- " a & =«

BT 111"
N |,* l‘?.\ v |""" - m; 'h | |

History in the Making and
the Making of Television

‘>

——

TED KOPPEL oKYLE GIBSON




” To put it simply, I'm a big fan of Ted Koppel. To put it honestly, I'm a bigger
fan now than when Ted was opposite me. I first met Ted via the telephone.
On May 21, 1987, Ted had as his Nightline guests Jim and Tammy Faye
Bakker. He killed us in the overnight ratings. I called his office the next
day and said, ‘Look, Ted, if you’re going to resort to that kind of booking, I'm
going to try to spring Charles Manson and book him on The Tonight Show.’

”Since that time, I have been with Ted Koppel on a number of occasions,
and he is one of the brightest people I know. I would like to point out to
the regular viewers of Nightline that beneath that serious demeanor is a

clown trying to get out.”
Vg 08 __JOHNNY CARSON

“For years Koppel has occupied his own stratosphere as an interviewer,
exhibiting an acute ear and awareness, almost as if observing his own
interview from out of body.”

—HOWARD ROSENBERG, Los Angeles Times

”Nightline, frequently a beacon of responsibility in a frequently irrespon-
sible medium, proves that television can be an invaluable part of the
American system.”

—JONATHAN STORM, The Philadelphia Inquirer

” Nightline continues its reign as the thinking news fan’s post-game show.”
—ROBERT GOLDBERG, T/ie Wall Street Journal

”Koppel is far and away the best serious interviewer in an admittedly
wide-open field. Tough but evenhanded, he’s unafraid to kick a little intel-
lectual ass and urge world leaders and Harvard-credentialed muckety-
mucks to cut to the damn chase. [Nig/itline is] also—day in, day out—
the most worthwhile TV show on the air.”

—DAVID WILD, Rolling Stone
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It began not as the bedtime ritual we know today but
as the orphan of network news.

Producers, trying to book guests, could be heard ex-
plaining over the telephone: “It's Nightline. Night . . .
line . . .with Ted Koppel. That's K-O-P-P-E-L.”
Correspondents ducked assignments for what they
thought was a news program with no future. Upon
its premiere, sixteen years ago, a prominent critic
ridiculed it as “neo-news, non-news, pseudo-news, a
sugary news substitute . . . news dressed up in a
clown suit and paraded in the center ring.”

More than four thousand broadcasts later, Nightline
has secured its place in the history of journalism as a
unique source of news, insight, and skilled verbal
jousting. Every week more than twenty-five million
Americans tune in. Here, rivals—physically separate
but united by satellite—confront each other directly,
often for the first time. Here is where complex issues
are made clear, ideas count for more than the mere
clatter of conflict, and perspective is brought to the
compressed world of television news. And sitting
calmly at the center is Ted Koppel, armed with a skill-
ful command of facts, razor-sharp interviewing skills,
and unfailing radar for pomposity and evasion.

Nightline: History in the Making and the Making of
Television tells the inside story of a news broadcast that
stands alone in its class: how shrewd network news
executives turned a late-night byway into a major
news thoroughfare, challenging both the hegemony of
Johnny Carson and the conventional wisdom that tele-
vision was no place for serious discussion of weighty
issues; how a tireless band of producers, infatuated
with the potential of new satellite technology, daringly
used it as a new tool in the art of journalism and, fre-
quently, international relations; and how, as politicians
and newsmakers slowly began to realize the power of
this idiosyncratic program, they attempted to make it
a tool of their own.

In this entertaining and revealing book, Ted Koppel
and Kyle Gibson, a former Nightline producer, bring
the reader backstage and back through history. Readers
will find behind-the-scenes stories of the remarkable
ingenuity that Nightline producers deployed to cover
breaking events, a clear explanation of how new tech-
nological tools like satellites and portable videotape
cameras changed the news business, and the rules of
the cat-and-mouse games that journalists and news-
makers play.

(continued on back flap)
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The book also reveals how this innovative program
occasionally helped alter world events. The story of
Nightline is the story of people and events that have
defined the past decade and a half. From its origins in
the Iran hostage crisis to the end of apartheid in South
Africa, the fall of the Marcos regime in the Philippines,
and the continuing story of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, Nightline has been our eyes and ears on history.
It has helped us get to know such pivotal figures
as Nelson Mandela, Yassir Arafat, and Bill Clinton, as
well as rogues like Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker,
Imelda Marcos, and Oliver North.

Drawn from more than 120 interviews with Night-
line staff members and guests, plus Koppel's own
reminiscences, Nightline: History in the Making and the
Making of Television is an insider’s guide to one of the
most memorable programs ever broadcast and a vivid
record of cornerstone events in contemporary history.

— ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Tep KorPEL has been the anchor of Nightline since its
inception in 1980. As an ABC News correspondent for
seventeen years before that, he covered the civil rights
movement, the Vietnam War, Latin America, Asia, and
the Middle East. He and his wife, Grace Anne, live in
Potomac, Maryland, and have four children.

KyLE G1BSON is a native of Iowa and a graduate of
Yale University. She joined Nightline on the day of its
premiere and became an Emmy Award-winning pro-
ducer for the broadcast, covering national and inter-
national stories, notably the protest and subsequent
massacre at Tiananmen Square in China. In 1989 she
became a producer for PrimeTime Live, and in 1990 and
1991 she covered the White House as an ABC News
correspondent. After living overseas for several years,
Gibson now resides in Washington, D.C.
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For Grace Anne
—TK
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Bill Abrams was the one who realized that after fifteen years and four
thousand broadcasts, Nightline had a history worth writing about. If
we’ve mangled what he had in mind, he’s been kind enough not to
let on.

Our researcher, Eric Wagner, put in long, late hours in libraries
and screening rooms, without sagging. So too did Amy Sills. We
thank them both.

We especially appreciate the advice, support, and generosity of
Tom Bettag. Thanks also to the current Nightline staff, including Phil
Maravilla, Lara Bontempo, Kathy Kennedy, John Bibb, Lely Con-
stantinople, Buck Parr, Debbi Estevez, Annemarie Powell, Dana
Miller, Ted Gerstein, and Lynn Davis. And thank you to ABC’s Sue
Levkoft and Liz Hughes, who unearthed important old transcripts.

Travis Mier of Spirit Lake, Iowa, shared his computer expertise
(badly needed), and Jan Bolluyt of Spirit Lake High School donated
the summertime quiet of his classroom for some of the writing.

The un-fun task of coordinating our needs with assorted divisions
of ABC News was assumed, with graciousness, by Malvina Csorba.

George Griffin performed every imaginabie task, as usual, with wit
and good humor.

We are grateful to Esther Newberg for bringing this project to the
attention of Times Books, and for her encouragement.

Veronica Windholz, our copy editor, has a great eye. Her com-
ments helped enormously. And we were lucky to have Benjamin
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VIII ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Dreyer as our production editor. Our readers will benefit from his
contribution.

It was our great fortune to have Steve Wasserman, editorial direc-
tor of Times Books, as our editor. Steve shaped this book. He guided
our rather peculiar effort with patience and helped us to refine it with
his remarkable talent. Steve has a gift for precision. Beth Thomas, his
assistant, gave up many of her nights to retype much of the manuscript.

From the moment Peter Osnos, publisher of Times Books, took
on this project, he has been there with energy and enthusiasm.

Finally, among the more than 125 men and women who were
interviewed for this book, many have worked for Nightline. There are
hundreds more, most of them the best in the business, who have
worked for the broadcast since its debut. To cite every person who has
contributed in the field, in the offices, in the editing rooms and tape
rooms, in graphics and in the control rooms, would have resulted in a
four-hundred-page thank-you note, which, in a manner of speaking,
is precisely what this book is. We are sincerely indebted to all of those
we could not name. So is Nightline.
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HEN I wAs A child in England during the 1940s, the

story of Sinbad the Sailor still had the power to amaze. At

one point in his adventures, Sinbad discovered a crystal
ball, similar in style to those once used by fortune-telling gypsies. He
could look into this globe and see what people were doing hundreds,
even thousands, of miles away; see and hear them. Now, that was
miraculous! It’s difficult now, looking back, to generate the feeling of
awe that such a contraption once evoked; but it did.

In 1957, four years after my parents and I immigrated to the
United States, I was a seventeen-year-old sophomore at Syracuse Uni-
versity. That was the year the Soviet Union petrified the Eisenhower
administration by launching Sputnik I, the world’s first orbiting satel-
lite. The U.S. military was particularly concerned about the Soviets
“dominating the high ground,” a concept that has preoccupied the
military mind since some of our earliest ancestors discovered that it was
easier to hurl a rock downhill at an enemy than uphill. There is no
record that anyone publicly anticipated the role that satellites would
soon play in the field of communications.

I have no recollection of marking the launch of Sputnik as having
any particular relevance to my life, either. A scant ten years later,
though, when I was working as a correspondent for ABC News in
Vietnam, occasional reports of mine would be shipped to Tokyo,

X1
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XII INTRODUCTION

where ABC had the capability to “satellite” them back to the United
States. That significantly cut the time it took to get a battlefield re-
port on the air; but we still had to physically transport the film to
Saigon, drive it out to Tan Son Nhut airport, and put it aboard a flight
to Tokyo. In early 1967 that remained the only point in Asia which
had an “uplink” to a satellite. Once the film landed in Tokyo it would
be sent by courier to a lab for developing, and finally it would be
edited, placed onto projectors, and only then would the material be
transmitted by satellite back to the United States. It was a process that
saved the flying time from Tokyo to Los Angeles; and since these
were days when ABC News had only an early-evening newscast on
which such a report might be used, that could mean saving a full day.
Even so, the lag between the shooting of a story in Vietnam and get-
ting it on the air would still be one to two days.

Before another ten years had passed, film cameras had been largely
replaced, at ABC News, by videotape cameras. It would no longer be
necessary to “process” what the camera had captured. Videotape could
simply be transferred from a camera to another machine capable of
playing the tape. The lag time was getting shorter.

When, a couple of years later, American hostages were taken at
the U.S. embassy in Tehran, we had reached the point of inviting
guests into television studios around the world and putting them on
the air “live.” That was the technological environment into which
Nightline was born some sixteen years ago. It was a time when Night-
line itself was still nothing more than a nagging intuition in the fertile
imagination of ABC News president Roone Arledge. The age of satel-
lite technology was just about to flower, and the world of communi-
cation would never be the same.

Indeed, the world itself was quite different. The Soviet Union was
more than a country; we referred to it and the countries under its
hegemony as an empire. U.S. foreign policy was largely determined
by the perception of the Soviet Union and its influence around the
world. Mikhail Gorbachev was virtually unknown outside the Soviet
Union. Bill Clinton was virtually unknown outside the state of
Arkansas. South Africa, still in the firm grip of apartheid, was an inter-
national pariah. Nelson Mandela remained a prisoner whose face had
not been publicly seen for years. Yasser Arafat was widely regarded
as a terrorist. Neither the United States nor Israel would even speak
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INTRODUCTION XIII

(or at least officially acknowledge having spoken to) a member of the
Palestine Liberation Organization.

The world had never heard of AIDS. No instance of the disease had
yet been recorded. Iran-contra had not yet happened. Oliver North
was an anonymous marine officer. Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker were
happily married and the PTL Club was beginning to flourish.

It is already becoming difficult to remember, but there was a time
when you could not simply point a television camera at an event in one
part of the world and see it, instantaneously, around the world. There
was a time when video images were carried aboard planes, rather than
traveling at the speed of light. There was a time when satellites were
so few, and the technology so expensive, that only governments and
the three major television networks could afford to use them.

Early on in Nightline’s existence, someone in ABC’s promotion di-
vision created an inspired line about the program: “Bringing people
together who are worlds apart.” It was true in a fashion that is all too
rare in advertising. Literally and figuratively, Nightline has brought
people together who are worlds apart. That was never possible in the
age before satellites.

We have had generations in which to become acclimated to the
miracle of sound, converted to electronic impulses, traveling at the
speed of light over radio and telephone lines; but visual images,
hurtling toward satellites from one part of the globe and then being
bounced back toward another point on earth thousands of miles away
in less than a second, remain a relatively new phenomenon. We are
still in the process of adjusting. We believe ourselves comfortable and
familiar with the phenomenon, but in truth, we are not. Qur military
leaders are still struggling to come to terms with a technology that
enables news organizations to transmit live battlefield reports. Our na-
tional leaders have trouble adjusting to the reality of American tele-
vision networks providing live coverage of U.S. bombs and missiles
making impact on enemy targets. Our political and diplomatic leaders
remain acutely uncomfortable with the instant demands and con-
sequences of volatile images transmitted live from otherwise remote
locations.

From both the journalist’s point of view and that of the policy-
maker, there is a world of difference between dealing with a time lag
of a day or two between an event and its appearance on television, and
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XIv INTRODUCTION

a live broadcast. Simply put, there is significantly less time for think-
ing. The decision-making process is foreshortened.

The television anchor who is obliged to narrate, analyze, and put
into context a live satellite transmission is entirely dependent upon
instinct and experience. Such “editing” as is possible at all must be
done instantaneously. That is difficult enough for the journalist with a
reservoir of twenty or thirty years’ experience. It is next to impossible
for some of the younger men and women who sit at the local anchor
desks around the country.

The point being that satellites have created more than simply the
capacity to transmit and receive material instantly; they frequently
create an imperative to do so. We can, therefore we must. To do any
less would be to grant a competitive advantage to other stations, other
networks.

The reach and stature of CNN have risen in direct proportion to
that network’s ability and willingness to cover any important event,
anywhere in the world, “live.” Which, in itself, has created an even
more important and dangerous phenomenon: the need for policy-
makers to react and respond according to the timetable of satellite
technology.

The image of a U.S. Ranger’s body being dragged through the
streets of Mogadishu, Somalia, for example, created its own political
imperative. Even if the White House had wanted to carefully consider
the importance of the event and the appropriate response, the time
available was hostage to the barrage of instant reaction from the media,
the public, and politicians around the country. It is a phenomenon that
simply requires greater discipline than most recent occupants of the
White House have been able to demonstrate: to refrain from reacting
publicly to an event when everyone else is.

Some years ago, my colleagues and I produced a documentary
titled Revolution in a Box. The reference, of course, was to television;
but more specifically, it was to the democratization of television
and the increasing availability of its technology. Hi8 cameras
are not only capable of producing broadcast-quality videotape, they
are small enough and cheap enough to be accessible to almost any-
one—certainly, almost any group. They and their compatible edit-
ing equipment and videotape recorders have given millions of people
the capacity to engage in video journalism. The point is that a tech-
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INTRODUCTION Xv

nology that was once available only to the very few has become
ubiquitous.

Miracles of communication that were still the stuff of fairy tales
a mere fifty years ago are now accessible to groups, if not individuals,
all around the world. That technology helped bring down the Soviet
empire and the structure of apartheid in South Africa. That tech-
nology empowered the Palestinian intifada in Israel and Lech
Walesa’s Solidarity movement in Poland. That technology terrified
the gerontocracy in China when they realized how widespread its
impact could be. It gave what little voice there was to the victims of
slaughter in Rwanda and multiplied the available images that came
out of Bosnia.

It is a reflection of how quickly the technology has evolved when
one considers that Nightline’s life span encompasses much, if not most,
of that extraordinary development. When, in early 1980, we brought
guests together, simultaneously, from Moscow, Tehran, and Wash-
ington, to engage in conversation and debate, that was a breathtaking
technological achievement. Now it is within the capacity, and fre-
quently even the repertoire, of every large, independent television sta-
tion around the United States.

Our continuing challenge, these last sixteen years, has been to
keep pace with television’s expanding capacities while keeping track
of the seminal events of our time. What is surprising and sometimes
amusing is how obsessive we have frequently been about the trivial.
What is less amusing is how dismissive we occasionally are about
events that prove to be monumentally important. The S&L crisis
would be an apt example of the latter; the PTL scandal would be a fair
example of the former. But you can judge for yourselves.

Kyle Gibson and I have talked at great length about the various
phases in Nightline’s existence, about the fundamental realities that
cause some people to hesitate about coming on the program and the
motives that impel others to do so. She has conducted more than 125
interviews with primary sources—former and current staffers and an
astonishing number of former guests, whose stories about the negoti-
ations that often precede such appearances tell much about the role
that a television news program like Nightline has played throughout the
1980s and well into the nineties. Frequently, people will appear as a
“last resort.” Lani Guinier was actually in the process of being dumped
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XVI INTRODUCTION

by the White House as its nominee to the Justice Department when
she finally agreed to come on the program. Gary Hart used the pro-
gram in a vain attempt to jump-start his moribund presidential cam-
paign. Ferdinand Marcos seemed to believe that a Nightline appearance
might rekindle support from the Reagan administration. Michael
Dukakis was running out of time, money, and support in his presi-
dential campaign late in October 1988 when he sat down for a
ninety-minute interview. Pik Botha, the former foreign minister of
South Africa, felt that his country might be able to promote itself out
of its international pariah standing when he agreed to let Nightline visit
in 1985. Kyle has spoken to many of these guests and others who
occasionally shed remarkable light on why people appear on the pro-
gram at all.

There is always a motive, though. That, Kyle and I agreed, would
be the thread that ties many of these otherwise unrelated stories to-
gether. We have consulted often, but this book is principally the fruit
of her labor. She is particularly well suited to the task in that she
worked on the program as one of our very best producers for eight
years, but has gone on to work as a correspondent for ABC News and
as a freelance writer. Kyle has been close enough to the program, in
other words, to bring familiarity and affection to the project but is not
so close anymore as to have lost all perspective and objectivity. Suffice
it to say that [ have contributed to this book, influenced it; but in the
final analysis, Kyle wrote it.

Most of what you are about to read is written in the third person.
Every broadcast, after all, is a collaborative effort. It would have been
simpler to present the story of Nightline strictly from my perspective.
It is, however, the diversity of perspectives that contributes to every
broadcast, and it is a multitude of memories, not just mine, that best
documents the history of the show.

At the very least, Nightline has been a reflection of what we thought
was important at the moment that we covered a story. That says some-
thing about us, but since we operate within a commercial arena and
are therefore also concerned about attracting an audience, it also says
a great deal about what interested American viewers during any given
week. Already, after only sixteen years, that has the capacity to sur-
prise. It’s strange to recall that the national attention was once focused
as raptly on herpes as it would later be on AIDS; that a war between
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INTRODUCTION XVII

Britain and Argentina could be the object of such interest; that giving,
or refusing, assistance to a band of guerrilla fighters in Nicaragua once
seemed so important that it led to decisions which nearly toppled the
R eagan administration.

Perhaps it is merely an illusion, but it seems to me that the shift-
ing focus of our attention and interest has barely kept pace with our
accelerated capacity to transmit information. We get it faster. We ab-
sorb it faster. We discard it faster. We have become purveyors of an
intellectual fast food: McThought.

More than four thousand programs produced and consumed.
Some of them were pretty good, a great many of them were forget-
table; but a handful may even be worth a book.

See what you think.
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there wasn’t any news.

On the second floor of a battered brick building on Con-
necticut Avenue, what passed, in the late 1970s, for the Washington
bureau of ABC News wasn’t much more than a cluster of rusting
metal desks scattered over a threadbare carpet. But Frank Radice, the
twenty-nine-year-old man in charge that day, was too busy scanning

IT WAS BAD ENOUGH to have the Sunday shift. Worse still,

wire copy to care. A hyperkinetic sort who derived sustenance from
chaos, Radice leaned back in his chair and wondered what story he
could drum up for the evening news. There was the ongoing energy
crisis, but the best part of that story had happened back in the summer
with the long gas lines. There was also Senator Edward M. Kennedy’s
challenge to Jimmy Carter for the Democratic nomination, but
Kennedy, Radice knew, wasn’t in Washington that weekend, and be-
sides, Kennedy wasn’t slated to formally announce his candidacy for
another few days.

The best story that day was probably the exiled shah of Iran. The
shah was in New York to be treated for cancer. His powerful Ameri-
can friends, including Henry Kissinger and David Rockefeller, had
lobbied the Carter administration to permit the shah into the United
States on humanitarian grounds. Carter had reluctantly agreed, despite
his fear of retaliation by the radical Shiites who had overthrown the
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4 NIGHTLINE

Iranian monarch. After all, the shah had been sentenced to death in ab-
sentia, and Iran was seeking his extradition. That morning the wires
had carried a brief item about several Iranians taking over the Statue of
Liberty, but it appeared they were about to turn themselves in; track-
ing that story was the responsibility of ABC News New York head-
quarters. With President Carter at Camp David for the weekend,
Washington, this Sunday, was quiet. So Radice slumped lower in his
well-worn chair, sipped coffee, and flipped through the newspapers,
looking for inspiration.

Then the dinging began. It was the bells of the bureau’s wire ma-
chines. Radice sat up. In the days before computerized wire reports,
the dings heralded an adrenaline rush. Somewhere, someone had news.

The bulletins were datelined Tehran. The American embassy had
been overrun; between sixty and sixty-five Americans were taken
hostage; their captors were identified by the Iranian government as
“students.”

Radice dialed ABC’s diplomatic correspondent at his home in
suburban Maryland. The correspondent was Ted Koppel. For the pre-
vious sixteen years, Koppel had covered the American civil rights
movement, Latin American coups, Asian politics and economics, the
Vietnam War, and Henry Kissinger’s shuttle diplomacy in the Middle
East. Radice asked Koppel what he made of the bulletins out of
Tehran.

Koppel’s response: “This story’s gonna die.”

Summer 1977

ROONE ARLEDGE WANTED AIR. There was no way he could be-
gin to build a first-class news operation without more airtime. ABC
wanted him to do for the news division what he’d done for sports, but
it wasn’t that simple. All of the imaginative sports programming for
which Arledge was legend—shows like Wide World of Sports and Mon-
day Night Football—would still be ideas instead of institutions if the
network hadn’t provided the airtime. It would be hard enough to lure
viewers to a news division that, in thirty years, had never been con-
sidered competitive; it would be harder still, given that the only daily
program in the division was the evening news. Arledge was already
considering a revamped evening news with a “whip-around” format;
the show would feature several anchors located around the world. But
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HELD HOSTAGE 5

he couldn’t build an empire on thirty minutes a night. It wasn’t even
a half-hour, really; minus commercial time, the evening news ran
under twenty-two minutes.

One idea was to expand the evening broadcast to an hour. The
notion was hardly original. All three networks had been lobbying
their affiliates for years to give them an hour at dinnertime. One hour
was their holy grail. But local stations hated the idea. The extra
half-hour was simply too profitable; the early-evening slot returned
a fortune when a station ran a game show like Concentration or an Odd
Couple rerun. CBS couldn’t even get Walter Cronkite a full hour.
Arledge had concluded that if CBS couldn’t get the extra time at
dinner, neither could he. The affiliates had said as much. They were
always telling Arledge the same thing: “You haven’t proven you can
do a half-hour show that’s competitive yet; why would we give you
an hour?”

So Arledge set his eyes on late-night. “Why can’t we do what we
do at the dinner hour with the eleven o’clock news?” he wondered.
“At dinnertime, we have half an hour of local, or an hour of local,
followed by half an hour of network. Why can’t we have local news
at eleven o’clock followed by a network news program?” But Arledge
quickly discovered that “nobody thought it would work.”

Johnny Carson owned late-night. He was late-night. NBC had
ruled the time slot with The Tonight Show since the 1950s, first with
Steve Allen and then Jack Paar. But for the past decade and a half,
11:30 Eastern, 10:30 Central was Carson Time. Watching Carson was
a kind of ritual that united late-night America—and, in a sense, de-
fined it.

Arledge suspected, however, there was an audience Carson
wasn’t reaching. There were probably millions, he guessed, whose
appetite for news was whetted by the late local broadcasts—viewers
who would welcome an extra half-hour on some interesting story of
the day. But how to convince the skeptics at the affiliates? ABC al-
ready provided its local stations with a package of old dramas and sit-
coms like Police Woman, Baretta, and The Love Boat. The package
wasn’t exactly Carson, but it was cheap, and palatable. It was the sort
of light fare that most station executives—most network executives,
for that matter—believed people wanted at the end of a busy day. In
the words of one of Arledge’s deputies, the network sought “pure,
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6 NIGHTLINE

passive relaxation and entertainment for late night. People don’t want
news; that was the rule.”

Arledge decided to hammer down conventional wisdom, one spe-
cial television show at a time. “I wanted to prove that you could get
an audience in that time period,” he would remember, “so we started
doing these ‘instant specials.” ”” First he tried out a couple of shows in
July 1977 about a blackout in New York City. But he quickly con-
cluded he didn’t want to wait for crises to steal the slot. “I wanted us
on at eleven-thirty constantly. The show could be about anything that
had happened that day. Anything.”

The siege began with Elvis. On the night of Elvis Presley’s death,
August 16, 1977, ABC News took over at 11:30 Eastern Time, with
Elvis Love Me Tender: A Memorial Salute to Elvis Presley. When Grou-
cho Marx died a few weeks later, ABC News grabbed the coveted
time slot with Remembering Groucho. Just days after that, Jimmy Carter
signed the Panama Canal treaties, and ABC News pounced again.

Elvis, Groucho, and the Canal were just the beginning. Over the
next two years there would be more than forty late-night specials:
Skylab Falls Back to Earth, Andrew Young Resigns, President Carter in the
Middle East, The U.S. Recognizes China, Bing Crosby: A Memorial, John
Wayne: Homage to the Duke. Some subjects seemed more worthy of a
special report than others. A Russian ballerina who was being detained
at John F. Kennedy Airport because her husband had defected might
not, strictly speaking, have merited the same kind of attention as the
death, say, of Pope Paul, but both events served Arledge’s assault on
late-night.

Though it was difficult to predict whether one-time audiences
would return, Arledge’s “instant specials” seemed to attract viewers.
So did the mid-1978 launch of 20/20, the network’s first prime-time
newsmagazine. At that point “expansion was the key,” according to
one of the division vice-presidents, Richard Wald. Wald, an erudite
former president of NBC News and a college classmate of Arledge’s,
pushed in particular for as many of the 11:30 specials as the network
would allow. The specials, he pointed out, not only demonstrated the
commitment of ABC News to breaking events, but also helped di-
vert attention away from the evening news, which was experiencing
predictable glitches during its transformation into a multiple-anchor
format.
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Wald, however, wasn’t the one who had to seek permission from
network higher-ups every time the news division wanted to put an
“instant special” into the late-night slot. Arledge left that task to the
other vice-president of the division (and another longtime friend),
David Burke. So Burke would trot over to the office of the president
of ABC Television, Fred Pierce, and make the case again . . . and
again.

Burke knew how to persuade. He was blunt and outspoken. A
former administrative assistant to Senator Edward Kennedy and chief
of staff to New York governor Hugh Carey, Burke had about him an
air of propriety, a kind of righteousness. When he felt strongly about
an issue, he’d flush with passion. His biggest problem was that it was
getting harder for him to drum up even a pretense of enthusiasm about
subjects that ranged from Skylab to a Russian ballerina. All the trips to
Pierce were beginning to make Burke feel a little like the song-and-
dance man of ABC News. Every time he got the go-ahead for another
special, Burke would return to Arledge’s office and launch into song:
“Give ’em that old razzle-dazzle!”

In October 1979, Arledge and Burke persuaded the network into
ceding a whole week of late-night for a visit to America by Pope John
Paul II. “For people who cared about the pope, we were the only link
they had once he left New York, unless you were watching the local
news someplace,” said Arledge. The ratings were high. But the pope
couldn’t tour America forever, and the network was not about to per-
manently turn over the slot because of one good week. Arledge knew
he needed a real crisis—one with “legs” to it—a story so compelling,
so potentially profitable, and just long enough, that watching late-
night news would become an American habit.

ON NOVEMBER 4, 1979, Ted Koppel, for one, didn’t think “stu-
dents” taking over the embassy in Tehran would be a crisis at all.
When Frank Radice first called with the bulletins out of Tehran,
Koppel reminded Radice that the previous February, a Marxist faction
of Iranian militants had attempted to seize the very same embassy and
that the American ambassador and the deputy prime minister of Iran’s
provisional government had worked together to quell the takeover at-
tempt within a matter of hours. Koppel was certain this new attempt
would be resolved by the time he made it from his home in Maryland
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to the office. Besides, it was a lovely, cool fall Sunday. Koppel’s mood
soured at the thought of losing a day off with his family.

Still, Koppel was a professional, and Americans taken hostage in an
embassy merited something for the evening news. He relented and
drove to the State Department. “I went in and did just a typical short,
stand-in-front-of-the-limp-flag piece for the evening news. But I did
not think the takeover was going to last. The Iranian government,
after all, was still maintaining that this was happening in spite of their
best intentions. They were implying that ‘these students who are doing
this are just a bunch of wild, crazy, uncontrollable kids. But don’t
worry, we don’t want anybody to get hurt. We’ll take care of it.” ”

No one in ABC’s news division disagreed with Koppel’s assess-
ment. Roone Arledge didn’t even begin to think about a late-night
special until Monday had passed into Tuesday, and Tuesday into
Wednesday, with the Americans still held captive. By then it had be-
come clear that top officials in the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s
regime—rather than the “students”—were masterminding the take-
over. On Thursday, when the militants paraded a blindfolded hostage
in front of television cameras, Arledge wanted a special. He sent David
Burke on yet another mission for clearance from Fred Pierce. A spe-
cial on the crisis was a no-brainer, really, Pierce reasoned. Besides, it
would only be for one night.

Jeff Gralnick, the executive producer of World News Tonight, was
told he would be producing the broadcast. That afternoon, Gralnick
met with his staff to mull over possible titles for the show. Gralnick
was struck by how the crisis had paralyzed the nation. “Look at what’s
happening in Washington,” he pointed out. “Look what’s happening
to us in the media. Look what’s happening to the psyche of the Amer-
ican people. We really are being held hostage by this thing.” The title
was obvious.

That night, November 8, 1979, after the late local news, at
11:30 p.M. Eastern Time, Frank Reynolds, serving as anchor, hosted
what nearly everyone at ABC figured would be the first and last late-
night report on the crisis: America Held Hostage.

REYNOLDS: Look at this. One American, blindfolded, handcuffed,

today in the courtyard of the American embassy in
Tehran.
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The half-hour broadcast offered reports from several correspon-
dents on every possible angle of the story: Bob Dyke in Tehran, Sam
Donaldson at the White House, Brit Hume on Capitol Hill, Ted
Koppel at State, Anne Garrels on the reaction of the American pub-
lic. The Garrels piece in particular revealed intense national interest
in the hostages:

GARRELS!: At New York’s Kennedy Airport, transport workers an-
nounced today that they won’t service Iranian aircraft
until the American hostages are freed.

Twu OFfICIAL:  We only hope that what we’re doing here today will
start—and we’re sure of this—will start a chain of protest
throughout the United States by American labor unions.

GARRELS: Longshoremen in New Jersey agree. They’ve refused to
unload cargo from Iranian ships, but some want even
more action.

FIRST UNIDENTIFIED MAN: I’d like to see us go right in there and get
our hostages. If it means a quarter more a gallon for gaso-
line, I'm willing to pay it, and I think all the rest of the
people are.

SECOND UNIDENTIFIED MAN: When [ watch TV, the news, and I see
what they do to that flag, it gets me in the heart.

That was the voice of Arledge’s audience: an angry public, getting
angrier with each passing day that the hostages weren’t released. Still,
there were no plans for another special. No one thought the crisis
would last.

The day after America Held Hostage aired, Arledge had to fly to Lake
Placid to look over the preparations for the 1980 Winter Olympics, the
coverage of which still fell to him as president of both the sports and
news divisions at ABC. Afterward, Arledge held a press conference to
talk about the network’s Olympics preparations. But Arledge would
remember that “half the questions were about the hostages. And I no-
ticed that every time I'd go up and down in an elevator, or a taxi, or
whatever, people were always talking about the hostages.”

When Arledge returned to New York, the takeover was a week
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old. An anti-American fever inflamed Tehran. Thousands of Iranians
had marched to the American embassy chanting, “Death to the Amer-
icans.” Women swathed in chadors would confront American camera
crews, shake their fists, and scream anti-American epithets. Khomeini
had denounced President Carter as “an enemy of the people.” Back in
the United States, meanwhile, ordinary Americans began staging rallies
demanding the deportation of Iranians living in America.

Arledge, fired up by his conversations with taxi drivers and eleva-
tor operators and mesmerized by the volatile images out of Iran, was
mystified to discover that a second special wasn’t even in the planning
stages. When he asked why, he was told there wasn’t anything new to
say. You announce the hostages are still held hostage, went the argu-
ment, but what do you do for the next twenty-nine minutes? “That
argument,” recalled Arledge, “pissed me off. I said, “You don’t under-
stand. People care; they cannot get enough about this.” ” Every night
without a show on the hostages, Arledge would grouse to Burke, was
a night wasted. This was their chance. They should seize late-night for
the Iran crisis, and make it interesting. The Iranians were making a
mockery of America; the American public wanted anything on it.

Eleven days into the crisis, Burke won Pierce’s go-ahead for a sec-
ond installment of America Held Hostage. When the broadcast went to
air, Gralnick had tacked Day 11 onto the title. At midnight, a few min-
utes after the broadcast, Burke’s home phone rang. He picked it up; it
was Arledge wanting to know what he thought. Burke said it was time
to claim the slot. “Roone, you've got to tell them you want the slot
till the crisis is over.”

The next day Burke and Arledge went to see Pierce. There was an
audience for the Iran crisis, they said. You only had to walk down a
street and talk to people to see that.

“News wants the slot,” said Arledge, “as long as the crisis continues.”

“Define,” Pierce said, “ ‘as long as the crisis continues.” ”

“Three, four weeks tops,” Arledge estimated.

“All right, you're sure it’s only three or four weeks?”

“Yes. Three or four weeks. These things don’t last.”

“ONLY A FEw WEEKS.” That was the mantra. The reporters,

producers, and editors whose hours were extended day after day were
reassured that the crisis couldn’t possibly go on for more than a month.
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Frank Reynolds—who was anchoring both the evening news and
the specials—believed it. . . Even the White House believed it. The ad-
ministration clung to *“a hope and a possibility that negotiation was
going to bring a resolution just around the corner,” according to Hod-
ding Carter, who served as the State Department spokesman. The
White House actually liked the ABC hostage specials—at least in the
beginning. For one thing, the newscasts nicely served the administra-
tion’s domestic political agenda. The focus on a foreign crisis took
the spotlight off Ted Kennedy’s campaign for President; at the same
time, it gave Jimmy Carter the chance to look presidential. More im-
portant, the late-night specials were seen by the administration as a
forum through which it could reaffirm, each night, that it wasn’t for-
getting the hostages. Military action, after all, at least in those first
weeks, was not a possibility. In lieu of action, the White House had
only one option: talk. America Held Hostage was a useful platform.
Hodding Carter would remember the thinking within the President’s
inner circle: “Here is the government responding to all of this, here is
the government talking, here is the government engaged. And the fact
that it did not always make it look like we knew what we were doing
was irrelevant, since there was nothing we could do.” Early on, Hod-
ding Carter went so far as to call and thank Reynolds for the specials.
The more that the administration encouraged and participated in a
kind of national dialogue about the crisis, it hoped, the less it would
be required to try something riskier.

AT LEAST ONE CORRESPONDENT, however, was getting
mighty tired of the pap from the State Department. Ted Koppel won-
dered why he had to file on every last word out of Hodding Carter’s
mouth for the Iran specials and why ABC was even airing specials on
the nights when there was nothing new to say.

It took Koppel weeks to see what Arledge was really up to.

Journalism was only part of it.

This was the seizing of 11:30.

America Held Hostage was holding a time slot hostage, and Roone
Arledge was not going to let go.

A BROADCAST THAT OPENED every night on a big title graphic
showing a picture of a blindfolded hostage and Day 45 above it . ..
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then Day 55 . .. then Day 65—was not what the White House had
had in mind. It seemed to some officials that the numbers were get-
ting bigger, taking up more of the screen. They were not. Thanks-
giving passed, Christmas passed, 1979 was history, and still the hostages
were hostages. Now no one was making predictions anymore, not
even President Carter’s own advisers. Whatever benefits they had
derived from the Iran crisis were long gone. Whatever benefits they
had derived from the early ABC specials were long gone, too. If any-
thing, the specials were beginning to make the administration look
impotent. Now the White House wanted Arledge to let go—if not of
his coveted time slot, then at least of the topic of the hostages. Arledge
wouldn’t do it.

Hodding Carter would later rue the early days of the takeover,
when the administration had decided to put so much attention on it.
His side, he realized, had cut a Faustian deal. By mid-winter, “we
were caught in an embrace with the media. We’d been dancing the
same dance to the same music.” And once the administration wanted
the dance to stop, “we did not know how to stop it.” The only way
to have stopped the dance, Carter later concluded, would have been
for the administration to have ceased commenting on the hostages.
Completely. In fact he did try, for a time, to reduce the State De-
partment briefings on the crisis from three a day, to two, then to one.

Arledge had refused to take the hint. No news today? Then we’ll
go deeper.

ON SLOW NEWS DAYS, the show would explore and explain the
issues behind the crisis. One broadcast defined the difference between
Sunni Islam and Shiite Islam. Another examined what the term mullah
meant. The results, by all accounts, were often fascinating. Watching
ABC late-night was like attending a seminar on Iran, Islamic funda-
mentalism, the hostages, the hostages’ families, the shah’s ailments, the
shah’s travels in exile, the impact of the crisis on American foreign pol-
icy, and the effect on Jimmy Carter’s presidency. Robert Siegenthaler,
an ABC veteran who was executive producer of America Held Hostage,
would later laugh: “Perhaps I should have been a schoolteacher. It just
seemed to me that the American people didn’t know the nuances of
these subjects and would benefit from having them explained. We
even did shows about geography.” Arledge felt they were the sort of

WorldRadioHistory




HELD HOSTAGE 13

broadcasts that belonged on the air late at night, when the audience
was winding down and had time to peruse a subject.

Covering the crisis was turning into a journalistic marathon. In
two and a half months, America Held Hostage had begun to drain the
life out of its ad hoc staff, made up of producers, reporters, editors, and
technicians normally assigned to other broadcasts. “I’d gotten people I
thought were good,” said Siegenthaler, “and had just borrowed them,
never specifying how long I was borrowing them for.” The joke was
that Siegenthaler’s staff was being held hostage. “We never got any
permanent staff; all we got was better catering as the ratings went up,”
said Siegenthaler.

Frank Reynolds had dropped out of the marathon in mid-
December. His duties as Washington anchor of World News Tonight,
he said, were enough. Without fanfare, the anchor seat had been
handed to a man who hadn’t had a regular anchor job since the Satur-
day evening news a few years back. But since late November, he had
filled in for Reynolds several times, and Siegenthaler liked him, and
the brass thought he was smart. Besides, no one was thinking too
much about the long-term. For now, they concluded, ABC’s diplo-
matic correspondent, Ted Koppel, would do fine.

Koppel loved the job. “I looked forward to it, enormously. Even
when you have a beat like the State Department, you never get a
chance to strut your stuff. Whether this program was fifteen minutes
or a half-hour, it was mine.”

The story suited Koppel’s intellect. He’d been reporting on the re-
lationship of foreign events to the United States for years. But it was
television’s new technology—which continued to advance in quan-
tum leaps that very winter—that redefined what Koppel couid do, and
how far he could reach, from the anchor chair. Satellites were prolif-
erating so rapidly and ground stations were becoming so ubiquitous
that for the first time, an anchor could talk with someone located
almost anywhere on the planet. The more the show harnessed the
technology, and the more it concentrated on live interviews, the more
its producers would cede editorial control to Koppel as the anchor.

Siegenthaler had his own reasons for welcoming the technology.
“Day-old news” was anathema. ABC had recently started phasing
out the use of film, which had always caused a delay in relaying pic-
tures because it had to be processed in a lab. The advent of videotape
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introduced the instant replay. Video shot in Tehran after ABC’s
evening news was off the air could now be turned around and fed via
satellite for the late-night special. And if there wasn’t much new tape,
Siegenthaler knew that a few live interviews would freshen the
broadcast.

Set designers had built a large screen near the anchor desk. When
Koppel interviewed someone, he would be turned toward the screen,
and what viewers saw on it was the face of the guest. In fact, what
Koppel was looking at was a monitor positioned just out of camera
range, next to the screen. The screen, which was a bright green color,
was blank. The control room would “key out” the green and replace
it with the face of the person being interviewed. It was the only way
to preserve a sharp picture of the guest. The technique of using a
“chroma-key screen” wasn’t new. “MacNeil/Lehrer had being do-
ing it,” said Koppel. “Ed Murrow did it in the fifties on his show
Person to Person. But it occurred to us that if we could carry the inter-
view from across town, we could do it transoceanically, too. And if
we could do it with one person, we could do it with more than
one person.”

Soon Koppel began holding three- and-four-way conversations
via satellite—live. It was as if he were hosting an intercontinental
salon. “This was what had never been done on television before,” said
Koppel. “We would take people in remote locations and say, ‘Here,
talk to each other, disagree with one another, fight with one another,
argue with one another.” ”

Arledge noticed. America Held Hostage began to redefine the art of
the television interview, its uses and purposes and its future. It was
convening opposing forces in the American living room. Arledge
likened the technology to taking two electric chords and touching
them to one another and letting the sparks fly.

BY EARLY JANUARY 1980 Arledge felt the courtship of viewers
was over; this was a full-fledged relationship. He was convinced that
even when the hostages were released, the audience would be there,
out of habit, looking for more information on an interesting story of
the day. Enough of the affiliates had ceded the slot to news; why give
it back to old reruns? So Arledge ventured once more to the office of
Fred Pierce and claimed the slot like a squatter declaring rights to an
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abandoned building. Pierce understood that Arledge was arguing
something along the lines of “possession is nine tenths of the law.” But
Pierce also thought Arledge was right. “You can have it,” Pierce told
him. “But only twenty minutes, Monday through Thursday.”

Arledge grabbed the offer. He didn’t tell Pierce that he had his
eyes on a half-hour, five nights a week. But that was his plan. He also
didn’t tell Pierce who the anchor would be. But that was because he
didn’t yet know.

THE UNSEEN ARMY of workers behind America Held Hostage
needed relief. Siegenthaler was scheduled to oversee ABC’s coverage
of the upcoming presidential primaries, and most of his troops on
America Held Hostage were wanted back on the shows from which
they’d been borrowed.

Arledge wouldn’t staff the new show himself: that’s what an exec-
utive producer was for. He awarded the post to Bill Lord, a wiry,
brittle, and brilliant ABC veteran who had once served as senior pro-
ducer of the evening news out of Washington. Recently, Lord had
been running the news segments on Good Moming America. He under-
stood that Arledge was anointing him to oversee the most important
ABC News project of the year, and he wasn’t sure he wanted it.

Lord walked into the office of Av Westin, who’d been appointed
to revamp the newsmagazine 20/20 and to oversee the development of
late-night projects. Westin was a legend, a pioneer from CBS, where
during the 1950s and 1960s he had orchestrated some of the first in-
ternational “live shots” ever seen on television. “What I'm about to
tell you could be the end of my career here,” Lord told Westin, “but
I've got to talk to somebody. They want me to do this program, and
I don’t think I know how to do it.”

Lord had never seemed to lack confidence before. Westin sus-
pected that confidence wasn’t really the problem now. “I had a feel-
ing,” Westin later recalled, “that Lord didn’t think it was going to
last.” Lord was being asked to leave a solid, certain newscast for some-
thing that, once the hostage crisis was over, had no clear future. But
after an hour with Westin, who knew how to pump up the troops bet-
ter than anyone and who salivated at the idea of adventure and exper-
imentation, Lord was soothed and agreed to try it.
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FOR TED KOPPEL, January passed with no word from above about
his future. He suspected Arledge’s list of potential anchors had his
own name at the bottom. “I kept hearing rumors,” Koppel remem-
bered, “that they were talking to Dan Rather, talking to Tom
Brokaw, talking to Roger Mudd. And so I sort of had the sense that
the only way I was going to get it was if everybody else said, ‘No,
thanks.” ”

David Burke, whom Arledge had appointed to court stars, later
admitted that ABC was doing a lot more than talking. Burke and
Arledge knew that even one famous name defecting to ABC News
meant the network would be taken seriously. “We were trying to
build a news organization,” Burke said. “It was very crass, but we were
just trying to do what we had to do to bring credibility to the divi-
sion..” Burke went after Dan Rather of CBS, “shamelessly,” he would
later boast, and after Rather refused, Burke pursued Tom Brokaw and
Roger Mudd, both of NBC. The offers generally involved millions of
dollars and the one prize each of these men had yet to attain: the
throne, the anchor seat of the evening news. It was a win-win strat-
egy. CBS and NBC would have to put their own thrones into play.
Walter Cronkite, the Most Trusted Man in America, would probably
have to step aside for CBS to keep Rather—and dethroning Cronkite
was as good for ABC as winning Rather. Brokaw and Mudd would
probably stay at NBC only if NBC would topple the popular and re-
spected John Chancellor and David Brinkley. Burke summed up the
game in a tidy maxim: “If you can’t beat the opposition, you at least
discombobulate them terribly.”

The strategy, however, had an unfortunate side effect: it left
Koppel feeling “discombobulated,” too. He knew that Burke was
whispering “late-night” in the ears of bigger stars. Burke would later
admit as much: “We were doing anything we could to get Rather.”
If the CBS star had wanted late-night in addition to the evening
news, it was his. But Rather was skeptical that the show would out-
last the hostage crisis. So even while Arledge and Burke played anchor
chess with CBS and NBC, they knew that the endgame didn’t include
a solution for late-night.

Bill Lord began meeting with Arledge, Burke, and Wald about
Koppel. He “wasn’t the natural choice,” Lord recalled. “A guy like
Frank Reynolds was the natural choice, but an impossible one,” be-
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cause he was needed to co-anchor the evening news. There could be
no doubt that Koppel had the credentials. More than a decade and a
half with the network, eight years at the State Department, Latin
American bureau chief, Hong Kong bureau chief, three and a half
years covering Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. The problem wasn’t
Koppel’s résumé but the fact that his résumé didn’t seem to have aged
him. At thirty-nine, he could pass for twenty-nine on camera.
“Roone had an image of an anchorperson,” said Burke, “and Ted
wasn’t it.”

Koppel knew that. It was Arledge who, upon taking over the di-
vision, had almost immediately maneuvered Koppel out of the anchor
seat on the Saturday evening news and, eventually, back to the State
Department. Koppel figured that the only reason he’d been picked to
take over America Held Hostage was that no one was thinking at the
time about a permanent anchor, or even a permanent show. Koppel
had been intended as something of a benchwarmer.

But what he’d done was make the most of it.

By January 1980, America Held Hostage was stretching live tech-
nology to its limits. It had evolved into a unique broadcast requiring
different skills than most anchors were called upon to exercise. It
needed someone who was comfortable juggling three and four guests
at a time. The consensus at ABC, a view shared by even the once-
skeptical Arledge, was that Koppel looked more than comfortable. He
looked like he was having fun. _

One show in particular, featuring Secretary of Defense Harold
Brown in Washington, as well as guests in London and Tehran, caught
Arledge’s attention. Koppel coolly threaded all the points of view into
a cohesive discussion. “This was a virtuoso performance,” Arledge re-
called. “Ted had a great ability to remember a point someone had
made earlier and bring it back into the conversation.”

Then came President Carter’s State of the Union speech and, after
it, another remarkable special hosted by Koppel. The guests were an
obscure but articulate Soviet commentator named Vladimir Pozner,
ABC’s Moscow correspondent Charles Bierbauer, Senator Joseph
Biden, and Senator Richard Lugar. Koppel conducted the four-way
conversation like a maestro.

The next day Arledge was reviewing a tape of the broadcast when
Av Westin walked into his office. “Roone was nodding at Koppel’s
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performance,” Westin remembered, “and he was saying, ‘That’s the
way to do it.” ”

“Not many people had that skill,” Arledge acknowledged. “Not
many had even tried it—where you have a conversation going around
the world, and you keep up with it, and interrupt, and bring it back to
the point. By then, it became obvious that Koppel was the best per-
son for the new show.” What Arledge can’t recall anymore was why
he waited to tell Koppel.

Olympics fever, maybe. In February, America Held Hostage was
preempted for two weeks by the Winter Olympics. Arledge was in
Lake Placid, back at his first love: coordinating the coverage. The joke
inside ABC was that the most interesting venue of the games was the
central control room, where Arledge presided. Every camera relayed
its pictures to Arledge, who wove the feeds into a single coherent
drama, jumping from one event to another. Arledge, like Koppel,
thrived on “live.”

One day, as Arledge commanded the Lake Placid control room,
Ted Koppel appeared. With no hostage special to anchor, Koppel had
a few days to kill. Lake Placid, he thought, wouldn’t be such a bad
place to kill a couple of those days . . . and, well, perhaps if he was a
candidate for the new show, perhaps if he just happened to catch
Roone’s eye . . . perhaps he’d get an idea of his chances. So, less than
eight weeks before the new show was scheduled to debut, Koppel
poked his head into the main control room of the Olympics, caught
Arledge’s eye, and waved hello.

Arledge waved back. Arledge said nothing. Not a word about the
new show, not a word about Koppel’s performance over the past
months. Koppel went back outside convinced there wasn’t a chance
in hell he was getting the new show. He went home to Maryland.

Two days later, Koppel got a call from Dick Wald.

“We would like you to anchor the new broadcast,” Wald said.
“Do you want to do it?”

Did he want to do it? It was Koppel’s fortieth birthday.

A MONTH LATER, two weeks before its premiere, the show had
an anchor but no format and no name. Arledge decided to settle
on a name first. The network couldn’t promote a show without a
name. He summoned Lord, Wald, Burke, Westin, Lord’s deputy Stu
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Schwartz, and Koppel to his office. He said they weren’t walking out
until they had a title.

Wald would remember how cramped they were in Arledge’s
small, odd-shaped office. “It was a kind of funny, stuffy little office
with a desk too big for it and a huge fish tank and couches and chairs.
There was a group of us, and we were sitting on every available sur-
face. And we were looking at the fish.”

Arledge wanted new ideas.

Silence.

At first the only consensus was that the title should combine two
words: Night Brief, perhaps, or News Night or Night Time. Wald had al-
ready lobbied for the word night to appear in the title. Now he pushed
for a word like journal, or tribune, or diary, or chronicle. Arledge rejected
those words as too rooted in print.

Lord liked the sound of News Night. He was a minority of one.

Someone else suggested Night Wire, but found no echo of en-
thusiasm.

“Roone kept saying no,” recalled Wald. “He just kept saying no
to everything.”

“I was looking for a name that said The Tom Snyder Show,” said
Arledge. “I loved the look and the feel, the late-night feel, of the old
Tom Snyder Show. He’d have those guests on and they were sitting there
talking to each other, and cigarettes and all. It had a late-night, gritty
feel to it. And I wanted something of that same look. And I wanted the
name to recognize that it was at night. [ wanted it to sound like some-
thing that had continuity. Something that wasn’t too definitive, though.
[ didn’t want The Story of the Day, or something like that.”

“It was like trying to write a joke,” remembered Koppel. “It seems
so easy when you hear a joke, and it sounds so natural. But the ability
to write a joke out of thin air is very tough, and the ability to come up
with the title of a program that you hope is going to last for a few years
1s not that easy.”

The problem was that they were trying to christen an amorphous
half-hour of airtime. “We weren’t sure exactly what the program
would wind up being,” said Wald. “So we wanted a title that would
fit various possibilities.”

More staring at the fish.

Somehow staring at the fish made Dick Wald think of horses. He
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began to focus on the purpose of the program regardless of format.
One certain goal was to sum up something in the news of the day, or
to give a preview of something important scheduled for the next day.
“And in racing there is a thing called the mormning line,” Wald recalled.
“And it tells you what horses will be running and which are the fa-
vorites. This was going to be at night. And it was going to be the night
line. And rather than call it Night Line, I thought one word would do
it. So, I proposed Nightline.” And . . .

“Nobody liked it,” Wald laughed. “Everybody thought it was a
stupid title.”

Lord didn’t like it because “it didn’t say anything. It was not
an English word.” Arledge didn’t like it, according to Lord, because
“it sounded like phone line or clothesline or something like that.”
Arledge later remembered thinking it didn’t sound distinguished
enough, that it was “too lightweight.”

All Koppel knew was that he had to anchor the thing, that he was
the one who would have to say, “This is Nightline,” every night, and
he hated the sound of it. “Nightline!” Koppel sneered. “What a crappy
name!”

Wald replied, “All right, you come up with something better.”

More fish-staring. Finally, Arledge said, “Well, maybe Nightline
isn’t that bad. If we call it ABC News Nightline, it sort of has a better
feel to it.”

Wald then argued that “the program would define the title. If the
program was as good as we thought it would be, it would make Night-
line a generic name, not a specific name.” Burke added that whatever
people thought of the show, that would be what they thought of
the title.

Now only one problem remained: What exactly was Nightline?
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TOP THE U.S. CHANCERY building in Tehran, in a
Asmall, grimy room whose windows had been painted black

since its conversion from an office into a prison cell, Richard
Morefield was lying on a mattress when he heard footsteps. The
door unlocked. An Iranian guard stomped in. The guard looked
furious. “Your wife appeared on American television,” he growled at
Morefield. “She talked about your conditions here. The chargé of
our country appeared with her. He said the CIA is stopping your
mail, and your wife agreed with him. She said this was true about
the CIA.”

Morefield tried to conceal his excitement. The guard had revealed
far more than he’d intended to. Until this moment, Morefield had had
no idea whether the United States even maintained diplomatic ties
with Iran. After nearly five months as a hostage, he knew that if ties
were cut, the chances for his freedom, and that of his fellow hostages,
would be slim. And until now he’d had no idea whether the average
American still worried over the hostage situation in Tehran. There had
been no way of knowing, since he’d been forbidden to listen to the
radio or to read a newspaper. He’d even been denied his mail. But
now the guard had unwittingly given Morefield some answers.

Even fifteen years later, Morefield’s eyes would brighten at the
memory. “First, this told me the U.S. government was still trying to

21
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work it out diplomatically; that we hadn’t broken off relations, that we
still had dialogue.

“Second, if my wife was appearing on national television, that
meant that the hostages were still in the public eye. The American
people had not put us on the back pages.

“Third, our condition was an issue.

“Fourth, the problem about the mail was getting attention, and
that was a very sensitive issue.”

As for the guard’s taunt about Morefield’s wife agreeing with the
Iranian chargé, “I knew damn well she hadn’t said the CIA was in
on this.”

Morefield immediately started spreading the word to the other
Americans. He tapped a code through the walls and whispered to the
hostages he passed in the exercise yard. Some television show had
really irked the Iranians. Morefield wanted his fellow captives to
understand there was good news in it.

Richard Morefield could not have imagined, then, that his wife
and the chargé had confronted one another electronically, with the
entire continental United States between them; the technology of
debate-by-satellite had really only been harnessed in the months since
the hostage-taking. And it would be almost another year before
Morefield would learn of a show called Nightline, or that the debate
that so infuriated his captors had happened to occur on Nightline’s
debut, March 24, 1980. All he knew was that a few days after the visit
from the angry guard—Morefield wasn’t sure what date, precisely—
someone opened his cell door and handed him his mail.

THE MORNING OF THE DEBUT, the show had a name and an
anchor. That was about it.

There was still no consensus on focus, or on guests. Most impor-
tant, there was no consensus on a general format. “I was filled with
immense trepidation,” Lord remembered. “Ted and I respected each
other, we knew that we were going to have a good time together, but
we had very powerful managers on top of us, and each had a different
view of what the show would be.” One idea was to use the show as a
late-night wrap-up of the day’s news; another was to mix up the for-
mat with regular segments on sports and weather.

Koppel was mystified, however, by all the anguished indecision.
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“I mean, to me it seemed kind of obvious. We would continue what
we had been doing. I mean, you know, you dance with the gal that
brought you.” The “gal,” of course, was America Held Hostage. The
story on which it had built a loyal audience was still a story. The
hostages were still hostages. “I thought it should be the same program,
with a new name. That’s all. The only thing different was that we were
not going to go away, even after the crisis was over.”

By then, America Held Hostage had been refined into a smooth and
dependable format: a four-to-five-minute taped “background piece”
pertaining to the crisis, followed by live discussion with two or three
guests. The format suited the story and the story still drew an audience,
Koppel had argued. Why fix what wasn’t broken? “We had an ad-
vantage that almost no other program in the history of television has
had, and that is, we had been on the air night after night after night
after night, and we had done very well, thank you very much. People
respected the program. They watched the program in huge numbers,
so why screw around with it? It just didn’t make any sense. There was
no reason to tell people, “Yeah, you may have liked what we’ve been
doing for the past four months, but now we’re going to do something
different.”

Lord wasn’t so sure. He thought Nightline would eventually have
to evolve into something different once the hostages were free, and
that its debut should signal changes to come. Whatever sort of pro-
gram Nightline would become one day, Lord felt, it should start be-
coming now.

On the other hand, March 24 dawned with some interesting and
unexpected developments involving Iran. The exiled and ailing shah
of Iran had arrived that very morning in Cairo, having fled Panama
only a day before Iran was to present the Panamanians with a request
for his extradition. Iranian officials had ordered a retaliatory protest
march on the American embassy, scheduled, as it happened, to coin-
cide with the unveiling of the new show.

The story was too good to ignore. Lord decided to go with it.
He’d have a live report from correspondent Bill Blakemore at the
parade in Tehran, followed by two live interview segments. For the
first segment, Lord wanted Koppel to interview a relative of one of
the hostages. For the second segment, he wanted a representative of
the Ayatollah Khomeini’s regime. The program would close with a
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look toward Tuesday’s New York presidential primary and a taped
package about Senator Edward Kennedy’s chances of winning.

Within hours, Nightline’s bookers, whose job it was to find guests,
had lined up the wife of a hostage, Dorothea Morefield. Her hus-
band, Richard, had been consul-general at the U.S. embassy in
Tehran before his captivity. Mrs. Morefield would appear from a
studio in San Diego, her hometown. For Koppel’s second interview,
Iran’s chargé d’affaires in Washington, Ali Agah, agreed to appear.
But he had one condition: even though the Iranian embassy was just
a few blocks from the Washington studios, Nightline would have to
bring a camera and a microwave truck to the embassy. The embassy
was encircled with protesters, and Ali Agah feared trouble if he went
outside. Lord told Susan Mercandetti, the head of the booking staft
who’d been talking to Ali Agah during the day, to go ahead and take
a camera crew and truck to the embassy and set up Ali Agah in a
room there.

But as evening fell, what had concerned Lord for days—that
Nightline would be nothing more than America Held Hostage with a
new name—gnawed at him. Some of the three-way and four-way
satellite interviews, the “intercontinental salons” that Koppel had pi-
oneered on the Held Hostage shows, were more original than anything
planned for Nightline’s debut. Lord got to thinking about the guests.
They were supposed to talk to Koppel separately. But what if Koppel
asked them to talk to one another? As of that moment, almost five
months into the hostage crisis, no television news program had man-
aged to bring together a relative of a hostage and an official representa-
tive of Iran. Nightline, Lord decided, should try to make the connection
electronically. It would be confrontation-by-satellite.

Lord called Mrs. Morefield to ask if she’d be interested in an op-
portunity to speak directly to the chargé on the air. “I was frightened
of the idea,” she later recalled. What if she confronted the chargé and
the Iranians retaliated by harming her husband? “I couldn’t be sure that
somebody wouldn’t get mad and beat him or something. So the idea
of actually going on television and confronting somebody, you know,
I really agonized over it.”

Less than an hour before air, Mrs. Morefield told Lord that she
would do it. “It did seem to me,” she said later, “that it was a good
thing that this man had to confront the family as opposed to talking
to officials.”
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Ali Agah, however, still had no idea of the impending face-off.
Lord didn’t want him to know until the show was on the air. And he
saw no reason to notify Mercandetti, who was already inside the em-
bassy. Why bother?

AT 11:30 EASTERN TIME, Roone Arledge sat next to Bill Lord
in the New York control room as a gesture of support on opening
night. By 11:30:30 Arledge was annoyed. He thought the opening
animation looked silly. It featured a moon rising over a silhouette of a
city. Arledge hated the moon. He made a note to himself that the
moon would have to go.

Lord didn’t pay much attention to the moon. He was keeping one
eye on a monitor of Ali Agah’s face, wondering if the chargé would
bolt when Koppel announced the confrontation with Mrs. Morefield.
Lord leaned over a console, curved his back, and yanked his shoulders
up; his new staff would learn to recognize Lord’s hunched frame as a
sign that a program might be in trouble. Koppel introduced the show.
His first few words, which he’d written himself, were low-key. It
seemed, at first, that perhaps Nightline would not offer anything extra-
ordinary at all. It certainly didn’t sound like an introduction for a debut
.. . which was exactly how Koppel wanted it.

Good evening. This is a new broadcast in the sense
that it is permanent and will continue after the Iran
crisis is over. There will also be nights when Iran is not
the major story, when we’ll bring you briefly up-to-
date on Iran but will focus on some other story. That’s
not the case tonight.

Koppel did have one small enticement. Mrs. Morefield knew it
was coming. Ali Agah did not.

For the first time on television we’ll provide for the
wife of an American hostage to speak live with an
Iranian official.

Lord saw Ali Agha’s eyebrows go up. A phone rang on the con-

trol room console and Lord picked it up. He’d expected it.
“Bill! Do not do this!” It was Mercandetti. Lord could not see
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her on the video feed from the Iranian embassy, but he knew that
she was crouched somewhere between the camera and Ali Agha’s
now scowling face. She must have been listening to the introduction
through an earpiece. “Ted cannot, absolutely cannot, let her talk to
Ali Agah!”

“Yes he can,” Lord answered coolly.

“No he can’t.” Mercandetti complained more loudly that Koppel
had just sandbagged her guest. “Ali Agah wasn’t told about this! Why
didn’t you tell me you were doing this?”

Lord suspected that Mercandetti was raising her pitch for effect: a
good tirade might fool the chargé into believing that it was working,
and that he wouldn’t be asked to address Mrs. Morefield after all. But
Lord could also tell that the tirade wasn’t just for show. Mercandetti
lowered her voice to a hiss and warned, “He’s gonna walk.”

Lord didn’t reply. He could see on the monitor that the chargé
was staying put, his attention diverted, either by Mercandetti or by the
beginning of Bill Blakemore’s live report from Tehran, where it was
already morning and where tens of thousands of citizens were gather-
ing for the protest march on the U.S. embassy.

BLAKEMORE: It seems clear from some new anti-American films that
appeared on television here last night and this march here
today that we’re in for some renewed anti-American
dramatics at least.

In a studio in San Diego, Dotty Morefield listened to the report
from Tehran and steeled herself. How would these Iranians react, she
wondered, to having one of their diplomats challenged by the wife of
a hostage? A few minutes went by as she privately said one final prayer
that what she’d agreed to do wouldn’t bring more harm to her hus-
band, or to the other hostages.

KOPPEL! It occurred to us here that you two might have a lot to
say to each other, particularly Mrs. Morefield. Is there
anything you would like to ask Mr. Ali Agah?

Mrs. Morefield looked straight into the camera. She wore large

glasses, which made her appear at once unaffected, substantive, and
somewhat innocent, almost bewildered by the crisis.

WorldRadioHistory




MOREFIELD:

DEFINING NIGHTLINE 27

Well, certainly my first question is how can the govern-
ment of Iran, in view of the fact that your president ad-
mits what has been done is a breach of international law
the UN has condemned your country for, how can you
continue to hold these innocent people?

For an instant, the chargé’s eyes flashed wide, as if he’d believed
that Koppel wouldn’t really go through with this; then he glowered.
At that moment Mercandetti understood what Lord was after. “Just
the look on Ali Agah’s face . . . it was unbelievable.”

AGAH:

It is mostly how could you remain silent in the past
twenty-seven years when your government was in-
volved in torturing, killing, and doing all kinds of corrupt
actions against our people.

That response intimidated Mrs. Morefield. “I was scared. No mat-
ter what you would say, they would talk about forty years ago. I was
up against a professional who had the line of patter that they had been
mouthing for years down cold.”

The chargé pressed on. He seized on the show’s new name as a
propaganda tool.

AGAH:

KOPPEL:

MOREFIELD:

AGAH:

I should thank at least for the title of this show that has
been changed from Iran Crisis: America Held Hostage into
Nightline. Even these small changes, you know, can have
effect on the subconscious of people, especially like
yourself, who are, you know, concerned certainly more
than anyone else.

Mr. Ali Agah. Permit me to interrupt for a moment, just
to give Mrs. Morefield another chance to get a ques-
tion in.

Why are we not being allowed to hear from the
hostages? Why are we not corresponding with them?
Why are there so few phone calls coming out? Why isn’t
there mail coming out of that embassy in Tehran?

Well, perhaps one reason is because your CIA is sophis-
ticated . . .
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KOPPEL! Do you buy that, Mrs. Morefield?

MOREFIELD: No, I don’t. [ don’t see how a letter from my husband to
me or a phone call from my husband to me could be a
threat to your security in any way.

Arledge turned to Lord and said, “Keep it going. Keep it going.”
Lord had the taped story about the New York primary scheduled for
the final segment. Arledge was encouraging him to stick with the live
debate.

“You see, on that very first night,” Lord recalled years later,
“Nightline was defining itself right on the air.”

AGAH: Well, remember some of the letters were kept here, and
they were told here in the media that they were kept in
your Department of State. How do you know that they
are not holding the letters from your husband?

MOREHELD: | see that would serve them no purpose. Why, if you
think the State Department, don’t you let a third party
in—a Swiss or someone—why are there not pho-
tographs being taken and sent out of all the hostages?
Why do we only see a few?

AGAH: You see, I do not know about that.

“You know,” Koppel would say after the broadcast, “it really
wasn’t terribly fair to put the chargé up against Dorothea Morefield. It
was a little bit shameless. There really wasn’t any way that Ali Agah
could do anything about the mail. He was sitting here in Washington.
He wasn’t controlling the flow of mail in Tehran.” In fact, when the
broadcast was over, Koppel rated it as nothing special.

Lord, on the other hand, bounced out of the control room. He
thought the Morefield-Ali Agah confrontation was “television magic.
It wasn’t something finely crafted ahead of time, in an editing room.
It was something magic that happened on the air, live. We had created
an atmosphere, an experience, that did not exist prior to bringing the
two people together.”

The debut was a television version of a Rorschach test. Everyone
seemed to see something different in it, even the people within ABC.
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Richard Wald and a number of network executives who’d watched
from an office above the control room agreed with Lord. Wald, in
particular, thought the first Nightline “thrilling.”

Arledge thought it was fine, a decent beginning.

And Koppel rated it “flat.” Good thing, he thought, that televi-
sion critics would sample the show for a while before weighing in on
it. There was time, he assured himself, to tinker.

Thirty-six hours later, on Wednesday morning, Koppel woke up,
opened his Washington Post, read the first two paragraphs of the tele-
vision column, and winced.

On the Air
by Tom Shales

No less a world figure—and no more—than the Iran-
ian chargé d’affaires, Ali Agah, took note of the fact
that Day 142 of the Iranian crisis saw an end to the
ABC News broadcast hysterically titled “America
Held Hostage,” and a beginning for a new, Monday-
through-Thursday late report called “ABC News
Nightline.”

The program, supposedly a breakthrough, is the first
regularly scheduled and permanent (in the transitory
TV sense of the word) late-night newscast, but to judge
from its premiere, it is not likely to see America Held
Spellbound.

Tom Shales was one of the most respected and influential televi-
sion critics in the country. Koppel felt sick.

As for the program, it represents at best a great leap
sideways and at worst a pratfall backwards for network
news. The premiere did not provide viewers with
anything worth knowing, and the broadcast looks to
be merely another unpleasant side effect of the Iranian
mess, since it would never exist if the nightly hostage
reports hadn’t earned boffo ratings for ABC.

The first program was weighed down with a
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contrived confrontation between this Agah fellow
and Dorothea Morefield, wife of an American
hostage. When anchor Ted Koppel announced that
“for the first time” on live TV such a clash would
occur, he sounded like the host of one of those old
bleeding-heart and humiliation TV shows of the
50’s—*“Strike it Rich” and “This Is Your Life,” and
that sort of thing.

The gambit was cheaply theatrical, mawkish and
self-promotional. It was preceded by soap operatic
tape of the Morefield family in San Diego . . .

Of course, it wasn’t really news at all. It was new
news, neo-news, non-news, pseudo-news, a sugary
news substitute. Newsohol. In fact the program was
produced like an entertainment show, starting with a
dizzy, busy, outer-space motif at the outset . . .

In television it is commonly felt now that more
news is automatically good news and that even a news
cocktail is preferable to more stale beer from the
entertainment producers of Hollywood. There is
merit to this argument, but it almost evaporates in the
face of something like “ABC News Nightline.” It is
difficult to see what is accomplished in the name of re-
ality when the news is dressed up in a clown suit and
paraded in the center ring.

. Past performances by the likes of Geraldo
Rivera and shows like “20/20” suggest ABC News is
unembarrassable, but shows like “Nightline” must be
producing a few red faces around the shop, at least
among the old-timers who still remember what news
used to be.

Koppel would remember that review for years. “Shales shredded
us to bits. It was devastating. I make it a practice not to complain when
critics go after you, because if I'm prepared to accept their praise, I'd
better accept their criticism. But I felt terrible for all of us. So I called
Tom and I said, ‘Look, I think that was dreadfully unfair. Here’s a pro-
gram that’s going to be on the air night after night after night, and you

WorldRadioHistory




DEFINING NIGHTLINE 31

get us on our first night out, and okay, so maybe we weren’t great, but
why couldn’t you wait for two or three weeks?’ ”

Shales told Koppel that he’d wanted to hold off but that his editor
had pushed for a review of the first show. For the sake of fairness, Shales
promised to come back and review Nightline again in six months or so.

BILL LORD HAD no doubt that Shales would come around. After
weeks of grappling for a concept of what Nightline should be, Lord was
convinced that he’d found the formula with the Morefield-Ali Agah
debate. “We would bring people together who were worlds apart,
using the most advanced technology available. With the right guests
and a fine focus piece up front, and with Ted’s intellect as the inquisi-
tor, I knew it could be extraordinary.”

Lord envisioned applying the live technology and Koppel’s inter-
viewing skills to a wide range of subjects: to stories about science, and
to natural events like storms and earthquakes. He saw no reason why
Nightline couldn’t tackle those subjects, and he saw no reason to wait
for the release of the hostages to try. It was a given that every broad-
cast would include an update on the hostages until they were free. But
the freedom of running a broadcast called Nightline instead of one
called America Held Hostage was the freedom to deviate from the Iran
story when there was nothing new on it. Lord wanted to stretch the
editorial reach of Nightline immediately.

Koppel did not. “I had a mind-set at the time,” Koppel explained,
“that we were the Iran hostage program. I did not feel confident
enough about the program yet; I was really nervous that if we strayed
away from the hostage story, we were going to lose all the people. I
thought what the audience was tuning in for, night after might, was to
hear about the hostage crisis. And I was not ready to let go of that life
preserver.”

So Lord gradually tugged Koppel away from the “life preserver”
with topics that suited Koppel’s intellect and experience: politics
and the presidential primaries, the economy, U.S.-Soviet relations,
and the Middle East. Then Lord tugged a little more forcefully. Three
weeks after Nightline’s debut, he called Koppel at his home one
morning. Not much news was coming out of Iran, Lord observed,
but there was this—Lord paused—this volcano in Washington State,
and . ..
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Lord detected nothing but absolute silence on the other end of the
phone. He could almost hear Koppel thinking, A volcano?

Lord went on. The volcano, he said, Mount St. Helens, had begun
to rumble and smoke and spit ash. Nightline could show it live. Now
he paused for a response.

Silence. Then, in a low, you-should-know-better tone: “Bill.” Lord
thought Koppel’s jaw sounded clenched. “Bill, that is not Nightline.”

Lord offered a snappy retort. “Well, Ted, I think it is Nightline.”
They could have tossed that one back and forth all day.

For Lord the whole point was the live shot. Producer David
Bohrman had flown out to Washington and had rigged up a series of
microwave hops and satellite links that would allow Nightline to broad-
cast a live picture of the rumbling volcano, which would be visible be-
cause it was so far west that the sun would just be setting behind it at
airtime.

Koppel, for his part, understood that Lord was enthralled with nat-
ural cataclysms and exotic live pictures, but what did a rumbling
mountain have to do with a show like Nightline? Besides, the volcano
hadn’t even erupted yet. Koppel relented, although Lord would tell a
colleague that in the minutes before air, “Ted was not at all happy”
about the topic. Until, that is, the shot came up of a scientist standing
in haze caused, in part, by smoke from St. Helen’s. It was so hazy that
the mountain wasn’t even visible, but the scientist, 2 man named Dr.
Stephen Harris, conveyed the feeling that he stood near a monster that
was about to awaken after 120 years.

HARRIS: St. Helens is one of the most violently explosive volca-
noes on the Pacific Rim . . . the fact that the earthquakes
are continuing as the mountain is being continuously
shaken indicates that there is hot magma—that is, liquid
rock—moving underground, which is generating the
earthquakes. And as long as these continue, the possibil-
ity of a major eruption is there.

Koppel was captivated. “Bill was absolutely right about that one,”
he said afterward. Within weeks, the volcano erupted so violently that
it heaved clouds of ash up to twelve miles high. Koppel offered no re-
sistance to another broadcast on it. That night Lord went to the con-
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trol room earlier than usual, waiting for the live satellite picture of the
volcano. When the picture came up, a shot of the mountain with its
upper third missing—blown away by the eruption—Lord whooped
(like his hunched shoulders, his whoops were also a signal, his staff
would learn, but this one positive). The volcano, he believed, sym-
bolized Nightline’s first “watershed”: it redefined the show’s editorial
reach, and—just as important—its technological reach.

Lord began to envision Nightline as more than a public-affairs
show; now and then, it could turn the viewer into an armchair trav-
eler. The same advancements in satellite technology that permitted
Koppel’s pioneering multilateral, multinational interviews also al-
lowed, from Lord’s perspective, the exploration of events and loca-
tions in parts of the world that viewers might previously have only
read about. By exercising newly developed technological muscle,
Nightline could transport the viewer into remote and exotic pockets of
the world, live.

Koppel, on the other hand, worried about “the technological tail
wagging the editorial dog.” Yes, he had originally hated the idea of a
show about a volcano, and yes, in retrospect, he’d been wrong about
that one. But Mount St. Helens was actually an active scientific phe-
nomenon. What Koppel feared was that television news in general, if
not Nightline, stood in danger of choosing live locations first and com-
ing up with stories to justify them second. (Fifteen years later, he’d
note the proliferation of local, cable, and network reporters standing
in remote locations by their individual satellite dishes, too busy “re-
porting live” to actually have time to travel around an area and learn
something, and he’d conclude that his fears, for television news in gen-
eral, were justified.)

Occasional dust-ups between the executive producer and anchor
over live shots were therefore inevitable, like the one over “sunrise in
the Sudan.” Lord’s enthusiasm for that one would seem especially
quaint with a few years’ hindsight, but Koppel, at the time, saw noth-
ing quaint about it. He groused that once he’d informed the audience
that it had the privilege of witnessing the first live shot in history of
sunrise over the Sudan, what would he talk about for the next twenty-
nine minutes? But the two men had come to a tacit understanding by
then about what to do when they disagreed over a subject for the
broadcast. Whoever felt most passionately, for or against the story,
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won. Sometimes it was Lord, sometimes it was Koppel. In the case of
sunrise over the Sudan, it was Lord. He tied the live shot to a program
about political developments in the region, where the rise of Islamic
fundamentalism was said to have played a role in the recent murder of
Egyptian president Anwar Sadat.

Lord also felt more passionately for, than Koppel did against, pur-
suing the Mount Everest of live television, which, it so happened, was
Mount Everest. At the time, television did not even exist in the Hindu
kingdom of Nepal. But Bohrman had heard about a group of Canadian
mountain climbers who were about to ascend Everest with small
hand-held cameras. Their plan was to hand the videotapes off to sher-
pas, who would carry the material back down the mountain to base
camp, where it could be picked up and driven to Katmandu and then
fed from Katmandu by satellite. “Envision this,” Bohrman told Lord.
“A live shot from Mount Everest. A live shot not of Mount Everest,
but from the top of Everest.”

Bohrman proposed setting up a series of microwave dishes be-
tween Katmandu and the base of Everest. If the climbers made it to
the summit with a video camera, they could send a live shot from the
highest point in the world back through the Himalayas by microwave
to Katmandu, where a satellite would feed the shot on to New York.
Lord paused perhaps a second or two before saying yes to the effort.

Bohrman and another producer, along with a crew of ABC cam-
eramen and technicians, flew into Nepal with over twenty cases of
gear and equipment. At the airport, Nepalese officials performed an as-
siduous examination of each and every item in each and every case. It
occurred to Bohrman, as the authorities carefully wrote down his ex-
planations of what each item was called and what it did, that he could
simply make up names and functions for the items, since the officials
had no idea what they were looking at. Eventually, the gear was ap-
proved and moved to a hotel in Katmandu. There Bohrman met with
experts who knew the terrain, and together they plotted a series of
microwave “hops” through the mountains between Katmandu and
Everest. In the end it took five microwave dishes to establish a televi-
sion signal between the city and the mountain. Then a yak ran into
one of the microwave dishes. That remains, as far as anyone has been

able to ascertain, the only time a yak and a microwave dish have ever
collided.
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Bohrman got it all fixed, and weeks before the climbers had even
reached the summit, a camera stationed next to one of the microwave
dishes was transmitting a live picture of Everest back to Katmandu. It
was not a view from the summit, but any live shot of the mountain
was a first, and Lord wanted it on the air. He’d do another broadcast,
he told Bohrman, when the climbers reached the top. Lord decided
that the first Everest broadcast would open on the live shot and then
go to a taped story by correspondent Jack Smith, a veteran climber
himself, who’d traveled with a camera crew to the climbers’ base
camp. The live guest would be a spokesman for the Canadians sta-
tioned at the Katmandu hotel. All Lord really wanted was to plant the
television equivalent of a “Nightline Was Here First” flag on Everest.
And as far as he was concerned, the flag was planted when Koppel
opened the broadcast with these words:

KOPPEL: What you see behind me is the first live shot in history
of Mount Everest.

While Lord whooped in the control room, Koppel tried to fend
off a bad case of ennui. All he could think, as he looked at the moni-
tors of the satellite feed was, It’s a mountain, for heaven’s sake. It’s just
sitting there, like mountains do. It could be a postcard.

But Lord loved it. It reminded him of a broadcast with Edward R.
Murrow in the fifties, when Murrow showed a live shot of the Brook-
lyn Bridge, then switched to a live shot of the Golden Gate Bridge, all
the while marveling at the wonders of technology that allowed the
viewer to stride the continent in a heartbeat. Bohrman loved it because
his intricate web of microwave and satellite signals, the yak mishap
notwithstanding, worked. And Jack Smith loved it because he could
claim that his stand-up from base camp set a new world record for the
highest stand-up in the history of broadcast news: 17,500 feet above
sea level.

A week later, two of the climbers were making the final push to
the summit when they decided to lighten their load by getting rid of
the camera. But David Bohrman was a producer possessed; he
arranged for a STOL (Short Take-Off and Landing) plane to fly ABC’s
cameraman over the mountain as the two men reached the peak. The
camera fed the picture from the plane, through the microwave hops
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and satellites, back to America. The only problem was that the video
signal from the plane came up just seconds after Nightline went off the
air. But Canadian television picked it up and broadcast the picture of
the men on the summit to a proud Canadian nation. All the effort had
paid off . . . if not for the audience to which the effort had been origi-
nally dedicated.

Bohrman looked back at the Everest adventures years later and
reflected, “All of us at Nightline in those days, we felt like pioneers.
There were no rules. We had to figure out, “What kind of program
are we?” ”

The trick was to see what worked and to keep it, to see what
didn’t work and throw it out.. . . to let the show gradually, as Lord put
it, “define itself.” Experimentation wasn’t a risk but a necessity. From
the producers, for example, he encouraged provocative, unconven-
tional “focus” pieces, the introductory taped stories that set up the
issues to be discussed in the live interviews. He wanted the stories to
have a point of view, he told the producers. Any guest who might take
issue with that point of view would have the opportunity to do so.
What was important was that the piece serve as an intellectual spring-
board to the interviews.

“There was a feeling,” said Tom Yellin, one of the original field
producers, “that if you didn’t know what you were supposed to do,
then you could make it up. Which made it so exciting.”

Lionel Chapman had worked with Koppel on America Held
Hostage. But Nightline, he found, was a whole new environment.
“I remember being pushed to do things differently. In my case the
pushing came from Ted. We were encouraged to test ourselves and
to try things.”

Bob Jordan and Pam Kahn, two of the other original field produc-
ers, would find themselves in remote parts of the world with little, if
any, instruction from Lord and Koppel. “But if you were thrust into a
story somewhere in the world where things were unfamiliar and the
logistics difficult,” according to Jordan, “Ted would say, ‘Just tell me
what you see.” It was the best advice a producer in the field could get,
and it’s what all of us at Nightline operated on.”

THE BOOKERS, for the first half-year or so, were having adventures
of another kind. Sometimes Koppel would pass by Susan Mercan-
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detti’s office and overhear her on the phone: “K-O-P-P-E-L. Ted
Koppel. He used to be at the State Department. Nightline. No, Night-
line. It’s a new show. Right. At eleven-thirty. No, that would be
Johnny Carson. Our show is on ABC. No, Night-line.”

Not many guests worth booking understood why they should put
off sleep until some ungodly hour to appear on a program they’d never
heard of. Those who were aware that ABC had something on opposite
Carson thought it was still strictly a hostage-update show. They cer-
tainly saw no payoff in staying up until midnight to appear on it.
Who’d be watching? In the early days there were only two bookers,
Mercandetti and Nadine Muchin, and it was up to them to figure out
how to get people to come on. Mercandetti would recall that “the
toughest to convince were the Washington power figures. There was
no nightlife in Washington, especially back in the early eighties. Offi-
cial Washington tucked in early.”

Several important politicians and diplomats tried to negotiate a
pre-taped interview—something that could be done earlier in the
evening. But Roone Arledge issued an edict that every guest, regard-
less of rank, celebrity, or power, must appear live or not at all. “Once
you start taping people,” Arledge had warned Lord, “nobody’s going
to want to stay up until eleven-thirty at night in Washington to come
into the studio. And by pre-taping we’ll lose all the spontaneity.”
Arledge had another concern. “If we get into pre-taping interviews,
Ted will be interviewing one guest at a time, and that means we won’t
have the ability to let the guests debate one another.” Arledge was bet-
ting that, over time, potential guests would appreciate that “live”
meant their words would be unedited. He was also betting that Kop-
pel’s focused interrogations would burnish Nightline’s reputation as a
serious, even prestigious, forum. Once a few important events un-
folded on Nightline’s watch, Arledge felt certain that its reputation
would grow.

MEANWHILE, WORKING IN near anonymity had its benefits. It
united the staff. So did the whispers—inside and outside the net-
work—that a show that owed its existence to the Ayatollah Khome-
ini wouldn’t last long. The day Bob Jordan was hired from a Boston
affiliate, he ran into some old friends who worked for other ABC
broadcasts. “You're going to work for Nightline?” they scoffed. “It’s
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not gonna survive. Six months tops. ABC’s crazy if it thinks this
show’s gonna work.” The sense that they were outsiders at ABC
News, as well as the underdogs of late-night, forged a bond among
Nightline’s bookers, producers, reporters, and researchers.

The only real divide was geographic. Half the staff worked out of
New York, the rest, out of Washington. Arledge wanted the execu-
tive producer and the control room for the broadcast in New York, at
ABC News headquarters, so that he could be involved with the de-
velopment of the broadcast. He would have preferred having the
anchor in New York, too, but Koppel had settled his family in Mary-
land many years earlier; he had no intention of uprooting them. So
Lord had hired an even number of staff members for the two cities. He
bridged the divide by institutionalizing a morning conference call
(which would continue to launch the Nightline workday a decade and
a half later). The call began with a producer summarizing what had
happened in the world overnight, after which the staff would pitch
story ideas until Lord and Koppel settled on a topic for that night’s
broadcast (subject to change in the event of breaking news).

There was an innocence about those early days. For several
months, the New York staff, except for Lord, didn’t even have office
space. For conference calls with Washington, they’d cram into Lord’s
office, some sitting on the floor, some huddled together on a frayed
couch, all packed together so tightly that formality was impossible.

The collegial environment and underdog mentality paid off. The
staff responded as a team when signal events began breaking on Night-
line’s watch, beginning with a startling post-midnight announcement
out of the White House in late April 1980. Koppel had just signed off
the broadcast when the White House released the news of a secret
military mission to rescue the hostages. Dust storms in the Iranian
desert and problems with helicopters had forced President Carter to
order the mission aborted; but one of the helicopters had collided
with a C-130 cargo plane, the White House said, killing eight men of
the Delta Force. Koppel returned to the anchor chair for a five-and-
a-half-hour special report, an all-night marathon of satellite feeds.
There were live reports from ABC correspondents stationed overseas,
who described worldwide reaction to the aborted mission, with live
pictures from Tehran, where citizens were swarming the gates of the
American embassy, denouncing Carter as Satan.
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Operation Blue Light was the worst debacle of the Carter presi-
dency and a defining event in the evolution of Nightline into a pro-
gram that viewers would turn to for late-night breaking news. A
fledgling cable network called CNN would launch a twenty-four-
hour-a-day news service that same year, but Nightline had at its
disposal the global resources of ABC, including state-of-the-art tech-
nology, vast numbers of foreign and domestic bureaus, seasoned cor-
respondents, and talented producers. Nightline could respond to crises
almost instantly, almost anywhere, and not just in Iran.

In fact, Koppel was not all that surprised one December night,
while dining out before the broadcast, to be pulled from the table for
an urgent phone call. He figured it was either something about the
Americans still held captive in Tehran or something about Poland.
That very night, in just over an hour, he was scheduled to interview
the Soviet commentator Vladimir Pozner about the possibility of
Soviet intervention in Poland. The caller was Lord. John Lennon, the
former Beatle and an icon of rock and roll, had been shot outside his
Manhattan apartment building. By the time Koppel and his colleagues
had made it back to the studio, Lennon was dead. About thirty min-
utes were left before airtime to scrap the top half of the line-up on
Poland and replace it with a live report from correspondent Lynn
Sherr, who was at the hospital where Lennon lay dead, and for a rem-
iniscence from 20/20’s Geraldo Rivera, who had at least met Lennon.
At 2:30 A.M. Eastern Time, Koppel anchored an entirely new edition
on Lennon for the West Coast. By then ABC had set up a camera out-
side the Dakota, Lennon’s Manhattan apartment building, the scene of
a strange and impromptu vigil. Hundreds of men and women had
converged around the dark Victorian building where Lennon had
been shot. In the wee hours of that winter night, the mourners held
candles and sang Beatles songs. The microphone caught an echo as
their voices bounced between brick and concrete and drifted into
Central Park.

Breaking stories would spike the ratings over the years, but had
Nightline’s success depended on them, it would have faded away be-
fore the hostages were even released. In fact, the aborted attempt to
rescue the hostages, in April, and John Lennon’s murder, in Decem-
ber, were about it when it came to crises breaking on Nightline’s
watch for the first year. Something more fundamental distinguished
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the hundreds of shows that aired between April and December: the
live interviews.

The topicality of the interviews, the electricity attendant to their
being live, and the sense that on any given night Koppel might be
holding a conversation with someone halfway around the world began
to command attention. Television critics commented on what they
usually described as Koppel’s
even referred to a night when Koppel seemed to lose his cool with
some Iranian protesters as an example of his, and Nightline’s, spon-
taneity. Koppel conceded to the reviewer that he had had trouble dis-
guising his anger with the protesters’ defense of the hostage-taking.
But even then, his ire manifested itself more in the way he phrased his

13

unflappable” demeanor. One reviewer

questions than in his tone of voice or demeanor. “Calm” simply came
naturally to him. So did live broadcasting, as naturally as breathing.
Once he told a colleague that if someone were to measure his pulse at
noon and again during a broadcast, he doubted if there would be any
difference at all. The medium suited Koppel. And his demeanor suited
the intimacy of the medium, especially late at night.

Reviewers also made note of the fact that Koppel actually seemed
to be listening to his guests. He was. Susan Mercandetti would re-
member how she’d learned that. The day after Nightline’s debut, she
walked up to Koppel and handed him a neatly typed list of questions
that she thought he might want to ask a guest that evening.

Koppel looked Mercandetti in the eye and said, “Do not ever, ever
give me questions.” Mercandetti was mortified. She never did hand
him another list, nor did she ever see him prepare one.

Koppel refused to work off prepared questions because he wanted
to hear what the guests had to say and to build on the conversations
naturally, the way people did in real life, around dinner tables or in
seminars. Guests could say surprising things. Koppel knew he’d better
be listening and not looking at notes. He would be freer, that way, to
take the conversation on whatever tangent seemed right. The results
were some electrifying debates that first year, on everything from the
equal rights amendment to the Voyager space probe, from the baseball
strike to the ethics of the death penalty, from riots in Miami to the
reemergence of the Ku Klux Klan. The fact that everything was live,
and that the show was electronically convening guests who often
lacked the means or the inclination or the will to debate face-to-face,
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meant that neither the guests nor the audience nor Koppel could ever
be certain where the conversations would end up.

In November 1980 The Christian Science Monitor wrote that “a
quiet revolution in late-night network news has erupted while most
of the nation slept . . . or watched Johnny Carson . . . Nightline is the
thinking man’s alternative to late network viewing.” The Monitor
cited as evidence a two-and-a-half-hour special edition that aired the
night after Ronald Reagan’s landslide election to the presidency. It
was a technological marvel for its time, an electronic international
whip-around anchored by Koppel, Frank Reynolds, and Barbara
Walters. Reynolds chatted with the President-elect and Mrs. Reagan,
who appeared from their home in California and still seemed to be
adjusting to the news that they’d won; Walters talked to Soviet com-
mentator Vladimir Pozner in Moscow, who speculated that Reagan’s
hard-line views would hurt U.S.-Soviet relations; ABC’s Pierre
Salinger reported from London on European reaction to the election;
and from Washington, the columnist George Will appeared and ac-
cused religious conservative activists of hogging too much credit for
the election.

Koppel anchored a multilateral debate featuring senators George
McGovern, Birch Bayh, and Frank Church, and two conservative po-
litical activists, Paul Weyrich and the Reverend Jerry Falwell. The
three senators had been tossed from office the previous evening by a
new wave of conservative voters. They seemed to relish the chance to
confront their conservative nemeses, if only by satellite.

BAYH: [ say to Mr. Falwell, I am a Christian. I was reared by
Christian grandparents, baptized in the Church of
Christ. . . . I think that most of us are moral, whether
we are on the right or the left. We want to do the right
thing.

FALWELL: ... I have nothing but love and appreciation for these
gentlemen ... And I have never spoken an ill word
about any of them . . .

CHURCH: ... Now these gentlemen talk, you know, within the
bounds of sweet reason on this program. But when I see
literature of that kind spreading around this state, I'm not
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only disturbed, but I'm frightened that this tendency
could lead us into hatred, intolerance, and bigotry. . . .

WEYRICH: ... [ want to address what Senator Church was talking
about, because, as Holy Scripture says, “By their fruits ye
shall know them.” And the fruits of a member of Con-
gress is his voting record. . . . And I don’t think if you
take a look at the voting records of the senators who are
here on this program, that really you can put them in the
category of people who support the traditional family,
people who support traditional moral views.

KOPPEL: Gentlemen, each of you seems to be astonishingly capa-
ble of quo?ing Scripture. And I just wonder how it is that
this impression is abroad and in the country now that
your groups are hate groups.

WEYRICH: Well, I don’t know . . .

McGOVERN: ... These . .. right-wing extremists . . . have been get-
ting away with dirty tactics in American politics for too
long a time. ... They’ve said they’ll lie. They’'ve said
they’ll ewist the facts. They’ve said they’ll do anything to
defeat humane and progressive senators that don’t fit their
mold of what an American ought to be. I personally re-
gard them as a menace to the American political process.

Jeft Gralnick, the executive producer that night, thought the five-
way debate was a milestone. “Ted choreographed a conversation
among all those people. And this was in the days before Ted had mon-
itors to see everyone—I had all the monitors in the control room, but
he couldn’t see all the guests. So I’d have to say in his ear, while he
was listening to the conversation, ‘It looks like McGovern wants in,’
and he’d go with it. And it was so good that the show went on for two
hours and forty minutes—the longest post-election special in history.”

Tom Yellin stood in the control room at 1 A.M. as the debate raged
on and realized that “there was this real true exchange. It was like hav-
ing these people in your living room. It really had the intimacy of a
personal encounter.” This was the night, said Yellin, “when, after
seven months on the air, Nightline, I thought, had finally matured.
What made that show different was that for the first time you had real
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people at the center of a news story offering not only their insights and
analysis of a story itself—but they felt comfortable enough on this
night to reveal themselves.”

NOT LONG AFTER THAT broadcast, Bob Jordan started hearing
from the same former colleagues who had teased him back in March
about joining a show that had no future. Jordan’s old associates now
wanted to know about the rumors that Nightline was going to be ex-
panded to thirty minutes, five nights a week. The rumors were true,
Jordan informed them. Would it mean, they asked, that there might
be openings on the staff?

AT THE TURN of the year, Tom Shales honored his promise to
Koppel to revisit the program. In the January 8, 1981, issue of The
Washington Post, under the headline “THE LATE BLOOMER; A NICHE IN
LATE-NIGHT; TED KOPPEL OF ‘NIGHTLINE’: FROM HOSTAGES TO HOT,”
Shales wrote:

The man most responsible for the success of “ABC
News Nightline” is the Ayatollah Khomeni.

The man second most responsible is Ted Koppel.

If not for the hostage crisis and ABC’s commitment
to broadcast nightly reports on it, “Nightline” would
perhaps never have become a permanent network fix-
ture, as it did last March. This week it expanded from
20 to 30 minutes, and in April goes from four nights a
week to five.

This man Koppel—short, pugnacious, cocky, droll,
40—has helped pull off a double garbanzo: first that a
news show would give Johnny Carson a run for the
late-night ratings (occasionally beating him, never get-
ting creamed by him) and second that ABC News of all
Newses would come up with a broadcast this smart,
classy, and relatively shlockless.

“Nightline” represents the most successful pro-
gramming initiative in ABC News history. Executive
producer William Lord can take bows, but Koppel
gets a medal. He’s moved to front and center of net-
work news.
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He’s a smoothie. He’s a pro. He’s a rocket. What
makes “Nightline” click is Koppel’s bull’'s-eye inter-
viewing style, a verbal and rhetorical combination of
Sugar Ray Leonard and Mikhail Baryshnikov—a suc-
cession of jabs, rejoinders and judicious-to-delicious
interruptions: Koppel a cappella.

In ten months the critics had come around, major players in pol-
itics, culture, and diplomacy were accepting invitations to appear, and
the affiliates considered the show enough of a ratings success to grant
its expansion from twenty minutes to a half-hour. And yet, still, the
specter of the hostage crisis loomed over every broadcast. Koppel’s
sign-offs were all variations on a theme: “It is day 399 for the hostages
in Iran.” “Today marked the four hundredth day of captivity for the
Americans being held in Iran.” “This is day 401 of the Iran hostage
crisis.” Nightline was sticking by its commitment to provide updates
on the crisis every night, no matter what the main topic of the broad-
cast. In fact, since the failed rescue mission, almost half of all the
Nightline broadcasts had been devoted entirely to Iran or the hostages.
Without a resolution, Nightline was still, the joke went, “the show
brought to you by the Ayatollah Khomeini.”

By then several of the wives of the hostages had been interviewed
by Koppel so often that their faces were better known than those of
their spouses. Louisa Kennedy, whose husband had been the third-
ranking diplomat in Tehran before his captivity and who, along with
Dorothea Morefield, appeared on Nightline frequently, couldn’t walk
through a grocery store without attracting attention. Programs like
Nightline, Mrs. Kennedy realized, had ushered in the era of the “global
village.” Viewers, she said, “knew us by our first names.”

Some columnists and politicians argued that by keeping the spot-
light on the hostages, the wives had made it more valuable to Iran
to prolong the crisis. The wives, obviously, did not agree. Louisa
Kennedy would say later that had Nightline and the rest of the Ameri-
can media simply ignored the hostages, “I’'m afraid the Iranians would
have simply kept them locked up and thrown away the key.” When
her husband was released, he would learn of the intensive coverage
and of his wife’s appearances and would concur that they’d helped
more than hurt the hostages. Television, said Moorhead Kennedy,
“did far more to rally the American people against the Iranians and to
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strengthen the hand of Mr. Carter in not making concessions than
would have been the case” without the coverage. In fact, Kennedy re-
membered that his captors had complained to him that the American
media was engaged in “disinformation” against the Iranians. “What
should the media have said that it didn’t?” he would challenge his
guards. They had never offered much of a reply.

JANUARY 21, 1981, day 444 of the hostage crisis, it ended. Min-
utes after Ronald Reagan took the oath of office, Iranian officials put
the Americans on a plane for home. Richard Morefield stepped off the
plane during a stop in Algiers and waved to the television cameras.
Morefield did not know that his wife was watching that scene, live,
from their home in San Diego, nor would he have dreamed it possi-
ble. He’d been gone so long and kept so isolated that Morefield had
no idea about the recent advancements in television that allowed it to
bring people together who were “worlds apart.” And he had no idea
about a show called Nightline.

One week later, he was on it. With his wife at his side, Morefield
watched as Koppel ran a clip from the premiere show, when Mrs.
Morefield confronted Ali Agah about the mail. Morefield then re-
counted to Koppel the story of how he’d learned from the angry guard
about the confrontation between his wife and the chargé and how
he’d tapped the information out to the other hostages, to let them
know that “they weren’t forgotten.” And Morefield beamed when he
remembered the thrill, a few days after the guard’s visit, when some-
one opened his cell door and handed him letters from his family, the
first mail to reach him during all those months in captivity.

After the program, Koppel pulled the Morefields and the Nightline
staff into a studio and brought out champagne. At long last the hostages
were free. Finally, Nightline was completely free to define itself.

SOMEWHERE ABOUT THIS TIME, Lord, Koppel, senior pro-
ducer Stu Schwartz, and writer Steve Steinberg, all of whom had
worked for ABC back in the days when people called it the “Almost
Broadcasting Company,” adoped a new motto. They might be dis-
cussing some story idea or reviewing a broadcast at midnight or even
scrambling to change the show, and one of them would pause and
smile and say to another, “These are the good old days.”
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ROONE ARLEDGE WOULD PINPOINT the show’s coming of
age to an event that occurred a few months later. The broadcast had
invited Secretary of State Alexander Haig to appear from Ottawa at
the end of an economic summit. Haig, who was in Ottawa with Pres-
ident Reagan, sent back a message that he was planning to ride home
with the President to Washington on Air Force One, at precisely the
hour when Nightline was on the air. If Nightline wanted him, said Haig,
it would have to pre-tape the interview.

At the time Arledge still insisted that all of Koppel’s interviews be
live and had warned Lord not to set a precedent by giving in to any-
one. “Live” was part of what defined the show and gave it an edge.
Lord thought that perhaps an interview with the secretary of state was
worth a pre-tape. He called Arledge and asked permission to break the
rule against pre-taping just once.

Arledge said no.

In the end Haig agreed to miss his ride on Air Force One. He re-
mained behind in Canada to appear on Nightline.

Even fifteen years later, Arledge savored that memory. “That was
a defining moment. The fact that Haig stayed up in Canada to appear
live kind of reinforced in our minds how important the program had
become.”
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hadn’t been a week, even, since the champagne celebration

with the Morefields and the joy of it still lingered around the of-
fice. The release of the hostages had given Koppel and his producers a
whole new freedom to experiment. The affiliates had given them an
expanded time slot in which to do it.

So it was going to be a tad embarrassing for Radice to have to tell
Koppel that he couldn’t get his first assignment for the newly ex-
panded Nightline off the ground. He shuffled into Koppel’s office and
asked, “Do you have a minute?”

FRANK RADICE HATED to be the guy to burst the bubble. It

“Sure,” Koppel answered. “What’s up?”

Radice flopped down in a chair. This could be awkward. How do
you tell the anchor that the network correspondents rate working on
a Nightline story about as exciting as a stakeout in the rain? “I can’t find
a correspondent,” Radice announced.

Koppel wasn’t surprised. “You mean you can’t find a willing cor-
respondent,” he replied. It was no secret to Koppel that few of ABC’s
on-camera reporters wanted to work for the show. Even though a
typical Nightline focus piece ran five or six minutes, which was much
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longer than standard evening-news stories, most reporters believed
that the advantage of more airtime was outweighed by the disadvan-
tage of a smaller audience, compared to the numbers who tuned in to
World News Tonight. And though it was true that after ten months on
the air Nightline was beginning to receive favorable reviews, the acco-
lades were for Koppel’s skills as an interviewer, not for the taped
pieces. Nightline had two correspondents of its own, James Walker and
John Martin—and, for a time, Charles Gibson as well—who partici-
pated in the overall editorial process of choosing stories and who en-
joyed the best of exotic travel and interesting assignments. But those
correspondents were often on the road and overbooked, which meant
that it was up to the ABC News assignment desk to drum up some re-
luctant reporter to file for the show.

On this particular Friday, Radice had informed the desk that he
needed a reporter for a story on organized crime in Chicago. They’d
have to travel that night; the story was scheduled for Monday’s broad-
cast. About an hour later the desk editor had called him back and said
there simply wasn’t anyone available. Radice was nonplussed. No
one? Not a single paid on-camera employee of ABC News was free to
go to Chicago? Nope, was the answer.

Radice had then phoned Bill Lord in New York to tell him about
the problem. Lord’s response: “You’re a clever boy. You'll think of
something.” Click. That had been it.

So now it was Koppel’s turn to listen to Radice’s plight, and to
watch his producer sink lower and lower in a chair. But Koppel had
an idea: “Go find the best crime reporter in Chicago, someone who’s
covered the Mafia for years. Doesn’t matter whether they work in
television, radio, or on a newspaper. Sit down and interview him on
camera. Have him give you all the details, all his memories of cover-
ing the Mob. Then cut his answers into a narrative.”

Radice flew to Chicago with a camera crew and tracked down a
reporter with the Chicago Sun-Times named Art Petacque. Petacque
was a classic: a gruff-voiced, heavy-set, street-smart newsman who’d
covered the Mob for years. He took Radice through the structure of
the Cosa Nostra, through its history, through the best anecdotes.
Radice had more than enough for a ten-minute narrative.

Because Petacque’s stories weren’t scripted, and because his voice
wasn’t trained for broadcasting, the narration had a raw, natural feel
to 1t.
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PETACQUE:  The outfit in Chicago, the crime syndicate as we call it,
plays this kind of a role in the daily life of people like you
and myself. . . . In Chicago, I could tell you that they’ve
been in legitimate businesses that ranged from the crib to
the grave. And I say that literally. Now, Fred Evans, who
is the Meyer Lanksy type in Chicago, owned a diaper
company. Now, that’s the crib bit.

After the interview, Radice spent an afternoon roaming around
Chicago, shooting locations referred to by Petacque. He had a Night-
line assistant dig up old stills and file footage of Al Capone and the other
Mafia figures Petacque had mentioned. Then he edited the interview
into a cohesive narrative, and covered it with the appropriate pictures.

The format wasn’t new. Documentary films often structured nar-
ratives out of interviews, and the network news shows had toyed
around for years with stories built strictly out of “natural sound.” But
the Mafia story was the first attempt at the technique on Nightline. It
worked so well that within weeks, several producers were cobbling
stories without correspondents. And over time they learned to weave
narratives not with one voice but with a series of voices from the field.
Children of divorce talked about pain, children of alcoholics about
fear, children of Israel and of Palestine about their dreams for peace.
Lord dubbed the format “the Petacque.”

What was different about “Petacques” on Nightline was the way
the broadcast married the format to breaking news. When a man with
a rifle walked into a McDonald’s in San Ysidro, California, opened fire,
killed and wounded adults and children, and laid siege to the restau-
rant, a local ABC affiliate positioned a camera crew across the street
and broadcast live reports. Producer Bob LeDonne arranged a feed of
those reports to New York, where he edited them together chrono-
logically to re-create the unfolding tragedy. Within two hours of its
conclusion, after police stormed the restaurant and killed the gunman,
LeDonne had the piece ready for broadcast. The natural sounds and
the voices, all recorded in “real time,” held the viewer in close to the
confusion, commotion, and fear.

After San Ysidro, whenever there was late-breaking news of na-
tional interest, if a local affiliate could feed video to New York in time
for the broadcast, the assignment would go to LeDonne. So one sum-
mer night when the calls came in that a passenger jet had just crashed
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outside Dallas and Nightline was scheduled to go on the air in an hour
and a half, it was LeDonne who ran to an editing room and waited for
the pictures to come in. When they did, he was stunned. The camera
roamed inside a mass of torn and smoking metal. Only one rescue
worker popped in and out of the frame. LeDonne realized that the
cameraman who’d captured this must have been one of the first peo-
ple to reach the crash site. What was most startling was the sound:
there wasn’t any. There was a ghastly silence—the sound of death.

LeDonne culled seven minutes of the scene. Using strictly natural
sound, he edited the material into an eerie tour through the wreckage:
Rain and mist mix with smoke to drop a foggy gray shroud on every
image, creating an impression, especially with the silence, of an awful
dream. The quiet eventually gives way to the faint wailing of sirens
until, finally, the shouts of emergency workers pierce the air. A man
with a bullhorn yells, “Leave the bodies where they are.”

The package drew an unusual review from Tom Shales, who
rarely wrote about Nightline’s focus pieces: “What a viewer got from
these seven minutes was a more immediate and authentic impression
of what the crash was like, and what its effects were on those involved,
than a reporter standing in front of the carnage with a microphone
could possibly have provided. Indeed, it reaffirmed the fact, often
overlooked in TV news, that the camera is still the most essential cor-
respondent. . . . There were no wasted motions and no excess words.”

OTHER EXPERIMENTS SPUTTERED. There was the story about
cocaine, for example, in which producers videotaped a performance
by modern dancers whose movement was supposed to be an interpre-
tation of how cocaine affected the brain. The best that can be said
about the effort was that it didn’t work.

Cartoons pretty well flopped, too. There were a number of at-
tempts during the early years to close the show on editorial cartoons.
The idea was to marry the cartoons to actual video. That concept
didn’t work, either.

KOPPEL COULD ACCEPT the failures. They were a sign of health,
a symptom of vitality and innovation. It was important to keep search-
ing for new ways to tell stories. It was equally important, Koppel knew,
to be searching for new stories to tell. The development of the broad-
cast demanded a wider range of topics than what might be considered
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inside the “safe zone” of international affairs and public policy. But the
day came when Lord wanted to venture so far out of the zone that
Koppel was fairly certain his executive producer had lost his mind. And
by dinnertime that day, Koppel’s colleagues would see him stalk out of
his office, slam the door behind him with a force so hard the wall shook,
and disappear out of the Washington bureau and into the March night.

It was the worst editorial conflict between anchor and executive
producer in the two years that Nightline had been on the air. And what
had triggered it, of all things, was the death of John Belushi.

The day had begun quietly, with guests booked and a taped piece
ready to go for a program on rising unemployment. But in the early
afternoon David Bohrman walked into Bill Lord’s office holding some
wire copy. “Bill, you need to look at this,” Bohrman advised. Accord-
ing to the wires, John Belushi, the comedian and actor, had been found
dead in a bungalow of a Los Angeles hotel. The cause of his death had
not yet been determined. He was only thirty-three years old.

Bohrman, who was himself only twenty-six, reminded Lord that
to the baby-boom generation, Belushi was an icon, one of the wildest
of the original cast members of Saturday Night Live, and, more re-
cently, an oddly charismatic movie star. The pudgy-faced, nonverbal,
sweet, and vulgar fraternity brother in Animal House was a rebel for the
eighties: a rebel against yuppiedom, against cleaning up one’s act,
against acting like a grown-up.

Lord was thinking about the audience. This was a Friday. Ever
since the show had expanded from four nights a week to five, he’d
wanted Fridays used for slightly offbeat, less serious subjects. Lord’s
philosophy was that “Friday is when people sort of unwind, go out
and have dinner, perhaps, and they don’t want to come back and see
some heavy foreign-policy thing. It’s important to find topics that are
a little looser, that will help us gain an audience based on the interest
that they might have on a Friday night . . . something a little more
comfortable and relaxed.”

Furthermore, on Fridays, what followed Nightline was ABC’s an-
swer to Saturday Night Live, a comedy show targeting young viewers.
It made sense for Nightline to complement the midnight show with
stories that might appeal to a slightly younger audience. Lord had
turned to none other than Elvis—or the ghost of Elvis—to set the
tone; the very first Friday Nightline had aired, it had featured an exclu-
sive video tour of Elvis Presley’s home, Graceland.
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It so happened that on this particular Friday, Lord had agreed to
a subject as serious as unemployment because the country was in a re-
cession, and that very morning, the Labor Department had issued a
grim unemployment rate for February: 8.8 percent of Americans
were officially without work. The rate wasn’t much higher than Jan-
uary’s, but it suggested that the recession wouldn’t be over soon. The
statistics justified a broadcast, and besides, Koppel felt strongly that
it was the right one to do. The executive producer had therefore
acceded to it.

Still, Lord kept revisiting the decision. He just didn’t think that
viewers looking for a respite from the workweek would be wild about
tuning in to a show on unemployment. So the news out of Los An-
geles caught his attention.

Lord called Bob Greene, a nationally syndicated columnist who
lived in Chicago and often reported on cultural stories for Nightline.
“If we were to put together a program on John Belushi,” Lord asked
Greene, “how do we justify it?”

“Well, he really was the John Lennon of television comedy,”
Greene replied.

Lord called Koppel. “Ted, you've seen the wires about John
Belushi. I think we’ve got to change the show.”

“What?”

“Yeah, you know, the bumblebee guy, the Saturday Night
Live guy.”

Koppel dropped his voice to the icy-cold tone, low and ominous,
that he used to convey both disgust and stubbornness. “Bill . . . I gotta
tell ya . . . I feel very, very uncomfortable with this idea.”

That was as pleasant as the conversation got. Koppel felt strongly
about the economics show; unemployment was a story people cared
about. It was timely. It was, from Koppel’s viewpoint, the sort of
subject that Nightline was all about.

Lord thought Koppel’s attitude on this was “stuffy.” Koppel
hadn’t balked at the Elvis show, had he?

But tonight both Koppel and Lord were digging in for a fight.
Lord told Koppel that he was going to have the bookers start lining up
live guests on Belushi, and that only if they came up empty would he
use the unemployment show as a backup. Koppel protested one more
time, hung up the phone and, after slamming his door, disappeared.
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While staff members quietly made bets with one another over
who would back down, Lord or Koppel, correspondent James Walker
worked with several producers to pull together a taped profile of
Belushi’s career. The bookers began the search for guests. What they
found was that not only were Belushi’s closest friends too distraught to
consider an interview, but that anyone who had so much as nodded
to Belushi in a hallway was too distraught to do an interview.

What happened next is still unclear. What Lord remembers is that
someone told him that the bookers had come up dry in the search for
one of Belushi’s friends, but that they had been able to lock in the leg-
endary comedian Milton Berle. Berle, Lord was told, had appeared as
a guest host with Belushi on Saturday Night Live. What the bookers
and their assistants still insist, to this day, is that no one booked Milton
Berle and that he miraculously appeared, out of thin air, at the ABC
studios in Los Angeles and told the news desk that he was there to
come on Nightline.

No matter how Berle came to be booked, Lord felt he had what
he needed to go ahead with the Belushi show. The bookers had also
lined up a critic from TV Guide, and Bob Greene was writing a com-
mentary on Belushi’s roots in Chicago. Now the question was, where
was Ted? It was 10 p.M. and Koppel still hadn’t returned to his office.

Lord’s phone rang. It was Koppel, calling from a restaurant in
downtown Washington. “What have you got?” Koppel asked tersely.

“Well,” Lord tried to sound upbeat, “we’ve got Milton Berle,
and—"

“Milton Berle? What the hell does Milton Berle know about John
Belushi?”

“Well, he was on Saturday Night Live once, and he’s apparently got

some good stories . . . it’ll be fine . . . really, it'll be great.”

Koppel paused for a moment before responding. “All right, I'm on
my way back in.”

Lord wondered, for the first time that night, for the first time in
two years, in fact, if it were possible that Koppel had considered not
coming back.

In fact, Koppel had sulked for the better part of two hours in a
restaurant booth with his young son, munching on a hamburger and
hoping that somehow Lord would come to his senses, that maybe the
bookers’ phone lines would go dead. But to ditch his responsibility as
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the program’s anchor was not an option as far as Koppel was con-
cerned. Still, he walked back to the studio in a foul mood.

Five minutes before air, Koppel was still peeved. John Belushi? Mil-
ton Berle? He took his anchor seat and was about to hook on his
microphone when he was told that he had an important call from the
Los Angeles studios. Koppel picked up the phone next to his desk.

“Hello?”

“Ted?”

“Yes.”

“Milton Berle. What the fuck am I doing on your show?”

OVER A DECADE LATER, Koppel remembered the call from Mil-
ton Berle better than he remembered what followed, perhaps because
what followed wasn’t memorable. Berle had called to point out that
other than having chatted with Belushi in a dressing room at NBC, he
hardly knew the man, so how much in heaven’s name could he say?

“Well, you're it, Milton,” Koppel had responded. “You're all
we’ve got.” On the air, Berle smoothly and enthusiastically compared
Belushi’s talent as a physical comedian with some of the old legends’,
and Bob Greene offered a perspective from Belushi’s hometown, but
the conversation begged for someone who knew Belushi personally.
And yet Lord would look back on that broadcast years later and still
insist that although the show might not have gone well, it was the right
one to do. And Koppel would always insist that it wasn’t.

IF KOPPEL DIDN’T THINK that Nightline—at least in its forma-
tive years—had any business shortchanging hard news for the death of
an entertainment figure, he felt just as strongly, a year later, that the
ABC entertainment division had no business producing a drama that
hyped the threat of a real nuclear holocaust. In the fall of 1983, he sat
in his office screening an advance copy of what the entertainment di-
vision hoped would be a blockbuster. It was a film, scheduled to air
during the November ratings sweeps, called The Day After. The made-
for-television movie told the story of a midwestern town hit by Soviet
nuclear missiles.

The Day After coincided with a nadir in U.S.-Soviet relations. In
September 1983 the Soviets had shot down a Korean airliner and
accused it of spying, and in October the Reagan administration had re-
affirmed its commitment to a stronger nuclear defense system. For
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Americans who might be feeling a wee bit nervous about the Cold
War, The Day After was just the thing to make them positively terrified.

Koppel watched it and cringed. “The premise was bogus. It was
meant to instill in viewers the fear that the Soviets were ready to
launch nuclear missiles at the slightest provocation and that the White
House was capable of engaging in a nuclear attack without a pro-
longed debate. And I knew that was simply not the case.” Koppel
knew because he had witnessed “war games” at the Pentagon. The
games presented officials with plausible high-pressure scenarios. Some-
times the threat of war or a nuclear crisis loomed; sometimes the cri-
sis revolved around terrorism or a hostage-taking. The officials were
required to deliberate and make decisions as if the crisis were real.
What had impressed Koppel about those games was how quickly the
officials at the table seemed to forget that their crisis was fictional.
“They’d throw themselves into it. You could feel the pressure. What
it took for officials even to consider the possibility of a nuclear strike —
even a make-believe one—involved long, drawn-out, tortured delib-
erations.” Although he hadn’t witnessed anyone from the Reagan
administration play the game, he knew that administration members
often did. “And I thought that if Nightline could shed light on those
deliberations, on what it would really take before American officials
would come to a decision for or against the use of nuclear weapons, it
would serve Americans far better than a melodrama about blinding
light and mushroom clouds.”

Nightline, Koppel decided, would produce a drama of its own
about the Cold War. It would stage its own “war game.” And it would
broadcast the game in the week just following the heavily hyped pre-
miere of The Day After. Nightline viewers would witness the sort of
deliberations that would, in real life, precede the decision to use nu-
clear force or the decision to avoid it.

Jay LaMonica, an investigative reporter who had worked with
Koppel for years on stories involving national security, lined up mili-
tary and intelligence experts to help design the game, while Nightline
senior producer Bill Moore constructed a set to resemble a “war
room” on the top floor of ABC’s Washington bureau. The room
looked mundane, but the technology it concealed was complex and
state-of-the-art. Moore had bright lights recessed behind slits in the
ceiling and cameras hidden behind fake television screens, so that the
players would not be distracted. The proceedings would be recorded

WorldRadioHistory



56 NIGHTLINE

on tape machines located on a different floor. And they would be car-
ried to another room, where the “control group”—the military and
intelligence experts responsible for the scenario—would periodically
escalate the crisis by giving the players new developments to deal with.
The control group would be coordinated by Leslie Gelb, the former
director of political and military planning at the State Department.

Former U.S. senator and secretary of state Edmund Muskie ac-
cepted Nightline’s invitation to play the President. His cabinet was
comprised of officials from the Nixon, Ford, and Carter adminis-
trations. There were former secretaries of defense—James Schlesinger
and Clark Clifford. There were former members of the National
Security Council—William Hyland, Richard Pipes, Richard Hol-
brooke, and Winston Lord. There was Antonia Chayes, the former
undersecretary of the Air Force, and General Edward Meyer, a for-
mer chief of staff of the U.S. Army. And there was Hodding Carter,
the former spokesman of the State Department. These were people
who had not only participated in war games inside the White House
situation room; as officials they had grappled with real international
crises. Over two days—a total of sixteen hours—they immersed
themselves in a hypothetical confrontation between U.S. and Soviet
forces in the Persian Gulf.

CHAYES: I am not willing to go all the way, and I think we’ve got
to face that, too. I don’t think the American people are,
would support that. . . .

CARTER: If there were an all-out Soviet assault on our forces, call-
ing into question their survival, it would be a declaration
which would be so explicit on their part that we indeed
have to answer yes, we will go all the way.

The faces around the table looked pinched. As the hours passed,
the closer the Soviets moved toward U.S. forces and strategic oil fields,
the more Muskie’s cabinet fell into some classic—and surprisingly hos-
tile—deliberations about the policy of “first use.”

cLIFFORD: | cannot picture an American President ever being the
first to use either a tactical or a strategic nuclear weapon.
That would be, I think, an absolute policy as I see it.
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SCHLESINGER: Mr. President . .. the policy of no first use is detri-
mental to our position in Europe, and I beg of you to
postpone any decision with regard to the suggestion of
the secretary of state.

MUSKIE: We are not reviewing nuclear policy at this point. I have
no intention of reviewing nuclear policy at this point.

Muskie said afterward that he’d felt he “was really dealing with all
these problems. Even, you know, the loneliness of a presidential de-
cision on the nuclear option.” He spared himself the nuclear option
by sending a message to the Soviet president proposing a mutual su-
perpower pullout from the area. The control group had the Soviet
leader “agree,” conditionally, at which point the control group de-
clared the game over. Just three days later, Muskie had a heart attack.
He recovered, but the timing of the coronary underscored the almost
inhuman pressures of a nuclear age presidency.

The Crisis Game was broadcast as a series. Producers had pared the
tapes of the game down from sixteen hours to four, which were spread
across four nights of programming, one hour every night. It was not
only riveting television; Richard Pipes, who was one of the players and
who had, in real life, served as an adviser on the Soviet Union to Pres-
ident Reagan, guessed that tapes of the series would make their way to
the highest levels of the Soviet government. “I think it’s good for them
to see it,” he said at the time. “I think they will see the prudence, the
intelligence, and knowledge that goes into making these decisions.”

DRAMATIZING THE BRINK of Armageddon was one thing. But
Nightline takes you to . .. D Day? It sounded like a bad imitation of
the old CBS series You Are There. Still, the idea was Rick Kaplan’s, and
Koppel didn’t want to dampen Kaplan’s spirits. Kaplan had only been
running the show a few days.

Bill Lord had been producing Nightline for four years when Roone
Arledge asked him to take over the helm of the evening news. Night-
line went to Kaplan, a veteran of both the CBS Evening News, with
Walter Cronkite, and ABC’s World News Tonight. At thirty-seven,
Kaplan had carved out a reputation as a forceful, imaginative broadcast
journalist; he threw himself into projects as if they were military battles.

Kaplan arrived at Nightline looking for a big project, fast; he
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wanted his own imprint on the show. He set his eyes on D Day be-
cause its fortieth anniversary was only weeks away. And he locked
onto the idea of time travel precisely because Nightline had never tried
it. Kaplan loved “firsts.”

KOPPEL! (introduction) We ask you to help us by stretching your
imagination over this next hour so that we can bring you
D Day now as we would have brought it to you then. . . .

The long-awaited invasion of Hitler’s Europe is
under way. Allied troops have stormed ashore in Nor-
mandy and are now consolidating their beachheads.

We begin with our correspondent at the War De-
partment, John McWethy. Jack, do we have any sense of
surety yet that the Allies have been able to take the beaches
at Normandy? Have they moved inland as far as they’re
expected to move? Are they going to be able to hold it?

mcweTHY: They have not moved as far as planners had hoped they
would be by tonight, Ted. Nonetheless, they are on the
beaches, and with the exception of Omaha, they pushed
about five miles in the other major beaches, the British
and the Americans. On Omaha they are still having very
tough going. They have encountered some stiff German
resistance and the casualties have been quite heavy.

Some of the reporters on that broadcast would later express a
twinge of discomfort about the concept. Wasn’t this the equivalent of
acting? But Koppel, whose first reaction to the idea of the program
was that it was “dumb,” concluded afterward that the experiment had
been “refreshing.”

Kaplan was so pleased with it that he decided to apply time travel
to the anniversary of V] Day—with a twist. He sent Jean McCormick,
Nightline’s chief of research, to the bowels of the National Archives in
Washington to dredge up every document she could find about how
the Allies would have attacked the Japanese mainland had the atomic
bomb not come first. McCormick spent months piecing together the
contingencies. The battle plan for the invasion that never happened
became the blueprint for a Nightline adventure to an event that never
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was. State Department correspondent Barrie Dunsmore served as the
“war correspondent,” and White House correspondent Sam Donald-
son “reported” from the Truman White House:

DUNSMORE:  The final assault on the Japanese home islands has begun.
The War Department announced a short time ago that
Allied forces under the command of General Douglas
MacArthur are now ashore on Kyushu, the southern-
most of Japan’s four main islands. Enemy forces are said
to be putting up a ferocious defense . . .

DONALDSON:  This afternoon Mr. Truman called in reporters to talk
informally about the invasion, which is the first major de-
cision on the war he’s had to make. Looking grim, the
President said he’d hoped to avoid an invasion, but in
the end could not. He did not elaborate on that, but he
bristled at one reporter’s suggestion that continued aer-
ial bombing alone could soon bring Japan to her knees.

To follow this broadcast required a kind of intellectual triple
somersault in the suspension of disbelief. Viewers had to imagine that
they were back in 1945, that Nightline and all of its technology existed
then, that Hiroshima and Nagasaki had never been bombed, and that
the end of the war now depended on the invasion of Japan. Staff
members would debate the merits of that one for years.

But Kaplan’s early efforts did help the staff to understand that ex-
periments were his drug. The new executive producer didn’t whoop
in the control room when a show was good like the old one did, and
he didn’t lift his shoulders and curve his back when a show was bad,
but he did have a style that was, well, distinctive . . .

“Listen, everybody, tonight’s show stinks! Everyone out here, now!”
Kaplan’s command was impossible to ignore. He’d been running the
show for almost a year and everyone had learned by then that his bel-
low at the dinner hour meant what the old bells of the wire machines
used to mean: it was going to be a long night. Those producers and
reporters who weren’t on the road that evening along with researchers
and production associates, scurried out of their offices to an area near
the wire machines.
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“I hate what we’ve got planned for tonight,” Kaplan announced.
“I've looked at the guest line-up . . . and, it’s no one’s fault, but this
show is going to be boring as hell. I've talked to Ted. He agrees. We're
starting over. And . . . I have absolutely no idea what we should do.”

It was dinnertime. Whatever story they would choose, the staft
would have less than four hours to pull together a focus piece, to find
the right guests, and to arrange the logistics—limousines and satellite
transmissions—required to get the right guests on the air.

Kaplan was holding a hat. “Everyone write down a story idea on
a piece of paper, fold it up, and put it in the hat. The first idea I like,
we’re doing tonight.”

The group quickly dispersed, and reconvened a few minutes later,
each staff member dropping a piece of paper into Kaplan’s hat.

No one who was there remembers what was on the first few slips
that Kaplan opened and read aloud, but everyone remembers that his
face brightened at the fourth. “A debate over Huckleberry Finn. There’s
a school in Chicago that’s presenting a theatrical version of Huck Finn
and some people are trying to shut it down as a racist play. That’s it!”

The idea had come from Jean McCormick, the researcher, who
had read a small item about the debate that morning in The New York
Times. For an instant, McCormick puffed up with pride, and then she
realized that she’d be the one doing the last-minute research for the
broadcast and her shoulders slumped.

Kaplan scanned the room. When he spotted correspondent Jeff
Greenfield, he stopped. “Greenfield! Have you ever read Huck Finn?”

“Well, yeah. Sure.”

“Great. You're doing the piece.”

Kaplan assigned several producers to work with Greenfield on the
taped setup story, which required, naturally, video of the play. ABC’s
Chicago bureau would have to send a cameraman to the play to shoot
it, and to feed it in time to weave it into the piece. The bookers started
dialing numbers in Chicago to find guests. Somehow it all got done.

Two days later, a major newspaper carried a review of the broad-
cast, praising Nightline’s producers for having “predicted” this impor-
tant debate over the Huck Finn play and for having “prepared” a show
in advance that would be ready to air the night the play opened.

The author of the laudatory article was never informed that the
Huck Finn program had been pulled out of a hat, literally. But the
morning of that review, Kaplan sent Jean McCormick a single red
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rose, as a thank you and as a symbol thit good ideas would always be
the lifeblood of the broadcast.

EVERY NEWSCAST HAS its own behind-the-scenes character.
Nightline’s was, in a word, irreverent. The punishing hours may have
had something to do with it. The pressure certainly did. The more that
Nightline garnered respect from critics, viewers, guests, and other news
organizations, the more its staff felt a responsibility to uphold the stan-
dard, or to raise it: Tuesday was good; Wednesday should be better.
And there was always the possibility, every night, that news would
break and Kaplan would charge out of the office and change the show.
It was only natural, then, for the people crammed into their pressure
cooker to look for some safety valves.

The tension release could come in small ways, like Nerf basketball
in producer Herb O’Connor’s office, or the uncontrolled fits of gig-
gling in the control room during the pre-production of a story about
dirty lyrics in rock music . .. or moonwalking on the anchor desk
(which only happened once. The moondancer wore sunglasses and a
glove. He looked a lot like the anchor, but he may have been the an-
chor’s evil twin. The anchor would later claim amnesia).

Koppel does own up to a story about him and Pierre Salinger in
Vienna, where they had traveled to conduct a joint interview with
Austrian president Kurt Waldheim about Waldheim’s Nazi past. Just
before leaving their hotel for Waldheim’s palace, Salinger asked Koppel
to come to his room. When Koppel walked in, Salinger said, “I have
something to show you,” and dropped his pants. Salinger proudly dis-
played a pair of boxer shorts with hearts and arrows on them. “These
were a gift from my wife to wear to the interview,” he told Koppel,
“since it’s Valentine’s Day.”

“Well, Pierre, my friend,” Koppel replied. “Now I have some-
thing to show you.” Koppel undid his belt and dropped his pants. He,
too, wore boxers with hearts and arrows. “These were Grace Anne’s
gift to me for Valentine’s Day.”

“So there we stood for a moment,” Koppel would remember,
“Pierre and I, in our goofy boxers, laughing at one another. And then
we put our pants back on and off we went to the palace.”

Thus the tension attendant to a nightly broadcast manifested itself
in laughter . . . sometimes. On other occasions it manifested itself in
a collective deranged attidude. One night a major story broke not long
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before airtime, which led to a mad scene in the editing suites, where a
team began slamming together a piece by Jeff Greenfield. The staff had
divided the script into sections. Each section had a producer and edi-
tor, with one producer responsible for “marrying” all of the sections
just before airtime.

On this night, the floor where editing was done was chaos; tapes
seemed to be flying through the air. All of the editing rooms sur-
rounded one large room, at the center of which stood senior producer
Bob Jordan. Jordan’s Zen-like calm during crises was something of a
trademark, so his colleagues, who whirled around him screaming out
thought
nothing of Jordan standing very still, an island of serenity in a sea of
bedlam. No one realized that one reason Jordan was standing so espe-
cially still was that he thought he had the flu and might faint.

Nightline’s director, Marv Schlenker, arrived from the control
room to find out just how badly things were going. Schlenker took
refuge next to Jordan in the middle of the whirlwind when Jordan
mentioned that he thought he had the flu. “I’ve felt really crummy for
a couple of a days now,” Jordan said. “And now I'm feeling dizzy.”
Schlenker looked at Jordan’s face. It was white as parchment. “Lie
down.” Schlenker instructed. “Lie down right here. Lie down now.”

13

things like “Someone has the tape I need, now give it up!

Someone popped a head out of an editing room, saw Jordan lying
on the floor, and shouted, “I think Bobby’s fainted!” The editing
rooms emptied out and everyone converged around Jordan. They
told him not to move while someone phoned 911 and someone
put a jacket under Jordan’s head and someone else elevated his feet
with a box.

The producers-cum-paramedics were suddenly interrupted by the
voice of Susan Mercandetti, who by now had become a producer her-
self. Mercandetti was the only one who had not left her editing room
because she was the one in charge of the completed Greenfield piece.
“If he’s conscious,” she yelled, “keep editing!” Mercandetti would
later amend this version of events. She would claim that she shouted,
“If he’s alive, keep editing!”

Jordan, now lying smack in the middle of all of the editing rooms,
would later remember his colleagues leaping over his body, passing
tapes back and forth above his face. Sometimes someone would pause
before stepping over him to ask him if he was feeling any better and
to remind him not to move.
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At about this point, Mercandetti realized that she’d never received
an important shipment of tapes from the video library and that with-
out it, the story couldn’t be completed. She flew over Jordan several
times, hurling insults at the video-library couriers, who, of course,
weren’t there. Mercandetti did stop once before jumping over Jordan
to say, “Are you all right? Well, we’re not, and we’re not going to make
air. There’s a whole damn cache of tapes missing.”

What neither she nor anyone else knew was that the tapes were
located right below her in the box that was propping up Jordan’s feet.

Jordan heard someone say that a paramedic had arrived. Then he
heard someone else say, “That’s not a paramedic, that’s our pizza de-
livery man.” Greenfield took the pizza and began handing slices into
the editing rooms. He was about to step over Jordan again, but seemed
to think better of it. Greenfield paused, leaned over, looked at Jordan,
and said, “Pizza?”

The pizza delivery man, taking all this in, did not leave right away.
He stood there and watched. To no one in particular he said, “This
looks like a Fellini film.”

Mercandetti figured out a way to finish the piece—barely, with-
out the tapes—and by the time the show was off the air, the para-
medics had come and led Jordan out the door. Fifteen minutes after
that, nearly all of the producers who had used Jordan’s body as a hur-
dle poured into the emergency room where he was being checked
out. Everything was fine, they were told. (Jordan would learn a few
days later that the problem had been something with his inner ear.)

It was left to a couple of production assistants to clean up all the
detritus in the editing suites that night. One of them was about to
move the box that had been used for Jordan’s feet when she decided
to see what was inside . . .

The “missing” tapes, having served at least some purpose, if not
for the Greenfield piece, went back to the library.

THE IMPORTANT THING about the loose atmosphere was that it
bred creativity. Koppel and producer Steve Steinberg were exchang-
ing bits of trivia about one of their mutual passions, the blues, when
Steinberg remembered a sweet piece of irony. “Guess where the
world’s largest archive of the blues is?” “Where?” “The University of
Mississippi.” Koppel raised an eyebrow. That really was a piece of
irony. Inside the school that as recently as 1963 had refused to allow
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James Meredith, a young black student, to register stood the world’s
largest repository of indigenous African-American music. “Want to do
a story on 1t?” Koppel asked.

Within a week or so, Steinberg and correspondent Jed Duvall
were on their way to Oxford, Mississippi. They unearthed some
remarkable music: Big Mama Thornton singing “You Ain’t Nothin’
but a Hounddog,” and “That’s All Right,” by Arthur “Big Boy”
Crudup. Both songs had been recorded almost a decade before Elvis
Presley would record them again. Duvall laced the old recordings
around a narrative about the lost pioneers of the blues, but the words
were secondary to the music, its scratches and hisses a testament to its
originality.

For an evening, Nightline was a blues club. The show pioneered
the use of the live segment for something other than conversation.
Why waste time talking when the guests are B. B. King and Wynton
Marsalis? Koppel faded into the background and gave them the show.
Their impromptu duet, a coast-to-coast electronic jam session, con-
veyed an aura of intimacy and magic.

“Blues Night” launched a new genre for Nightline. Harry Connick,
Jr., would come on and demonstrate how to play jazz piano. Gregory
Hines and Sammy Davis, Jr., would demonstrate the art of tap danc-
ing. The day would come, years later, when the show actually fea-
tured poetry reading.

A program born of an international crisis had evolved by the
mid-eighties into a program that could focus on just about anything
for a night: a Soviet sub spying on Sweden, penguins in New Zealand,
the opera. There was even a show about Liberace, memorable for the
return of a very special guest: Milton Berle.

The occasional spicy topic or “fun” show was good for Nightline.
What wasn’t so obvious was how to better cover the weightier issues
that were Nightline’s meat. Then came the decision to completely up-
root the broadcast and to move it nearly eight thousand miles away,
for an entire week of programs devoted to a single issue that most
Americans didn’t exactly understand and weren’t even talking about.
The decision was inspired by a combination of restlessness and naiveté,
and by a smidgen of tension between the anchor and the executive
producer. It would prove to be one of the most important decisions
in the show’s history.
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OPPEL WAS ACTING strangely and it was getting on
Keveryone’s nerves. Various members of the Nightline staft

would peek around corners to spy on him. They’d pull one
another aside to gossip about it. “He’s smoking,” they’d whisper. He
hadn’t smoked in years. But now, as he wandered the studios of
the South Africa Broadcasting Company (SABC), a white haze, like
the specter of all that could go wrong, hovered over him.

The anchor wasn’t exactly exuding confidence. Neither was his
executive producer. Rick Kaplan would stare at the snake of smoke
coiling above Koppel and wonder if they’d made the greatest miscal-
culation of their careers. “I thought we had a chance to make a bit of
history here,” Kaplan reminisced later, “but I also knew that if we
screwed it up, we’d be laughingstocks. We’d be international jerks.
And then I got to thinking about Ted and I said to myself, ‘He’s gonna
be the jerk on camera. He’s got to carry it off. We’ve built him a sta-
dium and now he’s got to hit a home run.” ”

Kaplan focused on Koppel because he couldn’t bear to face what
really worried him: the fate of the next five broadcasts was almost en-
tirely out of their hands. They’d brought Nightline to a volatile, violent
country. Anyone and anything could disrupt a broadcast, including
the reactionary siege mentality of the South African government.
Many of the programs scheduled for the week, because of their focus
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on apartheid and on the opponents of apartheid, were illegal accord-
ing to the restrictions imposed on South Africa’s own television net-
works. Yet the plan, as it stood, and as agreed to by the government
of South Africa, called for each broadcast to air inside South Africa
about twelve hours after it aired in America, the delay ostensibly due
to the time difference. Kaplan wondered whether the government
would stick to that commitment. Also, South Africa’s own reporters
were prohibited from quoting some of the very people whom Koppel
planned to interview, like the wife of imprisoned black political leader
Nelson Mandela. Would the government really allow Nightline to go
ahead with those interviews? As for the guests, there were scores of
ways and reasons for every one of them to back out. Some already had.
Not one booking was certain. Nothing was certain.

Well, one thing was certain: Nightline’s week in South Africa was
going to cost almost $600,000—about four times over budget. At that
price, Kaplan and Koppel couldn’t even guarantee an audience.

They couldn’t even guarantee a show worth watching.

Their biggest gamble would be the first broadcast. For the first
time in history, on March 18, 1985, a black leader would publicly de-
bate an official of the white South African regime.

An hour before the show was to air, Koppel dragged on his
umpteenth cigarette, typed out an introduction to the program, and
wondered what would happen if one of the two invited guests decided
not to address the other. Or would it be worse if the debate actually
took place? The government, after all, controlled all the broadcast fa-
cilities. No one could be sure of the outcome. In particular, no one
could predict the consequences for the black priest who was about to
challenge the apartheid system.

Desmond Tutu walked into a small study of his church. He
watched the cameramen and technicians organize their equipment.
The television lights already seared the air. The room was stifling.
Tutu maintained the serene demeanor befitting his position as Angli-
can bishop of Johannesburg. And yet, he remembered later, “I was
churning inside. I was very concerned that I could end up with a lot
of egg on my face. And it would not just be me: I would have let down
very many people who did not, at that time, have too many spokes-
persons. And that was a fairly big burden to carry. And so the calm and
the serenity that one appeared to project were not entirely real.”
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Tutu was also confounded by something. He could not fathom
why “the South African government was willing to take the chance
that they just might not pull it off, that they just might play second or
third fiddle in the encounter.”

The answer was that F. P. “Pik” Botha, the other guest, had no
intention of playing second fiddle. Poised and self-assured, the South
African foreign minister strode into the television studio in Cape
Town. He had been an actor in his youth. He enjoyed the limelight.
Botha also had an agenda: “So often the events in this country were
portrayed abroad really in a way which did not reflect the truth. The
truth might have been ba<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>