


That's what Andy Rubin was asking Larry Page. It was a spring day in 2005, and
the two were in a conference room just off the main lobby at Google's head-
quarters. A simple yes and Rubin would have walked away happy. • They had
met three years before, when Rubin
was about to launch a smartphone
he'd invented called the Sidekick. At
the time, Google was just an up-and-
comer, trailing AOL and even Lycos
in traffic. But Rubin, a well-known
Silicon Valley player, chose Google as
the Sidekick's default search engine.
Page was flattered by the unexpected
endorsement. So when Rubin called
out of the blue and requested this
meeting, well, Page couldn't say no.
• The Google cofounder arrived late,
as usual. Rubin walked to the white-
board and began his pitch. There
were nearly 700 million cell phones
sold each year compared with fewer
than 200 million PCs—and the gap
was widening. Increasingly, he said,
phones were the way people wanted
to connect with each other and with
everything else. Yet the mobile indus-
try was stuck in the dark ages. Unlike
the Web, where open standards had
fostered a multitude of cool compa-
nies and applications, mobile was a
tyrannical, closed system, repelling
all innovators and disrupters who
tried to gain entrance. • Rubin said his
startup, called Android, had the solu-
tion: a free, open source mobile plat-
form that any coder could write for
and any handset maker could install.
He would make his money by sell-
ing support for the system—security
services, say, or email management.
Android would have the spirit of

> Known in Silicon Valley as a brilliant
gadget guy, Andy Rubin wants to bring the

coolest bits of the Web to your cell phone.



Linux and the reach of Windows. It would
be a global, open operating system for the
wireless future.

Rubin didn't want money from Page.
He already had funding. What he wanted
was Google's imprimatur—even an email
from Page would do. Rubin figured he could
attract more VC funds with the search giant
on board, possibly with a hint that Google
might be interested in developing its own
branded phone. He pulled out a prototype.

Page picked up the device. He had been
personally frustrated yet fascinated by the
mobile market for years. He already knew
the numbers—he didn't need Rubin to tell

him how many PCs and mobile
phones were out there. He also
knew that it added up to a mas-
sive problem for Google.

The desktop metaphor was
fading. Phones were going to
replace PCs as the main gateway
to the Internet, and they were
going to do it soon. Why would
consumers tether themselves to
a PC when phones were growing
more and more powerful—and
were cheaper, too?

But because cell phones ran on
different software, had less mem-
ory, and operated under the con-
straints of pay-per-byte wireless
networks, the mobile Web was a
stripped-down, mimeographed
version of the real thing. Read-

the always-connected consumer whenever
and wherever needed. That was easy on
PCs, but phones didn't play nice with the
cloud. Google dominated the Web today, but
tomorrow might be a different story.

Working the problem had been a night-
mare. Google engineers had a closet overflow-
ing with mobile phones to test the company's
wireless applications—mobile Google, Blog-
ger, search over SMS. There were dozens
of operating systems to navigate, a mobile
Tower of Babel completely at odds with the
easy access and universall anguage of theWeb.

What worried Page most was
that the only firm from the PC
world that seemed to be suc-
cessfully navigating the mobile
labyrinth was Microsoft, one
of Google's biggest rivals. The
Windows Mobile platform had
less than 10 percent of the US smartphone
market, but it was growing fast. Microsoft's
system, however, was the ugly stepsister of
what Rubin was proposing: Redmond exec-
utives cared less about opening up the Net
to mobile users than about tying the mobile
operating system into its desktop dominance.
A decade ago, Microsoft had underestimated
the growth of the Web and then lost control of
it to Google. Now it looked like it was Google's
turn to be caught flat-footed.

If Google had it bad, users had it worse.
Every year since 2002, the wireless sector
managed to place at or near the top of the
Better Business Bureau's tally of the most

ing and surfing and—more to the
point—viewing Google ads was
a slow, stultifying chore. Even
worse, a second-class Web could
derail Google's grand strategy.
The company was trying to worm
its way deeper into users' lives
by hosting applications and
personal files on Google serv-
ers, then dishing them out to

complained-about industries. Americans
would rather do business with a used-car
salesman or a collection agent than with
a customer service rep for, say, T-Mobile
or Motorola. And who could blame them?
The plans were expensive, pricing was com-
plex and capricious, and the phones never
lived up to expectations. Constant innova-
tion, the first principle of Page and Rubin's
world, was anathema to phone companies.

There had to be pent-up demand out there
for something better.

So was Rubin's pitch interesting to Page?
Absolutely. But he didn't want to stick his
logo on Rubin's phone. Or write a supportive
email. He had a better idea: Google would
buy Android.

Rubin was floored. He had come in look-
ing for an encouraging word and left with
the biggest payday in his life. (The eventual
purchase price was estimated at as much as
$50 million.) Now all he had to do was live
up to his own hype.

O O G L E ' S MODEL is to build a killer app,
then monetize it later," Rubin says. We're sit-
ting in another conference room across the
street from where he and Page struck their
deal three years ago. The building, which
houses Google's mobile division, is Rubin's
domain now. There's a self-piloting model
helicopter bearing an Android logo parked
in the hall—Rubin builds them in his spare
time. Beyond are floors of people who think
of nothing but the cellular future of their
employer. In the lobby, a flatscreen TV shows a
spinning globe with animated flares erupting
wherever people are using Google to search
from their mobile phones. This fall, when the
first Android phones hit the market, those
flares will presumably flame even higher.

Rubin is tall and skinny and a casual
dresser even by Google standards. He's 45
but seems younger. Sitting with one leg

tucked beneath him, he
explains the mission of
the Googlefied Android
to me, but I barely follow
the words. I'm staring at
his phone. It's clearly a
demo—black, scuffed,
covered with fingerprints;
most of the face is taken
up by the screen. Rubin
absentmindedly slides it
around the big wooden

table, then picks it up and shifts it from hand
to hand. It's maddening. All I want to do is
get a closer look at his killer app.

After Google bought Android in July 2005,
Silicon Valley pulsed with gossip and specu-
lation about what the search giant was plan-
ning. Everyone figured Apple had a phone in
the works and assumed Google must be devel-
oping one too. Rubin and his cofounders, Rich
Miner, Nick Sears, and Chris White, weren't



talking. "Trying to guess Google's next move
recently replaced digging through Steve Jobs'
garbage... at the top of our weekend activities
list," wrote tech blog Engadget. When Apple
unveiled the iPhone last summer, expecta-
tions for a gPhone—could it be called any-
thing else?—grew even more feverish.

But when Google finally broke its silence
in early November, there was nothing about
a gPhone. Instead, there was a press release.
Thirty-four companies—firms like Texas
Instruments, Intel, T-Mobile, and Sprint
Nextel—were joining Google to build a wire-
less interface based on open source Linux
software. The group dubbed itself the Open
Handset Alliance. Competitors sighed in
relief. This was how Google planned to shake
up the nearly trillion-dollar global wireless
market? A consortium?

"Their efforts are just some words on
paper," remarked Steve Ballmer, CEO of
Microsoft, at a conference in Japan. "Another
Linux platform," shrugged the CEO of Sym-
bian, the dominant smartphone operating
system outside the US.

A week later, Google upped the ante. The
company put a free Android software devel-
oper's kit on its Web site and announced the
Developer Challenge, with $10 million in

ferent software options. Android was a fully
customizable system. Any application could
be removed or swapped out for another. Even
the few programs that Google was creating
from scratch—an email app, a contacts mana-
ger—could be replaced with third-party soft-
ware that did the same thing. Google didn't
care how any individual model was pimped

out as long as the hidden Android DNA was
there underneath, keeping everything tied to
the Internet and running smoothly.

The company's theory was that if you make
browsing by phone easy and fun, people
will use it just like a desktop browser, with
Google search as the main port of entry.
Christmas Day 2007 offered Google proof
that the strategy could work. That morning,
people unwrapped their iPhones, powered
them up, clicked on the easy-to-use Safari
browser—and pointed to Google. In 24 hours,
the iPhone, which accounted for fewer than

5 percent of all smartphones worldwide,
drove more traffic to Google than any other
mobile device. If Apple could generate that
much business for Google, surely Google
could do even better for itself. CEO Eric
Schmidt, a BlackBerry man at heart, was ini-
tially skeptical about teaming up with Rubin.
But once he embraced the idea of Android,

prize money to be parceled out to the cre-
ators of the best applications for the new
system—a great social networking tool,
say, or a handwriting recognition program.
The Challenge was an open call; anyone was
invited to take a shot.

Those hoping for a new gadget to rival the
iPhone finally understood that Google had
something radically different in mind. Apple's
device was an end in itself—a self-contained,
jewel-like masterpiece locked in a sleek pro-
tective shell. Android was a means, a seed
intended to grow an entire new wireless fam-
ily tree. Google was never in the
hardware business. There would
be no gPhone—instead, there
would be hundreds of gPhones.

HTC, Motorola, and LG all
announced plans to market new
Android phones in a multitude of
shapes and sizes, each with dif-



he did it with a convert's zeal.
"That is the re-creation of the
Internet. That is the re-creation
of the PC story," Schmidt told
business leaders at the World
Economic Forum in Davos a
month after Christmas. "And it
will happen in the next year."

Rubin finally turns on the bat-
tered phone and launches Google
Maps. "So, here we are," he says,
moving the satellite image of San
Francisco by dragging one finger
along the screen. "This is the Embarcadero.
I can manipulate it. I can zoom." He taps to
focus in on a street view of a truck's license
plate, then clicks to a new application. "Let's
see, let's go to a music player. I can go to Art-
ist here and get my list of—oops, it says the
SD card is missing."

He squints into the tiny card slot. "Hmm,
it's there. Looks like I have a little bit of a
bug." He shrugs, taps on an icon to go to the
browser, and checks out CNN.com. It looks
good—a small but fully functional version
of the Web site. Back when he and Page were
first talking, this would have been amaz-
ing. But now, with the iPhone and other
enhanced smartphones out there? No big
deal. A minute later the battery dies.

He pockets the phone and finishes up. I
can't help feeling a little disappointed. This
is the phone Page is making his big bet on? In
Google's regular line of business, the strat-
egy has always been to unveil innovative,
occasionally flawed products—like Google
Docs—then keep them in beta for months or
years. But people don't want to buy a phone
in beta. Android products have to work right
from the start. Is this really the phone that's
going to change everything?

T WHS DHN MO BRILL'S first time out
of the country, and that made him a little
nervous. But as he gathered his bags in the
Munich airport on a surprisingly warm Janu-
ary morning earlier this year, after the last
leg of a long, exhausting flight from San Fran-
cisco, he looked up to see a Paul Bunyan-
sized BMW grill fixed to the wall. If you're
looking for engineers, he thought, there are
worse places to go than a city that welcomes
you with an oversize Beemer.

Morrill is a software engineer turned
"developer advocate." He's a roving evan-
gelist to the coder world. But that's just
his cover. Morrill's real mission is to make
sure Android triggers a full-on network
effect—that mystical melding of passion
and self-interest that fueled the growth of
behemoths like eBay and Facebook. Google
wants developers to build cool programs
that can draw huge numbers of users, creat-
ing an expanding market that attracts more
developers to build more cool programs to
attract more users. If the $10 million prize
is the spark, Morrill's job is to make sure
there's ignition. Google had dispatched him
to Germany to meet with a small group of
local mobile programmers.

The morning of his talk, Morrill dresses
in his usual uniform, an untucked button-
down over a silk-screened T-shirt, this one
with the image of a friendly green robot,
the Android icon. He walks into the confer-

ence room of the Innside Hotel and stops.
There are almost 200 people, more than
twice what he expected. A dozen develop-
ers are sitting on the floor in the back of the
room, computers propped on their knees.
There are hobbyists, chief technical officers,
indie programmers, and students.

Morrill runs through his prepared remarks
then starts taking questions. They want
to know about Android programming, of
course, but they also ask why Google is doing
this, what the company's expectations are,
and what the criteria will be for awarding
the prize money. At one point, hotel manage-
ment shows up to warn Morrill that the size
of the gathering violates the fire code.

The virus was spreading. At an event the
next day in Israel, the local Google office had
to switch locations to handle the overflow
crowd. In London, registration for the devel-
oper's conference filled up in two hours. Fan-
boys were putting up sites for the platform:
AndroidGuys, Phandroid, Planet Android.
In Thailand, the government carved out an
entire floor of Software Park—a federally
funded business incubator housed in a sky-
scraper north of Bangkok—for Android devel-
opment work. In Japan, quickie books on
Android programming were appearing in
major bookstores. In Chennai, India, attend-
ees at a Nokia developer conference com-
pared notes on Android's coding kit during the
presentations.
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