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Stern: Serious doings on and off the air 

By Peter Johnson, USA TODAY

NEW YORK — For someone who has been talking endlessly on the air about how
federal communications regulators have forced him from his home of 20 years, Howard
Stern seems pretty content.

"My gut instinct tells me this is big with or without me. It's the first time that 
somebody who makes major money in broadcasting is walking away," Stern 
says of his gamble on satellite radio.

By Robert Deutsch, USA TODAY

America's most famous shock jock, who moves to Sirius Satellite Radio in 13 months, has been reading the Bible. 
With all this talk about how the country is into religion and morality, Stern, 50, figures it was time to read The Good 
Book.

Of course, he hasn't gotten past Genesis, and he has problems with the part about God creating night and day. Too 
obvious. But he doesn't want to be too critical. "I'm always afraid to say anything about God. What if there is a God?"

Stern's other passions include psychotherapy, his three daughters, girlfriend Beth Ostrosky and Bianca 
Romijn-Stamos, an English bulldog he named after a stripper and the supermodel. "Bulldogs are so ugly that I had to 
give her the most feminine name I could find."

Stern talks about these subjects over the course of 90 minutes in an empty basement banquet room of a West Side 
restaurant owned by a friend, his gigantic black SUV stretch limo parked outside on this cold, misty day.

Stern, who rarely grants interviews, has requested this one specifically to plug Sirius on the heels of The Wall Street 
Journal's prediction that the new radio service could repeat the boom-and-bust cycle of the Internet, an article that has 
caused some investor uneasiness.

Stern gets right to the point. He's urging fans to buy Sirius subscriptions at $12.95 a month for friends and family for 
Christmas, just as he has for 250 people on his holiday list. Better yet, he says, sign up for a full year so that when he 
arrives on Jan. 1, 2006, with a live, four-hour weekday show, his loyal fan base will be there.

So this is a sales pitch? Absolutely. "I'm blatant about it," he says.

Stern says he's concerned that fans won't follow him to Sirius, either because they'll refuse to pay or because they're 
so confused about how satellite radio works that they'll stick with traditional commercial radio. (He has even laid out 
all the how-tos on his Web site, howardstern.com.)
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Even though he now has 9 million morning drive-time fans, Stern knows something about listener fickleness from his 
famous firing by NBC in 1985. "Everyone said, 'Oh, there's going to be such an uproar.' But life goes on the very next 
day, and everyone finds another radio show."

As for paying for radio, Stern says that once listeners get used to the range of Sirius' programming, they'll stick with 
it: more than 100 channels, from talk shows to commercial-free music such as an all-Elvis channel and another by 
Eminem. Just as cable TV took a while to catch on, so too will satellite radio, he says.

A gamble for 'The King' 

Still, this is a big risk for the King of All Media, a moniker he cooked up as a gag some years ago. But this new 
venture is no joke: Stern could be swept into the dustbin of radio history if Sirius tanks.

"That would bother me. I would hate to be wrong," he says. "But I think I am right. My gut instinct tells me this is big 
with or without me. It's the first time that somebody with a major career who makes major money in broadcasting is 
walking away.

"My role in the history of radio will be that I accelerated the push to satellite. I don't think this is the death of regular 
radio. It'll be there the same way network television is there."

At Sirius, just like at HBO, Stern can do whatever he wants without some station manager freaking out about how 
listeners, advertisers, activists and an increasingly vigilant Federal Communications Commission might react.

Soundtracks from gay porno films? No problem. Four-letter words? Absolutely. Replay that old interview with the 
late comedian Sam Kinison? Go for it.

"I guarantee I will reinvent myself, because I can go further than I have ever gone," Stern says. "I can explore anything 
I want to. You can't reinvent yourself if you've got the government breathing down your neck."

But without any sexual envelope to push, without the threat of fines and censorship, could his raunchy act get old 
quickly on satellite?

"In all fairness, I do a five-hour show now, and if you added up all the minutes, maybe 40 have to do with sex. What's 
selling is not sex; it's honesty, and there's no honesty in the country. People aren't really honest, especially when it 
comes to sex."

He doesn't like the puritanical shift in America: the FCC fining Viacom because Janet Jackson bared her breast at the 
Super Bowl and ABC stations recently pulling Saving Private Ryan rather than face possible sanction from the FCC 
over language and violence.

"I understand that there are people who listen to what I think is funny or interesting and say it's horrible and the worst 
side of life. I don't see it that way," Stern says.

"I'm interested in all sides of life, and a lot of our show is about the news and politics. There's a great rebelliousness 
there and a questioning of authority. Some people are very threatened by that, as if this is going to lead to the 
destruction of a society.

"I say it's just the opposite. Just because you don't like something, should it be taken off the air or would you rather 
govern yourself and turn it off?"

With a year to go on his Viacom contract, Stern's plug for Sirius is understandable. He has to build interest. Viacom 
also has asked him to stop peddling the fledgling subscription radio service on its dime.

Although his show will have commercials, Stern says, "once you start listening to music that is programmed well by 
live, breathing disc jockeys, you won't ever leave. It's 120 radio stations under one roof. It's wild."

Sirius, with 900,000 listeners, says it needs Stern to draw 1 million more to justify the $100 million a year it'll cost to 
build a studio and pay him and his crew. Competitor XM has 2.5 million subscribers.

'Better parent' through therapy 

Commercial pressures aside, he's happier now than he has been in years. "I feel like I'm in my prime. I've never felt 
more creative."

He began therapy after his divorce in 2001 and now goes four days a week.

"I wanted to be a better parent, to be closer to my kids," he says. "I also felt generally unhappy that no matter what I 
did, I didn't feel like a success. I'd look out and see 25,000 people waiting on line to get their book signed by me, and 
I'd think, 'Oh my God, what am I going to do tomorrow?' "

His former wife, Alison, has remarried. "We genuinely like each other," says Stern, who wrote extensively about 
their relationship in the best seller Private Parts, which was made into a movie. "I think I was in full-blown denial 
about our problems. I thought I had it all together.
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"It's sad that it ended. It still pains me."

Of the movie, he says, "I was being honest, but I feel like a hypocrite now because I was saying, 'Hey, look how great 
my marriage was,' and now I'm divorced. But stuff happens. When I was younger I was a lot more judgmental, and 
now I'm a lot more understanding. You better be damn well sure that you don't take your marriage for granted, 
because it could fall apart."

He has no plans to remarry. He's not sure he believes in marriage anymore, but he says: "I am committed to Beth. 
We have a great relationship. I think if I say I don't want to get married it means I don't love Beth. I do love Beth. I can't 
tell you all the ways she has been good to me. She has opened me up and made my life great."

Stern says Beth, a model, and his daughters — college students Emily, 20, and Deborah, 17, and 11-year-old Ashley
— have a good relationship. "I spend time with my kids, and it's got to be difficult for Beth to have my attention taken
away. All this divorce stuff is complicated."

More time for the good things 

In addition to working on programming for three Sirius channels, he's writing a series for Spike TV called Howard 
Stern: The Teenage Years ("tons of masturbation"), working on remakes of Porky's Revenge and Rock 'n' Roll High 
School and taking a Franklin Covey time-management course. "I'm trying to figure out how to create more time in 
my life."

He loves walking Bianca in Central Park, which his apartment overlooks. After many years of commuting from Long
Island, he considers Manhattan his home. He is passionate about New Yorkers, who "think outside the box. If we
could put Manhattan — with all its creative people and dynamic things — in Iraq, we wouldn't have that mess over
there."

Stern gives to charities "depending on the year and what I'm feeling close to. ... I care about the blind. I have a hang-up 
about that. Cancer. Some friends of mine have had some bad times."

He also has set up a scholarship at his alma mater, Boston University, after years of giving nothing. Therapy helped 
him remember a humanities professor there, Jim Wilcox, who encouraged him during his early years at the school. 
"Whatever moves you," he says. "Everyone should give to charity."

As for the future, "I guess in five years it'll probably be time for me to get off the air, but we'll see."

He came close to quitting radio because of the FCC. "I'm telling you: I thought I was getting out. I thought I was done.

"But now I feel like I'm a guy starting out in a way. I've learned that I need people around me. After 20 years, my fans 
are my family. And I'm saying to my audience: If you trust me, this is going to be the greatest. I'm going to give you 
great programming."
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