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			Boardwalk Empire

			Boardwalk Empire premiered on HBO on September 19, 2010, following much anticipation and fanfare. The head writer and showrunner, Terence Winter, plus some of the directors and even the production designer had worked on The Sopranos, HBO’s most celebrated series at that point and the one most often credited with setting in motion the second Golden Age of Television. Legendary film director Martin Scorsese directed the pilot with a budget estimated at $20 million (some sources claim it was closer to $30 million). The network also pledged an estimated budget of $5 million per episode. In fact, the network had so much faith in Boardwalk Empire and its pedigree that a week earlier, on September 10, they had announced that a second season had already been ordered—a bold move, considering they had no ratings numbers or public reaction to the Prohibition-era drama. 

			During its five seasons on the air, the series won numerous awards, including Screen Actors Guild Awards for the entire cast and for the lead actor; a Writers Guild of America Award for Best New Series, a Golden Globe Award for Best Drama series; and Emmy Awards for Outstanding Directing in a Drama Series and Outstanding Supporting Actor in a Drama Series. In total, the show received 148 nominations and 52 wins. Through five seasons, fifty-seven episodes, countless bottles of rum, and almost as many deaths, Boardwalk Empire dazzled many viewers with its artistry, style, and attention to every detail. 

			And yet, despite awards nominations and wins, good reviews, and a significant amount of Internet chatter, Boardwalk Empire did not have the rousing cultural impact, or the ratings, that HBO and its producers expected. The numbers for the pilot episode were strong: 4.8 million for real-time viewers and 7.1 million with DVR viewings. They remained steady through the first season, but dropped as the series continued. The series finale (October 26, 2014) had 2.3 million for real-time viewers and 6.6. million with DVR viewings. Although people wrote about Boardwalk Empire, recapped episodes, and discussed characters and storylines, there wasn’t a fever pitch of speculation and excitement about it on social media and news sites, as there was for HBO’s other series, Game of Thrones (started in 2011) and True Detective (started in 2014), or AMC’s Mad Men (2007 to 2015) and Breaking Bad (2008 to 2013). Ironic, seeing as Matthew Weiner had submitted his Mad Men pilot script to HBO first, but they had never returned his call. 

			In many ways, HBO was a victim of its own success. As the leader in acclaimed television productions (the network led the pack in awards nominations), they had clout and prestige, but they chose a safer path for what everyone assumed would be their new flagship program—a sort of Deadwood meets Sopranos drama with a cast and crew of proven HBO-worthy talent. 

			However, it wasn’t Boardwalk Empire’s budget or its pedigree that set it apart. Its most striking feature was its willingness to play the long game. They didn’t rush storylines, but instead, let plots and characters develop slowly. The writers rarely felt the need to provide exposition for a character’s motivation, instead asking the audience to listen and to decipher character actions. They killed popular or central characters and radically changed some characters’ roles within the series. One character who appeared to be a supporting one actually held the key to the entire series. 

			The most challenging aspect of the series was the flip side to this strength—there were too many characters. No matter how well written or well acted the show was, the first three seasons were bloated by storylines and unconnected plot points. The truth is, Boardwalk Empire could have been ten different series with ten different lead characters. It is unfortunate to think that some viewers may have lost interest and missed seasons four and five, because this is when the series was pared down and refocused on only a few stories, becoming much more internal and integrative. There was less of a rush to cover ground in trying for exciting viewing. By the close of season five, Boardwalk Empire had proven itself to be a thoughtful and precise story. It may have started as a show about real-life gangsters working with fictional, rum-running criminals, but it ended as one telling personal stories about the choices that can never be undone. 

			
			Boss Winter Takes Charge

			Terence Winter, the creator and showrunner of Boardwalk Empire, didn’t plan to be a writer while growing up. His path to becoming an award-winning screenwriter and producer was non-traditional. Born on October 2, 1960, to a working-class family in Brooklyn, New York, he was a self-described unremarkable high school student who devoted more time to his automotive classes than to English. But when he was sixteen, his perspective started to change. He saw Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver and quickly became obsessed with film—not just the movies themselves, but the art and history of the medium as well. Although it was difficult in the pre-VHS world, Winter sought out late-night movies and art-house cinemas, taking in as much information as he could find. 

			He didn’t make the decision to attend university until his last year of high school. At first studying Medieval History at New York University (he assumed it was the least popular subject and, therefore, easier to get into), he then switched to a journalism major. He put himself through school with loans and a series of odd jobs (cab driver, doorman, newspaper delivery man). Despite his love of film, Winter continued on this more conventional path, studying law at St. John’s University and even practicing corporate law after graduation. He was, however, unhappy with his career choice. And so, approaching his thirtieth birthday, Winter left everything behind and moved to Los Angeles to try his hand at screenwriting. 

			Winter faced major hurdles in his new career path. He had no connections in Los Angeles and had never written a script before. He put his nose to the grindstone and, by his own account, practiced writing night and day. Knowing that no one was going to come looking for him, he worked hard to perfect his craft and to make the necessary connections. He taught himself how to write scripts by watching and pulling apart TV shows, scene by scene. He submitted spec scripts for shows like Doogie Howser, M.D., but it took a few years before anything took hold. He won a place in the Warner Bros. Television Writer’s Workshop and eventually sold scripts to The Cosby Mysteries (starring Bill Cosby) and found regular work on a variety of far more family-friendly than you might expect from the creator of Boardwalk Empire. Over the next few years, Winter wrote for such diverse shows as The New Adventures of Flipper; Sister, Sister; Xena: Warrior Princess; and Diagnosis Murder; occasionally taking on the larger role of producer. However, it was a brief writing gig on The Great Defender (a 1995 series that was cancelled after the first episode aired) that was the turning point in his career. He became good friends with series producer Frank Renzulli. When Renzulli was hired to a new HBO series called The Sopranos, he was instrumental in bringing Winter on as a writer for season two. 

			The Sopranos told the story of a New Jersey mob family led by Tony Soprano and the quest for power inside and outside the organization. The series was created by David Chase, another writer who had aspired to being a filmmaker, but who made his name on episodic television instead. Chase came to Hollywood in the 1970s and worked as writer and producer on The Night Stalker, The Rockford Files, and I’ll Fly Away, among other shows. He was known in Hollywood as a script doctor, someone who came in to help punch up scripts and who had written many pilot scripts. He created Almost Green, a series that aired in 1988 and lasted thirteen episodes, but he made his bread and butter by working on other people’s shows. However, when the pilot script for The Sopranos made the rounds in Hollywood, those who read it, Terence Winter included, knew that something incredible was in the works. The pilot aired on January 10, 1999, and it was a game-changer for HBO, cable television, and television as a whole. It was a dark, layered, often violent story that asked viewers to root for the bad guys. The Sopranos raised the bar on prestige dramas and ensured HBO’s position as the network to beat for quality, award-winning programming.  

			Winter stayed with The Sopranos for the run of the series, writing twenty-five of the eighty-six episodes (it lasted for six seasons) and serving as co-producer throughout. Winter considers Chase a mentor who helped him move from sitcom writer to long-form drama writer without losing a sense of humour in his writing. Chase taught him that if you write about characters honestly, the humour will follow. For his work on The Sopranos, Winter won a Writers Guild Award, an Edgar Allen Poe Award (presented by the Mystery Writers of America), and two Emmy Awards (Outstanding Writing for a Drama Series and Outstanding Drama Series). 

			Shortly before the series ended in 2007, an HBO executive handed Winter the book Boardwalk Empire: The Birth, High Times, and Corruption of Atlantic City by Nelson Johnson, asking if he would be interested in developing a series around it. HBO had a production deal with Mark Wahlberg and his producing partner, Stephen Levinson, who had optioned the book. (They were already producing Entourage, a series loosely based on Wahlberg’s life in Hollywood, for HBO.) The executive informed Winter that Martin Scorsese was already attached to the project. Wahlberg, who had worked with Scorsese on the 2006 film The Departed, had asked the director if he would ever be interested in working on a television series. Scorsese had said yes, but waited until he saw a script to fully commit. Winter, excited about the prospect of working with an idol and keen to find a new project to sink his teeth into, read Johnson’s book. 

			
			From Health Spa to Crime Den

			Johnson’s book, Boardwalk Empire, tells the history of Atlantic City, New Jersey, from its beginning as a small fishing community to its time as a health resort to its transformation into a tourist mecca. It is a story of real estate deals, gambling, corruption, Prohibition-era crime, boom and bust economies, and dwindling resources. The book covers more than a century’s worth of major players and leaders in the city, but Winter settled on one character and one era in particular—the 1920s and Prohibition—to be the focus of his series. 

			Dr. Jonathan Pitney established Atlantic City in the 1850s as a seaside health resort. Absecon Island was a small fishing community off the New Jersey coast with small huts, ragged beaches, a high insect population, no reliable transportation to the mainland, and limited access to fresh water. And yet, Pitney saw enough potential that he convinced a New Jersey businessman, Samuel Richards, to invest.  Richards was instrumental in bringing rail lines to the area, ensuring easy and convenient travel. The new community was divided into neighbourhoods, and major streets were named after the American states. It was designed to be welcoming and familiar to all the wealthy visitors whom they hoped to attract. Anyone familiar with the board game Monopoly will also recognize the names of the streets and railway companies and the Boardwalk, as the original game was modelled on Atlantic City.

			Initially, only wealthy patrons who could afford train travel and a stay at a health resort made Atlantic City a popular destination. As the years passed and train travel became more affordable, the demographics of the tourists changed. Atlantic City became an affordable destination for workers and the rising middle class from the industrial regions in the East—mainly Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, and New York. Travel to Atlantic City, especially on the weekends, rose dramatically. Shops along the Boardwalk showcased new inventions or sold saltwater taffy and trinkets for tourists to take home. There were shows and exhibitions featuring pretty girls—the Miss America pageant got its start in Atlantic City in 1921—and a carnival atmosphere. John Lake Young’s “Million Dollar Pier,” which included a ballroom and an amusement park, offered several shows a day displaying fishing nets emptied on the pier. Each fish was held up and identified for the gathered paying customers. Everything in Atlantic City had an admission price, and visitors were willing to pay. They could relax near the ocean, spend their hard-earned money, and blow off steam. 

			Atlantic City needed the tourists and needed them to return year after year; this meant keeping the tourists happy. Louis “The Commodore” Kuehnle, a hotel owner and leader in the New Jersey Republican Party organization, was a central figure in the rise and expansion of Atlantic City into a modern city in the late 1800s. He championed the growing tourist industry, brought in affordable gas and telephone companies for the population (by starting his own companies and forcing prices down), and built the first permanent, long-lasting boardwalk, which became synonymous with the city.  The Commodore was instrumental in ensuring that the government, city officials, and criminals all worked for the common good—and that common good was money. Industries of vice—gambling, prostitution, and alcohol—were not only condoned by the local government under the guidance of the Commodore, but also legitimized. He established a system

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/logo_fmt.jpeg
& HarperCollins e-books





OEBPS/image/boardwalk_empire_uht_cover_resized.jpg
THE UNTOLD HISTORY OF TELEVISION

BOARDWALK
EMPIRE

By KATHLEEN OLMSTEAD





