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iaure this. It's a Saturday morning, around 11 a.m. My wife Karen is in the house serving
breakfast to our kids. Daughter Suraya is at the kitchen table and son Justin is in his high
chair. I'm out mowing the lawn. And I'm thinking about some deal I'm working on. I was
working for Bill Daniels at the time. For whatever reason, I reach across the top of the engine of
the lawnmower and stick my hand into the chute to free some grass. And I hear this 'dumpety
dump dump.' There go my fingers."
Jim DeSorrento doesn't miss a beat: "So I latch onto my wrist, run into the garage and yell for
Karen. 'I just cut my fingers off!' I'm spraying blood all over the place. My neighbor comes running from across the street. As we're jumping into his car to go to the hospital, I holler to another guy: 'Hey, pick up those pieces and bring them along!'
"As we sped down the street I felt myself going into shock. I was afraid that if I passed out, I
might bleed to death. I spotted a fire station and directed my neighbor to stop. The paramedics
stabiIized my hand and called an ambulance to get me to the nearest hospital. The hand surgeon on duty says to me, Your fingers are a mess. We need to take them off right here at the base,
right where your hand begins.' I said, 'No way!'
"I got right up off the emergency room table, asked a nurse to wrap up my hand and give me
my finger pieces back. I went downstairs, hired an ambulance with my Visa card and instructed
them to take me to University hospital. I walked in with my finger parts and asked them to
please sew them back on. Which they did."

"P

For former Marine Captain Jim DeSorrento, following his own instincts-whether in a medical emergency or otherwise-is nothing new. Born in the middle of World War I1 to Emily and Anthony DeSorrento, he recognized even as a
youngster that his native Troy, New York was too small for the adventurous life he had in mind. Getting out was on his
radar saeen almost from the start.
"Have you ever been to Troy?" asks DeSorrento. "Don't put it on your agenda. It's typical of so many other mill towns
in the Northeast. When water power ceased to be the main source of energy 150 years ago, those towns all took a turn for
the worst. I couldn't wait to get out ofTroy because it seemed doomed to decline."
In spite of the town's gloomy economic outlook, growing up in Troy had its good points. DeSorrentoJsneighborhood
consisted of large houses overflowingwith big families, which made for plenty of playmates. Says DeSorrento: "I'll bet you
that every house had at least six, maybe eight, kids." The neighborhood was also perched on the edge of town, "so we had
hills, streams and all kinds of great places to play."
While Emily Whelan DeSorrento stayed home to raise seven children, her husband ran his pre-cast concrete factory with
a firm hand. DeSorrento aedits both parents with teaching him fundamental values. From his mother, he says, he learned
"virtue and discipline." From his father, focus and taking responsibility for one's actions. "My dad was strict. He had his
own ideas about how things ought to be run. He ran his company like an absolute dictator. He always wanted things done
correctly, without excuses, on time the first time. And he believed that if you had it coming, then take it like a man."
DeSorrento also had role models in his mother's two "spinster aunts, who lived to 101 and 104, and managed their
inheritanceso well that they lived on it for a century." The Whelan family money came from bottling soft drinks, including Whelan's Ginger Ale. The business was started by Emily's grandfather, who at one point was also Troy's mayor.
DeSorrento recalls watching his great aunts descend the grand staircase of their brownstone, "the train of each woman's
gown carried by a young boy." The tinkle of a bell announced dinner. "I was just a little kid. It was all very pomp and circumstance."
After attending Saaed Heart School, DeSorrento moved on at age 13 to Trofs LaSalle Institute, a military high school. "I
didn't dislike school, but I never really got into it. I didn't really care whether or not I got A's. I just wanted to get through."
Today he chuckles about "spending just about every day for four years on the demerit line, marching around the courtyard
with an M-1 rifle, because I could never quite get my shoes to a high-enough shine or my white gloves spotless."
Upon graduation from LaSalle in 1960, DeSorrento enrolled at St. Michael's College in Winooski, Vermont. St.
Michael's highly-disciplined environment was one of the school's chief attributes. To no one's surprise the undergraduate spent almost as much time on disciplinary probation there as he had on the demerit line at LaSalle. Both gregarious
and curious by nature, DeSorrento rarely shied from testing the limits . . . then or later. "I never did anything really out of
bounds, but I don't mind looking over the edge to see what's out there," he admits with a grin. In spite of a full social
schedule, DeSorrento managed to graduate with a major in English and a minor in philosophy.
While working on his B.A., DeSorrento signed up for the Marines' Platoon Leader Corps program. Two summers spent
at training camp secured him a commission as a 2nd lieutenant upon graduation. DeSorrento never questioned the
notion that military service would follow college. "If you wanted to look for a job in 1964, your prospective employer's

first question was going to be: 'Have you done your service for your country?' These guys had all
served in WWII or the Korean War. My parents expected me to serve. So did I."
DeSorrento credits the Marine Corps with teaching him "how to lead, how to make people do
things they don't necessarily want to do. And to do them on time and well. For a 21-year-old
guy, those were real hardcore life lessons."
DeSorrento had plenty of opportunity to put his newly-acquired leadership skills to the test:
He was in the first group of U.S. Marines to land in Vietnam in February 1965. Marine colleague
Mac MacCorkle cites one occasion when DeSorrento1stake-charge attitude saved the day:
"Jim's group came in with the Ninth Marine regiment. Their job was to secure the Danang
Airfield and hold it until relieved by the South Vietnamese, which never happened. Anyway, timing is everything. If you're driving around in the dark you're really vulnerable. On this day, Jim
was in charge of one of the convoys. Dark was approaching and they really needed to gef this
thing moving. All of a sudden, they came to a stop. It was pretty obvious that there was an explosive device in the road, right in their path. Well, there wasn't time to follow the usual procedure
to disarm and secure the device. Jim just walked up, grabbed hold of this thing, threw it out of
the way and said, 'All right. Get the goddamn trucks moving.' He got a medal for that."
DeSorrento loved the Marines and achieved several quick promotions to the rank of captain.
He seriously considered a career in the Marine Corps, until the stark reality of the transfer
process set in. "After your stateside tour of duty," he explains, "you had to make a decision.
Either you got out, or you went back to Vietnam. In 1968, I really didn't want to get out, but I
really, really didn't want to go back."
Instead, business school beckoned. DeSorrento had a friend heading to the San Francisco Bay
Area to work on a master's degree in physics. He did a little research, learned that UC-Berkeley
was one of the top-ranked business schools in the country, applied and got in. "To this day, I
think I was accepted as part of some diversity program," he says, laughing. "Because, believe me,
there was no one on campus like me. I had a buzz cut and wore a coat and tie. Here I am, among
the Weathermen and SDS guys. I'd walk by and they'd harass me and call me a warmonger."
The hostile environment on campus wore thin, and DeSorrento quit in disgust at the end of
his first year. A trip around the world sounded infinitely more appealing than slogging through
another year of school in an inhospitable atmosphere. He bought an around-the-world air ticket for $2,000 and set off for Hawaii with his physics friend. A month on the beach there was followed by six weeks in Tahiti. The respite gave DeSorrento plenty of time to store up energy for
what was coming next.
"It was around Bastille Day," he says. 'I was sitting on the quay in Papeete, and into the harbor drifts this ship. It was 72 feet long, 30 feet in the beam, with a gaff-rigged main sail and
square sails on most of the higher reaches. As I stood there taking in all the fascinating details
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of this ship, a huge guy standing in the bow starts waving at me. He sends a dinghy to the shore. I get in and go back out
to the ship. The authorities were in the process of stripping this guy of everything to buy airline tickets to send his entire
undocumented a e w back to where they came from. This left the captain, his equally large brother and three women to
operate this big ship. So, he was looking for help to get from Tahiti to Australia. I signed up along with my American
friend, together with two guys from the U.K.The crew consisted of the captain and his brother, two Americans, two Brits,
a Swedish-Tahitian who could only speak Tahitian, and the three women (from Scotland, Finland and Australia).
"The French authorities really wanted us to get this ship out of their waters," says DeSorrento. W e raised anchor on a
capstan. Turned out that there was no working engine on this ship. We drifted across the bay and crashed into the dock
on the other side. The authorities secured a rope, towed us out to sea, and cast us off. We drifted across to Moorea, a few
miles away, and after several days repeated the same exercise with the French Navy-being towed out to sea and cast off.
We made our way through most of the Tahitian Islands and then south to the Cook Islands. Just gradually drifting along."
After several months on the high seas, the ship eventually made it to Australia. But DeSorrento had not yet done enough
"drifting" of his own, so he headed across Australia for Asia, nursing a low grade fever from coral poisoning along the way.
Making his way slowly and by whatever means he could find, he began a nine-month-long trek overland across Asia.
While crossing the Khyber Pass from Pakistan to Afghanistan, he realized that his sores needed to heal in a warmer dimate and headed for Istanbul. From there, DeSorrento moved on to Israel, where a few weeks spent working on a kibbutz
set him right again. Another six months visiting North Africa and Europe finally inspired the prodigal son to head back
to Troy. His homecoming had unexpected results.
"So the hero returns from this epic voyage," says DeSorrento. "I say, Well, Dad, here's the deal. I'm 26 years old, I've finished school, I've fought in a war, I've been around the world and now I'm really interested in going to work. I've got all
this stuff out of my system. I'll stan out here in the plant, then I'll work the trucks,then in six months I'll be in the office
and you can kick back and maybe retire.'

"My father's response? 'Bullshit!'"

DeSorrento knew better than to argue with his iron-willed father, so he lit out for the West Coast and the familiar haunts
of the Bay Area. There he bumped into his old Marine buddy Mac MacCorkle. "I ran into Jim in the lobby of an office
building" recalls MacCorkle. "He was about to i n t e ~ e w
with a photocopier company. I was selling insurance. He said he
was going to be toughest copier salesman there ever was. He would cold-call whole building at a time, making sure that
he'd been in the door of every office in the building leaving no stone unturned."
MacCorkle, notes DeSorrento, was no slouch himself when it came to making the most of a selling opportunity. "He
told me You don't need a job! You need a life insurance policy!'" Desorrento still has the policy his pal sold him that day.
DeSorrento's grand plans to be the king of copiers changed when he hooked up in 1970 with TeleVue Systems, an upand-coming San Francisco cable television company. Eager to get exposure to all aspects of the business, he asked to cyde
through various positions, induding director of marketing and general manager of the local cable system. By the time
Viacom bought the company in 1971, he already had enough experience to accept a promotion to regional manager. But
the kick up the ladder came with a price tag: his new home would be Cleveland, Ohio. "Can you imagine that I voluntarily left San Francisco for Cleveland?" he says, rolling his eyes.

Not about to suffer alone, DeSorrento proposed marriage to his girlfriend, Karen Graham. "I
sure didn't want to go to Cleveland by myself!" he chuckles. The DeSorrentos made the best of
it for a little more than a year, but Jim threw in the towel with Viacom in 1974, and the family
headed back to Califomia. Nothing was available in the San Francisco area, so DeSorrento
hooked up with U.S. Computer Systems (now CableData) in Sacramento. Finding the company's culture "too weird," he hung on for a year, learning enough to make the stay worthwhile.
"Because I had been active in operations at TeleVue and Viacom, I knew the basics of how the
business worked-marketing, construction and general management. But I hadn't focused
enough on the inside. So, CableData gave me insight not only into how cable companies handle accounting and billing, but also how they do product packaging analysis and track subscriber
behavior. It was a high-level course in the internal information process activities of a cable company. I found that really helpful and interesting."
DeSorrento found it so interesting that he toyed with the idea of buying a cable system of his
own. He began researching potential candidates. "I was looking at a cable system in the Central
Valley in Califomia and had a bunch of technical questions. So 1 called up broker Hugh
McCullough at Daniels & Associates. I started going through this list of really detailed questions.
Hugh couldn't believe the extensive nature of my questions. Exasperat~d,he said to me, You ask
so many damned questions! You're driving us crazy here. You make us do all this research. Why
don't you just come work for us?'"
If McCullough was kidding, he didn't have time to rethink his offer. DeSorrento pushed for
an interview the next day and was hired. He had concluded that he probably wouldn't be able
to snare financing to buy his own system. Besides, a steady paycheck still had its charms. His job
taught him a whole new set of skills: brokering cable systems. DeSorrento also found in Bill
Daniels a mentor and an inspiration.
"When 1was first hired, Bill buzzed me one day on my intercom. He says, 'Jim,come on down
here.' And 1 go charging down the hallway, sliding into Bill's office He's sitting at his desk and
says, Where's your yellow pad?' And I said, '1 just ran in.' He said, 'Here's the way it works. Either
you're a lot smarter than 1think you are and you can remember everything that 1 say-which I
don't think is true. Or you don't have enough regard for what I'm going to tell you to write it
down. So, go get a yellow pad.' And that was a very good lesson. Because to this day, everybody
who works for me carries a yellow pad.
"Bill was such a great guy to work for," continues DeSorrento. "The deal was whatever commission you brought in the door, he got half and you got half. Out of your half, you had to pay
your salary and a little bit of expense. It was more than a fair deal. It was a chance to put a few
dollars in my pocket."
The job was also very intense. DeSorrento was one of only four Daniels brokers trying to cover

the entire country at a time when the cable industry was heating up in the wake of the successful launch of HBO on satellite in 1975. Fortunately, the salesman's abundant natural energies found a perfect outlet in making deals. Alan Gerry,
founder of Cablevision Industries, remembers being courted by DeSorrento, who was as relentless about trying to buy and
sell cable systems as he had once been about photocopiers:
"He came up to our headquarters in Liberty, New York to visit quite a lot," recalls Gerry. "Jim put an extraordinary
amount of effort into getting to know our company. At one point, my wife Sandy and I went to Florida on one of our
very infrequent vacations. Jim found out I was going and took a room down the hall from us. He'd meet me for breakfast. Sandy would ask, What's going on with that guy DeSorrento? He's like a dog on a bone.' Jim was absolutely
tenacious."
DeSorrento was also restless. After four-and-a-half years at Daniels, he was ready to try something new, Steve Myers of
US Cable needed help with a few franchising opportunities in the Midwest and invited DeSorrento to take on the assignment. Bill Daniels took the news graciously. Says DeSorrento: "Bill said to me, 'If you think you can get a better deal working for somebody else than working for me, God bless you.' I said, Well, I do. Here I go.' It turned out I did the right thing
in terms of eventually getting into my own company. But I could have made one helluva lot of money working for Bill."
DeSorrento began working for Myers in 1980, focusing mainly on franchises in Indiana and Missouri. His office was in
Waukegan, Illinois but the family lived in Banington Hills. By then, the DeSorrentos had two children, Suraya and Justin.
The Chicago area was definitely an improvement over their earlier Midwest sojourn in Cleveland, but the job wasn't quite
as exciting as DeSorrento had hoped. Less than two years into it, he told Myers he wanted to leave to start his own
business.
Myers unwittingly contributed to the loss of his employee. His early success in cable was an inspiration. "Working for
Steve was a treat," says DeSorrento. "He's a very clever financing guy. An excellent salesman, too. He really hit the the ball
out of the park in terms of basically starting with nothing and turning it into gold."
Myers was as gracious as Daniels had been. 'When I decided to leave, Steve helped me out quite a bit," says DeSorrento.
"He said, 'Look, you've been straight with me, you want to do your own thing. Let me help you. Use my office, use the
secretarial help, and let me help you find some deals."'
The first deal consisted of a couple of systems near Waterville, Ohio. "I think there were only about 100 subscribers,"
says DeSorrento. "The systems weren't well-built and needed to be redone. I really didn't have any money, except my personal money. Not big money, like you really need. But I went ahead anyway and formed a company and named it Triax.
"Instead of going out and borrowing a lot of money, which is the usual route," continues DeSorrento, "I decided to
build as much as I could on my own, then go to a bank and show them what I had accomplished. It was riskier, but I had
confidence in my ability to talk about what I'd done and what I wanted to do."
From such a shoestring beginning, DeSorrento began to pick up small systems wherever the price was right. He admits
that he "fell into" the clustering approach as a growth strategy, buying up properties in the same region whenever possible. Ohio, Illinois, Indiana-"all the less glamorous placesM-were on Triax's radar screen. "Basically I couldn't afford to
get into the franchising wars. I didn't want to spend the huge amounts of money that it often took to compete, let alone
win, a single system. So, I took a cautious approach."

"When Jim started out," notes Dave Downey, formerly of Triax, 'many of the bigger markets
had already been awarded. Or the biggest of the markets were organizational disasters. You
could have risked a lot of money in those markets and come up empty-handed."
For the many mom-and-pop cable systems that were more than ready to sell out in the early
1980s, DeSorrento's interest in acquiring smaller systems was a godsend. 'They saw that there
were more services coming down the road and more channels to be added," he explains. "All of
that meant more capital costs. That was very discouraging for the older owners. They realized
that I could put them on easy street if they'd just get out of the way."
Focusing on small towns had another benefit. 'Suburban and rural markets had their own
positives. They were 'old town America,"' says Chris OToole, who worked with DeSorrento at
Triax for more than a decade. "People paid their bills, if only because they needed cable to pick
up signals. For the same reason, subscriber rates were fairly high."
While some cable peers undoubtedly raised an eyebrow over DeSorrento's small-town strategy, lay Busch, who joined him in 1988, felt otherwise: 'Jim was one of the earliest with the
vision to focus on the small systems. He put his energy into refining operations and making
money out of plain vanilla markets. That took discipline, which Jim has plenty of."
DeSorrento wasn't alone, of course, in focusing on small systems. After passage of the 1984
cable act, which deregulated the industry, speculators poured into the cable market, snapping
up systems left and right, raising rates and then flipping them to other speculators. The shorttimers wreaked havoc on the industry as a whole, but DeSorrento didn't let their shenanigans
change his focus. He had the advantage of being an industry veteran with a knack for winning
over the locals, not alienating them as many of the financial players did.
"Jim always went into the small communities and made friends with the firemen," recalls
Dave Downey. "In rural and smaller communities, the firemen in the town are typically volunteers. But more importantly, they're a pretty important part of life. Because if you're in a house
that's five or six miles out of town and your house catches on fire, you want those guys to be
there as soon as they can. Their opinion is respected by the community. Jim recognized that and
cultivated it."
During the first half-dozen years of Triax's existence, DeSorrento handled the company's
affairs on his own with the help of a small staff. But in 1988, a deal to acquire a group of properties in the Midwest doubled Triax's size for the fourth time in 12 months. DeSorrento realized
that he needed to beef up his infrastructure to handle the change in scale.
"The deal that put Triax 'over the top' was Triax Midwest," explains DeSorrento. 'We went
from about 60,000 subs to something like 120,000. We were growing quickly, so I decided that
we needed to move from Illinois to Denver, where we had immediate access to a large labor
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pool. If I needed an accounts payable derk, there were dozens to choose from, all of whom would be efficient on the job
the very next day. The same held for executives."
Among the executives that DeSorrento recruited was an old friend from Daniels & Associates, Jay Busch. "Jaywas hired
as an investment banker at Daniels shortly after I had joined," says DeSorento. "He was a young guy. We became friends.
When I went to do my first bank deal as Triax, I called Jay. He helped me get my first deal done with Fleet Bank. In 1988,
when I invited him to join Triax, he'd been a broker for about 12 years. It's hard work. You're only as good as your last
deal. You're constantly dialing for dollars. That can get old, wen if you're making great money. He wanted to do something else and knew that there was tremendous potential with the new services coming down the pike. We thought we
could put something together. Plus, we were friends. And compatible."
'The relationship between Jim and Jay was very complementary," observes Chris OToole, another Daniels veteran.
'They have different skill sets. Jim, to my mind, was more of an entrepreneurial spirit, kind of shoot-from-the-hip, proceeded on the basis of his instincts when he was evaluating deals and determining whether or not something would be
beneficial for the company. Jayhad a very different approach, much more financially oriented. He would run models, run
different scenarios, in keeping with his investment banker background."
The change in Triax's scale in the late 1980s allowed DeSorrento to implement what he considers his key achievement:
applying big-system operating methods to small-system dusters. W e set up call centers and put together 40 or 50 customer service representatives under one roof. Today, call centers are common, but when we started using them, only the
big guys were doing it. It was a huge efficiency for us, because we could dose offices, streamline staff and keep our costs
low."
DeSorrento's specialization in small systems made him a natural choice for representing the interests of small system
operators in Washington, D.C. The industry's largest trade association, NCTA.. tilted heavily toward large operators, leaving it to CATA to carry the flag for the "little guys." From 1993 to 1996, DeSorrento served as chairman of CATA and made
the rounds of Congress and other public forums to do what industry peer Jim Pearson calls "a little rabble-rousing" on
behalf of fellow small-system MSOs. DeSorrento also joined The Entrepreneurs Club, a group likewise dedicated to countering the top-heavy representation of NCTA.
DeSorrento's main attention, however, was focused on helping his own company navigate the choppy waters of the recession in the late 1980s. Like many cable operators caught in the crunch, he had deals in the offing that required herculean
efforts to dose. One such deal was 1989's Triax USA.. a transaction that was in its final stages when the "financial markets
were falling apart on us," says Chris OToole 'We were buying 130,000 customers, which was going to double the size of
the company. Michael Milken had just been indicted at Drexel Burnharn and the junk bond market was going down the
tubes. All of our financing for the deal was falling apart. We spent five or six straight weeks in New York getting that deal
done. I remember being in the attorneys' offices until 1 a.m., 2 a.m. And having lunches and dinners brought in. It was ugly.
We had probably 15 or 20 attorneys working there with us. It was pretty wild, but in the end we got it funded."
After all the pain of getting the deal dosed, the transaction turned out to be a mixed blessing. 'We spent the next swen
or eight years trying to recover from the fact that we basically overpaid for the property," says OToole.
Refinancings were no easier. Recalls Jay Busch: W e were trying to refinance Triax Midwest, around 1995. We were tak-

ing out full partners, bringing in new ones, and trying to raise an extra $100 million to set the
partnership on an acquisition trail. We had worked for months and months and months on it
and had pulled a group of investors together. I remember we flew into New York City and there
was some kind of big announcement that same night about a major satellite distribution deal.
We got there, and the investors were highly agitated and concerned about the possibility that the
competitive landscape might be shifting to rural markets because of this satellite announcement.
We went to bed nervous that night.
"Next morning" continues Busch, "we showed up in a room filled with attorneys, venture
capitalists, merchant bankers, our people, others involved in the transaction, only to have the
lead group walk in at 9:30 a.m.-a half hour late-call us into a separate room and tell us they
were backing out. It was like being hit in the stomach with a baseball bat. I remember having to
walk back into the main room and send all those other people home.
'We spent that afternoon pacing back and forth trying to figure out how we'd pick ourselves
up and start over after those months and months of work. It was a pretty depressing afumoon.
We had to reestablish some opportunities that we had not accepted in the first round. So there
was a lot of struggle to pick up after that and put the financing in place. It took another few or
five months of work. The deal got done, and we learned the value of perseverance in the face of
incredible setbacks and picking yourself up and going forward."
In spite of the challenges, the news wasn't all bad. On the upside, Triax discovered which of
its partners had the stomach for going on an aggressive acquisition program. Those who
couldn't handle it took their money and went elsewhere. Those who stayed were usually wellrewarded.
"Except for the Triax USA deal, we did very well. We were buying systems that no one else
wanted," notes Busch. 'We slowly improved them, which alone helped to increase their value.
And then, of course, when the market rebounded, we enjoyed the subsequent run-up. For example, we might buy properties at six or seven times cash flow, improve things and resell them for
ten times improved cash flow. Our willingness to keep buying in that depressed time gave us
some of our highest gainers."
Navigating through the bad times was also made easier by the fact that DeSorrento had assembled a strong team to run the show. His hiring philosophy, he says, "is George W. Bush's model:
'Find me the guys who can really do the job.' I knew that if I was going to be successful, I needed to surround myself with the best possible team I could put together."
'Jim really believed in hiring the best person you can," says Chris OToole. "In fact, hire someone who is better than you are. Then turn them loose and let 'em go. He was never the type of
boss who stands over you, pounding his fist on the desk, saying 'I want these results NOW!'"
"It was nothing for any of us to pull the trigger on pretty significant decisions," agrees Dave
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Downey. "Often with multimillion-dollar ramifications. That's not to say that we didn't confer with Jim. But if he wasn't
available, we knew we had the juice to make a big decision. That's a pretty awesome management style."
Triax's ambitions garnered it recognition as one of the nation's fastest growing companies by Inc. magazine in both
1989 and 1990. In spite of the sluggish market brought on by re-regulation of the cable industry in 1992, Triax had assembled 386,000 subscribers and was bringing in $132 million in annual revenues by 1996. That same year ushered in the
huge Telecommunications Act of 1996, together with a watershed question for most cable operators: "Do I get bigger, or
do I get out?"At the time of the bill's passage, DeSorrento had no yearning to sell. "I loved the business. I understood the
business. It was fun. We had gotten pretty large for an operator of small systems and had bragging rights at conventions."
But the untimely death of DeSorrento's son lustin in a car accident in mid-July 1997 took much of the "fun" out of business-and life-for the next couple of years. "Why did I decide to sell? A combination of things. But clearly the triggering
event was my son being killed. I was not the same executive following Justin's death as I had been beforehand. I was not
as focused. A number of our partnerships and loans were coming to the end of their cycles, too. And values were going
up. We'd been in business 17 years at that point. A lot of things came together. So we decided to put the systems on the
market." At its high point, Triax had accumulated 540,000 subscribers and was doing more than $170 million in annual
revenue.
Three major transactions divided up Triax's 600 systems among new owners. Triax USA went to Rifkin & Associates,
while Triax I was picked up by Jim Vaughn, a former Triax team member who had left to form Frontiervision. The last
chunk went to Rocco Commisso in November 1999. Commisso had started his own company, MediaCom, after his boss,
Alan Gerry of Cablevision Industries, decided to sell his company to Time Warner. The sale of Triax totaled about $1.2 billion.
"We were lucky enough to sell when the difference in valuation between 'trophy' systems and rural systems like the ones
we owned had narrowed," notes lay Busch. "Our New York partners were certainly happy to sell when we did. And certainly Jim's interest in continuing to build the company was low and his distraction was huge by that time. His heart simply wasn't in it. Which was completely understandable."
Since selling his company in 1999, DeSorrento's heart has found a positive outlet in The DeSo Foundation, a non-profit largely devoted to honoring Justin DeSorrento's memoly with gifts and activities focused on the athletic young man's
interests. Among the institutions to benefit has been the Yampa Valley Medical Center in steamboat Springs, Colorado,
to which the DeSorrentos donated a sports medicine clinic named for their son. Steamboat Springs is also host to Ski for
DeSo Day, a yearly event that brings nearly a hundred of the DeSorrentos' friends, colleagues and others to town on
Justin's birthday (Februaly 5 ) to "remember and celebrate" and to ski the steepest run in Colorado, named for Justin and
called "Chute One DeSo's Descent."
The DeSo Foundation has also constructed an addition to an athletic center at Bridgton Academy in North Bridgton,
Maine, where Justin attended post-graduate school. It also supports scholarships at Bridgton, as well as expeditions such
as those sponsored by the National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS).To date, nine students have traveled to Patagonia
with the foundation's support.
The DeSo Foundation's most ambitious project was announced in the winter of 2003: A $1.7 million athletic stadium.

The "Justin DeSorrento Memorial Field" will be constructed on the campus of Kent Denver
School, in Denver, Colorado, where both Justin and Suraya DeSorrento attended high school.
The DeSo Foundation is being managed by daughter Suraya who, after completing her master's
degree in French, is now working on her M.B.A. at the Daniels College of Business at the
University of Denver.
Although the family's foundation takes a fair amount of time, the DeSorrentos remain inveterate world travelers. The appetite for adventure that DeSorrento cultivated in his early 20's on
his own devil-may-care trip around the world has taken the family to every continent but one
(Antarctica). Plans are now in the works for a trip to the South Pole.
DeSorrento also thrives on the arts and looks forward to attending the cultural events of the
Bohemian Club, an exclusive men-only organization founded more than 130 years ago in the
San Francisco area. 'There are a lot of guys who have made a lot of money and that's all they
know: how to make money," says Mac MacCorkle. "Jim's worldview is bigger. He's interested in
theatre, literature, travel and seems to make the most of whatever he puts his heart into."
Looking back on his career, DeSorrento credits his ability to lead, hard work, people skills and
street smarts with contributing to his success. However, he is quick to point out that Karen, his
wife of 30 years, counsels that "behind every successful man is a woman who made him do it!"
Having "a desire for major financial success" didn't hurt, and has been more than achieved.
DeSorrento laughs now when he thinks about his youthful attitude toward a career. ' M e n 1was
a teenager, 1 never really thought about having to get a job, to tell you the truth. It never dawned
on me that I would actually have to work!"
Once DeSorrento made up his mind to work, however, he threw himself into it wholeheartedly, a trait that he encourages young entrepreneurs to cultivate. He also advises against letting
a little success go to your head: "I don't like pretension or arrogance, which you sometimes run
into with people who have been been successful. Putting on a three-piece suit doesn't automatically make you 'somebody.' Appearances mean more than they should. I sometimes get funny
looks in Neiman-Marcus because I wear a vest and jeans to the fine jewelry department. I don't
care. I actually find it amusing."
The ability and willingness to delegate, while remaining accountable, is also key, says
DeSorrento. "We're taught to delegate, to get things off your desk and assign them to somebody
else. But in too many organizations, people do that and then they walk away. Remaining
accountable doesn't mean you're going to lord it over the person or do the work for them or anything else. They need to know it's their job and that at the end they're going to report on it. Then
you remain accountable and you've gotten the job done. I think it's the accountability post-delegation that a lot of people mess up on."
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Dave Downey offers his own favorite piece of DeSorrento advice, one that reflects the attitude of the a-Marine who
wasn't afraid to get up from an operating table in defiance of a surgeon's advice:
"One of Jim's favorite sayings is 'Move or get shot,'" says Downey. "I work at a Fortune 500 company now, and I see people make a career out of not making decisions. If they don't make a decision, then they can't get in trouble because thefre
not at risk. But they're also not effective because nothing ever gets done And I mean nothing. Jim's philosophy was the
opposite: If you move to the left or you move to the right, if you just move, at least you're not standing still. Because if you
stand still, you're an easy target to shoot. If you make a decision, you've got a 50150 chance of not being shot."

