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How a television station really works. The
first full account of what actually goes on be-
hind and before the cameras at a major local
television station. This is the story of besieged
professionals caught in a glittering world they
reflect, shape, and ultimately cannot control.

If there’s a money machine for perpetual
profit, STAY TUNED shows that its name is
television. Those endless, easy bucks make it
impossible to keep standards high and program-
ming, whether original or public service,
healthy. But not always. Channel 5, wCVB the
embattled Boston station, is the increasingly
celebrated exception. STAY TUNED tells two
overlapping stories. One is the tale of the peo-
ple at all levels at cvB, as they call themselves,
who do the jobs that keep them on the air. The
other, more obscure but just as compelling, is
the shifting history of the station’s ownership
from its beginning as a newspaper property to
its control by a group of distinguished but in-
experienced locals. Watch with fascination its
capture by corporate giants. See how billionaire
John Kluge feints with Rupert Murdoch and
finally lands cvB in Hearst’s relatively relaxed
embrace.

The central subject of the book, financial fas-
cination aside, is the art and craft of television.
Every artist’s, craftsman’s, journalist’s, produc-
er’s and anchor’s role at cvB is peopled and
examined. There are profiles of men and women
in vital jobs. Nothing at the station, whether in
technology, rating or demographic analysis,
sales, meterology, art direction, programming,
nothing the “talent” (those locally famous living-
room intimates of ours) do escapes Lamson’s
keen eye. Her method is simple—go through
the daily and weekend schedules and explain
how everything is done and who does it. No
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one compelled by Tv, whether as a viewer, a
critic, an insider, or a recent arrival, can afford
to miss this engrossing and thoroughly docu-
mented account of what Tv — indifferent, bad,
and triumphantly good — actually is.
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American Civil Liberties Union: A Portrait; and
In the Vanguard: Six American Women in Pub-
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“The value of commercial television
is in its very nonelitism. With true Jefferson-
ian/Jacksonian democracy it reaches every-
one, a powerful magnet that attracts a vast
segment, in fact the majority, of our popu-
lation. Given its remarkable influence, the
one thing television must never do is to play
to the lowest common denominator. Yet un-
fortunately the industry is prone to do just
that. Those stations that steadfastly resist
this temptation are what this book is about.
WCVB, Channel 5, is such an exemplar.”
— Peggy Lamson from Stay Tuned

sTAY TUNED tells brilliantly how Tv and its news
are put together, by what characters, against what
pressures. A fascinating tale of the drama of pro-
gramming and TV journalism in perhaps the best
commercial TV station in the country — Channel 5
in Boston. With networks’ decline, this is the wave
of the future in broadcast news.

— Blair Clark, former General Manager,

CBS Network News
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Sign-on

\/VRITERS OF MYSTERY

fiction sometimes say when they start a book, they don’t
know exactly how it will come out. Usually they have selected
the victim since he or she must be put away early. But often
they're not sure, until they get well into the book, and find
out just who is to wield the knife, administer the poison, or
shoot the gun with the silencer, or what the villain’s motive
will be.

Although this is clearly not a mystery story and is in fact
not fiction at all, I still don’t know, as I start to write, how
it is going to come out. Nor do I know exactly who among
many candidates will be the villain. I do, however, know
the motive.

When I first had the idea for this book, it seemed quite
straightforward. Too much print, I felt, had been devoted
to glossy networks with their charismatic stars. And not
enough had been written about local television, an integral
link in our lives, providing the primary source of news for
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over 60 percent of the American people. Why not, then,
write a book that would show the workings of a good local
television station in a good market (televisionese for “city”)?

And why not my own market, Boston, the sixth strongest
in the country, and why not WCVB, Channel 5, widely
regarded as one of the best stations—if not the best station—
in America?

So I set to work to tell the story of how television works:
the technology, the ratings, the sales, the programming, the
“talent” (as the on-air personalities are called, usually to their
disgust), the management, the sequence of owners, and fi-
nally—inevitably—the bottom line.

My goal was to write an objective book, a third-person
account that would enlighten and, I hoped, entertain those
who cared, and possibly even interest those who didn’t know
they cared.

I had started down this path with all the confidence I could
muster—never very much confidence at the beginning of a
project, as any writer knows— when all of a sudden, as we
shall see, the path took a sharp unexpected turn and I found
myself in muddied waters with a brand-new book.

So now I begin again, in the first person, with an ending
I cannot foretell, to explore through the eyes of Channel 5,
Boston, the world of local television today.



Corporate America Strikes Again

IHE SIX P.M. NEWS AT

Channel 5, Boston, was just about seven minutes old and
nearing the end of the first segment when the story broke.
A bombshell.

As casually as if he were reading an everyday account of
a suburban school committee meeting, Chet Curtis, co-
anchor with his wife, Natalie Jacobson, read the words: “Me-
tromedia Television is for sale.”

He went on: “According to reports circulating widely on
Wall Street today, Metromedia, which owns and operates
seven television stations, including this one, will sell six of
these stations to Twentieth Century—Fox. The Hollywood-
based film and production company is half owned by Aus-
tralian publisher Rupert Murdoch.

“Channel 5, according to these and other reports, will not
be sold to Twentieth Century but to another group broad-
caster. Unofficial sources indicate that this station will be
acquired by the Hearst Corporation. . . .
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“There were no official comments from Robert Bennett,
president of Metromedia Television and Radio, nor from
John Kluge, principal owner of Metromedia, as to the reason
for the sales.

“Obviously, as soon as we have more on this story we’ll
bring it to you.”

Then, casually, as if they were merely reporting news
rather than making it, Chet and Natalie “teased” the stories
coming up in the next segment, and NewsCenter 5 went to
commercial. The date: Thursday, May 2, 1¢8s.

Hearing these ominous words coming out of the blue from
my TV paralyzed me. But not for long. Almost before the
commercial was over, I was out of the house, into my car,
and heading south to the studio in Needham, Massachusetts,
twenty minutes away.

Speeding along the turnpike, I tried to marshal my
thoughts, at least to hastily put Channel 5's history into
chronological order so that I would have some frame of ref-
erence for this most current event.

Twenty-three years earlier, in 1962, Channel 5 WCVB
had been Channel 5 WHDH, which had for five years been
run by the Boston Herald Traveller on a permit but without
an official license from the Federal Communications Com-
mission; it was considered by some, but by no means all, to
be a humdrum, mediocre station,

After a bitter ten-year struggle, the FCC finally took the
permit away from WHDH, primarily on the grounds of me-
dia diversification, which mandated against one company
owning a newspaper and a television station in the same
market. The license was awarded to Boston Broadcasters,
Inc. (BBI). This group of distinguished, visionary Boston cit-
izens was committed to the cause not only of local owner-
ship but of local participation in management. Among other
pledges, all of which were honored, BBI promised the FCC
an unprecedented fifty hours a week of local programming.
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To help implement these and other seemingly impossible
obligations to the regulatory agency, BBI hired Robert Ben-
nett away from Metromedia, Inc. to be the station manager.
Bennett was said to be one of the best local broadcasters in
the country.

Along with his enlightened board of directors, Bennett set
a new standard for excellent, innovative local broadcasting
that was to have a stimulating influence on the entire
industry.

Ten years later, however, dedication aside and money to
the fore, BBI decided to sell its brainchild to Metromedia
for an unprecedented sum of $220 million. They chose Me-
tromedia, a corporation not known for its interest in local
broadcasting, because Bob Bennett, who was subsequently
to return to Metromedia, had remained close to the legend-
ary John Kluge, president and 73 percent owner of the
company.

Accordingly WCVB-Metromedia went on the air as such
in May 1982 with noble pledges made by Kluge, Bennett,
and other corporate titans in the company, that quality
broadcasting was and would continue to be Metromedia’s
primary, overriding aim, especially for this station, which
they considered the jewel in .their crown studded with sta-
tions in Boston, Houston, New York, Washington, Los An-
geles, Dallas, and Chicago.

And now, in May 1985, three years later, Metromedia was
selling all seven of its stations to Rupert Murdoch for—as I
was soon to find out—$2 billion. Murdoch in turn would
spin off Boston’s Channel 5 to the Hearst Corporation for
$450 million, the highest price ever paid for a local television
station.*

Furthermore it seemed a time of open season on media

*Two weeks later this figure was eclipsed, however, when the Tribune Company
acquired station KTLA-TV, Los Angeles, for $510 million.
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takeovers, with ABC being acquired by Capital Cities and
buccaneer Ted Turner making a strong bid for a hostile take-
over of CBS, to mention only the two most prominent ones
of that month. There would be others, all threatening the
very concept of local ownership.

Inside the station I headed at once for its nerve center,
the Newsroom. The building that houses WCVB was once
a Caterpiller tractor repair factory, and the part that is now
the Newsroom must have been a huge storage space with
enough height to raise a sixty-foot crane. Ceilings have since
been lowered, raised again, then relowered to provide a
second story with offices, which are reached by a spiral
staircase.

The result is a forty- by seventy-foot area, sprawling yet
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intimate, chaotic yet effective. It looks like backstage at the
Shubert Theatre, or perhaps more likely at an arena thea-
ter—The Circle in the Square—with the set (studio) raised
at one end of the room and the glassed-in control room seen
behind it.

In the large, red-carpeted, windowless room are three
large cloverleaf tables, called pods. Each has five seats; each
belongs to a separate news program.

As I arrive, the six o’clock news has just finished, and
overhead lights are being turned off; Chet Curtis and Natalie
Jacobson are just stepping down from the platform. The place
is jammed: every seat at every pod is taken— not an unusual
circumstance at this hour, but the hushed, strained atmos-
phere is noticeably different. Many of the staff have learned
of the sale either just before air time or when they first heard
the words coming from Chet’s mouth.

Chet and Nataliet are surrounded and are assuming a
properly encouraging leadership role. “We got through a
sale three years ago,” says Natalie. “No reason why we can’t
do it again.”

My entrance is greeted with variations on the theme of
“Well, you've sure got a new book now, haven’t you?”

I head immediately for Chet—the friendliest, most ap-
proachable of men, always good for the latest word as befits
the experienced news reporter that he is. “What's it all
about?”

“I didn’t know myself until about a half-hour ago,” he says.
Linda Polach, producer of the six o’clock news, who has been
at her post in the control room during the show, joins the
group, pronouncing herself in a state of shock, and says that
she, who has to format, time, and supervise the entire show,

11 have chosen to use the given names of the on-air personalities because that
is the way they refer to each other on air at all TV stations: “Back to you, Chet,”—
or Jack, or Tom or Liz.



Natalie Jacobson Chet Curtis
| J
e _J

didn’t know either until she was given a hundred and fifty
words of copy and told to find a space for it somewhere in
the first segment.

There had of course been rumblings the day before when
the Wall Street Journal reported that “sources” indicated
that Fox Films and Metromedia were discussing “some sort
of combination.” The next day, May 2, the morning before
the news broke on the air, the New York Times picked up
the story, stating that Murdoch was engaged in “serious”
negotiations to acquire some of the television stations owned
by Metromedia. The Wall Street Journal's follow-up story
added for the first time the news that Metromedia intended
to sell the Boston station, “widely considered the jewel
among its broadcast properties,” separately and was thought
to be asking about $400 million for it.

Neither story was prominently played, nor was there any
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mention in either as to who might ultimately be the pur-
chaser of WCVB-Boston.

Such was the state of affairs when Chet and Natalie arrived
for work a little after three on that fateful Thursday afternoon.
Rumors abounding, facts in scarce supply, tension and frus-
tration in the Newsroom mounting, people felt like displaced
orphans, waiting to see which foster parent was going to pick
them up this time.

“It was driving me crazy,” Chet said. “Not knowing.” Not
knowing why WCVB was being specially treated in the
seven-station sale (if indeed there really was going to be a
sale), although thanking their stars they were apparently not
going to become Rupert Murdoch’s property. Not knowing
what role Bob Bennett, their guardian angel, worshiped by
most staffers at WCVB, was playing in all this.

“My fantasy,” said Chet, “is that Bob is the one who has
spared us Murdoch as his final gesture to this station that
he loved so much.”

Finally someone—no one seems to remember just who—
threw down the gauntlet to Chet Curtis. “You're the best
reporter. For God’s sake find out somehow who is going to
own us.”

Chet, needing no urging, seized the phone and went to
work. Shortly before five, he ran one of the copy packs (six
different-colored sheets separated by carbons) into his type-
writer and, in the huge print used for all on-air copy, wrote
a single word and handed it to Natalie.

I have the page in my file right now. The word is
Rosebud. Natalie understood at once: Rosebud equals
Hearst. (In Orson Wells’s famous movie Citizen Kane, about
William Randolph Hearst, Rosebud was the name of a little
old-fashioned sled, the kind with high, round front runners,
that the young Hearst character had cherished as a small
boy. It plays a significant symbolic role throughout Citizen
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Kane. Readers may even remember that the last shot of the
film is of the little sled burning in a furnace with just the
faded word Rosebud visible.)

By then they were edging up to air time. Chet and Natalie
ran up the spiral staircase to the office of Phil Balboni, vice-
president in charge of news and confronted him with
Rosebud.

Balboni, looking haggard and distraught for reasons they
would soon discover, told them that during the day Bob
Bennett had finally confirmed that a sale had been con-
summated and would be announced over the weekend.
He and other top management were being requested to go
to New York the following day to meet with the new own-
ers—still unnamed. But speculation was increasing that it
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was indeed Hearst. And now Balboni agreed with his anchor
team that they would have to take some note of the situa-
tion on their evening news. So, clinging as always to the
“unofficial sources” he himself wrote the words that Chet
Curtis read.

I noticed a lot of movement in the Newsroom as people
headed up the spiral stairs.

“What's going on?” I asked Natalie Jacobson.

“Phil Balboni has called a meeting in his office for the
whole news staff.”

Although I had often sat in on staff meetings at WCVB, 1
still had misgivings about injecting myself into this one,
which seemed such a family affair. Yet I knew I had to try,
so I followed the others up the stairs.

Phil Balboni was sitting on the edge of his desk looking
more devastated than I had ever seen him. “Phil,” I asked,
“may I please sit in?”

He stared at me for the longest time. The room quieted
down and waited. Finally, in a barely audible voice, he said,
“I'd rather you didn’t.” I nodded and fled.

When I got downstairs, Paul La Camera, vice-president
in charge of programming, was just walking through the
Newsroom. He and Balboni and general manager S. James
Coppersmith are the three top executives. They make an
interesting contrast: Balboni, brilliant, intense, a windmill
tilter; La Camera, idealistic, intellectual, laid back; and Cop-
persmith, aggressive, sharp, witty, and gutsy.

Paul La Camera, after the usual reference to the new book
I now had, pronounced “It will be better,” then added almost
casually, “even though we five didn’t get the station.”

Even though we five didn’t get the station! I stared at him
trying not to look blank, having learned in this business
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always to act as if you knew what people were talking about
and then try to find out later.

But on this occasion, since I apparently failed to look even
faintly convincing, La Camera explained. “You knew that
the five of us, Phil Balboni, me, Jim Coppersmith, and two
others, have been negotiating for weeks to buy the station
and to have it owned by the employees.”

I was staggered and distressed. What a happy ending that
would have made. But $450 million! It was almost obscene.
“Where on earth could you possibly have gotten that
unheard-of kind of money?”

He laughed. “Kidder Peabody, with whom we have been
dealing, had assured us that it was doable. Not easy, God
knows, but doable.” He looked at his watch. “I've got to run
to Chronicle now” (the station’s super 7:30-to-8:00 magazine-
format program). “But that’s what Phil is telling the staff
right now. How close we came and then at the last minute
failed.” He hurried out, calling over this shoulder, “Good
for you for getting right out here” without telling me why
they had failed.

And in truth I still find that “why” a somewhat gray area,
although I have been told the facts over and over. It seems
that the legendary Metromedia president, John Kluge, who
knew of the aspirations of the five executives as spearheaded
by Phil Balboni and who did nothing to discourage them in
the belief that their chances were good, at the last minute
uncorked a “prior commitment” to the Hearst Company,
which he claimed he felt bound to honor.

In a relatively short time the news staff all trooped down
from the meeting in Phil Balboni’s office, looking, I thought,
cheerful enough, considering. “You didn’t miss much,” Chet
Curtis reported. “It was all rather emotional and of course
very sad that the local group couldn’t get the station, but
Phil had good things to say about Hearst, and we were all
assured we were going to keep our jobs.”
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“The only thing to worry about,” Natalie Jacobson added,
“is if they fire either Jim Coppersmith or Phil Balboni. But
if those guys stay on, it will be just the same.”

“Sure it will,” said Chet, sounding only faintly like whis-
tling in the dark. But then, warming to his theme: “After
all, I was working for the old Herald Traveller station when
BBI took it over, and we all thought, ‘Oh, they don’t know
anything about television. What are they going to do? Then
we all loved BBI. Then BBI sold to Metromedia and we all
said, “That's a lousy, mediocre outfit, and it won’t be any
good at all,” and actually Metromedia built us a great new
studio and made the station much better. So therefore we've
got to take an upbeat view now.”

Hear, hear! Sort of.

As I left the building a few minutes later I ran into Balboni,
also leaving. He too seemed relatively cheerful. “We can’t
miss, you know,” he said. “We've twice been the biggest
money-making station in the business, so ask yourself, as we
have, why would Hearst want to change anything in a station
that’s making this much money?”

I could think of a few reasons, such as to make more
money, such as the old-fashioned perception of Hearst and
yellow journalism being synonymous, such as Hearst’s early
reputation in television as unimaginative, such as, more spe-
cifically, Hearst acquiring the punch-drunk Herald Traveller
after it lost the TV station and just about delivering the coup
de grace to that dying organization until it was rescued—
ironically—by Rupert Murdoch (if you like that kind of
rescue).

Still, even that evening I had heard several positive ref-
erences to a different spirit in the Hearst Corporation, much
changed in the past six years under the leadership of a strong
chief executive officer named Frank Bennack.

As Balboni turned to go he promised that just as soon as
he could he would give me the entire story of his and his
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colleagues’ attempts to acquire WCVB. “And it will be soon,”
he said.

I said good night to Phil Balboni and wished him the good
sleep he looked as if he needed.

Three weeks later Balboni made good on his promise. In
the meantime, after a flurry of front-page stories in the Bos-
ton Globe (Murdoch’s Boston Herald ignored the entire af-
fair), after one indignant Op-Ed piece calling the FCC to
account for its high-handed practice, one blast in a weekly
underground paper against conglomerates and speculators
stealing the public airways, and one inconclusive press con-
ference attended by Bob Bennett and Frank Bennack of the
Hearst Corporation, the excitement had pretty well quieted
down.

Jim Coppersmith had told his staff at their first weekly
meeting after the sale was consummated, “We’ll be feeling
in a state of limbo. There will be a tendency on the part of
the corporation that is selling us to ignore us, and on the
part of the corporation that is buying us to be temporarily
handcuffed. All this can have a devastating effect. But I won’t
allow that to happen. I want the same sense of excitement
to continue here as usual. We have to act as if we own this
station, and I urge you to keep that thought in mind.”

It must have been an exceedingly difficult thought for
Balboni to keep in mind—to act as if he owned what he and
his cohorts had thought they had a very good chance of
actually owning.

“You know, our effort to acquire this station and keep it
in local hands goes back quite a ways,” he told me when we
had our meeting. “We're talking 1980—81 now, when pres-
sures were building within the Board of BBI to sell the
station.”

“Was there any possible reason they wanted to sell except
for money?”
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“No, there couldn’t have been any other reason, although
you'll find a certain amount of revisionist history going on
among some of the directors these days. It’s hard to find
anybody who actually says they wanted to sell, but the fact
is that the majority did want to. And when I became aware
of their positive intent to sell, I talked to Tim Johnson {the
doctor who was first introduced on television in the early
BBI days in a program called House Call and who is now
with ABC although still stationed in Boston] and Paul La
Camera about our making an attempt. Our interest was gen-
uine, but it didn’t have any heft or any real credibility. We
were never taken seriously as an alternative, so when Bob
Bennett engineered the sale to Kluge at Metromedia in July
'81 and consummated it in May ‘82, we were just helpless
bystanders. BBI bailed out and left us behind to pick up the
pieces.”

I told Balboni of my compulsion as a reporter to assign
the blame for what was now happening somewhere—to some
villains. Had I found possible candidates here among this
so-much-admired group of Boston citizens?

Phil Balboni thought in a way I had. “In that first sale to
Metromedia,” he said, “we were damaged internally. We
lost momentum, we lost stature in the eyes of the press and
the public. I don’t think I ever worked harder than in those
first eighteen months that Metromedia owned us to hold this
station on track, to fight for what we believed in, and to
keep the place motivated. And that’s something those people
who sold out will never appreciate and probably don’t care
about. And as far as I'm concerned, if I live a thousand years
I'll never forgive them for it.”

On that bitter note, we moved to contemplate the current
and third change of ownership.

It seemed that a few months earlier Balboni had had a
hunch that a sale of WCVB might be in the offing. His
suspicion was based partly on the growing laxity of the FCC
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concerning the number of stations a corporation could own,
and partly on the fiscal situation at Metromedia. A year ago
John Kluge had taken his company private, meaning that he
bought it back from the stockholders, saddling the company
with $1.3 billion of debt. Wall Street calls this a leveraged
buy-out. It was financed in this case by junk bonds, so called
because of the low credit rating of the issuer. With all this
red ink staring Kluge in the face, selling off one of his prop-
erties was not an outlandish possibility.

With this thought in mind, Balboni along with Johnson
and La Camera arranged a meeting with Bob Bennett, who
was by then president of Metromedia Television and Radio.
Bennett had tried for a while to make Boston Metromedia’s
corporate headquarters, building fancy new offices at the
Needham station. In so doing he expected to keep a weather
eye on his godchild, station WCVB. However, given his hope
of transforming Metromedia into something akin to a fourth
network, the pull of the West Coast was too strong. He was
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moving his operation to California on February 15, the day
before he met with Balboni and the other two men.

“We were all good friends of Bob’s, so it was a very cordial
discussion,” said Balboni. “He was respectful of our interest,
but said that he had no idea whether the station would be
sold. ‘It certainly is not for sale right now,” he said, ‘but if I
were ever to find out that there was such a possibility, I
promise I'd let you know.’

“He also said such things as ‘where would you get the
money? and we said we didn’t really know just then, but
we had reason to believe we could put together a credible
effort, and in any event we wanted to try. We'd lived through
this once before, and we didn’t want to see the chance pass
us by again.”

Some weeks later, on April 4, according to Balboni’s cal-
endar, Bob Bennett was back in Boston. At the station, fol-
lowing the six o’clock news, he took Balboni to one side of
the Newsroom to say, “I just want to tell you I think some-
thing may be happening.” He had no definite knowledge,
but he felt that in the current takeover atmosphere, the
forces at work in the industry were getting to his boss, John
Kluge. He himself had been told absolutely nothing and most
likely would not be until whatever was going to happen was
a fait accompli. Kluge, he said, liked to play his cards very
close to his chest and make his own deals. Still Bennett felt
that something was afoot, and he was dismayed to think it
might be a sale of WCVB.

Phil Balboni was galvanized into action. “I'm now going
into high gear,” he told Bennett.

Balboni, La Camera, and Johnson, the three conspirators—
for that is how they had begun to think of their role in this clan-
destine effort—met the next morning to plan their strategy.

They decided first to expand the group to include Tom Brin-
gola, business manager of the station, who they knew had a bit
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more sophisticated money sense than any of them. They also felt
that Jim Coppersmith’s participation as general manager would
be very important for their cause, and promptly went to his of-
fice to ask if he wanted to join them. He did.

Five days later, prepared to wrestle with the hard, cold-
cash reality of their dream, Balboni and Bringola went to
New York to talk with the firm of Kidder Peabody about the
financial viability of their plans. Although all five men were
well paid, none was really rich, and the sum involved—a
sum they could only guess at since they were not privy to
Metromedia’s books—was enormous. In fact, they guessed
it right on the nose—$450 million.

Kidder Peabody is said to have special expertise in both
debt funding (bank loans) and equity funding (individuals or
groups who have a great deal of money to invest and look
for a high return on a business that is already a going concern
with a proven track record). Channel s, according to Kidder
Peabody, readily qualified for both kinds of financing.

Strongly in its favor was that the station had in three short
years appreciated in resale value from $220 million to $450
million. At this rate of growth the annual net profit (the actual
figure is a closely guarded secret, but $35 million is a safe
bet) would in five years be $45 million to $50 million.

All this added up to good news for the five executives. In
a word that came to be used practically hourly, it was
“doable.”

The next hurdle was to ask Bennett if he could arrange a
meeting with John Kluge so the five could present their case.
This was potentially the most difficult challenge so far; Bal-
boni said they were afraid their request would be turned
down flat either because the station had already been sold
or because Kluge would consider their offer presumptuous.
Neither of these misgivings was unjustified in view of the
man they were hoping to deal with.

A seventy-year-old tycoon, Kluge had come to this country as
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a German immigrant at age eight. He is looked upon as polite,
secretive, sly, and effective—not surprisingly, since the name
Kluge (the final e is pronounced) means “clever” in German.

In 1959 he bought a small broadcasting company, which
he promptly built into a $50-million-a-year firm. In addition
he owns an outdoor billboard company, the Harlem Globe
Trotters, and the Ice Capades. More recently his primary
interest has been in telecommunications, which in his case
means paging systems and, more important, cellular tele-
phones, considered the wave of the future in bringing car-
driving executives closer to their home offices. His reputa-
tion is of a man who cares little about the details of whatever
enterprise he is involved in so long as he is making money.
This he does in great abundance; he is one of the world’s
few billionaires. He never gives interviews.

When word came through Bob Bennett that yes, Mr.
Kluge would be delighted to see them, Balboni and company
could not help feeling elated. Surely this was the sign they
had been waiting for.

The meeting took place on April 24, 198s, in the offices
of Metromedia’s New York City radio station, WNEW. “We
had planned our presentation carefully,” said Balboni. “Jim
Coppersmith spoke first and made a kind of general intro-
ductory remark. I followed with a brief discussion of the
financial aspect, and Tim Johnson wound up on a rather
personal note.”

Through all this Kluge listened attentively. Then he said,
“You gentlemen know that I always keep my word, and you
know that I've always lived by that rule. So I must now tell you
that I did give my word to someone else that if the station was
ever sold, they would have the opportunity to buy it.”

Now, no one—not one of the five potential buyers, to each
of whom I asked the question—could fathom why, this being
the case, Kluge had ever agreed to see them—his own peo-
ple—without first warning them of his prior commitment.
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It was true, he did go on to say, that there was always a
possibility that the person to whom he had made the com-
mitment might not, for a variety of technical reasons, wish
to exercise his option to buy the station. He told them “If
for some reason the deal does not go through, I give you my
word that you will be the next people I will come to.”

Cold comfort indeed, although Phil Balboni says he tried
to keep his spirits up by clinging to that thin thread. Not so
Jim Coppersmith, who believes himself, with some justifi-
cation, to be the most objective of the group and who doesn’t
think they ever really had a chance. “I think,” he told me,
“that Big does not sell to Little. Big buys Little and otherwise
only does business with Big.”

“Which in this case means the Hearst Company?” Cop-
persmith nodded. “But can you tell me why their $450 mil-
lion in cash was any different from your $450 million in cash?”

“Because I think instinctively Kluge knows that five years
from now he might want to buy the station back, or buy
three Hearst newspapers, or sell them something else—the
Harlem Globe Trotters or Foster & Klaiser outdoor adver-
tising. If he sells us this TV station, even though he knows
it might be better for the community, he knows he’s never
going to sell us anything else.”

“In other words, there’s no idealism at all?”

“ldealism in the boardrooms of major corporations?”
Coppersmith snorted. “I've never seen it.”

But Phil Balboni, the instigator, could not reconcile him-
self to this bitter realism.

“I had a very strong sense of destiny about this particular
time,” he told me as we sat together in his office reviewing
the whole sorry story. “We had the people who had all the
experience and expertise. We were in the right position to
control this station and to return to the community and to
the employees what they each deserved. We could have
raised the money and kept the dream of local ownership
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alive. And to have that opportunity snatched away from us
is a bitter, profound, lifetime disappointment.

“And I don’t mind saying as I sit here right now that I
don’t think enough was done to ensure that this station would
have stayed in local hands. I don’t blame the Hearst Cor-
poration one bit. I lay the blame squarely at the door of John
Kluge and, sadly, I'm afraid I also have to lay it at the door
of my good friend Bob Bennett.”

Here, of course, is the real mystery figure—hero or erst-
while hero, Robert M. Bennett. Had he betrayed the station
he had created and then in 1981 helped to sell to alien if
not hostile hands? Had he been aware of the Hearst con-
nection when he first talked to Phil Balboni about his sus-
picion that something was afoot? Was he aware of it at the
time of the WNEW meeting with Kluge? And did he try to
do anything to derail the Hearst deal, as Kluge had hinted
might be possible, in the hope of getting the station back
not only into local hands but into the hands of five men he
knew, had worked with, loved, and trusted?

After what seemed a frustratingly long period of conjec-
ture, I finally had an opportunity to question Bob Bennett
himself, somewhat along the lines of Senator Howard Baker
during the Watergate hearings, “What did you know and
when did you know it?”

At the press conference held three days after the sales to
Murdoch and Hearst were announced, Bob Bennett was
asked if he felt sad at the way things had turned out. He
had, after all, been president of Metromedia Television, and
now with all seven stations sold out from under him, he had
nothing left to be president of.

“If I had my druthers,” Bennett answered, “I'd rather this
hadn’t happened. When I look back on the sale of the stations
it’s like the end of a little Camelot.”

“But are you sad?” the questioner persisted.
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Yes,” said Bennett with finality. “I'm sad and depressed.”

Bennett having made an estimated $20 million from the
sale of the Metromedia stations, this answer called forth a
number of under-the-breath comments, variations on the
“crying all the way to the bank” theme.

But perhaps this was unfair. He had already garnered quite a
few million dollars (five is the estimate) from the sale of WCVB
to Metromedia, so in fact what he had cared about, when every-
thing appeared to be going so rosily for him, was not more cash,
which he didn’t need, but the opportunity to create a fourth net-
work of independent stations. He came close to this goal, he be-
lieved, only to stumble at the five-yard line.

Later Bennett described his feelings to me privately in a
little allegory, one that he had regaled John Kluge with when
Kluge told him he had sold the television stations. It is a
very Bennettesque recitation.

“I told him it felt a little bit like it was 1895 and he said
to me, ‘Hey, come on, Bob, we're going in the stagecoach
business, you and the other three guys in the office of the
president.” And I said, ‘Okay, what are we going to do?” And
he said, ‘We're going to see who can get from New York to
Los Angeles first, and you're going to sit in the stagecoach
and you're going to hold the reins.’

“So I said, ‘Right, let’s go.” And we tear along through
rivers and streams and plains and the dust is flying and I'm
holding onto the reins like a son of a bitch, and I say, ‘I don’t
know if we're out in front, but I think we are.” And then one
night we get to Albuquerque and put up in a little dump of
a hotel. And I come down in the morning, and the guys are
taking the horses off the coach instead of putting them on.
And I say, ‘What are you doing?” And Kluge says, ‘Bob, I
don’t know how to tell you this, but we sold the stagecoach
last night.” And I say, ‘You sold the stagecoach?’ And he says,
‘Yeah, we did. We're out of business.” And then they're
putting saddles on the horses, and Kluge comes over to me
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and starts stuffing my pockets with gold. And I say, ‘What
are you doing that for?” And he says, ‘That’s your share. See
ya.” And with that, he and the others ride off.

“So I've got three things I can do. I can either put a saddle
on the remaining horse and ride off in some direction, or I
can attach the horse to the stagecoach, but I don’t think one
horse can pull it alone, or I can turn around and buy the
hotel we slept in last night. And not one of those three
scenarios is one I want, or one I have written for myself.”

When I went in July for my meeting with Bennett at his
Cape Cod condominium, the meeting at which this discourse
took place, my attitude toward this demigod, whom 1 had
met briefly only once, was exceedingly wary. All the glowing
reports from people at WCVB and elsewhere had empha-
sized his charm, his warmth, his vast energy, his friendliness,
his wit, his superb abilities as a salesman. “He has a sense
of both excitement and vulnerability about him,” says Jim
Coppersmith. “It’s an experience to meet him. When you
talk to him, he has the facility of convincing you that you're
the most important person in the world to him.”

Well, I wasn’t going to be taken in—not by any of the
charisma, not by his huge, powerful frame, his superengag-
ing smile, his ease of manner, nor even by the fact that,
being on vacation, he was growing a stubby little beard that
made him look rather like Captain Kidd.

No, I was not going to be disarmed by him. But in the
event, of course, I was—almost. Just a few little comments
of his gave me pause.

There came a time when I had to ask him point-blank if
he had been aware of Kluge’s so-called commitment to sell
Channel 5 to Hearst.

“I didn’t know about that,” he said.

“I can’t believe,” I told him,“that with your intimate con-
nection with WCVB for all those years, you wouldn’t have
known anything about your boss’s plans for its future.”
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“I didn’t have any idea,” he said. “First of all, earlier,
when there was talk of selling CVB, to reduce Metromedia’s
debt I talked Kluge out of it. I said, ‘John, you can’t do that
to this town again. They’'ve been through the whole history
of WHDH, BBI, and Metromedia. It would be a disaster
for them. Sell New York, sell Los Angeles, but not Boston.” ”

And as he spoke it crossed my mind fleetingly: if Kluge
was talking of selling Boston, would he not have been likely
to tell Bennett that he had a ready buyer in Hearst, to whom
he had already committed the station?

“So,” Bennett repeated, “I talked him out of it. He said
to me, ‘Okay, we won’t do it.” And then he went ahead on
his own and did it. He not only sold Boston, he sold the
whole damn thing—including the television company of
which I was president. And before I even knew it was hap-
pening. I was devastated. I mean absolutely devastated.”

I asked him then if, inasmuch as Boston was going to be sold
separately, there wasn’t something he could have done to per-
suade Kluge to sell the station to Phil Balboni and his colleagues.

“I was pulling for them,” he said.“I wanted them to have
it. I talked to Kluge for them. But in my heart of hearts I
don’t think it could have worked.”

“You're not saying you don’t think they could have run
the station satisfactorily, are you?”

“No, of course not. There’s no question that they could
have run it probably even better than they will now working
for somebody else.”

(Unspoken query: is the public interest thus being better
served by having them working for somebody else?)

“What I'm saying,” Bennett went on, “is that $450 million
is an awful lot of money and to service that debt at at least
ten percent—probably it would have been more—would
mean $45 to $50 million in interest alone.” .

But, as I pointed out, they never envisaged owing $450 mil-
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lion. The equity partner was going to own $150 million, so they
were always talking in terms of interest on $300 million.

“Well, even at $300 million, paying probably fifteen percent,
you're talking about $45 million interest, and the station only
makes $35 million [state secret out of the bag here], so they've
got to be in the hole $10 million just to pay the interest.”

“But the station’s revenue is projected to appreciate up
to $50 million a year by 19go,” I said, reflecting that he
himself had told me earlier that when the station was sold
to Metromedia in 1981 the annual profit was $20 million and
that three years later the profit was $35 million. “So we went
up $15 million in three years,” he had said.

And I had replied that it seemed a television company
couldn’t fail to make money these days. “It’s pretty difficult,”
Bennett had answered. “You've got to be pretty dumb not
to make it work.”

Still, in fairness, there is no denying that $450 million is
a lot of money even if you only have to pay interest on $300
million of it. Phil Balboni and the other four all realized that
there was going to have to be considerable belt-tightening
at Channel 5 for the rest of the decade to service their debt.

Bennett thought it would have been more than simple
belt-tightening. “I think they would have been forced to do
the very thing that would have killed them if Metromedia
or Hearst had done it. They would have had to cut back on
staff, cut back on program ideas, cut back on Chronicle. Oh,
don’t get me wrong,” he added, I thought a touch defen-
sively. “I was pulling for them because I loved them, and I
knew how badly they wanted it. I wanted them to have it,
but at the same time I think God was looking down on them
because I don’t think they could have made it.”

“Did you tell them that?”

“I said to Phil and to all four of those other guys, ‘Don’t
get so emotional that you're irrational.’
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“Hearst thought it was grossly overpriced, too,” he went
on. “But I convinced them. I actually sold the idea of buying
the station to Hearst.” (Passing thought. If Hearst had re-
jected Kluge’s offer, Balboni and company had been prom-
ised the next chance.) “After all"—Bennett laughed—"CVB
is my kid. I had to make goddamn sure it was going to
somebody that would take care of it.”

In sum, Bennett’s role in supporting the sale to the five
executives can, I believe, best be summed up as pro forma.
He had done what he had been asked to do by Phil Balboni
and the others, first tipping them off to a possible sale in the
offing, then, while not actually discouraging their aspirations,
urging them to think rationally, and finally arranging for
them to meet with Kluge to present their case.

Since he says emphatically that he did not know of the com-
mitment to Hearst before the fact, one must believe him.

On the other hand, it seems perfectly clear that he made
no real effort to prevent or even to stall the Hearst sale so
that the Balboni group could, as promised by Kluge, have
a crack at it. On the contrary, by his own admission, he
actually persuaded Frank Bennack at Hearst to buy the sta-
tion. He even had another chance to call them off when the
Hearst people, before they would make a deal, asked him
for a “noncompete” contract, which meant that he would
agree not to go to work for any competing stations in the
Boston market. Had he refused to sign such an agreement,
as he did when the Murdoch people asked for the same thing
for the other six stations (“Screw you,” he told them suc-
cinctly), Hearst probably would not have signed, and Balboni
and company again would have had their chance.

That he did not extend himself further on behalf of his friends
at WCVB is explainable in terms of his apparently honestly held
belief that the financial stakes were too high for them and would
have actually crippled their ability to run WCVB.

Against this view of his, however, one must weigh the
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position of Balboni, La Camera, Johnson, Bringola, and
Coppersmith. These five men singly and certainly collec-
tively are every bit as savvy as Bennett about the finan-
cial realities of their station and of the media in general.
They would never in the world have undertaken to buy
Channel 5 if they had thought they might have been
forced by the money pinch to decimate the station that
they cared so deeply about.

They believed implicitly, bolstered in their conviction by
Kidder Peabody, that they would succeed. They understood
that they would have to cut out frills, freeze salaries, eschew
new, expensive program ideas, and generally settle for the
status quo for a period of at least five years. After that, they
would have been golden.
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“In five years,” says Jim Coppersmith, “the equity would
have appreciated so that the cash flow would have improved,
which means ultimately we could have had a TV station that
no one in the country has ever envisaged. It would have been
a place where the employees were owners, where profits
were not a primary consideration, where we could have be-
come an institution in the life of this community in the same
sense that Harvard and MIT are. And besides that, we would
have had a hell of a lot of fun running this kind of station.”

So who has won? Kluge, that’s who. Bennett is out of a
job and the five WCVB executives are out of a dream, but
Kluge has his “stack,” as Bennett calls it. “Kluge measures
how well he’s done in life by the size of his stack,” he ex-
plains. He wanted to be a billionaire and now he is. There're
only maybe fifteen of those in the whole world, so now he
can say only fifteen guys are as smart as I am and have built
their stacks as high as me.”

And what of the Federal Communications Commission,
theoretically constituted to uphold the integrity of licenses
to broadcast, which are granted in the public’s name and for
which the licensees pay nothing? Did they make any move
to assure or even investigate whether the public interest was
being served by this sale? They did not.

All of which leaves us to wonder if the television industry
can any longer be looked on as a public trust. Or is it now
only a vast moneymaking business?

Stay tuned.



BBI: A Look Backward

WHEN BBI SIGNED ON

the air for the first time at 3:00 A.M. on March 19, 1972,
their jubilant opening words, “Hello, world!,” culminated
ten long years of frustration, dashed hopes, setbacks, let-
downs, foul-ups, and monkey wrenches thrown into the
gears.

Their objective during this interminable period had been
to take away from WHDH the authority to operate VHF
station Channel 5 in Boston. In fact this authority, amounting
only to a de facto license, was granted in 1957 by a weak,
careless, FCC that in the eyes of many who followed the
case should never have awarded it in the first place. Among
its other shortcomings, the station’s blatant lack of media
diversification amounted to a violation of the Sherman An-
titrust Act.

WHDH-TV, owned and operated by the Boston Herald
Traveller Corporation, had what has been called a “com-

31
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munications stronghold” in Boston,* owning one newspaper
(a Republican newspaper, incidentally, during the Repub-
lican administration of President Eisenhower), one FM sta-
tion, and one AM station. Clearly this gave them an unfair
competitive advantage over Boston’s other newspaper, the
Globe, especially since commercial time on WHDH was
habitually sold in conjunction with space in the Herald and
Traveller newspapers, to say nothing of the constant iden-
tification of news on the air as Herald or Traveller news,
and other sly reciprocal advantages.

The Boston case, as it came to be known in regulatory
circles in Washington, raised some eyebrows in the Legis-
lative Oversight Committee. But not enough eyebrows to
change the status quo of WHDH.

It was not until President Kennedy appointed a brilliant
young Chicago lawyer, Newton Minow, as chairman of the
FCC that a new broom began sweeping various piles of dirt
from under various rugs. However, despite the strong dis-
approval of the new chairman, the FCC, probably hoping
to get rid of the whole tiresome case on the grounds that
possession was nine-tenths of the law, granted WHDH a
four months’ license to operate—the first official recognition
that the station had had in five years.

Minow’s response to this action was to state that new
applicants were invited to file applications in competition
with WGBH in what was called a comprehensive hearing.

Enter BBI, with its stellar list of stockholders, its histo-
rians, physicists, biologists, anthropologists, economists, en-
gineers, doctors, judges, and captains of industry—along
with two other applicants, one perennial, Greater Boston II,
and the other—Charles River—new.

*I am indebted for material about the WHDH-FCC contretempts to Sterling
Red Quinlan’s book, The Hundred Million Dollar Lunch (Chicago: J. Philip O'Hara,

1974).
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There followed an endless hearing, lasting just under two
years, conducted by a thoughtful, scholarly, and essentially
fair-minded lawyer named Herbert Sharfman. After listening
to BBI's proposal of (1) twenty-four hours of broadcasting,
seven days a week, (2) fifty hours weekly of live local pro-
gramming (the most anyone had heard of in those days was
twenty-three hours), (3) one-quarter of its ownership to be
sold to employees for ten dollars a share, (4) profits always
held secondary to quality, (5) fewer commercials than allow-
able under National Association of Broadcasters guidelines,
(6) extremely high integration of ownership into the station’s
daily operation, Sharfman observed dryly that he found the
BBI proposals “permeated by an exuberance which makes
one doubtful of their fulfillment.”

He ended by finding in favor of WHDH, granting them
a license for three years, subject, of course, to the approval
of the seven FCC commissioners.

Still BBI refused to give up and opted, along with the
other three applicants (WHDH included), to go for the long
shot of an oral argument before the FCC itself. Newton
Minow had gone on to greener fields by then, and two of
the commissioners had disqualified themselves, allegedly be-
cause of conflict of interest but perhaps because of plain
weariness. Another was to back out just before the hearings
began.

Miraculously, however, the four remaining commissioners
voted three to one in favor of BBI. It was almost not to be
believed. The saying in broadcast circles had always been
that “the Commission giveth but doth not take away.”

It then took sixteen more months for the commissioners
to commit their decision to writing and to state that in their
judgment “the grant of the application to BBI would best
serve the public interest.” One might think that was the end
of it, but actually there were to be four more years of liti-
gation, during which the Herald Traveller showed a stu-
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pendous variety of bared fangs. From the outset it was clear
they weren’t going to take the FCC decision, especially since
it reversed that of the hearing examiner, Sharfman, in their
favor, without mounting a vigorous counterattack.

And in truth most of the broadcast industry was on their
side (in many cases, of course, fearing the same fate for
themselves), offering tenders of support to Harold Clancy,
chief executive officer of the Herald Traveller Corporation.

When WHDH's petition to the FCC for a reconsideration
was turned down, they took their case to the Court of Appeals
(Nixon was by then president), which, after a comparatively
short delay of five months, upheld the FCC decision in favor
of BBI. As a matter of course WHDH then asked for another
reconsideration, and when this was turned down, the case
moved on the last leg of its first journey (there would be
three) to the U.S. Supreme Court.

Meanwhile, a WHDH goon squad inspired by Harold
Clancy launched a no-holds-barred campaign against every
member of the board of BBI, branding each director they
could with the slightest and most trivial of peccadilloes, each
case being overblown and prominently played on the front
pages of the Herald Traveller.

I should in fairness point out that there was a great deal
at stake for the Herald Traveller. If they lost WHDH, they
knew the newspaper would doubtless go under too, costing
some two thousand jobs and leaving Boston with one only
major newspaper, the Globe (Democratic) and one tabloid,
the Record American.

But for the time being at least their desperation tactics
were not paying off. On June 14, 1971, the Supreme Court
turned down WHDH's appeal for a review of the case. Vic-
tory for BBI, and what they had every reason to believe
would be a mid-September start-up, was now in sight.

However, the actual document assuring them of this did
not come into BBI’s hands until the end of June. Then there



First signal ever on air: During a waiting period BBI was
allowed a brief test each night—this was September 11, 1971,
5:00 A.M., Leo Beranek and son Tom
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was another month’s delay while they waited for the FCC
to issue a construction permit. Meanwhile they had bought
the Caterpillar repair factory in Needham and arranged to
lease from Channel 4, the Westinghouse station, space on
its existing antenna, also in Needham. At the base of this
tower they had to construct a transmitter building.

Here I turn the mike over to Leo Beranek, noted acoustical
engineer, and the man chosen by the board to devote full
time to BBI as its president.

“How do you take a building,” he asks rhetorically, “and
change it from nothing to a whole operating television sta-
tion, get all the equipment installed and everything ready
to go, between the end of July and September 11th? You
don’t. But we did.”
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Partly it was a result of superb planning while they waited
for the thirty-day construction permit. “We did get permis-
sion from the Commission to pour the cement for the build-
ing we had to put under the tower, because that takes the
longest to harden. But for the rest, while we waited, we tore
everything out from the interior of the Caterpillar building
and had all the material ordered and stockpiled and ready
to go into place the minute the thirty days were up.”

“And all the while,” I said, “I seem to recall that Clancy
and the Herald were saying that it was impossible for you
to meet the September deadline.”

“That’s right,” said Leo Beranek in his calm, quiet
way. “They kept calling us liars and using that word
practically every day on the front page of their newspa-
per. And then, just at the end of August, something hap-
pened that threw us into a tailspin from which we almost
didn’t recover.”

What happened was that at this critical moment one piece
of the mud Clancy had continually thrown at them stuck!

Nathan David was one of the original movers of BBI and
one of its largest stockholders. A lawyer who had at one time
worked for the FCC, he was particularly useful in dealings
with that body and in fact was generally credited with having
written the “perfect paper” detailing BBI's high-minded pur-
pose and ideals.

There seems no question of Nathan David’s own high
ideals, but his sense of what a lawyer is permitted to do may
have been somewhat careless, although certainly nothing
more nefarious.

The case in point concerned his involvement with a com-
pany called Synergystics, of which he was general counsel
and which he thought had a very promising future; four of
his friends thought so too and wanted to buy a block of stock.
Could David sell it to them at slightly less than the over-
the-counter price? David agreed to do this and told his four
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friends that for his services he would charge them a dollar
for each share he sold them.

Leo Beranek reports: “What Clancy found out was that
Nathan David had violated the criminal statutes of this state
because in charging these people a dollar a share he had
acted as a broker without a broker’s license.”

David was outraged, insisting that he had acted as a lawyer
and billed as a lawyer; if he had charged them a fee of $684
instead of a dollar a share, there would have been no prob-
lem. But now there was. The attorney general, a close friend
of Clancy’s, took it to the Grand Jury, which indicted David
for a criminal offense. And that came close to really sinking
things for BBI.

It was truly a desperate situation for them as the scene
shifted once more back to Washington and to an FCC now
under the chairmanship of Nixon appointee Dean Burch,
who had every reason to want to keep Republican media
influence strong in Boston. Among the rumors flying was
talk that Nixon himself was “taking an interest,” that Dean
Burch had been consulting with Charles Colson at the White
House and had in fact been told to seek a remand, in other
words a request that the case be returned to the FCC for a
new (and obviously different) decision, and at the same time
to rescind the construction permit awarded to BBI.

Against this dreadful possibility BBI prepared a crucial
letter pointing out that what the FCC contemplated doing
would destroy them, that they had already spent millions of
dollars on construction that was, according to an affidavit
from Leo Beranek, g5 percent completed. How could the
FCC even consider forfeiting this huge investment on the
basis of mere allegations of wrongdoing on the part of one
stockholder?

However, just to ensure that no further delays would oc-
cur, BBI would separate Nathan David from the board en-
tirely until he was fully cleared.
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This letter, plus the strong support of the newest and
youngest of the FCC commissioners, Nick Johnson, carried
the day, at least to a degree. The construction permit was
not rescinded; BBI was permitted to proceed “at its own
peril.” And the FCC’s request for a remand went to the
Court of Appeals, which promptly turned it down. The Su-
preme Court also declined to hear the same sorry story again.

Meanwhile, of course, the September start-up date had
long since passed, and Clancy, pretending and perhaps
actually feeling confidence, continued to buy time by
instituting another Court-of-Appeals-to-Supreme-Court go-
around.

This time the Court of Appeals, in passing the ball back
to the FCC, again ruled that “the interest of justice would
not be furthered by recalling the case.”

So now it was finally up to the FCC, which voted over
the most bitter objections of Dean Burch to grant BBI a
start-up date of March 19, 1972. And the mystery of this
chapter was that in the end Dean Burch, apparently seeing
the tide running against him, reversed himself and cast his
vote in favor of BBI.

There was still the Supreme Court, however, and Harold
Clancy in one last do-or-die attempt, six days before the
agreed-upon start-up date, enlisted the good offices of Abe
Fortas, former member of the Court, to try to persuade his
onetime brethren to grant certiorari—in other words, finally
to rehear this interminable case.

And now indeed BBI was truly down to the wire. Although
their start-up date granted by the FCC was on Sunday,
March 19, they could not actually go on the air until the last
resort—the Supreme Court—upheld the date by refusing to
rehear the case.

If by some dreadful mischance the “nine old men” were
persuaded by Fortas’s alchemy to reconsider once more, the



BBI: A Look Backward - 39

delay, even if the outcome was again favorable—would mean
the death knell for BBI.

Because by then they were severely in debt; the bank had
understandably refused to lend them another penny until
they had a picture on the tube, and their creditors, most of
whom had been put off since September, were clamoring
ever more insistently. All the key men on the board had
mortgaged everything—houses, cars, anything that would
bring them more money—to keep their dream alive.

By the Friday before the Sunday start-up date, there was
still no word from their operative in Washington, Don Ward,
monitoring the Supreme Court.

Says Leo Beranek, “We had to sit with the specter of
bankruptcy on that terrible day. If the Court had not ap-
proved the Sunday start-up date, all of us, and our wives
sitting at home, faced the loss of practically everything we
owned.”

At five o'clock in the afternoon Ward called from Wash-
ington to say that the clerk of the Supreme Court had just
informed him that the Court was about to adjourn for the
weekend, probably without considering their case.

This was the pit—the actual bottom of despair. Could they
dare go on the air on Sunday without this final okay?

Then, by the grace of God and of justice, the phone rang
again. Don Ward was back. And Leo Beranek, that calmest,
most balanced, most controlled of men, dropped the phone
and screamed to all within the sound of his voice, “WE'RE
ON THE AIR!”

It seems appropriate here to follow that triumphant an-
nouncement with a brief who’s who of some of the key mem-
bers of the BBI board.

Leo Beranek, president of the company, who has already
been introduced, is a Harvard Ph.D. who was given a ten-



WCVB, Channel 5 BBI management team: (left to right)
Robert Bennett, Vice President/General Manager, Operations;
Matthew Brown, Chairman of the Board, BBI; Dr. Leo
Beranek, President, BBI; Richard Burdick, Vice President/
General Manager, Creative Services; and Thomas Maney,
Vice President/Assistant General Manager, Director of Sales
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ured professorship at MIT and made director of their acous-
tical lab at the age of thirty-three. He is co-founder of the
consulting firm of Bolt, Beranek, and Newman, which be-
came one of the most noted acoustical computer, information
science, and communications technology companies in the
country. “Most of my life,” says Beranek “has been spent
dealing with people who create things.”

One of the progenitors of BBI, Judge Matthew Brown,
chairman of the board, is a lawyer who served for a time as
a special justice in the Boston Municipal Court. A prominent
public servant, he has been a trustee of the Combined Jewish
Philanthropies, the American Jewish Committee, and Beth
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Israel Hospital, and a member of the Board of Selectmen in
his native Brookline, Massachusetts.

It was Judge Brown who first recruited William Pourvu,
a young economist, a real estate expert, now teaching at the
Harvard Business School, and Leo Beranek, who latched
onto him to be his second in command, “combining my
experience with his vigor,” and persuaded him to devote
half time to the station.

The late John H. Knowles, famed doctor, professor, and
administrator, onetime director of the Massachusetts Gen-
eral Hospital and, until his death in 1979, president of the
board of trustees of the Rockefeller Foundation, was one of
BBI's best-known directors.

Oscar Handlin, distinguished American historian, Pforz-
heimer University professor and director of the Charles War-
ren Center for Studies in American History at Harvard,
winner of the Pulitzer Prize and many other awards for his
prolific and trenchant writings, was an active participant in
the operation of the station.

Jordan Baruch, vice-president of Bolt, Beranek, and New-
man, professor of electrical engineering at MIT and of busi-
ness administration first at the Harvard Business School and
subsequently at the Amos Tuck School of Business Admin-
istration at Dartmouth, brought expertise both in science
and business to the board.

Other distinguished members included Robert Gardner,
anthropologist at Harvard and avant-garde filmmaker; Ger-
ald Holton, physicist at Harvard, writer, and editor; William
Andres, lawyer, trustee of numerous educational institu-
tions, and chairman of the board of trustees at Dartmouth
College; and F. Stanton Deland, chairman of the Board of
Overseers at Harvard.

The goal of these men and their colleagues was to make
creative and stimulating use of what they considered a great
medium. If it would one day make those who invested in
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BBI rich (or richer), that was not the first thing on their
minds as they began their television careers.

During these pre-start-up months of travail, Bob Bennett
was having some different and difficult problems of his own
in the matter of a network affiliation. BBI's pledge of fifty
hours a week of local broadcasting was not sitting at all well
with the networks, which, as Bennett puts it, “want to pro-
gram your station from sign-on to sign-off.” In many cases,
even today, they come close to achieving that goal, often
airing a mere ten local hours a week—perhaps sometimes
as “much” as fifteen.

WHDH had been a CBS station, but that network was
not about to deal with fifty hours and the possibility of being
preempted all the time. So CBS made a commitment to
Channel 7, at that time an RKO station in Boston and an
ABC affiliate. The other Boston VHF station, Channel 4,
was solidly tied to NBC.

Forced out of Channel 7, ABC was left without a Boston
affiliate, except the possibility of BBI, with which they were
reluctant to “jump into bed” because of the large number
of local live hours. So they stalled—for three months they
stalled, until Bennett had had enough.

His trump card was that if ABC didn’t affiliate with them,
they would have had to go with a UHF station in Boston,
and because UHFs usually have a weaker signal, it is axio-
matic that it is more difficult to succeed financially with a U
than with a V station.

With this in mind, Bennett called Elton Rule, then pres-
ident of ABC, and put it to him: “You've been playing games
with us, but now I've got to know. If you don’t sign with us
today, I'm going to declare us an independent VHF station.
And if I do that, you're going to have the toughest grind you
ever had in your life, first because I know how to run an
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independent station, and second because then ABC will be
left with a UHF in the sixth largest market in the country.”

Here he left Elton Rule to draw his own somber conclu-
sions, which he promptly did. An hour later he called Ben-
nett back. ABC would be happy to have BBI, if and when
BBI went on the air, as an affiliate.

This contretemps took place during the summer of 1971,
when all negotiations were geared to the September start-
up date. Equally pressing was the matter of acquiring a staff
ready to man the station, now called WCVB,} the moment
it went on the air. Bennett had hired a number of first-rate
men and women. Personnel, salespeople, a program man-
ager, technical people, a public relations director, and a news
director came on board—and on salary—during the summer,
but there was still the matter of the “talent” to be solved.

WHDH had four very good newscasters that the new BBI
coveted, and unfortunately so did the RKO General station
Channel 7. In fact RKO had already made these men an
offer for the moment WHDH went off the air and was about
to announce the coup at a press conference when Beranek
and Bennett moved in on them.

Beranek takes credit for the maneuver; Bennett, he says,
thought they were too late, but was persuaded to go along
when, at the eleventh hour, they took sportscaster Don Gillis
and newsman Jack Hynes, certainly the two top men in the
city, to lunch.

“We don’t want you to go to a second-rate station like
Channel 7,” Beranek recalls saying. “It’s a kind of sleazy
operation, and here we've got the best general manager in
the country.”

Bennett, while probably making appropriately modest
noises, did not disagree. And in fact Beranek was correct to

tNote the juxtaposition of these three letters on the hottom row of typewriter
keys.
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lead off his sales pitch with the virtues of his general man-
ager, who in the eyes of Boston television looked like the
only person in the whole BBI operation who knew his way
around the business. The rest were widely regarded as a
bunch of well-meaning do-gooders who knew absolutely
nothing about running a television station and had little going
for them except some far-out, impractical ideas. But Ben-
nett’s track record gave the two newsmen pause. He had
been sales manager of KTTV, Los Angeles, general manager
of WTITG, Washington, and when he was hired away by BBI
he had for several years been general manager of WNEW,
New York.

Beranek and his colleague, Bill Pourvu, vice-president of
BBI, had lured Bennett away from this prestigious job (com-
plete with limousine and driver) by offering him equity: 5
percent of the company, in fact, which by Bennett’s own
estimate, since he figured a station in the Boston market was
probably worth $50 million at that time, made his share two
and a half million.

Bennett and Beranek now held out this same bait—equity
in the company at ten dollars a share—to Jack Hynes and
Don Gillis, though not of course in the same amount, with
the same positive results. “Those two were the stars,” said
Beranek. “Once we got them, their colleagues John Henning
and Chet Curtis, who were the second echelon but whom
we also wanted, came along, also on the agreement that they
could buy stock at ten dollars a share.”

They now had the four top people from WHDH as a
nucleus, and when they finally went on the air it was with
Jack Hynes and John Henning at the 6:00 P.M. and 11:00
P.M. news anchor desk, Don Gillis on sports at these hours,
and Chet Curtis as weekend anchor man.

Actually there was a silver-lining department in the Sep-
tember-to-March start-up delay. During that period which
Bennett refers to as the twilight zone, quite a number of
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significant things happened. For one thing, WCVB was per-
mitted by the FCC to test its signal during the two hours
that WHDH was off the air in the early hours of the morning
and to clear up many technical bugs. Organizational foul-
ups were straightened out, the building began working for
them, and, perhaps most valuable, the staff already on hand
was able to get some very important shows taped and ready
to go on the air.

Prominent among these was Jabberwocky, a half-hour chil-
dren’s program combining live hosts with animated seg-
ments, music, and children’s art, which BBI's young
producers made on film for only $5,000 an episode. Bennett
with his characteristic zeal calls it “the most significant show
for kids ever made.” Hyperbole aside, there is no question
that Jabberwocky’s airing between 7:00 and 7:30 A.M. every
weekday did get WCVB off to a wonderful start. It was
quickly spotted by the influential Action for Children’s Tel-
evision (ACT), a watchdog outfit intent on improving pro-
gramming for kids, as a program of special character and
cited as evidence that the new station was really sincere
about producing quality programming.

There was ample other evidence pointing to the new sta-
tion’s determination that profit remain always secondary to
quality and public service. On the very first day, for example,
they launched Dr. Timothy Johnson, a discovery of Dr. John
Knowles, in a program called Medical Call, which was on
four mornings a week and then spun out to include a weekly
evening show called House Call. Before long, they also
started doing prime-time specials.

In May 1972, after they’d been on the air less than two
months, they did a program, preempting prime time (as ABC
had feared), on racial imbalance in Boston public schools,
an imbalance that led two years later to the controversial
court order of Judge W. Arthur Garrity mandating school
desegregation by busing.



Dr. Timothy Johnson
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A bit later in 1972 Channel 5 did a two-hour special called
To Live in New England, aimed at children and portraying
the varied charms of the area in which they were growing
up, and an hour special called So Frail a Thing that detailed
the many threats to the Massachusetts environment.

The year 1973 saw many more prime-time specials. One,
called Symphony, was a documentary about the Boston Sym-
phony Orchestra and its then-new director, Seiji Ozawa.
Another, No Fish Tomorrow, dealt with the crisis in the
New England fishing industry, and yet another focusing on
air travel in and out of Boston was called How Safe Is Logan
Airport? (Answer: Not very.)

In one of the first of many school desegregation specials,
called Busing: A Tale of Two Cities, a WCVB crew went to
San Francisco, which had just gone through court-ordered
busing, and compared its experience with the pending Bos-
ton one. As it turned out, San Francisco’s experience was a
good deal more orderly than Boston’s tumultuous public-
school upheaval.
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Possibly the preemption which created the most attention
in those early years was the start of what would eventually
be a whole series of medical documentaries featuring Dr.
Tim Johnson. This one, dealing with heart attacks, was called
The Frightening Feeling You're Going to Die. It cost
$100,000 to produce and was the first preemption which not
only received attention outside of Boston (it was eventually
syndicated and ran in most major markets) but also stunned
everyone by coming in first in the ratings in the time period
against CBS and NBC shows.

These, to be sure, were only a sampling of the station’s
prime-time specials. Other local programs running in non—
prime time (hours known throughout the industry as Day-
time, Early Fringe, Prime Access, and Late Fringe) tried to
provide diversity and present a lot of different showcases for
different portions of the viewing audience. For example, one
of the station’s most eclectic hours ran at two in the morning
when Robert Gardner regularly carried on a colloquy with
various avante-garde filmmakers for the benefit of arty
insomniacs.

Still airing with some success today is one program from
those early days, Good Day, a live morning talk and enter-
tainment show, and from later in the 1g70s, Miller’s Court,
with Harvard Law School professor Arthur Miller.

In the early 1970s the very idea of even having editorials
was a brand-new concept. WCVB carried a daily editorial
often written and read by Oscar Handlin, who took over as
chairman of the editorial board and added distinction to this
facet of the operation.

Gradually the industry began to take note of this station
(which most entrenched broadcasters had not at first taken
very seriously) if for no other reason than that they were so
boldly and often preempting network prime time for public
affairs programs, a heretofore unheard-of procedure.

As Bennett explains, “Normally locals would preempt the
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network to make money. They would knock out a movie that
the network was running to put in their own movie. That
way they would keep all the revenue. So if ABC put on a
movie at nine in the evening, it would mean maybe five
thousand dollars to the local on an hourly rate. But if the
local put on their own movie and preempted the network,
they might do thirty-five to forty-five thousand dollars. So
the tendency is for the station to want to preempt the net-
work and for the network not to want them to.

“However, in our case what made it difficult for ABC was
the kind of shows we were preempting for. We'd call and
say, ‘We're going to do a program on the emerging con-
sciousness of fatherhood [Babies Are for Fathers Too] or on
a profile of a lifer in Framingham Prison for Women. We're
probably going to spend a hundred thousand dollars to do
this and we expect to lose about seventy-five thousand. But
even so, we think it’s important for the community.

“The network obviously couldn’t fight that. And then, as
we started preempting more and more programs, and as so
many of them won their time period, suddenly the image of
the station started to spread out all over the country. ABC
was unhappy about the preemptions, but at the same time
ABC was proud.”

However, if anyone has the impression that, despite their
auspicious start, everything was smooth sailing during those
first few years he or she should be quickly disabused.

Participants’ memories of the difficulties encountered
vary. Leo Beranek thinks back to dealing with a great deal
of hostility in the community because of the widely held
belief that it was his station that was responsible for closing
down the Herald Traveller, which many people in Boston
had grown up with and still sorely missed. And though the
newspaper was losing so much money that it would have
closed anyway, WCVB was blamed from throwing some two
thousand people out of work.
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Bob Bennett recalls how during the first year they had
some staff morale problems. “A number of people were un-
happy, and I'd say to them, ‘This doesn’t make any sense.
Here we are doing all these wonderful new programs, and
you're unhappy. I can’t believe it.” Then it dawned on me.
Many of the staff had never worked in television before; they
had nothing to compare us to. But when some of them even-
tually moved on to other stations in New York or Chicago
or wherever, they would write back to their friends at Chan-
nel 5 and say, ‘My God, we didn’t know it then, but CVB
was Camelot.” ”

Camelot always looms large in Bennett’s perceptions of
WCVB, as does his often repeated contention that, despite
some fleeting unhappiness among the inexperienced staff,
“there was no fear of failure here. People would come to
me with an idea and I would kill myself trying to find reasons
why we could do it. So then they would go to the news
department or the program department and say, ‘Bob Ben-
nett listened to what I suggested, and we're going to do the
show.” And that attitude spread all over the building.”

Diametrically opposed is Oscar Handlin’s recollection,
possibly explained by his more saturnine nature as opposed
to Bennett’s exuberant one. But for whatever reason, Hand-
lin remembers that when they started to recruit a staff, peo-
ple from all over the country who had jobs in TV stations,
but were sick of the standard fare they were producing, wrote
to them. “We had the pick of the crop. Really experienced
professionals.”

But this, he believes proved something of a disadvantage.
“We had a program advisory board made up of producers,
assistant producers, directors, writers, cameramen, techni-
cians, all of whom were so deeply rooted in standard tele-
vision procedures that they were unable to implement the
concepts we had in mind. We would have an innovative idea
we wanted to try out, and they would say, It won’t work.
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It's too expensive.” So Pourvu or Brown or Beranek would
say to them, ‘It doesn’t matter how much it costs.” But still
they had the idea of a rigid budget too firmly ingrained. So
we were never able to make the fundamental changes from
the top down to the working level.”

Bill Pourvu, reconciling these disparate views (a role he
must have played often during the BBI days), says both men
are in a sense correct, because BBI did have to staff its station
differently from most stations in order to have enough variety
of workers to produce programs with such diverse perspec-
tives. And so they had a combination of people. Many were
inexperienced, as Bennett asserts, because there was no
standard market they could draw from. Other stations simply
weren 't doing their sort of programming. But then, as WCVB
progressed, professionals who, as Handlin says, were excited
at the ideas emanating from this new station and were eager
to get involved signed on. Yet they were perhaps not quite
ready to accept the bottom-line-is-second philosophy.

Nonetheless the fact is that BBI never from its inception
actually lost money. Even in the partial start-up year of 1972
they cleared $800,000. But what they made in those early
years was a pittance compared with the other two VHF
stations in the city.

For instance, according to Bennett, who slings figures
around with abandon while others consider profits and cash
flow as hush-hush as the KGB, Channel 5 made $1.6 million
in 1973, while Channel 4 WBZ was making $10 million and
Channel 7, “which wasn’t even doing anything halfway de-
cent,” made $g million. But WCVB kept creeping up, and
by 1976 everything turned golden for them.

First syndication began to pay off. Good Day!, the moring
talk show, was playing in seventy-one markets, Jabberwocky
in ninety-one, and House Call in eighty-five. But the most
notable during this period was a popular weekly show called
The Baxters, which dealt with social issues as seen through
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the eyes of a nice liberal family, the antithesis of the Archie
Bunkers. The Baxters ran in syndication with Norman Lear
for two years. Lear incidentally referred to WCVB as the
best commercial television station in Americat and to Bob
Bennett as the best local broadcaster in the country.

Furthermore, by 1976 the promised fifty hours of local
broadcasting had gone up to sixty-two hours, more than those
of any other network affiliate in the country.

Then, in May 1976, Channel 5 was given tangible rec-
ognition by winning the highly esteemed George Foster Pea-
body Award, always before given to a specific program but
never, as in this case, to a station for overall excellence.

In July, when the Queen of England came to Boston,
sportingly to help her country’s former colony celebrate its
freedom, WCVB was the only station in Boston to cover her
appearance toe to toe on Massachusetts soil. The broadcast,
lasting some eight hours, was a big plus for Channel s.
Among other things, it was notable locally for linking Natalie
Jacobson, already a star, with Chet Curtis. Chet, however,
seems to remember above all that he had a terrible backache
and could not get to the bathroom once during the eight
hours they were on the air nonstop.

Another fortuitous circumstance for CVB was that ABC
had hit their stride and shot to the top of the network ladder
by first covering the 1976 Summer Olympics and then, later
in that season, producing the immensely popular dramati-
zation of Alex Haley’s Roots.

All these factors built up to such a pitch that, as Bennett
puts it, “the money started coming in so fast we couldn’t get
out of the way of it.”

“Was anyone ducking?” I asked him.

“Yes, as a matter of fact, the board was. I would have

$Boston also has what most consider to be the best Public Broadcasting station—
WGBH, Channel 2—in America.



52 - STAY TUNED

expected any other company to give me a standing O for
managing a station that was making so much money, but this
board acted honest-to-God embarrassed. 1 guess they figured
that if it was making all that money it couldn’t be quality.”

I observed (silently) that one way or another the BBI board
had managed rather handily within the next few years to
overcome its embarrassment of riches.

No one can pinpoint just when the thought of selling their
brainchild first came to members of the BBI board. At first
glance it seems impossible to imagine that they could have
even entertained such an idea after all they had been
through, first to acquire the license and second to make the
station such a widely acclaimed success and such a financial
bonanza.

But the truth is that the very reason selling the station
seemed so improbable was the very reason that sentiment
to do so began to build. The fact that it had taken them ten
long years from gleam in the eye to start-up meant that many
of the board members who had been in their fifties when
negotiations with the FCC first started were in their sev-
enties in 1980 and were, in the words of Leo Beranek, start-
ing to say, “ ‘Well, what happens to my stock if I die?” We
had no public market. It was all still privately held. There’s
no way that anyone else on the board was going to come up
with several million dollars for my stock, so I and the dozen
other men on the board who had large holdings would have
had to go outside and make what would amount to a bargain
sale.”

I inquired how much of a “bargain” a bargain sale would
actually have been.

Beranek looked at me squarely. “You couldn’t sell it for
what it was worth. No way.”

“Even so—" I started to say, but he cut me off: “I'd say
you'd probably have gotten a fourth of the amount of money.”
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Even so, I again wanted to ask, since the ball-park figure
Beranek was rumored to have made from the sale of the
station was $13 million, wouldn’t $3 million plus still have
been a nice little windfall, enough to compensate for keeping
the long-sought-for ideal of local ownership and participation
alive? Could not those who felt it necessary to sell possibly
have accepted a ready buyer even at the reduced price and
let a partnership of younger men and the employees, none
of whom wanted to sell, carry on?

Apparently not. The vote of the board, which consisted
largely of the dozen or so men with the largest holdings and
therefore the greatest concern about the sale of stock by
estates after their deaths, was strongly in favor of selling the
station. And when the question was put to all the stock-
holders, according to Beranek, they were overwhelmingly
in favor of unloading BBI for the most money they could
get, still consistent with quality broadcasting.

Exactly how Metromedia qualified for the second half of
that equation is hard to fathom. Certainly their reputation,
as Bennett once said in an unguarded moment, was as a
company that featured reruns of I Love Lucy for the sev-
enteenth time, a company that was considered unimagina-
tive, interested only in making as much money as possible
and doing as little as possible to accomplish it.

But Bennett honestly believed, and not without justifi-
cation, that if he brought WCVB to Metromedia and himself
went back to work for John Kluge as president of the tele-
vision company, he could not fail to improve the character
of the other six stations in Dallas, Houston, Washington,
New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles. Furthermore, Bob
Bennett had dreams, apparently shared by Kluge, who, it
is said, looked upon him as a son, to transform these stations
into the core of a fourth network.

And as for BBI, what moved them toward Metromedia
was simply that the price was right. The only other com-
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panies contacted, Gannett Publishers and the Los Angeles
Times (Hearst was incidentally not even considered), made
offers far below Metromedia’s $220 million.

And so the deed was done. The station was sold to John
Kluge in July 1981; the deal was consummated in May 1982
when the telephone operators began answering, “Channel
5, Metromedia.”

There is a tendency on the part of many to denigrate
Metromedia’s ownership of Channel 5 just because of what
Metromedia was perceived to be as a company. But in fact
their contribution was considerable, albeit far more mate-
rial—they poured $5 million into expansion and improve-
ment of the station—than in any real programming
creativity. But even in that area, thanks in part perhaps to
Bob Bennett's making his headquarters at WCVB in the
beginning, they can truthfully be said to have held the line,
if not greatly expanded its reach.

Their ambitious building program included a brand-new
studio complete with its own control room (heretofore the
station had had only one studio besides the Newsroom), now
the largest commerecial studio in New England, comparable
to any in the larger New York, Chicago, or Los Angeles
markets. In addition they added an entire new floor, very
grand indeed, to house the corporate offices of Metromedia
Television and Radio, of which Bob Bennett was now
president.

Bennett was trying to keep his finger on the pulse of his
beloved CVB even while his duties had enlarged to include
all six of the other Metromedia stations. He argued in favor
of the Boston headquarters for his company on the grounds
that he was tired of seeing palm trees in every situation
comedy coming out of Hollywood and saw no reason why,
given the new studio, they couldn’t just as well produce
sitcoms in Boston.
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When I made my first sortie to Needham to investigate the
possibility of writing this book it was just two years into the
Metromedia regime. Everyone insisted—in hindsight, per-
haps they protested too much—that nothing had really
changed except for the better. Besides the new building
program, $2 million had been spent to bring all the equip-
ment up to state-of-the-art levels. Specials preempting prime
time, while somewhat fewer in number than they had been
in the beginning, still continued to be produced when the
situation warranted.

A notable success had been the station’s original produc-
tion, just before the Metromedia sale, of Summer Solstice,
starring Henry Fonda, in his last performance, and Myrna
Loy. Certainly this was an unusual coup for a local television
station, and Metromedia (Bennett) promptly picked up the
skein and announced the inception of a new series of one-
hour original dramatic shows to be called Metromedia Play-
house. (There have been two so far.)

So there was progress, yes, but still the place had a dif-
ferent, a corporate feeling. Somehow no one was talking
about Camelot, and here and there one could pick up traces
of nostalgia for the good old BBI days when they were a
family, a big overgrown Mom-and-Pop store of a television
station on a roll.

It is October 1985. WCVB is still in limbo. Until Hearst
takes over after the new year, the operators continue to
answer, “Channel 5, Metromedia.” But Metromedia in the
person of Bob Bennett has gone.

A month earlier the staff officially bade him farewell in a
touching little ceremony that featured a nostalgic video tape
highlighting Bennett's eventful years. In the words of Jim
Coppersmith, the master of ceremonies, to Bennett, “We
believe this film, put together over the weekend, captures
pretty much what this place has accomplished and will ac-
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complish . . . and, most of all, has your smudgy little finger-
prints all over it. So let’s hope now we’ll have a perfect roll
cue and great audio.”

It need hardly be added that the audio was—what else—
the singing of “Camelot,” its “fleeting glimpse of glory” in-
terspersed with Bob Bennett's own voice repeating his con-
viction that “every station in the country should devote a
substantial portion of its revenue to locally produced tele-
vision beyond the news.”

Then the topper. Coppersmith called Bennett to the po-
dium and, after graceful encomia to his friend of many years
for his “charisma combined with a vulnerability born of a
deep sense of caring,” announced that the building would
henceforth be known as the Bennett Building and presented
him with a plaque, now affixed to the front door, reading:

The Bennett Building. Namned for Robert M. Bennett
in recognition of his inspirational and visionary lead-
ership as founding general manager of WCVB TV.

Bennett who describes himself as “a mush face” (“I cry
when I give away a pair of old shoes”), got through his
acceptance speech dry-eyed and told his devoted followers,
“Magic dust was sprinkled on this building, this station, and
all its people.” He also managed his favorite reference to “no
fear of failure here” and adroitly passed the wand to Hearst
by saying that Frank Bennack, president of the company,
looked on this station as its Hope diamond.

So, we shall see.

Meanwhile, business as usual.
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]
lF I WERE WRITING A
book like yours,” a young staffer at WCVB volunteered to
me one morning, “I'd begin at the start of the day and go
through every local program we do.”

By coincidence, I told him, that indeed was my very idea.

“Which means,” he added with a malicious grin, “getting
up at four in the morning one day to see the station start up
with the Eyeopener at five-thirty. But,” he said, “you’ve
really got to experience it because that program is different
from every other hour of the day.”

His thought is echoed by Susan Burke, co-anchor of the
Eyeopener. “No one in their right mind would get up at this
terrible hour in the morning unless they really loved their
job,” she tells me. “You'll have to come out here at that time
to see it for yourself to understand it.”

Convinced, I get up at four, start out in the pitch dark,
and arrive just as the light is breaking through the sky. It is
very still. The parking lot is empty. But once inside the

57
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windowless, brightly lit Newsroom, I am greeted by cheers
for having made it and enveloped by a feeling of collegial
warmth.

One can hardly say the station is just waking up at 5:30
on this or any other weekday morning because in fact it has
never gone to sleep. But though Channel 5 operates twenty-
four hours a day, it does in fact doze off a bit in the period
between 1:00 A.M. and daybreak, resting on its laurels with
reruns of the previous day’s local programs, and usually an
old black-and-white movie.

On guard during this gray period are four stalwarts: the
Master Controller, who pushes the buttons that send the
signal from the station to the viewing audience, the producer
of the upcoming live 5:30 A.M. Eyeopener News, the writer
for that show, and an overnight video-tape editor. These four
people are wide awake.

Producer Leetha Yee and writer Rose Lewis have started
their working “day” at 11:00 P.M., observing the late news
at that hour. Many of the stories from that half-hour program
will as a matter of course be repeated on the Eyeopener.

Meanwhile, throughout the night Cable News Network
(CNN) is recorded and taped hour by hour, and any impor-
tant developing national stories are readied for 5:30 A.M. In
addition, AP and UPI feed a steady stream of computer
printouts of stories which may or may not be of importance
to the station.

At the same time, WCVB, in common with all other news
facilities in the area, both electronic and print, has a police
scanner turned up loud in the assignment room just off the
Newsroom to keep Producer Yee abreast of breaking local
stories (murders, rapes, fires). These are usually covered and
fed into the station by stringer cameramen who have scan-
ners in their cars or, if warranted, by an unhappily awakened
WCVB cameraman and reporter.

By 1:30 or 2:00 Leetha Yee is usually able to do a prelim-
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inary formatting (“a prelim”) of how the first half-hour of her
ninety-minute Eyeopener is going to run, always allowing
time slots for late-breaking news. Rose Lewis is at work
writing lead-ins and text for the anchors, and Dave Buehl,
veteran ENG (Electronic News Gathering) man, is busily
editing video materials.

The stage is thus set for the ungodly hour of 4:30 a.M.
when everything begins to gear up and the huge Newsroom
comes alive, the only oasis of light and normality in an oth-
erwise dark and inert building.

The feature, having the Newsroom and the set in one large
room, is unusual if not unique. Most TV stations have their
newsrooms down the hall, or even on another floor apart
from the studio, and almost none has a set in which the
control room is clearly visible in any long shot.

The anchor desk, which looks deceptively simple when
seen on the tube, is in fact quite complex. A round table
with five half-moon spaces for five anchor chairs, it is de-
signed to be shot from any side of the studio— front, back,
right, or left. In addition, the entire desk can rotate if nec-
essary, making it in effect television in the round.*

Several different “NewsCenter 5” signs are in strategic
positions on the walls for background shots. Theatrical light-
ing is overhead, trippable wires are everywhere, ladders lean
against walls, and three giant cameras on dollies stand at the
ready, looking like one-eyed robots.

To the left as one faces the set is the weatherman’s glassed-
in room, and next to that is the green screen on which he
pretends to be pointing to the various sections of the United
States. Actually the screen remains totally blank during his
broadcasts as he reads the map from the end of the camera,

*This is the way the studio and anchor desk looked when I wrote this chapter. But
like so much at WCVB, “all things change except the love of change.” Therefore,
see Chapter 5 for an update.
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making it something of a trick to hit, let’s say, the Ohio
Valley with his pointer on the empty screen behind him and
not one of the plains states.

In the Newsroom proper are the three cloverleaf tables—
“pods’—each with five bays containing a desk, typewriter,
telephone, and, in the wide common center part, all the
expected paraphernalia, dictionaries, thesauruses, old and
new scripts, newspapers, computer printouts, and half-
drunk Styrofoam cups of coffee. Wastebaskets overflow, and
broken typewriters are strewn about the floor, some with an
irritable note attached to the platen: “This typewriter keeps
jumping five spaces”; “This typewriter has no letter A.”

Numerous little glassed-in hutches, all equally over-
crowded, shoot off from the main room; on one wall is a
bank of television sets, one tuned to Cable News Network
and the others to different local stations so that a wary eye
can be kept on what the competition is up to.

Each pod belongs to a different news hour, and at four-
thirty in the morning the pod nearest the entrance to the
Newsroom fills up and becomes the nerve center for the
people, few in number, but potent in intent, who in one
hour are going to put the first news program on the air.

First there are the two anchors: handsome, impeccably
dressed Jim Boyd, extremely popular with his fellow workers
because of his high professional qualities, his intelligence,
and genial, thoughtful manner; and Susan Burke, with her
engaging looks, pleasing voice, and easygoing competence.

Susan is eight and three-quarters months pregnant with
her first child. In fact, half the women on the staff seem to
be pregnant (“It’s the water” has become the favorite cliché),
and all are determined to hang on until the last moment.
Natalie Jacobson, anchor of the 6:00 and 11:00 P.M. shows,
set the standard by practically going into labor during the
six o’clock news. But to the disappointment of her colleagues,
Susan Burke lasted out her full work week and decorously
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had her baby boy on a Saturday when none of them could
enjoy the drama.

Bob Copeland, the weatherman, usually comes in well
before four-thirty in order to have time to study the mete-
orological maps which are transmitted by phone line from
the National Weather Bureau in Washington and to read
them into his computer. He also checks with numerous of
his thirty well-deployed weather watchers to make up a
weather-watch map showing temperatures and weather con-
ditions throughout the New England area.

Lest everyone seem to be coming across as just too happy
and contented on the Eyeopener-to-Midday shift, I am al-
most relieved to be able to report that Bob Copeland is not
at all fond of early-morning hours. He is a night person, he
says, and when he was moved from the six and eleven o’clock
news to the Eyeopener and Midday it played havoc with his
life, and although he has gradually adjusted, he still is not
exactly dewy-eyed about his time slot.

Phil Levy, producer of the Midday News, arrives. A large,
bluff, bark-is-worse-than-his-bite old pro, Levy sees that the
tapes for the Eyeopener are properly edited, helps Leetha
Yee line them up, and consults with her about the final
formatting of the show.

As Jim and Susan and Levy take their places at the Eye-
opener-Midday pod, which is now full with Yee and writer
Lewis at the other two spots, the technical crew is also check-
ing in. Isaac Laughinghouse is control-room director for the
5:30—6:00 segment. Jim Lowell directs the 6:00-7:00 seg-
ment. The audio man who sits in a glassed-in sound proof
booth inside the glassed-in control room is Jim Barker. Car-
oline Stallings, who has multiple jobs, first types the Chyrons
(all the printed words that appear on the screen on a machine
that operates like a word processor). She then takes on the
very responsible task of seeing that each camera has its
teleprompter in place and rolling at the correct speed.
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