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If there is one lesson Larry
Brilliant likes to distill from his
life, it is this: Never settle for
one career when nine will do.
Starting out in the 1960s as a
hippy kid from Detroit with a
medical degree and a vague
desire to change the world,
Brilliant drifted into a surreal
series of roles: physician to the Grateful Dead, co-star of a
moie called, Med,icine BalI Carauan, seeker of enlightenment
in India. The turning point came when. on his gurui advice.
Brilliant joincd the World Ilealth Organiations effort io
stamp out sniallpox. "For a doctor erndicaiing a disease is
like climbing Mount nverestl' hc says. It makes vou want to
fiDd othcr mountainsl

Brilliani has been scaling peaks evef since. not in medi
cine but in technology. Undebtanding the body, he discov-
ered, helped hin undeNtmd compDters the science ol
physiology tnnslated into drat oi nehvorks. ID rS85 he foDnd
ed one of the worldt first commer.cial Iniernet ventures, an
online community called the Well. Menbership cost all of
S2 a month, and the well was a huge hit, a piecD6or ofevery
oDlinebusiness from Ana2on.com to eBay. Brillianthad es
tablished a repDLation lbr seeing ihe futur€ before anyone
else and beiDg able to make money oui ofit.

Norv 58. Brilliantjs engaged in his most audacious climb
yet- The business plan he wrole for Cometa Networks ajoint

Pacific Rim-grass roots wireless Iniernet senice that is as
accessible as any mdio sigDal, .nd ofien as fre€ and 6gure
out a way to make you pAy for ii. In the long run, Cometa
anns to be nothing less than thc lvindows ofbusiness Wi-!-i.

Wi-Fi siands for lureless ffdelity, and the Dame is apt.
Most wbo tw it love ii faiihlirlly. No wonder: they ar€ brows
ing the Intemei on laptops untethered by cables, and at the
high speed ol lr megabits a second-fast enoud to let you
waich a movie while youi€ do\wloading ii. "I lvain't much of
a surfer beforel' says Donna Callaghea 37, an omce manngef
and Wi Fi fan in WilmingtoD, N.C. "No!v I'm toinlly addictedl

She: not alone. In 2002,20% ofbusines laplops werc
Wi'Fi enabled. By 2005, analysts believe, drat number vill
be more like 957.. Apple started things rclling in 1999 with
jis Wi Fi system, knoM as AirPort, and in Januaryunveiled
a speedier upgrade called AirPort Extreme. Last monm, rn a
bid ioboosidenand for lapiops (and Intel processor chips),
Intel released Centrino, a mobile t€chnology that features a
Dew mjcrochip and a built-in Wi-Fj receiver

Wheihei anyone will make serious money off ihe tech
nology is an open question. Wi Fi is shaping up to be one
of those destructive technologies-like the Internet that
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venhtre ofAr&T,lBM,Intot and olhers is
A docto, by tram Ds. e\€ry bit as obstacle filled as trying to cu.€
1.  8.1 i , ,  . 'o  ,d  ,  |  .Tdupox o,  gerr in ts  peopte ro pat  ,o  ld l t
. . .  i " - , r . i : . , -  ,n  lo  other \  v ia .omouter  cometar  goal  is  ro
L r , r '  o .or  Jr .  ta lea le lhnolo$ la tbe\p lodintsrne\Fr)
and d Eitalnetworks major city in the U.S., Europe and the
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An Intetengineer
examines a prototype
compurerrhar uses new
chips and other etements
otthe firh s Centrino
Wi-Fi technoogy

deli!€r huge benefits to users while slashins profiL m&-
gins for existng businesses (think of sharGe NeL drd
to travel agencies). Itb easy to see how a blaziDg-fast
connection on a big-screen laptop-anltime, anlvhere-
might pose a threat to 6rms like slrt.t and v.rtzon, which
are investjng bilions of do aru to deljver fancy BG data
seMces o!€r your cell phone or laptop ar slower rates and
steeper fees. Yet there s no proofconsumers $dl pay...No
wircle\s alata-only netlvork in the mrld ha! ever made
money;' wams Andrew Seybold, a wireless anal'st bas€d
in Los catos, Calil That so many have rushed to invest in
Wi'Fi is, he predicts, "the next dotcom disasrerj'

One hurdle is tbe technologys simplicity, and the
ease with which anyone can provide it. Ignore the geeks
who use WiFi s paintul omcial designation, 802.11.
Here's a more faniliar name for th€ technology: radio.
The Wi-Fi card in )our laptop is a receivea and the Wi-
Fi router-which pluSs into a cable or DsL modem at your

More than U.S. road warriors

beiDg that microwave ovens and
some bnnds of cordless phone caD
play havoc witb th€ signal.

The mnge of Omsmission is
ulualy 150 ft. to 300 ft., which
nakes Wi-Fi ideal for hone use. It
also worl(s in most w0rkpla@ ser
tings. Shipping compmies were the
first to see the !"lue ofwi-Fi in wBl€-
housesj FbdEr estimates its WiFi
enabled workers are 309a more pro-
ductive since they've been un-
leasbed. Hospitals and coliege carn-
puses came ne{t. Toda) 574, of aI U.S. rcrporahons. inctuding aI
of the FoRrL NL 1.000. have at lslr a smal{cdle wl-Fi neiw;rt<,
although only a tuw tech-svvy ffrms like Aut@nm md NoE 

 

have
so far dared to rcl out wircles service compmy,wide.

hrrers like cl*o syrt€m, which recently announc€d it would ac-
quire top wirel€ss-router maker Unk F for 9500 milion in stock,"Once p€ople ha!€ wirel€ss inside their offices," sa),s Frar* Keeney,
co-fouDder of the Souttorn c.lftotnh lylr€l@ U.s6 croup, "they
bever nant to go back It's a tremendous producrjvity tool:'

That goes double for road warriors, rhe real
source of potential w€alth in the wider Wi-Fi
world, These are tbe field ssles reps, iDsurance ad-
justers, real estate agents and delivery managers.
There are more than l1 million mad warriors nr
the U.S. aloDe wbo regularly dial jn remotely to
corporate networkr. and 90% of rlem are usinq
slow-ss-mud s6K modems via +adard phoni
lines. The adwntage ofuntethering omce vorkers
js relatively unproved (wont they just instant
rnessage one aDother during meetings?), but even
the most technoplobic cEo can imagine the ben-
efft of her top salesman's being able to tap into the

datsbase minutes before he sits down wirh a
client-and place his order immediately afteNed. "Intujtivel,

I felt there was going to be a market for this in rbe bueness com-
rnunityj' says Ted Schen, a venture capitalist vfth Ap.x p.rrn€E
in New York City, one of the backers of Coneta.

- . regularly.dial in to corporate networks, and 90olo
ot them use slow-as-mud modems and lines

home or of6ce or coffee sbop-is nothing more than a sho(-range
tmnsmitter-receiver. (Heret a pi€ce of trivia for your nexi cock-
tail party: the psten t on which wr-Frrechnolos/ rs ba\ed was 6ted
back rn 1942 by actress Hedy Lamar snd composer ceorge
Antheil.) Wi-Fi uses a frequency long set aside bt the Fcc f;r
quirky radio devices-the doMside

Else$lhete, Bra.nehaa.n-
style batdes tage between th€
IT departmentt obsessioD
wit}l secunry and the workerl
demand for fr€€dom, slowly,
fieedom h wiDDing-good
rcws for equipment msnufac-
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The new comPany, todi.
caled Coneta after fie ItalE
word for comet. Ms unlik€ly t:
get fundiDg without a cto. k
Briliant agreed to filt the role fo:
as long as it took him to drdft r

Fouteen months ago, after
nuling a Ust of detunct Wi-Fi
start-ups, Schell brought AT&T,
IBM and Intel together to dis-
cuss a jointly tunded $30 mil'
lion wi-Fi network blanketing
50 U.S. mehopolitan areas. He
dubbed the venture Project
Rainbow. Each side could see
the bene6tr IBM sold approxi-
mately $l billion in WiFi sew-
ices in 2002, lntel was looking
for a way to g€t into th€ wireless
chip game, and AT&T provided
the communicdions backbone
for 8 million road warnors. But
as IBM'S representative John
Boutross remembers, the talks
were initially very staticr "These

large players were being very
polite and caretul not to inhinge
on anybody else's ierritoryi To
get these wallflowers to dance. a
matchmaker Ms called foi

Enter Larry Brilliant, who
had been doing a little consutt-
ing for Intel. Brilliant knew the
beneffts and pitfalls of wi-Fi,
and he was accustomed to
working with start-ups. (In the

business plan and find a suitabL
replacement. His chosen succee
sor ws Gary Weis, 55, an eng.
necr and M,B.A. who had woiked
at AI&T a.d IBM. Weis wanted
thejob, but it took more elephanr
wrangling-six nonths of negotia-
tion-to secrre his selvices

Meanwhile, Briliant thre$
hims€lf at the question of how ex-
actly Coneta was going to malrc
money. It wasn t 1999 arymore The
company had to be able to shos
skeptics a returp on investment.
Signs from abroad weten t good: in
2001. KT T.l6com spent Inor€ than
Sr4 million setting up 8,900 access
points across South Korea Tlvo
years on, only 123.000 out of a
country ot45 million-nost ofthem
tcch sophisticatcs-have signed
up. (One rcason is that South
Koreat cell-phone data technology
a'd servic€ ofr€ring., are vastly su'
peiior to those in the U.S )

And what about those U mil-
lion U.S. road warriors: How can
they be sold on Wi-Fi? stlrbmt.,
in partnership with T-Mobile, had
already launched its in-house Wi-
Fi network, which you could PaY
for by th€ minute or subscribe to
by the monih. The San Francisco-
based S$l and Sip network of-
fered a similar sewice in indepen-

had created 14 networks including his oM failed Wi-Fi compa
ny, Airzone.) The pace of the discussion frustrated hin. lt was
hdrder io negoridtea lreaq betlveen rhc\P threeelephants than
between lndidand Pakistan: hesavs. Brillianl sl'ould know HP
once brokered a s$continental smallpox treaty in six weeks.
Talks arnong Project Rainbowk founders ovet the nondisctosure
agreement alone dngged on for three nonths.

dent cofiee houses. If the tlpical
road wMior tumed out to be a fa
of Cnnde Double Lattes, Cometa

codd be sunk befor€ it started.
Another bie questionr What kind of ttrcat is the ftee Wi-Fi

novement? h ;a]or cities. mary hone users arc leaving their nef
worl6 oDen-either s a public serice or, in more cases, accrden-
raLtv .'"-ineanvon.""n use tlo.enehvorlc to $rf frFelvwihour
, o!.*"'i 1tr" pmctice ot lookjng ror tho€ neworks- lqoq tu
w;!dn\4nq. in homaqc to lvtatlhFw Broderi.l?\ sadrsling in the
-ovte wai Ca mes -eit a boo"t shen Uc d"'cendantsofham-radio

AsWi-Fihot spots spread from airports to Mickev D s t's
gett ns easierto tap inlo them-and create yotrown

I rHE GEAR Applo laptops have come Wi-Fireadv since
1999, and lnt€l's newCenvino chip ls doingthe same lor
ma ny Windows-based machines Toadaptan o der laptop
buyawire less PCcard(about  $50)  l rom a companv l ike
Linkdvs, D-Unk or NotE@r. Toshlb, ofleG a Wi_Fi-enabled
PDA, the e75O (5599).  [4d1v bra.ds o l  PDA'  r rv  d(cepl
specia l ized W 'F icards cost ing $100io $300

ITHESERVIGEAs n the eany days olcei phones consider
r r rsr thenLab6 drd lo!a l  onsol 'e 'v icez eas Son' 'ho ice: :

l -Vobr.c1as2,o00 p lL 'J .s . lo l5pot(  ,nL Ld rg nalv  i  I
sr,rbo.k ard Bord.F bookstores. Uilimiied use s $29 99
a monthi  pay as you go,  toc a minute(one ho! t  m r  mum)

surland sip o'e6 :e v -" or ooll-.oacls dnd l B iid n 1
many cofiee shops, I brar esand hotels. A one'vearcontract is
$2Oa ro l r l rpdydsvoJ go.$5adavo $r 'o  1o 30davs

wayDort, witl <e'vr.e r 525.olplsald l0 maiord roo'ls '
D: iy  l -oLeld( . .ss '  osts $995

ur l imi ied access is  $29,95 a month wi th an.nnual  convact

Bolngo,  l1e l r '8"c l .e 'vrLe ageragdlo '  boacts {ore rhar
1,200 ro l<polsr .300. i r res.  Payc 'yoLgoror  $795 a ddv
orset !nlimited access lor S49.95 6 month.

rFREEAccEss Public hotspotsdolmetroareas. Sites like
ao2llhatspots.@ m, w if indeL.om andyourwireless.net rind
freeones, Note:1\,losl cornm!nity free hoispois aren tsecurel

lHoMEwl-fl llyou have high*peed Webaccess,voucan get
untethered at home too, Buy. home rolter with WiFi built n
(about $l5o) lrom avendorlike L nksysor o_Link Torr on tlre
router's securltylealures a steP many users iSnore
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enthusiasts ffgurcd out ttlat
you could pick up a much
stronger signal bY w€lding an
empq Pringles can to Your

Then came the habit of

It will take 72 people connecti-ng to an
access point daily tor three

the cost of building it, sdYs a Wi-Fi

York Ciiy, irrcluding this

ofthe iDfrastructur€, but the Colno
brand would be invisible to Joe hb
Iic. Software develope$ would wori
directly with the Providers to Pl}
duce different flavors of Cometa.

Cometa recently ink€d a cuD
ningly s).mbiotic deal to test wi-Fi r.i
10 McDonald: oudets in Manhattar
lf the test work out, Mickey Dt
30,000 US locations win Provi&
the kind of footprint in the heartland
lhat Cometa needs. McDonddr. ir
interested not only in better s€Ivin8
rcad-wa$ior diners but also in th.
savines to be had tson a netwo*
wh€ra everlahing down to the milk'

ldr ,/trC.l6, ,o,lu ..nvr., l6t&, ltlF t' l4*t/3 Fttftr3c' ttrd

yearsto recoup
sKepflc

shake machinek maintenance schedule can b€ accessed at a mo'

ment's notice. The company ha! Wi-Fi in Australian, Japanes€'
swedish and Taiwanese restaurants

Brilliant's big thinking isnt enough to convince some skeP-

ticr. Seybold says it would tale T2people connect'ng to an access
pornt every day for three years to recoup the cort ot c onstructing

i. ara if eactr icce.s poinr cov€rs onlv a 300-ft radius thai\ go-

ine to leave a lot ofurban ArnPrica outside the Cometa cdnopy

But tine and technologv are on Brilliant's side The Insutute

of Electrical and Electronics Engin€ers-those g€eks who carne

;D wrL\ the name 802 11- tentativelv announced the crearion of

anewWFfi 'tandardearlierL\is)ear' ll:called802 l6a ormore

memolably, Wi-Me{ It can confotablv cover a square mft'

-"r.i.* it .-ta take onl) 49 tmnsmittes to blanket S4

ii"n"irio. a. S'iXi*t t"v. with a gin. Now r{gets inte'pshngl

lf you can cover entire cities Mth Mrele$ Ittemel access vou
,uidenlvhave a very ebeap altemauve to cellular neiworkr' But

"'"" ui-v* *oni l,tl ic, which works much betrer when

you re drivingat high speed'- - 
s'ili*t;"rr .U""1 i-rnd to see the outcome even now that

Weis has taken over tle cro iole. "I'm on the board of dir€ctors;

Briliant says. "They cadi get rid of rne:' Ajter aI, theret stil one

nore mountain to climb -wtth r.porantbv ttt ' a'Flidnl

warchatking-wh jch began
in rondon-and sprcad iround lhe globe-rn whrch wardrivers
would mark trre fre"ence of ftee neiwork. with a 'trang€ hiero-
slbh-oarentheies rn re'erse order-in chal k on the sidewalk tor

iti io ."'". "n" U.uuty o'wFFi L thar r t is so decentralizedl savs
,hthonv rownsend, in N.rU. professor who runs a network of
ilt treJ -"ess points c"tted Mcwireless Ev€n Briltiant keeps
his home wi-Finetwork open, and is happv for his Mill Valet

Virtual Private Networks, or wNs (think of a

wN as a soLid. encrFted tunnel of data in the
middle of any signat). Free Wl-Fi rapidlv loses
rts appeal when you realize those home users
couia potenhaly take a peek at the data on
you laptop as pan of *Ie bargain

BdlliantaisoinsLsted thatCometa had io

make deals with corporauons, not indivjdDal
rcad warriors. 

"We need to sign them up
50,000 at a time;' he says lf consumers 'rse

the sewice, it win be through potendal pan_

ners like aol tin6 w'mer (parent of TIME)
orE nhlhk. Cometa would sti]l be in cha4e

I
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