It was too late.


Huffman thought, “Okay, well at least he’s not stupid.”


In that moment, Huffman almost at once admitted to himself that perhaps Graham was correct about their idea. His arrogance didn’t subside, despite that he felt validated and redeemed. He was relieved that at least he could go on intellectually respecting Graham: “If we weren’t in, that would have just been stupid.” The pair conferred, and within minutes, they decided: What the hell.


The train pulled to a stop at a platform, and Huffman and Ohanian rushed to the door. With their bags, they hopped down and ran across the active tracks. When the next train heading north to Boston pulled in, they tried to explain their situation to the conductor, who, exasperated by their manic enthusiasm, reluctantly let them on.


Graham got word and emailed Livingston. “Muffins saved.”




FRONT PAGE OF THE INTERNET


Graham pulled out a chair at the conference room table and explained where Huffman and Ohanian had gone wrong. It was too early to be focused completely on mobile development. Few people were yet using their cell phones for much Internet browsing. Text messaging and BlackBerry Messenger were still in their infancy. Graham had an entirely different sort of Internet business in mind.


You know who was on to something, Graham mused: Slashdot. He pulled up the site and showed the young men its trove of interesting but somewhat mainstream tech-centric links. There was also, similarly, Delicious (known often by its curious domain name, del.icio.us), a site many people used to bookmark their favorite websites and articles, or find topical content, based on freeform hashtags suggested by users. Co-created by former Morgan Stanley analyst Joshua Schachter, Delicious had earned Graham’s esteem after it directed significant traffic to some of his essays, which had been boosted to its “popular” page. Clicking on that particular tab on Delicious yielded a delightful mix of content, from highly technical Linux how-tos to general-interest links to Saturday Night Live clips and Roger Ebert’s best movie list for the year.


In Graham’s mind, the Delicious page was good—but it could be far better. The root of the site’s problem was in its utility: Many people used it as a bookmarking site, which meant its content veered toward longer articles and journals and programming guides individuals were saving for later rather than things they simply loved and were currently reading.


It was a “holy shit” moment for Ohanian. “Yes!” he thought. “We need to do exactly this, but for what people want to share at the moment.”


Huffman, too, was seeing the wisdom of Graham’s thought train. He jotted down a few notes in a graph-paper notebook he’d taken to carrying. The notebook contained some typical college scribbles (“I’m sorry I’ll shut up now”) and doodles (3-D cubes, a penis) he’d made during class at UVA, and some coursework notes, too, but on this day it transformed into a place where Huffman would document the origins of, and his progress on, their new, as yet unnamed project.


“The site people go to find something new,” Huffman wrote in blue pen. “Points for being the first to recommend,” he also wrote, likely transcribing Graham’s exact words regarding building a recommendation engine before any of their preexisting competitors could.


The recommendation engine was integral to the success of this hypothetical project, Graham thought, because one would need to dangle a carrot for users to entice them to post links in the first place, and then to return again and again to discover and share.


Discover and share. Ohanian immediately considered his own personal use case: He spent a lot of time navigating to the New York Times, the Washington Post, and a host of blogs every morning. What if the best articles, the ones he’d naturally click on, were all right there for him in one place? That would be awesome.


It was in that moment that Graham said, “Yes. You guys need to build a front page of the Internet.”


They liked it. All visions of MMM had been scrubbed from their imagination. They were in: They would build the front page of the Internet. As a measure of congratulation, Graham bought the young men airplane tickets home.


( • • )


Back in Charlottesville, the rest of senior year slipped by, punctuated by keggers and all-night World of Warcraft binges. Ohanian turned in his Dresden thesis. The basement of the Shit Box flooded in dramatic fashion, drowning likely thousands of ants and water-logging Ohanian’s few worldly possessions.


Huffman began settling some matters of logistics and emotion. He’d need to quit his job at Image Matters, which he had already committed to join full-time after graduation. He’d have to part ways with his girlfriend, Katie Babiarz, for the summer, and that wouldn’t be easy on either of them. He’d also have to tell his mom. Despite multiple conversations, his mom was skeptical of what he and Ohanian were working on, which made sense, because it didn’t exist yet. She wanted her son to take the steady job, with health insurance. He overruled her objections. “We were getting $12,000 for me to quit my job and go live in Boston for three months. I guess when you’ve had a career and you have kids that seems totally outrageous,” Huffman said. “But to us, we were just like, ‘Who gives a shit?’”


There was an exclamation point at the end of the school year, a trip to Cancun with their closest friends.


Even as the crew of friends sat on towels on the sand, drinking Coronas, the conversation kept turning back to the website Huffman and Ohanian would be building upon moving to Boston. Ohanian showed off possibilities for the site’s mascot—he’d doodled a small alien during marketing class, all round edges, beady eyes, and goofy grin. A favorite game was coming up with possible names for the company, which would also have to be taken from available website domain names. The brainstorming—they asked almost everyone they knew—had begun back in April. Ohanian emailed Huffman a running list on April 22, 2005. It included thirty-two names for the domain and company, such as “mysnoo,” “hotsnoo,” “hotagg,” “aggpop,” “lexpop,” “populoo,” and “ripefresh.”


Huffman wrote back, “I like poplex still. aggpop isn’t bad, neither is hotlex, but i think poplex still takes the cake.” As the hour neared 2 a.m., Ohanian replied with a few new ideas, including:




lol how about poptzar


hehe get it popTZAR


like in russia?


eh?


-


damn


ok i sleep now





Huffman’s ideas weren’t much better. In his little graph-paper notebook he’d written bufflist.com and a few potential taglines, including “surf in the buff” or “read your news in the buff.” Five days later, the email chain was still going, and Ohanian was still coming up with crazy new names, such as perkle.com, oopdoo.com, and aeonpop.com. At noon, he emailed Huffman “more name ideas.” A list of seven names included at the bottom Reddit.com, with the note, “I kinda like this one.”


Huffman had found a website called Stuckdomains, on which visitors could search for domain names whose owners had allowed them to expire. On it, he typed in “News.” One of the many related results that came up was “Newstew,” or news stew. He also typed in “Read,” and hit enter. A long list of weird portmanteau words appeared, words like “Breadpig.” Huffman thought, “Oh man, we have to buy breadpig.com. It’s so hilarious.” Ohanian purchased Newstew and Breadpig.


As he considered words related to “News” and “Read,” Ohanian re-added “Reddit” to the running list. Huffman jotted in his graph-paper notebook, “Reddit yet?” But he still liked Poplex and Newstew better. Huffman bet Ohanian, “I’ll go ask ten people on the street and no one will know how to spell Reddit properly.” Ohanian agreed. The first people they stopped and talked to were a Hispanic-looking couple who spoke little English. Huffman figured he’d gain an early lead in the bet, so he asked them, “How do you spell Reddit?” The man answered: R-E-D-D-I-T.


By the time they were all packed up and ready to move to Boston, Newstew was the front-runner. Over tacos and beers with Katie, along with a few good friends from their freshman-year dorm and their roommate Jack, they hashed it out and took a vote. Newstew won. Everyone drank to the new moniker for the yet-unbuilt site. Ohanian later joked, “I think we liked it … because … alcohol?” The name soon morphed to an abbreviated ’Snew or Snoo, as in “what’s new,” which Ohanian mocked up as a logo, with the alien perched right next to it.


Graham, however, shared Huffman’s skepticism about the name. In an email, he complained to Huffman about the name ’Snew or Snoo. It was likely doomed anyway, as they couldn’t easily secure the snoo.com domain, which was owned by a domain squatter. Graham didn’t like the name Reddit either. No one really did. When asked years later when he eventually came around to the name, he replied, “I still haven’t. I don’t think it’s a very good name.”


Graham wasn’t sure about the little alien mascot either. In an email at the time, he wrote Ohanian, “If you’re attached to the little bug guy, put him at the bottom instead of the top; then it looks like a joke instead of branding.”


Both Huffman and Ohanian felt for the little alien being demeaned. He wasn’t a bug. They kept him. And in an act of defiance masquerading as a backup plan, Ohanian purchased Reddit.com.




IT’S ONLINE


In the center of the sunny second-floor room, two desks were planted back-to-back, so Steve Huffman and Alexis Ohanian could work all day facing each other. A flimsy unvarnished wood bookshelf loomed over Huffman’s left shoulder, as if daring him to pile on it yet another programming manual or abandoned beer bottle. Over Ohanian’s right shoulder hung a campy centerfold of a blonde woman in a pink bikini tromping through ankle-high waves.


This would be their office, and their home, for the next three months, this summer student sublet in a mint-green duplex at 72 Bristol Road in Medford, Massachusetts. Here, Huffman and Ohanian spent the bulk of their waking hours—roughly 10 a.m., when they’d stumble from their beds to their living room desks and blast Gwen Stefani’s “Hollaback Girl,” until midnight, when they’d wind down by jamming their thumbs on World of Warcraft for a few hours. Their backs to the windows, which were at times hung with makeshift curtains of towels to prevent screen glare, they talked and coded and sketched and designed business cards. For breaks, they sometimes walked to nearby Davis Square to get pizza. More typically, they simply wheeled their desk chairs over to the PlayStation.


Huffman had arrived in Boston a few days before Ohanian, and brought with him the notebook from college and Cancun, full of potential names, site structures, and concepts. He knew what he wanted: a way for users to submit links, and to give a virtual thumbs-up to content they enjoyed with a single click. That click, or an upvote, would help Reddit rank its homepage—the most interesting, most upvoted stuff would rise to the top. It would be a massively collaborative content popularity contest and key to their model. Their competitors, Delicious and Slashdot, constantly refreshed their “popular” pages; Reddit’s homepage would only be a “popular” page.


Also scribbled in Huffman’s notebook was the word “karma.” Huffman and Ohanian had concocted another secret sauce. They’d give readers feel-good points that would accrue with every activity they partook in on Reddit. Posting a link: karma point. Having your post upvoted by someone else: karma point.


Huffman’s notebook also contained a list of four items under the heading “submission.” The four items read: “title,” “url,” “description,” and “category.” To anyone who’s ever submitted an article to Reddit, this list will look familiar. It’s a textual mock-up of the site’s “Submit” page, which has remarkably remained in nearly this formation since mid-2005.


Now Huffman had to build it. He started out solo, simply learning how to create a system of webpages. PHP, a scripting language for dynamic content of HTML sites, was popular at the time, but Huffman wanted to do something more Grahamsian. He had spent a lot of time researching AJAX, a method for organizing the underlying structure of a website that allows data to be retrieved from a server in the background while a user is viewing an apparently static site, and which was becoming more widely used at the time (Gmail, Kayak, and Delicious each employed it). Ruby on Rails, the soon-to-be common back-end framework for sites (Airbnb, Hulu, and Twitter were built on it), would not be released until months later.


One night while working alone, Huffman left his desk and sat with the trusty graph-paper notebook on his bed. In it, he attempted to map out a sample structure of pages for links, and submitting, and the homepage. Despite having coded programs previously, he’d never built a website before, and this night he had gotten stuck on structuring a page with links to different pages, some of which performed a function, others that required continual refreshing. While the homepage of Reddit was to be a list of the most popular links, ranked 1–50, at the top of the page Huffman envisioned tabs that would provide alternative views of the site’s content, including by most recent submission, and most popular of all time. These, too, would require constant refreshing, but would need to rely on different versions of a ranking algorithm. His working plan was a cat’s cradle of pages and operations, some in AJAX, some in BASIC.


“When I finally had something that made sense, I remember thinking, ‘I’ve been making this way too complicated with all this AJAX shit. They should just be normal pages,’” Huffman said. He ended up creating a Lisp program that would run continually, and that would generate all of Reddit. No more complicated work-arounds. No more Googling. He’d just use trusty Lisp, which he’d used a lot during college, and in which he already had written his thesis project at UVA. He pulled some of his old calendar code and got to work.


Ohanian moved in and things got fun: Thinking through big conceptual programming questions was challenging, and was punctuated by rewarding “aha” moments. And Huffman had Ohanian to share them with. While Huffman scoured the few online Lisp directories for inspiration for the site structure, Ohanian worked in a shareware copy of PaintShop Pro 5 on his PC, which ran on Windows XP. He designed static site mock-ups, and perfected the little alien, which had been nicknamed Snoo, a homage to their hopeful but as yet unattained website name. He even designed stickers, with the alien, Reddit.com, and the tagline “what’s new online.” By July 1, Huffman had added Snoo to the very top left of Reddit.


In early weeks, next to every link and headline was a set of words: “Interesting” and “Boring.” For a few days, there were a whole host of different emotions one could select for any given link, but Huffman and Ohanian almost immediately deemed that labeling system overcomplicated. For about twenty-four hours, they tested out a five-star system of rating links. (Huffman determined that the difference between a three-star and a five-star article might not be, well, anything, so they ditched it.) They toyed with a thumbs-up icon, but realized it implied that the link was an inherently positive thing, or that one liked it, when really the action they wanted from users wasn’t quite an endorsement of a link; instead it was a click that meant they wanted it to be seen by more people, and to bubble up in popularity (or, of course, the converse, to be pushed down by being downvoted). Huffman and Ohanian wanted to give their users credit for knowing how the site’s underlying technology would react to their actions. To that aim, they settled on arrows, one pointing up and one down, to the left of each post.
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