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PREFACE


In the spring of 2015, roughly seven hundred agents from the Creative Artists Agency invaded La Costa Resort & Spa outside San Diego, California, for the company’s annual retreat. For years, La Costa had served as a go-to spot for well-heeled travelers seeking respite and healthful realignment, but over the next two and a half days, those occupying agents would get to do relatively little relaxing. Having just turned forty, and mindful of the pitfalls, CAA was determined to avoid a potentially debilitating midlife crisis of any kind, so its warlords vowed to use the retreat, the largest to date, to inspire and unify the troops and to fix the company compass on new worlds to conquer.

In CAA’s early days, a retreat was just a few dozen people sitting in a circle; now, stadium-style seating in giant conference rooms is the rule. And while all those attending once knew one another well—sometimes too well, considering the dozen-plus marriages between employees who met there and dozens (and dozens) more affairs and hookups—today’s CAA has grown so large that excessive intimacy is no longer much of a problem. CAA’s reach had grown veritably imperial, with offices in China, India, Switzerland, Germany, and England, as well as Miami, Chicago, Nashville, Manhattan, and its headquarters in Los Angeles. It isn’t only a matter of geography: CAA long ago ceased to be a traditional talent agency, and what started out as a television representation business had since spiraled into movies, music, investment banking, advertising, marketing, and, most recently, sports.

At the retreat, attendees were fed, feted, and applauded. Most knew better than to take bows either too deep or long, however, because CAA now operates in the most competitive climate in its history, whether it elects to acknowledge that or not. Indeed, one of the subtexts to the retreat was a reminder and a warning that there is no room in today’s CAA for those who believe in entitlement or just keeping pace. Veterans and novices alike have seen loyal, long-serving colleagues voted off the CAA island for failing to appreciate that the operating dictum has morphed from “adapt, or suffer” into the more Darwinian “excel, or die.”

CAA president Richard Lovett, fifty-five, opens and closes these extravaganzas and has repeatedly proven himself a gifted public speaker. Many inside the agency believe it’s his specialty, and they use words like “inspirational” when describing his presentations. Lovett uses the occasions to tell his troops not what they may want to hear, but what he believes they need to hear—and what he believes will stir their souls. He takes the gig seriously, putting hours into the preparation of each year’s speech, demanding of himself what he expects from all those within CAA’s domain: the absolute maximum. Lovett has been at CAA since his college graduation in 1982. Two decades into his CAA presidency, Lovett believes his beloved agency competes only with itself, and he is absolutely convinced of its market leadership. Every agency in Hollywood has become expert in defining its greatness, but the metrics Lovett and CAA use are designed to signal universal dominance.

In film, CAA represented more Academy Award winners in above-the-line categories over the past five years than the next four agencies combined. Year-to-year results are also striking: CAA clients, to cite one dominated category, have snared the Best Actress Oscar for ten of the past eleven years (Reese Witherspoon, Helen Mirren, Marion Cotillard, Kate Winslet, Sandra Bullock, Natalie Portman, Meryl Streep, Jennifer Lawrence, Cate Blanchett, and Julianne Moore).

In recent times, CAA clients produced or directed the lion’s share of today’s major franchise films, from Star Wars, Harry Potter, and Star Trek to the Jason Bourne series and the films of the DC Comics and Marvel universes. CAA was responsible for the financing and/or sales of more than eighty pictures in 2015, and arranged the financing for three of the Best Picture Oscar winners over the last seven years: Birdman, 12 Years a Slave, and The Hurt Locker. Big actor names like Tom Cruise, George Clooney, Will Smith, Brad Pitt, Tom Hanks, and Robert Downey Jr. are all CAA clients.

For television, CAA pulled off the trifecta at that time, representing (that is, claiming clients in the key positions of executive producer, director, and star) the number one show on broadcast TV (Empire), the number one show on pay cable (Game of Thrones), and the number one show in basic cable (The Walking Dead). They declared themselves tops in what might be called “tonnage,” too, representing more creators, executive producers, and showrunners in prime time than any other agency. At the most recent Emmys, CAA claimed its clients received 40 percent more awards than the next closest agency.

Katy Perry, Bruce Springsteen, Lady Gaga, David Guetta, and dozens of other artists fill the ranks of CAA Music. Billboard has named CAA Music the Agency of the Year for nine of the past twelve years, and at the Grammys, artists represented by CAA won more awards over the past three years than any other agency.

And in theater, lest it be forgot, of the thirty-six plays and musicals that opened on Broadway in the 2015–16 season, CAA boasts that twenty-seven (75 percent) were written, directed, or designed by CAA clients.

Although CAA Sports is one of the most recent additions to the agency’s pantheon, Forbes named it Most Valuable Sports Agency of 2015, with $6.4 billion in contract value under management. Peyton Manning, J. J. Watt, Dwyane Wade, Sidney Crosby, Cristiano Ronaldo, and hundreds of other athletes and coaches combine with property sales at venues like Madison Square Garden, and numerous big-time sports consulting clients.

In marketing, CAA represents General Motors, Coca-Cola, Samsung, Chipotle, and Anheuser-Busch, bringing in tens of millions in retainers and commissions.

But CAA no longer operates with undisputed dominance. In recent years, rivals have taken it hard to CAA. There is particular irony in WME’s ascendance, both because it was William Morris from which the founders of CAA fled, spending the next two decades grinding their former employer to near dust; and also because Endeavor, which merged with William Morris to create the new titan, was founded by agents who fled CAA during or shortly after its golden years.

No one can say the retreats are tossed together at the last minute; planning for each retreat begins fifteen minutes after the current one ends and includes weighty retrospective analysis on what worked and what didn’t. For the anniversary retreat, retrospection went back even further—all the way to the agency’s founding. Forty years of CAA history can be conveniently divided into halves that represent two eras of leadership. The first two decades from 1975 to 1995 are known around CAA as “1.0,” and the second two, from 1995 to 2015, as “2.0.” In recent times, some insiders have taken to calling the years 2010 and beyond “3.0,” because 2010 was the year that private equity giant TPG invested heavily in CAA and soon became its majority owner, with 53 percent of the company in its portfolio.

For the first twenty years, the company was run by now-fabled original founders Bill Haber, Ron Meyer, Michael Ovitz, Rowland Perkins, and Michael Rosenfeld. Each was a pioneer in his own way, jettisoning the rules of the ossifying agency trade as the firm grew from tiny start-up to industry dominator. Ovitz was undoubtedly the most indomitable of the Founding Five—and, during the late ’80s and early ’90s, the most fearsome—but Meyer was equally indispensable.

Let’s get this out of the way right now: If, instead of a Mike and a Ron, there had been two Mike Ovitzes, CAA would likely not have become the phenomenon that it did; and if instead of Ron and Mike, there had been two Rons, likewise. The agency needed Ovitz’s drive, gumption, and unbridled aggressiveness, but it would likely have been a calculatingly impersonal place without the legion of loyalty that surrounded Meyer, not to mention the invaluable mentoring he did with other agents in which he extolled the art of service businesses. Ovitz was brains and science; Meyer was heart and culture. Theirs was a much-envied balancing act for the first twenty years of the company’s existence. Then, exactly midway through its life—1995, the most precarious point—CAA went through a kind of thrombosis, a disturbance in the force if you will, that saw the departures of Meyer, Ovitz, and Haber (Rosenfeld had left in the early ’80s, Perkins in the early ’90s). When the music stopped, the agency once again had five at the helm: Kevin Huvane, Bryan Lourd, Lovett, Jay Moloney, and David O’Connor. Eventually, a shocking suicide and several secret rounds of corporate infighting would leave only a trio.

Almost any of Shakespeare’s political tragedies, or comedies, could serve as road maps to the backstage drama surrounding CAA through the decades. Small wonder then that the 2015 retreat was designed as a vehicle for catharsis, not a time to rehash misfortune, so all forty years could be rolled up into one big happy history. The agency didn’t do external celebrations for its anniversary; there was no public-facing element. It was, like most things about CAA, a private affair—reserved for insiders and saved for the retreat.

As part of the scripted program, more than a dozen longtime employees shared memories from the past four decades. Even the valet parkers who’d been fixtures at the agency’s I. M. Pei–designed former headquarters got involved. When the company moved in 2006, the new building’s owners told the parkers there was no room for them, and instead of abandoning them to history, CAA bosses stepped forward and gave the valets other jobs at the company. The parking troops were greeted like old friends when they strode onto the stage. Varsity clients like J. J. Abrams, director of the new Star Wars installment, followed by another J. J., superstar J. J. Watt of the NFL’s Houston Texans, shared insights and stories from their front lines. A showbiz panel headlined by actress Eva Longoria and hip-hop superstar Common came next, as well as a panel of digital designers and performers in a nod to both present and future. As custom and rules dictate, CAA used its own agents or executives to field questions and provoke conversation. The agency is proud to trumpet the fact that nobody is ever compensated to attend a CAA retreat, and many a CAAer will offer a snarky reference to the fact that rival William Morris Endeavor paid at least one of their guests, Bill Clinton, for an appearance before WME’s assembled throng.

The story that CAA told itself at La Costa was predictably limited and with no small amount of spin. The full story is far more compelling. This book is the product of both years and decades of work. The interviewing process began several years ago, but CAA has been part of the fabric of two prior books, reporting for which began around the turn of the millennium. Those two books—Live from New York and Those Guys Have All the Fun—were histories of Saturday Night Live and ESPN, respectively. Saturday Night Live is, of course, a television show, and ESPN a network. Both were born in the ’70s and both became world-famous brands. CAA was also a child of the ’70s, and while its initials are not as well-known as SNL’s or ESPN’s, CAA’s breadth and scope are far greater than either. CAA may not come close to matching ESPN’s economic might, but its universe is far more diverse, and while CAA has been written about through the years, this volume marks the first time the agency has ever opened its doors so wide to an inquiring journalist. The agency made available its entire current leadership for repeated interviews along with almost three dozen current agents, many of whom had never talked to a journalist before. All of them were gracious with their time, recollection, and insight. Most agents maintain that they are members of a service industry in which clients, not agents, are the proper focus. Agents don’t want to take credit, at least not publicly, for what their clients accomplish—largely for fear of ticking those clients off. CAA strongly encourages such discretion, so it was all the more remarkable how many present and past CAA employees were willing to be interviewed for this book. Particular appreciation extends to CAA’s current senior partners, all of whom spoke extensively. In the end, one of them preferred that his comments be used only for background, a request that has been honored.

To write this book, more than five hundred interviews were conducted, and the words you read are the subjects’ own. In some instances, their quotes have been “cleaned up” (removing, for example, the “umm”s and “uh”s and “like”s that accompany most conversations) and certain discussions for the sake of clarity and exposition have been moved or compacted. But otherwise, what you read is as it was told.

Current and former employees of CAA are joined in these pages by scores of men and women who worked at studios, networks, and competing agencies, as well as actors and actresses, athletes, musicians, directors, producers, writers, lawyers, managers, and financiers, all of whom also proved incredibly important as sources.

As was the case with Live from New York and Those Guys Have All the Fun, both oral histories, Powerhouse seeks to be a historical record. There’s always a bit of the “Rashomon effect” in the telling (or retelling) of tales, all parties having their own perspectives and agendas, and in typical Hollywood style, many of those involved in the CAA story up to now have spent years rewriting their scripts, artfully obscuring facts, intentionally fogging the view; others have jumped to conclusions and made assumptions without knowing the full story. But every effort has been made here to separate as much fact from fiction as possible.

CAA has played a major role in transforming the entertainment business, and media in general, and in so doing has helped weave the texture of our daily lives. Indeed, lift the curtains of pop culture anywhere on the planet and you are bound to find CAA. And this is its story.





INTRODUCTION


Hollywood’s first generation of movie moguls looked upon the growing importance of talent agents about as warmly as they’d embrace union organizing or taxes. At first—very first, before “the movies” were the nation’s dominant form of entertainment—agents worked with studio bosses, relieving them of such mounting procedural and housekeeping chores as payrolls, talent scouting, and the matching of available clients to similarly available film projects. It was all very friendly, but as agents developed their own power base, the relationship became adversarial.

In 1925, there were fewer than twelve agencies listed in Hollywood directories, so one could almost empathize with Clara Bow, nationally famous “It” girl, and her professional suffering. Like other actors in pretalkie times, Bow seemed to be on a trajectory toward auspicious stardom, or at least marketable adorability, but also like most actors, she was a resounding flop at managing her own business—that is, the business of herself. No sooner had Bow ascended to “It-ness” in 1926 than she naively signed a contract with Paramount that became a textbook case in stars failing to benefit from their own popularity. The contract paid her less than a third of what comparable performers were earning, and after it expired, it was too late for her to find financial success anywhere. She never attained the heights predicted, and her moment of financial leverage had been wasted.

Movies developed into a huge business in the late 1920s; to consolidate power and maximize profit, smaller production companies began to merge, leading to the creation of eight major corporations—powerful studios that would soon be producing nearly 80 percent of the films released in any given year. Actors were hardly equipped—with information or bargaining skill—to deal with those giant companies, and as a result, the studios were able to develop the famous “star system” that saw many actors controlled, professionally and personally, by the studios that essentially owned them. Those stars had little freedom about which movies they would be in, and their social lives were turned into a constant publicity tour. Unsurprisingly, the notion of actors having advocates to represent their interests became increasingly attractive. No wonder the William Morris Agency, a Broadway institution since the 1890s, but one that had avoided the movies’ silent era altogether, ventured into “the movies” in 1928. A few years later, Film Daily Yearbook listed more than sixty talent agencies in Los Angeles, with another twenty in New York.

In the 1940s, even stars with representation realized they could fall behind their peers if their agents were not assertive or powerful enough; the profession was so new—despite the moguls’ derisively considering it akin to the “world’s oldest”—that there wasn’t any guidebook on proper care and feeding of talent. Actors found themselves at a disadvantage because so many agents and agencies were still trapped in templates developed when they represented stars of vaudeville and the theater. When agent Sam Jaffe negotiated Humphrey Bogart’s new Warner Bros. contract in 1942—just as the great star was ascending—Jaffe’s excess of caution not only cost Bogart money he should have made, but also limited his ability to freelance, restricted the number of films he could make, dictated the details of his billing, curbed the influence he had in story and role selection, and affected other items increasingly negotiated by savvier top agents on behalf of top clients.

Major structural changes in the business were under way, however. By the late 1950s, television stole the title of Nation’s Entertainer away from the movies. The decline in theatrical attendance meant a monumental shift in the way studios produced films and reduced the cost of exclusive and expensive actors. Afterward, actors and actresses still worked for studios, but the old exclusivities were mostly things of the past. The shift meant that agents were now seen as necessities rather than options or luxuries.

In the 1950s, Lew Wasserman transformed the talent agency MCA into a “packager” that would approach studios with already assembled teams of directors, actors, and writers. With this, Hollywood saw the birth of a new species—film stars who were also independent contractors, with the textbook case being Jimmy Stewart. The star of Harvey and many other iconic hits saw his wealth multiply with a single role in Universal’s Winchester ’73. By forgoing a standard salary and taking profit participation instead, Stewart paved the way for actors, directors, producers, and writers to leverage their celebrity at the negotiating table. Similarly, Wasserman cofounded independent production companies for such luminaries as Jack Benny, Alfred Hitchcock, Errol Flynn, and dozens of other MCA clients, allowing them to minimize taxes while exploiting their star salaries and expanding their influence in movie production.

As anyone could have predicted, it was the stars, in particular the television “personalities,” who held sway over the American public’s imagination and affection. (Not for nothing was Shower of Stars the title of a typical drama anthology; the title Shower of Directors was likely never considered.) The power of TV was such that a “nobody” could become, virtually overnight, more famous than some venerable holdover from the studio system. Indeed, stardom in movies became less and less bankable as TV created its own sensations. At the same time, major movie stars like Bing Crosby, Frank Sinatra, the independent Mr. Stewart, and many others piloted shows built around them that often then ignominiously flopped. Orson Welles shot a pilot that never even made it to series. Not all stumbled, but television could tame even the biggest egos, with the little screen outgunning the “silver screen” time after time.

In 1962, MCA’s dominating presence in Hollywood ran smack into the Department of Justice. Its investigation into the company’s “monopolistic practices” resulted in a face-off between Wasserman (whose beloved allies included Ronald Reagan, then in the midst of leaving the Democratic Party and becoming a Republican) and Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy Jr. To avoid criminal and civil penalties for alleged antitrust violations, MCA agreed to divest itself of its talent agency at the same time that the company bought struggling Universal Pictures and Decca Records. Just like that, MCA quit the talent business and created the largest entertainment assembly line in Hollywood. Building on its library of detective shows, westerns, sitcoms, and specials, MCA and Wasserman transformed moribund Universal Pictures into grandiose Universal Studios, owners of the largest and busiest lot in Hollywood.

When MCA departed the representation business, the move solidified William Morris as the agency. It had the biggest star clients and the greatest influence on the studios and networks. But perhaps more relevant to this story was the common belief that if you were young and wanted to get the strongest start possible for a career in the entertainment industry, it was the place to be.

That certainly would be the case for five eager young William Morris agents in the mid-1970s.
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ACT ONE


I had an agent years and years ago when I was new to New York City and was having trouble finding a place to live because I had two dogs. This person had come to visit me in New York at NBC, and as they were getting into a car on Sixth Avenue, they said to me, “I’m going to get you an apartment if it’s the last thing I do.” And that was the last I ever heard from them. That’s show business right there.

—DAVID LETTERMAN
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Rebels: 1974–1979


Nothing mattered except states of mind, chiefly our own.

—JOHN MAYNARD KEYNES

RON MEYER, CAA Founder:

Where I grew up, in those days, there were three categories: you were a jock, a nerd, or a bad boy. I was neither of the first two, and being a bad boy was kind of the cool thing to be. So I created a character for myself. It was an identity.

I hung out with a bunch of guys who did the same thing, and we got into fights. In West L.A., there was a police department—it’s still there—on Perdue Avenue, and they were aware of us. Both my parents escaped Nazi Germany in 1939, and though I was born in America, they weren’t savvy about American youth culture. My father knew only a little of what was going on with me then, because he was a traveling salesman and was on the road four out of every five weeks. But my mother knew all of it. I got arrested a lot. A number of my friends went to jail. Once I beat up a guy in front of his son. Of all the things in my life, I think about that all the time. I wish I could find these people and beg for their forgiveness; it really shamed me.

MICHAEL OVITZ, CAA Founder:

I was a kid who grew up in the San Fernando Valley, just four blocks from the old RKO Studios, and after my paper route, a bunch of us would go sneak into the studios under a fence. I was mesmerized by what I saw, and that went on for years and years and years.

My dad didn’t make a lot of money. He was a liquor salesman. We had a fabulous family life, but my brother and I always had to earn our spending money for whatever we wanted. So from the time I was nine, I worked constantly.

BILL HABER, CAA Founder:

I’m old enough to remember when there were no freeways in Los Angeles. My father was thirty years old when he decided to go to medical school after the Second World War, and we would drive to downtown Los Angeles up to the big, giant general hospital. I was very young. Sometimes we’d go up Pico Boulevard because that’s where El Rancho golf course was, and at five in the morning we would pick up golf balls so we could sell them for a dollar each. That money was really important to us at the time. Across the street was 20th Century Fox, and when I was nine years old, I said to my father, “One day, I’m going to go in there.”

MICHAEL OVITZ:

I was student body president for a high school of four thousand students. I was also president of my fraternity at UCLA and dedicated myself to being very well organized. I had a huge appetite for getting deeply involved in everything that interested me. In college, I went to work as a tour guide at Universal. There were ten of us—five guys and five women. I soon got hired away by a guy who went to work at Fox helping design their tours, so while I was going to school at UCLA, I was also working full-time at Fox. I didn’t go to most classes in the beginning of the semester, but I’d always go to the final exams. I did that for three years, and in my senior year, I decided I wanted to start looking for a job after school. I interviewed at William Morris and CMA, an advertising agency. William Morris responded the quickest.

During the interview, the personnel director at William Morris asked me, “Why do you think you should get this job? There are twenty people in the mailroom, and lots more who want to get in there.” And I said, “I can learn everything there is to know about being an agent in ninety days, or I’ll give you back all the money you pay me.” I knew it was an outrageous and stupid statement, but he couldn’t stop laughing. Then he said, “I’m going to hire you.”

RON MEYER:

I legally dropped out of school when I was sixteen. I had gone one day a week to what they called continuation school, which you had to be enrolled in until you were sixteen or you would be a truant—whatever that meant.

The army had an active draft at the time, but because I thought I was a tough guy, I didn’t want to just go in the army, I wanted to enlist in the Marine Corps, which I did when I was seventeen. It was the best decision I ever made.

When I was in the Marine Corps, I got the measles, and I got put into quarantine. I was in a room with eight other empty beds. Alone. I had literally never read a book in my life. I’m serious, I had never read a book. But my mother sent me two books because I was sitting in a hospital with nothing to do. One was called The Amboy Dukes, which was about troubled kids in New York’s street gangs. The other was called The Flesh Peddlers, by a man named Steven Longstreet. It was a novel about a young guy who worked at a fictitious agency, who drove fast cars and went out with beautiful women. I read these two books, and I thought, Wait a minute . . . why would I be this schmuck when I could be this schmuck?

So after the Marine Corps, I couldn’t stop thinking about being at an agency. I already knew there was show business—I had lived in West L.A., not far from Fox Studios—and I took my one suit that fit me like Abraham Lincoln’s suits fit him, because of short legs, you know, and I literally went door-to-door to every agency in town. I didn’t know if they were good or bad or who they represented. Some would let me fill out an application. Some would say, “We’re not hiring.” I’d give out my phone number, but I had no answering machine. I was as unsophisticated as could possibly be. I thought the military background would help me, but I was a high school dropout, and high school dropout worked more against me than the military worked for me.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

Truth is, I really didn’t know what representation was, but I knew that I needed to learn the business of artistic people. I’m a frustrated artist—I’m not a writer and I’m not a painter, but I love artists, and I am blown away by how creative people come up with ideas and then turn them into reality. I wanted to get close to them, to understand how they work, and at the same time couple the creative process with the business process.

I didn’t want to be a buyer. I wanted to learn it from the sell side, because if I was a buyer and worked at a studio, then I was working at only one place. But if I was an agent, then as a seller, I was able to go anywhere.

RON MEYER:

I was working at a men’s clothing store called Zeidler and Zeidler making about $35 a week, sharing an apartment with four other guys at some fleabag place in Hollywood. Now follow this: My mother had a girlfriend whose husband’s sister was married to Walter Kohner, who was Paul Kohner’s brother. And Walter Kohner was an agent at his brother’s company. I had interviewed there, and they said, “We already have a messenger, there’s no job.” But then, out of the blue, the messenger at Kohner quit, and they called me. They said, “Do you still want the job? We pay $75 a week, will give you a gas credit card, pay your lunches, and you can start Monday.” I quit my job, bought a car, and got my own apartment. “Changed my life” is such a complete understatement, I can’t even tell you.

BILL HABER:

It was 1965. It was pure providence. I was in law school, sitting in the lunchroom of Loyola Law School, and I happened to glance at the only ad William Morris had ever run in its entire hundred-year history. It was also the only time in my life I had ever looked at a classified ad. And it said “talent agent trainee.” So I called them up. Even though I had two children, I left law school—which displeased my parents greatly—and took the job, working for $50 per week in the mailroom, delivering packages.

RON MEYER:

The Kohner Agency was at 9169 Sunset. It was at the beginning of the Sunset Strip, and it was the greatest experience for me. Paul Kohner was an incredible agent. It was a small agency. I knew everyone. I was a kid surrounded by mostly older people.

I cleaned up my act. I hid from everybody I used to know; they dropped out of my life. Once again I was pretending I was something I wasn’t—wearing a suit every day, being this hotshot guy, delivering packages, picking up scripts, and driving clients like John Huston, Chevalier, Charles Bronson, Lana Turner, and Ingmar Bergman when they would come to town. I spent six years as Paul Kohner’s driver and messenger. It was fabulous.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

When I went to William Morris, I decided that I had to do something that was disruptive. I was in the mailroom with about twenty guys. They’d come in at nine, so I came in at seven. They’d leave at six, I’d leave at ten o’clock at night. Some days I left earlier because at that time I was also going to school at night to get my master’s in business. I worked my butt off—reading everything there was to read. I was a scavenger. Those guys were waiting to be fed things; I went looking for things. I viewed the mailroom as an education course, period, and was going to move over everyone very quickly. I volunteered for every job and was very aggressive.

Three months into the training program, I had begun to notice that the president of the company would often come back to the office after dinner when everyone else had left, so I made sure to be there and became the only guy sitting at a desk on the first floor. As I figured he would, he asked if I could do a favor for him. I did the favor so well that he asked me to work for him some more. I kept doing it each night until he finally made me his assistant.

So at the ripe age of twenty-two, I was the assistant to the president of the company. I did anything I could do to show him that I could save him time. If he was opening up a door, I would close it. He gave me a ton of work and let me go until I made a mistake. But I didn’t.

HOWARD WEST, Agent:

I saw this young man floating around. His immediate boss didn’t come in until ten but Michael Ovitz was already in gear hours before. I would come in very early every day to read my Wall Street Journal and started talking to him. He seemed alert, ripe, and aggressive, but in a pleasant way. I said to myself, He’s me.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

As a young guy I immediately dreamed of running the company. It may have been a fantasy, but it drove me to work extra hard and do things no one else did.

HOWARD WEST:

“Thirsty for knowledge” would be an inadequate terminology for him. I had a lot of teacher and tutor in me, so I didn’t mind that he’d ask question after question about all different parts of the business. One day he asked me, “How do you get these important people to return your calls?”

MICHAEL OVITZ:

Howard was my guy there. He spent an unbelievable amount of time with me and was patient when I asked him to explain certain things to me.

ROWLAND PERKINS, CAA Founder:

I went to UCLA and then stayed there for law school, but dropped out after two years and went into the William Morris mailroom. I got promoted pretty quickly to be the head of the mailroom, then worked on the desk of the legendary Stan Kamen, who was one of the most important talent agents in entertainment. After that, I joined the TV packaging department. It was then that I met Mike Rosenfeld, who was working in motion pictures. Mike and I soon realized we were born just twelve days apart.

BILL HABER:

I had a little bit of career advantage early on at William Morris. In the middle of my training period, Vietnam heated up. My wife was pregnant, so I was exempted, but a big chunk of the place was drafted. So there I was, twenty-five years old, running the William Morris talent department.

One of my jobs that I’ll never forget was to deliver checks to Elvis Presley on the MGM lot. Once I hand-delivered a check to him on the Blue Hawaii set. He opened the envelope and it was the first time I ever saw a check for a million dollars. Elvis looked at me and said, “Why, thank you, Bill.” It was the kind of thing you remember for the rest of your life.

RON MEYER:

After almost six years, I knew that there would be no future for me at Kohner, so wherever I could make a contact to get an interview at another agency, I did, very secretly. I met a fellow named Paul Flaherty, who was an agent at William Morris, and he got me an interview with Phil Weltman. At that time, William Morris rarely hired agents from the outside, and I’ve always been grateful to Paul for getting me in there for an interview. After a series of eight or more interviews over six months with Phil Weltman, Bill Haber, and Rowland Perkins, they hired me as an agent in the talent department. William Morris was the dream job for me.

BILL HABER:

Nobody thought there would ever not be a William Morris Agency. William Morris, we would say, would outlive all of us. In the ’70s, they controlled almost everything, and they were the foundation of a business that generally exists on sand. They were a rock; their clients were rocks; and their business was a rock. They were leaders in everything they did.

The corporate culture at William Morris was, by many accounts, largely governed by the rigidly hierarchic boys’ club of old-school agents. Seniority dictated power, and the only way to rise through the ranks was a combination of working, waiting, and ass-kissing. Loyalty was king. Cronyism and infighting ran rampant. The television and movie departments often refused to collaborate on projects, and even when they did, any partnership was begrudging, as older Morris executives often refused to break routine in favor of progress. Compensation was based on how much money an individual brought in but also how long the person had been there. Many of the younger generation of agents at William Morris longed for flexibility and were horrified by the deeply embedded culture of obstinacy.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

It was an incredibly rigid, compartmentalized business. Pay scales were incredibly unfair. There was little entrepreneurialism.

RON MEYER:

When I was at William Morris, you felt that you were working for the Pentagon. Everything seemed so big and ominous, and everything senior management said and did felt incredibly important.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

What happened to them is television and movies started to change as movie stars started to consider doing television. All of a sudden, you had people in different disciplines that had always been behind walled gardens working in each other’s areas, and William Morris didn’t know how to deal with it. We were watching this happen and were mortified by their lack of flexibility. It just wasn’t a culture that was workable.

HOWARD WEST:

You had senior executives who had been there for twenty-five, thirty years who should have been working for the post office.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

There were all these cronies sitting on the second floor who just hung out at the business and sucked the profits out of it. They should have let a number of those guys go.

RON MEYER:

Ovitz started before me: We became best of friends very quickly, and sort of a team. It was just one of those things.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

The guys running the business at that time were Nat Lefkowitz in New York, Morris Stoller in L.A., who was the CFO but pretty much the COO, Sam Weisbord in L.A., and the chairman of the board, Abe Lastfogel.

RON MEYER:

It’s not like the business today. Top agents were very high profile internally, but if you mentioned their name externally, people might not know who you were talking about. Sam Weisbord was the head of the company, but I always thought he was a nasty, unkind piece of shit.

ROWLAND PERKINS:

Sam was a little weird. He was an older guy, and he used to take out really young girls. They were in their twenties and he was in his sixties. He once told me how proud he was of a conquest: “I went through the whole list of girls I was going out with at the time and very carefully selected one, and I fucked the hell out of her that night and then explained to her that I had gone through the list and picked her out. She was so proud she couldn’t wait to tell her mother.” I liked Sam, but he was a little strange duck.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

I made an assessment of what holes there were that I could fill as a young guy. What was open that no one had touched? When I went through all the William Morris network sales, most were prime time. There were few dayparts and little syndication. Then I was at a meeting at ABC and found out the network’s margins in other dayparts were four and a half times those in prime time, because programming was cheaper. I was in a state of shock. So I started developing clients in that area. I signed a guy named Bill Carruthers, who was a daytime director, and Jim Young, who did General Hospital. I put this whole coterie together. I became very interested in packaging—putting things together rather than just individually handling clients, which turned out to be the base of CAA.

MICHAEL EISNER, Executive:

One of my earliest jobs was in the ’70s running children’s programming and daytime programming at ABC. I had to go to a lot of game-show presentations where producers would use a little stage and a fake audience to show us their show and then we would decide whether to do a pilot or not. One time I brought my wife, Jane, to watch a run-through, and the show was horrible. As we were leaving, Michael Ovitz was by the door, and said to us, “Hi, I’m Michael Ovitz from William Morris.” I think he even exaggerated his title. He was a secretary. He looked twelve but was actually in his midtwenties. He called me later out of the blue—remember, I didn’t know him, had never heard of him—and he asked me, “How did you like the show?” I didn’t want to say anything bad, so I just said, “Well, my wife loved it,” and put the conversation out of my mind. When I got back to New York, I walked into our brownstone apartment and there on the piano was a vase with four dozen roses in it, and a card for Jane that said, “Glad you loved the show, Michael Ovitz.” I called him up and started with a joke—“If you ever send my wife fucking flowers again, I will kill you.” But then I got serious. I said, “My wife is not involved in any day-to-day business decisions. Do not agent my wife.” And that was the beginning of my Michael Ovitz relationship.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

Tony Fantozzi was an agent at William Morris. He took me out for my first big executive lunch and never ordered food, just had four martinis. So Tony says to me, “Aw, this guy Jack Barry. I like him but no one will hire him.” I found out Jack Barry was a guy who got caught up in the quiz-show scandals and went and met with him. He was a smart guy who felt he had been wronged by NBC when they banned him from producing after the scandals. I also met his partner, Dan Enright. They were the biggest game-show producers of the ’60s, and I liked them both, so I worked my butt off and pushed and pushed and sold a show of theirs to CBS called Break the Bank. Lo and behold, Jack Barry’s back on the air, not just with a show, but as the host.

I continued to try and sell in a way no one else would. The Smothers Brothers were a giant show on CBS, and when they got thrown off because they said controversial things, I got them on NBC. People in the business couldn’t believe these things had happened, but nobody internally said a positive word to me.

BARRY LEVINSON, Writer and Director:

Years before there was a CAA, in the early ’70s, Mike Ovitz called me after seeing me on a local TV show in a sketch where I played a roller-skating rabbi from Salt Lake City. He thought it was funny, and at that time he was recently out of the mailroom and had become a very junior agent. He asked if I had an agent, and I said, no, so he became my very first agent. I remember he was very quiet, not the typical agent type who would say, “All right, I’ll tell you what we’re gonna do.” He was much more reserved.

At the time, I was writing on that local show with Craig Nelson and Rudy DeLuca, but pretty quickly after we signed with him, he got me, Rudy, and Craig jobs on The Tim Conway Show, and after that went off the air, a bit later, he got us a job writing for Larry Gelbart, who was a producer on The Marty Feldman Comedy Machine.

RON MEYER:

When the New York people would come to town, we’d all be at attention. It was a big event. The office would buzz, The New York guys, they’re here. It was a big to-do of who got included in their meetings and discussions and it always seemed so important. We were never included.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

Lou Weiss was the head of worldwide television for William Morris, and he worked with a guy named Sol Leon, who was a real old-time TV guy. We had three guys who covered the networks: Tony Ford with CBS; Arnold Sank with NBC; and Larry Auerbach, who covered ABC. The five of them were the core of the New York office and sucked out all the overhead and got paid humongous salaries.

BILL HABER:

You had content and you put it on the networks. Period. That was it. The sea change in television hadn’t happened yet, but you could tell that the old times were coming to an end, and it was time for new people to take over. But the leadership at William Morris didn’t understand that.

TONY LUDWIG, Agent:

I got out of the mailroom at the Morris Agency and became an assistant to Mike Rosenfeld. Rosenfeld had an interesting life. He was an agent most of the time, but at other times, he was secretly at the airport in the San Fernando Valley. My job was to cover his desk and his body of work while he was out learning how to fly. Through Howard West, I ended up meeting Mike Ovitz, who was also an assistant at the time. I would have lunches at Mike’s house, which was really a little apartment on Olympic Boulevard maybe two and a half blocks from the Morris Agency. His wife, Judy, would make us tuna fish sandwiches.

MICHAEL ROSENFELD JR., Agent:

My father had grown up in Strawberry Mansion, Philadelphia, and was part of a very creative and talented community there before working on Broadway and then making his way west. At William Morris, he had been responsible for convincing Disney to go with Dick Van Dyke in Mary Poppins, and he put together the package for Barney Miller, so he had a good career there.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

One day Bill Haber, Mike Rosenfeld, and I were sitting with Rowland in his office on the first floor. That year, we had sold twenty-one prime-time pilots and seven daytime pilots—just us on the West Coast—and Lou Weiss walked in dressed to the nines in his beautifully tailored gray suit, red hankie, red tie, and Gucci loafers. Those were a big deal back then; I mean, who could afford a horse buckle?

He said, “Guys, great year. But we can do better.” And Mike, who had sold Barney Miller and several other shows, looked at him and said, “Do better?! There’s no studio, including Universal, that sold as many pilots as we have.” But Lou didn’t care about what we had done, he just wanted to talk about what we needed to do in the future.

In a way, CAA was incubated in that meeting. Haber and Perkins were very close and they started talking about how dissatisfied they were, and Rosenfeld and Perkins started talking, too. At the same time, Ron and I began talking to each other about doing something else because we had client lists, which very few people had.

RON MEYER:

Weisbord ran the big staff TV meetings. There was a huge table where the senior guys would sit, and then there was an area behind it where the next tier of agents would sit, and then there was literally a peanut gallery behind those first two rows.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

It was a joke. We were totally disenfranchised; Ron, Bill, and I sat in the last row with our backs against the wall, listening, never saying anything.

RON MEYER:

Steve McQueen left William Morris to go with Freddie Fields at CMA. It was a devastating loss, and right after that, Weisbord made an announcement to everyone that he had just signed the tap dancer Ann Miller, who was then already in her later years. I had been there four years and decided I would make my bones and show them all my stuff. Now, no one at my level had ever spoken—or even asked a question—in a big staff meeting. We were supposed to be invisible. But I said, “Mr. Weisbord, can I say something? We’re the greatest agency with the greatest agents in the world and Ann Miller’s a talented woman, but we just lost Steve McQueen. We should be on a full attack at CMA. We should use all our resources to sign their stars and not worry about signing midlevel clients.”

MICHAEL OVITZ:

As soon as he finished, there was silence in the room. No one had ever spoken up like that.

RON MEYER:

Weisbord looked back at me and said, “What the fuck are you talking about? How dare you question me?” After he said, “Fuck you,” a bunch of times, I realized I had made this horrible mistake and kept trying to explain myself, but he just kept saying, “Fuck you!” He was a little horrible guy. He wouldn’t stop screaming at me. Here I am making $125 a week, that job was my whole life, and I had no money. I had nothing; my whole life was flashing before me at that moment.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

To Ron’s credit—as only Ron could do, because Bill and I were much more political—Ron spoke his mind. The good news was that he had that courage; the bad news was he was too emotional and didn’t think about how it would affect him in the long term.

RON MEYER:

For the first few weeks after that meeting, a lot of people there treated me like I had a communicable disease. Weisbord never spoke to me after that day. Phil Weltman told me that Weisbord was never going to forgive me and really didn’t like me, but Phil said he would make sure I was always okay at the agency.

Phil Weltman served both as head of the William Morris TV department and as mentor to the young founders of CAA back before they left William Morris. Weltman worked hard to make sure young trainees like Barry Diller and novice agents like Ron Meyer and Michael Ovitz rose above the stereotype of the Hollywood agent as a lazy, parasitic vulture. His mission was to keep those mentees on their toes and trained for battle. Weltman made himself accessible at all hours and advised young agents to do the same.

A demanding taskmaster with a strong work ethic, Weltman inspired great loyalty from the agents he tutored. He instilled in them the virtue of professionalism and went against the penchant for compartmentalization—agents acting only on their own behalf—which most Morris executives saluted. He stubbornly demanded teamwork among the younger agents, believing that sharing clients and information would only strengthen the company. Occasionally he would even pass deals over to his young protégés, forgoing credit for himself.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

I was in Morris Stoller’s office talking to him at a time when the income of the company took a huge dip for the first time in more than a quarter century. During the course of the conversation, he started to chew the corners of a memo and ended up eating the entire piece of paper he was reading to me. Afterward, I went to his assistant, Walt Zifkin, and asked if Morris was okay. But before he said anything, he took a breath. What I realized was Morris had had a nervous breakdown just because they had one bad quarter. This was such a powerful statement. They were used to a business that was always growing. They had one hiccup and they couldn’t pivot. That’s when they decided to fire guys who didn’t bring in real income.

ROWLAND PERKINS:

I went on a short break for four days, and when I came back, Phil said to me, “Can you have lunch with me today?” We met at the Brown Derby, and he said, “The reason I want to have lunch with you is to tell you my buddy Sam Weisbord called me in his office and said, ‘We put you in the computer and you came up wanting.’” I couldn’t believe Weisbord had said that to him. How can you say that to your best friend?

RON MEYER:

Phil called me and Mike into his office and told us he had just been fired. He said Weisbord had told him, “We put your name in the computer and it came up wanting.” I will always remember that crazy phrase. Those two guys had started at the company together; they had been best of friends. We could not believe this was happening. As Phil talked, he had a tear in his eye.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

It was really jarring to see a guy like that go from being so tough to being so vulnerable, and it set a lot of minds in motion. Basically they were saying to us, Hey, you can work here for thirty years, but look at what could still happen to you.

ROWLAND PERKINS:

Yeah, that really just sort of crystallized everything.

BILL HABER:

It was not acceptable to any of us.

RON MEYER:

Phil was really the person who was the glue that kept that place together. In my opinion, it took William Morris thirty years to recover from the loss of Phil Weltman.

BILL HABER:

There was a bust of Phil Weltman in the lobby of CAA. I never failed to go there and take a moment to thank him for what he did for us and for what he meant to us. We would not have left if Phil was still there; we’d still be working at William Morris.

RON MEYER:

There’s no question about it: None of us would have wanted—or had the courage—to leave if Phil was going to still be there. We would have never left Phil. I thought I would spend my career at William Morris.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

The common lore is that Phil’s firing caused us to leave, but it’s not accurate because even if he stayed, there were so many other things there that were really distasteful for guys like us in our late twenties and early thirties. And remember, Phil was getting old; everyone wanted to propagate that cause and effect because it made Phil feel good. That said, however, there’s no better platform for success than wanting to avenge someone’s death, right?

BILL HABER:

In any business on earth—I always say to people—nobody will ever leave you for money, and nobody will ever leave you over titles. People will only leave if they have no loyalty to you.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

It was like a stew, and ingredients just kept getting added. The next thing that happened was that they passed over Rowland to run the TV department.

ROWLAND PERKINS:

Phil was gone, and then so was the promotion I had been hoping for. At that point, my loyalty to the place was gone, too.

RON MEYER:

Once we knew that Phil was going, I tried to convince Mike that the two of us should leave, even though I knew he had a big future at William Morris because they really liked him.

After many conversations, the most Mike would say to me was “Maybe, but not for another year. We should get more clients, and put our business plan together. Then we could go.”

MICHAEL OVITZ:

You have to realize at William Morris, there were two kinds of citizens: signers and servicers. Very few people did both. Ronnie and I did both. We went out and signed people and probably had between us seventy clients.

JUDY OVITZ:

I was born in Berkeley, but raised most of my life in Beverly Hills, right down from the William Morris Agency. I went to Beverly Hills High School and then to UCLA, where I met Michael.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

We met when she was seventeen and I was barely eighteen. We were married three years later. Judy and I were the campus couple at William Morris. They loved us. I worked my ass off, and they loved her. She was charming and knockdown dead gorgeous.

JUDY OVITZ:

We had a very good future at William Morris if we stayed, so we were torn. Mike was very happy and we were thought of as the golden couple, and it was clear we were going to succeed after the old guard left.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

Ron took Judy and me to dinner at Chianti and spent two hours selling us on leaving William Morris. I don’t think I opened my mouth once. He was talking about only the two of us leaving. He asked that Judy be there because he had gotten to know her and thought she might influence me.

RON MEYER:

I knew that Mike and I would be good partners, and that together we would be able to push ourselves further than if we were each on our own. I had the street smarts and he had the education. I also knew that if he was going to leave William Morris, I was going to have to make it really convincing.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

When Ron was making his pitch for us to leave, I said it made sense, but I didn’t say I wanted to do it. I had been told by a couple senior executives at William Morris that within ten years I’d be running the place.

RON MEYER:

My plan was for us to start a company—Meyer-Ovitz, Ovitz-Meyer.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

The Chianti dinner was a seminal turning point. Ron brilliantly sold Judy. He seemed in a hurry. He really wanted out of there. But Ron’s a gambler. I’m not a gambler, and I never gamble on anything unless I know I’m going to win.

ROWLAND PERKINS:

At first it was myself, Haber, and Mike Rosenfeld. We had met at my house a number of times and at Billingsley’s Steak House on Pico. Nobody from the business went there, it was unchic. We said to ourselves, “As long as we’re breaking our butts, let’s go and do it for ourselves.” Then we found out that Mike Ovitz and Ron Meyer were talking about doing the same thing.

RON MEYER:

Shortly after the Chianti dinner, three other agents—Rowland Perkins, Mike Rosenfeld, and Bill Haber—approached me. Bill was my boss, and Rowland was his boss. Mike and Rowland were senior agents: Rowland in television, Mike in motion pictures. They told me they were also thinking of leaving because of Phil’s departure and asked if I would be interested in joining them. I said, I might be, but only if Mike Ovitz was part of it. They didn’t know Mike very well, so I said, “Why don’t the five of us sit and meet?” I wanted to see what they were going to do, and to make sure they didn’t leave before us or screw up our plan.

Howard West was a very close friend from William Morris, and Mike and I had a lot of respect for him. We had stayed in touch with him after he left the agency to become a manager, and then we asked him whether the two of us should go it alone or join the other three.

HOWARD WEST:

I digested the question, then said, “Guys, the industry is ripe for competition. It will embrace you because everyone is tired of the William Morris dominance.”

RON MEYER:

Howard told us, “Don’t be schmucks, the five of you have to do this together.”

HOWARD WEST:

I encouraged them to all go out together and form the new agency. That conversation was the seed of CAA.

BILL HABER:

At the end of every single day, the same five cars were sitting in the parking lot until all hours of the night. Somehow we managed to put those five people in a room and said, “Well, we might as well do this together.”

RON MEYER:

It was a much better meeting than we expected. We were all so much in sync that it became an amazing couple hours. It couldn’t have gone better. We sounded like the Mitchell Boys Choir.

ROWLAND PERKINS:

The first time the five of us met was at my house in Bel Air in late 1974 to discuss forming a new agency. We made plans to meet again in March, with an agenda to secure a line of credit before making an amicable exit from William Morris. We even planned on notifying Sam Weisbord of our intentions and to stay through the spring to help him set the network schedules.

RON MEYER:

When I was still at William Morris, I had asked Phil Weltman if I could travel to the New York office. There really wasn’t a specific reason for me to go, but he arranged it anyway. It wound up being my only business trip to New York. On the first day there, I met Ellen, who was a secretary for one of the heads of the company, and we went out the following night. We had a really great time and liked each other. When I came back to California, we stayed in touch by phone and then she came out to visit me in Los Angeles.

ELLEN MEYER, Manager:

Ron told me, “I’m going to leave with these guys, and we’re going to start our own company.” I asked him, “Who are they?” and when he told me who they were, I said, “Ron, I don’t think it’s going to happen. Bill, Rowland, and Mike Rosenfeld have seniority at William Morris; they have profit sharing, titles, and families to support.”

Shortly after that, he said to me, “Look, I can’t come out and live with you in New York because of this new company, but will you come out and live with me in L.A.?” There was no gray area. Either I stayed in New York and ended the relationship or I went to L.A. to nurture the relationship and see what happened. I decided to go to L.A. and be with him, and just a couple of months after I came out, Ron proposed, and we got married.

RON MEYER:

The truth is, all four of those guys were very well thought of in the company. Phil’s leaving really motivated them, but we were all exhausted by senior management constantly talking about their history with Sophie Tucker, Jimmy Durante, and others. They were steeped in the past. We wanted to be about the future.

BILL HABER:

Even though we were all young, we realized that in American capitalism you can’t make any real money unless you own your own company. So we realized that as long as we stayed at William Morris, we could never seriously succeed in the entertainment business.

Sam Weisbord would say to me that the highest tribute in his life was that he just bought his first Constable painting, which meant so much to him. I guess we all wanted our own Constables.

RON MEYER:

It was January, and we decided we would leave in one year after saving money, getting more clients, finding offices, and having assistants ready for us, so that the day we left we would immediately be in business. That one-year plan ended within one week.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

Earlier in the week I had started looking for a credit line we could use when we got started, even though we were probably a year away from being ready. I had bought some minor certificates of deposit for small amounts of money in a high interest market from a guy at City National, and asked him to set me up with someone who would give us a loan to start a business. Period. The next thing I know is that guy at City National Bank told this to the head of City National Bank, who called the head of the William Morris Agency in New York, Nat Lefkowitz, who in turn called Morris Stoller, who was the CFO of William Morris.

ROWLAND PERKINS:

The leak was an accountant in town, Jules Lefkowitz, whose brother was head of William Morris New York. Mike had inadvertently given the information to the bank to find out what kind of credit we could get.

He also knew who the five of us were, so somebody told him a lot of details.

MICHAEL OVITZ:

There’s no question that Fred Westheimer told management, but he wasn’t the leak. The real leak was City National Bank. That’s exactly what happened, no more, no less.

FRED WESTHEIMER, Agent:

I would never do that to my friends; it’s just not who I am. I heard later on it was Mike Ovitz who spread that rumor to discredit me.

ROWLAND PERKINS:

It was January 7, 1975. I got back from lunch and the phone rang. It was Sam Weisbord, who says to me, “Are you free for a walk?” He used to walk as part of his regimen around the neighborhood of William Morris and I said, “Sure.”

RON MEYER:

I happened to be home that day with the flu.

ROWLAND PERKINS:

Sam and I started walking, and when we got about two blocks away, he very casually said, “It’s come to my attention that you and Haber and Meyer and Ovitz are planning on leaving, is that true?” And the
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