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INTRODUCTION

There’s no getting around it—Roger Ailes is an amazing man, of singular achievement and worldwide impact. After all, how many individuals have influenced the direction of the two most important institutions in the world—politics and media—for forty years? From Richard Nixon to Bill O’Reilly, Ailes has been there—shaping the message, managing the performance, staging the images, and perfecting the “stylistic” approach that has appealed to so many Americans, whether in presidential campaigns or television news networks.

He is an immensely talented and driven individual—a creative and organizational genius in the opinion of many, including this author. But in his long career he has too often used his talents to demean his adversaries, to camouflage his clients’ intentions, and to obfuscate the truth.

Ailes is such a fascinating subject for a book because he is, in a way, the Forrest Gump of American politics. Like Tom Hanks’s mythical character in the popular movie, Roger Ailes has been actively involved in most of the big political media moments of the last generation. There is no other single figure in American society who has been a key player in, first, syndicated daytime television talk and variety programming, then Richard Nixon’s conquest of television in 1968, the birth of the New Right in the 1970s, Ronald Reagan’s reelection in 1984, George Bush’s 1988 presidential campaign, Rudy Giuliani’s first political campaign, Rush Limbaugh’s television show, programming for NBC as one of the network’s executives, the transformation of cable television news as the founder and president of Fox News, and finally, the continued growth of Rupert Murdoch’s worldwide multimedia empire.

This author is no psychologist, but Roger Ailes the man actually presents the world with a very interesting conundrum. He is a very moralistic person, dedicated to preserving the principles of what he sees as the “traditional” American way of life. Yet in achieving those ends he has used his abilities and his talent in some very questionable and cynical ways, which seems to undercut those all-American principles. His friends say he is warm, charming, reliable, and has a great sense of humor—all the qualities one would want in a neighbor. Yet, in this author’s opinion, he has engineered some of the most duplicitous, misleading, and occasionally vitriolic and mean-spirited, political campaigns in American history.

What is undeniable, though, is that he has had enormous success. Since the 1960s, Ailes has been at the center of a slow-motion, decades-long conservative Republican march on American culture—pushing the political and media center of the country toward the right. How has he done it? Quite simply, the man understands television better than any other person on the planet. And in the service of ideologues interested in pushing a political philosophy, he has been very adept at using TV to cast favorable images on candidates and causes he supports, while trashing the opposition—often using, in this author’s opinion, deceptive and misleading TV programs and advertising in his political campaigns, and perfecting the use of catch phrases like “fair and balanced” as the president of Fox News.

It’s a monumental achievement, really—it has long been an article of faith among conservatives that the main obstacle, really the only obstacle, to the widespread acceptance of conservative political thought and the long-term victory of its political strength is the liberal mass media. A firm believer in Richard Nixon’s Silent Majority, Ailes believes he has given a voice to that majority. This book will examine his role in this cultural, political, and media transformation as it has unfolded over the last four decades.

Roger Ailes grew up in a relatively comfortable working-class family in Warren, Ohio, in the 1940s and ’50s and was taught the traditional values of small-town America: hard work, self-reliance, and faith in country. His political and media career has been very much focused on serving these traditional ideals (that he has interpreted through a conservative political philosophy) and working for those in power whom he believes share those ideals—politicians like Nixon, Reagan, and the elder Bush, and the media mogul Rupert Murdoch, the chairman of News Corporation and Fox Broadcasting.

Interestingly, one of the traits these leaders appear to have shared is the conviction that Americans, or at least honest, decent, freedom-loving people, are in a historic struggle against forces that seek to undermine the conservative, traditional America to which Ailes has dedicated his life. For Nixon, that evil force was Communism; for Reagan, it was a combination of big government, high taxes, and Communism. For Rupert Murdoch and for Ailes, it is the perverse and corrosive influence of the liberal, anti-American, anti-Western mass media.

For his part, Ailes felt strongly enough about these convictions and the political ideas behind them to work in politics for a quarter century. He likes to say that he has never been all that political, but nobody would spend twenty-five years working in partisan politics only because it was a good job opportunity. Ailes never completely abandoned the media and television business during his political consulting career, continuing to do various media consulting as well as other ventures, but politics and ideology have maintained a constant presence in his life.

The Roger Ailes story of the last forty years is very much linked to the rise of television since the 1960s and its domination of politics. His career has paralleled the dramatic ascension of TV and its ability to shape our environment. Ailes is one of the primary architects of that environment. In a way, this book is about the political communication history of the modern era, warts and all—from the vantage point of one of its master craftsmen.

What the world needs to understand about Roger Ailes is that he is not so much a newsman as he is a showman. First and foremost, he is an entertainment producer and is very good at teaching his clients (in politics, business, and broadcasting) how to put on a great show and win over an audience.

As an early pioneer of political television, he saw its potential to influence Americans’ attitude toward ideas and individuals. He also understood that TV is about images and performance—seeing is believing—and that good, effective TV programming could be used to alter public opinion. He would use this knowledge over the next several decades to recast the political and media universe in a more conservative direction.

Ailes would say he has used TV to educate, inform, and present views that were misrepresented or shut out of the traditional mainstream media. His critics say he has used TV to deceive and manipulate. He is seen by many as the Wizard behind the curtain in an electronic Oz, using TV to cast spells and create false images. What is without question, though, is that his made-for-TV imagery and his mastery of style over substance have made him arguably the dominant political media figure of the age.

But like many ideologues and visionaries throughout history, his critics accuse him of gross exaggeration, sweeping away inconvenient facts and details, misrepresenting the views of those he supports and those he opposes, the use of images to distract attention, and the use of emotional hot buttons to achieve his ends. To visionaries, after all, the ends do justify the means.

The book opens with the historic television encounter between Richard Nixon and John F. Kennedy in 1960—the moment when television imagery began to eclipse the substance of ideas and policy in modern American politics. As we have all learned together over the last forty years, television truly is a Pandora’s box. In the fall of 1960, that box was opened.

Roger Ailes absorbed the lessons of televised communication, and became a television producer and director in the mid-’60s. It was while working as the director of The Mike Douglas Show that he met Richard Nixon and struck up a conversation about politics and TV. The rest is history. Ailes helped Nixon conquer TV by tailoring his television appearances around staged question-and-answer sessions that looked an awful lot like the kind of television shows Ailes had been producing for entertainer Mike Douglas.

Afterward, Ailes became a consultant for media organizations and for Republican political candidates. By the 1980s he had become known as something of a communications guru. A member of the advertising team feeding ideas to the Ronald Reagan reelection campaign in 1984, he helped Reagan recover from his disastrous opening debate with Walter Mondale by working with him to refocus on his core beliefs. And in 1988 came the big one: Ailes was the communications and media consultant for the George Bush presidential campaign, one of the best-conceived media campaigns in history, and also one of the most negative and hostile. Notably, Ailes’s name surfaced in a preliminary Federal Election Commission inquiry into illegal coordination between the George Bush campaign and the independent organization that ran the notorious Willie Horton TV commercial. The Willie Horton ad injected racial fears into the presidential campaign by showing menacing photographs of the African-American Horton while suggesting that the Dukakis campaign was too soft on violent criminals. Horton had fled from authorities while on a weekend furlough from a Massachusetts state prison and committed rape and armed robbery.

The ’88 Bush campaign, considered the high-water mark for negative campaigning in the last quarter century, had lasting aftereffects. For one, it made it more difficult for Ailes to work in politics. He was credited, rightly or wrongly, with the nastiness of the Bush effort, particularly with regard to the Willie Horton affair. Every candidate he worked for from 1989 to 1992 had to deal with Roger Ailes as an albatross around his neck—and most of those candidates lost. Once again, Ailes was at a career crossroads.

The book then covers Ailes’s transition away from political campaigns and back toward television news, including CNBC and Fox News. His experience in TV programming and production were put to use in the early ’90s as a consultant for 20th Century Fox Television and Paramount Television, working for shows like Hard Copy and Entertainment Tonight. Then in 1993 he was hired to run CNBC. While there, he developed innovative talk and entertainment programming, such as America’s Talking—in a way, the forerunner of the Fox News Channel. But NBC had other plans. When they paired with Microsoft to create MSNBC, Ailes wasn’t part of the picture.

As it turned out, Ailes had other plans too—big plans. His association with Rupert Murdoch, the chairman of News Corporation and Fox Broadcasting, changed not only his life but American television news forever. Murdoch and Ailes shared the vision of creating a news network free from what they considered liberal bias. But what they created instead was the world’s first news network to have a conservative bias. Even so, within seven years of its birth, Fox News had surpassed rival CNN in the ratings war and was redefining the media landscape. The book also covers the movement of Rupert Murdoch and Roger Ailes into the future—Internet platforms, integrated media, the acquisition of the Wall Street Journal, and the launch of the Fox Business Network. How did they do it? The book will explore the communication and entertainment formula Ailes brought to Fox News, how it is similar to his approach with political candidates, and how he has impacted the news business, the business of politics, and American culture.







1

Dawn of the TV Age

With the coming of television, and the knowledge of how it could be used to seduce voters, the old political values disappeared. Something new, murky, undefined started to rise from the mists.

—Joe McGinniss, author of The Selling of the President 1968

On the evening of September 26, 1960, after his historic debate with John F. Kennedy, Dick Nixon said his good-byes and then walked to his waiting car. He felt good about how he had responded to the panel’s questions and how he had engaged Senator Kennedy on the issues, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that he had missed something. Something was wrong.

Perhaps Nixon’s postdebate exit didn’t happen exactly that way, but the description above may be close. The televised 1960 debate between John Kennedy and Richard Nixon made history. And it made history in ways that no living person in 1960 could have imagined.

First, it was historic in some obvious ways. It was the first debate in American history that featured the two presidential nominees of the major parties. Presidential candidates didn’t really campaign as we know it until late in the 1800s. Actively campaigning for one’s self for public office was considered undignified and best left to others. And candidate debates at any political level were very rare until the second half of the twentieth century.

Prior to the Kennedy–Nixon face-off, the most famous political debates had been between Abraham Lincoln and Stephen Douglas, who ran against each other for U.S. senator from Illinois in 1858. Lincoln and Douglas met in a series of seven debates across the state, each lasting three hours, which helped frame the political dialogue around the issues of slavery, states’ rights, and the Union. These famous encounters became, and still are for the most part, the model for honest, forthright political debate. There were no such debates in 1860 or, for that matter, the next hundred years.

According to the bipartisan Commission on Presidential Debates, the only other such events were a 1948 radio debate between Republican presidential candidates Thomas Dewey and Harold Stassen, and a 1956 television debate between Democratic presidential candidates Adlai Stevenson and Estes Kefauver. Before JFK came along, television was still in its infancy. TV would grow into rebellious, devilish adolescence in the 1960s. To politicians and political parties in the 1950s, television was an interesting toy. In the ’60s, it would become an instrument of mass political destruction.

It is fitting that Roger Ailes was born around the same time that television was born. In fact, the year of his birth, 1940, was the very year that Peter Goldmark developed the first color television system for CBS laboratories. Television would change the world, and Roger Ailes would help change television.

To most observers of politics, media, and history, the 1960 debate between Kennedy and Nixon is historic for other reasons. It is considered by many to be the very moment when television began to take over American politics. It was the first time that anyone could say with any reasonable amount of confidence that TV had a decisive effect on the outcome of a political campaign.

Before the 1960s, Americans were accustomed to getting most of their political information from newspapers and radio. Not enough homes were equipped with TVs yet for the new medium to make a significant impact. When Dwight Eisenhower’s 1952 campaign revolutionized presidential campaigning with its emphasis on selling its candidate with TV ads, only 34 percent of American homes had televisions. By 1960 that number was up to 87 percent. The Kennedy–Nixon debate, and the intense media coverage throughout the 1960 campaign and afterward, helped drive up those numbers even more. By the end of the 1960s, for the first time in American history, more Americans were getting their news from television than from newspapers or radio. That fundamentally changed our society, for better and worse.

It was also an important cultural shift to many. To air the debate, CBS bumped one of the most popular shows on television, The Andy Griffith Show. Itself a cultural icon, featuring a small-town sheriff doing his best to raise his boy, The Andy Griffith Show has been cast by more than one observer as a program “that teaches you most of the lessons you need to know in life.”

“The innocence of the 1950s ended with the bumping of The Andy Griffith Show, and the seriousness of the 1960s began with the first Kennedy–Nixon debate,” claims Bruce Dumont, president of the Museum of Broadcast Communications.1 Dumont noted that until 1960, television was largely defined by comedies, variety acts, and game shows, but not hard news. The 1960 debate was “the turning point from retail politics—glad-handing and meeting everyone face-to-face—to the politics of the mass media,” according to author Alan Schroeder.2

It seems obvious now why this televised confrontation between Kennedy and Nixon made such an impact, but the reasons were not so evident at the time. Part of the reason is the expectations game. Nixon was much better known than Kennedy, and as Dwight Eisenhower’s vice president, had earned a reputation for toughness and confrontation. He had impressed many with his “kitchen debate” with Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev only one year earlier. And, ironically, it was Nixon who had helped demonstrate the potential power of television back in 1952 with his performance in the Checkers speech, his nationally broadcast talk defending himself against charges of campaign finance irregularities, which was credited with saving his spot on the ticket as Eisenhower’s running mate. Kennedy was the underdog. With much less experience and less public recognition than Nixon, he seemed to have an uphill challenge in besting the incumbent vice president in open debate.

There were actually four debates between the two in September and October 1960 but it was the first, September 26, that mattered most. For it was the first time ever that American citizens had the opportunity to see the two nominees for president side by side, live, answering questions, and putting forth their case for election to the most powerful office in the world. And Kennedy made the most of it.

On that September night, Roger Ailes most likely tuned in to the debate from his parents’ living room at their home in Warren, Ohio. Ailes was a student at Ohio University, where to pay the bills and stay in school, he worked as the morning disk jockey at the college radio station. He enjoyed being on the air, but he was even more drawn to the creativity of broadcasting—the scripting, the deadlines, the energy and enthusiasm of putting on a show. The college radio experience had a definitive impact on his career choices and the very direction of his life.3

It is by now an often-told story of how Kennedy’s charisma and charm overpowered Nixon’s sweaty, shifty-eyed performance. Those who only

heard the debate on the radio thought that Nixon had won, while those who saw it on TV thought that Kennedy had prevailed. Kennedy had been campaigning in California and came into the TV studio with a deep tan and wearing a dark suit. Nixon by contrast was quite pale, having recently been ill, and his charcoal-colored suit blended in with the background of the studio set. Equally important, Kennedy seemed to have an instinctive grasp of what the television audience was looking for—when responding to Nixon, he looked directly into the camera and reassured the voters at home that the country would be safe in his hands. In the words of Don Hewitt, who produced the Kennedy–Nixon debate for CBS and went on to produce 60 Minutes for the next quarter century, “We didn’t even have to hold the election … John Kennedy walked out of the studio that night the next president of the United States.” Well, the election turned out to be a lot closer than Hewitt remembers, but his point is still valid.4

What’s important here is what came next. Due to the growing importance of television advertising in American society and the impact of the Kennedy–Nixon debate, politics and television embarked on a torrid romance in the ’60s. After all, they were made for each other. Politics has all the drama that good television requires, a fact that Roger Ailes and countless other political operatives have used throughout their careers. Political campaigns have great characters—heroes, villains, and fools—with flaws, strengths, and back stories. Politics provides great theater, sometimes through confrontations such as debates and sometimes through advertising and news coverage. And sometimes there is comedy, thanks to such politicians as Spiro Agnew and Dan Quayle.

Of course, due to the perceived thrashing that Nixon took at the hands of Kennedy in 1960, there would be no more presidential debates until Gerald Ford met Jimmy Carter in 1976. But by the mid-’60s American politics and television were married to each other, and TV would find many ways to influence the course of national events. For example, TV journalism came of age in the 1960s. The two major networks, CBS and NBC, expanded their evening news broadcast to a full half hour from only fifteen minutes. And the bread and butter of national news coverage became politics, because as noted above, it makes great television. Some forty years later, Roger Ailes and Fox TV would make political theater and television nearly an art form.

By the early ’60s the role of the TV news anchor had also become institutionalized, giving the TV networks a recognizable, authoritative voice to help Americans understand the daily news. Walter Cronkite of CBS became “the most trusted man in America,” according to media accounts. And the traditions of political news coverage were also established—the TV networks had their correspondents for the White House, Capitol Hill, the Pentagon, the State Department, and so on.

The significance of the transition of politics from newsprint and radio to television cannot be overstated. It changed everything. To many, for example, the main lesson taken from the Kennedy–Nixon debate was that how you look is as important, as if not more important than, what you say. This was the beginning of the “style over substance” approach that has framed so much of our political dialogue over the last several decades, and continues to drive political communication and media coverage today.

Politicians had to be concerned with appearance, which mattered little before television but now became crucial. For better or worse, the era of the political consultant was born. Candidates needed coaching about their hair, their complexions, their clothing styles, and later, when color TV became the norm, the color of their ties or dresses. And most important, they had to be concerned about their performances—how they came across on television. Authoritativeness of voice, correct grammar, good eye contact, appropriate hand gestures: Image became everything. Style became substance.

In 1962 CBS launched the CBS Evening News with Walter Cronkite, which dominated television news for the next two decades. That was also the year in which Roger Ailes graduated from Ohio University. He had two job offers: one from a radio station in Columbus and one from a television station in Cleveland.5 He chose the TV job, and a star was born. The station had just started a local TV talk and entertainment program starring Mike Douglas, a former big band singer. After a stint in the navy, Douglas broke into show business with Kay Kyser’s Kollege of Musical Knowledge. He became a popular voice on the nightclub circuit, crooning to a largely female audience in his light pop style. (He provided the singing voice for Prince Charming in Disney’s cartoon classic Cinderella.) As a TV host, he was affable and likeable. He would chat with his guests and encourage them to perform if appropriate—famously getting Judy Garland to sing “Over the Rainbow” at one of the points in her life when she was reluctant to do so.6

Ailes was hired as a production assistant by the station’s program manager, Chet Collier, whom Ailes would hire thirty-four years later to help him build Fox News. Ailes wrote cue cards, fetched sandwiches, and picked up guests at the airport. It turned out that he had a natural ability for staging, lighting, and scripting for television. In the words of Collier, “he had the drive, the energy, the smarts to know what should make the show work.”7 Ailes quickly became indispensable, and began directing and producing segments, then whole programs.

In 1963 The Mike Douglas Show was syndicated by its corporate sponsor, Westinghouse, to all five of its owned and operated TV stations. In 1965, to be closer to New York City and the celebrities on the East Coast, Westinghouse moved the show to new studios in Philadelphia. Ailes, who had been the creative force behind much of the show’s success, was made executive producer and won an Emmy Award for the show in both 1967 and 1968. Mike Douglas became a popular stop for many of the top music, TV, and movie performers of the day. By 1967 the show was available in 171 media markets and had over 6 million viewers a day.

Suddenly, Roger Ailes, still in his mid twenties, was rubbing shoulders with the likes of Bob Hope, Red Skelton, Marlon Brando, Ray Charles, and others. With Douglas’s easygoing style and Ailes’s talent for TV production, the program was a welcome hit in the relatively weak daytime entertainment lineup. By the late ’60s and early ’70s, pretty much everyone who was anyone in show business or politics appeared on the program.

One of the show’s signatures, and an Ailes innovation, was Douglas’s use of cohosts, who would sit by his side for the entire week and help question the other guests. Most memorably and least typically, perhaps, was the week in 1972 when John Lennon and Yoko Ono filled the role, helping the studiously non-hip Douglas connect to such guests as George Carlin and Jerry Rubin.

Early on, Roger Ailes had displayed a gift for two things that would characterize his entire career: thinking big, and making ordinary people look and sound great on television. Mike Douglas was a product of the 1940s and ’50s whose style was big band and swing. Ailes helped him connect to the changing world of the 1960s. He and Chet Collier assisted Douglas in adapting his style to a changing social and political culture in a way that worked for him. Similar to John Kennedy, Ailes had an instinctive feel for what the television audience wanted. Douglas never quite became hip, but Ailes helped him develop a show that appealed to a broad daytime audience. Ailes also produced crowd-pleasing thematic programs, such as Armed Forces Week, in which Douglas would meet with servicemen and “give a little pat on the back to our guys in uniform.” Mike Douglas was a performer, but Ailes helped him become a TV star and would later help another product of the ’40s and ’50s, Richard Milhouse Nixon, to connect to television. Then even later, he helped an Australian media mogul named Rupert Murdoch conquer cable television news.

Ailes was onto something. Television and politics changed together in the 1960s, and they changed quickly. Many of the changes are forever and inexorably tied to the Kennedy years—the 1960 debate, definitely. But there was much more to it than that. Kennedy became the first TV president. The camera loved him. The camera also loved his wife, Jackie, who broke the mold of the traditional, matronly first lady.

The growing audience for television news in the 1960s was drawn to the attractive, sophisticated, debonair couple. They helped usher in the age of celebrity political journalism. It was in the early ’60s that the nation first became intimately acquainted with the everyday lives of its presidents. We knew where Kennedy went on vacation, who his close friends were, what football team he rooted for on Sunday, and so on.

And the Kennedy administration shrewdly made the most of television’s ability to reach the nation and shape the political landscape. Kennedy’s men knew that television had played a large role in getting him to the White House, and they knew that TV could play a role in his success or failure as president. Foreshadowing the Ronald Reagan White House media machine some twenty years later, the Kennedy team used TV to their advantage. Early in 1961, Kennedy’s press secretary, Pierre Salinger, announced that they would begin televising presidential press conferences. This had never been done before, and it was seen as a great leap forward in the media’s ability to cover the president and in the public’s access to information.

Of course, it was also a way to smooth Kennedy’s relationship with the press and boost his visibility. And the White House knew that he was a good media performer; they were searching for ways to take advantage of his public appeal and his ability to appear presidential and authoritative on television.

Ultimately, though, it may have been the coverage of Kennedy’s assassination in 1963 that permanently bound Americans with their TV sets. The country watched in horror as CBS newsman Walter Cronkite announced, with moist eyes, that the president was dead. Record numbers of American viewers watched, in shock, the live TV coverage of the assassination, the bizarre series of events leading to the live broadcast murder of Lee Harvey Oswald, and finally, the somber funeral procession of the slain president. History and television had never before come together so poignantly.

TV commentators and social historians have theorized that after Americans gathered around their television sets to mourn the death of their beloved leader, TV, especially TV news, was never the same. Television had become the “Global Village.” It had become “America’s campfire,” around which the family sat to hear stories, see comedy, and learn of the day’s events.

The civil rights struggles of the 1960s also gained prominence through the growing national audience for television news. The issue of civil rights and race relations was yet another area that Nixon would later have to finesse in his 1968 run for the presidency. Roger Ailes, Pat Buchanan, and others would help show him how.

In the spring of 1963, Americans watching the news saw scenes that were surely taking place in some faraway foreign country. Police in riot gear were setting attack dogs on peaceful protestors and using fire hoses as water cannons to try to disperse the crowds. But it was happening in America. What had started as protests at whites-only lunch counters had exploded into full-scale civil unrest as events spun out of the control of the Birmingham, Alabama, police. Network news coverage had given the protestors national attention and had swollen their ranks.

Television had helped to create the modern civil rights movement, and to frame the political and social themes that would form the basis of much of the political dialogue between the two major parties and between future presidential candidates. Johnson, Goldwater, Nixon, and Humphrey would feature prominently in that dialogue as Roger Ailes and other political advisors played supporting roles.

If the 1960 election year cemented the relationship between television and politics, then 1964 set the tone and direction that relationship would take—a tone that Roger Ailes would later hone into a sharp instrument. The 1964 presidential election is best known for the “Daisy Girl” ad of Lyndon Johnson’s campaign. The ad, now considered a classic of political advertising, shows a little girl counting daisies in a field, when suddenly an announcer begins a missile launch countdown. As viewers see a nuclear mushroom cloud, President Johnson’s voice is heard in a plea for peace. The ad was rather shocking to 1960s audiences and was controversial, but it relayed perfectly the Johnson campaign’s message that the world is too dangerous a place to put the “extremist” Barry Goldwater in charge.

But the Daisy Girl spot was just one piece of a coordinated TV strategy by the Johnson team to paint a picture of their opponent, Arizona senator Barry Goldwater, as so distasteful and unacceptable that he had to be rejected. They were successful. In 1964 negative campaigning moved full force into television and began its path of destruction. And the Daisy Girl spot is indeed what this author has called in an earlier work “the mother of all attack spots.”8

First of all, LBJ was no JFK. The popular, charismatic Kennedy was a product that by and large sold itself. Johnson was a different kind of commodity. Overtly ambitious, rough around the edges, he was used to pushing people around to get his way. He was actually more like Nixon than Kennedy. He was more at home on the floor of Congress, where he served as senate majority leader, than he was running a national campaign for the presidency.

As a candidate, Johnson had a number of things going for him; personality just wasn’t one of them. But he was carrying the torch passed to him by JFK, which gave him immense credibility with a large segment of the public. Civil rights, the space program, better health care, the cold war, and other unfinished items on the Kennedy agenda were his platform. His biggest advantage in the race, though, was that his opponent was considered by most to be an extremist. Extremism may not be a vice, to paraphrase Goldwater, but it sure is hard to sell on TV.

The Johnson campaign decided to focus its strategy on hammering away at Goldwater’s unfitness for office. They would use TV’s growing reach as a weapon to bludgeon their opponent. Johnson didn’t use TV as a blunt instrument, however. His TV advertising campaign was a sharp, well-oiled precision attack aimed right at Goldwater’s jugular. The Johnson campaign’s advertising was handled by one of the best-known Madison Avenue advertising agencies, Doyle Dane Bernbach.

Lyndon Johnson, his advertising team, and especially the man who produced most of his TV spots, Tony Schwartz, helped to create the negative television ad. But to Schwartz, it wasn’t “going negative” in the sense that we have today. He believed the campaign was simply using television to “activate” feelings and attitudes the voters already had about Barry Goldwater. Schwartz maintained that ads do not have to change fixed beliefs or political philosophies in order to be effective. In fact, they can’t, he said. But what they can do is touch certain impressions or emotions in the voters that influence their voting behavior. The trick, he said, is to choose the proper images and sounds to mobilize these feelings in the direction you want them to go.

The ’64 Johnson campaign is remembered not only for the Daisy Girl spot, which played on voters’ anxieties about nuclear war and Goldwater’s hawkish military views; there was much more. A different ad featured another little girl licking an ice-cream cone while an announcer frets about the effects of strontium 90, a toxic chemical present in nuclear fallout. The ad closed by suggesting that by voting against the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty, Senator Goldwater was not protecting America’s children from strontium 90.

There were also ads about Goldwater’s domestic stands. One well-known spot showed a man on the street literally tearing up his Social Security card because Goldwater and his running mate, William Miller, had voiced concerns over the funding and the structure of the Social Security program. Another ad took advantage of the Arizona senator’s critical comments about the “eastern political establishment” by showing a giant saw cutting through the continental United States, as the entire eastern seaboard drifts off into the Atlantic Ocean. Taken together, these cleverly thought-out and brilliantly produced TV spots helped make Barry Goldwater an “unacceptable” candidate for president.

Surely, Roger Ailes is a student of Tony Schwartz’s as much as he is a student of Marshall McLuhan’s or Niccolo Machiavelli’s. Ailes has likely read Schwartz’s book The Responsive Chord, just as he has likely read McLuhan’s work and Machiavelli’s The Prince. Actually, the student may have exceeded the teacher. Ailes used “images” and “sounds” in 1988 against Michael Dukakis to the same devastating effect as Schwartz did for LBJ against Goldwater in 1964.

But before destroying the image of Dukakis, Ailes helped improve that of Richard Nixon in 1968. Nixon running for president again? How could one sell that? In ’68 the Republican Party would have to move forward, not backward. Richard Nixon was from yesterday—the nation had previewed his act already and was not impressed. The problem for Republicans was that their supply of potential presidential candidates had been depleted. The party hadn’t recovered from tearing itself to pieces in 1964.

After his heartbreaking, razor-thin loss to Kennedy in 1960, Nixon had gone sulking back to California. He planned to start his political comeback by running for governor of California in 1962. If America didn’t want him, well, by God he would run America’s biggest state and then force himself on the American people again in 1968. Only it didn’t work out that way. He lost the California governorship to Edmund G. Brown, the Democrat. Nixon was yesterday.

The morning after his humiliating loss to Brown, when he told the national media basically to go jump in a lake, all indications are that he actually meant it. He’d had it. Fed up with politics, Nixon moved back east to New York, formed a law firm with some established litigators, and started making some real money.

But in New York he kept meeting people who thought he really was presidential material. Len Garment, a partner in the law firm, was one. Garment and other Nixon allies introduced him around New York City, and Nixon (with wife Pat) hit Manhattan’s social scene. He was still a big name—former vice president, presidential candidate, and all that. In New York he found the potential money and support to start thinking about politics again. And Goldwater and Rockefeller’s self-immolation act in 1964 had actually made room for him again as a presidential candidate.

It was in this environment that Ailes met Richard Nixon in 1967, when Nixon appeared on The Mike Douglas Show. The guests on the show that day were Nixon and a belly dancer called Little Egypt, who was accompanied by her pet boa constrictor. Ailes told one interviewer, “I didn’t wanna scare Nixon and I didn’t wanna scare the snake, so I stuck Nixon in my office … If I’d put Little Egypt in there, I’d be managing belly dancers right now.”9

Nixon, who had learned to loathe TV, struck up a conversation with the twenty-seven-year-old Ailes, who had grown up with TV and knew that it was the future. It was the TV atheist versus the TV prophet. “It’s a shame a man has to use gimmicks like this to get elected,” said Nixon, who really did think TV was some kind of passing fad. Joe McGinniss, author of the influential book The Selling of the President 1968, believes TV’s role in politics “offended” him. “It had not been part of the game when he learned to play,” said McGinniss. “And he could see no reason to bring it in now. He half suspected it was an eastern liberal trick: one more way to make him look silly.”10

For his part, Ailes was fascinated to learn that Nixon thought so little of the power of television and that he believed its significance might even pass. Taken aback by the comment, he told Nixon that TV was no gimmick, and that if he thought that way, he would lose again. Ailes made it clear he believed Nixon’s lack of TV savvy was the reason he lost to Kennedy. Nixon and his campaign staff must have decided that if they were going to have to use television to win, they would have to do it well—and they needed the help of someone who understood television production and who saw its potential value. Someone like Roger Ailes—because several weeks later, Nixon had his campaign staff call Ailes and offer him a job. Ailes says he wasn’t particularly political at the time, but jumped at the opportunity because he saw it as a great challenge. An Ohio Republican himself, he undoubtedly saw in Nixon the kind of leader he believed America needed. Thus, Roger Ailes began a twenty-three-year on-again, off-again sojourn into political media production. It was the way for him to merge his two passions—television and politics.
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