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Author's Note

This narrative is based on hundreds of interviews conducted during 2007 and 2008. I have tried to reconstruct the key moments in MySpace's history, relying on the accounts of many sources. Because reconstructed dialogue tends to approximate the truth, I have noted where there are significant discrepancies in the memories of the participants.

Many of the people I interviewed did not want to be quoted. I have identified these sources in the endnotes with the phrase “a person familiar with the situation.” In many cases, I was able to confirm these anonymous accounts with several confidential sources. To protect my sources, however, I have not listed how many people confirmed each incident.

The book also relies heavily on documents, including the following: financial reports filed by MySpace's parent company Intermix at the Securities and Exchange Commission; internal e-mails and documents obtained by the New York Attorney General during its investigation of Intermix; private e-mails between Intermix executives that were viewed by the author; and internal Intermix documents that were viewed by the author. In the event that a document contradicted the memories of a source, I usually chose to rely on the documentary evidence.

The founders of MySpace did not participate in this book. Over the course of a year of reporting and writing, I met repeatedly with various representatives of MySpace and its parent company News Corp. I kept them apprised of my progress through meetings and letters. They never said “no” to cooperation but continued to delay making a decision. Finally, the book was complete, and they had effectively made their decision: They had never said “no” to cooperation, but they had never cooperated. Therefore, this book is an unauthorized, but well-documented, account.




Chapter 1
___________________________________
STEALING MYSPACE
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Richard Rosenblatt's heart was pounding with nervous anticipation as he climbed a private staircase on the Fox Studios lot in Los Angeles.

It was the warm afternoon of July 12, 2005. On the Fox lot, the low buildings of the Fox TV and movie soundstages and offices were dwarfed by the high-rise jungle known as Century City. With his deep tan, athletic figure, and casual attire, Rosenblatt looked like he might be on the lot for an audition. But Rosenblatt was there to sell News Corporation chairman Rupert Murdoch on his version of the digital future.

Rosenblatt had arrived early for his meeting. Murdochs office was in a modern glass-and-steel office building that, to many visitors, looked woefully out of place next to the graceful 1930s building that housed the historic 20th Century Fox movie production offices. As he waited in the ground-floor cafeteria, with sunlight streaming in through the sliding glass doors, Rosenblatt tapped out an e-mail on his BlackBerry to a friend: “At murdochs’ … going in soon. Friggen nervous.”

Finally an aide came to usher him up the back stairs that led from the cafeteria to Murdochs office on the fifth floor. Ross Levinsohn, Murdochs genial head of Internet strategy, was waiting for Rosenblatt outside Murdochs office. Levinsohn put his hand on Rosenblatt's arm. “If you want to sell your company to us, now is the time to do it,” Levinsohn said.

As soon as Rosenblatt stepped into Murdoch's spacious neutral-toned office suite, he wondered whether he should have worn a suit after all. Against the advice of his colleagues, Rosenblatt had decided to wear his usual business uniform of cargo pants, Vans sneakers, and a light blue short-sleeve button-down shirt. Murdoch, with his receding gray hair and rimless glasses, was waiting in a crisp suit.

Rosenblatt took a seat offered to him on the beige leather couch, introduced himself, and, in his high-pitched voice, launched into a ten-minute recital of all the reasons why Murdoch should buy his Internet company, Intermix Media.

On its own, Intermix was not much of a prize. It owned a bunch of websites offering games like bingo and animated fart jokes that users could e-mail to one another. It was barely profitable. It had been sued by New York attorney general Eliot Spitzer for distributing spyware inside screen savers, screen cursors, and games.

But Intermix also owned a majority stake in a fast-growing website— MySpace.com—which had attracted an impressive 17.7 million visitors the prior month. A consummate salesman, Rosenblatt focused his comments on the potential of adding MySpace's broad audience to complement Rupert Murdochs already enviable empire of top-flight media companies.

“Mr. Murdoch, MySpace is the perfect media company,” Rosenblatt said. “Unlike traditional media companies, MySpace generates free content, through its users; generates free traffic, by its users inviting their friends; and all you have to do is sell the ads!”

Gesturing at the four clocks on the wall showing the time in Los Angeles, London, Sydney, and Hong Kong, Rosenblatt said, “You have built the most incredible global media company. You have dominated in every area of media, from newspapers to television to film. But on the Internet, you are irrelevant.

“This deal will not only make you relevant, it will immediately make you as big a player as AOL or Yahoo online,” Rosenblatt said. “If you do this deal, I predict you will be on the cover of Wired magazine twelve months from now.”

Murdoch said softly in his thick Australian accent, “I heard you've been asking for twelve dollars a share. That's a significant premium.” Intermix's stock was trading that day at $9.96 a share.

“Rich, you've got a reputation for selling when companies are at full value,” Murdoch chided gently.

Rosenblatt took a deep breath but didn't back down. After all, he knew that Murdochs archrival, Viacom, was interested in buying Intermix as well.

“With all due respect, the company is worth it,” he told Murdoch. “The price is twelve dollars a share.”

Murdoch stood up and said, “You got it. Can we get it done by Sunday?”

“I never go back on my word,” Rosenblatt said, shaking Murdochs hand. “Subject to my public company duties, I'll deliver you the company by Sunday.” He was quickly ushered out of the room.

Rosenblatt was dazed; he couldn't believe that Murdoch had agreed to spend nearly $600 million in a twenty-minute meeting.

There was only one catch: MySpace didn't know it was about to be sold.


Chapter 2
___________________________________
CIRCLE OF FRIENDS
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My Space launched on August 15, 2003, on a blazing hot, overcast Friday afternoon in Los Angeles. MySpace cofounder Chris DeWolfe sat inside his windowless cubbyhole of an office in a building near the Los Angeles International Airport. While the tech guys downstairs were finalizing the computer code for the MySpace website and scanning for bugs in the system, DeWolfe was distracted. He was struggling with pesky issues about spyware—software that surreptitiously monitors Web surfers’ movements and bombards them with related ads.

Spyware was substantial business for DeWolfe, who ran a division of an Internet company called eUniverse. When the U.S. invaded Iraq earlier in the year, for instance, DeWolfe's division had begun offering free “patriotic” cursors that turned a user's mouse pointer into an American flag. Many people who downloaded the cursors did not realize that they were also installing a hidden software program that displayed pop-up ads whenever they surfed the Web. Now DeWolfe was struggling to sell those pop-up ads to advertisers.

Advertisers liked the spyware pop-ups because they could target their ads to a user's specific behavior. For instance, a mortgage advertiser could display pop-up ads to people visiting real estate websites. But he was worried that the targeting technology appeared to be broken. At 3:58 p.m., he laid out the issues in an e-mail to his boss, Brad Greenspan, the chief executive of eUniverse. “Targeting is not working, and targeted advertisers are dropping out,” DeWolfe wrote, amid a long list of issues with the pop-up advertising program. “Seems like issues have been brought up pretty continuously over the last three to four weeks that haven't really gotten addressed.”

In fact, targeted pop-up ads were not the only thing broken at eUniverse. The struggling dot-com survivor was running out of money and had been kicked off the Nasdaq stock exchange because of an accounting restatement. DeWolfe's division of eUniverse—a unit called ResponseBase—had been hit especially hard. ResponseBase's e-mail marketing efforts were increasingly being blocked by software that scanned for “spam”—the industry term for pernicious junk e-mails touting pornography and sexual aids. And ResponseBase's online sales of items such as miniscooters and remote-control cars were plummeting amid high return rates. Now eUniverse wanted to shut down Response-Base and fold it into another division—a move that DeWolfe was fighting.

With all of his division's efforts falling apart, DeWolfe might have easily given up. But that wasn't his nature. A tall, rugged-looking blond with the laconic laid-back demeanor of a California surfer, DeWolfe was a tenacious optimist. Where others might see a hopeless situation, he refused to consider the downside.

Part of his attitude came from his experience sending out thousands of e-mails at a time. Only a tiny percentage of any given batch will succeed at generating a response. But in the world of e-mail marketing, a small response rate is not a reason to give up—it's just another reason to continue to experiment until you find a message that works.

DeWolfe took the same approach to business. Just because his previous efforts had failed didn't mean that his next effort wasn't about to light the world on fire. So once he finished dealing with the spyware issues, DeWolfe turned his attention to his next big gamble: a new website called MySpace, a replica of a trendy website called Friendster.

His team had thrown together its copycat site in just a few months. There was no reason to believe that MySpace would be able to stand out in the crowded field of Friendster rip-off sites. Still, if it worked, DeWolfe's twenty-five-person Internet division would be saved. If it flopped, he would lose control of his fiefdom at eUniverse.

At 5:37 p.m., DeWolfe sent another e-mail to his boss: “We launched MySpace,” he wrote. “It's sort of buggy, but the best way to find bugs is to let people use it and get feedback.”

Thus was born the most popular website in the United States.

This is not how Google and Yahoo were born. The first generation of Internet behemoths was founded in the late 1990s by engineers, computer scientists, and people with advanced training who bragged about their knowledge of databases and algorithms. These first-generation websites took years to develop. They required massive computer resources and huge teams of computer programmers.

But by the summer of 2003, technology had become easier to tame. Computer prices had fallen dramatically. Computer processing power had increased. Some forms of computer programming had become simple enough that even high school students could build expert-looking webpages. High-speed Internet connections were finally becoming pervasive throughout the United States.

The time was ripe for a new kind of Internet giant to emerge—one where human creativity was at the center of the experience, not technology. In other words, a Hollywood-style media company—one where crazy creative people run the show, and nobody really knows what makes a hit or a flop. The story of MySpace is a story of the first Hollywood Internet company, a company that is a breed apart from its Silicon Valley brethren.

MySpace founders Chris DeWolfe and Tom Anderson were cubicle-dwelling marketing executives with no technical prowess or revolutionary ideas. They were employees of a shady Los Angeles Internet company called eUniverse (later renamed Intermix) that sold wrinkle cream and ink cartridges on the Internet from a bland office park near the Los Angeles airport. Before starting MySpace, DeWolfe specialized in sending spam e-mails, and Anderson ran a pornography website. When they started MySpace, they copied, rather than invented, many features from competing sites.

Just as MySpace was becoming popular, Intermix surreptitiously sold itself to Rupert Murdochs News Corp. DeWolfe and Anderson watched as their site was subsumed by a media conglomerate, and they lost control of key decisions. Yet the sale turned out to be a blessing in disguise: News Corp. provided the tools MySpace needed to become the most popular website in the United States.

In July 2008 Web surfers viewed 41.4 billion pages on MySpace, making it the most trafficked, in terms of page views, website in the United States by a wide margin. (Yahoo was number two, with about 10 billion fewer page views.) That meant that visitors to MySpace viewed more pages—and spent more time—than on any other site in the United States. Yahoo and Google still attracted more visitors per month than MySpace, but their visitors didn't stay as long or look at as many pages as MySpace visitors.

And despite spawning hundreds of imitators, MySpace is still by far the market leader in social networking. In July 2008 it attracted seventy-five million visitors, nearly twice the monthly visitors of its nearest rival, Facebook.

MySpace's unlikely success is a testament to the tenacity of its founders, who maintained a simple vision for their website. They wanted it to be a place where people could express themselves freely. They succeeded.

Log on to MySpace, and you'll discover a dazzling virtual locker room. Every member has a page to decorate any way that he or she likes, often with blinking wallpaper, blaring music, streaming videos, and oversized photographs. Nearly every element of a MySpace page can be customized, with few restrictions. Users can pretend to be anyone or anything they like on MySpace—from their favorite actor to their favorite pet. They can “befriend” their favorite rock stars or cars, nearly all of which have MySpace profiles. They can join groups devoted to every topic under the sun—from a “hookup club” to a group for volunteer firefighters.

The wild and unfettered atmosphere of MySpace has led critics to claim that the site is a dangerous haven for sexual predators, drug dealers, porn stars, and other unsavory characters. But that's not the whole story. MySpace has also proven to be an effective organizing tool for presidential candidates, a fund-raising tool for nonprofits, and a marketing tool for consumer brands. Individuals have used MySpace to meet their spouses, connect with long-lost relatives, and send baby photos to loved ones in the military overseas. More than anything, MySpace is a powerful vehicle for individual self-expression. It's a place where people can write their own narratives.

The story of Ashley Dupré is illustrative. Dupré was a prostitute whose rendezvous with New York governor Eliot Spitzer ended his career. When the story broke in March 2008, people flocked to her My-Space page to find out details about her life. What they found surprised them: Dupré was also an amateur singer, with several of her own songs on her website. Within a day, her songs had become hugely popular on the Internet. Without MySpace, Dupré would have been known to the public solely as the prostitute portrayed in the court filings and mainstream media. But MySpace empowered her to shape her image in popular culture.

The one story that has not been bared on MySpace is the story of the site itself. What follows is the narrative of MySpace—a story of betrayal, intrigue, and lucky breaks starring a cast of Los Angeles media executives ranging from media moguls Rupert Murdoch and Sumner Redstone to the hard-partying founders of MySpace.

MySpace was created by Chris DeWolfe and a circle of his friends. De-Wolfe was not a tech wizard. He was not a man interested in optimizing computer performance. Instead DeWolfe's talent was in identifying gifted workers and optimizing their performance. “I like being around creative people, funny people, crazy people,” he once said. By the time DeWolfe and his loyal team founded MySpace, they had worked together at two other Internet startups. Most of them still work at MySpace today.

Born in December 1965, DeWolfe grew up in Portland, Oregon. He was the younger son of two academics who hoped that he would follow in their footsteps. His father, Fred DeWolfe, was a historian who specialized in Portland architecture and contributed to five books on Portland history. His mother, Brigitte, taught German at a local college. The DeWolfe family lived in a relatively small house in the upscale southwest section of Portland. DeWolfe and his older brother, Andrew, attended the city's best public schools.

At Lincoln High School, DeWolfe was a jock; his family and friends called him by his nickname, “Beezer.” He was president of his junior class, played varsity basketball and tennis, and went to the state doubles tennis championships with his brother. “He was kind of a cool man on campus,” said classmate Josh Lowthian. “He was a really good basketball player, but a nice guy too.”

DeWolfe valued loyalty highly. This was illustrated by his allegiance to a high school classmate. Andrew Wiederhorn was a close friend of DeWolfe's, and they had been classmates since kindergarten. Wiederhorn was entrepreneurial, often wearing suits to school and starting a Jet Ski business on the Willamette River. Later in life, Wiederhorn spent a year in prison after pleading guilty to two felonies related to a financial scandal. During most of Wiederhorn's incarceration, DeWolfe remained on the board of Wiederhorn's company, Wilshire Financial Services Group, and supported its controversial decision to keep paying Wiederhorn's salary while he was in jail.1

DeWolfe graduated high school in 1984 and moved to Seattle to attend the University of Washington. In college he was an enthusiastic member of the Beta Theta Pi fraternity. He received a degree in finance in 1988 and then drifted around the San Francisco Bay Area for several years. His family urged him to develop a five-year plan; it was not forthcoming. Finally DeWolfe applied for the MBA program at the University of Southern California (USC), graduating in 1997. “Business school was my opportunity to think for two years,” DeWolfe said later.

At USC he fell in love with marketing and was entranced by the Internet. In 1997, for a class called “The Impact of Technology on Media and Entertainment,” he wrote a business plan for a community website that he called Sitegeist. He got an A-minus on the paper. Much later, De-Wolfe would retain his professor Paul Bricault, a William Morris Agency senior vice president, to promote MySpace.

DeWolfe also fell in love with a fellow business school student, Lorraine Hitselberger, whom he eventually married. She was an attractive brunette with ambitions to join the media business. After graduation in 1997, the couple moved into a condominium in Pasadena. DeWolfe's childhood friend Wiederhorn hired him to run the credit card division at the First Bank of Beverly Hills. Back in 1987, when he was just twenty-one, Wiederhorn had founded Wilshire Financial Services Group as a way to buy up troubled loans and enforce repayment. By the time he was thirty-two, Wiederhorn employed seven hundred people and controlled $3.5 billion in assets, including the First Bank of Beverly Hills.

Although DeWolfe boosted revenue at the Beverly Hills bank's credit card division, the suburban commute and the banking life were ultimately too dull for him; he wanted in on the Internet revolution. It was 1999. The Internet was booming.

DeWolfe joined the dot-com industry through another friend, Josh Berman, whom he met at USC business school. Berman, a cheerful, dark-haired Los Angeles native with a quick smile, had been working as an accountant at PricewaterhouseCoopers. In 1999 Berman agreed to help put together a business plan for a dot-com company called XDrive. Founded by two brothers, Brett and Steven O'Brien, XDrive aimed to provide free Internet storage space for consumers to store their backup computer files.

From five o'clock to eight o'clock each morning, Berman sat at Starbucks writing the business plan for XDrive. Once the O'Briens launched XDrive, Berman quit his day job to work full-time as XDrive's deal maker. Soon after joining, Berman recruited DeWolfe to join XDrive as head of marketing.

XDrive's service was quite valuable at a time when computer storage was expensive. Like many dot-com companies, XDrive offered its services for free and hoped to make money by selling advertising. To fund its growth, XDrive raised a huge amount of money—about $110 million— from Goldman Sachs, AOL, and others. At its peak, XDrive's ranks swelled to about three hundred people and it burned through about $4 million a month.

DeWolfe oversaw more than eighty people in the consumer marketing group at XDrive. In addition to marketing XDrive's services, DeWolfe's team developed an e-newsletter called IntelligentX that offered news about technology and aimed to make money by selling advertising.

For a while, XDrive was a great place to work. The offices were in one of Santa Monica's fanciest buildings—the Water Garden—inhabited by big media giants such as Viacom. XDrive had rented so much space that employees rode scooters to get around the office. A free catered lunch was provided every day.

•••

MySpace cofounder Tom Anderson first heard of XDrive in 2000 after graduating from the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) with a master's in film studies. He was walking through his neighborhood in the outer reaches of Santa Monica, near Interstate 405, when he saw a flyer promising $20 to anyone who answered the ad.

Anderson, dark haired and intense, was thirty years old and deeply in debt; a struggling musician trying to raise money for a trip to Singapore. Hoping for some quick cash, he answered the ad. The next week, Anderson showed up for what turned out to be a focus group interview for XDrive. The interviewer was so impressed with his intelligence that she hired him as a copywriter. Anderson planned to work there for just a few weeks to save up enough money for his trip.

XDrive was Andersons first corporate job. A high school dropout and former hacker, he had spent most of his twenties studying and playing in rock bands. He didn't like how his father, a San Diego entrepreneur, had “one crazy idea after another;” Anderson planned to be a lifelong student.

An extremely private and self-described antisocial person, Anderson has sought to keep details of his childhood from public view. In fact, he has little to hide—he was a precocious kid whose rebelliousness paved the way for his success at MySpace.

Born on November 8, 1970, Anderson grew up in Escondido, a sleepy farm town about a half hour's drive north of San Diego. By the time he was a young teenager, Anderson was fascinated by the nascent world of computers and online bulletin board systems. At the time, many hobbyists ran online bulletin boards where users could post notices for one another. To connect, people had to dial a phone number and use relatively slow computer modems.

Anderson befriended a well-known local computer hacker, Bill Landreth, known as “the Cracker,” through one of these boards. In 1983 sixteen-year-old Landreth had been indicted for computer fraud after he hacked into the GTE Telemail system, an early e-mail network based in Vienna, Virginia. Although Landreth didn't steal any money or secrets— in fact, all he did was peek at some innocuous e-mails—he had the bad luck to be caught during a time of heightened concern about computer security.

In 1983 the United States was in the midst of a personal computer revolution. Apple Computer had just gone public, and its shares were soaring. IBM had just launched a rival personal computer that used a newfangled operating system developed by a startup called Microsoft. Microsoft was racing to build a graphical interface that would make IBM's computers as intuitive as Apple's.

The media was portraying this new world as extremely dangerous. The movie War Games had just been released; in it, a young computer hacker nearly starts World War III. A group of Milwaukee hackers who called themselves the “414s” graced the cover of Newsweek that September. They had broken into several large computer systems, including one at the Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center. That fall lawmakers in Congress introduced several bills aimed at combating computer hacking.

In this context, Landreths minor crime became a media sensation. But his sentence was relatively light: He was convicted of wire fraud in 1984, ordered to pay a fine of $87, and was placed on three years’ probation. Landreth also won a $25,000 advance to write a book about his life as a hacker called Out of the Inner Circle: A Hacker's Guide to Computer Security, for Microsoft Press. To Anderson, Landreth was a role model. “I looked up to him a lot,” Anderson recalled later. “He knew everything.” Although only fourteen, Anderson often tagged along with Landreth and his college-age friends and joined them in hacking exploits. In October 1985 Anderson's computer equipment was confiscated by the FBI as part of a sweep of alleged computer hackers, but Anderson was not arrested.

Landreths book agent, Bill Gladstone, recalls Landreths showing up at his office with an entourage: a girlfriend, a friend with a car, and Tom Anderson. Although Anderson was the youngest of the group, Gladstone recalls that he was neatly dressed, intelligent, and mature for his age. Anderson was quite unlike the disorganized, shy Landreth. “Tom seemed the most normal” of Landreths crowd, Gladstone recalled. “Bill and his other friend seemed to be much geekier and more limited in their future options.”

In September 1986 Landreth and Anderson decided to try to make a movie about their hacking exploits. Since Anderson's computer had been confiscated by the FBI, Landreth brought his computer to Anderson's house. “He started to write the proposal for it on the computer, and I went to take a shower,” Anderson said. “When I came out, he was gone. The proposal was in midsentence.” Landreth had vanished.

At first Anderson wasn't concerned. Landreth would often vanish for a few days or weeks. But after Landreth's friends found a letter hinting at suicide, their concerns grew. The Cracker's disappearance ignited a flurry of news coverage. “We used to joke about what you could learn about life, especially since if you don't believe in a God, then there's not much point to life,” Anderson told reporters. Almost a year later, Landreth was found wandering dirty and barefoot in a small town in Oregon and was arrested for violating his probation.

When Landreth returned to San Diego to serve the rest of his probation, he lived on the streets. Anderson kept in touch with him and let Landreth keep a computer at Anderson's home. But Anderson soon realized that his famous friend had serious issues. “Before, he was just real smart, even though his ideas were a bit strange. But he was just Bill,” Anderson told a reporter. “Now I think something is wrong … He said he wanted to live on the streets because he wanted to experience being in a minority.”

Around the same time, Anderson dropped out of high school. His hair was long, and he was playing in a heavy metal band called Top Hatt. Anderson kept in touch with some of Landreth's friends, including Steve Burnap, the friend who drove Landreth to his appointments with Gladstone.

In May 1987 Burnap and Anderson got arrested together. Late one night Burnap, Anderson, and a friend of Anderson's sneaked into the University of California, San Diego's underground maintenance tunnels. Underneath the campus, they could walk between buildings and watch the elevators from below. But when they tried to pick the lock on an underground door, they triggered a silent alarm. “All of a sudden there were cops pointing guns at us,” Burnap said. “It was the campus police.”

Burnap, Anderson, and Anderson's friend were handcuffed and hauled down to the police station. Anderson didn't take it seriously and began teasing the cop with fanciful stories about how he didn't need to attend school. “I'm going to be so rich,” Anderson said. “You're a cop; how much do you make? I'm going to make millions.” The cop seemed to think Anderson was talking about drug dealing, and lectured him about reforming his life.

Burnap was amused by Anderson's performance. “Watching him, it was hard to know how much he believed of what he was saying.” Still, the police let Anderson, then seventeen, off without any penalty. Burnap, because he was twenty, got a ticket for contributing to the delinquency of a minor.

Burnap, a student at UC San Diego, tried unsuccessfully to persuade Anderson that a college degree was worth pursuing. “He was convinced that he didn't have to go to college to be successful,” Burnap said. “He said, ‘No, no, that's a waste of time.’ ”

Instead of finishing high school, Anderson wrote a book. In those days, technical publishers were desperate for how-to computer manuals. Landreths book agent, Gladstone, got Anderson a contract—with an advance of about $5,000—to write a technical book about a type of software that allowed personal computers to communicate with other computers or with online services such CompuServe. “Because Tom was so young, I checked with his parents before representing Tom,” Gladstone recalled. Using Crosstalk Mk.4 by Tom Anderson was published in 1989 by the publisher Scott Foresman.

Eventually Anderson changed his mind about attending college. In 1994 he enrolled at the highly competitive University of California at Berkeley. He double majored in English and rhetoric and edited a poetry and fiction journal.

Anderson continued to dabble in technology. He wrote video game reviews for the website GameRevolution.com and engaged in lengthy debates about various video games on the Usenet Internet bulletin board system—a slightly more grown-up version of the online bulletin boards that he frequented in high school. Sometimes Anderson used his real name on Usenet. Sometimes he used his middle name, Tom Everett. And sometimes he used the name of a friend, Melissa Loeffler. In one late-night Usenet debate about the pros and cons of the baseball video game High Heat, Anderson weighed in with a quote from Nietzsche:

“I believe it was Nietzsche that said, ‘There are no facts, only interpretations.’ In this case, that statement makes a lot of sense—all of us have a different understanding of what ‘manage’ means in terms of baseball.” The next poster wrote: “Tom's quoting Nietzsche, and that's a pretty good sign that it's time to let this one rest.”

After graduation in 1988, Anderson moved to San Francisco and started playing in a rock back called Swank. He wanted to go to Asia. His following post about Japan demonstrates the self-deprecating humor that became his trademark on MySpace. “I'm currently living in San Francisco and am about to head to Tokyo in the next week or two. I'm a singer with a sort of obnoxious twang (John Lennon meets Johnny Rotten), I can play guitar, write music, and have a lot of stage experience. If it matters, I'm white (no blonde hair sorry!). I will be living in Tokyo, so I'd like to join or form a band there. I like many kinds of music and would consider all types of situations.”

In January 1999 Anderson switched his sights to Taiwan. “Can anyone tell me about Mucha or Panchiao?” he posted on soc.culture.taiwan. “I've been offered a job teaching and can choose either location. I know nothing about them, but want to be close to Taipei.”

A few people responded that Mucha was a more interesting place to live, and Anderson pressed for more information. “I'm a night person and usually go to bed around 4:00 a.m. and wake up at 12:00 noon. Is there much to do at night in Mucha?” Anderson wrote.

Assured that there was nightlife in Mucha, Anderson posted about his other pretrip anxieties: “I'm a little worried about learning to drive a motorcylce [sic]. I'm used to living in neighborhoods where I can get everything I need within walking distance (Berkeley and San Francisco). Thanks for the advice, though! What times does public transport stop running?” he wrote. “It costs to use the phone in Taiwan even for local calls? Oh no! Looks like my Internet obsession is going to have to come to an end!” And a few days later: “Here's my problem: I don't own a laptop, so I want to bring my desktop computer with me to my new home in Taiwan … How should I pack it for a safe ride from S.F. to L.A. to Taipei?”

Anderson did eventually move to Taiwan. But he quickly returned, in the fall of 1999, to attend UCLA's graduate film studies program. His Usenet postings now began to focus on Asian films. “Does anyone know where you can buy/rent Taiwanese films with English subtitles?” Anderson posted on soc.culture.taiwan in October 1999. “Specifically, I'm looking for the works of Hou Hsiao-Hsien,” the acclaimed Taiwanese film director.

After graduating from the two-year film program in one year, Anderson also began showing an interest in pornography. In July 2000 he posted in rec.arts.movies.erotica to see if anyone could help him identify the origin of some online pictures of a Vietnamese porn star named LeAnna Scott. At that time, Anderson was also apparently operating an Asian porn site called TeamAsian.com. A colleague recalls Anderson describing the site as a porn affiliate site—meaning that it simply provided links to other porn sites, earning referral fees. In August 2000 Anderson posted twice on Usenet's alt.sex.women promoting TeamAsian.com as “free” and having “some exclusive pics.” News Corp. later found evidence that Anderson had received a substantial amount of money from the site.

That summer Anderson was hired as a copywriter at XDrive. After one week of work, he decided that corporate culture didn't fit with his late-night lifestyle. “I'm quitting,” Anderson told DeWolfe. “My boss is telling me I have to come in to work by ten in the morning.” Despite Anderson's eclectic background and lack of business credentials, DeWolfe was impressed by him. “Tom was so obviously full of smart ideas, I wanted to work more closely with him,” he told a reporter later. So DeWolfe gave Anderson permission to set his own hours and job description. “You can work from home,” DeWolfe said. He told Anderson that his job was simply to “go figure out how to make money.”

Soon, however, both Anderson and DeWolfe would be laid off from XDrive.

When Karl Klessig arrived at XDrive in February 2001, he was shocked at the wild spending on facilities, employees, and infrastructure that was going on at the company. A turnaround specialist, Klessig had been brought in by XDrive's new chief executive to help rein in costs.

The dot-com bubble had burst, and advertisers were fleeing the Internet. Very few people had signed up for XDrive's premium $4.95-a-month storage service. The stock market had turned sour on Internet companies. XDrive was trying to reposition itself as a paid storage provider for big telecommunications companies.

But with no revenue coming in, Klessig was charged with cutting costs. And DeWolfe's eighty-seven-person marketing department was a juicy target. “It was the largest marketing division I've ever had in my life,” said Klessig, who had founded three technology companies and consulted for many others.

More to the point, DeWolfe's group was not focused on marketing XDrive's free or paid products. Instead the marketing staff was spending much of its time writing the e-newsletters called IntelligentX that were e-mailed to more than 6.5 million subscribers. The ultimate goal was to sell ads in the newsletters, but so far the newsletters hadn't attracted much revenue.

DeWolfe was a passionate defender of the business. But he couldn't win over Klessig. “I wish I could understand what you are doing so I could decide if it was a good business,” Klessig told DeWolfe at their first meeting. In March XDrive laid off DeWolfe and the entire marketing division, including Anderson.

The layoffs didn't save XDrive. One year later, still hemorrhaging cash, XDrive filed for bankruptcy. By that time, DeWolfe, Berman, and Anderson had started a new Internet company called ResponseBase. It was doing so well that it placed a bid to buy XDrive. Although Response-Base's bid wasn't successful, it was a sign of more ambitious things to come.


1 Wiederhorn's financial empire filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection in 1999. In June 2004 Wiederhorn pled guilty to paying a gratuity to a pension fund adviser and filing a false tax return, and served an eighteen-month prison term.
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