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FOR MAUREEN, FOREVER

         

         

         

“For the haughty men

have risen up against me,

the ruthless seek my life.”

         

—PSALM 54:3

         

         

“A man flattened by an opponent

can get up again.

A man flattened by conformity

stays down for good.”

         

—THOMAS WATSON, JR.






CHAPTER FIFTEEN

No Spin Viewers

ISSUE 15: Not liking O’Reilly

THE OPPONENTS: Regular folks

         

ABDI: O’Reilly, I don’t like the way you disrupt your guests. Please get some help from Larry King. He might teach you how to interview.

O’REILLY: I doubt it, Abdi. But then again, you never know. By the way, do you think Hillary and Al Gore are afraid to go on Larry’s broadcast?

MICHELE: O’Reilly, I quit watching the Factor because I find you so egotistical. So now my mother calls me every evening to tell me what I missed. I don’t know which is worse.

O’REILLY: Michele, Michele, Michele . . .  listen to your mom. She obviously knows what’s best.

[image: image]

Some weeks, more than 25,000 letters arrive in the Zone. They come from people all over the world sounding off about everything you can think of. And one of the most popular topics is . . .          me.

How could such a shy guy generate so much, uh, feeling? I can’t figure it out.

The feeling comes in all shades. We get plenty of good, complimentary mail, and I try to answer as much of it as I can. The negative stuff is separated into a special pile. Because of time constraints, I selectively respond to both friendly and unfriendly fire on my television program. But in this chapter I want to deal directly with some of the unfavorable letters. Here’s why: Many of the pans are full of no spin. The Zone likes that.

The negative mail divides neatly into two camps. Those who don’t approve of my positions on issues, and those who simply don’t approve of me in my entirety. Let’s begin with a correspondent from Vermont named Don: “Mr. O’Reilly, every time I stumble across your program, I am amazed how rude and obnoxious you are. And no there is no context in which it is appropriate. A typical rude American attitude. Yes, I am American.”

Don joins legions of people all over the world who see me as “rude.” But I can explain. The No Spin Zone shuts down people who don’t directly answer the questions or purposely distort the facts. In order to impose the Zone rules, I have to interrupt when a guest begins to meander or, well, lie.

There are three reasons for this. First, I don’t want to waste your time. Far too many TV interviewers allow their guests to blather on about nothing. Second, facts are facts—I have them in hand, and if the guest denies those facts, verbal confrontation immediately ensues. Finally, television is now run by computers. I have only so much time for each interview before the commercial break automatically appears on your screen. The machines have taken over. I have to interrupt to stay on time. It breaks my heart.

I’m spinning. It doesn’t break my heart. I want people to GET TO THE POINT. I want them to be pithy. I want them to tell you the truth or what they think is the truth. I don’t want bloviating, equivocating, or weaseling of any kind. Chatus interruptus is sometimes desperately needed on television.

So, Don is right. Sometimes I am rude, but I don’t mean it to be offensive. It’s just the rules of the game. The Zone rules.

James from Ohio is next up. “Sir, to be fair to you I watched three weeks’ worth of the Factor to get a full flavor of your content and style. In all honesty I must admit that your program is a disgrace to ‘real’ journalism. Your bullying style is neither effective nor admirable. Did you ever see Walter Cronkite point his finger in someone’s face? Shame on you.”

The clue in this letter is the mention of Cronkite. Chances are the writer is a senior citizen who enjoyed ol’ Walter’s calm demeanor as he read the day’s headlines each night on CBS Evening News. In England such activity is honestly called what it is: news reading. Walter Cronkite did not express his opinions. He wanted to appear objective and credible and fair.

What I do is completely different. I analyze the news. I am the op-ed page of television.

Many viewers don’t understand this concept because it is brand-new in prime time. The Factor is not a hard news broadcast. It is opinion and analysis. But when I give an opinion, the word “commentary” usually appears on your TV screen. We try to guide our viewers through the No Spin Zone because we realize that we are different. Some people can handle it, some people cannot.

And some people like Celia from California are in the middle. “O’Reilly, it seems pretty clear to me that you are quite proud of your bombastic, interruptive manner. I agree with several of your positions, but our country already suffers from so much incivility in the media. Must you add to it in the name of no spin?”

Celia is correct. I am proud of the Zone, and I don’t believe we are disrespectful to anyone. We are direct. I fully realize that some nonconfrontational viewers (PBS watchers?) find this offensive. But most of our guests and viewers return. Only a very few interview subjects, like Clinton adviser Rahm Emmanuel and Mary Frances Berry of the NAACP, have stalked off in a huff. The Zone is a serious place. Every day we deal with important issues and we follow the credo of the legendary band the Talking Heads: “This ain’t no party, this ain’t no disco, this ain’t no foolin’ around.”

Journalism is supposed to be tough. The truth is not easily exposed when propagandists are paid huge sums of money to spin lies and deceit. Celia is watching this all unfold and some of it is unsettling to her. That’s okay—unsettling can be good.

And then there’s Norman, also from California. “Mr. O’Reilly, I watch you on TV and have read your book [The O’Reilly Factor: The Good, the Bad, and the Completely Ridiculous in American Life]. I expect that soon you will come out with music. A song something like ‘I’m marvelous, I’m wonderful to see.’ Why are you so conceited?”

This is another very common theme in the negative mailbox. And I have to admit that I am not a humble guy. But that’s not my fault, as all of my ancestors were conceited louts. I need your sympathy, Norman, not your scorn. I need a government program to save me.

But here’s some no-spin on Norman’s observation. Anyone—and I mean anyone—who delivers a strong opinion in America is going to be labeled an egomaniac. That’s just how it is. In many parts of this country it is considered extremely ill-mannered to voice a dissenting opinion. You’ll ruin Thanksgiving dinner. You’ll start a fight in the bar. You’ll offend somebody. Dating Rosie O’Donnell or falling into a pit of vipers is not the number one fear among Americans, public speaking is. The country founded on freedom of speech is populated by human beings who are often deathly afraid of speaking up in front of a crowd.

Your mother probably told you—mine told me—that you should never talk about religion or politics. And what am I doing every night? Making a career out of talking about religion and politics and everything else on the planet. For that, I take a massive amount of heat from people like Norm. Fair enough. But like Harry Truman, I can stick it out in the kitchen.

Behind the refrigerator in that kitchen is often somebody like Barbara from Phoenix, who finds me personally offensive. “Mr. O’Reilly, you are rude, crude and unattractive. Nothing personal, just the facts as I see them.”

Nooooo. Nothing personal, Barb. And if you think I’m unattractive on the tube, you should see me without makeup. Dogs howl. Bats fly in the daylight. Blowfish giggle.

Abdi, who lives in Houston, agrees with Barbara but goes further, offering me some professional advice. “O’Reilly, I don’t like the way you disrupt your guests. Please get some help from Larry King. He might teach you how to interview.”

I doubt it, Abdi. But then again, you never know. However, I’m not sure my ego could take instruction from Larry. And Michele from Michigan would second that. “O’Reilly, I quit watching the Factor because I find you so egotistical. So now my mother calls me every evening to tell me what I missed. I don’t know which is worse.”

Michele, Michele, Michele. Listen to your mom. She knows what’s best for you even if you don’t. And I am saying that in all humility.

Gina lives in Ohio, but I suspect she and Michele hang out. “O’Reilly, let me see if I have this right—if you make enough money you can be arrogant and scream at the people on your program. Why do you make a fool out of yourself?”

I don’t know, Gina, I just don’t know. As for the “screaming,” it is called “passionate discussion.” Just because a voice is raised doesn’t mean there’s “screaming.” I like to see emotion in a person. I am tired of zombies doing the news. ARE YOU HEARING ME, GINA? Whoops. Sorry, Gina. I bet you never thought a book would yell at you.

And then there are the ideologues, the viewers on both the left and the right who absolutely go nuts when you criticize their “guys.” Thousands of letters poured into the Zone after we exposed Jesse Jackson’s nonprofit tax returns. The documents showed that very little donated money was going for charitable work.

That teed Curtis from Los Angeles off big-time. “I can’t believe a television network would put someone like you, O’Reilly, on the air. You are a racist and you can’t furnish evidence to dispute this fact.”

Ah, the old race card. It is alive and well in America. You can thank folks like Jesse Jackson and David Duke for that. Forget the merits of our investigation, I am a racist for even bringing up the subject. Well, Curtis, all I can say is that you are wrong and your criticism is cheap. Drop that line of nonsense and debate the facts. You’ll be a better man for it.

And how about the Clintonistas? Wooo. They don’t like your humble correspondent. I designated Brian in Colorado to speak for them. “Mr. O’Reilly, the pit-bull-like ferocity with which you attack the Clintons has strayed into the area of irrationality. There comes a time when investigative reporting becomes a witch-hunt. Be a journalist, not a lynch mob organizer.”

What can I say, Brian? Bill Clinton will go down in history as one of the most corrupt presidents of all time. I reported that. And there’s still much more to come. Keep watching.

And of course there is thunder from the right. Tammy from Tennessee is fired up because I believe homosexuals should have equal protection under the law. “O’Reilly, why do you hate Christians? I believe the Bible is the word of God, and I take it literally. Homosexuality is an abomination to the Lord. Why are you so intolerant?”

Tammy, it is your right to believe in the Bible and live according to it. It is not your right to impose that belief on anyone else. I happen to believe that all Americans have a right to make a living and have a lifestyle free from religious judgment. As long as gays or any other group do not intrude on you, they should be left alone. Let God sort the private stuff out. He is smart enough to do it right.

There’s something very peculiar about the negative letters, by the way. As you can see from the above sampling, I get it from both sides—and each side is firmly convinced that I’m the enemy. How does that happen?

Richard from Oklahoma puts me somewhere to the left of the ACLU: “O’Reilly, you sneer at those who do not share your liberal views. You would make a good member of the super-liberal gang headed by Al Hunt and Margaret Carlson.”

Not so fast, Richard. Alan in Connecticut takes issue with your missive. “Mr. O’Reilly, how dare you consider yourself a journalist? Your smug attitude and unconditional love for the Republican Party is obvious.”

Is it really, Alan? Here’s the no spin truth: I am an independent. I vote for the most honest and most effective problem-solver in the running. The politician I’ve most admired in my lifetime is Bobby Kennedy, a Democrat. The politician I least respect is Bill Clinton, a Democrat.

Okay, test me . . .  go through my beliefs and come up with the appropriate ism.

	I believe that the federal government wastes a huge amount of the people’s money and that most politicians buy votes with entitlement promises.


	I believe that global warming is real.


	I believe that the green movement has hurt America because it has shut down responsible energy exploration.


	I don’t believe in the death penalty.


	I would not outlaw abortion, but I would restrict it and encourage Americans to see this ghastly procedure as a human rights issue.


	I believe in stringent control of hard drugs, but I would decriminalize marijuana use.


	I would “suggest” that the automakers develop cars and trucks that would be far more fuel-efficient than they are today. (If they don’t, the government ought to slap a huge tax on them.)


	I would order the Department of Energy to strictly monitor any kind of energy price collusion or gouging—and impose massive fines on any company found guilty of these crimes.


	I would have the federal government negotiate discounted drug prices with pharmaceutical companies so that there could be an affordable Medicare drug benefit. These manufacturers should be pressured to be “generous” in their pricing and rewarded with tax incentives for complying.


	I believe America should maintain the most powerful armed forces in the world and develop a missile shield if the technology is feasible.


	I would eliminate the payroll tax and institute a national sales tax to cover Social Security and Medicare. The sales tax would slide depending on need. Those Americans who saved would be rewarded. The poorest would have more cash in their pockets.


	I support setting up federal prison work camps on federal land in Alaska for violent offenders. Murder, rape, hard-drug dealing, and gun crimes would be punished at the federal level—taking the massive expense and chaos away from the states. These federal prisons would be run military style, and the violent convicts would in effect be


	

	















CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Caution: You Are About to Enter a No Spin Zone

ISSUE 16: You and your own personal Zone

THE OPPONENT: The world we live in

         

This final chapter is between you and me. Man to woman. Man to man. Man to kid. The question in play is a most important one: Should you establish your own personal No Spin Zone?

And don’t react too quickly . . .  The answer is not as obvious as you might think.

It’s a question that only you can answer. To do so, let’s imitate Benjamin Franklin’s approach to making a decision: We’ll make a list of pros and cons and then try to balance them out.

Pro: A personal No Spin Zone will save you time, money, and frustration. It will allow you to make value judgments based upon hard facts and evidence. And—provided that you keep an open mind and examine all available credible data—you’ll be comfortable with your conclusions on most matters.

Here’s the key that unlocks the Zone: the ability to be rigorous with yourself in always challenging your initial thoughts and conclusions. The Zone is no place for zealots, lemmings, or weak-minded followers. It is a state of mind that demands the discipline of clear thinking and the flexibility to change that thinking should the evidence dictate. Summing up, the No Spin Zone is not an easy place to be.

Why? Because it’s far easier to let others form your opinions. You then don’t have to exercise your brain cells and the crowd will readily accept you. Politicians, commentators, and others vying to fill your head space are eager to supply you with particular points of view. And increasingly, many Americans are buying into viewpoints that crush independent thinking. Why think when media talking heads and newspaper columnists will do that for you? After all, aren’t these people “experts”?

Well, no, they are not. At least most of them aren’t. There are no experts when it comes to making personal decisions. That’s your own private domain. Sure, nobody is right all the time and you won’t be either. We are all occasionally defeated on the field of logic. But take your shot at forming your own personal philosophy. It’s actually fun and satisfying to develop a code of behavior and a clear thinking pattern. Don’t let pinheads, even smart pinheads, do your thinking for you. Ben Franklin would be appalled if you did that.

Con: The biggest negative about establishing a personal No Spin Zone is that it will alienate some people you may not want to alienate. Here’s the best warning I can give you: Don’t be like me! You don’t have to confront the spinners head-on, as I do. It’s my job to be a pain in the butt or a loudmouth boor (I put that in for the readers in Berkeley, California, and Cambridge, Massachusetts). But you can use diplomacy in your personal Zone; you can conduct yourself with measured authority. Also, I have only an hour each day to get my point across—you have a lifetime. You can use finesse in the Zone and you can outsmart the spinners of this world.

But why bother? I’m talking about a lot of concentrated, continuing work. And even with that you are going to butt heads with people, no matter how diplomatic you are. It’s sad but true: Many Americans resent any kind of intellectual challenge. Question some dopey statement they’ve made, and their response will likely be a personal attack on you.

But here’s some no spin magic potion. Avoid those people. That’s part of setting up a personal No Spin Zone: avoiding cretins whom you cannot possibly win over. Very few people have actual power over you; you can safely ignore those who don’t. Smile at them and wave as you walk away. There are more than 6 billion persons on the planet. You can afford to lose the hopeless and the misguided.

So how about it? Pro or con? Of course I am the gatekeeper of the No Spin Zone and its biggest fan. There are huge upsides in setting up your own personal Zone. You will become more aware, exercising your God-given talents of perception and reasoning. You will begin to pay closer attention to the world around you. That leads to an improved ability to seize opportunities and avoid costly mistakes. You are far more likely to reject foolish, dangerous people who can betray your trust and dampen your spirit. You will take no individuals or issues for granted because you will be constantly making decisions based upon facts and life experience. In sum you will be more alive, and this will add tremendous power to your life.

Most of my acquaintances tell consistent tales of woe. They are always being taken advantage of or bamboozled. They feel victimized all the time. I’m sure you know people like this. But after you set up a personal No Spin Zone, you will learn not to tolerate victimizers or charlatans or liars or manipulators. First off, you can just refuse to associate with them. And if that doesn’t work and they are still having an impact on your life, call them out verbally. Do this only when it is absolutely necessary, but you have a perfect right to be fool free.

If solicitors call my home, for example, I tell them within ten seconds that I do not do business on the phone—they can send me something if they like. Then I hang up. Rude? No. The call is intrusive and rude.

Another example is that I have instituted the two-call rule in my personal Zone. If I call a person twice and don’t receive a call back, that relationship is over. I leave a short message saying that I will not be calling again. If it’s a business matter, I turn the thing over to my attorney (an old friend I trust). If I absolutely have to reach someone for business, I call his or her secretary and set up a phone appointment. I ask for an exact time when I can talk to the person. If the secretary is unwilling to do that, I know that the business arrangement, whatever it is, will not work.

Other Zone commandments: If I’ve made a restaurant reservation, I expect it to be honored within fifteen minutes. Same with a doctor’s appointment. The physician’s time is valuable but so is mine and so is yours. Being on time and honoring your word are signs of respect. I want to deal only with people who are respectful of others, even in a casual setting such as a restaurant. Be aware of how others are treating you and question that treatment if you feel it isn’t square. That’s all part of a no spin life.

Now, you don’t have to be as rigid as I am in my Zone, and you can come up with your own set of rules. But believe me, nobody wastes my time. And no one cons me. I have a good broker, lawyer, taxman, and great friends, many of whom I have known for most of my life. I brook no lies, no deceit, no insincerity. I am almost the same off the air as I am on the air. Is that frightening or what?

But the Zone has worked for me. I have a good life. I am not a victim or a victimizer. I have never owed anybody any money and I fulfill my obligations. I have two basic reasons for trying to lead a no spin life: My time and my honor are valuable to me. Very valuable.

Hey, I probably don’t have to convince you—I already know you’re a Zone-friendly person. How do I know that? Because you’ve stuck with me and my ideas to the end of this book. I hope you have enjoyed the journey through these pages, and I am honored that you have taken the time to consider what I have to say.

I can guarantee you that life in the No Spin Zone is never boring, usually fun, and always challenging. While millions of others are indeed spinning their wheels, those in the Zone are forging ahead, making progress in their lives without getting dizzy and disoriented.

That’s because we’re on solid ground. That’s the true beauty of the No Spin Zone: It most often leaves you feeling clear and content at the end of the day. You have time for the important things like family and friends. The Zone is a code, a lifestyle, a complete no-frills thought process.

Believe me when I tell you I believe what I’m saying, and am in the Zone for the long run. In fact, even longer . . .  because I’ve set aside these words to be engraved on my tombstone:

         

“HE’LL NEVER SPIN IN HIS GRAVE.”
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