Sad, short and perplexing life of a whiz kid

The self-destruction of Phillip W. Katz

MILWAUKEE


By all accounts Phillip W. Katz was a genius, a mathematical whiz kid who shook up the computer industry with a simple but ingenious concept called "zipping": using standard algorithms to compress data so information could be stored on disks more efficiently and transmitted over phone lines more quickly and inexpensively.

But the tale of his short life and lonely death is a radical departure from most high-tech success stories today, a footnote of human frailty in an age of powerful computers and cocky young millionaires. When they found Katz last month in Room 566 of a Milwaukee hotel, he had an empty bottle of peppermint schnapps cradled in his left arm and a dent in his head from dying propped against the nightstand. 

According to the Milwaukee County medical examiner's report, the 37-year-old Katz--his pancreas hemorrhaging and his liver yellowed and swollen by cirrhosis--drank himself to death, succumbing April 14 to complications of chronic alcoholism. His death amid liquor bottles and suitcases full of sexual paraphernalia was the end of a mysterious tailspin in which Katz threw away a life of seemingly unlimited promise.

The reasons for his fall are likely lost. A transient and a recluse, he had not seen even his mother in years.

"He was," former neighbor Diane Harmon said, "extremely all by himself."

In the end Katz had such a low profile that many in the computer industry, when they saw his obituary, didn't immediately connect him to his better-known data-compression company, PKWare Inc.

But those familiar with Katz and his work were left wondering what might have been if he had showed more acumen and ambition.

"I think if Phil had been more of an outgoing person he could have probably parlayed his company into 10 times what it is today," said Richard Holler, executive director of the Association of Shareware Professionals in Greenwood, Ind. "He was one of those unknown legends. He had a tremendous impact on the industry. But very few people know who he was or what he did."

A skinny, mop-haired boy who grew up on a sleepy, dead-end street, Katz changed the face of the computer industry as a very young man. His idea for compressing information eventually spawned a niche company, started in 1986, that quickly cornered the market for data-compression software.

Katz's moment of inspiration might have lasted a lifetime, earning him a fortune and early retirement. "They could have been a multibillion-dollar-a-year company," Holler said.

But the inscription Katz wrote in a high school friend's senior yearbook would prove portentous:

"I hope you enjoy life after high school--if that's possible."

In fact, life never got much better for Katz than the day he had his brainstorm. The introverted young man, who initially viewed his foray into data compression as a hobby, didn't aggressively promote himself or his company and never seemed comfortable in the giant's role his mind had earned for him.

"He never attended conferences or lectures or anything. But he was considered a genius," Holler said.

Though Katz made a lot of money, he squandered much of it and ended up having financial problems, his mother told investigators for the police and the medical examiner's office.

Katz, who owed $3,069.83 on his Gold Edition MasterCard, had taken to spending large amounts of money on alcohol and strip clubs, his mother is quoted as saying in the medical examiner's report.

Probate court records in Ozaukee County, Wis., north of Milwaukee, estimate the value of Katz's property somewhere "in excess of $10,000"--though his luxury condominium in Mequon still sits padlocked with much of Katz's furniture inside.

Katz's mother, Hildegard, refuses to talk publicly about her son. But she told authorities investigating his death that she had not seen Katz in five years--ever since he kicked her out of his condominium and fired her from her job with the software company she had helped him start, according to the medical examiner's report.

Though PKWare had annual sales holding steady at $5 million, its workforce when Katz died was down to 30 employees, from 72 three years ago, according to Dun and Bradstreet Inc.

Robert Gorman, secretary of PKWare, declined to comment--per the family's orders, he said. PKWare had, in later years, become an exceedingly private company whose employees dutifully adhered to an unwritten vow of secrecy even after leaving the payroll. PKWare will not release so much as a photograph of Katz.

Until the end, the company listed Katz as its president. In fact, however, he had virtually ceased communicating with PKWare or anyone else except for the occasional cryptic fax.

"Even those individuals who worked for him in his business had no personal contact with him," said Mequon City Atty. John DeStefanis, who in 1997 drew the frustrating task of trying to find Katz when his neighbors started complaining about the state of his condominium, which seemed to have been filled with garbage and abandoned.

Toward the end, Katz left an ominous paper trail of hotel bills, $50 liquor receipts and drunken-driving citations.

"Is there any way we can forget about this and you drive me home?" he asked a cop before recording a .16 blood-alcohol content in a 1995 arrest.

Fredrick Safer, an attorney with a firm that has represented Katz and which now represents Hildegard Katz in her effort to settle his estate, declined to comment. But Katz's behavior clearly frustrated even his attorneys. Several asked at one time or another to withdraw as his counsel when he repeatedly failed to show up in court.

More than once Katz was charged with jumping bail.

"I couldn't believe it," said Dan Wade, who was a friend of Katz's when they were boys growing up in suburban Glendale, Wis. "I read that in the paper, that he had died, and it didn't even strike me as the same Phil Katz I knew.

"He was a brilliant, creative guy, with a good sense of humor. He seemed like he was pretty happy."

In high school, Wade and Katz were in the same honors math and physics classes. Both were on the math team.

When Wade's older brother, Bruce, was in 5th grade, he was assigned to study math with Katz in a corner of their open-classroom complex--though Katz was only in 4th grade. No other child was doing work on their level.

"I remember trying to keep up with him," Bruce Wade said.

"Occasionally I would go to his home to play. He had a room with all kinds of whiz-bang things. Like Bill Gates would have had. We worked on building balsa-wood gliders, model airplanes, robots--anything technological. I didn't have any of that stuff."

Katz and his mother started the family business, PKWare, in 1986 at the kitchen table of their house in Glendale. Katz quit his job as a software-design engineer soon after and his mother left her job as a nursing instructor at the Milwaukee Area Technical College.

Katz made his data-compression technology available as shareware--free software samples offered on the Internet, ostensibly on a trial basis. Katz was a pioneer in shareware. But, like many in the industry's early days in the 1980s, he was nonchalant about licensing his programs and trusted in the honor system rather than building in any incentives for registration and payment. Those who tried it and liked it were supposed to send him $45. But Katz ended up giving away a lot of software.

Much of it, in one form or another, remains in the public domain.

PKWare--which sold more sophisticated versions of the software that Katz had made available as shareware--quickly cornered the market in data compression with its PKZip. New words leaped into the lexicon: "zipping," for compressing files, and "unzipping," for restoring them to full length so they could be read--also with PKWare software.

Though Katz's Milwaukee-based company was too specialized to become an industry giant, PKWare had such heavyweights as Microsoft and IBM on its client roster.

"Since they had the industry standard, they wound up getting a tremendous amount of commercial business that the rest of the world never even knew about," Holler said. "The compression industry was pretty much in its infancy at the time."

Since then, other companies have come out with software capable of compressing files more tightly, but PKWare had such a stranglehold on the market that its competitors' products never caught on.

Through it all, Katz maintained a low profile.

"The only person in 10 years of living out here that I can honestly say I never had a conversation with was my neighbor," said Harmon, who shared a common wall and roof with Katz.

"He did play loud music, I remember that. My walls shook."

About seven years ago, his mother told investigators from the medical examiner's office, Katz started drinking heavily and began to frequent a strip club, spending large amounts of money there.

Katz sought rehabilitation for alcohol abuse, she said.

Though Katz's mother told investigators her son had no history of depression, Mequon police in 1994 visited his apartment after his mother called to report that she feared he might kill himself.

It wasn't until July 1, 1997, however, that anyone got a good look inside the life of Phil Katz. That was the day a neighbor filed a complaint about his condominium with Mequon police and the city health department--"Said unit is the source of foul odors and an insect and vermin infestation," it said--and an inspector came calling.

Katz, who owned the condominium outright, had continued to pay his $525 quarterly association dues. But he had not lived there for at least a year, according to the complaint.

Ken Metzger of the city sanitation department went peering in the windows of Unit 33 and came away aghast. The interior of Katz's condo was piled three to four feet deep with garbage, Metzger reported.

Metzger and DeStefanis, the Mequon city attorney, left urgent messages on Katz's answering machine, and DeStefanis sent letters to Katz's last-known address, on South 76th Street in suburban Franklin, Wis. But by then the only permanent mailbox Katz had--the one DeStefanis' letters got stuffed into--was at Mailboxes Etc. in a Franklin strip mall. Workers there say Katz rarely picked up his mail.

And he did not respond to DeStefanis' letters.

When DeStefanis called PKWare, an office manager, who identified herself only as Pat, "indicated that Mr. Katz travels but that he is in communication with the company," the court record says.

Still, no response.

On July 28, Metzger petitioned the court for a special-inspection warrant to enter the home.

Like the other 51 units in Katz's condominium community, his was palatial. All of Katz's rooms were lavishly furnished.

And all were piled knee-deep with reeking garbage.

There were mouse droppings on the floor, spoiled food in the refrigerator and freezer and pest strips in the kitchen that were black with flies and gnats.

"I'm going to tell you, you won't believe it," said Don Metzger, the former condominium association president. "We're talking about two- and three-thousand-dollar leather sofas, 40-inch TVs, all kinds of stereo equipment. All of it piled high with garbage. And there was money lying all over the place."

Katz's condominium also was filled with pornography and sado-masochistic sexual paraphernalia. But what DeStefanis didn't see in Katz's apartment was almost as striking as what he did.

"There was a lot of mail, but it consisted of tremendous numbers of catalogs," he said. "But there wasn't any mail of a personal nature.

"There was nothing," DeStefanis said, "to show any human contact in there."

Katz's final, erratic path to destruction is shown in several receipts found in Katz's hotel room at the Hospitality Inn where his body was found, according to the medical examiner's report.

On March 25, Katz flew out of Las Vegas and checked into a Super 8 Motel in Milwaukee, where he stayed until March 30.

On April 7, he checked into the Hospitality Inn on Milwaukee's south side and stayed in a fantasy suite the first night.

Katz was seen "with a young lady he told the hotel clerk was his daughter," the medical examiner's report says.

On April 8, Katz changed rooms, settling in Room 566, and hung out the "Do Not Disturb" sign.

On April 14, hotel staff began calling his room and knocked on his door.

Katz didn't answer, and a maintenance man used a master key to enter Room 566.

"Sad," said Dr. Mary Mainland of the medical examiner's office.

Mainland, who performed the autopsy, doesn't think Katz committed suicide.

"I think," Mainland said, "he was just out of control."

