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This book is dedicated to my family. First and foremost, to my wife, Ann, whose love, support, and friendship mean everything to me. And to Vivian, Julian, Kate, George, James, and Rob.  Also, Tatters and Dottie.















Author’s Note



All royalties the author receives will be donated to the V Foundation for Cancer Research.


The V Foundation was created by legendary Coach Jim Valvano and ESPN in 1993. Since then, a total of more than $130 million in research grants has been awarded. One hundred percent of direct cash contributions go directly to cancer researchers to fund their studies.


If you would like to make a donation or learn more about the V Foundation for Cancer Research, please visit www.jimmyv.org.




“Don’t Give Up… Don’t Ever Give Up.”



















I started at ESPN in 1979. Eighteen months later, they hired this guy named George Bodenheimer out of Denison University. One of his responsibilities was to pick me up at the airport and drive me places.


Back then, George was an aspiring marketing guy. But he was young, impatient, and at the bottom of the totem pole. One day he said, “Dick! Am I really going to have a career here? All I do is drive you around!”


When George was in his early twenties, I could tell he had what it took to be successful. The way he looked you in the eye. The way he shook your hand. The way he made you feel. He had all the qualities you would want in a leader—and he was likable.


So I said to him: “George, relax, baby! Something about you has ‘winner’ written all over it. You’re Awesome—with a capital A. You’re a three-S man: Super, Scintillating, Sensational! You are a prime-time performer—flat out! And by the way, this whole ESPN thing is going to succeed. You’re going to have a great career. There’s no doubt in my mind!”


George stayed with ESPN. He used to be my driver and then he became my boss. But he always treated me the same—great! And he never forgot where he came from. We formed a friendship that has lasted over thirty years.


Dick Vitale






I was Dickie V’s regular driver when I started at ESPN in January 1981. He was coming into Bristol regularly and I would pick him up at the Hartford airport. Often, we’d drive to a diner and get something to eat. Then I’d take him to the only hotel anywhere near ESPN’s offices, the Holiday Inn in Plainville, Connecticut (where all the original ESPN Christmas parties took place).


At that time, Dick was one of the company’s top on-air talents, growing in stature, and well respected. But only a couple of years earlier, in 1979, he’d been unceremoniously fired as head coach of the Detroit Pistons (Dick called it “getting the ziggy”). Recognizing both his personality and his upside potential, ESPN quickly gave him a shot as a broadcaster—and Dick Vitale did the very first national basketball game that ever aired on ESPN (a DePaul victory over Wisconsin).


During those forty-five-minute drives to and from the airport, Dick and I would talk about all kinds of things. He took an immediate interest in me and my career, which I deeply appreciated. We became good friends.


I was just a kid and in my very first job out of college. I was green, unsure of my career path, and a driver. But Dickie V treated me like royalty. I’m proud to say that our friendship has lasted more than thirty years.


George Bodenheimer

















Two-Minute Interview







My job interview with ESPN was fast, really fast. The place was buzzing and everybody seemed like they had too much to do. When ushered into the HR director’s office, I found him sitting at his desk looking over my résumé. He didn’t get up, didn’t look up, and I wasn’t offered a seat. So I just stood there for a moment—a nervous kid dressed in a coat and tie.


“Okay,” he finally said, “based on this résumé you’d be qualified to be a driver, which is what we call our mailroom guys. They deliver mail around to the buildings and drive people to and from the airport. We might have an opening in about a week. The job pays $8,000 a year. You wouldn’t mind shoveling snow, would you?”


“No, sir. I wouldn’t mind,” I said.


“All right, thanks for coming in. We’ll let you know.”


And that was it. The interview lasted two minutes, and it was only five minutes from the time I walked through ESPN’s front door before I was back out in the parking lot.


As I started the sixty-mile drive from Bristol back home to Greenwich, Connecticut, I kept reliving the interview in my mind. Eight thousand dollars was less than one-quarter of the starting salary offered by big companies (such as U.S. Steel, International Paper, Xerox, and Procter & Gamble), which were recruiting at Denison. I didn’t know what I was going to do. It had now been nine months since graduation, I was bartending part-time, and I was still living at home. My parents, Julian and Vivian Bodenheimer, knew I was anxious to begin a career, but they didn’t put too much pressure on me. Rather, they were supportive, just like a family should be.
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ESPN Broadcast Center, 1979.   ESPN Images


Dad was a retail store manager, Mom a banker. They raised my sister, Sue, and me to always treat others with respect. The worst thing my father could ever say to me when I was a kid was that I had disappointed him. And in those rare instances, it almost always had something to do with how I had interacted with people. “Always treat others the way you would want to be treated.” That was the rule in our household. It was the Golden Rule and it was lived every day.


My dream was to work somewhere in a field related to sports or perhaps in the entertainment business, which I thought would be rewarding and fun. Along those lines, Dad helped me write letters to each of the twenty-six major-league baseball teams inquiring about a job. “You need me in your office,” I wrote in each letter. But we received twenty-five “no-thank-you” responses and one “come-on-down-for-an-interview” reply.


The one interview was with Bill Giles of the Philadelphia Phillies, who was also a graduate of Denison University. Clearly, that connection was the reason I received the invitation. Mr. Giles was friendly and encouraging, but he didn’t offer me a job. “Baseball front offices are generally small, and many are family-run operations,” he said. “You should fire up your letter-writing campaign by reaching out to minor-league franchises.” Then he gave me a Philadelphia Phillies necktie (commemorating the team’s World Series victory that year) and wished me luck.


After I came up empty looking for jobs at major sports arenas, such as Madison Square Garden and the New Orleans Superdome, my dad suggested I go see his old friend Bud Lamoreaux, a longtime CBS producer. “If you want to get involved in sports television,” said Bud, “I would seriously consider cable. As a matter of fact, there’s this new twenty-four-hour sports network called ESPN you might want to check out. It’s Connecticut-based—they’re in Bristol. I know a couple of guys up there and can probably get you an introduction. Why don’t you write to them and mention my name?”


I knew nothing about the cable television industry. Actually, we didn’t even have cable in our house and I had never heard of ESPN. But I wanted a job and certainly wasn’t going to miss an opportunity for an interview with anybody. So I dashed off a letter and, a week or so later, I was invited up to Bristol and it resulted in that two-minute interview.


As I pulled up to our house, I agonized about what I was going to tell my dad. Gee, I wasn’t offered a job, but with my degree in economics they said I’d be qualified to work in the mailroom. Something might come up next week, but it’ll only pay $8,000 a year. They’ll let me know. Oh, and by the way, would I mind shoveling snow?


Shoot!


When I got home I laid it out for Dad, and he could see my concern. “Let’s go out for a beer and talk about it,” he said. So we went to a famous old restaurant in the Cos Cob section of Greenwich called The Clam Box where we had a beer, some chowder, and a father-son conversation.


“Do you think sports television is an industry you’d like to work in?” Dad asked.


“Yes, I think it is,” I said.


“Okay, then if ESPN offers you a job, you’ll be making a career decision, not a money decision, won’t you?”


I paused, took another sip of beer, and looked back at my father.


“Forget about the pay and the duties,” he continued. “If they make you an offer, you should probably take it. It’ll get your foot in the door and you can go from there.”


After listening to my dad, it really seemed like an easy decision. I loved sports, I was interested in television, and it would be a way for me to start a career. A week later, the call came and I was offered the job. Starting salary was $8,300 a year. I took it.


I moved north right away and rented a room ten miles from Bristol at the YMCA in New Britain. I showed up for my first day at work wearing a coat and tie. That was on my dad’s advice and, since he was on a roll, I followed it.


No sooner had I set foot in the mailroom than my new boss said, “Hey, you! Take these videotapes over to communications, then come back and haul this small tree over to the legal department.”


I didn’t know where communications was and I didn’t ask. I ditched my coat and tie, picked up the box of videotapes, and just took off. Officially, I was ESPN Employee #150.















If You’re a Sports Fan







Outside, the building wasn’t finished. Five dozen employees were working in three trailers. There was no running water. They had to trudge through the mud to use outside Porta-Potties. Inside, the studio was still under construction. The set was being held up by loose two-by-fours. Much of the audio and video equipment had been installed only a few hours earlier. The paint was still wet.


It was Friday, September 7, 1979, and as the clock counted down toward 7 p.m., ESPN prepared for its very first broadcast. People were scurrying around taking care of last-minute details. Extension cords were being plugged in. Technicians were making their final checks and praying everything would work. A guy was washing windows. At 6:59 p.m., people crowded into the control room. ESPN’s founder, Bill Rasmussen, paced back and forth.


Finally, the producer yelled, “Good luck, everybody. Take one and roll theme.”


A video of cheering sports fans appeared on the monitor. Lee Leonard, in a voice-over, said: “If you’re a fan, if you’re a fan, what you’ll see in the next minutes, hours, and days to follow may convince you you’ve gone to sports heaven. [Video switched to a blue sky with white clouds.] Beyond that blue horizon is a limitless world of sports. And right now, you’re standing on the edge of tomorrow: sports twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week with ESPN, the total sports cable network. [Then a musical build and a jingle (ESPN’s first theme song) is heard, while new video of scenes from softball, wrestling, golf, boxing, and football runs.]”




[image: image] Pick us up and catch our act, ’cause we’re the one worth watchin’.


Total sports and entertainment, we’re the one worth watchin’.


Come alive without a doubt, you’ll see the best, we’ll work it out, with total sports and entertainment.


Everything worth seein’. Everything worth seein’.


Total sports entertainment.


E—S—P—N.


Everything worth seein’. [image: image]





The producer yelled, “Cue Lee,” and the monitor closed in on a sportscaster sitting alone on the set. “Hi. I’m Lee Leonard welcoming you to Bristol, Connecticut—110 miles from New York City. Why Bristol? Because here in Bristol is where all of the sports action is happening as of right now.


“And we’re just minutes away from the first event on the ESPN schedule. That’s the 1979 NCAA college football preview. And then we’re going to follow that with a doubleheader of games—two of the professional slow-pitch softball World Series games will be seen tonight. Now, softball is one of those rare sports that everybody knows something about. Why? ’Cause we all play it on Sunday when we drink a little beer.”


[image: image]


That modest broadcast may not seem particularly innovative or revolutionary, but it’s worth noting that it occurred long before twenty-four-hour news, twenty-four-hour weather, twenty-four-hour music, and twenty-four-hour everything became the staples we now enjoy on television. ESPN went on the air, in fact, at the dawn of a technological revolution. Towns across America were just getting wired for cable television. People were arguing about whether or not this new medium had any chance of succeeding. And the entire idea of a twenty-four-hour sports network was considered ridiculous.


Back then, nearly all Americans watched television from a signal that was broadcast over the air by one of the big three networks—NBC, CBS, or ABC. The top brass at these three major corporations (based in New York City) took a close look at ESPN’s first few broadcasts and shook their heads. “It’s just a bunch of tape-delay reruns!” they said. “Nothing to worry about. They’re just a niche. They’ll never make it.” The truth is that to them, ESPN was a bad idea, the dumbest thing they’d ever heard of, a laughingstock.


There was one person, however, who didn’t worry about what the network executives thought. Bill Rasmussen was a huge sports fan who had guts, optimism, and a vision for the future. After being fired as communications director and play-by-play announcer for the New England Whalers of the old World Hockey Association, Bill (working in tandem with his son, Scott) innocently started looking for a way to broadcast basketball games from the University of Connecticut across the state. While he knew next to nothing about cable television, he had a hunch that it could be a game changer.


In his research, Bill learned that cable TV consisted of a big ground-based “dish” capable of receiving signals from satellite transponders orbiting twenty-three thousand miles above the earth. Bill also found out that there were only fourteen million homes receiving cable TV (less than 20 percent of television viewers in the United States). With that kind of distribution capability and the low number of subscribers, there was clearly upside potential. But then Bill found out that it was less expensive, on an hourly basis, to lease satellite time for a full twenty-four hours than it was for only five or six hours. And that’s when the big idea hit him. “We can broadcast sports across the nation twenty-four hours a day!” he realized. “That’s what we’ll do!”


And that’s what he did, naming his new enterprise the ESP Network (ESP stood for “Entertainment and Sports”). Soon after, a graphic design artist said it would look better if it just read ESPN, so the logo was changed.


In order to make his revolutionary new idea a success, Bill Rasmussen fell back on his hockey experience and performed an amazing “hat trick.” He felt he had to pull off three big-time deals. First, he needed a contract with RCA to lease time on a satellite transponder. Second, in order to have enough games to fill up a twenty-four-hour day, he had to have a multiyear agreement with the NCAA for the rights to telecast college sporting events. And third, he set his sights on securing an advertising deal with Anheuser-Busch. It would be a kind of three-legged stool—without any one leg, the whole thing would fall flat. Pulling off his hat trick wasn’t going to be easy, but Rasmussen was a natural-born salesman. He could do it.


As it turned out, RCA was eager for customers. They had an underused satellite and plenty of transponder sites available. It would cost $35,000 a month, but Bill didn’t have anywhere near that much money. So RCA offered him an easy payment program and, in July 1978, he put the entire amount on one of his credit cards.


One down.


After persuading Getty Oil to purchase a majority stake in ESPN (which provided much-needed cash to get the network off the ground), Bill now had the credibility to negotiate seriously with the National Collegiate Athletic Association. Early on, he had received NCAA approval to broadcast UConn men’s basketball, men’s soccer, and women’s basketball for three years. But now, after many meetings and lengthy negotiations, they settled on a two-year deal to televise a minimum of 230 games per year featuring eighteen different NCAA sports.


To fill airtime, Bill planned to broadcast the same games multiple times. Although ESPN would not be allowed to televise live football, it would be able to rerun games from tape. The fifty-six-page NCAA/ESPN “cornerstone” contract, as Rasmussen liked to call it, was signed on March 14, 1979.
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ESPN Founder Bill Rasmussen on the cover of Connecticut Magazine, September 1979.   Connecticut Magazine


Two down.


Originally, Bill planned to charge cable operators one cent a day for ESPN’s service. But he reconsidered that and decided to try to become the cable industry’s first advertisement-supported network. Selling advertising time to generate all revenue was, of course, the traditional business model for network television. And while some budding cable networks accepted corporate sponsorship money to help make ends meet, none had significant advertising sales. Knowing that sports reaches beer drinkers, Bill pitched his new network to Anheuser-Busch and offered to let them in on the ground floor. Some forward-thinking executives there realized the idea could really pay off and, in May 1979, they purchased $1.4 million of advertising on ESPN. At the time, it was a record advertising deal for cable television.


Three down.


Bill Rasmussen’s hat trick was complete.
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ESPN’s first offices were located on the upper floor of the United Cable building in Plainville, Connecticut (the space was kindly offered by cable system manager Jim Dovey). And even before Rasmussen had the cash infusion from Getty, he set his sights on acquiring property to construct ESPN’s own place of business. He soon spotted some undeveloped land in the next town over from Plainville. Bristol was a real working-class community in the heart of Connecticut’s manufacturing corridor. Its largest business, a General Motors ball bearings plant, dated back to World War II and employed about three thousand people. The vacant property that interested Bill was surrounded mostly by green pastures dotted with a few small single-story buildings housing such things as a truck stop diner, a lawn mower repair shop, and a junkyard/scrap metal business. After persuading the City of Bristol to sell him one acre for only $18,000, Rasmussen began construction of ESPN’s new headquarters.


By the time of its first broadcast, the new cable network employed approximately seventy-five people. Brought in well before the launch to run the day-to-day operations were a couple of veteran television executives from NBC. Chester R. “Chet” Simmons (who had helped develop ABC’s Wide World of Sports and later became president of NBC Sports) agreed to become ESPN’s president, and his colleague Allan B. “Scotty” Connal (who had started as a page in the NBC mailroom and grew to become an Emmy Award–winning producer) became our executive vice president, operations and production. Coming in on their heels from NBC were on-air talents Lee Leonard and Jim Simpson. Scotty Connal made personal phone calls and hired a number of experienced sports veterans, including Bill Fitts, a former NBC and CBS producer. Bill mentored many of ESPN’s young producers and was instrumental in developing the company’s early remote production capability. Scotty also hired George Grande (a CBS reporter doing pre- and postgame interviews for NFL games) and Dick Vitale. “Dick, I want you to come work for my new company, ESPN,” Scotty said in his call to Vitale. “ESPN?” replied Dick. “What is ESPN? Sounds like a disease!”


Also coming in to join the ESPN first team were some regional and local young talent that included Chris Berman (a Brown graduate and weekend television sportscaster in Hartford), Bob Ley (a graduate of Seton Hall working at Suburban Cablevision in New Jersey), Tom Mees (a sports director in Tallahassee, Florida), and technician Chuck Pagano (who was working on an electrical engineering degree from the University of Hartford and had worked as a rock-and-roll disk jockey).


Pagano’s colleague Bill Lamb (a local technical director from New Haven) started at ESPN after receiving a call the night of the very first ESPN broadcast asking him to come over and relieve Pagano, who had no backup. Twenty-seven-year-old Steve Bornstein (producer for Ohio State football games on local cable) came on board as a programming coordinator.


In contrast with experienced hands at the major broadcast networks who viewed ESPN as a bad idea or a joke, these new-hire young people thought that a twenty-four-hour sports network actually seemed like a good idea and offered real opportunity.
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Right after Lee Leonard made his opening remarks for ESPN, he turned the program over to his colleague George Grande by saying, “Now, here’s another innovation on ESPN, and it’s going to be a big part of our future: The SportsCenter with George Grande.” That statement was telling, because innovation became embedded in ESPN’s culture, part of our DNA, and SportsCenter would soon become the network’s backbone.
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An early print advertisement (1981) capturing the essence of ESPN’s appeal: twenty-four-hour sports.   ESPN Images


The rest of that first night’s broadcast has become fodder for sports trivia buffs. The first result reported was Chris Evert’s victory over Billie Jean King at the U.S. Open. The first live interview was from Denver with the University of Colorado head football coach Chuck Fairbanks. Due to a technical problem, the entire interview was done in silence with video only. After audio was restored, it was replayed later in that first half hour of SportsCenter. Later that night, the first-ever live sporting event to air on ESPN was a slow-pitch softball World Series game featuring the Milwaukee Schlitzes versus the Kentucky Bourbons—sponsored by Budweiser!


Few people (an estimated thirty thousand viewers) were in a position to see ESPN’s first show. We were just a cable start-up that was not widely distributed. We were flying by the seat of our pants and no one knew if we were going to make it. However modest, though, it was a beginning.
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When Lee Leonard turned that first program over to George Grande, the camera showed George sitting alone behind the first SportsCenter desk. “Thanks, Lee,” he said. “And welcome, everyone, to the ESPN SportsCenter. From this very desk in the coming weeks and months, we’ll be filling you in on the pulse of sporting activity, not only around the country, but around the world, as well.


“If it takes an interview, we’ll do it.


“If it takes play-by-play, we’ll do it.


“If it takes commentary, we’ll do that, too.”


With those words that very first night, George Grande essentially articulated ESPN’s mission, which was to do whatever it took to serve sports fans. That thought wasn’t plastered all over the walls of our unfinished building. It wasn’t something people talked about every day. But it drove everything ESPN did in those early years. Everything.
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George Grande and Lee Leonard on the original SportsCenter set, 1979.   ESPN Images















All In







You! Have you ever run camera?”


It was 4 p.m. I was sitting alone in the videotape library. A producer had burst through the door and was pointing at me.


“No, I haven’t,” I responded.


“No problem! Come with me!”


He led me down to the television studio where Jim Simpson was sitting behind a desk about to start his college football show. “We’re short on people,” the producer said to me. “Put this headset on and stand behind this camera. If Simpson shifts in his chair, move the camera a little bit to follow him.”


I did the entire half-hour show moving the camera about a quarter of an inch left or right as needed. I’m proud to say I never missed a beat. That’s the way it was in those early years. We were often scrambling and everybody did what we could to help out. [In my entire thirty-plus-year career with ESPN, it was the only time I was ever behind the camera.]


After a few months driving and working in the mailroom, I had been promoted to the videotape library. It was simple enough work. If a producer needed tape from, say, the 1975 World Series, we’d pull it and sign it out. There were no computers or digital video files back then. We kept paper records and worked with index cards and shelves of videotapes. The library was staffed twenty-four hours a day and, at various times, I worked all three eight-hour shifts, including the late one from midnight to 8 a.m. During those wee morning hours, there were just a handful of people in the building, each doing our own thing. Still, we managed to find each other. Chuck Pagano and I would screen hockey games together, Chris Berman would drop by to pick up some videotapes, or we would all just shoot the breeze in the hallways during breaks.


By the time I started at ESPN in January 1981, we’d only been on the air for a year and four months, but we were growing so fast that our physical space had a hard time keeping up. We now had several buildings, we were short on parking, people doubled up on desks, and whenever we needed more room we simply brought in another trailer. Oh, those trailers! Ten people (like Rosa Gatti, Chris LaPlaca, Mike Soltys, and the communications staff) crammed into them, all using folding tables as desks, all sharing one phone, using a single IBM typewriter that froze up during the cold winter months. When I delivered mail to them, the wind rushed in from the open door and would blow loose papers all over the place—and I’d hear: “For crying out loud, George, shut the damn door!”


The buildings were very plain, there were no fancy offices, and after a while the trailers became a point of pride. We were working continuously, so there was no time to even think about amenities. Besides, we were always so short on money that on paydays, everybody rushed to the bank to deposit our checks in case they bounced.


In making three “sweeps” a day to deliver mail (or anything else that needed to be delivered), I discovered quickly that ESPN was not a hierarchical place and that there was little formality. That was also obvious when I shuttled our executives and on-air talent to and from the airport. On a good day, the trip from Bristol to Bradley International took at least forty-five minutes, and I had them all to myself. I took full advantage of that time by asking lots of questions. “What do you do? What do you like about it? What’s happening in your area?” I not only learned about all the opportunities that ESPN offered, I developed a lot of personal relationships. Being a driver in the mailroom allowed me to get to know everybody at ESPN—and it taught me that there is opportunity in every job.


During my very first week at ESPN, I delivered mail to Scotty Connal, who had been my hockey coach when I was in junior high school. He smiled and said, “Hi, George! I heard you’d been hired. Welcome to the company.”


Scotty, along with Chet Simmons, set the tone for how ESPN operated in those days, and for what ESPN was to become. They were a unique leadership duo, described by some as Mr. Inside and Mr. Outside. Chet was a brilliant visionary who understood the sports broadcasting industry and ESPN’s potential role in it. He knew virtually everybody in the business and jumped into the tank headfirst to forge deals and acquire new sports programming for the fledgling network. Chet Simmons was Mr. Outside.


Scotty was not only brilliant in how he handled production and operations, he was a gifted “people person” who always focused on inclusion as opposed to exclusion. He made everybody feel good about themselves and inspired us all to go the extra mile. Scotty Connal was Mr. Inside.


While each was an excellent leader in his own right, together they made a powerful and collaborative team. Both walked the floor every day. Both made it a point to learn every employee’s name and get to know each of us personally. Every time someone new was brought on board, one or the other of them personally escorted that person around and introduced them to everybody else. Chet and Scotty set the tone for our company in those early days. They cared about us and we cared about them. It was a reciprocal relationship. It was a team.


Of particular importance back then was the strategy of hiring a lot of young people and giving them the opportunity to grow and advance. It was a good policy, because young people have a higher energy level, are more inclined to take risks, and are not encumbered by the traditional ways of doing things. Of course, at a time when money was very important to ESPN, you could also pay them less. Chet and Scotty started us in entry-level positions by design. The mailroom was just one of the many places they put guys like me. There were young people all over ESPN—in production, in programming, in engineering, in communications, in finance, you name it. We were being tested to see how we would handle starting at the bottom. Were we adaptable to a new environment? Were we hard workers? Were we self-starters? Were we bright enough to do a job we’d never been trained for? Could we work with others? Could we be part of a team?


Many years later, I learned that Chet and Scotty met with all the department heads every Monday morning over coffee. In this “Monday Morning Quarterback Club,” as they liked to call it, the group would review the list of young people in every department. If a person showed aptitude for programming, or production, or marketing and sales, he or she was moved to one of those areas. Those who had ambition and demonstrated the ability to learn were put in positions of growth. Those who didn’t fell by the wayside.


One Monday morning, my boss said some good things about me. “Okay,” replied Chet, “time to give young George the true test. Put him on Vitale.” Endlessly gregarious, Dick Vitale was a full-court press. He was always going a hundred miles an hour—here, there, and everywhere. Not many people could handle his energy level. When he’d come into Bristol before the weekend shows, I’d pick him up at the airport, drive him wherever he needed to go, and get him back in time to catch his return flight. I guess I passed the test, because I was Dick’s driver until being promoted to the tape library.
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The one and only Dick Vitale.   ESPN Images


As an impressionable young man, I learned a lot from Dick Vitale, Chet Simmons, Scotty Connal, George Grande, and the other professionals at ESPN. Most of them had left good-paying careers to come to a risky start-up that many experts said never had a chance of succeeding. We had no limos, no fancy food, no fresh-cut flowers, and a dirt-surface parking lot that became a muddy quagmire when it rained. But our early leaders went with their guts, and I learned from them that taking risks is okay and that you shouldn’t be afraid to pursue something you love to do. Their passion for sports was their personal motivation and, like jolts of electricity, it surged into the rest of us and fueled the company. When we were all just making it up as we went along, the sheer force of Scotty Connal’s personality, for instance, gave everybody confidence that ESPN was going to be a success. He had the experience, he had the confidence, and he was one of the most optimistic people I ever met. If Scotty said we were going to make it, then we were going to make it.


Of course, the truth is that all of us at ESPN were sports fans. In fact, we were pinching ourselves that we were getting paid to do this kind of work. Early on, we knew we had a product. The question was: How do we make it work? ESPN had an untested business model, because there were no precedents upon which to base one. We would have to develop an effective model through trial and experimentation, and that would take time. Our mantra became, “Let’s try it and see what happens.” We were in the ultimate sports TV innovation lab in bucolic Bristol, Connecticut. At that time of my life, nothing could have been more exciting.


Okay, so we had an untested business plan, no profits, and could not see a light at the end of the tunnel. What, then, kept the company going? First, we were all optimistic that sports fans were going to like what we were doing. Second, the early esprit de corps generated at ESPN made a big difference. We were all in this thing together—and we were either all going to make it together or we were all going to be out of a job together. It was just that simple.


So we operated as a family. Everybody knew everybody else. If other employees needed help, they got help. If they needed support, they were supported. ESPN truly felt like a family to me, and that was a pretty compelling concept for a young man in his first job out of college. “Keep your priorities straight,” Scotty used to say. “Family comes first.”


It was a collegial, powerful atmosphere. Actually, it was a culture—a can-do culture. And we created it with two powerful motivators: (1) our informal mission to serve sports fans, and (2) our passion for sports.


ESPN’s early culture had all the positive elements of people working together in a common endeavor. We respected each other. We told each other the truth, even when it hurt—and that required both honesty and integrity. We had that old New England lunch-pail work ethic. We tried new things and made many mistakes. But it was okay to make mistakes as long as they were honest mistakes.


Because we didn’t know if we were going to have two nickels to rub together, and we didn’t know if we were going to make it as a company, taking ourselves too seriously would have been a big mistake. So we decided to have fun. After all, sports are entertainment. So after working hard all day or all night, we often went out together and tipped a few—sometimes at the White Birch, a favorite local watering hole just up the street. Once in a while we’d line up shot glasses of Jack Daniel’s or Southern Comfort and pound them down all at once. We didn’t always do those shooters (usually when celebrating a significant success), but they made for some great memories.


Just about every Friday night, there would be a party to celebrate something—a new assignment, a birthday, whatever excuse we could come up with. Frequently, we ended up at Scotty’s house on the lake—and almost everybody working at ESPN showed up. We did everything together back then. I remember one New Year’s Eve sitting in Bob Ley’s kitchen drinking beer and planning our futures together. But while we all had our fun, we were also dedicated to quality, which led to ESPN’s unofficial motto: “We take our sports seriously, but we don’t take ourselves too seriously.”


In those early years, ESPN’s culture was our strategic advantage. It bred and fed on success. Every small achievement energized us—every new program, every positive review, and every fan letter that praised what we were doing. We viewed ourselves as the ultimate underdogs, so we took that extra step and did more than was required, whether it was re-editing the last segment of SportsCenter at 2 a.m. to get it right for fans waking up with us that morning, or making the extra sales call on a Friday afternoon after a week’s worth of sales calls. To use a poker expression, we were “all in.” ESPN’s culture served to enable people with passion. And people with passion over-deliver—time and time again.


Because there was no it’s-not-my-job mentality at ESPN, I often pitched in to help in other areas. It not only seemed like the right thing to do, I usually had a lot of fun doing it. For instance, John Wildhack (a young producer back in 1981) invited me to go to Totowa, New Jersey, and assist in a production of Top Rank Boxing, which was one of ESPN’s early staples. All I did was “pull cable” for the production team, which included running errands, moving equipment around, and doing whatever I was asked to do. Essentially, I was a gopher. And because management wasn’t going to pay for a mailroom driver’s lodging, I slept on the floor of Wildhack’s hotel room. One thing that impressed me was that the twenty-member production team was extraordinarily close. They spent all day together and had a kind of one-for-all-and-all-for-one group mentality.


Another time, I was asked to stage-manage a professional hockey game by our NHL producer, Bruce Connal (Scotty’s oldest son and my high school friend). All I needed to do was stand in the penalty box with a red light and hold it over the boards while we were in commercial break. Pulling the light back meant we were on the air, and the referee, who took his cue from me, would drop the puck to continue the televised action. That was pretty much the complete extent of my responsibilities. No problem, I thought. This is great. I’m a big hockey fan. I’m rinkside for an NHL game. How could it get any better!


The first break occurred about two minutes into the game, and I dutifully held the red light over the boards. As soon as we went to commercial, I heard through my headset numerous people talking—and then a countdown: “Ten… nine… eight… seven… six…” I thought that was my cue, so when it got to zero, I pulled the light back, the referee dropped the puck on cue, and play resumed.


Suddenly, through my earpiece, I heard somebody shout, “They’re back!” And then Bruce screamed: “Bodie! What the #%$&! are you doing?”


It turned out that the countdown I heard was not for me. It was an honest mistake, but I had still blown it. The end result was that when ESPN came back from a Budweiser commercial, the game was already in progress. It wasn’t the end of the world, but from a production point of view I had screwed up—and it taught me a good lesson. Stage-managing a hockey game wasn’t as easy as it sounded and every job at ESPN required preparation, skill, and performance.


[image: image]


One morning, after working a long night in the videotape library, I was walking out of the building and I heard a phone ring in a nearby office. We didn’t have many secretaries or assistants back then, and, not seeing anybody around, I paused a moment to see if the phone was going to be answered. After all, it might have been a potential viewer, a rights holder, a cable operator, or an advertiser calling. And that wasn’t just any phone ringing, it was ESPN’s phone. So after three rings, I ran into the office and picked up the receiver.


“Hello, this is ESPN,” I said. “How can I help you?”















Roberto “Remember the” Alomar







Hello, this is ESPN,” I said. “How can I help you?”


“Hi. Can you tell me where the nearest bar or hotel is that carries ESPN? I want to watch my team play tonight.”


“Well, sure we can. Where do you live?”


We often received calls like this after ESPN started televising the opening rounds of the NCAA Men’s “March Madness” Basketball Tournament. That was certainly a programming risk that paid off. Of course, because it had never been done before, reactions in the industry varied between laughter and dismay. “What are you guys thinking? You want to televise the early rounds? Are you kidding me? Nobody is going to watch those!”


But we moved forward anyway and, in the process, pioneered an exciting production element now taken for granted—what we called the “whip-around” format. If there was a blowout, we left that game and switched to other more competitive games, often with only a minute or so left. Viewers were routinely treated to exciting buzzer-beater finishes one after another. Viewership for those early tournament games was surprisingly strong. College kids skipped classes. Die-hard fans stayed away from work. People without access to cable went to bars or took out rooms at hotels. That’s when fans called us to ask where the nearest places were that carried ESPN. They wanted to watch their school’s games.


Soon motel and bar owners got wise and started advertising on their marquees that they had ESPN. There turned out to be a big demand for the early rounds of the NCAA basketball tournament. In fact, it became one of our signature events. Not only did the fans like it, so did the college coaches, because they knew that if their team made the tournament, the next year ESPN would televise at least one of their regular-season games, which did a lot for recruiting and alumni relations.


In truth, college basketball was an early mainstay for ESPN. It was the first sport where we were able to televise some of the best events. In those days, we couldn’t compete with the networks on weekends, but we could during the week when a Syracuse-Georgetown or Duke–North Carolina basketball game on ESPN would certainly attract sports fans. Our efforts back then were led by the programming team of Loren Matthews (former promotions director for the New York Mets) and Tom Odjakjian (former assistant commissioner of the Eastern College Athletic Conference). Together they took advantage of the fact that the Big East Conference, which was also founded in 1979, became an essential part of ESPN programming.


Eventually others clamored for more television coverage. Executives from the Big Ten, for instance, called Odjakjian and asked what night their games could be televised to receive the highest ratings. “That would be Monday night after the Big East game,” Tom replied. After the conference agreed to that time slot, Matthews coined the phrase Big Monday. ESPN would feature a Big East game at 7 p.m., a Big Ten game at 9 p.m., and perhaps a Pac-10 game at 11 p.m. Big Monday turned out to be a phenomenal success, thriving for more than thirty-five years on ESPN. Eventually Tom and Loren found themselves at the epicenter of college basketball scheduling, where they had the opportunity to be creative. On one Presidents’ Day, for example, they were able to schedule George Washington and James Madison to play each other!
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The 1987 Big East Championship Game, Georgetown vs. Syracuse, in Madison Square Garden.   Thomas Maguire Jr. / ESPN Images


In the early days, college basketball helped put ESPN on the map. And believe it or not, so did televising the relatively obscure (at the time) National Football League player draft. Chet Simmons saw college football fans as a built-in audience for it, so he met with NFL Commissioner Pete Rozelle and pitched the idea. Rozelle’s immediate reaction was to laugh. “You gotta be kidding me,” he said. “It’s just a business meeting with team officials sitting around talking on the phone and shuffling papers. But if you want to do it, we’ll work with you.”


George Grande anchored our first NFL draft (held on April 29, 1980, in New York) while Bob Ley hosted back at the studio in Bristol. There was absolutely no formal production plan at first. The idea was just to try it and figure out the details later. In fact, Chet’s instructions to George were: “Make it up as you go along. If it starts to not work, just get off the air.” In preparation, Bob Ley worked on his folding card table at home with index cards on who would be the most likely players to be drafted and by which teams. And driven by the need to produce twenty-four hours of sports, George and Bob hosted pre-draft shows with profiles on the players and their schools.


The first telecast was held on a Tuesday morning at 8 and lasted the whole day. Similar to what we experienced around the NCAA basketball tournament, a lot of sports fans called in sick to work so they could tune in to ESPN’s coverage—and we received good enough results and feedback to televise it the next year. Gradually, we added more production resources and on-air commentators to scrutinize a team’s pick moments after the selection was made. One of those hired to help with our analysis was an unknown Mel Kiper Jr., a passionate fan who for years had followed the draft, the teams, and all the picks. One year, while interviewing Indianapolis Colts General Manager Bill Tobin, an ESPN reporter told him that Mel Kiper thought he had made a mistake in not taking Cal State quarterback (and future ESPN analyst) Trent Dilfer for his first pick. “Who the hell is Mel Kiper?” Tobin responded.


Football fans loved it and wanted more. Soon the league and all the teams became more involved, and as a result the draft grew and grew. Eventually, ratings came to rival those of a live football game, and the draft coverage became a three-night (Thursday, Friday, and Saturday) prime-time event. And then every professional sports league wanted its draft televised.


In those early days, ESPN aired a lot of different sports, and the truth is that we televised almost everything we could get our hands on. Mostly, we put on sporting events that nobody else was carrying, and certainly there was essentially no other outlet for some of these sports before ESPN came along. Some of our early programming included slow-pitch softball, college wrestling, college soccer, college hockey, Canadian football, Australian rules football, Davis Cup tennis, horse jumping, Irish bicycling, Irish Munster hurling, hunting, fishing, darts, and hydroplane racing.


Our programmers were risk takers, operating without the benefit of a lot of research. They did it as much on instinct and intuition as anything else, and more often than not their gut feelings paid off. For instance, because we did not have the rights to televise NCAA football games live, we would broadcast tape-delayed games. As a result, one of my jobs was to drive to the airport on Sunday mornings to pick up the videotapes from the weekend games that were flown in to Bradley International Airport. Then I’d hustle back to Bristol so the games could be aired throughout the day on Sunday. Overall, we’d show five college football games every week. A lot of industry types laughed at us. But surprise! Tape-delay college football became one of ESPN’s most successful programs, another early staple of the network.


Because most of our early programming had never before been televised nationally, ESPN was not taken seriously. Johnny Carson and Saturday Night Live poked fun at us and the mainstream press ridiculed us. The traditional television industry, including all three of the major networks, still largely derided us. “You’re talking about a tempest in a teapot,” they said. “ESPN is not even in the same business.”


But the most important audience—the sports fans—was beginning to take notice of what we were televising. And so did the commissioners, team owners, and coaches of sports leagues in the United States. Before long, ESPN quietly gained a number of important acquisitions. We signed agreements to telecast games from the NBA (National Basketball Association), the NHL (National Hockey League), WCT (World Championship Tennis), and NASCAR (National Association for Stock Car Auto Racing). Also, in what turned out to be ESPN’s first live event produced overseas, we carried the World Cup Track and Field competition from Rome, Italy.


It seemed the more ESPN gave sports fans, the more they wanted. We began to realize that we were filling a need, and in trying to cobble together a twenty-four-hour sports lineup, we were mostly doing what made sense to us and then we’d listen to our viewers to see what they liked and what they didn’t like.


One of the best examples of ESPN’s trial-and-error strategy was SportsCenter itself, and how it developed with time. Chet Simmons absolutely believed from day one that the key to ESPN’s success—its differentiator from any and all future competition—would be SportsCenter. One person who agreed with Chet was George Grande.


Because George had the most experience among the SportsCenter staff, he led the selection decisions for news content and “took care of the guys,” as he liked to say. A great believer that “teams lead themselves,” George Grande did not have the title of director, nor did he seek it. He wanted to let the younger announcers experience things on their own and learn from watching more seasoned pros like himself, Jim Simpson, and veteran radio play-by-play man Lou Palmer. In short, George wanted SportsCenter to be a team and run itself.


Back then, we generally produced three SportsCenters a night—6 p.m., 11 p.m., and 2:30 a.m. Empty airtime was an ongoing worry, because the capability did not yet exist to obtain video for all the U.S. games played earlier in the day. So SportsCenter producers focused on what they could find. They were able, for instance, to videotape games that were carried by the local television channels in Hartford, which included all the New York and Boston teams. Highlights were plentiful for the Yankees, Mets, Giants, Jets, Knicks, Islanders, Rangers, Red Sox, Patriots, Celtics, Bruins, and, of course, the Hartford Whalers. When short on content, we would have some videotapes of the Phillies, Eagles, 76ers, and Flyers driven up from Philadelphia. For other national games, however, all we could do was have previous-day videos flown into the airport (similar to what we did with our college football games). So in a very real sense, at various times, SportsCenter then was yesterday’s news today.


Traditionally, back in the day, sports news coverage aired at the end of local television news programs, usually following the weather report. Almost always, individual game highlights were kept at twenty to thirty seconds each. But SportsCenter was a game changer—and ESPN’s producers and on-air talent rose to the occasion by creating an entirely new way of reporting sports news. Actually, along the way, they broke every rule for conventional sports highlights. Game clips, for instance, were extended to a full minute or two. The games were more fully analyzed, complete with more statistics and more insightful commentary. Essentially, each game highlight became a story in and of itself.


Highlights alone, of course, could not fill all of SportsCenter’s available time. So the on-air guys had to be willing to try a number of new and different things. That’s when they decided to gather everybody together (on-air talent, producers, et cetera) and say, “Okay, the floor’s open. Whoever has the best idea will carry the day.” Then the team would sit and debate the merits of each new concept (sometimes passionately yelling and screaming at each other) and then go out and try the experiment. What worked best became the standard.


One important thing everybody settled on was to have the SportsCenter anchors both report from the studio and go into the field and generate stories. George Grande went to the World Series, Chris Berman to the Super Bowl, and Bob Ley to the Final Four, each with only a cameraman and a producer. No one told them they couldn’t cover those major events with only three people. They could. And they did. Then they flew the tapes back to Bristol to air as soon as possible.


Somebody also had to determine exactly what constituted a news event worthy of being presented on SportsCenter. Sometimes it was one of the on-air talent who came up with an idea and secured an okay from George Grande or Scotty Connal. For instance, when President Carter was calling for an Olympic boycott of the Moscow summer games in 1980 due to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, SportsCenter producer Fred Muzzy came up with the idea to conduct a phone poll using two numbers, one for “yes” and one for “no.” Surprisingly, the results were decidedly in favor of the boycott, and ESPN received a lot of national exposure regarding the poll. Fred received kudos for that idea, but it was just one of the many things he was famous for, including once producing SportsCenter covered in mud after falling in the parking lot and another time (as legend has it) producing the show from a phone booth while at the White Birch bar.


SportsCenter producers like Fred Muzzy were, by necessity, always keeping close track of the time during shows. Often, they might say something like: “We’re ten minutes short, so talk about the National League East for about four minutes or talk about the pennant race for five minutes.” If the on-air talent couldn’t do it, they were dead. You had to be able to talk sports without a script.


George Grande wanted everybody to do their reporting extemporaneously and with enthusiasm, to present highlights to viewers as if the reporters were sitting next to them in the stadium watching the games live. Everybody had to do their homework, their own writing, and not rely on somebody else, because there was nobody else. [SportsCenter anchors writing their own copy at ESPN became a real point of pride and a hallmark of the network.] Young guys like Ley and Berman could handle it, in part, because they weren’t locked in to past ways of doing things.


But one time George brought in an older, more experienced reporter, and his first question was, “Where’s the prompter person?” “There is no prompter person,” George replied. “We don’t use teleprompters. We can’t afford them.” That fella couldn’t ad-lib, so he and ESPN parted ways quickly.


In those days, the SportsCenter manual about how to do things wasn’t long. Our young reporters and producers were experimenting, and sometimes stumbling. It was okay to make mistakes, but we had to talk about them so they were not repeated. “You were dealing with young people who were trying to do their best,” recalled Grande. “You didn’t want them to feel bad, because it would cause them to shut down. So I’d let things settle and deal with mistakes the next day. And I tried never to get personal or be antagonistic.”


Gradually, the early SportsCenter team became more mature, more polished—and members were placed in the areas they liked best. Bob Ley liked college basketball, Tom Mees liked the NHL, Lou Palmer liked golf, George Grande liked baseball, and Chris Berman liked the NFL. Each got his own weekly show, and they took ownership of it by presenting their work with solid sports journalism and their own unique personalities. We didn’t know it then, but allowing the reporters to truly be themselves, to be fans, would begin to build a brand for ESPN that would set us apart from our competition.


In the early days of SportsCenter, everybody was scrambling, just trying to stay on the air. “We were Lewis and Clark hoping to find the Pacific,” recalled Chris Berman. “We knew we were going in the right direction. Were we sure we were going to make it? Not really.”


Ironically, it would be the sheer force of Chris Berman’s personality that would vault SportsCenter into the American stream of consciousness. He used to anchor the 2:30 morning show alone, sometimes with Tom Mees. One morning, alone, not knowing how many people might be watching, and perhaps a little bored, Berman spontaneously started making up nicknames for baseball players during highlights. By his own recollection, he first said either Frank Tanana “Daiquiri” or John Mayberry “RFD.” Right away, the cameraman started laughing, which caused the television picture to shake. And the surprised producer screamed “What?” into Berman’s earpiece.


Undeterred, Chris continued to give more players nicknames and, with time, the numbers started to add up. There was Tom “Leave It to” Seaver, Bruce “Eggs” Benedict, Jamie “Men at” Quirk, Ross “I Never Promised You a” Baumgarten, Ron “Born in the US” Cey, Dave Righetti “and Meatballs,” Jose “Can You See” Cruz, Jesse “Belly Up to the” Barfield, Bert “Be Home” Blyleven, Roberto “Remember the” Alomar, and Glen “Mother” Hubbard, to name just a few.


No one had ever done anything like this before, and pretty soon it wasn’t just the ESPN producer who was saying, “What?” Baseball fans all over the country had perked up. “What did he say?” People loved Berman’s nicknames, and they started tuning in just to listen to him. “Gee, I hope he gives my favorite player a nickname,” they said. Some baseball players even called ESPN and suggested nicknames for themselves. A few were angry that they hadn’t yet been given one. After a while, Berman’s nicknames became a national phenomenon. It seemed like everybody was quoting him.


Unbeknownst to any of us, Chris’s nicknaming of baseball players was one of the early building blocks of an ESPN brand, part of which was having fun. Our brand took shape gradually because we were addressing the task at hand, which was to fill up twenty-four hours in a day with things we believed sports fans would like. As such, it is accurate to say that the ESPN brand developed because we were following our mission to serve sports fans.


ESPN’s developing brand revolved around three things, all weighted equally (kind of like that three-legged stool, again): (1) a variety of sports (something for every fan); (2) a commitment to sports journalism (including in-depth highlights and storytelling); and (3) entertainment (laughing and having fun on the air).


Sports fans everywhere were beginning to discover ESPN. They were tuning in to watch sports, to be informed, and to be entertained. But we were still not making a profit. Our revenues were minuscule and our expenses massive. The truth is that we were bleeding money and most of the ESPN team was still not sure whether we were going to make it as a successful business. We did, however, experience a few early signs of validation that we were growing a loyal, if modest fan base.


When our crews arrived to broadcast a game, for instance, we were often short on personnel to set up our production equipment, which had to be tailored to each venue. One day, an on-site producer offered an ESPN hat to an electrician milling about in return for helping with our setup—and he accepted enthusiastically! That producer then suggested to other producers that the ESPN trucks start carrying a dozen or so hats for that very purpose. “What?” came the response. “They want our hats?”


The next thing we knew, some of our enterprising crew members started bootlegging ESPN T-shirts, hats, and sweatshirts. They bought the items wholesale, had the ESPN logos printed on, and sold them on site. And sports fans flocked to the trucks to buy them. Of course, that was before we had an organized merchandising program, so the guys were making some money on the side (which they sorely needed). But, hey, it helped promote our new network.


Another sign that ESPN’s star was on the rise was the fact that fans began to steal the ESPN banners we put up at events. All television networks hang banners so that when they’re shooting the game and pan to the sidelines or into the crowds, the network logo can be seen. After one game, Jim Simpson noted the thefts and mentioned it to one of our other sportscasters. “What?” came the reply. “They want our banners?”


One of the very first vivid, tangible signs ESPN received that we were touching a real nerve with sports fans involved Australian rules football (of which we ran the sprockets off). It’s a very rugged sport where the players use no helmets or pads. And the referees, in their white coats, look more like pharmacists than referees. But it was a bit confusing for American fans, because this was the first time it had been shown regularly in the United States. So we put a graphic up on the screen that read: “Send us a postcard and we’ll mail the rulebook to you.”


From that one simple graphic, we received more than ten thousand postcards. And those of us in the mailroom had to lug all those cards to the marketing department for processing.
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