
[image: Cover: Born to Be Wired: Lessons from a Lifetime Transforming Television, Wiring America for the Internet, and Growing Formula One, Discovery, Sirius XM, and the Atlanta Braves, by John Malone. ]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Born to Be Wired: Lessons from a Lifetime Transforming Television, Wiring America for the Internet, and Growing Formula One, Discovery, Sirius XM, and the Atlanta Braves, by John Malone. Simon & Schuster. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]






To Leslie, the love of my life









CHAPTER 1 KEYS ON THE TABLE


I had done this a hundred times before in a dozen different bank boardrooms, and each time the scene was the same: a cavernous, wood-paneled room with a long mahogany table polished to a sheen. Around it sit a dozen or so aging men in starched white shirts and neckties, frowning and looking up periodically from the financial numbers on the documents in front of them.

But on this afternoon in 1975, the banks had requested the meeting, not us, and far from a polished boardroom, it was in our brown, flat, single-story office building in the long shadow of the Rockies. I knew this meeting would be different.

The past couple of years had been pure hell for both of us. Bob Magness was the chairman of a struggling cable company on the outskirts of Denver named Tele-Communications Inc., and he had brought me in as the new CEO two years earlier.

TCI had been a bright young star in the rapidly growing cable television business. We were hanging coaxial cable across the country to provide rural areas with better reception of broadcast signals from CBS, NBC, and ABC, and eventually hundreds of new TV channels and the internet.

One day, this would lay the foundation for the largest cable operator in the U.S., serving one out of every four homes, and give rise to a robust, two-way digital communications network in the U.S., providing the platform for the likes of Amazon, Facebook, and Google, and unlocking immense value in a new digital economy.

Bob and I had no idea of any of that potential back then. That morning, we merely were hoping to survive the day. Bob, a World War II vet and part-time rancher and cottonseed broker, had launched his cable company in Memphis, Texas, in 1956, after a chance conversation with two strangers in a cotton gin, where Bob did business.

Sold on the idea, Bob and his loving and loyal wife, Betsy, sold their cattle, mortgaged their house, and jumped in. He and a small team of friends started climbing telephone poles and hanging wire, with Betsy stationed at the kitchen table as head of accounting. Several years later, Bob moved operations to Denver and took TCI public in 1970.

When I first accepted the offer to come work for Bob, the pitch was solid: Come out West and run one of the largest cable operators in this new industry! Long-term contracts to wire big cities were worth millions of dollars. This set off a land grab across the country, and TCI had taken on crushing debt to finance furious growth. Around this time, TCI reached more than 621,000 subscribers through 151 systems in 33 states, with annual revenue around $34 million a year—and $84.8 million in debt.

Almost immediately after I arrived in 1973, several things started breaking the wrong way for us: oil prices quadrupled, the inflation rate shot up to double digits, and interest rates skyrocketed to 12 percent in July 1974, more than doubling borrowing costs year over year. That hit the cable business especially hard, because for us more debt was like rocket fuel. The variable cost of stringing wire from pole to pole above ground had doubled, thanks to new regulations and price increases from suppliers. In big cities, where cable had to be buried underground, the costs could run as high as tens of thousands of dollars per mile.

Now the banks were balking at any more lending, yet we already had pledged TCI to pour half a billion dollars into new construction to win cable franchises from local governments in Tennessee, Washington, and elsewhere. On top of that, in return for franchise agreements to operate there, we had inherited promises made by systems TCI bought to build community centers and parks.

Despite healthy revenue gains and operating margins of 40 percent, our debt was closing in fast, and for the first time in my career, I was scared. To consolidate the loans he had already accumulated, Bob had drawn a $77.5 million bank line of credit in 1972, just before I joined. And we had borrowed $76.5 million of it.

A week earlier, I had called a loan officer to arrange the meeting where we would ask to borrow the final $1 million. Before I could even get the words out, he cut me off.

His tone on the other end of the line struck me as a little rude: “By the way, don’t ask for that other million. If you don’t want the house of cards to come down, don’t ask.”



What was I thinking? I was educated at Yale, I had worked in the most famous laboratory in the world at Bell Labs, I had trained at the fabled McKinsey & Company, and I had been CEO at Jerrold Electronics, the dominant (and highly profitable) supplier and financier to the cable industry. I had turned down a plush job with an absurdly big salary in New York, with a car and driver, to take this job instead.

I had joined a bunch of cowboys and a near-bankrupt former cottonseed salesman who had bet his farm, literally, on a newfangled business called cable TV. I had uprooted my family, moved across the country, and taken a pay cut—on a promise. I had risked everything.

I even had taken out a $60,000 loan from the Bank of Denver to buy TCI stock at $7 a share when I joined—a year later, the stock had fallen to $3, weighed down by high interest rates, wild inflation, and an unrelated industry scandal, briefly bottoming out at 78 cents. My start date at the company should have been my first clue: April Fool’s Day.

We were minding every nickel at the office, and my wife, Leslie, and I were counting pennies at home, using coupons at the grocery store, never eating out, and going for a month without a home phone at one point.

The vise grip of home and work was squeezing my brain. We had already started slashing salaries at the office, and we were doubling up in hotel rooms and flying economy to every new city. I had not expected this.

The worst, though, was that I wasn’t the CEO people had expected me to be, the father I had wanted to be to my kids, or the husband I had promised to be for my wife.

In honest moments, Leslie would let her frustration show: “You promised me after McKinsey and Jerrold you’d be home more, and that we’d have dinner together like a family, and you’re not, and we don’t.”



As we waited for the bankers to arrive, I realized that this one meeting would determine the fate of the company, our employees, and my career. The imminent risk of losing the company and going bankrupt was an existential threat that had resurrected old demons of self-doubt, particularly the fear of letting everyone down.

As the bankers arrived, they fanned out around the table in our cramped conference room. The only friendly face among the gaggle of them was that of Donne Fisher, our treasurer at TCI, and he looked like a man in the back of a long line at the DMV—irked and impatient, yet keeping it all in check.

I opened the meeting with an introduction heavy on promises and light on numbers, because I knew the numbers couldn’t save us. Then Donne and I left them to deliberate privately.

Bob walked into my office and asked how things were going. He still looked every inch the laconic cottonseed salesman he had been a decade earlier, with a molasses-slow Texas drawl and dressed, almost always, in a white Western dress shirt, a bolo tie, and a cowboy hat that was perched atop neatly combed white hair.

As Donne and I gave him a read on the room, he just stared off into the distance. In Bob’s eyes I couldn’t tell if I saw fear or despair that afternoon, maybe a bit of both. He was genuinely stoic, as if he were witnessing an accident in slow motion. In many ways, I guess, he was.

The first thing the bankers decided was that one of their members had to leave: the representative for the Teachers Insurance and Annuity Association of America, which had different agreements than the banks; he was now regarded as being too close to the company. The man walked out of the meeting, stunned and a little stung, and joined Bob, Donne, and me.

As we were all sitting on a couch waiting in my office, with the clock literally ticking, Bob finally stood up and said to no one in particular, “I can’t take it anymore. I’m leaving.” And he drove home.

After an eternity, representatives of two of the largest debt holders, the Bank of New York and Philadelphia National, came to my office. Donne and I looked at each other, then looked at them. Tom Renyi, who would later become the CEO of the Bank of New York, revealed the verdict.

“Well, the banks have conferred, and we’re prepared to give you the extensions that you’ve requested,” he declared. And then came the sucker punch: “However, we think because of the deteriorated nature of the credit, the banks are entitled to an increase in the interest rate.”

The damned fool. When I heard those words, I knew it was over. I lost my breath and felt my skin go numb.

“Tom,” I said quietly, “I was afraid you were going to say that. I’ve got every knob in this company turned down as tight as they’ll go.” Then my voice started to get louder. “We’ve got people working sixty-hour weeks and getting paid for thirty. We’re working overtime to just get over this hump. And that’s all it is—a hump. dWe can get over it.” I sounded like a gambler with a hot tip.

“But if you do this now, it will kill us,” I continued. “It’ll so demoralize everyone. I just can’t continue to run the company if you’re going to do that!”

“And so if you think you can extract this little bit more juice out of the company… here’s the keys to everything.” I pulled my ring of office keys out of my front pants pocket and threw it down on the table in my office. “You run it and let me know how you make out.”

I had pulled the keys out for effect, but the truth was I was dead serious. I also knew that all banks dread having to seize a customer’s business, because they know nothing about running any business; they’ll just screw it up. They know only money.

Plus, in our loan accord with the banks, they were allowed to boost the interest rate on our debt only with our approval. So I told them straight-out: “You can put us in the tank, you can put us into bankruptcy, and you can call a default, but you can’t raise the interest rate unless we agree to it… and we’re not going to agree to it because I think it’s the wrong thing to do at this time.”

Silence.

“Thank you for your time, John.”

And just like that, the meeting was over.

And they all left without saying goodbye. Are we done? Is this the way it ends?

That night I was so wired I couldn’t sleep, my brain busy with unsettling scenarios. We arrived in the office the next day waiting for the phone to ring with the verdict. The call lasted less than a few minutes. The banks had decided to forgo raising our interest rate. It was good news, but there was nothing to celebrate. We could only exhale.

The meeting, and that moment, would stay with me forever, and that sharp pang of fear at the imminent prospect of crushing failure has never really left me. It remains with me to this day, like a nettlesome and negative old friend I must abide, albeit I am better at keeping it in check now.

It made me realize that the adage is true: in every crisis lurks opportunity. So if I could learn something from a near-death experience, maybe the whole thing was worth it. That day, now fifty years ago, I made a promise to myself that I never have broken: If we get out of this alive, I will never bet the whole farm… on anything. No deal is ever worth doing that.

Without saying it aloud, Bob and I knew the bankers saw us as just numbers on a balance sheet—and they would never understand what drove us. Bootstrapping the business over the past two years had forged a strong bond between us all at TCI. This was our life’s work, something built on grit, optimism, and a trust that ran deeper than any balance sheet could reflect.



Wall Street bankers debate which metric is best for divining the intrinsic value of a company. Is it revenue growth or the bottom line? Forward-looking earnings estimates or shareholder equity? What about any one of the alphabet soup of acronyms they so love to spout—EBITDA, ROE, ROI, ARPU, CAGR, EPS, P/E, P&L?

But none of these is right.

I have spent my career negotiating deals in telecommunications, music, sports, horses, land, media, and more. I have been a buyer and a seller, depending on the deal and the moment. Altogether, over a lifetime, I figure I have had a hand in hundreds of transactions, maybe thousands.

Now, in a lot of those deals, we focused hard on one measure: cash flow, or specifically, EBITDA (earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation, and amortization). It gives a clearer picture of operating performance and a firm’s ability to borrow or invest. Some people say I all but invented the term. I can’t swear to it, though it is true that I helped make it a whole new form of currency on Wall Street.

But it turns out that cash flow is the wrong answer, too, in placing a value on a company, or any deal for that matter.

The most valuable assets in any business are people and relationships.

I may have neglected to appreciate this at the time, when we were down in the fray. Now that I am a bit older and slowing down, just a little, I have realized that, all along, the most important element was who was involved, not what. The people whom I befriended, learned from, and fought against—rather than the deals or the payoff—gave me the most satisfaction. And the right people produced the highest upside—giving my journey meaning and enriching my knowledge of the world.

Along the way, I have been the beneficiary of extraordinary mentors, partners, and employees. If not for their support and dedication, none of the experiences I share here would have been possible. This book is a thank-you note to those people. Without these characters, I might be on an entirely different path. But through a few chance encounters, seemingly small at the time, I found myself at the heart of a technology revolution. What started with coils of coax and threads of fiber became the largest private construction project in the U.S. since World War II. And through it all, their influence echoed—proof that the right people, at the right moment, can change everything.

It has been enormously exciting and at the same time gratifying to play a role in the digital revolution. Our original intent was to deliver broadcast TV signals to far-flung rural valleys and mountainous terrain that antennas couldn’t reach. That very same cable evolved into the backbone of the broadband network better known today as the internet, three decades after we at Tele-Communications began laying down lines.

As chairman of Liberty Media and Liberty Global, one of the largest broadband companies in the world, I now have diversified holdings in content, sports, digital media, broadband, ranching, forestry, farming, horses, and hospitality.

Contrary to the clichéd image of a rapacious business titan, I never sought to build a conglomerate, or family empire, and I can just as easily be a seller or a buyer. I believe in creating value while you own the assets you build or buy, and doing it in the most efficient way. All the stakes that I have owned in a wide array of cable channels, overseas cable systems, and other assets are less an empire than a mutual fund with a desirable portfolio of properties.

I built this portfolio with one clear goal—the same one that I believe anyone who is an active member of the management of a public company should share: to maximize the value of the shares of the company over a medium term. Because that is why you were hired—to maximize shareholder returns. The recent fad of “stakeholder capitalism” relegates shareholders to merely one of myriad groups a company is obligated to serve, and it is simply impractical to serve multiple masters and remain productive. You have to honor your obligations to your employees, yes, and you must honor your obligations to your lenders. But you must maximize the value for your shareholders.

I navigate by rational analysis of the hard data, but also by my sense of the people who are sitting at the table in front of me. I have come to appreciate those relationships more. As far back as I can remember, I have always perceived myself as different because I was such an introvert. And for much of my life, I thought of that as an impediment.

I regarded myself as mismatched to the world to some degree, handicapped by an absence of social skills or the drive to socialize, and envious of the people who felt at ease in crowds and parties.

Even the people I think I am close to sometimes see me as cold and aloof. I have come to realize later in life that, like other members of my family, I am a high-functioning autistic.

As a result, I have come to appreciate more and more the lasting connections I have still managed to make with others. I know now what I should have known all along: the people in my life are the most critical asset of all.

People like my most trusted partner of sixty-two years, an auburn-haired beauty with a quicksilver mind who can outwit most executives I know. Everyone in business benefits from a partner who listens, whom they trust, and who will offer unconditional love. I have Leslie. Beyond her beauty and her devotion as a mother and wife, she is blessed with keen intuition. She once saw a visitor for me park his car across three spaces in our driveway and wondered aloud how he treated his partners. Turned out she read him right; the deal didn’t work because there was no reciprocal respect from the start.

People like Monty Shapiro, my first business mentor, when I was in my twenties, who told me, “Son, always ask, ‘What if not?’ What if things do not go as planned?” He taught me to assess the worst that could happen and ensure that we could live to fight another day, advice that I hear in my head thinking over every big deal.

Bob Magness, my first partner, a cowboy from Texas, taught me how to take big risks and fight through the fear of tough decisions by sharing the load, and the confidence that comes with control in a company.

Or Marty Flessner, my assistant of thirty-eight years, who knows more about my business affairs than I do, and has taught me empathy and humility. She is not shy about telling me precisely how I screwed things up when I really need to hear it. I’d be lost without her.

And my first teacher, my father, who taught me an engineer’s love of problems—not to fear them, but to see them as puzzles waiting to be solved. And through it all, he passed on a stoic view of the world, reminding me that strength comes not from avoiding life’s storms but from standing firm in the wind.

Often in business, and in life, I was able to apply the lessons I learned from these people, even as I have made my share of mistakes, including a couple of real whoppers.

To my chagrin, I was unable to convince Netflix founder Reed Hastings to merge his then-upstart company into DirecTV when I was chairman. Waiting for dinner to be served at a party hosted by Herb Allen at his annual Sun Valley retreat in 2011, Reed explained to me that he was betting the entire company on a rapid switch to distributing movies over the internet. I could see that he was close to cracking the code on streaming content ahead of cable TV, satellite companies—everyone. He passed. Sometimes it’s hard to catch lightning in a bottle.

I also have had the rare opportunity to help some gifted entrepreneurs with great ideas, like Bob Johnson, who came to me with a concept for a cable channel appealing to African Americans called Black Entertainment Television (BET). After a thirty-minute meeting, I loaned Bob $320,000 and gave him $180,000 for a 20 percent stake in BET. He later became one of the first Black billionaires in America. And John Hendricks, who called me in 1985 in a last-ditch play to help save his struggling but promising network called Discovery. TCI wired John $500,000 within forty-eight hours after I hung up the phone with him. Prior to its merger with Warner Bros., Discovery reached a market cap of $16 billion and could be seen in more than 220 countries and territories, in fifty languages.

I found a lifelong friend in Ted Turner, a funny and fearless maverick who created a new “Superstation” to compete with the Big Three broadcast networks, which had held a lock on over 90 percent of viewers since television was invented. It was Ted who taught me one of the most enduring lessons in my life: about the power of wealth to do good in society and the absolute necessity to save this planet, specifically the most beautiful open spaces in this country.

News Corp. Chairman Emeritus Rupert Murdoch, who at various times has been my competitor—or my consigliere, gave me a master class in business strategy. I am still learning the black magic of programming from Barry Diller, who is a bona fide genius and a maestro of television and internet content. And I am reminded of my own ambition when I counsel Mike Fries, who is one of the hardest-working, team-building, risk-taking entrepreneurs I ever have seen, helping to build one of the biggest broadband companies in the world with Liberty Global.

All of these people, and the companies they drove, pushed the boundaries of modern communications and helped reshape our world. Woven together, their incredible stories help explain how we have arrived at this moment of disruption and the incredible velocity of change in how we communicate, educate, and entertain ourselves.

It is a rather astonishing business tale. One of the most sophisticated networks in the history of humankind was first laid out by a ragtag group of risk-takers, idealists, and “cable cowboys.” They strung wire across the country, driven by their own aspirations for a better life and fueled by vivid dreams of success in a free market.

Few of those cable cowboys stringing wire from the mountains could have imagined they were laying the infrastructure for the profound transformation in society that continues even today.

I know, because I was there in the beginning.







CHAPTER 2 DIFFERENT WIRING


Mowing the yard around my house was always a bit of a death-defying feat when I was a boy.

During summers in the early 1950s, in our middle-class neighborhood in Milford, a small town along the rocky coastline of Connecticut, it was my job to mow our half-acre lot, on a beast of a contraption we called the lawnmower.

The lawnmower was assembled from spare parts, with precious few safety features, by my father, a born inventor who loved to build and repair things in the cavernous, white wooden building behind the house that he called simply “the barn.” But it never held a farm animal that I know of, and there was no hay. A more appropriate name would have been the laboratory, a place where he could repair—or invent—virtually anything. It was one of innumerable mechanical projects started by my father, many of which lay half-completed on the work benches in the barn, including some of the first models of working TV sets. Embedded in the things he built, or the motors that he repaired, were lessons for solving complex issues that lay ahead. My father was a soft-spoken man, but his expectations were clear, and I yearned for his approval. No matter his mood, he remained stone-faced and unflappable.

Looking back, I can now understand that he was a high-functioning autistic, which limited his social prowess but allowed him to immerse his mind in the complexity of whatever mechanical conundrum sat before him. It is a way of seeing the world I have inherited.

At six feet, two inches and 250 pounds, Daniel Malone was a hulking presence with a head of white hair and a matching mustache that gave him the handsome air of a distinguished professor at some Ivy League school. He was an introvert, so stoical that to this day I can’t remember hearing him raise his voice or get truly angry at anyone, not even the time he fell wearing a suit and tie into a three-foot-deep mud pit “trap” dug in our backyard by me and my best friend from the neighborhood, George Hanlon.

My friends called him the gentle giant, and I can remember sitting in his lap as a toddler as he told me stories. He was a farm boy from York County, Pennsylvania, one of five who all left home with advanced degrees. My father went to the University of Michigan for his master’s in electrical engineering, and he and my mom met in Philadelphia while in school.

My mother was a counterbalance to my father’s quiet ways. Jule Custer Malone was energetic and radiated unconditional love, and she tended to scraped knees, bruised egos, and the troubled heart of a teenager whenever I needed to talk. Adventurous in her youth, she had been an incredibly talented swimmer, and was asked to try out for the Olympics. Her brush with greatness came when she trained with Johnny Weissmuller, a five-time Olympic gold medal winner who played Tarzan in the movies in the 1930s and ’40s.

My mom had a thirst for learning like my father’s. She had been a teacher in the Atlantic City high school system after graduating from Temple University in Philadelphia before she married my dad. She gave up teaching when my sister and I were young, and by the time I was twelve, she had gone back to school, earned a master’s degree, and started teaching physical education in the Stratford, Connecticut, public school system for years before she retired. She was proud of me no matter what, and I would spend a lifetime trying to find inside myself just a fraction of the empathy she showed me.

Some of the happier moments of my preteen years came on Saturdays, when I would stand outside late in the day and gaze down our tree-lined street, waiting to spot my father’s yacht-sized black 1947 Fleetwood Cadillac, with its proud chrome goddess hood ornament. He commuted weekly from our home in Milford to General Electric, a mammoth conglomerate that made lightbulbs, refrigerators, dishwashers, and washing machines and dryers, along with airplane engine parts and some of the earliest versions of the mainframe computer and the TV set. GE had offices in Syracuse, Schenectady, and Utica, New York, and moved him around.

My father didn’t express emotions the way other dads did. He spoke in silences, leaving me to decode pride or disappointment through the smallest gestures—a nod, a slow exhale, or a smile that lingered. His peaceful presence in our home comforted me, and over time his stoicism became mine.

We were Presbyterian in name mostly; my father had no patience for the small talk and handshakes that came with Sunday mornings. Instead, our religion was practiced quietly at home, anchored in his strict, simple code: You are responsible for your life. Do your best. No shortcuts. No loafing. No cheating. Catholics had it easier, he’d tell me—they could sin, confess, and be forgiven with a fresh start. But for my sister and me, there were no excuses. The pressure to get it right the first time lingers still. I learned to forgive others easily, but forgiving myself was always a silent negotiation with the ghost of my father’s expectations.

I missed him then as I miss him now. The unfulfilled need for his approval, maybe more than anything, is a major element of what drives me, and over a lifetime, with male mentors, bosses, and friends, I’ve tried to prove my worth.



My first real job was a long paper route slinging The New Haven Register, my bicycle loaded with papers in big saddlebags. I would hoard my earnings with the same frugality as my parents; I hung on to the first dollar I made until the day I got married.

My first entrepreneurial opportunity came when I was around twelve years old. GE’s small appliance division in Bridgeport was unloading hundreds of small, broken radios that had been returned for various reasons. The price couldn’t be beat: $1 apiece. Using money from the paper route, I bought the surplus radios. Using Dad’s equipment in the barn, I repaired the radios on nights and weekends and sold almost all of them for $4 apiece—a 300 percent profit!

During those years, most of my free time was spent back behind the house in the barn, helping my father service our cars, boat motors, or the appliances from our house. It was like a quiet apprenticeship in mechanical engineering. All these things came to the repair shop in the barn like patients to a hospital, with my father playing the cool and calm head surgeon. I was the assistant, passing him tools or grabbing parts that lay on the table.

The air was always cooler under the big barn’s tall ceiling, even during steamy summer days, when I would shimmy on the cold cement floor underneath our old Fleetwood to get a look at the oil pan. Often I held the trouble light above the car engine for Dad, listening as he described how the pistons moved up and down because of tiny explosions, which in turn moved the rods connected to a crankshaft.

My father reveled in the joy of figuring things out, especially anything mechanical. He could hold his own with the smartest person at the party but preferred to be in the quiet of his shop; he was an intellectual in white sports socks.

There were few items we couldn’t take apart and put back together. When he got his ’47 Fleetwood, we dropped the oil pan and changed the main bearings. Just going and buying bearings for his Cadillac was too easy. He was convinced a new quasi-exotic metal was better for bearings than the usual metal coating, and that’s how the bearings got to be too tight: he electroplated them with just a touch too much metal. One family vacation we spent hours sitting by the side of the road waiting for the Cadillac to cool. My parents would never fight in front of us, but you could almost see the smoke coming out of my mother’s ears. My dad was only mildly embarrassed. That was Dad.

He passed down his knack for inventing and assembling things to me, and by the time I was a teenager, we often had to compete for space on the workbench in the barn.

My father had a background in radar, and when the Korean War started in 1950 he did some classified work for GE with the U.S. Navy. When the war ended, he continued to work in the development program as an engineer in the research division. General Electric made some of the earliest TV sets, in the 1940s, and my dad quickly gained a reputation as the resident expert on the new technology, occasionally being asked to visit the living room of a GE bigwig to fix the family TV.

Often, my dad took me along for those visits. I started out as the gofer, running out to the car to a get a tool. Eventually, I could change the tubes myself and was assisting in the diagnosis, which often transpired in the barn, where we had an impressive collection of TV parts, tools, and special devices that measured the sets’ vital signs. Dad and I would stare into the nest of wires and parts in the back of a TV’s hulking wooden cabinet and carefully dissect the problem. My father had pulled the curtain open behind the magic of television.

But as magical as it was, the old vacuum tubes were unreliable, the picture was grainy, and the screen was small. Our family was often the field test team for the latest TV set my father had just fixed; my mom would complain that we had five different sets piled on top of one another, and only one might work.



I walked with my buddies to the local public school, where I genuinely enjoyed learning. I loved to read, and in my fourth-grade year, I developed a schoolboy crush on my teacher. My nine-year-old brain decided the way to her heart was through sheer literary stamina, so I plowed through a hundred books over the year.

In September 1954, I was accepted into a prestigious private prep school in New Haven called Hopkins School on a work scholarship that paid 60 percent of the tuition if I kept my high marks and worked for an hour a day during the week and half days on Saturdays. My parents had worried about my previous public school as the academic rigor declined, but I think my dad was pleased that the deal for the new private school included an element of hard work. I spent many afternoons sweeping classrooms, washing dishes in the cafeteria, fertilizing the fields, or mowing fields (under much safer conditions than home). I felt proud I could contribute. Some of my oldest friends to this day are the people I met in that work scholarship program.

The move to the new school in eighth grade, something I hadn’t requested or expected, turned out to be a pivotal moment in my life, and a lifelong reminder for me of the power of education.

Founded in 1660 in a one-room building on the New Haven Green, the school was named after Edward Hopkins, a governor of the original Connecticut Colony, who left money for schools in American colonies dedicated to teaching “hopeful youths for the public service of the country.” The school’s mission rings as relevant for me even still: “learning how to learn, how to think clearly, how to express ideas effectively, and how to work independently.”

In some ways the mental tasks in class were like the ones that occupied my weekends in the barn, fixing a radio. To this day, I can get lost in thought while figuring out a problem and be completely content. My wife says I overthink and extrapolate for everything, from menu choices to movie night. I was a loner in my teen years, and I could bury myself in books while isolating myself from the high school social scene.

It was a long day, leaving home by 6 a.m., commuting the half hour to New Haven from Milford, and getting back home around the same time in the evening. On weekends, I would make the transition from a preppie wearing buttoned-down collars and ties to a tough-guy greaser, complete with a heavy mop of pomaded hair. I would come home to the neighborhood in a tie and jacket to glares and taunts from neighborhood kids, who would threaten to kick my ass.

I enjoyed fencing: the power of the épée, the self-reliance the sport required, and the competitive thrill of a one-on-one duel—in one bout the tip of a sword broke off in my shoulder. I soon became undefeated against other prep schools in Connecticut, in part because I was stronger and faster, but more because I learned early that calm beats rage, and control beats pride.

Anticipating your opponent’s next response is critical. In fencing, “second intention actions” entail blade movement and footwork to draw out a counterattack from your opponent. Your first attack is the diversion, and it has to be convincing enough to draw out your opponent’s reaction. Once you know their reflexive move to a particular attack, then you can go in for the kill. Business can work that way, too.

All the while, I was changing physically, growing fast, and pumping iron to get even stronger. My real sweet spot was in high school track and field, throwing the discus, and I eventually broke the state record. My friends nicknamed me “The Bat” after seeing my lats flexed and my long arms outstretched, spinning before the release. Beneath my muscular build and my black leather jacket, I was more shy than tough.

Everybody hung out at Paul’s Drive-In in Milford, a place not unlike Mel’s Drive-In in the old movie American Graffiti. The small parking lot was a beehive of activity, with hot rods cruising through, girls clustered around car windows, and the sounds of Buddy Holly and Bill Haley blasting from car speakers into the night air. And the hamburgers—juicy, salty, dripping cheese, and made to order—are, to this day, without doubt, still the best I ever have tasted in my life.

A lot of kids sneaked beer, but I didn’t get into alcohol, in part because I thought of myself as an athlete and in part because I didn’t like being out of control. I would still hang out at beer parties on the beach, and there was always a guy who wanted to prove how tough he was by challenging me, but I avoided conflict.

When it comes to emotions, I am more of a stoic like my father. Happiness seems to me a relative measure, because it must be juxtaposed to expectation. If you walk through life expecting everything to be wonderful and trouble-free, you will never be what most people consider happy.

I was a quiet kid in and out of class, and respectful to my teachers. I excelled in calculus, cheered on by an inspiring math teacher named John Heath, but I struggled in French.

It was one of the oldest, finest schools in the Northeast, but I didn’t care about the reputation back then. All that mattered was that I was saving my parents money and, perhaps more than anything else, that I was making my father proud—I hoped.

As pleased as my parents were, I felt in many ways that I didn’t fit in at school. Though I was challenged intellectually and stimulated by the learning environment, the awkwardness I felt made it hard to feel sure about myself.

I can appear to be distant and unapproachable at times. But my autism, wherever it is on the spectrum, has gifted me with the ability to hyper-focus on intricate challenges and pursue a goal with dogged determination. From a young age, I saw patterns, connections, and solutions others overlooked, and this attention to detail helped me identify opportunities early and gave me a competitive edge. With a virtually photographic memory at the time, I could recall verbatim entire sections of books.

Little by little, the contradictions in my life stopped feeling like mistakes and started to feel like information. I didn’t “overcome” my thoughts—I learned to understand them, to use them. In time, what once felt like disorder became direction.



What I knew about big business then was through the prism of my dad’s experience at GE. He got kicked around inside GE, and too many years there had soured him on giant corporations. In the 1950s and ’60s, he was moved from pillar to post, never getting recognized for his contributions, which were often meaningful to the company, and then ultimately losing stature when the group he worked for got blown out by some reshuffling or political move.

I think he finally got disgusted with the commute and the hassles of working at the company, and so late in his career there, he started a business on the side—an appliance store in nearby Fairfield. He wanted to sell and repair TV sets and radios along with refrigerators and washing machines, the staples of modern life. He had hired a manager and had assigned the job of bookkeeper to my mother. But it didn’t work out, and the store closed.

After another unsuccessful effort, with a military electronics company, my father took a third shot with a business deal that showed promise, this time with an electronics manufacturer. He was the junior partner, and the venture lasted a couple years and went public. Once again, somewhat wealthier this time, my dad ended up leaving the business, largely because he disagreed with the senior partner’s determination to go ahead with a big transaction (which would ultimately tank the company).

Maybe he was too naive or simply too focused on mechanics, and not enough on finances. Throughout his career, my father was considered an extremely good problem-solving engineer, but the people who were controlling the business, whether his employer or his partners, focused on the money side. This left him with a lingering belief that he had been taken advantage of, and that, in turn, left him feeling less than competent.

I vowed to avoid ending up like that, with no control, no sense of the business-finance side, and no partner I could trust.



If our makeshift garage was a university, my thesis was the 1954 Jaguar XK-120 coupe I had bought with savings from my paper route. The car looked like something James Bond would drive—sleek, curvy, and built for speed—but mine was more of a jalopy when I got it. The previous owner had modified it for track racing, but it didn’t run, and the gears jammed. My father and I towed it home one Sunday morning—him in his big black Caddy, me at fourteen behind the wheel of the old Jag, as proud as ever.

We got the engine running, and I even figured out the problem with the four-speed synchro transmission, which I repaired by welding a chipped tooth on the synchro sleeve. I tore that motor apart so many times that by sixteen, I could fix damn near anything.

I continued to find respite around the barn on weekends. My father would observe and advise as we tinkered, quizzing us with open-ended questions like he was Socrates. He enjoyed showing us how to disassemble the complex parts of a motor and then put it back together. He could “see” an engine in his mind even though most parts were scattered on the concrete barn floor.

George and I spent a lot of time repairing boats. We started racing hydroplanes—small, flat speedboats with open cockpits that skimmed the water’s surface at forty to fifty miles per hour. I loved the thrill of speed, as the outboard engines created a rooster tail of cut diamonds twenty feet high in their wake.

It was an idyllic life in a classic suburban American neighborhood in the 1950s, a stone’s throw from Long Island Sound and the Atlantic Ocean, which has always been a source of solace for me. The waves, the salt air, the gulls, and sand of Long Island Sound hooked me from an early age. And the feeling I got driving a boat on the water was one of absolute freedom. I loved the sheer scale of the ocean, the endless miles of undulating blue water, all of it moving in a connected, harmonious rhythm that comforts me to this day.

I miss those days still. George would eat supper with us, and we’d stay up late watching TV, with Mom knitting, and Dad dozing nearby, still in his work clothes, which were dusty and oily from the barn.

On one sunny afternoon, my father agreed to chaperone a practice drive before my driver’s license test. So we drove the Austin down the Merritt Parkway, a double ribbon of parallel one-way roads separated by trees.

On the straightaway, brimming with confidence, I let my foot get too heavy on the gas pedal. George was in the back seat, peering over my shoulder at the speedometer, and his voice signaled his alarm: “John,” he called out as we were about to race past the exit we were supposed to take. “John?… JOOOOOOHN!!!!”

It was too late to make the turn off the highway, but I decided to take the exit anyway, jumping the median at roughly double the speed limit and coming within inches of clipping the exit sign—and at least one other car. The Austin bucked like a wild horse over the curb of the median, and George screamed: “I don’t want to diiiiiiiiiiiiiiie!!!!!”

When I got the wheel under control and slowed the car down, I glanced over at my father out of the corner of my eye. He had braced his big frame against every immovable square inch of the front cabin and looked nonchalantly ahead. Slowly relaxing his body, he said, calmly as could be: “A little too fast…” As if he had just looked up from his newspaper. That was my father.

Moments later, I looked in the rearview mirror to see George, having recovered his composure, smirking at me. That is how I remember my friend decades later: smiling mischievously, always ready for our next adventure. George and others taught me that the friends you make are the measure of your life. And even the people you leave behind, you never really lose, because those moments are preserved in memory, and they fortify the bonds of friendship over time and space.



As my father and I both got older, we got into a habit of sitting in these aluminum chairs out in back of the house. I relished these moments and basked in his attention, and found myself asking his direction long after I left home.

Then the news came one day in a phone call, in the middle of an afternoon, out of nowhere, after I had taken a new job. My father had suffered a heart attack. They had found him in one of those aluminum chairs.







CHAPTER 3 MEETING MA BELL


About the only thing I didn’t have at the time was a girl. And there was a very good reason for that. I could explain far more easily how to rebuild a carburetor than tell you how I was feeling at any given moment. And I was stumped at making polite conversation. It’s just not how I am wired. To this day, I am not a fan of cocktail parties or big crowds. I’m better with people one-on-one, and even then I can run into trouble with awkward silences and stammering.

All that would change in the summer of 1958. One afternoon, I was killing time down on the beach with a group of friends, including my sister. I saw her talking to a girl I knew but did not immediately recognize.

“Hey, sis.”

“Hey, John, you remember Leslie, right?”

Time froze. She was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen, and I could not stop staring. Auburn hair. Just days away from her Sweet 16 birthday. In a two-piece green swimsuit.

At first I was tongue-tied, but Leslie started talking to me in a way few other girls did. I felt so at ease. We walked the beach and chatted for over an hour, and for the first time in a long time, I felt connection. I didn’t want it to end. I worked up enough courage to ask her to see the premiere of the movie South Pacific at the New Haven Theatre with me.

Walking back to the car that day with George, I was still tingling with all the physical and emotional energy a seventeen-year-old could handle. Dancing electrons. I was in love.

“I think I just met my wife.”

“Suuuuuure you did,” he laughed.

“I’m serious,” I said.

I stopped on the spot and stared him down for effect. Then I pulled a coin from my pocket, cocked my arm back, and hurled it into the surf. “There’s my bet.”

A little over four years later, my prophecy came true. She is the same woman I met as a teenager, but today, more than sixty years later, so much more than the partner I bargained for. If you were to chart my personal highs and lows, like the daily price of a stock, I could point to a steadily ascending peak that begins with meeting Leslie.

Leslie is still today the love of my life, as beautiful to me as the day I met her, artistic, intuitive, empathetic, mentally sharp, and physically strong, and in many ways, on many topics, my complete opposite.

My drive to constantly prove myself would create difficulties for us later on and distract me from the true value Leslie has brought to my life. That day on the beach was the first time I ever had such an overwhelming feeling for another person, and I couldn’t focus on much else. The distractions would find me soon enough.



I did well enough at the Hopkins School to get a National Merit Scholarship upon graduation in 1959, and my application to Yale was accepted, which made my parents proud.

Brilliant ideas never came to me like a bolt of lightning. Creative genius for me was the constant assemblage of prior exposures and putting those things together for a solution.

I was never a fast learner, but I was diligent and focused, and I had the intellectual grit to stick with a problem. So, by the second year at Yale, I was pretty competitive with the smarter kids in class, and by the third year I was outrunning them. It was my persistence more than anything. I stayed with it, and by the end of the term, I had the answers before most others in class.

Though the university was only fifteen miles or so from our house, living on campus that freshman year, a requirement for the academic program, was the first time I had ever lived away from home. My closest friends at Yale were a motley crew of guys who had come with me from prep school: a genius nuclear physicist, a gambler, and some serious engineering geeks. I missed my dear friend George, who had joined the navy and was in Europe most of the time I was in college.

The workload felt light since most of my classes were in engineering—all clean lines and logic, the kind of structure my mathematical mind felt at home in. I was driving a Jaguar, flush with freedom, and head over heels in love. Time felt elastic then—and there was a sense that everything good was still ahead. It was one of those rare stretches in life when everything clicked.

By the time I got to Yale, I had very strong beliefs about what made the world work. And in many ways, I was out of sync with the prevailing political attitude, so I often found myself at odds with professors. Many of the economics courses leaned toward socialism, in my opinion.

One of the main textbooks was Paul Samuelson’s Economics, a respected introduction to Keynesian theory—the idea that government can manage the economy by intervening in markets, such as by spending to boost economic growth. But I didn’t buy it. I believed in free markets. To me, people act in their own self-interest—it’s just human nature—and that’s what really drives the economy. I remember thinking: this all sounds nice on paper, but it’s not how the real world works.

Some of the professors promoted Russian mathematicians who had built models supporting “orderly” centralized economic planning, considered more efficient than America’s “chaotic” free-market system. And because I questioned these concepts, I often got poor grades in those classes.

At the time, it felt like the whole country was drifting toward socialism. When John F. Kennedy was elected, he went after U.S. Steel for raising prices—basically telling them to back down or face consequences. Even Republicans favored more government control. Belief in free markets, it seemed, was fading.

Looking back, my concerns about Yale’s liberal and Keynesian slant seem almost rather quaint given where we are today in universities. Since then, universities have shifted even more, with some professors teaching economic theories that, in my view, miss the mark—often to students who haven’t yet had much real-world exposure to business or capitalism.

Today I’d call myself a libertarian by nature, a fiscal conservative, and a somewhat social liberal.

I graduated Phi Beta Kappa from Yale in 1963 with a bachelor’s degree in economics and electrical engineering. I wanted more practical knowledge than anything, but I wondered if I needed to get my doctorate degree to do more. I wanted to avoid burdening my parents with debt, and at the time, three big companies offered to pay for graduate education for a Yale engineering student like me as part of the employment contract: Bell Labs, Hughes Aircraft, and United Aircraft.

Of those, Bell Labs seemed the best option, the famed blue-sky research division of the old American Telephone and Telegraph Company, which operated the Bell telephone system as a monopoly for most of the twentieth century, before federal government trust-busters broke it up into pieces in 1984. I had begun to see myself as a scientist or engineer, in part because I loved the empirical data, cold logic, and indisputable science that governed how technology works. The undeniable certainty of mathematics fueled my curiosity as I tried to engineer new ways to solve problems.

Bell Labs was building a discipline in a new field they called operations research, a new way of applying scientific modeling to complex problems in business, engineering, and other fields. First, break the problem into manageable parts, then apply relevant disciplines—mathematical modeling, data analysis, and computer simulations, all while considering real-world constraints like time and money. The result: firms make smarter, faster, and more cost-effective decisions.

I wanted to learn more. Bell Labs offered to cover all the expenses of school and pay a decent wage. I would finish my education in Baltimore at Johns Hopkins University, one of the finest and oldest research university in the country, founded in 1876 with a record philanthropic gift from entrepreneur Johns Hopkins.

I loved operations research. It seemed to fit my view of the world and business: applying math and science to maximize profit, minimize cost, build wealth. It was a way to think about business, and I loved the efficiency of it. Though some of its tools are obsolete now decades later, its way of thinking still resonates.

I would get a master’s degree in industrial management from the Johns Hopkins University in 1964 and an additional master’s degree in electrical engineering, in part through a classroom program provided by New York University, then graduate with a doctorate in operations research at Johns Hopkins. There was another big reason Bell Labs fit so well: Leslie and I were still dating, we were madly in love, and we wanted to get married. It fit our life plan.



Long before the emergence of Silicon Valley, Bell Telephone Laboratories was the hotbed of activity for every young, tech-obsessed geek. As part of the program at Bell Labs, you started as soon as you graduated.

What a fabulous place Bell Labs was in 1963, with some fifteen thousand engineers, scientists, and mathematicians. Long before it was fashionable, the labs employed many women in the ranks. Operated in a monolithic building on Mountain Avenue in Murray Hill, New Jersey, inside Bell Labs was some of the most advanced futuristic research and development (R&D) anywhere in the world. These were the golden years of R&D: the first laser was invented at Bell Labs, and the transistor, and the Unix computer operating system, among many other advances. I was in heaven. In my early years there, I was working in economic planning and R&D under the tutelage of Doug Barnes, who became a mentor to me.

After a few years at Bell Labs, I began to feel the gnaw of a familiar force that I wanted something different, yet I didn’t know what. Many of my colleagues, all in our mid-twenties, highly educated, thought life’s path had now been fully determined. You could have a great career in the protective fortress that was the Bell System, and that is what most people wanted—security.

I had promised Leslie stability in the form of a family, and a career at Bell Labs would help make that possible. The Bell System, a gigantic monopoly, offered great security, but I wanted more. My dad’s experience at GE had soured me on big bureaucracies because suddenly when you are closing in on age forty, when the company switches directions and your skill set no longer matters, you have nowhere else to go.

I looked around and saw a lot of people who were doing, in the end, useless jobs, which created huge overhead. I remember debating them, telling them they might think their jobs were secure, yet they were working in maybe the most insecure spot in the world—they were in such narrow disciplines that they would lack the broader skills to survive if the company shelved their projects. And then I would give ’em my favorite line: “You will be dinosaurs.”

As I was finishing my coursework for my PhD, I was assigned to work on some large-scale models of the Bell System for AT&T. Many of the projects allowed me to study ways to make significant improvements not just in operations, but finance as well: debt leverage, depreciation schedules, taxation—the big-picture stuff I loved to contemplate and calculate. This gave me the opportunity to build a mathematical model of the Bell System itself.

One of the highlights of my new career was when I was asked to make a presentation of my work to the entire AT&T board of directors (a board I would join thirty years later). I had coauthored published papers on “The Impact of Regulation on a Monopoly Firm” and “Profit Maximization at a Regulated Firm,” which analyzed profit objectives, return on capital, and asset allocation. During my presentation, I used some of these mathematical models to justify making sweeping changes to the financial strategy of AT&T, suggesting an unorthodox approach to its prodigious, pristine balance sheet—one reason for its top-notch, triple-A debt rating. AT&T was underleveraged, and undervalued, so I urged the board to shift its debt-equity ratio, borrowing billions of dollars to invest in buying back its own stock on the open market.

This buyback program proposed to reduce the total number of shares of AT&T stock on the market and available to the public since more shares would be owned by the company. That, in turn, would increase the company’s earnings per share, a key metric on Wall Street. The downside was that a higher debt load might result in a modestly lower credit rating for AT&T and increase its interest costs. We dismissed that worry, arguing any impact would be minimal because interest payments are tax-deductible. So AT&T essentially would boost earnings and fund the carrying costs of its stock buybacks with money that it otherwise would pay to the tax collector. This was a more efficient use of AT&T’s cash.

It was a bold idea, and I was sure it could help the company. In fact, this big idea would play a role in driving the strategies, mergers, and financial alchemy that would come to define the rest of my career. It’s the strategy I used to help grow the cable industry by focusing Wall Street and bank lenders on cash flow instead of taxable earnings.

I was only twenty-seven years old and addressing a board for the first time, yet I felt pretty confident of my case after vetting my remarks with multiple levels of management. Still, my gut growled with nervousness as I entered the boardroom at AT&T’s headquarters at 195 Broadway in downtown Manhattan. By the time I had finished delivering the report, maybe twenty minutes later, I had convinced myself it had gone well.

Afterward, the chairman of AT&T at the time, Fred Kappel, came over to me with a big smile on his face. He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and walked me out of the room, telling me, “Son, that was great! Stimulating! A lot to think about!” My smile widened, until he continued: “But if in your whole career, you can do a single thing that changes the Ma Bell system in even the smallest way, you would be very successful.” With a genuine smile and a pat on my back, he had swatted away the idea as if it were a housefly.

I realized that at AT&T I would spend my career belowdecks, and that any raise I got would depend on other people. I would lack control over my own life. So I immediately began writing my résumé.

When I told friends at work I was looking to leave Bell Labs, they told me I was crazy, while I thought they were making a mistake by staying. I wanted something more out of life. And so I bailed, much to their shock. I was a young, rising star in the Bell System and my advancement there was all but guaranteed, and yet all I could think about was: I can’t get out of this place fast enough.

Around this time, I had applied for a job at McKinsey, the global white-shoe consulting firm. I figured the life of a consultant might provide a more realistic education about how businesses work.

When I got the offer from McKinsey, though, I was panicked at first, and suddenly I felt buyer’s remorse. I wondered whether I had just jumped from the biggest, safest vessel I would ever board. I fell ill, ran a fever for weeks, and had a series of diagnostic medical tests run. What the hell was wrong with me?







CHAPTER 4 MY MENTOR MOSES


On the first day of my new job at McKinsey & Company, I arrived at my desk to find a note waiting for me: “John, if you can’t be in Montreal by 1:30 p.m. to have lunch with the chairman of Bell Canada, please call this number…” Attached to the note was a plane ticket.

I lacked the social skills then to travel to another country and talk casually with CEOs of big firms and advise them what to do. Hell, before joining McKinsey, I had never been in an airplane—my family never flew. But that first day I took a car to LaGuardia and flew to Montreal. Four hours later, I was in the dining room of Bell Canada interviewing the chairman. I would spend the next six weeks in Montreal, assessing Bell Canada’s entry into the hot new field of microelectronics. I interviewed the executives involved, to analyze their strategy.

And that was a large part of the job: listening, a severely underrated talent in business. It should be a class unto itself in business schools. Most people in a conversation are waiting for their turn to speak. Everyone wants to be heard, but few people in business engage in listening to understand.

I have learned an awful lot about business over the last sixty-plus years by asking dumb questions and then keeping my mouth shut, more than I ever learned by saying something. Sitting down with major executives across a desk or at lunch, asking them questions, and listening hard to comprehend their most critical issues provided me with the answers I sought—and more insight that I expected.

Often the answer was hiding in plain sight, and you were opening the leaders’ eyes to something staring at them. Sometimes CEOs are plagued by doubt and indecision and want outside counsel. Other times the CEO already knows what action he or she wants to take, and the consultant provides the data to support their call.

McKinsey was filled with Harvard Business School grads, polished presenters with big Rolodexes and even bigger vocabularies. The culture there offered a startling change from the educational environment that had shaped me. Now I was asking the questions, not the professors. It was exhilarating and terrifying. CEOs were now seeking my advice on big, complex problems.

Typically, I was a shy guy, unwilling to talk in social circles. Now, because of my new role, fueled by my genuine and growing curiosity and my love of solving problems, I could interview some pretty senior people without feeling intimidated or awkward. And it went very well; most of my clients walked away happy, and it was very instructional for me.

We looked at all sorts of corporate problems, but the thorniest case I worked on was a reorganization of General Electric. One of the biggest companies in America, it was also the same company that had employed my father for most of his career. Connecting with people, understanding their biggest concerns, and mapping their universe proved far more valuable than reading GE annual reports. You have to go in and talk to people to understand why something’s not working. And again, you listen.

It became clear quickly that the teams at GE were frustrated by having to go through five or six layers of approval to get anything done. Plus, the people in charge of signing off didn’t really understand the business or the problem. Suddenly a culture of second-guessing had emerged throughout the organization.

The solution, as I saw it, was to create strategic business units that could operate independently in terms of decisions and budgets within the conglomerate. GE previously had defined departments and divisions based on size, and they were bloated.

GE was top-heavy, and that was impeding innovation and efficiency, so we urged management to trim corporate staff. Laying off people is painful for all involved, but sometimes a necessary strategy for survival. GE would later adopt McKinsey’s recommendation and ultimately ended up with a small corporate headquarters in Stamford, Connecticut.

Despite the great experience I was getting at McKinsey, the travel and hours amounted to a marriage-killing schedule. And the culture was not particularly warm, built more on performance than relationships. The guy I reported to was an icicle; one year he had me deliver his Christmas presents to his kids because he had emergency meetings during the holidays. It was becoming clear that if you were going to work at McKinsey, you were going to give up having a family life.

I felt like I spent more time in airports than in the office. Back home, Leslie struggled in my absence. We had moved from North Jersey to Weston, Connecticut, a country hamlet just an hour on the train from the office in New York City, for the sole purpose of settling down. But it may as well have been a million miles away for the little time I spent at home.

This felt even worse after Leslie gave birth to our daughter, and later when we had a son on the way. I wanted things to slow down just as the pace was speeding up, and I wanted to keep my promise to Leslie.



By 1970, two years after joining the firm, I knew I had to move. One of my last clients at McKinsey connected me to was someone who would change my thinking forever. A company called General Instrument had started as a sleepy electronics firm in New York in 1923 and had evolved into being the owner of assorted electronics businesses. GI had just bought a Philadelphia-based company called Jerrold Electronics; it was a massive acquisition for a company that size, roughly 40 percent of its value at the time.

GI was one of the first companies to market with UHF tuners, introduced in the 1950s and ’60s to allow TVs to receive ultra high frequency (UHF) channels (13 through 48) beyond the original very high frequency (VHF) band (channels 1 through 13). GI had stock that was overvalued at the time, and the company wanted to use it to buy something. Jerrold, it was discovered later, had some financial irregularities, always to the upside, of course, since accounting “errors” rarely make a firm’s finances look worse rather than better. So GI had used inflated paper to buy an inflated business. Less than a year after the Jerrold acquisition, GI was in trouble. It had bought a series of businesses, which wasn’t working, and, worse, now General Instrument was struggling to stay current on its loan payments.

It was a common scenario: senior executives call in consultants to fix a fast merger. Everything looked right when they bought the company. Once the contract was signed and the backslapping was over, suddenly the plan all went to hell. It was up to McKinsey, or one of a number of other consulting firms, to untangle the mess. McKinsey sent me to General Instrument’s base in Philadelphia to figure out what was going on.



I studied the situation for six months, traveling back and forth between Connecticut and Philadelphia. Finally I reported back to the chairman of GI, one of the smartest businesspeople I have had the pleasure of working with, Moses “Monty” Shapiro.

He was a former labor lawyer who spouted Talmudic wisdom, and he would become my first true mentor after my father. He could spot opportunity that was light-years away, and he played a pivotal role in the commercialization of cable TV in the U.S.—and ushered me into it. I am forever grateful.

Jerrold quickly became one of the first providers of parts for broadcast and then cable companies, and its founder, Milton Shapp, would reap millions of dollars from the sale and would later become governor of Pennsylvania. In the late 1940s, a few inventive entrepreneurs had discovered they could deliver better TV reception to whole communities by essentially sticking the equivalent of a big roof antenna atop a hill, wiring the signal down to individual homes, and charging them a monthly fee for the service. They managed to sell broadcast TV shows that local stations were beaming to their audience for free. But in small towns where hilly topography prevented broadcast television signals from reaching customers’ homes, this was big news and caught the attention of national media, including The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal.

Robert Tarlton, who started using Jerrold’s amplifier for apartment complexes to wire entire communities for television antenna service, was one of a handful of innovators creating such a system. Intrigued, Shapp visited Tarlton, his longtime customer, and suddenly realized Tarlton’s grand vision.

In 1950, with a group of retailers in Lansford, Pennsylvania, who were eager to sell more TV sets, Tarlton began to offer antenna service from Philadelphia broadcast TV stations to homes in Lansford for a fee.

From that day forward, Shapp was convinced of the promise of this new market, and he overhauled his company to deliver parts and services to the growing community antenna TV business. Two years later, Tarlton went to work for Jerrold, and he would go on to become a cofounder of the industry’s first national cable-TV trade group, known today as NCTA—the Internet and Television Association.

Tarlton’s account is just one thread in the origin story of cable television—a quiet revolution that began not in boardrooms or broadcast towers but in the foggy hills and wooded hollows of Pennsylvania, Oregon, and Arkansas, which broadcast signals struggled to reach and where multiple pioneers laid claim to being first.

With the post–World War II economy roaring, Americans craved entertainment and connection. Facing a flood of applications for broadcast stations and technical challenges to map them, the FCC imposed a “freeze” on new TV licenses from 1948 to 1952—leaving millions of Americans in a television void.

Into that vacuum stepped plucky pioneers who devised a bold solution: hoist towering antennas atop the highest peaks to capture faint transmissions from distant stations. From there, they strung wire, pole by pole, down into the shadowed towns below.

Jerrold Electronics began building components of these community antenna systems and selling them as turnkey businesses to eager entrepreneurs. After the war, a lot of the coaxial cable manufactured for communications was sold in surplus, and much of the cable in the early days came in odd sizes. By the 1950s, Jerrold had standardized cable wire and had begun making or buying connectors that could hook up these wires to large antennas. One huge strength Jerrold had over rivals was a team of crack-shot engineers, who had a head start on competitors, and were first to market standardized fittings with almost no leakage in the signal. As an enticement, the company would guarantee that as new equipment was developed, Jerrold would replace the original equipment you had installed at no extra cost.

The company accepted promissory notes from customers, a legal promise to pay the bill—and sold the notes to financial institutions at a discount. Most banks wouldn’t touch loans for such a risky business. When a lot of those early entrepreneurs overextended themselves and faced financial trouble, Jerrold took over their systems. Consequently, Jerrold became one of the largest “community antennae TV” operators in the country.

Television, the spectacle unveiled at the 1939 World’s Fair, remained a luxury in 1950, present in just a few million homes. Yet by decade’s end, it was a national fixture, glowing in over 50 million living rooms. Cable TV was a quiet accomplice in this revolution, an improvised, ingenious solution born of necessity. And it spread like windblown seed, propelled by tinkerers, dreamers, and hometown entrepreneurs.



At first I thought costs had skyrocketed at Jerrold Electronics, but with a little sleuthing, I found the truth: the company had been posting fraudulent, inflated numbers. So I flew again to Philly to give Moses, who also went by the more secular name Monty, the news. After going through the misdeeds, I finally sighed, “Monty, GI overpaid for a real turkey here.” His displeasure with the business was obvious. Monty was as coarse as he was colorful, often using expressions from WWII: “You don’t know shit from Shinola” and “Quit beating your gums.” I was terribly fond of the old guy, and we had developed a strong bond.

One day I happened to be in the room as he was dressing down a lieutenant in sales; minutes earlier, he had literally turned the heat up on the thermostat in the room for effect. “Burt! God damn it. Your business is just not getting it done!” Monty was all over the poor guy.

As we were talking through the troubles at Jerrold one day, Monty asked me straight-out if I’d like to run GI’s Jerrold myself. I was getting tired of being a consultant and never seeing my family. If Leslie and I moved to a nice neighborhood in Philadelphia, maybe we could build a more stable home life without all the traveling. I could be president of Jerrold, the third-largest U.S. cable operator and one of the largest divisions in GI. I’d be the one making the decisions, rather than simply whispering in the CEO’s ear.

With a daughter now and a son on the way, I liked the idea of no more trains, planes, and automobiles. I would be home, like a regular parent, and I’d be there to give my kids presents at Christmas.

So, with absolutely zero hands-on experience running a business, I quit my job at McKinsey and set about trying to fix a money-losing company called Jerrold.



Running a business, it turns out, is harder than telling somebody how to run a business. I learned by following Moses’s Talmudic wisdom, a bit of trial and error, and asking endless questions of the engineers and executives around me. I was basically a technology-trained engineer, with a bit of high-level strategic exposure, now dealing with the nitty-gritty of running a very large and complicated company. Jerrold posted $80 million a year in revenue, employed thousands of people, and was deep in parts manufacturing, cable-TV system construction, and financing.

One major pain point for General Instrument initially was a big debt suddenly due because of a bad currency bet. GI had borrowed a bunch of money in deutsche marks, Germany’s currency before the euro, which had then appreciated. And the only thing that they had that was liquid was Jerrold’s cable systems, so they were forced to sell.

Not long after I arrived at Jerrold, I had mentioned to Monty, then the chairman of General Instrument, that Bob Magness, who was then a customer of mine, desperately wanted to buy the Jerrold/GI systems at a time when Bob’s TCI’s stock was frothy from acquisitions. I still recall Monty’s response, more than fifty years later: “Yeah, but I don’t want any Portuguese escudos from Magness. I want coin of the realm: cash.”

At that time, an entrepreneur named Charlie Sammons was one of a few guys around with real cash, and he was willing to part with it. Jerrold sold the systems to Sammons for $28 million, and that was a lifesaver for GI. It would also prove to be a smart investment by Sammons—twenty years later, after buying more systems, he would sell the company to various buyers for $1.8 billion.

I was focused intently on the business, but it was Monty who, from time to time, made me look up. One lesson I learned from Monty that would save me time and again in the future, even to this day, was to ask on every big deal, a simple three-word question: What if not? What if this doesn’t work? What if this venture or idea falls apart completely?

I started seeing risk through a different lens: When you focus on the opportunity and genuinely deconstruct the hazards ahead, the fear of taking a leap begins to fade. Knowing with certainty that the risk won’t kill you is what liberates you to take it.

Jerrold faced serious issues—chief among them was inflated numbers tied to a corrupt purchasing department taking kickbacks. Productivity at the main factory was also poor. We overhauled purchasing, shut down the Philadelphia plant, and moved operations to more efficient locations in Nogales, Mexico; Springfield, Massachusetts for high-end parts; and Asia for low-cost components. By committing to large-volume buys, we cut costs dramatically.

While some may criticize the shift overseas, it made sense—U.S. plants are better suited for advanced, high-margin manufacturing.

We focused hard on offering the lowest prices on volume products the industry needed, down to the little connectors to join or plug in cable wires. So that every time a Jerrold salesperson greeted a client, there was a reason for the order book to come out. And just by doing a better job of running the business, we saw the results start to improve and our market share go way up. Monty was thrilled.

In pursuit of market research, I joined the board of the newly formed trade association for cable TV, and right away I became aware of a new product opportunity.

Cable TV was about to catch a big break from the government. The trade association was pushing the government to loosen restrictions on cable, promising to create two-way interactive services with downstream and upstream signals. So I directed the folks in our R&D labs to start working on two-way amplifiers.

When the government finally agreed to loosen restrictions and deemed that all systems built after 1972 had to be two-way, everyone in cable TV wanted a two-way amplifier. And guess who was the only company with a practical, deployable two-way system? General Instrument’s Jerrold division.

Orders took off, and our market share in cable-TV equipment exploded, shooting from around 40 percent to 80 percent. Our margins went from 20 percent to 70 percent, and profitability followed. I started to pile up cash at Jerrold.

In two years, we took Jerrold from a laggard to the leader of all of General Instrument—generating more than all the earnings of the parent company. We could barely keep up with demand.

We were so successful that during my second year there, the Federal Trade Commission opened an investigation into charges (made by a competitor, Magnavox) that we were selling below cost to monopolize the market. The FTC investigated, and we showed them our cost information and product strategy, arguing we had simply outmaneuvered our rivals. The agency seemed to agree: the investigation ended.

To really get inside the business, I launched a key account system—each top client had a Jerrold exec on point. I took the top five myself.

The new cable-TV world was filled with original characters—mostly men, dreamers from all walks who’d caught the scent of opportunity. Each had their own way of doing business. When one colleague struggled with Gene Schneider, a sharp-tongued, charismatic cowboy from Oklahoma, I took over. I listened to his plans to build in Wyoming and quickly discovered that endless specs on amplifiers were useless.

I flew to Tulsa, drove to Gene’s house, drank brandy, and shot pool. That was the sales pitch. And then Gene would say, “Let’s go get some steaks for dinner. You can stay over, we’ve got a spare bedroom.” Soon, I was selling Gene cable boxes and whole systems, turnkey, with an ironclad promise to stand behind our word. One-on-one worked well for me. Jerrold was booming.

I’d fly out to Colorado and visit Bob Magness, my future cohort, a Stetson-wearing, cigar-chomping cowboy, who by then had built Tele-Communications Inc. into a multisystem operator out West.

And on the East Coast, my biggest client was Alfred R. Stern, who had left a good job at NBC to found Television Communications Corp. (TVC), which he would grow into a big publicly held cable company that sold to Warner, which formed the core of its cable television division.

Before he became the largest broker of cable deals, Bill Daniels was a Golden Gloves boxer and a WWII navy fighter pilot, earning a Bronze Star for heroics aboard the USS Intrepid. In 1952, he made history by beaming the first commercial TV signal via microwave from Denver to Casper, Wyoming—and later became the cable industry’s ultimate matchmaker, connecting buyers and sellers across the country.

Their stories were legend. Glenn Jones, a former U.S. Navy underwater bomb expert who was also a piano-playing poet, borrowed $400 against his beat-up Volkswagen to buy his first cable system in Colorado, and became the tenth-largest cable operator in the U.S. Alan Gerry, born to Russian immigrants, started a TV repair and sales business in a converted grain elevator in 1951 after focusing on electronics in the Marines; he then built a cable system to increase sales in the mountainous region surrounding his hometown of Liberty, New York, which grew into the eighth-largest U.S. cable operator. Ralph Roberts, the former owner of Pioneer Suspender Company, founded Comcast in 1963 with the purchase of a tiny cable-TV system in Tupelo, Mississippi—it would become for a time the largest cable operator in the United States.

Something about this collection of entrepreneurs drew me in. They all were part of the communities they were serving. They all faced similar obstacles. They were also dealing with unfair regulation coming out of Washington, D.C., and it seemed to strengthen their camaraderie. There was a pioneering, entrepreneurial spirit, and I began to identify more and more with it.

I had come to know the newcomers and the veteran pole-climbers alike, and had become good friends with some. The mechanics of the budding new cable-TV business spoke to me. I understood the underlying and interlocking pieces of the entire business. And I loved it.

It was mostly a man’s world back then, with hardly any women or minorities running cable-TV operators, which were more akin to construction companies at the time. Back then, it was simply the way things were, and most of us didn’t question the lack of diversity. I can’t erase the past. But I can acknowledge it, learn from it, and try to ensure my actions today align with the fairness and opportunity everyone deserves.

Notoriously hard to please, Monty was happy with my progress, and I quickly got a taste for the confidence that comes after a making a good business decision. While most of the divisions at General Instrument were struggling, our group was exceeding expectations handily.

That summer in 1971, I had never felt more liberated—and congratulated—in my life. Having started out as an unknown at Jerrold, an ailing company, I was now running what had rapidly become the biggest and most profitable division of GI. It was the feeling I’d had as a boy in Long Island Sound, struggling to right the big wooden water skis attached to my feet underwater, then suddenly pulling up and gliding on the surface behind the boat.



Just as my future looked brighter than ever, Monty called me into his office and told me the board wanted him to retire soon because of his age. The only smart move for him to do, in my humble view, was to make me the CEO of the company. Monty had other plans. “John, you are too young to run the entire company no matter how successful you’ve been here.”

I took great pride in his approval and was devastated by his conclusion. I was even more distressed by what he said next: “I’m looking to hand things over to Frank.” Frank Hickey, already on the board, was next in line to become CEO of GI. I loved Monty and my team at GI; the problem for me was Frank—for reasons of personality, management style, and business prowess.

“This won’t work,” I said to Monty. “I have nothing in common with him.”

I accepted the inevitable. Hickey became CEO, and once again I began looking for another job. I wished Monty well and opened my book of contacts in the fast-growing industry known as community antenna television. In very short order, I had three offers, one of which would entail meeting Howard Hughes.

The first call I got was from the King of Cable himself, Irving Kahn, the founder of TelePrompTer, an electronic, scrolling cue-card device. It was founded in 1950 by a trio of unlikely partners: a Broadway theater actor, an electrical engineer, and Irving Berlin Kahn, named after his famous music-composing uncle. Hub Schlafly, the engineer, had invented the now iconic TelePrompTer device to help a soap opera actor recall his lines. TelePrompTer had sold its eponymous business in the 1960s and invested the gains in cable and broadcast services.

Kahn, a gregarious CEO, started buying cable systems in the late 1950s, then merged with H&B American Corporation in 1970, creating the largest cable-TV company in the country. He offered me the top job at the top company: CEO of TelePrompTer.

My enthusiasm for the possibilities was short-lived. Irving Kahn was in the middle of the biggest trial of his life, a scandal that would cast a long, dark shadow over the new industry. He was accused of bribery, paying $15,000 to city officials in Johnstown, Pennsylvania, to win the cable television franchise for TelePrompTer. Kahn pretty much conceded making the payment—and he argued, to the end, that city officials had extorted him, knowing the value of the exclusive franchise to serve the city. It was extortion at work, he argued, not bribery.

TelePrompTer had recently grown even bigger by buying some cable systems controlled by Jack Kent Cooke, a renowned Canadian-born businessman who owned the now Washington Commanders and the Los Angeles Lakers. And while Cook was the largest shareholder of TelePrompTer, Kahn had control of the board of directors, which included, among others, Howard Hughes.

So when Irving called to say, “John, I hear you’re not too happy with the succession over at Jerrold. What do you think of the idea of coming over and running TelePrompTer?” I cut him off: “I’ve kind of had it with New York, Irving, and TelePrompTer’s in New York.”

“We’ll provide a limo from Connecticut to New York, or we could move the headquarters to Connecticut. We want to make you happy,” Irving assured me. I told him I would consider it, but I wanted to talk to some of his directors first. Soon after, I had a brief, polite conversation with Howard Hughes, who at the time was less reclusive than later in his life.

Then I learned in a conversation with Irving that he believed he was going to be indicted. “And if I have to let go of this company, I want to have someone in the company I can trust.” Irving was so eager for me to join he had already held a board meeting where I was approved to be named president. Before even contacting me.

“Irving, before I accept this honor, I need to talk to Jack Kent Cooke,” I said.

“John, if you insist on talking to Jack, the deal’s off.”

“Why is that, Irving?”

“Because it would be like Jesus and the Devil in the Garden of Gethsemane. Jack will spin your head and fill you full of bullshit.”

While the lure of running the largest cable operator in America was tempting, I had seen too many fights for control at companies, public and private, and I did not want to get caught in the cross fire. Kahn would be convicted of bribery in 1971, and forever maintain the firm was extorted by city officials. In 1973, he began serving a twenty-month prison term, and three years later, he jumped back into the cable industry.

As word got out I was looking, I got a call from Steve Ross at Warner. He was an impeccably dressed and roguishly charming media visionary charging against the Big Three television networks (ABC, CBS, and NBC) that dominated broadcasting with unprecedented news and entertainment choices. Ross had parleyed his early start in the funeral parlor business into what would one day become one of the largest entertainment companies in the world, Time Warner.

In 1972, Ross was appointed CEO, president, and chairman of Warner Communications. He had a reputation as a CEO who delegated responsibility, supported his lieutenants, and gave them lucrative financial incentives, all of which inspired loyalty. He graciously offered me the job of head of Warner’s growing cable division. “We’ll buy you a limo, a house anywhere you want. And we’ll pay you a lot of money.” Steve Ross would have been a great guy to work for, no doubt, but the downside was I would be a division head, not president, and worse, I’d be commuting to New York City.

Around this time, I also got a call from Bob Magness, my old Jerrold customer who ran an outfit called Tele-Communications Inc. He wanted to know if I’d like to move out to Denver and “run the show.” I had gotten to like Bob a lot and the people who worked for him, but I knew he was dealing with debt issues.

Bob had the best backstory of all. He was a part-time cattle rancher and cottonseed broker who had stumbled on an idea for cable TV by helping strangers one day on the job. As he told an interviewer for his oral history at the Cable Center:


I was at a cotton gin one evening, and two gentlemen came walking in. They had lost a rod in a pickup down on the Four Sixes Ranch. We were down kind of in the middle of nowhere, where the Pitchfork and the Four Sixes and Wagner and the Matador all kind of comes together.

… It was 30−35 miles to a village from there. They were afoot and I thought, I’ve got a flat tire in my trunk and I could be afoot too, so I took these guys back to Paducah, Texas, and stayed on the highway. During the time we were going back, they were talking about this new community antenna system they just put into their town.

So I listened and thought a little bit about it. About a week later… I went down and looked them up and talked to them some more. The gentlemen were very kind to help me and show me everything they were doing, tell me where you buy these things, where you learn how to do this and so forth. So about thirty days later, we were stringing wire.I



At his first cable system in Memphis, Texas, TCI caught three TV stations from nearby Amarillo, about 80 miles away, and Lubbock, about 140 miles away. Bob paid $100,000 to a Forth Worth company to erect a thirty-story tower on a sixty-foot rise near town. Subscribers paid $33 to get hooked up, plus a $6.60 monthly fee. From their kitchen table, they started off with Betsy handling billing and Bob managing construction.

When they couldn’t build, they bought, merging the cable company with a large common carrier microwave company, whose big dishes could transmit TV signals to cable-TV headends far away by line of sight. By the time the company went public in 1970,TCI was already the tenth-largest cable operator in the country. But the sudden growth had left TCI bloated with debt.

The challenge drew me in like seeing a stalled car on the side of the road. I would come in as president and CEO. No more number two. And I liked the team of Western cowboys Bob had assembled. Straight shooters and plain talkers. No fancy suits, no MBAs, and no elaborate business jargon. And no New Yorkers.

There is such a thing as a Cowboy Code, and they had it: you finish what you start, stand up for what’s right, and take pride in your work. It appealed to me. The one thing they didn’t have at all was any of my kind of training or background. They were people I liked, but it was a challenge.

The thought of moving out West to Denver, without a long commute or office politics, where I might have time for my family, was compelling. The one drawback was compensation. Bob Magness told me in that first call, “I can’t pay you very much, but you’ve got a great future here if you can create it.” It would be up to me.

So, I turned down Steve Ross’s offer of $150,000 a year and lots of perks, and Irving’s offer to run the largest cable operator in the U.S., to join Bob Magness, a down-on-his-luck cable operator whose company was running fast but deep in debt. Starting pay: $60,000 a year. I look back on that decision, and I smile at how naive I was at the time. You are unafraid of what you don’t know.

I had no way of knowing then that, only weeks after I took the new job, a dark new reality would crush the optimism I had for the company. TCI was at the top of a long, slow climb on a rickety roller coaster, and it had paused long enough for me to hop into the head car.


	
I. Bob Magness, Oral History, Barco Library, Cable Center.
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