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or those people who not only play goll bt

Immerse themselves in i, the Hiestvle inchsdes

certain things, One i tuning in regulariy—ignor-

ing risks to domestic tranquility and a broader

world view—to The Goll Channel, There vou will

fincl, withaut looking very hard, Peter Kesslee You

know Kessler You must. For the love of cable television, he
spends as much time in your den as your collee table,

There he is, discussing the backswing with Instructor

Buteh Harmon, There he k&, asking Sam Snead about the old

doys, There he iz, probing PGA Tour commissioner Tim

Flclien aboaut Casey Martins

cart, There he is, helping a caller— B former Wall Street

Tom from Morth Carelina or Eddie m Hliﬂ Emh’s

from Ohbo—fes] better about his IIFELI[II :

slice. “The identity of The Golf “PPE vesedl ch Is
almost a5 veracions as

his love of the game.

Channed s Peter—ii really is," says
Tomeny Row, an executbe produc-
er for NBC Sporis, "He's almast
[Eee The Goll Channe] brand "

Since the network became &
destination for junkies a Bttle more
than four years pgo, Keasler, the pe
mary host of theee interactibee
shows—"0oll Talk Live" “Gol
Academy  Live®™ and “Viewer's
Forum™=has been its dominant
vidce. He has hosted about 800
hoars of live tebesdsion since TGC s
Jan. 17, 1945, launch, many of
which have been replaved 1o Al a
24-hour schedule, Kessler's ubdgulk
ty, at lenst for those with a cable
b, has made him the voloe of goll

it's not a vobee you will soomn for.
gel. Keasler's harltone starts well
below the ground and emerges
some time later deep and distine
tive, ts husky edge owing to the
Marlboro Lights he is forever quit-
ting. It Is a sound that could sell
soap or set up a macabre mosment
in a hosror movie, an authoritatbee
tone that has narrated soclalmed
documentarles on the Holocaust,
hasehall and boxing.

“it's an umbselimvable volee,™ says Lee Slegel, who produces
Ressler's shows, “The way Peber’s volee s, certaln things Imame
diiately take on respectability. Yeah, his voloe was a gift, but once
b gt in position to use I, he's certalnky made the most of i°

If all Kessler had were his vocal conds, he wouldn't have
become the voloe of goll. Perhaps he'd be back in New York
City, reading aloud advertlsements in women's magazines, as
he did a decade ago. trying to figune out how to capitadize on
hiz voice and retool his |ie. Bul Kessler, who recently tumied
47, was a hardeore golfer from his teen-age years growing up
In New Jersey, and he accreed an encyclopedic knowledge of
the game's history by absorbing the classic goli books,

Keasler leamed to play proficienthy while living in Califor-

Gall Werlad

nka when e was in his early 205, He got down to a 2 kandi-
cap aml won the club champisiship al La Costa in 1976, Into
his late M5, however, while bullding & career a5 & marketing
specialist n Mew York City, Kessler was unable to make o lhv-
ing off of efther golf or his vodoe. It was, however, time well
apent. " worked on 'Wall Street for 15 yvears giving speeches
to brokers,” he says, “That prepares you lor everything
because 48 out of 50 of them aren't paying attentbon and the
aother two guys are throwlng sandwiches at each other. You
learn to deal with distractbons and think on your feet. | had
done commamnity theater, and | was never shy atsout standing
e i froet of a group of people and talkdng.”

Working in voloe-over audithons between his 'Wall Street
sales pltches, Kessler found that his distinctive delivery had
appeal He gol jobs narrating award-winning documentaries
for HBOD, including *When k Was A Game,” about baseball,
and *In This Corner,” a boxdng trilogy. Bul Kessler's biggest
break was becoming a frend and cecasional goll partner of
an HEO producer named Michaed Whelan. In the fall of 1584,
Whelan was hired by The Golf Channel to become its vice

president of production, which meant he would assemble
talent for the Bedgling network

*Peter's passkon for the game of goll just radiated, but it
went bevond that to his knowledge,™ says Whelan, "1 don't
think that in 18 years In TV, | met anyong who Knew mone
about thelr particular sport than Peter did about gell, 1
thowght it would be a wonderh science project.”

There was but one problem: Kessler had never been in
front of a camera. It wasn't exactly an issee Whelan trum-
peted to his superiors during the hiring process, but to reas-
sure himself and other higher-aps thit he had his man, Whee-
lan phoned Kessker several times over a three-month peried,
sometimes at odd howrs, to ask him golf trivia questbons.
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Kessler realized he was on trial but never felt offended or
anncyed, °| was tolally amused and loving B,° he savs, “
knew | was going to know the answers, and the mone he
cilled, the lower my anxlety pot.”

Once Kessler was In place, Whelan gave him carte
blanche. "He was the guy who sald | was borm to host tele
viglon shows, and [ believed him,” Kessler zavs, "He just bet
me g figure out how to do this work.” Unencumbered by a
rigich hierarchy that would have limited him at a bigger TV
operation, Kessler thrived in his new environmsent and new
eled in the fact that, although he was a newcomer, he was
the star. At the beginning | heard "Where did he pav his
dues?’ all the time,” Kessler saye. "l ignored 8, becaiise
ihere wasn't anvthing | could do to pay them except just
keep doing the work and be conslstent.”

Kessler’s ascent was impossible for viewers to miss, nor
wisd it bost on his codleagues. In a trade where talent i mea-
sured in minutes, he was getting hours of alrtime, And
when the red light wasnt on, Kessler's demanding style
could wear down his staff, *1 figure for an hour, we should
b able to focus well enough to do our best work,” he saye.
I'm pretty tough on me. [expect a lot”

Adds Siegel, It wouldnt be natural if the ather talent
wasfil jealous, i vou're In front of a camera, you have an
ege. Peter does three of our most high-proflle shows, and
other peaphe would like to do them. 1 think they baleve they
might dis things a little differently, but 1 think they appreciate
that he's real good at what he does.”

Even lor critics who thought Kessler's smile was too wide,
his guestions too long and his manner too fawning, it was as
if he had been doing TV his entire life. “Stunning,” says
Instructor Jim Mclean, an adviser to The Goll Channel
Kessber didnt have trouble getting used to a volce talking into
his ear, He could humanize a legendary guest one night, then
loosen up a club pro making his first TV appearance the nest

“When vou're dofng a show with him, hes just 30 calm
and confident, he makes vou feel like vour going 1o be fine,”

MY T, 1959

I 1 Lean says. ] kow he does
g . that with every pérson who
m litle EXpenence goed on.” Adds M. Crenshaw:
Pt to The Golf Ehﬂ]l[lil, *He's smooth as glass.” When
Kessler was, in the eyes of singer Amy Grant shanked a
the man who fomd bim, 337 L bl e
bern to host television. between the legs of her
Instruetor, Mike Wine—Keasler
furned the incident into a memory. “That's it—na more goll,”
he joked, heading into a commercial, “It's become very dan-
perous.” Returning from the break, Kessler mockingly
removed the club from Grant's hands, saving “d ke (o leel
safe before we start this segment, H vou don't mind.” Live TV
never |ooked so polished. *it was a great lun moment,”
kessler says. “Exactly the kind of thing you hope happens
when you present an hour of entertatnment,”

Kessler wriles his own material, on legal pads, Regardless
of what show he's doing, he never uses a TelePrompTer,
rarely flubs a delivery, even on "Viewer's Forum,™ an hour of
multiple studio guests, callers and topées. “He was very, very
thaorough,” says Davls Love NI a guest on “Golf Talk Live® in
B, “You can tell when somebody doesnt know wihal
they're dolng. With Peter, he knew what he was going 1o talk
about and he knew what the answers were golng o be” As
Kessler points out, this is no accldent. *I always think of
something lack Nicklaus sald,” he says. “The dilference
between being nervous and being afrabd is being prepared,”

Tor that end, Keszler would rather prepare at his home kn
Winter Park, Fla., where be has complied an extensive golf
library, and net at TGC studios, where he has only o small
cubicle, A member of Interlachen CC, he now breaks 80
about hall the time, but because he accepted checks totalling
#2,600 for playing In two Celebrity Plavers Tour events s
wear, kessler is technically a professionad goller. It ks the ulti-
mate irony, considering his deep appreciotion for the great-
eal amaleur of all, Bobby Jones.

Goll World



Hessler's wile, lanet, and the
voungest of thelr three children,
Kevin, shore kmes’ hirthday, March
7. "l 1 ever had an ldol, he's certaln-
by it," Kessber says. “A lof of my sensk
bilitles are ones that | learned from
reading about Jones and the things
he wrofe. He could write, he could
speak in public, he was an engineer, &
lnwyer. He was my size,”

Almost everybody who is any-
body has been a guest of Kesskr on
“Giodl Talk Live.™ And though Kessler
will ask the lough gquestions, as was
the case with Mark McCumber
{wccused of cheating), Finchem (the
Martin lawsuit) and Nick Fabdo {fired
coach David Leadbetter by fax), his
style is more genile than guard-clog
Sjegel defends the approach, recall-
Ing TGC's place in the food chain
when i came on the air, *On ‘Goll
Talk Live,” the players were doing s
a big favor coming on, especially the
first two or three vears.” Segel savs.
“It was real important (o us that they
wiere comiortable with whal we were jsiing, because we didn't
wiial 1o upset them and have them not come back on”

Kessler's interest im the game’s tradition helps him con-
nect with TOC viewers, many of whom are older and conser-
vative. His interview style may also work because of his on-
alr manners, He rarely cuts off & guest in midsentence, nor s
I a redentless interrogator. Hs peppering of Finchem on the
Martin Issue was a notabbe exception, bat on that particular
occasion, the show was extended 30 minutes—and Finchem
gt a chance to defend the tour's position at length after the
sharp questions were asked.

“1 don’t think | have a reaponsibility to ralse [the lssue of]
Mick Faldo leaving his wife " Kessler zays_ *1 do feel a joumal-
isthc responsibility to being up that he wrote Leadbetter to
end thelr relationship Instead of calling or showing up. [ try
to separate what I'm curlous about from what | have a
reaponsibility to report on, It lsn't often In golf that a thing
like the Casey Martin sult comes around to chew on. | think
there are very lew tough questions in goll.”

Eeselers toughest time at The Goll Channel came a year
ago this week, and he wasn't prepared for it. Thats when
TGC ook him out of ks linewp, citing the need to develop
edhver tabent pwd give thelr Cal Rlpken a rest. "It was Mon-
ibiy, May 4" e 2ayvs, "The week before, they came to me and
gaid they were going to reduce my akrtime a litthe bit, and
ihey reduced it a ton. When they first took me off, [ felt like it
wiks punishment of some kind,”

It went deeper than that. Kessler felt betrayed by Whelan,
clalming the man who gave him hls shot grew weary of his
celebrity and “did evervihing he could” to get rid of him.
“Michael macde [t dear he had a problem that he wasn't get-
fing a kot of press and | was,” Kessler says. ™ tried to tell kim
that when someone wrote something about me it was our

wictory, but he never =aw [t that way”

Whelan reskgned from TGC last
August, having blueprinted much o
the network's success. He denbes try-
img to fire Bessler, out of Jeabousy or
any other reasen, Il thats his ver-
sion, that's his verslon,” says Whe-
lan. *l don't think It camie dowsm bo me
ar Peter Kesslor. 11 it did, | was never
told that. Peter wasn't on the air for
reasons higher than me. | waved a
pretty good wand, but pulling main
talent off the alr wasn't something |
coudd have dome”

Regardless of who reduced his
schedule, which has since been reine
stated to about 80 percent ol the
interactive shows, Kessler pouted
when he was first told. 1 overreacted
badly,” e says. “l don'l deny that.
But 1 didn’t start doing this until |
wits 42 years old and | didn't have a
whode ot of interest in taking a whole
lot of days off, | didn't feel burned
out, but | believe now thers was
probably some overexposure,”

I Whelan hasnt spoken to Kessler
since he left TGC. Currently out of

A former clob television, Whelan says he |z still
champ at La Costa, proud of Kessler, although former
Kessher 1 im' colleagues say the relationship took
“Thﬂtﬂa on the tone of a nasty diverce in its

blast as final months, Whelan, claiming no
Channel’s go-to guy. rancor now, says, “| knew Peter

wonild be good, but pever in my
wildest dreams did | think be would be as good as he 18"

After thie hundreds of hours doing (alk ahows, does Kessler
want to expand his horizon? ¥ another dream were o follow
the one he's curmently Bving. he savs he'd bove to be an essay-
Ist at the major championships, the way Jack Whitaker used
to be. “But | don’t know I | want to climb a tower in the heat
and fight off flies and try to make a six-shot lead by Joe
Durant seem exciling,” Kessler says of becoming a tourna-
mient annguncer An executive with another network concurs.
“I don't really ses him calling goll.” the executive says, “but he
probabity could if somebody gave him the chance.”

The question may not be what Kessler is getting into, but
rather, what e would be giving up, "He's almost like a co-
producer,” savs Siegel. “The experlence | have at covering
live events, the producers eall the shots, They would listen
to Peter, but | don’t think they would listen to Peter enough.
If e wanted it bad enough—Ll that's what he decided to
do—he coubd do that. But it would be interesting.”

Omve recent Sunday, afier another glitchless "Viewer's
Forum,” Kessler walked off the set and announced, Lo no one
in particular, “Sure beats wearing a wool sult on 'Wall Strect.”
As he walked off Into the balmy Florida evening, Kessher
pulled out his shirt tail. He needed a clgarette, but after
another hoar in your den, he didn't need to say aword. P
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