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Prologue




    One day in the mid-1990s a group of young people woke to find themselves lords of a new realm called cyberspace. Money was showered upon them to start businesses and instruct elders in the ways of an ‘online’ world they saw coming, and many became rich beyond their wildest dreams as ‘dotcom’ technology stock prices spiralled to a dizzy peak. Between 1995 and March 2000, all rules of sound finance – of the ‘Old Economy’ and old society it served – were abandoned and the unthinkable appeared to be happening: twenty-somethings were taking over. And unlike the imagined youth revolutions of the 1950s, 60s, 70s, 80s, this one was remaking society for real.




    But no. Three months into the new millennium and with pundits claiming the technology boom could roll on forever, investors, as if waking together from a trance, looked down and panicked and in one of the most spectacular financial crashes ever seen, fled the dotcoms until by the end of the year the entire sector had simply . . . vanished. Most ‘tech’ workers had been paid largely in company stock, now worth nothing, and the failed revolution’s leaders became hate figures as public and media ire settled on them. Three trillion dollars were lost to the economy in what became the signature event of the 1990s, while the dotcommers melted away to nowhere, apparent victims of their own hubris and greed.




    The internet was a joke. Was over. Those five weird years might never have happened.




    As someone with no financial expertise, I’d watched all this happen with a mixture of bewilderment and disbelief; a sense that none of the received explanations convinced. Could the young multimillionaires really have blown enough money on first class travel and thousand-dollar office chairs to sink their businesses? Why had their elders invested so heavily and unconventionally in something they didn’t understand – and how was it possible for so many bright people to surrender sanity at the same time? Had the dotcom boom been a con-trick or pre-Millennial delusion? As many times as I returned to it, the official story of events failed to add up.




    Increasingly my attention was drawn to the activities of one man. Joshua Harris had been one of the first (if not the first) internet moguls in New York. An early online evangelist, he’d founded a successful net research company in the mid-1980s, then ditched it in 1994 for a flamboyant web media and TV portal called Pseudo.com, based in an imposing former warehouse at 600 Broadway on the edge of SoHo.




    Almost immediately Pseudo had become the social and creative hub of a downtown district known as Silicon Alley, where web businesses were beginning to gather. The media called him the ‘Warhol of the Web’ as bacchanalian parties and art events drew revellers from all corners of the city and were reported across the world. By decade’s end, Pseudo employed 300 people and was regarded as the leader in its field, but in a mystifying twist, Harris’s view of the online drift appeared to have darkened. Despite having been one of the earliest apostles of a networked society, he took to dressing as a grotesque clown called Luvvy and, leaving Pseudo in the hands of managers, turned his attention to a series of extravagant and increasingly dangerous-looking social experiments, seemingly designed to explore his vision of an always-on, totally wired future.




    New York thrummed with extravagant parties and events in the final years of the twentieth century, but Harris’s were different. In December 1999 he enticed almost a hundred people into a disused warehouse on lower Broadway for a month-long happening called Quiet, during which they were fed all the food, drink, drugs and skewed entertainment they could want, a scratch community streamed live to the world in an atmosphere of permanent night, prodded and pushed until personalities frayed and the event was shut down on New Year’s Day by the Federal Emergency Management Agency, who imagined Harris to be running a suicide cult. Later, the net mogul wired the entirety of his Broadway loft with webcams and microphones and announced that he and his girlfriend Tanya Corrin would live online for 100 days in a project called We Live in Public. Before the time was up, however, the couple split in acrimony and web watchers saw Harris lose the bulk of his fortune to the crash and then shatter like a pane of glass. He fled to an upstate apple farm he’d bought during the boom, where he remained, licking his wounds, ‘laundering my head’ in his own words, for six years. Friends and former colleagues who visited took to calling him ‘The Colonel’, after Colonel Kurtz, the star officer who melts upstream and goes rogue in Francis Ford Coppola’s adapted film masterpiece Apocalypse Now.




    I thought about Harris often as the web evolved and moved into the mainstream of society during the first decade of the new century. Business-focused books had dissected what came to be known as the dotcom bubble, but my own feeling that those five amorphous years between 1995 and March 2000 were about something broader and more interesting than a straightforward economic bubble never lessened. And over time it became clear that of all the tragic, comic, barely credible facets of that period, the one that couldn’t possibly have arisen at any other time was Josh Harris. How and why did a rich, successful businessman go so luridly AWOL? And how was his trip related to the fate of the dotcoms he spearheaded – and to the data-driven world we are still in the early stages of making?




    For several years I struggled to persuade publishers that these questions were worth asking. Then, in the summer of 2007, just as others were beginning to see what I thought I saw in Harris and the dotcoms – something bizarre and unhinged, but exemplary – the internet pioneer surprised everyone by reappearing, this time on the West Coast, fronting an organisation called Operator 11.




    The word was that he’d finished laundering his head and was ready to get back on the grid. He’d sold his farm and acquired a Hollywood sound stage, around which he intended to build a website which effectively offered users the means to run their own web TV station, using clips, chat, live feed and an ability to invite video or webcam-equipped audience members on to shows at will. Programmes or whole channels could be devoted to individuals, families, organisations or any topic from the environment to games to sex to cigars, to be aggregated in one place and surfed at will; a logical amalgam of MySpace, YouTube, Facebook and reality TV, but more subtle and sophisticated than any of those entities on their own. By year’s end, the site was up and running and claiming 6000 users, and although the shows seemed to consist mostly of people chatting aimlessly, the possibility existed that they would learn and evolve . . . until, early in 2008, I began to notice the same faces and then shows repeating, as if the site was freezing up like a bird dying in the cold. Curious as to what had happened, I sent some emails; tried to call; watched in bewilderment as the site seized into an eternally looping ghost site, one of thousands which litter the web, mostly relics from the first dotcom age, wreckage of Web 1.0.




    After weeks of surfing and calling with no result, a rumour reached me that Harris had sold up and vanished. And this time nobody seemed to know where he’d gone. It was as if he’d pixilated away into nothing.




    Over the next few months I heard enough stories to make me despair of ever finding the former mogul. He’d gone to ground in Mexico, Spain, Paris, Malta; was lying low in Baja California or hiding in New York; had been admitted to a mental hospital or sailed off in a boat or was on the run from the FBI, IRS, CIA, AmEx, FedEx, the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man . . . name it and I’d heard it, or something like it. There was almost nowhere Harris couldn’t be placed.




    Until at the death of June one of my now-despairing queries bore fruit, when a young online journalist who’d interviewed Harris for a piece about Operator 11 back in 2007 told me he’d received an email from its missing founder the previous week, with a comment about the New York Mets’ ongoing travails.




    ‘We’re both fans,’ the journalist explained when I called. ‘We kind of bonded over that.’




    A chuckle and hint of pride.




    He didn’t know where Harris was but offered to forward a message, which I composed apprehensively, explaining my interest in the first dotcom boom and his part in it, before hitting ‘send’ and preparing to wait. But not for long, because to my surprise a reply arrived the very next day; a cryptic little story relating to my last book, which was nominally about the men who walked on the moon. The heading in the subject bar was ‘a party circa 1975’. I opened it and found:




    

      

        

          andrew.




          i was attending an adult party at my best friends father’s house (my friend lived with his very stricken MS mother).




          we playing pool, just kids knocking balls around the table.




          my friend points out Buzz Aldrin sitting on one of the pool room chairs . . .




          i vividly remember his vacant eyes . . . that were still out in space circling the moon and earth . . .


        


      


    




    I smiled as I read and only afterwards marked two details which pulled me up: first, that the name in the ‘from’ column of my inbox was given not as Joshua Harris, but as mjluvvy – so Luvvy lived; second, that after agreeing to meet and suggesting sooner rather than later, my correspondent signed off with the words: ‘Josh Harris. Sidama, Ethiopia.’ I imagined him laughing as he typed.
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    Addis Ababa, Tuesday 15 July, 2008




    The city seems to roll on for ever, a bruised carapace of concrete and dust and patchwork shanty settlements. At times the road south is more theoretical than real, three-quarter collapsed into craters that would swallow a four-by-four whole, around which lorries and buses creep like lines of ants. Our Land Cruiser crashes through potholes with the ballistic rattle of machine-gunfire, as—




    Eucalypts jut from hills.




    Traffic screams.




    People swarm everywhere.




    Our descent reminds me that Addis Ababa is a mile high. Last night I was light-headed and couldn’t work out why.




    I can hardly remember how I got here: after making contact, everything moved so fast.




    Harris advised me not to call, citing a ‘mysterious buzz’ on his line. The internet scarcely works in Ethiopia, he added, but emails could be sent slowly and painfully between one and three in the morning. He was in the deep south on the shores of Lake Awassa, not far from the lawless Somali border – eight bone-splintering hours’ drive from Addis with no alternative means of travel. Asked why he was there, he told me he was editing a film on game fishing, which answered my question not at all.




    My hope that he might find himself somewhere more accessible in the near future was quickly dashed. ‘i’m pretty much strapped in here . . .’ he wrote. ‘. . . off the grid you might say LOL . . .’




    The only way I could be sure of meeting or even speaking to Josh Harris, who had a history of disappearance and unpredictability, would be to travel to Ethiopia. He offered me a couch in his rented ‘compound’, promising that, ‘I don’t get many visitors here so if nothing else i am sure to be extraordinarily chatty . . . three squares a day prepared by my cook . . . the dally is not recommended . . .’




    Our exchanges were easy, expansive at first, his messages contracting into short phrases and sentences linked by ellipses . . . thoughts drifting together like clouds. But containing wit, a glimpse of dry humour. Getting to him might be expensive, but my trip was unlikely to be dull.




    When I said I’d go he seemed pleased, promising to find me a vehicle and reasonably drug-free driver, pricey at two hundred euros or so, but the safest way to negotiate what would undoubtedly be the most dangerous part of the journey (‘even with a good driver expect some white knuckles’). I’d need to buy bedding for the couch, although there was a basic but clean hotel down the road if I preferred. The one favour he asked was that I carry with me ‘a few clothes I need muled in . . . which got hung up at customs in spain’. He would get his friend Vicente, who ran an art gallery in Madrid, to ship them over.




    We settled on a date three weeks hence and I set about making plans, booking flights and arranging jabs.


*


    The stuff started arriving a week or so later, first in a trickle of packages containing books and clothes, then as a torrent of clothes and books and boots and caps; of socks and shades and DVDs; trinkets, gadgets, underpants, a Frisbee – all bought via eBay and Alibris, never Amazon, and all addressed simply to ‘Josh Harris c/o Andrew Smith’.




    At first, the porters at my girlfriend Josie’s north London apartment block, which had seemed a better destination than my Norwich flat for ‘a few clothes’, found the deluge amusing. But as the date of my departure neared and the flow of goods increased, I noticed a progressive tightening of smile as I tried to sneak past the reception desk unnoticed. ‘Ah, Andrew,’ I would hear announced in my general direction, ‘your friend has been busy again!’ Always in that tone reserved for children and their imaginary playmates.




    Meanwhile, Josie, having noted my prospective host’s use of the word ‘muled’, grew anxious that I was being used to run drugs and even I began to wonder whether setting me up to rot in an Addis Ababa jail could be classed as an ‘art project’, thereby making a useful addition to the Harris CV while also being agreeably tax-deductable. When I complained to him (only half in jest) that there was going to be no room for my own clothes in my suitcase by the time I left, he assured me that I didn’t need much, as his housekeeper could do my laundry. A bunch of clothes arrived from Spain in a cat food box. His concern that I might wear his new underpants prior to delivery seemed genuine.




    Silicon Valley in California is most readily associated with the technological changes wrought in the 1990s.




    I visited the Valley a number of times during those years and my overriding impression was surprise that somewhere so close to San Francisco could be so dull and devoid of colour – all clogged, smogged, ten-lane highways and Lego-brick offices standing bland insult to the poppy-washed hills. The first time I went, I called a reporter from the San Jose Mercury to ask where the Valley people kicked back, and wondered whether to believe him when he cited Fry’s Electronics superstore as the social hub of the place. But it was true, even if the young men you found there tended to stare at their sneakers and shuffle away like crabs the moment they were spoken to. A trio of workers from Women.com (‘The empowered women’s guide to health, beauty, business, parenting & relationships’) looked gloomy when I mentioned this experience: they were outnumbered sixty to one in the Valley, they said, but couldn’t get a date because the men were more interested in programming and making money. As one 33-year-old told Time magazine at the peak of the tech boom in 1999, ‘For most people here, relationships with the opposite sex are simply not time-effective.’ If this was the future, I thought, we’re done for.




    Then there was New York. While the coder cowboys of the West frotted circuitboards at Fry’s, a group of switched-on bohemian ex-slackers in lower Manhattan formed companies with names like Razorfish, Nerve, DoubleClick and disinfo and made it their business to design the websites, magazines, alternative news sites and TV portals that would form a New Media, attracting huge sums in investment on the basis that ‘eyeballs’ – meaning viewers – would be manna to advertisers, and that first-movers would have a potentially insuperable advantage in establishing the brand identity everyone craved in this new realm. Where better to hand over the twentieth century to the twenty-first than New York?




    New York . . .




    In the eighteen months leading up to the Millennium, billions of dollars in fresh investment flowed into the downtown tech district, driving stock prices skyward and making not just the founders, but often swathes of staff at its companies very rich indeed – at least on paper, in terms of shares and stock options.




    It must have felt magical to have that constantly inflating promise of plenty in your pocket, backed by a vision of the wired world you were creating. Ten per cent of the staff at the ‘digital recontextualizing’ company Razorfish were reckoned to be millionaires, including an unspecified number of first-come secretaries. One legend had ’Fish co-founders Craig Kanarick and Jeffrey Dachis making an ice cream van man an offer he couldn’t refuse in order to buy the van for his staff on one of those hot-hot New York summer days. As Kanarick’s future wife, Marisa Bowe of Word.com, remarked, ‘Just a few years ago, we were dance or literature majors. Now we live in a strange world where it seems every tenth person has won the lottery.’




    So Harris wasn’t the only one doing crazy stuff. The second half of the 1990s marked one of the highest times this highest of all cities had ever seen, with the downtown district of SoHo turned into a perpetual partyland, where the pressures of dotcom life could be sloughed off with art, music, drugs, drink and the eternal dance of sex – not to mention the thrill of what its people, the digeratti, were making . . . nothing less than a new society, in their own enlightened image. Even a brief visit to end-of-century Manhattan felt like being plugged into the electric mains, in what now presents as a last mad fling of the old New York, gateway to a more clenched era.




    The key for me was that in the years between then and now, Josh Harris’s prognostications had come to look eerily prescient. In particular, MySpace, Facebook, YouTube, Second Life and other user-generated ‘social networking’ sites had given people the opportunity to project themselves into cyberspace, which had begun to elide with the physical world in a way that made differentiation start to look arcane. Psychologists said that children were losing the impulse to remember facts, knowing they could Google them at will from any location, along with the ability to read facial expressions, the subtle messages which so often reveal more than words. With so much media, so much information coming at us, we were all losing the will to concentrate on a single stimulus. I didn’t know whether this was a good or a bad thing, but it was clearly important and interesting. And Harris had predicted – perhaps demonstrated – much more than this. We were being asked to evolve in a very short space of time. Our minds were changing.




    I’ve noticed that people speak of him in the way characters in Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby speak of Gatsby – as a kind of cipher or spectre, someone they simultaneously know and don’t know at all. The only thing everyone seems to agree on is that he’s one of the smartest people they’ve ever met.




    On the long flight to Addis, I stayed awake and read, watched, got a feel for the rhythm of Josh Harris’s life over the previous eight years.




    As late as 26 January 2000, just two months ahead of the crash, Business Week was presenting Pseudo.com as the leader in its field, a viable business which had just raised another $18 million in capital from the likes of Intel and the Tribune Company. Harris, fresh from his extraordinary performance in the pre-Millennial Quiet experiment and – as always – hard to disambiguate, was quoted repeating the mantra from that event: ‘Andy Warhol was wrong . . . people don’t want fifteen minutes of fame in their lifetime, they want it every night. The audience want to be the show.’




    Even as recently as 1999 – still five years before Facebook and the others – this was a startling thing to say and none of the reporters who relayed these or similar words seemed to grasp the extent of their meaning. As Harris seemed to realise. ‘Three years ago, people thought I was a complete idiot – they couldn’t figure out what webcasting was,’ he reportedly concluded. ‘I know I have a hit here. Now I’m just going to leverage it.’




    More revealing was a cover story David Kirkpatrick wrote for New York magazine during the preparations for Quiet in December ’99, for which he followed Harris and his band of Prankster-like cronies as they gatecrashed a panel discussion at Sotheby’s, pretending to film the vainglorious proceedings while running porn tapes in their viewfinders and worrying security staff with their dearth of respect for event, audience and exhibits alike. Afterwards, the Pseudo grandee treated his crew to sushi and saké, settling the $800 bill flinchlessly as someone lit a spliff and waiters pretended not to see. ‘Let’s face it,’ he said, ‘that panel was a big fart. We were the only ones doing anything interesting. We were running the gallery.’




    Back at Pseudo HQ, a crowd drawn from Pseudo’s near-three hundred staff (average age ‘about twenty-seven’) gathered on the sixth floor to watch the launch of a new show. That morning Harris reportedly showed Jeffrey Katzenberg – partner to Steven Spielberg and David Geffen in the DreamWorks SKG production house – around the place. He’d taken a meeting with Silvio Berlusconi the week before.




    The piece began:




    

      

        

          Josh Harris, Chairman of Pseudo Programs Inc., lives in a SoHo loft big enough to house a fleet of double-decker buses. A grid of steel tracks hangs from the ceiling for lighting equipment and cameras; the entire space doubles as a television studio, with a control room in back . . . the 350-square-foot bathroom – also equipped for cameras – includes a sauna with two showers, a pull-cord spritzer for a quick cold rinse, and a three-tiered bench that could seat a football team. Three showerheads are directed at the top row of the bench; Josh Harris likes to shower lying down.


        


      


    




    As founder of Pseudo Programs, ‘the oldest and largest producer of television shows for the Internet’, Harris was ‘a major player in the race to define the post-television future of broadcast entertainment – an area of intense interest on Wall Street and in Hollywood’. The company’s Chief Operating Officer, Anthony Asnes, a patrician 37-year-old with a background in business consulting, admitted that Pseudo’s niche programming was ‘rather like a tree falling in the forest’, in the sense that few people had access to the high-speed net connections necessary to download the company’s videostreaming software, and many corporate firewalls blocked it. Even so, he claimed that 400,000 users downloaded at least one Pseudo show per month, probably overnight – probably through the night – while they slept. Among the most popular ‘channels’ were 88HipHop, the gaming destination All Games Network, and an electro music forum called Street Sounds. Others were Cherrybomb (erotica ‘from the female perspective’), the Space Channel (space news, sponsored by OMEGA Watches), Parse TV (for hackers) and ChannelP (spoken word, poetry, performance art). The front door was always open, so anyone could walk in at any time of day or night: an impressive roster of regular guests across the shows included everyone from Eminem and most of his big-name rap contemporaries to star NFL quarterbacks and commentators; to astronauts, DJs, art personalities, socialites and former Warhol faces such as Taylor Mead, Quentin Crisp and Anthony Haden-Guest. Levi’s sponsored a show which followed three college kids as they traversed America trying to survive on the fruits of e-commerce alone – Marco Polos of the information age.




    Underlying all of this was a feeling on Wall Street and elsewhere that fast net access and broadband were ‘just around the corner’. And that, in the words of Dan Sullivan of Pop.com, the online entertainment company whose most prominent founders included the aforementioned Katzenberg, Spielberg and fellow Hollywood director Ron Howard, ‘Josh is one of the smartest people we’ve come across in the netcasting space . . . he has empowered all kinds of different artists to create new kinds of programming – the first generation of Internet-bred actors and directors.’ According to Jerry Colonna, one of the most storied venture capitalists in New York, Josh was ‘one of the brightest guys in Silicon Alley. He may seem like a lunatic sometimes, but there are a lot of bigger lunatics that have raised a lot more capital.’




    What would it feel like to be the focus of all this expectation? I can’t begin to imagine. Harris sounds disarmingly surprised as he tells Kirkpatrick: ‘They need me. They all need me. They know they want to do something on the Net, but they don’t know how.’




    At the time, few people would have understood the significance of a jarring rejoinder Harris attached to his explanation of the company moniker. Pseudo reflected ‘the many different faces you can have in the online world’, he said. Then: ‘we call it “Programs” because we are conscious that we are in the business of programming people’s lives . . . we are the good side of Big Brother. We know that is going to happen, and instead of saying it is scary, we embrace it.’




    This was mid-December, 1999, with the apocalyptic spectre of a computer-freezing, havoc-wreaking ‘Y2K’ bug the most prominent news story and media commentators discussing a more general anxiety among the populace, which was being called ‘pre-Millennial tension’. Yet four months later the story had been wrenched volte-face with a severity that still makes my breath quicken, muscles tense. New Yorkers had long regarded the dotcom kids with a phlegmatic mix of scepticism, distaste and envy. While stocks were flying and pension funds flush, the Wonka-themed parties tended by Oompa-Loompas, the company cruises and junkets to Vegas and drug-fuelled art orgies, the lobster-decked ice sculptures and youthful optimism-bordering-on-monstrousbloodyarrogance were overlooked. But when stocks began to plummet, invested savings disappear and pension funds wither, anger was quick to rise. Just as water finds a crack, anger finds a target, and in Harris the search for a villain couldn’t have been easier.




    With a few exceptions, such as Jeff Bezos of Amazon.com, the faceless techies of the West escaped personal opprobrium, but the celebrity CEOs of the East now learned what a dangerous game they’d been playing. Harris was by no means the only one to become a dilettante-charlatan-huckster overnight in the eyes of the media (usually with a smug implication that the writer pointing the finger had known it all along), but he was the one whose Broadway loft and yacht-sized bathroom suddenly rankled most.




    Vanity Fair began its long purgation with the founder of ‘Silicon Alley’s flashiest dot-com, a feverish man-boy of 39’, noting that with investors some three trillion dollars poorer, ‘“dot-com” is starting to take on the distinct ring of a punchline’. Replacing the bacchanals of yore were ‘Pink Slip’ parties, named for the redundancy notices dispensed by American employers, while the New York Post ran a new section tracking dotcom casualties and websites such as Netslaves and Fucked Company stoked the crucible atmosphere. E-workers who had imagined (and in some cases lived) a new corporate ethos based on freedom and trust and transparency were furious not just at losing their jobs, but at their dreams of escaping the nine-to-five world being whipped away without warning – thanks to what looked like and was presented as managerial carelessness, staggering hubris. The New York Times reported former Pseudo staff busking in the subway or accepting charity beer in bars, wistful for the old days of ‘80-hour weeks’ in a place where ‘employees smoked marijuana for lunch and snorted cocaine for supper’.




    Binding the articles was a tone of betrayal: the dotcom kids had partied on the promise of a future which hadn’t materialised and even the riches had been an illusion, just sheets of paper with numbers and notional values, share certificates worth pennies apiece now if anything at all. Former Pseudo Art Director Steve Fine’s 290,000 stock options, passport to plenty in December ’99, were historical curiosities by mid-2000 . . . souvenirs, essentially. Certificates of lost innocence.




    Neither was the Old Media’s response surprising. As Razorfish’s Craig Kanarick reminded the Silicon Alley Reporter, he and his peers had led with a punkish ‘Fuck you, Mr Big Company, you don’t know what you’re doing!’ so it was hardly surprising that Mr Big Company should enjoy the humbling when it came. Every single report reheated Harris’s boast to the blow-dried CBS TV reporter Bob Simon on a hostile 60 Minutes programme that, ‘I’m in a race to take CBS out of business – that’s my focus. That’s what my bankers are telling me to do . . .’ and even the online evangelists at Wired magazine documented the fall with a piece called ‘Bratitude Adjustment’. At the London newspaper I worked for as a feature writer, the word ‘internet’ was banned from print for a time and when I interviewed Amazon’s Bezos at the company headquarters in Seattle at the end of 2000, it was in the context of a share price which had plunged from over $400 to under $20. Wags called his company amazon.toast.




    Yet for all the disillusion and contention that Pseudo had always been ‘more about buzz than product’, there appears to have been widespread sadness among those who’d invested emotion in it, who’d ‘drunk the Kool-Aid’ in the parlance Alley workers borrowed from the countercultural ‘acid tests’ of the 60s. One ex-manager said, ‘I think it will be a badge of honour to have worked here,’ while a news report claimed defiantly that, ‘They imagined a world where programming wasn’t just spoonfed to the viewing public but instead involved the viewers’ active participation.’




    The next flurry of media interest arrived when Pseudo became the first big Alley company to run out of cash and go bust, in October 2000. As I rifled the cuttings, I wondered how many people noticed at the time that Harris now referred to Pseudo in the third person, and had been doing so since Quiet had been closed down the previous New Year’s Day. In interviews he was philosophical about the loss, remarking that, ‘It could have been worse. It could have been acquired . . . and it would have been bastardized on the way out. This way . . . it died in its sleep. Or put to sleep.’




    The commentator and academic Clay Shirky, a dotcom veteran himself, has since cited the closure of Pseudo and the webzine Word.com as marking the end of Silicon Alley as an ideal; the death of its soul. Downtown had lost its rumpled talisman. Hidden in the acres of schadenfreude, though, was regret, a poignant sense that one era had ended and another opened on a city more braced and dour, as if the previous decade had been but a hallucination. No one imagined that this atmosphere would endure, much less become permanent.




    When Harris and Tanya Corrin popped up a month later with their experiment in networked living, We Live in Public, some kind of line had been crossed. Wired magazine’s announcement that ‘Jupiter Communications and pseudo.com founder Josh Harris is pretty sure you want to watch him having sex’ was rendered ironic by an unflattering photo and the London Independent barked, ‘Josh Harris: Turn for the Weird’ – though both ran sizeable features, as did the London and New York Observers. The only way to understand the project at the time, it seems, was as an attention-seeking stunt, Big Brother writ small. And yet a week before flying to Ethiopia I’d stumbled across some web footage of Harris in 1998 looking dishevelled but trim and animated, contrasting sharply with an image of him in his underpants towards the end of We Live in Public, blank as a slate and shockingly bloated by comparison, suggesting that something happened inside the loft.




    More shocking still was a half-hour film one of the world’s great filmmakers, Errol Morris, made about Harris as part of his brilliant First Person documentary cycle. First Person employs the conceit of an ‘Interrotron’ machine to light the inner lives of a range of unusual people, from the crime scene cleaner to a former CIA spy and master-of-disguise, to a zoologist on the trail of the elusive giant squid and a man with the highest IQ ever recorded, who nonetheless works as a nightclub bouncer. Harris’s turn comes in Harvesting Me, which was recorded towards the end of We Live in Public and shows him talking – lucidly – about what’s billed as his ‘TV addiction’ but sounds more like an eccentric theosophy.




    The film opens with sepia images of an apple farm. The subject’s disembodied voice a low, even drawl. ‘I’m not able at this point to explain why. I’m recognising what the drug has truly done to me. My emotionality is not derived from other humans, but rather from . . . Gilligan.’




    Gilligan? Anyone who grew up in the US understands ‘Gilligan’ to mean the children’s TV programme Gilligan’s Island, an often surreal farce about a group of boating daytrippers who run into a storm and end up stranded on a desert island – perhaps the most ubiquitous kids’ show ever made, repeated every day after school for decades. The show’s creator, Sherwood Schwartz, also came up with The Brady Bunch, clever valediction to the American nuclear family, but Gilligan is his more authentic legacy . . . with a character, I now remembered, called Lovey, like Luvvy the clown. There was a smile on Harris’s face as he addressed the Interrotron, and at first I assumed he was joking. In the next breath I was robbed of this thought.




    ‘That’s both deep and heavy. I’ve been programmed by somebody else’s dreams. That’s who I am. It’s a very scary, scary thing.’




    Spoken like a taunt, as though he’s teasing. CCTV-style shots of him stalking alone through what must have been his loft: huge and opulent-looking, with a projected TV screen covering one wall of the lounge, cigar abutting his lips like a gun barrel. Footage from We Live in Public.




    Soundbytes. An astonishing claim that Harris ‘cast’ Tanya Corrin as his girlfriend for We Live in Public, despite my understanding that they’d been together for at least four years. And now I saw the difference between his project and Big Brother, because while TV viewers voted for evictions, they remained passive in all other respects – whereas the WLIP screen was devoted half to picture and half to chat, allowing audience members to communicate directly with the subjects and each other . . . making them part of the show. Perhaps the essence of the show. They found Harris’s keys if he’d lost them, he said, and scolded if he forgot to wash his hands after a pee.




    ‘They understand my life better than I do. They’re objective while I’m not. Big Brother isn’t a person, as it turns out, it’s the collective consciousness. After a while you just wash your hands, it’s not worth the trouble.




    ‘It’s not that living in public is going to be imposed on us. It’s that we’re going to be conditioned to ask for it. Fourth quarter of 2004 I’ll roll out the consumerised version of We Live in Public. And I’ll charge them for recording their lives to disc.’




    Again I was taken aback. This was early 2001, three years before Mark Zuckerberg and his Harvard pals chanced upon the idea for Facebook; five years before it became generally accessible and Time magazine gave their person of the year as ‘You’. And Harris was talking about social networking of a far more ambitious kind – more Facebook, MySpace, YouTube, Twitter and reality TV rolled together. Seven years on, it was clear that he’d been right. He’d predicted Mark Zuckerberg . . . should be as famous and rich as Zuckerberg by now. Shouldn’t he? Jason Calacanis, a dotcom millionaire who’s been around from the start and is cited by Fortune magazine as ‘one of the eight bloggers all businesspeople need to read’, has described flashing a photo of Harris on to a screen at a podcasting conference and asking whether anyone knew who the man in front of them was.




    Nobody did.




    ‘It’s ironic,’ Calacanis says, ‘because a lot of what people are trying to do today . . . Josh did in 1996. He’s one of the ten most important people in the history of the internet and nobody knows who he is.’




    And yet Harris appeared to be presenting himself as a warning. As I sat in the dark cabin at 35,000 feet on my way to another continent, unable to turn off the malfunctioning video screen in front of me, I found myself wondering: ‘What happened to him?’




    Errol Morris ends Harvesting Me with a haunting image of a young boy gazing steadily into the lens while Harris intones: ‘I’m still in the loft. It’s still on.’




    Which means Corrin has already left and he’s on his own.




    ‘I understand what you gotta do to make a masterpiece. I’m not there yet, but I’m building up to it. There’s probably five or ten more years to go. Then I’m maybe free. I’ll go live on the orchard and have a family. I might be a late bloomer in that respect. If I make it that far.’




    Within a month of sitting for Morris, Harris was gone. Six years later he would sell the orchard at a huge loss in order to construct the short-lived TV multiverse, Operator 11. It occurs to me that five or ten years from the time Harris made these pronouncements is pretty much . . . now. And that I’m not on my way to an orchard in upstate New York, I’m on my way to Ethiopia.


*


    Hours pass as we barrel south, watching the sun rise and arc back to a land that is suddenly loamy and lush emerald green, as far from boiling dust and strangled traffic and Do-They-Know-It’s-Christmas expectation as could be. At intervals into the distance, mahogany stick figures trudge behind horses and ploughs as though knitting the earth into a deep collective trance. We hit a whole village of Rastafarians, which Harris has flagged as a sign that we’re close. In the same message he claimed an affinity with the Rastas owing to their shared reverence for the late Ethiopian Emperor Haile Selassie, but I couldn’t tell whether he was joking or not, and when I asked he changed the subject.




    Of course, curiouser than any of this is the contents of my luggage, because nestling against my few t-shirts, couple pair of jeans, jumper, toiletries and notebooks are a beige North Face jacket and pair of heavy Blackhawk military boots, some army trousers, shirts and a pair of Ray-Ban Aviator shades.




    Headphones, a Leatherman and torch.




    Two packs of dental floss.




    Three tins of English tea (‘not bags’), one Avid Xpress for Dummies video editing workbook and.




    The complete fights of Muhammad Ali on twenty-two discs.




    One box of twenty-five Serie D No. 4 Partagas (Habana) cigars, costing £250 and the subject of much agonizing, with Montecristo #4s preferred in the first instance (‘my one extravagance’, Harris had confided, a trio of servants clearly falling under the rubric of ‘necessity’), plus those two pairs of red Calvin Klein jockey-style pants (lightly worn) and a large bag of toys for the kids at the local orphanage.




    Sunscreen.




    And a switchblade knife. Repeat: switchblade knife. Collective introduction to the Harrisonian notion of ‘leverage’.




    But it doesn’t end there. Weightiest and most amusing of all if you don’t have to carry them are the books, which arrived in a dog-eared paperback flood the week before I left. These were: On the Road, The Last of the Mohicans and The Beach; The Time Traveler’s Wife, The Purpose Driven Life, Women in Love and The Rainbow . . .




    The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire and War and Peace.




    (War and Peace!)




    Kerouac, Tolstoy, Lawrence: a list any English teacher wishing to punish a class of recalcitrant schoolboys would applaud (add Pride and Prejudice and it’s definitive) – to the extent that as I sit juddering in the back seat I wonder whether this is part of a performance. Whether the show has already begun.




    With the abruptness of a train striking a tunnel, we’re in the town, passing an enormous Christian church fronting a busy roundabout circled by trucks, bikes, scooters, old Toyota cars and people carriers, then clattering down the main street, watching Lake Awassa loom and fill our windscreen, dark and brooding and still. Square concrete buildings line the street, devoid of frill or flourish, host to cafés, restaurants, shops selling bright clothing, jewellery, food, radios, old cathode ray TVs . . . an internet café, white stucco hotel and pavements teeming with people – most notably straggling armies of children who play or wander aimless and unattended, lords of a parallel universe no one else seems to see.




    It’s impossible at this stage to know how much of what I’ve read and been told about Harris is true. There was a touch of awe in the voice of one British Silicon Alley veteran, a winner in the dotcom lottery thanks to the well-timed sale of his website towards the end of 1999, as he told me that, ‘Josh wasn’t just a little bit ahead of his time, he was way ahead of his time.’ But how much of this is retrospective myth-making? Story-telling? An early Pseudo artist-employee who knows Harris as well as anyone speaks of there being ‘a kind of reality distortion field around Josh . . . and people would get kind of addicted to that.’ Perhaps he was ahead of his time. Or perhaps he’s a clever showman who fooled a lot of greedy or gullible people.




    Now a deserted boulevard: broad as the Champs-Élysées, flanking the lake, lined with stone or breezeblock walls and houses behind, many hidden, others tottering upwards, paint-flecked and part-built, bristling corroded rebar.




    A pair of gates, opening; bungalow, tree in the yard, three or four people . . . a tall Ethiopian man in a military-style cap, small smiling woman . . . and another, younger and anxious-looking. Dogs yelping and a command of ‘Hesh! Hesh!’




    And there he is in front of me.




    Josh Harris.




    Slim, almost gaunt. Dressed for the bleachers at a Mets game.




    He smiles. I smile back.




    I turn for my bags, but they’re already gone.




    A small, square room, functional in the fast-fading light: coffee table and two chairs, no TV. Windows to the walled yard and dogs barking, hyenas crying on the other side . . . the kind of music Mingus and Beefheart spent the whole of their lives trying to find and which more than anything else I’ll take away with me, to remember for the rest of my life. Harris hears it too, tells me that every three months or so the authorities poison the dogs and a cold eerie silence descends, until the underdogs on the outskirts move in to replace the dead ones and the pitch-black blues of the African night starts up again. Their leap in status also a death sentence.




    ‘That’s Ethiopia. That’s why I love it here. The thing about life in deep Africa is that every day is a life and death experience and your senses get sharp. You know, New Yorkers think the world’s ending if they can’t get dinner reservations at the right restaurant . . .’




    That distinctive lopsided grin, as if perpetually tuned in to some cosmic joke only he can hear. Hint of goofiness in the voice. I ask him why he’s here and we’re off.








  



    

       

    




    
2




    I wake early, having spent the night warring mosquitoes. Light streams through the window; the air is cool, my bedclothes bunched on the floor. No sound or movement. No sign of Josh. A funny moment to wonder for the first time what the fuck I’m doing here.




    I’d imagined us easing into each other’s company, but last night was as disorientating as any I’ve experienced – a trippy torrent of names and events and incidents related in long elliptical sentences, full of cryptic allusions and hints at more under the surface, zagging thought-trains which ended only by crashing into each other. At one point I tried to take notes, but gave up almost immediately, because what I was writing seemed so bizarre. More than once I wondered whether he really had lost his mind in the datastream, as I struggled to connect the Broadway scene-maker to the man sitting in shadow opposite . . . only for him to snap into focus like a trap, leaving my callow theories about what happened in New York during the last years of the old millennium painfully exposed. Within half an hour I understood how little I knew, and how different to expectation this project would be.




    ‘It depends how far you want to go down the rabbit hole,’ he said. ‘I can take you as deep as you want to go.’




    The lopsided grin.




    I went to bed both wired and exhausted, and woke feeling as though my brain had been steeped in syrup . . .




    Jeans and a t-shirt. Wander to the yard. Dogs bark and Josh’s cook Kelemework appears from nowhere to hiss ‘Hesh! Hesh!’ at which the pair fall silent and slink away. Samara and Tony Blair, named by the staff, who wonder why I laugh so hard at their assumption of Blair to be American like Josh. The latter dog replacing a recently dead animal named after that other well-known American, Princess Diana.




    A big, warm smile.




    ‘Mister Andrew. You like tea? Coffee?’




    Before me a modest lawned yard, probably twenty metres deep and thirty broad, with a porch looking on to it. The house has three bedrooms – one used as an office, another as a store room filled with video gear, lights and tripods – but no integral kitchen: Kelemework cooks and cleans from an adjacent shed, next to Abraham the guard’s tiny guardhouse. The third member of Harris’s household, Filagot, gardens along a border by the front wall to the outside world. She turns and smiles, while birds flutter in the trees and spider monkeys peer down from the tin roof. In a far corner a pair of giant tortoises rehearse coitus with the grim intensity of porn stars, as if imagining themselves the show.




    ‘Don’t forget that this is the oldest culture in the world. There’s fifty thousand years’ worth of continuous culture here and they know it.’




    Harris is still smiling as he tears a piece of toast with his teeth. We’re on the porch, sharing a breakfast of fruit, toast, honey and silty local coffee, and I’m surprised to find him relaxed and voluble, last night’s manic intensity a seeming world away. A different person.




    He loves to talk about Africa, which runs as deep as you let it; which he discusses as though it were a giant game, even when it sounds uncomfortably real. Being faranji – an Amharic word which seems to fall somewhere between ‘foreigner’, ‘whitey’ and ‘asshole’ – he claims to have been targeted for extortion by a local gang, who painted his house then hiked the agreed price with menaces, up to and including rumours of an impending raid on the compound. I think he might be joking when he mentions the Somali border and a black market Kalashnikov as a means of protection (‘Only 500 bucks down there – not bad, uh?’). But then I also think he might not be.




    We part, he to edit, me to explore, read, puzzle till six, at which time we’ve scheduled dinner and a first recorded download session. I go for a stroll along the broad road to the front of the property, which defines an upscale district known as the Canadian zone, so named for the overseas water specialists who once populated it. Interspersed with the houses are several aid agency compounds, wire-fenced and with an air of siege about them, tense guests of a Marxist government which no longer welcomes them. A few white faces in Land Rover Defenders: the only setting in which you ever see white faces.




    I duck into the hotel Harris mentioned and have a macchiato coffee, the national drink inherited from the Italians, who occupied Eritrea to the north and Somaliland to the east but failed to take Ethiopia, which covets its hard-won status as the only African country never to have bowed to Europe. People look you directly in the eye and even street-dwellers dress with care, and as I turn into the main street and children crowd round I’m unsurprised to detect a nebulous hostility, yet still shocked to feel it settling on me. Being this visible, this clearly other, weighs like an extra force of gravity. Again I wonder why a former web impresario would choose to live in these circumstances.


*


    ‘They think of us as these rich, mannerless oafs, and when they see you coming, they see . . . an opportunity.’ Harris laughs, delighted by my first real taste of Ethiopian street life. ‘They want something from you, even if they don’t know what it is.’




    Chicken, fries, fruit, tea. Light fading in the living room as plates are cleared away and I set my recorder on the coffee table between us, notes at hand, ready to follow Harris into the warren of his mind, through a conversation which quickly presents as another muddle of stories and names and relationships I can’t possibly connect right now. One moment he’s building a full-scale boxing gym in an old warehouse, the next funding an Austrian art group to build a balcony half-way up the World Trade Center, claiming to have seen an office-light ‘bull’s-eye’ on the side of the building in the middle of the night; to have been surveilled by government agents post-9/11 as a result. Equally destabilising is his renewed claim to have ‘cast’ Tanya Corrin as his ‘fake girlfriend’ in advance of We Live in Public, with an insistence that he never loved her at all.




    And I sit captivated, but thinking: ‘He’s flipped. Paranoid. Or playing with me.’




    Always feeling himself an outsider in Silicon Alley, he nonetheless copped the best piece of real estate, 600 Broadway, at one of New York’s wildest canyon junctions, where downtown Broadway meets Houston on the fringe of Greenwich Village, gateway to SoHo – a totemic pile of mortar and brick with a landmark DKNY mural on the side (a panoramic view of the city from which Liberty thrusts like a goddess) yet still with an air of louche decay. Perfect mid-90s New York. And yet he insists that the day his first $2 million in cash arrived was ‘the worst day of my life’, while the Pseudo parties are elevated in his mind almost to the level of philosophy, occasionally attaining a kind of sacredness . . .




    I try to focus on issues surrounding the Bubble at the centre of his story, but can already feel the questions I brought slipping away from me. Throughout, the sense is of trailing in Harris’s narrative wake as his world reorders in real time, a feeling I’ll grow used to but find discomfiting now. Tales begin with the disclaimer ‘This is all hearsay, but fairly reliable,’ putting me in mind of Tales from the Thousand and One Nights, which begins ‘It is related – but Allah alone is wise and all-knowing . . .’




    As if everything is just story.




    More Pseudo characters: Missy Galore, Janice Girlbomb, Jess Zaino and V. Owen Bush; Gompertz, Galinsky and JudgeCal; EQ, Uzi, T-Bo, Feedbuck and Mangina . . . names from a comic book, speaking of that old New York shuffle – of invention and reinvention, a place where backstories vanish and everyone is but now or nowhere.




    And watch the soundbytes fly.




    ‘You took the deepest part of downtown New York and just collectively blew their minds . . .’




    ‘Money doesn’t show up with nothing attached to it. The freedom of money is illusory . . .’




    ‘I’m Googling real-time . . .’




    ‘It’s just a download deal . . .’ (meaning our idea of ‘reality’)




    ‘Compared to art, business is easy – you just have to read the man . . .’




    I quickly see that he’s selling himself as an artist these days and divides the world into ‘artists’ and ‘civilians’, with the latter deserving some protection, the former de facto fair game for experimentation and manipulation in the name of ‘art’. He shows me a letter he’s written to The New York Times but not yet sent, in which he claims that Pseudo.com was ‘a fake company’ – an art project all along.




    Again I’m taken aback. A fake girlfriend and a fake company? So what was real in his eyes: what is real?




    Is this approach to the world representative of the dotcom boom as a whole? And if not, how did he end up running a company that attracted tens of millions in investment, employed 300 people and sprawled across SoHo? We keep returning to We Live in Public, the ‘work’ of which he is evidently most proud, but which also seems to have coincided with, perhaps to have precipitated his dissolution. If that’s what this is.




    I’m entertained: there’s a thrill to this ‘real-time Googling’. But the bearings I brought with me are already starting to fade. The mazey crossword-clue syntax, long lists of alien names and insane events and improbable gossipy stories that sound like revenge fantasies; sexual jealousy; some weird personal theosophy . . . a persistent feeling that, for all the extraordinary things he patently has done (and I’m nowhere near appreciating the extent of this yet), Harris might actually have lost his mind, or be in the process of losing it while I sit and watch. Nothing here is as expected.




    *  *  *




    Light streams through the window: the air is cool, my bedclothes bunched on the floor. No sign of Josh, just a tinny clatter above my head, as if an army marches across the roof. Jeans and a t-shirt, outside, squinting into the sun, a family of larger monkeys than before gazing down. One has a baby clinging to its abdomen: strong arms for such a vulnerable-looking creature. Eyes intelligent and watchful, as if waiting for something.




    Josh is earlier this morning, probably also woken by the monkeys.




    ‘Morning! So those guys are back, huh?’




    Yesterday’s same unlit cigar juts from his mouth. A castanet clack in the corner of the yard attests that the tortoises are busy again. Josh likes animals, is trying to learn the Ethiopians’ unsentimentality towards them, but I can see he struggles as we play a game which involves throwing pieces of banana between two trees, then watching the monkeys monkey the dogs, one descending to the lawn as a decoy while the other swings down and grabs the banana, climbing to safety before Tony or Samara can grab a piece of its flesh. The trick, Josh tells me, is to balance the prize and jeopardy as evenly as possible. Offer the monkeys something they want, then see what they’ll do to get it. I smile and he smiles back, knows what I’m thinking; and the thing is, I know he knew even before I thought it. Am I starting to enjoy myself?




    We chat over breakfast, he growing cagey when I start to probe his childhood and family background. He lived here for two years between 1970 and ’72, before a Marxist coup and civil war forced Americans out, and he has happy memories of the place, because it was one of the few periods during which his itinerant father was consistently present. Josh is about the same age as me, which would have made him between nine and twelve when he lived in Awassa. So he’s returned to the place he felt safest as a child, I suggest, and he chuckles.




    ‘It’s uses and gratifications.’




    ‘Uses and gratifications?’




    He smiles and rolls his still-unlit cigar between thumb and forefinger, looks me in the eye.




    ‘OK. That’s what we’ll do tonight.’




    We break up, he to edit, me to wander, read, think, feeling more at home. My host, I now feel sure, is sane: something odder and more interesting is going on.




    A macchiato at the hotel, then the lake and the same queasy feeling of being watched and assessed, which I do my best to face down, not sure whether I’m the dog or the monkey in this game – or whether it’s a game at all. Couples smile and nod pleasantly as they stroll the dirt trail along the shore; young men sell gnarled fish cooked on makeshift grills, looking well-enough fed but still with some unquantifiable hunger in their eyes. For a second time since I’ve been here, I notice a young man with sculpted features and shoulder-length dreads, dressed fit for hip Hoxton or Williamsburg, who looks at me with enmity in his eyes and mutters something to a companion as I pass. The back of my neck prickles: I slow down, then speed up and head back to the compound, unnerved by the lakeside’s stark mix of beauty and menace.




    I return to find Josh hard at work in the office, editing his film, Tuna Heaven, which turns out to stem from another eccentric trip . . .




    Another story . . .




    Some months after Quiet, in the summer of 2000, the net mogul hired a massive deep-sea fishing boat out of Turtle Bay in Baja California. He filled the boat with New York sophisticate friends and took them far out to sea in search of tuna, offering a prize to whoever caught the biggest fish, with the aim of seeing how primal these Gotham hipsters would be prepared to get and how their relationships might change, all driven by a question: is it OK to kill the fish for fun?




    I watch and see that there were changes. An Argentine-born artist named Alessandra, who comes across as open and sweet, sets out stroking the beautiful creatures and ends up with bloody handprints on her shirt like trophies – where Tanya Corrin, the ‘fake girlfriend’ from whom Josh had recently split, revels in dominating them from the off. Last night Josh made me laugh by insisting that, ‘People fish like they fuck,’ but today he extends this dictum to, ‘People fish like they really are,’ adding that the fish have personalities; there’s nothing neutral about gaffing a tuna with its full-moon eyes staring horror at you.




    More curious than the film is the sight of Josh watching it. As the rough edit unfolds, I slowly become aware that he’s watching the women, and Corrin in particular, with special avidity – a fascination bolstered by his claim that she arrived on the boat wearing an engagement ring, while refusing to say whose it was. As he tries to leverage me into solving the mystery for him, I can’t help noticing that for a ‘fake girlfriend’ he hasn’t been with for seven years, Corrin seems to exercise him greatly and I struggle not to laugh aloud as we watch her wrestle a giant tuna, working a pole with ecstatic, almost carnal enthusiasm while he shifts in his seat and grows ever more agitated at the sight. There’s a note of real Freudian torment to his admission that, when the day of reckoning came, Tanya had indeed caught the biggest fish.




    The fake girlfriend line is already getting hard to swallow and I’m curious as to why he’s so resolute in playing it.




    That night pasta, fries, fruit, tea. Kelemework clears away the plates and Josh leans back, an arm over the corner of his chair. Escalation.




    ‘Uses and gratifications,’ he announces, examining his cigar and grinning.




    ‘Uses and gratifications,’ I parrot.




    The story that follows is far more coherent than last night and has me gripped for the next hour: his own personal creation myth.




    Uses and gratifications turns out to be one of the earliest sociological theories of mass communications, though it is still discussed and debated today. In essence, it holds that we are not passive consumers of media, but use it creatively, to fulfil specific practical or psychological needs of our own. The idea that media might brainwash or turn us into Brave New World-style automata, as feared in the early days of radio and television, is thus dismissed.




    Josh’s own narrative version of uses and gratifications starts with his childhood in California. His mother Roslyn worked with delinquent girls for the California Youth Authority in Camarillo, a taxing job which left little energy for her own children when she got home. With seven youngsters to raise and a husband who had a habit of disappearing unannounced – once for six whole months, leaving his family’s house to be repossessed – she would arrive home in a frayed state, able to relax only after a couple of Martinis. Her elder children eventually learned to be somewhere else at this time of the day, leaving Josh, the youngest, to absorb whatever anger or resentment she felt when she got home. For a couple of years, he and his youngest sister were sent to stay with their doting maternal grandparents in Iowa, a loving interlude in an otherwise troubled early existence. But when Ted Harris returned from another mysterious absence, he insisted his children be recalled and the process of alienation began all over again. Josh would soothe himself with the ensemble teleplays of Gilligan’s Island and I Love Lucy, deriving his emotional sustenance from them. He now calls them ‘low-tech virtual reality’ – a telling description, intended to convey the extent to which they were real and necessary to him, while also drawing a parallel with the modern realm of cyberspace. The way he extends the theory is both mad and ingenious. He smiles while he talks: I’m never sure whether he’s playing with me or being deadly serious.




    ‘It wasn’t John F. Kennedy or Marilyn Monroe that had the most influence on American culture and society,’ he begins, ‘but rather it was Sherwood Schwartz, the creator of Gilligan’s Island and The Brady Bunch. Who I am is much more like Sherwood Schwartz than it is like my parents. That’s how it works.’




    For Josh, the world Schwartz created, an extension of the writer’s psyche, was as real, was more real and desirable than the real world. He reminds me of some of the storylines, about radioactive vegetables and gender-swaps and S & M dungeon-caves, saying: ‘His [Schwartz’s] psyche was basically being projected out to kids of our generation. It might be the earliest example of virtual propagation: we’re kind of his children – though not just his, cos we also had a mosaic of other people doing the same thing. Maybe for our generation that was the first demonstration of what happens with virtual reality. Just low-tech.’




    He laughs, adds a theory of his own, which he calls the Spectrum Theory of Communications, holding that over time the ‘filters’ which allow you to distinguish virtually-derived emotion from that produced by interaction with people in the material world degrade. As he puts it: ‘It defeats that software patch, that fundamental software program. In modern terms it’s a virus.’




    He adds that with TV, at least in the US when he and I were kids and there was no BBC or HBO, you always knew that an advert would be along soon, usually at a moment of high tension, so you never completely gave yourself to the emotion.




    ‘So if you watch enough it starts flattening out your emotionality, top to bottom. It’s like a sponge that loses its elasticity. If you’re watching the final episode of M*A*S*H and Hawkeye is killing the chicken, you know that a commercial is coming on soon, so you can never, even in the most acute situation, allow yourself to be fully involved – because you know you’re going to be cut off.’




    ‘So . . .’




    ‘So your range of emotionality gets compressed, loses its elasticity. To me, that was always the main effect of uses and gratifications. And then I evolved from that to the next logical thing . . . I’m watching this TV for five hours a day and while that is on I am in that world – that world is as real to me as the physical world, in fact sometimes more real. Well, it’s not a very efficient mechanism for putting you into that world. It’s the best we have even to this day, but it doesn’t take much imagination to understand that you can make that world more efficient than broadcast television. Which is the combination of the interactivity of the net and video. Which is sort of where I got to with Operator 11 . . .’




    He stops and grins. As in the Errol Morris film, Josh appears to be presenting himself as a warning.




    ‘Of course, you and I were raised low-tech,’ he says, knowing that we were raised in the US at about the same time.




    ‘By Gilligan, you mean?’




    ‘You’re a Gilliganite.’




    He weaves a hilarious Biblical fantasy about a Second Coming, in which Steven Spielberg becomes Moses and TV the burning bush, ending with the proposition: ‘So any way you look at it, the parallel is . . . Gilligan is Jesus Christ. I know it all, like I got the window. I spent six months looking in that window, thinking, “Now I see how it’s gonna come down.” In fact it’s all there in Launder My Head . . .’




    A Pseudo computer animation from the early 1990s, featuring a collection of TV-headed people and to which he ascribes a farfetched, almost mystical significance.




    ‘I saw it all.’




    ‘Saw what?’ I think, not yet knowing that my next few years are going to be taken up with finding out.




    We move on: another parade of names and yarns and aphorisms and me again struggling to keep up and make sense of what I’m hearing, of the New Year’s Eve party which got out of control and the pre-Tanya sort-of girlfriend who wound up in Bellevue . . . hoping it does make sense in some tangible way and that he’s not just crazy. Keats once declared that ‘A man’s life of any worth is a continual allegory,’ but until now I’ve never seen anyone try to live in such a way.




    He doesn’t seem a very music-driven person, but says that the musician he ‘always resonated with’ was the icy Velvet Underground singer Nico, especially on her classic Chelsea Girl album. ‘For me, the Velvet Underground wasn’t about Lou Reed, it was about her,’ he declares, a line I confess to wishing I’d thought of.




    I learn that some of the Pseudo artists followed him to the farm and that he had trouble getting rid of them in order to have time on his own. On Awassa, he says: ‘I came back to the one place I felt at home. I kind of want to get Pseudo and all that scene off my back. I got a psychic load you can’t imagine . . . I just want to move on to the next phase.’




    We’ve been talking for three hours and it’s dark: the night chorus riffs outside. I decide to hit the hotel for a head-clearing beer, but after half an hour the place shuts and I’m forced to return home, with Abraham following at a discreet distance.




    Josh is fiddling with Tuna Heaven. I tell him about my curtailed drink and he unexpectedly asks whether I’d like some Scotch, promising, ‘I’ve got some pretty nice stuff . . . it should be good.’ So we go back to the living room and start on the Dalwhinnie, sparingly at first, then in larger draughts, while he entertains me with the story of a filmmaker acquaintance whose next project was set to receive funding only if a certain AA-list star signed on to play the lead; who by way of sweetening negotiations asked Josh to take three or four women friends to the star’s suite at the Four Seasons for a private party. Such was the man’s draw that in the event Josh took eight Pseudo employees, then watched, fascinated, as in some subtle way one of the women was chosen for the candle-strewn bedroom and the party broke up.




    He hated the experience, disliked the star and left with the void of a pimp in his soul, while the movie got made but flopped. Despite these feelings, he laughs as he pours more Dalwhinnie – until in the blink of an eye his mood darkens and the Four Seasons is revealed as the locus of yet another unspecified betrayal by the ‘fake girlfriend’, leaving me no option but to observe that his hurt sounds . . . real. With him blustering back: ‘Oh, don’t confuse emotional entanglement with the performance. I cast her and she played the part well. And part of the performance was that I had to stay true – anything else would have seemed inappropriate, out of character . . . sort of like Truman cheating on his wife.’




    Another reference to Peter Weir’s remarkable 1998 film The Truman Show, story of a man who doesn’t realise that the totality of his life is a TV show, and which I’m increasingly noticing Josh to discuss as though it were a documentary. Again I feel lost, but I’m starting not to mind.




    I wake covered in mosquito bites. Light streams through the window: the air is warm, my bedclothes bunched on the floor. Eleven a.m. and no sign of Josh, no monkey clatter, no idea what day it is. Must be . . . what?




    Friday?




    He rises smiling at twelve and as per our ritual we chat happily over breakfast, rehearsing things we might talk about later. The groove is becoming clear: our days start easily, casually, then intensify, with Ali a release valve at the end. Last night it was the storied second title-fight against Sonny Liston, in which Liston fell to a ‘phantom punch’ no one at ringside appears to have seen.




    I walk the half-mile into town, past the plank-and-plastic cigarette huts and wire-fenced NGO compounds and pairs of young men combing the pavement like perambulating couples, who give the impression of perpetually seeking something that isn’t there.




    Awassa bustles and for the first time I notice clear signs of affluence – the jewellery and dress shops, electrical emporia and restaurants; sharp-dressed men and women with hair piled high under scarves. Wealthy Addis Ababans holiday here, so there’s money, but what strikes me now are the hundreds of children on the streets, who play games with stones against the curb and sleep in dusty ruined buildings, nothing but each other to rely on, and then not usually for long. Life expectancy for a man in Ethiopia is fifty-three years, so God knows what it is for these kids, many of whom have been born with HIV, pretty walking ghosts sent into the world to die.




    They smile and hold out their hands: the guidebook says not to give money, but it’s hard to resist. Then you do and are suddenly surrounded by dozens and wondering how to choose who to give to and whether you’ll be causing fights, and then adults crowd round too, some with disfigurements, twisted features and grotesque tangles of would-be or once-were limbs. And suddenly everyone’s looking at you, smiling hopefully. So you decide not to do that again, at least overtly. Many of the children wear frayed English Premier League football shirts, the most common name on the back being ‘Rooney’, as in Wayne, poster-boy for brattish, irrational consumption and vapid excess – for a world which, from where I’m standing right now, is demonstrably madder than anything the likes of Josh Harris could hope to invent. And the maddest thing of all? Within a couple of days I’ll have grown used to it; within a month I’ll be back in England and it’ll be just another story to me.




    Fish, fries, fruit, tea, our tenebrous room, me on the couch, he on the chair. Another story. Further escalation.




    We’ve been shooting the breeze about books, film, TV, so it’s later than usual when Josh says: ‘So, back to Gilligan. Let’s suck it off with Gilligan and the Second Coming. What the fuck did he send down?’




    Send down? I thought the Second Coming was hypothetical. A metaphor. I also think ‘Let’s suck it off with Gilligan’ is an unfortunate phrase.




    He smiles.




    ‘Well, if you look at Launder My Head, the second episode, part two . . .’




    The six-minute computer animation again, which I’ve now seen, with TV-headed people perched onstage in an amphitheatre, chorusing gnomic refrains like ‘We’re here to tell you how we tell you how to live/ We’re your conscience, we are not conscious, launder my head, launder my head . . .’ An impressive feat of programming for its time, achieved using relatively primitive computers, but ultimately just an early 3D animation. A curio.




    He pauses, as if deciding how much to offer, says: ‘See, for me, I got all of this . . . for whatever reason, I got the job.’




    He looks me directly in the eye and I say: ‘Sorry, Josh. What job?’ But he ignores the question and carries on.




    ‘Because those characters in Launder My Head, to me, are . . .’




    Something beatific in the eyes.




    ‘Them.’




    Them? I’m confounded. I can’t explain why, but a little shiver runs up my spine. Again I ask what he means.




    ‘I mean they’re real.’




    He looks me in the eye again and I suddenly feel very alone, a long way from home. Is this the effect he wants, I wonder? I wait for a sign that he’s joking, but the sign doesn’t come as he returns his still-unlit cigar to his mouth, laughs in a way that momentarily pulls me up. I ask once more, ‘Josh, are you telling me you think these creatures actually exist outside of your imagination?’




    Am speechless as he leans back and grins: ‘So . . . how do you like them apples? Like, I got you down the rabbit hole, man. I told you there’s a rabbit hole. How far am I going?’




    A full-on laugh. Nervous glance. There’s no way not to ask: is Josh mad? If so, was he always? With these questions begin the deepest, strangest four-year period of my life.
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    That night a gun-blast shook the compound. Dogs erupted and a woman screamed; howls shrilled the air as if voiced by the darkness itself.
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