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Speaker 1: Welcome to Stayin' Alive in Technology. A series of conversations with 
Silicon Valley veterans touching on war stories from the past and practical 
advice for today. And now, here's your host, Melinda Byerley, founding 
partner of Timeshare CMO. 
 

Melinda: Hello. So if you haven't listened to the first part of Owen Thomas's story, I hope you will, 
because it's important for you to understand the background and how it sets up the one 
he's going to tell here. Owen Thomas is currently the business editor at the San 
Francisco Chronicle. But a few years back, he wrote an article about the investor Peter 
Thiel, which was published on Valleywag, part of Gawker media where Owen worked at 
the time. Owen is gay and he asked a simple question: Why is Peter Thiel, who is also 
gay, keeping his sexuality secret, especially in a place like Silicon Valley where most gay 
people did feel comfortable being out at the time. 

Melinda: And by several accounts, that story angered Peter Thiel so much that he ended up 
backing a lawsuit by Hulk Hogan against the company. It was on an unrelated matter 
that eventually put Gawker out of business. Sometimes a journalist becomes part of the 
story, and this is one of those times. I wanted to hear from Owen in his own words how 
this story came to be and what his experience of this time was. So I hope you'll enjoy it. 
And please, a quick request, be sure to write us a review on iTunes. It helps us get new 
followers. Please continue to share us with your networks and on social media. We 
really appreciate it, and enjoy the podcast. 

Melinda: So, welcome back to Stayin' Alive In Tech. I am so excited to welcome Owen Thomas 
again to the show. We're going to dive in to his time at Valleywag. Welcome back, 
Owen. 

Owen: Thanks for having me twice. 

Melinda: I know. I can't wait to get to this part of the story. 

Owen: I must not have screwed up the first time. 

Melinda: Far from it. Far from it. So Owen, when we last left our hero, i.e. you, you were I think 
working through Red Herring and Business 2.0. And you were telling us this story of how 
you met Nick Denton and how he came to found Gawker. And I thought that might be a 
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good place to pick up and sort of talk about, how did you ... how and when did you 
come to work for Valleywag? 

Owen: Well yes, it stretches over the late '90s and early 2000's. But the quick version is that my 
boss's boss, editor and chief of the Red Herring, Jason Pontin, had driven me down to 
something in the valley. We were driving back up and he said, “Oh, we're going to stop 
for sushi dinner in Redwood City, and I'm going to meet an old college friend of mine.” 
Well, the college was Oxford, and the friend was Nick Denton. So you know these two 
are talking a mile a minute, and my boss's boss and this guy that I don't know from 
anywhere. Nick had just moved to San Francisco to cover Silicon Valley for the financial 
times, though he would soon leave journalism and start toying with some 
entrepreneurial gigs. 

Owen: So it was the first time I met Nick. I mostly just listened. He must have thought I was 
practically mute. But then I met him again when he came to pitch the Red Herring on a 
new company called iSyndicate. I wish I could find this business card because it's an 
interesting little-known footnote in the Nick Denton tale that the company that he really 
made his big money on were Moreover technologies, which was an early kind of 
newsfeed aggregation service. Running the pipes of aggregation, like dealing RSS feeds. 
All of that stuff. You can ... I think before RSS was really a standard. But, he started out 
working at his friend's company called iSyndicate. I think rapidly decided that they were 
not going to do a good enough job and started his own thing called Moreover. 

Owen: So that was all I heard from Nick for a while. He had moved back to New York. He was 
doing this events business called First Tuesday, which he also sold for a chunk of change 
right at the peak of the bubble. I didn't hear from him. I had moved on from the Red 
Herring to Time Inc., briefly worked in New York, moved back to San Francisco, launched 
a magazine which eventually became Business 2.0. And did various things there 
including running our research engine reporting and eventually our blog network. One 
of the stories that I actually checked myself because my boss at Business 2.0 thought I 
was the only guy who could handle this squirrelly Nick Denton fellow, was a profile of 
Denton and the early Gawker media, really in it's ... In the ancient days, I think it was 
maybe a couple of years old. 

Owen: So they had launched Gizmodo and Gawker and Lifehacker and a few other sites. But 
really not the Gawker media colossus of the early two-thousand teens. 

Melinda: Why do you think your manager thought of Nick Denton as squirrelly and why do you 
think he thought you were the person to handle him? 

Owen: Denton was a former journalist who's very cagey and savvy and always thinking about 
what the narrative was. If you're at all a fan of "Hamilton" the musical, it made me think 
of Nick because that musical is all about how do you control and shape your narrative. 

Melinda: Who tells your story I think is the- 
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Owen: Who tells your story. From beginning to end in someway Gawker media was ultimately 
about Nick telling a story about telling a story. It's as meta as you like. It was richly 
hyperlinked a mission as the original World Wide Web. But Nick and I were obviously 
conversing for the purpose of fact-checking that story, and as things wrapped up he 
said, “You know I'm thinking about doing a site about Silicon Valley.” And I said, “Well, 
that's probably not something we should talk about right now well we're getting the 
story to bed. But let's catch up after your magazine's out and things settle down.” 

Owen: So we picked up the conversation and chatted on and off. And I concluded he wanted to 
launch it on the early Gawker Media model of a single blogger, solo site pumping out 12 
posts a day. That was an interesting [inaudible 00:07:40]. I was already a manager. I 
actually liked coaching people and editing and all the things one does as an editorial 
manager. And so we went our separate ways. He hired a kid right out of college. I think 
probably appropriate to have a college dropout to cover a valley full of college dropouts. 
I think at least that was a theory. I really liked the first Valleywag writer, Nick Douglas, 
who I think is now in full-circle, still writing for Gawker media or what's now Gizmodo 
media today at Lifehacker. 

Owen: But I think Douglas didn't bring quite the level of sophistication and insider-ness that 
Denton really craved. And they had some disagreements about an interview that Nick 
Douglas gave saying he was dying to be seen by a news corp or something to that effect. 
So Douglas got fired. Nick Denton personally took over Valleywag, ran it for six months. I 
think he found it exhausting to actually do this job he was asking everyone else to do 
and eventually came to me and said, “Okay. Let's talk about proper ... A proper site with 
a proper budget and actually some staff.” And I said, “Well. That's actually interesting.” 

Owen: And meanwhile Business 2.0, long before the print apocalypse, was dealing with its own 
corporate struggles. It had ... Time Inc had gone through one of its reorganizations, 
which really screwed up Business 2.0's sales and was hitting the magazine hard. It was 
really unfortunate. It was a self-inflicted wound long before Facebook and Google would 
deal their death blows. And it looked like the magazine was on its way to shutting. So I 
thought this seems like a smart thing to take this opportunity. It's the right thing. It's 
shaped the way I want it to look and sounds fun. How many times in my life will I get to 
do this? 

Owen: So I became managing editor at Valleywag. I think I had a team of maybe five near-full-
time writers and we caused quite a bit of trouble. It used to be a thing like I worry I'm 
going to end up in Valleywag. It was something people would say when I showed up at a 
party, and I'd laugh and the writers would laugh because most of these folks weren't 
nearly important enough for readers to care. But I think they kind of loved that persona 
, that excitement. Like oh gosh, I might get in trouble. I might do something naughty. 
Like bro, what is this naughty thing that you're worried that you might do? Tell me 
about that. Tell me what is in your heart of hearts and deep in your soul that would 
merit coverage in Valleywag. This gets interesting from here. 



 
 

https://www.stayinaliveintech.com/podcast/2018/6/s1-e8-owen-thomas-gimme-some-truth pg. 4 
 

Paula Buchanan: “An American Girl” 

Melinda: Was Valleywag from the beginning, designed ... I mean, I think gossip is too strong of a 
word because there was hard news there too. But what was its mission? 

Owen: We styled ourselves as the gossip rag Silicon Valley deserves. 

Melinda: Oh god, yes. Sorry, but I agree with that. 

Owen: You can read that any number of ways. But we also said, “You're far too busy changing 
the world to spend time reading a gossip rag like Valleywag.” But for the rest of you, 
we're here. 

Melinda: Do you think that Nick had an eye towards publications like Fucked Company? 

Owen: I think that Fucked Company was definitely an inspiration. Especially ... What people 
forget about Fucked Company was, it wasn't just Philip Kaplan's posts. It was the 
message boards. It was all the rumors swirling around. And I think that was as attractive 
to Nick as the idea of professional content. I'm not sure that professional content was 
really his endgame. The most fascinating thing to me was this flow of tips that would 
arrive by email or AIM. AIM was such a thing back then. 

Melinda: AOL instant messenger. 

Owen: AOL instant messenger, which is dead now. It's so hard for me to conceive. It's hard for 
me to conceive how Valleywag would have existed without Instant Messenger. But sort 
of [inaudible 00:12:57] safe way of tipping. We had a- 

Melinda: You didn't have just corporate email. We even had it inside of Ebay, and we did all of our 
internal gossip on AIM because it wasn't tracked in the corporate servers. 

Owen: That's it, right? It felt safer somehow and I'm sure that's as we like to say as a Valleywag 
tag, “Your privacy is an illusion.” I'm sure that's wrong and I'm sure that it could all be 
sniffed out. But in practice, it wasn't. And so yes, so many tips arrived that way. 

Melinda: Why did you and Nick think that Silicon Valley needed a gossip magazine? 

Owen: That's a question. I thought there were so many stories that weren't being told because 
the New York based publications were too distant and covered technology with 
curiosity. And the technology publications were too close. They were concerned with 
speeds and fees. They would only wanna know about gadgets and gizmos, not people. 
Even when I was at Red Herring, one of the most popular things I did was write a column 
about people. Just comings and goings, who's been hired, who's been fired. 

Melinda: Versus like the PC mag and Walt Mossberg, bless his heart. He's writing about hardware 
and evaluating hardware. This sounds like more of a human- 
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Owen: Exactly. Keep in mind Walt Mossberg and his work completely inspired Gizmodo and 
Engadget. He was very much a model for a generation of gadget bloggers. 

Melinda: And you used to have to go pay homage to him. I remember working in one of our 
companies as a marketer and you had to get Mossberg's approval. That was the most 
important review you got. 

Owen: Right. But conversely, his perch in The Wall Street Journal and his stature in the industry 
got him access to companies like Apple and Microsoft and all the rest. So what would 
journalism look like if you just didn't worry about access? What would journalism look 
like if you completely left that behind? One of the interesting things was there was 
really not any recourse if you didn't like what Valleywag was writing about you. Who 
were you going to go to? Nick Denton? Because all that would happen, Denton would 
forward your complaint to the editor of the site and it would probably be published to 
complete the circle. 

Owen: The most interesting thing that happened though is, at some point I was invited to a 
party at The Temple Nightclub in San Francisco. It sounds very fancy, but I don't think it 
was all that fancy, really. I ran in to a guy named Dave Morin. Dave Morin was an early 
Facebook insider and was running ... really launching Facebook platform at the time. 

Owen: And Facebook was ... It sounds so funny in retrospect. Facebook was desperate to find a 
media partner who was willing to give Facebook login a try. The idea that you verify 
your identity by linking it to your Facebook account. Imagine none of these things which 
we now take for granted existed. Facebook was for the first time, trying to court 
partners and Gawker Media was actually interested. But we ran in to some problems at 
the corporate level, where are CTO was talking to a contact at Facebook and the 
Facebook contact asked, “Is there a way for us to leave Valleywag out of the test?” And 
our CTO kind of laughed and said, “A, we're not going to. We'd never to agree to that 
kind of exclusion. And B, we have one back-end for our site that doesn't work that way 
that you could cut out a site." 

Owen: So we kind of brushed it off, but I've never forgotten that Facebook made that content 
based discriminatory request. They didn't like this site because it was writing about 
Facebook in a way that they didn't like and they wanted to leave it out of a technical 
test as a result. 

Melinda: Even in the early days. Even when they were desperate to make in-roads. 

Owen: Yeah. So it makes me laugh when I hear people say, “Facebook has never discriminated 
against viewpoint or content.” They did from the very beginning. That was the original 
sin of the Facebook platform and it was oddly enough at the time when Facebook's 
platform ... Dave Morin had left and on an interim basis, Facebook's platform was being 
run by their head of communications Elliot Schrage, who's still there. I think that this is a 
good reason a platform should not be run by PR people, among others. But it shows you 
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that power ... The power to run a platform; in the wrong hands can go quite awry. I have 
subsequently been assured by Facebook that the conversation died there. The request 
was made and now no discrimination was actually put in to practice. But it is a fact that 
that conversation happened. 

Melinda: What were they afraid of? 

Owen: I think that you're always afraid when a publication is spilling your dirty laundry. You're 
always afraid that this carefully crafted image will unravel. A startup is a gossamer of 
dreams and ambitions. It's not reality. A startup by definition is a wish. It is some 
founders attempt to impose their vision of reality on the world. It is in someways a lie 
because you know that this company's not real. You don't have the funding yet. You 
haven't hired the engineer, but you have to act like all of these things that you know are 
false are true, in order to change reality, in order to make it happen. But it requires a 
very contingent and conditional relationship with the truth. I think that when we see 
Elon Musk today ranting about how wants to rake the media on their truthiness. It's 
because he views his own truthiness as on trial, as it should be. 

Owen: I may be digressing a bit here, but I think the bottom line is a startup's valuation is a 
convenient fiction agreed on between investors and the company. It's share price is 
whatever people are willing to pay for it and even that figure is kind of fictional because 
it's got a bunch of asterisks, and maybes, and conditions, and- 

Melinda: Which explains why they have their PR people so front and forward. In Facebook ... 
Managing that image is equivalent to managing their valuation. 

Owen: Correct. And the platform was key to the evaluation. It was not a coincidence that in 
2007, Facebook launches a platform, a couple months later draws an investment from 
Microsoft at a 15 billion dollar valuation, so of course the platform was technically cool 
and it's got Silicon Valley all excited, but for Facebook as a company what it means is, 
this is more than a social network. It is something- 

Melinda: It's an ecosystem. 

Owen: It's some ... Pick your buzzword. The point is you get a higher valuation in Silicon Valley 
if people don't know what you are. If they can't categorize you, pay you down, model 
you. If you are a vessel of possibility, you will be valued more highly than if you are a 
tankard of certainty. 

Melinda: It's fascinating. Again, I know we want to come back to Valleywag, but I'm imagining this 
... You know the story of the founding of Ebay was a ... I don't want to say it was a 
fiction, but it was definitely not the origin story. The PEZ dispenser. 

Owen: Yeah. That's the perfect example. 
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Melinda: It's not a falsehood. It's not a lie, but it's not the origin. It's not how the site started and 
if Valleywag had been around in those days, they probably would have poked a hole in 
that. They would have said, "That's not the real truth." And then here's what was 
happening and would that have affected the valuation. I'm just using that as an 
example. That's why they're so guarded. Valleywag was like the first place--that and 
Fucked Company were the first places where people could say the emperor was wearing 
no clothes. 

Owen: Right. And the thing is startups have such few assets. Most of the assets are people. 
People can walk out at any point and it doesn't really matter what the online masses- 

Melinda: The peanut gallery. 

Owen: Yeah, the Twitterati--I may have coined the term--it doesn't really matter what they say, 
but really matters is what your employees say. If your employees stop believing and 
start walking, you are in big trouble. And that's where turning fiction in to fact and 
materializing dreams in to reality requires a lot of hard, unremitting labor. 

Melinda: On the part of everyone inside the company, right? 

Owen: Yeah. And more than anyone, the rank and file. They're only going to work like that if 
they believe. 

Melinda: And if the valuation is high enough to justify the...they think the payment will be there. 

Owen: Right. And part of the belief is belief in the valuation and their eventual payday from 
stock options or RSUs. So it's all connected morale, valuation, actual delivery of 
products. It is connected in the way that's really hard to understand outside of Silicon 
Valley if you haven't lived it or witnessed it upfront close hand. 

Melinda: It's hard to explain to people who don't live here. I do say that. If you can't just ... I don't 
want to name a publication to pick on them, because it's not that publications issue, but 
there's definitely a managed perception in the news media about tech and it's just not 
... Everything you read isn't true. It's not necessarily the whole story, I guess is my point. 

Owen: Yeah, and sometimes reality is disappointingly boring. 

Melinda: Or complicated. 

Owen: Complicated. Yeah. 

Melinda: I'm glad we did that digression though because it talks about Valleywag's purpose, 
which was really to ... I'm going back to the little kids saying the emperor's wearing no 
clothes. To poke holes in balloons, to be a watchdog if you want to ... as the highest 
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calling of the press. Or to afflict the comfortable. Is that the expression? Afflict the 
comfortable. Comfort the afflicted. 

Owen: Yes. 

Melinda: And so what were some of the stories prior to sort of getting in to where we're going, 
that you think really best exemplify Valleywag's fulfillment of that mission? 

Owen: I think that one that I'm particularly proud of is, as the economy turned, Google's kind of 
cozy, cuddly, very-heavy-on-the-extravagant-benefits culture started unraveling. And 
one point of extreme friction was a childcare center that was on campus. I believe it was 
called the Kinder[inaudible 00:26:44]. And it was kind of premium priced. The founders 
of Google and their inner circle ... The founders of Google [inaudible 00:27:01] I believe. 
Their circle had very specific ideas about how kids should be taught and raised. So they 
had these extreme teacher to student ... teacher to child ratio and other things that 
made it enormously expensive, and for a while they subsidized it. 

Owen: We got a new CFO in who was crunching the numbers and looking at stuff like that and 
saying, “Hey, we should be charging a more realistic price for this.” And parents were up 
in arms because they had been promised this thing, at this price and suddenly you're 
jacking up the cost. But I think that it raises a number of questions. I think Susan 
Wojcicki was very involved in the planning of this child care center and of course she's 
now today the CEO of YouTube. She was then a senior Google executive. It kind of 
deepened the inner circle and it just exposed a number of things about the way that 
Google really ran, as opposed to doing things on first principles, on business logic, and 
what's sensible and fair. Versus who has the ear of Larry and Sergei. And it really 
exposed the degree to which the people who had Larry and Sergei's ear were the people 
who were heard at Google and not the people with the best ideas. 

Melinda: And that ran counter to the narrative of meritocracy and other things that they were 
purporting to be in their public persona at the time. 

Owen: Completely. Well, Kara Swisher likes to call it a mirrortocracy. You promote people who 
look like yourself. I'm going to coin a new phrase, one that's going to be the heritocracy. 
Whoever is here. Whoever is there at the early days, those are the people who are 
trusted and they're carried through as the company grows. Look at Facebook, it's the 
perfect heritocracy. Who is Mark Zuckerberg's right hand man? It's Chris Cox, he's been 
there forever. It's all these folks who've been there forever. 

Owen: And as I talk about the reaction to the Cambridge Analytica crisis, you realize this is an 
extremely tight-knit group. They always circle the wagon and no one ever gets fired for 
massive screw-ups like that, or at least we don't hear about it. As a result, there doesn't 
seem to be any internal accountability for making Facebook safe and rewarding as 
opposed to just growing the top line numbers as fast as they can. 
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Melinda: Are there any other stories you want to mention that you're particularly proud of? Or 
you know proud doesn't have to be like ... But yeah, I did that. 

Owen: I like this story so much because it's a solo commentary on racism and expectations in 
Southern Valley. We caught wind that Facebook was celebrating some milestone in 
number of users. It was like 100,000,000 or 150,000,000. They were having a toga party 
and apparently Sheryl Sandberg had promised she would wear a toga if they met this 
milestone by the expected date. Well sure enough, they met the milestone. The toga 
party was scheduled. We heard about the details. I had a young man who wrote under 
the pseudonym Alaska Miller and sent him down. So Alaska actually was Taiwanese-
American and he went down to Palo Alto, where Facebook was at the time, saw some 
folks in Facebook T-shirts, followed them right behind as they walked into an office. And 
before he knew it, he was at the toga party. And no one questioned him because he was 
young, he was Asian-American and I guess looked the part. 

Melinda: Awesome. 

Owen: And we got a photo of Dave Morin of Facebook platform fame dressing Sheryl Sandberg 
in a toga. 

Melinda: That's insider. That's being able to get in and counter the narrative. 

Owen: I love that story more for the message it sent than anything else. There's nothing 
happening at Facebook that we at Valleywag didn't know. 

Melinda: Powerful stuff. It's like a power game. 

Owen: It is, and I don't want to make too much of that. I think in some ways power games can 
turn in to power trips. What really was valuable to me, was that we could tell our 
readers, this is what's really going on at Facebook. This company whose valuation is 
soaring, that is increasingly consuming the attention and focus of Silicon Valley, this is 
who they really are and what they're really doing. And I think two things. One is, that 
experience with a contentious and critical press presence like Valleywag probably 
shaped through the thinking of that inner-core of Facebook executives, to the extent 
that they really successfully shut things down and tamped down on leaks and were a 
very closed-off presence. 

Owen: The flip side of that is that they really escaped scrutiny and criticism. I'm not saying that 
Valleywag could have stopped Cambridge Analytica, but maybe. Maybe if Valleywag 
were still around, could something like that really have persisted? If someone knew, 
“I'm at Facebook. This thing is happening that is awful and out of control. We have no 
idea what app developers are doing with data. I've got to tell someone.” Would it have 
changed things? Maybe. It's an interesting thought experiment. 
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Melinda: It's actually a good segue into talking about the decision to talk about Peter Thiel and his 
sexual orientation. So why don't we go there. And how is that decision made and what 
... I think we're getting at some of the reason why Valleywag would have chosen to 
cover him. For our audience members who don't know this, Peter Thiel obviously was 
and still is on the board of Facebook. 

Owen: Yes, so ... so that was really ... I think there's some effort to portray me as Nick Denton's 
puppet in this matter. It really was completely my decision. Nick was running Valleywag, 
remember. So he had a notebook of stories and tips he hadn't had time to get to and he 
said, “You know, there's this interesting thing going on.” It's not that oh my gosh Peter 
Thiel is gay, because who cares right? It's hey ... It came up in conversation that Peter 
Thiel is gay and there doesn't seem to be much discussion of that as his profile's rising as 
the early backer of Facebook. And wondering why that is and getting enormous 
pushback. “Oh, you can't say that. You can't.” 

Melinda: Who was pushing back? 

Owen: I think close associates of Thiel, really. 

Melinda: So say you're trying to profile him by talking to people he knows and they said nope, 
can't go there. 

Owen: Yeah. Like, why would you bring that up? Why would you say that? I thought, "This is 
2007. This is the bay area. Why are we treating sexual orientation, sexual identity as 
something off-limits?" That seems very wrong to me somehow, and as a gay man myself 
my point of view is it seems somewhere between heteronormative and homophobic to 
say you can't talk about someone being gay. 

Melinda: Did your ears prick up because of the pushback? 

Owen: Absolutely. 

Melinda: So as a reporter, you're like what are they hiding? 

Owen: Yeah. What's the mindset of these people saying that essentially gay is not okay. 

Melinda: Did they give you a reason for why it was not okay? 

Owen: Well, I think it was this kind of hand-wringing faux concern. Concern fooling really. Why 
would you say that? Not that there's anything wrong with that. It's a possible Seinfeld 
reaction, right. But, you can't talk about that. And again, perhaps I come from a very 
particular generation. Gen X- 

Melinda: And you were out at the time, right? 
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Owen: Yeah. And you know coming in to that moment in gay culture that Andrew Sullivan 
wrote about. It's becoming less of a mortal peril and something more manageable in 
kind of trying to find a new meaning and structure to gay identity in that end of the 
millennium era. So I had a thinking about the closet that was probably different than gay 
men who came out, came of age in the eighties or even early 90s. 

Melinda: Was the pushback from his associates ... And again if you can't go there, you can't. But 
were they straight or were they gay? 

Owen: They were almost overwhelmingly straight. That was the other thing. 

Melinda: Interesting. 

Owen: I felt like these were folks who really didn't know what they were talking about, frankly. 

Melinda: Yeah. It would be like white people saying you can't talk about something about being 
black. You don't get to decide that. 

Owen: Right. I think that was ultimately what pushed me to publish is that I didn't feel like 
those people got to decide that. So I think we have a whole nother chapter and must 
recommend Ryan Holiday's new book Conspiracy for those who are interested in that 
and sort of everything that happened after I hit publish on that post. But I think that was 
definitely the end of one phase and the beginning of another for Gawker Media, 
whether or not Nick Denton realized it. And we would not realize it for another seven 
years I think. 

Melinda: When you guys made the decision to publish, did you have a conversation about what 
could happen? Did you have any inkling of what the future might hold? 

Owen: No, and I got no pushback. And I remember actually having a conversation with a 
representative for Clarion Capital, Thiel's investment business. And he said, “We have 
no issue with that story. It was true.” 

Melinda: Right. You didn't print a falsehood. You just said he was gay. 

Owen: Yeah and more specifically I said he was arguably the smartest venture capitalist on the 
planet at that time. But what I think he really had concerns about was my intense 
reporting about Clarion Capital and all the problems his hedge fund was having. 

Owen: Back then, before Facebook arrived at its multi hundred-billion dollar valuation, and it 
was clear that was his hit investment, it was really Peter Thiel's hedge fund that was 
soaring. It went from two billion dollars in assets to seven billion dollars in a very short 
time frame, like eighteen months, and then fell apart almost as quickly. He had sort of 
bet on the global economic collapse, but he, I think got ahead of himself as he explained 
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to me. He sort of bet that things would fall apart faster and more completely than they 
did. He didn't bet on western capitalism saving itself. 

Owen: But I think if you can imagine there's billions at stake and this pesky little Silicon Valley 
gossip rag pointing out that this Clarion Capital business has a lot of internal friction and 
doesn't seem to be very well-run, and there are massive disagreements at the top. 
That's not what you want your investors to be hearing about. 

Melinda: He held his fire for a long time. Why do you think that is? 

Owen: Again, I would have to say Ryan Holiday did a masterful job of uncovering the story. 
Ryan Mac, who's now at Buzzfeed and previously at Forbes, also uncovered quite a bit. 
So this is not ... I feel like this is not my story to tell, even though I'm a big player in it. 
But it seemed like he wanted to ... He did not have an issue with the post. He had an 
issue with the preconditions that allowed Gawker and Valleywag and all of Nick 
Denton's sites to exist in the first place. It was a bug in the system that he wanted to 
debug once and for all. And so it required a total solution. 

Melinda: What was that like? And I know the book probably will cover a lot of that, but just to 
hear it your own words versus through Ryan Holiday's sort of writing. I mean what did 
that feel like? I mean how did the news come to you and over what period of time? This 
must have been incredibly disrupting to your life. 

Owen: No, it really was not. It was not a disruption. I had left Gawker Media years ago. My job 
was not at stake. This is much more disruptive to the rank and file employees at Gawker 
who had their livelihoods at stake. It was an interesting walk through my past. It was 
intriguing to know that there were these grand events in motion, but I would definitely 
say it did not have any impact on me outside from some interesting conversations that 
ensued. But I got a call from Nick Denton, and Nick never calls. He gravely prefers IM or 
email. And he said there's this theory going around that Peter Thiel is backing the Hulk 
Hogan lawsuit. And that's a whole nother chapter, but hopefully your listeners can look 
up the whole Gawker vs Hogan... 

Melinda: Yep. We'll put this in the show notes. 

Owen: The publication. The sex tape. Which was really unconnected at all to Peter Thiel, except 
it was a vehicle for ... it was a weakness that a team that [inaudible 00:44:05] seized 
upon to take down Gawker. I remember distinctly telling Nick, “Oh, no. It couldn't 
possibly be Thiel. He has better things to do. Don't you think it's the Scientologists?” 
Well, I was wrong. But again I think ... I do remember as it unfolded, the mystery that 
someone like Thiel would spend any time or attention on something like this. 

Owen: One observation that Ryan Holiday made in his book about this whole saga is that Thiel 
and Denton are actually more similar than different. And I think, going back to my 
original point, they are both intensely concerned with shaping a narrative because that 



 
 

https://www.stayinaliveintech.com/podcast/2018/6/s1-e8-owen-thomas-gimme-some-truth pg. 13 
 

Paula Buchanan: “An American Girl” 

is in Silicon Valley, how you change the world. You get people to sign on to your 
narrative and anything that counters a narrative must be destroyed. 

Melinda: Perception is reality. 

Owen: Perception is reality in Silicon Valley. Then, now and forever. 

Melinda: Do you think we'll get another gossip magazine? 

Owen: I think that Valleywag's spirit lives on in so many other publications. I think that there 
might not be one thing like it, but it inspired a generation of reporters. I do think that 
Ryan Mac's work is very Valleywag-like and he's now at Buzzfeed. You see a lot of good 
work coming from them. I think that Recode and Business Insider both have glints of the 
insiderness that Valleywag on a good day would have. So I think that Valleywag's voice 
and critical distance live on. 

Melinda: I remember meeting Natasha Tiku when she first moved to town, or was thinking about 
moving to town, and we had coffee. And she was working for Valleywag and she was 
going to move to Silicon Valley. And I met with her for coffee, and I said, "You have to 
live here. We need you." As a person I've honestly been in the rank and file most of my 
career here. And to have people like you Owen, or Natasha, or Cara who have 
professional journalism backgrounds who are really thinking about what we do and 
going after it hard is really a gift. So I thank you. 

Owen: We'll I've viewed it as a great privilege, and I'm honored to be able to tell a bit of their 
history again. 

Melinda: Thank you so much for coming on and hopefully we'll have a reason to get you on again 
soon. 

Owen: Excellent. Well, always happy to talk and add to the history of the valley. 

Melinda: Thanks, Owen. 

Announcer: Thanks for listening to Stayin' Alive In Technology. We want your feedback and 
comments. Find us on the web at stayinaliveintech.com, where you can talk to us, learn 
more about the show and our guests and subscribe to the show. Follow us on Twitter at 
@StayinPodcast. Until next time. Keep stayin' alive. 

 

 


