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To my mom and dad, who always rustled me out of bed in time for the morning shows. Mom always watched Good Morning America;
I always watched Today.
            

 


To Jamie, my love, who makes every morning a good one.
            

 



 
   
          

 




Ask the Author

I’d like to answer your questions about morning television as you read. Tweet a question to @brianstelter on Twitter or look me up on Facebook, and I’ll reply right away.
            

 

To read a Q&A of other readers’ questions, visit http://brianstelter​.com​/​morning/
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Chapter 1

Operation Bambi



Oh, what a thrill it is to solve, or even to think you’ve solved, a large, long-standing, and most of all very public problem! So it was with a sense of welling satisfaction, and a growing warmth that spread through his broad bosom like the aftereffect of a double jigger of single malt scotch, taken at the end of one of those five-hundred-dollar TV executive lunches that we’re told don’t happen anymore, but that most certainly do, at places like La Grenouille and the Four Seasons, every damn day, that a certain producer at NBC came to the realization, in January 2012, that he did after all know how to steer that tsunami-tossed cruise ship of a television enterprise known as the Today show into smoother seas.
         

Yes. He. Jim Bell. Had. The. Answer.

To be clear, this was not exactly a eureka moment for Bell. The forty-four-year-old Harvard-educated son of an attorney at General Electric had at that point been in charge of the most valuable franchise in morning television for more than six years. He’d identified what he saw as The Problem several months ago, even whispered about it to his friends, risking a leak that could lead to truly disastrous headlines—but it was only now that a plan crystallized, more or less, in his mind, and he realized that it was time to turn a nagging awareness into an act. Time to do something.
         

In the TV world, as you may know, “to do something” often means “to fire someone.” A member of the Today show “family” was going down, Jack.
         

And so it was, unbeknownst even to the members of the “family,” that a plot was hatched, a plot in some ways similar to the plots one reads about in those raised-letter paperbacks one buys at the airport, or sees in old Steve McQueen movies. It would feature clandestine meetings, a Greek chorus of naysayers proclaiming it far too risky, an unstoppable momentum, a cold-hearted exterminator, devilishly handsome men, alluring and dangerous women, and even, yes, a name. Let’s call it—as Jim Bell did—Operation Bambi.

If that leads you to think there was something lighthearted or self-effacing about Bell’s scheme, it shouldn’t. The title was not satirical. Operation Bambi may have been far less important in the general sweep of history, but it was no less earnest an endeavor than the Nazis’ Operation Sea Lion or America’s Operation Desert Storm.

Still, what are we to think when what is essentially a corporate personnel decision is dressed up with a kind of dashing, pseudo-military moniker?

Two things.

One is that while morning TV is created mostly for women, it is, even at this late date, quite obviously managed mostly by men—men who like to think in terms of war, sabotage, and, well, embarrassing James Bond–y names for stuff they do in the office.

The other thing we can take from Operation Bambi is a lesson about sleep deprivation. This is something to keep in mind as you read this book, or think about this genre in general. The subtle but sometimes strikingly weird effects of sleep deprivation can be seen everywhere in the world of morning TV, and they make people do…interesting things. Meredith Vieira recognized it when she left Today in 2011: “When you’re tired all the time, you just don’t feel well. It’s easy to gain weight; it’s easy to get depressed. And there’s anxiety.” And no amount of money can cure exhaustion. Though many have tried. Network morning TV hosts are, almost by definition, millionaires: several make north of five million dollars a year and one, Matt Lauer, the longest-serving and most successful of them all, makes more than twenty million. They work for producers who make far less, though those producers don’t have to do what hosts do: appear alive and alert and attractive on the air every single morning, no matter how sleepy or stressed or ugly they really feel. Not to put too fine a point on it, when you’re dealing with a lot of rich folks whose alarm clocks go off at three thirty in the morning day after day, some crazy shit is going to go down.
         

For example, Operation Bambi.

The tongue-in-cheek name came to Bell honestly enough, when a staffer asked whether removing this person would be like “killing Bambi.” The question highlighted something Bell already knew: that this would not be just another ouster. It would be big news, in the business pages of The New York Times and in the celebrity weeklies, and, if not handled correctly by both NBC and the victim, a potentially fatal blow to many people’s careers. It would be discussed around water coolers, on Facebook and Twitter, in hair salons and restaurants and gyms—wherever plugged-in people, especially plugged-in women, congregate. That’s why the severing had to be handled very cleverly, very carefully, so smartly that when it was over, and despite what might get written on TMZ or Gawker, neither he nor his network would seem mean, and the question of jumped-or-was-pushed would remain at least a bit murky. That’s why it needed to be not just a “clean break” or pink slip or that classic cop-out, the phone call to the agent, but something layered and nuanced and, well, an Operation. Heck, with a little luck, he might even be able to give a reasonable observer the impression that the victim had been promoted—that the job they’d dreamed about had finally landed in their lap! That they’d no longer have to go to bed at nine p.m., dread the alarm clock at three thirty a.m., or tolerate strangers’ questions about their strange sleep patterns!
         

Elegant executions had been done before. When ABC nudged Good Morning America cohost Joan Lunden out the door in the late 1990s, she came out and claimed it was her doing, saying in a statement, “I have asked the executives of ABC to give me a chance to do something I’ve never done: wake up my own children with a smile, while they’re still children.” Here’s what Lunden now says really happened: “I called up and I said, ‘Look, you guys, let’s just say I want to leave. I’d rather leave with dignity; I don’t want to go to war with you guys; and it certainly behooves you guys not to make it look like you’re replacing me with a thirty-year-old look-alike of me.’ So we all agreed.” And the part about waking up her children with a smile? Nowadays she jokes, “I’m here to tell you that morning with children is highly overrated!”
         

But viewers bought her statement at the time. In this nearsighted business, that’s what matters most. The tearless termination was to the TV executive what the eighty-yard, post-two-minute-warning drive was to the football quarterback: a way to show his mettle. Bell was a pro. He could do this thing.

Of course, there were other possible outcomes as well, once Operation Bambi got rolling. Anyone who remembered the beyond-awkward transition from Jane Pauley to Deborah Norville on that same Today show in 1989 knew that the ousting of a familiar TV face—which ultimately was what this operation was all about—could also be horribly bungled. Things often turn out poorly when male television executives play chess with female personalities, moving them on, off, and around the set of a show that three million female viewers think of as theirs. Go figure.
         

Still, Bell, too, felt inextricably wound up in the Today show’s fortunes and he might have thought that he could deftly remove the cancer that was steadily killing the show—cohost Ann Curry, as you no doubt guessed a while back—without traumatizing the surrounding tissue. And he might have thought this for a couple of reasons. One was that while his boss, NBC News president Steve Capus, did not agree that Curry should be forced out, Capus’s boss Steve Burke did. Burke had a row all to himself on the intimidating NBC organizational chart, a row at the top. Burke was the chief executive of NBCUniversal, the man with the ultimate say over what happened on Today. And Burke said he backed Bell’s plan.
         

Another reason for Bell’s confidence was reinforced on the show every day, every time Curry stumbled through a transition or awkwardly whispered to a guest. He felt that her sheer badness as a broadcaster was apparent to all, and that a “promotion” to a better job that allowed her to “sleep in” and, of course, “spend more time with her family” would be greeted with a national sigh of relief.

Bell was just doing his job, which was to cure the show of problems as they arose and to maintain it in a state of apple-cheeked health, tasks that, if you consulted the record, he’d carried out admirably since inheriting the show in 2005. Cancer metaphors aside, Today, at that point, still had a record of performance that stoked envy throughout the television world. It had been number one in viewers, and number one in the coveted twenty-five-to-fifty-four age group known in industry lingo as “the demo,” for more than eight hundred weeks in a row. Read that again: eight hundred weeks. If that sounds high to you, imagine how much higher it sounds to the staff of ABC’s Good Morning America, who start every week with the knowledge that they are going to get whacked.
         

The fabled “streak,” as everyone called it, had started in 1995 when Jeff Zucker was the executive producer of Today. Zucker had taken over Today in 1992 at the tender age of twenty-six, at a time when the show was still struggling to recover from the Norville disaster. The idiom “burning the candle at both ends” might as well have been coined for Zucker, as evinced by his rapidly receding hairline. What Today enjoyed now was the TV equivalent of Joe DiMaggio’s 1941 fifty-six-game hitting streak, a number one record that seemed—to some, for a while—as if it would never be broken. You don’t achieve this kind of success by accident. You do it by consistently informing and entertaining your viewers. But wait, there’s more! Because this is morning television, you also do it by hoodwinking the Nielsen raters, figuring out sneaky ways to pay guests for interviews, sabotaging the competition, and spending a good deal of time and energy trying to divert attention from your stars’ sexual peccadilloes, marital problems, and monstrous personalities. So, like Zucker and others before him and like his counterparts at other networks, Bell was both doctor and witch doctor, fixing what was wrong, but sometimes dabbling in the dark TV arts, or at least looking the other way when his valued underlings did.
         

*  *  *


Let’s put this in perspective. Jim Bell does not under normal circumstances strike the people he works with, or the reporters who cover television, as a cynic, an a-hole, or a backstabber. To the contrary, he is, according to the testimony of many who know him well, a terribly nice guy, the kind who takes the time to e-mail a list of must-eats to a reporter who’s drinking his way through Barcelona on vacation. (Let me take this opportunity to thank him again for pointing the way to Euskal Etxea and Cal Pep.) A lot has been made of Bell’s physical size (at six foot four, he can be imposing) and his history as a Harvard football player, including by him. At his first meeting with Lauer, he famously described himself to the anchor as “a big guy who likes big challenges.” But Bell is also an unusually intelligent man, even if he sometimes conceals it behind his laconic sports-producer persona. He has a polymath’s fascination with the wide world of news and pop culture that Today inhabits, and a reputation as a straight shooter, inspiring deep loyalty among his senior staff. Though he has struggled at times to lose weight, he seems not to sweat at work. “You’d want him as your platoon leader in the trenches,” said one of his deputies. “The guy is just totally unflappable.”
         

Bell cracks jokes in the male-dominated control room with the best of them. He critiques his lower-rated competitors with a smile, almost always seeming to be an inch or two above it all, which he literally is. But by January he was showing signs of being affected by the grind and the burdens of morning TV, and, well, things happen. No wonder, then, that the friend who called him “unflappable” wouldn’t put his name to the quote, or that Bell wouldn’t put his control room jokes on the record so that they could be printed here. This is a genre that has claimed many victims, starting with Dave Garroway, the first host of the Today show when it premiered in 1952, the man whose on-air sidekick was not a smart-’n-sassy woman or a warm-’n-fuzzy weatherman but a chimpanzee named J. Fred Muggs. Garroway, perhaps not the most mentally healthy person to begin with, succumbed to the pressure of filling all that airtime, day after day, in a fascinating way. He saw ghosts, felt he was being followed everywhere, and eventually, long after he left the show, shot himself in the head.
         

No one was suggesting that Bell was about to go all Dave Garroway on himself or even pull an Arthur Godfrey (in 1953, morning show host Godfrey fired his popular house singer Julius LaRosa on the air; all these years later it still makes for a cringe-inducing moment). But tough stuff had indeed been happening on Bell’s watch. The ratings for the Today show had started to erode even before Vieira left in June 2011; her exit and Curry’s entrance sped up the trend, thus helping the long-suffering second-place GMA creep closer to first. As if the vulnerability of the streak, now nearly sixteen years long, wasn’t enough to quicken the pulse, the biggest star of the show—Lauer—was thinking about leaving Today at the end of his contract cycle. The fact that he was being forced to sit next to Curry was one motivating factor for Lauer—it’s hard enough to wake up in the middle of the night when you adore your coworker, and it’s even harder when you don’t. Lauer was firmly in the “don’t” camp. But there were other factors, too, like his wife, Annette, who had stayed with him despite several rounds of very public, very painful rumors about his extramarital affairs. Annette wanted him to retire, and some days he felt the same impulse. This was hard work, much harder than most viewers ever realized. If he left, what would happen to Today? Bell had no obvious successor lined up.
         

Given that Bell faced so many huge problems in such a short time, could anyone criticize him too harshly for coming up with Operation Bambi? Convinced, as he was, that Curry had to go, the operation as he saw it had three parts: a) convince Lauer to extend his contract, which was set to expire in December 2012, b) remove Curry from the chair next to Lauer’s, and c) replace Curry with the up-and-coming cohost of the nine a.m. hour of Today, Savannah Guthrie. Yes, this was all very perilous, but as still another kind of doctor, Hippocrates, told us, desperate times call for desperate measures.
         

But what is it that makes morning show people so desperate, so murderous of their colleagues and competitors, so willing to bend the rules? It’s all because the stakes are so high. Today and GMA are the pinnacle of the television profession. For NBC and ABC, respectively, they are the profit centers of the news divisions that produce them; they basically subsidize the rest of the day’s news coverage. In the Most Valuable Viewer category, otherwise known as “the demo,” every hundred thousand viewers represent roughly ten million dollars in advertising revenue yearly. In other words: convince one hundred thousand more MVVs to watch every day and make ten million dollars. Spur the same number to stop watching and watch the ad dollars evaporate. No wonder the producers of these shows pop Tums as they await the overnight ratings. Their jobs and the jobs of many beneath them hang in the balance. And besides, media moguls don’t like to lose.
         

What people not in the business sometimes don’t get is that being number one in the ratings has a value all its own. Not just in the amount that the winning show’s salespeople can extract from advertisers—though there’s that: Today took almost five hundred million dollars in 2011, 150 million more than GMA—but in reputation, in influence, in sheer television industry power. Today had the upper hand in booking A-list celebrities. It had the clout to insist that a politician talk to Lauer before anyone else. It had the right to call itself “America’s first family.”
         

But all of that was at risk now for Bell, Lauer, and the rest of the Today show staff, and not just because GMA was trying to claw its way to number one. The rules of morning TV were changing as cable TV, the Internet, and cell phones all gave people more choices when they wake up. Why wait for Al Roker’s weather forecast on Today when the Weather Channel’s phone app can tell you whether it’s going to rain? What’s the point of a sixty-second stock market preview when CNBC’s business-minded morning show Squawk Box is only a remote click away? There were a dozen morning shows on TV in January 2012, all with specific audiences in mind—​​conservatives got Fox & Friends, golf nuts got Morning Drive, Capitol Hill wonks got Washington Journal. The most innovative of the bunch was Morning Joe, a political chatfest that dismissed most of the conventions of morning TV and won over most of official Washington and media-centric New York. Like Squawk Box and Today and a third of the Weather Channel, it was owned by Comcast.
         

Individually, no cable TV show or Web site or app could challenge Today or GMA, each of which attracted five million viewers at any given time. But cumulatively all the competition was inching closer to—or maybe it’s better to say dragging down—the Top of the Morning. In fact, in the very month that Operation Bambi took shape in Bell’s brain, January 2012, still another option appeared, a hard-nosed newscast called CBS This Morning. CBS had been languishing in third place in the morning show wars ever since there were three networks to choose from. But the fact that the network was still trying after all these years—this time with a completely remade-from-scratch show led by Charlie Rose—was a testimony to the profits and wondrous possibilities of morning TV. And, if you don’t get it right, the pain.
         


	

    
	
		
Chapter 2

America’s First Family



What’s truly interesting about this proliferating panoply is not so much that it came into existence—the whole world is breaking down into niches—but that the very numerousness of the options worked to alter the nature of morning TV shows, institutions that have always seen themselves as being in the familiarity industry, and thus have historically been about as open to change as your average seventy-six-year-old Roman Catholic cardinal. Consider, gentle reader, that it’s been time to see, in the immortal words of Al Roker, “what’s happening in your neck of the woods,” for sixty friggin’ years now.
         

Actually, Roker, the current Today weatherman, hadn’t even been born when NBC gave birth to the show. But even on the very first day—Monday, January 14, 1952—Garroway scrawled regional weather forecasts on a chalkboard map of the country and spoke as if he knew the tape would be preserved for history. Today, he predicted, presaged “a new kind of television.” He was right. Watching the tape today, it’s remarkable to see how many now-familiar features of morning television were a part of the original recipe. Not just the weather; even back then there were short newscasts, live shots from other cities, and sidekicks who humanized Garroway and cracked jokes and generally made Today feel like a family. There was even a clock in the lower right-hand corner of the screen, next to a ticker of newspaper headlines. GMA borrowed the recipe when it came on the air in 1975, though it fiddled with the specifics slightly, opting for instance for a softer, more conversational style and a studio that was supposed to look like a suburban home, not a newsroom. GMA was Pepsi to the Today show’s Coke; the greatest rivalry in television was on. It continues to this day.
         

In the early part of the 2010s, though, the morning menu became in almost every way noticeably…more so. Which is to say that the fluffy show, GMA, became fluffier, the “serious” portions of the long-running shows were spun off into distinct brands such as Morning Joe, and the perennially “other” show—whatever it is they are calling the CBS a.m. entry at the moment you’re reading this book—became more “other.”
         

Perhaps you noticed that Today was missing from the previous sentence. That right there points to the show’s single biggest problem. In a media universe that was changing at a revolutionary pace, the Today show…wasn’t. As one senior staffer memorably said in 2012 when a bunch of brand strategists showed up at Today to help retool it, “If I look at the show, I am not sure I’d know what year it is.” This from one of the smart people in charge of a show called Today.
         

*  *  *


GMA, on the other hand, looked very much like, no pun intended, today, and possibly even the future. After a gut renovation in 2011 the pace of the show was faster, the banter between the hosts was snappier, and the hosts themselves were smiley-er, something experts had once thought was not possible. The screen literally looked brighter than it used to be, and the show’s stories were, too: in preshow meetings, producers fretted about not broadcasting too much “darkness” as viewers were just rubbing their eyes and putting on their slippers. So while the lurid crime-of-the-day segments at seven thirty were still deemed necessary (“Without them, viewers reject the show,” one of the anchors said), they were balanced by viral videos of stupid human tricks and no small number of stories about celebrity crushes and “bags that compliment your body type” and morbidly obese house cats.
         

Loyalists to Today liked to describe GMA as smutty, crappy, and, most of all, tabloid. But in the face of such criticism, the man in the GMA control room overseeing the renovation, James Goldston, just shrugged. What he was producing, he thought, was what morning TV was supposed to be. “If I had any mission,” he said later, “it was to bring more FUN to the show.… If it’s boring to you, it’s going to be boring to the audience. So make it entertaining. You can be serious, you can be very serious, but even if it’s serious it has to be entertaining.”
         

No one disputes that the morning shows are supposed to be entertaining as well as informative—look no further than the chimp on the Today show set in the 1950s for proof of that. The philosophical battle is over the mix—the exact proportions of light versus dark, of You Should Know This versus You’ll Enjoy This. With Goldston in charge, GMA, aware that You Should Know This was always just a click away, skated as fast as it could to You’ll Enjoy This. George Stephanopoulos was front and center, to suggest gravitas, but everyone understood that Bill Clinton’s former communications director wasn’t, by himself, the reason people came to their party. No, GMA got its five million daily viewers by front-loading the show with the fast and frivolous, the criminal and the cute. (In 2013 Jon Stewart called Stephanopoulos a “contractual hostage.”) Some of the cutest stories were a weird fit for Stephanopoulos, Robin Roberts, and weatherman Sam Champion, but that didn’t matter so much because Ben Sherwood, the man who had put Goldston in charge of GMA in 2011, had added two new partiers: Josh Elliott, a hunky import from ESPN, and Lara Spencer, an entertainment reporter who served as the show’s social butterfly.
         

These people not only related well to the viewers, they got along like chums, or so it seemed from the many GMA segments in which they relayed stories about their time spent hanging out when the cameras were off. Yes, the members of the team butted egos once in a while, as people with Macy’s-parade-balloon-size egos will, but overall adored each other compared to the way the Today team coexisted, which was, in a word, tensely: Lauer and Curry rarely if ever saw each other away from the set.
         

Some journalism professors and surely some ex-viewers cringed at the morn-porn being churned out by ABC. So did some people close to GMA, like Charles Gibson, who had cohosted the show with Lunden in the 1990s and with Diane Sawyer until 2006. Gibson, who could still remember a day on GMA when he’d moderated a long debate about the existence of God, disliked what he called the “pop-culture news” format of the current show. But no one could say that the recipe—which was really only a recipe in the sense that “deep-fried Oreos” is a recipe—wasn’t working. In the overnight ratings that both networks obsessed about, GMA, the perpetual runner-up, was, in late 2011 and early 2012, cutting into the Today show’s lead, and thus into its sense of invincibility.
         

Although the difference between the two morning titans was sometimes subtle—Today yanked many of its stories out of the same goody bag as GMA—Today seemed to enjoy it less and second-guess it more. Lauer and Curry often agitated for more meaningful stories about health, politics, and foreign affairs, but with limited success. “I want more spinach and less sugar in this big meal we give viewers,” Curry told Newsweek in November 2011. “Sometimes I feel personally our balance isn’t quite right.”
         

In early 2012 Lauer and Curry continued to complain about the tawdriness of it all, but neither they nor anyone else on the show went the additional step of conceiving a workable alternative. No one had a vision. The best the cohosts could do was show the viewers, with a bit of body language or a sarcastic smirk, or an occasional ahem, that they did not think that the news of a celebrity’s engagement or a potty-trained cat was so earthshakingly important. Some in the audience thought the snarkiness was an insult to the amazing animals and the pertinent celebs they, the audience, fiercely crushed on. Most just wanted more dishy/funny/scandalous segments, and sooner, please, obese-cat videos being, if the ratings are any indication, addictive.
         

*  *  *


If in 2011 the Today show was a classic New York City department store, it would have been B. Altman’s at the moment when the smartest person then working at that storied Fifth Avenue emporium looked out upon the teeming sales floor and realized that the world had shifted beneath the retail business and something was deeply and horribly wrong. Altman’s is no more, and while no one expects Studio 1A, the Today show’s legendary street-level venue, to become a 16 Handles anytime soon, it was apparent to anyone casting a gimlet eye on the situation that, in contrast to GMA, and despite Bell’s, and a lot of other people’s, best efforts, Today seemed a bit lost in the twenty-first century, as if all it had going for it was its rapidly dwindling 1990s momentum. Top NBC executives later called what happened to the show a “slow fade,” although no one was uttering that phrase when the fade was just starting to take effect. Still, it seemed to many as if America’s first family was going the way of the Mulvaneys in Joyce Carol Oates’s We Were the Mulvaneys. And now there was something else at the center of the show, something that, if it was a family, was one of those makeshift nineteenth-century frontier families in which the mommy dies and, out of some kind of no-longer-comprehensible hardscrabble necessity, the daddy marries the aunt. All anyone could say for certain was that this family-like thing costarred Ann Curry, who for so long had been but a member of the supporting cast, and that all was not going swimmingly.
         

But the lack of a vision wasn’t the biggest obstacle the Today show faced. Visions can be concocted or stumbled upon or co-opted from another show. Visionaries can be wooed over osso bucco. Much harder to come by, the one problem you can’t solve by throwing money at it, is chemistry, that elusive quality that most discussions about the medium of television center around. Chemistry is the difference between Friends and so many other well-written sitcoms that die in October and whose names we don’t recall; it is the reason someone as talent-challenged and unbeautiful as Ed McMahon could have so many millions of dollars to squander at the end of his improbable career. It’s important at every stretch of the daily schedule, but ask the pros: if you don’t have it in the morning, when the research shows that viewers want to smell the coffee and feel the warmth and hear the happy banter that happens when the highly paid stars are aligned, it doesn’t matter what else you’re toting, pardner. You’re Richard Nixon in 1960, you’re Big Brown in the Belmont, you’re CBS.
         

A lot—but not all—of what we mean by chemistry is ineffable. You know it when you see it, but you can’t say what it is. Tracy and Hepburn had it. John Travolta and Lily Tomlin in Moment by Moment? Maybe not so much. Lauer and Couric had it in historically significant proportions from 1997 to 2006, and when Couric left and Vieira slipped in beside Lauer, well, the NBC stagehands still had to spark-proof the couch. Over at GMA the crew—Roberts, Stephanopoulos, Champion, Elliott, Spencer—were relatively new to the game, but still so good at it they treated chemistry like a scholarly treatise: first they told you they had chemistry, then they went ahead and had the chemistry, then they told you that what you had just seen was chemistry in action.
         

The subject does not totally resist description, though. Parts of chemistry, in the TV world, come down to technique: to the questions you ask guests, the way you handle transitions to and from your cohost, the way you read the teleprompter. Perhaps most importantly, chemistry is in the things you don’t do when others are speaking. A good part of chemistry, on morning TV, in other words, comes down to principles and tricks that you can learn at the close-cover-before-striking school of broadcasting. If you do these relatively mundane things the textbook way, you minimize distractions and show your viewers and your colleagues that you feel comfortable in your role: voilà, the screen exudes warmth and the audience gathers round. In this sense of the term, Ann Curry flunked chemistry badly, almost as soon as she was elevated to the cohost position in the spring of 2011.
         

What were her faults, exactly, as Bell (and his allies) saw them? Start with the frequent faux pas. Only seconds after Lauer announced on May 9 that Curry was going to be his new cohost, she said, “I feel like the high school computer nerd who was just asked to the prom by the quarterback of the football team.”

This wasn’t just disingenuous, it was painful to endure. Asked to the prom? The MVP of morning broadcasting hadn’t invited her anywhere. He thought she was a perfectly nice human being, but not the perfect cohost—not by a long shot. When Capus, the news division president, told him that Curry was going to be his new cohost, he had said only, “OK, but…” The but was that their on-air chemistry had been lacking big-time in the more than two hundred times she’d filled in for Couric and Vieira.
         

Lauer’s opinion was important—by virtue of how much he was paid, it had to be. But Lauer wasn’t paid to pick talent, his bosses were. And they—primarily Capus and Bell—didn’t feel they had much of a choice in the matter. Curry had been the news anchor of Today for fifteen years, ever since her predecessor, none other than Lauer, was elevated to the cohost chair next to Couric. Having been passed over once before, Curry pushed hard for the chair this time and NBC knew she could be trouble if she was passed over again. She might indeed have had a certain Bambi-like quality, as the operation named for her suggested, but, in her own strange way, as even some of her supporters will tell you, she is as ego-driven and career-consumed as anyone who ever stood in front of a tangle of sign-waving tourists, looked into a camera, and said, “When we come back, David Hasselhoff.”
         

Speaking of her strange way, that was another problem. Curry’s on-air comebacks to Lauer during her first months as cohost were just plain weird—the conversational Hacky Sack often fell thudding to the rug or, figuratively speaking, wound up in the saucepan put out for Al Roker’s cooking segment. You could argue, and her supporters did argue, that this inability to make small talk on TV meant she was bad at being a phony. Yet her honest reactions to comments, features, and news stories also seemed fundamentally off, as if she had been raised on a planet only somewhat similar to our own. Then there was that unsettlingly ambiguous look in her beautiful Bambi-like eyes. As Tracy Jordan said to his psychiatrist in a 2007 episode of 30 Rock, “Who’s crazier, me or Ann Curry?”
         

Most annoying to her detractors was Curry’s “whisper-​talking.” When interviewing people who had just lost a child or suffered some other severe emotional trauma, Curry would soften her voice to the point that it was virtually inaudible. She offered no apologies for this trademark move. When addressing people in the first blush of shock or grief, “I have a natural tendency to lower my voice,” she explained. “It’s not even intentional. I just don’t want to make them feel that their backs are against the wall.” But what about the viewers with their ears pressed against their TV screens?
         

If you go back and look at the tapes from this period, you’ll see Lauer glancing slightly out of camera range, as if he’s searching the wings for the ghost of Couric or Vieira. “He would lob something to her, and he never quite knew what he was going to get back,” said a longtime Today staffer. “As a result, he just started playing it very, very straight, and then it looked like they had absolutely no rapport.
         

“At some point,” the staffer added, “Matt just kind of gave up.”

It’s debatable whether Lauer gave her a chance at all. Curry didn’t think he did. She told her friends that she tried to soften Lauer up by taking him out to lunch a couple of times, but she didn’t feel that he reciprocated her gestures of goodwill. They almost never socialized outside of the office. At first Curry tried to think positive and attributed their lack of quality time to the fact that both she and Lauer had children to attend to. What would you tell yourself, if you were her? Later on she told herself that Lauer, the Alpha Dog, was uncomfortable with her own alpha-ness.

Curry had branded herself years ago as an international reporter, ready and willing to parachute into any trouble spot on the map. She was the first anchor, for instance, to report from Sri Lanka after the devastating 2004 tsunami in Southeast Asia. “By the time everybody else realized how big a deal it was, Ann was already on a plane,” one of her former producers said. Curry had strong feelings about using television as a force for good—but what came across as inspirational to some seemed overly righteous to others. And it may have been a particular turnoff for Lauer. “She was so determined to prove that she was a real journalist, she got in the way of herself” by trying to prove how much knowledge she had, said one person who was interviewed by Curry many times on the show. “When television types do that, particularly women, they rarely succeed.” A lot of people echoed the sentiment. They said, rather simply, that Curry “tried too hard.” And the harder she tried, the more grating and insincere she seemed.

It was Bell’s job to fix these problems, or at least address them. Tape reviews are part of the job for executive producers, just as they are for athletic coaches: with the talent, they look at highlights and more importantly lowlights, pointing out things little and larger that could be done better next time. These get-​togethers not only address particular problems, they tell the person under review that she’s worth the time and effort; that she’s been given a great TV job for a reason, after all. The reviews usually end with both producer and talent feeling better.
         

But those conversations with Curry barely happened after she started cohosting, even though for a lot of reasons (see above) she seemed like the ideal candidate for a tape review. “She got no feedback from Jim Bell,” one of her allies inside NBC News said later. “Ann just became more and more anxious as the days, weeks, and months went by, because she was not getting that kind of feedback.” Maybe she was getting the feedback, but was ignoring it—that’s what Bell’s allies said. “He was trying to be constructive,” said one who blamed Curry for lacking self-​awareness and being in deep, almost supernatural denial.
         

Everyone agreed on this, at least: Bell didn’t always have the best bedside manner. Their conversations sometimes left Curry even more off balance. Pulling her aside after a show in early September 2011, Bell said to her, “Matt thinks you’re too happy, too excited.”

“Too happy?” Curry said.

Curry stood there for a moment feeling confused. Was she being told to tamp down her natural exuberance? If so, what was she to make of that instruction? Exuberance had gotten her all the way to the top of the Today show.
         

*  *  *


Ann Curry was born on November 19, 1956, on the island of Guam, where her father, Bob, a chief petty officer in the US Navy, was stationed. He had met her mother, Hiroe, a rice farmer’s daughter working as a streetcar ticket-puncher, in occupied Japan after the end of World War II. He kept riding her streetcar until he mustered the courage to ask her out to dinner.

Based on a story Curry recounted in a 2005 book about fatherhood, Big Shoes, by her colleague Al Roker, it seems fair to say that she received the perseverance gene from both parents.
         

“My parents were both 18 years old—kids—and they fell in love,” she wrote in the book. “But they had to overcome many obstacles before they married. My father was told that if he married a Japanese woman, his eyes would start to slant, and he would turn into a ‘bamboo American.’ The military wanted to protect him from making a rash decision at a very young age, so he was transferred to Morocco. Although her family also opposed the match, my mother sobbed, believing she was saying goodbye forever to her one true love. My father did not give up so easily. For the next two years, he wrote to her and sent money to her struggling family. Eventually, he got himself transferred back to Japan. There was a big, tearful reunion. Only when he held my mother did he realize something was terribly wrong—she was almost skeletal. She’d been diagnosed with tuberculosis. The military wasn’t letting its men marry women who had the disease, so my mother used her sister’s X-ray to get the license. My parents married, and then my mother had surgery performed by a team of American and Japanese doctors. They took out 90 percent of one of her lungs, but she survived. For the next few months, my father nursed her back to health. Her mother, who’d been against the relationship, finally told her, ‘You will never find a man who loves you this much—I bless your marriage.’”

The story calls to mind gambaru, a Japanese word that Curry’s mother taught her, which Curry defines as “Never ever, ever give up, even and especially when there is no chance of winning.”
         

After many moves due to her father’s military service, Curry’s family settled down in Ashland, Oregon, a town of twelve thousand near the California state line, in 1972. In interviews years later, she recalled being singled out for being Japanese American; in third grade a classmate called her “Jap” and she punched the boy in the mouth.

Curry was the second in her family to go to college, after her father, who started taking classes when she was a teenager. A beneficiary of the GI Bill, he wanted to fulfill his lifelong dream of becoming a teacher. “More than anything else, that pushed me to go,” she said in a 2001 Today segment about her college years, which were spent at the University of Oregon, three hours north of Ashland. The film Animal House was shot there during her senior year, and the man she ended up marrying, Brian Ross, is visible (barely) in one of the frat-party scenes. (The two dated in college, but split up; ten years passed before Ross saw Curry on television in Los Angeles and reconnected with her. They married in 1989 and have two children: McKenzie, born in 1992, and Walker, born in 1995.)
         

Curry, as you may not be surprised to hear, was the kind of student who protested when the university proposed to close the library at midnight rather than leave it open all night. Infatuated with journalism, inspired by Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein and most of all Walter Cronkite, she dreamed of being a reporter with compassion and integrity—perhaps a foreign correspondent for The New York Times. Some of her professors thought she seemed like a natural fit for television, and although she’d first thought of the medium as too insubstantial and its product too fleeting for her tastes, she took an internship and then a job at KTVL, the CBS affiliate near Ashland, to pay off her student loans. At first the situation did not seem promising. An executive producer there told her that “women have no news judgment” and were too frail to carry a camera. Such nonsense only spurred her to become the station’s first female reporter, doubling for a while as a camerawoman for her stories. The station bosses eventually gave her an anchor tryout, but were so disappointed by her first day that they didn’t let her try again, according to a 1997 profile in an Oregon newspaper. (Was she already showing signs that she was more comfortable in the field than in a studio?)
         

Hopscotching, as so many aspiring TV stars do, from small to medium to big TV market, Curry moved north to KGW in Portland in 1981 and then south to KCBS, the powerhouse CBS station in LA, in 1984. NBC News snapped her up in 1990, first to be a correspondent in Chicago and then to host Sunrise, the same early-morning newscast Deborah Norville had come from. The role of foreign correspondent was still on her mind. “There are so many stories in out-of-the-way places, and I’d like to write them,” she told a newspaper reporter in 1991. “I’m fascinated with the East and the Middle East, places like Afghanistan and Eastern Europe.” Over time, though, Curry’s career goal changed. After a few years of getting up in the middle of the night to host Sunrise, where she bonded with Capus, the show’s producer, she started agitating for the anchor job on, of all highfalutin shows, NBC Nightly News. (“The dirty little secret about Ann is that she is so fucking ambitious,” a longtime colleague of Curry’s said.) Tom Brokaw, a Today host from 1976 to 1981, had been anchoring Nightly for a dozen years at that point, and he was not going anywhere. But when the weekend Nightly slot came open in 1993, and Brian Williams got it, Curry called then–NBC News president Andrew Lack at home one night and expressed her rather fierce unhappiness.
         

The Today show was another route to the top. The show’s history and enduring popularity made it a crown jewel of sorts inside NBC News, even if Nightly was still the newscast of record. “It has always been the best place to work inside NBC News,” said Capus, who was the supervising producer of Today for a brief period in the 1990s. Since that time Today has swollen from two hours to four, with a hugely popular Web site, Today​.com, to boot. “It is one of the strongest brands in America,” Capus said. “It’s like Jell-O or Kleenex—it’s the brand name,” said Steve Friedman, who ran Today in the 1980s. “Everybody in morning television is doing their version of the Today show, because it came first.”
         

So it was a pretty big deal when Lack named Curry the show’s news anchor in 1997 at the same time that Lauer, the news anchor for the prior three years, ascended to the cohost chair. Curry’s assignment was supposed to be temporary, but Lack loved Curry’s work—“No one says, ‘Back to you, Matt’ better,” he said—and made it permanent three months later.

Once Curry arrived at Today, she seemed to forget Brokaw’s chair and focus instead on Couric’s by jockeying to fill in every time Couric was away. The tense rivalry between the two women was an open secret; producers who were around the pair at the time said Couric thought Curry was fake. On the air, though, Lauer, Couric, Curry, and weatherman Al Roker were not just a happy family, they were “America’s first family,” a title NBC memorably attached to them with this jingle:
         


Katie, Matt, Al, and Ann,
            

first on your TV.
            

America’s first family:
            

Today on NBC.
            



This was the beginning of the golden age of the Today show. Though Katie, Matt, Al, and Ann didn’t know it yet, the streak had begun. The foursome—backed up by Zucker in the control room—carried the show and its viewers through the death of Princess Diana in 1997, the Columbine school shooting in 1999, the scary but ultimately overhyped Y2K crisis, and the presidential election in 2000. They also ushered in an era of big morning stunts, the best being “Where in the World Is Matt Lauer?” which sent a jet-lagged Lauer all around the world in successful pursuit of…well, basically ratings. Said a very jealous producer at another network, “It’s probably the only really exceptional idea that any of the morning shows have come up with in the last twenty years.” What it was for Lauer was a pinnacle of his personal and professional life. During the 1998 WITWIML, somewhere on the road from Cairo to Venice to Athens to the Taj Mahal to Sydney, Lauer produced a diamond ring and asked his then-girlfriend, Annette Roque, who had come along for the wild ride, to marry him. It shows you how long ago 1998 was in morning show years that his proposal of marriage wasn’t taped and teased and broadcast twice, first at regular speed and then in the form of a joshing slow-​motion replay.
         

By 2000 Today had become a ratings juggernaut that made GMA’s last winning week, in December 1995, a distant memory. Zucker began his ascent of the NBC food chain, becoming president of the network’s entertainment division. The producer who took over Today, Jonathan Wald, maintained the show’s ratings and reputation through the biggest story to ever occur on the morning TV shift: the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. Some days the gap between Today and GMA was two million viewers wide. But one week in December, three months after the attacks, sportscaster Bob Costas filled in for Lauer and the gap shrank to eight hundred thousand. At NBC “alarm bells went off,” Wald said. Three months after that, on the day after ABC televised the Academy Awards, the morning-after show by GMA came within sixty-five thousand viewers of Today, giving more ammunition to those who wanted to shoot the show down. When asked about the ratings, Wald delivered a classic comeback to the New York Observer: “If they get the Oscars five nights a week, they’ll have a great shot.” Fluke aside, the staff of Today took the threat from GMA seriously. “We all got together and said, ‘We’ve got to be more aggressive and we can’t let anything fall through the cracks,’” Wald recalled. “We went back to a couple of chestnuts: women and health; women and money. It wasn’t about getting more celebrities or more concerts or anything like that, it was ‘Let’s go back to what this audience really cares about.’”
         

Couric renewed her contract at the end of 2001 for a then-record fifteen million dollars a year, guaranteeing Curry at least another five-year wait for the cohost chair. It was a long game that she played. On morning TV, familiarity breeds security. Consider for a moment that Curry sometimes filled in when Couric was on assignment or on vacation. Consider, too, the precedent that NBC had set by moving Lauer from the news desk to the cohost desk in 1997. These things instilled in the viewer the expectation that Curry was “in line”—that she would someday succeed Couric, who was making it clear to anyone within earshot of the makeup room that she wanted to do something else when her contract expired in 2006. For NBC there was an inherent risk in this situation: viewers, many of whom had waited and waited for promotions themselves, wanted to see Curry rewarded for her perceived loyalty, and if they saw anything else they might take their eyeballs elsewhere, with disastrous consequences for the show’s bottom line.

Curry was not the only person at the network playing a long game. Neal Shapiro, who had succeeded Lack as president of NBC News, also saw Curry’s moment of leverage looming several years in the distance. In 2003, soon after Jane Pauley decided to leave Dateline, the newsmagazine she had cohosted with Stone Phillips since its inception in 1992, Shapiro brought up Curry’s name at a senior staff meeting with, among others, Zucker, NBC Sports & Olympics chairman Dick Ebersol, and NBC uber-boss Bob Wright. With Pauley gone, Shapiro saw a way to get Curry off the Today cohost track without offending the audience. “I said Ann should be the full-time cohost at Dateline, joining Stone,” he recalled.
         

The beauty part of Shapiro’s plan was that, while it would have been done partly to head off a public relations disaster later, it had the advantage in the grand scheme of network business of making perfect sense. Character-driven stories of the sort that Curry delighted in were a staple of newsmagazines, and her previous contributions to Dateline—exclusive stories about the McCaughey septuplets, for instance—were highly rated. Said Shapiro: “The audience would understand moving to prime time was a great promotion and there would be no backlash against Today.” And there was this: “By making her a host of Dateline, we could open up the news anchor job on Today to someone like Natalie Morales or Hoda Kotb”—and start grooming another successor for Couric.
         

Ultimately, though, Zucker quashed the plan. “He said America loved Ann and that we couldn’t disrupt the ‘first family of TV,’” Shapiro recalled. “He said that the Today show was the most important show we had, and that taking Ann off the show was too big a risk.”
         

Maybe Zucker was right to keep her at the news desk for the time being. Still, that was hardly the same thing as saying that Curry was right for the cohost chair. By 2005, Zucker—who was well on the way to becoming CEO of all of NBC—had squeezed Shapiro out of his job and replaced him with Steve Capus, who had successfully produced NBC Nightly News for the four years prior. Separately, he had also hired Bell to run Today and Phil Griffin, an MSNBC executive, to oversee the show. When Couric prepared to move over to CBS, all four of these men had a role in choosing her successor—​which would have been a Big F’ing Deal for any business, and especially for one like NBC that prided itself on picture-perfect transitions (Pauley to Norville being the exception that proved the rule). And all four were skeptical of the short list of thirty- and fortysomething women who had put themselves forward for the job. Zucker instead pursued the fifty-two-year-old Meredith Vieira. “Following Katie Couric’s run at the Today show was gonna be one of the most difficult things for anybody to come in and do,” he recalled. “And I was incredibly nervous that the next person would come in and fail. I thought it required somebody who had incredible broadcasting chops and tremendous confidence. And as I looked around, it became clear that Meredith was the perfect, and maybe the only, person who could do it.”
         

But he had to talk Vieira into taking the chair while keeping Curry and the other candidates in the dark. One day in October 2005, knowing she was busy and might rebuff a sit-down meeting, he offered to give her a ride from her first job, cohosting The View, to her second job, giving away money on the game show Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? Her agent Michael Glantz had told Zucker that getting her was a total long shot: ABC had tried and failed to woo Vieira to host GMA years earlier. But Zucker went for the ride anyway. He instructed his driver to go slowly since the distance between the two TV studios was just three city blocks, and when Vieira hopped in the SUV, he got right to it. “I know your story,” he said. “I know you have gone down this road before, but don’t discount this before you think about it.” He described the Today show gig as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, one that she was perfectly and uniquely fitted for. “These opportunities almost never come along,” he said, “and you should grab it.” Vieira said one of her hesitations had to do with the hours. Zucker had no good rebuttal for that one. But he said that her travel schedule would be limited, and promised that he’d be personally involved. Then she asked why he would pick someone who was three years older than Couric—in television, a business that prizes youth above almost all else, transitions almost always happen in the other direction. But for Zucker, the unconventionality of the Vieira pick was part of the appeal. He liked that it would surprise people. The SUV pulled up to the Millionaire studio and Vieira, noncommittal but not outwardly opposed to Zucker’s idea, hopped out. Then Zucker pulled out his cell phone, called Glantz, and said, “I think we have a shot.”
         

Zucker wooed Vieira for several more months and once went up to her home in Westchester to talk through the possibilities. Around the same time, he also tried to steal Kelly Ripa away from Live with Regis and Kelly, the Today show’s main rival at nine a.m. That was a no-go. Vieira, however, was more persuadable. Maybe it was Lauer who sealed the deal: at the beginning of December, while she was still hesitating about the job’s impact on her family (her husband, Richard, has multiple sclerosis) and still dreading the early morning hours, he invited her to dinner at his Park Avenue apartment. Vieira wore a white T-shirt, a black jacket, and jeans, but fretted that she was dressed too casually for this all-​important blind date. When she saw what Lauer was wearing—​jeans and a sweater—​she was relieved. He offered her a glass of wine and she thought, “I love him already.” Over dinner they talked about the time commitment and Lauer, who already had two kids with Annette and would soon have a third, said he was living proof that the show could accommodate family life.
         

The Vieira deal was done the following April. That’s when Zucker had to call Curry to his office on the fifty-second floor of 30 Rockefeller Center for a “very uncomfortable conversation”—​his words.
         

As soon as Curry saw the direction of the conversation, her emotions started welling up. Zucker said he wanted her to understand that the selection of Vieira was more about what she, Vieira, had—genuine star power—and less about what Curry lacked. But that sentiment, not surprisingly, didn’t make Curry feel any better. Through tears, she told Zucker that she was considering leaving the network. He said she could if she chose—but he wanted her to stay.

Curry didn’t leave, of course, but she did do something to protect herself. She had her longtime agent Alfred Geller petition for an “out” clause in her next contract. The clause didn’t say anything about Curry being guaranteed the cohost seat the next time it came open, as some claimed at the time. But it did allow her to leave the network immediately, and go to work for someone else immediately, with no penalty, if she was passed over again.


	

    
	
		
Chapter 3

Hands Are Tied



Fade out/fade in five years later, in the spring of 2011. In morning television, where the watchword is consistency, a whole lot had changed. Although Today still led in the ratings—its streak was now more than fifteen years old, and some staffers had high-school-age children who knew only a world where Today was on top—the footfalls of Good Morning America were getting a little bit louder. A year ago GMA had been a million viewers behind; now it was just six hundred fifty thousand behind. This was doubly worrying to the powers at NBC, since Meredith Vieira had just given notice that she was quitting the show—completely voluntarily, by the way, a rarity in television news.
         

Who were those powers these days, anyway? Many of the little brass name plaques on the executive floor atop 30 Rockefeller Center had a bright-ish sheen, for Comcast’s years-long quest to take control of NBCUniversal had finally succeeded in January, and the new owners were settling in. There was no plaque for Zucker; he’d been asked to leave by Steve Burke, the longtime president of Comcast’s cable division, who was the new CEO of NBC. If Zucker had been best described as a programmer, Burke was a no-nonsense operator. He had twenty-two business units to tend to, and more than a few were in bad shape. NBC’s prime-time lineup, for example, was mired in fourth place. But NBC News wasn’t one of his headaches. It was number one in the morning with Today, number one in the evening with NBC Nightly News, and number one on the weekends with Meet the Press, and it was bolstered by two cable channels, MSNBC and CNBC, that made hundreds of millions of dollars for the company each year. When Burke moved into his suite on the fifty-first floor he had taken one long look at NBC News and thought, “That’s one I don’t need to worry much about.”
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