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Introduction

In the vast and intricate tapestry of the internet, where billions of interactions unfold
daily, a foundational layer of trust and reliability underpins nearly every click, every
transaction, and every connection. This book, "A History of Verisign: The Story of an
S&P 500 Company," delves into the remarkable journey of one of the internet's most
crucial, yet often unseen, architects. From its genesis in the nascent days of the digital
age to its current standing as an S&P 500 powerhouse, Verisign has been instrumental
in shaping the very infrastructure of online trust, securing identities, and ensuring the
seamless operation of the domain name system (DNS) that guides us through the
digital world. This is not merely a corporate chronicle; it is a story woven into the
fabric of the internet itself, reflecting the challenges, innovations, and persistent
evolution of a company at the heart of our connected lives.

Verisign's narrative is a compelling exploration of foresight, engineering prowess, and
strategic adaptation. Born from the need to secure early online communications, the
company quickly became a pioneer in digital certificates, establishing the very
concept of "digital trust" for a skeptical public. As the internet exploded in popularity,
Verisign's role expanded dramatically, becoming the authoritative registry for the
most widely used top-level domains, including the ubiquitous .com and .net. This
stewardship of critical internet resources placed Verisign at the nexus of global online
activity, entrusting it with a responsibility that extended far beyond typical corporate
objectives. The story of Verisign, therefore, is also the story of how an innovative
startup evolved into a guardian of the internet's core, navigating technological
revolutions, market booms and busts, and the ever-present threat of cyberattack.

The scope of this book extends beyond the technical achievements, although those
are significant in their own right. We will explore the pivotal moments that defined
Verisign's trajectory, from its strategic spin-off that forged an independent path, to its
relentless pursuit of innovation in cybersecurity, and its complex dance with
regulatory bodies and global internet governance. The book will illuminate the human
element within Verisign—the leadership that steered its course, the talent that fueled
its innovation, and the corporate culture that fostered its resilience. Understanding
Verisign's journey offers invaluable insights into the dynamics of the digital trust
space, the forces that drive technological advancement, and the enduring challenges
of maintaining stability and security in a rapidly changing environment.

The tone of this history is one of meticulous research and engaging storytelling,
aiming to bring to life the often-abstract world of internet infrastructure. While the
subject matter is deeply technical, the narrative remains accessible, designed to
appeal to a broad audience ranging from industry professionals and technology
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enthusiasts to business leaders and anyone curious about the foundational elements
of our digital existence. We aim to convey not just what Verisign did, but why it
mattered, and how its actions profoundly impacted the development and user
experience of the internet as we know it today.

This book promises to offer a unique perspective on the evolution of the internet
through the lens of one of its most critical players. Readers will gain a comprehensive
understanding of how digital trust was built, maintained, and continually redefined. It
is a testament to the power of specialized expertise, strategic vision, and unwavering
commitment to securing the digital frontier. By chronicling Verisign's path to becoming
an S&P 500 company and a pillar of the internet's stability, this history provides a
deeper appreciation for the unseen mechanisms that enable our interconnected world,
and offers valuable lessons for the ongoing challenges of the digital age.

Ultimately, "A History of Verisign" is an invitation to explore the profound impact of a
company that has, for decades, operated at the very root of digital trust. It is a story of
pioneering spirit, relentless innovation, and enduring relevance in a world that grows
more reliant on secure and reliable online interactions every day. Join us as we
uncover the fascinating journey of Verisign, a company whose legacy is inextricably
linked to the internet's own remarkable ascent.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Dawn of Digital Trust: Verisign's
Genesis

In the mid-1990s, the internet was a wild frontier, a place of immense promise but also
considerable uncertainty. For many, the idea of conducting commerce or sharing
sensitive information online felt akin to shouting secrets across a crowded
marketplace. There was a palpable lack of trust, a missing ingredient essential for the
internet to evolve beyond academic curiosity and into a global economic engine. It
was into this landscape that Verisign emerged, a company specifically chartered to
build the foundational pillars of digital trust.

The roots of Verisign stretch back to the mid-1980s, not as an independent entity, but
within the pioneering walls of RSA Data Security. RSA, founded by three MIT
professors—Ron Rivest, Adi Shamir, and Leonard Adleman—was at the forefront of
public-key cryptography, having invented the now-ubiquitous RSA algorithm. This
algorithm would become the most widely used public-key cryptosystem in the world, a
crucial element in securing digital communications.

James Bidzos, who would later become a pivotal figure in Verisign's history, was the
CEO of RSA Data Security in 1986. Under his leadership, RSA began to explore the
practical applications of their cryptographic breakthroughs, launching toolkits and
incubating what would eventually become Verisign. Their initial focus was on offering
public key certificate services, a concept that, at the time, was revolutionary.

RSA recognized early on the need for broad-based interoperability in the burgeoning
digital landscape. To achieve this, they formed strategic partnerships with leading
technology companies throughout the late 1980s and early 1990s. By 1991, this
impressive roster included industry giants such as Lotus, Microsoft, Apple, Sun, DEC,
and Novell. These partners integrated RSA's software security modules, which
encompassed the full suite of Public-Key Infrastructure (PKI) technology, into their
products. This collaborative effort laid much of the groundwork for the secure
communication we take for granted today.

The need for robust PKI services intensified as the internet gained traction. A critical
moment arrived in 1994 when Netscape, a browser company poised to revolutionize
online access, partnered with RSA. This collaboration led to the full integration of
RSA's PKI software into the very first version of Netscape Navigator. This was a
significant step, bringing the concept of secure online interactions to a mass audience.

The "closing padlock" icon, along with the distinctive Verisign checkmark logo, became
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iconic symbols in the mid-1990s. These visual cues provided millions of Netscape
Navigator users with crucial confirmation that a secure connection had been
established. It signified that two previously unrelated parties—a user with a browser
and a merchant with an e-commerce website—could confidently exchange sensitive
information, like payment details, through PKl-enabled Secure Sockets Layer (SSL)
technology.

The success of Netscape Navigator’s integrated security quickly caught the attention
of other major players. In 1995, Microsoft followed suit, incorporating the same RSA
technology into its Internet Explorer browser. This rapid adoption by the two dominant
web browsers of the era effectively launched the era of secure e-commerce on a
global scale, paving the way for exponential growth in online transactions.

It became clear that the certificate services business, with its critical role in
establishing digital trust, needed an independent focus to achieve global scale. Thus,
in April 1995, Verisign was officially spun out as a separate, transparent company from
RSA Security's certification services business. Its foundational mission was clear: to
provide critical Public-Key Infrastructure (PKI) products and services, focusing on the
issuance, identity verification, and revocation of digital certificates.

Verisign's mission statement at its founding emphasized "providing trust for the
Internet and Electronic Commerce through our Digital Authentication services and
products.” This mission underscored the company's commitment to building the
essential infrastructure for a secure online world. The company received licenses to
key cryptographic patents held by RSA, along with a time-limited non-compete
agreement, giving it a strong foundation and a clear runway to establish itself in this
nascent market.

As a certificate authority (CA), Verisign’s core function was to issue and manage digital
certificates, which essentially act as electronic passports, verifying the identity of
individuals and organizations online. These certificates were crucial for enabling
encrypted communication and ensuring the authenticity of websites and software. By
January 1996, Verisign had already secured partnerships with a dozen hardware
makers, including prominent names like Netscape Communications, IBM, Cybercash
Inc., CompuServe Inc., and OpenMarket Inc. This rapid adoption by key industry
players cemented Verisign's early dominance in the digital certificate market.

By the beginning of 1997, Verisign had firmly established itself as the leading
certificate authority, actively working to make its authentication technology the
industry standard. The company's vision was to enable the world to connect online
with reliability and confidence, anytime, anywhere. This early period was
characterized by a relentless focus on infrastructure and trust, ensuring that the
underlying mechanisms for secure online interactions were robust and dependable.
Verisign’s work was, and largely remains, an invisible but absolutely essential
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component of the internet experience for most users.

The demand for Verisign's services was a direct reflection of the internet's burgeoning
growth. As more businesses and individuals ventured online, the need for secure
transactions and verified identities became paramount. Verisign was perfectly
positioned to meet this demand, offering the critical services that allowed e-commerce
to flourish and confidential information to be exchanged safely. The company was
headquartered in Reston, Virginia, and would go on to become a public company in
January 1998. This IPO raised $42 million, selling 3 million shares at $14 per share,
providing the capital necessary for further expansion and innovation in the rapidly
evolving digital landscape.

Early investors saw the immense potential in Verisign's mission. Companies like Visa
International, Ameritech Corp., Bessemer Venture Partners, Fischer International
Systems, Mitsubishi Corporation, and Security Dynamics Technologies Inc. all provided
financial backing. This widespread support underscored the industry's belief in the
necessity of digital trust and Verisign's capability to deliver it. The company's initial
public offering saw its stock rise by 82 percent on its first day of trading, indicating
strong market confidence. Intel, Microsoft, and Visa International each held
approximately 5 percent of the equity at the time, further solidifying Verisign's
strategic importance within the tech and financial sectors.
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