Advocates
can take that
bisque straight
to the bank.
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“Who can forget Christian Rudder?” — Page Daniel, former Central High School physics teacher

OkCupid’s founder 1s a Central High geek turned low-fi
Renaissance man — a guitar-thrashing, gimlet-eyed chronicler
of human behavior who doesn’t back down.

CHEREE FrRANCO
ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE

ROOKLYN, N.Y. — It’s not
B that Christian Rudder is

crass. He simply expects
more of you.

“He has a ‘people should be
more enlightened and not be
bothered by things’ sort of atti-
tude,” says Clayton Smith, who has
known Rudder, the president and
co-founder of online dating site
OkCupid, since their first day of
seventh grade at Pulaski Heights
Middle School.

In recent months Rudder, 39,
has given dozens of interviews.
He has spoken at The Atlantic
Monthly’s tech conference and at
the headquarters of Google, Mic-
rosoft, Facebook and Pixar. During
an interview for National Public
Radio’s On the Media, producer
PJ Vogt grew so enraged that he
began lobbing questions alongside

the show’s host.

“We’re very nice but not par-
ticularly sensitive to people being
offended,” says Chris Coyne, 37,
another OkCupid founder.

The controversy began short-
ly before the Crown Publishing
Group released Rudder’s book,
Dataclysm: Who We Are When We
Think No One’s Looking (which
sold for seven figures, according
to Publisher’s Weekly). It takes a
chatty approach to data analysis,
using information provided by 25
million online date seekers.

Among the findings: OkCupid
users — largely educated, urban,
white twentysomethings — claim
openness to all ethnicities, but in-
terracial messaging is rare. And
men, regardless of age, prefer
women in their early 20s. But it’s
Rudder’s method, not his message,
that has riled critics.

Dataclysm hit shelves in Sep-
tember. In late July, Rudder posted

on his OkCupid blog for the first
time in three years. “We Experi-
ment on Human Beings!” it blared.

An article had revealed that
Facebook skewed nearly 700,000
news feeds to discover how posi-
tive or negative posts affected us-
ers. Amid public outrage, Rudder
outlined how OkCupid has used
data in unexpected ways.

“If you use the Internet, you're
the subject of hundreds of exper-
iments at any given time, on every
site,” the OkTrends post reads.

Vogt was upset by an exper-
iment Rudder calls “The Power
of Suggestion,” where OkCupid
told badly matched users that
they were good matches, to test
the company’s algorithm. Rudder
found that good matches would
message even if they thought
they were bad matches, but bad
matches were nearly as likely to
message, if those users were told
they were good matches.

“I know what we do isn’t uneth-
ical,” Rudder says. He thinks the
On the Media staff acted manip-
ulatively. “I talked to those dudes
for 90 minutes, and they cut down
to only the 10 most controversial
minutes.”

His wife, publicist and entre-
preneur Reshma Patel, 37, pays
more attention to Rudder’s press
than he does. “He sees the at-
tention for what it is. It’s always
fleeting. ... I'll paraphrase or read
out the highlights, and we kind of
move on,” she says.

Moving on is nothing new for
Rudder. Before settling in Little
Rock, his father’s banking job took
the family from Ohio to Mexico,
Texas and Kentucky. Rudder left
Little Rock for Harvard University,
did a year as a math major, came
home, then went back, switched
his major to English and, in his se-
nior year, took nine math classes.

See RUDDER, Page 5D
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Commitment paying off

for AKA sorority sister

Something caught my eye
at a recent Senate confirmation
hearing. That’s right, a Senate
confirmation hearing. These are
ordinarily one of Washington’s
mainstage nonevents.

This one was Da-
da theater, too, and
I said “caught my
eye,” not “held my
interest,” but what it
was — several Delta
Sigma Theta sorori-
ty sisters turned out
to support President
Barack Obama’s sec-

UP AND COMING

AN

MprZZAN the Embassy Suites

BOBBY A

Eric Holder.

Delta Sigma Theta is a sorority
founded a little over a century ago
at Howard University, a historical-
ly black university in Washington.
Five years its senior,
Alpha Kappa Alpha
is another service
sorority founded at
Howard, and the lo-
cal chapter — Beta
Pi Omega — is cel-
ebrating a 20th an-
niversary at its Ivy
Ball on Saturday at

ond nominee for at-
torney general, Loret-
ta Lynch. Lynch isn’t just a Delta.
She’s a founding member of the
Harvard College chapter in 1980,
and when she was announced at
the White House, she stood be-
side the spouse of a fellow found-
ing Harvard Delta sister, Sharon
Malone.

That spouse? Attorney General

on Financial Centre
Parkway. Its presi-
dent, recently installed for a four-
year term, is Melanie Hillard, a
charter member of the Rhodes
College chapter in Memphis.

I was not a Greek in college. If
I were, my strongest connections
to that membership today might
be a couple of dozen additional

See AMPEZZAN, Page 8D

Robert and Payton Bridewell helped Chilirhea grow from a casual college party
into a treasured tradition that benefits Alzheimer’s Arkansas and the UAMS
Alzheimer’s Disease Center.

a attack

NWA Democrat-Gazette/J.T. WAMPLER

Alzheimer’s gets Chilirhe

APRIL ROBERTSON
NWA DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE

FAYETTEVILLE — Chilirhea
began as a party among college
roommates where the crew would
get together, have a friendly little
cook-off in the garage and catch
up on life.

Over the past decade, as its
founders grew up, so did the event.

“The last year [that we had it at
the house], there were six inches
of snow on the ground and 200
people showed up,” says Robert
Bridewell, a Chilirhea board mem-
ber who has been around since the
start. “At that time, we figured we
either needed to scale it back or
legitimize it, and obviously we
went with the latter.”

The 10th annual Chilirhea will
pit teams of chili chefs against
one another in competition for
the best, worst and most creative
recipe; team costumes; and the
best mustache on Feb. 28 at the
Fayetteville Town Center.

Tickets are $35 in advance, $40
See GHILIRHEA, Page 6D
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Rudder

® Continued from Page 1D

He graduated with a mathe-
matics degree, after which he
became a failed financial-soft-
ware creator, a rock star, a
husband, a multimillionaire
and a father.

Rudder says there has nev-
er been a plan. “Taking risks
is really important. ... If you
see something that you want
to do, really going all in on it,
that’s what’s worked well for
me.”

ALL IN THE FAMILY

Plum Rudder is 3, and Rud-
der adores Plum even more
than Plum adores Taylor Swift.
“It’s such a cliche, but having a
kid makes you so much more
sympathetic ... because you re-
alize that everybody is some-
body’s kid,” he says.

Rudder has never posted
Plum’s picture on the Internet.
In fact, the man who made his
fortune connecting people vir-
tually (to the tune of 4 million
users a month) deplores so-
cial media. He uses Facebook
infrequently and started a
Twitter account to tweet Dat-
aclysm news. Neither he nor
his three OkCupid co-found-
ers have dated online.

Rudder met Patel in
1999, when his spazzy, key-
board-driven band, Depeche
Mode (no relation to the Brit-
ish band), split the bill with
her boyfriend’s band. The
two began dating in 2003, af-
ter moving to New York sep-
arately. They were both com-
petitive and encouraged what
Rudder calls an “impishness”
in each other. Rudder intro-
duced Patel to the role-play-
ing game Magic the Gather-
ing, and they threw a joint
bachelor/bachelorette party
with their friends teaming up
against each other, field-day
style, on relays, kickball and
beer chugging.

Just out of college, Rudder
and a friend created financial
software that they attempted
to sell to stockbrokers. “We
sold our 40th one because I
had been cold-calling people,
and then we hired these two
salesmen,” Rudder says. “They
milked us into oblivion. But I
remember when we hired
them, we thought we were le-
git. We were raising our High
Life in cheers, like, ‘Dude, we
totally made it.”

Five years later, Rudder
co-founded his second com-
pany, OkCupid. In 2011, he and
his co-founders sold the firm
to IAC, the parent company
of Match.com, for $90 million.
That was when Rudder quit
living paycheck to paycheck.
He’s not sure how his in-
creased net worth has affected
his outlook.

“Probably in ways I don’t
know. Probably my friends
think 'm more of an a**ritk?”
he says. (According to Smith,
“He still acts the same.”)

After OkCupid sold, the
family moved from a one-bed-
room apartment to a three-sto-
ry row house with heated
wooden floors. But they live
in the same neighborhood,
have the same friends, wear
the same clothes and drive the
aging van used by Rudder’s
band, Bishop Allen.

Rudder’s parents are clos-
er now, but that’s because
they wanted to be near their
grandchild. A few years ago,
they packed up their Hillcrest
home and moved to Long Is-
land.

“His family was always
very Leave It to Beaver,” Smith
says. “Christian didn’t get a
driver’s license until he was
pushing 18. He had no prob-
lem being in high school with
his mom driving him around.”

DOT-COM BOOMER

Before OkCupid, there
was The Spark, featuring
SparkNotes (electronic study
guides) and a humor compo-
nent, designed to direct traf-
fic to SparkNotes.

The Spark was the 1999
brainchild of four Harvard
students, none of whom Rud-
der knew well. When he was
hired, Rudder moved back to
Massachusetts from Austin,
Texas, where he and his band
mate Justin Rice had followed
a filmmaker friend, Andrew
Bujalski. (“Andrew went there
because he loved Richard
Linklater. And we were like,
‘Why not, we gotta live some-
where,” Rice says.)

At first Rudder slept in a
corner at The Spark’s tiny of-
fices. Then Rice moved back,
and the two became room-
mates again — an arrange-
ment that would continue
until 2005, when Rice moved
in with his future wife.

At The Spark, Rudder cre-
ated a pickup line generator
and a prototype “match” test
that eventually spawned Ok-
Cupid’s match questions. And

“Christian is a really good guitar player. ...

Special to the Democrat-Gazette/SHANNON STURGIS

He’s confident,

decisive and athletic and therefore, good at the guitar. Which
doesn’t totally make sense until you know him, and suddenly
all those things are connected.”
— Bishop Allen band mate Justin Rice

there were bigger endeavors,
like Stinky Feet, where Rud-
der spent weeks tracking his
purposely cultivated athlete’s
foot. (He ended up with cel-
lulitis, antibiotics and online
fans.)

“I'm definitely not a dirty
person. I don’t really like
dumb jokes in person ... it was
just like, what kind of stupid
stunt can we pull?” Rudder
says.

The Spark largely disap-
peared from the Internet in
2001, when Barnes & Noble
bought SparkNotes for about
$30 million. That sale provid-
ed seed money for OkCupid,
launched in 2004 as one of
the first free online dating
sites.

By 2009, the company
was sinking under a global
recession and an unsuccess-
ful international launch. To
attract page views and, as a
result, advertisers, Rudder
started OkTrends, a statistics
blog that became the germ of
Dataclysm.

Coyne calls OkTrends “a
turnaround for the company.”

“The blog was this snow-
balling effect. ... At its peak,
we would have over a million
people reading it who weren’t
users,” he says.

Rudder has a more mod-
est take: “If the site hadn’t
have been good, publicizing
it wouldn’t have gone any-
where.”

ON THE ROAD

Rudder met Rice in a col-
lege English class, but they
became friends because they
both went to see the pow-
er-punk band Jawbreaker
and the next day Rice wore
the T-shirt. Eventually they
formed Depeche Mode and,
in 1996, a punk trio called
Pissed Officers (Rudder on
guitar, Rice on bass) that Rice
describes as “bursts of white
noise.”

“I thought we were writing
really anthemic punk songs
that sounded like Stiff Little
Fingers or The Clash,” Rice
says. “But we’d play them as
fast as we could, and we ended
up with songs that topped out
at about 30 seconds.”

No one could understand
them, so Pissed Officers
passed out photocopied lyrics
at shows, many of which were
held in dining halls or the
basement of the local health
food co-op.

After Rudder graduated
from Harvard in 1998, he and
Rice moved to an apartment
on Cambridge’s Bishop Allen
Drive, along with Bujalski (the
filmmaker) and Jed McCaleb,
Rudder’s high school friend
and the future founder of Mt.
Gox, at one time the largest
Bitcoin exchange.

“It was the kind of time
where you'd be in Boston, and
last call was called, and you'd
be like f*** it, it’s cold outside
... we can take a cab home or,
for the same amount of mon-
ey, we can go to New York,”
Rice says. (Back then, the Chi-
natown bus ran between the
cities at $5 a pop.)

Around 2000, Rudder and
Rice began making four-track
recordings that sounded more

pop than punk. They named
the project Bishop Allen, af-
ter their old address. Much
of their first album, 2003’s
Charm School, was written
in rural Virginia, where they
moved after The Spark sold.
The idea was to live with Rud-
der’s sister, in college there,
and focus on music.

From 2003 through 2010,
Bishop Allen was Rudder’s
primary income. He spent
hours in vans, collaborating
on crossword puzzles and
reading pulp fiction aloud,
alongside rotating members.

“We played a family Christ-
mas party in Ohio where it
was just some accountant
that had heard us on NPR,
and he brought us in. Every-
one was wearing ugly Christ-
mas sweaters and eating pigs
in blankets, and we set all our
stuff up on the landing on the
stairs and nobody knew why
we were there,” Rice says.

In 2007 Bishop Allen was

signed by independent label
Dead Oceans and things got
better. The band played inter-
national festivals and landed
commercial contracts with
Sony and Target, as well as an
appearance in the 2008 movie
Nick and Norah’s Infinite Play-
list. In 2014 the band released
Lights Out, its fifth album.

AN OVERACHIEVING
UNDERACHIEVER

“Who can forget Christian
Rudder?” says Page Daniel,
Rudder’s Little Rock Central
High School physics teacher.
He recalls Rudder’s science
fair project, a machine that hit
a tethered ball to measure if
corked bats have an advantage
over wooden bats.

Rudder, then a member
of the Central High baseball
team, has always been a fan of
statistics. As a child, he spent
hours in front of a rudimenta-
ry computer simulation, push-
ing the space bar and watch-

SELF PORTRAIT

Shelby Foote
Il MY FAVORITE MOVIE:

movies about the Antichr

adelphia

gone. I think there are no m
that’s all beaten up, it’s kind

Christian Rudder

Il DATE AND PLACE OF BIRTH: Sept. 1,1975, Cleveland
Il WHEN | WANT TO RELAX, 1 like to read the paper.
Il MY FAVORITE BOOK: The Civil War: A Narrative by

tra-spooky about it. There’s lots of people that believe
the good side of the god/devil axis, so you have to also
buy into the other half, right?

Il MY FAVORITE TV SHOW: 1t’s Always Sunny in Phil-

Il MY NEW YEAR’S RESOLUTION: To be more positive
Il THE BEST THING IN MY CLOSET: The shoes I like

are called Nike Meadows, and I've been getting them on
eBay since I took my friend’s dad’s pair in *91. But they’re

Il ONE WORD TO DESCRIBE ME: Persistent

Probably The Omen. I like
ist. There’s something ul-

ore left. The pair that I have
of like my last one.

ing baseball stats pass.

“We had a clique of maybe
three or four. ... We were defi-
nitely not ‘glasses and pock-
et-protectors, but we were not
a popular crowd,” Smith says.

Smith remembers skipping
school often enough that “they
tried to keep me from grad-
uating senior year,” he says.
“The [Advanced Placement]
European History teacher
turned me in for skipping,
but not Christian. ... He was
the golden boy. Valedictorian,
Quiz Bowl, that kind of thing.”

Rudder was also an Ea-
gle Scout and a Presidential
Scholar. Even so, when he
got to Harvard, he was over-
whelmed. “I kind of coasted
through high school,” he says.
“I thought I would do the
same thing. Then I found out
that was basically impossible.”

He took a year off and
moved with friends into a
house across from the Ar-
kansas Skatium. While his
roommates took classes at
the University of Arkansas at
Little Rock, Rudder worked in
his girlfriend’s father’s office.
Most evenings, pre-college life
resumed — hours sacrificed
to pickup basketball and West
Coast punk.

They drove to Wisconsin a
few times to play independent
league three-on-three basket-
ball. “It pretty much proved
that practice doesn’t make
perfect, because I was awful.
Christian wasn’t very good
either,” Smith says.

But their friend James Les-
ter played well and talked big.
One time an opponent threw
a punch, so Rudder came to
Lester’s defense, returning the
punch. Then, in one smooth
motion, Rudder pivoted and

ran in the opposite direction.

Smith has it on video. “We
always brought a camcorder,
and the girlfriends of the other
team were recording for us,”
he says. “They were saying,
‘Oh my God, oh my God,” but
they kept filming.”

The next year, Rudder
went back to Harvard.

TRIVIA

Rudder can quote Winston
Churchill liberally. (“Once he
went through a stage where he
was just memorizing Winston
Churchill speeches,” Coyne
says.)

While watching Cash Cab,
Daniel was surprised to hear
the name of his former stu-
dent. (The show’s premise is
that unsuspecting taxi riders
answer trivia for money and
call one friend for help. “I
want to call Christian Rudder,”
the contestant said.)

Rudder starred in Bujals-
ki’s 2002 film, Funny Ha Ha,
which critics claim launched
the mumblecore subgenre.

Multiple friends describe
Rudder as someone who will
always forget his wallet or lose
keys in a snowy field. Other
descriptors include “aggres-
sively creative,” complex,
funny, thoughtful and smart.
According to Rice, all of this is
governed by underlying logic.

“Christian is a really good
guitar player,” Rice says.
“Specifically, he’s really good
at playing really, really fast. ...
Why he is so good at the gui-
tar, I don’t know. He’s confi-
dent, decisive and athletic and
therefore, good at the guitar.
Which doesn’t totally make
sense until you know him, and
suddenly all those things are
connected.”
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