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To the memory of my mother,

Eleanor Jane Malone Oney,

who taught me to love the news




PROLOGUE: DO OR DIE

On the evening of July 27, 1983, a Jeep Cherokee stopped outside the Washington, DC, offices of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB), the agency that regulates National Public Radio (NPR) and the Public Broadcasting Service (PBS). Upstairs, the CPB board was holding an emergency meeting to determine the fate of NPR, which after thirteen years of existence had entered a financial tailspin. With $20,000 in the bank and $9.1 million in debt, the network was near collapse. It might not last through the next day.

The men in the Jeep—Congressman Tim Wirth, a Democrat from Colorado and chairman of the House Telecommunications Subcommittee, and David Aylward, his chief legislative counsel—hoped to charm their way into the meeting. “I took over a couple cases of beer,” Wirth said later. The two believed that a few drinks might lighten the mood during what they knew would be a contentious session, allowing them to influence the outcome in National Public Radio’s favor.

Sharon Rockefeller, chairman of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, believed that any such involvement would be inappropriate. “Sharon met us on the sidewalk and implored us not to come up,” recalled Aylward.

“We don’t have much to do tonight,” replied Wirth. “So, we’re just gonna sit out here and drink.”

The congressman and his aide returned to the Jeep. As eight o’clock became ten, then eleven, they got smashed. “Drinking beer and smoking Merit cigarettes on Sixteenth Street,” Aylward said later. “We were both crazy.” Crazy, however, had little to do with it. Wirth was in possession of a Motorola DynaTAC, the first commercially available cell phone. About the size of a brick and priced at $3,995, the device enabled the men to do something that even a year prior would have been impossible—dial into a closed-door meeting from their car. Every hour or so, Wirth called upstairs.

The attendees at the session sat around a table in the CPB’s sixth-floor conference room. At one end was Rockefeller, various agency vice presidents, and their general counsel. At the other, NPR chairman Don Mullally, his team, and their lawyers. The back-and-forth was as ugly as Wirth had feared. “It was like a union negotiation,” one of the NPR executives said later. “They’d walk out. Then we’d walk out.” The only respites came when a phone atop a credenza on a far wall lit up. Rockefeller would take the call. It would be Wirth telling her, “You’ve got to settle this.”

That a five-term congressman—a future United States senator—was jawboning a federal agency on behalf of near-insolvent National Public Radio was the result of a desperate, ethically dubious undertaking by three of the network’s most influential reporters. Known at NPR’s M Street Washington headquarters as “the troika,” Linda Wertheimer, Cokie Roberts, and Nina Totenberg had for weeks been trying to persuade the officials they covered as journalists to intercede with the Corporation for Public Broadcasting on the network’s behalf. “Cokie and Linda each called two or three times,” Aylward said later. “I remember standing in my kitchen near Chevy Chase Circle talking to them about what was going on.” (Totenberg, NPR’s legal affairs correspondent, worked indirectly. “I never talked to anybody on the Hill,” she recalled. “Anything I did I got somebody else to do.”) According to Aylward, the women believed “that the CPB held all the cards” and that the contingent from NPR conducting the negotiations was “overmatched.” The troika feared that in exchange for bailing out the network, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting would restrict its journalistic independence, which would be intolerable. It would be the end of NPR. “Lots of people had roles. Lots of people did things,” Wertheimer said later. “I sensed the urgency,” recalled Wirth.

Since its broadcast debut in 1971, National Public Radio had become a major part of the American media landscape. Its two premier programs—All Things Considered and Morning Edition—aired on more than two hundred stations nationwide and reached millions of listeners daily. Susan Stamberg and Bob Edwards, the shows’ hosts, were well known across the country, possessing a celebrity on par with their network television counterparts. The same could be said for many NPR reporters—not just Wertheimer, Roberts, and Totenberg, but Scott Simon in Chicago and Robert Siegel in London—and a roster of eccentric commentators, among them Kim Williams, Vertamae Grosvenor, and Andrei Codrescu. What set public radio apart was its approach to journalism. Unlike most commercial outlets, it presented the events of the day with depth and flair, taking the time to provide context. The storytelling was innovative, sometimes inspired. Not that NPR was flawless. Occasionally, its efforts were so earnest that they provoked parody or so liberal that they drew conservative ire. Regardless, in its decade-plus on the air, the network had established a sound that imaginatively conveyed the times and suggested that radio—the aging and often-overlooked progenitor of electronic mass communications—might eventually lead a journalistic revolution. With its emphasis on well-produced, character-driven dispatches that brought issues to life and highlighted the human voice, NPR was at the forefront of new ideas about broadcasting. Compared with TV news, which with few exceptions was in a glossy rut, the network was adventurous. First, however, it had to survive.

National Public Radio’s financial woes had been nearly two years in the making, but they’d become known only in the spring of 1983. Frank Mankiewicz, former press secretary to the late Robert F. Kennedy and from 1977 to 1983 president of NPR, had taken the network to great heights, then driven it into the ground. In an attempt to position NPR at the forefront of the dawning digital age, he made multiple risky investments. His efforts to develop online delivery systems that could tap new sources of income were ahead of their times and, on some level, warranted. Republican president Ronald Reagan was demanding devasting budget cuts for public radio. But Mankiewicz’s actions were scattershot, their execution bungled. Auditors had only started to examine NPR’s books, and they’d already found that since the first months of 1983, the network had stiffed its landlord, its utilities providers, and the bulk of its freelance contributors. Worse, during the same period NPR had not deducted federal payroll taxes from the salaries of its hundreds of employees, putting it in arears to the IRS. The situation was so bad that even some of the network’s biggest supporters were ready to give up. Jack Mitchell, the original newscaster on All Things Considered and part of a group of radio veterans who came to Washington to institute austerity measures at NPR, recalled thinking, “It deserves to die.”

The Corporation for Public Broadcasting was National Public Radio’s court of last resort. Although Ronald Bornstein, Frank Mankiewicz’s replacement, had already secured a $1 million bank loan for the network, it barely covered operating expenses. The only remaining option was a government bailout, but the relationship between NPR and the Corporation for Public Broadcasting was strained. Mankiewicz and Sharon Rockefeller had long been at odds. Each was the scion of a powerful family—the screenwriter father of the deposed network president had written Citizen Kane; the father of the CPB’s boss was Illinois senator Charles Percy, and her husband, one of America’s richest men, was governor of West Virginia. But pedigree was all the two had in common. Mankiewicz regarded Rockefeller as an uptight snob. She “didn’t care about radio,” he said later, adding that she was overly enamored of more glamorous public television. Rockefeller regarded Mankiewicz as a Hollywood blowhard. When she backed increasing the broadcast time of a favorite PBS news show, The MacNeil/Lehrer Report, from a half hour to an hour, the NPR chief, in a comment mocking what he regarded as the show’s self-importance, cracked, “I thought it already was an hour.” Mankiewicz enjoyed taunting Rockefeller. Likewise, Rockefeller wasn’t shy about putting her nemesis in his place. Under Mankiewicz, she told the press when news of NPR’s financial troubles broke, “there was gross mismanagement and lack of management direction. There were unrealistic expectations of the amount of revenues and few financial controls.”

The Corporation for Public Broadcasting board made plain that it would not provide National Public Radio the funding it needed without securing radical concessions. First, the network would have to cut its $26 million annual budget by $10 million—the approximate amount of its debt. Second, NPR’s clients—its member stations—would be required to cosign any note, making themselves financially liable if the network defaulted. Third, NPR would have to alter its business model. Since the network’s founding in 1970, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting had given it yearly grants that funded the programming it produced in Washington and transmitted to stations nationwide. Now the agency wanted to give the money directly to the stations, allowing them to buy shows not only from NPR but also from public radio outlets in cities such as Boston (WGBH) and Saint Paul (Minnesota Public Radio). Overnight, the stations would be in competition with the network. Finally, NPR would be forced to cede ownership of its instrument of distribution—space on the Westar IV satellite that beamed its programs around the country. The board “wanted control of the satellite, so NPR couldn’t mismanage” it, too, said Linda Dorian, a lawyer for the agency. It was drastic, but Mankiewicz’s profligacy demanded no less a price.

National Public Radio was not without leverage. As Bornstein later put it, “NPR was the gold standard,” and as the night of July 27 became the morning of July 28, he informed the Corporation for Public Broadcasting board that if the network went out of business, he would work to assure that Rockefeller’s agency was blamed for killing it. When All Things Considered and Morning Edition fell silent, when the voices of Stamberg and Edwards disappeared from the airwaves, the world would learn that the CPB was the reason. Bornstein was adamant. He would paint the agency’s board members and chairman as heartless bureaucrats who in acceding to a Republican president’s budget cuts had destroyed a source of journalistic excellence. To back up what amounted to an ultimatum, NPR chairman Don Mullally was packing the corporate version of a terrorist bomb. “We hired a law firm to draw up bankruptcy documents,” he recalled, adding, “We told CPB that if we did not get the loan, we were going to liquidate the company—pull the plug.”

The leaders of National Public Radio and the CPB board members were playing a high-stakes game of chicken, and Tim Wirth, at the urging of those NPR reporters who feared their guys lacked what it took to see the game to a successful end, was part of it. Initially, he’d used his calls to Rockefeller to remind her that Congress was watching. “Our intent was to be a hovering presence,” Aylward said later. “NPR was in the room with the authorities, but we were the big brother waiting out on the street. The whole idea was to convey the message, ‘You can beat him up, but don’t beat him up too bad.’ ”

After midnight, Wirth changed tactics. As Tom Rogers, his chief legal counsel, recalled, the congressman began using his Motorola DynaTAC to give Rockefeller a polite version of what she was hearing from Bornstein and Mullally. If the agency failed to come to NPR’s rescue, it “would not only affect public radio but the CPB.” The chairman of a key House subcommittee intended to help network executives pin the onus on the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and its politically and socially prominent chairman.

At one thirty, Wirth and Aylward were still sitting in front of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting building. They had no idea how the negotiations upstairs would turn out, but they weren’t going anywhere. “NPR had become a force—a shining example of what media could be,” said Aylward. Which was why the two kept pounding back bottles of beer while keeping the bulky DynaTAC charged.




ONE THE PHILOSOPHER KING

Hulking and unkempt, typically clad in denim and hobnail boots, Jeff Kamen was referred to around the offices of National Public Radio as El Lobo. He came from the world of big-market rock ’n’ roll news. During the late 1960s at Chicago’s WCFL, a fifty-thousand-watter that blasted music across the Midwest, he’d race to crime scenes and press conferences in an Olds Cutlass, the doors bearing the station’s call letters in green, purple, red, and gold. His idea was to be in the middle of the action, and his aim was to produce pieces that emerged from WCFL’s playlist. To him, stories weren’t all that different from Buffalo Springfield or Rolling Stones songs. Everything he did was antic and driven by a beat. While he numbered both cops and Black Panthers among his friends, Kamen would take on anyone. “He would talk back to Mayor Richard J. Daley,” said Jeff Rosenberg, a fellow member of NPR’s original staff who as a Northwestern student had been a fan. “Most of us thought he would be found dead in an alley.” Instead, WCFL fired the reporter.

Kamen did not leave quietly, telling the Chicago American that the station’s manager accused him of putting too many “niggers and Puerto Ricans” on the air. Liberal Illinois congressman Abner Mikva quoted Kamen to this effect in the Congressional Record, declaring, “Last week a bright young radio newscaster lost his job in Chicago—not because he was faithless to the traditions of integrity, rather because he took them seriously.” On the morning of May 3, 1971, Kamen, the most improbable participant in an improbable new enterprise in American broadcasting, stood at an intersection near Washington, DC’s Tidal Basin, ready to go to work. Weeks earlier, NPR executives had picked this Monday to introduce their first program, All Things Considered. “I felt sorry for the poor bastards,” Kamen said later. “They put a pin in a calendar, not having any idea.” But there was no turning back. The ad in the New York Times was unambiguous: “The radio revolution starts at 5: NPR.”

What the men and women behind the fledgling network could not have foreseen was that a group called the Mayday Tribe would choose May 3 to stage a protest intended to shut down the US government. It hoped to bring an end to the Vietnam War. Twenty thousand demonstrators took to Washington’s streets. Most were peaceful, a few carried Vietcong flags, and a fringe wielded stones, bottles, and bricks. They were met by not only 5,100 DC police officers and 1,400 National Guardsmen but also some 8,000 army regulars who’d come in by transport plane and truck from as far away as Fort Bragg, North Carolina. The show of force was at the direction of the president. No one, Richard Nixon vowed, would disrupt business in the nation’s capital.

By nine a.m. Washington resembled a battlefield. The protesters intended to control the bridges and roads over which federal employees traveled to reach their offices. The police and the military—cops in white helmets with visors down, National Guardsmen carrying rifles with fixed bayonets, army troops swooping in by helicopter—sought to keep the bridges and roads open. They did so by moving on foot or by motorcycle through the demonstrators, spraying tear gas, and making mass arrests. Soon seven thousand people were in custody. Overwhelmed lawmen transformed practice fields near Robert F. Kennedy Stadium into gigantic outdoor holding pens. Acrid haze hung over the city.

The National Public Radio reporters who joined Kamen in covering the demonstration were almost as unlikely as he was. Jim Russell, a rotund twenty-five-year-old who’d done a tour in Vietnam for United Press International (UPI), took up a position at a traffic circle opposite the Lincoln Memorial. Stephen Banker, an older freelancer (Harvard, 1955) who contributed frequently to the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, was at the Pentagon. Mike Waters, a veteran of both commercial and college radio known for his melodious voice, staked out the mall. The sole advice that Bill Siemering, NPR’s programming director, gave his charges was “that they filter what they saw through who they were.” In truth, nothing could have prepared them. Almost immediately, Kamen was detained by the police, but he wasn’t held long. As he would tell it, Frank Sullivan, an official from the Chicago Police Department bearing credentials from Nixon, quickly interceded on his behalf. At some point, Waters gave his press pass to two demonstrators to help them avoid arrest. Meanwhile, a cop gassed Russell. Protesters urged him to urinate into a handkerchief, then hold it over his nose. The ammonia, they said, would neutralize the poison.

It was chaos, but no matter how unguided and overmatched, the NPR reporters kept their lightweight Sony TC-100 cassette tape recorders rolling. They interviewed protestors, police, and office workers. They described the mayhem unfurling around them. Most telling, they employed their equipment to collect huge gouts of ambient sound, the discordant melodies of Washington’s largest demonstration against the Vietnam War.



National Public Radio was initially headquartered at the Cafritz Building, a modernist structure from the late 1940s at 1625 Eye Street, two blocks from the White House. Although this home was temporary, the network had invested in a sleek Master Control room, superb Scully reel-to-reel recording machines, and high-end Neumann microphones. Presiding over everything was NPR president Don Quayle, a shrewd but good-hearted Utah Mormon with roots in both midwestern college radio and public broadcasting (WGBH in Boston). The engineering staff, a buttoned-down bunch, reported to the authoritarian operations chief, George Geesey, a veteran of WAMU in Washington. The programming staff included a few experienced journalists, but it consisted mostly of scruffy young men in jeans and attractive young women in miniskirts.

Bill Siemering looked as if he were a sociology professor at a suburban junior college. Tall and stoop-shouldered with pale blue eyes, a shock of thinning blond hair, and a reddish beard, he owned a tie but rarely wore it. In his view, a gold corduroy sports jacket, white shirt, and khakis were dressy enough, even in the nation’s capital. Yet, as unimpressive as the thirty-seven-year-old programming director appeared, he was a charismatic figure known for fervid pronouncements. “Let’s hold hands and have a race” was a favorite. Intoxicated NPR staffers heard in it what they wanted to believe—that the communal and the competitive could coexist.

Siemering envisioned something audacious for the premiere of All Things Considered. He would lead the show with a twenty-one-minute documentary on the day’s events in Washington pieced together from the audio his people collected in the field. At ABC or NBC, such a production would take a week. He was going to turn it around in a few hours. We can do this, Siemering insisted when Kamen, Waters, Russell, and Banker returned to the newsroom about noon and began dubbing from cassettes onto tape reels. It was insanity but also inspired. Primary sources, multiple perspectives, a narrative not just enhanced by but at times solely advanced by sound. Waters, in addition to his vocal skills, was an accomplished editor. As he and a jack-of-all-radio-trades named Rich Firestone, a longtime Siemering associate who’d just arrived in town, cut and spliced the material, a band of researchers, producers, reporters, and wannabe reporters—among them Rosenberg, Linda Wertheimer, Susan Stamberg, Carolyn Jensen, Barbara Newman, Gwen Hudley, and Kati Marton—prepared feature stories that would fill out the broadcast. Meantime, Jack Mitchell, a PhD who had strayed into broadcasting, polished the news summary he would deliver at some point in the program.

In the midst of all this activity sat All Things Considered’s first host, Robert Conley. Forty-two and graying, Conley was a former foreign correspondent for NBC and the New York Times, but like many newsmen of his generation, he seemed as sheepish about his credentials as he was proud. He loved to talk about world leaders he’d met in Cairo and other exotic spots. Nonetheless, he disparaged straight journalism. His generation of reporters was cautious and out of it. What mattered in the new world was to be loose and in the moment. That meant dispensing with notes and scripts. Conley took his place in NPR’s glassed-in studio for the debut of its flagship show with only a few basic facts in his head about the day’s events. He would wing it.

At five p.m. sharp, Conley intoned, “From National Public Radio in Washington, I’m Robert Conley with All Things Considered.” The program’s first theme song—a piping melody composed by Don Voegeli and played on a Moog synthesizer—wafted from radios in ninety cities that boasted NPR stations. The demonstration documentary was not ready. Conley extemporized. He had a professional style, and he was sufficiently informed to be able to report the real news from the protest: Despite the madness, government functions had not come to a halt. Yet, as the minutes passed, he ran out of material and began to pad. (Robert F. Kennedy Stadium, he told listeners, was “named for Senator Robert F. Kennedy.”) The best you could say, recalled Jack Mitchell, was that Conley “was not horrible.” Finally, at four minutes and fifty-two seconds into the broadcast—an eternity in live radio—the documentary was finished, and the host announced, “Rather than pull in reports, we thought we might take you to the event.”

Like an overture, the insistent voice of folk singer and antiwar sympathizer Phil Ochs, performing “Power and the Glory,” led listeners in: “Come on and take a walk with me through this green and glowing land./Walk through the meadows and the mountains and the sand/…/Her power shall rest on the strength of her freedom.” Then demonstrators shouted, “Come on, people! Stop the war now!” Army helicopters thundered. Police motorcycles roared. Ambulance sirens screamed. A voice-over proclaimed, “Thousands of young people came to Washington…. It was their freedom ride, their Selma march.” Whereupon the outlaw journalist spoke. “A line of young people has just come across the highway,” said Jeff Kamen. “Traffic is stopped. Here come the police. One demonstrator knocked down by a motor-scooter policeman… Anger now… anger of the young people.”

After soliciting onlookers’ descriptions of what happened, El Lobo approached an officer and asked, “Sergeant, excuse me. Jeff Kamen, National Public Radio. Is that a technique where the men actually try to drive their bikes right into the demonstrators?” At most other news outlets, the question would have been deleted as editorializing. But for all his moxie, Kamen kept a civil tone and elicited a revealing reply. “No, it’s no technique,” said the sergeant. “We’re trying to go down the road, and the people get in front. What are you going to do? You don’t stop on a dime.”

From Kamen, the story jumped to Banker at the Pentagon; then back to Kamen, by this point at the Department of Agriculture; then to Russell at the Lincoln Memorial, who reported that he’d been tear-gassed; back again to Kamen, now on Independence Avenue, where an interviewee vowed, “We’re gonna shut the fucking city”; and finally to George Washington University Hospital, where a priest speaking to Kamen ticked off the injuries of arriving patients.

Act one of the documentary expressed the demonstrators’ point of view. Act two belonged to an unidentified police officer, who asserted that the protesters were using tear gas, too. “The Weathermen organization,” he said, is “here to do as much bodily damage as they possibly can.” Act three featured businesspeople who criticized both the demonstrators and the police. Act four offered a snippet from a news conference by organizers of the Mayday Tribe, among them Rennie Davis, a convicted member of the Chicago Seven. The protest leaders conceded that despite the havoc they’d wreaked, they had failed. “It is true,” said one, “we didn’t paralyze the city.” The production ran to twenty-five minutes (four minutes longer than scheduled), and while there was a token effort at evenhandedness, there was no doubt where All Things Considered stood. The telling line: “Today in the nation’s capital, it is a crime to be young and have long hair.”

The new network billed itself as National Public Radio, but thirty minutes into its inaugural broadcast, its programming sounded as if it were produced by an insurgent subset of the populace. As its coverage proceeded, the disposition of All Things Considered stayed to the left, and it added some loopy countercultural elements. Following a roundtable discussion about the demonstration featuring several reporters, Siemering cued a Canadian Broadcasting story about World War I poetry. The actors giving the readings all but stated that Flanders Fields were a stand-in for Vietnam. Conley then introduced a piece from the Midwest: “In this age of unshorn locks, with shagginess transformed into a lifestyle, people don’t get their hair cut as often.” A correspondent from the Ames, Iowa, station reported that a local barber shop was making up for lost revenue by shaving women’s legs so they could wear hot pants. Jack Mitchell’s news insert didn’t air until six p.m., meaning that the day’s Supreme Court decisions, front-page stuff in the traditional press, became an afterthought. But that’s what Siemering wanted. NPR was freeform. As the debut of All Things Considered drew to a close, the programming director offered a Gwen Hudley story about a heroin-addicted nurse. Midway through, he went to a bluesy Roy Buchanan guitar riff that underscored the account’s tragedy. The show reached an appropriately weird end with an interview by Fred Calland, NPR’s classical music producer, of 1960s avatar Allen Ginsberg and his father about their opposing views of the times. Among the subjects was LSD.

“Drugs are a source of peace and enlightenment,” Allen Ginsberg said.

“Drugs embezzle the development of the youth,” countered Louis Ginsberg, a high school teacher and, like his son, a poet.

“Allen, I’ll give you the last response,” said Calland.

“Ohm. Body. Speech. Mind. Diamond. Teacher. Flower Power. Ohm. Flower power.”

So concluded the first edition of All Things Considered. The broadcast, however, wasn’t over. Although Siemering had prepared a log, the time necessary to complete the protest documentary played hell with his calculations. To make everything fit, he threw out a planned story on the 1971 Pulitzer Prizes, which had been awarded that day. But now the show was too short. Again, the programming director needed Conley to ad-lib. The host missed the instruction. “He was off in dreamland,” Mitchell said later. Six and one-half minutes short of a scheduled ninety minutes, the program just stopped, and up came NPR’s jaunty theme song. Like a computerized nightmare, the Moog-generated tune—charming for a few seconds, torture in constant rotation—played over and over and over until six thirty p.m., when the stations in NPR’s small network at last returned to their regular schedules.

At 1625 Eye, as the staff referred to NPR’s first digs, the reactions varied from relief (“We’d at least gotten through it,” said Mitchell), to chagrin (“I winced when I heard Kamen ask if the motorcycle stuff was a technique,” said Russell), to pride (“It was a happy day,” said Siemering. “We had that occasion to show what radio can do. That was a textbook illustration of what we were talking about.”). Never before had anything like this coursed over the nation’s airwaves. The program was a contraption hammered together from disparate ingredients, a vibration from a realm where youthful conviction commingled with Merry Prankster lunacy, land-grant-university idealism, and a native instinct for storytelling. The protest documentary, its biases aside, would stand as a time-capsule account of a historic day. (That same night, Walter Cronkite gave the story only a few minutes on the CBS Evening News.) Somehow a new network had emerged. It was up there—and it was out there.



Bill Siemering’s contributions to establishing NPR’s sensibilities were critical, but what he did not do was even more critical. In early 1971, several months before All Things Considered premiered, the network’s president, Don Quayle, learned that Edward P. Morgan, one of the best-known names in American broadcasting, was available to host the program. During the 1950s and 1960s, Morgan had been the face of ABC television news. In 1960, he was a panelist at the second presidential debate between Richard Nixon and John F. Kennedy. In 1963, in tandem with Howard K. Smith, he anchored coverage of Kennedy’s assassination. More recently he had hosted what champions of quality television regarded as one of the medium’s greatest achievements, Public Broadcast Laboratory (PBL), a two-hour Sunday-evening experiment in high-mindedness conceived by former CBS News president Fred Friendly and produced by his protégé Av Westin. From 1967 to 1969, the show—airing on National Educational Television, a precursor to PBS—brought antiestablishment politics, racially charged drama (the Negro Ensemble Company’s Day of Absence, in which Black actors in whiteface sent up small-town southern prejudice), and Ivy League professors into American living rooms. Even some liberal critics were put off by PBL’s pretentions, but most loved it. Now Morgan wanted to join NPR, and the Ford Foundation was dangling an alluring incentive: $300,000 to cover his salary for the first several years.

Around 1625 Eye, news that the great man might be signing on was met with hurrahs—by everyone except Siemering. The programming chief didn’t want any part of Morgan. If NPR hired him it would lose the chance to establish its own identity. It would not be National Public Radio but Edward P. Morgan Radio, with all the eastern condescension that suggested. Quayle, while hating to lose the $300 grand, backed up his programming boss. NPR said no. It would instead go with Robert Conley, a friend of the network’s news director, Cleve Mathews, also a recruit from the New York Times.

With that one stroke, Siemering separated NPR from commercial broadcasters. In the weeks before the debut, the programming director expanded on the thinking behind the choice, enthusing to fellow executives about the opportunity the new network had to dispense with the “plastic, faceless men” who delivered the news on traditional American outlets. Nor would it be stiff, like the BBC. NPR would “share the human experience with emotional openness.” It would not “rip and read” headlines. It would “bring the people to the people.” If this sounded less like a news operation than a vehicle for achieving a more perfect society, that’s because in a way it was. “Siemering had this vision of radio as an instrument of education in the finest sense,” said Jim Russell. “He saw radio as a totally different animal.”

Quayle and the others wanted specifics. NPR didn’t have much money—$3.3 million that first year—and the executives demanded to know where the money would go. How, for instance, would the network’s initial program—a newsmagazine slated for afternoon drive time—work? The best Siemering could do was say that Conley would front the show, but that he would not be a host in the traditional sense, because he would not read the news. He would instead present produced segments, many originating from stations outside Washington. Sometimes he would interact with reporters, other times with sources. The opinions of nonexperts would be as valued, maybe more valued, than those of political and business insiders, and the arts would receive as much attention as public affairs. As for the shape of the show, Siemering couldn’t be sure about that, either. “One of the most critical aspects of putting such a program together,” he said, “is the ordering of items, the internal rhythm of the program and the weight of each item, which is not possible to transmit in printed form.”

It was a little vague, but there was an underlying theory. “I tried to offer a skeletal outline, a framework for them to fill in,” said Siemering. “You know, as you walk down streets in Washington—I was thinking of N between 17th and Connecticut—there’s a variety of architectural styles. And I said, ‘Each producer contributes their architectural style, but it needs to blend in with the street. It needs to conform to principles of architecture. It can’t just be a shack next to a slick townhouse, but it’s a producer’s program, and you bring your uniqueness, your style.’ ” In other words, he would establish the range, but the producers and reporters would fashion the stories. What Siemering sought for NPR was distinctive contributors, and while he might have struggled to spell it out, he made it plain in his personnel decisions. “Bill didn’t hire people on the basis of competence,” said Jack Mitchell. “He wanted to do something new and original. Anyone who had experience had the wrong kind of experience.” He was not looking for people with impressive résumés. He was looking for people who possessed the sort of intangible qualities that would make the network stand out.

Linda Wertheimer was among the first to undergo Siemering’s vetting process. Twenty-eight years old with a torrent of brown hair and powerful connections (an aide to Senator Jacob Javits had suggested she apply to NPR), Wertheimer had every reason to believe when she arrived at 1625 Eye that she would leave with a job. A Wellesley graduate, she had spent a year in London working for the World Service of the BBC. From “the Beeb,” she’d gone to WCBS Newsradio 88 in New York, an all-news CBS affiliate that featured Charles Osgood, Pat Summerall, and a young Ed Bradley. About midway through her interview with the NPR programming director, however, she sensed that he was not impressed by her stellar bona fides.

“What did your father do?” Siemering asked.

Wertheimer responded that he ran Morrison’s Grocery Store in Carlsbad, New Mexico, and that as a girl she had taken orders by phone, standing on a crate by the butcher’s case “being a well-spoken child who wrote well.”

“Do you mean a neighborhood grocery store?”

“About three times the size of this office,” she replied, looking around the programming director’s cramped quarters. Suddenly, she wasn’t just a Wellesley graduate but someone who understood what it was like to work in a small, family business.

Siemering offered Wertheimer a position. “He decided that I wasn’t so uppity after all,” she said afterward, “although I was right on the raggedy edge.”

If job applicants were “thoughtful and bright,” Siemering grabbed them whether they had broadcasting skills or not. Carolyn Jensen, who came from Der Spiegel, knew nothing about radio, but she was studious. He brought her aboard to set up NPR’s library. Kati Marton, although still in graduate school, had been raised in Hungary, the daughter of a legendary Associated Press reporter, Endre Marton. Gwen Hudley and Rich Adams were neophytes, but both were Black, and the programming chief wanted a network that not only sounded like America but also looked like it. As for those with experience, they, like Wertheimer, needed a counterbalancing attribute that indicated depth—or quirkiness. In his early twenties, Jeff Kamen had been an announcer at Korvette’s department store in New York: “Ladies lingerie, upstairs.” Susan Stamberg, an ex-producer at WAMU in DC, had financed her education at Barnard as a typist for Jacques Chambrun, a controversial literary agent who represented Grace Metalious (author of Peyton Place). She spent the mid-1960s in India with her husband, a program officer with the State Department’s International Development Agency. At thirty-two, Stamberg was the oldest successful job applicant. Filling out the group was a handful of people—Mike Waters and Rich Firestone among them—with whom Siemering had worked in the past.

“It was an odd assortment of folks,” said Russell, who at least had wire service experience. “He hired me as a safety in case these crazies went off the deep end.”

At the same time Siemering sought variety among his reporters, he fought for the equipment they would need to do a specific type of work. He wanted his people to be able to cover events on the fly, to capture raw sound—whether ugly or beautiful, gunshots from a riot or footfalls from a hike on the Appalachian Trail. He thus requested lightweight Sony cassette recorders. As the debut of NPR’s first show grew closer, this choice brought him into conflict with George Geesey. The network’s operations chief was a formidable character with a creative bent. Indeed, just a month before NPR was to go on the air, he walked into a programming meeting where staffers had penciled prospective names for their still-untitled effort on legal sheets taped to a wall. Each suggestion was worse than the last. Reaching into his wallet, Geesey removed a card on which he had jotted down inspirations and said, “It sounds like this program will include everything. How about All Things Considered?” Siemering couldn’t thank him enough. One of the great names in broadcasting was born.

That aside, Geesey had his own ideas about audio, believing that journalists on assignment should use reel-to-reel recorders. No one disputed his view that when it came to high fidelity, the Nagra, the state of the art in reel-to-reel machines, was superior to the compact Sony. But Nagras presented a practical problem. They weighed twenty-five pounds. Covering a chaotic event or a breaking story with one was like trying to play football while carrying a big, old hard-shelled suitcase. The ensuing debate became absurd. NPR would transmit its shows over twelve thousand miles of AT&T long lines looping around America in what was known as a “round robin.” While audio would leave the Washington studio at a fulsome 15 kilohertz, it would drop to 6 kilohertz as soon as it hit the wires and degrade to a tinny 3.5 kilohertz by the time it reached distant stations. In much of America, NPR would sound as scratchy as an overseas phone call—which meant that in terms of quality, the kind of recorders reporters used was irrelevant. It would be bad regardless.

The compromise was to go with Sony TC-100s—but to customize them. Cassette machines record at a plodding 17/8 inches per second. By altering them to record at 3 ¾ inches per second (the more rapidly tape moves across a recording head, the higher the fidelity), NPR could enhance the sound. Siemering would get the compact recorders that enabled his reporters to venture about more easily, and Geesey would get the quality he wanted. Only after making the changes did the two realize that the tape the Sonys produced would be unplayable on the machines used by everyone else in broadcasting. Whether a bold move or a futile gesture, the decision underscored an emerging truth: NPR would chart its own course.

At planning sessions Siemering had begun hosting each day at 1625 Eye, his people started to sense what they’d signed up for. Sprawled across the floor (few dared sit on NPR’s flimsy, cast-off furniture for fear it might collapse), the staff listened as their programming chief played a selection of radio pieces. One of the tapes came from Susan Stamberg. It was a segment of a WAMU series titled A Federal Case. She had produced it, and she was proud of it. It had a serious topic and a voice-of-God male narrator, and it could have aired on CBS or NBC. As the piece concluded, Siemering hit the stop button and uttered what for an unfailingly good-natured man was a pointed rebuke: “This is exactly what we don’t want to sound like.”

Really? Really! thought Stamberg, who was both hurt and intrigued. “It had never occurred to me not to sound like that on the radio.”

Siemering demanded that his troops employ a conversational tone, and he insisted that they conduct interviews politely. He wanted reporters to behave in an uncharacteristic manner. He wanted them to be nice. “Granted, there are different situations where you need to nail someone if they’re lying,” the programming chief said later. “But you get a lot more by being open rather than attacking, because if you start attacking you get their defenses up.”

Siemering, Stamberg realized, was less a programming director than a, well, philosopher king—in his hires, his choices of equipment, his maxims. That’s what she dubbed him. Around the news department, others also began using the term, realizing that they were working for someone staking out new ground. True, a few of the higher-ups—among them Quayle and Geesey—rolled their eyes. Philosopher king? “We’d hired all these people who knew about content but not about broadcasting,” said Quayle, “and what they needed was direction.” While Siemering was expounding, Quayle feared that such critical matters as story inventory and planning were being ignored. All Things Considered would be a monster, and it would demand close supervision, not oracular utterances.

Siemering was not deterred. On the eve of NPR’s premiere, he told the staff: “We have a blank canvas. There’ll be a lot of paint put on this canvas over the years. But the very first brush strokes are critical in terms of the color and style that we establish.”



The twin transmitting towers of WHA, the University of Wisconsin educational radio station, stood outside the capital city of Madison near a failed housing development named Lake Forest, better known as Lost City. Eveline and William Siemering Sr. and their family lived in Lost City in a frame home two hundred yards from the towers. Cornfields and forests stretched to the horizon. It was the tag end of the Depression, and half the lots were empty. There were few children to play with, and the neighborhood could seem desolate. Occasionally, though, the transmitter operator threw open the door to a tiny redbrick building at the towers’ base and switched on a radio monitor, making WHA’s shows—Chapter a Day, The Farm Program—audible to William Siemering Jr. For a shy and gawky boy, the youngest in a family of four, it was transporting.

As a first grader at Silver Springs School, whose eight grades occupied two rooms (classes were separated by roll-up dividers), Bill, as everyone called him, began to understand what WHA meant to his community. “The teacher would turn on the radio, and we’d have The Wisconsin School of the Air. I learned nature, social studies, music, art, science—all from the radio.” Equipped with guidebooks, instructors led students through readings, experiments, and drawing projects featured in the broadcasts. “From first grade on, I regarded radio as this wonderful source of imagination. It was something so different in the classroom. Each program was twenty minutes long—morning and afternoon, five days a week.”

History, drama, and the human voice—the boy loved them all, which was no wonder. His parents had met in theater school in Minneapolis during the late teens. Both aspiring actors, they went on the road with a Chautauqua circuit—“typical of America at its best,” said Teddy Roosevelt—performing sketches and Dickensian set pieces in band shells on town squares. They played small, dusty places that craved culture and political discourse. After a couple of years, William Sr. opened a movie theater in rural Wisconsin, and booked films with an eye not to the box office but to edification. The business failed. He took a job with the Veterans Administration in Madison and settled into family life. But the excitement of those early days remained, and the couple’s two sons and two daughters grew up hearing about them.

Bill was hardly a rugged young man, but he absorbed the rhythms and virtues of his rural world. He worked summers for a local fellow who did custom combining and hay-baling. The pair would go from farm to farm. Bill labored late into the twilight, never slacking off until the dew formed on the ground. “It was hard work but it was good work. There was a satisfying ache. I learned about stewardship.”

By the time Bill started at Madison’s West High School, the Siemerings had moved into the city. It was less lonely there. Even so, he was plagued by moments of alienation. His mother was a Christian Scientist, and she raised him in her faith, teaching him that if he was sick something was amiss in his soul—he was out of alignment with God. Practitioners bearing copies of Mary Baker Eddy’s Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures would pray for him. Bill felt different from his classmates, more inward-looking. A speech teacher, Ruth McCarty, encouraged him to get involved in student productions. Soon he was building sets and, from time to time, acting. Before graduating in 1952 and heading to the University of Wisconsin, he told Mrs. McCarty he wanted to design sets for television. She urged him to talk with her husband, the director of WHA. Harold B. McCarty told the incoming freshman that he couldn’t offer him a job in TV, but he had one in radio.

WHA was located in Radio Hall, a low, limestone structure with an interior wall adorned by a mural depicting the founders of 9XM, a University of Wisconsin experimental station that in 1917 transmitted America’s first radio news and music broadcasts. The figures in the mural include a physicist wearing a duster and holding vacuum tubes, reporters sitting at a table covered with paper, and a man at a microphone. For a student enthralled with broadcasting, Radio Hall was Mecca, and Siemering threw himself into the activities there, working twenty to thirty hours during school weeks and full time in the summers. He lugged gigantic Magnecorders—you needed both hands to carry one—into classrooms, where he taped segments for the Wisconsin School of the Air. He auditioned to be an announcer and was soon reading the news. He also embraced the underlying notion—particularly strong on heartland campuses, where the Progressive Era had never completely ended—that college stations exist to spread wisdom beyond school boundaries. WHA was a far-reaching source of enlightenment. To Siemering’s agriculturally attuned mind, the station functioned like a seed broadcaster, although the seeds were intellectual. This was his first serious idea about radio.

After graduating in 1956 with a degree in geography and a minor in speech, Siemering, who had enrolled in the ROTC, was called to active duty with the army. He became a “broadcast specialist” and hoped to work in Armed Forces Radio. He instead ended up at the United States Disciplinary Barracks in Leavenworth, Kansas, a maximum-security lockup. There he supervised prisoner education and produced a closed-circuit program of inmate news for an audience that included barely literate murderers. On weekends, he manned the mixing board at nearby KCLO, which played country music and billed itself “The Heart of the Nation Station.”

Out of the army in 1958, Siemering taught speech at a high school in Eagle River, Wisconsin—a resort town on the Michigan border. He married Carol Kane, an organist at a Christian Science church. Spurred by the launch of Sputnik the year before, he applied for a National Defense Education Act scholarship to pursue a master’s degree in counseling at the University of Wisconsin. The thinking behind the scholarship was that recipients would later encourage students to study space-age subjects. Siemering was ambivalent; his heart wasn’t in math and science. Still, this was a heady time to be in Madison. Carl Rogers, the central figure in humanistic psychology, was on the faculty. In 1961 Rogers published his seminal work, On Becoming a Person. Siemering did not take a class from Rogers, but he saw him around campus and was smitten by the book. Rogers’s premise—captured in the phrase “unconditional positive regard”—was that therapists could effect change by fully accepting patients, notwithstanding their ugly past acts or utterances. Some said the permissive 1960s started here. To Siemering, the concept was immediately relevant, and it led to his second big idea about radio. If broadcasters practiced unconditional positive regard and spoke directly to listeners instead of down to them, they could establish a new level of intimacy in the medium.

Siemering took a job at his alma mater, Madison’s West High. During the summer of 1962, he got a call from a former member of the Wisconsin faculty who had become dean of students at the University of Buffalo and needed a manager at WBFO, the college station. That fall, Siemering, his wife, and their two daughters drove their green Nash Rambler east. The dean challenged him to make WBFO as relevant to Buffalo as WHA was to Madison. It would not be easy. The station operated like a club. It did not broadcast year-round. The programming consisted largely of jazz and folk LPs students brought in from their home collections and plopped on the turntable. Whoever felt like reading the news did so.

Buffalo, industrial and dirty, had a large Black population. Its heart was “the Fruit Belt,” a neighborhood so called for a profusion of streets with names like Mulberry and Grape. Siemering was intrigued by the area, and he had such a sincere way about him that when he visited, residents invited him to sit on their porches and talk. From what he learned and recorded during these conversations, he produced a three-part series for WBFO titled To Be Negro. This was the first of several specials he put together on ethnicity in western New York (The Nation within a Nation focused on the Tuscarora tribe of the Iroquois), and it signaled a shift in content at the station that was both dizzying and in keeping with the times. In 1969, following tense negotiations with community leaders (“I remember one woman saying, ‘I don’t feel comfortable talking with whitey’ ”), Siemering opened a fully equipped WBFO satellite studio in a Fruit Belt storefront. It aired twenty-seven hours of programming each week. Black music. (“We were the first station to broadcast Roberta Flack locally.”) Black art. (“We sponsored a festival.”) Black public affairs. (“The Chicago activist Saul Alinsky had a project in Buffalo called BUILD” to promote racial equality. “The TV stations barely mentioned it. I thought, maybe we need to devote more than three minutes a night to this.”) Local painters installed a mural in the lobby depicting the history of Black communications, starting with African drums. “It wasn’t quite what they have at WHA, but it was the same idea.”

Siemering’s transformation of WBFO, while political—“I wanted to use radio to give voice to people who didn’t have one”—was as much about aesthetics. The station was headquartered at the university student union in a small suite that included offices, a room with a teletype machine, and a studio whose glass windows were papered over to separate it from an adjoining studio occupied by the school’s resident genius, Lukas Foss, an experimental composer who had conducted the premiere of Leonard Bernstein’s Symphonic Dances. Foss had founded the Creative Associates, a group of avant-garde performers. In May 1967, Buffalonians tuned to WBFO received a shock. City-Links, a twenty-eight-hour sound sculpture featuring live audio from several urban locations and conceived by the Creative Associates, was on the air. The broadcast cut back and forth among feeds, immersing the audience in the clangs of machinery at a Bethlehem Steel factory and the sibilance of street traffic. “It’s said there’s music all around if you’ll just listen,” said Siemering.

Programming at WBFO jelled for Siemering in early 1970. By this point, the station had acquired a degree of professionalism. Not only did it employ some talented undergraduates, among them Ira Flatow, a reporter, and Jonathan “Smokey” Baer, an editor, but it had also hired Mike Waters, a former newscaster at a local country-and-western outlet. As a result, WBFO was ready when in March a violent, anti–Vietnam War rally hit the university. The protest targeted the student union, and the police tear-gassed it. But WBFO stayed on the air. “We broadcast a kind of play-by-play of this event,” said Siemering. “I interviewed the leader of the movement and asked him, ‘You went to a parochial school. How did you find yourself here?’ I interviewed the acting university president. ‘Where were you when you decided to let the police tear-gas this building? Was your decision influenced by your desire to become president?’ On the air, I said, ‘There isn’t a right or wrong in this. People are acting on their perceptions of reality. That’s what we’re talking about. If you haven’t heard your views expressed, come on down and we’ll put you on the air.’ We were a force of reason.”

The impact of WBFO’s exhaustive coverage was far reaching. Much of Buffalo listened. For Siemering, the broadcast was galvanizing. He combined what he’d learned from covering the riot with what he had discovered at the Fruit Belt satellite studio and what he had realized when he put the work of the Creative Associates on the air. It gave him one more big idea about radio: the best and most vivid material originates not from the top but from somewhere else, often the bottom. Opinions expressed by demonstrators were as valid as those of administrators. Instead of being dispensed from on high, news should bubble up. The commercial networks had it wrong. They were missing the story.

Out of Siemering’s musings emerged a daily WBFO show called This Is Radio. On it he would play raw tape from Buffalo City Council meetings, then bring on his reporters to assess the contents. He would follow that with a side of Tommy, the Who’s new rock opera. Then he would air a chat with a writer or professor. The program was a product of its era, sometimes unfocused, other times on point. “This Is Radio was Bill’s experiment in breaking the format,” said Flatow. “In other words, ‘Let’s not define what a show is in a box. Let’s not say it’s a talk show. Let’s not say it’s a magazine show. Each day, let’s just let the show find a life of its own.’ What was going on that day was the way we would program that day.”

This Is Radio was Siemering’s landmark creation at WBFO. He was so thrilled with it that he’d occasionally burst out, “This Is Radio—damn it!”



Bill Siemering’s timing was impeccable. As it happened, a number of radio executives were meeting at various locations in 1970 to draw up plans for what would become National Public Radio. Educational broadcasters, represented by WHA’s manager, Karl Schmidt, the chairman of the just-formed NPR planning board, were dominant. Also important were representatives from powerful independents such as WGBH in Boston, which functioned in their cities like civic institutions akin to symphony orchestras and museums. Then there was Pacifica, a Berkeley-based, quasi-Marxist outfit with outlets not just in the Bay Area but also in Los Angeles and New York. Finally, there was the gentle dissident from Buffalo. All told, it was an incongruous bunch united by a common cause—bringing to life a new radio enterprise, funded by the government and dedicated to elevating the electronic news media. Adding urgency to the moment: everyone involved knew that NPR had almost been stillborn.

On a Saturday three years earlier, Jerrold Sandler, a Washington, DC, educational radio lobbyist and former production manager at WUOM, the University of Michigan radio station, got bad news. It was about what was at first called the Public Television and Radio Bill, the last piece of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society program. The bill had grown out of a Carnegie Commission study proposing “the utilization of a great technology for great purposes.” Audiences would receive “wonder and variety… excellence within diversity… awareness of the many roads along which the products of man’s mind and man’s hands can be encountered.” The legislation’s key advocates, most of them in TV, had never wanted radio to be part of it. They saw the medium as obsolete, and they’d deleted the words and radio that would enable something like NPR. The legislation, now called the Public Television Bill, was headed to Congress that Monday. When Sandler learned that the initial language had vanished, he phoned Dean Coston, an old Michigan friend who’d become an undersecretary at the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare—the agency that sponsored the bill. Coston and a sympathetic White House adviser sat down with a typewriter and scotch tape and reinserted the two critical words. They copied the doctored pages, then reassembled the bill. The result was a mess. Typefaces did not match, and tape marks showed, but in all the appropriate places the legislation again read “and radio.” The administration submitted this version.

Television supporters were furious. But following a campaign on Capitol Hill by Sandler and Ed Burrows, a former WUOM station manager, the opposition capitulated. Not only that, the legislation itself received a new title. That fall, Congress passed the Public Broadcasting Act, creating the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, an entity that encompassed both skies-the-limit television and down-at-the-heels radio.

Future PBS executives condescended to radio. Radio powerhouses such as WGBH and WHA were exceptions. Most outlets were awful. To determine how awful, the CPB’s Al Hulsen—the founding director for radio—engaged WGBH president Hartford Gunn, who in turn hired Sam C. O. Holt, an urbane Alabamian who’d done time at both the Boston station and in network television. From an office in Harvard Square, Holt surveyed the nation’s educational radio broadcasters. He was dismayed. Of the 425 stations he examined, half were “10-watters,” meaning their signals didn’t reach beyond their campuses. Many were adjuncts of school audio-visual departments. Few possessed adequate control rooms, equipment, or staffs. Programming was spotty, often consisting of just college lectures. “It was pitiful,” Holt recalled.

Gunn and Holt agreed on part of the solution. Public radio needed professionalizing. Federal grants soon enabled a number of stations to purchase such basic equipment as typewriters. Less obvious, public radio also needed a uniform sound. TV viewers watch programs. Radio audiences listen to stations. Gunn imagined a network that broadcast “tightly formatted, in-depth national and international news and public affairs, with the emphasis on analysis, commentary, criticism and good talk.” Holt concurred, but he differed on a critical point. Where Gunn wanted big-city independent stations like his WGBH in Boston to create the programming, Holt realized that key midwestern outlets would chafe at this arrangement. He asserted that production should be centralized in Washington. The Corporation for Public Broadcasting saw things Holt’s way, setting public radio on a path distinct from that of public TV. Unlike PBS, which would air programs produced by stations all over the country, NPR would broadcast and produce its own shows.

The heartland stations subscribed to a populist ethos, while those in cities like Boston wanted something more sophisticated. In this context, Bill Siemering, whose well-known work at WBFO made him a champion of open-mindedness as well as highbrow programming, held the middle ground. During the meetings to create National Public Radio, its board selected him to write a mission statement. He finished it in the spring of 1970, and by that summer, when network leaders gathered in Chicago to approve the hiring of Don Quayle as president, everyone in public radio was talking about it. The WBFO manager read the document aloud to the room.

“National Public Radio,” Siemering began in his quietly forceful way, “will serve the individual. It will promote personal growth. It will regard the individual differences among men with respect and joy rather than derision and hate. It will celebrate the human experience as infinitely varied rather than vacuous and banal. It will encourage a sense of active constructive participation rather than apathetic helplessness.”

Siemering was not just pitching an idea—he was issuing a call.


In its cultural mode, National Public Radio will preserve and transmit the past, will encourage and broadcast the work of contemporary artists and provide listeners with an aural experience which enriches and gives meaning to the human spirit.

In its journalistic mode, National Public Radio will actively explore, investigate and interpret issues of national and international import. The programs will enable the individual to better understand himself, his government, his institutions and his natural and social environment so he can intelligently participate in effecting the process of change…

National Public Radio will not regard its audience as a market or in terms of its disposable income, but as curious, complex individuals who are looking for some understanding, meaning, and joy.



On he went, concluding: “National Public Radio should not only improve the quality of public radio but should lead in revitalizing the medium of radio so that it may become a first-class citizen in the media community.”

When Siemering sat down, Schmidt turned to Quayle and asked, “Do you think that if you come onto NPR as president that you can implement that?”

“Well, if the author comes along with me as director of programming,” replied Quayle, “we probably could.”

No one at the meeting, least of all Quayle, anticipated this turn.

“I did it on the spot,” he said later.



Ten days after All Things Considered debuted, station managers from the nearly one hundred members in the National Public Radio network—a hodgepodge of outlets as various as the nation itself—gathered at the Twin Bridges Marriott in Virginia just across the Potomac River from Washington. They had come to discuss what NPR had wrought—and the consensus, articulated by WHA’s Karl Schmidt, was not kind: “Our child has been born, and it is ugly.”

Like its premiere, succeeding broadcasts of ATC (as the staff had begun to call it) were erratic. They had good moments. Jim Russell contributed a sharp, three-part series pegged to the first anniversary of Ohio’s fatal Kent State shootings. The stories stressed the need for upgraded training of the National Guard, which had killed four students and wounded nine. Jeff Kamen, covering yet another DC antiwar demonstration, this one featuring Hosea Williams from the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, explored the links between the civil rights movement and peace activists. He also captured Williams on tape leading a moving rendition of “Down by the Riverside.” Mike Waters, in a montage about a summer sunset in the capital, produced four minutes of incantation of a sort rarely aired since radio’s golden age in the 1940s. The piece, said Susan Stamberg, was “fabulous.”

There were happy accidents as well. Early one evening, Kati Marton burst into 1625 Eye fresh from hearing Germaine Greer speak at the National Press Club. All Things Considered was already in progress as she stood in a hall filling in Susan Stamberg and Linda Wertheimer about the event. During a break, Robert Conley, who had witnessed the conversation through the studio window, emerged. “He just grabbed me by the wrist,” said Marton, “pulled me in after him, and said, ‘Kati, keep talking.’ I did. We were live. He wanted that burst, the reality of a young girl’s entrancement with this iconic feminist.”

Such successes were exceptions. Most of ATC’s fare consisted of droning audio from obscure congressional hearings (a school lunch advocate citing alleged deficiencies in the program), bits and bobs from the BBC, conversations with Christian Science Monitor reporters about stories they were covering (the network had a deal with the newspaper), and hokey features from member stations. In truth, the show was lucky to get even these on the air, for the day’s material was typically unready at deadline. “At the start of a ninety-minute broadcast,” said Jeff Rosenberg, “there was supposed to be a stack of tapes” containing all the completed stories. “To stand there at five p.m. and there’s only one tape—that’s frightening.” The result was that from the outset, ATC relied on music as padding. Usually the selections were brief, but sometimes they went on and on. (Siemering played Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young’s “Ohio” in its entirety between pieces about memorial observances at Kent State.) Staffers termed the musical interludes “panic buttons,” because at times of panic—and at first there were many—musical filler was all that stood between the network and dead air.

No wonder the assembled station managers were perturbed. “We were castigated,” Jack Mitchell said. “What a horrible mess ATC was. It was unprofessional.” Not only this, “the southern stations were after us about language and race.” Don Quayle did what he could to allay the concerns, declaring, “I think we have a good program,” but “none of us are satisfied with it. We are attempting to do something different.” Most accepted his assurances of better days ahead, particularly if NPR could fix what they told each other was the central problem.

That problem was Robert Conley. He never should have been chosen to host All Things Considered. He was prone to flubs, plagued by a flawed sense of timing, fond of clichés (he trotted out “the shifting sands of policy” whenever discussing the Middle East), and often made bizarre, impromptu comments. While segueing from a straight news report about polluted oceans to a piece that satirized automobile owners for poisoning the air with carbon monoxide, he said this:


Mercury, most of us know, is that silvery substance in thermometers. Ninety-five percent of all samples of swordfish are contaminated by it. It is in the waters. On land, we might think in terms of the highways. Originally, people used to call them turnpikes, because there was a hinged bar blocking the way. That hinged bar is an invention we owe to the British, who legally established turnpikes in 1346. Once, to get through that pike, you had to pay a toll. Thereby was born legally one of the first toll roads. From turnpikes, we call them expressways. Then, with the glut of cars, we began to wonder whether or not these expressways, as some people say, may indeed be the longest parking lots in the world. The growth of automobiles, almost the overpopulation of automobiles, has become a subject for a singular radio drama produced by the National Center for Audio Experimentation.



There were other head-turners as well, the wildest of which heard Conley offer up the recipe for Alice B. Toklas’s hash brownies following a story about marijuana use. “The guy on paper really looked good,” said Jim Russell, “but he was a space cadet.” From his colleagues’ perspective, Conley’s worst sin was his refusal to type his monologues in script form that would have given the ATC staff the ability to time and make room for them in the program. “His idea was that he would just talk it through,” said Linda Wertheimer, who became the show’s first full-time director. “He wouldn’t write it down.” Every afternoon at five, Conley jetted into the broadcasting stratosphere without informing producers of his intended remarks. All they knew was that at six thirty he would—maybe—end the show.

Conley was not without strengths. Because of his years at the New York Times, he offered the new network much-needed credibility. He gave NPR “get” access. More people knew him than knew the network. Reporters would call sources and ask for an interview, and the response would be, “Oh, you mean the place Conley’s gone?” There was also his voice, “wonderful and glib,” in Mitchell’s words. But the man’s mind was a different matter. “I’d hear comments about him being an alcoholic,” said Todd Easton, who joined ATC as an editor soon after it started. “His grasp of reality wasn’t always precise,” added Mitchell.

Had Conley been humble about his failings, he might have been regarded by his young NPR associates as a difficult eccentric, but despite his desire to repent from straight journalism, he never let them forget that he was more qualified than they. “The kids who cut tape,” he called them. “He was pompous,” said Kati Marton. “I think he felt above it all,” said Jeff Rosenberg. Indeed, as stories aired during a broadcast, Conley would throw his feet up on the desk as if he owned the place. Not surprisingly, there wasn’t much sympathy when just over a month into the show the inevitable happened.

“Conley leaned back in his chair and fell flat,” said Wertheimer. “I’m screaming into the talk back [the interoffice hookup through which a director communicates to on-air talent], ‘Get to the microphone. Get to the microphone.’ ” Only after Conley—on his knees, clutching the edge of his desk—began to speak, assuring that ATC stayed on the air, did Wertheimer ask, “Are you all right, Robert? Did you hurt yourself?”

Susan Stamberg, despite her junior position at NPR, had been around public radio long enough (she started at WAMU in the early 1960s and returned there following her time in India) to have strong opinions. She chose this juncture to go to Cleve Mathews, who functioned as Siemering’s number two. Not only did All Things Considered need an overhaul in “shape, form, style and personality,” she told the news director, but Conley had to go. She got no disagreement. Quayle concurred, and ordered his programming director to do the dirty work, presenting him with his first test as a manager. “Bill didn’t like confrontation,” said Rosenberg. Indeed, Siemering had structured the news department along nonhierarchal lines, so much so that there was confusion about who did what. Conley “could be brilliant,” the programming director said later, “but then he’d plummet. He’d lose his way.” On a June Sunday Siemering dismissed the first host of ATC. Conley would assume the nebulous role of “producer/on-air voice/director.”

The next afternoon at five, All Things Considered’s theme song gave way to the program’s new cohosts: Jim Russell and Mike Waters. The plan was to split the show into two segments. The first—and at sixty minutes, the longest—would be devoted to news and presided over by Russell. The second, softer half hour would belong to Waters.

Russell was one of those newsmen whose gifts emerge from his contradictions. Son of a CIA agent, he was a conservative, but he was not judgmental about the rebellious NPR atmosphere. He saw himself as radio documentary maker and was open to a variety of ideas. As an undergraduate at American University, he’d worked for Stamberg at WAMU and applied to be a Playboy bunny for a feature about sex discrimination. He was, however, a serious journalist who during his time in Southeast Asia for UPI got into Cambodia. “He had reporting chops,” said Stamberg. “He had the entire package,” said Todd Easton. “He sounded great on the air. His writing was phenomenal.”

Waters was impressive in a different way. Short and lively with a wispy beard and bright eyes, he was a devout Roman Catholic. “Lace curtain Irish,” Wertheimer called him. “He had this impish quality,” said Siemering. “He was a good storyteller. He had great ears. He’d say, ‘I want you to hear this’ about something he’d just recorded.” Along with his ravishing voice and knack for editing, this love of storytelling made him perfect for back-of-the-book pieces.

The pairing looked good, but put together as fast as it was (“I got a call from Siemering on Sunday,” said Russell, “and he said, ‘Hey, Jim, you’re gonna host the show tomorrow’ ”), it was troubled
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