How the Internet Happened: From Netscape to the iPhone | Brian
McCullough
This is not a history of the Internet itself, but rather, a history of the
October 16th, 2018

INTRODUCTION

Internet Era, that period of time from roughly 1993 through 2008
when computers and technology itself stopped being esoteric and
started becoming vital and indispensable. – Brian McCullough

Brian McCullough has been in the Internet game since 1998. He was the founder or co-founder of the following
companies: WhereAreTheJobs.com, WhoToTalkTo.com, and ResumeWriters.com. Host of the Internet History
Podcast and Techmeme Ride Home, he was named to a 2016 TED Residency. He is the author of HOW THE
INTERNET HAPPENED, published by Liveright, a subsidiary of W.W. Norton. He is an Arsenal fan; Gator fan;
England fan. In that order. In 2014 he was the co-founder of a startup human named Penelope, and in 2016 he
launched Maxwell into beta.

WHY DO I CARE?
I am fascinated by the period covered in this book, not only because it chronicles the birth and coming of age of
the modern internet, but because it parallels my own awkward adolescence, and that of so many other children
of the 1990s. Many of us lost our innocence just as the Internet too, was losing its own.
There’s a process of sense-making that comes from engaging with the history of the recent past. The Web has
only been around for 25 years. Wi-Fi did not
come into proper, commercial use until 20032004. YouTube did not enter the popular
consciousness until 2005-2006. The iPhone was
not made available to the public until the
summer of 2007. These are all products and
services that we not only use on a daily basis,
but that many of us simply could not do
without. If the Web were to disappear
tomorrow, the global economy would go into
darkness. Culture would undergo a rapid shift.
Societies, nations, cities, and towns would
begin to diverge dramatically from one another.
Physical space itself has undergone radical
changes in recent years, driven in no small part
by the convenience and efficiency created by
new technologies that rely on the Internet.
Even if we only took away the last 10 years of
innovation in mobile internet services the world
would look very different.
So, not only am I interested in this topic because
it helps me make sense of my own coming-ofage experience as a child of the 90’s, but it also
helps me gain an appreciation for how much
the world has changed in such a short period of
time, and by implication, how much more it will
change in the decade to come.
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BACKGROUND
1. How’d you get into this? ― When/how did the idea of telling the story of “how the internet happened”
come to you? Was the book always part of your vision, from the moment you started the podcast?
2. Writing in Public ― The experience of writing a book is normally a solitary task. Sure, there are interviews
and conversations that are sometimes required for writing a book like this, but the overwhelming
majority of work comes in the form of research and writing. It isn’t until a book is finally published, years
after starting this process, that you can begin to experience the satisfaction (or disappointment!) of your
sacrifice. In your case, you have been developing and writing this book in public for the last 3 years. What
has that experience been like? Was it by design? Do you think this could become a new model for
writers?
3. Why is this book important? ― Why is this subject interesting to you? John Naughton wrote in A Brief
History of the Future that, “History, someone once said, is just the record of what one age finds
interesting in another. If that's true, then this book justifies its title, for it is essentially a meditation on a
phenomenon which has obsessed me for years…and if it reads like a passionate work, then that is
because I feel passionately about its subject.” It would seem that the word
“obsession” does not begin to capture your commitment to the subject.
What could possibly have created such a passionate devotion to this
subject for you? Why do you feel so passionate about this period in
history?
THE BIG BANG
4. Mosaic ― “The modern web era,” you write, “began at The University
of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.” What was the experience of surfing the
web like before the team at UIUC created the Mosaic browser? Is it fair to
say that mosaic, and later Netscape, did for the commercialization of the
web what the graphical user interface did for the personal
computer? How important was Mosaic’s support of PC Windows had penetrated all the desktops, the
Mac was a huge success, and point-and-click
images to its success?
5. Netscape ― Why did the Mosaic team leave UIUC to interfaces had become part of everyday life. But
found Netscape? It seems the process at work at UIUC is to use the Net you still had to understand Unix. . .
similar if not identical to what we have seen, time and . And the current users had little interest in making
again, in large, dysfunctional corporations where it easier. In fact, there was a definite element of
not wanting to make it easier, of actually wanting
bureaucracy and process is rewarded over collaboration,
to keep the riffraff out. – Marc Andreessen
creativity, and innovation. Were there other, similar
examples that you came across during your research, or was this unique to the very early days of the
web?
6. The Beast of Redmond ― I love how Microsoft looms large during the first
half of this book. The “Beast of Redmond,” as it was known, was hitting its
stride just as the Web was being born. It’s easy to forget how DOMINANT
Microsoft was. It had an enormous amount of monopolistic power and
money that it could use to squash competitors. How did Microsoft fit
into the story of Netscape and the early “browser battles?” How did it
use its monopoly power in software to crush its competitors?
***Let’s discuss how they leveraged their distributors, as well as
their unique power as the dominant operating system.
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7. Information Superhighway ― The “information I have gone through several stages of increasing my
superhighway” as it was referred to, was the first views of its importance. Now I assign the Internet the
of many examples where we see how a legacy highest level of importance. In this memo I want to
corporation such as Microsoft was hampered by make clear that our focus on the Internet is crucial to
its “legacy thinking.” Bill Gates was part of the every part of our business. The Internet is the most
old-guard, and saw the Internet as a technology important single development to come along since
which could (and indeed, perhaps should) be the IBM PC was introduced in 1981. A new competitor
controlled and served by the Microsoft and its “born” on the Internet is Netscape. Their browser is
dominant, with 70% usage share, allowing them to
partner ISP’s, Telco’s, and cable companies. What
determine which network extensions will catch on.
role did this type of thinking play in hampering They are pursuing a multi-platform strategy. . . . We
Microsoft’s ability to embrace the web’s new have to match and beat their offerings. – Bill Gates
properties and service the hundreds of millions of
people who would soon be clamoring for a way to
surf the web?
***Paul Allen passed away yesterday
8. Netscape IPO ― You write that “The Netscape
IPO was the big bang that started the Internet As August 9 also happened to be the day that Jerry
Era. The 1995 Netscape IPO was the biggest thing Garcia of the Grateful Dead died, a joke made the
Silicon Valley had seen in a while. For the first rounds on Wall Street: What were Jerry Garcia’s last
words? Answer: “Netscape opened at what?” - Brian
time in years, there was fire in the Valley again.
McCullough
Netscape seemed to have bottled it, and Wall
Street was ready to buy it.” Can you speak to us
about the Netscape IPO and what made it so
significant? How did this event impact the public and
its awareness of the business-side of the early web? Did it come as a surprise to most people outside of
the valley?
AMERICA ONLINE
9. Compuserv & Prodigy ― AOL was an enormous
cultural phenomenon. It’s easy to forget that for
many people, AOL was the Internet. Like Mosaic
before it, AOL’s great innovation was in making the
web ‘usable’ and ‘friendly,’ by satisfying basic
needs that are hard-wired into us as human
beings. In the case of Mosaic, it was the ability to
display images. In the case of AOL, it was the
incorporation of email and ‘chat.’ Chat rooms
exploded in the early years of AOL. Those of us
who grew up on the platform as young
adolescents know how liberating it was to be able
to interact with strangers from distant parts of the
country. In some ways, it was the first social
network, though it was not so much a network but
simply a platform that eventually came to
incorporate, among other things, an online
directory of sorts. Let’s begin with a history of
AOL’s forefathers: Prodigy and CompuServe. I
don’t believe I ever used either of these services.
3

Perhaps I had used CompuServe, though I may faintly
remember doing so. What was the origins of AOL’s
forefathers, and what was responsible for AOL’s success
over these two?
10. Steve Case ― Two of the people you profile in the book are
AOL’s CEO, Steve Case, as well as its marketing guru Jan
Brandt. What led to Steve Case founding AOL? What was his
early experience with using the Internet in home
computing? (Commodore-64). What was his vision for the
company early on and how did it evolve?
11. Jane Brandt ― Talk to us about Jane Brandt’s marketing
strategy, and how AOL used direct mail and later magazines
to get AOL’s software into the hands of prospective subscribers. This is yet another beautiful reminder
of how the Internet changed the way we interact with
software. Today, no one buys software on a CD or floppy “From the early days, we recognized that
disk. Everything is bought and downloaded online. But the communications—a combination of chat and
e-mail—were critical building blocks. So our
Internet had to arrive in our hands before we could harness
bias was on creating tools, empowering
its power!
people, and letting them use them in any way
12. Microsoft’s MSN ― Once again, the Beast of Redmond they thought appropriate—sort of ‘Let a
appears in the story, attempting to crush yet another thousand flowers bloom.’” – Steve case
Internet startup. How did Bill Gates and Microsoft harness
their monopoly and deep pockets to try and crush AOL? I’m intrigued by just how challenging the
problem of scaling these more popular services was during the second-half of the 1990’s. The demand
for web services like AOL was so powerful that it almost crushed this early Internet
provider. How did MSN’s $19.95 a month, unlimited Internet offer impact AOL? How
much money did AOL have to spend in order to survive
this challenge? What does the loyalty of AOL’s
customers during this diffiuclt time teach us about
first-mover advantage and the power of branding in
the context of consumer facing technologies?
THE EARLY SEARCH ENGINES & WEB PORTALS
13. The First Search Engines ― One of the earliest search engines I remember using was Alta Vista, and that
may simply be because it was the first noticeably competent search engine on the web. For the most
part, I remember there not only being more choice in terms of the number of search engines, but also,
that the experience of searching the web was not, in and of itself, satisfying. This is important to
remember, as it is a stark
contrast to the hours spent by
users scouring the web today
through Google’s search
engine. How and when did
these early search engines
come into existence? How
were people using the web
before search? How useful
were these search engines by
the standards of the day and
how did they work?
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14. Yahoo! ― Where does Yahoo fit in the story of the early web? How did it perform as a search engine
compared to something like, say, Alta Vista? What was responsible for Yahoo’s early success? How does
the story of Yahoo speak to this early concept of “web portals,” which no one really uses anymore? How
did web portals differ from search engines in the early days of the
web?
AMAZON.COM & THE E-COMMERCE REVOLUTION
15. The Everything Store ― Amazon’s full website
launched to the public on July 16, 1995. What was
Jeff Bezos’ vision of Amazon early on? There seems
to be some disagreement about whether or not he
always saw the company moving beyond books. Was the vision of “the everything store,” always part of
the plan? What was the reason for starting with books? When and how did the company start
transitioning out of books and into other things like Music and Movies? (Interesting note: Sears filed for
bankruptcy this week)
16. Money, Money, Money ― It seems that making lots of money was at the very top of Jeff’s list of goals
when starting Amazon. In some sense, he has achieved this. He is now #1 on the Forbes Billionaires list,
but Amazon has hardly turned a profit during its entire existence, certainly by any normal P/E ratio that
could be used to value the stock. How far does he want to take Amazon? What is the ultimate goal?
17. E-Commerce ― What did the world of ecommerce look like at the time that Jeff
launched Amazon? How many of the
practices and standards in e-commerce
today owe their origins to Amazon?
18. eBay and Trusting Strangers ― What
was the origin of eBay, and did Pierre
Omidyar set out to create a multi-billion
dollar auction platform? How did eBay’s
success parallel and complement the rise
of Amazon? It seems that the public was
more willing to embrace Amazon’s
model over the years, but the
auction/crowdsourcing model is now
making a comeback.
19. Craigslist ― I didn’t see any mention of
Craigslist in the book. You did cover the
online, classifieds directory, but you did
it on your podcast. Craigslist was
enormous during the 90s. It became a
web-based service in 1996 and expanded
into other classified categories. It started
expanding to other U.S. cities in 2000,
and now covers 70 countries. How is
Craigslist doing today? Why did Craig
Newmark never decide to monetize the
platform?
BUBBLE.COM
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20. Boomer Bubble ― You did a great job of highlighting the importance that demographics played during
this period. There was a giant tsunami of money just becoming available for Wall Street to invest on
account of the baby boomers, who were coming right into their peak income generating years. How
important was the supply of capital to this equation? Would a tech bubble in the 90’s even have been
possible without all this money or would it just have
been smaller? How important were Greenspan and
the Fed? ***you interviewed Sebastian Mallaby
21. The Amazon of… ― There were lots of companies
coming out of the woodwork in the late 90’s
portending to be “the this of that.” We have this
today with Uber or Google. A common one at the
time was “the Amazon of [fill in the blank].” What did
you learn from doing your research into the number
of companies that were pitching themselves as such
to investors? How absurd did this get? How can we
appreciate the extent of the mania?
22. Worst Offenders ― What were some of the worst
offending stocks of the time? What about insane
buyouts? Blue Mountain was purchased for $740 million. Pets.com was notorious for selling things at
below cost, spent 76% of its money on marketing (including a nearly $2mln super bowl ad and $158 for
every new customer), and was liquidated only 268 days after its IPO.
23. Henry Blodget ― You tell the story of Henry Blodget, who also has one of the greatest turnaround stories
of anyone I know (going from being banned for life by the SEC to starting and successfully selling a media
company for $343mln of which his share is estimated to be between $44-66mln. Why did you spend
time on this one particular Wall Street analyst?
FROM THE ASHES
24. Napster ― In the year 2000, the hot search term was “MP3.” It’ easy to forget that music file sharing
was perhaps the most viral activity ever to have been conducted on the web up until that time. Indeed,
this would not have been possible were it not for (1) the innovation of the ISO-MPEG Audio Layer-3,
which allowed for lossy compression of anywhere between 75% to 95% and (2) the explosion of
affordable file storage as Moore’s Law began to work its magic on hard drives. It’s pretty remarkable
when you see just how quickly Napster grew, though in retrospect, it makes all the sense in the world.
The platform was like liquid hydrogen for the Internet – a peer-to-peer platform that rewarded people
with music for free so long as they gave the application access to their hard drive from which they could
share music with others. By the spring of 2000, less than a year after launching, Napster had more than
10 million users. By the end of 2000, Napster could claim more users than even mighty AOL: around 40
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million. All this was done with an investment of $400,000 worth of hardware! For a long time, Napster
was in The Guinness Book of World Records as the fastest-growing service of all time. But there were
legal issues with what Napster was doing and it quickly wound up in court. On December 6, 1999, the
Recording Industry Association of America filed a lawsuit against Napster in San Francisco’s U.S. District
Court. Napster was not even six months old. Eventually, the legal claims against it were so serious and
impactful that the company had to file for bankruptcy on May 14th, 2002. What are the important lessons
to draw from this period in history? How important was the experience of file-sharing for educating the
market about the power of MP3 music? How important was it for laying the groundwork for the iPod
and the commercialization of digital music downloads? Ultimately, did the music industry and artists
take away the wrong lesson from Napster’s demise?
25. Google ― Although Napster could be seen as keeping the anarcho-libertarian spirit and enthusiasm of

the 90’s web alive, it was Google that kept the fire alive for all those baby boomers and wall street
analysts who had barely gotten their fill before the bubble burst in 2000. It was also the company that
fulfilled the promise of the web as the information superhighway in all of its glory. Google did this by
developing what it dubbed “PageRank,” which was an algorithm inspired by the citation practices of
academic papers. Larry Page and Sergei Brin had a key insight in the late 90’s, and this was that the
number of sites linking to your site (and the quality of those connections) spoke more highly of your
content and its relevancy to searchers than anything else available at the time. Can you walk us through
the story of Google, from when Larry and Sergei first met, to when they raised $25 million from Kleiner
Perkins and Sequoia Capital, to when they hired Eric Schmidt, etc. Also, how did AdWords “happen?”
*** I had always assumed that Google had purchased GoTo/Overture outright.
OVERTIME
26. The Internet and Pornography ― Something that you did not
discuss in your book, but which you do devote an entire episode
to on the podcast, is the subject of “porn on the Internet.”
Generally speaking, there is a common perception among the
public that porn has always played a major role in the adoption of
any new technology. How true is this? How true was it for the
Internet?
27. Domain.com ― You didn’t really spend much time discussing the
phenomenon of people buying and selling domains online. This
was an interesting phenomenon. I do remember there being a
time when people ascribed far more importance to a domain’s
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name than we would ascribe to it today. Did you come
across any interesting tidbits about this during your
research? Was there an early impulse to acquire the
“straight forward” domains like “sex.com” or
“cars.com?”
28. Internet Viruses ― Another thing you did not touch on
were internet viruses and computer security, including
the growth of the computer security industry. Were
there any interesting things you came across in your
research about Norton, McAfee, and any of the other
anti-virus software companies that were early to this
space?
29. What do you miss? ― What do you miss most about the
early web? Is it the anonymity and mailability of it all –
that it was so new and everything was still coming
together? How old were you when you first discovered
the web?
30. Research ― When doing your research (1) which books
and information sources did you find most useful and
(2) who among all those that you interviewed did you
find most interesting, informative, and surprising? Who were the most difficult people to get (was it the
Microsoft guys) and who do you regret not being able to interview for the book?
31. Venture Firms ― Did you discover anything interesting about the major venture capital firms like
Sequoia, Kleiner Perkins, and Draper-Fisher-Jurvetson? What was their involvement and importance
during this time? What differentiated the good investors during this period from the great investors?
32. No Do-Over’s ― There are no do-over’s in life, but if we could do it all over again, how do you think we
could have made the web better for this generation? In my interview with John Borthwick, he made the
comment that “If we had enabled payments in the browser, I think a lot of this would look very different.
I really do.” Bruce Schneier has often said to me that one of the biggest problems with “the Internet was
never built with security in mind.” What do you think? How could we have done it better?
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