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From award-winning Wall Street Journal reporters, “a startling portrait of one of our greatest

tech visionaries, Zappos CEO Tony Hsieh” (Robert Kolker, author of Hidden Valley Road),

reporting on his short life and untimely death and what they mean for our culture’s pursuit of

happiness.Tony Hsieh—CEO of Zappos, Las Vegas developer, and all-around beloved

entrepreneur—was famous for spreading happiness. He lived and breathed this philosophy,

instilling an ethos of joy at his company and outlining his vision for a better workplace in his

New York Times bestseller Delivering Happiness. He promoted a workplace where bosses

treated employees like family members, where stress was replaced by playfulness, and where

hierarchies were replaced with equality and collaboration. His outlook shaped Silicon Valley

and the larger business world.Hsieh used his position at work to integrate levity into a normally

competitive environment. He aspired to build his own utopian cities, pouring millions of dollars

into real estate and small businesses, first in downtown Las Vegas, Nevada—where Zappos

was headquartered—and then in Park City, Utah. He gave generously to his employees and

close friends, including throwing infamous Zappos parties and organizing gatherings at his

home, an Airstream trailer park.When Hsieh died suddenly in November of 2020, the news

shook the business and tech world. Wall Street Journal reporters Kirsten Grind and Katherine

Sayre quickly realized the importance of the story because of Hsieh’s stature in the industry,

but as they dug into the details of his final months, they realized there was a bigger story to tell.

They found that Hsieh’s obsession with happiness masked his darker struggles with addiction,

mental health, and loneliness. In the last year of his life, he spiraled out of control, cycling out

of rehab and into the waiting arms of friends who enabled his worst behavior, even as he

bankrolled them from his billion-dollar fortune.Happy at Any Cost sheds light on one of the

most venerated, yet vulnerable, business leaders of our time. It's about our culture’s intense

need to find “happiness” at all costs, our misguided worship of entrepreneurs, the stigmas still

surrounding mental health, and how the trappings of fame can mask all types of deeper

problems. In turn, it reveals how we conceptualize success—and define happiness—in our

modern age.
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For Steve Grind.Even though I dedicated my first book to him, he deserves it even more this

time.—KirstenFor my mom—Katherine

You will never be happy if you continue to search for what happiness consists of. You will never

live if you are looking for the meaning of life.—Albert Camus

NOTE TO READERSTony Hsieh’s sudden death in late November 2020 at only forty-six years

of age sent shock waves through the business community and around the world.One of

America’s most beloved entrepreneurs, Tony was adored and respected for his unconventional

ideas on workplace culture and happiness, which he detailed in his best-selling book,

Delivering Happiness: A Path to Profits, Passion, and Purpose. A near billionaire, he had

almost single-handedly developed downtown Las Vegas over the previous decade. He had built

one of the most joyful companies on earth as chief executive officer of the shoe-selling site

Zappos, now owned by Ebook Tops. Thousands of people around the world, many of whom

didn’t even know him, loved him because of his singular ability to lift people up and see the

best in them.His story might have ended there, with the beautiful obituaries published in

newspapers and magazines that detailed his life and accomplishments, including where we

work as reporters, the Wall Street Journal.But Tony died under mysterious circumstances at a

young age in a shed fire in Connecticut. Almost immediately after his death, we began hearing

stories about his last year as he embarked on a new vision in a new town, Park City, Utah. He

had surrounded himself with people who were taking advantage of him. We were told that

alcohol and drugs had played a role in his death, but we weren’t sure how. We learned that he

might have suffered from mental health issues, possibly worsened by the isolation of the

Covid-19 pandemic. Meanwhile, few details about the fire that had killed him were released in

the weeks after his death, including why Tony was in New London, Connecticut, at all. A much

bigger story needed to be unraveled.As a result, we were faced with a challenge. On the one

hand, we had a mystery: How did Tony Hsieh die? But we also had a biography, the storied

career of a person who saw the world differently and encouraged others to believe in

themselves, to write. And so we ended up with two intertwined stories: one about Tony Hsieh’s

life and one about his death. Because this is a deeply personal story, and to differentiate from

other members of the Hsieh family, we have opted to refer to Tony by his first name throughout,

while we use the last names of other people who are mentioned in this book. The exception is

Jewel, who is commonly referred to by her first name.Tony Hsieh moved to Park City—which

he had often visited for the Sundance Film Festival—in early 2020 after leaving rehab with big

plans. He wanted to boost arts in the community, support local businesses, and bring people

together. It was in some ways modeled after his famous Las Vegas Downtown Project, in which

he had invested $350 million in the development of a struggling part of the city. But like so



many of us, he was privately struggling. He began heavily abusing drugs, exacerbating lifelong

mental health issues that he had always hidden from others. He spent tens of millions of

dollars in just a few months, with people around him vying for pieces of his fortune. It all caught

up with him one night in a riverside house in New London, Connecticut, when a shed he was in

caught fire.We have based this account on more than two hundred interviews with his close

friends, employees, business associates, and others such as lawyers, doctors, consultants,

and professors who interacted with him in the last year of his life and throughout his career.

Some people are quoted on the record; others spoke to us anonymously.This book is also

based on thousands of documents, photos, and videos. We obtained hundreds of police, local

government, business, and court records—from New London, the San Francisco Bay Area,

Las Vegas, and Utah. Some we received through filing Freedom of Information Act requests or

from public disclosures, others from people involved in the story.Related to Tony’s last year in

Park City, we viewed dozens of pictures taken of Tony’s multimillion-dollar mansion in Park City

known as the Ranch, watched videos taken by those who had interacted with him, and

reviewed dozens of employees’ schedules during the summer and fall of 2020. We viewed

internal communications, such as emails and text messages, between members of Tony’s

inner circle. We have detailed our sourcing in full at the back of the book, including our efforts

to obtain some documents that have not been released by Park City officials and responses

from some of the parties involved.We have also benefited from Tony’s own book, Delivering

Happiness, which he published in 2010, as well as a more recent book about Zappos in Tony’s

and his employees’ own words, The Power of WOW: How to Electrify Your Work and Your Life

by Putting Service First.We ask you not to assume that a person or a business that appears

prominently in the narrative, or is mentioned, participated in this book, although every person

and entity cited was given the opportunity to do so. Dialogue is in quotes only when it is

described in a record, or when it was relayed by someone directly involved, or by someone

who witnessed a particular scene. Please keep in mind that even in seemingly private

moments, Tony was nearly always surrounded by multiple friends or employees.A note about

Cirque Lodge, the rehabilitation facility in Utah, in particular: it was enormously generous in

granting us access to its owner, therapists, and other staff. We were allowed to tour its facilities

and experience its program (including a helicopter ride!). However, the employees did not

breach doctor-patient confidentiality by giving us information about Tony Hsieh’s stay there or

his medical condition in general, nor did they discuss any other patients who had visited the

facility.Some of the scenes in this book, particularly at the end, will be hard to digest. We’re

especially aware of how difficult it might be for Tony’s loved ones. This is a story of a business

pioneer who pushed countless boundaries throughout his career but also suffered from

addiction and mental health issues, particularly in his last year. From the very nature of his

death, parts of the story will be disturbing. But at the heart of Tony’s life story is his drive to

connect with people—to solve problems for others and generally make the world a kinder place

in which to live—a legacy that has continued even after his death and that we hope this book

will contribute to.Know that we have chosen the descriptions of his mental, emotional, and

physical states with the utmost care and that we have not included many devastating accounts

and details from friends, employees, and visitors that would have only served to repeat

descriptions of his condition or make the story appear salacious. What we did choose to use,

we did so with the intention of showing his unfortunate decline at a time when many people

around him were taking advantage of his condition. Our primary hope, however, is that through

these carefully selected scenes and details, Tony’s story will serve as a warning to many

others not to ignore looming mental health and addiction issues.Indeed, many of the people we



spoke to for this book were understandably concerned about how Tony’s last year would

ultimately reflect on his legacy as a vaunted entrepreneur and beloved CEO. We would argue

that not only will that legacy remain but one of his more unexpected gifts to the world will be to

serve as an example of someone who could have been saved, by himself or others, if mental

health issues weren’t so stigmatized. Tony’s struggles are also emblematic of the impossible

expectations, often unspoken, that we place on society’s most respected figures—those whom

we look to for answers and perfection. It is our hope that his story will shine a light on these

issues, possibly helping others in the process.If you or someone you know is struggling, we

have included an appendix with information on mental health and substance abuse resources.

Our goal in telling Tony’s story is to break the cycle of silence and isolation around these

issues with the hope of destigmatizing reaching out for help when you’re struggling. People are

there to help, even when it might not seem like it, and the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline,

1-800-273-8255, and Crisis Text Line, 741741, provide immediate, around-the-clock

assistance.A fuller list of mental health resources can be found at the end of the book.

PROLOGUE “A FREAK ACCIDENT”New London, Connecticut, November 18–19, 2020Fire

Chief Thomas Curcio drove across the dark neighborhoods of New London, Connecticut, in the

early morning of November 18, 2020, the crackling sound of his car scanner the only noise

breaking the silence in his SUV.He had been awakened by a call to his cell phone around 3:30

a.m. by dispatch with reports of a fire and a person trapped inside a house or possibly a nearby

structure.That wasn’t unusual. New London is only six square miles, with a population of about

27,000, but it is a densely populated urban area—“like someone took a slice out of New York

City,” his fire marshal, Vernon Skau, likes to tell people. The small department is busy enough

on most days, handling about 7,500 calls a year. A large glass cabinet at the fire station

showcases pictures and artifacts from some of New London’s most memorable fires, large and

small: a blown fuse at a fast-food restaurant that had charred the inside; a Samsung cell phone

that had exploded.Once the largest of a string of affluent coastal towns in southeastern

Connecticut, New London has been in decline since the 1980s, when the Crystal Mall opened

on the outskirts of town, sucking business away from local shops on State and Bank Streets in

the downtown area. A recent attempt to infuse arts into the city stalled during the Covid-19

pandemic.Chief Curcio was born and raised in New London and has worked at its fire

department since he was twenty-two. As a kid, he pretended to respond to fires using his

Matchbox toy cars. He had been given the top job at the department two years earlier, at an

official ceremony covered by the local newspaper.Fifty-eight now, with salt-and-pepper hair and

a pleasing New England accent, Curcio knows many of New London’s residents by name and

its streets by heart. The address of the fire, 500 Pequot Avenue, was only half a mile away from

his house in a high-end neighborhood of New London. It was the middle of the night and

freezing—about 20 degrees Fahrenheit.He was not the first to arrive. It was a serious incident,

and New London’s three fire trucks, including a ladder truck, had been dispatched to the scene.

Several police cars and an ambulance had also pulled up in front of a fairly large gray house,

not unlike others on the residential street overlooking the water. Curcio knew its previous

owner, a local doctor, but not who lived there currently.If it was a house fire, it didn’t look

serious upon arrival. A thin plume of smoke rose from the backyard. The front of the house,

with a sloping roof and a round attic window, appeared undamaged. Most of the lights were on,

turning the property into a glowing beacon in the middle of a very dark street. Curcio stepped

out of his SUV in his firefighting gear and a face mask, a department precaution during the

pandemic.As he hurried across the street, he could see the ambulance crew loading a man on



a stretcher into the back of the ambulance. The person appeared to be alive but unconscious,

with an oxygen mask strapped around his head.Curcio didn’t stop to examine him further. His

job as chief was to direct the firefighters at the scene while also performing an initial evaluation

of what had occurred. He went to the backyard, where several of his colleagues were gathered

around a small shed attached to the house.The shed faced a rectangular pool, which was

covered for the winter months, and beyond a short wall at the end of the property, Curcio knew,

was the Thames River, although he couldn’t see it in the darkness. In New London, the

Thames River spills into Long Island Sound.The shed was where the man who had been

pulled out had been found. He had been lying on a blanket inside, unconscious. The wooden

door had been locked, and firefighters had had to pry it open with “forcible hand entry tools” to

pull him out, a later fire department report said. “He’s barricaded,” one rescue worker shouted

into her radio to a dispatcher. The man hadn’t been badly burned, and the fire had been put out

right away.Parts of the inside still smoldered, and it was a jumble of beach chairs and long

foam floaties used in pools. A propane space heater was partially charred, as was the edge of

the blanket the man had been lying on. A candle had tipped over, spilling wax over a plastic

ziplock bag stuffed with Post-it notes. Small metal canisters littered the ground that fire

investigators later identified as cartridges of nitrous oxide, the kind you might attach to a

whipped cream dispenser, known as whippets. Cigarettes were strewn around, and a pool of

Tiki torch fluid had spilled onto the floor. All of those objects Curcio’s department would later

describe as possible causes of the fire.Curcio moved on to the basement of the house, which

was attached to the shed and could be accessed by sliding doors from the backyard. The

basement could theoretically have been harmed during a fire. It was there that he saw

something unusual.All of the walls of the finished room were covered in bright yellow sticky

notes, a mosaic of paper squares that traveled all the way to the ceiling. Words and messages

were scrawled on them, but Curcio couldn’t make out what they said. “The man must be a

scientist or an engineer,” he thought to himself, “someone who lays out their thoughts on many

pieces of paper, like a map.” In addition to his day job, Curcio worked part-time at Lawrence +

Memorial Hospital nearby, performing stress tests on patients in the cardiology department. He

would sometimes see sticky notes or other scraps of paper tacked up on meeting room

walls.Soon Curcio’s phone lit up with a text message. The New London police chief, also on the

scene, had sent the name of the victim to everyone else working there: Tony Hsieh. The chief

speculated in his text that he might be the CEO of the online shoe retailer Zappos. Later the

fire chief researched Tony more.He found that Tony Hsieh (pronounced “Shay”) was only forty-

six and had become something of a business legend through his nearly two decades at the

helm of Zappos, the online shoe company now owned by Ebook Tops. Tony was known

worldwide for his radical ideas about company culture and had led a redevelopment of

downtown Las Vegas, plowing hundreds of millions of dollars into the downtown area of the city

and funding dozens of new companies. Early in his career, before Zappos, he had sold a

startup to Microsoft during the internet boom of the 1990s, cementing his reputation as a

genius entrepreneur. Later Chief Curcio would ask his wife to buy him a copy of Tony’s best-

selling book, Delivering Happiness, for Christmas. The book, published in 2010, detailed Tony’s

life and the company culture at Zappos, inspiring business leaders, government officials, and

readers around the world.Tony’s ties to New London were unclear; the articles Curcio found all

showed that Tony lived in Las Vegas but had recently been buying properties in Park City,

Utah.In a later police report, one officer at the scene of the fire had also googled Tony and

written the barest of details, likely from his Wikipedia page: Anthony “Tony” Hsieh was an

“American Entrepreneur and venture capitalist who has a net worth of $850 million dollars. He



was born in Illinois on 12-12-73 and grew up in California. He earned his Computer Science

degree at Harvard University. He retired as the CEO of Zappos in August 2020, after 21

years.”The night of the fire, the firefighters and police noticed three large Mercedes passenger

vans, the kind that transport celebrities to events, parked in front of the house on Pequot

Avenue. In New London, where the streets are filled with more economical vehicles, they stood

out. Inside one of the vans, a group of men and women sat silently, looking shaken.Curcio and

his team soon learned that many of them were employees of the wealthy businessman. The

fire department had split up the interviewing with the police, a standard procedure in an

investigation with many witnesses. An officer spoke to one of them, Brett Gorman, who

described himself as an employee of Tony’s. Gorman said he was engaged to another

employee, a young woman named Elizabeth Pezzello.When the officer asked for more

information about Tony, Gorman explained that Tony had several investments in and out of the

country. The officer asked him to elaborate, but he just shrugged.“Does the business have a

name?” the officer prodded.“No,” Gorman replied.“Well, how does the business make

money?”Gorman laughed. “I don’t mean ‘business’ in that way, as in making money,” he said.

“Tony is very rich, and he is retired except for a project we have going on in Utah.”He, Pezzello,

and three other employees, he told the officer, were part of Tony’s “core team.”The Mercedes

vans had been waiting to take them all on a trip to Hawaii.How does an accomplished chief

executive officer, one of America’s most beloved entrepreneurs, end up in a burning shed

thousands of miles away from his home city of Las Vegas in the middle of a devastating

pandemic?As reporters at the Wall Street Journal, we wanted to find the answer. In stories for

the Journal in 2020 and 2021, we explored Tony’s struggles with alcohol and, later, drugs. We

deeply examined the entourage who surrounded him in Park City, Utah, during 2020, a group

of friends and employees—including his own brother—many of whom enabled Tony’s

worsening drug addiction while feeding off his wealth.But we quickly realized that Tony’s path

to the burning shed in New London, Connecticut, was much more complicated and

heartbreaking than we had first realized. His journey had actually started years earlier, with a

fundamental goal that many people can surely relate to: he wanted to be happy. His desire to

achieve happiness, and especially to spread it to those around him, was so great that he

staked his entire career, and his livelihood, on that goal. It was his life’s mission, and it was

ultimately his downfall.At Zappos, he infused the company with a culture known for its

outrageous parties, constant happy hours, and a list of values that encouraged workers to be

“a little weird,” an unusual workplace renaissance he detailed in his book, Delivering

Happiness. Determined to bring joy to people who bought shoes from Zappos and those who

worked for him, he believed strongly in the value of customer service and in building a

workplace culture that would allow all employees to be themselves.With the line between

friends and employees already blurred, Tony took his happiness goal one step further by

empowering his workers to take on more responsibility in a much-watched management

experiment called holacracy. This decentralized organizational theory meant that he refused to

adhere to a traditional company structure or the confines of a chief executive officer role; he

thought everyone should be empowered to achieve his or her own goals.In downtown Las

Vegas, Tony Hsieh dedicated $350 million of his own fortune to turning the forgotten corner of

the city into an urban theme park filled with brightly colored art, bars, and event venues. He

wooed entrepreneurs from across the country, investing in their businesses in exchange for

their moving to Vegas. He asked his friends and acquaintances, “What do you need to live up

to your full potential?” and then gave them the money or time they required. He rarely directed

those questions inward, in part to avoid addressing his own problems. He failed to take care of



himself.Tony was endlessly generous. He never asked for anything in return.Across the tech

industry, charismatic, eccentric innovators have often been exalted—lifted up and put onto

unrealistic pedestals for the rest of us to admire or vilify. Tony Hsieh was no different, and he

was viewed as a sort of business culture messiah, a leader who could solve all the riddles

plaguing the workplace. Thousands of business owners, government officials, and academics

made the pilgrimage to Zappos each year to learn from his genius.But the relentless pursuit of

happiness has a darker side. Beneath his public, happiness-focused veneer, Tony struggled

privately: he had undiagnosed mental health issues and facial recognition problems that he

kept hidden from even some of his closest friends. Across Silicon Valley, a work-until-you-break

ethos is common as superstar CEOs and founders race to build products they believe will help

humanity, whether they are operating social media platforms, renting out coworking space, or

selling shoes. There is no time to stop. There is no room to stumble.Only recently has it

become more accepted for high-performing people such as CEOs, celebrities, and athletes—

the tennis star Naomi Osaka and the Olympic gymnast Simone Biles, for example—to admit

that they need a break. There is, however, still a great stigma.

PROLOGUE “A FREAK ACCIDENT”New London, Connecticut, November 18–19, 2020Fire

Chief Thomas Curcio drove across the dark neighborhoods of New London, Connecticut, in the

early morning of November 18, 2020, the crackling sound of his car scanner the only noise

breaking the silence in his SUV.He had been awakened by a call to his cell phone around 3:30

a.m. by dispatch with reports of a fire and a person trapped inside a house or possibly a nearby

structure.That wasn’t unusual. New London is only six square miles, with a population of about

27,000, but it is a densely populated urban area—“like someone took a slice out of New York

City,” his fire marshal, Vernon Skau, likes to tell people. The small department is busy enough

on most days, handling about 7,500 calls a year. A large glass cabinet at the fire station

showcases pictures and artifacts from some of New London’s most memorable fires, large and

small: a blown fuse at a fast-food restaurant that had charred the inside; a Samsung cell phone

that had exploded.Once the largest of a string of affluent coastal towns in southeastern

Connecticut, New London has been in decline since the 1980s, when the Crystal Mall opened

on the outskirts of town, sucking business away from local shops on State and Bank Streets in

the downtown area. A recent attempt to infuse arts into the city stalled during the Covid-19

pandemic.Chief Curcio was born and raised in New London and has worked at its fire

department since he was twenty-two. As a kid, he pretended to respond to fires using his

Matchbox toy cars. He had been given the top job at the department two years earlier, at an

official ceremony covered by the local newspaper.Fifty-eight now, with salt-and-pepper hair and

a pleasing New England accent, Curcio knows many of New London’s residents by name and

its streets by heart. The address of the fire, 500 Pequot Avenue, was only half a mile away from

his house in a high-end neighborhood of New London. It was the middle of the night and

freezing—about 20 degrees Fahrenheit.He was not the first to arrive. It was a serious incident,

and New London’s three fire trucks, including a ladder truck, had been dispatched to the scene.

Several police cars and an ambulance had also pulled up in front of a fairly large gray house,

not unlike others on the residential street overlooking the water. Curcio knew its previous

owner, a local doctor, but not who lived there currently.If it was a house fire, it didn’t look

serious upon arrival. A thin plume of smoke rose from the backyard. The front of the house,

with a sloping roof and a round attic window, appeared undamaged. Most of the lights were on,

turning the property into a glowing beacon in the middle of a very dark street. Curcio stepped

out of his SUV in his firefighting gear and a face mask, a department precaution during the



pandemic.As he hurried across the street, he could see the ambulance crew loading a man on

a stretcher into the back of the ambulance. The person appeared to be alive but unconscious,

with an oxygen mask strapped around his head.Curcio didn’t stop to examine him further. His

job as chief was to direct the firefighters at the scene while also performing an initial evaluation

of what had occurred. He went to the backyard, where several of his colleagues were gathered

around a small shed attached to the house.The shed faced a rectangular pool, which was

covered for the winter months, and beyond a short wall at the end of the property, Curcio knew,

was the Thames River, although he couldn’t see it in the darkness. In New London, the

Thames River spills into Long Island Sound.The shed was where the man who had been

pulled out had been found. He had been lying on a blanket inside, unconscious. The wooden

door had been locked, and firefighters had had to pry it open with “forcible hand entry tools” to

pull him out, a later fire department report said. “He’s barricaded,” one rescue worker shouted

into her radio to a dispatcher. The man hadn’t been badly burned, and the fire had been put out

right away.Parts of the inside still smoldered, and it was a jumble of beach chairs and long

foam floaties used in pools. A propane space heater was partially charred, as was the edge of

the blanket the man had been lying on. A candle had tipped over, spilling wax over a plastic

ziplock bag stuffed with Post-it notes. Small metal canisters littered the ground that fire

investigators later identified as cartridges of nitrous oxide, the kind you might attach to a

whipped cream dispenser, known as whippets. Cigarettes were strewn around, and a pool of

Tiki torch fluid had spilled onto the floor. All of those objects Curcio’s department would later

describe as possible causes of the fire.Curcio moved on to the basement of the house, which

was attached to the shed and could be accessed by sliding doors from the backyard. The

basement could theoretically have been harmed during a fire. It was there that he saw

something unusual.All of the walls of the finished room were covered in bright yellow sticky

notes, a mosaic of paper squares that traveled all the way to the ceiling. Words and messages

were scrawled on them, but Curcio couldn’t make out what they said. “The man must be a

scientist or an engineer,” he thought to himself, “someone who lays out their thoughts on many

pieces of paper, like a map.” In addition to his day job, Curcio worked part-time at Lawrence +

Memorial Hospital nearby, performing stress tests on patients in the cardiology department. He

would sometimes see sticky notes or other scraps of paper tacked up on meeting room

walls.Soon Curcio’s phone lit up with a text message. The New London police chief, also on the

scene, had sent the name of the victim to everyone else working there: Tony Hsieh. The chief

speculated in his text that he might be the CEO of the online shoe retailer Zappos. Later the

fire chief researched Tony more.He found that Tony Hsieh (pronounced “Shay”) was only forty-

six and had become something of a business legend through his nearly two decades at the

helm of Zappos, the online shoe company now owned by Ebook Tops. Tony was known

worldwide for his radical ideas about company culture and had led a redevelopment of

downtown Las Vegas, plowing hundreds of millions of dollars into the downtown area of the city

and funding dozens of new companies. Early in his career, before Zappos, he had sold a

startup to Microsoft during the internet boom of the 1990s, cementing his reputation as a

genius entrepreneur. Later Chief Curcio would ask his wife to buy him a copy of Tony’s best-

selling book, Delivering Happiness, for Christmas. The book, published in 2010, detailed Tony’s

life and the company culture at Zappos, inspiring business leaders, government officials, and

readers around the world.Tony’s ties to New London were unclear; the articles Curcio found all

showed that Tony lived in Las Vegas but had recently been buying properties in Park City,

Utah.In a later police report, one officer at the scene of the fire had also googled Tony and

written the barest of details, likely from his Wikipedia page: Anthony “Tony” Hsieh was an



“American Entrepreneur and venture capitalist who has a net worth of $850 million dollars. He

was born in Illinois on 12-12-73 and grew up in California. He earned his Computer Science

degree at Harvard University. He retired as the CEO of Zappos in August 2020, after 21

years.”The night of the fire, the firefighters and police noticed three large Mercedes passenger

vans, the kind that transport celebrities to events, parked in front of the house on Pequot

Avenue. In New London, where the streets are filled with more economical vehicles, they stood

out. Inside one of the vans, a group of men and women sat silently, looking shaken.Curcio and

his team soon learned that many of them were employees of the wealthy businessman. The

fire department had split up the interviewing with the police, a standard procedure in an

investigation with many witnesses. An officer spoke to one of them, Brett Gorman, who

described himself as an employee of Tony’s. Gorman said he was engaged to another

employee, a young woman named Elizabeth Pezzello.When the officer asked for more

information about Tony, Gorman explained that Tony had several investments in and out of the

country. The officer asked him to elaborate, but he just shrugged.“Does the business have a

name?” the officer prodded.“No,” Gorman replied.“Well, how does the business make

money?”Gorman laughed. “I don’t mean ‘business’ in that way, as in making money,” he said.

“Tony is very rich, and he is retired except for a project we have going on in Utah.”He, Pezzello,

and three other employees, he told the officer, were part of Tony’s “core team.”The Mercedes

vans had been waiting to take them all on a trip to Hawaii.How does an accomplished chief

executive officer, one of America’s most beloved entrepreneurs, end up in a burning shed

thousands of miles away from his home city of Las Vegas in the middle of a devastating

pandemic?As reporters at the Wall Street Journal, we wanted to find the answer. In stories for

the Journal in 2020 and 2021, we explored Tony’s struggles with alcohol and, later, drugs. We

deeply examined the entourage who surrounded him in Park City, Utah, during 2020, a group

of friends and employees—including his own brother—many of whom enabled Tony’s

worsening drug addiction while feeding off his wealth.But we quickly realized that Tony’s path

to the burning shed in New London, Connecticut, was much more complicated and

heartbreaking than we had first realized. His journey had actually started years earlier, with a

fundamental goal that many people can surely relate to: he wanted to be happy. His desire to

achieve happiness, and especially to spread it to those around him, was so great that he

staked his entire career, and his livelihood, on that goal. It was his life’s mission, and it was

ultimately his downfall.At Zappos, he infused the company with a culture known for its

outrageous parties, constant happy hours, and a list of values that encouraged workers to be

“a little weird,” an unusual workplace renaissance he detailed in his book, Delivering

Happiness. Determined to bring joy to people who bought shoes from Zappos and those who

worked for him, he believed strongly in the value of customer service and in building a

workplace culture that would allow all employees to be themselves.With the line between

friends and employees already blurred, Tony took his happiness goal one step further by

empowering his workers to take on more responsibility in a much-watched management

experiment called holacracy. This decentralized organizational theory meant that he refused to

adhere to a traditional company structure or the confines of a chief executive officer role; he

thought everyone should be empowered to achieve his or her own goals.In downtown Las

Vegas, Tony Hsieh dedicated $350 million of his own fortune to turning the forgotten corner of

the city into an urban theme park filled with brightly colored art, bars, and event venues. He

wooed entrepreneurs from across the country, investing in their businesses in exchange for

their moving to Vegas. He asked his friends and acquaintances, “What do you need to live up

to your full potential?” and then gave them the money or time they required. He rarely directed



those questions inward, in part to avoid addressing his own problems. He failed to take care of

himself.Tony was endlessly generous. He never asked for anything in return.Across the tech

industry, charismatic, eccentric innovators have often been exalted—lifted up and put onto

unrealistic pedestals for the rest of us to admire or vilify. Tony Hsieh was no different, and he

was viewed as a sort of business culture messiah, a leader who could solve all the riddles

plaguing the workplace. Thousands of business owners, government officials, and academics

made the pilgrimage to Zappos each year to learn from his genius.But the relentless pursuit of

happiness has a darker side. Beneath his public, happiness-focused veneer, Tony struggled

privately: he had undiagnosed mental health issues and facial recognition problems that he

kept hidden from even some of his closest friends. Across Silicon Valley, a work-until-you-break

ethos is common as superstar CEOs and founders race to build products they believe will help

humanity, whether they are operating social media platforms, renting out coworking space, or

selling shoes. There is no time to stop. There is no room to stumble.Only recently has it

become more accepted for high-performing people such as CEOs, celebrities, and athletes—

the tennis star Naomi Osaka and the Olympic gymnast Simone Biles, for example—to admit

that they need a break. There is, however, still a great stigma.Tony, despite his close friendship

with the singer and songwriter Jewel, a mental health expert in her own right, refused to seek

help, always believing, as many in the tech industry do, that he could somehow hack his own

problems through diet or exercise or cold baths. The Covid-19 pandemic and the resulting

quarantine away from his closest friends took a terrible toll on him. Tony never married or had

children.Always a heavy drinker—a way of life, particularly at ZapposI—Tony increased his

drinking in the latter years of his life as he continued to ignore his own internal suffering in the

pursuit of others’ happiness. Even in his darkest moments, he wanted to make sure that those

around him felt they were loved and taken care of.Ultimately, he turned to drugs—ketamine

and nitrous oxide—to help free his mind and to try to find some relief.His life reached a

devastating conclusion in Park City, Utah, where he tried to build a utopian community in 2020.

He wanted his loved ones, and the people of the world, to live together free of Covid-19 and

achieve the lasting peace he sought. By that time, though, his mental health problems had

worsened, and he suffered a series of breakdowns that could no longer be ignored.By that

point in his life, though, a new entourage surrounded him, including his brother. At their best,

many of these people, paid handsomely from Tony’s fortune and beholden to a man they

worshipped, simply stood by as he unraveled before them. At their worst, others enabled all his

most terrible instincts and drug use. By the time he locked himself into a shed in New London,

Connecticut, in November 2020 at a house owned by a woman considered to be his “soul

mate,” Tony was lost, a wisp of the man so many people had loved.The man peddling

happiness couldn’t make himself happy. By the time his friends and family tried to save him, it

was too late.This is the story of one great and flawed entrepreneur and the long, fateful journey

he took to try to make the world a better place. It is also the story of a man who struggled

silently with his inner turmoil for decades, even as he was surrounded by dozens of people

who loved him and, in the end, some others who didn’t.More than anything, it is the story of the

great desire in all of us to find happiness, and bring happiness to others, at any cost.Two days

after the shed fire in late November 2020, a neighbor, Patricia Richardson, was at her house in

New London, which shared a side yard with the site of the shed fire, 500 Pequot Avenue.The

former publisher of the local newspaper, The Day, Richardson didn’t know her neighbors well,

since they were almost never home. When she did see them, they seemed nice, and polite.A

group of them had moved in that September of 2020, but the house appeared to be owned by

just one of them, Rachael Brown, whom Richardson had greeted on several occasions. Brown



was a middle-aged woman, friendly enough, with light brown hair that looked like it had been

dyed blonde.One day in the fall of 2020, Richardson had looked down into her side yard to find

a small lavender metal canister that fit into the palm of her hand. She had no idea what it was

and, after examining it a little, had thrown it away. By that time, she had heard about Tony

Hsieh and knew he was somehow affiliated with the property. She’d looked him up but had

never seen him.The house at 500 Pequot Avenue stood empty for weeks at a time, and when

Brown was home, she was usually with a small group of people. They were generally quiet, but

one time in the fall of 2020 the neighbors were treated to an unusual spectacle. Spotlights were

set up on the side of the house, and a wrestling ring was assembled. A group of people came

out dressed in costume, including the actor David Arquette. Arquette is a former professional

wrestler and a friend of Tony’s, but the neighbors didn’t know that.On the night of the fire in late

November 2020, Richardson woke up to the sound of several people screaming outside.

“Tony!” she heard the people yell. “Tony!”She rushed to open her sliding glass door and looked

over her balcony, from which she could see Brown’s backyard. A woman was on the neighbor’s

balcony, pacing and yelling “1014!” over and over. Richardson later learned that it was the code

to the nearby pool shed. Below, she saw two men clawing desperately at the door of the shed,

which appeared to be locked. An alarm blared.Richardson couldn’t figure out what was going

on until she heard one of the neighbors yell something about a fire. She immediately ran back

inside and called the police. Later she watched from her yard as thick smoke poured from the

shed. It smelled acrid, like an electrical fire.Across the fence the next morning, she saw one of

the neighbors, a man named Anthony Hebert who visited there sometimes with Brown. There

was a memorial on their side of the fence, a tacky, brightly colored thing that appeared to be

marking a small grave. The memorial included a stack of white rocks, a bird feeder, two Tiki

torches, and plastic flowers arranged over an arch.Hebert greeted her and explained,

“Rachael’s dog died. It was really old and blind and sick, and she’s really upset.“And now her

friend…” he trailed off. Richardson told him she had called the police the night before and said

she hoped their friend would be okay. The details of who had been pulled from the shed had

not yet made national news. Soon reporters from all over the country would be stationed on the

residential street, and Richardson would be followed by camera drones as she walked down

the beach.“It was a freak accident,” Hebert acknowledged, “but he’s young. He’s going to be

okay.“It was really just a freak accident.”I. Zappos has a drug- and alcohol-use policy that

prohibits illegal drug use in the workplace and requires that any alcohol consumption at

company offices or at work-related events be done responsibly.
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Owen Carver, “The most honest, full, and human portrait of my former employer and friend that

I've read.. I worked at Zappos from 2004 until the summer of 2007 starting in their San

Francisco call center, moving 2 months later to Las Vegas and eventually joining their first-ever

8 person culture & customer service training team which Rachel Brown headed at the time.

Like most Zappos employees at the time I got to know Tony well through parties at his home,

regular monthly meetings and chats at the office, and the tight-knit and highly engaging

whirlwind of company culture which during my time there was taking shape and maturing. I've

followed Tony and Zappos from a distance after leaving the company to start my own

businesses, and kept in touch with many of the friends I made there over the years. I believe

this book has done an incredible job of realistically presenting the best aspects of Tony's

personality, life, vision, and journey along with his all of his natural unique imperfections and

humanity at the same time. Many people who knew Tony personally might hesitate to read this

book for fear that it presents a dominantly negative narrative about his life and the

circumstances and happenings that preceded his passing. However I feel this book has

presented a myriad of illuminating and often endearing stories about Tony that will shine new

positive light into the hearts of those who knew him well. It does of course also document the

greatest challenges Tony and those around him faced in his later years as his behavior

patterns became less healthy. Ultimately I believe this book achieves 3 great things that make

it perhaps the most important book to read about Tony. 1) It presents the most full and

comprehensive account of Tony's life, successes, challenges, and failures, a beautiful portrait

of a person who, like all of us, at his heart is fully human and in search of fulfillment. 2)

Through its honest portrayal of Tony's challenges with drugs and addiction it can serve as a

guide and series of lessons for others who may be suffering from addiction or mental health or

knows someone who is. Mental health is one of the greatest challenges in the United States

today and the world needs more honest accounts of how truly difficult it is to try to find healthy

solutions and treatment for ourselves or those we love. 3) Lastly, the book, despite its perhaps

ominous appearing cover and title, negotiated the incredibly complex subject of Tony's life,

relationships, and work with a spectacular level of delicacy, fairness, objectivity, and journalistic

integrity. I'm extremely impressed that the authors were able to approach such delicate subject-

matter in such a professional way while at the same time repeatedly presenting the earnest

humanity and generosity that Tony so embodied. I believe the authors have given the world a

powerful gift with this book, and I hope that everyone who reads it can take the time to reflect

on and appreciate the love, grace, and lessons that can be found in this sad but beautifully

constructed book.”

Dean Rotbart, “A Riveting Examination of an Entrepreneur Who Was Simultaneously Great

and Deeply Flawed. The life and death of Tony Hsieh, the billionaire CEO of online shoe-seller

Zappos, is a master class in visionary business leadership and a cautionary tale about how

fame can mask profound problems.Hsieh aspired to bring happiness to the world, but could't

find it for himself.Grind and Sayre to a terrific job of telling the story behind Hsieh's

entrepreneurial success, his obsession with happiness, and how his struggles with addiction,

mental health, and loneliness led to his ultimate, untimely demise.The two authors believe that

Tony Hsieh's legacy will not only include his accomplishments as a vaunted entrepreneur and

beloved CEO but also that one of his more unexpected gifts to the world will be to serve as an

example of someone who could have been saved, by himself or others, if mental health issues

weren’t so stigmatized.”



2muchstuff, “Honest, Thought-Provoking and thankfully Not Salacious. When I learned of this

project, my concern was that the details of Tony Hsieh's last years would be used as a source

of voyeuristic confection. Thankfully, the resulting book is nothing of the kind. The authors take

great care to present an honest report of the details as they found them, without giving in to the

temptation to gossip. This book was written by solid journalists seeking to tell a factual account,

not tabloid columnists looking to dig up dirt. In the end, they present a cautionary tale about the

curse of success and reveal a complex human being whose life hold lessons for us all. I highly

recommend this book.”

Man of the North, “A Wild Ride. This book is superb. Full stop. Grind and Sayre get inside Tony

Hsieh’s horrible drug-fueled death spiral while deftly handling his mental illness issues. At the

same the book captures the insane corporate culture at Zappos. I buy shoes from the website

but had no idea what was going on behind the scenes. This book is a wild ride, and I was

holding on tight for it all. Read it from start to finish in one sitting.”

The book by Kirsten Grind has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 82 people have provided feedback.
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