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The Whistle
An entrepreneur’s multimedia ESPN for kids, “the next generation of sports fans”

J4#) <$2", M.B.A. ’95, golfs with his 
two young sons, Jack and Danny. “They 
love it, but they wouldn’t sit and watch 
a four-hour game on TV,” he reports. 

“Yet if you give them clips with the game’s 
highlights and interviews with players, then 
they will.” The same goes for football, West 
notes. “It’s a complicated game that many 
kids cannot sit through. But if you condense 
the content and make it fast-paced, with 
graphics and stats on the side of the screen, 
and interviews with players, and audio—
more going on for kids, who are now wired 
to multitask—then they will be engaged.”

At least that’s what West and other co-
founders of The Whistle are betting on. 
The new company promotes spectator 
sports to children from six to 14 through 
content that is reconstituted to make 
it more digestible, and then distributed 
through the media platforms that young 
people frequent far more than adults do, 
including YouTube, major gaming con-
soles, and apps. The Whistle’s own highly 
interactive website is being created by 
kids with input from adults; it is up in a 
beta version that will be fully available in 

September. The company is also preparing 
a half-hour cable show, scheduled to start 
in September, for the NBC Sports Net-
work. 

“Kids are not watching television in the 
traditional way,” notes West, an entrepre-
neur who has founded and sold two other 
companies, and was largely influenced by 
Grown Up Digital, by Don Tapscott (now on 
The Whistle’s advisory board). “To them, 
the media are like air: they want it when 
and how and where they are.” Kids be-
tween eight and 18 are spending more than 
seven hours a day on screens, often using 
more than one media platform at a time. 
Moreover, he says, the attention span of 
the average 10-year-old is only about seven 
minutes. 

Those factors, he points out, prime 
those 42 million American children be-
tween six and 14—70 percent of whom are 
engaged in organized sports—for exactly 
what The Whistle has to o'er: a mix of 
sports instruction, behind-the-scenes vi-
gnettes and kid interviews with pro and 
Olympic athletes, a bloopers segment, 
games and cartoons about sports, con-

tests, sports history, news, statistics, and 
user-created programming. Kids can send 
in their own sports videos, for example, as 
well as track and promote their real-world 
and online sports achievements through 
the website. “We are making authentic 
sports content widely accessible, custom-
izable, and shareable, all of which kids 
want,” West says. “Ultimately, what we’re 
creating is a community for the next gen-
eration of sports fans”—one without the R-
rated movie trailers and ads selling alcohol 
and prescription drugs typically seen with 
adult sports programs. 

It’s potentially a lucrative proposition. 
Sports Illustrated has a popular magazine for 
the younger set, along with a website, but 
no other digital or cable programming. 
Nickelodeon’s Games and Sports for Kids 
cable network channel came and went. 
“ESPN is dipping into the high-school-
sports scene with programming and 
they do televise the Little League World 
Series,” West adds. But nobody has cap-
tured this market before. What makes 
West think The Whistle will succeed 
now? “I’m an entrepreneur and can take 

mother, Jill, a Pilates maven, coordi-
nates programs at a YMCA; father Pe-
ter teaches physics and coaches rowing, 
soccer, and rugby at Christ’s College, a 
private school. Older sisters Kristi (who 
rowed on a national-championship eight 
in high school), and Becky (an accom-
plished triathlete) also play sports. Both 
boys rowed for successful crews dur-
ing their high-school years and made 
the New Zealand national junior team. 
“They saw what the older O’Connor 
could do,” James explains, “and thought 
they’d take the little one as well.”

Both were on the New Zealand eight 
that won the World Junior Champi-
onships at Amsterdam in 2006. Some 
American coaches were there, though the 
New Zealand mentors discouraged their 
athletes from speaking to them—hop-
ing, sensibly enough, to keep their best 
oarsmen at home. Nonetheless, a rowing 
coach at Cambridge University, a friend of 
the O’Connors’ father, put them in touch 
with then-Harvard freshman coach (now 
associate head coach) Bill Manning, and 
both brothers had successful careers row-
ing in Manning’s freshman boats.

For the most part, the brothers have 
spent their college summers stateside, 
going home at Christmas, when it is sum-
mer in New Zealand, rather than in the 
winter months of July and August. After 
graduation, Sam plans to work in Christ-
church over the summer, then study for 
a master’s degree at Oxford—and, with 
luck, row in the Oxford-Cambridge Boat 
Race. James will teach English in Tan-
zania this summer. Already well trav-
eled, the two young men don’t yet know 
where they will settle, although their 
homeland is a definite possibility. Both 
also have a liking for Australia, a nation 
that shares, they say, a sporting—if not 
sibling—rivalry with New Zealand. 
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“They saw what the older O’Connor could do, 
and thought they’d take the little one as well.”
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risks that big business can’t,” he answers. 
 More responsible, perhaps, is timing. 

The unprecedented ease and low cost of 
using media technology, creating con-
tent, and financing its distribution have 
changed things dramatically during the 
last few years. “Linear media are already 
out, and Xbox and YouTube are now ‘re-
quired’ by kids,” West says. “Our com-
pany boils down to two aspects: content 
and distribution. And within the last 18 
months, technology has disrupted both. 
All of a sudden we have the ability to en-
gage kids on multiple levels in a way we 
never could before. And allow them to ac-
tively participate in our media—that is the 
big di'erence between us and adult sports 
media.” 

It costs less to produce and distrib-
ute such content now—and the costs are 
spread across more outlets, which de-
creases the investment risks. According 
to West, “Three years ago a linear cable 
network could not be launched for less 
than $100 million and took about five years 
to get to profitability.” The Whistle is be-
ing launched initially on six platforms 
for $20 million and expects to break even 
18 months from now. Some $8 million 
has already been raised and the balance, 

West says, should be in place by the end 
of the year. Investors so far include Derek 
Jeter, Mia Hamm, Peyton Manning, Bob 
DuPuy (former president and COO of 
Major League Baseball), and Bob Pitt-
man (founder of MTV and CEO of Clear 
Channel Communications). To create his 
team and advisory board, West spent six 
months living in airports, traveling to do 
research, and then another six months 
pulling together his core team. They came 
on board in 2009. His co-founders are Je' 
Urban, a former senior vice president of 
sports marketing at Gatorade, and Kit 
Laybourne, former executive producer of 
Nickelodeon and Oxygen Media. (Lay-
bourne’s wife, Gerry Laybourne, founder 
and former CEO of Oxygen Media and a 
former president of Disney-ABC Cable and 
Nickelodeon, is on the advisory board.) 

Thriftily, The Whistle relies on kid-
generated content for one-third of its con-
tent. “What used to require a large, $10,000 
film camera, kids can now do with smart 
phones the size of their palms,” West 
notes. Given that information is available 
around the clock, “What kids really want 
is content that is authentic to them, that 
they can personalize—they want to find 
what is theirs out there and then they 

want to share it with friends. That is our 
content.” During Super Bowl season, for 
example, The Whistle asked kids to make 
a video about what happens at home dur-
ing the game. “We got a lot of great stu'—
moms and dads yelling at each other over 
plays,” West says, laughing. The Whistle 
also promotes do-it-yourself instant re-
plays, in which kids re-create a great mo-
ment in sports history—the Immaculate 
Reception, for example, (the controversial 
1972 catch that tipped the balance of an 
AFC divisional playo' game between the 
Pittsburgh Steelers and the Oakland Raid-
ers, leading the Steelers to win for the first 
time in four decades). “This gets them out 
of the house and into the backyard,” West 
says. “They can add cool graphics and au-
dio. And if the video is good enough, we’ll 
put it on the website.” 

The “emerging distribution” includes 
high-speed broadband and television sets 
that function like another screen for com-
puters to plug into. They come preloaded 
with Netflix, Hulu, and YouTube, West 
says, “so you can watch NBC prime-time 
shows, or your seven-year-old son, on the 
television. And depending on the platform, 
kids can interact with the monitor a lot 
more than they ever have been able to be-

P h o t o g r a p h  b y  R o b  G r e e r

John West with his children —Georgia (20 months),  
Jack (8 years), and Danny (5 years)—at-hand audience 
members for, and friendly critics of, The Whistle 
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fore. HBO’s relationship with the customer 
means they put up a show and then sit back 
and wait for the Nielsen ratings. With You-
Tube, you can find out in the next minute 
whether people are watching your video 
and what they think. There’s a much more 
direct relationship with the customer.”

So far, The Whistle has content, distri-
bution, and promotion agreements with 
the National Football League, U.S. Olym-
pic Committee, Google, YouTube, and 
Microsoft Xbox; it is in talks with other 
major sports leagues and expects to have 
similar partnerships with all of them, 
along with Sony PlayStation and other 
gaming consoles. No live, professional-
game rights are included; The Whistle’s 
creative team is producing segments from 
thousands of hours of library sports mate-
rial held by the pro leagues.

Marketers will surely want to reach this 
audience as well. West says kids’ advertis-
ers fall into two groups: food/beverage, 
and everything else—including sports, 
toys, and movies. The Whistle is in the 
process of signing agreements with major 
sports brands, such as Nike and Gatorade, 
but nothing is definitive. He emphasizes 
that he and his colleagues “have decided 
that we are only promoting healthy prod-
ucts for kids. You will not see any Big 
Macs advertised on The Whistle.” 

On a personal note, West, a competitive 
collegiate rower at Worcester Polytechnic 
Institute, is bothered by the high obesity 
rate among kids and by how screen-orient-
ed they are: the correlation between the two 
does not elude him. Wouldn’t The Whistle 
only add to those problems? “We’re asked 
about that a lot,” he says. “Our perspective is 
that kids are already spending seven hours 
a day on screens, and there are two ways 
to address that. One is to limit screen time, 
which I think is a losing battle. Two is to put 
good content on the screen, which means 
our getting them outside to play sports and 
to move while they are watching.” 

W$2" <*2 * U.S. Army brat, attending 13 
schools in 13 years. He played Pop Warner 
football (he wasn’t very good, but he had 
fun), a couple of seasons of Little League 
baseball, and then soccer and tennis in 
high school. Employees at The Whistle, 
he notes, have 
business cards 
with snapshots 
of themselves 

as kids in their sports gear, “to help us 
remember the fun in sports, what we all 
loved about sports as kids.” He explains, 
“For me, growing up, sports taught three 
things: sportsmanship (don’t give up, be a 
good winner and loser, learn confidence and 
humility); math and science (I loved run-
ning the stats); and nutrition and health. 
But when I saw my kids and others watch-
ing sports on their screens eight hours a day, 
they weren’t getting any of those.”

At WPI he found his athletic niche: 
crew. “That was instrumental for me. I 
loved the competition and I learned a lot 
about teamwork and camaraderie: you 
rely completely on your teammates and 
they rely on you. If you are not pulling 
your weight or trying your hardest, you’re 
not going to win,” West says. “I was a late 
bloomer, and through rowing I learned 
what I was capable of.” 

In 1988, West graduated with a degree 

Oldest Graduates
T#$ 40%$2" .,*%/*"$2 of Harvard and Radcli'e present 
on Commencement Day were 90-year-old Frances Down-
ing Vaughan ’44 of Cambridge, and 103-year-old Donald 
F. Brown ’30 of Stow, Massachusetts. The oldest class 
representative to attend was 103-year-old George Barner 
’29 of Kennebunk, Maine. All were recognized at the af-
ternoon ceremony. Vaughan, a poet who was named First 
Poet Laureate at the Harvard Institute for Learning in 
Retirement, where she has taken classes and taught, said 
that she loved Cambridge and that the day had been won-
derful. “I do miss people I’ve seen here before who are not 
here now,” she said in an interview. “There is something 
about the continuity with the past that keeps us going.”

According to University records, the oldest alumni also 
include: Edith M. Van Saun ’29, 105, of Sykesville, Mary-
land; Ruth Leavitt Fergenson ’28, 104, of Rockville, Maryland; Rawson L. Wood ’30, 103, of Cen-
ter Harbor, New Hampshire; Elliott C. Carter ’30, 103, of New York City; Bertha O. Fineberg 
’31, 103, of Gloucester, Massachusetts; Sara White Goldberg ’29, 103, of Haverford, Pennsylvania; 
Frances Pass Adelson ’30, 103, of Brookline, Massachusetts; Evelyn Sigel Baer ’30, 102, of Montpe-
lier, Vermont; Mary Anglemyer ’31, 102, of Medford, New Jersey; and Erhart R. Muller ’32, 102, of 
Harvard, Massachusetts.

“Kids are already spending seven hours a day 
on screens.” One way to address that is “to put 
good content on the screen.”

Clockwise from above: Frances 
Downing Vaughan, Donald F. Brown 
(holding a photo of himself on his 
graduation day), and George Barner
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in engineering and began paying o' his 
college debt by working for an environ-
mental engineering firm run by his crew 
coach. His rowing career peaked the fol-
lowing summer when he competed in 
the U.S. national championships. “I lost 
30 pounds in three months” to row with 
the East Coast national lightweight 
training team, getting up at 4 *.7. to 
drive down to New London, Con-
necticut, where they were training, 
then up to Worcester for work, back 
down for the evening session, then 
to Cambridge, where he lived at the 
time. “It’s unbelievably fun, if you’re 
young—it’s a brutal, painful sport.” 
He hasn’t picked up an oar since. The 
noncompetitive, Zen-like meditative 
aspects that other rowers enjoy never 
appealed. “At the risk of o'ending the 
thousands of rowers on the Charles 
this morning,” he says, “I never got there. 
It’s more about pushing yourself.”

By that time, he had also seen ways to 
expand his boss’s business, “but he didn’t 
agree with me, so I went o' and started 
my own company.” He ran that first start-
up, Enstrat, an environmental-services 
company, throughout his years at Har-
vard Business School, selling it to a junior 
partner in 1996. After Harvard, he moved 
to Manhattan and joined a start-up man-
agement consulting firm filled with recent 
HBS grads, Mitchell Madison Group, and 
was elected to partner before leaving to 
launch his own financial-services com-
pany, Silver Oak Solutions, in 1999. There, 
he carved out a niche helping governments 
save money in procurement, ultimately 
building a $23-million, 100-person business 
that he sold in 2005.

 At Harvard, he had become close 
friends with classmates Mark W. Adams 
(now president of Micron Technology) 
and Dean Dorman (president and CEO at 
Silver Oak with West, and now an opera-
tions executive for TPG). It was in 2008, 
while vacationing with them and their 
wives (West is married to Danielle West, 
A.L.B. ’01) in the British Virgin Islands that 
the idea for The Whistle arose. “We were 
all talking about watching sports with our 
kids and having to turn down the volume 
or change channels when ads for Viagra 
came on, and Mark Adams said, ‘Someone 
should create an ESPN for kids,’” recalls 
West. “I was the only one not working at 
the time, so I was elected to get on it.” (He 

was recovering from burnout after the Sil-
ver Oak transition.) Adams and West put 
up the initial several hundred thousand 
dollars of seed capital, and both Adams 
and Dorman, also an investor, are advisory 
board members.

West has “zero interest” in working for 
a big company, or even in running daily 
operations. His passion is innovating: 
building on an idea through research and 
putting together a team of talented people 
who are excited about working together 
to launch the concept. It’s like being in 
an eight-man shell on the water, exert-
ing himself to the fullest, until the finish 
line is crossed. He has spent seven years 
at each of his previous companies; he is 
three-and-a-half years into The Whistle. 
He loves that Gerry Laybourne has told 
him, “You’re ignorant enough about the 

challenges of starting a media company 
to actually do it.” Says West, laughing, “I 
think it’s the highest compliment I could 
have gotten.” !)$00 84,"$, +,4<)

Harvard Medalists
F!5$ 8$480$ received the Harvard Medal for 
outstanding service to the University and were 
publicly thanked by President Drew Faust dur-
ing the Harvard Alumni Association’s annual 

meeting on the afternoon 
of Commencement Day.

Charles W. Collier, 
M.T.S. ’73. Fearless and faith-
ful fundraiser, you have served 
Har vard through your deep 
knowledge of philanthropy, careful diplomacy, and hard work, giving alumni a 
wealth of planned opportunities to participate in the life of this University and 
leaving a legacy that has enriched us all.

Ellen R. Gordon, G ’69, and Melvin J. Gordon ’41, M.B.A. 
’43. As proud parents and partners, you have worked together to advance 
the University’s mission in medicine, science, health, and athletics; through 
your outstanding generosity and loyal support, you have made Harvard’s 
family your own.

Harry L. Parker. Olympian oarsman and Crimson coach, better than the 
best at what you do, you have led the Har-
vard Men’s Crew to victory for more than 
half a century, instilling in your student 
athletes lessons of courage, determination, 
and strength that have led to success, not 
only on the water, but in their lives.

Susan S. Wallach ’68, J.D. ’71. As 
Radcli!e trustee, Harvard Overseer, and 
wise counselor to presidents and deans, 
you have helped stimulate new connec-
tions among Harvard’s myriad people and 
parts, with special care for the humanities 
and arts, for law and education, and for the 
steady advancement of women.

Voting Results
T#$ )*7$2 of the new members of the 
Board of Overseers and new elected direc-
tors of the Harvard Alumni Association 
(HAA) were announced during the HAA’s 
annual meeting on the afternoon of Com-
mencement day.

As Overseers, serving six-year terms, vot-
ers chose:

Scott A. Abell ’?@, Boston, Massachu-
setts. Retired chair and CEO, Abell & As-
sociates, Inc.

Melvin J. Gordon and Ellen R. Gordon

Charles W. Collier

Harry L. Parker Susan S. Wallach
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