
 
 
 
“Owen Thomas: The ‘Dirty Laundry’ of Digital Media History” 
Season 1: Episode 1  
 

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 Byerley: Before we get to the interview, I want to tell you a little bit about 
Owen Thomas and why I invited him to be the first guest on Stayin' 
Alive in Tech. Owen has been observing technology in Silicon Valley in 
particular from almost the very beginning of the first boom. Through 
starting at Suck.com, working through Business Insider, working at 
Gawker, working at Valleywag, he's been around and he's seen a lot. 
And he has more stories than we could possibly fit into one half hour 
podcast. So I hope you'll listen to this and enjoy it, but know that we 
are already in the process of recording a part two that will focus 
specifically on his time at Gawker where he wrote the post that incited 
Peter Thiel to sue Gawker, ultimately closing the business. And he's 
got a heck of a story to tell. So enjoy this history of Suck.com because 
it has a lot to do with how media is covering tech and where some of 
the seeds of where we are today might be. 

Melinda Byerley: I am over the moon to welcome Owen Thomas to this episode. Owen 
is the business editor for the San Francisco Chronicle. But he has been 
around tech for a long time and he's here to talk to us today about the 
history of online media, especially the 1990s. His theme is to go from 
Suck.com to Gawker and give us a brief history of online media. So 
Owen, thank you very much and welcome to the podcast. 

Owen Thomas: Thanks for the welcome and thanks for having me. I'm really honored. 
And I just, Melinda, I just woke up one day and discovered that I was a 
grumpy old man shouting history at the youngs. Why not take the 
show on the road? 

Melinda Byerley: Are you the little embodiment of old man yells at cloud? 
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Owen Thomas: Yes, that is me. And the great thing is now thanks to Sales Force and 
Amazon Web Services, we actually have a cloud to yell at. 

Melinda Byerley: Indeed, indeed. So Owen, I do like to ask folks when they come on, 
because our generation didn't always grow up with a computer. So I 
love to ask people when they first put their hands on a computer. 

Owen Thomas: Oh my gosh, we had an Apple II. In fact, my grandfather was so taken 
by the Apple II that he went out and bought his own. And he bought 
me and my brother these little games. They were on five and a 
quarter inch diskettes. The truly floppy disks. Remember when we 
called them floppies before the floppy? 

Melinda Byerley: Floppies. Yup, because they were floppy. 

Owen Thomas: I remember when they actually were floppy. And when he passed, we 
got his Apple II so we had this absurd configuration of two Apple II's 
side by side. Which I'm sure not many households had. But that way, 
my brother and I didn't have to fight over them. We got an IBM PC, 
which I used all through high school. But then when I got into desktop 
publishing in high school for our literary magazine. And my parents 
got me a Mac to go to college. And this was the old style, all-in-one 
Mac, with a handle. Before iMacs, but same idea that you could just 
pick it up and go wherever and plug it in. And that was portable 
enough for me. I remember, I dragged that on so many Southwest 
flights between Chicago and DC. 

Melinda Byerley: Did you ever put it up on the tray table? It was no battery. There 
wasn't really a laptop. 

Owen Thomas: Yeah, there was no battery so you couldn't plug it in. But I did marvel 
at the fact that I could take this almost anywhere. I could take it home, 
I could take it to school. As long as I could plug it in somewhere. And 
we had an early form of networking that actually got me directly on 
the internet at the University of Chicago, which was amazing, and 
addictive, and dangerous. I remember going through Usenet. If you 
remember Usenet, this is a set of discussion groups sort of like 
mailing list, but distributed. There was a particular interface. And I'd 
subscribe to a half dozen. And I just remember going through all the 
messages. And at that point, there were new messages to read. And 
so I'd go through and read the new ones and kind of exhaust myself 
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consuming all of the information that was coming through over the 
internet. 

Melinda Byerley: Did you study journalism in college? How did you decide to work in 
media? Or news media? 

Owen Thomas: I like to say I was an accidental journalist. I worked at the Chicago 
Maroon as the product manager. There was something I liked about 
putting the pages together. And it was so clunky back then. We used 
desktop publishing, but we only had a regular laser printer. And we 
published in broad sheet. So we had to print out three partial pages 
for every newspaper page. And use glue sticks and X-ACTO knives do, 
cut them off at just the right point. And if there was a photo, we had a 
way of putting that on the page. But those were still being developed 
in the dark room and the photo editor would bring them up and we 
would put them on the page. We'd send them off to the printer to be 
published using photo-lithography. So it was not like click and send a 
PDF, which is what we can essentially do today to print something. I 
really like the process of putting something together and the 
camaraderie of the news room under deadline. We'd work till two AM. 
And I liked that. 

Owen Thomas: I actually wasn't a reporter. So I came to reporting kind of through the 
back door. And that back door was the web. After I graduated, I got a 
web internship at Mother Jones Magazine, which at the time was one 
of three magazines publishing on the web. 

Melinda Byerley: Wow. I didn't realize Mother Jones went that far back on the web. 
That's amazing. 

Owen Thomas: Yes. Yeah, they still have in their kind of public service mission as a 
way to just reach more people as opposed to commercial magazines, 
which were trying to make money on advertising and they had 
different interests, which made it hard for them to embrace the web. 
From Mother Jones, I learned it at Wired, which I think for similar 
reasons because they were writing about the cutting edge of 
technology, they wanted to be out there on the frontier and not just 
write about it. So that was a very good place to be in the mid-90s. 
More precisely, I was working at Suck.com as a copy editor. Simply 
because that was ... More because that was a skill I had and it was my 
foot in the door at Wired and at Suck.com. 
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Melinda Byerley: What was Suck.com for people who don't remember or don't know 
what it was? 

Owen Thomas: Suck.com was this experiment where two Wired employees working 
in the digital arm looked at everything that Wired was doing online 
and said, "This is kind of awful. This is rehashed magazine thinking put 
on the web." They're publishing once a month, they're publishing 
every two weeks. Even back then, early on, we knew that part of the 
web like my Usenet had, it was all about addiction. It was all about 
frequency. It was all about this daily behavior. So Suck.com's 
founders, Joey Anuff and Carl Steadman set out to publish daily and 
write with voice and attitude. All these things that we kind of take for 
granted from web writing. But there's no one doing it. There was no 
one who kind of took that sensibility of the Alt Weekly or the 
STREETZine. Does anyone remember zines? Zines were like cheaply 
produced mimeograph, direct copied, whatever, magazines that 
someone would make 10 copies and pass around to their friends. It's 
just like an outlet of creativity because the barrier to entry for that 
kind of publishing was lowering as the cost of photocopying dropped. 
Same idea with the web. The cost to publish to thousands, millions of 
people was virtually nil. So as the barrier to entry lowered, new and 
different voices could come in. That was kind of the utopian hope. 

Melinda Byerley: It's amazing because we still had to ... I'm guessing Suck.com didn't 
have a CMS, a contact management system. So were you coding in 
HTML to put the stuff up everyday? 

Owen Thomas: We hand-coded in HTML when I had to fix an error. I was both copy 
editing and fact checking. Sometimes we'd have to rewrite a whole 
paragraph. So I think going in, it actually changed the line breaks 
because Suck.com had this very distinctive look. If you read Suck.com 
today on a smart phone, it is perfectly optimized for smart phones 
because we did these skinny columns of text. Everyone else was doing 
these huge horizontal webpages filling up your entire monitor, not 
realizing that many people who are reading this had really crappy 
monitors. And they weren't ... The reader was not reading it in the 
same circumstances that the designer was designing it. So Suck.com 
said, "We're not doing that. We're going to design the way we think 
people are actually reading the web today." VGA monitors, very few 
colors [crosstalk 00:10:58] 
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Melinda Byerley: On dial up. 

Owen Thomas: On dial up. Suck.com loaded fast. Long before Google worried about 
page load time, Suck.com was fast. You could read it, it would be 
there every morning. Joey would often stay up till midnight writing 
and then Carl would edit. But it would be there in the morning when 
you wanted it. So there were so many insights they had about 
meeting the reader where the reader wanted them to be. Timing, 
frequency, voice. The great thing is it was this whole guessing game in 
the online publishing industry who these guys were. Because they 
were anonymous. Finally, folks at Wired actually looked at the IP 
address of the servers. And they realized that the call was coming 
from inside the building. Because back then, Wired employees could 
essentially plug in their own servers to the corporate network and 
start publishing on the web. It was encouraged because that's ... How 
else would you develop the skill set they needed? And it's like they 
have this internet connection. It's essentially costless. 

Owen Thomas: So, Joey and Carl, the founders of Suck, first set out to attract more 
web traffic than any section of Wired Online. Back then it was called 
Hotwired. Then they set out to attract more traffic than all of Wired 
Online. And they did that. And then Wired bought them for some 
ridiculously small amount of money. And they got to actually do 
Suck.com as their day job. 

Melinda Byerley: And I remember in those days too, you didn't have these fast internet 
connections at home. So it was awesome to go to work. I don't know if 
they had T1's in those days, but you definitely had wired in 
broadband. It was like mainlining at work, but you couldn't do it at 
home. 

Owen Thomas: Right, the readership was at work. The AOL was getting the dial up 
masses, but Suck.com reached the elite because to have internet 
access at your work in 1996 was still a kind of special thing. So they 
were reaching this really specific audience. They were reaching the 
people who were building the early web. So Suck.com had this really 
outsize influence on the shape and direction of web media because 
they were speaking very directly to all the people who were making 
the web back then. 
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Melinda Byerley: So whether it was devs, or designers, or startup founders, whatever, 
that's where people were gathering to talk in those days? 

Owen Thomas: Absolutely. Yeah, and what was the name about? The idea was that 
the web sucked. But it shouldn't suck. It didn't have to suck. And 
underneath that kind of caustic veneer of criticism was a sort of love 
and an admiration for the potential of the web. And I always ... From 
my time working there, I always carried that kind of biting love. Not 
only can you criticize something you love, you must criticize the thing 
you love. I think that's something to this day Silicon Valley just cannot 
even conceive of. They cannot conceive of criticism that is not 
motivated by reflective hatred, or ignorance, or some other form of 
diminishing distance. You see it in the way people react to this day to 
any kind of criticism. And I think that's a ... It's an interesting failure of 
understanding on both sides. 

Melinda Byerley: It's an interesting theme. I was just thinking about just the actual 
name. Suck.com and thinking back to my early career. I was still a 
young person at that time and that would have been considered edgy 
in many circles. Even using the word sucks, that was still kind of the 
beginning of sort of that snarky ... The snarkiness. But that was a 
really edgy thing to say about something. In the public sphere. And I 
don't know if the New York Times would've said suck as a pejorative at 
that time. 

Owen Thomas: I'm sure that some august publications had a fair amount of 
hammering over what should we call this thing that we're writing 
about? Dare we write about this thing with its awful, awful name? 

Melinda Byerley: Name. 

Owen Thomas: And wasn't that 90% of the point of the name? 

Melinda Byerley: Exactly. 

Owen Thomas: Was to get precisely that kind of reaction? 

Melinda Byerley: That's like the book, The No Asshole Rule, where the Times has to 
asterisk out the two S's. 

Owen Thomas: Oh, they don't. Do they really? 
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Melinda Byerley: Yeah, I don't know if they do it anymore, but when it was published, 
the writer ... I love the book by Bob Sutton. He's at Stanford. And he 
has a very precise definition of asshole as you probably know. It's very 
precise. And no other word will do and he explains why this is the 
word. And the publisher was like, "We can't call it that because the 
New York Times won't print the word." And at least I remember at the 
time, when it was in the Best-Seller list, it would have A-asterisk-
asterisk-hole Rule. It's easy looking back to go, "Oh, Suck.com." But 
one of the purposes of this podcast is to try to put these things in that 
perspective as to help people understand what was going on in the 
world. Because all culture comes out of sort of its current state of 
world and saying, "Wow, that was the place where this started to 
appear." So yeah. So tell me what you think and what happened next. 

Owen Thomas: Well, what happened next, I think is blogging. So other folks like 
Steven Johnson and Scott Rosenberg have written about the evolution 
from Suck.com to blogs. But Suck.com, in some ways, was inspired by 
early web diaries like the semi-existence of Brian or Geek Cereal. And 
so we wrote about those. From that idea of a web diary came the idea 
of a web log where you would write these are the links I'm reading 
today. Here's what I think about them. Or sometimes it would just be 
here's a link and you would have this log of links and hey, now I want 
to share this with you. This is what I'm reading. This is what I'm 
thinking about. The web log became a blog. Those links and sentences 
became paragraphs and essays. But the original idea of self-
expression of some kind of personal diary, I think infects blogs to this 
day. And also the voice. That kind of knowing we're all in on the joke. 
We live inside the matrix voice. That was present in so many blogs. 
And was it Gen X disaffection? Was it that these were all Suck.com fan 
boys and fan girls? It's probably some combination of all of those 
cultural forces. But I think there was a huge effect of Joey and Carl's 
voice, one, the comic book pop culture freak and the other the 
deconstructionist literary theorist jumping into the minds of all these 
young proto-bloggers. 

Melinda Byerley: It reminds me of the stuff I've heard about the history of Mad 
Magazine. Like they might've worked at Mad in the '60s. 

Owen Thomas: Yeah, and was Joey an avid consumer of all that? Of course. 

Melinda Byerley: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 
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Owen Thomas: And nothing ... None of these cultural threads are disconnected from 
each other. It's all a tapestry. But there are certain moments which 
magnify and augment certain voices and certain patterns. And then 
those voices and patterns become codified and they become the way 
you do things. And I think that's what's so fascinating to me about the 
impact Suck.com had. It's so outsized compared to what the 
publication was. I mean, it launched careers. If you see Jake Tapper on 
ABC, Jake wrote for Suck.com. 

Melinda Byerley: I didn't know that. 

Owen Thomas: Yeah, it blows my mind that that guy is now a television anchor. 

Melinda Byerley: I've been struggling to figure out why he's so popular on Twitter and 
why so many journalists talk to him. And I didn't know that. 

Owen Thomas: When he sasses back with Kellyanne Conway, is there a glint of kind of 
the ... Of that Suckster attitude? I think so. I think so. The calling 
bullshit. Their refusing to play the game. The fact that that has 
become part of our very traditional broadcast media is amazing. 

Melinda Byerley: Oh, this is fascinating. I don't want to jump ahead because as I think 
of your career, this idea of the loving but critical sort of observer 
seems to be a theme for you. 

Owen Thomas: It absolutely is. But perhaps we just need to talk about Suck for a 
while and that's where we'll start. I think probably before we go 
further, I should give you the last chapter of Suck.com which is it got ... 
Wired got sold into pieces. One of those pieces which included 
Suck.com got spun out into a little startup. That startup ran out of 
money in the dot com bust. And Suck.com took what I call the 
permanent vacation in 2001. The archive is still amazingly online. I've 
heard about efforts to resurrect it, but I hope that your listeners will 
go back and just read some of the greatest hits and see how history 
repeats itself. I think you have to read Ana Marie Cox about burning 
man. You have to read Heather Havrilesky about the relationships 
between men and women. Always a mystery to me as a gay man how 
all of that works. 

Melinda Byerley: I'm a straight woman and it's a mystery to me, Owen. 
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Owen Thomas: Well, maybe Heather Havrilesky, who's writing for some great 
publications today, still, can explain it all to you. But the comic artwork 
of Terry Colon. I was drinking coffee out of a mug that Terry designed 
for me. He's a particular genius. There's so much there and I think 
that to understand the modern web, to understand modern web 
media, you have to go back and look at Suck.com. 

Melinda Byerley: I want to be sure to get some of these links from you because I'll put 
them in the show notes to get people started so that they can find 
what you're talking about. So I'll reassure folks that are listening that 
we'll put links to these items up on the show notes and you can check 
them out there. 

Owen Thomas: Absolutely. Including the extended ... The entire Suck over of Jake 
Tapper. I may be wrong, but I believe his pseudonym, because all the 
Suck authors had pseudonyms. I believe his was James Bong. That's 
with a G. 

Melinda Byerley: God, I love that. Someone's gonna use that. That's fantastic. So by the 
way, were you in the building on 3rd Street that people told me Wired 
had been in? 

Owen Thomas: So actually, at that point, Wired's digital arm, Hotwired, had its own 
office at 660 3rd street. And what's really eerie is I've been back in that 
building a couple times with various startups that kind of reoccupied 
it. And I still get chills seeing the configuration of stairs and the quads 
that were set up. Like there was the engineering quad, and there was 
netizen, and there was the copy desk. They had a copy desk back 
then. Oh my gosh. And one little corner for Suck.com. 

Melinda Byerley: So then what happened after Suck.com? Where did you transition to 
next and how did you make that jump? 

Owen Thomas: Well, that's probably a whole 'nother podcast. My next step was Red 
Herring, which was a business and technology magazine based in the 
Hamm's building in the Mission district of San Francisco. An old 
brewery. And it was a building that was meant for food and beverage 
businesses and they couldn't get enough tenants, I guess, so... 

Melinda Byerley: You know what's really strange, Owen, is that we keep following each 
other. Because I have worked in both of those buildings. 
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Owen Thomas: Oh, that's awesome. 

Melinda Byerley: I must be following you around without even knowing it. Yeah, I 
worked for Y Combinator startup that's based in the Hamm's building 
as we speak. 

Owen Thomas: I mean, we were so far away from Y Combinator at this point. 

Melinda Byerley: I know. That's what's hilarious about it. 

Owen Thomas: No, I mean, I remember startups started to filter into the building. In 
fact, there was one that I wrote about and I didn't even realize that 
they were two floors down until I ran into the CEO. 

Melinda Byerley: Like, whoops. 

Owen Thomas: It's like, "Oh, hi. Didn't we just talk on the phone?" We could've gone 
downstairs to coffee. 

Melinda Byerley: And these buildings don't ... It's fascinating that there's no ... I mean, I 
didn't know that the building at 660 3rd. I worked for a company that 
was there. Until somebody told me that that was the Wired offices. 
And I was like, "Why are there plaques to this?" The Hamm's building, 
why is there not plaques to these things? We don't ... That's why we're 
here. So--The Red Herring. Another, at it's time, a place where 
everybody was watching and listening. 

Owen Thomas: I mean, there have been pieces of Wired that have ended up in SF 
MOMA. But I think there probably needs to be a collection of 
memorabilia and other artifacts for the computer history museum at 
some point. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah, that's a great idea for an exhibit, if you're listening. Computer 
history museum. 

Owen Thomas: I think I just volunteered to curate it, which is... 

Melinda Byerley: I think you did and I think you should. 

Owen Thomas: Yeah. 
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Melinda Byerley: So you're at Red Herring. And is that part of the story of online media 
or do you want to go skip forward a little bit? 

Owen Thomas: Well, I think the serious competition between Red Herring, and 
industry standard, and Business 2.0, and this publication, and that 
publication, that's a whole other chapter. The short version, I think is 
that while I was at Red Herring, my editor was this fellow named Jason 
Pontin. 

Melinda Byerley: Oh my gosh. 

Owen Thomas: He went to school with a fellow named Nick Denton. And I remember 
a late night sushi dinner with Jason and Nick. And I tagged along for 
some reason. And I was just listening to these two catch up and argue. 
And I'm just trying to take it all in. But I think Nick sort of remembered 
me from that meeting. And we stayed in touch. He actually pitched a 
startup to me once at the Red Herring after he'd left the Financial 
Times and to become an entrepreneur. He dropped that startup 
pretty quickly. Did another one which he sold eventually and the cash 
of that helped to fuel his next venture, Gawker Media, which after a ... 
By that point, I was at Time Inc. working at Business 2.0 in San 
Francisco. I had launched their blog network. I ran the reporting and 
fact checking department. And I was pretty happy. But Nick kept 
trying to tempt me with this idea of writing a gossip rag about Silicon 
Valley. Which didn't even have a name when we first talked about it. 
It's about a two year process of courtship. But by 2007, he'd worn me 
down and I agreed to take it on. But that is ... That probably requires 
its whole own chapter. 

Melinda Byerley: And what was the name of that project? 

Owen Thomas: That was Valleywag. 

Melinda Byerley: So Owen, it sounds like there's a lot more to talk about. And I think we 
should do another episode. Are you game? 

Owen Thomas: Absolutely. 

Melinda Byerley: That would be fantastic. So thank you everyone for tuning in to this 
episode of Stayin' Alive in Tech. And we are going to talk to Owen 
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again very soon about Valleywag and about Gawker. Thanks for 
joining us, Owen, and I'm looking forward to talking to you again soon. 

Owen Thomas: Thanks for having me. 

Speaker 1: 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 @Stayinpodcast. Until 
next time, keep Stayin' Alive. 

 
 


