
one hand were the executives who had 
overpaid for the Fox/NASCAR package 
(and were trying to offset costs) and, on 
the other, the cable group that was only 
interested in profits. In the middle was 
Liberatore. “But then, at the same time, 
we had some budget constraints, so I was 
left in this position of trying to manage 
the budget, but manage this enormous 
NASCAR pressure that was coming. And 
the only way you really could have done 
that, in my opinion, was maybe to start 
eliminating things, or start doing things 
that I would not think would be great for 
the network.”

When Liberatore’s four-year watch 
ended, the Speed Channel had 
increased the homes it was in 

by 67 percent and revenues and average 
prime-time viewership had more than 
doubled. Yes, the programming mix 
changed, but not as much as the pur-
ists suspected. NASCAR’s turf took fully 
a fourth of the channel, but the amount 
of racing stayed about the same for cars 
and bikes, despite purist protests to the 
contrary.

In addition, a number of different se-
ries were developed directed at TV’s all-
important 18-to-24 crowd. The break-out 
hit is Pinks, where participants wager 
their cars—the owners’ “pink slips”—in 
races. In its second season, over two 
million watch Pinks each week (it shows 
multiple times), with 473,000 watching 
the original show. Unique Whips attracts a 

huge audience—it, too, in essence mak-
ing Wednesday the night for the MTV 
generation.

Today, Speed is run by Hunter Nick-
ell, who previously headed another 
Fox regional sports channel, FSN 

South, which had more than 10 million 
subscribers compared with the 65 mil-
lion homes he inherited at Speed. 

Nickell, 49, has been at the wheel for 
a year. A former championship-winning 
high-school hockey coach, he began on 
the ground floor of the cable business 20 
years ago and has a decade of sports-pro-
gramming experience. He was also once 
the crew chief of his son’s Legends race 
team. Asked what his employees must 
have thought on seeing grease under the 
nails of the boss, he laughs self-deprecat-
ingly: “I think they were surprised to see 
that and felt sorry for my son.” 

The Legends competition showed 
Nickell how intense the competition was 
even at lower levels of the sport. “It was 
awesome—the hard work people put 
into their cars. I mean, all night, around 
the clock, and this is in Legends racing. 
They’re so into it, so fired up!”

Nickell sounds fired up at all times, 
a high-wattage personality. And that en-
thusiasm is being reflected in the changes 
that are slowly appearing on Speed. His 
first year was spent examining who the 
Speed viewer was and watching the re-
sults of experiments such as lingerie 
model and Best Damn Sports Show Period

correspondent Leeann Tweeden hosting 
NASCAR Nation and I Want to Date a Race 
Car Driver, both of which bombed. 

Instead, look at the fans in the back-
ground of the NASCAR shows broadcast-
ing from the site of Cup races, and notice 
a younger crowd waving and holding 
signs—much more enthusiastically—at-
tracted by a DJ playing peppier, younger 
music. In August, The Speed Report de-
buted, with 20-something hosts Drew 
Johnson and Nicole Manske, replacing 
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Speedvision’s lineup in May 2001 but would soon disappear completely. In this 

movies, and racing programming could change dramatically a couple of months 
later, depending on the season and racing schedule. 

Much of the NASCAR programming is not the racing itself but “shoulder program-
ming” (for example, the shows Trackside, NASCAR Live, and NASCAR Victory Lane). 
In addition, S
Nextel Cup and the Busch Series), original programming of the Craftsman Truck 
Series, and repeats of the original races of Nextel Cup and the Busch Series.
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PROGRAMMING COMPOSITION, percent

I Want to Date a Race Car Driver bombed, 
but Pinks spelled pay dirt.
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