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¢ ‘Up All Night’ Review: Headlines, Nonstop

Forty years ago, Ted Turner’s revolutionary Cable News Network changed the way America gets television news. What was once a half-hour
nightly appointment is now water from the tap.
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Ted Turnerin 1976 at WTCG Atlanta. As WTBS, the ‘superstation’ became the second national cable channel and the first TV
broadcast delivered by satellite.
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If a Mount Rushmore of American journalism is ever carved out of some Western
mountain, Ted Turner’s gap-toothed grin is unlikely to be up there next to Hearst, Pulitzer
and whichever other worthy makes the cut. Yet the often-buffoonish billionaire “Mouth of
the South” is as responsible as any other pioneer for the way Americans get their news
today.

Mr. Turner is 81 now and suffering from an uncommon form of dementia, but his place in
the pantheon is secure. His harum-scarum, visionary creation of the Cable News Network
in 1980 irrevocably changed television news and has had a tangible impact on print
journalism as well. Print-media newsrooms are still festooned with TV sets tuned to CNN,
and every airport has the cable channel—or one of its competitors—visible in the boarding
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mammoth audience (in cable-news terms) and, soon enough, MSNBC steered itself into the
liberal lane. CNN, too, inched away from its middle-of-the-road groove and took on a liberal
tinge.

These channels soon realized that it’s more cost-effective and appealing to fill many of
their endless hours of programming with the opinions of “contributors” instead of
straight-news coverage. The result is that three of America’s most influential news sources
have a far more partisan flavor than was the norm when the broadcast networks set the
tone. Influential newspapers, too, have loosened their definition of straight-news writing.

On June 1, CNN will celebrate the 40th anniversary of its first broadcast. To mark the
milestone, Lisa Napoli has written “Up All Night,” an artful, anecdote-rich account of Mr.
Turner and CNN. It’s an entertaining chronicle full of sketches of the odd pros on the
Turner team and flashbacks to the big stories at the dawn of TV news, like the death of 3-
year-old Kathy Fiscus in a California well in 1949. Ms. Napoli’s book reminds us how much
inadvertence, hard work and good luck figure in the birth of innovations like CNN.

There have been almost a dozen books by and about Mr. Turner and his cable empire—
which included “superstation” WTBS, the commercial-free Turner Classic Movies and
Headline News. Most readers have some idea of Mr. Turner’s wacky antics and successes as
a champion yachtsman and broadcaster. Ms. Napoli, a journalist who started her career as
an intern at CNN in 1981, presents an indelible portrait of the media mogul in all his
profane, cartoonish glory.

As a boy raised in Savannah, Ga., obstreperous young Ted was bundled off to boarding
school at age 4. He was regularly flogged into line with a razor strap by his father, Ed, a
drunken dandy who made a fortune splashing advertising billboards throughout the
southeast. Rejected by Harvard, Ted went to Brown, where he serenaded a Jewish
fraternity with Nazi songs and sent a menacing note from the “KKK” to black students.
After Brown tossed him, he fled to Florida to sail, so broke that he had to use a telephone
book for toilet paper. Then came a stint in the Coast Guard and, reluctantly, a job working
for his father, part of whose business he retrieved when Ed Turner blew out his brains at
52. Ted Turner put a coda to his first marriage when he rammed his soon-to-be-ex-wife’s
boat to win a race; philandered throughout a second; then eventually married Jane Fonda,
lavishing a $100 million settlement on her when she left him after 10 years.

Reflecting on his career years later, he observed: “I was like Columbus when he left Spain
for the new world. He didn’t know where he was going when he started, he didn’t know
where he was when he got there, and he didn’t know where he’d been when he got back.”

The Turner media empire began in 1970 with Channel 17, a ramshackle independent UHF-
TV station in Atlanta. Mr. Turner programmed it with chicken-fried schlock —live
wrestling events, reruns of “The Andy Griffith Show,” countless old movies and a brief
news segment hosted by a jokey news reader often partnered with a dog in coat and tie. Ms.
Napoli deftly captures the antic quality of these early days, as Bill Tush, the anchorclown,
introduces himself to the audience: “Here I am, sitting inside your TV set with all the
news.” Almost by accident, Mr. Turner started transmitting his signal to some of the
pioneering cable systems around the region. The station’s audience boomed and orders
began flooding in for the Ginsu knife sets and other gimcracks he advertised. In time, ugly
duckling Channel 17 molted into WTBS, the superstation that would carry the Atlanta
Braves (which he eventually bought), the Atlanta Hawks (ditto) and more—seen all around
the U.S. and beyond.

The Federal Communications Commission had been very lenient with the nascent cable
industry, but by the late 1970s Mr. Turner began to fear that his cash cow might be choked
by new regulation. It dawned on him that one kind of programming the feds would never
restrict was news. “No news is good news,” he used to proclaim. “I hate the news....T’ll
never do news.” He quickly changed his tune and soon began preaching that round-the-
clock news coverage would rescue American democracy and avert nuclear war.

With manic zeal, he raised money—often
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As CNN was about to go live, disaster struck: The state-of-the-art satellite that was going to
beam the channel to the nation was launched—and promptly disappeared. At the last
minute, Mr. Turner got his channel a place on a backup satellite and at 6 p.m. on June 1,
1980, CNN went live from its basement studio. The first reviews were favorable and the
exhausted pioneer staff rejoiced. “Now,” writes Ms. Napoli, “they just had to do what they’d
just done, over and over again.”

Less than a year later the fledgling news network, still losing $2 million a month, instantly
came of age. A gunman shot Ronald Reagan outside the Washington Hilton after the
president made a speech to a union group. CNN had been covering the speech and beat the
broadcast networks to the news by 4 minutes. Then anchorman Bernard Shaw stayed with
the story while the networks, short on updates, had to cut back and forth to their regular
soap operas.

“‘News’ no longer meant reporting an event in its aftermath,” writes Ms. Napoli.
“Forevermore, news would mean following an endless shower of unfolding details, right
before your very eyes. News, in other words, had become sports.”

And that’s the way it is, as Walter Cronkite liked to say.

—MTr. Kosner is the former editor of Newsweek, New York, Esquire and the New York Daily
News.

SHOW CONVERSATION (33) v

SPONSORED OFFERS

@ JOIN THE CONVERSATION

Suburban Home Prices Are ‘ =t
Rising. But So Are Most a4 i
Urban Home Prices

WALMART: KOHL'S: EXPEDIA:

Walmart coupon: $10 off all 20% off your entire order with  Expedia promo: 50% off fully- Stir-Crazy Travelers Are

departments Kohl's coupon refundable hotel bookings Ordering Airline Food to
Relive the Flying
Experience

EBAY: HOME DEPOT: TARGET:

Up to 15% off branded 10% off furniture using Home  Free $75 gift card - Target What Happens to All of the

sneakers & more with eBay Depot coupon code promotion Unsold Clothes?

coupon

‘The Gold Standard’: Why
Chinese Startups Still Flock
to the U.S. for IPOs

New U.S. Coronavirus Cases ' iSt=g Y A
Tick Up Again as Back-to- 4
School Worries Intensify

WSJ News Exclusive | Beset
by Coronavirus, Health
Authorities Brace for Flu
Season

WSJ News Exclusive |
China’s Xi Speeds Up
Inward Economic Shift

Are Florida Schools
Reopening During
Coronavirus? Parents Can’t
Tell as State and Districts
Fight

Israel, U.A.E. Agree to
Establish Formal
Diplomatic Relationship

Legitimate Businesses Are
Snared in Hunt for
Pandemic-Loan Scammers

English Edition v

Sign Out

THE WALL STR

i1 JOURNAL.

L

WSJ Membership Customer Service Tools & Features Ads More

WSJ+ Membership Benefits Customer Center Emails & Alerts Advertise About the Newsroom
Subscription Options Contact Us Guides Commercial Real Estate Ads Content Partnerships
Why Subscribe? My News Place a Classified Ad Corrections
Corporate Subscriptions RSS Feeds Sell Your Business Jobs at WSJ
Professor Journal Video Center Sell Your Home Masthead

Student Journal Watchlist Recruitment & Career Ads News Archive

WSJ High School Program Podcasts Coupons Register for Free
WSJ Amenity Program Reprints

WSJ Live Buy Issues

f v 0 o @ & X OFEE

Dow Jones Products Barron's BigCharts Dow Jones Newswires Factiva Financial News Mansion Global MarketWatch Private Markets

realtor.com Risk & Compliance  WSJ Pro Central Banking WSJVideo  WSJWine

Privacy Notice  Cookie Notice  Copyright Policy = DataPolicy = Subscriber Agreement & Terms of Use  Your Ad Choices

Copyright ©2020 Dow Jones & Company, Inc. All Rights Reserved.


https://www.wsj.com/coupons/walmart
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/kohls
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/expedia
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/ebay
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/the-home-depot
https://www.wsj.com/coupons/target
https://www.facebook.com/wsj
https://twitter.com/WSJ
https://www.instagram.com/wsj/
https://www.youtube.com/user/WSJDigitalNetwork
https://www.wsj.com/podcasts
https://www.snapchat.com/discover/Wall-Street-Journal/4806310285
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=wsj.reader_sp
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/the-wall-street-journal./id364387007?mt=8
https://www.wsjplus.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://subscribe.wsj.com/membership
https://subscription.wsj.com/wsj-com-wall-street-journal/?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.subscription.wsj.com/corporate/?mod=wsjfooter
https://education.wsj.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://education.wsj.com/students/?mod=wsjfooter
https://highschool.wsj.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://buy.wsj.com/amenitysales/?mod=wsjfooter
https://conferences.wsj.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://customercenter.wsj.com/home
https://customercenter.wsj.com/contact
https://www.wsj.com/newsletters/?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/news/how-to-guides?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/watchlist/news?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/news/rss-news-and-feeds?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/video?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/watchlist/?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/podcasts?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsjmediakit.com/
https://classifieds.wsj.com/advertise/real-estate-commercial/
https://classifieds.wsj.com/
https://classifieds.wsj.com/ad/Business-For-Sale-Ads
https://classifieds.wsj.com/advertise/real-estate-residential/
https://classifieds.wsj.com/advertise/careers/
https://www.wsj.com/coupons
https://www.wsj.com/articles/about-the-newsroom-1539110913?mod=wsjfooter
https://wsj.com/partner
https://www.wsj.com/news/column/corrections?mod=wsjfooter
https://wsj.jobs/
https://www.wsj.com/masthead?mod=wsjfooter
https://www.wsj.com/news/archive/?mod=wsjfooter
https://customercenter.wsj.com/register
https://www.djreprints.com/
https://wsjshop.com/?mod=wsjfooter
https://dowjones.com/privacy-notice/?mod=WSJ
https://dowjones.com/cookie-notice/?mod=WSJ
https://www.wsj.com/policy/copyright-policy
https://www.wsj.com/policy/data-policy
https://www.wsj.com/policy/subscriber-agreement
https://www.wsj.com/
https://www.wsj.com/digital-print-edition?mod=wsjheader
https://www.wsj.com/video?mod=wsjheader
https://www.wsj.com/podcasts?mod=wsjheader
https://www.wsj.com/news/latest-headlines?mod=wsjheader
https://www.wsj.com/video/joe-biden-picks-kamala-harris-as-running-mate/7105DFCC-D683-4F0B-B9BE-58619FB00E55.html?mod=trending_now_video_1
https://www.wsj.com/video/russia-registers-worlds-first-coronavirus-vaccine/66DF6448-54C4-4C1B-9782-DE2F7AEA2E3B.html?mod=trending_now_video_2
https://www.wsj.com/video/trump-announces-israel-uae-will-establish-diplomatic-relationship/34D0FD0C-42CA-4532-8345-6FF34387008F.html?mod=trending_now_video_3
https://www.wsj.com/video/police-body-camera-footage-reveals-new-details-of-george-floyd-killing/18E43BDB-F4B9-4396-821C-0E72F7251B60.html?mod=trending_now_video_4
https://www.wsj.com/video/this-30-ton-robot-could-help-scientists-produce-the-crops-of-the-future/6F045C5D-23D1-4D0A-973E-5C6E86EF3CAA.html?mod=trending_now_video_5
https://www.wsj.com/articles/press-a-button-and-this-plane-lands-itself-11595044800?mod=eng_foe_transport_MT
https://www.wsj.com/
https://accounts.wsj.com/logout?target=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.wsj.com%2Farticles%2Fup-all-night-review-headlines-nonstop-11589551386
https://www.wsj.com/
https://www.wsj.com/news/world
https://www.wsj.com/news/us
https://www.wsj.com/news/politics
https://www.wsj.com/news/economy
https://www.wsj.com/news/business
https://www.wsj.com/news/technology
https://www.wsj.com/news/markets
https://www.wsj.com/news/opinion
https://www.wsj.com/news/life-arts
https://www.wsj.com/news/realestate
https://www.wsj.com/news/magazine

