


America is a fz hu.ous ¢ untry ... it is the only place

where miracles not only happen, but where they happen

¢ '] the time.

— Thomas Wolfe






















CHAPTER ONE

1 was reared in domestic as well as national turmoil. Mother was a teenager when she
married my father, a decade her senior. It was a stormy, unhappy union. A wedding photo in
our home in Frankfurt captured their differences — father stiff and dour in his World War I
uniform, Mother modest in a simple white dress with fox collar.

Domestic and social relations were more complex for many German families fo »)wing
the Great War. Ordinary citizens paid the price for r country’s aggression. Germany groaned
under the harsh terms of the Treaty of Versailles, signed in 1919. It stripped Germany of
considerable wealth at home — land, farms, factories — and its colonies and investments
abroad. Even traditional German industriousness could not overcome the burden.

When Germany delayed payment of war damages in 1923 — _e year of 1 7 birth -

French and Belgian forces invaded and occupied the Ruhr Valley, the most indi ial’ d

region in Europe. With no monetary reserves, the German government resorted to simj _,

printing more money. Almost all middle-class savings were wiped out in the hyperinflation
that followed. The U.S. dollar equaled 7,000 marks at the art of that year. = ithin days of the
occupation, the mark fell to 18,( 0 and kept plummeting — to a mil »n, bi on, ad
uncountable trillions.

My father Bernard Baruc (not the famous statesman) prac ‘ed law. W en a client
came to the office, one of Father’s first questions was "How will you pay-in foreign currency
or German marks?" If the answer was marks, my father would excuse himself and
immediately go to a shop to buy food or other necessities, concerned that within an hour or

two prices would be dramatically higher. Our nanny sometimes received her wages and got on
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first level of the cargo hold to accommodate hundreds more. At the end of November the
Nyassa sailed from Lisbon with over a thousand passengers.

As soon as we hit open water I got seasick and remained so for the ten days of the
crossing. The food, including rotten fruit, and was awful; the stench from inadequate to :t
facilities dowr. elow suffocating. We crossed the Atlantic on a fully lighted ship, when
German submarines were stopping and boarding civilian ships and seizing passengers on their
lists. Three days out of New York the Nyassa listed and china slid off the tables. The ship
made a complete circle. Its automatic steering had broken down, and for the remaining days of
the journey they steered it manually.

Early in the very cold moring of December 4, 1940, I stood on deck as our
overburdened ship slowly passed the Statue of Liberty. Our six-month odyssey had come to a
happy end. Somehow we had been delivered, while so many others remained behind in a
Europe on fire. We were exhausted and joyous. Against all odds we had even managed to

bring my elderly grandmother to safety. We were free at last.
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"Ralph, I think the best thing is for you to resign." I answered, "Very well, what d e wo d
you like me to put on my resignation?” My firm reply apparently was unexpected. She
asked me to explain the problem again. Nothing was resolved except my determination to

leave SESAC.

In January 1950 I walked past an appliance store on Broadway. Several dozen people
pressed against a window, watching a small black and white moving picture in a box. It was
a wrestling match, made more visible by a piece of magnifying glass in front of the screen.
Hours later I passed back by the same store. A small group still stared inside—at a test attern.
The fascination I felt when first seeing television at the Paris world’s fair a dozen years earlier
came flooding back. This time I resolved to seriously investigate this amazing invention,

which transmitted pictures as well as sound, and had the power to mesmerize people.


































































































































fragile after a series of miscarriages. We had four daughters, ranging from one-year-c 1
Michele to Eve, fourteen. After years of apartments, we hac recently bought our first house, a
large, love 7 Ei _lish Tudor in the | ng Island suburbs. I made an excellent salary plus
commissions, and would earn substantially less in the new job. CBS offered other incentives,
however, including corporate profit-sharing.

Sam a 11 finally agreed on a modest starting salary and shook hands to sea the deal. I
had come full circle since arriving in the United States nearly two decades earlier. Once more

my future depe: le o1 doing well overseas.
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commercial license in each of the major cities of Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, and Adelaide,
and a second licence in Perth.

While Frank Packer was content to rule the media in Australia, his fellow countryman
Rupert Murdoch would not stop until he had conquered the world. Then virtually unknown
outside his country, Murdoch, whose family owned the Adelaide News, had purchased a
television station in Wollongong, about twenty-five miles from Sydney. Murdoch desperately
wanted I Love Lucy for is station. He was using the Wollongong station to cover Sydney,
charging advertisers accordingly. I Love Lucy already aire in Sydney, however, where it was
a huge s cess. On a subsequent trip to Aus alia I called on Murdoch, then about thirty years
old, and he repeated his request. “It’s sold in Sydney, but my station is in Wollongong,”
Murdoch insisted. I he  firm.

It was an early peek at the personality and persistence of Rupert Murdoch. Over the
next few decades he would builc one of the worl s most powerful media empires, starting
with little else but his family’s modest newspaper. His News Corporation now assumes global
reach, concentrated especially in Austr: a, England, and the United States, where he became a
citizen in 1993. Murdoch created Fox, the first successful fourth network in the U.S., and also
owned such properties as Twentieth Century Fox, HarperCollins, TV Guide, the New York
Post, the Star tabloid, the Boston Herald, and the Times of London. I was to meet Murdoch
many more times, including at his summer home in Chatham, upstate New York, and his

apartment on Fifth Avenue. Despite his reputation as a ruthless media baron and tabloid

journalist of questionable ethics, I have been impressed with his family and business acumen.

Fall was budget time at CBS. Each division had to prepare a written budget and
present a verbal narrative to senior management. I was terrified. his was the first tii : I was
to appear before the entire CBS management team, consisting of Chairman William Paley,

President Frank Stanton, the g eral ¢ n 1, several vice pres lents, and others in executive
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Frances Jones’s reservation had been canceled. The airline had difficulty accommodating her.
After phone calls and TBS intervention she boarded the plane with her husband. I sprinted up
to the observation deck to watch it take off. I made dead certain they were on their way.

The following year I was invited to the Joneses’ house for cocktails preceding a dinner
for Junzo Imamichi and his visiting TBS entourage. When I arrived in Greenwich I noticed
that Merle had a luxury car with license plate MSJ2. Being a young Turk, I asked, “Merle,
who has MSJ1?” The room fell silent. Humor was not Merle’s strong point. We 1d cocktails
and then Frances Jones pulled out a large photo album and asked me to sit on the couch and
go through it with her. She pointed out photos, asking where we were or what were we dc g
in most of them. Obviously the trip did not make a great impression and she could not
remember much about it.

We then proceeded to La Crémai re a wonderful restaurant in northern Westc ster
County, for dinner. A private room had been arranged and the meal was served, with duck 1e
main course. My luck with the Joneses hadn’t changed. The di k was served )loody and had
to be sent back for further cooking.

This time, for a change, they had made the arrangements.

121

























































































































Panelists tried to guess the occupation of the contestant. There was great chemistry among its

intelligent, well-spoken regulars: moderator John Daly and pane sts )orothy Kilgallen, Arlene

Francis, Bennett Cerf, and often Fred Allen.

We agreed on the royalty to CBS and now needed a producer. After a long search we

engaged Mark Goodson-Bill Todman and their Gil Fates, who had pro iced the original
What’s My Line? They suggested we play the “owl game” to find an emcee. Mark Goodson
would suggest a name, and if we said “Whooo?” that would alert us that the individual may
not be well-enough known. Goodson suggested Wally Bruner and I said “Whooo?” Despite
losing the owl game, Bruner emerged as our emcee. The show returned to the air for seven

years, until 1975, and was moderately successful 1 syndication.

CHAPTER TWELVE

In Australia our relationship with crusty media baron Frank Packer ir jroved
somewhat, thanks in good part to Bill Wells, our man there. Jean and I had dim ith Sir
Frank at “21" in New York. Even on our turf he was the ¢ 1e blustery bull I had w ched
rage down under. He ordered from the wine steward a rare vintage Bordeaux. The sommelier
apologized and told Packer that “21" did not have that particular vintage. Packer insisted that
they did and he wanted his wine.

Jerry Burns, an owner of “21," came over and apologized. “Sir Frank, I'm sorry t t
we’re out of that wine.” Packer: “I know you 1ave it, I want it and I want it now!” Jerry
disappeared, then returned in a few minutes. “We’re looking, but we don’t have .” Packer
continued to insist they did. Sure enough, ten minutes later, whether purchased elsewhere or

found deep in their own ci ar, two bottles of the wine arrived.
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CHAPTER THIRTEE 1

In Washington, storm clouds gathered over ABC, CBS, and NBC. The government
was concerned over the networks’ considerable power. Part of the worry was political
grandstanding and part was well-founded. Their three-member corner on the market enabled
them to force unreasonable concessions from producers. Their position: For the privilege of
getting your program on our air, the network will take all rights, including U.S. and foreign
syndication, licensing, merchandising, and whatever else we want.

The networks wielded power unwisely, virtually inviting the Federal Communications
Commission to step in. CBS insisted on keeping all rights to the shows they and most others
produced for the CBS Network, and owning at least 50 percent of shows distributed by others
and airing on CBS.

Late in 1968 a nervous Frank Stanton asked me to draw up a plan of v.__at CBS should
do if forced to stop syndicating and owning programs. After weeks of hard work I submitted a
thirty-page document to Stanton. I proposed that CBS could form an ou de company, using
syndication rights as ct ateral to secure bank financing. Then I all but forgot about the report.

In 1970 the . CC adopted several rules that hit the networks hard. Under the prime-
time access rule, stations in the fifty largest markets could not air more than three hours of
original network shows or network reruns during the main viewing 1ours each evening. _he
goal was to make room for new players to use the airwaves. (The FCC abolished the prime-
time access rule in 1996.)

At the same time the FCC adopted Financial Interest and Syndication Rules (the “fin-
syn” rules) that prohibited the networks from having a financial stake in progr: 1s they not
produce, and barred them from later syndicating reruns of programs they aired. The networks

were also barred from owning cable systems. T e syndication rules were a severe blow to the
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Viacom it would be.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

On June 29, 1970, CBS notified its forty-three thousand stock olders of the coming
spin-off. “We have looked at other alternatives and concluded that this is the course whi is
best for the two businesses [syndication and cable] and thus best for our shareholders,” said
the letter, co-signed by Bill Paley and Frank Stanton.

They explained: “We have felt that ¢ »le television and syndication have a brig]
future. We still do. But the FCC restrictions are impairing these two operations just at the
time when they should be taking advantage of bright opportun: es for owth. It is neither
wise nor fair to shackle their prospects during the inevitably long process of seeking more

equitable rules.” Viacom would have about 200 of the current CBS en loyees, | annual
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off and in 1975 labeled the cable industry “parasitic.” Two years later he left CBS and joined
the parasitic cable division of Warner Communications.

CBS Inc. president Arthur Taylor, who led the network charge against cable. One close
observer of CBS writes that Taylor was considered pompous by his colleagues and “flubbed in
attempting to emulate Frank Stanton as broadcasting’s spokesman in policy matters and
Washington appearances.”

Chairman Bill Paley abruptly fired Taylor in 1976. The man who wrote “Does the
American family need another mouth to feed?” apparently decided the answer was yes. After
CBS showed him the door, Taylor was hired by Rockefeller Center Inc. as the developer of

RCTV, its new pay-cable division, which later became the Arts and Entertainment Network.
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Other programs followed our lead in seeking and landing top prices.

I hearc rumors that Mary Tyler Moore and her husband, producer Grant Tinker, were
not happy wi their return, given the high prices we obtained. I flew to Los Angeles and met
with Mary and Grant. The president of our Enterprises division and I gave a detailed
rundown of previous syndication prices, the prices we had achieved for their show, and how
we were marketing and selling it. Mary and Grant seemed pleased with our presentation. This
was a pioneering effort in selling for syndication.

Around that time we were offered a series of four in-depth interviews of former
President Richard Nixon, conducted by David Frost. Our staff felt the series would generate
substantial revenues, and were eager to obtain syndication rights to the programs. The advance
requested was 1ite irge, however, anc after internal discussions we decided not to proceed.
Since this was a decision that might cost us a substantial return, I informed Viacom’s board of
directors. ' » my surprise, some said that, had I decided to have Viacom distribute the
interviews, they would have resigned from our board. I had no idea they felt that strongly
about « r disgraced former president. The four programs instead were distributed by
Syndicast, gamering a great deal of publicity, including the covers of Time, Newsweek, and TV

Guide.




























was short, but I stood firm.

Shortly afterward they arrived at my office. I was surprised at their appearance. Aubrey
was dressed in a gray jogging suit and Kerkorian in pants and jacket, no tie. They said they
wanted to buy Viacom. I said we had no interest in selling, but that I would take the matter to
our board of directors. I discussed it with the board, who shared my feelings. We did not want
to be involved with them, given Aubrey’s checkered reputation and Kerkorian’s ties to Las
Vegas and his habit to this day of buying, stripping, and then selling companies.

Guided by our long-range plans, we took aim at another possible acquisition,
Sonderling Broadcasting. It was mainly owned by Egmont Sonderling, a former rabbi born in
Germany, who was in his seventies. We signed a letter of intent in March 1978 and began a
long, tough period of bargaining. Sonderling’s properties included eight radio stations, a
television station in Albany, and a couple of related businesses. I visited most of the properties
with staff and learned they were not well run. They offered great potential for improvement
and added value under our capable people. After nearly two years of negotiations, Sonderling
was merged into Viacom for just under $30 million.

The eight radio stations were an eclectic group, in some of the nation’s biggest
markets: New York, Houston, San Francisco, Memphis, and Washington D.C. KIKK in
Houston played country music and was one of the most successful stations in that market.
There were two radio stations in New York City, including an FM station 1 a jazz format
and one AM in Queens formatted especially for African-Americans. There was a similar
station in Mempbhis.

The transmitter for the New York jazz station was atop a church, miting its coverage.
We moved the transmitter to the Empire State Building and changed the format to col try-
western, then later to “lite” music. With the latter format and e ¢z tters WLTW, it
became one of the most listened-to radio stations in the Big Apr . Years later it was sold for

more than $400 million, compared wi' the less than $30 million we paid for t entire
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cable service. Showtime had approximately 300,000 subscribers and projected substantially
more by the end of 1978, compared with HBO’s nearly two mil n subscribers. At a budget
meeting Jeffrey Reiss, president of Showtime, began by projecting a loss of tens of millions of
dollars annually, starting in 1979. I stopped Jeff cold and told him this was unacceptable. We
could not tolerate such losses, and they were to rework the numbers.

We decided to approach Teleprompter, the nation’s largest cable television company, to
see if it would buy part of Showtime. Jack Kent Cooke owned the NFL’s Washington
Redskins as well as Teleprompter. Our objective was to have the 300,000 HBO subscribers on
Teleprompter’s cable systems switched to Showtime—doubling our projected base overnight.
Another series of arduous negotiations followed. In September we reached agreement for
Teleprompter to buy 50 percent of Showtime. Teleprompter would pay $3 million to $5
million, depending on Showtime’s success in attracting subscribers, and would convert its
300,000 HBO subscribers to Showtime. The deal cost HBO 13 percent of its subscribers and
brought Showtime needed capital and fresh fervor.

The Washington Post, reporting on the deal, called Vi :om “one of the fastest-growing
companies in the entire broadcasting industry.” We syndicated television series worlc ide,
noted the Post jroduced many of the game shows then on TV, a1 ~ were “the sixth largest
owner of cable television systems...”

We began to hear rumors that Jack Kent Cooke wanted to sell his T_ epri 1ipter
interests to devote more time to his beloved Redskins. I repeatedly asked Teleprompter
managers about the rumors, and was assured Cooke would not sc  Teleprom er. Soon after
one of these reassurances Cook sold Teleprompter to Westinghouse Broadcasting, a subsidiary
of Westinghouse Electric, in August 198

After the dust settled Dan Ritchie, head of Westinghouse Broadcasting, started to
attend our joint Showtime management mee 1gs. He was a slender man who ¢ oke slowly

and chose his words carefully. Ritchie ad consi :rable wealth but drove a modest car a
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for us.”

“Oh, yes, I realize that, but there are too many R-rated movies on Showtime.”

Taking my courage in two hands I said “No, as a matter of fact, ere aren’t enough.
The audience wants R-rated movies.” Then, lying my head ¢ | I ac ed, “In fact, we are
thinking of putting X-rated movies on Showtime at about midnight.” I knew Viacom would
never do that.

“Oh, no, you mustn’t!” said Kirby, horror on his face.

“Well, we are thinking about it,” I answered, enjoying his discomfi re.

Shortly after the Washington event Dan Ritchie called and asked me to lunch at the
Manhattan Ocean Club. He said Westinghouse had decided to sell its interest in Showtime
back to Viacom. Silently I thanked Robert Kirby. By now I had cultivated a friendly
relationship with Ritchie, which elped this set of negotiations. He owned an avocado farm in
northern California, and built a gorgeous house atop a nearby mountain, where Jean and I
visited. Ritchie was reputed to be second only to the U.S. government as the largest mdowner
in Colorado.

He was a fine, tough, thorough negotiator, as we learned in long bargaining sessions
between Viacom and what was by then called Group W Cable. In August 1982 Viacom
bought back 50 perci _. of Showtime for about $60 million — more an twenty times what we
had sold it for. It would a hor Viacom’s future. By then S wtime served about 1,800 cable

systems and had nearly 3.5 million subscribers. We were still number two to HBO, but closing

steadily.
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Iraq oozes into our homes daily. America, it can be argued, is hated in some places not
because people know too little about us but because they know too much — or, more
accurately, because they know too much of what is worst about us and not enough ¢ wh. is
best.

Television has not conquered illiteracy. It has, however, helped level the educational
playing field for hundreds of millions across the globe. It has been a companion to countless
lonely souls. It has helped produce an era of unequaled prosperity in the United States and
other industrialized countries.

It has the power to rivet a nation and a world—during Olympics competitions, when a
President is assassinated, or when terrorist-piloted planes slice through buildings, )oming
thousands of innocent people. In the end, television and other media reflect who we are as
individuals. In them we will find what we seek, for both the sordid and the sublime are
readily accessible.

“I believe television is going to be the test of the modern world,” said E.B. White,
“and that in this new opportunity to see beyond t range of our vision, we shall scover a
new and unbearable disturbance of the mode peace, or a saving radiance in the sky. We
shall stand or fall by television — of that I am quite sure.”

I would like to believe — and, indeed, do believe — that television is still testing us. The
final exam is yet to come. As long as there are men and women of t: 1t and goodwill  lling
some of the levers behind the cameras, there will be programs worth watching.

Broadcast journ: st Edwin Newman wrote of his career: “Enjoyment? Sometimes.
Gratification? Sometimes. And over the years, along with the letdowns and disappointments, a
sense that I should count myself fortunate to have worked in television, and for all its faults,
more fortunate st to have seen it.”

I don’t believe I can say it any better than - at.
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It has been six decades since the Nyassa limped into New York harbor with our family
aboard. Another French expatriate-the Statue of Liberty—welcomed us that cold December
morning, as she has welcomed countless others who were also “tirec .homeless, tempest-
tossed...” We were part of a vanguard of refugees that would become a steady stream into the
U.S. through the rest of the twentieth century.

I will always be in America’s debt. Over the years I have tried to repay a little of that
debt through professional, public, and charitable service. In 1940, at a time of world crisis, the
U.S. had all but stopped admitting refugees. An exception was made for my family and a
relative handful of other men, women, and children. Otherwise we surely would have perished
in Europe. Many of us came h 2 for safe haven. A promising new beginning and equal
possibility with native-born citizens also awaited us.

' levision, in good part an American invention, became the ship that carried my own
ambitions. I was young and so was it. We grew up together. In the process I took television to
much of the wo 1. Each #m= [ returned home more certain that I was blessed to live in the
greatest land on Earth. |

Thank you, America.

TO FOLLOW
EPILOGUE
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