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	The Wire

	The groundbreaking television drama, The Wire, grew out of a reporter’s investigations into crime on the streets of Baltimore, Maryland. David Simon, a former reporter for the Baltimore Sun and creator of the series, started writing about the police and criminals who populated the streets of his city. His work began as newspaper articles, expanded to non-fiction books, and then made the transition to one television series and then another. His stories became more complex as he added layers and explored his characters more thoroughly. In the many worlds of David Simon, there are few heroes and even fewer black-and-white “truths.” Heroes are for Hollywood boilerplate dramas, those staples of network television. Simon and his team created something far more intricate and alluring with The Wire. Even when it was hard to watch—the violent crimes, vicious attacks or characters’ generally bad behaviour—it was even harder to look away.
	The Wire never won an Emmy (although it was nominated for two writing awards) and was never a ratings success. It featured no famous actors in the cast and no breakout stars (at least, not while the show was on air). Yet critics and magazines, including Entertainment Weekly, Slate and The Guardian (UK), often named The Wire as one of the best television series of all time. The San Francisco Chronicle called The Wire the “best series, period.” Barack Obama called it his favourite show—and Omar Little, the violent, shotgun-wielding criminal, his favourite character—during the 2008 presidential election campaign. This was perhaps a risky move considering the series’ claim that institutions and bureaucracies regularly disappoint and neglect the people who support and use them.
	From the opening strains of the theme song, “Way Down in the Hole,” (the Tom Waits’s song covered by different artists at the start of each season), it’s apparent that The Wire is unlike your typical police procedural. The show ran for five seasons, from 2002 to 2008. During each season, it presented a single story arc that unfolded over the entire season. Each year, another segment of Baltimore society came into focus, and this approach became the overarching way Simon told his  stories. 
	Furthermore, the creators of The Wire examined the city and its citizens from many viewpoints. Even though the members of the Baltimore police force remain the main characters, other characters and storylines are layered under the umbrella of the series’ overarching themes. Every character—drug dealers, schoolteachers, journalists, dockworkers, politicians, drug addicts or teenagers—has their own point of view. By the end of each season, we have become a part of these characters’ lives. For example, after spending twelve episodes on the Baltimore docks with the stevedores in season two and watching the demise of their livelihood, even as the city turns a blind eye to their dwindling options for employment, the fact that some characters turned to crime and associated with dangerous individuals makes sense. We might not agree with their decisions, but we understand how they arrived at them. The Wire has no true heroes or true villains, though corruption, especially in institutions meant to protect and support people, is an ever-present and destructive force. The dysfunction of these institutions sounds bleak because it is bleak, but it’s also an honest portrayal of an economically depressed city. With the idea of letting plots slowly unfold and the layered approach to telling the stories, the creators of The Wire ultimately set themselves apart with a series that was like no other on television. At the same time, The Wire did not make it easy for viewers. There were no simple storylines or easily wrapped-up plots. If you wanted to understand everything that was going on, you had to stick with it, pay attention and watch every episode. 
	The characters were often deeply flawed; one might admire or even respect them, but there was no guarantee that one would like them. Rest assured, however, the creators of The Wire, and David Simon in particular, did not set out to make friends with their uncompromising stories. They want to challenge while they entertain, to inform, to frighten and to startle the viewer with the truth as they saw it, through fictional scenarios and the gloss of television.
	To understand The Wire, you need to understand its central character, the city of Baltimore, Maryland. Like many other American cities, Baltimore has a moneyed past mixed with poverty and racial conflicts. Baltimore played an important role in American independence, including a brief stint as the nation’s capital in 1776. “The Star Spangled Banner,” America’s national anthem, was written in Baltimore to commemorate a battle with the British forces in 1814, and tourists can still visit Fort Henry’s “ramparts” made famous in the anthem.
	Baltimore’s industry and cultural heritage continued to grow throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, along with the city’s population. It was the second-largest entry point on the east coast, after Ellis Island, for immigrants coming to America, and perhaps historically importantly for the setting of The Wire, it was a major destination point for freed slaves after the American Civil War. By the 21st century, African-Americans made up an estimated 63 percent of the city’s population. But The Wire breaks down the myth that poverty and crime are divided along racial lines. In the world of The Wire, race does not determine who enjoys a position of power; instead, money and influence are the deciding factors. In The Wire, just as in real-life Baltimore, African-Americans hold political posts, including as mayor and as high-ranking officers in the police force. These people, no matter what their ethnic background, make decisions that affect and often harm people, in particular those in the lower classes. As we see in the show’s later seasons, the politicians make promises—more money for schools or for sanitation to clean up the city—but their ability to fulfill those promises depends on how much actual money there is to spread around.
	In the 1950s, as the US economy continued to grow, many Baltimore citizens (i.e., those who could afford to) moved from the city to the surrounding Baltimore County. In the 1960s and 1970s, as America struggled through an economic recession, many companies either left Baltimore looking for cheaper means of production or closed down altogether, grinding the city to an economic halt. As a major port on the eastern seaboard, Baltimore also once enjoyed a thriving shipping business. The city was also home to the B & O Railroad—the Baltimore & Oregon—the first transcontinental railroad in America. Goods from across the country arrived by train and shipped out from these docks; goods to be shipped throughout the entire country also arrived at the docks. When The Wire films  the docks during season two, though, they are almost desolate. Few ships arrive, and there’s not enough work for the dockworkers who are there, let alone all members of the union.
	As Baltimore’s industries and factories started to close in the 1970s, city decay set in. Working-class neighbourhoods began to thin out. Baltimore’s famous row houses—once home to vibrant communities, immigrants and working-class families—crumbled as people either left or couldn’t afford the upkeep. The drug trade moved in and took over the streets. Drug crews set up on the corners and waited for customers to come to them. And plenty did.
	A push for revitalization kicked off in the 1980s with the building of the National Aquarium, which opened in August 1981, and the Baltimore Visitors Center, but the damage was done: the city became a two-tiered society of rich and poor, with the middle class having almost entirely disappeared. Baltimore turned into, as David Simon called it, a city of “island neighbourhoods.” The Wire often underscored the dichotomies of wealth and poverty, of crime and tourism. In season three’s second episode, drug dealers stand on a corner talking about a recent encounter with a carload of tourists who were looking for the Poe House—the writer Edgar Allen Poe died and is buried in Baltimore. As the dealer tells the story to his friends, one young man does not understand what they were looking for. “These are all po’ houses,” he says.
	Throughout the ’80s and into the ’90s, Baltimore’s crime rate rose as the drug trade gained prominence. Baltimore provides easy access to other major cities—Washington, New York, Philadelphia—for drugs coming into the city which, coupled with the high unemployment rate and few opportunities for change, allowed the drug trade to grow into a thriving industry. It was during this era of high unemployment and rampant drug trade, a young reporter named David Simon arrived at the Baltimore Sun.
David Simon was born in 1960 and grew up in Silver Spring, a suburb of Washington, D.C. His father, Bernard, worked for the B’nai B’rith, and his mother, Dorothy, was a homemaker who went back to school later in life and graduated from the University of Maryland at the same time as her son. During his time at the university, Simon wrote for the university newspaper, The Diamond Back. He was a dedicated journalist, and his grades suffered for it, but he had found his calling. In his final year, Simon began writing stories for the Baltimore Sun, and after graduation, they hired him full time and assigned him to the police beat.
	Simon quickly became passionate about what was happening on the streets of Baltimore. As a reporter, he looked beyond the crime and the police investigating it. He believed that the story wasn’t about the crime committed so much as the people who played a part in it. And usually these people weren’t as simple as “bad” criminals warring against the “good” citizens of Baltimore or “good” cops struggling to make a difference. Instead, Simon wanted to present this world in a more realistic light that showed how everyone involved was human and flawed. Everyone had a story, and the narrative was larger and much more complex than the war surrounding the drug trade. In order to paint a more true-to-life portrait of the city he loved, he examined the perspectives of the criminals and addicts as well as those of the police to show the city from all sides.
	Simon published his first book, Homicide: A Year on the Killing Streets, in 1991. A few years prior to its publication, Simon had taken a year off from reporting for the Sun to shadow Baltimore homicide detectives. His book captures detectives who face crimes they cannot solve because witnesses are either totally uncooperative or too cooperative (read: lying), and the daily grind of working the streets in a year when 234 murders were reported. The name “Bodymore, Murderland,” which appears in the opening credits of The Wire, rings true when you consider these statistics. Simon also felt it important to show that these detectives were not like television police, who react to each crime with horror or disgust. While the detectives in Simon’s book certainly care about the outcome and the safety of citizens and cops alike, they are far less fazed by what they witness. Working the homicide beat is a job, and they get through it much like any other person trying to survive a grueling job—with humour and camaraderie. 
	Simon subsequently approached director Barry Levinson with the idea of turning the book into a movie. Levinson, a native of Baltimore, set many of his films in his hometown—Diner, Tin Men, Avalon—and was a strong supporter of Baltimore and its local economy. Levinson’s biggest films—Good Morning, Vietnam and Rain Man—were not set in Baltimore, but they gave him more pull (or, as you might say in Wire lingo, he had more “suction”) in the film industry. Levinson, though, thought the content in Simon’s book would be better suited for television.
	Homicide: Life on the Streets premiered on NBC in January 1993. The creative team included Levinson and Tom Fontana, a former writer for St. Elsewhere and the creator of Oz. The series was largely shot on the streets of Baltimore, and just as it would years later with The Wire, the city itself became a central character. The series predominantly featured local haunts, and characters casually dropped Baltimore idioms and references. Viewers were left on their own to decipher “Saturday night hons” and references to local delicacies such as “Natty Bo” (respectively, a young woman who dresses up for a night on the town; and National Bohemian beer, which was brewed locally at one time). The show featured many storylines straight from the pages of Simon’s book, and true to the book, it de-romanticized the notion of saintly cops. These television detectives cared about solving their cases not because they wanted to save the world but because they wanted to succeed. They joked, fought among themselves, drank too much and sometimes (though not always) solved the crimes. Homicide wasn’t a series about happy endings and victims’ finding justice—at least, not until the show’s final years, when the network’s demands finally won out. Happy endings would not reflect real life and certainly not the world that Simon experienced as a Baltimore Sun reporter. Simon worked as a consultant and writer on the series and then as a producer for the last few seasons. Despite low ratings and ever-changing time slot and cast members, the series lasted until 1999.
	In 1993, just as Homicide started, Simon took another leave of absence from his job at the Sun and spent a year observing life on a single Baltimore corner. The result was another book, The Corner: A Year in the Life of an Inner-City Neighborhood, published in 1997. Ed Burns, a Baltimore city homicide detective, co-wrote the book. Simon and Burns met in 1985 while Burns was involved in the investigation of Melvin Williams, a Baltimore drug kingpin; Simon covered the story for the paper. The Corner followed the lives of people, particularly one family, who lived on a single Baltimore corner and who were involved in the drug trade as addicts and dealers. In 2000, it became a mini-series produced by HBO and won several Emmys, including outstanding mini-series and writing.
	It’s obvious how all of this previous work fed into The Wire, and in  2000, Simon pitched HBO the project. A show about police detectives in Baltimore, though, was not an obvious fit for HBO, a specialty network that made its name with shows like Oz, The Sopranos, Six Feet Under (which would debut in 2001) and Sex and the City. Simon, however, made the persuasive point that this was reason enough for HBO to produce a cop show—a cop show, by the way, whose style had never been seen before—and the network ordered a script for the pilot episode.
	However, it would be a mistake to pigeonhole The Wire as merely a police drama. It tries to
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