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Don Hewitt, founder of 60 Minutes, at his desk in 1986.




THE BEGINNING

Fifty years is an eternity in the television world. The average show lasts around just over two years. But in 2017–18, 60 Minutes celebrates its fiftieth season on television.

How many programs have lasted that long in prime time? Just the one. And 60 Minutes is still going strong. It’s the longest-running prime-time broadcast ever and still one of the most-watched programs in America. This would be remarkable for any TV show, but it’s an astonishing feat for one that asks its viewers not to escape on a Sunday night but to focus on stories about the world around them.

What is it about our broadcast that has sustained it all these years? There are many factors, and a lot of them can be traced all the way back to our conception. It’s an unlikely story because there never would have been a 60 Minutes if Don Hewitt hadn’t been fired in 1965. Yes, we owe our creation, our standards, our values, and our longevity to a most humiliating set of circumstances that our creator confronted when he was only thirty-six years old.

When Don Hewitt joined CBS in 1948, he was in awe of the people around him, particularly the Murrow Boys—the gentlemen correspondents who filed World War II dispatches under the watchful eye of Edward R. Murrow, the man who became the dean of broadcast news and the paragon of journalistic integrity. The Murrow Boys were elegant and battle-tested, and knew how to write a story and deliver it on the radio.

Don wasn’t one of them and he knew it. He was a feisty kid from New Rochelle, New York, who never got a college degree. Growing up, he had always wanted to be in show business. His two childhood heroes were fictional characters from Broadway: Julian Marsh, the theater director in the show 42nd Street, and Hildy Johnson, the star reporter in a lesser-known play called The Front Page. Don later said his problem was that he couldn’t decide which one he wanted to be, but as it turned out, he didn’t have to.

Don joined CBS with some journalism cred: he had written for Stars and Stripes, the daily paper of the US military, during the war. But it wasn’t reporting that got him most excited: it was lights and action. CBS was primarily a radio network in those days, with television just getting started. Don liked to tell the story that someone said to him, “You should think about getting in television,” and he said, “Whatavision?” But television grabbed him, and he never looked back. It was news with the flair of showbiz: that was Don Hewitt in a nutshell.

But this vision wasn’t shared by the people he went to work for, people such as Murrow and Fred Friendly, pioneers of broadcast journalism who built CBS News. They were not excited by the lights. Radio was king, and they looked down on the new invention.

So TV became Don’s domain. He quickly became a pioneer in his own right, among the first to figure out how to do things as simple as putting writing on the screen (what became known as chyrons and supers) to identify a person or place. He was in a diner when he saw a blackboard with little white letters spelling out the specials of the day. He paid for the board along with his breakfast and took it back to the studio, where he worked with technicians to figure out a way to superimpose the white letters on a camera image.
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Don Hewitt in 1960, with John F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon, on the set of the first televised presidential debate, which he directed.



Over the next fifteen years, Don became a significant figure at CBS News. His most influential role came as director of the first presidential debate between Vice President Richard M. Nixon and Massachusetts senator John F. Kennedy in 1960. He offered makeup to Nixon, grim-faced and cursed with a perpetual five o’clock shadow. But the Republican candidate, looking tired and sweaty, declined and lost the debate to the tanned, vigorous-looking young Democrat. It was a transformational moment. Polls indicated those who heard the debate on radio thought Nixon had won. Television’s power in forming public opinion had never been fully appreciated before. On Election Day, Kennedy edged Nixon by less than 0.17 percent of the vote. Don often said that if Nixon had listened to him, he probably would have been president. Within a few years, Don was named executive producer of the CBS Evening News with Walter Cronkite. He was riding high. But he should have known he was in trouble the moment Fred Friendly was made president of CBS News in 1964. They didn’t like each other one bit, though Hewitt always credited Friendly with teaching him more about journalism and storytelling than anybody else. “Don’t talk down to viewers,” Don would quote Fred as saying, “but don’t assume they know as much as you do.”

Friendly, on the other hand, considered Hewitt a flashy showman. Don didn’t fit his image of the leader of the news division’s flagship broadcast. In 1965 Friendly called Don into his office and told him that the Cronkite news program wasn’t big enough for him. He was going to create a special unit just for Don—his own empire. Don was ecstatic. In one account of what happened next, he called his then wife Frankie with the good news. In another, it was his friend Bill Leonard, vice president of CBS News. Either way, the reaction was the same: You weren’t promoted, Don. You were just fired. The golden boy who had directed the first Nixon-Kennedy debate, who was in the catbird seat at the Evening News, was out of favor.
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Don Hewitt was executive producer of the CBS Evening News with Walter Cronkite before starting 60 Minutes.



Don would spend the rest of his life proving that he understood good television journalism. For the thirty-five years he ran 60 Minutes, Don Hewitt hammered into us everything he had learned from Fred Friendly and Ed Murrow, and then added his own significant touch: including pizzazz. He had learned a lot during his exile with his “special unit,” where he produced documentaries—“hourlong snoozers” he called them—that he said later nobody was watching. He was bored, and he didn’t understand why television should ever be boring. Why couldn’t news be entertaining and compelling?

  •  •  •  

By 1967, it was pretty well understood around CBS News that if Don Hewitt was coming toward your office at a breakneck pace, arms flailing, the best thing to do was hide, because he was probably about to ambush you with his latest notion about how to reinvent television news. Many of his ideas were not very good, but one of them, a new concept for an hour-long newsmagazine, is what we now know as 60 Minutes.

It wasn’t an easy sell. He wanted to create Life magazine on television with the same mix of serious and light stories: an interview with Marilyn Monroe on the same broadcast as one with the president of the United States or a migrant worker. It would be like Edward R. Murrow’s two 1950s broadcasts—the serious documentary program See It Now and the softer celebrity interview program Person to Person, which Don called “High Murrow” and “Low Murrow”—rolled into one compelling hour of television. The stories would be much shorter than traditional documentaries. Don had a short attention span and thought most people did as well.

Fred Friendly hated the idea. But in 1967, when Dick Salant replaced Friendly as president of CBS News, Don tried again. Salant was reluctant at first, but with encouragement from Don’s pal Bill Leonard, Salant decided to give it the go-ahead.

Don envisioned a one-anchor program, and wanted steady veteran broadcaster Harry Reasoner. But he was talked into adding Mike Wallace. At the time, it seemed like a simple change, but it turned out that putting Hewitt with Wallace was like introducing Lennon to McCartney.

60 Minutes started to take on its own identity, much of which was a mix of these two larger-than-life personalities. Don pushed his ideas for what stories to cover and then worked intensely on how to tell each one. Mike would pin down people with tough questions, a talent he had perfected in the 1950s while hosting the New York City program Night-Beat, bringing a hard edge to the new broadcast. A few years later, Morley Safer joined the program and brought his storytelling finesse, taking us on an adventure with his beautiful prose. Unique and accomplished reporters continued to join the ensemble over the years: Rather, Rooney, Bradley, Sawyer, Kroft, Stahl, Simon, Pelley, Rose, Cooper, and Whitaker. They were complemented by the best news producers, their names not well known, but who were just as crucial as our on-air correspondents.
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Mike Wallace and Harry Reasoner in a 1968 promotional photo for 60 Minutes, which premiered in September of that year.
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Mike Wallace and Don Hewitt in 1975, the two larger-than-life figures on the broadcast.



60 Minutes took a while to catch on, but Don’s invention changed television news for good. Together he and his team built a broadcast that succeeded beyond anyone’s expectations, including his own, and eventually earned him the respect he sought from the now elderly Murrow Boys. 60 Minutes soared into the 1990s, becoming the most-watched program of the year for the third, fourth, and fifth time. Nobody imagined that so many people would watch a news program or that news could be so profitable. We set out to do good, Don would say, and we ended up doing well. Very well.

When I started at 60 Minutes in 1989 as a young producer working with the youngest correspondent, Steve Kroft, the broadcast still very much resembled Don and Mike in character: tough, direct, lively—and loud. It wasn’t unusual to hear arguing in the hallways, and every so often Don would screen a piece and declare it “the worst” he had ever seen. This happened to me once, not long after I began. Steve and I showed Don a piece we thought was pretty good, but when the lights came up in the screening room, he asked me, “Where do you want it, kid? Right between the eyes?” It was never mean-spirited, though. It was all in the interest of making stories better, and there were few that Don couldn’t fix.

But by the end of the last century, the kid from New Rochelle was showing his age. So was the broadcast. Tensions had boiled over in 1995 during the hard-fought battle over Mike Wallace’s interview with tobacco whistle-blower Jeffrey Wigand, which for legal reasons the CBS Corporation wouldn’t allow 60 Minutes to air. The showdown went on for months, fraying relationships and leaving everyone feeling raw and probably tired.
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Don Hewitt handed over the reins to Jeff Fager in 2004.



In the years after that, something was different at 60 Minutes. Some of the magic had gone away. The broadcast lost about five million viewers over the next eight seasons. A lot of that could be attributed to the loss of NFL football as a lead-in during the nineties. Even so, it started to seem like it might be time for change at the top, even with Don insisting that he planned to die at his desk.

It’s probably some kind of natural law that you don’t want to be the guy to replace the legend. But I did in 2004. As I look back almost fifteen years later, it was a difficult transition at first. But I had enormous support from most of the people on the broadcast, whom I had worked with for many years. Don wasn’t very helpful in the beginning—he wasn’t comfortable, and who could blame him? It took him almost two years to get used to the idea of someone else being at the helm. But once he started liking the broadcasts, he was his old self again: supportive and fun and clever. And he was kind and respectful to me.

I knew that we could keep the magic alive as long as we maintained our standards and values. But that didn’t mean the broadcast would just keep doing the same things. 60 Minutes had constantly evolved over the previous thirty-five years. We would continue this evolution.

60 Minutes had been doing too many stories not tied to any particular current event; stories that could air anytime during the year. I wanted our broadcast to be much more current. The program had always been known for getting big interviews. Our goal became to do them more often and to stay on top of the big stories of the moment—conflicts, tsunamis, and economic calamities—while continuing to take the time for and commit significant resources to serious investigative reporting more often geared toward subjects in the news.

That being said, I’m not sure if any of our regular viewers have really been able to tell how the broadcast changed—and that’s a good thing. One of the first rules of running a broadcast or publication—or a business venture of any kind, for that matter—is never alienate your core audience. Our audience has stuck with us through the years.

We’ve heard people give all kinds of reasons for 60 Minutes’s continued success, beginning with the time slot: Sunday at seven in the evening, when most people are at home; the sizable lead-in audience afforded us by Sunday afternoon NFL football games; the pull of tradition for American families. All of those things are probably true, but there’s a lot more to it—and not necessarily things you’d expect.

By almost every measure of conventional wisdom, 60 Minutes should not be successful. In a time when audience research is the driving force behind coverage decisions in newsrooms across America, we don’t do audience research. Ever. And here’s why that matters: rather than depend on research to tell us what stories our audience might like better than others—a process I believe is fundamentally flawed—we decide which stories to cover based on how important or how interesting we believe they are. The onus is on us to make each story so damn interesting that you get sucked in. Since we don’t rely on knowing which stories the audience wants, we must rely on other ways to keep viewers engaged. That starts with how we tell the stories.

It may surprise you to hear that we don’t cover issues: we tell stories that often illuminate issues. But mostly we tell stories. And we’ve told virtually every kind of story there is to tell. Harry Reasoner got to wax poetic about Casablanca, the greatest movie ever made. Morley Safer took a ride on the Orient Express. Bob Simon found joy in the Congo and peace in the secluded monasteries of Mount Athos in Greece, one of the most sacred spots in the Christian world.
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1 Morley Safer took a ride on the Orient Express in 1977.
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2 Bob Simon interviewing a monk on Mt. Athos for a report that aired Easter Sunday 2011.
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3 Scott Pelley at the edge of the Al Rashad Bridge in Kurdistan in 2014 for a report about the rise of ISIS.
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4 Bob Simon interviewing a Moken leader off the coast of Myanmar in 2005.
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5 Steve Kroft conducted the first interview with Barack and Michelle Obama after the historic election of 2008.
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6 Mike Wallace and Luciano Pavarotti in Barbados in 2002.
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7 Lesley Stahl conducted the first interview with President-elect Trump after his victory in 2016.
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8 Steve Kroft had a laugh with Beyoncé in 2010.
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9 Charlie Rose interviewing Russia’s president Vladimir Putin in 2015 at his state residence outside Moscow.




[image: image]
10 Lesley Stahl got a shoulder massage from U2 front man Bono after interviewing him in 2010 about his role as composer and lyricist for the Broadway musical Spider-Man: Turn Off the Dark.
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11 Scott Pelley aboard Air Force One with President George W. Bush en route to Fort Benning, GA, in 2007.
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12 Mike Wallace interviewed China’s president Jiang Zemin in 2000 at the presidential compound in the seaside resort of Beidaihe.
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13 Anderson Cooper and Lady Gaga were followed by paparazzi when they took a walk along the Thames River in London.
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14 Anderson Cooper with Eminem in his Detroit studio in 2010.
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15 Steve Kroft went to Tehran in 2015 and sat down with Iran’s president Hassan Rouhani.
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16 Steve Kroft with Sean Connery in 1999.
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17 Steve Kroft with Clint Eastwood in 1997.
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18 Lara Logan flying over Afghanistan with General John Campbell, commander of US forces there.
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19 Ed Bradley interviewed Yankees captain Derek Jeter at Yankee Stadium in 2005.
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20 Bob Simon with Angelina Jolie in Budapest, where she was filming her directorial debut, In the Land of Blood and Honey.
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21 Harry Reasoner profiled Miles Davis in 1989.




[image: image]
22 Morley Safer interviewed Dolly Parton in Tennessee in 2009.
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23 Anderson Cooper got in the pool with Olympic gold medalist Michael Phelps in 2008.
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24 Ed Bradley with Muhammad Ali in Havana, Cuba, in 1996.
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25 Steve Kroft sat down with Prince Charles in 2005.
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26 Katie Couric with tennis champion Andre Agassi in 2009 at Arthur Ashe Stadium in New York.
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27 Lesley Stahl with Mark Zuckerberg in 2008 at Facebook Headquarters.
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28 Bob Simon interviewed snowboarder Shaun White at his private practice facility in Silverton, Colorado, in 2010.
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29 Steve Kroft with New England Patriots quarterback Tom Brady at Gillette Stadium in 2005.
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30 Lesley Stahl with Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia in 2008.



We pride ourselves on original, knowledgeable, and experienced reporting. We tell stories nobody else is telling—and stories everyone is covering. We find a narrow lane to shine light where it hasn’t been shed to give our viewers a better understanding of the big picture. In Baghdad, Iraq, when Saddam Hussein was captured in 2003, we found the only eyewitnesses to have seen the fallen dictator in jail. In Kurdistan, in 2014, we saw the black flag of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, or ISIS, flying right on the other side of the Al Rashad Bridge, showing how much Iraqi territory had been taken. After Hurricane Katrina in 2005, we discovered that the bridge to Gretna, Louisiana, offered safe passage out of New Orleans but had been blocked by police. After the deadly Indian Ocean tsunami of 2004, we came across the sea gypsies off the coast of Myanmar, a nomadic tribe called the Moken that had escaped the storm before it hit because they were able to read the patterns of the sea.

Over the last fifty years, we’ve been to the ballet and to the opera and to the White House, where we’ve interviewed almost every US president since Richard Nixon. Our largest audience in the last two decades watched the first interview we conducted with President-elect Obama and Mrs. Obama ten days after the historic election of 2008. Another huge audience tuned in for Donald Trump’s first interview as president-elect. We’ve met generals on the battlefield and leaders from nearly every corner of the world. The Ayatollah Khomeini of Iran. Fidel Castro of Cuba and Hugo Chavez of Venezuela. Two Chinese leaders: Deng Xiaoping and Jiang Zemin. And two Russians as well: Vladimir Putin and Boris Yeltsin, the latter of whom answered a few questions on his tennis court in between points. France’s Nicolas Sarkozy answered four questions in his presidential palace before walking out on Lesley Stahl, who at that moment asked the whereabouts of his estranged wife.

There have been revealing portraits of Lena Horne and Lady Gaga. Bob Dylan and Eminem. Bono and Beyoncé. Clint Eastwood and Sean Connery. Katharine Hepburn and Angelina Jolie. There was Michael Jackson, Michael Jordan, Miles Davis, and Derek Jeter. Dolly Parton. Woody Allen. Arthur Miller. Jerry Seinfeld. Chris Rock. We met Mark Zuckerberg and Sergey Brin, Clarence Thomas and Antonin Scalia, Queen Latifah and Prince Charles . . .

We tell stories about space and about scientific breakthroughs such as the polio virus being used to kill brain tumors. We report hard-hitting exposés: why BP’s Deepwater Horizon oil drilling rig blew up in the Gulf of Mexico in 2010; the myth of Lance Armstrong; the false rape charges against three Duke University lacrosse players who were all but convicted in the court of public opinion. We’ve been courtside, ringside, in the pool, on the slopes, and on the sidelines with some of the greatest athletes in the world, including the Greatest, Muhammad Ali.

Many of our stories take only a few days to complete; we’ll finish them Sunday afternoon just before airtime. Most of them take much longer than that. Producer Graham Messick spent nine months unraveling the CIA practice known as rendition, in which agents snatched terrorism suspects from foreign countries, bundled them onto private planes, and flew them to overseas prisons, many of them known for their use of torture. The title of another story, “Curve Ball,” came from the code name for the Iraqi engineer whose false claims that Saddam Hussein possessed biological weapons of mass destruction served as a justification for the 2003 invasion of Iraq. His story took three years for veteran producer Draggan Mihailovich to report. Producer Howard Rosenberg and Steve Kroft spent over a year reporting on twenty-eight pages of 9/11 investigation documents kept secret because of what they revealed about a network of Saudi involvement with the 9/11 hijackers before the attack was launched. After we broadcast the story President Obama ordered those pages be made public.

I believe we succeed in drawing huge audiences Sunday after Sunday because we offer something fulfilling, important, informative, interesting and sometimes just fun. Many of these stories news executives would deem “not good for TV,” but we pride ourselves on tackling stories that you might not ordinarily see on television. The war in Afghanistan is a good example. We covered America’s longest war regularly—even though high-level news executives at major networks, including our own, were calling it a “turnoff.”

It’s true that if you ask members of a focus group whether they would rather watch a story about the war in Afghanistan or a story about prices at the gas pump, the answer would be pretty obvious. But we did not tell stories about “the war.” We told stories about what happened during the war, stories about soldiers and battles and friendly fire and collateral damage. We did stories about the generals in charge and about strategy, about brothers fighting side by side, and about the enemy. If you tested an audience after showing one of those stories and compared their interest to a story about gas prices, I believe they would prefer the story involving the war.

What about Steve Kroft’s story on how credit default swaps brought our economy crashing down? That’s not going to work on TV! But it sure did, because he and producer Frank Devine told the story so well. As a viewer, you learned about a difficult subject and walked away with a much better understanding of how complicated and crazy Wall Street trades had become. Believe me, there was plenty of blood on the floor after that one. Tempers can flare when taking on that kind of difficult story because it can be so complicated and frustrating to tell. But it was worth every bit of it, because we defied conventional wisdom by attracting one of our biggest audiences of that entire fall television season.

One secret to our success is the system we’ve set in place for producing stories. There are about seventy-five reporters here, with six or seven who just happen to be on the air. And all seventy-five of them compete against one another to outwrite and outinvestigate their colleagues. Producer Harry Radliffe once described the place as a bunch of teams set up as terrorist cells, “ruthlessly and secretly operating in complete isolation.” But actually 60 Minutes is a pretty collegial and collaborative place. We know that we are at our best when a team works together on a story.

We try hard to avoid a formula; we do not ever want to be predictable, but we also have a few unwritten rules. We write for the ear, and make sure every sentence is easy to follow so that the viewer never gets lost.

We do our best to avoid cliché—especially words and phrases used incessantly by news people. There’s a board of forbidden words in my office. The first ones are the words “clear” and “clearly” because they represent “newspeak”—the language of reporters used in almost every news story. Listen for it the next time you watch the news. The irony is that, in our world, almost nothing is clear—everything is a little fuzzy. You also won’t hear the word “exclusive” on 60 Minutes, even though we have more exclusive reports than any other television news outlet. But the word has been so overused in broadcast news that it no longer carries any meaning. We don’t pander to any segment of the audience. We want our stories to appeal to everyone in the audience, not one demographic or another.

We never underestimate the viewer’s intelligence, though we understand we know more about our stories than they do. We never overstate, we always understate. We look for simple details for description in our stories, and avoid hyperbole. We work hard on keeping the stories compelling. We can never afford to be boring or dull, but we try hard to keep our copy spare, without unnecessary adjectives or adverbs.

Our constant goal is to report the truth, which often is a reflection of what we have learned from our sources and what we have witnessed for ourselves. We never set out to recite the facts. But it is also important for us to tell our viewers what we don’t know, what we were not able to confirm or witness. We strive for fairness in everything we touch. One of our primary rules is to make sure we are fair to everyone in our story, including those who declined to help us or participate in our reporting. We avoid tabloid-style sensationalism. Every story is G-rated in language and visuals because we appreciate that families gather to watch 60 Minutes.

I know this will sound a bit dramatic but most of the people at 60 Minutes—whether in front of the camera or behind it—consider what they do a calling. But they don’t kid themselves. 60 Minutes is no television monastery: we all know we’re part of a commercial operation. So although we don’t do audience research about what stories to cover, we watch our ratings closely.

We want the biggest audience we can possibly get because we understand that if we do well, we can continue to do what we want to do and cover what we want to cover. My favorite Nielsen measurement is the cumulative number, the number of viewers who tune in at least once during an entire television season not counting sports—original viewers per year.For the past ten years, 60 Minutes has finished number one in this category with as many as 120 million Americans tuning in each year. In recent years, NBC’s The Voice has been in second place, almost 20 million viewers behind. We are number one in this measure with the younger demographics as well.

CBS News, like a lot of old institutions, has had its good times and its bad. So has 60 Minutes. But there have been some constant characteristics that have kept us ticking for all these years, and so many memorable individuals who contributed along the way. When you last as long as we have, you also live through a lot of loss. Our broadcast has spanned generations, and so many of our colleagues (it sometimes feels more appropriate to call them family members) came from the greatest generation: Don and Mike, Andy Rooney and Harry Reasoner. The deaths of Ed Bradley and Bob Simon were shocking. Our good pal Artie Bloom, the first director of 60 Minutes, died at sixty-three. Producers George Crile, Harry Radliffe, Michael Rosenbaum, Trevor Nelson, and Clem Taylor were among many others who left us at a young age. All of them loved being a part of this great broadcast. They dedicated their professional lives to it and understood what made it so special. All of them will come back to life in these pages.

There is an irony to our enduring success: it is owed to both Don Hewitt, the guy who got fired back in 1965, and Fred Friendly, the guy who fired him. The two of them, in different ways, represent the best values and standards of CBS News, passed down through them over seventy-five years. But if there are any words that all of us recognize, words that define us, they should be the four words we always heard from Don Hewitt: tell me a story. They’re words that every kid in the world knows.

That’s what we will do in this book: tell the story of fifty years of 60 Minutes, with the help of many fine people who have made this great broadcast succeed.
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Being around the old guard—Morley, Harry, Ed, and Mike—was a thrill and an honor, but they were nervous about us newcomers.




SEASONS

21–22

1988 to 1990

In the beginning, at least, in our beginning, when we began to put shape to a new kind of television broadcast with the unlikely title of 60 Minutes, no one—least of all us—dared hope that someday we’d be celebrating our twentieth anniversary.

—Mike Wallace, 60 Minutes Twentieth Anniversary Special, October 10, 1988

Mike Wallace was speaking for just about everybody who worked at 60 Minutes from its beginning. They had no reason to believe their invention would last twenty years, let alone fifty, or that it would be considered one of the most successful broadcasts in television history.

In its first year, 1968, the broadcast came in 75th out of the 81 programs airing that season. It took six years and several moves to different time slots until 60 Minutes landed in its permanent spot on the schedule, Sundays at 7 p.m. Only then did it start to get traction.

By the time my generation came along, twenty years later, it had become a hit.

We will get to the very early days of the broadcast in the following chapter but this book begins at the twenty-year mark in our history because that prime decade encapsulates in many ways the reasons 60 Minutes did achieve enduring success, both through its original genius and its ability to constantly reinvent itself.

Like a lot of young producers who first arrive for work at 60 Minutes, I wasn’t quite sure what to expect. But Don Hewitt settled that within a few hours on the job. “We don’t have meetings, and there are no memos to the staff,” he told me. “Just bring us good stories and everything will be all right.”

There was a journalistic spirit at 60 Minutes that I felt from that first day on the job in 1989, during the twenty-first season. It was a sense that the story came first, and that the rituals and obsessions of most every other television news organization, including our own CBS News organization, did not matter so much.


[image: image]
Steve Kroft and Jeff Fager, photographed in 2011, started working together at 60 Minutes in 1989.



I was hired as a producer to work with Steve Kroft, the first young male correspondent since Ed Bradley had joined in 1981. There was a lot of pressure on him and on me. Could we do the kind of work expected of us? I remember Mike Wallace taunting me in the hall: “We’ll see if you can handle it soon enough; see if you’re good enough to be here.” There was a twinkle in his eye, but I couldn’t tell if he was kidding or not, which was a fundamental part of his appeal. He was a rascal—a very likeable rascal—with a big heart and a manic personality.


[image: image]
60 Minutes executive editor Phil Scheffler, at his desk.



Being around Don and Mike and Morley Safer and Ed Bradley was a real thrill and an honor, but they were nervous about us newcomers. Nobody wanted the “kids” to screw up what they had worked so hard to build. Still, we were pretty much left to fend for ourselves.

It was an adult place to work, with little supervision and high expectations, a refreshing place to be for Steve and me. We had grown up in the hard news part of CBS News, covering conflicts, summits, plagues, and floods out of the London bureau. Steve had already earned a reputation as one of the finest storytelling correspondents in an organization that included the very best. He was confident he could do the work well.

Still, we both had to earn the right to be there. I found that out early in a conversation with Don’s number two, Phil Scheffler, the executive editor of the broadcast. Phil was crucial, always trying to make sure the journalism was solid and accurate. We liked to joke that his sour and gruff exterior camouflaged his prickly interior.

A month or so after starting on the job, I took a deep breath, entered his office, and said, “Phil, I have worked at CBS News since 1982. I have covered the world and every kind of story, and I always thought that coming here would be a promotion. So, I’ve been looking for a raise.”

He looked up with a scowl and said, “Then why don’t you start looking for another job.” He looked back down at his papers, and I slowly, one step at a time, backed out of his office.

At the time they were handing out new computer terminals to replace the old typewriters. I didn’t get one of those, either.

  •  •  •  

The first story Steve and I did was about the chief of orthopedics at San Francisco General Hospital, Dr. Lorraine Day, who was angry that not enough was being done, in her opinion, to protect physicians against the occupational risk of infection with HIV. Producing the story was a first lesson in life at 60 Minutes.

In 1989 the AIDS epidemic was raging, and San Francisco, with its huge gay population. was at the epicenter. Not since polio had there been such a fear of a virus, and Dr. Day wanted doctors to understand their risk of infection. The story promised to be provocative and controversial, and Dr. Day did not disappoint. We had heard that she wore what amounted to a space suit in the operating room to protect her from the potentially infected blood of her patients. She agreed to let us film her in the suit.

Lorraine Day was a perfect 60 Minutes subject because she wasn’t at all shy about her position. She was outspoken and passionate, though we wondered if there wasn’t some homophobia behind her complaints. Her position did not include much, if any, compassion for the predominantly gay population suffering horribly from the disease, but she was unequivocal: treating AIDS patients could be life-threatening. She backed her opinions up with a statistic that accidental injury from a contaminated needle was estimated at one in two hundred by the US Centers for Disease Control.

“If you came to work every day and flipped the light switch on in your office, and only one out of two hundred times you would get electrocuted, would you consider that low risk?” she asked on camera.

Dr. Day had created a stir at the hospital, and she had significant opposition, articulated well in our story by Dr. John Luce:

LUCE: I think that having fears about HIV infection and AIDS is very appropriate and I think any physician that doesn’t have fears about getting infected is crazy. At the same time I think carrying the fear to the point that Dr. Day does, and to try to instill [fear], and I believe she has instilled fear in other people, is wrong. I think that Dr. Day is an alarmist.

We reported and filmed the story during our first summer and got ready to show it to Don in August so that it could run in the new television season starting in mid-September. By the time we sat down to interview Dr. Day, she had promised to reveal on 60 Minutes that she had decided to quit over the issue. Now we had some news to go with our first story.

After about six weeks of shooting and writing and rewriting and reorganizing, we thought we were ready to show the story to Don. Screenings at 60 Minutes are infamous. In CBS News mythology, they’re usually associated with strong language and shouting matches. A team made up of a producer, a correspondent, and a videotape editor had worked for months to get the story into good shape, but it was well known that Don could hate the result. This was a frightening possibility even for the veterans; for a newcomer, the experience was like being a rookie up at bat for the first time in Yankee Stadium. And there was an added twist at our first screening: Mike Wallace decided to attend to see if the new guys were any good. We knew that if the screening did not go well, Mike would make sure that everybody on the Eastern Seaboard knew about it.
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Steve Kroft’s first studio introduction for 60 Minutes, for “Dr. Day Is Quitting.”



To our relief, we got a round of applause when the lights came on. And Don made the story better by making it more about Dr. Day. He had us drop a scientist, calling him “Marvin the expert.” You don’t need Marvin the expert, he argued, when you know as much about this story as he does.

  •  •  •  

One of the rules you learn early at 60 Minutes is that you are only as good as your next story, and so you had better get going on it. Most producers have several stories going at once to make sure there’s a steady flow in case one falls through. We were required to produce four to five stories per year, with each correspondent expected to finish as many as twenty, adding up to just under a hundred new stories per television season.

The challenge was finding original stories. Taking a story from the newspaper, a common crutch in television news, was not acceptable. You needed to either advance a running story significantly or come up with something unique and important. “I didn’t know that!” was one of the most desired reactions.

The pursuit of stories was very competitive. Occasionally in reporting, you might run across a producer from ABC working on the same story, or somebody in the office next door. That kind of competition was encouraged. Don thought he would always get the best out of everyone if we were driven to do a little better than our 60 Minutes colleagues.

Mike Wallace was the most competitive of all: he stole at least one story from his own son, Chris, and he stole more stories from Morley Safer than Morley cared to count. Mike always wanted to get on the air more than anyone, and a few months before I arrived, he landed a big one: the exit interview with President and Mrs. Reagan in January 1989, just as George H. W. Bush was entering the White House.

Mike had an unusual relationship with the Reagans, mostly because of his friendship with Nancy, which dated back to her days as a student at Smith College. That may be part of why the January exit interview was criticized, on our floor and in a few newspapers, for being too soft. It was a kind of criticism that Mike—the tough guy of all tough guys—didn’t ever hear. For the most part, he had asked the right questions. An exit interview is different from an interview with a sitting president: it shouldn’t be entirely about pinning him down on policy positions, because his time in power is over. It’s traditionally meant to be more about what it was like in the job, where his administration might have done better, what concerns he might have about the future of the country, and what advice he has for his successor. Even so, was Mike as tough as he might have been otherwise if he didn’t so admire the president and didn’t harbor a soft spot for the First Lady? Probably not.

The interview included this classic exchange:

WALLACE: Why hasn’t this job weighed as heavily on you as it has on some other occupants of this Oval Office?

PRESIDENT REAGAN: Well, Mike, I don’t know what the answer to that would be. Well, maybe none of them had a Nancy.

The president went on to define, in just a few sentences, his view of his legacy:


[image: image]
Mike Wallace and Nancy Reagan had a long-standing friendship.



“I came here with the belief that this country, the people, were kind of hungering for a sort of spiritual revival. The whole thing of the sixties, the rioting and so forth and the disillusionment with Vietnam, it seemed that people had kind of lost faith in the destiny of this country and all. And I came here with, as I say, plans, and set out to implement them. No, we didn’t get everything we asked for, but you don’t fall back in defeat.”
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Mike Wallace went over interview questions for President Ronald Reagan with Don Hewitt and producer Rich Bonin in 1989. 60 Minutes cameraman Gregory Andracke is in the background.



It was 60 Minutes doing what the broadcast had become known for doing: capturing a moment in history. And if Mike had gone a little easy in that January interview, Rich Bonin, who produced the story, doesn’t believe it was because of his friendship with Nancy. Bonin remembers that the aura of the Oval Office got to Mike. He didn’t go soft on Mrs. Reagan the following fall when he interviewed her alone upon the publication of her memoir of her time in the White House.

He cut right to the chase and asked about a controversy that had subjected her to ridicule when she was First Lady: her use of an astrologer. Mrs. Reagan acknowledged, for the first time, that her astrologer had set the dates for the president’s news conferences as well as for some of his trips.

WALLACE: I’m told by somebody senior in the White House that the president’s news conference was never scheduled without her input saying—

MRS. REAGAN: She would pick out dates that were good or bad.

WALLACE: For?

MRS. REAGAN: For trips. If he were going, say, to Chicago, and I would say to her, “Gee, is it better if he leaves in the morning or in the afternoon or maybe the night before?” And she’d tell me. I didn’t see anything wrong with that.

WALLACE: And the same was true with news conferences?

MRS. REAGAN: Same thing, yeah . . .

WALLACE: Did the president know?

MRS. REAGAN: Not in the beginning.

WALLACE: Why not?

MRS. REAGAN: Well, I guess I chose not to tell him.
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Mike Wallace interviewed Ronald Reagan at the White House in January 1989.



WALLACE: Secrets from your husband? Did you think this was maybe a little bit nutty, and that he might not understand?

MRS. REAGAN: And that I probably did. But then he did find out, and he did say, “Nancy, I think, you know, this might be a little bit embarrassing.”

Mrs. Reagan’s admissions made news everywhere. It was widely known that she had played a strong role as First Lady, but the revelations that she also relied as heavily as she did on astrology were stunning.

Mike also pushed Mrs. Reagan on the influence she had wielded as First Lady. He referred to a section in her memoir regarding White House Chief of Staff Don Regan, whom she and members of the president’s Cabinet thought should be fired or resign. She wrote that Vice President George Bush told her he agreed that Regan should go. But the First Lady was unhappy that Bush had come to her instead of going directly to the president. In the interview, Mrs. Reagan told Mike she challenged the VP to go to the president.

MRS. REAGAN: I said, “George, won’t you please tell my husband that? Everybody is calling me instead of going to my husband.” And he said, “Well, no, that’s not my role,” and I thought it was.

WALLACE: And you felt that George Bush lacked political courage in failing to tell your husband?

MRS. REAGAN: Well, for whatever reason.

WALLACE: What do you mean “whatever”? That’s what you felt.

MRS. REAGAN: You’re putting words in my mouth, Mike Wallace.

WALLACE: You can take them out right now.

MRS. REAGAN: He didn’t do it . . . so.

The implication was that Mike was on to something.

Mike also tried to pin her down on fees the Reagans were accepting for a trip to Japan, probably the beginning of what has become common practice for ex-presidents.

WALLACE: You’re going to be in Japan, and I am told it is a two-million-dollar two weeks.

MRS. REAGAN: They’re getting two of us. They’re working us like crazy. We’re taking the wives of servicemen over there so that they can see their husbands.

WALLACE: But it’s going to be a well-recompensed two weeks.

MRS. REAGAN: It is for everybody who goes there, which you probably know. Now, you really didn’t need that question.

Shortly after the interview, Mike heard that Nancy felt she had been sandbagged and that she would no longer be speaking to him. In the end, their falling out lasted only a few months. She publicly made up with him on CNN’s Larry King Live.

That kind of spat was expected at 60 Minutes. It was not unusual for one of the correspondents, usually Mike, to offend somebody with his or her questions. What was less expected was the controversy that erupted a few months later when Andy Rooney crossed a line in a commentary. It was the first full-on crisis I witnessed at 60 Minutes—and it was a wild one.

By the third decade of 60 Minutes, Andy had become a fixture at the end of the broadcast. He succeeded in that spot because he was direct, original, and provocative. People always asked me, “What’s he like?” The short answer is “Just like what you see on TV: not a phony bone in his body.” I remember being with him years later at a Super Bowl cocktail party. He was sipping his usual Maker’s Mark on the rocks when a friend of mine, Bruce Taub, approached. I said, “Andy, you should meet this man. He’s the CFO of CBS. He’s the one who signs your paycheck every week. He’s responsible for all of that money at CBS.”

Andy, without missing a beat, said, “Well . . . nobody’s perfect,” took a sip of his bourbon, and walked away.

Andy was thoughtful, quick, smart, and funny. His genius was as an absurdist, commenting on the things in daily life that make no sense at all. Most of his comments were benign or simply amusing—about silly trends or consumers getting ripped off.

This was a typical Andy piece from that period:

“Here’s a regular box of fake strawberry Jell-O that costs $1.05. And here’s a smaller box of Jell-O without sugar that costs $1.19. Now, you could say that whatever they put in instead of sugar costs more than the sugar in Jell-O, but what about these cans of Hunt’s tomato sauce? Both the same size, but this one costs ten cents more than this one, because they didn’t put any salt in this one.”

But soon after that, in his twelfth year on the air as a weekly commentator, Andy got into the worst trouble of his professional life. In a special broadcast near the end of the year, entitled “A Year with Andy Rooney,” he said this:

“There was some recognition in 1989 of the fact that many of the ills which kill us are self-induced: too much alcohol, too much food, drugs, homosexual unions, cigarettes. They’re all known quite often to lead to premature death.”

The gay and lesbian community was furious. Andy then made the situation worse by repeating his view in a letter about a month later, at the end of January 1990, to a national gay newspaper, the Advocate. In that piece, he wrote that what gays did was “repugnant” and that homosexuality itself was “abnormal.” As if things could not get any worse, he went on to give an interview to the same publication, in which he was quoted as making not only homophobic remarks but racist ones too, allegedly saying: “I’ve believed all along that most people are born with equal intelligence, but blacks have watered down their genes because the less intelligent ones are the ones that have the most children. They drop out of school early, do drugs, get pregnant.” Andy immediately denied making those remarks, and the reporter had not recorded them. But that didn’t matter. For the first time, at age seventy, the guy who could say anything he wanted was in trouble for something he said.
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Jeff Fager and Andy Rooney at the Super Bowl, 2010.



Don Hewitt, who created Andy’s role on 60 Minutes, had been ambivalent about a lot of Andy’s work. He worried all of this would hurt the broadcast. The president of CBS News, David Burke, wanted to suspend Andy. But Don wanted him fired, according to Burke’s number two, Joe Peyronnin, who was VP in charge of prime-time news broadcasts, including 60 Minutes.

Burke wasn’t willing to go that far and instead issued a statement saying that CBS News could “not tolerate such remarks or anything that approximates such comments, since they in no way reflect the views of the organization.” Andy Rooney was suspended for three months without pay, his future at CBS News in doubt.

But thirty years ago, views about sexual orientation had yet to mature into the general tolerance of today, and regular viewers of 60 Minutes were not inclined to turn on Rooney for his transgression. It quickly became apparent—especially to Don Hewitt—that the program’s ratings were slipping each week that Andy didn’t appear. By February 25, the third week of his suspension, the broadcast had fallen from fifth place to eighteenth for the week—a 20 percent drop in viewership. For the first time in nearly twelve years, 60 Minutes was losing to an entertainment show, America’s Funniest Home Videos on ABC.

Never one to lose a ratings battle, Don—who had been ready to get rid of Andy just a few weeks earlier—now wanted to bring Andy back before he had served out his suspension and launched a campaign to do that. As it turned out, Don had a lot of help from the viewers. The network received more than 5,200 phone calls while Andy was gone—and only 76 praised the suspension. More than 4,000 letters were written in support of him.

Andy was reinstated just three weeks into his three-month suspension. On March 4, 1990, he appeared in his regular spot at the end of the broadcast. He didn’t apologize that night. But he came as close as he could:

There was never a writer who didn’t hope that in some small way he was doing good with the words he put down on paper. And while I know it’s presumptuous, I’ve always had in the back of my mind that I was doing a little bit of good. Now I was to be known for having done not good, but bad. I’d be known for the rest of my life as a racist bigot, and as someone who had made life a little more difficult for homosexuals. I felt terrible about that, and I’ve learned a lot. What do I say to defend myself? Do I say I’m not a racist? Sounds like I’m saying “I’m not a crook.” How do I apologize to homosexuals for hurting them with a remark that I didn’t realize would hurt them. It’s demeaning to have to sit here and demean myself . . . What do I do to justify the action David Burke, the president of CBS News, has taken in putting me back on the air? What do I do about the kind words heaped on me by friends and strangers? It’s overwhelming. How do I live up to such praise? Let’s face it, even on the nights when I’m good, I’m not that good. Do I have opinions that might irritate some people? You’re damned right I do. That’s what I’m here for.

The Rooney episode is a powerful example of how much our culture has changed in the past three decades. It’s hard to imagine, if it were to happen today, that Andy’s suspension would be shortened—or that he would even get his job back at all. But Andy showed us all that he would try his best to understand when he went wrong.

  •  •  •  

Significant change was taking place in the world. The Berlin Wall had come down that fall, a professionally frustrating moment for those of us who had previously covered hard news. 60 Minutes rarely covered the big story of the day, and so nothing was done about the fall of the wall—not then, anyway. We looked for stories that could be developed after the big story.

Steve Kroft’s report from Chernobyl, Ukraine, nearly four years after the 1986 nuclear disaster there, is one of the all-time best examples of an original approach to a huge news story. It was the worst meltdown of a nuclear power plant since the rise of nuclear power, and yet there was almost no way to find out what had happened in the vicinity of the disaster because, with Ukraine being part of the old Soviet Union, reporters were restricted from the area and not allowed to cover it properly.

Steve was the first American television reporter to visit the decommissioned Chernobyl plant, traveling there with producer Bill McClure (one of the original 60 Minutes producers) and cameraman Mike Edwards. Here, early on in his 60 Minutes career, Steve put his tremendous writing abilities on display:
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Steve Kroft and producer Bill McClure in the control room of the last working reactor at Chernobyl.



Few words translate as quickly and with as much impact as the word Chernobyl. In English, it means “wormwood,” the biblical name of the great star that fell from the heavens in the book of Revelation, poisoned a third of the Earth’s waters, and signaled the Day of Judgment. But for the Soviet Union, it’s more than an apocalyptic vision. It’s reality . . . The traffic through the Ukrainian countryside starts to thin out long before you get to Chernobyl. Out the window, villages that have survived Turks, Tartars, and Nazis stand undisturbed. Then slowly it begins to hit you: what’s wrong with the picture. People. For mile after miles, there are no people . . . Entire villages have been bulldozed, hosed down, and buried, except for Pripyat. It was one of the largest Soviet cities built in the twentieth century, with luxurious ultramodern accommodations by Soviet standards . . . Today Pripyat is a ghost town. The only sign of life is the music, piped in continuously to keep the decontamination crews that have to be here from going crazy . . . You can’t see the contamination, and you can’t feel it. All you can do is hear it on a Geiger counter. In some hot spots, we found radiation levels one hundred times normal.

The Chernobyl story had it all: it was newsworthy, it was original, it was incredibly well told, and it was an adventure. I learned early on at 60 Minutes that adventure was a valued genre of storytelling. We take people places they can’t visit otherwise, including to the edges of hell. But we also take people on adventures to territories that are sometimes not at all far flung. On that very same broadcast, Morley Safer reported one of my favorite kinds of adventure: the kind you find right under your nose.

Morley took a memorable journey through Grand Central Station to reveal a subterranean world filled with caverns and tunnels providing shelter to as many as four hundred to five hundred homeless people living as far as ten stories down in “nooks and crannies . . . and fifty-six miles of steam tunnels.” The producers were Paul and Holly Fine, a husband-and-wife team who spent more time on their stories than most producers. With Paul doing a lot of the filming himself, their stories often ended up looking like beautifully filmed short documentaries. Morley could turn anything into poetry, and this worked particularly well with Paul’s pictures:

The terminal once was called the greatest enclosed space in the country. An architectural masterpiece. In its prime, it greeted presidents and world statesmen, an international grande dame. Its name, Grand Central, and its trains like the 20th Century Limited, captured the romance and elegance of an age. At dawn, with the terminal still closed, that age is still alive, at least in your mind. It’s easy to imagine a scene of bustling Pullman porters and matched leather luggage and passengers bound for distant California. But now, from its early-morning opening, to its late-night closing, squalor overwhelms the old terminal. At five thirty in the morning, grimness waits at the gate. The first arrivals are not travelers but shuffling legions of New York’s homeless.

An important lesson learned eventually by most everybody who works at 60 Minutes is to choose your stories well, because you will be living with them for a long time, and it can be very painful if they don’t work out well. Soon after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Soviet Union’s future was the biggest story—and Steve and I wanted to get in on it. We looked at the Eastern Bloc states, which were winning their freedom one by one. I started working on a story about Poland attempting to start up a free market system, and came upon the Harvard University economist Jeffrey Sachs, who was working to help the country pull it off.

We sent the story idea to Don and Phil Scheffler in the form of a blue sheet: the traditional term for a story idea because the paper on which a producer used to pitch a story was blue. Don told me within a few days that he didn’t like the idea, but that we could do it if we thought he might be wrong. Don always wanted us to work on stories we wanted to work on. He was the boss, but even if he didn’t like your
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