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      To Kristen, without whom the journey would have been impossible and the destination meaningless.

         Nothing to tell now. Let the words be yours, I’m done with mine.

         —“CASSIDY” BY JOHN BARLOW

   
      Contents

      Introduction

      PART I: YOU ARE ONE OF US

      1.  From Whence I Came

      2.  In the Beginning

	      3.  A World without Form

      4.  Marketing without “Marketing”

      5.  Giving Process Its Due

      6.  Real Integrity and Thoughts about God

      7.  A Healthy Appetite for Insecurity

      8.  Cheap Bastards Who Can’t Take a Joke

      9.  Wang Dang Doodle—Good Enough Is Good Enough

      10.  Rugged Individualists with a Taste for Porn

      PART II: GOOGLE GROWS AND FINDS ITS VOICE

      11.  Liftoff

      12.  Fun and Names

      13.  Not the Usual Yada Yada

      14.  Googlebombs and Mail Fail

      15.  Managers in Hot Tubs and in Hot Water

      16.  Is New York Alive?

      PART III: WHERE WE STAND

      17.  Two Speakers, One Voice

      18.  Mail Enhancement and Speaking in Tongues

      19.  The Sell of a New Machine

      20.  Where We Stand

      21.  Aloha AOL

      22.  We Need Another Billion-Dollar Idea

      23.  Froogle and Friction

      24.  Don’t Let Marketing Drive

      25.  Mistakes Were Made

      PART IV: CAN THIS REALLY BE THE END?

      26.  S-1 for the Money

Timeline of Google Events
 Glossary


Acknowledgments

            

      Introduction

      LARRY PAGE IS an intense guy. At least he was in 1999 when I first began working for the company he co-founded with Sergey Brin.

      Whenever I found myself in a room with Larry, I felt an urgent need to do more, as though every second in which I wasn’t communicating
         vital information was a waste of his bandwidth.

      One day in 2002, I ended up alone with Larry in his office after a long and protracted battle over some policy or other. I
         had fought and I had lost, and I had come to opine on what I had learned and to extend an olive branch across what had been
         a turbulent time. Larry, dressed in casual shades of gray, peered intently at his screen. Or rather, at his two oversized
         adjacent monitors, filled with code and open web browser windows. Sergey, with whom he shared the office, was not on hand.
         Disassembled in-line skates, a crumpled hockey jersey, and a Japanese geisha doll kept watch over his empty chair.

      “Larry,” I began, “I know I haven’t always agreed with the direction you and Sergey have set for us. But I’ve been thinking
         about it and I just wanted to tell you that, in looking back, I realize that more often than not you’ve been right about things.
         I feel like I’m learning a lot and I appreciate your patience as I go through that process.”

      I smiled inwardly. It was a well-framed corporate kiss-up. I’d humbled myself and given Larry an opportunity to analyze my
         strengths as a member of Google’s management team and to reward me with comforting words and reassurances about the value
         I added. Now he would recount those occasions when my counsel had been sage and congratulate me on my perspicacity. I envisioned us engaging
         in the non-physical equivalent of a man hug before I trundled off to savor the moment with a freshly made cappuccino in the
         micro-kitchen. That’s how you “manage up” in a large corporation.

      Larry looked at me with the same stare he had directed at the code on his screen, as if he were trying to decipher some undigested
         bit of an equation that refused to resolve itself.

      “More often than not?” he asked me. “When were we ever wrong?”

      He didn’t smile as he asked his question or arch an eyebrow to signify annoyance. He simply wanted to know when he had been
         wrong so he could feed that information into the algorithm that ran his model of the universe. If he had made a mistake, he
         needed to know the specifics so he could factor that into the next iteration of the problem if it reappeared.

      “Oh. That’s right,” I thought, awakening from my reverie. “I don’t work at a large corporation anymore. I work at Google.”

      
      
      Operating Principles

      
      
      You know Google.

      
      At least, you know what Google does. It finds stuff on the Internet. That’s as much as I knew when I joined the company in
         1999. I didn’t know what a web indexer, a pageranker, or a spidering robot was. I didn’t know how dogmatic engineers could
         be. I didn’t know how many Internet executives could squeeze into a hot tub or how it felt to “earn” more in one day than
         I had in thirty years of hard work. I didn’t know then, but I do now.

      
      True, my story is one of rare opportunity and fortuitous timing, but not entirely so.

      
      This book tells how it felt to be subjected to the g-force of a corporate ascent without precedent, to find myself in an environment
         where old rules didn’t apply and where relying on what I knew to be true almost got me fired. It’s not a complete history
         of everything Google did between 1999 and 2005, nor a completely objective retelling of Google’s greatest hits. I wrote the
         official history of Google during that period and inscribed it on the company’s website.* Most accounts since have merely embellished it, and I don’t intend to cover all that old ground again. Instead I’ll give
         my insider’s view of how things worked (and didn’t work) and how we changed as individuals and as a corporate entity.

      
      This book won’t delve deeply into Google’s current imbroglios over censorship, regulation, and monopoly. I include only what
         happened between my first day in 1999 and the day I left in 2005. We weren’t yet worried about network neutrality, street-view
         data gathering, or offshore wind farms. Our big issues barely grazed the electrified moral fence of our “Don’t be evil” credo:
         develop the best search technology, sell lots of ads, avoid getting killed by Microsoft.

      
      While this story is told from a marketer’s perspective and my title came to encompass “consumer brand management,” this book
         is not just about marketing. I don’t claim to have “built” Google’s brand. The brand was built on the product, and the product
         was built by engineers—computer scientists who constructed systems as complex as any that ever launched a rocket into space,
         but powering instead a small rectangular search box that now appears in every corner of the Internet.

      
      I’ll describe the work habits that enabled them to accomplish a great deal in a short time and the shortcomings that developed
         in a company where every problem was viewed as solvable and every situation as reducible to a set of data points; where knowing
         you were right meant nothing should, could, or would stand in your way.

      
      And I’ll show how a company with a vision of providing access to all the world’s information sometimes mishandled its own
         relationship with openness, honesty, and disclosure in ways that arose organically and inevitably from the attitudes of those
         in charge.

      
      To start, I’ll give you the background I wish someone had given me on my first day at Google, so you can appreciate the chaos
         without getting lost in it yourself.

      
      Let’s begin with a quick sketch of the company’s founding. Google started as a joint research project by Larry and Sergey in 1996, when they were graduate students at Stanford. They based
         their project on a new approach to search technology that Larry named PageRank in honor of himself and because, well, it ranked
         web pages according to their importance.* Their algorithm took into account all the hyperlinks pointing to a given web page from other websites, as if by linking to
         a page those other sites were declaring it worthy of attention. Most search engines just looked at the content of the pages
         themselves and based their results on how often the searched-for word appeared on them. It was the difference between judging
         a stranger by his looks and gathering opinions from everyone who knew him. Because Larry and Sergey’s technology analyzed
         what was going on behind the scenes, they called their search engine “BackRub.” For a while, a photo of Larry’s hand caressing
         a bare shoulder was their logo, but even after they airbrushed out the dark hairs, it looked like a shot from a low-budget
         porn flick.

      
      In 1997, they changed the name to Google, which played to their love of math and scale (a googol is 10100). They chose the variant spelling for two reasons: the googol.com web domain was taken, and Larry thought they wouldn’t be
         able to trademark a number. Larry was a very shrewd businessman—but we’ll get to that.

      
      Within a year, Larry and Sergey had taken leave from Stanford and set up in the Menlo Park garage of Susan Wojcicki, the college
         roommate of Sergey’s girlfriend. Google’s traffic began climbing and the company began hiring. They incorporated in September
         1998, and when they outgrew Susan’s garage in early 1999, they moved to an office at 165 University Avenue in Palo Alto. Six
         months later, having talked two venture capital firms out of $25 million, they moved into an industrial park at 2400 Bayshore
         Parkway in Mountain View. That’s where I joined the company, which at the time had about fifty employees and was doing almost
         seven million searches a day. Even though that was a seventy thousand percent increase over the year before, it barely registered
         as a blip on the radar of major players like Yahoo, AOL, and MSN, which were each delivering on the order of half a billion
         page views per day.

      
      Yahoo was the Jabba the Hutt of the “search space” at the turn of the millennium, and it wasn’t even a search engine. Yahoo
         was a “portal,” a provider of mail and news and all kinds of services built around a hand-compiled directory of web pages
         arranged by categories. It had almost thirty million users, but it rented technology to power its search box from Inktomi,
         the leading provider of search to websites and corporate intranets.

      
      Industry experts speculated, Would Google focus on growing its own site to compete with Yahoo, or would it become a technology
         supplier and compete with Inktomi? If we tried to do both—build a popular online search engine while providing search technology
         to other sites that hoped to do the same thing—we would end up competing with our customers. The question, however, betrayed
         ignorance of Larry and Sergey’s aspirations and self-confidence. Why choose just to have cake when you could eat it too? Google
         would be both a supplier and a search site, because Larry and Sergey knew they were smart enough to isolate the part of the
         equation containing failure and work around it.

      
      Their vision didn’t end at winning the search wars. They would build a company to fix large-scale problems affecting millions
         of people and terraform the entire landscape of human knowledge. They would speed medical breakthroughs, accelerate the exploration
         of space, break down language barriers. Instead of putting a Band-Aid on global ignorance and confusion, they would clear
         the clogged arteries of the world’s data systems and move information effortlessly to the point at which it was needed at
         exactly the time it was required. They would be, Larry believed, an information conglomerate on the scale of General Electric—the GE of IT. To do that, they would need better tools—starting with a search engine that actually delivered what people
         wanted to find.

      
      Engineers rebel at inefficiency. Larry Page, more than anyone I ever met, hated systems that ate hours and produced suboptimal
         results. His burning passion was to help the world stop wasting his time.

      
      That love of efficiency begat a fondness for frugality, because paying more than the bare minimum for something was by definition
         wasteful. Larry liked trimming unnecessary expenses, but it was Sergey who fully applied his razor-sharp intellect to cutting
         costs.

      
      “That seems kind of expensive,” Sergey said, looking at the hundred-dollar price for a cab from Malpensa airport to downtown
         Milan in January 2003. He, his girlfriend, and I had flown in for the opening of our new Italian office, and I was looking forward
         to traveling in style with the president of a booming Internet company. The dot-com era was over for everyone else, but Google’s
         financials were deep in the black. Even though we’d flown coach, surely now we’d be kicking loose a little change to let the
         Old World know we had indeed arrived.

      
      “Maybe we should take the bus,” Sergey suggested, standing in the middle of the baggage claim area squinting at the signage.
         “It’s less than five Euros a person.” The bus? What? Were we college kids backpacking on spring break? Maybe we could just
         hitchhike into town. It was pouring out, and a cab would take us right to our door, not to some run-down depot a short walk
         from nowhere.

      
      We compromised on the train, which ended up saving us fifty dollars, not counting the cost to my inflated sense of importance.

      
      Efficiency. Frugality. And oh yes, integrity.

      
      Larry and Sergey had an intuitive feel for presenting data in a way that improved the ratio of signal to noise. That means
         they didn’t believe in adding unnecessary crap to the information you actually wanted to see. So, no blinking banner ads in
         Google search results. No links to every service Google offered pasted all over the Google.com homepage. And no intermingling
         of ads with actual search results as our competitor GoTo.com was doing. To corrupt a working system would be to profane perfection.

      
      “We could try a loyalty program,” I once suggested in a meeting about getting users to search more often, “like a frequent
         flyer program.”

      
      Larry raised his eyebrows the way he does when he considers an idea so blatantly ridiculous you should be ashamed of yourself
         for even thinking it.

      
      “Frequent flyer programs are evil,” he said.

      
      “They are?” I didn’t recall my Mileage Plus number ending in 666.

      
      “They incentivize people to take flights that are not the most direct or the cheapest, just so they can earn points. Their
         employers end up paying more, and people lose time traveling.”

      
      Loyalty programs promoted loyalty above efficiency, and that was just wrong, wrong, wrong.

      
      Efficiency, Frugality, Integrity. I suppose if you had stitched that onto a flag, most Googlers would have saluted. There
         were other operating principles I unearthed picking my way along through trial and error, but those three constitute the mother lode from which they were mined.

      
      And while we’re in the mines, let’s explore exactly what my fifty-plus honest Google colleagues were toiling to accomplish
         so cheaply and efficiently.

      
      
      
      You Don’t Say

      
      
      I was Google employee number fifty-nine, as near as I can tell, but I started the same week as other people, so my number
         might have been higher or lower. It doesn’t matter. We each contributed according to our ability to improve information access
         for the betterment of all mankind. That the lowliest engineer’s capacity exceeded mine by a bazillion percent made no difference
         in our status-blind environment.

      
      Theoretically.

      
      In reality, if you weren’t an engineer, your first directive was to avoid impeding the progress of those who were. I’m not
         a technical guy. No one at Google ever said, “Hey, let’s ask Doug!” when the flux capacitor hiccupped. But you couldn’t work
         at Google without learning something new every day, even if you weren’t trying to. Most engineers opened up about their work
         when I sat next to them at lunch, and generally they didn’t mind using little baby-English words to explain things to me.
         Given the pressure, though, the engineers were biased toward being productive rather than talking about their productivity.
         It was a “Don’t talk. Do.” kind of culture, which made communication about our technical achievements erratic.

      
      For example, I ran our weekly TGIF meeting for a while. TGIF was an all-company affair at which Larry and Sergey recounted
         the wins of the previous week as we sipped beer and chewed food on skewers. The engineers were so reluctant to report what
         they had done that Sergey got annoyed because he ran out of things to talk about.

      
      “You must have at least three hundred people,” he said to an engineering manager one Friday. “So over the course of a week,
         that makes six man-years. If this were the list of my accomplishments after six years of work, I would be pretty embarrassed.”

      
      Communication issues appear as a recurring motif in the pages to come: issues between engineering and marketing and issues
         between Larry and Sergey and everyone else. You’ll recognize them when you see them.

      
      So there you have it: the overview I didn’t have that would have helped me understand something, at least, about the challenges
         that lay ahead for Google and for me. I still wouldn’t have known our business strategy or how we would pay for all the engineers
         and hardware we needed. I still wouldn’t have been prepared for Google’s idiosyncratic rules of management, the atmosphere
         of constant pressure, or the environment that incubated extremism. But at least I’d have recognized which laws of physics
         applied—most of the time.

      
      You’re now better prepared than I was to undertake the Google adventure, which began for me in late 1999, a year after I crossed
         into my forties. I was due for a mid-life crisis, but what I got was a rebirth.

      
   
      PART I

      YOU ARE ONE OF US

      
         I did things my way.

         It was not the Google way.

         One of us would change.

      

      CHAPTER 1

From Whence I Came

      I WAS NOT a young Turk. I was not a hotshot bred-for-success type who blew through business school, swung a gig at a consulting firm,
         and then leapt into a great management slot at a groundbreaking new tech company just as it went platinum. I had no desire
         to be that guy. You can tell, because I majored in English. I drifted through college without set plans for life after graduation
         and ended up in a series of short-term marketing roles until 1992, when I landed at the San Jose Mercury News (a.k.a. “The
         Merc”). I was thirty-four years old and ready to settle into something with a tinge of permanence.

      
      “There’s another baby on the way,” my wife, Kristen, reminded me, “and he’s going to need new shoes.”

      
      Seven years went by. It was 1999 and I was now forty-one. I had a steady paycheck and a third child, and I was set for life
         in a big, rock-solid company with a 150-year history and a handle on the future—but instead of hunkering down, I quit my
         job to join a startup with no revenue and no discernible business plan. What was I thinking? Why would I volunteer to take
         a twenty-five-thousand-dollar salary cut and a less impressive title to be with a bunch of college kids playacting at creating
         a company?

      
      It seemed logical at the time, but only because logic at the time was warped and twisted by the expanding dot-com bubble.

      
      Managing marketing and then online product development at the Merc (“The Newspaper of Silicon Valley”) had given me a great
         view of the Internet explosion taking place outside our walls. Jerry Ceppos, the paper’s executive editor, called it “the
         equivalent of the Italian Renaissance, happening right in our backyard.” The region was rife with emerging e-Medicis and dot-Botticellis
         crafting new businesses from nothing but bits and big ideas. The Merc wanted desperately to join them and so launched a raft
         of new-media initiatives, including a tech news hub called Siliconvalley.com for which I’d written the business plan. I envisioned
         SV.com as a vibrant community center for anyone whose life was touched by technology. Yet, despite our air of optimism, I
         couldn’t help but notice a spreading stench of tar pit–scented doom.

      
      
      Over its century and a half, the Mercury News had layered on coat after coat of process, until whatever entrepreneurial spirit
         remained was obscured beneath the corporate craquelure of org charts and policy manuals. We saw newspapers as the first draft
         of history, and no one wanted to make missteps transitioning the historical record to the next mass medium. Every loose end
         and every blurry projection needed to be carefully wrapped up before our new product could be thrown onto the public’s porch.

      
      We did manage to launch a Siliconvalley.com store stocked with logo items from well-known tech companies like Dell, HP, and
         NetObjects. Our supplier asked if, as a favor to him, we’d also include a smaller firm from his client list.

      
      “This Google,” I asked him, “what do they make?”

      
      “Internet search,” he said.

      
      “Search? Ha. Good luck with that,” I thought, and immediately lost interest in them.

      
      
      A Fire in the Valley

      
      I grew tired of the struggles that went with dragging an old business into a new age. I wanted a fresh start. I wanted to
         get closer to the real Internet; close enough to grab the cable and feel the hum of millions of people communicating within
         the global hive. Worst-case scenario? I’d get in, build my high-tech chops, and get out. Perhaps I’d return like the prodigal son. It was 1999. It wasn’t as if mainstream media were going away anytime soon.*

            I scoured the tech press for leads on the next Yahoo, a business I had shortsightedly predicted would be a flash in the pan.
         Yahoo had shown a willingness to hire talent from the Mercury News, but by the time I grudgingly decided they might be on
         to something, they no longer needed my validation or my résumé. Even with former colleagues interceding, it took me weeks
         to get the attention of a Yahoo recruiter.

      
      “Are we more like Macy’s or Wal-Mart as a brand?” the hiring manager asked me over the phone. “What Yahoo services do you
         use? How could they be improved?”

      
      He liked my answers well enough to call me in for face-to-face questioning that very afternoon. A large Plexiglas cow stood
         patiently in Yahoo’s lobby, surrounded by big overstuffed purple furniture that looked as if it had been appropriated from
         Pee-wee’s Playhouse. A t-shirted drone showed me to a windowless white room, where for the next three hours a series of marketing
         staffers jabbed at me with pointed questions. I kept my energy high and my answers short as my interrogators flitted from
         topic to topic and then flew off to more important meetings.

      
      When it was over, Yahoo offered me a low-level position, a salary I couldn’t live on, and the prestige of a purple badge.
         I politely declined, shook hands, and left. I was way too late for Yahoo.

      
      I didn’t give up.

      
      I had been swept away by tales of a new legion of dot-com heroes and had happily contributed fables to the frenzy. Our ads
         for the Mercury News online service asked, “Why wait ’til you’re twenty-seven to make your first million?” and urged executives
         to “Find out when your mailroom guy is going public.” I embraced the hype. At night I murmured into my pillow that we needed
         to “win mind share” and “go big fast.”

      
      The dot-com energy in the Valley vibrated at a frequency visible everywhere, overwhelming and electrifying and so intoxicating
         that whole cities became drunk on it. High-tech gold was all around us; you could feel the weight of it displacing rationality.
         Houses sold overnight for a million dollars above the asking price, paid in cash. Lamborghinis and Ferraris zipped past the Beamers and Benzes cruising
         Highway 280. Elvis Costello jammed at company parties and private fireworks displays lit up backyard barbeques.

      
      I invested my minimal savings in companies I read about in Red Herring and the Industry Standard: JDS Uniphase and NetGravity
         and DoubleClick. I watched their value soar and became convinced I was a keen analyst of the burgeoning Internet economy.
         Relatives turned to me for stock tips and I began pontificating on the future of XML and push media as if I actually knew
         what I was talking about.

      
      The millennium was ending and maybe civilization too. Y2K was almost here. A software bug would cause computer clocks to fail,
         and planes would fall from the sky. The power grid would shut down and cities go dark. Better day trade while the lights were
         still on.

      
      The next big thing was out there, lurking in a renovated warehouse in San Francisco’s Multimedia Gulch or hanging around in
         a rented one-room office, sharing utilities and a blackened Mr. Coffee machine with other aspiring successes. Brilliant schemes
         were cooking up like idea popcorn. Most died quietly; half-baked, warmed over, unpalatable. But occasionally one would explode
         into a wild success and the Valley would come running, throwing business cards and venture capital at the new marvel of fluff
         and air.

      
      I talked to anyone who had a business plan with “Internet” scrawled in crayon across the top and enough backing to cover my
         salary for a month, from iTix and Bits2Go to AllBusiness and NexTag. I talked with Sinanet though every word on their site
         was in Chinese. I begged for an interview at InsWeb, a company offering insurance over the Internet, because somehow it didn’t
         sound lame to say “I sell auto coverage” if you could add the magic word “online.”

      
      I lowered my standards and flung out another dozen résumés in hopes of locating a landing place, even aiming one at the little
         startup that had been part of our Siliconvalley.com store—what was it called? Oh yeah, “Google.” It was likely a waste of
         buff-colored stationery and a thirty-three-cent stamp, because I was looking for the next big thing and I was pretty sure
         they weren’t it. Search was so 1997.

      
      Still, since I’d sent Google a résumé, I figured I should give their product a try. I went to their site and entered the name
         of a girl I’d known in high school but hadn’t heard from in twenty years. Even AltaVista, which I viewed as the best search engine available, had never found a trace of her, so my expectations were low when I hit
         the enter key.

      
      And there she was.

      
      Google listed her current contact information as the first result. I tried more searches. They all worked better than they
         had on AltaVista. I no longer begrudged Google the stationery and the stamp.

      
      Other signs pointed to something out of the ordinary. Sequoia Capital and Kleiner Perkins were the Montagues and Capulets
         of Silicon Valley venture capital (VC) firms. They had enviable success records individually—Yahoo, Amazon, Apple, Cisco
         Systems, Sun Microsystems—and an intense rivalry that usually kept them from investing in the same startup. Yet together
         they had poured twenty-five million dollars into the fledgling company. What did Google possess that induced them to set aside
         their ancient grudge?

      
      I looked for clues in the bios of Google’s founders and management team. An abundance of Stanford grads and advanced degrees,
         which wasn’t uncommon. But members of Stanford’s faculty had even invested their own money in the new venture—that was different.
         I didn’t know diddly about search technology, but people who presumably did seemed to think Google had potential. When you’re
         burning with startup fever, it doesn’t take much to feed the visions playing in your head. So when Google agreed to interview
         me, I printed out some fresh résumés, tossed my briefcase in our old Taurus, and headed north to Mountain View to check out
         the new frontier.

      
      
      A First Encounter

      
      How does one interview for a job at a startup in Silicon Valley? I was well practiced by the time I pulled into Google’s parking
         lot. It was another warm Bay Area November, and I wasn’t surprised to see one section of the asphalt roped off with police
         tape and a roller hockey net at each end. The beige building and a herd of others just like it grazed in verdant fields interspersed
         with tasteful fountains and ambiguous sculptures. When I entered the first floor of the building, there were arrows printed
         on copy paper pointing the way to the stairs, which I followed to the second floor.

      
      The curly-haired young receptionist smiled at me. I looked at her and recalled tales of secretaries walking off with millions from early stock options. Would she be one of them? She guided
         me to a small room decorated with a nine-foot whiteboard, a standard-issue circular table, and several inflated rubber balls
         large enough to sit on. Nothing here suggested rivers of currency dammed and waiting to burst forth in a torrential IPO. It
         was just a conference room in a generic office building on a lazy late-autumn afternoon. As I sat idly patting a three-foot
         ball, a number of folks on the business side of the company straggled in and introduced themselves.

      
      Susan Wojcicki, who owned the garage that had been Google’s first headquarters, had left Intel to join her tenants’ company
         as a marketing manager. Cindy McCaffrey had come over from Apple to be director of public relations. Together they walked
         me through a general introduction to Google with the sort of positive energy that bubbled over everywhere in those days. At
         least they had facts on which to build their optimism. Time had written up the site, traffic was growing by leaps and bounds,
         and Google had ample financial backing, though no immediate source of revenue. That would come in time, they assured me. They
         asked about my experience, especially with viral marketing, which Cindy indicated was important to the company’s founders,
         Larry Page and Sergey Brin.

      
      “Oh sure, I’ve done viral,” I assured them, whipping through my bulging portfolio to show them the “Nerd for the New Millennium”
         contest I’d worked up with the Tech Museum and the oval SV.com stickers the Merc had sent local venture capitalists to stick
         on their Porsches. It wasn’t exactly “viral,” but it was what I had.

      
      They were equally orthogonal in answering my questions about Google’s business model and corporate structure.

      
      “Right now we license search technology,” Susan informed me, “but we’ve got some other things in the works.”

      
      “We have a very flat organization,” Cindy said. “We don’t have very clearly defined roles, and everyone does everything.”

      
      I smiled and nodded to indicate that this made perfect sense to me, thanked them, and said it sounded as if Google had a marvelous
         future.

      
      As the Taurus crept home along Highway 101, I turned up the radio and sang along. I had the impression that Cindy and Susan
         were interested and would call me back. That was a relief after so many months of throwing in my line and netting nothing.
         I felt my luck was turning. I had been hungry for a long time and now scented an opportunity I could really sink my teeth into.

      
      
      A Hard Question Rewarded with Raw Fish

      
      Two days later, Leesa, the Google recruiter, called me back. Could I meet with more members of the staff? I could and I did.
         Scott Epstein, the interim VP of sales, wished me good luck. He was phasing out after proposing Google spend millions on an
         ad campaign—an idea that didn’t sit well with Larry and Sergey. Urs Hölzle, Google’s head of engineering, greeted me warmly
         and advised me not to lie on the floor and act like a chew toy near Yoshka, the wooly mammoth noisily slurping water from
         a bowl behind him.* Omid Kordestani, the newly hired head of sales and business development, forgave me for trash-talking AOL even though he
         had worked there.

      
      Afterward, Cindy took me back to the conference room to wait for Sergey. I wasn’t nervous. Sergey was about the age of my
         favorite t-shirt and a Russian by birth. I had lived in Russia and spoke some Russian. I had Russian friends and embraced
         their dark humor, their cynical views, and their sarcastic ways. I felt unusually confident that the interview would go well.
         Perhaps Sergey was seeking a mentor? I pictured us toasting our success and each other’s health with fine Siberian vodka.

      
      Sergey showed up wearing roller hockey gear: gym shorts, a t-shirt, and inline skates. He had obviously been playing hard.
         I had known better than to wear a tie, but he took office casual to a new level.† I sat back and resumed toying with one of the rubber balls, feeling so relaxed that I accidentally removed its stopper, causing
         half the air inside to rush out with a hiss. Sergey found that amusing. He pored over my résumé and began peppering me with
         questions. “What promotion did you do that was most effective?” “What metrics did you use to measure it?” “What types of viral
         marketing did you do?” “What was your GPA?” I was doing fine until that last one. I just looked at him.

      
      “My GPA?” I hadn’t thought about my grade point average since the day they handed me my diploma in 1981. And given that my
         alma mater had allowed me to take as many classes as I wanted with a pass/fail option, I’m not sure I ever knew what my GPA
         was. I laughed, thinking Sergey was joking, but even after the company offered me a job, the HR people kept pestering me for
         a college transcript and my SAT scores. It was a classic Google moment. Your SAT score was the measure of your intellectual
         capability; your GPA represented your ability to execute on that potential. The value of your future contribution to Google
         could be plotted using just those two data points.

      
      Sergey’s desire to reduce every decision to an equation would cause me a fair amount of frustration in the years to come.
         While it forced me to discipline my thinking, it also went against my deeply held conviction that some things are not expressible
         with an algorithm, no matter how carefully derived.

      
      “How much do you think a company our size should spend on marketing?” Sergey asked me. From his earlier questions, it was
         easy to guess what he wanted to hear.

      
      “I don’t think at this stage you should spend much at all,” I said. “You can get good exposure with viral marketing and small
         budgets. Shooting gerbils out of a cannon in a Superbowl spot* is not a very effective strategy for building a brand.”

      
      Sergey nodded his agreement, then asked about my six months in Siberia, casually switching to Russian to see how much I had
         picked up. Finally, he leaned forward and fired his best shot, what he came to call “the hard question.” “I’m going to give
         you five minutes,” he announced. “When I come back, I want you to explain to me something complicated that I don’t already
         know.” He then rolled out of the room toward the snack area.

      
      I looked at Cindy. “He’s very curious about everything,” she said. “You can talk about a hobby, something technical, whatever
         you want. Just make sure it’s something you understand really well.”

      
      I reached for a piece of scrap paper as my mind raced. What complicated thing did I know well enough to describe to Sergey?
         Diaper changing didn’t seem appropriate. How newspapers are printed? Kind of dull. I decided to go with the general theory
         of marketing, which was fresh in my mind because I’d only learned it recently.

      
      One of my dirty little secrets was a complete lack of academic preparation for the business world. Instead of statistics and
         economics, I’d taken planetary geology, Latin, and Spenserian verse. Fortunately, Annie Skeet, my boss at the Mercury News,
         had a Harvard MBA and a desire to drive some business theory into my thick skull. She had given me a stack of her old textbooks
         along with strong hints that I should read them. I had found a couple of titles interesting, including Michael Porter’s Competitive
         Strategy and David Aaker’s books on branding.

      
      I began regurgitating everything I could remember onto the paper in front of me: the five P’s (or was it six?), the four M’s,
         barriers to entry, differentiation on quality or price. By the time Sergey came back, I had enough to talk for ten minutes
         and was confident I could fill any holes with the three B’s (Buckets of Baffling Bullshit). I went to the whiteboard and furiously
         drew circles and squares and unleashed arrows like Legolas. I was nervous, but not very. Sergey bounced on a ball and asked
         questions that required me to make things up on the spot.

      
      “What’s the most effective barrier to entry?”

      
      “What’s more important: product differentiation or promotion?”

      
      “How does the strategy change if the price is zero?”

      
      He seemed to be paying attention, and I began enjoying myself. We were developing a special rapport! Clearly, he wanted to
         hear what I had to say and valued my opinions. Later I found out that Sergey did this with everyone he interviewed. An hour
         wasted with an unqualified candidate wasn’t a total loss if he gained insight into something new.

      
      The light was fading by the time I finished, and Sergey invited me to join the staff for dinner, which was being brought into
         a small kitchen across from the conference room. A crowd of hungry engineers bounced from platter to platter with chopsticks
         picking at a large selection of sushi.

      
      “We just hired a chef, so this is a temporary setup,” Sergey confided. “And we’ve got a couple of massage therapists coming
         in as well.”

      
      A warning light flashed in my head. This was the guy who didn’t think there should be a marketing budget, and he had hired
         a chef and dual massage therapists? But then I saw the platters of fatty tuna and shrimp and salmon and yellowtail. I grabbed
         some chopsticks and began loading my plate. Concerns about a business plan and revenue streams and organizational structure
         faded away. Google met most of my requirements. It offered at least the appearance of superior Internet-related technology, some eccentric genius types, funding that should last at least a year, and a fun consumer brand that I could help
         develop. And sushi. I could always bail for the next startup or get my old job back when Google ran out of money. In the meantime,
         I thought, I’ll eat well and maybe learn something useful.

      
      Two weeks later, on November 29, 1999, I started work as Google’s online brand manager.

      
      
      
      Day the First

      
      On my first day, I showed up before nine to make sure I gave a good initial impression to my new teammates. My khakis were
         clean, my polo shirt wrinkle free. I’m not sure the three or four Googlers who straggled in before ten in their shorts, sandals,
         and Google t-shirts really noticed. It turns out that engineers prefer to phase-shift their work schedules and start after
         the morning rush hour is well past. It’s more efficient to get to work when traffic is light and to go home when everyone
         else is already asleep. And anything that needs to be ironed is automatically on the losing end of a cost-benefit analysis.
         Efficiency, I would learn very quickly, is valued highly among those who live to make things work better.

      
      The office space was even more Spartan in the daytime than it had appeared during my evening interview. One large room held
         a dozen desks made of wooden doors mounted on metal sawhorses. There were small offices scattered around the perimeter, each
         occupied by at least two workstations sporting large-screen monitors. Many of the screensavers displayed the raining green
         English and Japanese characters popularized by The Matrix. A single bookshelf crammed with programming books was tucked into
         a corner. I felt as if a crew of small-parts assemblers might show up any minute, cover the tables with soldering guns and
         pieces of metal, and begin making toasters or robot dogs or locking mechanisms for seat belts. Generically utilitarian would
         be a generous description.

      
      Google was leasing the top floor of a two-story building and had originally occupied only half of the available area. The
         technical staff were all tucked into that space because the engineers were literally the core of the company. Great things
         would come from packing them tightly together so that ideas bounced into one another, colliding and recombining in new, more potent ways.

      
      My new space was in “the annex,” the other half of the floor. It was completely raw: cables draped from the ceiling above
         an uncarpeted concrete floor in a wide-open space interrupted only by cement pillars and, oddly enough, a disco ball left
         behind by a previous tenant. A couple of offices off to the side had been completed by the time I joined, and I was assigned
         to one with Aydin Senkut, another newbie, who worked in business development. Aydin lived on his constantly ringing cell phone,
         which he considerately stepped outside to answer so he could yell at the callers in Turkish without disturbing me. My laptop
         was new and very fast.

      
      I had been hired during one of the company’s first big staffing ramp-ups, and there were many new faces besides mine and Aydin’s:
         Charlie Ayers, the Google chef; massage therapists Babette Villasenor and Bonnie Dawson; webmaster Karen White; and Shari
         Fujii, the offline marketing manager. We joined the forty engineers and operations staff already in place and the dozen or
         so business-side staffers who made up the rest of the company.

      
      There was no organizational chart to consult for a quick status check, and the obvious signs demarcating relative importance
         to the organization were absent. Even Larry and Sergey shared an office, albeit a slightly larger one, just like everyone
         else. Titles were generic. The position both Shari and I had applied for was “Marketing Director” according to Google’s website,
         though that position didn’t actually seem to exist. Google preferred to call us “managers.” I shrugged my shoulders and swallowed
         my pride.

      
      “Titles aren’t important,” Sergey reminded us on a regular basis. “We’ll all do better if we have a flat organization with
         few levels to facilitate communication and avoid bureaucracy.” I accepted the startup assumption that success would float
         all boats and decided not to get hung up on traditional progress mileposts like money and prestige. After twenty years of
         working toward my next pay raise and a chance to level up on the corporate org chart, what I did in the office would become
         an end unto itself. I hadn’t felt the same mixture of liberation and anxiety since the day I stuck my diploma in a drawer
         and first opened a help-wanted section.

      
      I spent the next eight hours settling in, collecting Google’s standard-issue mechanical pencils and quadrille-ruled lab books from a metal file cabinet and arranging my stapler and tape dispenser and
         docking station and inbox until my desk was exactly balanced. I was ready, but not sure for what.

      
      I took a personal inventory. Two decades in marketing had taught me many practical things, from how to build consensus across
         divisions to how to write a CYA memo when I wanted to color outside the lines. I viewed that experience as an important asset
         but was beginning to suspect that within the walls of the Googleplex,* it might be valued differently. I had wanted to live the Silicon Valley startup life, with its complete lack of longstanding
         rules. Now, poised on the precipice of realizing that dream, I asked myself, “My God. What have I done?”

   
      CHAPTER 2

      In the Beginning

      HEY, WANT TO see something cool?” Jay asked me, standing in the micro-kitchen eating from a cup of yogurt, barefoot and sporting pajama
         pants, a well-loved sweatshirt, and a graying ponytail.

      
      “Sure,” I said, though I couldn’t imagine anything cooler than the kitchen itself. One entire wall was lined with bins of
         granola and cereal. Other bins were filled with Gummi Bears, peach gels, M&Ms,* nutrition bars, and instant oatmeal. Caffeinated and carbonated beverages chilled inside illuminated Google-branded coolers.
         Boxes of soy milk and Rice Dream stood stacked in the corners. A toaster and a new white breadmaker gleamed on the counter
         next to the sink.

      
      I’d been at work almost a week and was getting the lay of the land. Jay and Radhika, both engineers and parents, were the
         only ones who arrived at the office as early as I did, perhaps because we all had kids to drop off on the way. Jay was around
         my age and a veteran of the Valley who had already been at Google more than a month, making him a valuable source of knowledge
         about the corporate culture.

      
      I followed him toward a row of glass offices in the engineering zone. He pointed to a large K’nex roller coaster stretching the length of two desks set end to end. “I built this one day when I
         needed a break from coding,” he said as he turned it on. We watched as a little gray-wheeled cart climbed to the summit and
         then raced downhill into a loop de loop.

      
      “That is pretty cool,” I gushed, but not about the roller coaster. I’d already noticed that Jay worked what, to me, were reasonable
         hours and left in the late afternoon to pick up his kids. Despite the prevailing conception of startups as Silicon Valley’s
         sweatshops, Jay’s kick-back attitude convinced me I’d be able to work at Google, help raise our children, and even find time
         for my own personal development. Pretty cool indeed.

      
      It was a happy fantasy.

      
      My life balance was about to get knocked on its inner ear. In less than a year I would be working sixteen-hour days and Jay
         would depart Google to pursue personal goals that were at odds with those of the company.

      
      What were Google’s goals in late 1999? Hell if I knew. We were a search engine. What did search engines do? They searched.
         I assumed that we wanted to be the best damn search engine on the planet. Even better than AltaVista. It seemed unlikely we’d
         ever be a giant like Yahoo, given their head start, but maybe someday we’d be big enough to make Inktomi share the market
         for supplying portals with technology. There were no mouse pads imprinted with our mission statement or motivational posters
         on the walls urging us to surpass our sales targets as there had been at the Merc. If Googlers, or anyone else, had a clear
         vision of the company’s future, they kept it hidden. And not just from me.

      
      “I had lunch with Sergey and another engineer and it was clear they had a search engine,” said engineer Ed Karrels, who in
         1999 was trying to decide if he should leave SGI for a job at Google, “but everybody and their brother had a search engine
         in those days. I asked, ‘Where are you going with this? How will you make money?’ And Sergey said, ‘Well …, we’ll figure something
         out.’ I asked, ‘Do you already have a plan figured out and you’re collecting smart people to make it happen?’ And he said,
         ‘Yeah, that’s pretty much it.’ ” Very reassuring.

      
      I had worked for a startup in the eighties, joining a group of former auditors with an idea that would revolutionize health-care
         marketing. They set up shop in San Francisco next to a former garage that now housed a Chinese restaurant. The place was soaked
         in adrenaline and constantly shifting direction. Change, change, change. Charge ahead. No back. I left after three months, and a few weeks later
         the company disappeared. I learned that hyperactivity wasn’t the same as productivity. Google, however, gave off a different
         vibe.

      
      A big part of that was the people I met.

      
      “Hi, I’m Jim,” said the guy who came by to give me my laptop and set up my phone. “Jim Reese. I should have this done in a
         jiffy.” Something about him reminded me of Dustin Hoffman in Rain Man: the open and friendly attitude, the hair parted way
         over on one side, the whiff of geekiness I detected as he crawled under my desk, whipped out a screwdriver, and began adeptly
         fiddling with one of the jacks.

      
      I later learned that Google had hired Jim as a systems administrator (sysadmin) because the early engineers were all coders
         and not so good with hardware. It wasn’t what Jim had been trained to do at Harvard, at Yale Medical School, or in his neurosurgery
         residency at Stanford, but somewhere along the line he had developed an interest in computer networking and had ended up on
         the phone with Urs Hölzle, Google’s head of engineering. Recruiters from other companies had spent their interview time selling
         him on the jobs they were offering. Not Urs.

      
      “Urs said nothing about coming to the company,” Jim recalls. “Every single question was like, ‘Tell me how many bits there
         are in a netmask for a slash 28 network.’ Then he started drilling down from there.” That focus on the technology had convinced
         Jim to sign on.

      
      The day in June 1999 when Jim started as Google employee number eighteen, his orientation took less than a minute. “Here’s
         your space over here,” Larry directed him. “There are a bunch of parts over there. Make your own computer.” It was the same
         for the next guy hired: Larry “Schwim” Schwimmer, who took responsibility for Google’s mail and security systems.

      
      I stopped by the office Schwim shared with Jim so he could sign me up for a company email account. A large stuffed penguin,
         the mascot for the Linux operating system our engineers used instead of Windows, sat in a folding chair next to a model of
         the human skull left over from Jim’s med school days. The room felt cramped, as most Google offices did, and was crowded with
         wires and RAM and computers in various states of assembly. Schwim peered from behind his monitor with the distracted look
         of someone whose mind was elsewhere—like John Malkovich in that movie where a puppeteer took command of his brain.

      
      “You’re the first Doug,” Schwim told me. “Do you want doug@google.com?” I did. I felt a strange tingle as I thought about the implication of that. The first Doug. Among certain sets in Silicon Valley,
         your email address indicates more about you than the car you drive or the clothes you wear. I liked the status doug@google
         conferred on me as an early adopter.

      
      I’d see a lot of “Jim and Schwim,” as they came to be called. Their group, known as operations or ops, took charge of building
         and maintaining all the machines running Google. Larry had given Jim a list on his second day, in priority order, of the top
         one hundred things he wanted done. Number one was “to make sure we had enough capacity to run the site and if there are problems,
         solve them or find someone to solve them.”

      
      “The first year I got nine done,” Jim confessed with a hint of pride. “And in the subsequent five years, I got through fifteen
         of them.” Jim’s job wasn’t defined by the list, however, just as I was about to learn that mine wasn’t defined by my somewhat
         generic “marketing manager” title. As Jim pointed out, “When there were problems to be solved, whoever could solve them did,
         regardless of what their official title was.”

      
      
      CableFest ’99

      
      “We’ve got some work to do at our data center on Saturday,” Cindy informed all of us in the marketing group toward the end
         of my first week on the job. “Bring warm clothes, because I understand it can get a bit chilly in there.” It was our formal
         invitation to “volunteer” at Google’s CableFest ’99.

      
      I was no expert on computer hardware. I had read an article or two about servers, hubs, and routers, but I pronounced “router”
         as if it rhymed with “tooter” instead of “outer.” Given my profound lack of technical expertise and my bad computer karma,
         why would any company allow me in the same room as its computational nerve center? That requires a bit of explanation.

      
      In late 1999, Google began accelerating its climb to market domination. The media started whispering about the first search
         engine that actually worked, and users began telling their friends to give Google a try. More users meant more queries, and
         that meant more machines to respond to them. Jim and Schwim worked balls-to-the-wall to add capacity. Unfortunately, computers had suddenly become very hard to get. At the height of the dot-com madness, suppliers were
         so busy with big customers that they couldn’t be bothered fending off the hellhounds of demand snapping at Google’s heels.
         A global shortage of RAM (memory) made it worse, and Google’s system, which had never been all that robust, started wheezing
         asthmatically.

      
      Part of the problem was that Google had built its system to fail.

      
      “Build machines so cheap that we don’t care if they fail. And if they fail, just ignore them until we get around to fixing
         them.” That was Google’s strategy, according to hardware designer Will Whitted, who joined the company in 2001. “That concept
         of using commodity parts and of being extremely fault tolerant, of writing the software in a way that the hardware didn’t
         have to be very good, was just brilliant.” But only if you could get the parts to fix the broken computers and keep adding
         new machines. Or if you could improve the machines’ efficiency so you didn’t need so many of them.

      
      The first batch of Google servers had been so hastily assembled that the solder points on the motherboards touched the metal
         of the trays beneath them, so the engineers added corkboard liners as insulation. It looked cheap and flimsy, but it prevented
         the CPUs (central processing units) from shorting out. Next, Larry focused on using space more efficiently and cutting out
         as many expensive parts as possible. He, Urs, and a couple of other engineers dumped out all the components on a table and
         took turns arranging the pieces on the corkboard tray like a jigsaw puzzle.*Their goal was to squeeze in at least four motherboards per tray. Each tray would then slide into a slot on an eight-foot-tall
         metal rack. Since servers weren’t normally connected to displays, they eliminated space-hogging monitor cards. Good riddance—except that when something died the ops staff had no way to figure out what had gone wrong, because they couldn’t attach
         a monitor to the broken CPU. Well, they could, but they’d have to stick a monitor card in while the machine was live and running,
         because Larry had removed the switches that turned the machines off.

      
      “Why would you ever want to turn a server off?” he wondered. Perhaps because plugging a monitor card into an active computer could easily short out the motherboard, killing the whole
         machine.

      
      After the engineers crammed four boards onto each tray, the one in the back couldn’t be reached from the front. To fix it
         the technician would have to pull the tray out of the rack, but the trays were packed so tightly that yanking on one would
         cause the trays directly above it and below it to start sliding. With cables wrapped around every surface like lovelorn anacondas,
         that could unplug everything and shut down the entire rack.

      
      That’s how my chance to perform bypass surgery on Google’s still-beating heart came about. My comrades and I would be disconnecting
         the cables one by one and reconnecting them in tightly tied bundles running in plastic troughs along the side of the server
         trays instead of in front of them, making it easier to move the trays in and out of the racks. Even marketeers could use a
         twist-tie, so we were encouraged to get our hands dirty mucking out the server farm.

      
      “CableFest ’99 lays the groundwork for the frictionless exchange of information on a global scale and will increase the knowledge
         available to every sentient being on the planet,” I assured my wife.

      
      Kristen looked at me and sadly shook her head. She had a PhD in Soviet history, a job as a professor, and a very sensitive
         bullshit detector. She tried to be supportive, but her maternal instincts were primarily focused on the three children she
         now worried would see little of their father. “You took a giant pay cut, and now you’re working weekends. You know, the Merc
         might still want you back.”

      
      Saturday morning came and I pulled into the almost empty parking lot of a large, gray, windowless edifice in Santa Clara.
         There was no sign in front, but it was Exodus, the co-lo that housed our data center.* I joined the movement of people straggling single file through a well-fortified security checkpoint. Marketing, finance,
         and facilities were all represented. Even Charlie Ayers, our newly hired chef, was there. Photo IDs were checked and badges
         issued. Stern warnings were given. We were not, repeat, not to touch anyone else’s stuff.

      
      And then we were in.

      
      Unless you’re a sysadmin, electrician, or NSA stenographer, you may never have been inside a server farm. Imagine an enormous,
         extremely well-kept zoo, with chain-link walls draped from floor to ceiling creating rows of large fenced cages vanishing somewhere
         in the far, dark reaches of the Matrix. Inside each cage is a mammoth case (or several mammoth cases) constructed of stylish
         black metal and glass, crouched on a raised white-tile floor into which cables dive and resurface like dolphins. Glowing green
         and red lights flicker as disks whir, whistle, and stop, but no human voices are ever heard as frigid air pours out of exposed
         ceiling vents and splashes against shiny surfaces and around hard edges.

      
      The overwhelming impression, as Jim led us past cage after cage of cooled processing power, was of fetishistic efficiency.
         Clean, pristine, and smoothly sculpted, these were more than machines, they were totems of the Internet economy. Here was
         eBay. Here Yahoo. Here Inktomi. Welcome to Stonehenge for the Information Age.

      
      The common design element seemed to be a mechanized monolith centered in each cage, surrounded by ample space to set up a
         desk and a few chairs, with enough room left over for a small party of proto-humans to dance about beating their chests and
         throwing slide rules into the air.

      
      At last we arrived at Google’s cage. Less than six hundred square feet, it felt like a shotgun shack blighting a neighborhood
         of gated mansions. Every square inch was crammed with racks bristling with stripped-down CPUs. There were twenty-one racks
         and more than fifteen hundred machines, each sprouting cables like Play-Doh pushed through a spaghetti press. Where other
         cages were right-angled and inorganic, Google’s swarmed with life, a giant termite mound dense with frenetic activity and
         intersecting curves. Narrow aisles ran between the rows of cabinets, providing barely enough space to pass if you didn’t mind
         shredding clothes and skin on projecting screws and metal shards.

      
      It was improbably hot after our stroll through a freezer to get there, and we were soon sweating and shedding outerwear. On
         the floor, sixteen-inch metal fans vibrated and vainly pushed back against the heat seeping out from the racks around us—
         their feeble force doing little more than raise the temperature of Inktomi’s adjacent cage by a few degrees.

      
      We went to work. First the ops team attached Panduit cable troughs to the sides of the cabinets with adhesive tape. Then we
         began gently placing the free-hanging cables in the troughs and twist-tying them together so they no longer draped over the face of the machines like the bangs of a Harajuku Girl.

      
      I tackled the rack labeled “U.” It has long since been retired, but I like to think that those user queries routed to U got
         their answers a nanosecond or two faster because of my careful combing of the cables.

      
      Why, you might ask, did Google do things this way? In addition to the efficiency gained by running cheap, redundant servers,
         Google was exploiting a loophole in the laws of co-lo economics. Exodus, like most hosting centers, charged tenants by the
         square foot. So Inktomi paid the same amount for hosting fifty servers as Google paid for hosting fifteen hundred. And the
         kicker? Power, which becomes surprisingly expensive when you gulp enough to light a neighborhood, was included in the rent.
         When Urs renegotiated the lease with Exodus, Jim spelled out exactly how much power he needed. Not the eight twenty-amp circuits
         normally allocated to a cage the size of Google’s; he wanted fifty-six.

      
      “You just want that in case there’s a spike, right?” asked the Exodus sales rep with a look of surprise. “There’s no way you
         really need that much power for a cage that size.”

      
      “No,” Jim told him. “I really need all fifty-six to run our machines.”

      
      It’s rumored that at one point Google’s power consumption exceeded Exodus’s projections fifty times over.* It didn’t help that Google sometimes started all of its machines at once, which blew circuit breakers left and right until
         Google instituted five-second delays to keep from burning down the house.

      
      Air-conditioning came standard, too. Again, Exodus based their calculations on a reasonability curve. No reasonable company
         would cram fifteen hundred micro-blast furnaces into a single cage, because that would require installing a separate A/C unit.
         Google did. We were a high-maintenance client.

      
      CableFest ’99 was the one and only time I entered a Google data center. It gave me an appreciation of the magnitude of what
         we were building and how differently we were doing it. I can’t say it inspired confidence to lay my untrained hands on our
         cheap little generic servers, lying open to the controlled elements on crumbly corkboards, while next door, Inktomi’s high priests tended to sleek state-of-the-art machines that loomed like the Death Star. But the
         arrangement seemed to work pretty well for us, and I decided not to worry about things that were beyond my ken.

      
      Very smart people were obsessing about the viability of Google’s back end, and unbeknownst to me, I would soon be obsessing
         about the viability of my own.

      
      
      
      Meet the Marketers

      
      “Once she had accomplished that,” Cindy was explaining to our small marketing team, “she had the world by its oyster.”

      
      I smiled. New fodder for the quote board I’d pinned up on my cubicle wall, which still featured Cindy’s last pronouncement,
         “That’s what happens when that happens.”

      
      Our department consisted of a small cadre with mixed levels of experience in marketing. Cindy was the boss and acting VP.
         She was close to my age, very funny (usually intentionally), and always in a hurry, which led to an alarming number of emails
         in which her fingers failed to keep up with her thoughts. She had started as a print journalist, then done PR duty under some
         of the most notorious tycoons in the Valley, where she had become personally acquainted with every reporter who talked or
         typed about technology. She focused on public relations, which Larry and Sergey supported as the most cost-effective way to
         promote the company.

      
      Cindy exuded a wholesome Laura Petrie vibe that I found comforting, and I felt a connection with her because of our common
         history at newspapers. As she bounced around the department, a whirling dynamo of positive energy, she urged us to take risks,
         try new things, and let nothing stand in our way. We started referring to her as “Small. But mighty.” Those qualities cut
         both ways.

      
      “Larry and Sergey were always skeptical about traditional marketing,” Cindy recalls. “They wanted Google to stand apart from
         others by not doing what everyone else was doing … Let the other guys with inferior products blow their budgets on noise-making,
         while we stayed focused on building a better mousetrap.” That skepticism translated into constant questioning about everything
         marketing proposed. The department only existed because someone (a board member or a friend from Stanford) had insisted the founders needed people to do all the stuff that wasn’t engineering.

      
      Cindy pushed back against the constant pressure to prove her department was not a waste of payroll, but she also let us know
         that expectations were high. When we performed below her professional standards, she rebuked us for “Mickey Mouse behavior”
         with an intensity as devastating and unexpected as the tornados that swept her native Nebraska. I learned to keep an eye out
         for storm warnings.

      
      My counterpart on the offline branding side of things was Shari Fujii, a thin, thoughtful, hyperkinetic marketing professional
         with an MBA and a tendency to exclaim that the impact of any given action would be “huge.” We often commiserated about Larry
         and Sergey’s abysmal lack of regard for our department and its work. Coming out of a company run by journalists, I found it
         more of the same, but Shari struggled to make it fit with her experience at brand-driven companies, where marketing summoned
         the sun to begin each new day.

      
      The other key player in my world was Karen White, the webmaster. Karen had been a casino dealer in North Dakota when she decided
         to teach herself the ins and outs of creating web pages. Cindy had discovered her at a previous job and brought her to Google.
         I soon understood why. Karen had the organizational skills and disposition of a NASA launch coordinator. Industrious, objective,
         unflappable, and willing to stretch her day across multiple time zones, Karen took all the words I threw together and arranged
         them in pretty columns on our website. She had more influence on the overall look of Google than anyone who worked on it after
         Larry and Sergey’s original “non-design” design.

      
      Other than Susan Wojcicki, who had put her MBA to work at Intel, our group was new to marketing. Google hired Stanford grads
         in bulk and set them loose in the halls. If they didn’t secure a role elsewhere, they rolled downhill to our department, where
         the assumption seemed to be that no special skills were required.

      
      “The founders were okay with a loose shag bag of marketing folks who were at the ready to execute on their whims,” Cindy told
         me, “but a real marketing department with a VP, proper organization, funding, and a strategy was not a priority.” As a result,
         our world was without form and confusion was on the faces of those who dwelled within it.

      
      “Who’s working on our letterhead?” I asked Cindy. “Who handles sponsorship requests?” Were these areas that fell into my domain?
         I was seeking more than organizational clarity. I wanted to be sure that there was some substance to my job, something I could
         cling to when people asked, as they inevitably would, “What exactly do you do here?”

      
      “No structure, foundation, or control,” is how Heather Cairns, Google’s HR lead at the time, remembers the company’s early
         days. “Even if someone had a manager, that manager was inexperienced and provided no leadership. People weren’t used to authority
         and wouldn’t adhere to it—it was a completely unmanaged workforce that was bouncing off the walls like a tornado. I didn’t
         pretend to have any control over it … I just went home at night to drink, thinking, ‘We’re gonna crash and burn.’ ”

      
      
      
      Keeping It Clean

      
      “Our site is kind of a mess,” Cindy said to Karen and me my second week on the job. “Can you work up some guidelines to clean
         it up?”

      
      We had no rules governing what went on Google.com. Something new launched, it got mentioned on the homepage. We won an award,
         that went up too. Our other pages were equally devoid of planning and design. There were job listings, some help content,
         contact information, and brief profiles of the executive team. As with everything else at the company, our user interface
         (UI: the look and feel of our website) operated on the principle that we should minimize the time it took for users to find
         what they wanted.

      
      Unlike Yahoo.

      
      Yahoo’s homepage had links to apparel, computers, DVDs, travel, TV listings, weather, games, yellow pages, stock quotes, and
         chat. It got busier with every passing day. The most prominent feature on the page was Yahoo’s hand-built directory with its
         fourteen major categories from Arts & Humanities to Society & Culture, beneath which were links to all known points in the
         Dewey decimal system. Buried in the middle of all the text links was a search box powered by our nemesis Inktomi.

      
      Inktomi hadn’t always owned that space. AltaVista had provided search to Yahoo until 1998, but they made the fatal mistake of building their own portal site and stealing users from their
         customer (competing with your own distributor is known as “channel conflict”). Inktomi had no “consumer-facing” search site,* so they weren’t Yahoo’s competitors, which also gave them a clear shot at Microsoft’s MSN network and America Online (AOL).
         Inktomi locked those customers up as well, completing their trifecta of high-traffic Internet sites and ensuring that the
         state of search across the web was commoditized. You could get any flavor of search you wanted, as long as it was Inktomi.
         They owned the search market and sat on it as fat and happy as the enormous customers they served.

      
      Other portals wanted a piece of Yahoo’s traffic: Excite, Lycos, and Disney’s Go.com. And other search companies, like AlltheWeb,
         Teoma, and HotBot, fought alongside Google for the crumbs falling from Inktomi’s table. While Wall Street focused on the portal
         wars, the struggle for search domination wasn’t of much interest to anyone but a handful of analysts. There was no money in
         it. Well, not much money.

      
      In February 1998, a small Pasadena company named GoTo started auctioning placement in search results they bought from other
         providers. Six months later, they claimed to have more than a thousand paying customers. According to GoTo, you didn’t need
         fancy algorithms to determine relevance, just the invisible hand of the free market. Any company bidding for placement at
         the top of the results must be a good match for the term being searched. At Google, we found that concept ridiculous. Bidding-based
         ranking was clearly inferior to results based on an algorithm. Bidding was driven by imprecise humans. Humans bad. Math good.
         We knew about GoTo, but we discounted their “non-technological” approach. That proved to be unwise. We gave them a head start,
         and for the next four years we would fight them for supremacy in the online advertising market.

      
      Codifying some UI guidelines† would be a good beginning project, I thought. How tough could it be to come up with some design rules for a page containing
         nothing but a search box, a hundred or so text characters, and some corporate shovelware behind it?* Besides, working with Karen was like drawing the right lab partner at school. Even if I screwed up, Karen wouldn’t let us
         fail. We knocked a proposal together in less than a week.

      
      Google was fast, accurate, and easy to use—that’s what our users told us. Sergey wanted our site to be “fun” as well. Yeah,
         great, it’s fine to have fun occasionally, but Karen and I agreed that whimsical elements shouldn’t get in the way of users
         getting things done. We explicitly stated the obvious: “The personality of the site should under no circumstances interfere
         with the speed of results delivery, the accuracy of the results, or the ease in using the search functionality.” An axiom
         we would unintentionally prove soon enough.

      
      The rest of the proposal involved other obvious points—tweaks to what existed rather than a major overhaul—like adding
         decorative graphics to our corporate section. That didn’t fly.

      
      “Yahoo doesn’t use images beyond the homepage,” Larry reminded us, “and they have millions of users. Images take time to transfer
         across the Internet and slow things down.” Larry and Sergey rolled on the floor rapturously speaking in tongues when we shaved
         a nanosecond off the time it took a page to load. Or to read. “I want all the content of the About Google section on one page,”
         Larry said. “It would be faster to scroll up and down one page than to click from page to page and wait for it to load.”

      
      “But no one’s going to scroll down a hundred pages,” I said, not sure if he was joking. He wasn’t, but we managed to argue
         him out of it. Other suggestions fell by the wayside, like a help link, a tagline, and an embarrassingly naive idea Sergey
         had to change the homepage logo every day to build user interest. Professional branding people were in the house now, and
         we would never abide such amateur antics. Overall, Larry and Sergey gave a thumbs-up, proclaiming our guidelines “sensible.”
         High praise indeed.

      
      I let out a sigh of relief. Now I got it. This was what I’d been hired to do. If I hadn’t knocked my first project out of
         the park, at least I’d hit a solid double. Everyone seemed reasonable and receptive to new ideas, and the feedback made sense. I hadn’t done anything terribly unconventional, yet my ideas had been accepted.

      
      “Yep,” I thought, “it’s all going to work out just fine.”

      
      
      
      Birth of a Data Agnostic

      
      “As of last night, Google’s result font has become sans-serif,” engineer Marissa Mayer announced to the company at large.
         “We tested the change and Larry and I reviewed it with some other engineers who were here and offered opinions about it.”

      
      I had seen Marissa’s name on a note Sergey forwarded to the new marketing group a couple of days earlier. She had suggested
         we replace our temporary slogan—“Best Search Engine in the World. Promise”—with one Urs had come up with: “The Little
         Engine That Could.” I didn’t particularly like either line, though Marissa had constructed a detailed rationale for associating
         Google with the “scrappy,” “determined,” and ultimately “triumphant” children’s book character. Besides, she pointed out,
         look at the importance of Ask Jeeves’s tagline to their valuation.

      
      Shari thanked Marissa and explained that we didn’t have a slogan, just a phrase that was printed on some cards until we could
         properly research our brand character. Marketing had it under control.

      
      Marissa, like Susan, was an old-timer who had come over from the Palo Alto office. Before that she had been a Stanford student.
         When I finally met her, I was struck by the intensity and scope of her interests. If everyone else at Google was a hundred-watt
         bulb illuminating a single corner of the company, Marissa was a flashing neon sign, casting light and shadow in all colors
         across the entire Googleplex. Trying to keep up with her could induce seizures. Her primary role was as a software engineer,
         but she was temporarily working on UI design. She had uncovered research indicating that sans-serif fonts were easier to read,
         so she and engineer Craig Silverstein had decided to change the results font to Verdana. It didn’t happen because Karen and
         I had suggested a move to sans serif in our guidelines. In fact, Marissa may not have even seen our proposal.

      
      “It would have been nice to know that engineering was already working on UI,” I griped to Karen. It undermined what we had
         done and made me question our internal communication. No one else seemed terribly upset, so I dismissed the faint alarm bells and chalked it up to the newness of the marketing organization. It was
         great that our engineers made improvements. I just wanted to be sure we wouldn’t be caught by surprise when they launched
         them.

      
      I was equally sanguine about my first glimpse of the way the two departments approached problems. We in marketing wrote proposals,
         made suggestions, and looked for broad formal approval before moving ahead one step at a time. Our engineers made quick data-based
         decisions and implemented them. If data supported a particular option, they rationalized, it was the right choice to make.
         Data didn’t lie. If the numbers said changing A to B would improve product X, why not do it now? This mindset drove much of
         the urgency at Google. Engineers knew how to make things better, and every hour, every minute, every second we delayed improvements,
         users had to endure sub-optimal interactions with our site. That was unacceptable.

      
      I would discover, however, that data does lie. Sometimes the method of collecting it is flawed, sometimes it’s misinterpreted,
         and sometimes it provides only part of the answer. Take the change to Verdana. While the new font looked great on certain
         PCs and certain browsers, it rendered horribly on others, most notably those used by America Online customers—essentially
         making Google unusable for millions of people. Marissa and the engineers hadn’t checked it on that platform. That problem
         was quickly corrected, but even though I supported the move to a sans-serif font, I was left with a healthy skepticism about
         the ability of numbers to tell the whole story, a loss of faith that I alone appeared to experience within Google’s kabala
         of data-based divinity.

      
      
      
      “We Accept You”

      
      TGIF was the four-thirty Friday afternoon meeting at which new Googlers (or “Nooglers,” as I would dub them) introduced themselves
         and the founders shared the important news of the week. When I arrived for my debut, the entire company was gathered in the
         hallway outside Larry and Sergey’s office, leaning against walls, sitting on rubber balls, and sprawling on the floor. Urs’s
         dog Yoshka sniffed at Susan’s newborn son, who was asleep in his car seat in front of a wall of Sony monitors stacked in their
         shipping cases.

      
      Larry, dressed in black slacks and a long-sleeved, dark blue shirt buttoned to the collar, stepped to the front of the crowd. He carried himself as if his armature ran on a woefully underpowered processor—stiff, awkward moves and self-conscious grins—as if he reminded himself to smile and then manually executed the command
         set to make it happen. Lift the edges of your mouth. Stretch your lips back. Crinkle your eyes. It made him seem painfully
         self-conscious. I found myself rooting for him to compile successfully, though sometimes he got stuck halfway through a sequence
         and stood leaning to one side with a half-grin frozen on his face. Sergey was more fluid, athletic, acrobatic. Bouncy, even.
         He laughed easily and seemed to always have an eye out for a railing he could vault or a rafter beam he could pull himself
         up on.

      
      When my turn came to talk about what made me interesting, I hesitated. “Well …, I lived in Siberia for six months and, uh,
         I like to doodle in meetings.”

      
      Everyone politely applauded, but I wondered again what exactly I had gotten myself into. I had made a career commitment, and
         my future success rested in large part on the gray matter behind these happy, shiny faces. I prayed that they had a better
         idea of what they were doing than I did.

      
      Larry ran through a presentation he and Sergey had made to the board of directors and rattled off a few announcements. Then
         we broke for beer and cake in honor of those with birthdays that week. For better or worse, I was officially a Googler. Gabba
         gabba hey.

      
      TGIF was miles from the formality of meetings at my former places of employment, where the emphasis lay on keeping key financial
         information out of the hands of staffers who might wield it in future contract negotiations. Here we had seen the exact same
         slides the top executives had presented to our board. I couldn’t believe that all this information was thrown out to every
         employee, as if at Google we occupied an alternate universe of kibbutz-like communalism. Despite the transparency of our accounting,
         I was troubled by my lack of insight into our business model and our competitive environment. I knew exactly how we were doing
         financially, but I didn’t have a clue about what was going on.
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