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A good man to know in a crisis

Harold Burson
created a world
leader in PR,
now a thriving
part of WPP’s
growing empire

AS Ayoung PR man in Ameri-
ca in the Fifties, Harold Bur-
son had an unwelcome encoun-
ter with the “client from Hell".
W.F. Rockwell Jr, chief execu-

tive officer of the giant Rock-
well  Corporation, was ob-
sessed with appearing on the
cover of Life magazine with his
new executive toy, a company
helicopter.

Burson knew there was no
way he could pull it off, but he
had an idea. “T knew the com-
pany was coming out with a
very interesting new product
for home workshop use called
Delta Shop that combined sev-
eral tools Into one — a saw , a
planer, a drillpress — and in

those days, six, seven years af-
ter the Second World War,
there was a-big do-it-yourself

movement,"
Burson persuaded L!fe tode-

vote three pages of its Thanks-

giving weekend edition to an
article on the product. “Literal-
ly there has not been a medi-
um,-whether its television, ad-
vertising, the Super Bowl, that

has ever had the impact on -

readers that Life. magazine
had. Within a week, "there
wasnt a Delta Shop. to be
bought in the United States.”
These days, at 79, it is Bur-
son who gets to fly in helicop-
ters. His name is one half of
Burson-Marsteller, which has
grown over the years into the
world's biggest public rela-
tions firm. It is known for its
work in crisis management,
acting for BP over the Torrey
Canyon oil 'spill. for Union
rbide over
Pan Am over Lockerbie.
Burson-Marsteller was
bought in 1979 by Young &
Rubicam, which is itself bemg
bought by WPP, the London-
listed media services group,

for £3.1 billion. The deal cre-.

ates the world’s biggest adver-
tising group. WPP this week
reported  first-half  preax

Bursnn-M arsleller acted for BP over the Twmy Cwuron
profits 22 per cent higher at-

E137.7 million.

Burson took .to the skies
over London en route to the
Farnborough  Air  Show,
where his firm was sponsor-
ing a conference for aerospace
executives. He went into pub-

. lic relations at a time when it

Bhopal and for -
- nalists and they say, public re- *

had few of the connotations of
today. “There's always been a
love-hate relationship between
public_relations people and
Journalists. Talk to most jour-

lations generally is terrible,
but certain people are ‘great
guys’ and very helpful.”

The problem, he believes, is
that PR people today do not un-
derstand journalism. “Twenty
years ago, if you were an appli-
cant for a position and you
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had not had ]ournahsm experi-
ence we would not consider
you. I would say today, less

than 10 per cent of the people
we hire have journalism back-
grounds.”

Burson was born in Mem-
phis, Tennessee, in Febru:

1921 to English parents. His *

father was gassed at Ypres in
the First World War and rela-
tions who had moved to Mem-
phis encouraged the Bursons
to join them.

Burson began contributing
to the Memphis newspaﬁr
the Cammemni Appeal, while
still at school and used his writ-
mg o my his way through col-

spent his summers
wnrlu at the Appeal, includ-
ing a stint writing obituaries.

Burson duly joined the news-

‘paper’s staff, hoping that some-
* one would “discover” him and
| whisk him away to New York.
‘War broke out, and Burson
broke the story — big news lo-
‘cally — that the Army was to
build a vast ammunition facili-
i ty just cutside Memghts The
[site was in prime armland
' and involved displacing up to
! ' 4,000 families.

+went to a unionised com
- to the exclusion of local con
tractors. There were ugly con-
frontations. ‘Il;l;; mmgrn of the
company telephoned Burson
l Jf; had interviewed him —
i and asked for his help.
+ called me one day and said,
| ‘my people don’t know how to
i deal with the press down
' there. Can you take a leave of
" absence and handle this thin
until it blows over?' Also he of-
fered to double my salary. 1
- was making $25 a week and
he offered to double it to $50."

but Burson was persuaded to
stay on. He spent three years

travelling around America:

with his boss, winning defer-
ments from the army because
his work was assisting'the war
effort. The company built suc-
cessive military facilities, in-
cluding the atom bomb plant
at Ogkridge.

In late 1943 Burson decided
it was time to dq his bit. “1 did
not want the war to end with-
out my having been in it —

The construction contract,

“He *

The dispute resolved itself,.

which was pretty much the
mood of the country at that
time. [ felt that if [ had not

e in, it would be something

it 1 would carry with me.” -

Burson was assigned 19 the
US Army's mglmenn&?r%s
In early August e
embarked - from Boston to
Liverpool, took a-train to
Bournemouth and ten days
later was cleiring mines on
the beaches of Normandy. “In-

vasion was June 4; [ got there .

in early September.” He fol-
lowe

d the armys advance’

across Europe.

After the German surren-
der, Bursen took a job as a re-
porter with American Forces
Network, based in Paris. He
covered the Nurem‘nerg trials
before returning home. “A lot

ufnewspa ople had been
PIOs — public information
officers — in army units

around the world, and decided
they did not want to go back to
the Little Rock Ledger. Many
of them came to New York
and started small PR firms. If
you look in the Yellow Pages
for 1946, you'll find 540 listings
under public relations and
publicity.”

Burson followed the pack.
He focused on companies mll-
ing services to other comy
nies, spending his I'Isl
months in an hotel on Lexing-
ton Avenue.

Within five years, Burson's:

firm was up to five people. "It
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- High-flyer: Harold Burson’s carcer in PR took off when he persuaded Life to run a feature for his client, W.F. Rockwell

was pretty comfortable living,
but [ wasn't setting the world
on fire." A journalist 6n The

New York Timestold him ofan

advertising man in Chicago
who was looking for a'PR firm
to publicise a project. His

‘name was Bill Marsteller. "He

and [ immediately clicked. His
background was a lot similar
to mine. He %lew up in an
impoverished family. He had
paid his way through school.”

Marsteller's client was none

. other than the helicopter-ob-

sessed W.F. Rockwell Jr. “He
loved having his name and
Eﬂ::lure in the paper and he

d visions of being on the
cover of Life magazine — with
the helicopter. Bill Marsteller
was a smart guy and he wasn't
going to touch this thing him-
sélf. He figured, 'I'l hire a PR
firm. Let them go down in
flames".” .

Marsteller  pushed - more
and more work Burson's way,
and there was a case for closer

ties. The pair decided to form a-

new company. “The legend is
that I let him have 5] per cent
of the'control to get my name
in front of the hyphen. We did
talk about the 51 per cent, but

there was never .any .discus-

sion about whose name was
ang first.” Burson-Marstel-
opened for business in
March 1953,
In 1961, Burson-Marsteller
opened its first overseas office
in Geneva, elevating it to the
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status of bigger rivals such as
Hill & Iton. Burson calls

this a defining moment for the .

firm. A second came in 1970
when. the firm won a large
contract with General Motors,
then at the pinnacle of its
SUCCEsS.

“In " those days, General
Motors was the epitome of any
company ever in industrial
history," says Burson. “Micro-
soft never achieved what Gen-
eral ‘Motors was back then.
But one of the things that this
bred was a lot of arrogance.

- They considered themselves -

totally infallible. We said, "you
guys are on the wrong track.

-and livin

You ought to be supporting
the airbag and the seatbelt
rather than fighting it. There’s
going to come a day when
ﬁur best customer’s going to

awoman. You should clean
up your dealerships and put
nice restrooms in." We got the
business.”

The General Motors en-
dorsement brought business
fleoding in. “If you look at
Burson-Marsieller after 1970,
you see that curve just going
up and up.”

Burson . stepped down as
CEO in 1988 but remains
founder chairman. He still
comes into the office from his
home in Scarsdale in West-
chester, some 20 miles iorth of
Manhattan. He and his wife,
Bette, have lived in the same
house since 1954 and are soon
to celebrate their 52nd wed-
ding anniversary. Their home
has a television room with a
S0-inch screen — “my wife is a
bl&fﬂ.ﬂ of old movies" — and is

by a rather pam-
pered West Highland -white
terrier, Geoffrey.

The Bursons have two sons,
each with families of their
own. One, Mark, is executive
director of the Ronald Reagan
Foundation and lives in
California. The other, Scott, is
an attorney with the National
Labour Relations Bmml in
Boston.

Firms' such as Ogilvy &
Mather, J Walter Thompson
and Hill & Knowlton have
largely outlived their found-
ers. David Ogilvy is* dead;
John Hill has gone. Bill Mars-
teller died 12 years ago. Bur-
son's few. surviving peers in-
clude Dan Edelman, now 80
in Chicago.

Harold Burson represents a
lost ali:ml public relations; an
era when PR was free of the

nasty overtones it has today.
_But at least when he wants to
Sa for an airborne spin these

ays, there is always some
deep-pocketed client around to
pick up the bill.




