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Behind every successful television series is a development executive who, at some point in the insanity of the development process, put his ass on the line so that the show might live.
This book is dedicated to those executives.
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Introduction

One phone call changed everything.

After a decade as Brandon Tartikoff’s lieutenant at NBC, I’d finally gotten the chance to run the entertainment division on my own. Brandon had taken a job at Paramount Pictures, leaving me as the guy to pick the shows and set the schedule. Credit for NBC’s success would be mine, but so would blame for its failure. At that moment, the latter seemed far more likely than the former.

It was the early nineties, and we were flagging as a network. We were flagging a little as a nation as well. Economic malaise had returned with the beginning of the Gulf War and an accompanying spike in the price of oil. High unemployment and government deficits were putting downward pressure on the advertising marketplace. My timing sucked. We’d had a good run, but our shows were old. In the fall of 1991, The Cosby Show was entering its eighth season. The Golden Girls its seventh. L.A. Law its sixth. Viewership was off for each, and our general audience numbers across the schedule had plunged by double digits in a year’s time. We’d managed to win the May sweeps, but it was the barest of victories. We were neck and neck with CBS and ABC after leading the pack throughout the eighties.

Brandon had timed his departure impeccably. I found myself holding both an exalted new title—NBC Entertainment president—and the bag.

I drew my chief strength and consolation from our top-rated comedy, Cheers. It may have been approaching its eleventh season, but Cheers wasn’t showing its age. Its audience was larger than ever. Cheers had started life in the cellar—it was the seventy-seventh highest-rated show out of seventy-seven at the end of its opening season—but it had become a perennial top ten show and a revenue powerhouse for NBC.

For me, Cheers was a sentimental favorite as well since I’d been associated with it from its inception. I could well remember the pitch for Cheers, conducted over breakfast in the private dining room at NBC in Burbank. Director Jim Burrows with Les and Glen Charles, who would create and executive produce the show, had visited a Boston bar where customers (and their stories) entered through a revolving door. Over scrambled eggs and bacon, they spun out the nearly limitless comic possibilities such a setting would afford. The only sensible response was “Let’s do it!”

We knew we had a gem from the beginning, even if viewers needed a year or so to catch on. With the premiere of The Cosby Show in 1984—Cheers’ third season on the air—NBC could boast a Thursday night lineup consisting of Cosby, Family Ties, Cheers, Night Court, and Hill Street Blues. These five shows made for a remarkable evening of television, what we at the network thought of as our “Night of Bests.”

NBC may have been floundering generally in the early nineties, but Cheers remained our rock. Its audience was huge and reliable (for both original episodes and repeats) and was divided almost evenly between men and women. That’s rare enough in the TV business to approach unique. Better still, Cheers was a bull’s-eye show for advertisers’ dream demographic, the coveted eighteen- to forty-nine-year-old urban viewer with disposable income. It was also an Emmy magnet of unquestioned quality and pedigree.

Produced on stage 25 on the Paramount lot in Hollywood, Cheers was dependable and trouble-free. Two dozen high-caliber episodes each season. A great stable of series regulars with new ones thrown in for variety from year to year. The show was funny as hell and functioned as the spine of the network. It was a tent pole smack in the middle of Thursday night. Without it, we were sure to wallow and drift. I knew I’d need Cheers and its reliable success if I were to have any hope of turning NBC around, and there was no reason to think I wouldn’t have Cheers to lean on.

Then the call came in.

I was in a meeting in my office at the NBC complex in Burbank when Patty, my assistant, stuck her head in the door.

“Ted Danson is on the phone,” she said.

Professionally, I knew Ted well. Personally, only a little. I’d skied with him once in Colorado, but he rarely phoned me. I decided to step out and take the call at Patty’s desk. I thought Ted might have a cause he wanted me to contribute to or an event he wanted me to attend.

Like most Americans who’d passed a newsstand or checked out at a grocery store in the previous six months, I had a fair idea of what Ted had been up to. During his last hiatus from Cheers, he’d starred opposite Whoopi Goldberg in Made in America, a limp comedy about artificial insemination. In the course of the ten-week shoot in Oakland, Ted and Whoopi had become an unlikely item.

I can’t say I was terribly surprised. This sort of thing happens regularly in the entertainment business. Actors on a movie set often behave like counselors at summer camp, so liaisons and divorces are more the rule than the exception. I was only troubled by the fact that Ted starred in a wildly popular weekly comedy that Whoopi claimed to have never seen. The TV executive in me took wounded offense.

Ted and I exchanged pleasantries, and then he dropped the bomb.

“This is my last season on Cheers,” Ted told me. “I’m not coming back.”

I was staggered. I hoped it was a negotiating ploy, but I couldn’t imagine why it would be. Ted was already the highest-paid actor on television at $400,000 an episode.

“I’ve thought about it a lot and discussed it with Whoopi,” Ted told me, “and we think this is what I need to do.”

By this point, panic had set in. I perched on the edge of Patty’s desk and tried to figure out what to say. What to do. How to breathe.

“Whoopi thinks I need to find out who Ted is. If I don’t, she says I’ll never grow as a person.”

“I know who Ted is,” I wanted to tell him. “Ted’s the guy who makes $10 million a year starring in one of the highest-rated shows on television. Ted can afford to find out who Ted is in the off-season.”

I had the sharp, metallic taste of rank desperation in my mouth. My mind was racing. I began to wonder what my next career might bring. Back in New Jersey, I’d put myself through college as a teamster truck driver. Maybe they’d take me back?

“I just wanted you to hear it from me,” Ted said. That was him all over. Classy as hell. I couldn’t fault Ted, but I was devastated nonetheless.

Looking back, I can appreciate how pivotal that moment was. NBC’s “Night of Bests” was well behind us, and the phenomenal success of Must See TV was just over the horizon. But I was too shaken and too close to the ground to see any of that at the time. Cheers was suddenly in my rearview mirror. Ahead lay barren road. What would happen next was anybody’s guess.

Fortunately for me—fortunately for us all—what did happen next was television at its very best. From 1993 through 1998, NBC exploded every conventional notion of what a broadcast network could accomplish with a prime-time lineup. On Thursday nights in particular, everybody watched the peacock. We beat the three other networks combined by wide margins. Mad About You. Frasier. Seinfeld. Friends. Will & Grace. ER. At its height, NBC’s Thursday prime-time schedule of Must See shows attracted a staggering seventy-five million viewers and generated more revenue for NBC than the other six nights of the week combined. In today’s fractured entertainment market, NBC averages an anemic audience of less than six million for its Thursday night lineup.

At the time, we hardly understood the magnitude of what we were accomplishing in broadcast television. I’d like to say the remarkable success of Must See TV was the result of impeccable foresight and strategy from me and my team at NBC, but there was a lot of luck and no little alchemy involved as well. At the network, we developed and steered where we could, but our fundamental goal—and my guiding principle as president of entertainment—was to get into business with talented people and let them be talented. It sounds simple enough, but when I look at NBC’s fortunes this past decade, I wonder if it’s not a lesson that needs relearning.

To that end, here’s the story of how we did it, the ultimate insider’s guide to Must See TV. Because our success was a team effort, this is a team history, an intimate account of a golden era in broadcast television told by the people who helped make it happen—the writers, the directors, the producers, the actors, and, yes, the suits like me. Whatever you do, don’t touch that dial.


Players Guide

Talent

JASON ALEXANDER—Actor, writer, producer, and singer. Best known for his role as the neurotic George Costanza on Seinfeld.

ANTHONY EDWARDS—Actor, producer, and director. With a big-screen blastoff in Top Gun, is best known for his soulful lead role as Dr. Mark Greene for eight seasons on ER.

KELSEY GRAMMER—Five-time Emmy Award–winning actor, director, and producer. Best known for his historic twenty-year portrayal of psychiatrist Dr. Frasier Crane in Cheers and Frasier. Currently executive producing and starring in Boss on Starz.

SEAN HAYES—Multiple Emmy Award–winning actor, comedian, and producer. Known for his role as Jack McFarland in Will & Grace. Currently cast as Larry in the upcoming Three Stooges feature film and executive producer on NBC’s new drama Grimm.

HELEN HUNT—Academy Award–winning actress for As Good as It Gets. Writer, director, and producer who starred in Mad About You with Paul Reiser.

LISA KUDROW—Emmy Award–winning actress and producer. Best known for her role as the offbeat and unpredictable Phoebe Buffay in Friends.

ERIQ LA SALLE—Actor, producer, director. Best known for playing the hardwired Dr. Peter Benton on ER for eight seasons.

MATT LEBLANC—Actor and producer who played the lovable Joey Tribbiani on Friends. Also starred in the spin-off Joey. Currently plays a fictional version of himself in Episodes on Showtime.

JOHN LITHGOW—Multiple Oscar-nominated actor, musician, and author. Known for his tremendous range in his feature film roles and playing Dick Solomon, the head of the alien household, in 3rd Rock from the Sun.

JULIANNA MARGULIES—Emmy Award winner. Will always be remembered for her portrayal of nurse Carol Hathaway for six seasons on ER but is currently giving that legacy a challenge as the star of The Good Wife on CBS.

ERIC MCCORMACK—Emmy Award–winning actor, musician, writer, and producer best known for playing Will Truman on NBC’s Will & Grace. Currently stars in the TNT drama series Perception.

DEBRA MESSING—Emmy Award–winning actress best known for playing Grace Adler in Will & Grace. Currently starring in the NBC drama Smash from executive producer Steven Spielberg.

MEGAN MULLALLY—Multiple Emmy Award winner for playing the opinionated Karen Walker on Will & Grace.

DAVID HYDE PIERCE—Four-time Emmy Award–winning actor, director, and musician. Best known for playing psychiatrist Dr. Niles Crane on Frasier.

PAUL REISER—Comedian, actor, author, and musician. Best known for creating, co-writing, executive producing, and starring in Mad About You.

DAVID SCHWIMMER—Multiple award–winning actor, producer, and director. Best known for playing paleontologist Ross Geller on Friends.

JERRY SEINFELD—The King of Comedy. Emmy Award–winning writer, executive producer, actor, director, and comedian. Best known for starring as a semi-fictional version of himself on Seinfeld.

MARK SWEET—The king of multi-camera comedy audience warm-up. Over four thousand episodes from Cheers to Mike & Molly.

NOAH WYLE—One of ER’s brightest stars who began his eleven-year ER run playing medical student John Carter. George Clooney once proclaimed, “If I ever get to be young again, I want to be Noah Wyle.” Currently starring in Falling Skies on TNT.

Writers, Producers, and the Director

JIMMY BURROWS—The most successful director in television comedy—ever. Multiple Emmy–winning executive producer of Cheers and Will & Grace. Directed the pilots of Taxi, Cheers, Wings, Frasier, Friends, Will & Grace, NewsRadio, 3rd Rock from the Sun, Dharma & Greg, Mike & Molly, 2 Broke Girls, and many more.

MARCY CARSEY—Perhaps the most creative nonwriter in the TV business. Former ABC TV executive who together with Tom Werner formed Carsey-Werner Productions, television’s most successful modern-era independent production company. Their hits include The Cosby Show, Roseanne, That ’70s Show, A Different World, and 3rd Rock from the Sun.

PETER CASEY—Multiple Emmy Award–winning writer and producer who went from The Jeffersons to Cheers and then created and executive produced Wings and Frasier with writing partners David Lee and David Angell. Sadly, David Angell died on September 11, 2001. He and his wife, Lynn, were aboard American Airlines Flight 11, which crashed into the North Tower of the World Trade Center.

DAVID CRANE—Multiple Emmy Award winner and brilliant comedic writer. The creator and executive producer of Friends along with his longtime friend and writing partner, Marta Kauffman, with whom he also created Dream On. Kevin Bright was also an executive producer of Friends. David is currently co-creator and executive producer of Episodes on Showtime.

MARTA KAUFFMAN—Multiple Emmy Award–winning writer, producer, co-creator, and executive producer of Friends and Dream On.

DAVID KOHAN—Emmy Award winner who co-created and executive produced Will & Grace with his longtime writing partner and best friend, Max Mutchnick.

DAVID LEE—Multiple Emmy Award winner, executive producer, writer, and director who went from writing on The Jeffersons to Cheers and then created and executive produced Wings and Frasier with Peter Casey and David Angell.

STEVE LEVITAN—Multiple Emmy Award–winning writer and producer whose credits include Frasier and The Larry Sanders Show. Created Just Shoot Me! and co-created and executive produces ABC’s hit comedy Modern Family.

MAX MUTCHNICK—The comedically larger-than-life Emmy Award–winning co-creator, writer, and executive producer of Will & Grace.

GEORGE SHAPIRO—Jerry Seinfeld’s loyal, trusted, and lifetime manager and an executive producer of Seinfeld.

JOHN WELLS—Multiple award–winning writer and executive producer who was the creative glue of ER for fifteen years. Currently executive producing Southland on TNT and Shameless for Showtime.

TOM WERNER—Like his partner, Marcy Carsey, a former ABC TV executive who created a comedy hit machine with Carsey-Werner Productions. In 2002 became a co-owner of the Boston Red Sox.

HOWARD WEST—With George Shapiro, also Jerry Seinfeld’s longtime manager who was considered “the money man” in Jerry’s deals.

DICK WOLF—Creator and executive producer of all of the Law & Order series brand (over 900 hours of television).

The Suits

JOHN AGOGLIA—The highly regarded head of NBC business affairs from the mid-eighties through the mid-nineties. A strong deal maker who was so comfortable wearing the “black hat” in a negotiation that he kept one hanging in his office.

PRESTON BECKMAN—The son of a New York City taxi driver and proud of it. Holds a Ph.D. in sociology and was NBC’s iconic scheduler and strategic planner throughout the nineties. Currently executive vice president for strategic program planning at the highest-rated network, Fox Broadcasting.

BOB BRODER—A legend in the talent agency business and the only agent that director Jimmy Burrows has ever had. Transformed the boutique agency he created when International Creative Management acquired it in 2006. His handpicked management team became ICM’s senior management, and Bob became ICM’s vice-chairman.

HAROLD BROOK—Rose to executive vice president of business affairs at NBC and NBC Studios, replacing John Agoglia. In 2003, founded Point Media, a business-affairs-for-hire company.

KAREY BURKE—Began her career as an assistant at NBC and rose to executive vice president of prime-time series. Briefly partnered with Jamie Tarses and currently partnered with the director and producer Todd Holland at Universal Television.

DAN HARRISON—Handpicked by Preston Beckman as his protégé, strategic planner, and scheduler. Launched multiple cable networks for NBCUniversal and currently is senior vice president of strategic development at CBS Corporation. Loves baseball and is a resource for just about anything.

JOHN LANDGRAF—Vice president of series programs working under David Nevins at NBC during the Must See era. Currently president and general manager of FX Networks.

RICK LUDWIN—A thirty-plus-year (and counting) NBC executive vice president who oversaw late night and specials. He was also the steadfast development and current executive on Seinfeld.

MIKE MANDELKER—Charismatic vice president of sales at NBC in New York throughout the Must See era. Currently vice president of eastern sales at Fox News Network.

PATTY MANN—My trusted guardian and assistant since the early eighties at NBC who continues to watch my back under my deal at ABC Studios.

STEVE MCPHERSON—Vice president of prime-time drama at NBC in the Must See era. President of Touchstone Studios, where he developed the CSI franchise for CBS. President of ABC Network from 2004 to 2010. Currently a wine entrepreneur.

JOHN MILLER—Through good times and bad for more than thirty years the brilliant advertising and promotion czar of NBC. Currently the chief marketing officer of the NBCUniversal Television Group.

DAVID NEVINS—Senior vice president of prime-time series during the Must See era. Former executive vice president of programming at Fox and president of Imagine Television. Currently president of entertainment at Showtime Networks.

LORI OPENDEN—The industry’s best eye for talent who began her casting career at MTM Enterprises. Head of casting at NBC throughout the nineties’ Must See era. Post-NBC, ran casting for UPN and now the CW network.

GLENN PADNICK—The president of Castle Rock Television who also oversaw the development and episodic execution of Seinfeld.

BRIAN PIKE—A successful television packaging agent (and my agent) at CAA. Formerly a Movie of the Week development executive at NBC whom I moved into drama series development, where he flourished.

JOHN PIKE—Larger-than-life, shoot-from-the-hip head of Paramount Television during the Cheers era and a critical part of the development and launch of Frasier.

PERRY SIMON—Currently general manager of BBC America. A senior-level creative executive whose imprint is on NBC’s historic success in both the eighties and the nineties.

JAMIE TARSES—Began her career in NBC’s associate program, and as vice president of comedy development was instrumental in the development of Friends and Frasier. President of ABC Entertainment from 1996 to 1999 and currently a prolific executive producer of both comedy and drama on network and cable.

JACK WELCH—Former CEO of GE. In the nineties considered the most successful CEO on the planet. Best-selling author.

BOB WRIGHT—Jack Welch’s replacement for Grant Tinker as CEO of NBC. Bob’s vision for NBC yielded the modern-era multiple-cable-channel portfolio of the peacock, which also included the acquisition of Universal Studios.


[image: ]

[image: ]

Warren: I arrived at NBC in December 1979, hired by Brandon Tartikoff to work in the comedy department. I was manager of comedy development, the junior member of the department. Brandon was a newly minted vice president of development at the network, which was mired in last place. I was twenty-seven years old, and though I had watched a lot of it, I knew next to nothing about network television. Brandon, my boss, was all of thirty.

In what was just a three-way race for audience (there’d be no Fox Broadcasting until 1987), NBC was jokingly derided as number four. CBS had ten comedies on its schedule, including M*A*S*H, WKRP in Cincinnati, The Jeffersons, Alice, and One Day at a Time. ABC could boast fourteen sitcoms, among them Happy Days, Laverne & Shirley, Barney Miller, Soap, Taxi, and Three’s Company. At NBC, we had Diff’rent Strokes and Hello, Larry.

In terms of general viewership, CBS led the way with about sixteen million households. ABC was a close second with fifteen million. NBC lagged well behind at twelve million. For the 1980 season, Little House on the Prairie was our top-rated show at sixteenth. We placed only four shows in the top thirty. There was nowhere to go but up.

Worse still, NBC’s head of programming at the time was a man named Paul Klein. He had a background in audience research and had come up with the strategy of LOP, which stood for Least Objectionable Programming (I’m not kidding). The object was to piss off as few viewers as possible. The network product line was largely geared toward big events, so we became the Big Event network.

A TV critic once asked Paul Klein, “How do you know when you’ve got a big event?”

Klein said, “We sit around a table, and people throw out ideas, and somebody says, ‘That’s a big event,’ and that’s when we know.”

It was an insane form of programming, expensive and not in the least bit habit-forming. NBC had essentially abandoned weekly series as the spine of the network. As a remedy, the legendary Fred Silverman had been brought over from ABC to turn things around. Fred didn’t waste a lot of time in making Brandon the new head of the entertainment division. I hoped that would also be good for me.

By then, Fred had already enjoyed remarkable success at the other two networks. A Time magazine cover piece on Silverman had called him “The Man with the Golden Gut.” NBC was in desperate need of a programming miracle, so maybe a golden gut would do.

My first encounter with Fred was pretty alarming for me. It took place in a conference room on the second floor at NBC in Burbank. We were meeting to review the current development slate. Fred wasn’t very happy. In fact, he was screaming that it was impossible to turn NBC around if deals couldn’t be made faster.

Fred shifted in his chair, looked at me, and shrieked, “Why haven’t you closed any of those deals yet!?”

I experienced major shrinkage and couldn’t get any words out.

Finally my boss jumped in and said, “Fred, this is Warren. He’s the new guy in comedy development.”

“Oh,” Fred said. “Where the fuck is the business affairs guy?”

My only words to the legendary Fred Silverman that day were “Don’t know. Not me.”

We were so desperate for quality programming that we had to wave a series commitment at Les and Glen Charles and Jimmy Burrows. The trio had never created a show, but they had worked on more than a few iconic programs: The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Phyllis, The Bob Newhart Show, and Taxi. We guaranteed them thirteen episodes on the air just to lure them to pitch us. Nobody wanted to be on NBC. To get Jimmy and the Charles brothers, we knew we’d have to over-promise and overpay, and, boy, did we.

That’s a pitch meeting I’ll never forget. Over breakfast, Brandon Tartikoff, Michael Zinberg, and I first got wind of what would become Cheers.

Jim Burrows: Cheers was pitched as a Miller Lite commercial. Those commercials with the jocks, Marv Throneberry and all that. We had an athletic leading man. Sam Malone, originally, was a wide receiver. That’s how we pitched it. NBC made a deal for us—two for one. They had to put one on the air. We had to write two. The pitch wasn’t too difficult. Since the three of us had run Taxi for about three years, we knew what we were doing, and NBC knew it. It’s not like today, where they hire kids who’ve never run a show, based on one script.

Bob Broder: Grant Tinker had hired the Charles brothers at MTM, and they’d worked their way up to executive producers on the final year of the original Newhart show. Jimmy Burrows was a director who hadn’t directed television but had been the stage manager in New York for a very unsuccessful musical, Holly Golightly, with Mary Tyler Moore and Richard Chamberlain. It had closed very quickly. Out of that, Jimmy developed a relationship with Mary and Grant, and he begged for an apprenticeship to come out and work with the MTM company.

At the time, I was representing Jay Sandrich, who was Jimmy Burrows before Jimmy Burrows became Jimmy Burrows. Jay Sandrich was the top multi-camera director at the time, in 1970. He did the pilot for The Mary Tyler Moore Show, and he went on to do Cosby and The Golden Girls.

Grant Tinker asked Jay Sandrich to mentor Jimmy. Jimmy asked me, “Would you represent me? I know Jay Sandrich can’t do all the work he’s being offered. Maybe you could get me a couple of gigs.” I’ve been Jimmy’s agent since 1972 or ’73. While Jay was a star, Burrows is by any metric a supernova. He has now directed the pilots for over fifty-six series that have gone on air. Not failed pilots, broken pilots—on-air series. Fifty-six of them.

Jim Burrows: Since I come from a stage background, in comedy I kind of know what’s funny. The first show I ever watched out here was The Mary Tyler Moore Show. It had four of the most powerful writers in television working on it—Jim Brooks, Allan Burns, Ed. Weinberger, and Stan Daniels. Powerhouses. The director was Jay Sandrich, who mentored me. I used to see Jay go after the writers, and Jay would say what he thought. He’d do that to protect his actors.

Writers want you to do the script, but sometimes what works in the writers’ room doesn’t work on the stage. Jay would say, “I’ll do it your way, but I’m not sure it’s the right way. Let’s show you what we can do.” That empowers the actors to feel like a larger part of the creative process.

Bob Broder: When you watch Jimmy shoot a show, he’s fascinating. He’s never watching. He’s listening. He’ll walk up and down behind the cameras, and all of a sudden he’ll kick a camera dolly to change the angle. He has a quad split in his head. He knows what each camera is seeing.

Jim Burrows: The guys we pitched Cheers to knew a lot more about television than the guys we pitch to today. We got to pitch to guys who got it. We talked about a bar but not a romance. We might have mentioned Tracy/Hepburn. I don’t remember. So many pitches under the bridge.

Bob Broder: I believe Abe Burrows, Jimmy’s father, wrote on a radio show called Duffy’s Tavern. The beauty of having set the show in a bar meant when the door opened, the story started, and any story could walk in that door. It wasn’t like doing a family comedy where you had to figure out how you were going to service your six characters. Some pretty strange people came in that door.

Warren: I remember Jim Burrows and the Charles brothers told us the only show on television with adult relationships was Three’s Company. “That’s fine,” they said, “but that shouldn’t be the only one. There is so much more territory to cover.” Charles/Burrows/Charles had a pedigree, and we, at NBC, didn’t have one at the time. We had no sense of who we were as a network, and we were desperate for a hit show.

Bob Broder: Our offices were over a restaurant called Scandia. It was the dining spot in L.A. in the late seventies. The only advantage we had as an agency was “Come to lunch; we’ll eat at Scandia.” I called Irwin Moss, who was doing business affairs at NBC. I said, “Let’s get lunch, and we’ll discuss the deal.” We do the deal over lunch on the back of an envelope. Series commitment. My partner and I had been in business a minute and a half. Good news: we had a series commitment. Bad news: it was NBC.

Warren: Being the smart agent that he is, Bob took the NBC offer and shopped it to Marcy Carsey and Tom Werner who were at ABC and were working with the team on Taxi, but ABC passed. It was too rich of a deal.

Bob Broder: I go to Paramount and say, “I have a series commitment.” They want it, and we negotiate a deal. One of the better deals ever made in television. We set precedents there it took them thirty years to get rid of.

John Pike: We made the deal without having any concept of what the idea was. We really didn’t know. We went into business with Charles/Burrows/Charles. Typically, that’s what I did when I ran Paramount Television. We let them make what they love, and we were there to provide support. We’d run interference with the network. I can recall over the run of Cheers that there was never an adversarial moment where it came to the principal talent of that show.

The Cheers relationship with Paramount was unique in the network world at that time. There was a pure partnership—Paramount TV and Charles/Burrows/Charles Productions. C/B/C didn’t need Paramount. Everybody wanted to be in business with them. They had a series commitment from NBC. Paramount had a great distribution arm. We had a great track record with comedy—Happy Days, Laverne & Shirley, et cetera.

The deal was a fifty-fifty proposition, a true partnership. We’d produce the program for a certain amount of money, and there would be a distribution fee that was lower than most typical fees in the industry. My job was to manage the ball team. I had the three most-sought-after creative people that there were. Ours was a trouble-free partnership. We all had a common goal.

Bob Broder: The boys took this germination period—they were still doing twenty-two episodes of Taxi—and Cheers just started to percolate. They wrote a great pilot. Notes were easy, and then they did something that had never been done before. The boys came up with three pairs of actors to audition.

Jim Burrows: We had six finalists. Fred Dryer and Julia Duffy. Fred Dryer was Sam Malone. We had Billy Devane and Lisa Eichhorn, and Ted and Shelley. We got the Bosom Buddies stage, which had a bar. We fed the network, always good. We had the three couples each do a scene.

Bob Broder: Probably the most inhumane process in television is the casting process. There couldn’t be a more demeaning way to treat people, even if they are actors.

The actors had been rehearsed for two days, and the boys made slight changes in the scene to accommodate each of the pairings. There must have been thirty people there. The actors were in wardrobe and makeup. We had lights. It was very nice.

Jim Burrows: I remember me and Glen and Les wondering how we could possibly say no to Bill Devane. But it was obvious it was Ted and Shelley. They were wonderful with one another.

Warren: From Burbank we drove over to the Paramount lot, and then we were taken in golf carts over to stage 23 next to Lucy Park. Yes, named after Lucille Ball, who with Desi Arnaz had started Desilu Productions there and had purchased the lot from RKO Radio Pictures. This was show business, and I was thrilled to be a part of it.

At the network, we were keen on Fred Dryer. He had a lot of upside. Former professional football player. Leading-man looks. His acting skills, however, were … evolving.

Bob Broder: Fred Dryer was the Howie Long of his time. He wasn’t an actor, but every time he ran the scene, he got better.

Jim Burrows: Fred didn’t have the comic chops at the time. Later, he was in two episodes of Cheers where he played the sports guy. “ ‘I’ on Sports.” He was great.

Warren: Ted was great, but if it had been up to the suits, Fred Dryer would have had the job. That was a valuable lesson learned for me. When you get into business with talented, creative people, listen to them. Jimmy Burrows and the Charles brothers were convinced Ted Danson was their guy, and they were right. We were too hung up on what Fred Dryer could be. Jimmy told us to put him in a drama. It wouldn’t take us long after that, with the help of Steve Cannell and Frank Lupo, to launch the Saturday night staple Hunter.

Jim Burrows: Ted Danson is as far from an athlete as you can get. He’s a farceur from Carnegie Tech. I took him to his first baseball game. Not a clue. So I told Ted, “You watch Fred. Watch how he moves. Watch how he preens. He’s a peacock. That’s who Sam Malone is.”

Bob Broder: We even changed the character from being a football player to a baseball player so Ted would be more believable.

Jim Burrows: I’ve often thought about what would have happened with different pairs. Devane felt a little old. He dropped a glass when he did his scene and made a joke about it. He was wonderful, very creative, but we got the best two. That was obvious.

Bob Broder: I first caught wind of Ted Danson when I saw a busted pilot from the year before. He’d done a wonderful role in The Onion Field. He may have already done Body Heat.

Jim Burrows: Ted had read for Best of the West, a pilot I did in ’79 or ’80. He didn’t get the job, but his name stuck in my head. We cast him as a gay hairdresser in Taxi. He was hilarious.

Bob Broder: We did the first five or six shows and were never quite sure if Teddy was going to be believable as a baseball player. But it worked.

Jim Burrows: If you can get the cast and a great script, you’re halfway home. Then you have to make sure the network puts you in the right spot. We got lucky. People had been after Shelley Long to do pilots for years. She’d done a one-hour pilot the year before that was awful.

Bob Broder: Shelley Long was brilliant in the role but difficult. If you did a wardrobe change, she’d go up to the dressing room, and you’d lose her for thirty or forty minutes with an audience sitting there. It just killed it.

Jim Burrows: For Coach, we cast Robert Prosky, but he didn’t want to move. He lived in Washington, D.C. We’d seen Nick Colasanto in Raging Bull. Nick was dying when we hired him, but he never told us. He had a bad heart.

It all goes back to The Mary Tyler Moore Show. Ed Asner, Gavin MacLeod, and Ted Knight all played heavies on The Untouchables. Bad guys. If you bring guys to television you’ve never seen funny and they are funny, you’ll get bigger laughs. People just don’t expect it.

Rhea Perlman we knew about from Taxi. The network didn’t want her, wouldn’t hire her without a reading. She played the nice girl on Taxi. John Ratzenberger came in to read for Norm. After we said “Thank you,” he asked if we had a blowhard in the bar. He ended up doing every episode but for the first one.

I like people who’ve done stage before. You have to be able to play with the other actors and yet play for an audience. Everybody on Cheers had been onstage. Occasionally, you get a film actor, but you try to tell them to get on the level of the person opposite. If you underplay on TV comedy, you’re dead.

Warren: In the pilot of Cheers the Charles brothers ended up adding a character called Mrs. Littlefield, a highly opinionated Boston Brahmin in a wheelchair, who was played by Elaine Stritch. I was honored that they used my last name. Sadly, while she was memorably funny, she was cut because the pilot was just too long. Many years later I got a copy of the rough cut with Elaine still in it and sent it to my mother for Mother’s Day—way better than flowers.

Bob Broder: There was one other character in the show that never got any billing, and that was the set. Richard Sylbert designed the set. He’d won Academy Awards for art direction, most recently for Reds.

Jimmy Burrows directed one feature film called Partners. It was the best thing to happen to television. He hated the experience and said, “Don’t ever show me another feature script.” Jimmy had worked with Sylbert on Partners. Sylbert said he’d love to design the set, but he had to get a royalty. For the set! We gave him $250 per episode. When Michael Eisner found out, years later, that a set designer was getting a royalty, he went ballistic.

Jim Burrows: There are great nights when you run a show in front of an audience before there’s anything at stake. Before there’s film in the camera. A guy named Dave Davis, who started at Newhart, suggested an audience run-through, and I’ve done it on every show.

Cheers was a religious experience. For the pilot run-through, we had an entire audience of Seabees from Camp Pendleton. We were sweating bullets because there’s a lot of sophistication in the show. But when Norm walked in and Sam said, “What do you know?” and Norm said, “Not enough.” Never written as a joke, but the audience went crazy. They were laughing at attitudes.

Warren: I was asked to stay with the show by my bosses at the network and supervise it as it began its network run. It was the best education I could ever have had. My personal master’s degree in comedy from the Charles brothers and Jimmy.

I had just begun to cut my teeth at NBC serving as the current executive on Steven Bochco’s revolutionary drama Hill Street Blues. The show had been developed in NBC’s comedy department, inspired by a Fred Silverman idea with a distinct comedy pedigree. “Why not,” Fred had asked, “Barney Miller as an hour?” Fred’s pitch was passed along to Bochco and Michael Kozoll, and Hill Street was born.

I started out as the junior member of the development team for Hill Street, but once the series got up and running, I was told to stay with the show, making me the current executive. While a development executive has to come up with the hits, my duty as the current executive on Hill Street was to keep the material on track and the episodes up to the standard that was established in the pilot.

Brian Pike: A current executive doesn’t design next year’s Fords. He just makes sure they come off the assembly line the right way. He’s a brand manager. Every week he makes sure those shows have the proper vitamins and minerals, what the network thought it bought.

It’s a completely unrewarding job. You didn’t develop the show, and the people who developed the show take the credit.

Warren: My more seasoned colleagues at NBC had declined to take on the job on Hill Street. They were aware of Steven Bochco’s fierce reputation. He had a quick temper and no patience for suits like us. So they knew better than to stick with the show, but I accepted the challenge in the spirit of learning as much as I could from whoever would teach me.

On Hill Street, I set about asking the traditional questions network executives ask when they read a script. What’s the central story? Does it have a dramatic act-by-act build? Is there a sympathetic victim? Do we care about our central characters? Are they heroic?

Steven Bochco, as I was soon to learn, considered me a colossal pain in the ass.

Bochco told his boss at MTM Enterprises, Grant Tinker, that he wanted a meeting at the network. The purpose was to let NBC clarify what the network had in mind for his series and to let Bochco tell me, in front of my bosses, where I could shove my notes.

Looking back, it was a miracle I survived the meeting. I was way out of my league, but an interesting thing happened. While Grant Tinker was thoroughly supportive of Bochco, he and Brandon realized a guy had been put in the line of fire who wouldn’t run away. Perhaps it was from the summer I worked with French-Canadian ex-cons who threatened to throw me from the roof of a high-rise or maybe the teamsters I trucked with in Paterson, New Jersey, but I wasn’t afraid. I think they admired my unwillingness to budge because, at some level, they were just as leery of Bochco’s wrath as everybody else.

In the course of the meeting, Brandon was wonderfully diplomatic in his praise of Hill Street, but he added that, as network executives writing the checks, we were trained to look for basic dramatic elements in every hour. If they were lacking, it was our job to raise warning flags, and that’s what I’d done. Brandon suggested to Bochco that perhaps it was necessary to help the audience along as it went from a diet of Quincy and CHiPs into the brave new world of Hill Street.

Steven nodded, I recall. Point taken. From then on, Steven had a new level of respect for what I did and what I had to say. Of course, he still reamed me from time to time when the mood hit, but that was just Bochco. It was always worth it because Hill Street supplied me a hell of an education.

There were no such creative fireworks with Cheers. The show premiered on September 30, 1982. We loved it at the network. It was just what we’d hoped it would be, but the ratings were abominable. At the end of its first season, Cheers was the least watched show on prime-time network television. The chances looked good the show wouldn’t have a second season, much less an eleventh.

In 1981, Grant Tinker had replaced Fred Silverman as CEO of NBC. By then, I was in charge of current comedy at the network. My first conversation with Grant began with him calling me into his office and asking me if I owned “a good heavy winter coat.” Why? “I’ve watched the comedies on this network, and it’s going to be a long cold winter for you!”

Grant’s programming philosophy was simplicity itself. We were instructed and encouraged to make shows we’d run home and watch. At the end of Cheers’ first season, when Brandon and I were agonizing over whether or not to cancel the show, Grant asked us a question: “Do you have anything better?” We didn’t. We didn’t have much that was half as good, so we stuck with Cheers, and our faith in the show (and in our taste) was rewarded. The audience found Cheers in summer reruns. We realized that a quality adult comedy audience had no reason to come to our network. Attracting those viewers would take time.

Jim Burrows: Nobody was watching the show when it first went on. There was no reason for the public to watch the show. No star in it. And nobody was watching NBC generally. The press loved us, and the guys at the network loved the show. Our first summer, we got all the way up to ninth. Everybody had seen Simon & Simon and Magnum, but nobody had seen us.

Warren: The Frasier Crane character was added in the third season of Cheers in the person of Kelsey Grammer. Kelsey would end up playing Frasier Crane for twenty years on network television, which hardly seemed likely in the beginning. Kelsey had been hired for four episodes. He’d driven out from New York and for a time was living in his car on the Paramount lot.

Jim Burrows: Frasier was a device to get Diane back in the bar in year three. She’d gone off with the artist, with Chris Lloyd, and had freaked out. She ended up in an institute, and her doctor was Frasier Crane. We offered the part to John Lithgow, but he turned us down.

John Lithgow: I just said, “No, I don’t want to do Frasier.” So they went out and found Kelsey Grammer for it. I barely even remembered that. It was like swatting a fly away. At that time, I just wasn’t going to do a series.

Kelsey Grammer: I was doing Sunday in the Park with George with Mandy Patinkin. He had lunch with the casting director for Paramount, and she asked him if he knew of any funny leading men. He said, “Yeah, Kelsey Grammer. I’m working with him.”

She called me in for Brothers, one of the first cable sitcoms. I read for the part, didn’t get it, and she called me in for another part. She said it was very hush-hush. I got the sides, and I was reading for a character called Frasier Nye.

When I read it, I thought, “I can play this. I can get this part.”

Jim Burrows: We started to see people, and we got a tape from New York with four actors. Up came Kelsey’s face, and we all started laughing when we saw him.

Kelsey Grammer: I was told I’d be put on tape in a personality piece. This was something I’d never heard of. I went home and found a pair of yellow pants my mother had given me. I’d never worn them. They were Christian Dior, and I thought, “This is just what Frasier Nye would wear.”

I went over to the Gulf & Western building in my yellow pants. I read the sides. I talked about who I was and where I was from. Burrows tells the story that they all saw this tape and started laughing. I don’t know if that was a compliment or not. I thought I looked rather dashing in my yellow pants.

Jim Burrows: He was supposed to do four episodes. He played a pompous asshole, and when Diane left the show, Kelsey could do all the Diane jokes.

Kelsey Grammer: I remember saying, “Nye doesn’t sound quite right to me,” and they came up with Crane.

Warren: Writing for Kelsey’s Frasier Crane required not just an ear for pomposity but a talent for witty, rapid-fire dialogue. The Charles brothers turned to Peter Casey and David Lee, who had impressed them with a Cheers script the pair had submitted on spec.

Peter Casey: We were working on The Jeffersons, and David and I would meet on the weekends or go into the office two or three hours before everyone else would arrive, and we’d work on a Cheers script. We’d read every episode from the first season and had studied the characters.

David Lee: We were producing The Jeffersons at the time, and we saw that the show was coming to an end. We also realized The Jeffersons wasn’t in our DNA. We could execute it, but it wasn’t what we aspired to. We tried to get hired on Family Ties, but Gary David Goldberg said he wouldn’t read a spec Jeffersons script. So we said, “Uh-oh.”

I went to the University of Redlands, where Glen and Les Charles also went, and the university had a TV seminar. We were invited, but Glen and Les were the big draw. We hit it off out there, and I remember the car drive on the way home. I said, “We have to write a spec Cheers.”

Peter Casey: I had a little Honda Prelude we’d squeezed into, and we looked over to see Glen and Les getting into a stretch limo. I said, “Yes, I think we ought to write a Cheers.”

David Lee: I was an actor, and I took a job in my downtime at a copy company. That was in the olden times, before Xerox. TV shows would send out their rewritten scripts every night to a company that typed them and mimeographed them. These days it’s like being a blacksmith.

I was a proofreader and Peter was a typist. I’d never
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