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To anyone who keeps the torch of Survivor alive in your heart—You are my tribe.
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FOREWORD [image: ]

I first met Rob Cesternino like most people did—on my television set. I was in casting for Survivor: Tocantins, and the casting associate told me I was like a cross between Rob Cesternino and Yul Kwon, two references that were at the time meaningless to me, since I was a shameful recruit. For research, I watched Survivor: The Amazon. I was dazzled. Rob not only brought a next-level strategic genius, roping in the outsiders to mastermind a cross-tribal alliance, but he also recognized that he was on a TV show. The Amazon is bursting with Rob’s quips. He brought a Magic 8 ball as his luxury item and consulted it mostly about who would hook up. “He was the first player ever to go out of his way just to entertain the audience,” Mario Lanza writes on his website, The Funny 115.



I couldn’t believe it when I met Rob in real life at a party in 2009. This was not yet the Rob of Rob Has a Podcast (RHAP), although he had recently started messing around with the format, chatting with friends about the New York Mets and Star Wars. Rob wasn’t involved then in the Survivor post-show community. I never saw him at alumni events or finale parties. Getting a Rob Cesternino sighting in the wild felt like stumbling on a rare mythical creature, an Italian unicorn in a pinstriped button-down. I nervously had a mutual friend introduce us and said something stupid, and we posed for an awkward pic.

It’s not an exaggeration to say that meeting changed my life. Soon thereafter, Rob started podcasting about Survivor. He wasn’t the first person to do that, but he was the first to bring in a rotating cast of old alumni to give insight into the show. Suddenly you could hear Survivor legends like Ethan Zohn and Jenna Morasca commenting on the latest episode. Rob was certainly the first to treat the medium with such zeal. “A long-form interview with the energy of a morning radio show, a combination of complex conversations with high-energy humor,” described Mike Bloom, one of many up-and-coming journalists to whom Rob gave a platform.


“He laid the blueprint for how to not just be a podcast. The irony is that the show is called Rob Has a Podcast, but what Rob built over time was far more than that. It’s a network, a live experience, a business, and a community.”

—Scott Yager, host of the Challenge Mania podcast dedicated to MTV’s The Challenge


What was instantly obvious, as a friend and a weekly listener, was how much passion, humor, and depth Rob brought to every episode. He explored facets of Survivor that nobody talked about, and gave a platform to people you would never have expected to hear from again. I remember the fandom exploding in delight over his recap podcast with Billy Garcia, the second boot off Survivor: Cook Islands. Listening to his episode with Danielle DiLorenzo, where she explained how she was the secret mastermind on Heroes vs. Villains, made me realize that every Survivor player is the hero of their own story.

From a weekly Survivor podcast with his wife, Nicole, soon Rob was talking about Big Brother, co-hosting the internationally renowned Survivor Know-It-Alls, and launching a Patreon page to build out his community. There were exit interviews, merch, and a live show, where hundreds of fans from around the world congregated to celebrate their love of Survivor.

I was absolutely dazzled at those first live Know-It-Alls. There we were on the marquee at Carolines in New York City, trading obscure quips about Survivor maneuvers. Getting to mingle with RHAP fans from around the world has been one of the singular gifts of my life, and basically I got to do it because I was Rob’s friend. Rob in his typical kindness and humility treated me like an equal partner, even though he worked for weeks to book the venues, organize the tech, and record the whole thing, while I—like Missy and Baylor—would just show up.

You’d think arriving to theaters with hundreds of cheering fans might give you a swelled head. But Rob remains unfazed. Before the show he’s fixated on the logistics. Afterward, he’s off mingling with his patrons. His humility, his kindness, his pure excitement to innovate and find new ways to engage people around Survivor and reality television have extended to all the projects we’ve done. He’ll come up with genius idea after genius idea—our podcast the Know-It-Alls; the Survivor Think Tank; the 49 Laws of Survivor strategy audiobook—and act like it was always our thing that we were doing together, rather than the truth, which was that I was a passenger clinging to his rocket ship as he built the biggest and most passionate reality television community that’s ever existed.


“The thing that continues to blow me away is Rob’s dedication and work ethic. The sheer number of quality episodes he’s produced and hosted is astounding. And you can tell it’s not just about the output—it’s about the love he has for the community he’s built and the shared passion that drives it all.”

—Drew “Scooter” Ackerman, host of the Sleep with Me podcast



“We were all in the closet as Survivor fans until we realized through RHAP there were more of us, and when we got together live it was like something clicked. Suddenly you could be out about your favorite show and you didn’t have to answer anyone about ‘Is that show still on?’ or deal with admitting you like reality T V. And then you realize that everyone else who likes Survivor is kind of just like you—it’s such a smart, inclusive, diverse community with thousands of folks who would be your best friends if only you knew each other in ‘real life’—but after a while, it was real life. And somehow I swear over the years RHAP has made it cool to like Survivor, and we don’t care who knows it (even though we’ll never come out of the closet about Big Brother).”

—Stephanie Townrow, RHAP patron


That’s the real beating heart of RHAP, the community that Rob has fostered. I realized at one of our live shows that people were excited to see our podcast, sure. But they were even more excited to see one another. There are events, hangouts, shared Airbnbs, dinners, and parties around every RHAP gathering. The podcast has spawned decade-long friendships, marriages, even babies. Yes, RHAP has spawned spawn. RHAP listeners have told me that through RHAP, they found their “people.” It’s a wildly diverse group that shares a passion for reality television and strategic insight, but it’s gone deeper than that, cutting into the quick of life. Rob gave the Survivor community a place to find one another. By loving something so deeply, and covering it so exuberantly, he opened the door for tens of thousands—honestly, millions—of other people who felt the same way.

Rob Cesternino hasn’t just changed the community around Survivor and the other reality shows. He’s fundamentally changed the way these games are played.

Players now go into Survivor having listened to hundreds of hours of strategic analysis—how to use an idol, navigate alliances, manage your threat level, curate your own personal winner’s edit. They’ve heard firsthand from the titans of the show. That inherently pushes the gameplay further, because if everybody has access to the old ideas, it forces the best players to innovate new ideas.

Rachel LaMont, the winner of Survivor 47, was a patron of Rob Has a Podcast, as were Nick Wilson, the winner of Survivor 37, and 42’s mastermind, Omar Zaheer. That doesn’t even scratch the surface of all the listeners, like 42’s winner, Maryanne Oketch, and Christian Hubicki. “RHAP was a godsend in understanding the history and the nuances of the game,” Maryanne told me. On Ghost Island, Kellyn Bechtold reported singing the Know-It-Alls theme song with other contestants as a way to bond on the long frigid nights.

All that is to say, you hold in your hands the perfect Survivor tome for both the casual and the convert. Nobody in the world is a better guide to Survivor, and nobody loves the medium more.


“Listening to Rob and being part of the RHAP community felt like doing the ACT prep. It gave me the confidence that I could enter the game ready. Even though most pregame strategies fly out the window the moment you hit the beach, the internal confidence I carried in with me was immeasurable. I’ll always be grateful for that because it made the whole experience feel even more special, like I was part of something bigger than just the game itself.”

—Rachel LaMont, winner of Survivor 47


Rob has endlessly talked strategy and shaped the game itself. He’s equally accessible to fans tuning in for the first time and the ones who listen to hours of RHAP content each day. He can engage the newbie while slipping in deep-cut references that only the true devoted will catch.

If you’re a longtime RHAP listener, you already know you’re in store for something special.

If you’re new to the RHAP community, welcome to the family. We’re so glad you’re here.

Stephen Fishbach
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INTRODUCTION Rob Has a…Book? [image: ]

Coming to you live from my apartment, it’s Rob Has a… Book? Well, I guess technically a book is a little more “proofread and edited” than it is “live.” And I live in a house now, but I’ve grown a bit attached to saying “coming to you live from my apartment,” as it’s how I’ve started over five thousand episodes of my podcast, narcissistically yet appropriately named Rob Has a Podcast. If you’ve never listened to RHAP (as we call it for short), it’s expanded to covering all sorts of reality and scripted television, but the origin of the podcast, and still the main focus, is the CBS television series Survivor.

Now why would someone dedicate so much of their life to talking about and now writing an entire book about a twenty-five-year-old TV show? That’s a great question that often rears its head late at night when I’m trying to fall asleep. The truth is I love Survivor. I just do. It’s been my favorite show since it came out and I don’t see that changing, no matter how many different ways they retool it. I assume that, if you’re holding this book, you feel a similar way. That Survivor is not just another competitive reality show, but a special program that has transcended its genre.

Or maybe you’ve never seen Survivor but picked this up anyway because you’re an incredibly curious, avid reader. In which case, yes, Survivor IS still on. In fact, it’s going strong into its fiftieth season. Thank you for buying my book, but I would recommend setting it aside for a moment on your coffee table, getting yourself a seven-day free trial of Paramount Plus, and popping on season 1, episode 1 of Survivor: Borneo—or if you’d prefer dipping your toe into a more modern season, fire up season 28: Cagayan. But if you are still adamant about reading this book, I will do my best to guide you through. I’ll put some spoiler warnings on the chapters, but tread lightly: This entire book is one giant spoiler.

I should probably introduce myself. My name is Rob Cesternino and, before I had a podcast, I actually got to play Survivor twice—on season 6: The Amazon and on season 8: All-Stars. That’s right, I am an all-star. Or at least I was considered an all-star at one point in 2004. Am I still an all-star this many years later? That’s not for me to decide. But there have been five Roberts to play the US version of Survivor (plus one Roberta and one Jean-Robert) and I’m confident that I’m at least the second-most memorable. If you were to ask a random fan about Rob from Survivor, they would tell you, “Yes, of course, Boston Rob is a legend of the show. He would easily make the Mount Rushmore of the most iconic castaways that have ever played, not to mention his dominance on The Amazing Race, Deal or No Deal Island, and The Traitors.”I And you’d have to tell them, “No, I’m talking about the other Rob,” and they’d get less excited and ask, “Oh, the Rob that sucks?” and then you’d have to say, “The one that wrote a book,” and they’d get excited again and ask, “You mean The Boston Rob Rulebook: Strategies for Life?” and you’d have to say, “No, you’re thinking of the wrong Rob again.”

While that Rob wrote a book of advice on how to win at Survivor and at life, my book’s going to be a little different.II It’s a collection of essays—thoughts I’ve had about the show over two decades of being invested in Survivor more than anyone should probably be invested in anything. Maybe you’ll agree with some points, disagree with others, and that’s what’s so wonderful and enduring about the Survivor community. There is no one correct way to play the game, win the game, or even talk about the game. Underneath all the debates and hot takes, we share a deep connection as fans of this thing that is simultaneously just a game show on television and also the most important thing in the world.

So it doesn’t matter if you’ve been a hardcore Survivor superfan from day one or just came across the show on Netflix during quarantine—this is for all of you.

Come on in, guys.



	I. And who knows what else by the time you’re reading this!

	II. Although chapter six will outline exactly how to win so feel free to jump straight to that.
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CHAPTER 1 Summer 2K [image: ]

The Summer Television Finally Became Important

The year: 2000. The day: Wednesday, August 23. Al Gore and George W. Bush have just locked their respective party nominations as presidential candidates, Eminem has filed for divorce from Kim, and the number one movie in America is The Cell starring Jennifer Lopez. But nobody cares about any of that, because tonight, fifty-one million people are glued to their TV screens, dial set to CBS, as two contestants, who appear to be shipwrecked on an island and are covered in some sort of white, tribal war paint, are competing to see… who can stand on a log and keep their hand on a totem pole the longest.
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These two competitors were Kelly Wiglesworth, a twenty-two-year-old river guide from Las Vegas, and Rudy Boesch, a seventy-two-year-old retired Navy SEAL from Virginia. Much like “Hands on a Hardbody,” the infamous endurance competition where whoever kept their hand on a pickup truck the longest won the truck, this competition, known as “Hands on a Hard Idol,” was just as much physical as it was mental. After a grueling four hours and eleven minutes, Rudy had a lapse in concentration, took his hand off the pole, and was eliminated. Kelly won the challenge and the producers thought maybe the show they were making was ruined. Yet the show wasn’t ruined. It actually ended up an unexpected smash hit, bigger than anyone had ever imagined, changing the entire landscape of television. And, more importantly, the trajectory of my life.



That summer of 2000, I was what could safely be referred to as a “loser.” I was twenty-one, completely broke, often seen digging around couch cushions for change so I could afford a pitcher of beer. As a senior studying broadcasting at State University of New York at Oswego, I wasn’t able to graduate until completing a thesis paper on a subject I still hadn’t picked or thought much about. Not to worry; I had a plan to turn things around. My three buddies and I were planning to stay in Oswego and… party harder than ever all summer. We designated this soon-to-be-unforgettable few months “Summer 2K.”

Summer 2K got off to a rocky start. My share of the rent was $200, which my dad sent me every month, and I’d somehow already spent it all on school supplies (beer) before I could get it to my landlord. My landlord called my father, which is as humiliating as it sounds, and I was soon forced to return home to Long Island. There, I was sent to work with my mom at an insurance general agency, which served as the middleman between insurance companies and insurance agents and is exactly as fun as it sounds. Summer 2K was over before it started.

Instead of the summer of irresponsible binge drinking, it was a sleepy summer of responsible IT work and living in my parents’ basement. There wasn’t much going on until I began hearing a lot of chatter on the radio over some new, exciting TV show. Back when network TV was still king, this was a strange occurrence. We didn’t get NEW shows in the summer. And we definitely didn’t get any that involved… people shipwrecked on an island? Eating rats? Whatever it was, it sounded like a must-watch, and, back then, “must-watch” wasn’t really something you said about TV. At the time, television wasn’t important; movies were important. Nearly every week at the theaters there was an unmissable blockbuster like The Matrix or The Sixth Sense but every week on TV was like… Becker or Dharma & Greg. Now, no disrespect to sitcoms (Seinfeld was my favorite show at the time) but TV just didn’t have any real stakes to it. You could miss an episode or three and jump right back in. But in 2000, something was in the waterI and television was ready for its close-up. Dare I say, television was about to enter… a New Era.

Within just eighteen months, from 1999 to 2000, three shows came out nearly back-to-back-to-back that reinvented TV. The first, in January 1999, was The Sopranos, which was an award-winning critical success out of the gate and did pretty good ratings-wise, considering it was on a channel you had to pay extra for (believe it or not, most people found it outrageous at the time to have to pay extra for TV). The Sopranos was successful but a bit of a slow burn, seeping into culture over time and setting the standard for a prestige serial drama.

Then in August 1999 came the American version of Who Wants to Be a Millionaire, which may not get as many think pieces written about it as The Sopranos, but make no mistake: This game show was an instant and massive game changer.II Sure, we had other quiz shows, and sure, people won money on those, but those were more like… “Hi, welcome back to Jeopardy!, our three-day reigning champ has won thirty-five thousand dollars so far and blah blah blah blah blah.” In this new show, Regis smacked you right in the face with WHO-WANTS-TO-BE-A-MILLIONAIRE?! Before you can even process the title, your subconscious is already screaming “ME!” It’s not only a beautiful, round prize number, it’s also such a visceral, life-changing amount of money. Millionaire was slick, sexy,III and you could play along at home. It became such a monster hit that if you were to look up the highest Nielsen-rated primetime shows of the 1999–2000 television season, the top three were Who Wants to Be a Millionaire (Tuesday), Who Wants to Be a Millionaire (Thursday), and Who Wants to Be a Millionaire (Sunday).IV

Between Sopranos, where each episode cost nearly as much as an entire movie, and Millionaire, where you could knock out half a dozen episodes in one day on the same set, it’s no surprise that it was the success of the latter that other networks were frothing at the mouth to replicate. Everyone was after their own game show, their own crack cocaine programming. British producer Mark Burnett found himself in the right place at the right time to create just that. He had recently bought a “format”—essentially IP for a reality show—from fellow British producer Charlie Parsons, for a Swedish show he produced called Expedition Robinson. Named after two marooning stories, Robinson Crusoe and The Swiss Family Robinson, it was a much more involved kind of game show—one where you’d drop real people off on an island, and only one would walk away with 500,000 Swedish kronor (equivalent to around $54,500). Burnett pitched this concept to then-president of CBS, Les Moonves, and he said… no.

Not only was it unheard of to fund a new series for the summer, but Burnett refused to do just a test pilot for the network; he demanded they pay for the whole season. Which does make some sense—it would be pretty silly to cast sixteen people, fly everyone out to Malaysia, have them vote off one contestant, and then send everyone back home. Burnett believed in this concept too much to take no for an answer. So he went directly to the advertisers. His pitch to them basically boiled down to this: We all know how much a Bud Light costs in the real world, but how valuable would a Bud Light be to a desperate, starving person on an island?V How badly would they want to eat Applebee’s? How much would they love a chance to get a sneak peek of the new hit Adam Sandler film Jack and Jill? Advertisers ate it up and immediately jumped on board. CBS had no choice but to give in.

Thus, thanks to Mark Burnett, Charlie Parsons, Les Moonves, and Reebok, Survivor was born. The first episode aired on Wednesday May, 31, 2000, with a grand prize, of course, of one million dollars, which everyone agreed was slightly more enticing than $54,500. Survivor wasn’t the first reality show—it wasn’t even the first game show to offer a million dollars as a reward—but it was the first major show to have one sole winner. More thrilling than the prize was that the players would be eliminated one by one—a structure that, by design or by sheer luck, tapped into the two biggest draws of the two other biggest new shows of the new millennium. Survivor combined the money at stake from the game show Millionaire with the dark, visceral core of The Sopranos. The serialization of a show like The Sopranos connects with us on a primordial level. Each week we tune in because we’re dying to know who will, literally or figuratively, die. On Survivor, somebody would be voted out, aka whacked, every episode. Unlike soothing sitcoms and formulaic procedurals, where we’d see the same characters for a decade or more, any one of your favorite characters on Survivor or Sopranos could go at any moment and you’d never see them again.VI Other shows might’ve had cliffhangers at the end of seasons, but every episode of Survivor had the stakes of a finale.

The specific magic of Survivor came from placing that addictive suspense of a serialized structure within a competitive format. It wasn’t some writers’ room deciding who would stay and who would go… it was the players themselves! Like Lord of the Flies, they would make their own society and decide amongst themselves who would be banished from it. Therefore anyone could win, anything was possible, and it was more exciting, unpredictable, and engaging than everything that had ever come before. Some could say that, as a society, we were not even ready for something that addictive… or maybe it was exactly what our primitive monkey brains had been waiting for all along. British anthropologist Robin Dunbar developed a theory known as the “social brain hypothesis,” which basically states that, counter to the theory that human intelligence developed due to food-related reasons (such as sophistication needed for hunting and gathering), human intelligence actually grew as a means to survive in large and complex social groups. The bigger the group hominids started living in, the bigger our brains needed to become to navigate the subtle intricacies of social interaction—of understanding the hierarchy and of building coalitions. As opposed to other animals where two alpha goats would ram into each other over and over again to decide who gets to mate with the female, we apes evolved to understand that, outside of physical combat, you could take down the “alpha” of your “tribe” simply by outnumbering them. Sound familiar? Survivor was the first show that managed to tap into the deepest, oldest, and most instinctual part of our psyches. As a result, television finally had real stakes. Television was finally important.


“The things we were doing, it just wasn’t happening on TV. Like, you know… we’re eating rat. Who’s not going to watch this show? And we’re eating rat. Now, granted, I thought the biggest thing would be I would get recognized at a restaurant and get a free meal. So me and Joel [Klug] had gone to New York for a charity event for the New York Giants and the Jets… and got recognized because some of the players had watched the show. So that was that moment where we were like, ‘Wait a minute, we’re with professional athletes. They just recognized us from a show that was on the other night.’ ”

—Gervase Peterson, October 12, 2020


Tragically, I can’t claim to be a day-one fan of the show. The first time I tuned in was the fourth episode, so technically I’m a day-four fan.VII Like millions of others, Survivor had me instantly hooked. Episode 4 was the one where Ramona Gray, the twenty-nine-year-old biochemist from New Jersey, got voted out over Gervase Peterson, the thirty-year-old YMCA basketball coach from Philadelphia. Now, in the grand scheme of Survivor history, this was a fairly boring, straightforward vote, but, at the time, the layers and intricacy that went into such a simple vote melted my brain. On one hand, we had Ramona, who was seen as not contributing enough to camp life. On the other hand, we had Gervase, who was flopping in the challenges his tribe desperately needed to win. It boiled down to Gervase’s charm winning people over, since Ramona had been sick and therefore hadn’t bonded enough with the tribe. There wasn’t one obvious person that had to go; there was good reason to keep or get rid of anyone. I became instantly obsessed with the social politicking and maneuvering needed to avoid getting voted out, to the point that one episode a week wasn’t enough for me. How could I get more of this?!

The options for becoming completely lost in a fandom in the year 2000 were limited. This was well before the era of recaps and discussion shows, so, like a junkie looking for a fix, I would go on the CBS website, reading and rereading bios of the cast, hoping to glean any new information about literally anything between episodes. I ripped the soundtrack off Napster and would blast it regularly. It’s crazy to say, but Survivor quickly became the most important thing in my life.VIII What’s even crazier is that it may have remained the most important thing in my life ever since. It became my identity. While I can’t say I was there from day one, I can confidently say that there are few people who are as much of an expert on the show as I am. Not only have I been on the show, but—and sorry to brag here—outside of the people actually producing the show, there is no chance anyone else has talked about Survivor as much as I have.IX Over the course of fifty seasons, Jeff Probst himself might’ve put in his hours, days, months, and years talking Survivor in production meetings and editing bays, but put me up minute-to-minute against Probst on who’s talked more Survivor into a microphone and it’s not even close. When I die, the first line of my obituary will unironically be about Survivor. It won’t be about how we miss Robert Kristopher Cesternino, the computers project coordinator at some insurance company. It’ll be about how Robert Kristopher Cesternino was a two-time Survivor contestantX who went on to dedicate the rest of his life to championing and podcasting about Survivor. Leaving behind my wife and two childrenXI would only be briefly mentioned at the end.

It’s hard to overstate how big the show was when it first came out. Nowadays, there are so many streaming platforms and subcultures that it’s easy to be in your own bubble, fully unaware of something incredibly popular. Back then, monoculture meant that we worked ourselves into a complete frenzy over each shiny new thing. We didn’t have shows trending on Twitter but we had fifty million people, nearly one-fifth of the entire country, watching the same thing together. Survivor was everywhere. Everyone was talking about it, every commercial was doing some parody of “the tribe has spoken.” Even cable news like MSNBC would report what happened on the show like it was breaking news. Can you imagine popping on Morning Joe now and seeing Willie Geist breaking down how Kaleb’s Shot in the Dark hit? A current season of Survivor is like the latest iPhone model—yeah, it’ll have some new emojis or fire tokens, but you basically know what you’re in for. But the first season of Survivor was the first iPhone; it was historic. I wouldn’t dare say it was man-walking-on-the-moon historic, but in its own way, the original cast were like astronauts to many of us, pioneers forging into the great unknown.XII

While it may have been morbid curiosity that led us to tune into a game show where contestants had to eat bugs, what kept me and the rest of the world hooked were the complex people that were eating those bugs. Audiences weren’t growing week after week to see who would or wouldn’t help collect firewood; they wanted to see all the drama ensuing out of who would or wouldn’t help collect that firewood. Take Richard Hatch, the thirty-nine-year-old corporate communications consultant from Rhode Island, placed in the same tribe as Sue Hawk, the thirty-eight-year-old truck driver from Wisconsin. Sue wanted everyone to get to work, while Rich wanted everyone to discuss the process by which they would discuss what work would be done. This right here is why Survivor became a phenomenon. Here was a blue-collar woman from rural America who wanted to work and a white-collar man from corporate America who wanted to talk about talking! While it was undeniably a blast to watch contestants compete at gross-food-eating challenges, what made the show a sensation was the culture clash that resulted from the completely different people who, if it wasn’t for the massive casting call Survivor had put out, would have never otherwise met. The most captivating aspect of this whole experiment was the unpredictability yet relatability of human relationships.
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It wasn’t just the clash of culture; unexpected friendships also developed. The aforementioned septuagenarian Rudy was partly put on the show because he was a cranky old man who had a problem with gay people and they could stick him on the same tribe as an openly gay man, Rich. The producers thought they’d found a surefire (albeit a little cheap) way to create some television drama. But, as Survivor constantly proves, humans are often less predictable than we think. The friendship that developed between Rich and Rudy was one of the major highlights of the season. “He’s fat,” as Rudy eloquently put it, “but he’s good.” Turns out, Rich was a much more complicated person than his sexuality, and wasn’t the gay stereotype that Rudy had in his head. In 2000, this was a major step forward in media representation, considering that at the time many on-screen nonheterosexual characters were defined and pigeonholed by their sexuality.

Survivor ended up recruiting the kind of people you wouldn’t normally see on TV. The unscripted conversations they had didn’t feel like those you’d see in other shows or movies. And due to the conditions, the deprivation, and the newness of reality TV, the cast was shown more bare (literally and figuratively) than maybe anyone on primetime had been before. The cast reminded you of people you knew, people you liked, people who annoyed you, people you might even see yourself in. Greg Buis, the twenty-four-year-old recent Ivy League graduate from Colorado, who jokingly chatted away on his fake coconut phone, was someone you could see yourself being best friends with. Colleen Haskell, the twenty-three-year-old advertising student from Miami, didn’t necessarily look like the models they would put on covers of Maxim magazine; she looked like the girl you might’ve had a crush on in your office.XIII The appeal of the sixteen castaways was that they were just regular people you might run into on the street.

Ironically, what made the first season’s castaways seem ordinary is what made them famous overnight. Every contestant, after getting voted out, would get a whole media tour—they’d start on The Early Show with Bryant Gumbel, call into all the major radio stations, do the whole talk show circuit. Even if you got voted out third, you’d still get a big Reebok spot. Colleen became America’s sweetheart and starred opposite Rob Schneider in The Animal (although she seemed about as interested in being there as she did on Survivor). There was a week where Survivor contestants would co-host Live! with Regis Philbin. Sue Hawk even got to interview George W. Bush.XIV If only she had warned him that it would prove harder to track down WMDs in Iraq than to find a reliable source of tapioca on the island of Borneo.

Crucially, because these were real people, we all thought we were experts in what was happening. Just as we’d play along on Who Wants to Be a Millionaire, we all felt qualified to discuss the merits of who should stay, who should go, and how the game should be played. But unlike trivia, where the correct answer is always moments away from being revealed, there never was one right answer. Everything in Survivor is so context-dependent and case-by-case that what works in one scenario might not in another—and something crazy that shouldn’t work in a million years could come to fruition with all the stars aligned.XV This made the conversation about the show endless, and soon after its premiere, it naturally became the ultimate water cooler show.

At the insurance office’s water cooler, I found myself dissecting the show with the only other human I knew who was watching, a lovely older woman named Fran. Years before Stephen Fishbach came into my life, the Survivor Know-It-Alls were Rob and Fran, Thursdays at lunch, breaking down last night’s episode: who we liked, who we didn’t, who we thought was getting voted out next. Borneo started with two tribes competing against each other—the younger, fun-loving Pagong and the older, harder-working Tagi. Like the rest of America, Fran and I were rooting more for the Pagongs. Believe it or not, the guy living in his parents’ basement preferred the tribe that just wanted to have a good time. What Fran and I didn’t know at the time was that the two tribes were about to become one. Until I heard Mark Burnett explain the merge on the local New York radio show Opie and Anthony, I had assumed that they would just keep eliminating players until one tribe was fully gone.XVI But no, instead, the tribes merged into one—which increased the social politicking by ten. Thought you were getting used to living with a handful of strangers whose quirks were getting on your nerves? Well, here’s a handful more with new neuroses, stirring up new conflicts and paranoias. On top of that, the players getting voted out would form “the jury” who decided the winner of the whole show. Yeah, the people you screwed over voting out are the people whose votes you desperately needed in the end if you wanted that million bucks.

[image: A digital illustration depicts Rob and Fran smiling and pointing at a board with a humorous checklist titled Rob Fran’s Water Cooler Rules 2.]
Fran and I were convinced early on that Gretchen Cordy, the thirty-eight-year-old preschool teacher from Tennessee, was a lock for that million. When you broke down the cast, some seemed too crazy or got too much on people’s nerves, but Gretchen felt like Goldilocks, just right. She was well liked, respected, and could hold her own in the survivalist elements. She was the levelheaded center of the carefree Pagongs. So it was an incredible gut punch to us all when Gretchen was the first one voted out after the merge.XVII This blindside was as big as when on The Sopranos they killed off—well, I wouldn’t wanna spoil it for anyone so I’ll just say… “Long Term Parking.” Turned out, four members of the Tagi tribe had formed a voting alliance and strategically targeted Gretchen directly, specifically because she was the Goldilocks contestant. Yet another layer of the show was uncovered—you had to not only be good at Survivor, but also hide that you’re good at Survivor. The world was shook, the Pagongs were shook, I was shook. But no one was more shook than Gretchen herself. “Oh my God,” she said to herself as Jeff read out the votes, “it’s me.”

That’s when the fuzzy pre-merge of Borneo, where our favorite characters would explore the island and take dips in mud volcanoes, turned to the brutal post-merge. The next major blindside to the audience was Gervase. Before edgicXVIII even existed, internet sleuths found something curious on the CBS site: Whenever a castaway was voted out, they’d replace their photo with the same headshot but marked with a red X. Clicking around the page source and URLs, it was discovered that every castaway had this red X headshot ready to go… except for Gervase. We still don’t know if this was an oversight or a purposefully planted red herring (considering the show also slipped in a fake final-four shot of Gervase, Colleen, Sean, and Rudy just to mess with people). So everything we predicted would happen was wrong, none of the clues we had led to anything, and we would just helplessly watch our beloved Pagongs be eliminated one by one by the Tagi 4,XIX led by the original Survivor villain: Richard Hatch.

And what would reality TV be without villains and controversy? Richard was (and, safe to say, continues to be) controversial. He proudly walked around naked so much that the number one thing people were talking about was “can you believe that gay, naked guy on Survivor?” He was openly obnoxious and smug, and not even a writers’ room could top his job title of “corporate communications consultant” to sound more off-putting to Middle America. But worst of all… he had formed an alliance. People strongly felt this shouldn’t be allowed, that it went against the spirit of the show. Even Rich himself said he was going to do something underhanded. Choosing to vote someone out—whether because you felt they weren’t helping the tribe in the challenges or because they were a pain in the ass around camp—was supposed to be an individual decision. Conspiring with others to vote for someone simply because it would help you get into a better position to win the money was viewed as some evil plan. When Jeff Probst overheard the Tagi 4 forming an alliance while standing off to the side of a challenge, he truly believed they were cheating.

[image: A loose digital painting shows Fran and Rob in a car: Fran in the passenger seat looks forward with concern, while Rob drives and looks to his right.]

“It seemed so real sitting there around the fire and, you know, and just the whole ominousness of it…. And then the night that I got voted off, I couldn’t sleep. And I just got up and I thought, I’ll just walk up and down the beach…. I saw this Styrofoam, and I’m like, what is that? And it turns out it was the back side of tribal council. And then I remember thinking to myself, like, oh, it’s a game. It’s a game. It’s all make-believe, you know, and it was a really odd coming-to-Jesus kind of moment where you’re like, oh, my God, I took it so serious.”

—Gretchen Cordy, July 2, 2019


It’s possible that Richard figured out the show before anyone making the show did: that, on top of the physical and the social aspects, Survivor was also a numbers game. The show itself originally seemed more interested in the social experiment of mixing people of various walks of life than in the strategy. The editors leaned heavily into the adventure aspect of survival, with the gameplay element being an afterthought. The producers wanted to compete with TV’s biggest game show and arguably ended up inventing the greatest game show television had ever seen, but the irony was that they were expecting their game show contestants to neither acknowledge nor treat the game show they were on… as a game show. For the contestants and the viewers, this was happening in real time. Later in the season, when the contestants are about to compete in a trivia challenge, Colleen gets excited because it’ll be just like a game show, only to suddenly realize: “Wait a minute… we’re on a game show.” Naturally, if you set up a game for a million dollars, you can’t expect the players to not attempt to optimize their chances of winning. Greg sardonically compared voting someone out with playing the board game Sorry—it’s part of the rules, something that has to be done, so you might as well do it in a way that benefits you. Fran and I also debated if the dirty a-word, alliance, should be allowed. While we hadn’t yet grasped the strategic component of the show, it was surely inevitable.

Eventually, during the season, I was able to make it back to Oswego. Summer 2K was back on! Only I hadn’t returned a simple college student, I was now a Survivor evangelist—trying to get anyone I knew to watch. My roommate Floyd and I would throw weekly parties where we’d get drunk, watch the show, and tape it so we could rewatch it the following day more carefully (and soberly). These tapes proved to be rather important in the future whenever we didn’t pay our cable bill and our only choices of entertainment were a Survivor tape and our copy of The Phantom Menace.

Survivor had become our life. When we came home from bars, we’d get pieces of paper and vote out our own friends. I sometimes found myself crashing in a hotel room with four or five other guys after a night of drinking and I’d sleep on the floor jokingly telling everyone that was my way of preparing for Survivor.XX We threw a big party for the finale with what constitutes an “island theme” for college students in upstate New York: a pot of rice. I even made a coconut bikini for a girl to wear—but although someone was willing, bless her heart, it proved to be rather uncomfortable so we nixed it.


“I couldn’t go out there and act like a complete fool or a villain. And because, A, it’s not me. I’d be faking it, but B, is that, you know, I have a career that I can’t look that way on a grand public scale. I mean, it’s just—it’s not professional, and it’s not who I am, but it’s also not professional. Imagine if your doctor was out there and doing what Richard did…. Everyone would be like, ‘That’s your doctor? I don’t want to go to him,’ you know?… But like I said, I was really trying to win. I’m confident in my reasons for voting in alphabetical order, why I did it, and it was very strategic. I’m sorry. No one else recognized the strategy. I kept it secret from the producers because I didn’t want the producers spilling the beans.”

—Dr. Sean Kenniff, August 5, 2018


All of the infamous Tagi 4—Rich, Rudy, Sue, and Kelly—barreled their way to the final four. Sue got cut at four, then Rudy at three, leaving just Rich and Kelly as the final two. But losing Rudy, who was far and away the fan favorite at this point, didn’t ruin the show. It set the stage for something even better than a feel-good ending. The contrast between Kelly and Richard at final tribal couldn’t have been starker. Rich was the mastermind of the cutthroat alliance, while Kelly was the one who’d made friends with most of the cast.XXI Now they had to face the jury, who arrived emotionally raw, with tough questions ready to go. And the final two weren’t allowed lifelines; they could not phone-a-friend, and any wrong answer could cost them a million dollars. Kelly came in stressed, like she was about to face a firing squad, while Rich seemed relaxed, thinking the jury would be fun. Kelly’s opening speech to the jury was a plea that they would vote for the “better person,” while Rich’s suggested they vote based on the “better gameplay.” Therein lies the core of why Survivor is endlessly fascinating to this day, over twenty-five years and fifty seasons later; why fans are still watching, why we’re still podcasting and writing books about it. How much is Survivor a game and how much is it a reflection of real life? Is it possible to separate how you play from who you are? Will the jury vote for who they liked better or who they feel played the game better? Every single jury member on every single jury has different criteria on what “played better” means and how they want to choose who wins the game. Much like they created their own society, the voted-out castaways get to create their own criteria for how their season’s champion will be crowned.

[image: A digital painting depicts Richard Hatch, Kelly Wiglesworth, and Sue Hawk set against a loose brushstroke background cinematic composition scene art.]
The tie-breaking vote that season came from Sue Hawk, who stood in front of the jury like a hunter, both guns loaded, and fired them at full blast. In a piece of pure poetry, she pontificated that the island was pretty much full of two things: snakes and rats. She compared Rich to a snake: Yes, he’s an openly arrogant, pompous loser in life, but he’s frank, and he accomplished exactly what he set out to do. Kelly, she compared to a rat, running around two-faced; despite her claims of playing a more honest way, she was actually duplicitous and didn’t own up to doing exactly what Rich was doing. Not one to mince her words, Sue let Kelly know that if she were to ever pass her in life and she was dying of thirst, Sue wouldn’t give her a sip of water and would let the vultures take her and do whatever they want with her. Sue ends her fiery speech by declaring that they owe it to the spirit of the island that they have come to know to let it be, in the end, the way Mother Nature intended it to be—for the snake to eat the rat. Even though rankings are arbitrary and reductive, to this day, Sue’s speech remains the most iconic moment in the show’s history and it was the most insane thing I had ever seen on television—we sat there with our jaws dropped as someone was completely eviscerated on television. And in that moment, the question of how much of Survivor is a game and how much is real life was answered. It’s both. Survivor may be strategic like a chess game, but every pawn, rook, and knightXXII is an actual person, and when you’re playing with people, things are going to get very messy, very fast.

The snake did, in fact, eat that rat. In a 4-3 vote that Jeff counted then and there,XXIII Richard Hatch cemented himself in history as the first ever winner of Survivor. The season 1 finale was watched more than any other episode of the show. So then why did the producers think the show was ruined while they were filming it? Well, because they (correctly) predicted the straight-shooting veteran Rudy would be who the audience rooted for to pull out the win. They were partially right; the seemingly nefarious Rich winning was a complete shock to the audience. In a poll taken going into the finale, 45 percent wanted Rudy to win, 42 percent wanted Kelly, and only 11 percent wanted Richard (with the sad remaining 2 percent for the robbed Sue Hawk). In a poll taken after the finale, only 31 percent felt the right person won, with 69 percent feeling the wrong person did.

Ultimately, Richard winning was the best thing to happen to the show. He was the perfect winner and mascot to capture both what the show wanted to be and what the show needed to become. While on the island, the producers thought the audience would have been too disappointed to see the beloved veteran lose to the villain, at home, more and more people began embracing Rich as the deserving winner. The show realized that leaning into the strategy would create an even better format for their social experiment to flourish. When Jeff Probst introduced the preview for season 2, The Australian Outback, he highlighted the extreme heat and harsh environments they had to fare against, but asked the bigger question of how contestants would fare with each other. “Because, as we have seen, surviving each other—surviving the social politics—is what this game is all about.” This was just the beginning. As the players evolved to meet the game, the game evolved to meet the players. Things got more cutthroat, more complicated, and dare I say, even more captivating. But the question that still lingers to this day is how much of Survivor’s success can be attributed to Richard’s win.


“On one of the neighboring islands, our last day, 39, there was like a floating university thing, and there was like a piracy attack, and some people were beheaded…. That stuff doesn’t always make the news in the US, but, you know, production, they were like, well, we want to make sure that our people’s family don’t think it was them. So they let us make a phone call home and… I remember calling my mom, like, ‘Hey, I don’t know if you heard about this whole beheading thing, but that wasn’t us. Like, we’re safe. I’ll be home in a few days.’… And she said, ‘Are you okay?’ And I didn’t say anything. And she goes, ‘You’re not okay. Are you?’ And I didn’t say anything. And my mom goes—I’ve never heard her say a swear word in my life—and she goes, ‘Oh, my God, you won the whole damn thing.’ And then I just started blubbering…. I didn’t say yes or no. I just started crying because I’m like, oh, great. Like, rub it in, Mom.”

—Kelly Wiglesworth, January 24, 2021


And the bigger, maybe more hyperbolic question, is how much Survivor is to blame for the complete decline of culture. When the show premiered, the media covered it like it was the downfall of civilized society. They said getting naked and eating rats for money appealed to the lowest common denominator of people. It was dystopian, like the real-life Hunger Games.XXIV What has television become? It is undeniable that Survivor was the spectacle that led to the boom of reality television, and that reality television permanently changed culture. Before, you got on TV because you were famous, because you excelled at acting or singing or sports. Suddenly, everything flipped. You didn’t go on TV because you were famous, you got famous because you were on TV. Survivor paved the way for people to, with all due respect, become famous without merit.XXV The more people that succeeded at becoming famous just for being famous, the more others pursued a similar path. And the higher ratings reality television got, the more this led to the media covering everything like it was reality TV. We eventually even got a president who came from a reality TV show, also created by Mark Burnett.

While there is some truth that Survivor satisfies a dark part of human nature—every episode is, indisputably, akin to a ritualistic murder—there is also something beautiful about Survivor that resonated with counting-couch-cushion-change-to-buy-beer college student Rob then and resonates with a lot of people from all walks of life now. Two other tribes were formed that first season of Survivor: those who found it to be a trash show, damaging the social fabric of society, and those who found it to be a smart show that revealed often unexpected aspects of human nature. A separation between people who got it and people who didn’t. The people who got it have been my tribe ever since. To me, Rich wasn’t the reason Survivor became the monster hit that it did. And Survivor wasn’t the reason reality TV took over the world. These events were inevitable and already in motion—Rich and Survivor just happened to be in the right place at the right time. If Kelly had won the jury vote, it was still a matter of time until a Brian Heidik or a Boston Rob or a Cirie Fields or even a different punk named Rob would come on the show and advance the game. Even if Mark Burnett and Les Moonves hadn’t taken a risk on adapting Charlie Parsons’s Swedish show Expedition Robinson, someone else would’ve had their finger on the pulse




[image: A watercolor and ink illustration depicts smiling young Gervase Peterson in a T-shirt and headband, holding a six-pack of cans and beads .]
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