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					PROLOGUE

				

			

			Taking Flight

			On October 1, 1975, Muhammad Ali sat in a dressing room in a sweltering coliseum in the Philippines while trainers taped his hands. In a few minutes, he would enter the ring to fight Joe Frazier for the third and final time. For weeks, Ali had been taunting Frazier in public, showing up at a press conference with a toy gorilla and saying it represented Frazier’s conscience. “Come on, Gorilla, we in Manila,” said Ali, jabbing the primate doll in the face. “Come on, Gorilla. This is a thriller.”

			The previous two fights had been dazzling. Frazier had won the first by unanimous decision. In the rematch, Ali had triumphed. This time, the winner would be crowned the heavyweight champion of the world.

			Roughly nine thousand miles away, a giddy group of cable executives gathered around a TV inside a ballroom at the Holiday Inn in Vero Beach, Florida. The sun was down, the bar was open, and everyone was delirious to see the fight—that is, if they could see the fight. Would the technology work?

			Gerald Levin, the president of HBO, a slightly rumpled man with a mop of dark hair, a caterpillar mustache, and sharp brown eyes, chatted with his colleagues in the room. What they were about to watch was more than a fight being televised live from the other side of the earth. It was the future of home entertainment. Welcome to TV’s satellite age.

			Among his colleagues at HBO, Levin was known as an erudite polymath. He had graduated Phi Beta Kappa from Haverford College, where he studied religion and dreamed of becoming a novelist. He possessed a wide-ranging intellect, an encyclopedic memory, and a reputation as a bit of a know-it-all.

			Levin had started his career as a corporate bankruptcy lawyer in New York and then segued into consulting, hopscotching the globe. In the late 1960s, he moved to Iran to oversee the construction of a massive irrigation system. There, he came to believe that the key to business was dominating the flow of the product. “In my mind, the transmission of water and power and electrons were all the same thing,” he would later say. “You just had to be in a position of controlling the conduit.”

			At the time, a major shift in how electrons flowed around the planet was on the verge of disrupting the entertainment business.

			In early 1972, Levin met and befriended Charles Dolan, a convivial entrepreneur originally from Cleveland, Ohio, whose dad had invented an early prototype of the automatic car transmission. Together, they attended a convention in Chicago for the growing industry of cable television, which promised to use coaxial cables to deliver a clearer TV picture to the large swaths of the country that struggled, due to mountain ranges or similar impediments, to pick up broadcast TV signals.

			Like his father, Dolan was driven to create new things. At the time, he was building out the first cable TV franchise in lower Manhattan, where certain neighborhoods, due to tall buildings, couldn’t reliably get clear TV signals. The project was being financed by Time Inc., the magazine publishing company, which was going through a phase of corporate diversification.

			Dolan’s undertaking was not going well. Laying cable in New York required navigating a complex rat’s nest of physical and political entanglements. Progress was slow. The operation was hemorrhaging money.

			Levin came on board to help Dolan with another project that was likewise struggling. Dolan’s idea—conceived on a vacation in France, months earlier—was to entice New Yorkers to sign up for his cable service by offering them an exclusive network of programming, called the Green Channel, which they wouldn’t be able to see anywhere else. For a small additional monthly fee, they’d get to watch a mix of programming, which, Dolan imagined, would include local sports from Madison Square Garden and a slate of Hollywood movies, uninterrupted by ads. He planned to charge six dollars per month.

			The executives at Time Inc. had serious doubts. Why would anybody pay for the Green Channel when they could get high quality shows for free from established broadcast networks?

			The venture struggled to line up programming. Making an original TV series, which required payment for actors, writers, directors, producers, crew, cameras, locations, trucks, and insurance, was exorbitantly expensive. So was renting content from others. The three commercial broadcast networks, ABC, CBS, and NBC, were already paying handsomely for the rights to air major sports events. Before the advent of the VCR, Hollywood studios were wary of licensing too many of their movies to TV networks, fearing they might depress ticket sales and irritate theater owners.

			In the summer of 1972, Dolan put Levin in charge of finding programming for the Green Channel. Levin met with contractors, lobbied for more resources from Time Inc., bargained with Hollywood studios, and secured a few stray TV rights from New York sports teams.

			Before launching, Time Inc. executives gave the Green Channel a new name. They called it the Home Box Office, or HBO, for short. They hoped the name would convey the essence of its mission: allowing consumers to watch novel performances at home—movies, concerts, sports competitions—that had previously required buying a ticket and trekking out to a public venue.

			On November 8, 1972, HBO made its debut for some 375 subscribers in the small town of Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania. Levin was the first executive to appear on HBO, introducing the inaugural lineup of programming, which included a New York Rangers hockey game and a year-old movie from Paramount called Sometimes a Great Notion, starring Paul Newman and based on the novel by Ken Kesey.

			The initial test did little to stoke broader demand for the service. HBO sputtered. The network was boxed in by the emerging landscape of cable TV, which was a fragmented mess. The only way for HBO to reach cable subscribers beyond the New York region would be to cobble together a cross-country, point-to-point relay network of microwave transmission towers and existing landlines, which were controlled by the Bell Telephone Company under a broad monopoly. Doing so would cost way more than the network could afford. Much to Time’s dismay, HBO was going nowhere. A year after launching, HBO had roughly ten thousand subscribers. “Very demoralizing,” Levin said. “We started giving away free turkeys at Thanksgiving. Did everything we could.”

			In 1973, Time bought out Dolan’s stake in both HBO and his Manhattan cable operation. Both were losing money, and Dolan no longer had enough resources to stay the course. He reluctantly gave up his business, took his payout, and cast an eye toward Long Island, a fertile territory for home entertainment just outside the city, largely untouched by rival cablemen. There, in the decades to come, he would go on to become a billionaire, selling cable service in the suburbs.

			In December 1974, about two years into HBO’s faltering life, Levin and his colleagues had an idea. They’d heard that the telecom giant RCA was scheduled to launch a commercial satellite into orbit. Called Satcon1, it was capable of transmitting moving pictures. The satellite still had unused capacity, which RCA was in the process of leasing. In a flurry of meetings, Levin convinced the Time Inc. board of directors to invest $7.5 million to rent space on RCA’s “bird” for the next six years. Levin was adamant. With satellite distribution, HBO could beam shows simultaneously to cable system providers around North America. It could give the network a second chance.

			The board begrudgingly conceded. Levin’s sales pitch suggested that the potential upside, however remote, was enormous. “All of a sudden, these locavores, these little cable systems were going to be brought together,” Levin said.

			While Levin considered the best way to demonstrate the potential of the new technology, he learned that Muhammad Ali would be fighting Joe Frazier in the Philippines that fall. Given its far-flung location, none of the American broadcast networks were planning to air the fight live. The only way to see the action in the United States was to buy a ticket to one of the movie theaters or stadiums that would be carrying the fight via closed-circuit technology.

			Levin saw an opportunity to deliver unique live programming, via satellite, right into people’s homes. He set up a meeting with the boxing promoter Don King, a brilliant ex-bookie who was a growing force in the boxing world. He was working with Ali, orchestrating the event. Together, King and Levin hashed out a plan.

			That fall, just after 10:00 a.m. in Manila, Ali and Frazier entered the ring, and the HBO satellite uplink went live. The executives in Florida gaped nervously as the screen flickered in front of them. The technology worked. “It was a thrilling moment,” Levin said.

			The fight was also simultaneously transmitted to a second cable TV system in Jackson, Mississippi. There, too, the method worked. “It was crystal sharp,” William Hooks, an HBO sales rep, would later recall. “I remember thinking, this is really magical, this is stunning.”

			For the next hour, everyone watched with growing excitement as the “Thrilla in Manila” turned into one of the most memorable fights in boxing history. A new era in sports broadcasting was born, with Ali jabbing, ducking, and weaving right into the living rooms of HBO subscribers. “Could have went either way, I heard,” Ali told reporters after his victory by technical knockout in the fourteenth round. “It was my rally that pulled it out.”

			The same could be said for HBO. The investment in satellite technology got HBO off the ropes. The successful simulcast of the fight was met with giddy excitement among the growing ranks of cable TV operators. “On came the fight from Manila, and . . . the picture quality was extraordinary,” said Robert Rosencrans, the owner of the cable system in Vero Beach. “We put it on and, God, we knew we had a winner.”

			The following year, Time Inc. installed Nick Nicholas, a sharp-minded graduate of the Harvard Business School with a knack for operational competency, at the top of HBO to help guide the network’s next phase of growth. Among Time Inc. staffers, Nicholas was known as “Nick the Knife” due to his skill at slicing budgetary fat off freewheeling magazines. While Levin moved into the role of HBO chairman, Nicholas took over the day-to-day operations of turning HBO into a functioning, profitable business.

			“We had climbed on a wave we didn’t even know existed, this pay-television wave,” Nicholas said. “We happened to be the leading surfboard perfectly positioned on the wave, so we had a hell of a ride.”

			“In a very Time Inc. way, they wanted to load it up with business school graduates,” says Henry McGee, who started working at the network right out of school in 1979. “Out of my Harvard Business class alone, there were five of us who joined HBO. Few of us had any experience in broadcasting. But we did know business models and were prepared to take a different look at how the industry might work.”

			In communities across America, scrappy entrepreneurs were hastily stringing coaxial cable through the countryside and trying to convince skeptical households to start paying for TV for the first time. To stoke HBO’s growth, the network’s executives made a critical decision: any cable operator who signed up a new HBO customer would get a cut of their subscription fee in perpetuity. Of the $8–$12 monthly payment, the cable operator got to keep roughly half, giving them a significant new source of income and a major incentive to talk up HBO in their sales calls to potential customers.

			In the years following the Thrilla in Manila, numerous cable businesses plunked down roughly fifty thousand to one hundred thousand dollars for bulky satellite receivers, known as earth stations, with which they could catch HBO’s signal from space and redirect it to paying customers. The novelty of the futuristic hardware assured plenty of free local publicity upon arrival. HBO handled the hype, storming into town with free movie posters and T-shirts, taking out ads in local publications, and blanketing nearby homes with sign-up notices in the mail.

			As chairman of HBO, Levin routinely flew out to rural communities to attend ribbon-cutting festivities marking the debut of freshly set-up dishes. “When they installed the earth station, it was like the astronauts had landed,” Levin said. “It was a huge attraction.”

			On makeshift stages, HBO representatives posed for photos with local dignitaries and gave sound bites about the wonders of HBO. One day in Laredo, Texas, HBO executives watched in amazement as a priest stepped forward, raised a palm toward the metallic surface of a newly grounded satellite receiver, and blessed it with a prayer of gratitude.

			A subscription to the “premium” network began to emerge as a kind of middlebrow status symbol, and HBO spread. To have HBO meant seeing spectacles in your home that were unavailable to your envious neighbors. “We brought the glitz of Hollywood to the plains of Kansas,” an HBO salesperson would later recall. On roadside marquees, motels beckoned passersby with declarations of “Free HBO.” Subscribers mushroomed. Between 1974 and 1977, HBO’s customer base grew more than a hundredfold. By the end of 1977, HBO was collecting monthly fees from more than 1.6 million subscribers and was finally turning a profit.

			Competitors raced to follow HBO into space, eventually giving rise to a rowdy flock of new satellite-distributed cable channels: USA, Nickelodeon, MTV, CNN, ESPN, BET. As the cable era took flight, HBO assumed the lead position.

			“We didn’t just build HBO,” one of the network’s top executives would later say. “We built the cable industry.”
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			THE UPSTARTS

			(1978–1995)

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 1

			

			Surviving the Premiere

			One day in 1978, Sheila Nevins got a phone call from a headhunter. Did she know anybody who might want to work for the cable channel HBO? They were looking to hire someone on a temporary basis. Nevins racked her brain. What was HBO again? “Is it a dirty channel?” she asked.

			Nevins was a broadcast news producer in her midthirties with a big swoop of blond hair, a wicked sense of humor, and a sly, comically exasperated manner. She grew up in a big family of Russian immigrants on New York City’s Lower East Side. Her dad was a post office worker and a bookie. Her mom was a communist who thought TV rotted your brain. The family’s finances were lean. But Nevins had a rich uncle who was happy to pay for her to go to expensive schools. She went to college at Barnard, where she majored in English, followed by the Yale School of Drama, where she studied directing.

			After graduating, Nevins spent several years bouncing around the somber world of nonfiction programming. She did a stint in Washington, D.C., at the U.S. Information Agency, filming English lessons for foreigners. Then she returned to New York and worked as a writer for the Children’s Television Workshop and a news producer for ABC and CBS.

			At the time of the call, she found herself caught at a tricky impasse. Recently, she’d been freelancing for a TV news magazine on CBS called Who’s Who, interviewing celebrities. She was good at it, and her boss, Don Hewitt, a macho scoop-hunting newshound, was wooing her to join 60 Minutes. Ostensibly, a great prospect. The problem was that Nevins didn’t want the job. She loathed working with swaggering TV correspondents, and the highly rated Sunday-night show was a well-known hotbed of knuckle-dragging, bra-snapping newsmen. Still, she didn’t want to reject Hewitt’s overtures either, at least not without a good excuse.

			Perhaps the opening at HBO was the answer? If she got the position, it would only be temporary, thirteen weeks, and she could avoid hurting anyone’s feelings at CBS.

			She applied and soon after was hired to be HBO’s first “director of documentary programming,” whatever that meant. HBO would pay her $8,750 for the quarter. Hewitt bid her good luck and advised her that whatever she ended up doing over there, to make sure she got her name on it.

			On the morning of her first day at HBO, Nevins headed out to midtown Manhattan. The HBO offices were located on Sixth Avenue, inside the Time-Life Building, a soaring forty-eight-story skyscraper clad in limestone and green-tinted glass. Inside, there was a brightly colored Mondrianesque mural by Fritz Glarner, acres of Eames chairs, and scads of bustling, patrician men striding confidently over well-polished terrazzo floors. Standing in the maw of the magazine empire, she took it all in. “I was scared,” Nevins says.

			She rode the elevator up to HBO’s headquarters, which were located on the sixth floor. Compared with CBS, the world of HBO wasn’t all that much. There were some cluttered offices and a few dozen hectic employees: mostly young business school graduates and their secretaries, with a few film and sports geeks mixed in. Nobody looked a day over thirty. Her boss was talking loudly on the phone with his feet propped up on his desk. He was wearing tennis shorts. Everyone seemed young, unwashed, and excitable. “It was essentially what today we would call a start-up,” Nevins says.

			Before long, she was given an office and a vague mission. HBO, it was explained to her, was going from eight hours of programming each day to twelve. The network needed lots of extra stuff to put on the air to supplement the Hollywood movies that made up the lion’s share of each day’s lineup. The cheaper the better.

			Nevins quickly realized that in the rush to escape CBS, she’d misunderstood the job’s requirements. She wouldn’t be directing the documentaries, she’d be commissioning them. She settled in and tried to figure out what might make for a good HBO documentary.

			One of HBO’s few contributions to American culture at the time was a ribald series of satirical comedy sketches entitled Disco Beaver from Outer Space, which HBO had commissioned in 1978 from National Lampoon. The movie featured a gay vampire in space named “Dragula” and a recurring punchline based on the word “beaver” as a euphemism for “vagina.”

			The bar was low.

			Toward the end of her thirteen-week stint, Nevins went on an overnight work trip. On the private plane, she listened to a gaggle of male colleagues telling off-color stories. “I was very, very uncomfortable,” Nevins said. “It was a lot of sex jokes. It was like being in a boys’ locker room and trying to act like one of the guys. It was tough.”

			That night, she went back to her hotel room to get some sleep. There was a loud knock at the door. It was a drunken coworker. At first, Nevins thought that maybe he was bringing her something she needed to read for the next morning. She started to let him in, then realized the guy wanted something else. “I felt his weight against the door,” she says. “I took my foot and pushed the door shut and locked it. He knocked a few times and that was it. I wasn’t scared. I was annoyed.”

			Nevins considered quitting. But for women in the 1970s, the TV industry was full of such hazards, and she knew from experience that the broadcast networks could be even worse. HBO, at least, was hiring plenty of women. She decided to keep going. At the end of her temporary contract, Nevins stayed on. Her bosses largely left her alone. They had bigger problems to contend with.

			In 1980, the four largest movie studios—20th Century Fox, Universal, Paramount, and Columbia—announced that they would team up to launch a joint venture: a subscription cable TV channel called Premiere. Getty Oil would provide the initial financing. From HBO’s inception, the major studios in Hollywood viewed the company with suspicion. While HBO was paying decent fees to license their movies, the studio bosses came to believe that they’d be making a lot more money if they collectively controlled the home movie market without a middleman.

			Among HBO staffers, anxiety ran high.

			That fall, federal regulators intervened on HBO’s behalf. The Department of Justice filed an antitrust suit, charging the Hollywood studios with illegal market fixing. Prosecutors claimed that the defendants “embarked on this venture largely out of dissatisfaction with the revenues” from HBO and that the agreement would eventually fix prices at artificially high levels. The backers of Premiere refused to fold, and the case went to trial. After weeks of contentious proceedings, the judge in the Southern District of New York ruled that the venture was a violation of the Sherman Antitrust Act. On appeal, the studios lost again. Premiere was dead.

			

			•   •   •

			WHILE THE STUDIOS REGROUPED, HBO executives considered how they might become less dependent on the movies that Hollywood supplied them. HBO knew that it had a short window in which to establish itself as the de facto at-home entertainment brand before other competitors followed.

			The job of figuring out a viable long-term programming strategy was largely left to a macho, wisecracking executive named Michael Fuchs. Fuchs was a snappy dresser with an olive complexion, thinning black hair, and dark, caustic eyes who was determined to transform HBO into a respected creator of original programming.

			Fuchs was born in the Bronx near Yankee Stadium and was raised in Mount Vernon, an inner suburb north of the city. Growing up, he loved sports, and his family called him Mickey after the Yankees slugger Mickey Mantle. But in the schoolyard, thanks to his surname “Fuchs,” kids called him something else: Fucks, Fucksface, Fuckwad, Fuckhead. From an early age, Fuchs learned to dish it back hard on the playground. “That name has a lot to do with my personality,” Fuchs says.

			After high school, Fuchs studied political science at Union College in upstate New York, did a brief stint in the army, and eventually graduated from law school at New York University. By his late twenties, Fuchs was feeling listless. At the time, he was working as an entertainment lawyer for William Morris, hammering out contracts between production studios and TV networks, including a fledgling HBO.

			In 1976, at the age of thirty, he joined HBO as the director of special programming. Fuchs saw an opportunity to shape a young company in its formative years, one that was striving to find its identity.

			Within months of arriving at the network, Fuchs came to believe that if HBO was to thrive in the long run, it would have to focus on doing things differently than the big three commercial TV networks, ABC, CBS, and NBC. The broadcasters were too well entrenched, too strong, and too rich to compete with head-on. One study found that in 1976, of the eighty-five million Americans who owned a TV, nine out of ten viewers watched evening programming on the big three networks. Their control over popular culture felt unassailable.

			HBO would have to be judicious with its limited resources and exploit programming opportunities that the networks were ignoring, Fuchs figured. Everything HBO did would have to be different. Otherwise, why would anybody keep paying?

			HBO did enjoy one comparative advantage. Because it wasn’t beholden to sponsors, the network could take more risks and be more provocative than the broadcasters. Without having advertisers to offend, HBO ordered up a show based on Consumer Reports magazine. Everyone else on TV was telling viewers what to buy; HBO could afford to tell you what not to buy. “Very early on I wanted us to be more candid, more open, more fresh, more experimental, more daring than the networks, who were, to me, homogenized,” Fuchs said. “It was canned entertainment. It had no guts.”

			Fuchs set out to infuse HBO’s staff with an underdog’s mentality, and to build a provocative programming identity of its own. “If we’re going to establish a character in this business, it’s got to be through original programming,” Fuchs said.

			With Premiere killed off by the government and other rival services just getting off the ground, HBO continued to benefit from its head start. By 1982, the business was growing in step with the rapidly expanding industry of cable TV. In the seven years since the Ali-Frazier fight, HBO’s brand name had grown nearly synonymous with cable programming. For only ten dollars a month, a family could watch dozens of newish Hollywood movies in the comfort of their own home, and HBO now had more than 13.5 million customers.

			Meanwhile, the company kept pushing its technological advantage in the TV space race. In 1983, the network completed construction of a new communications center in Hauppauge, New York. It was the largest and most sophisticated satellite facility in the country. The 60,000-square-foot center featured four massive satellite dishes, which allowed HBO to beam programming into space and back to cable distributors almost anywhere on the planet. Among other flourishes, the campus included a lengthy pedestrian bridge hovering over a deep dry moat, which, according to the designers, symbolized HBO’s “transition between earth and spacebound concerns.” The gleaming modern design of the facility was praised by architects and conveyed the ambitions of a company leading its industry into the future.

			Behind its glowing facade, however, HBO was facing continued challenges—any one of which might have ended the business. Its foremost vulnerability was that the network still had a Hollywood problem. While HBO had survived the initial attack from its suppliers, the resentment from the studio chiefs lingered.

			In front of reporters, top movie executives continued to bash HBO with abandon. “If HBO and Time Inc. go on unchecked, the motion picture business, without exception, will be under total control of one company in less than five years,” Hollywood executive Barry Diller, then overseeing Paramount, told The New York Times in 1983.

			There were grumblings from customers too, including one common complaint. “The problem was we used to air the movies way too many times,” recalls Quentin Schaffer, a public relations man who joined HBO in 1980. “Jaws would be on like forty times in a month. People said, ‘God, do they not have anything else?’ ”

			HBO needed more material, but the major Hollywood studios weren’t producing enough new movies each year to satiate the demands of HBO’s growing subscriber base. To help alleviate the shortage, HBO decided to team up with Columbia Pictures and CBS to form a new, jointly financed movie studio called TriStar Pictures. For an initial buy-in of tens of millions of dollars, HBO would get the exclusive cable-TV rights to all the theatrically released movies that would come out of the new studio.

			Still on the hunt for more content, HBO executives also announced they would begin producing movies of their own, which would bypass theaters entirely and go direct to HBO.

			Hollywood snickered. In the media, anonymous studio heads suggested HBO was poised to acquire all the lousy projects that they’d previously rejected. “They have gotten every last submission from every unproduced movie in the last ten years,” one unnamed studio executive told The New York Times.

			In 1983, the network aired its first original movie. The Terry Fox Story was a maudlin biographical drama, dutifully recounting the real-life saga of a Canadian runner who loses his leg to cancer—then runs across the country on a prosthetic limb to raise money for cancer awareness. Robert Duvall played a gruff press agent, brimming with can-do spirit.

			Critics were not impressed. “Ralph Thomas, the director of The Terry Fox Story, has chosen to avoid the risk of mystery; instead, he portrays the legend at its most obvious and simplistic level,” the Canadian novelist David Macfarlane wrote in Maclean’s. “Courage is a windswept sky. Tragedy is a swirl of violins.”

			HBO’s first forays into original TV series were no more promising. In the fall of 1983, HBO began airing a new, lascivious mystery series called The Hitchhiker. Each half-hour episode was introduced by a nomadic character and promised to explore the “dark shadows of the American experience, where terror and madness are found in the ordinary.”

			Writing in The New York Times, critic John O’Connor excoriated the series for its “gratuitousness” and wrote, “Judging from private comments made by some executives, the entire cable industry seems to be embarrassed by this HBO effort.”

			HBO staffers felt similarly appalled. Around the office, they mockingly referred to the series as Fuck a Stranger, Then Die.

			While the studios continued to send their movies over to HBO, increasingly they had plenty of other options. By 1983, several new cable competitors were coming online, including Showtime, The Movie Channel, and the Disney Channel. Each new network was in the business of licensing movies and showing them, without commercial interruption, to paying subscribers in their homes.

			HBO initially countered the surge in competition by launching a second complementary pay channel called Cinemax, catering to rabid movie fans for whom one “premium” channel wasn’t enough. While HBO offered mainstream Hollywood movies, Cinemax loaded up on foreign films, karate flicks, grind-house movies, soft-core erotica, and spaghetti westerns. HBO packaged the services together at a discount, hoping to box out Showtime and the rest.

			In the 1980s, prior to a coming wave of consolidation, the cable industry consisted of hundreds of independent operators, each of which controlled one patch of territory or another across the United States. In order to cozy up to the distributors, HBO set up nearly a dozen regional offices, including ones in Philadelphia, Chicago, Denver, and Dallas. Staffers used to jokingly call the HBO office in Florida “the pro shop,” because everyone in the cable industry spent so much time there playing golf.

			HBO’s regional outposts were staffed with go-getter sales reps whose job was to talk up the pleasures of HBO to the cable companies and to wine and dine their top executives. One of the key jobs for frontline HBO workers, says Steve Davidson, a former longtime HBO affiliate sales executive, was to fend off any competing promotional offers from Showtime, which was targeting the cable operators with its own mercenary sales force. “It was hand-to-hand combat, basically,” Davidson says.

			One downside of HBO’s business model was that the cable operators, not HBO, controlled the relationships with customers and also the information on who they were, where they lived, how often they canceled, and what else they subscribed to. HBO had minimal access to customer data. To make up for their lack of consumer insight, HBO deployed a unique and effective strategy.

			Every cable company typically employed a staff of low-level workers who answered phone calls from current and potential customers, listening to their service complaints and pitching them on new subscriptions, products, discounts, or special deals. From its early days, HBO executives took a look at these regional call centers and saw an opportunity. HBO filled its satellite offices with specialists whose job was to sidle up to the cable company call centers and win over their employees.

			In theory, the phone operators were supposed to be telling customers about a diverse range of offers, say, a one-time discount from the Disney Channel, or a special offer from Showtime. But HBO’s specialists did everything they could to make sure that HBO, not Showtime, was at the forefront of conversations by lavishing rewards on the call center employees, ranging from cash to appliances to plane tickets to Hawaii.

			“A lot of the cable companies saw it as, essentially, compensation for their employees that they didn’t have to add to their payroll, because they knew HBO was coming in and offering them incentives and trips and cash and everything else,” says Shelley Brindle, a former sales and marketing executive at HBO. “You could never do that today.”

			In the absence of data, everything for HBO was relationship based. To get a leg up, HBO also encouraged its sales people to spend lavishly entertaining their cable company clients. Every January, during the weekend of the Super Bowl, HBO would charter private jets and fly its top sales folks to someplace warm, like Hawaii, along with their most important contacts in the cable industry and their families for a week of intoxication and camaraderie. “It was a huge boondoggle,” one HBO sales rep said. “There wasn’t a single formal meeting, and it was just about bonding. It was as extravagant as you could imagine.”

			With all the new services coming to market, the cost of licensing Hollywood films was starting to get more expensive. If HBO’s position in the supply chain remained static, HBO executives feared the situation would only get worse.

			In the fall of 1983, HBO set up a new finance division called Silver Screen Partners, with an initial goal of investing in a dozen or so movies a year. In exchange for providing tens of millions of dollars in prefinancing, HBO would retain the cable TV rights and share in any ancillary profits.

			In theory, there was nothing stopping the other premium channels like Showtime from doing the same thing. But HBO enjoyed significantly more subscribers and, thus, significantly more money to pump into the movie-making pipeline. Nobody would be able to match HBO’s largesse. By the end of 1983, between its investment in TriStar, its original movies, and Silver Screen Partners, HBO was shoveling roughly $250 million a year into Hollywood. Studio bosses might still fantasize about killing off HBO, but if they did, they might be killing themselves as well.

			“It’s a love-hate relationship,” Gerald Levin said.

			

			•   •   •

			WHILE HBO WAS BUSY TAMING Hollywood moguls, another headache emerged—the rapid spread of a new technology that threatened to make all the network’s investment in satellites moot. With each passing month, VCRs, video cassette recorders, were growing more popular in the United States. If people could easily rent Hollywood movies at a neighborhood store with a vast selection of titles to watch on their VCRs at home whenever they wanted, why would they keep paying for HBO?

			The growing threat from VCRs only exacerbated a chronic condition afflicting HBO, known in the cable business as “churn.” Each month, a portion of HBO’s customer base canceled their subscriptions. If, say, 5 percent of HBO’s base quit, the network would need to find hundreds of thousands of new households just to stay even. A small upswing in the churn rate could translate into a heavy hit to the network’s livelihood. The reasons for the turnover varied. Sometimes, it wasn’t HBOs fault. People moved, died, and lost their jobs. Economic downturns happened.

			But there were also plenty of customers who canceled HBO out of boredom, or dissatisfaction, or out of curiosity about a rival service. And it was these waffling subscribers—their motivations, predilections, wants, and desires—that HBO executives spent much of their time mulling over.

			Fuchs and his colleagues needed to convince HBO’s audience that if they stuck around, something great was coming down the pipeline. Something they couldn’t necessarily find at the video rental store. Each month, HBO mailed out its bills to customers tucked inside a glossy programming “catalogue” touting the upcoming mix of Hollywood movies, original films, sports, and documentaries that they’d be missing if they canceled.

			When it came to original programming, Fuchs believed that the key was not to try to make shows that appealed to everybody. That was what the broadcast networks excelled at. What HBO needed was to find niches that worked really well for one demographic or another, something they felt so passionate about that they’d hang on to the service, even if they ignored everything else on HBO. To try to parse out what HBO viewers cared about, the network’s small research team routinely analyzed surveys asking subscribers what programming they were watching and to rate it on a 5-point scale.

			While he occasionally glanced at the research division’s data on “Total Subscriber Satisfaction,” Fuchs largely relied on his own instincts. “I tried to make sure that HBO had something interesting for everyone,” Fuchs said.

			For kids, HBO snapped up a new series from Muppets creator Jim Henson called Fraggle Rock. For young men, HBO began airing 1st & Ten, a bawdy football sitcom starring Delta Burke and O. J. Simpson. For fans of topical satire, HBO offered up Not Necessarily the News, a sketch comedy series that riffed on topical subjects.

			But most of all, Fuchs felt that HBO had one clear path to differentiate itself from any competition. In his estimation, the broadcast networks tilted their overall programming strategy toward female viewers in a slavish effort to please advertisers, who were convinced that connecting with women was the key to selling more of their consumer and household goods. Fuchs saw an opportunity. From now on, he told staff, HBO would heavily cater to male passions.

			“I figured out that the man in the household decided whether or not to have HBO,” said Fuchs. “I made sure there were things for men.”

			In the fall of 1983, Cinemax began airing a new documentary series called Eros America, which aimed to “candidly explore” various issues of human sexuality. There were segments on a Florida housewife who worked at night as a stripper; and one about college art students who paid their tuition by moonlighting as high-end escorts.

			The series was being produced by Sheila Nevins, who the year before, in 1982, had left HBO’s documentary department to strike out on her own and to spend more time with her young son. One afternoon, she’d been at an estate sale and happened upon an unchaste book of fiction entitled Eros. “Sex is a serious wound in this country,” Nevins said.

			Not to mention, a low-cost enticement to male viewers.

			Fuchs had snapped up the show, which became an immediate hit for Cinemax. Before long, Fuchs decided to move it to HBO. The only downside, they soon realized, was the name. Many male cable subscribers were fuzzy on their Greek mythology and not properly attuned to the alluring sexual connotation of “eros.” It was too subtle. “We went out and tested it somewhere in New Jersey,” Nevins says. “People didn’t know what the word ‘Eros’ meant.”

			Fuchs decided to rename HBO’s growing fornication franchise something more to the point. Eros America eventually gave way to Real Sex, which, in turn, spawned a healthy brood of sex-related documentary series that, under Nevins’s aegis, would go frolicking across HBO’s late-night airtime for decades to come, including G String Divas, which examined the lives of the strippers working at a gentleman’s club in Bristol, Pennsylvania; Cathouse, which documented the ups and downs of sex workers at a brothel in Mound House, Nevada; and Sex Bytes, a dot-com era look at cybersex. “It was an education for me,” Nevins said. “I didn’t know that sex was fun.”

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 2

			

			Punch Lines

			In the summer of 1984, a hit comedy almost sank HBO for good.

			The amount of money that premium TV services like HBO paid to license any particular Hollywood movie was usually determined by a preset formula that adjusted the final licensing price based on the movie’s performance at the box office. If a movie bombed, HBO got it for cheap. If it was a hit, they paid more. Typically, such contracts stipulated an upper and a lower limit, assuring that the final price would be kept within manageable parameters.

			In June, Columbia Pictures released Ghostbusters, a comedy directed by Ivan Reitman and starring Bill Murray and Dan Aykroyd, about a well-timed ghost-catching start-up that hits it big. Audiences loved it. Ghostbusters earned some $229.2 million at the box office, making it the second-highest-grossing film of the year, trailing only Beverly Hills Cop. Everyone with a piece of the movie was ecstatic. Except HBO.

			In a move to save costs, HBO’s finance team had dreamed up a new licensing strategy that had removed the upper and lower caps on its movie deals. The new model was seen as risky by many HBO executives. But the finance team believed it would pay off in the long run. Huge hit movies, they argued, were statistical outliers. Bad, poorly performing movies were much more common. Internally, the strategy was dubbed “Monte Carlo,” a reference to European roulette tables, which have no “double zeros.” Don’t worry, they assured their colleagues. We can’t lose.

			“The idea of their Monte Carlo model was that no chip would hit on double zero,” recalls Henry Schleiff, a genial ex-lawyer who worked on HBO’s programming team at the time. “Well, the first movie hit on double zero.”

			Without a cap in place, HBO suddenly found itself on the hook for roughly $40 million for the cable rights to Ghostbusters, an amount that threatened to wipe out HBO’s profit for the entire year. Top executives at Time Inc., who increasingly relied on HBO’s cash surpluses to impress investors on Wall Street, were left fuming. The subsequent blame for the screw-up was largely directed at HBO’s level-headed, pragmatic chief executive officer Frank Biondi, a graduate of Princeton University, who held an MBA from the Harvard Business School.

			In the fall of 1984, Time Inc. announced it was shaking up HBO’s executive ranks. Biondi was let go, Fuchs was promoted to CEO, and 125 employees were laid off. Fuchs told his charges that they would overcome the setback and they should think of themselves as insurgents. It was HBO versus the entertainment establishment; HBO versus the world. “I went about my business like it was a crusade, like it was a religion,” said Fuchs. “I was going to change entertainment in this country.”

			That fall, HBO moved out of its headquarters in the Time-Life Building and into its own space, a glassy green, fifteen-story modernist building overlooking Bryant Park, recently renovated by Kohn Pedersen Fox. In an article in The New York Times entitled “Mediocre Skyscrapers Dominate the Skyline,” critic Paul Goldberger called HBO’s new home a “faceless glass box.”

			Inside the new offices, Fuchs cultivated a loose atmosphere that was jocular, informal, and fiercely competitive. While most TV executives avoided taking overt political positions that could potentially alienate a particular swath of viewers, Fuchs openly flashed his progressive beliefs at every opportunity. An outspoken liberal, he liked to talk about campaigning for Bobby Kennedy in 1968 and kept a large photo prominently displayed in his office of Kennedy striding across an airport tarmac alongside his dog, Freckles. He encouraged everyone at HBO to speak their minds incautiously and to debate freely. No holding back, no bullshit.

			Roughly once a month, Fuchs would host an executive lunch for key staffers inside the dining room at the top of the building. Fuchs used the occasions to pace about with a microphone, telling jokes and roasting his subordinates, who sat back and laughed a little too loudly, hoping to avoid Fuchs’s festive derision. “I’m a world-class insulter,” Fuchs says.

			Everyone was expected to work long hours. “I used to look at people with families and say, how do they do this job and have another life?” said Fuchs.

			And, for the most part, they followed him.

			“I love Michael because he was so unfair and he made me so tough,” Nevins said. “He was in everything—every idea. It was his personality that was the sort of founding of HBO: that maverick, irascible, intellectual, sort of primitive Jewish immigrant humor. And the certain kind of sexual license. He was, in many ways, a really important visionary of HBO.”

			For HBO to thrive well into the future, Fuchs told his staff, they would need to keep pushing themselves to improve the network’s original programming—to make more of it, and to make it better.

			“We turned up the flame,” said Fuchs.

			

			•   •   •

			BY THE START OF 1985, HBO was still the most popular premium TV channel in the United States by a large margin. But one competitor was proving to be a true threat. Showtime, a rival cable network owned by billionaire Sumner Redstone’s media conglomerate Viacom, was picking up market share, in part by ramping up its investment in stand-up comedy. HBO executives needed someone to help fight off the territorial incursion. That June, the network hired Chris Albrecht, a TV agent with a unique background in comedy, to head up HBO’s nascent West Coast operations.

			Albrecht was born in 1952 and grew up in Queens, New York. When he was less than a year old, his parents separated, and his father, a Yale-educated engineer who worked for Standard Oil, moved away. Albrecht attended Stuyvesant High School, the city’s top magnet school for math and science, then matriculated to Hofstra University on Long Island. One day, a drinking buddy asked if he wanted to work on the crew for an upcoming Shakespeare festival that was hosted by the college’s theater department. Albrecht took the job. While hanging in the rafters over the stage, spotlighting the actors, something clicked. What he wanted to do was to become an actor.

			Albrecht changed his major to dramatic literature and spent the next two years acting in school productions and reading plays. After college, a friend and fellow actor named Bob Zmuda proposed they form a comedy duo and move to New York City. Zmuda had heard that performing in comedy clubs was a great launching pad for actors looking to break into the entertainment industry. In 1974, Albrecht and Zmuda got a derelict, rat-infested apartment on the Upper West Side of Manhattan and started working as stagehands at a theater inside Riverside Church. During their time off, they sharpened their comedy routine, performing at night for a few bucks in dingy clubs around the city.

			Before long, Albrecht got a job as a manager at the Improv, a storied comedy club on a squalid patch of Forty-Fourth Street, between Eighth and Ninth avenues, in Hell’s Kitchen. Albrecht got to know everybody passing through the club. One day, his boss, Budd Friedman, told Albrecht that he was moving to L.A. to open a new club there. Would Albrecht like to buy 25 percent of the Improv in New York for twenty-five thousand dollars? Albrecht borrowed money from his grandmother and bought in.

			He was in the right place at the right time. In 1975, Saturday Night Live debuted on NBC and turned into a national phenomenon. A new wave of young comedians from SNL and National Lampoon frequently came by the Improv to perform and party. Albrecht played the accommodating host to John Belushi, Andy Kaufman, Gilda Radner, and Garrett Morris. It was a bacchanalian, anything-goes scene, fueled by liquor and cocaine. “There used to be a slogan in the midseventies,” Joe Piscopo said. “If you see something, don’t say something.”

			One of Albrecht’s favorite comics was a dour, gangly, intellectual kid with a big Afro who wore army fatigues and liked to tell high-concept jokes that few people understood. His name was Larry David. When things went badly, David would stop in the middle of the set and walk offstage, hurling insults out the side of his mouth. It was a total downer, the worst thing for the club. Still, fellow comedians couldn’t help admiring David. In comedy, a unique point of view was the world’s greatest advantage.

			In 1980, Albrecht sold his stake in the Improv and parlayed his comedy connections into a job in Los Angeles as a full-time agent at ICM Partners, one of the largest agencies in Hollywood. Using his network from the Improv, Albrecht quickly amassed a deep roster of comedian clients, including Piscopo, Whoopi Goldberg, Dana Carvey, and Keenen Ivory Wayans.

			A few years later, Albrecht was getting fed up with agenting when HBO came calling. Showtime, led by a shrewd young executive named Peter Chernin, was becoming a desirable destination for talented comedians. Showtime was broadcasting a “Comic of the Month” series, which showcased a twenty-six-year-old comedian named Ellen DeGeneres, whom the network dubbed “The Funniest Person in America.” Showtime was also building a lot of excitement around a frequent Tonight Show guest host named Garry Shandling.

			In 1984, Showtime aired his first comedy special, called Garry Shandling: Alone in Vegas, in which the comic riffed on marriage, fishing, pooper-scooper laws, breastfeeding, and all-you-can-eat buffets. “A friend of mine just got divorced,” Shandling said. “He had a divorce party. They showed the wedding film in reverse with the couple walking away from each other.”

			In 1986, Shandling was shopping around an idea for his first TV series, a highly conceptual show in which he would play a neurotic, self-conscious stand-up comic who is aware that he’s also a character on a TV sitcom. Fuchs wanted it badly and offered Shandling a chance to shoot a pilot for HBO. But before that could happen, Showtime swooped in and promised Shandling he could go straight to series, no pilot necessary. Shandling chose to go with Showtime, which went on to air It’s Garry Shandling’s Show for four critically admired seasons.

			With Showtime cutting into a key part of HBO’s business, Albrecht started as the network’s head of West Coast programming, based in Los Angeles. HBO’s headquarters there were housed in the Century Plaza Towers. Designed by architect Minoru Yamasaki, the twin forty-four-story giants in Century City were the tallest buildings outside the city’s downtown. HBO’s offices were located on one of the top floors. Except for the assistants, everyone had an external-facing office with big windows and beautiful views overlooking the sunny, smoggy city.

			At street level, there was a strip mall, an outdoor plaza, and Harry’s, a bar and restaurant that hosted an annual Ernest Hemingway parody contest and served as the unofficial HBO canteen. Having a boss 2,450 miles away was something Albrecht found appealing.

			Albrecht moved into a corner office and quickly became the focal point of HBO gossip. He was funny, slick, and prone to oversharing. Every day, he’d show up in a perfectly tailored two-thousand-dollar suit, which he called his “coat of armor,” practically zipped to his short, muscular frame. He was a dedicated, vocal member of Alcoholics Anonymous and talked frequently about being in couples therapy with his wife.

			A caddish “dry drunk” was the office verdict.

			Whatever Albrecht was into, he pursued aggressively: skiing, spin classes, horses, sports cars—and, most prominently, women. According to former colleagues, Albrecht liked to dish to other men about the notches on his bedpost, the more famous the conquest the better, a form of competitive jousting that seemed to inspire a kind of fraternal awe among certain powerful men in the business. He told one coworker that he’d slept with more than a thousand women.

			He was equally prolific at collecting tight relationships with prominent comedians and quickly proved himself peerless at wrangling talent on HBO’s behalf.

			From his former clients, Albrecht knew that HBO didn’t have any commercials, so comics didn’t have to clean up their acts like when they did their five minutes on Johnny Carson or David Letterman. On HBO, they could do their full club routines. In the 1970s, George Carlin was going around comedy clubs performing a routine called the “Seven Dirty Words You Can’t Say on Television,” mocking the puritanical censorship rules in American media. By 1977, he was doing the whole “shit, piss, fuck, cunt, cocksucker, motherfucker, tits” bit unfettered on HBO.

			As he settled into his new job, Albrecht found that there was one major problem. Although it was growing, HBO’s programming budget was still tiny. The network set aside roughly $35 million for the entire year—a fraction of what the big three broadcast networks were spending annually on their programming. And even that small amount, Albrecht soon realized, had to be carefully guarded internally.

			There were plenty of other people inside HBO—particularly in the affiliate relations division—who thought original programming was a waste of resources. The percentage of HBO subscribers watching shows like Not Necessarily the News, 1st & Ten, and The Hitchhiker was minuscule. In meetings, they argued that research showed the only reason people watched HBO was for the Hollywood movies. The original programming budget would be better spent on direct marketing, cable commercials, or roadside billboards. Anything besides original shows.

			In a meeting once, Carmi Zlotnik, a former HBO production executive, watched in horror as a colleague proposed that the network take the entirety of its original programming budget and use it instead to buy $25 million to $30 million worth of advertising in TV Guide. “The whole thing could have been killed right there,” Zlotnik says.

			While trying to figure out how to maximize his meager budget, Albrecht heard from Bob Zmuda, his former stage partner, who had gone on to write and produce for Andy Kaufman. Zmuda had an idea: a live comedy telethon that would raise money for charity. It would be simple to film, cheap to produce, and all for a good cause. Albrecht got the project approved and with Zmuda put together Comic Relief, a live event hosted by comedians to combat homelessness.

			On March 29, 1986, they staged Comic Relief at the Universal Amphitheater in Los Angeles. Billy Crystal, Whoopi Goldberg, and Robin Williams served as the hosts. For the first time, HBO made one of its events available to nonsubscribers. For one night only, anyone with cable could watch HBO for free. More than fourteen million people tuned in. Dozens of comedians stopped by to do their acts. Garry Shandling performed a routine about being single, telling the audience that the mirror over his bed reads “Objects appear larger than they really are.” Paul Reubens, performing as PeeWee Herman, conducted creepy medical examinations of people in the audience.

			Comic Relief raised $2.4 million for charity. It also got the sales guys off of Albrecht’s back and attracted a wave of favorable press. “Comic Relief gave us a jolt,” Albrecht said.

			

			•   •   •

			ONE EVENING, back in New York, Michael Fuchs made his way to the Oyster Bar in Grand Central Station to talk with Sheila Nevins about her professional future. For the past couple of years, Nevins had been working as a freelance producer, hustling from one gig to another, making documentaries and nonfiction programming, including Real Sex. Among the starched attendants and snappish commuters at the elegant seafood spot, Nevins told Fuchs that she wanted to come back to the network on a full-time basis. She needed the money, and HBO needed her pizzazz, she argued.

			Fuchs agreed, and in 1986, Nevins rejoined HBO, taking over a corner office in the Bryant Park building. “I didn’t like it because there was too much light and I couldn’t see my screen,” Nevins says. “But somebody said to me, Yeah, but it’s a corner office. I said, What does that mean? They said, You’re moving up the chain.”

			Surveying the state of contemporary documentary filmmaking, Nevins was not impressed. “It was an elitist form,” she says. “It was very pedantic.”

			Her main competition was PBS, a network whose work she found to be exceedingly dull. “What’s wrong with the CIA? What’s wrong with your heart? What’s wrong with our health care?” Nevins said. “They were never people stories.”

			The film that Nevins loved most was Salesman. Made in 1969 by Albert and David Maysles, the black-and-white documentary focused on a crew of door-to-door Bible salesmen, chain-smoking cigarettes and trying to upsell poor Irish and Italian immigrants on the illustrated word of the Lord. In the particulars of the shared, grinding, Darwinian struggle was a kind of lyrical humanism. “I remember about eight years ago you were telling me this business is on the fringes,” one salesman laments to another, after a grueling day of bleakly pushing Bibles.

			“It’s still on the fringes,” he says, chuckling.

			During the 1970s, while she was working as a producer on a public television show called The Great American Dream Machine, Nevins had spent a magical day working with the Maysles brothers. Together, they’d traversed Manhattan, going from store to store with their cameras, asking individuals to share their vision of the American dream. One man said he was shopping for the first time after becoming a widower. Another told Nevins his rules for adultery, laughing the whole way through. “I was amazed,” Nevins says. “Each of them was a story.”

			In Salesman, Nevins saw what HBO Documentaries could be—a well-funded platform for filmmakers willing to explore deeply the lives of people on the fringes of society. Drug addicts. Sex workers. Circus freaks. Serial killers. Cult members. Scam artists. And because they were on HBO, it could all be R-rated.

			Since few for-profit institutions were funding documentaries, Nevins could have her pick of filmmakers to commission. Nevins began assembling a constellation of independent producers, her “repertory company,” as she called it, to whom she intermittently gave assignments. “You have to cast documentaries,” she says. “Some films just strike certain people in my mind. You have to cast the filmmaker. Not everybody can make the same film.”

			With a sizable budget at her disposal, Nevins provided sustenance to scores of serious documentary makers in a lean industry. Occasionally, she even put the Maysles to work. She particularly enjoyed giving the highbrow filmmakers lucrative, lowbrow assignments. At one point, HBO’s corporate siblings at Sports Illustrated asked her if she could produce a promotional behind-the-scenes movie about the making of the magazine’s saucy swimsuit issue. “I thought, ‘Aha! I’ll give it to those snobs,’ ” Nevins says.

			Members of the small team of HBO employees who reported to Nevins were assigned to both her highbrow and lowbrow projects. “When I was interviewing to work for Sheila, she sent me ten documentary cassettes,” recalls Kary Antholis, a former HBO development executive, who got his start working for Nevins. “She asked me to rank them two different ways on a one-to-ten basis; which would be the most popular in the ratings and which I thought was the most powerful, aesthetically and creatively.

			“For me, that was a window into the bipolar nature of HBO’s programming philosophy,” Antholis continues. “Either you were doing something for the halo of the brand by making critically acclaimed, award-winning projects. Or you were making something that’s going to get an audience. On occasion, you’d find something that did both. But that was very rare.”

			Years later, Antholis would create and direct One Survivor Remembers, an HBO documentary about Gerda Weissmann Klein, a survivor of the Holocaust, which would win the 1996 Oscar for Best Documentary Short Subject. He also put in time at HBO tending to episodes of Real Sex. “You were expected to work on both ends of the spectrum,” he says.

			To the press, Nevins started referring to her projects as “docutainment.” The secret, she came to believe, was to dig into the muck of individuality and find the connective societal bonds buried within. She came up with a term for it: Real People Stories.

			“I saw there was a door that I could possibly open for colloquial stories that were meaningful and that were aggressively prosocial in some way,” Nevins says. “Not that I’m such a good person. But you needed an ending. And the ending had to be: make the world a little bit better somehow. Make empathy the real reason you told that story. You’d feel for someone you wouldn’t even know and not because they are famous.”

			“I don’t like famous,” she continues. “I like everyday.”

			Within HBO, Nevins was aggressive about staking out and defending her turf from any would-be interlopers. “Michael left me alone. They all left me alone. It was a great gift,” she says. “Stories are all around you if you have the freedom to grab them.”

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 3

			

			The Unsweet Science

			HBO was getting nibbled on by pirates.

			With each passing year in the 1980s, satellite receivers were getting smaller and cheaper. What was once a capital-intensive investment limited to major companies was now something that any middle-class enthusiast could buy from a retail specialty store and install on a roof. Once a dish was up and running, they could pull down any TV signal without paying. They could get HBO for free.

			Studies suggested the industry could be losing hundreds of millions of dollars a year to the free riders. Some cable executives wanted to push Congress for new regulation outlawing the piracy. But the environment in D.C. would be tricky. Ronald Reagan was just starting his second term as president, and fervent belief in deregulation was ascendant in Washington. Getting the government to crack down on recreational satellite usage was going to be a tough sell.

			In the hallways at HBO’s satellite center, they had a better idea. Beat the pirates with technology. In the weeks before Christmas, a team of HBO engineers put the finishing touches on an encryption software system, which they’d licensed from a military contractor. On January 15, 1986, the new system went live, and HBO became the first TV network in the world to scramble its signal. Moving forward, every transmission originating from HBO’s satellite hub would first be encrypted. Only authorized cable companies or lawful, paying HBO subscribers would be given the codes to decipher the signals. The free ride was over.

			Howls rose up from around the country. Suddenly, legions of people who’d gone out and spent hundreds of dollars on a backyard dish could no longer see HBO. They would have to pay. And they were furious. One of the reasons they were so upset is that they would no longer be able to watch boxing on HBO.

			Going back to the early days of the Thrilla in Manila, HBO had included boxing in its mix of sports programming, along with gymnastics, tennis, swim meets, college basketball contests, and Rangers and Knicks games from Madison Square Garden. But as HBO grew into a national network, executives pared down the range of live sports programming. They phased out the New York–centric events and focused on boxing, which appealed to audiences across the country, regardless of geographical affiliations. It was also cheap to broadcast, compared to baseball, basketball, football, or hockey—the TV rights for which were escalating in price and would only get more expensive with each passing year.

			The world of televised boxing, by contrast, was a buyer’s market. While its mainstream popularity was as strong as ever, the broadcast networks were having some trouble marketing the sport to blue-chip, commercial sponsors, who’d grown wary of being associated with its violence ever since an appalling tragedy had gone down on live television.

			On November 13, 1982, in a ring outside Caesars Palace in Las Vegas, the lightweight champion Ray Mancini was fighting a longshot challenger named Kim Duk-Koo. In the fourteenth round of a fiercely contested fight—which was being broadcast live on CBS—Mancini caught Kim with a series of hard right hands, sending the dazed fighter tumbling into the ropes, where he lost his balance, fell over, and slammed his head on the canvas. The referee called the fight. But the damage was done. Kim’s brain was bleeding internally. Minutes later he fell into a coma and was rushed to a nearby hospital, where he underwent brain surgery to relieve the pressure. Kim died days later from the injuries.

			A few weeks later, Howard Cosell, the dean of American sports broadcasters, sat ringside in the Houston Astrodome calling a heavyweight fight for ABC between the titleholder Larry Holmes and an underqualified challenger, a former kickboxer named Randall Cobb.

			By the start of the thirteenth round, the bout was turning ugly. Holmes was battering Cobb ferociously. Cobb was bleeding from his nose and his face was swelling badly. Yet somehow he kept fighting. Cosell grew increasingly agitated. With each blow, he expressed his growing disgust in his inimitable nasally voice, as familiar to most American TV viewers as the voice of their father, their priest, or their president. “Nose bleed again,” Cosell said. “One feels almost a concussion from the mere thud of Holmes’s left on Cobb’s head. Obviously this referee has no intention of stopping this fight.”

			“The blood is all over Cobb’s face now,” Cosell continued. “I wonder if that referee understands that he is constructing an advertisement for the abolition of the very sport that he’s a part of?”

			Cobb survived to the final bell, losing to Holmes in a unanimous decision. (Years later, thanks to his mangled mug, he went on to enjoy a second career playing goonish bad guys in Hollywood films, including Raising Arizona, Fletch Lives, and Ace Ventura: Pet Detective.) But the spectacle of Cosell, Mr. Boxing himself, denouncing the sport on national TV left televised boxing badly bruised. Mainstream advertisers backpedaled away cautiously.

			With no nervous sponsors looking over their shoulders, HBO executives once again saw an opportunity to do the opposite of the broadcast networks. HBO rushed in. “The funny thing about the networks is that they chose the wrong time to get out,” said Ross Greenburg, a top executive at HBO Sports. “Because the eighties were probably the greatest decade in boxing history.”

			Greenburg was a loyal and lowkey HBO stalwart. He grew up in the Westchester suburbs of New York and went to college at Brown University, graduating in the late 1970s. Afterward, he landed an entry-level job at ABC Sports under its charismatic leader Roone Arledge, a producer who saw the sports world through a journalistic, storytelling lens.

			Greenburg joined HBO in 1978, the same year as Sheila Nevins, during the network’s start-up days inside the Time-Life Building. Just twenty-three years old at the time, Greenburg imported Arledge’s sports philosophy into his new job at HBO: in short, find the most compelling athletes and chronicle their life’s tale. “I had a vision of what ABC Sports was and I just changed the letters and carried it over to HBO Sports,” Greenburg says. “Stories. Telling it like it is.”

			In the years to come, Greenburg would help oversee a small but prestigious stable of sports-related programming that would feature a mix of erudite newsmagazine and analysis shows, including Inside the NFL, On the Record with Bob Costas, Real Sports with Bryant Gumbel, and a smattering of sports documentaries.

			The documentaries, which were conceived and produced independently of Sheila Nevins’s group, often delved into sports history. In style and manner, the productions were reminiscent of what Ken Burns was doing at PBS with sound effects, music, and extensive narration. “I was heavily influenced, I’d have to say, by Ken Burns and his Civil War miniseries,” Greenburg says.

			The overarching goal of HBO Sports, he says, was to differentiate itself from the bigger, richer broadcast networks by focusing on the quality of the storytelling and the drama of the athletes on and off the field.

			At the start of 1985, the boxing world was buzzing about an eighteen-year-old heavyweight fighter who was living with a Spartan-like trainer named Cus D’Amato on a country property in rural New York and who was demolishing any amateur who dared step in the ring with him. In March, Mike Tyson signed on for his first professional fight, squaring off against Hector Mercedes
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