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Foreword

By Eric Bischoff

Commitment. Such an interesting word. Even before I finished the first chapter of the journey you are about to take, commitment was the first word that came to mind.




NITRO: The Incredible Rise and Inevitable Collapse of Ted Turner’s WCW attacks the challenge of presenting the story of one of primetime television’s most unlikely success stories, and with honest intent. It’s a cautionary tale that can provide important lessons to big box corporate content creators, whose real interest is long term merger and acquisition opportunities.




Writing this story - and doing it well - requires research. Research is hard. Getting interviews with 10, 20, 30, or more individuals who were at the epicenter of a story about the highly competitive entertainment industry can be daunting. To get more than 120 of those individuals, many of whom were senior executives in Turner Broadcasting at the time - and some with their own skeletons in the closet? 




That’s not hard - that’s borderline impossible. But that’s what Guy did in this book.




Reading NITRO was an amazing journey for me. I lived in the eye of the hurricane - hell, I created the hurricane (!) - during the amazing rise of WCW, as well as during the eventual demise of what was once one of Turner Broadcasting’s most successful franchises. 




Every time I turned the page, it seemed like I was reading a story from another key executive who was able to provide new insight into how and why NITRO and WCW - once one of Ted Turner’s favorite organizations - ended up being sold to WWE at a flea market discount. 




So many of these interviews have never been published before. So much of the story of NITRO and WCW has never been accurately or truthfully told - until now.




Guy Evans was committed. Committed to journalistic integrity. Committed to doing the hard work, and committed to bringing the true story of NITRO and WCW.




It’s the first ever peek inside the corporate boardrooms - where the real decisions were made.




Eric Bischoff

March 2021

Cody, WY


Preface

By Guy Evans




The response to the NITRO book has been simply astounding. Its publication was met, rather unexpectedly, with almost immediate acclaim, and in the months and years that followed, NITRO seemed only to gain momentum - and readership - with time. What started as an ostensible ‘passion project’ became, in no act of hyperbole, a life-changing experience for both my family and I. 




Thank you very much for all of your support.




——




NITRO was officially released on July 6, 2018 - the culmination of three-and-a-half years’ work. Initially, it was my expectation that the book would find a limited, albeit passionate audience, and perhaps make a modest splash for a brief period of time. Needless to say, I was subsequently shocked by the actual response; NITRO received a stunning amount of critical acclaim, including from many prominent figures in the professional wrestling industry. After spending thousands of hours on the book, it was very gratifying to receive such comments, and I would like to thank everyone - both in and outside of ‘the business’ - who made readers aware of the project. 




This expanded edition of NITRO contains four new chapters - and over 100 additional footnotes to the original story. Furthermore, this edition features a variety of bonus materials – including a never-before-seen WCW/TBS internal report, and a wonderful guest essay by Tom Deschenes. 




Former WCW President Eric Bischoff was kind enough to write the foreword for this edition. Thank you, Eric, for your time and support – it is much appreciated.




To the reader: I hope you enjoy this story today, tomorrow, and – to coin a phrase – f-f-for life!




Thank you all again.




Guy Evans

November 2021

Tampa, FL


Chapter 1:

The Offer




May, 1995 — 




1 CNN Center, North Tower, 14th Floor

Atlanta, GA




YOU COULD ALMOST be excused for missing it. 




After all, it stood rather inconspicuous amidst a sea of decorative souvenirs. Indeed, some eyes were first drawn to the accolades on display - the prime-time Emmy, the CableACE award, TIME Magazine’s Man of the Year cover - while others stared more intently at Jane Fonda’s image, showcased alluringly in a framed photograph. Perhaps most captivating, however, was the sight of ‘Leo’, a full-bodied stuffed lion who curiously resembled - and increasingly so, with each passing glance - the one whose roar set the stage for those classic MGM movies. A persistent rumor posited that it could be the actual lion, who by now had clearly seen better days. ‘Leo looks sick,’ thought some recent visitors.




But there it was, silently demanding your attention in the middle of the room. At the front of the desk in this top-floor office, a solid brown plaque displayed an insightful refrain:




Either lead, follow or get out of the way.




The artifact was as revealing as it was succinct. The plaque, the office, and the building (for all intents and purposes) belonged to Robert Edward Turner III - better known to the public as the eccentric media mogul, Ted Turner. On a particularly humid Atlanta day, Ted surveyed the downtown district and contemplated the standing of his pioneering cable television enterprise, Turner Broadcasting System (TBS, Inc.). Ted’s broadcasting empire, which included ownership of New Line Cinema, CNN, and the Atlanta Braves, seemed to be under no immediate threat. For now, there was the simple matter of an executive committee meeting, a monthly gathering that functioned as a pep rally of sorts for both the charismatic Chairman and his high-level suits. 




As a faction of key executives entered the room, Ted cast his 56-year-old pale blue eyes at a veritable ‘who’s who’ of TBS, Inc. Among those in attendance were Terry Foster McGuirk, Turner’s Director and Executive Vice President; Randolph ‘Randy’ L. Booth, a former Chief Financial Officer now working as an adviser; and the Director and Vice President of Turner Entertainment Group, Scott Sassa, widely considered to be the heir apparent to Turner’s throne.




As the agenda moved to AOB - any other business - Booth announced with palpable glee that an unsolicited offer had been received for one of Turner’s subsidiary companies. It was an offer to purchase the organization whose televised presence - for many of the TBS corporate brass, at least - had been nothing but a constant source of embarrassment. In an ironic allusion to its place in the organizational hierarchy, this particular entity was listed last on the company’s inventory of 150 controlled assets (the list was compiled of course, as is standard for the SEC, in alphabetical order).




Booth reported that an offer had been made to purchase World Championship Wrestling (WCW), Inc. - the Turner-controlled pro wrestling outfit and notoriously inept money-loser. Since its official inception some seven years earlier, WCW had never so much as made a single dollar in profit, and to many, its continued survival was as perplexing as its creation.




——




Apparently, Ted possessed a soft spot for his wrestlers - or rasslers as he would call them - because WCW had simply never gone away. Its origins could be traced back to 1972, when a regional organization known as Georgia Championship Wrestling (GCW) produced a self-titled television program on the Turner-owned WTCG station. The wrestling show, in addition to Atlanta Braves coverage and ‘Andy Griffith Show’ reruns, propelled WTCG to become the original cable network, reinventing the entire television industry. 

In 1979, following the network’s re-branding to WTBS (and eventually, simply TBS), GCW’s show - now billed as World Championship Wrestling - became the first wrestling program to be broadcast across America. By 1982, the series achieved the unprecedented distinction of attracting a million viewers on cable, solidifying its status as a legitimate cultural institution in the South. But in April 1984, following some tumultuous internal strife, GCW (and its hallowed 6:05pm Saturday timeslot) was sold to Vince McMahon, Jr., newly minted owner of the Connecticut-based World Wrestling Federation (WWF). Three months later, on July 14, 1984, McMahon stunned the loyal GCW audience with an unannounced appearance on TBS television - an occurrence that came to be known as Black Saturday. While previously, fans had been used to bouts produced intimately in an Atlanta sound studio, the new show featured taped matches from Madison Square Garden. It was still wrestling, but it wasn’t rasslin’, and consequently, the reaction to the change was catastrophic. 

In response to mounting complaints and sinking ratings, an angry Ted Turner looked for restorative action. He decided to effectively compete against McMahon on his own network, providing rival promoters with air time around the Saturday night show. Hampered by Turner’s decree, the WWF ceased to enjoy exclusivity on TBS, and so with his financial incentive dwindling, McMahon begrudgingly sold the time slot rights (and World Championship Wrestling name) to promoter Jim Crockett, Jr. in March 1985 (attaching the promise, according to wrestling lore, that Crockett would live to “choke” on his investment).




After the purchase, Crockett’s company - Jim Crockett Promotions (JCP) - became the second-biggest wrestling organization in the country. But after several years of unsuccessful competition with the WWF, talks began to engineer a sale of JCP to Turner Broadcasting. For Ted Turner, whose growing empire demanded the need for popular (and cheap) entertainment programming, the opportunity to acquire a wrestling company seemed like a fairly logical strategic move. After all, his guiding principle, formed in the early days of running his father’s billboard business, was to constantly seek to acquire assets. His famous refusal to sell the library of old films that eventually became Turner Classic Movies showed that the approach appeared to work. 

 

Besides, his aides thought, Ted simply got a kick out of the populist pageantry, over-the-top characters, and soap opera-type storylines that accompanied the pre-determined bouts of wrestling. And so, on November 2, 1988, a reported $9 million sale of JCP to Turner was made official. Using the World Championship Wrestling moniker as the name of the new company, WCW was officially born, and soon it began to separate from its historic territorial roots. 




But after a mostly well-received first year in operation, a series of horrendous managerial decisions and bizarre on-screen stories entrenched WCW as a distant number two, trailing pitifully behind McMahon’s WWF. Undoubtedly, TBS’ wrestling outfit - to a sizable number of its own executives, no less - was already an absolute joke, often failing to ensure sufficient crowds despite giving away tickets en masse.  

And then there were the demographics. Oh, the demographics! While an oft-repeated gag theorized that WCW exhibited the opposite of ‘PBS syndrome’ (far more people, as indicated by the Nielsen television ratings, watched the programming than were willing to admit), those that apparently did watch represented a portion of the audience that simply repelled advertisers. While the viewership for WCW’s various syndicated programming and its flagship show on TBS - WCW Saturday Night - significantly contributed to the network’s overall numbers, an inherent stigma associated with pro wrestling suggested that it appealed mostly to a low-income, low-education, low-on-sophistication crowd.

The content of WCW programming did little to help its perception. In one indelible moment, Robocop (no typo) came to the aid of wrestler Sting, only to walk backstage and never be seen again. In another plot, a dastardly one-eyed dwarf named Cheatum engineered a terrorist bombing, presumably in an effort to kill two good-guy wrestlers. And in perhaps the most infamous happening of them all, a debuting character named The Shockmaster crashed embarrassingly through a prop wall on live television, losing his helmet (and dignity) in the process. 




For the account executives within ‘Turner Ad Sales’ - the branch of Ted’s empire tasked with selling commercial time on his networks - it became increasingly difficult to rationalize keeping WCW afloat. It would be unwise, many agreed, to aggressively pitch wrestling to traditional advertisers, at the risk of losing their overall business. The idea of presenting Procter & Gamble, for example, or General Motors, with the concept of taking out spots on WCW’s shows was uniformly laughed at. The outcome seemed as predictable as a Hulk Hogan match. Besides, didn’t everyone know it was all fake?

And so, in what became practically a yearly tradition, the TBS elite proposed removing WCW from the airwaves. It stayed that way, of course, until early 1992, when one such plea ended almost as soon as it began. The conversation ceased, several attendees would recall, with Ted reminding his subordinates whose name was on the front door. 

Those close to Turner had rarely seen him as enraged as on that day. He had previously promised his rasslers, in a rare visit to a television taping, that WCW would have a home as long as he retained power. But as the name on the front door remained, so did the resentment of WCW’s existence.

——

“We have received an offer for W-C-”

The cumulative history of TBS wrestling set the stage for Booth’s announcement. He could barely finish delivering the news before Scott Sassa leapt to his feet, high-fiving Terry McGuirk in a display of pure elation. Sassa enjoyed a particularly close rapport with Ted, but he seemed to be acting on behalf of everyone now. This is it, the group agreed with their eyes. We can finally be done with wrestling. A communal sense of relief filled the room, tempered just slightly by a cautious optimism. When push came to shove, their billionaire boss would still have the final say.

Ted’s eyes narrowed. His instincts, well-honed after a lifetime of making decisions based on feel, urged him to embrace his spontaneous nature. Before it became cliché, he was a true maverick, totally unaffected by the opinions of others, and characteristically unafraid to make decisions. While his brain wave to popularize 24-hour news with CNN was now hailed, for example, as a decided stroke of genius, he recalled the complete lack of support when he first broached the idea. “Uh, Mr. Turner,” he remembered hearing. “People can barely watch 20 minutes of news. You want to run news all day?”

Dubbed by the national press as ‘Captain Outrageous’ (or alternatively, ‘The Mouth of the South’), Ted never could quite hold his tongue, once casually suggesting to Atlanta Braves pitcher Andy Messersmith that he change his last name to “Channel” (Messersmith wore no. 17, the same number as WTCG). And true to his nature, The Mouth wasn’t going to stay quiet at this moment.

It was time to start taking WCW seriously, he decided. USA Network were achieving impressive prime-time numbers for the WWF’s flagship show, Monday Night Raw, even despite the wrestling industry experiencing a depressing downturn in popularity. We own a wrestling company, the Chairman said on occasion. We should be getting these numbers on prime-time - wrestling should be our thing. 

Ted leaned forward as the Sassa-McGuirk high-five reverberated around him.




“You’ve now got wrestling,” he told Sassa matter-of-factly. 




But Sassa provided oversight to both the TBS network - traditionally, home to WCW programming - and TNT (Turner Network Television), the latter of which had been positioned as an upscale basic cable option (or ‘gold standard’). To this end, TNT defined itself internally with a clear mission statement, by virtue of its iconic classic film library, big budget original cable movies, and elite professional sports coverage:




TNT is for upscale adult couples and families looking for quality-driven television. TNT is that premiere basic cable network offering a variety of blue-chip sports and entertainment programs.




“You’ve now got wrestling,” Turner clarified to Sassa. “On TNT. In prime time.”




The suits paused in disbelief. Such a proposal, it was widely believed, completely contradicted TNT’s efforts to position itself, especially in an increasingly crowded cable marketplace. The cross pollination of Turner’s NBA coverage, whereby TNT telecasts augmented airings on TBS, already made the task of showing differentiation difficult. Therefore, aside from Ted, the consensus was rather clear - WCW on TNT would only muddy the waters further. 




But that hardly mattered to Ted. His career accomplishments had developed an unshakable belief in his own convictions, no matter how spontaneous. He was a cable television pioneer after all, founder of CNN, and husband to Jane Fonda! Indeed, his was a very American story; the tale of the self-made entrepreneur with a genuine courage to take chances. And so, the decision would be final.




TNT would air World Championship Wrestling in prime-time, and they would have to make it work. In perhaps the most unlikely of tag team combinations, upscale and downscale would have to co-exist. 


Chapter 2: 

An Eternal Question




May, 1995 — 




1 CNN Center, South Tower, 13th Floor

Atlanta, GA




ACROSS THE STREET, a younger visionary grappled with an eternal question: how would WCW ever make any money?  




The visionary’s name was Eric Bischoff, WCW’s 40-year old Executive Vice President. Born and raised in Detroit, Michigan, Bischoff had hustled his way from a childhood gig sweeping a corner store driveway - earning 75 cents a shift for his efforts - to become the enterprising leader of Ted Turner’s beleaguered professional wrestling franchise. To the TBS executives, he presented a charming public image; that of the handsome, articulate and ambitious trailblazer who spoke their language with a reassuring ease. But upon closer analysis, looking past the jet-black dyed hair and charismatic smile, Bischoff appeared to have more in common with his roster of wrestlers than the corporate suits that presided over him. 




Fiercely independent, tough-minded and driven, Bischoff had taken a long and winding path to WCW. His decidedly lower-class upbringing, situated just two miles from the infamous 8 mile district in Detroit, provided the backdrop for a daily ritual of adversity and hardship. Each morning as a child, Bischoff could recall, his six-block walk to school attracted older bullies who reveled in taking advantage of his smaller stature. If he somehow managed to escape unscathed, he was usually beat up for his lunch money at midday, licking his wounds just long enough to suffer another assault on the way home. 




Bischoff’s father, born as a premature infant in the Depression Era, suffered from paralysis, the eventual result of life-long spinal problems and later, a bungled brain surgery aimed to correct his condition. Stirringly, the elder Bischoff refused to quit working, even when he could no longer so much as brush his teeth without the assistance of wife Carol. He became a remarkably successful purchasing agent, and after receiving a job opportunity in 1968, moved his family to Penn Hills, an eastern suburb of Pittsburgh, PA.




Meanwhile, son Eric, now in the eighth grade, quickly found his new surroundings unable to prevent the threat of physical combat. While his new trek to school required transportation by bus, the old Detroit memories resurfaced one day as a member of the football team tested his mettle. Each time the bus came to a stop, Bischoff’s tormentor - sitting menacingly in the seat behind him - jabbed and prodded the new kid to the delight of his sycophantic classmates. Over and again, an audible ‘thump!’ gave way to a chorus of laughter, while Bischoff, cruelly preyed on once more, simmered impassively as the only student sitting alone.




As the bus chugged toward its final stop, and with the prospect of another year of harassment ahead, the kid from Detroit finally reached his breaking point. To the shock of everyone - not least the bully himself - Bischoff turned and socked the resident jock directly in the mouth, following up with a kick to the groin for good measure. The driver, leaving his post temporarily, descended on the scene to drag the scrappy underdog away, leaving Bischoff to hear the bully promise vengeance the very next day. But surprisingly, their subsequent showdown didn’t go quite as expected - Bischoff simply pummeled his adversary in front of an assembled crowd, and from that day forward, saw himself no longer as a target.  




In later years, Bischoff realized that his stand against the school menace enabled a powerful personal epiphany: don’t ever let anyone bully you like that again, he told himself.




——




Academically, Bischoff barely pulled through high school (“I was lucky enough to catch the tail end of the hippy era,” he once quipped - in reference to the faculty), and lasted only a year in college before embarking on a series of odd jobs and entrepreneurial schemes. His resume soon became filled with an admirable assortment of eclectic occupations; there was a period bouncing boozy patrons in Chicago, a stint running a tanning salon in Minneapolis, and a time operating a landscape construction company. From his teenage years onwards, he had flipped pancakes, taught karate, sold Christmas trees, and hustled, scratched and clawed in an effort to achieve financial stability; first for himself, and later, for his wife and two small children. 




Physically, Bischoff matured into a classic ‘late bloomer’, allowing for an unlikely (albeit brief) career as a martial artist. He competed in several televised bouts broadcast by ESPN, and while on the circuit, met Sonny Onoo, an Iowa businessman and eventual life-long friend. After a particularly enthusiastic late-night drinking session, the duo hatched an ingenious proposal to develop a children’s game, based on one Onoo played while growing up in Japan. They labeled the game Ninja-Star Wars - fitting for a diversion involving vested players launching ‘ninja stars’ at each other - and rubber-stamped an optimistic production order of some 10000 units. 


But despite Bischoff’s best efforts – including Saturdays spent outside supermarkets, launching ninja stars at his wife – retailers were largely disinterested. Now 32, Bischoff found himself living with thousands of impossible-to-sell boxes, stacking inventory in every room of his house. Any savings accrued from his last vocation (managing a food processing company) had vanished, but improbably, a remarkable solution was about to reveal itself. 




While watching television one weekday afternoon, Bischoff stumbled across a pro wrestling show produced by the American Wrestling Association (AWA). He had enjoyed watching wrestling as a child, and maintained a level of interest as an adult, believing the genre to be ‘the purest form of entertainment.’ Ever the resourceful salesman, Bischoff sat through a commercial break and became convinced of an opportunity to market his game to the AWA’s audience, a demographic predominately made up of children. 




And so, with typical moxie and determination, Bischoff arranged a meeting with the AWA’s owner, the legendary wrestler and promoter Verne Gagne. Subsequently, his eventual pitch was so impressive - so polished - that he left the room with a job offer to run the company’s syndication sales department.1 




Soon enough, in another improbable break, Bischoff began appearing on-camera as a straight-laced backstage interviewer. At first, however, his reliable self-assuredness failed - albeit temporarily - to impress a locker room of wrestlers who teased him for his ‘Ken Doll’-like physical appearance. Bischoff tried to sound convincing on the microphone, but in response, as he would later recall, ‘the boys’ could barely contain their laughter.


In time, the ‘Ken Doll’ proved himself as a valuable, curious and dedicated employee. However, Gagne’s organization was ailing. At one stage, Bischoff worked for six months without a paycheck, and with the AWA standing on the verge of collapse, he answered a call to audition with the WWF. He tried out as an announcer with Vince McMahon, who clearly enjoyed - in a variation of the ‘sell me this pen’ interview question - instructing Bischoff to ‘interview’ a broom instead. “Hey Eric, why don’t you try to ‘sell’ me that broom over there?” grinned McMahon. “This doesn’t mean I’m going home…” replied a nervous Bischoff, “does it Vince?” 


Admittedly unseasoned, Bischoff would indeed return home - empty-handed – and braced himself for an uncertain future. Financially, his life was spiraling, with missed mortgage payments accompanying the litany of bills that would result in his car being repossessed. Children Garett and Montana, five and six years old respectively, sufficed only on rice and beans, and in a particularly solemn moment, the heat to the Bischoff home was unceremoniously cut off. “I needed a miracle, or I needed to get out of pro wrestling...maybe both,” Bischoff would later reflect. 


Finally, Bischoff left the AWA and on a whim, sent an audition tape to WCW. It was 1991, and the company was struggling for an identity under the unpopular leadership of Jim Herd, an ex-Pizza Hut impresario with a reputation for adopting off-the-wall ideas. Luckily for Bischoff, Herd liked what he saw (“you look like a movie star” he told the desperate hopeful), before offering a generous $70,000 salary to play backup announcer.2 The miracle had arrived, but Herd’s reign of power proved utterly disastrous. His successor, Kip Frey, failed in similar fashion, only further cementing WCW’s status as the ‘red-headed stepchild’ of TBS.




Two years later, in 1993, WCW was suffering through its latest embarrassment. Executive Vice President Bill Watts, an old-school promoter known for allegedly wearing a gun to work and urinating out of his office window, was ousted after making racially charged comments to a journalist. In response, WCW President Bill Shaw announced his intention to empower a new leader for the company - a person with a fresh vision for televised wrestling, but not a wrestling person - and thus began a search to hire the company’s first-ever Executive Producer. “[WCW] is going to be run like a television company, [and] not a wrestling company,” he reportedly told employees gathered at CNN Center. “In general terms,” observed Bischoff in a contemporaneous interview, “there’s been a realization that we need to compete on a broader level - as a television product.”




After contemplating an exit from wrestling during the Watts era, Bischoff applied for the new role and shockingly, to the surprise of the entire industry, was chosen by Shaw as the successful candidate. During the selection process, Shaw had consulted Mike Shields, the former head of production for the now-defunct AWA. “I told Bill that Eric...will do whatever it takes to keep his job,” recalls Shields. “[I told him that Eric] will build relationships. He will manage egos. He is smart enough to hire people to do things [he can’t]. He will think outside the box, because he knows what WCW is doing is not working, and will [eventually] lead to the company shutting down.”




Incredibly, Bischoff was now responsible for WCW’s entire on-screen product. As a perceived outsider to the business, his rise to power energized an array of detractors who would consistently make claims of resume embellishment. But to those who knew him well, Bischoff’s ascent was not altogether unexpected. “Eric always was a great salesman - a great salesman,” emphasizes Sonny Onoo. 


Bischoff was also extremely competitive - a self-described Type A personality with a preference, he often told friends, for a good fight over good sex. “I met Eric Bischoff in a pull apart fight - me and him,” laughs Diamond Dallas Page, one of WCW’s biggest ever stars. 




“Next morning I wake-up, and I can’t get it out of my head. I’m [thinking], ‘I’m gonna go knock on his fuckin’ door and see how bad he is at eight in the morning’. And as I’m walking out my door, I heard it knock. It was him.




“He said, ‘I heard I was a real asshole last night’. I said, ‘yeah, you were - I was just on my way to see you’. He said, ‘I saved you the walk. So there’s one of two things we can do here.




“‘One - accept my apology and shake my hand. Or two-’ 

“And [at this point],” Page continues, “he pulled his front three [fake] teeth out of his mouth. He said, ‘or punch me in the face. You do whatever you feel is right’.




“That’s who Eric Bischoff is.




“I said, ‘I’d much rather shake your hand, because that’s the best comeback I’ve ever heard!’” 




——




Despite Bischoff’s inexperience, his energy and enthusiasm as Executive Producer instantly impressed even the most jaded of WCW employees. In outlining a clear vision and fresh philosophical approach, he spoke of making the company a truly viable national promotion for the first time. A co-branding effort with Disney MGM studios, while logistically problematic, did much to chip away at the dull company image. Cost-cutting measures, such as reducing the number of untelevised events,3 coupled with a dramatic curtailing of travel expenses, pleased the higher-ups concerned with WCW’s hemorrhaging of funds. But Bischoff’s most important move was yet to come. On June 6, 1994, he finalized a deal to sign Terry Bollea, better known to fans as the immortal Hulk Hogan - the driving force behind the WWF’s national expansion and subsequent ‘boom period’ for pro wrestling in the mid-to-late 1980s.




Suddenly, WCW’s marketing arm could flaunt the acquisition of the Hulkster, an enormously popular superstar whose WrestleMania III battle with Andre the Giant drew in excess of 78,000 spectators to Detroit’s Pontiac Silverdome. Hogan’s distinctive persona, characterized by his familiar red-and-yellow apparel and purported ‘24-inch pythons’, resulted in Hulkamania becoming a legitimate cultural touchstone in ‘80s America.




But for all of the ballyhoo that accompanied WCW’s announcement of his signing, which Disney-MGM hosted as part of a ticker-tape parade, Hogan’s influence and ability to interest casual viewers had waned. While his initial Bash at the Beach showdown with bleach-blonde legend Ric Flair helped spike one of the largest buy rates in company history, a 1.02, it soon became evident that Hogan’s all-too-familiar act failed to resonate with WCW’s television audience. For fans whose interest traced back to the Georgia Championship Wrestling days, Hogan’s shtick came across as tired, formulaic, and far too identified with the style of his former employer, the WWF. 




Nevertheless, the impact of Hogan’s signing was seen in WCW’s ability to use his highly recognizable persona as a means to achieve new media and advertising opportunities. His appearance at the annual NATPE (National Association of Television Program Executives) convention, now as a representative of WCW, was not lost on the suits in attendance. Licensing and merchandising, revenue streams that were woefully undeveloped prior to his arrival,4 expanded dramatically. By early 1995, a profitable WCW, previously inconceivable in the days of Robocop run-ins, appeared within reach. 




Harry Anderson didn’t think it could be done. As the Executive VP of Finance and Operations for Turner Entertainment, Anderson observed Bischoff’s moves with interest. He felt strongly, however, that WCW, a money-losing proposition since day one, would never so much as break-even - much less make a dollar in profit. During a meeting involving Bill Shaw, the executive responsible for promoting Bischoff, Anderson sat in amazement as he witnessed Bischoff boldly proclaim that in 1995, WCW would do exactly that.




“Listen, Eric,” Anderson interrupted. “I hear what you’re saying, but…there’s no way. It just isn’t possible.” Bischoff, relishing the thought of being able to prove himself further, looked Anderson squarely in the eye. “Harry,” he said through a smile, “I can tell you that it will happen.” 




In the most cordial tone possible, Bischoff proposed a friendly wager. “I’m going to bet you a dollar that it happens,” he continued, “and if it does, you agree to pay me that dollar at the company Christmas party. You’re going to have to get down on one knee, and hand that dollar to me.” Anderson, one of the most senior members of the Turner executive committee, could only chuckle to himself. “You got it,” he responded. “I’ll betcha’.”




Bischoff exited the meeting with a renewed sense of purpose. The Hulk Hogan signing, combined with the subsequent debut of another ex-WWF mainstay, Randy ‘Macho Man’ Savage, put WCW in a position to improve its international distribution. An opportunity soon arose with a network that had transformed itself, over the preceding two years, from a regional broadcaster to a powerful global entity. According to Bischoff, an offer from Star TV - Asia’s pioneer satellite television service - was believed so lucrative as to potentially push WCW into the black. 




But there was still one fairly imposing hurdle to overcome. In 1993, Australian business magnate Rupert Murdoch took over Star as part of his purported ambition to establish the world’s first global television empire. Aside from an estimated $3.3 billion fortune, he also owned a long-standing dislike for Ted Turner, who would later characterize Murdoch as a “very dangerous person…dangerous to democracy, dangerous to [America],” in an interview with Larry King. 




“At one point, Ted publicly said he wanted to challenge Rupert Murdoch to a boxing match,” recalls Bill Burke, President of the TBS network from 1995 to 1999. “Someone said to him, ‘Ted, you don’t want to box - wrestle him! We’ll put [the event] on’. Ted goes, ‘nah, I don’t wanna wrestle…I [really] wanna hit him!’” 




Mindful of the tension between Turner and Murdoch, Bischoff knew that he needed approval to make the Star deal happen. Unaware of Ted’s prior mandate, in an executive committee meeting, that WCW would expand to TNT on prime-time, Bischoff enlisted a tight-lipped Scott Sassa to arrange a conference with the tycoon and Dr. Harvey Schiller - the Head of Turner Sports - on Monday June 5th, 1995. 




The summit would mark almost three years to the day when Bischoff, still recovering from the AWA experience and a significant tax issue with the IRS, filed for Chapter 7 bankruptcy in the district of Minnesota. In an almost surreal reversal of fortunes, the former Blue Ribbon Foods salesman now faced the prospect of addressing one of the 50 richest men in the country.




Bischoff prepared diligently for the pitch, repeatedly rehearsing his presentation with thoughtful consideration of any and all possible objections. Moments into the talk, however, he was swiftly interrupted by Ted. “Uh, Eric…” began Turner, “what do we need to do to become competitive with Vince [McMahon] and the WWF?” The question lingered ominously in the air, as Bischoff saw his professional life flash before his eyes. “Well…Ted…I think we need to have prime-time,” he eventually babbled, trying hard to conceal his own uncertainty. To Bischoff’s astonishment, Turner then announced what had already been privately determined, but with one caveat: “Scott [Sassa], give Eric prime-time - every Monday on TNT.” 




The implications of the statement were clear - WCW, by order of its owner, was set to compete directly against the WWF and its established program on USA network, Monday Night Raw. 




Once the parties dispersed, Bischoff found himself alone in the hallway, suddenly a man with enough rope to hang himself with. For as far as both he and WCW had progressed, one prevailing thought flashed across his mind.




“‘What the fuck do I do now?’”


Chapter 3: 

The Road To War




BISCHOFF’S DEPARTMENT HEADS did a double take upon hearing the news. It would take a monumental effort, they thought, to compete for ratings supremacy with the WWF, who despite suffering a marked drop-off in business, awaited them as the familiar incumbent. 




In fact, the previous decade had been an astounding one for Vince McMahon’s company. The advent of pay-per-view and increased penetration of cable television provided an ideal platform for iconic stars such as Hulk Hogan, Randy ‘Macho Man’ Savage, ‘Rowdy’ Roddy Piper, and Andre the Giant to become household names. By virtue of a timely association with MTV - and specifically, the pop singer Cyndi Lauper - the Stamford, Connecticut-based promotion transformed itself into a pop culture phenomenon. In 1985, McMahon successfully gambled everything on the promise of the first WrestleMania, “changing the landscape,” according to Bischoff. “Wrestling was no longer the regional territory model it had been up to the point,” reflects Bischoff. “The 80s saw an amazing amount of growth - an explosion in popularity - with the WrestleMania format and [McMahon’s] efforts on cable.” 




McMahon was relentless in his desire to dominate the American wrestling scene, breaking the unwritten rules of the industry as quickly as he did attendance records. He poached talent from regional organizations, displaced existing wrestling programming by buying up local airtime, and committed to a grueling schedule that often featured multiple live events occurring simultaneously around the country. It was an aggressive approach, seen as predatory in the eyes of rival promoters, and one that would have disappointed Vince McMahon Sr., the widely respected boss who ran the company until 1982. “Had my father known what I was going to do,” Vince Jr. revealed to Sports Illustrated, “he never would have sold his stock to me.” As a result of the younger McMahon’s audacious tactics, his company was a juggernaut by the end of the decade, grossing an estimated $150 million in 1989.




“For years, the very mention of pro wrestling would cause the eyes to roll, and the voice to chuckle,” said Bob Costas in an NBC feature on the WWF-sparked ‘80s wrestling boom, inferring that the widespread perception of the spectacle was at last evolving. But televised wrestling had enjoyed a long history in the United States. Network executives in the late 1940s first realized its potential as an inexpensive form of popular programming, with the pioneering Dumont Television Network drawing huge viewership for their weekly airing of matches from Chicago’s Marigold Gardens. “The rise to prominence of pro wrestling came alongside the whole idea of spectator entertainment,” says Sam Ford, Professor of an MIT course on professional wrestling. “The idea of the arena as this huge, spectator sport locale is something that accompanied the rise of mass media.” 




In the 1950s, similar to how the advent of television popularized the ‘slugger’ style of fighting in boxing, professional wrestlers of the time also adapted their presentation. The televised wrestler, now more than ever, played the role of a performer, with the narcissistic villain Gorgeous George becoming the first breakout star of the genre. His flamboyant antics made him a hated bad-guy, or heel in wrestling parlance, as he masterfully exploited the social conservatism of the period. Gorgeous George Gets Hair Curled, protested one Washington Post headline, seemingly inviting fury from its male readership.




George antagonized fans so much that he is credited for generating more sales of television sets than any other factor of the time, thus making pro wrestling the first real TV ‘hit’. He was admired by fellow showmen Muhammad Ali, who studied his act as a young Cassius Clay, and James Brown, who incorporated his theatrics on stage. Bob Dylan would even write in his autobiography that “[George gave me] all the recognition and encouragement I would need for years to come.”




At its peak in the ‘50s, more than 200 stations carried wrestling. However, by the end of the decade, its popularity declined. Networks that had eagerly moved to cash in on the fad’s novelty caused the programming to be overexposed, and new, alternative programming caught the interest of casual viewers. The wrestling promoters of the ‘60s, forced to accept that the ‘golden age’ was no more, moved to produce their shows for the purpose of syndication, with small, local stations able to provide them with cheap late-night time slots. Regional mega stars such as Verne Gagne, in the Midwest, and Bruno Sammartino, throughout the North East, were created as a result of breakaway organizations from the National Wrestling Alliance (NWA), a powerful body of independent promotions. Gagne and Sammartino represented the most significant of these entities, the American Wrestling Association (AWA), and the World Wide Wrestling Federation (WWWF), respectively; the latter of which would eventually become the World Wrestling Federation (WWF). 




But even with the WWF’s expansion nationally - and internationally - throughout the 1980s, and Ted Turner’s eventual entrance into the rasslin’ business, pro wrestling found itself on a downswing by the early 1990s. A series of sex and drug scandals cooled the WWF’s momentum, while the impotence of WCW did little to inspire an industry revival. 




It was a state of affairs not lost on WCW management. In one late 1992 memo, Executive Vice President Bill Watts unloaded in frustration, emphasizing the need to finally realize Ted’s vision:




As professional athletes and independent contractors, it signifies you have attained the highest level in your sport.




…While WCW does want each of you it has contracted, you are not indispensable except possibly in your own mind and in the minds of a few you may happen to influence. 




…Our industry is in a crisis - you have been a part in getting it there - you cannot just blame it all on management as some are wont to do.




…[So] may 1993 bring us all together on a mission to make WCW set the standard and to save our industry. Read the signs and dedicate yourself to helping us make WCW a profitable entity for TBS.




…The bottom line here at WCW is “our way or the highway” and you had better make your bookings and once there give it your all to make the event (not just yourself) successful for the fans, your peers, and WCW. If you do that, 1993 will be remembered as the year WCW began resurrecting wrestling from the ashes of ridicule and chaos on the verge of collapse. TBS has invested millions in WCW, ‘93 is the year we begin justifying Ted’s vision.




By 1994, mainstream publications were lamenting the industry’s decline, with one challenging its readers, ‘quick, name the World Wrestling Federation’s champion.’ In mid-year, McMahon narrowly avoided jail time on steroid distribution charges. “I think mainly because of some of the challenges that the WWF experienced, the popularity of the product began to diminish somewhat,” reflects Bischoff. “It just got stale, as a result of some of the distractions.”




The WWF looked increasingly to its overseas markets, and WCW, losing as much as $10 million in one year, remained a remote number two, achieving approximately a quarter of the revenue of its competitor. “WCW might as well have been number twenty two,” jokes Bischoff. “It could have been considered, at that time, a national brand because of its distribution with [TBS], but it wasn’t nearly as popular as the WWF was, even though the WWF had been suffering diminished success.”




Understandably, there existed “some apprehension” about competing with the WWF, recalls Alan Sharp, WCW’s former Head of Public Relations. “It was like, ‘what have we done? We’re gonna go head-to-head against Raw?’




“We thought, ‘this could get ugly’.




“It was daunting.”


Chapter 4: 

Better Than, Less Than, 

Different Than




AS WORD of WCW’s expansion filtered down to TNT’s Executive Vice President, Bradley J. Siegel, it seemed as though Bischoff would face some serious resistance. “Brad [initially] said, ‘I don’t want it’,” recalls Bill Burke, who was early in his tenure heading up TBS. 




“Ad Sales and TNT’s leadership were opposed to it,” agrees Scot Safon, TNT’s VP of Advertising. “It felt too downscale, didn’t draw any of the audience we were doing well with - older men and women watching movies, or young urban/suburban men watching the NBA - [and so] ‘Ad Sales’ didn’t know how we would sell it.”




“We were also trying to differentiate [TNT and TBS],” continues Burke. “TBS was sort of more fun…baseball, wrestling…‘movies for guys who like movies’ was one of the things that we did. [Conversely], TNT was the best movie studio on television. They were making these kind of high-brow cool films, [for example].” 

“There was a lot of competition between sister networks,” remembers Tom Karsch, VP of Sports Marketing for TNT. “It wasn’t a malicious competition, but it was a friendly and healthy one. At TNT, we really looked at ourselves as kind of the ‘Tiffany network’ of basic cable. We were spending more money on original movies, [and our] whole pitch to the Hollywood community and the stars was that they could bring their special projects to us. 




“Not to mention, because we were carrying such good sports packages, it was one of the most expensive television networks for cable affiliates. [Therefore], it was really up to us to create real value for what they were paying. 




“So we kind of looked at ourselves in a very snobby way. We were the gold standard of basic cable, and we looked down a little bit on the TBS guys because they were still doing their Elvis Presley marathons, and their James Bond marathons…Gilligan’s Island…Andy Griffith [Show], that kind of stuff.




“At the time, wrestling kind of murkied the waters for us. We kind of thumbed our nose at it. It wasn’t a sport, and at the network, we just thought it flew in the face of our brand positioning.”




“[While] Ted started by strongly suggesting that TNT or TBS consider putting WCW on live in prime-time, he finally just mandated it,” says Safon. “USA Network was drawing enormous numbers to prime-time with [Monday Night Raw] - multiples of what anyone was drawing with movies or old series. This was before major sports franchises were being presented on cable, and so the WWF numbers were unprecedented - [representing] the closest cable could come to those sports numbers. 




“Ted was a fiercely competitive guy and had a strong belief that sports [type] programming, especially live sports, was very valuable on television. He also liked larger-than-life characters and grand gestures, and so he appreciated the more over-the-top aspects of what WCW was doing. I think he saw a lot of potential there, especially as the WWF started to draw enormous ratings, in prime-time, on USA.”




Interestingly, the call for the new show to air on TNT occurred, according to Burke, only as a result of TBS’ Monday night baseball coverage. “[WCW on Mondays] would have been on TBS, but we couldn’t do it because of baseball,” he recalls. 




With the option of TBS carrying the program an impossibility, TNT head Siegel conceded that any resistance was futile. Besides, it wasn’t as if the boss ever showed a tendency to deviate once a course of action had been determined. “Ted was a great decision maker,” says Burke, “because whether you liked his decisions or not, he [unreservedly] made decisions, and then the company moved on.”




The Chairman’s decision-making process was often rather comedic (and admirable) in its simplicity. In 1992, he ordered the creation of the first 24-hour single-genre channel with animation as its main theme. While his marketing gurus deliberated the various options for its name, Ted made things easy for them. The network of cartoons became, well, Cartoon Network. 




A year later, as his staff began to prepare for the launch of yet another cable network - this time, a platform designed to capitalize on Turner’s impressive film library of some 3,500 titles - brainstorming began on what to call the new channel. The innovative American Movie Classics (AMC), with Brad Siegel, incidentally, as its head of programming, had already established its dominance in the small but profitable niche of old movies on television. With Siegel now working for Turner, and the example of AMC’s success to learn from, focus groups were planned in a number of markets across the country. Turner’s research department prepared a shortlist of eight potential names for the channel, but once word of the activity got back to Ted, he quickly sent out the following memo:




TO: Scott Sassa,5 Bradley J. Siegel

FROM: R.E. Turner

Subject: New channel




Turner Classic Movies is the name of the new channel. 




Needless to say, the focus groups were immediately canceled.




——




For WCW’s foray on TNT to be successful, its prime-time offerings had to become event programming, thought Siegel. The new show, he argued, needed to be live every week, and had to emanate from major arenas around the country. In essence, as he would later explain to Broadcasting and Cable, TNT had to create pro wrestling’s version of the NFL’s Monday Night Football. 




Ironically, the network already carried the NFL’s Sunday night games, originally marketed using the tag line Sunday Nitro. Seeing a clear opportunity to leverage an already established theme, TNT’s VP of Public Relations, Jim Weiss, suggested that WCW adopt a similar show title: WCW Monday Nitro Live!




Meanwhile, Eric Bischoff began to digest the gravity of the task ahead of him. He knew that his future in professional wrestling depended wholly on the success (or lack thereof) of Monday Nitro. “There was a ton of pressure on me,” Bischoff admits. “I’d be lying to suggest that I wasn’t concerned about my job.”




Bischoff wasn’t the only one with concern, as in the industry publications read by the most hardcore of fans, the pundits were forecasting a gloomy road ahead. “Time is running out on the chances for a break-even year,” wrote Bruce Mitchell of the Pro Wrestling Torch. “Eric Bischoff has to produce. After seven long years, [Turner] is serious about WCW finally breaking even.” Dave Meltzer, editor of the revered Wrestling Observer Newsletter, was even more direct about the potential consequences of WCW’s Monday move. “Turner has a lot of money,” Meltzer told the Philadelphia Inquirer. “But this may be difficult, even suicidal, for WCW.” 




At a pair of WCW Executive Committee meetings (June 14th and June 29th, 1995, to be exact), Bischoff began to outline his strategy. Then, in early July - less than two months away from showtime - he detached himself for a short spell alone, hoping that further inspiration would arise from solitude. Sitting down with a legal pad, Bischoff arrived at a lucid realization: while WCW would perhaps never be perceived as better than the WWF, it certainly could be perceived as different.




It was an approach reminiscent of Al Ries and Jack Trout’s immutable laws of marketing. For decades, big business realized that marketplace success was not so much about presenting a product as better than the competition, as much as it was about being first in a category - in other words, being seen as being the best at something unique to itself. The technology company Dell demonstrated this by creating the new paradigm of selling computers by phone, being flexible enough to differentiate themselves in an already crowded PC market. Ironically, Vince McMahon would later promote the WWF as being sports entertainment (as opposed to pro wrestling), in a controversial effort to be first in a category (and, not so coincidentally, to avoid the athletic commission taxes associated with ‘real’ sports).6




Similarly, Bischoff was unlikely to find success positioning Nitro, at least at the beginning, solely as the best professional wrestling on prime-time television. Despite WCW’s base of support in the South, the WWF brand was professional wrestling to the mainstream. Simply put, since McMahon’s circuit was already perceived as the most prestigious national wrestling promotion, Bischoff needed to find a new category, or space, for Nitro to occupy.




If our competitor wants to appeal to children, he reasoned, we can be wrestling for eighteen-to-thirty-nine-year-old males. If our competitor wants to present cartoonish, animated characters, we can present them with a keen sense of realism. If our competitor wants to continue its taped format for Monday Night Raw, we can take advantage of our status as live programming. 




The final point was of particular importance to Bischoff. An earlier discussion with Siegel led to the implementation of a research project to devise Nitro’s creative formula (Ted Turner, presumably, was kept in the dark). The outcomes of the study were clear - WCW’s target audience wanted a feeling of spontaneity to permeate the new program. They wanted ‘can’t miss TV’, a drastically different television format (as compared to the WWF strategy of giving away ‘squash matches’, i.e. bouts where established superstars predictably beat up on hapless underdogs), and an avoidance of the tried-and-true tactic of reserving the major, often more unpredictable match-ups for pay-per-view. 




“I was fascinated by that research,” remembers Bischoff. “It helped us really understand more about the psychology of why people really watch wrestling. As opposed to [basic questions such as] ‘what do you like?’ or ‘what characters do you like?’, it got into the emotional elements that they liked most about [the genre], especially compared to other forms of television. I got very excited about it, because I was able to focus on the key elements that drove the audience.7”




As Bischoff considered the stylistic elements that would give Nitro a competitive edge, Pat McNeely, a highly respected Turner graphic design artist and director, was tasked with creating the show’s opening sequence. “We met with the TNT higher-ups,” McNeely recalls, “and it was a little strange. They were like, ‘what else have you worked on?’ and ‘we [really] need to be involved’.




“TNT didn’t want [the open] to look like Atlanta. They wanted it to look like ‘anytown USA’ - bigger. So we came up with an idea where there was this cityscape…and kind of a desolate opening. All of a sudden, you see this fire comin’ down the street, and as the fire comes, explosions go off, and on the buildings you see sort of ‘mapped’ wrestling footage. We pitched it as a storyboard and drew everything we could think of! It was like a 15-second open, and at the end, there would be a line of fire going through every frame, hitting this huge, 50-foot tall logo. It was like, ‘Nitro is here!’ 




“We went down to Disney in Orlando, where they had a kind of ‘forced perspective’ city street backlot. At the end of this [constructed] three-block street at a right angle, they had built this huge plaque of New York City. It looked like walking down the street in Manhattan…just a huge skyline…but it was only about 20-feet tall. We thought, ‘this is perfect!’”




When McNeely and his director Karl Horstmann returned to the Disney site in early August, however, the entire cityscape had been destroyed, a casualty of Hurricane Erin. “Buildings were torn off, chunks of metal were showing,” laughs McNeely, who also designed the Nitro logo. “We worked until late that night, trying to figure out how to solve this problem, re-drawing storyboards [and so on]. We said, ‘this is gonna cost extra money, because instead of using that backdrop, we have to now put one in’. We have to add a cityscape, which at the time, was a little bit of a bigger deal than it would be now.




“We called Eric Bischoff at about 10 o’clock at night. We said, ‘there’s a problem. The hurricane has knocked down part of our set here, and it’s gonna cost 50 thousand dollars extra to fix it’.




Bischoff had only one question, recalls McNeely. 




“He just asked, ‘is it still gonna look cool?’” 




——




Bischoff approved the additional cost, his attention more likely focused on an escalating psychological battle with Vince McMahon, a man with a drive so relentless, it was believed without parallel.  




Vince doesn’t sleep, new WWF recruits were often warned.




He never stops working. 




He can’t stop working. 




Oh, and don’t sneeze. 




He hates when people can’t control themselves.  




Cleverly, McMahon, ever the spin doctor, revealingly failed to mention Bischoff by name in an appearance on Chet Coppock’s NewSport Talk show. By skillfully directing his comments towards Ted Turner, who despite numerous public statements of approval, had no direct involvement in WCW’s day-to-day affairs, he was able to frame the WWF as the underdog. “That was the perception McMahon wanted to create, and the media ate that up,” observes Alan Sharp. “They didn’t wanna hear that Vince McMahon was competing with Eric Bischoff, [rather], he was ‘competing against Billionaire Ted’. I would literally have conversations with reporters and say, ‘you know that Ted Turner has nothing to do with our wrestling product, right’?”




“We love the sports entertainment business,” McMahon stated in the NewSport interview. “It’s a family owned business. It’s something you almost have to grow up in to really understand. It’s not just another business venture, as it is with Ted Turner.” As for Hulk Hogan, his former cash cow, McMahon provided his blunt assessment, labeling Hogan’s WCW run as a “disaster.”




A week later, Bischoff made his own appearance on the show, enjoying a billing as “Ted Turner’s right hand man, in charge of one of Ted’s favorite companies.” WCW, according to Bischoff, had already proven itself worthy of doing battle in the ratings contest. “We’re [already] neck and neck with them,” he boasted, in reference to the historically strong ratings on TBS. “I’m sure [that] I’m going to develop a product that is very unique and different from what we’re doing right now. It’s going to be different from anything our competition’s doing, and it’s something I think will be exciting for the viewers. 




“It’s an alternative - a choice. I’m excited about giving viewers and fans that choice.”




To fully ensure his rhetoric agreed with reality, Bischoff decided to appoint himself as Nitro’s play-by-play announcer. Given his commitment to divergence, it was hardly a surprising move; rather, it was downright necessary, he thought. Besides, to be frank, Bischoff viewed himself as the best option available, despite some fans’ expectation that Tony Schiavone - a commentator closely identified with the company lineage - would be offered the role instead. 




Schiavone was many things - intelligent, hard-working, and often stunningly believable - but Nitro was in need of a fresh voice. After all, for all the talk of its decline, the WWF had owned Monday night wrestling since the debut of Raw in 1993. For WCW, therefore, the need to shake things up - and, more importantly, convince fans to change their viewing habits - innately necessitated an original, perhaps even audacious kind of presentation. And so, with the cocksure Bischoff as its visionary, leader and mouthpiece, a novel production style enveloping the program, and a roster of stars led by Hulk Hogan, Nitro figured to be - at the very least - immediately intriguing.




However, to what extent Nitro could be competitive was certainly in question. Ultimately, its success would be measured by its Nielsen rating, specifically as compared to Monday Night Raw. According to Nielsen’s formula (which incidentally, provoked skepticism as far back as the ‘60s), one ratings ‘point’ reflected one percent of the potential TV market (approximately 954,000 households, as of September 1995). In other words, a show recording a 1.5 rating, for example, theoretically attracted 1,431,000 households. A separate but oft-cited statistic, the audience share, revealed the percentage allocation of the viewing audience (i.e. households actively viewing television) who tuned in to a particular show. Indispensable as a gauge of popularity, both metrics provided the basis for advertising rates throughout the industry.  




Contrary to popular belief, the Nielsen company did not arrive at its figures through ubiquitous measurement. Rather, it utilized a sample size of some 5,000 households, chosen randomly from U.S. census statistics, to collect its data. Specially installed meter boxes reported the preferences of so-called ‘Nielsen families’, using telephone lines to send viewing data digitally. According to the company, channel changes were tracked to the nearest minute, although the particulars - as well as the rating and share itself - became available only during the next business day. 




Another misnomer concerned the relationship between audience size and advertising rates. One common interpretation propounded that programs with higher ratings produced higher revenues - a logical fallacy insofar as it flagrantly disregarded crucial influencing factors (notably, content and demographics). In 1994, to cite one illustrative example, Seinfeld commanded $390,000 for a 30-second spot - $40,000 more than Home Improvement - despite attracting fewer overall viewers. Its ability to draw more young viewers (often defined as the ‘highly desirable’ 18-49 demographic) instead made all the difference. In sum, as industry experts realized, advertisers bought ‘demos’ before they did households. 




Despite its purported commitment to accuracy, the inherent flaws in Nielsen’s system seemed rather obvious. Its method of extrapolation (derisively referred to as ‘voodoo’ in some circles) almost invited manipulation. To prove this point, a Los Angeles TV station once aired a series on ‘Nielsen families’, who subsequently tuned in with undivided attention. Needless to say, the station numbers skyrocketed overnight.




“Nielsen was the only game in town at the time,” sighs one former WCW employee. “People had their doubts about its efficacy and the methodology, but it was the only benchmark that existed. The tools were clunky and the servers prone to crashing, but what choice did we have? Everyone was resigned that it was a bad system…it was the only system.”




As it was the only system, there was little choice but to conquer it. To this end, a host of auxiliary considerations would require careful monitoring from production staff. “At the time,” begins Richard Steinberg, TBS’ Director of Corporate Intelligence from 1989 to 1995, “the television ratings business was done in 15 minute intervals. If you had a viewer for eight or more minutes of that time period, you got credited for the whole 15 minutes - whether people were switching or not. [Therefore], the key was to retain the audience.




“You had some limitations on the cable network side. There are ‘interconnects’, where the local commercials come in after :25 past the hour, then :35 after, and :55 after. Those are hard breaks - you can’t get away from those things - because that’s when the cable networks sell their local advertising. So you have to be cognizant of how to program around those breaks that naturally come into your program.




“[But] we were literally going head-to-head with Vince on the same night, so we wanted to start slightly earlier. [By doing so], we could capture the audience ahead of time, and then keep them throughout the program. You had to keep people, so the smart move was to [strategically] put on a strong enough match, to stop people from switching the dial.8”




As Vince McMahon eagerly pointed out, WCW benefited from its parent company owning the TNT network. It offered the opportunity, as Steinberg noted, to start early, or - if necessary - even run late. For those within WCW that had seen darker days, it was refreshing to finally be the aggressor. 




“TNT was a different environment than being on TBS,” says Rob Garner, WCW’s former VP of TV Programming and Sales. “We thought, ‘we’ve got a station with incredible coverage in TNT’ and ‘we’ve got a brand that’s different from the WWF’. With Raw being on Monday nights forever, we felt that there was an audience there.” 

OPS/images/cover.jpg





