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“It was all so honest, before the end of our collective inno-
cence. Top Forty jocks screamed and yelled and sounded
mightier than God on millions of transistor radios. But on FM
radio it was all spun out for onl/y you. On a golden web by a
master weaver driven by fifty thousand magical watts of crys-
tal clear power . . . before the days of trashy, hedonistic dumb-
speak and disposable three-minute ditties . . . in the days
where rock lived at many addresses in many cities.”

—from FM

As a young man, Richard Neer dreamed of landing a job at
WNEW in New York—one of the revolutionary FM stations
across the country that were changing the face of radio by
rejecting strict formatting and letting disc jockeys play what-
ever they wanted. He felt that when he got there, he’d have
made the big time. Little did he know he’d have shaped rock
history as well.

FM: The Rise and Fall of Rock Radio chronicles the birth,
growth, and death of free-form rock-and-roll radio through the
stories of the movement’s flagship stations. In the late sixties
and early seventies—at stations like KSAN in San Francisco,
WBCN in Boston, WMMR in Philadelphia, KMET in Los An-
geles, WNEW, and others—disc jockeys became the gatekeep-
ers, critics, and gurus of new music. Jocks like Scott Muni, Vin
Scelsa, Jonathan Schwartz, and Neer developed loyal follow-
ings and had incredible influence on their listeners and on the
early careers of artists such as Bruce Springsteen, Genesis, the
Cars, and many others.

Full of fascinating firsthand stories, FM documents the

commodification of an iconoclastic phenomenon, revealing

how counterculture was coopted and consumed by the main-
stream. Richard Neer was an eyewitness to, and participant in,
this history. FM is the tale of his exhilarating ride.







Rock music had become my religion. Radio my church. And
these DJs my priests, rabbis, and gurus. They would preach
from the gospel of Dylan, Lennon and McCartney, Jagger and
Richards, the Book of Townshend, the Song of the Byrds, and the
Acts of Davies. The New Testament would include Procol Harum,
Them, Traffic, Cream, the Jeff Beck Group, Buffalo Springfield,

Jefferson Airplane, Jimi Hendrix, and Led Zeppelin. After Sgt.

Pepper it was the Exodus of singles and the Revelations of
albums. And we listened and listened and listened and learned.
WNEW, 102.7, was our local Temple of Solomon and some-
how these stations were popping up in every major city simul-
taneously like a planned invasion from outer space. And with
them a new generation of DJs, our generation, speaking to us.
Personally. Understanding as only we understood. Inspiring us,
motivating us, conjuring up images and stimulating the senses
as only radio can do when it is in the hands of the righteous.
And then it was over.
—from the Foreword by Steven Van Zandt
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Fovewoed

ALL I REMEMBER is waking up one morning in 1967 and the whole
world had changed.

I'd love to paint you a sky-opening Voice from the Heavens melodra-
matic picture of it, but the truth is, I can’t remember it. And put that smirk
away because I wouldn’t start smokin’ dope until the cops busted me for
being the only long-haired freak in town and planted marijuana in my
cigarette pack and that was still a year away.

Let’s back up a bit.

Things were going along alright. In 1964, AM radio was the only radio
and there was nothing wrong with that. With the cold dread of high school
ahead of me and puberty kickin’ my ass from behind, radio was the only
thing making any sense to me.

What helped a lot was the Beatles and the Rolling Stones having a new
hit single every three months and the Kinks, Animals, Byrds, and Dave



vice = Foreword

Clark Five keeping up with them. Throw in seven or eight classic Motown
acts and a few legendary James Browns, Curtis Mayfields, Arethas, and a
Sam and Dave or two and, well you get the idea. It was the beginning of
nine or so glorious years when the best music being made was also the
most commercial. We had stumbled into a renaissance and I, a pimply,
horny thirteen-year-old struggling to press the strings down on my grand-
father’s old acoustic guitar, had turned the magic dial on my little transistor
radio and found God.

So things weren’t bad.

And then it happened.

Wias it a friend who suggested it? An advertisement somewhere? A pre-
destined, primordial, physical compunction? I wish I could remember it
for you. Anyway, for whatever reason, and I swear it seemed like it hap-
pened all across the country at the same moment, a whole generation of
American kids noticed a never-used switch on our radios and flicked it
from AM to FM.

And the world changed in a Paulie Walnuts snap of the fingers.

Alright maybe it wasn’t as dramatic back then as it obviously is now. I
mean the new art form of rock had quietly arrived in 1965 with Bob Dylan,
the Beatles, and the Rolling Stones all influencing cach other and forever
changing pop music into a means of personal expression. Nobody noticed
until Sgt. Pepper, but it was there. So maybe it was a smooth transition
rather than the cultural explosion we can so clearly see in retrospect.

What that crazy kid Dylan would introduce to the Beatles and Stones
was consciousness. When the reality-based personal and cultural themes of
folk and blues music (Dylan) got mixed together with the accessibility of
pop melody, pop structure, and rampant pubescent sexuality (Beatles) and
shaken not stirred by streetwise cynical attitude and the dirty long-haired
rebellion of rock guitars (Stones) you got consciousness flowing into
mainstream media for the first time ever.

And FM would quickly become that mainstream media.

The difference between AM and FM was dramatic, obvious from day
one.

FM was quieter, even though the music was often louder. Peaceful,
while it spoke of revolution. Slower, while we evolved at an inconceivably
rapid pace.

It was important. Just as the new rock music had transcended the pop
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music of the past’s sole purpose to entertain and had become important
and culturally essential and influential.

The DJs on AM radio were great. They represented the exuberance
and exultation of the times. It was a 1950s sensibility that celebrated a then-
brand-new form of pop music called rock and roll and a historically new
paradigm where teenagers were separated from their parents and given a
social distinction of their own for the first time in history.

The FM DJs were very different and would represent the sixties birth
of consciousness. There were textures and tones to their voices that we’d
never heard on radio before. They had distinct personalities, they seemed
younger—certainly hipper, they were relaxed and took their time, and they
communicated a sensibility that was both intimate and intellectual without
condescension.

Rock music had become my religion. Radio my church. And these DJs
my priests, rabbis, and gurus. They would preach from the gospel of
Dylan, Lennon and McCartney, Jagger and Richards, the Book of Town-
shend, the Song of the Byrds, and the Acts of Davies. The New Testament
would include Procol Harum, Them, Traffic, Cream, the Jeft Beck Group,
Buffalo Springfield, Jefferson Airplane, Jimi Hendrix, and Led Zeppe-
lin. After Sgt. Pepper it was the Exodus of singles and the Revelations of al-
bums. And we listened and listened and listened and learned.

102.7 WNEW was our local Temple of Solomon and somehow radio
stations just like it were popping up in every major city simultaneously like
a planned invasion from outer space. And with them a new generation
of DJs, our generation, speaking to us. Personally. Understanding as
only we understood. Inspiring us, motivating us, conjuring up images and
stimulating the senses as only radio can do when it is in the hands of the
righteous.

And then it was over.

The Renaissance would end with either the Who's “Won’t Get Fooled
Again” in 1971 or the Stones’ Exile on Main Street in 1972, take your pick.
Righteous Rock Radio would continue on a bit longer, struggling valiantly
into the eighties, and die quietly in the nineties like a spent stick of in-
cense.

In its place, anybody twenty-one years old or younger inherited a
wasteland of corporate conservatism tightly controlling lifeless depersonal-
ized deregionalized homogenized DJs spewing out depersonalized dere-
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gionalized homogenized playlists or adolescent talk reflecting the toxic
digital apolitical robotic culture they think we’ve become.

Do I seem upset?

Oh, there’s a few small candles in the stygian darkness. A Bill Kelly on
FMU, an Arnie Pritchett on NYU, a Vin Scelsa on FUV. But they are kept
far away from the mainstream where their disease that is called passion
won’t infect the masses.

How could this happen? you might reasonably ask. You mean like “ac-
ceptable” levels of pollution or arsenic in our water? Good question.

Video killed the radio star. Did it also kill radio?

Well . . . yeah, but it had a lot of help. I'm as curious as you are.

As luck would have it, I happened to have a good friend who was there.

Let’s read his book.

Little Steven
4:30 A.M., April 2, 2001
radio off
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e Promise

I LAY AWAKE for a sunrise that never broke through the clouds. I hadn’t
slept much the night before. Most of the weekend I had been awake,
preparing for today—the most important day of my life—all twenty-one
years of it.

Not every day you think is going to be pivotal toward your future turns
out that way. How often do life-changing days happen with no warning, no
chance to prepare? An anonymous driver swerves into your lane. An un-
known IRS agent decides that you are the one to be audited. The results of
a PSA test come in. Or on the plus side—the lottery calls your number. A
major headhunter hears from an old college chum that you are the perfect
candidate to head a large corporation. The dot-com stock you buy early is
unexpectedly acquired by Microsoft.

But this Monday morning in March of 1971, I was sure that in a few
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hours the course of my life and that of my best friend would be changed.
Michael Harrison and I lived in a small apartment above a bakery in
Oceanside, Long Island, and had shared many adventures together. For the
past two years, he and I had put in sixteen-hour days at WLIR-FM, a small
suburban radio station. We’d slept at the station more nights than we cared
to remember, sometimes because we were working late, sometimes be-
cause we had no place to live. We’d missed meals, desperately trying to
make it until the next paycheck with only change in our pockets. We’d
often devote hours to meticulous strategy planning, designed to convince
our boss at WLIR that we merited an extra twenty-five cents per hour.

We made these sacrifices for one ultimate goal: to geta job at WNEW-
FM—real New York radio, with studios in Manhattan, where the stars of
every type of showbiz lived and played. And now this day could be the pay-
off for those months of deprivation, or it could sentence us to a longer
term of penance before we could deserve another shot at nirvana.

In 1971, the absolute coolest place to work in radio was WNEW-EM.
The disc jockeys had total freedom to play whatever records they chose.
They could say what they wanted, whenever they wanted. They didn’t
need to put on ballsy radio voices; they spoke like real people, with regional
accents or immature timbres. Some were intelligent, others sexy or funny.
They brought themselves to the airwaves unvarnished—what you heard
was what they were.

They made comfortable salaries, although not the megabucks of AM
radio superstars. They came from different places, different experiences.
Some were veterans of the Top Forty wars who'd tired of the battle, some
were freshly out of college and idealistically striving to reinvent a medium
that had grown old and irrelevant. A couple were entertainers from other
fields who had sought to be actors or poets, but found a haven in a dark-
ened studio behind a microphone. Some were handsome, some had been
cursed with faces made for radio. But collectively, they formed a dream
team that the cognoscenti acknowledged as the industry’s pinnacle. And
due to a unique set of circumstances, Harrison and I had talked ourselves
into believing that we were ready to join their ranks.

We'd had two opportunities over the past year, but they’d proven
ephemeral. There was our unsuccessful attempt to get to WNEW-FM
through a side entrance by beseeching Metromedia Group president
George Duncan for a job at one of the company’s out-of-town outlets.
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Duncan presided over several stations, in places like Philadelphia, Los An-
geles, and San Francisco, as well as New York. We figured if we could im-
press the company at one of its far outposts, we might earn a ticket back to
WNEW-FM within a reasonable period of time. But we’d blown the in-
terview with Duncan.

At the time, John Lennon had released a song called “Working Class
Hero.” It was a bitter, self-deprecating view of his life and the whole idea
of being known as an ex-Beatle. It contains the line, “You're still fucking
peasants as far as I can see.” Many underground stations were playing it.
Some bleeped out the offending lyric, some reversed the word, and a few
played it uncensored.

The FCC was not happy with progressive radio: Richard Nixon was
constantly vilified and its strident antiwar political bent chafed the admin-
istration. As we now know, the president didn’t hesitate to punish his ene-
mies with whatever means were at his disposal. The FCC issued warnings
that licenses could be at stake if lyric content was deemed objectionable—
either obscene or condoning illicit activity, mainly drug use. In fear of gov-
ernmental discipline, George Duncan had banned innocuous songs like
Brewer and Shipley’s “One Toke over the Line,” or the Grateful Dead’s
“Uncle John’s Band” (containing the phrase “Goddamn, well I declare”).
Though he could be profane himself, he didn’t want anything to endanger
the Metromedia broadcast empire.

But we weren’t aware of this conservative approach and when Duncan
casually brought up “Working Class Hero,” asking how we were handling
it at WLIR-FM, I blurted out, “We’re playing it uncut. Our audience de-
serves to hear an artist like John Lennon as he intends to be heard. And the
song’s message is far from obscene.”

The interview continued for a few minutes thereafter, but my impul-
sive answer troubled me the rest of the way. Duncan graciously said that
changes were always happening at Metromedia, so that even though noth-
ing was available now, he’d consider us in the future. Several months had
passed and we hadn’t heard anything, so we assumed we were out of the
running.

We’d also interviewed at CBS, another company that controlled radio
stations, although none so desirable as Metromedia’s stable of progressive
stations. CBS held on to vestiges of conventional AM radio: a more upbeat,
insincere style with music that was programmed by one director; the indi-
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vidual jocks holding no sway over what they played. Our strategy was to
take over one of their less profitable stations and build it up to the point
that Metromedia would have to take notice and hire us away.

Those attempts had proven fruitless; we were seen as too independent
to work within the buttoned-down CBS corporate structure. Harrison
and I were beginning to lose faith, feeling condemned to work in radio’s
hinterlands forever, never tasting the sweet freedom that WNEW-FM of-
fered. But the preceding Friday night, we heard Rosko, the station’s star
attraction, resign on the air. Bill “Rosko” Mercer was a fixture on nighttime
radio in New York, a spiritual black man who read poetry and spoke elo-
quently against the war with words and music. At that moment, however,
we put the cultural significance of his resignation aside and concentrated
on what it meant to us: There was an opening at WNEW-FM! As we lis-
tened to subsequent shifts, it became apparent to us that no successor was
imminent.

So Michael and I spent the entire weekend at the WLIR studios in
Hempstead, Long Island, honing audition tapes and crafting résumés for
an all-out assault on New York. We planned to camp out on program di-
rector Scott Muni’s doorstep at 230 Park Avenue in Manhattan by seven
that Monday morning. From there, we’d improvise our way in to plead our
case. Muni is another broadcasting legend, who had worked at both
WMCA and WABC, New York radio’s Top Forty giants, before alighting at
WNEW-FM. He had a deep gravelly voice, and knew the Beatles person-
ally (as well as every other top musician of the day). We feared that he’d
laugh at our hubris and throw us out on our ears, but we were naively de-
termined to try.

Since our interview with George Duncan, we realized that if we were
to err, it had to be on the side of conservatism. To that end, we dressed in
business suits (the only ones we had, accepted in payment for an in-store
appearance). Any question about “Working Class Hero” would be an-
swered noncommittally, if at all.

By that morning, Michael and I were fully prepared to be told that
Mr. Muni had a full day scheduled: a morning meeting with Robert Plant,
lunch with Eric Clapton, and dinner with Joe Cocker. But we hoped that
if we were there when he first arrived, he might take pity and squeeze us
in during his morning coffee. So we drove in early through the Queens-
Midtown Tunnel, parked at a ridiculously expensive garage near Grand
Central Station, and walked two blocks to the New York General Building,
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which housed WNEW-FM’s studios. There was no problem with building
security: We simply walked past the guard as if we belonged and casually
pressed the elevator button. But when we reached a door on the thirteenth
floor that was embossed with the familiar green logo “WNEW-FM, 102.7,
The New Groove,” it was firmly bolted and there appeared to be no door-
bell. We knocked, but no one answered. I searched around the corridors
for another entrance but found none, so we sat on the terrazzo floor and
waited, nervously rehearsing our rap, trying to anticipate any eventuality.

Two hours later, at around nine, an extremely attractive young woman
passed us and inserted a key into the lock. “Excuse us, miss, I'm Richard
Neer, this is Mike Harrison. We’re from WLIR and we’re here to see Scott
Muni.”

The expected response came. “Did you have an appointment?”

“Not exactly but—"

“No problem. Why don’t you wait in here instead of in the hall. He’ll
probably be in within the hour.”

Our jaws dropped as we followed her into the offices. We had re-
hearsed a response to the appointment question, but she had made it un-
necessary. In fact, all our carefully planned material proved useless that day.
As it turned out, she was one of two secretary/receptionists that the station
employed. One worked solely for the general manager, Varner Paulsen,
and our new best friend worked for program director Muni, answered the
phones, and greeted visitors. In addition to being exceptionally attractive,
she had an effervescent personality and spent the next hour chatting with
us, interrupted only by the occasional phone call. She was younger than we
were, and she gave us lots of unsolicited tidbits about the staff, to our shock
and delight.

We hadn’t planned on this briefing, but we didn’t mind listening to her
stories, thinking they might come in useful during our interview with
Muni. She told us of her boyfriend, with whom she was having trouble at
the time. He was a musician and traveled a lot. He lived in Los Angeles and
only could see her once a year when his band came to town, but they talked
on the phone. And oh yes, he was married—didn’t love his wife but they
had a child and he didn’t want to leave her. The oldest line in the book. 1 won-
dered why this gorgeous, intelligent woman would waste her time on a
married man three thousand miles away who was obviously using her
whenever his band came to New York. It seemed pretty clear to us that he
probably had someone like her in several other cities, but that was some-
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thing she needed to realize for herself. She swore her love for him and
pledged to remain faithful. What a waste! And what a cad he was if my sus-
picions were true. After hearing her story, I never could listen to a Beach
Boys song with Mike Love on vocals the same way.

By the time Muni arrived, we’d swapped enough stories with her to
feel like old friends, and I'm sure she lobbied for us to be granted an audi-
ence with her boss. He came in wearing a brown corduroy jacket over a
short-sleeve madras shirt with the requisite faded blue jeans and cowboy
boots. A saddlebag briefcase stuffed with albums and unopened mail was
slung casually over his shoulder. “Scottso,” as he was known in his AM
radio days, was a ruggedly handsome man, an ex-Marine with military
swagger and confidence. His hero and role model was John Wayne, not ex-
actly a popular choice given the antiwar sentiment of 1971. Muni’s bearing
was similar to Wayne’s, even if his five-foot-ten stature did not quite reach
that of the film legend. His hair was short and black, with long sideburns
Just beginning to gray—his only concession to hipness.

“Come in, dudes,” he beckoned, after a whispered exchange with his
secretary. We spent the next two hours in his office enduring the strangest
Job interview ever conducted. It felt as if we were interviewing him: He re-
galed us with tales as if we’d known him for years. We had told him that
we’d caught Rosko’s last show and that we had heard some college kid
from New Jersey on the overnight show, filling in. That was the plan, he
told us. Jonathan Schwartz, a talented writer and raconteur, was starting as
Rosko’s permanent replacement that evening, and Alison Steele, a sexy
former television performer, would temporarily be doing Schwartz’s old
10 A.M. to 2 PM. shift. There were no openings until they decided on
whether the Nightbird (as Steele called herself) would fly during the day.

We were intimidated by Muni’s reputation, but he was very kind and
spoke gently with us. His disjointed phrasing was interrupted by long
pauses, as if he were taking a private journey in his mind before returning
to Earth. At one point, he seemed distracted while intently scanning his
mail. Then he yelled excitedly for the secretary to come in.

“I've found a goodie. Check this out.” He pointed to an envelope and
she smiled knowingly.

“I think you’re right, Scott. Let me get you some boiling water. I think
we can save that one.”

Harrison and I were dumbfounded when we realized that Muni was
perusing the mail for uncancelled stamps, steaming them off for reuse. To
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us, that was like discovering that Warren Buffet clipped coupons. We
laughed as he proudly displayed a container holding dozens of stamps, all
neatly extracted from fan letters and junk mail.

We were able to glean that the recently departed Rosko had not been
very well liked at the station. Everyone thought him to be unnecessarily
confrontational and more than a trifle rude, a man who created arguments
for the sheer pleasure of embarrassing his colleagues. That appraisal seemed
at odds with the sensitive poet we knew from the airwaves.

Muni often would talk about someone, only referencing them by
nickname, as if we knew everyone he did. So we got juicy gossip but
couldn’t tell if the subject was a rock star or someone in the mail room.
There would be lulls in the conversation during which we’d be tempted to
interject something about ourselves, because we weren’t sure that Muni
knew who we were either. After an hour, we sensed that extending the in-
terview further would be counterproductive, but Scottso always had an-
other story and we couldn’t break off without appearing rude.

Our biggest surprise came when a rotund black man wearing large
glasses and an orange leisure suit walked into the room. Was this Rosko?

“Hello, Tammy.” Muni sneered, not bothering to introduce us.

“And who are these two gorgeous young boys, you old bug-eyed
mother humper?”

This was obviously not Rosko.

“Shut up, you black faggot. What are you in here for, did your mother
forget to wipe your bottom this morning?”

“You leave my mother out of this, you aging, gravel-throated bag of
horseshit.”

“Why don’t you go back to your cave, you African Queen? Leave this
new meat alone. They probably don’t like your queer old black bubble ass
anyway.”

This badinage went on for five minutes, each insult topping the next
until “Tammy” turned up his nose and left the room. Muni rebounded as
if nothing had happened.

“Tammy,” he chuckled to himself. He acted as if such dialogue was
routine office chatter, and didn’t even look up to see our reaction. We’d
never witnessed such an exchange, even in the movies, and we had no idea
what to make of it. Was Scott Muni a racist? Was he gay?

We later found out that “Tammy” was in fact Tom Tracy, a longtime
producer, who worked on the Giants games on WNEW-AM and pro-
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duced the taped weekend shows and the public service programming for
WINEW-FM. He and Muni were the closest of friends, each having grown
up in the South with many similar experiences, albeit from a different
sexual orientation. They delighted in razzing each other with the most
graphically obscene language imaginable. I actually laundered the preced-
ing exchange, because it was too crude even for me to recount.

In our stunned silence after the “Tammy” encounter, it seemed like a
natural time to close out the interview.

“Well, Mr. Muni, we’ve taken up enough of your time. Thanks for see-
ing us. We brought some tapes and résumés.”

“Don’t need ’em. Leave ’em with the girl on the way out if you want
to.” It sure sounded as if we were being blown off. “We’ll be in touch.”

Just then, Alison Steele burst into the room. “Boys, how are you?” She
gave us both extravagant hugs and kisses on the lips. “Scott, I hope you’re
treating my friends well. These are the nicest boys ever. Got to get back on
the air. 'Bye.”

With that, the whirlwind departed the room, sucking all the air out of
it with her. We’d known Steele casually for a few months, having invited
her out to WLIR for an on-air interview and then having lunch with her in
the city, ostensibly seeking career advice. But we hardly expected such a
ringing endorsement. We were breathless as we smiled lamely at Muni and
left his office. He never called us back.

After a week, we called him. Couldn’t take the call, our secretary friend
coldly informed us. We’ll get back to you.

Another week passed. Again no call. Again we called him.

“Sorry, he’s in a meeting. Leave your number.” No acknowledgment
of our shared intimacies.

At that point, we were thinking of going public with the Beach Boys
story, but our thoughts of vengeance soon subsided into a sad acceptance of
the fact that we hadn’t measured up to New York standards, whatever they
were. Were we not ready for prime time? Had someone else gotten the job?
But as we listened to the station, we heard a college radio guy on overnight.
We knew we were better than he was. And Alison was definitely a creature
of the night. Her sensual style seemed merely an annoying distraction dur-
ing the lunch hour. They couldn’t be happy with this lineup.

One more call, a week later. We decided that this was it—if there was
no response to this one, we were flogging a dead horse and it was time to
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move on to greener pastures. Trouble was, our pastures all seemed a win-
try gray. No leads, no hope.

This time our secretary friend seemed in a better mood. “Let me see if
he’s in.” She put us on hold, displaying a coyness on the phone that belied
her frankness in person. Had she unburdened herself too much during our
visit and was now too embarrassed to be friendly?

“He says ‘Can you come in tomorrow morning at ten?’ ”

Michael was too excited to play the game of pretending to check his
book. “We’ll see you at ten,” he said, hanging up before she could change
her mind.

“Wooooooo!!!” we yelped in unison. “We’re not dead yet.” And you
thought Monty Python invented that line.

The next morning, we had another shapeless session with Muni,
punctuated by another visit from Tammy. We were prepared for him this
time, even extending a hand and introducing ourselves to save Scott the
embarrassment of having to remember our names. After Tammy left, we
heard more about Muni’s radio philosophy, but were able to respond with
precious little of our own. When we started to, he’d interrupt with another
story and we grew frustrated by our inability to plead our case. As noon
rolled around and the interview faded, it seemed obvious he wasn’t inter-
ested in us. Was he using the sessions to pick our brains about WLIR? That
might have made sense if he allowed us a word edgewise. We noticed our
audition tapes and résumés laying exactly where he’d placed them after our
last visit, untouched. Clearly, we hadn’t made much of an impression.
Even Alison was too busy to come in and say hello.

But as we were leaving, Muni glanced at his calendar. “Our GM is
away today. Could you guys come in Thursday? I'd like you to meet him.”

A radio GM, or general manager, is the boss of all bosses at the local
level. He presides over the sales manager and program director, and in
most cases, his word on new hires is the final one. Michael gulped down
his surprise at this bit of unexpected good news. “Sure, Mr. Muni. By the
way, would you like another tape? Anything in particular you’d like us to
bring?”

“No, Fats, we have a guy out on the Island. If I need a tape, he can get
i.”

Since Michael and I each weighed no more than 170 pounds, the word
“Fats” didn’t offend. This is one of Muni’s quirks: If he likes you, he calls
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you Fats. And his friends call him Fats. I got the feeling that he employed
it like Babe Ruth used the moniker “Kid,” or “Keeyid,” as he pronounced
it. Since both men were known to many more people than they could be
expected to keep track of, it saved them from having to remember all those
names. It had the added bonus of sounding like a term of endearment.

He had similar nicknames for other things that the FCC demanded be
kept off the radio by their more commonly used colloquialisms. He called
the sex act “hooky-dooky,” an expression he picked up from a Turkish
friend at Atlantic Records. He often used the term on the air to the befud-
dlement of many of the artists he was interviewing. He referred to male
genitalia as “the little guy.” Frequently, after a particularly lighthearted
lunch, he’d begin his program with a status report: “The little guy’s good
today.” Whenever a particularly attractive female would pass or make a
provocative remark, his comment would be: “The little guy moved.” After
a while, everyone in the office understood his code words and found them
amusing. But he never took the time to initiate strangers to his lingo, and
they came away shaking their heads at what they perceived as this odd man.
By this point in our interview process, I had given up trying to figure the
method in Muni’s madness.

Two days later, we were back in the office to meet general manager
Varner Paulsen. The staff called him the “Viking,” but never to his face. He
had the cold appearance and demeanor of a German U-boat commander,
with thinning reddish blond hair swept across his forehead, icy blue eyes,
and a weatherbeaten complexion. His diction was very precise, in fact
everything he did was precise. As he curtly shook my hand, I half-expected
him to click his heels.

He spent only a few minutes with us, firing off a couple of general
questions, almost as if he just wanted to hear the sound of our voices and
how we put our words together. He bid us a formal farewell, sizing us up
critically as he departed. I literally shivered as he left the room. Muni had
another appointment and hustled us out of the office.

On the drive back to Long Island, we were more puzzled than ever. |
felt like a prospective groom meeting the bride’s family for the first time.
Michael couldn’t read Paulsen, either. We didn’t hear from anyone at the
station for another week and our spirits sagged again. Was this what the
vetting process was like everywhere?

Finally, the following Tuesday morning the phone rang at our apart-
ment above the bakery. It was Muni’s secretary, asking if we could come in
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the next day. We’d persevered through too many unfulfilling visits with
these people to get overly excited, but we didn’t think they’d make us jour-
ney all the way to Manhattan to tell us of our rejection in person. When we
arrived, Muni was strangely quiet, telling us that Paulsen was on the phone
and that as soon as he was finished, he wanted to see us in his office.

Excited anticipation inspired crazy speculation. We weren’t working
there, so he couldn’t fire us. Was it a setup, engineered by our boss at WLIR
to test our loyalty? Was this some sort of government sting and we were
about to be incarcerated for God knows what? Playing “Working Class
Hero” unedited?

Muni had told us that although Varner was a tough guy, he didn’t lack
a sense of humor. He’d once received a rambling twelve-page diatribe
filled with obscenities from a job applicant that finally asked for a position
in the final two paragraphs. After reading it carefully and making notations,
he sent it back to Scott with the inscription, “Hey, SM. This guy sniffs bi-
cycle seats. VP”

Paulsen looked solemn as he motioned to two leather chairs in front of
his large desk. Muni stood behind us, lurking in the background.

“Am I correct in assuming that you two come as a package?” the Viking
intoned somberly.

We had hoped that this moment wouldn’t come, but it was like being
in the foxhole alongside a buddy with a shell coming in. If it had to hit one
of you...

Michael recited a line we had spent hours discussing. “We prefer to
work together, but neither one of us would stand in the way of the other’s
opportunity.”

“Well, our problem is this: We don’t have two full-time openings on
the air. That’s why we’ve been so circumspect.” I'd have to look that one
up later.

He cleared his throat. “So here’s what we can offer. We have a morn-
ing show. We have a part-time weekend opening, amounting to two shifts
weekly. And we’d couple that with the music director’s position. We’d feel
comfortable offering either job to either of you, but we thought that since
you seem to be more into the music side of things, you, Richard, would
like the MD job with the weekend shifts. And that Michael would be
suited for mornings. Now the money isn’t equal, I warn you. But I'll dis-
cuss that with each of you privately, if you wish. Or together, if you don’t
have a problem with it.”
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We looked at each other. At WLIR, we’d both made the same amount.
But I wasn’t about to be jealous if Harrison made more, and I hoped he felt
the same. “I've got no problem discussing it now,” I said. Michael nodded
his assent.

“We are a little embarrassed here. I don’t know what you’re making
now and when you hear our offer, you might not want the job. FM money
isn’t like it is on the other side of the dial. Revenues aren’t, either. But it’s
not negotiable. You’ll find I don’t start low and bid myself up. I make a fair
offer, take it or leave it.”

Oh, no. Finally, a chance for a job at WNEW-FM and we might lose
money on the deal? It was costing us a lot for tolls and parking to get into
the city from Long Island. Even in 1971, parking could run over sixty
dollars a week. But even for less money, the chance to work there was irre-
sistible.

Paulsen saw the fear flash across our faces. “The music gig plus week-
ends pays $350 a week. The morning show $425. You boys talk it over and
let us know. Scott, can I see you for a moment?” he said, leaving the room
to give us privacy.

There was little time to reflect on the inequities the offer presented.
Although the seventy-five-dollar pay differential was substantial then,
$350 a week was more than I'd ever hoped to make in my first big radio
job. Five shows in the morning might be preferable to two programs on
weekends but in 1971, mornings were the least important shift on FM
radio. The music director’s position was prestigious and filled with fringe
benefits, although I was unaware of how extravagant they could be at this
level. Rather than coldly evaluate who was coming out ahead in this deal, I
was so happy that we’d both have the opportunity to continue to work to-
gether at the station of our dreams that the call was a no-brainer.

“Are you okay with this?” Michael asked me.

“Are you kidding? We got it made. Let’s go for it.”

We tried to act professionally and not too giddy as we told Paulsen of
our decision to accept. He shook our hands firmly and smiled, genuinely
happy for us. We might have wondered how far down on the list we were
and if others had turned down the same offer, but at that moment, we
were too elated to be anything but completely overjoyed. We ran to the stu-
dio to share the good news with Alison, and she congratulated us.

“I knew you guys had it all along,” she said.

“It would have been nice if you'd told us,” I answered.
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IN THE EIGHTIES, Wall Street was where the action was. The nineties
saw the rise of computers—software and the World Wide Web. At various
times in the last decades of the past millennium, the glamour profession
might have been professional athlete, politician, actor, rock star, TV talk
show host. But I'm convinced that at the beginning of the seventies, there
was no greater glory than being a disc jockey at WNEW-FM.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the very idea seems laugh-
able. Today, in terms of financial position and cultural respect, disc jockeys
are on the lower deck of a sinking ship. They are generally paid modest
salaries in relation to other entertainers, and are deemed as replaceable as
bald tires. At the first sight of ratings trouble, they are abandoned by their
corporate superiors for the next flavor of the month. Instead of creating
culture, they mimic it. One radio savant recently opined that in every other
phase of entertainment, a presentation is greeted with, “That’s been done
before, got anything original?” In radio, it’s “Where has this succeeded be-
fore?” Uniqueness is now career poison, as in real estate, where the word
“quaint” once meant charming but is now a code word for “hopelessly out-
dated.”

In the early seventies, though, I couldn’t think of a more exhilarating
profession. Imagine having a job that paid you handsomely for toiling but
four hours a day. You got to meet every rock star in creation, usually while
dining for free at sumptuous restaurants. You had primo tickets to every
major concert or sporting event, paid for by others. Celebrities in all walks
of life were your fans: Politicians curried your favor and athletes were
thrilled to be in your presence. You got to work side by side with radio vet-
erans that you grew up idolizing. Every new music release was shipped to
your home address, free of charge. And if your conscience allowed, you
could have a personal cadre of record promotion men slavishly devoted to
your every whim.

In your daily four hours, you were the show. The music was entirely of
your own selection. You never had to play anything you didn’t love. If your
mood was quiet and contemplative, you could play long sets of Joni
Mitchell or Gordon Lightfoot. If you were ready to party, the entire
Rolling Stones collection was at your fingertips. If you didn’t like the lim-
its of the world’s largest music library, you were free to bring in tunes from
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your personal cache. Or if you had something to get off your chest, you
could vent for as long as you liked. An amusing story? Fire away. Take
phone calls. Play Monty Python routines. It truly was a license to thrill.

And the ratings didn’t matter because we barely knew what they were.
When the quarterly Arbitron reports were issued, we occasionally got a
memo suggesting we play more familiar music. The word “familiar” was
never defined, leaving it to our wide-ranging and subjective opinions—
from playing the Beatles once an hour to merely avoiding the fifth-best
track on the Lothar and the Hand People album. Management philosophy
seemed to be simple: Hire good people and leave them alone. We had two-
or three-year contracts, at yearly increases of 20 percent. Life was good.

And then there were the other fringe benefits. Whereas it would
be presumptuous to suggest that any individual had the power to make
or break an artist’s career, one disc jockey could champion a favored per-
former and dramatically increase his or her record sales. There were
almost a dozen major record labels plus a host of minor ones, each repre-
sented by two or three promotion men with credit cards. Competition for
a DJ’s ear could be fierce. Legally, the inducements were simple: a lavish
dinner or lunch, a show, a few drinks. Company policy set a limit on the
value of personal gifts, but each Christmas, there was fine wine in wooden
crates, buttery leather jackets, luggage . . . whatever was hip that year. That
was usually enough to get a record at least some attention.

Illegal inducements were readily available—drugs, prostitutes, you
name it. As music director, I had the power to add a record to the studio li-
brary, which would hugely increase its airplay. I suggested individual tracks
for the jocks, and if my judgment was sound, I could help push singles up
the charts. My first day in the library at WINEW-FM saw a steady stream of
visitors from the labels setting up lunch dates. One younger guy hung in
the background until the others had left, and then surreptitiously closed
the heavy steel door to the music library. From under his trench coat, he
extracted a bulky package wrapped in brown craft paper and clumsily tied
with cotton twine. As he unveiled his prize, I recoiled physically at the
sight of a lump of marijuana large enough to intoxicate several counties.
Wias this guy a cop, setting me up? As I chased him away, he sheepishly
apologized for not knowing that I didn’t use the stuff and maybe I should
keep it anyway, for friends, or perhaps to sell.

I was appalled. Was this the way it worked? You get to your dream job
and you find it’s as corrupt as the business world we sixties kids were re-
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belling against? Luckily, word got around quickly and I was never offered
drugs again. But there were women who worked for record companies
who were seemingly very available. Most of us flattered ourselves that it
was our boyish charm or unique take on the world that made us attractive
to these women. Indeed, I never uncovered any outright prostitution, and
maybe in those heady times sex was just easier, before AIDS and our re-
newed faith in the sanctity of vows. Or maybe some Machiavellian pro-
moter hoped that pillow talk would help get some spins.

So, as Alison Steele used to say, “Come, fly with me.” We'll go back to
an era when radio mattered. When it was so revered that the appellation
“DJ” seemed inadequate—we looked to be called “air personalities,” or as
Jonathan Schwartz facetiously referred to himself—*jocque du disques.”
The voices made love to you. When the normal world shut down, you
hung on to every word for inspiration, revelation, even redemption. Or
maybe you just needed a friend to help you through the night. You could
hear poetry and politics and amazing new music that not only entertained
but enlightened.

And the music seemed created just for this type of radio. There were
no time restrictions: If the Rolling Stones needed seven minutes to elicit
“Sympathy for the Devil,” so be it. It was not necessary to prune Ray Man-
zarek’s organ solo from “Light My Fire” to make the Doors anthem suit-
able for airplay. Murray the K could debut “Whiter Shade of Pale” by
Procol Harum without fear that an angry program director would come
crashing through the door to rip it from the turntable.

It was all so honest, before the end of our collective innocence. Top
Forty jocks screamed and yelled and sounded mightier than God on mil-
lions of transistor radios. But on FM radio it was all spun out for only you.
On a golden web by a master weaver driven by fifty thousand magical watts
of crystal clear power . . . before the days of trashy, hedonistic dumbspeak
and disposable three-minute ditties . .. in the days where rock lived at
many addresses in many cities.
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[ STUMBLED INTO free-form radio simply because I didn’t know any
better.

My father had a lifelong interest in radio. As early as I can remember,
he had tape machines and microphones in whatever home we occupied in
Syracuse, New York; Lynchburg, Virginia; or northern New Jersey. He
formed a radio drama group with several of his college friends called the
“Four Bell Playhouse.” Initially, they used classic literature that they
adapted for radio, but eventually began to write original scripts. Most of
these never made it to the airwaves, but the quality of production and act-
ing was quite good. The nights of watching them polish their scripts, in-
vent sound effects, and alter their voices attempting to sound like a
big-budget extravaganza must have rubbed off on me. I have boyhood
memories of listening to A Christmas Carol, starring Ronald Colman as
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Scrooge, on a six-record set of clay 78s. Working with yellow legal pads and
an old Smith-Corona typewriter, I copied it word for word and organized
the family around my father’s Voice of Music tape recorder to create our
own version of the Dickens classic. It was great fun, and the prospect of
doing this for a living became very appealing.

But as I grew up, radio drama began to vanish from the airwaves. On
our long car trips from Virginia to Syracuse to visit relatives, we were no
longer entertained by Gunsmoke or NBC’s Monitor. The rides became
squabbles over which station we’d listen to. We kids were bored by the
music our parents enjoyed. The elders thought WABC was noise, but its
signal could be heard throughout the entire journey if we drove by night.
In any case, when I graduated high school in 1966 and began attending
Adelphi University on Long Island, my career interest was more oriented
toward acting than radio.

I'd never seen a real radio station until then, so when some of my
freshman classes were held in an old Quonset hut that also housed the
campus station, I was intrigued. There was a battered half-glass door with
rattling blinds on one side and the faded gold-leaf inscription WALI-AM 620
facing the corridor. I assumed that radio stations were housed in stone
palaces with spacious, elegant studios guarded by ferocious Hessians who
would shoot anyone who dared to trespass. Even at a campus level, there
must be hundreds of applicants for every position, willing to perform al-
most any menial task to be near the center of the action. Weeks passed be-
fore I summoned up the courage to knock on the door, curious to see what
the grand stage was really like.

I tapped meekly on the glass, fearful that too loud a knock might be
heard on the air and cause me to be expelled from school. It was early eve-
ning and I imagined the station to be buzzing with workers, preparing the
night’s programming. No answer, so I tapped a little harder, still wary of dis-
turbing someone’s art. I could vaguely make out dim fluorescent lighting
through the blinds, so I knew someone must be there. But the ON AIR bea-
con, a translucent plastic square with embossed red letters, was not lighted
next to the entry. I was about to walk off dejectedly when the door swung
open, revealing a slender young man with a crew cut and prominent Adam’s
apple, dressed in a loose-fitting madras shirt. I was nearly bowled over by the
smell of stale tobacco smoke and the odor of something electrical burning.

“Hi, I'm John Schmidt. What can I do for you?” He smiled, revealing
crooked teeth.
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“Uh, I go to school here and I was interested in touring, ah, well, tak-
ing a look at the station,” I stammered.

“Not much to see. Come on in. I was just doing some soldering. Feel
free to look around.”

I was dumbfounded. Before me was an untidy little room measuring
no more than twelve by fifteen feet. Leaky jalousie windows encrusted
with grime comprised one wall; another was entirely made up of chipped
gunmetal-gray floor-to-ceiling filing cabinets. A worn Formica-topped
desk, littered with papers and folders, was against the wall nearest me. But
what immediately drew my attention was the studio, behind a soundproof
window. The entrance was a creaky-looking white plywood door, featuring
another ON AIR beacon above it. This too was extinguished, and the studio
area beyond the glass was illuminated only by Schmidt’s work lights.

“Excuse me, uh, sir,” I muttered. I wasn’t trying to be obsequious, but
I've always had a regrettable tendency not to pay attention to people’s
names when they are introduced to me. “Aren’t you on the air now?”

“Call me John,” he said, again flashing a crooked smile. “Naw, the guy
who should be on the air didn’t show up and the next one doesn’t come on
until nine. I'm just doing some maintenance till he gets here.”

“Oh, I see. Would it be possible for me to look at the studio?”

“Suit yourself. I've got work to do.” He retreated behind the plywood
door and I gingerly followed. I wanted to make some insightful comment
about the equipment but most of it was strange to me. The air studio was
tiny. It couldn’t have been more than ten by ten, smaller even than my bed-
room at home. Celotex ceiling tile covered the entire space in a primitive
attempt at soundproofing. The Gates audio console was bigger and more
complex looking than anything my father had at home; it reminded me of
an airplane cockpit, with knobs and buttons that I could never hope to
fathom. Two turntables with heavy brushed-aluminum tonearms counter-
balanced with stainless steel weights were on one side of the console, and
two strange-looking devices that resembled eight-track tape players were
opposite. Rack mounted behind the broadcast position stood two Ampex
tape decks . . . at least those I recognized. But surrounding them were all
sorts of curious gauges and VU meters, and a panel of perforations with
black cords dangling from them. There were green and red blinking lights
above a clipboard with some sort of algebra written on it. Next to the stu-
dio was a small glass-encased booth, with an old RCA ribbon microphone
hanging from a boom. My dad had several of these. Everything was dusty
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and recked of age, as if it had been salvaged from German bunkers after the
Second World War.

“You interested in working here?” Schmidt said from beneath the con-
sole, where he was soldering some circuits together.

“Well, uh, sure, but I don’t really know much about radio.” I kicked
myself. Some way to get a job. But I hadn’t come in looking for a job,
had I?

“There’re applications in that rack just outside the control-room door.
Why don’t you fill one out? They’re always looking for people.” He went
back to his soldering;, still chattering away.

I retraced my steps through the dim corridor and spotted a Lucite rack
with some papers mounted to the wall. Name, address, major, and campus
mailbox number were about the extent of the information required on the
application. So I filled one out and placed it on the desk before going back
into the room to thank Schmidt. The big clock on the wall read seven-
thirty.

Five hours later I was out of there. Not only did the nine o’clock host
fail to show, but the ten-thirty man didn’t materialize either. Sign-off was at
midnight—but the station had yet to sign on.

I was trapped like a fly in a spiderweb. Little did I realize that John
Schmidt spent many lonely nights at the studio. He proceeded to tell me
all about WALI in more detail than I cared to know. He talked about the
general manager and how he worked at a real station somewhere on the Is-
land. The program director was a student who was elected by the staff
weeks before but hadn’t a clue. The chief announcer—what was that? I
found out all sorts of gossipy things about people I hadn’t met, and perhaps
never would meet. Schmidt shared confidences with me about the inner
workings of the station.

I was fascinated for a while, but I was getting tired and had studying to
do. He asked if I would mind running out to fetch him some coffee before
the campus cafeteria closed, and I obliged. I figured that when I returned
I’d keep my coat on and then gracefully bid him good night. No way. He
chewed my ear off for hours, until he ran out of steam shortly after mid-
night. T later found out that I wasn’t alone in hearing these rambling
monologues. An engineer’s life can be a solitary existence, especially when
you’re the only one a station employs. You’re on call day and night if any
of the jury-rigged equipment fails. He welcomed someone to talk to—
anyone. Most veteran staffers had perfected their escape routes, or resorted
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to rudeness to make their move. But I didn’t want to offend him for fear of
blowing my chances.

I was hooked. T wanted to try this radio thing, and it seemed that I
might be able to squeeze in the door if I made a good impression on chief
engineer Schmidt.

Before I left, I ascertained the correct person to speak with about a try-
out and Schmidt told me to come by the next night. I already was looking
for excuses to avoid a repetition of the endless chatter, but I told him I'd try
to make it. It took me another week to follow through. I figured that
maybe Monday nights were slow around WALI, and that next time I might
catch someone in authority who could teach me the basics of announcing,

This time the place was fairly active. All the hosts had shown up, and
the station manager was actually there. He was a student and his position
was unpaid as opposed to the general manager, who worked full-time at a
commercial FM station and, like the chief engineer, was given a small
stipend for supervising WALI. The station manager was an overweight,
rumpled man, but had great pipes and was doing the hourly newscasts that
evening.

“So, you filled out an application?” he asked as I introduced myself.

“Yes, sir, I stopped by last week and left it right here on this table.”

He rummaged around for it, amid half-filled cups of cold coffee and
greasy paper from fast-food burgers. He only searched the first few layers
of debris, so it well could have been buried beneath the clutter. “Don’t see
it. Why don’t you fill out another one?”

I agreed, although I was pessimistic that the new one would receive
any more attention than the first. I had no credits to recommend me, so I
was strictly at their mercy.

“Drama major, ¢h?” he said perusing my latest application. “Know
anything about sports?”

I only happened to live for sports, but by the way he sneered as he
uttered the word “sports,” I sensed a certain contempt, so I bridled my en-
thusiasm. “Sure.”

“Well, our sports guy is a no-show tonight. He’s not much good any-
way. Think you can prepare three minutes of sports by nine? UPI wire is
down the hall. It’s just basically rip and read.”

“Sure.” My voice cracked a little and I hoped the adolescent squeak
wouldn’t disqualify me. I had a decent baritone, devoid of regionalisms,
but I certainly couldn’t match the polished tones of the man across the



FM © 24

desk. And what did “rip and read” mean exactly? To ask would only
demonstrate my ignorance, so I hoped to learn on the fly.

“Great. Follow me,” he said, leading me outside the offices down a
wide hallway toward a small closet, mere steps away from where I took
earth science. “Here’s our newsroom.”

He pointed to the claustrophobic little room, probably a converted
janitorial closet. It was barely wide enough to squeeze past the clattering
UPI machine, which was banging out the day’s top stories. “Here’s the
switch for UPL. Remember to turn it off when you hit your mic key. And
don’t forget to flip it back on again as soon as you're finished so that we
don’t miss anything. What do you want us to call you on the air?”

This was a big decision. I hadn’t considered any flashy radio names. I
wasn’t prepared to be thrust onto the air, but I didn’t want to risk losing my
big shot. “Uh, I don’t know. Richard Neer’s my name. I guess that’ll be
good.”

“Dick Neer, great. When I say, Here’s Dick Neer with sports, you start
talking. Sce ya.”

With that he left, the objection still forming in my mouth. I hated the
name Dick and had always quickly disabused anyone I cared about of the
notion of using it. It conjured up Dick Nixon, Tricky Dick, and hundreds
of ribald puns I didn’t want to be associated with. But now here I was,
stuck with it. Once it was used on the radio, it became official. But rather
than chase down the corpulent station manager and express my distaste, I
figured I'd better practice this sports report, now due in ten minutes.

With the UPI machine’s racket destroying my concentration, I se-
lected a few stories that were tacked up on a pegboard above it and tried to
read them aloud. Finally, I threw the “oft ” switch on the ticker a few min-
utes before nine. How would they know anyway? As long as I turned it
back on promptly when I was finished. As the newscast began, I placed the
hard plastic headphones over my ears. Oh God. The station manager, who
had such a booming professional voice, sounded small and tinny in the
headphones. What would I sound like? Was it too late to run away, scream-
ing that I just couldn’t do this? Would my career be over forever if T did?

“And that’s the WALI news at nine, now with sports here’s Dick
Neer—”

Silence.

I was saying, “Thank you John, here’s what’s happening in sports,” but
I wasn’t hearing anything in the headphones. Was that how it worked? You
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heard others but not yourself? I kept reading, thinking that if I was on the
air and stopped that I'd sound foolish. After what seemed like an eternity
but was really only twenty seconds, I saw a madras-sleeved arm out of the
corner of my eye. It reached across and pushed the mic key, and suddenly,
I could hear myself. I actually thought I sounded okay, and my confidence
grew as I continued. I read the remainder of the stories plus the formatted
out-cue taped to the paper stand. My voice did sound higher than I
thought it did in real life, and I had a nasal, flat A sound that must have
been left over from my upstate New York childhood. I got up and practi-
cally floated back toward the main offices before I realized I'd forgotten to
turn the teletype back on.

As I walked through the door, the station manager was furious.
“Where were you? You made me look stupid. I throw it to you and you're
not there. What the hell happened?”

So I wasn’t really on the air in the beginning. I looked mournfully at
Schmidt, without whom I would never have been on at all. I didn’t re-
member if the station manager had told me to throw the mic switch or just
assumed that I'd know something so elementary. I thought that some en-
gineer controlled everything. I was ruined already before I'd even started.

But Schmidt spoke up. “Sorry boss,” he said, “but that damn mic
switch was sticking again. The kid thought it was on but I had to jiggle it to
make proper contact.”

“Well damn it, have it fixed before the next sports report. Can’t you get
anything right, Schmidt? Embarrass the poor guy on his first show with
your incompetence. Actually, Dick, once you got going, you sounded
pretty good. Are you busy at eleven? That’s our final sports wrap of the
night.”

Schmidt had just performed the most courageous act I'd ever seen in
person. He winked at me as we walked out of the office to grab a cup of
coffee and said, “Don’t let that guy bug you. He yells at everybody.”

That’s how I learned radio—by doing it. I did sports for a couple of
weeks and then a DJ position opened up. The elusive chief announcer was
supposed to meet me before I went on and explain the guidelines, but he
never arrived because he had a hot date that night. So I just went on and
winged it, playing whatever I liked from the albums contained in the office
filing cabinets. It was an eclectic mix, some light jazz, folk, rock, whatever
they had. I started trying to imitate the Top Forty patter of the jocks I grew
up listening to, but the style seemed unnatural to me. So as the show pro-
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gressed, I toned it down, finding a comfortable level of conversation. My
dorm roommate, George Yulis, stopped by to wish me well, and I invited
him to join me. We talked as we did off the air, about girls, music, comedy,
clothes, whatever we found relevant. We got absolutely no feedback from
management about the show; we assumed they hadn’t listened. So we did
it the same way the following week, and continued unsupervised through-
out the semester. We didn’t call it free form at the time: We didn’t call it
anything. We played album cuts, singles, comedy bits, whatever we felt
like. I’'m sure hundreds of other college kids were inventing their own kind
of radio concurrently. The baby boomers were getting their first taste of a
new kind of radio that spoke to them directly. It certainly wasn’t the hyped-
up, commercialized pap we grew up with on the AM dial. Some FM sta-
tions were even attempting to duplicate this largely college phenomenon
for profit.

In 1966, free-form radio was in its infancy on commercial airwaves. To
understand what led to it becoming a dominant form of radio just a few
years later, one must understand what came before.
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IT wAS ALL about fun, fun, fun till your daddy takes the T-bird away, or
at least that’s what we thought growing up.

As the Beach Boys reverberated on low-fidelity AM radios in the early
sixties, no one expected much more from the box. Most of the popular
music of the early sixties was exceedingly forgettable. Recording artists
rarely possessed much talent. The songs were written by others, often
nine-to-fivers in New York’s Brill Building. Cigar-chomping promoters
and managers discovered kids with pretty faces and molded them into
stars, steering them toward the right songs, hiring tutors to improve their
presentations, and arranging airplay or guest shots on influential television
shows. The teen idols of the day were often as disposable as their music.

Those who endured did possess something special. Maybe it was the
intelligence to foresee the inevitable decline in looks or the cruel whimsy
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of fad, and lay a foundation for a more substantial career. Perhaps it was a
gut instinct for survival and an entreprencurial ability to sense the next big
thing. Or maybe it was truly a God-given gift, the ability to interpret a song
and make it one’s own, translating a three-minute escape into an emotional
experience fans could relate to. In a very few cases, it was the skill to ex-
press those sentiments without the middleman, giving birth to the singer-
songwriter.

No matter what form it took, the music needed a forum to be heard
and to be sold and radio provided that. When Martin Block began playing
recordings in the thirties under the moniker The Make-Believe Ballroom on
WNEW-AM, it opened a new era for the medium and the music. Previ-
ously, live entertainment ruled. Radio stations had house bands, or traveled
to remote locations to bring the stars of the time into your living room.
The ballroom was real: Audiences paid to be serenaded by Glenn Miller or
Tommy Dorsey. The announcer’s role was simply to present the artist,
usually in sonorous tones, reading from prepared text. The script, en-
hanced by the imagination, served to transport the listener to the site,
painting a “word picture” of an actual event. Block simply took it one step
further: The event itself was imaginary, the ballroom existing only in his
mind and in those of his audience. Instead of costly live remotes, one could
Jjust play records, and fill in the blanks with sound effects and lively banter.
It was cost effective for the radio station, and ultimately beneficial to mu-
sicians, having to create the performance only once to gain national expo-
sure, night and day.

With the coming of rock and roll, the basic formula was unchanged
but stylistically light-years away. How music was presented became impor-
tant, since the actual recorded content was the same. One couldn’t sign a
band to play exclusively for one station or even one network—the material
was there for all to play. Executives like Rick Sklar were charged with tak-
ing the same records that the guy across town had and convincing people
that it was cooler to hear them on his station.

Sklar came to be known as the man who embodied all that was good
and bad in Top Forty radio, as the new genre was soon named (because it
was based on the forty top-selling records). Born and raised in New York
City with a love for radio, Sklar responded to an ad in a trade publication
and found himself working locally as a gofer at WINS. The station had
Just brought in the legendary Alan Freed, “King of the Moondogs,” from
Cleveland to host a nightly rock and roll show. Some have given Freed
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credit for inventing the very term “rock and roll,” although that is in dis-
pute. Sklar’s work ethic and promotional creativity saw him rise quickly to
the post of assistant program director at WINS, sharing an office and am-
bitions with Freed. His résumé included a stop at WMGM, but he made
his name at New York’s WABC, where he started as community affairs di-
rector in 1961 before becoming the program director in late 1963.

Sklar quickly learned three basic tenets that would sustain him
throughout his lengthy broadcast career. First, he learned the value of pro-
motion. Today it is common for radio stations to flood the television air-
waves with commercials, heavily produced and/or featuring expensive
celebrity endorsements. Sklar had no such budget available to him. In fact,
the rise of television caused many to believe that radio was dying and not
worth investing in. After all, why just listen when you can watch and listen
simultaneously? So Rick Sklar had to come up with innovative ways to
promote his product without spending a lot of money.

Second, his association with Alan Freed instructed him that a short
playlist works better than a lengthy one. Although called Top Forty, the
playlist was pared to fewer than twenty songs throughout much of his ca-
reer. At one point, Sklar’s research told him that the audience didn’t want
to hear anything more than three years old. Overnight, to the jocks’ cha-
grin, oldies disappeared. But even with a longer list, emphasis was always
put on the seven or eight most popular songs. Rotations and clocks were
designed to ensure that at peak listening times, the record would always be
played, to the point where the number one record might be aired every
forty minutes. Repetition, the bane of all who work in radio, was seen as a
key to keeping an audience. An old saw goes, “Just when your jocks are
getting sick of a record, the audience is just discovering it.”

The third cornerstone to Sklar’s success was to hire interesting per-
sonalities and give them some creative license. Like a football coach, a pro-
grammer must sketch out a framework of inviolate rules that apply to
everyone, but allow room within the system for individual expression.
Thus, when Sklar took over at WABC, Bruce Morrow was allowed to
screech and bellow at night, while Dan Ingram delighted his afternoon au-
diences with racy double entendres and self-parody. Scott Muni was the
music guru who respected artistry and lionized those who created the
songs that were the mainstay of his early evening soirée. Diversity was en-
couraged as long as one executed Sklar’s mechanics flawlessly.

WABC’s success was largely a product of Sklar’s design, but some-
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times plain old luck entered into the picture. As with any product, “case of
use” is something the consumer expects, and only notices in its absence. If
a product isn’t simply and logically laid out, people gravitate toward one
that is. In radio, this translates to dial position and signal strength, some-
thing a programmer can’t easily control. At 770, WABC enjoyed an easy-
to-remember frequency and call letters. Along with the network engineers’
foresight in choosing an antenna height and location, the low dial position
resulted in a strong signal that could easily be heard throughout the met-
ropolitan area. Its reach was so powerful that longtime afternoon jock Dan
Ingram once accurately quipped, “We’re only the fourteenth-highest-rated
station . . . in Pittsburgh.” To add to the natural edge WABC had, Sklar be-
lieved in boosting the compression and equalization on the station to
maximize the sound. They also used a slight echo when the DJs were on
microphone to give them a more powerful presence.

Above and beyond having a great signal, a radio station needs to pro-
vide tangible reasons to tune to it over another. Why should I listen to
WABC over WMCA or WINS? Sklar and his contemporaries had to gain
an understanding of how the consumer mind works, especially the fickle
minds of teenagers. Of necessity, it began with music. Clever promotions
and entertaining disc jockeys aside, music comprises two thirds of the
broadcast day. The selection of songs has to be right. Originally, this was
the most important role of the disc jockey.

In the carly days of rock radio on the AM band, broadcast companies
were confounded by the new music. They didn’t understand the appeal of
what was commonly refered to as “race music.” But the numbers didn’t
lie—the music was selling to teenagers with disposable income and those
same teens were glued to the radio, often on distant stations when local
ones didn’t serve their needs. As a boy in Lynchburg, Virginia, I listened
to the powerful signal of WABC booming in at night, and revered Scott
Muni and Dan Ingram from four hundred miles away. It didn’t take long
for every market to realize the economic windfall to be reaped by playing
rock and roll on the radio. So they followed an age-old pattern: Find a suc-
cessful disc jockey in a small market and pay him more to work in your
bigger market. Listen to him, analyze the reasons for his success and either
nurture him to greater heights or replace him with a cheaper model when
you've replicated his act or he leaves of his own volition for a better job.

True originals might be copied but not duplicated. Just as many singers
tried to be Elvis Presley, Alan Freed and Wolfman Jack were models for as-
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piring DJs. But the package was more than just the sound of their voices,
or the quality of their humor. Much of it was not in the larynx, but in the
ears. They knew a hit record upon first listen. One jock was even nick-
named “the man with the 45 rpm ears.” They understood what their audi-
ence wanted because they, unlike their corporate superiors, actually loved
the music. They listened to it at home, in the car, in the office. They took
pride in being the first to expose an artist that would go on to achieve great-
ness. They went to clubs to hear new bands. They gave struggling local acts
spots on their live extravaganzas. Therefore, their selections weren’t based
on what the audience said they wanted through research, but by what their
guts told them to be right. They were trendsetters and taste makers as op-
posed to followers. Whereas much of today’s punditry is based on polls,
these pioneers knew on a visceral level what was great and what was
fraudulent.

But with any sector where big money can be made, it follows the path
of least resistance. Rather than earning success the old-fashioned way, by
producing compelling records that couldn’t be ignored, record companies
tried to cut corners by corrupting influential disc jockeys. This evolved
into what came to be known as “payola,” a form of bribery that eventually
destroyed freedom of choice on AM radio.

The theory was simple. More radio exposure = more sales. More sales =
more airplay. The cycle repeats exponentially. Offering bribes to play music
was nothing new. According to the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, folk song-
writers in the 1850s were paying to have their songs performed in concerts
to increase sales of sheet music. It was a common practice of Gilbert and
Sullivan to subsidize live performances of their work to ensure greater ex-
posure. It got to be so accepted as the way business was done that record
execs actually wrote checks to disc jockeys and kept records of their pay-
ments. When some states started passing laws against payola, checks gave
way to cash.

Veteran promoters will regale you with stories of the evenings when
they’d retreat to the studio of their favorite DJ—smoking cigars, playing
cards, drinking beer, and swapping tales. Every so often, one of them would
approach the jock with an ensleeved 45 rpm single.

“Maybe you’d like to play this one next. I think you’ll like it.”

Discreetly tucked into the sleeve was a crisp C note. One promoter
tells of a new single that he got played five times in one three-hour show
with a big New York personality. It cost him five hundred dollars. The next
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day the record sold ten thousand copies, for which he received a large
bonus.

Some jocks thought that cash payments were a little too crass, not to
mention a bit obvious. Word could get around, so payola became more
subtle. “Cleans” is music biz terminology for shrink-wrapped, salable al-
bums that could be quickly and easily redeemed for cash at a local record
store. Services could be provided—trips, women, booze, whatever one’s
particular preference happened to be.

The most ingeniously devious path lay in royalties. Listing a promi-
nent jock’s mother on a songwriting credit might result in a royalty of a
penny per copy. A million seller could be quite a payoff. If questioned, a
record exec could say that he was a friend of the lady’s and that she had
contributed a line or two that was better than the original.

The most widespread excuse given for payola was that everyone did
it—it was accepted practice. However, the detail that gives the lie to that
pretext is the secrecy in which most transactions were conducted, and the
lengths to which most conspirators went to cover their tracks. If there is
absolutely nothing wrong with an act, why hide it? And from whom?

All along, the music had enemies who thought that rock and roll was a
corrupting influence on teenagers, and that disc jockeys who used code
words for sexual activity were winking at promiscuity. Sadly, there was also
a racial angle. Since many of the top artists and songwriters were black,
white parents feared that their daughters would be driven by primitive
rhythms into the beds of “savage Negroes,” to be ruined forever by the
experience.

Most of rock’s opponents were from a generation tempered by war
and economic depression, who just wanted a better life for their sons and
daughters and feared losing them to this phantom evil. Some were just
frightened of the unknown. The appeal of the music didn’t make sense to
them. Lyrics were hard to fathom even when they could be heard over the
din of the instruments. As Bob Dylan sang (quite clearly over only an
acoustic guitar): “Don’t criticize what you can’t understand. Your sons and
your daughters are beyond your command. Your old road is rapidly agin’.”

There was also an economic reason for scuttling rock and roll. ASCAP,
the longtime licensor of broadcast music on the radio, had failed to antici-
pate the popularity of rock. As a result, most of the new music was licensed
to rival BMI. Since ASCAP considered rock a fad, anything that would
hasten its demise would strengthen their hold on the music industry. Their
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powerful Washington lobby pressured a congressional subcommittee to
probe “commercial bribery” in radio to derail BMI and restore ASCAP to
its rightful place. Politicians capitalized by jumping on the bandwagon, be-
cause America was fascinated watching popular disc jockeys suffer on live
television. The new medium gave the pols access to free publicity, and its
power with voters was just beginning to be felt—witness the Nixon-
Kennedy debates. Constituents could see their congressmen in action,
fighting the evils that threatened the next generation.

So when Congress opened up payola investigations in 1959, it wasn’t
necessarily just to clean up a corrupt system, but to squelch a budding eco-
nomic and social movement. If rock could be discredited, its perceived
negative influence on the morals of modern youth could also be contra-
vened. If its idols could be shown to have feet of clay, then the whole rot-
ten culture could be flushed away.

Alan Freed was the face they chose to represent all that was evil with
the scene. Years of drinking had taken its toll on his appearance, making
him seem shifty and haggard. A car accident in 1954 had resulted in his face
bearing the scars of over two hundred stitches. And he had profited from
payola by his own admission, although he swore that he never accepted
money to play a record he wouldn’t have played anyway. Others who were
brought before Congress were perhaps equally guilty, but presented a
more wholesome image. Dick Clark was accused of having a financial in-
terest in some of the artists he was promoting on his shows. The clean-cut,
all-American Clark said he was merely following the standards and prac-
tices of the day and would be happy to comply with any new regulations on
disclosure. He’d already preemptively divested himself of the conflicting
interests. Although Congress was skeptical about certain aspects of his tes-
timony, he was sent away with their kudos as a fine example for the na-
tion’s youth. Freed came across more like an organized crime figure in the
Kefauver hearings. He testified honestly, but refused to grasp that he’d
done anything wrong. He was also on the downside of his career and
therefore a worthy sacrifice for an industry willing to name a scapegoat and
move on.

So Freed became the target, and the arrows stuck. Although his penalty
was a minimal fine, his life’s work was in disrepute. He ratcheted down-
ward into more substance dependency and depression until it completely
shattered his health. He died at the age of forty-three, broke and largely
unappreciated by the millions to whom he had brought the joy of rock and
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roll. At the time of his death, he was facing federal tax charges and years of
time in court and possibly prison. Only in more recent days have film-
makers and rock historians given him credit for championinga culture that
may have remained hidden from white America for years without his ad-
vocacy.

For disc jockeys, the effect of the payola scandal was devastating. Their
profession, once the hippest on the planet, was now ranked slightly below
used-car salesman. The power to select music was centralized into the
hands of program directors, who carefully picked each song and the order
in which it was to be played. They justified their picks with a crude form
of research, which was more flawed and potentially corruptible than the
largely honest ranks of disc jockeys.

Broadcast corporations still wanted to see the justification for playing
records in black and white, so that there could be no ambiguity or further
scandal. The research techniques, however, weren’t sophisticated. They
mainly consisted of calling record stores and asking what was selling. Na-
tional charts kept by publications like Billboard, Cash Box, and Record World
were factored into the mix. The whole process was very unscientific. For
example, when you called a record store, to whom did you speak? A low-
paid part-time clerk? An owner who had better things to do than spend ten
minutes on the phone with a radio station? And how reliable was the in-
formation? Could a store owner in 1961 consult his computer and give you
precise sales figures on a given record? Or might he just recall four or five
copies of something being sold over the time he was at the register? Or was
it six or seven copies?

And what demographic information was available? Who bought the
records? Teenagers? Grandmothers? Grandmothers for teenagers? Who
kept track of such things? And were these record stores located in an area
where your target audience likes to buy their music? The final tallies might
look good on paper, but the results were practically worthless in determin-
ing what music should be played on the radio.

And, just as payola resulted in increased airplay that increased sales,
any tactic that could cause a radio station to believe a record was a hot seller
would now result in greater airplay. Thus, a number of avenues opened up
to the enterprising record promoter. There are legal ways to influence re-
search: store signage, incentive programs, in-store appearances by the
artists, dinners with the musician or tickets to a concert, invitations to pri-
vate promotional parties or conventions. Anything that brings attention to
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agiven record to place it “top of mind” at the point of contact could be very
effective in making a record appear to be selling more than it actually is.

But there are also unethical ways. If a minimum-wage sales clerk is re-
porting to the radio station, how hard is it to offer financial or other in-
ducements that play into human frailties in return for a positive spin? Is a
store owner or manager less corruptible? How about some cleans, which
could be peddled for pure profit if the record takes off, or returned for
credit if it doesn’t? This gives store owners an added stake in a particular
record’s success. The amount escalates with the influence, and exotic vaca-
tions and/or hookers were not unheard-of bribes to those who owned
chains of stores.

Dave Cousins of the British progressive-rock band the Strawbs tells of
how he secured airplay for his fledgling group in England. He gave every-
one he knew money to buy his first single at certain stores that reported to
the BBC. It worked. Airplay increased, and the song actually did sell, mak-
ing Cousins’s initial investment repay many times over.

But rarely do the principals get involved so directly. Label executives
practiced the art of denial long before Watergate. When they needed extra
help, it was a simple matter to hire an independent promotion man to
work a given record, and wash one’s hands of the whole affair. Therefore
when the heat came, the little independent guy took the fall, leaving the big
man to express his shock, disappointment, and denial to partners and
sharcholders. The foot soldiers, not the generals, always take the first bul-
let.

Ironically the job of unethical record promoters was now simplified.
Instead of trying to influence six disc jockeys per station, one program di-
rector in the pocket was cheaper and more effective.

Some stations still conducted “music meetings,” where a board of DJs
had a voice in what was played, weighted along with the program director’s
veto power. Before payola, WABC’s music meetings really were about
music. Disc jockeys voted on the “pick hit of the week,” a device designed
to give new artists a chance for some significant airplay to see if the public
could accept their music. Jocks were encouraged to bring in records and
play them for the program department and the rest of the staff to decide
what songs the station would actually air. Music was judged on its merit,
not its chart number.

But after 1960, the meetings became such a sham that the staff had to
be ordered to join them. No record was even considered unless it had bro-
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ken Billboard’s Top Twenty. Pick hits generally came from established
artists whose singles had already climbed the charts before receiving the
nod from ABC. The disc jockeys’ opinions were ignored, and the meetings
were mainly used to explain new promotions or adjust mechanics. Occa-
sionally a jock would defy convention and promote a song, but it was
nearly impossible to defy the consensus, either for illicit reasons or just be-
cause one believed in a particular record.

Of the staff, perhaps the two who cared about the music most were
Scott Muni and Bob Lewis, the overnight DJ. Muni prided himself on his
musical knowledge and had become friendly with many artists, especially
those who lived locally. Whereas Sklar eschewed promotion men, Muni
welcomed them. His interest wasn’t financial, but he figured that with the
radio market being as competitive as it was, his access to the artists might
someday pay off in an exclusive release of a new song or a big interview. He
routinely played cards with the promoters, and drank with them on a regu-
lar basis. He established many lasting relationships, and his loyalty was re-
warded many times over.

Lewis, or “Bobaloo” as he was known, was a big bear of a man. He had
a perfect radio voice, silky smooth, deep, and mellow, which resulted in a
burgeoning voice-over career. He was an aesthetic soul, sensitive and ide-
alistic, especially about radio. He had curly sandy hair that became Gene
Wilder—-unruly at times. The overnights gave him a perfect forum to play a
wider variety of tunes than the tighter playlist of the higher-visibility time
slots. He loved music and championed many progressive bands, his fa-
vorite being the Moody Blues. He owned a boat and, in his idyllic later life,
would sail to Florida and spend weeks living a seafarer’s existence. By the
seventies, he was so in demand as a commercial voice that he set up a small
recording studio on board and would be messengered advertising copy by
major agencies. His versatile style allowed him to record many different
approaches on successive takes, which he then sent back to Manhattan.

Aside from involved participants like Lewis, Muni, and Bruce Mor-
row, taking away control of the music simply meant fewer things to be
concerned about. But the effect the congressional hearings had on Rick
Sklar, who apparently never participated in payola and professed to know
little about it, was to cause him to completely withdraw from record pro-
moters. A shy, intensely private man to begin with, he was probably devas-
tated to see the ruination of his friend Freed, and kept the hordes away
from his door. One of the few he did speak with occasionally was Matty
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Matthews of Columbia Records. Matthews tells of Sklar picking up the
check whenever they dined together, so as to avoid even the appearance of
impropriety. Sklar also believed in his research for selecting music and rea-
soned that all the hypesters could do was cloud the issue.

Shortly after Sklar took over the program director’s spot in 1963, a
record was auditioned at one of the weekly music meetings. Although the
band who made the record would change the course of music and ulti-
mately radio history, the DJs were almost unanimous in their disdain on
first listen. “There’s no way this will ever make it,” said one.

It was soon obvious to the world that the single most of WABC’s jocks
had dismissed, “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” by the Beatles, was destined
for greatness. “She Loves You” followed quickly thereafter, along with Ed
Sullivan Show bookings and a concert at Carnegie Hall. Sklar, never one to
hesitate when a promotional opportunity beckoned, quickly renamed the
station W-A-Beatle-C. WMCA and WINS rushed in as well, and the Bea-
tles’ management meticulously played each station against the other to
maximum advantage.

Beatles manager Brian Epstein had been preparing for the assault on
the United States for months and had been asking every American band
that had played the British Isles who the “movers and shakers” in the States
were. He was told to gain favor at WABC, WMCA, and to befriend Mur-
ray the K at WINS. The strategy worked—soon Murray had dubbed him-
self the “Fifth Beatle,” and traveled with them to their first U.S. concert, in
Washington, D.C. He taped interviews in their hotel room and in the back
of limos. Murray, born Murray Kaufman, had been a music promoter for
the songwriter Bob Merrill and understood how to sell and market an act.
The act he usually pitched was Murray the K, as he presented live concerts
in Brooklyn with bands he played on the air. He had invented his own
lingo for his show, and thousands of New York teens frustrated their teach-
ers by imitating him.

But Murray and the other stations couldn’t match Sklar’s unrelenting
promotional blitz. He commissioned PAMS, the Texas-based company
that recorded all their jingles, to rush produce a new package centered
around the band. There were dozens of Beatles contests, Beatles give-
aways, anything that would associate WABC with the Beatles. Sklar sched-
uled Beatles records as often as every fourth tune. He’d play “twin spins”
of the band, surrounded by PAMS’s slick promotional jingles.

When the group landed in America for the first time, he dispatched
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Muni to Idlewild (now JFK) Airport to capture the excitement. Muni was
physically frightened for the first time in his life when the crush of thou-
sands of teenage girls plastered him against the chain-link fence separating
the tarmac from the arrival buildings. He was wearing a new vicuna wool
coat, which was ripped into expensive threads as he tried to extricate him-
self in time to stick a microphone into Paul McCartney’s face as he passed
through the gates. Sklar was able to commandeer remote equipment from
ABC News, so that Muni could deliver live reports, as opposed to feeding
tape into a telephone as the others were forced to. Later, at the band’s hotel,
where ten thousand teens gathered outside, Muni and Morrow were able
to use remote mics to capture the kids singing along with WABC jingles
while Dan Ingram held forth on the air. They were able to get live hotel-
room interviews first, sometimes resorting to bribing maintenance work-
ers to gain access. They even found a duplicitous way to break new Beatles
singles on the air before the competition could—by making a contact in
the London recording studio.

The trickery didn’t stop there. When Ringo Starr’s Saint Christopher
medal was snatched away by a female fan, WABC mounted a campaign to
recover it. The girl’s mother returned the medal to Muni within hours as
Scottso promised the girl that she would get to actually meet and hug
Ringo and receive tickets to the concert. But Sklar withheld news of the
medal’s return from the public for an entire day until they’d milked every
last drop of publicity from it. It was then presented to Ringo on the air.
Bruce Morrow was an emcee at the August 1964 concert at Shea Stadium
and presented the boys with a trumped-up medal, “The Order of the All-
Americans.” Although all three rock stations benefited from the British in-
vasion, WABC was the clear winner in attaching their name to that of the
Beatles.

In 1965, WINS decided that the Top Forty competition was too fierce
and dropped out to become one of the first all-news outlets in the country.
WMCA lasted a few more years before going all talk in 1969. Rick Sklar
and WABC ruled the roost as their AM competitors fell by the wayside.
Ratings shares were high and revenue rolled in at unprecedented levels.
But Sklar’s shabby treatment of one of his own stars helped spawn a
movement that was to cost WABC dearly—the rise of FM.
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FOR MOST OF the sixties, it was much easier to get a job at an FM sta-
tion than at a successful AM one. FM was still viewed as AAA ball, not the
big leagues, even in larger markets. Most operators of duopolies were look-
ing to keep costs low, so hiring an inexperienced disc jockey who was
thrilled just to have a job was preferable to paying a high ticket for an AM
has-been. It’s how I got my first professional job.

A few months into my apprenticeship at WALI, I still wanted to be an
actor. Through the Adelphi University theater group, I'd become friends
with a tall, slender man named Robert Wynn Jackson. A native of Virginia’s
Tidewater region, he came north on a music scholarship and directed
many of the light operas and musical comedies we staged. Bob was an un-
conventional combination of black, Jewish, and gay. His extensive knowl-
edge of classical music won him the Sunday afternoon slot on WALIL He
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crafted a highly produced show opening that painted an aural picture of
Robert Wynn Jackson as conductor, complete with white tie and tails, the
audience bursting into applause as he mounted the podium. He tapped
his baton and began to conduct works by the great masters. Of course, he
was merely playing records, but his creation was so vivid that one could
imagine him extravagantly decked out—a rapier-slim black Bernstein, pas-
sionately leading a magnificent symphony orchestra.

Ted Webb served as general manager of WALI to supplement his in-
come while working professionally as chief announcer at WLIR, which,
like Adelphi University, was also based in Garden City, New York. A part-
timer had left WLIR in a pay dispute so Webb left a note for Jackson that
the station had an opening for an announcer trained in the great works.
Robert was intrigued by the possibility of taking his program to the next
level and asked me if I'd like to tag along with him. I suspect his real rea-
son for asking was that I had access to a car and he didn’t, but I was happy
to go along. Although he assumed the audition was strictly pro forma and
that he’d already gotten the job, I think he wanted company for reassur-
ance, too. Part of him had to be nervous, considering the grandiose future
a real FM station might promise. We were also curious to see what a pro-
fessional station looked like, certain that any commercial facility would
make our campus station seem dreary by comparison.

Broadcasting from the opulent Garden City Hotel, the high tone of
WLIR’s programming conjured images of stately men in dinner jackets
dining and dancing with elegantly gowned women. In reality, although the
aging dowager of a hotel glittered with a prestigious address, the station it-
self was in the subbasement, along with the linen service, freight elevators,
and boiler rooms. As Jackson and I cautiously stepped down the rickety,
rusting stairs, we felt like we were descending into Hades. Is this what big-
time radio was all about? After searching the winding maze of dank hall-
ways that smelled of bleach and stale urine, we happened upon a solid steel
door, trussed with triple locks like a typical New York apartment. Here, in
the bowels of the building, was the big time—WLIR.

The open door revealed a mousy secretary who looked like she had
just been released from a convent, dark blond hair pulled back ina bun and
thick oversize glasses.

“I'm Robert Wynn Jackson, here to take the classical announcer’s po-
sition. Pleased to make your acquaintance. And you are?” he asked, ex-
tending his long bony fingers in her direction. She recoiled as if he’d pulled
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a knife on her. She stammered out her greetings and gestured us in. “We’re
looking for Mr. Webb,” my friend continued. “Perhaps he’s in another part
of the complex.”

“You're looking at the complex. He’s in the next room . . . on the air.
I'll get him.” She quickly ran off; relieved to be away from what seemed to
be her worst nightmare. Jackson was elegantly formal in his approach to
strangers, and ultimately very graceful, but upon meeting him, few were
prepared for a six-foot-six black man who weighed a scant hundred and
forty pounds and spoke with an effeminate drawl. We sat ourselves down
on a tattered loveseat and waited for Webb.

In 1959, John Reiger was able to purchase an FM license for WLIR at
a cost of fifteen thousand dollars. At the time, there were fewer than a
thousand FM stations in the nation, although receivers were selling at the
rate of four hundred thousand per year. It was a brave move, since the odds
of making a profit on an FM-only operation were roughly one in a hun-
dred. Still, Reiger had foresight. He envisioned WLIR as a high-class item,
a luxury appealing to affluent Long Islanders who could appreciate the
finer things. His programming consisted of a sophisticated mix of stan-
dards in the morning with commuter news and information, followed by
a complete original-cast Broadway show album at 10 A.M. Lunchtime fare
featured the suave, masculine personality of Bunny Roberts, who mainly
appealed to lonely, stay-at-home wives. Afterward, Reiger’s wife, Dore, in-
terviewed local celebrities. At 5 PM., there was cocktail music, mostly trea-
cly piano instrumentals served up for returning suburban breadwinners.
Dinner music held forth from six until nine, featuring Percy Faith, Man-
tovani, and the lush orchestral sounds that tony suburbanites might enjoy
with their evening repast. Classical music closed the day from nine until
sign-off. By keeping his rates low (often less than ten dollars per sixty-
second commercial) and trading local merchants airtime for their wares
(mainly cars, meals, and clothing), Reiger was able to eke out a living. Ob-
viously, he paid his disc jockeys very little, often asking them to double as
salesmen after their air shift. His methods were typical of many FM own-
ers at the time.

I suppose my initial experience at WALI should have prepared me for
what I was to see while waiting near the reception desk. The room was
long and narrow with three sets of protruding perpendicular industrial
steel shelves. These were stuffed with decrepit record albums, their covers
held together by colored masking tape. The prerequisite metal filing cabi-
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nets lined the wall behind the tiny reception desk. Another black metal
desk with aluminum legs sat parallel to the wall, cluttered with tapes and
newer LPs awaiting categorization. The whole area was covered with a
ratty red carpet that was as worn and threadbare as Bob Cratchit’s topcoat.
There was one high window in the entire subterranean room, and any day-
light that might have filtered into the window well was blocked by a puny
air conditioner. There were three doors off the main room: one to the air
studio, another to the announcer’s booth, and the third to a private office
occupied by Reiger. At least the owner’s office seemed better appointed
than the rest of the shabby accommodations. The overall impression made
WALI look like a penthouse suite on Park Avenue. I could only imagine
that the penurious furnishings of the office were sacrifices made to grace
the broadcast facility with the latest technology. That illusion would be
shattered later.

As Ted Webb emerged from the studio to greet us, I could tell that he
had no clue as to whom he’d invited to audition. Since his hours consult-
ing WALI were limited, I doubted that he had ever heard Jackson’s week-
end show. He only knew that it was the sole classical program on the
station and that WLIR needed an announcer well versed in the great mas-
ters. Since he was on the air at the time, Webb hurriedly ushered us into
the announcer’s booth, a small dark room off the main studio. He handed
Jackson a sheaf of papers consisting of a job application and some pages of
music introduction for his audition.

Robert began to practice reading the copy aloud. To say his approach
was disastrous would be an understatement. Although he knew all the
proper pronunciations, he embellished the dry script with his over-the-top
improvisational flourishes, ones that worked to great effect (and our
amusement) at WALI. He had style, but not the kind they were looking for.
He turned to me for advice.

“Well, Bob,” I said, “if you really want my opinion, I'd tone it down a
little. This is FM, so they’re looking for a deep voice. Measured tones.
Slow and formal. Like this.” I proceeded to read a paragraph.

“But my man, that’s not me. They brought me in for my uniqueness.
My flair.” He patted my shoulder and I knew what he meant. When he re-
ferred to men as “having the flair,” it signified that they were gay, whether
they realized it or not.

“Suit yourself, Bob. But I'm not sure that’s what they have in mind.” I
didn’t want to hurt his feelings by insinuating that Webb hadn’t heard his
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show, but had merely invited the classical host in for an audition. So
Robert proceeded to read it his way. Predictably, as Ted listened from the
main studio, he was absolutely horrified by what he saw and heard. Intent
upon his script, Robert never picked up on this.

As gracefully as possible, Webb escorted us from the announcer’s
booth toward the exit, thanking Jackson for reading and asking if he could
speak to me privately. Uh-oh, I thought. Was I about to be chided for
bringing in a man who had wasted their time? As I followed him into the
studio I was already preparing the answer, that [ was merely along for the
ride. I'd met Ted on numerous occasions at WALI and respected him a
great deal. He was the ultimate pro on the air: a great voice with a com-
pletely straight-ahead delivery. There was no quirkiness or sense of humor
in his presentation and certainly no flair. I selfishly hoped this little embar-
rassment wouldn’t hurt me at WALL

“Neer, I heard you reading with your friend in there. You sounded
very good. Do you want to tape an audition?”

“Well, thanks, Ted. But I don’t really know much about classical
music. I couldn’t pronounce all those names.”

“First of all, the shift we’re talking about isn’t all classical. It’s Broad-
way show tunes, Sinatra, even some chicken rock. There’s only an hour of
classical and I'll help you with the names.” He then pronounced “Rach-
maninoft ” and “Prokofiev” for me. I recognized Tchaikovsky, but Eugene
Joachim (OY-gum YO-kim) was beyond me. The copy wasn’t difficult
otherwise, and I sailed through it.

Webb was beaming. “That was terrific. I've got to run this by the
owner, but frankly, I don’t think he’ll have a problem. Are you free Satur-
day morning?”

That was like asking me if I wanted to make love to Julie Christie. I
couldn’t believe that my little good deed of giving a friend a ride would pan
out as a job offer at a real radio station. But my adrenaline rush was tem-
pered by the realization that I'd have to tell Robert that I'd gotten the job
and he hadn’t.

As I thanked Ted, I saw Jackson in the reception area perched on the
seedy loveseat, looking nonplussed. Was this worth endangering our
friendship? Would he think I deliberately engineered this to steal his job?

To his everlasting credit, he was gracious and kind. He congratulated
me from the heart. It was apparent that he felt real joy at my good fortune
more than disappointment at his own rejection. The short car ride back to
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the dorm was filled with his suggestions for the show, all of which were
well meaning but 180 degrees away from what WLIR wanted.

As we got out of the car, he sniffed haughtily, “I'm not sure the world
is ready for me and my flair yet. But they will be, Dick Neer. They will be.”

God, I hated being called that name and Jackson knew it, deliberately
tweaking me to affirm our friendship. I had no doubts that someday, in
some way, Robert’s talents would be appreciated, although at the time my
mind was swimming with the whirl of events that had overcome me in
the last few hours. I was going to be on a real radio station, even if it was
only FM.
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AM RADIO RULED the airwaves for the first six decades of the twenti-
eth century, based on the timeworn business principle of arriving first, not
necessarily with the best. Commercial AM broadcasts began in earnest in
the twenties and became solidly entrenched in the public consciousness as
the Great Depression neared. Edwin Howard Armstrong was an inventor
who pioneered the use of radio transmissions in the First World War and
held many of the early patents for AM (amplitude modulation).

But Armstrong was not content with the static and spotty reception
that plagued radio in those days. He set about at his own expense to find a
better way to transmit words and music in higher fidelity. By 1933, after la-
boring long hours in a basement laboratory, he came up with frequency
modulation, or FM. Upon demonstrating the clear superiority of FM, he
expected David Sarnoft’s RCA to exercise the right of first refusal on his
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work he’d given them and begin laying the groundwork for the conversion
from AM to FM.

Sarnoff was a longtime friend; in fact, the “General,” as he was called,
introduced Armstrong to the woman who would later become his wife.
But Sarnoft was under the misconception that the inventor had been
working on a way to improve AM reception. The General had no intention
of junking the massive investment that RCA had in AM transmitters and
receivers. He also wanted his company to concentrate its technical re-
sources on television, which he correctly saw as the more powerful of the
new media.

What followed was thirty years of legal wrangling, which perplexed
and frustrated Armstrong and everyone else who had witnessed demon-
strations of FM’s clarity and frequency response. At first, the battle was
Joined over spectrum allocation, or where FM should be located on the
dial. Originally, it was granted space at 42-50 MHz and roughly a half-
million receivers designed to capture those signals were sold to audio en-
thusiasts. But RCA fought FM every step of the way, even when the FCC
declared that television sound would be FM and dedicated channel 1 to the
band. After the Second World War, and after extensive lobbying by RCA
using misleading technical data, Washington abruptly switched the fre-
quencies to 88-108 MHz, the area it occupies today. Massive damage was
done to FM’s cause. Overnight, transmitters and receivers were obsolete,
and consumers were reluctant to plunge ahead, fearing that more changes
would stick them with more worthless equipment. Also, advances in AM
technology had improved its sound to acceptable levels, especially to
nonaudiophiles who were content with the status quo.

By 1954, Armstrong was a bitter and beaten man. He’d suffered a
stroke and when his wife refused to give up their retirement money to
continue the legal battle with RCA, an ugly domestic incident ensued. He
realized that his obsession with FM had now cost him the thing most dear
to him, and after writing a poignant letter of apology to his wife, he finally
gave up the fight, leaping to his death from a thirteenth-story window. His
estate settled with RCA for a million dollars, essentially what they’d of-
fered over a decade earlier. FM was left without a champion, although
Armstrong’s widow continued lawsuits against lesser opponents and even-
tually won them all.

The next major obstacle facing FM was the dawn of the television era.
Consumers were faced with the option of buying improved radio tech-
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nology at a time when the medium’s future was in doubt, or investing in
television, obviously the next big thing. To further simplify the decision,
manufacturers threw their efforts into television, leaving FM an orphan,
abandoned in favor of the newer toy.

By the mid-fifties, vast improvements were developing in phonograph
technology. Thirty-three-and-a-third rpm albums, better phonographic
cartridges, and improved speakers were reaching the mass market. When
ears were awakened to the sparkling potential of near-perfect sound repro-
duction, AM radios didn’t sound so good anymore. Stereo albums were
widely released for the first time, and high-end users began purchasing
component systems with separate turntables, amplifiers, and speakers. And
when consumers heard FM for the first time, they were blown away by its
advantages over the muddy AM sound. FM receiver sales grew exponen-
tially and FM converters for the car allowed one to take home-listening
preferences on the road until AM/FM car radios became available in 1963.
A system for FM stereo was approved in 1961, and the race was officially
met.

Still, broadcast fare consisted mostly of the exact same thing you could
hear on AM, albeit with increased clarity. With many big-city, network-
affiliated stations, FM was “bonused” to advertisers, as an extra incentive to
reach a slightly wider audience. Companies saw no advantage in spending
money on additional facilities and staff for FM when there was no money
to be made. Those who did offer separate programming operated on a
shoestring budget, hoping only to break even.

The picture changed in 1964 when the FCC declared that in markets
of more than 250,000 listeners, owners of AM-FM duopolies had to pro-
vide original programming on FM for at least half the broadcast day. The
commission did so under pressure. The AM spectrum was cluttered with
over four thousand stations, and there was simply no more bandwidth to
accommodate the increasing number of license applications. Since the air-
waves were ostensibly owned by the public, if operators were to serve the
public interest, more diversity of programming was needed. If FM could
be made commercially viable, then formats appealing to more heteroge-
neous tastes might be carved out.

Amazingly (by today’s sensibilities), broadcasters fought the decision
tooth and nail. Witness the rights fees paid for cellular telephone band-
width recently, and compare it to 1964, when untapped gold mines were
available with the FM frequencies that companies already owned. Gordon
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McLendon and Todd Storz, the radio innovators who were given credit for
inventing Top Forty, resisted the order mightily and suffered the conse-
quences. The new technology was repulsed rather than embraced.

Some of this distaste was based on principle: Broadcasters resented the
FCC’s incursion into programming. They had always been wary of Wash-
ington proscribing how they should serve their audiences, anticipating that
so-called public service segments would be unprofitable requirements that
detracted from their main goals. But perhaps the real reason lay in the
simple law of supply and demand. The cash cow AM stations might be de-
valued by an influx of FM outlets, especially if it meant new competitors
who would eat into AM profit shares. Many companies petitioned the
commission for waivers, but the only thing that accomplished was to post-
pone the start date of the new dictum from July 1, 1965, to January 1, 1967.

Again, imagine the businessman of today, faced with a deadline for in-
troducing a new product, realizing that his competitors were under the
same time constraints. One would think that enterprising broadcasters
would race to get there first, establishing their product in the audience’s
consciousness before their rivals. But most companies lingered until the
very last minute and even then their attitude was similar to the mom-and-
pop operators: Put out a cut-rate product showcasing their AM talent in
prime listening hours, while consigning the rest of the day to cheaply pro-
duced filler. After all, weren’t all the good format ideas already taken?

The answer might lay in the antiformat: free-form radio. A revolu-
tionary idea, but by 1966 America was ready for a revolution.
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AN UNWITTING CONTRIBUTOR to this cataclysmic shift away from
AM was WABC radio king Rick Sklar, whose tight format and unrelenting
promotions were starting to be out of step with the changing times. With
the Beatles leading the British Invasion, America was liberated from the
pop confections of the early sixties. The movement spawned an awareness
of challenging musical innovations that couldn’t be heard on conventional
radio. Scott Muni saw this happening and was increasingly at odds with
Sklar on how to better serve the still substantial WABC following.

Scottso had always been a big fan of music. At age fifteen, he had wan-
gled his way into a Fats Domino recording session. He watched in awe as
the producer explained to Domino how the song went, since no one there
read music. He hummed the melody and patiently mapped out the phras-

ing.
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“You made ... mecry. .. whenyousaid . .. good-bye . ..”

He then talked to the sax player about how to play the instrumental
bridge. Take after take, they rehearsed until they were able to perform the
song flawlessly. There were no multitrack recorders in studios then; the
musicians all sang and played into one central microphone. The slightest
mistake by any of the players meant the whole song had to be rerecorded,
unless it happened at a spot where an undetectable tape splice could be
made. There was a bottle on the floor that the musicians passed around oc-
casionally, a fringe benefit to the twenty-dollar session fee they each re-
ceived. “Ain’t That a Shame” became a huge hit, and Muni felt that he’d
witnessed history.

In any case, he was hooked on rock and roll music, quite unlike the
sentiment he attributed to his boss. Muni thought that if polka music sud-
denly became fashionable, Sklar would be equally comfortable program-
ming it.

‘Tensions escalated between the two men, and things came to a head
when Sklar accused Muni, in front of his peers, of receiving payola. On
that Tuesday in the spring of 1964, Muni came to the now pro forma music
meeting excited by a new record. It was the latest single from his friend
Frankie Valli, whose group was one of the few American bands to stay on
top through the British onslaught. The Four Seasons, led by Valli’s soaring
falsetto leads, retained the flavor of the old doo-wops, while incorporating
more inventive production techniques. But this one was a little different:
plodding, almost dirgelike, and very slow getting to the hook. It was called
“Rag Doll.”

Only Muni realized that the song was special and submitted it for ap-
proval at the music meeting. But now his boss was implying that the only
people who would appreciate “Rag Doll” were those who had a financial
stake in it. His fellow jocks stood by silently, leaving Muni to twist in the
wind.

His integrity sullied, Muni marched into Sklar’s office and was sum-
marily fired for his defiant attitude. The move was not without risk to
WABC. Rick Sklar had been at the helm for less than a year, and WMCA
and WINS were still tough competitors. If Muni defected to one of them,
it could hurt WABC in the long run. But Sklar had such an aversion to the
mere hint of payola, plus a distrust of Muni’s easy relationship with record
promoters, that he reasoned he could use those arguments to justify the
move to his superiors. Certainly, it made sense to move the popular and
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more teen-oriented Morrow into Muni’s early-evening slot. He believed
that his staff was still the strongest and could weather any desertion. It also
told the other jocks who was boss, much like a football coach might send a
message to his team by punishing a star player. So he went about the busi-
ness of restructuring the all-American team, sans Muni.

The Federal Communications Commission was coincidentally pass-
ing the duopoly rule, by a 5-2 margin, that would radically change the face
of broadcasting. Although rejected by many as a bureaucratic proposal that
would never take root, a few forward-thinking proprietors of commercial
FMs weighed their options. Chief among them was RKO, a conglomerate
encompassing the famed motion picture company, General Tire and Rub-
ber, and a string of radio and television stations, among them WOR and
WOR-FM in New York, where free-form radio was born on commercial
airwaves.

WOR-FM began the day on July 30, 1966, with the Troggs’ raucous
anthem “Wild Thing,” not with the dulcet tones of longtime WOR morn-
ing host John Gambling. The station was automated temporarily until new
jocks could be signed under a revised AFTRA (American Federation of
Radio and Television Artists) contract. “Temporarily” turned out to be al-
most three months.

Finding disc jockey talent wasn’t a problem. Scott Muni, after trying
his hand for a year at running a hip music nightclub, was a star player and
a radio free agent. Murray the K had been dislodged from his Swinging
Soiree as WINS decided to go all news. And there was an interesting chap
named Bill Mercer, aka Rosko, who’d knocked around several stations on
both coasts. By October of 1966, the labor issues were settled and Scott
Muni was doing afternoons with Murray the K ruling the early evening
hours on WOR-FM.

Some dispute that WOR-FM was free form at all, citing restrictions
that the jocks were under and the preponderance of Top Forty music
played. But in 1966, musicians had yet to break free of the yoke of three-
minute singles. Albums were just becoming the dominant form of record
sales, but they were still mainly a collection of potential singles with B-
sides that were not considered “commercial” enough to hit the AM air-
waves. At the very beginning, no one could just play whatever they wanted,
whenever they wanted. The payola scandals were not so distant a memory
as to allow that kind of freedom for DJs. But there were listening sessions



FM & J§7

where a programmer would sit in with the jocks and approve a stack of
records that had been brought in. As the days went by, management began
to trust the jocks, convinced that their reasons for airing the songs were al-
truistic, not because they were being paid to do so. Within weeks, the sta-
tion was totally free form.

When WOR-FM started playing “Society’s Child” by Janis Ian, many
musicians and record executives took notice. AM radio wouldn’t touch the
record for a number of reasons, chief among them that the subject matter
was about a teenage interracial love affair. At over five minutes, it was
longer than conventional singles, and who was Janis Ian anyway? She
didn’t even record for a major label. The song garnered so much reaction
that Ian was invited to the studio for a lengthy interview, another no-no on
AM radio.

More and more, WOR-FM looked to differentiate itself from Top
Forty. They still had jingles, although their production was much more
subtle and understated than the exciting PAMS packages that WABC was
still using. They merely acted as a buffer between songs that didn’t sound
compatible, or as a gentle reminder of the call letters. Since commercial
announcements were few and far between, jocks weren’t compelled to
speak between every record: They could program lengthy sets of music.
This led to another dilemma. If each song wasn’t a separate entity but more
a component of a greater whole, there needed to be some tangible reason
for linking them together. Thus came about the art of the segue.

The simplest reason to group songs came from Scottso. He called
them “miniconcerts” or “Muni-concerts.” He would select three or more
recordings from the same artist, often from the same album, and bunch
them together. Muni could go fifteen to twenty minutes before announc-
ing what he’d played. This created an added, perhaps unintentional bene-
fie. Since listeners at the time were used to having songs identified
immediately before or after they were played, they were now forced to lis-
ten longer to discover what they’d just heard. Since ratings are based on
not only the number of individuals tuned in at a given time but how long
they listen, WOR-FM might garner higher ratings as a result.

Obviously, the miniconcert had its limitations. If one disliked the
Rolling Stones and knew that Muni would be playing not just one song but
five, the temptation to turn the dial would be great. You also needed bands
that had a wide selection of good songs. If you anticipated that every time
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Scottso played a set of Beatles, the same five songs would be aired, audi-
ences would soon tire of the repetition. Other reasons to segue were
needed.

Thematic sets provided one answer. These were songs that dealt with
the same subject and/or shared common words in the title—the overused
“rain” sets born of that era, simply stringing together a brace of tunes about
the weather. One could play the same songs by different artists, like Peter,
Paul and Mary’s “Blowin’ in the Wind,” segued with Bob Dylan’s original.
Another set might consist of Dylan material performed by others. Later in
the decade, musical family trees could be examined, like the Byrds, Buffalo
Springfield, the Hollies, and Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young,

Broadcasters with good ears found musical cues: songs in the same
key, or with similar chord structures. There are also songs that mesh well
together—the closing drumbeats of one song flow seamlessly into the
opening percussion of another. These became the most prevalent segues
because the opportunities were so extensive.

In the summer of 1967, the Beatles released Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts
Club Band, giving birth to the concept album. On many a night, the Fifth
Beatle, Murray the K, would play an entire side of the masterwork. Unin-
terrupted album sides became popular programming, especially as more
artists began to link their songs together in the manner of FM DJs.

It became incumbent upon the jock to have vast knowledge of music,
something that Top Forty DJs didn’t need or didn’t have. It was like home-
work for the schoolchild—every day, a jock would take new releases home
to sample and select songs for upcoming shows. In 1966, this was a large
but not Herculean task, since the number of albums by rock artists was still
at a manageable level. The success of FM changed that, as more record
companies sought performers who could turn out quality album tracks
that might not qualify as singles.

Unlike AM radio, where morning drive was where the money was,
evenings were the place to be on FM. Baby boomers were now reaching
college age, and dorm rooms in early 1967 acted as huge amplifiers echo-
ing Murray’s show. His taste was almost unerring on undiscovered per-
formers, and students looked forward to the introduction of fresh new
talent. Rating services gave Murray the K audience shares ranging between
3 and 4 percent during his stint at WOR, which was unheard of for FM,
and competitive with most AM stations.

But all was not quiet on the management front. RKO was still uneasy
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with disc jockeys holding so much power. They also pointed to uneven
ratings and felt that although the programming could be uplifting at times,
it bogged down at others. As the station began to gain revenue, the star
jocks wanted their piece of the action: The low pay scale AFTRA had ne-
gotiated was already beginning to chafe. Even though FM was making
money for the first time, it still was dwarfed by what its AM sisters were
pulling in. And RKO General was having even more success with its West
Coast FM outlets doing BOSS (a hip expression of the time, the equivalent
of “fab” or “gear,” meaning the greatest or coolest) radio, and eventually
decided to allow the man responsible for that format to control the pro-
gramming at WOR.

His name was Bill Drake. Drake was born Philip T. Yarborough and
like most programmers began as a disc jockey. He worked at several sta-
tions around the country before becoming program director of KYA in San
Francisco. He dreamed of running a chain of radio stations, and to this end
partnered with Gene Chenault. They acquired several California stations
as clients, but it was the success of KGB in San Diego that captured RKO’s
attention.

Drake-Chenault were able to convince RKO to put them in charge of
KH]J (which originally stood for kindness, happiness, and joy) in Los An-
geles. Today, the idea that a station in such a major market could be experi-
mental is absurd, but Drake perfected his BOSS radio formula there,
working with Ron Jacobs, the hands-on program director. With legendary
jocks Robert W. Morgan and the “Real” Don Stecle leading the way, KHJ
Wwas an instant success.

Drake’s talent was not so much in inventing a format, but in taking the
best of what others had done before and distilling it into his own formula,
insisting on precise execution. Drake saw himself as a master architect who
hired other top craftsmen to execute his plans. Chenault also helped him
foster an image that was to serve him well, that of a powerful, reclusive fig-
ure shrouded in mystery. Many of the programmers who worked with him
never met him in person, and carried on few telephone conversations with
him. He insisted on absolute control of any property he consulted, al-
though he used his dictatorial powers sparingly.

He lived in posh Bel Air in a luxurious Spanish-style mansion reputed
to have twenty-four telephone lines. He rarely granted interviews or ap-
peared in public. Much like Howard Hughes, he traded on the image of
the all powerful Oz, one who could make or break careers on his slightest
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whim. He arranged to be able to monitor any of his stations from his villa,
and had a direct line to the control room of each. Disc jockeys lived in fear
of a “hotline” call from the mysterious Drake. One could picture him—tall
and lanky, relaxing by his pool, surrounded by tanned California beauties,
arbitrarily dialing up a station in Boston or New York and exorcising some-
thing or someone he didn’t like. This was largely an image he took advan-
tage of, not the reality. By all accounts, Drake is a soft-spoken, modest
Southerner by nature.

Chenault, however, fueled his legend. Many employees left the com-
pany frustrated at how Drake had received credit for their hard work and
innovation. Indeed, within Drake’s framework, individual program direc-
tors had wide authority over music and promotions, as long as they stuck
to the basic formula. It wasn’t hard to identify a Drake-formatted station.
The sound was uniform and clean, with smooth DJs who could have been
from Anywhere, U.S.A. The jingle packages were spare, merely the fre-
quency, call letters, and occasionally the jock’s name. When Drake ap-
proached a major jingle company about fashioning such simple fare, they
refused, telling him it would never be effective. So Drake contacted the
Johnny Mann Singers, brought them into a studio, and produced jingles
for KHJ himself.

Fresh from his L.A. triumph, the mystery man was brought in to con-
sult at all the RKO stations, including WOR-FM. Its days as a free-form
station were numbered. Drake probably thought he could work with such
a distinguished air staff, but the freedom Muni, Rosko, and Murray had
tasted was a powerful elixir, and one by one they resigned or were forced
out under Drake’s constraints. The free-form experiment was completely
over at WOR-FM by October of 1967. WBALI, the Pacifica public station in
New York, gave the displaced jocks an hour forum to vent their complaints
about how the consultant had ruined their station. Critics in the print
media, both public and trade journals, joined in. Most gave RKO no
chance after dismantling such a work of art. They predicted disaster for
Drake and his “West Coast” sound.

Within months, Drake-Chenault had the next laugh. In the Pulse sur-
veys, WOR-FM’s share of the New York audience quadrupled to a 16, sec-
ond only to WABC, which had vaulted to 26 shares under Sklar. It may
not have been innovative or exciting radio, but it was consistent and, as
Newsweek put it, “a smoothly modulated mixture of pop favorites.”

The great progressive experiment seemed dead in New York, and crit-
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ics ate their words, noting the enormous ratings success of BOSS radio.
Drake’s consultancy grew far beyond the RKO stations, and he picked his
spots well, rarely venturing into a situation where the odds were against
him. His few failures occurred when hubris caused him to disregard his
own formula, or when citizen groups protested his intent to rob them of a
beloved format, as they did in Washington, D.C., when he announced the
takeover of a popular classical station. Drake-Chenault enjoyed a decade-
long reign as kings of the FM radio world.

But despite the devastating dispossession in New York, the hardy seeds
of free form had been sown. They already were growing on the West
Coast, and the survivors of WOR-FM were merely wounded, and their
spirit remained strong.
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Govwin” U

IN LATE 1967, I was oblivious to what was happening at the big stations
in Manhattan mere miles across the East River from Garden City. I was
busy trying to save my fledgling career. I had only a few days to prepare for
my professional debut, and since I'd never listened to WLIR, I figured I'd
better get acquainted with it in a hurry. It was rough sledding for an
eighteen-year-old. I tuned in the night I was hired and heard a man with an
incredibly deep voice, extolling the virtues of a quaint expensive restaurant
called the Wee Tappee Inn in Old Westbury, Long Island, old-money terri-
tory. The announcer sounded so worldly, so knowledgeable—as if he
dined there several nights a week. It was intimidating as hell. This guy was
probably in his late forties and would regard me as some snot-nosed kid
who didn’t belong on his sophisticated radio station. The music he played
was the very stuff I'd had so many arguments with my parents about—
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vanilla, syrupy, soporific instrumentals. For all my suffering, I was paid the
rich sum of a dollar ten an hour. I'd made more the previous summer
washing dishes at a New Jersey diner and tending the greens at the Saddle
River Country Club.

I was scheduled to go on the air Saturday morning from eight until
one. Ted Webb had asked me to come in Friday afternoon so he could show
me the ropes. I personally doubted that a couple of hours’ training would
be sufficient but he had confidence that I could handle it and I didn’t want
to create uncertainty in his mind by sharing my own reservations. After
classes Friday, I journeyed through the catacombs of the Garden City
Hotel until I reached the station. For the first few weeks, I don’t think I
took the same route twice; that’s how confusing the underground maze
was.

Ted knew that I had learned to engineer my own program at WALI, a
practice called “combo-ing.” Most major stations employ engineers to run
the board, or audio console, for the jocks, but small-time radio is able to
reduce expenses by having one man perform the tasks of announcing and
engineering. It’s akin to carrying on an in-depth conversation while driv-
ing a stick-shift car in heavy traffic. After a while it becomes second nature
but if you’re new at it, both skills suffer. Learning to run the board was the
least of my worries, I thought. Pronouncing those big foreign names of the
composers—now that made me nervous.

Little did I know that the symbiosis between announcing and engi-
neering would almost end my employment at WLIR as soon as it began.
My first mistake was an understandable one. I had assumed that since
WALI was a minor college AM station, its equipment would be as outdated
and ineffective as any imaginable. Adelphi wasn’t exactly known for its
broadcasting curriculum, like Syracuse or Northwestern. Therefore, the
equipment had to be whatever they could muster from some commercial
station’s discards, held together only by the ingenuity of John Schmidt.
WLIR’s facility had to be light-years ahead. Wrong!

As Webb explained how things worked, I was lost in a daze of horror—
I couldn’t concentrate on what he was saying. The audio console must
have predated WALTI’s by at least ten years. It looked like something Edwin
Armstrong had jury-rigged before the war. The Civil War. There were
seven huge unlabeled black knobs across the front, topped by little dark
switches that resembled telegraph keys. Two VU meters were clipping
away above the keys. Everything was channeled through the two large
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knobs in the center. It actually looked much simpler than WALI’s multi-
channeled console.

“Where are the cart decks, Ted?” I asked innocently. “Cart,” or car-
tridge, decks, are units that resemble old eight-track tape players. All radio
stations play their commercials on these. Generally, there are four or more,
rack mounted and run by remote control. The operator simply slides the
tape into a slot, punches a button, and boom! instant commercial. The car-
tridges could also play songs or short programs. Cart decks were com-
monly used on Top Forty stations for music, since vinyl 45s or albums
tended to scratch and deteriorate upon repeated spins, whereas tape could
be replayed hundreds of times with no noticeable degradation. Most stu-
dios also have them linked together, so that if several spots in a row are
scheduled, you merely had to start the first one and upon completion it
would trigger the second and so on until the set of commercials was over.

“We don’t have any,” he replied tersely.

“How do you play commercials, then?” I wondered aloud.

“With this . . . the spot tape machine.” He pointed at a ramshackle gray
box labeled “Spotmaster,” with one pointer and a hundred or so markings:
Al,2,3,4;B1,2,3, 4, etc. He slid the top lid open to reveal a large flap of
celluloid with narrow grooves. It was held on a metal spool by cellophane
tape. I was tempted for a moment to think it was some new technology that
I was unaware of, but from its appearance, it had to be older than the audio
console. Webb explained, “You just dial up the commercial, let’s say J3, hit
this button, and—"

I heard a muffled voice, followed by rumbles and then a flapping
sound.

“Damn, it’s come loose again,” he swore. The celluloid had separated
from the spool and was flapping around the innards of the machine until
Webb turned it off. “It’s very important to turn the unit off immediately if
you hear the flapping sound. Otherwise the tape will shred and we’ll lose
all our commercials.”

I tried to hide my dismay. The cellophane tape obviously had dried up
under the heat of the machine’s internal works. It wasn’t hard to imagine
this happening on a regular basis. Plus, there were other problems I could
anticipate right away. First, there was no remote control and the unit was
three feet behind the broadcast position. Meaning that when you went to
commercial, you had to close your microphone, slide back on your roller
chair, and locate the start button. That had to take at least a second. Then,
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the sliding dial had minuscule markings and didn’t click firmly into posi-
tion. So you might think you were playing J3 when in reality you were
playing J2. You could jiggle the dial over to the proper spot, but if it wasn’t
aligned precisely, you got muffled sound at half-volume. But these were
things Webb had to deal with daily so he must have been aware of them.

“Ted, what happens when you have three spots in a row?” I asked.
Most stations had at least that many.

“Well, you can do it a couple of ways. You can wait until the first one is
finished, hit the rewind button, and then slide the dial over to the next
number and hit play again. You’ve got to wait till the green light comes on
or it won’t be fully rewound and the next spot will start in the middle. Or
else you can plan it so that you alternate live reads with taped spots, or use
the spot tape once, then a reel-to-reel spot, then a spot tape again. Got it?”

He pointed toward two ancient Roberts home tape recorders. My dad
had better and newer ones in his basement. Any time there were commer-
cial breaks, you had to find the proper tape from a disorganized pile of five-
inch reels stacked randomly on a desk, thread it onto the machine, cue it to
the beginning, and hit the play button. Again, there was no remote control
on the tape decks and they were a few feet farther back than the spot tape
machine. What a nightmare.

But the biggest problems were yet to come. I noticed there were four
turntables in the studio, a bit unusual because most places had only two.
And they were not the rugged broadcast variety I was used to, but home
units made by a local manufacturer. “Must break a lot of needles cueing
these up,” I remarked.

“Uh, Mr. Reiger doesn’t believe in cueing up records. Thinks it
wrecks the stylus and scratches the opening of the song.”

The Firesign Theatre once released a comedy album entitled Every-
thing You Know Is Wrong. That precisely described my feelings at the mo-
ment. I had been taught that anathema to all radio was dead air—pauses
when nothing is transmitted. Certainly in Top Forty or BOSS radio, pac-
ing is all important. Everything has to come with machine-gun rapidity,
with no silence—ever! But given the equipment at WLIR, every time you
went from one record to another, there had to be a long moment of noth-
ingness. From live announcements to commercials, a second or two of si-
lence. One commercial to the next—dead air.

Then came the topper. WLIR broadcast in stereo, but each channel
was controlled by a separate knob or fader. All four turntables were on the
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same two faders, as were the tape decks and spot tapes. To go from one
record to the next, you had to turn both knobs down to zero, hit the switch
to go from the left turntable to the right, start the right turntable, and then
turn both knobs back up simultaneously as the music started. But this had
to be done without cueing the record beforehand—just dropping the nee-
dle in the space between tracks and guessing how long it would take before
the music started. Good luck!

Oh, by the way, the switches to go from one turntable to the next were
old and had long since lost their click stops. So, like with the spot tape, you
might think you were on turntable one when you were really on turntable
three. And since they were home machines, not professional units, they
didn’t get up to speed immediately, taking two revolutions to achieve 335
rpm. If you estimated the start time incorrectly, the record would “wow”
in. In other words, it would start slowly and gradually accelerate until it
reached the proper speed. As Webb explained these eccentricities to me, I
broke into a cold sweat.

That night, [ lay awake, not able to sleep at all, anticipating the disaster
that was to be my professional broadcast premiere.
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Fortunate o

FOR BILL “ROSKO” MERCER, the end of free form on WOR-FM
in the early autumn of 1967 was a dream dashed. He found himself out of
work again, and was faced with the unpleasant prospect of returning to a
format he despised or finding an alternate way to make a living. Muni was
given the opportunity to keep his shift, and Drake told him that he could
continue to play what he wanted. But Scott’s experience taught him that he
wouldn’t remain an island for long and his oasis of freedom would soon
perish in the harsh desert of strict formatics. It was fortunate for both of
them that the initial success at WOR-FM had not gone unnoticed.
WNEW-AM had been one of the top stations in New York for de-
cades. Boasting such talent as William B. Williams, Gene Klavan and Dee
Finch, Jim Lowe, Julius La Rosa, and Ted Brown, it was the city’s favorite
place to hear all the great standards. They broadcast Giants football on
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Sundays and had a full-service news and sports operation. A Metromedia
station, they were owned by John Kluge, who has since become one of the
richest men in America. Year after year, profits increased and advertis-
ing revenue exceeded ratings because Madison Avenue loved the affluent
audience WNEW attracted. But WNEW-FM was a different story.

The station was originally headquartered at 565 Fifth Avenue, sand-
wiched into a small area next to the massive AM complex. Like most own-
ers, Kluge was content to simulcast his AM signal on FM until the FCC’s
duopoly ruling in 1964. Given no choice by the commission, Jack Sullivan,
head of Metromedia’s radio division, charged George Duncan with the job
of inventing a new format for the FM stations.

George, the general manager of WNEW-FM, was a beefy, florid Irish-
man who wore his Gaelic heritage and Catholic faith like a banner. He fa-
vored crisply pressed dark suits, and kept his bald bespectacled head
immaculately barbered. A graduate of Cornell University, the ex-Marine
once served as a milkman and a New York State trooper.

Duncan was justly proud of his service record, and Scott Muni had
to break up more than a few bar fights late at night when some inebriated
patron insulted the Corps or the Catholic church in George’s presence.
And those who knew of these twin loyalties were not advantaged if they
tried to use them dishonestly to advance their cause. On one such occa-
sion, a hotshot young salesman petitioning him for a job had nearly
clinched the position when Duncan mentioned in passing that he had been
a Marine.

“Oh, yeah. I was, t00,” mused the job seeker, trying to ingratiate him-
self further.

“Really?” said Duncan, with a raised eyebrow. He didn’t look like an
ex-Marine. “What was your serial number?”

“Oh jeez, I don’t know. I forgot,” came the answer. The man, despite
his otherwise impressive credentials, didn’t get the job, because no Marine
ever forgets his serial number for the rest of his life. The man was a fraud,
and if he’d lie about that, could George ever trust him with anything else?

Duncan looked forward to experimenting with something that could
generate another profit center for Metromedia when the duopoly ruling
came down. His original blueprint was to form a station that played simi-
lar music to WNEW, but with this twist: The disc jockeys would all be
women.

By today’s standards, this doesn’t sound so radical, but in 1966, this
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was a completely alien concept. Women weren’t generally accepted in the
media at all except as window dressing. There was the token TV weather
girl, often the butt of the anchors’ sexist humor. But they weren’t taken se-
riously as reporters or disc jockeys. Their voices were thought not to cut
through the limited frequency response of AM radio, and on television and
in the workplace, they were seen as a distraction.

But Duncan posited that with FM’s wider bandwidth, a quality
woman’s voice could attract male listeners or other women, who might
take pride in their sisters’ accomplishments. With the civil rights move-
ment and feminism gaining momentum in the sixties, the idea seemed to
have merit. Four hundred women auditioned, and among those hired
were Alison Steele, Nell Bassett, Sally Jessy Raphael (yes, her), and Rita
Sands, who later became a news anchor at WCBS radio.

Duncan’s plan never got a real chance. Initially, male reaction wasn’t
positive and women seemed to resent the idea of their mates being seduced
over the radio by female jocks. Madison Avenue firmly believed that
women could not sell products to other women. Metromedia Group head
Jack Sullivan had told George in a casual meeting that “something is hap-
pening in rock music” and suggested that he visit some clubs in Greenwich
Village and experience the new phenomenon close up. In addition, Duncan
was being handed a gift by RKO’s abdication and wasn’t about to return it.

The following story ran in Billboard on October 28, 1967:

Bill “Rosko” Mercer, the former all night personality with WOR-FM who
resigned a couple of weeks ago, has been hired by WNEW-FM for a pro-
gressive rock show and will handle a seven days a week stint, 7-midnight.
George Duncan, station manager at WINEW-FM, said the decision for the
change in the programming and image of WINEW-FM was “made strictly
on Rosko’s availability.” WINEW-FM is “building for the future,” he said.
The station plays easy listening music. WINEW-FM was the first all-girl
station in New York. The girls are being retained for the daytime operations
of the station. Duncan said he saw no reason why the combination of the
girls daytime and Rosko nighttime shouldn’t work. He said Rosko will play
“meaningful” music. “Our music has progressed in this direction for some
while. Rosko’s availability only pushed up our timetable for the change.”

It wouldn’t be the first or last time that a radio executive misled the
press. Duncan had already laid the groundwork for Jonathan Schwartz of
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WNAC in Boston to do middays, and Scott Muni was in negotiations to
come in to host afternoons. One by one, the women were replaced, with
the exception of Steele, who was sent to the Siberia of overnights.

Rosko started on October 30, 1967, followed by Schwartz a month
later and Muni in early December. “This Rosko thing has been unbeliev-
able,” George Duncan told Billboard. “Not only in advertising, and his
show was immediately sold out, but in mail pull. In one day, we received
letters from a psychologist, an anthropologist, and a physician, all saying
they were glad we hired Rosko. The doctor said that he felt that the only
station left for him and his wife was WQXR after WOR-FM changed.” In
that same issue, Duncan admitted that WNEW-FM was going all the way
with “meaningful” music.

The very term “meaningful” indicated his naiveté when it came to the
monster he was creating. “We spoke Russian,” said Jonathan Schwartz,
years later at a reunion. “They [management] didn’t understand it. It was
like we were speaking Russian.” Indeed the bosses didn’t know what they
had; but ironically, neither did the jocks. They were “faking it,” according
to Rosko, and some did it better than others as they hurried to educate
themselves about a brand of music that was foreign to all except Muni.
They only knew that there was an audience, a very vocal audience, who ap-
preciated Metromedia’s picking up the baton from WOR-FM. They tar-
geted advertising toward the youth market, placing print ads in The Village
oice and local college papers.

Mornings continued to be a simulcast of WNEW’s Klavan and Finch,
until program director Nat Asch hired John Zacherle, who had no radio
background but was a familiar figure on local television. Zach was moved
to late nights in fairly short order, mainly because his poor eyesight caused
him difficulty reading the studio clock. One morning as Duncan com-
muted from Westchester County, Zach said it was 8:15, causing Duncan to
curse himself for being late for an important meeting. After breaking sev-
eral traffic laws to minimize the damage, he discovered that he was actually
early and the Zacherle had overstated the time by an hour—it had been
7:15.

Someone a bit more dependable was needed, so ex-Top Forty jock
Johnny Michaels was brought in to hold down the morning gig. Everyone
worked six days a week live, but were heard for seven since the weekend
shows were taped in advance. Pay was scaled at $175 a week, and in the be-
ginning there was little opportunity to make anything on the side.
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It was a disparate group—*“the crew of the SS Motley,” as Muni would
often describe them. Jonathan Schwartz, whose father, Arthur, had written
“Dancing in the Dark” and a number of pop standards, had grown up in
Southern California and New England, enjoying wealth and privilege. A
childhood playmate was Carly Simon, of the Simon and Schuster publish-
ing scions and later a talented singer-songwriter. He was able to afford an
apartment and maintain an office at Carnegie Hall. A budding writer, he
put together a collection of short stories entitled Almost Home and penned
a semiautobiographical novel called Distant Stations. “Jonno,” as he was
called, liked to dress shabbily in torn jeans and rumpled golf shirts. He
was an intellectual and a clever raconteur who took pride in using certain
multisyllabic words for the first time on a rock station. His trademark was
the stories he would tell on the air, very much like Jean Shepherd did on
WOR at the time. Whereas Shepherd rarely played music, Schwartz now
was forced to step away from his background as a Sinatraphile and lover of
standards—literally moving from Bing Crosby to David Crosby. He loved
the sound of his own voice, which retained a slight Boston accent. Often
he would play a song simply because he enjoyed saying the name of the
band.

Bill “Rosko” Mercer was the star. His show began at six with a set
piece, “a mind excursion, a true diversion” and “reality, the hippest of all
trips” over the bass line of some cool jazz. He ended every night at ten with
the words, “I sure do love you so.” He played jazz, blues, R&B, rock; his
musical range was the widest on the staff. And he’d read stories by Shel Sil-
verstein or poetry from The Prophet, all in a voice that was the most exquis-
ite ever heard on the FM airwaves. He had a mild, barely perceptible
Southern lilt, but his sound was pure honey poured from a jar—gentle yet
masculine, smooth yet crackling with emotion when the moment called
for it. Originally perceived as a black militant, he was certainly the most
political disc jockey in the station’s history. He didn’t hesitate to make his
opposition to the Vietnam War known, expressing his criticism of the gov-
ernment in unambiguous language. He and Schwartz mixed like Israel and
Iraq. At staff meetings, which Rosko always dominated with his highly
opinionated convictions, they were often at each other’s throats and more
than once had to be separated by Muni.

Zacherle first gained prominence as the host of late-night horror
movies on the local ABC-TV affiliate. Made up like Lon Chaney in Phan-
tom of the Opera, he’d approach these cheesy offerings with a warped sense
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of humor, often injecting his image into the film to make cryptic com-
ments. He even had a number six hit record, “Dinner with Drac (Part
One),” in 1958. The affection he engendered among the younger genera-
tion then translated to an emcee job with an afternoon dance party on a
local UHF station. It was a parody on American Bandstand gone bizarro,
with Zach dressed up as the ghoul, muttering under his breath as preco-
cious high school girls gyrated wildly to the new music.

But the dance party introduced him to the new rock and he formed a
lasting bond with the music. So when a friend told him that WNEW-FM
needed DJs in their new format, he contacted Duncan and Nat Asch. They
originally hired him to do weekends, but the response from the now col-
lege-age audience that remembered him from his ghoul days was so great
that he quickly moved into full-time. Asch felt they needed someone a bit
different to do mornings and after consulting his teenage son who said
Zach was cool, he got the job. His broadcasting skills were minimal: He
broke every rule in the book and radio mavens were indeed horrified upon
hearing him for the first time. When the engineer opened his microphone,
he sounded as if he had been aroused from a deep sleep. First, you would
hear papers rustling as he scrambled to gather his notes. His sentences fea-
tured long pauses interrupted by staccato bursts of rapid-fire mumbling,
punctuated with his infectious chortling. Boris Karloff on acid might be an
apt description. He very often forgot to keep track of what he played and
would spend minutes either trying to remember or finding the scrap of
paper he’d scribbled it on.

As a boss, Duncan could be an intimidating figure to some of the jocks
who only saw the straightlaced ex-Marine aspect of him and missed his
iconoclastic and playful side. But he led the WNEW-FM jocks with a sense
of family, even after he ascended to head of Metromedia’s radio division.
One DJ tells a story of how he was filling in for the morning show host
when an FCC inspector showed up at 6 A.M., unannounced. This particu-
lar bureaucrat was notorious for his intimidating style and rigid enforce-
ment of even the most arcane rules. He had bullied countless jocks into
committing nervous mistakes on the air. The inspector was taking notes
and asking detailed questions, making the young man even more edgy than
he already was. A radio custom is to sign off the program logs in advance
near the end of a shift so that you won’t forget. At 9:45, the skittish DJ
logged off, stating the time as 10 A.M. The inspector jumped down his
throat.
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“How dare you sign this log as ten A.M., fifteen minutes early,” he
scolded. He then extracted an official-looking form and wrote up the
transgression. The shaken jock left the studio several minutes later, con-
vinced that he’d not only lost his job but had endangered the station’s FCC
license. The first person he ran into in the hall was George Duncan, ram-
rod straight in a blue serge suit, who asked him how he was doing.

This is it, 'm about to be fired, the kid thought. Instead, Duncan placed
his arm around him.

“You know that guy from the FCC?” Duncan whispered ominously.
“Fuck him.”

According to Scott Muni, Duncan later scoured the accusatory report
and found several procedural violations in the inspector’s tactics. He com-
plained vociferously to his supervisor in Washington, which led to the
man’s dismissal.

Under Duncan’s leadership, WNEW-FM began its wobbly journey
from a miscast group with diverse backgrounds to a team of eclectic per-
sonalities that made radio history. Their mission was to explore the new
world of rock, which was experimenting in art rock, blues, country and
folk rock, psychedelia, and other progressive forms. But other radio con-
ventions were left unchallenged.

An odd quirk in those early days was that while WNEW-FM simulcast
hourly news from their AM sister station, there was guitar music playing
gently underneath it. Most listeners thought that this was some sort of hip-
pie affectation to soften the authoritative tone of the WNEW-AM news-
men, but in reality, it was a technical matter. An FM transmitter triggers a
red beacon on most receivers indicating that the signal broadcast is stereo.
This was considered a competitive edge in 1968 when some stations were
still monaural. But FCC policy stated that the beacon could only remain
on for four minutes when the actual broadcast material was not in stereo.
Since the mono newscasts were five minutes in length, to avoid shutting
down the beacon, they had to find an unobtrusive way to keep it fired up.
After scouring the music library, Asch and Duncan found a guitar work by
German composer Georg Philipp Telemann that would fit behind every
conceivable news story—from the most dire tragedy to the lightest kicker.

General manager George Duncan had a healthy respect for the power
of the FCC and an appreciation for the value of John Kluge’s broadcasting
licenses. Kluge himself saw his stewardship of radio and television stations
as a responsibility not to be taken lightly. Whereas others would later chal-
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lenge the FCC’s authority when it came to censoring obscene content,
Kluge and Duncan initially believed they had a moral responsibility to pro-
vide programming that reinforced positive societal values. They resisted
hiring “shock” jocks, and heeded listener complaints when members of
their own flock went too far. They were not about to risk their licenses in
cavalier fashion, and quickly laid down clear guidelines. “Eskimo Blue
Day” by Jefferson Airplane was outlawed for obscenity, as was “Volun-
teers” for seditious content. “Working Class Hero” came a bit later, and
you know that story.

WNEW-FM underwent an early management shake-up, as John
Kluge realized what a gem he had in George Duncan, who he now elevated
to lead the company’s entire radio division. A no-nonsense businessman
named Varner Paulsen was named to succeed him as general manager, and
Paulsen soon came to the conclusion that Nat Asch was out of his element
as program director. He approached Scott Muni for the position, the only
staffer who could unite the disparate jocks by virtue of the respect he was
accorded for his legendary market status.

Muni had never managed before and was reluctant, but Paulsen con-
vinced him that he would handle the administrative work and leave Scott
to his strength—music. And since the music was programmed by the
Jocks, Scott’s main task would be to ride herd gently, to prevent egregious
abuses.

Muni did not take to certain aspects of the job readily. His first big
test came early, when Varner Paulsen told him that his music director had
physically assaulted a saleswoman. Scott told Paulsen that he had been
fired many times, but had never fired anyone and dreaded the assignment.
He asked his boss to give him some time to think about how he was going
to execute the unpleasant task. Varner told him to call the recalcitrant
music director to a 9 A.M. meeting in Paulsen’s office and that he would
ease Muni through the process.

Although not overly lavish, the general manager’s office did have a
window facing the Pan Am Building and a heavy oak door that shielded
any commotion from the outside rooms. When Muni haltingly began the
meeting saying that the man’s actions had left him no choice but termina-
tion, the man leaped from his chair and made a threatening move toward
Muni, screaming, “You’re not going to fire me, goddamn it. Nobody’s
going to fire me.”

Paulsen quickly moved from behind his desk to back up Muni, but the
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ex-Marine needed no such assistance. He shoved the man back into his
chair and got in his face. '

“Listen, you skinny son of a bitch,” he yelled. “You’d better get used to
getting fired because as long as you can’t keep away from those drugs
you’re using, you’re going to get fired over and over. You’re gonna be fired
so many times the word will be emblazoned on your forehead. And you’re
lucky I wasn’t around when you hit that woman. Because if I was there, I
would have coldcocked you into the middle of next week. Now get your
ass out of here before I throw you through that wooden door or out that
window and they have to scrape you off Forty-fifth Street. I'm firing you
and what are you gonna do about it?”

The young music director slinked out of the room, and Paulsen
beamed toward Muni. “Now that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

Muni’s words proved prophetic as years later, the former music direc-
tor was working for a small station in Westchester and was fired for punch-
ing a politician he shared the dais with during a fund-raising rally.
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I wAs LUCKY. In 1967, at eighteen years old, I was in the best aerobic
shape of my life, having played freshman soccer for Adelphi the previous
fall. ’'m sure that was the only thing that prevented a fatal heart attack.

Here I was, alone in a dimly lit studio on a cold Saturday morning in
late autumn. The hotline telephone was blinking, its red beacon signaling
that owner John Reiger was about to fire me. I ignored it and tried to fig-
ure out why there had been no audio on WLIR for the last thirty seconds.
My hands were shaking as I flipped switches and twisted buttons to no
avail. Finally, I goosed one of the turntable knobs and felt a mushy click,
and heard the surging strings of Mantovani. Success!

I gingerly picked up the phone, steeling myself for the barrage I knew
was coming. It was Reiger, all right.
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“What the hell is going on there? Why is there so much dead air?
What’s wrong with you? Haven’t you ever been on the radio before?
You're finished. I'm calling your replacement right now. Dore, I can’t
believe thi—” He slammed down the recciver before hearing my stam-
mering apologies.

As T watched the Mantovani record spin on the aging Empire turn-
table, I prayed that it would go on forever so that I didn’t have to change
records again. I jiggled the switch on the opposite side, hoping that it
caught in the right position. To hell with Reiger. I cued up the next album
in the traditional manner, finding the beginning of the next track and back-
ing it up a couple of turns. As Mantovani faded, I went through the multi-
step procedure necessary to change songs and miraculously, there was
Percy Faith. I'd underestimated the time it would take to get up to speed
however, and the record wowed in . . . unsonorously.

The hotline barked again. He’d already fired me once, so what else
could he do? Besides, now I'd locked in the two turntables. I wasn’t going
to get tricky and switch albums until each side ran out, and even then I
contemplated just retreating back to the first cut on each and replaying
them.

“Hey, how are you?” A deep voice, not Reiger’s, was on the other end.
“It’s Mike Harrison. Reiger just called and said you’re having some trou-
ble there.”

Harrison was the man I'd heard a few evenings before while checking
out the station for the first time. He had to be a seasoned pro, probably
having a good laugh at my amateur bumbling.

“Yeah, he just fired me, I think. Are you coming in now?”

“Forget about it. He must have fired me five times already. He thought
your tape was the best he’s heard in a long time. Calm down. I'll be there
in a little while and help you out.”

“Thanks, Mr. Harrison. How far away are you? How long will it take
you to get in?”

“Should be about fifteen or twenty minutes. How do you like your
coffee?”

I told him, not realizing that caffeine was the last thing my jangled
nerves needed now. But Harrison’s words were reassuring—maybe he
could teach me how to overcome the quirks of WLIR’s ancient technical
setup. Maybe I wasn’t really fired after all. Despite the low pay, the seven
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dollars I'd take home every week from a regular shift would put gas in the
car and maybe allow me to hit the diner one night a week with my friends
from the dorm.

My father had made it clear when he sent me away to school that his
bank loan would cover tuition, the dorm room, and a meal ticket at Post
Hall. Any discretionary spending money was up to me. And the car was
due back so that my mother could use it. Living at home the previous sum-
mer, I'd managed to salt away almost my entire paycheck from the money
I made as an assistant greenskeeper at a local country club. With a couple of
Christmas checks from relatives, I should be able to make it through until
summer. And if I could expand my role at WLIR . . . T was getting ahead of
myself. I needed to keep what I had first.

The next hour went better as I began to get more comfortable with the
equipment. There were still gaps of silence between elements, but since
they were consistent, the effect was not jarring to the ear. When I signed
on, I was so nervous that my voice was a couple octaves higher than its nor-
mal range and I must have sounded like the frightened kid I was. Nor-
mally, my radio voice was pitched much lower in an attempt to sound
older. Gradually, the vocal cords loosened and I found my comfort zone.

Harrison arrived about an hour after he’d called. When he came
through the studio door, I was unprepared for what I saw. I had pictured
him in a corduroy jacket with patches, suede shoes, and an ascot, with sil-
ver hair and an elegant Don Ameche mustache.

But Mike Harrison was a kid, a few months older than me, and he was
dressed in faded blue jeans and a flannel shirt. Slightly under six feet
tall and lean, his black curly hair was long and shaggy. Twinkling brown
eyes danced over a hawklike nose. He reminded me of John Kay, the lead
singer of Steppenwolf. Did anybody on the radio look the way they
sounded?

“Brought you coffee. You sound much better now. Haven’t heard
from Reiger again, have you?”

As Bogey said to Claude Rains, this was the beginning of a beautiful
friendship. Harrison and I worked together at WLIR for the next four
years. We romanced women together, ate together, even roomed together
for a time. We were best men at each other’s weddings. We formed a bond
that has lasted to this day. But in 1967, we were the punk kids on the WLIR
staff of veterans. Some were destined to stay working on Long Island
throughout their careers. Some were clearly on the downside of their radio
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lives, and had to find other ways to survive. But Harrison and I shared a
dream: Someday we would work in New York together. And if we could,
we wanted it to be at WNEW-FM.

At the time, it seemed a hopeless fantasy, or at least one that would be
decades in the making. Radio had created a hierarchy over the years, much
like baseball only less formally structured. You start at the bottom, college
or noncommercial radio. Then, a small paid gig in a tiny market. Travel
throughout the country, increasing market size with each stop until, if you
were lucky and/or had enough talent, you'd arrive in New York—the big
time. Only the best radio people were in New York. Not Chicago, L.A., or
Boston. New York was A #1, king of the hill . . . top of the heap (sound fa-
miliar?).

We found out later that this was utter hogwash. Many smaller markets
have people as good as New York has, but for whatever reason, they’ve
opted to stay put rather than challenge the Big Apple. Some folks don’t
care for the frenetic pace of Manhattan. Many realize that top dollar in a
smaller market can afford a better way of living than similar money in New
York. And there is the local nature of radio to contend with. A show that
wows them in Cleveland might bomb on the East Coast, and vice versa.
Humor that works in a big city might sound too elitist for the corn belt,
and a midwestern monologue might fall flat in a city of skyscrapers.

At any rate, laboring at WLIR while honing our craft, Harrison and I
were like the conspirators in Papillon—plotting our eventual escape. We
hoped that somehow we could advance ourselves. We hadn’t yet figured
out how to make the jump from middle-of-the-road music to rock, but
that would come later. Although we were less than thirty miles from the
city, it might as well have been across the universe.

The air staff held WLIR in such low esteem that more than once it was
deliberately knocked off the air. One such occurrence happened with a
weekend morning host who was paid an unexpected visit from a friend and
coworker at the station. The two were hungry and wanted to have break-
fast together, but the 8 A.M. sign-on was approaching. So the jock, knowing
that it would take at least twenty minutes for the plate current on the trans-
mitter to recycle, flipped a switch and turned off the transmitter. He then
threw it back to the warm-up stage, and left the building for breakfast with
his friend at a nearby diner, noting on the station’s logs that the transmitter
had overloaded and shut down.

One by one, regular hosts migrated from WLIR to greener pastures,
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and Harrison and I advanced until we were working full-time. We were
both drama majors with education minors, and still entertained the notion
that we might be great actors someday. I saw Harrison in a production of
Dracula and he stole the show, playing the evil count for laughs years before
George Hamilton did. He did several shows at Nassau Community Col-
lege with another young Long Islander who wanted to be a comedian and
actor. He stuck with it longer than Michael and me, and now we're forced
to admit that he also had more talent. It’s still hard to believe that Harri-
son’s little friend turned out to be Billy Crystal.

College memories are supposed to be of idyllic times with frat parties,
panty raids, football games, and similar shenanigans. But for Harrison and
me, it was almost all work. We’d attend class in the morning, work at WLIR
in the afternoon and early evening, and rehearse our plays at night. We
didn’t mind because other than the lectures, we enjoyed what we were
doing. I continued to play progressive rock at WALI until my junior year
when my schedule didn’t allow it. WLIR became a small source of income
and a training ground to hone our style. There was also the game of trying
to outwit Reiger and get away with liberties, like playing too many vocal
tracks in the afternoon instead of boring, sappy instrumentals. We’d try to
sneak in someone like Ed Ames or Johnny Mathis covering a rock song.
These were the minor victories that kept us sane.

Once, the boss called us in and criticized us for using our names too
often. We always figured that if we’d identify ourselves every break, some
big-time radio exec who lived on the Island might happen by our spot on
the dial and be impressed. But Reiger thought this cult of personality was
too much, so to spite him, we remained not only anonymous, but blatantly
so. We’'d sign off with, “We hope you enjoyed ‘Cocktails for Twwo.” Stay
tuned for ‘Dinner for Two,” with your next WLIR announcer. I'm your
current WLIR announcer . . . wishing you a pleasant evening.”

After a few days of this, Reiger caught on and rescinded the earlier
edict. All the while, we listened to Rosko and Alison Steele at WINEW-FM
and just knew that they didn’t have to put up with miserly owners telling
them not to say their names. But WLIR wasn’t alone in indulging its
owner’s quirkiness. One owner of a small suburban station called the hot-
line while Cher’s “You Better Sit Down Kids” was playing and harangued
the disc jockey. “I'm a believer in family values,” he huffed, “and this song
glorifies divorce.”

The jock explained to him that the song was on the playlist and that al-
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though it dealt with a divorced mother’s message to her children, it did not
promote family breakups. The owner was having none of it, though, and
demanded to be put on the air as the song ended. He proceeded to apolo-
gize to the audience for playing such a subversive tune and swore that it
would never be aired again.

As WLIR grew more successful, benefiting from the FCC’s rulings on
FM in general, our salaries slowly rose until they were brushing up against
eighty dollars a week. And as plans were laid to demolish the old Garden
City Hotel and replace it with a new building, WLIR was forced to relo-
cate. Reiger chose a penthouse suite in the new Imperial Square Building,
in the heart of Hempstead. New equipment was purchased, and finally we
were working in a comfortable, modern environment. There were gener-
ously sized offices, storage libraries for the albums, a separate news booth
and production space, and a spacious studio that could accommodate large
roundtable discussions or even a small band. It was still the same old little
station at 92.7, but it felt classier, leaving a subterranean dungeon for a
deluxe apartment in the sky.

But the high-rent district had its price. Overhead soared and sales
failed to keep pace and rumors flew that WLIR was either on the block or
about to declare bankruptcy. Reiger was desperate to realize his vision as
the center of Long Island culture for sophisticated adults, but WHLI AM-
FM in Hempstead had an insurmountable edge. Just slightly hipper than
WLIR, it was everything Reiger’s little shop aspired to be. Its ratings were
always solid and they paid well by comparison.

There was no way that Harrison and I imagined that we could jump
from the low minor leagues of WLIR directly to a dream job in New York.
Progress had to be incremental, in baby steps. We were still in school, and
dropping out to make a parallel move to a small-market progressive station
in another part of the country was risky. The Vietnam War was still raging
and we valued our student deferments. Boxed in by our own priorities and
fears, we applied for jobs at WHLI. It wasn’t our ultimate goal: The music
they favored was middle-of-the-road pap, but we saw it as a small step up.

It proved to be a humiliating experience. The haughty program direc-
tor looked down his nose at our résumés, equating WLIR to some farm-
belt AM daytimer. He gave us the bum’s rush and we vowed to get even
someday.
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As WNEW-FM was opening up the limits of what could be done on
commercial radio, a small college FM station in New Jersey was shattering
all the rules with impunity. Upsala College had been granted a license for
a low-power FM educational station in 1958. WFMU was not concerned
so much with educating students who wished to be broadcasters, but with
educating the general public, who stayed away in droves. They replayed a
lot of boring government-sponsored public service programming, and pro-
duced very little original work. Essentially, it was a waste of a frequency—
but in those days, no one really seemed to care. But as WOR-FM and later
WNEW-FM began to become favorites on campus, some students wanted
to try their hand at free form, without the limits that commercial frequen-
cies imposed.
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Vin Scelsa was a student at Upsala and, like many, didn’t know what he
wanted to do with his life. He edited the campus literary review and knew
that his future lay somewhere in the creative arts, but wasn’t sure exactly
where. Scelsa is a short, heavyset man with a pleasant, open face. His hair
is usually clipped short, and a bald spot on the top gives him a monklike
appearance. He’ll alternately be clean-shaven or sporting a dense beard, de-
pending on his mood or the season. Vin favors small, wire-rimmed glasses
and speaks in a soft rasp. Scelsa was a big fan of Bob Fass on WBAI, the
Pacifica noncommercial station in New York. Fass would record demon-
strations, and weave music and commentary amid the sounds of protest.
But Scelsa wasn’t just a political animal; he loved music of all kinds and
eventually convinced the student general manager of WFMU to let him
try a free-form program late Saturday after the station’s usual sign-off.

He debuted in November of 1967 with a nod to radio tradition. From
the thirties until the early fifties, Fibber McGee and Molly had been a popu-
lar radio sitcom. Often, the final punch line consisted of Fibber opening
his overstuffed closet. Regular listeners knew that merely cracking the
door would create a landslide of junk that McGee had compiled. Rather
than throw anything out, it was tossed willy-nilly into the closet. So at the
end of the program when he finally opened the door after many false starts,
the sound effects of junk tumbling from its shelves would be heard for sev-
eral seconds over uproarious laughter. Scelsa began his show by opening
such a door, and when the noise of falling debris finally abated, he would
calmly sort through the garbage. He'd find a new album by the Kinks—
he’d have to play that later. An interview with a noted poet—he’d use that
as well. A live guest, et cetera. So by using a variation of Fibber McGee,
Scelsa launched The Closet. A modern programmer might point out how
cleverly he began with a list promoting the show’s highlights designed to
keep people listening. But he was able to accomplish this without employ-
ing a hyped manner that would turn off an audience sensitive to radio
tricks. By the end of that school year, he’d assembled a group of like-
minded students who wanted to host their own progressive programs.

Unfortunately, like many campus stations, WFMU signed off for the
summer after final examinations in May. But Scelsa was undeterred, peti-
tioning the general manager for the right to continue broadcasting through-
out the summer. A bargain was struck: If he could raise the money to cover
expenses, including a forty-five-dollar-a-week stipend for himself as pro-
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gram director, Scelsa could keep the station running on a limited basis. So
he conducted a pledge drive that netted them three thousand dollars,
enough to cover the bills until the fall semester began.

A wide assortment of programming was to follow, with outsiders join-
ing students in a united effort to bring creative radio to the metropolitan
area. Some shows were politically based, universally opposing the Vietnam
War and championing assorted radical causes. Some were just devoted to
music, others to books and theater. It was a wildly unpredictable place, but
it garnered national attention when Rolling Stone magazine featured it.
Scelsa and his cohorts never thought about ratings or revenue as his com-
mercial brethren were forced to: They were students having the time of
their lives. Some of them actually lived at the station, and sex and drugs on
the property were routinely accepted. Although it had its share of in-
ternecine struggles for power and influence, it became a truly communal
experience with no ambitions to be more than it was. It continued that way
for another year and a half, becoming the darling of hip New Yorkers
whose activist political outlooks were unsatisfied by the commercial out-
lets.

The one event that began the glory years for FM rock on commercial
radio was seen as the end of an era for WFMU. The Woodstock Music and
Arts Festival, which legitimized so many artists in the minds of mainstream
youth, was scen by the radicals at Upsala as the ultimate sellout or com-
mercialization of a hitherto pure form of music. The subsequent movie
and soundtrack album brought the Woodstock experience to the nation,
but Scelsa and company weren’t around to celebrate it. The administra-
tion at Upsala was becoming increasingly concerned with the direction
WEFMU was taking, receiving numerous complaints from alumni who
were shocked at the political viewpoints their formerly harmless little sta-
tion was espousing. Some of the jocks had no regard for radio standards in-
volving obscene language, and frequently uttered words that even today
are unacceptable on public airwaves. More safeguards and controls were
put on the students, limiting their freedom until all the fun was sucked out
of it. Many were dropouts who needed to find some kind of gainful em-
ployment. A few were near graduation and needed to do something else
with their lives, including teaching to avoid the draft.

When Woodstock took place, they realized that their exclusive world
was now invaded by corporate moneychangers looking for profit and not
giving a tinker’s cuss about the music as anything but product. The dream
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was over for WFMU. The counterculture was fast becoming absorbed into
the mainstream, and soon wouldn’t be worth their passion. Labor Day
weekend of 1969 marked the end of the line, and Scelsa resigned along
with most of the staff.

Vin wasn’t sure what he wanted to do after WFMU, and he temporaily
took refuge in his new wife’s family jewelry business. Radio was part of his
past, he was sure, knowing that he could never re-create the joyous times
he’d had in college. Never again would he experience that exhilarating
freedom, and he didn’t ever want to work for some suit who would dictate
what he had to play and say. So he drifted along, hoping that someday he’d
find a muse—doing something he could be passionately committed to that
would also allow him to make a living.

In the nearby New York City market, WNEW-FM had hired its first
young jock, Pete Fornatale, who had made a name for himself doing col-
lege radio at Fordam’s WFUV. He was installed as morning host, which at
that time was a less important day part than any other with the possible ex-
ception of overnights. AM still ruled the airwaves in the early hours, so
management felt safer hiding their latest experiment there than in a more
highly visible time slot.

WABC-FM had become a recent convert to the new music after un-
successfully filling their days with wall-to-wall original cast recordings of
Broadway musicals. They attempted hipness by presenting music hosted
by a syndicated personality called Brother John. It came off as insincere
and phony—an obvious corporate attempt to cash in on the success that
progressive music was enjoying.

But this failure led to an opportunity for Scelsa that came to him in
a quite unexpected way. While at WFMU, he’d been contacted by a man
named Larry Yurdin, who worked for the ABC-FM stations under Alan
Shaw. Yurdin had sold Shaw on the concept that since most markets now
had some kind of FM underground presence, be it commercial or college,
ABC should find the best DJ in each town and hire them. Dave Herman,
host of The Marconi Experiment, a popular Philadelphia underground show,
was hired immediately, and Yurdin called Scelsa with an offer he couldn’t
refuse.

Vin couldn’t believe his ears: WABC-FM would pay him the princely
sum of three hundred dollars a week. Scelsa could play whatever he
wanted and there would be absolutely no corporate interference. It
sounded too good to be true, and although he had no illusions that it
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would last, he excitedly spoke to his wife, Freddie, about it. He knew that
it was a chancy career choice, and there would doubtless be periods of
unemployment and heartbreak, but she agreed to subsidize the family
through the hard times so that Vin could pursue his dream. Eyes wide
open, he signed on with Yurdin and WPL] was born.

WPLJ was a suggestion of Dave Herman’s taken from a song by Frank
Zappa and the Mothers of Invention called “WPLJ (white port & lemon
juice).” Many believe that the letters were a cryptic description of male
ejaculate, in which case it would be a cruel joke on the staid ABC corpo-
rate culture. But WPL] was undoubtedly the most radical commercial
radio New York had ever heard. Other than Herman, the PL] jocks did not
have the deep professional radio voices one expected from syndication.
Most sounded like the just barely above adolescents they were, and their
musical taste was all over the map. Midday host Michael Cuscuna loved
jazz and that was what he played on his show. Scelsa was more eclectic: You
could hear anything from folk to standards to show tunes to progressive
psychedelia. Herman was more conventional not only in his manner but in
his selections. He held down the important 6 to 10 pM. slot, opposite
Rosko. Herman’s one eccentricity was his advocacy of underground
comedy: He often played lengthy bits from the Firesign Theatre and later
was an early devotee of Monty Python’s Flying Circus.

“Cousin Brucie” Morrow at WABC couldn’t stand what was happen-
ing at his sister station. As its competitors fell by the wayside, fully a quar-
ter of New York’s radios at any given time were tuned to 770. In terms of
the music, the station was tighter than ever, playing fewer than fifteen
songs in regular rotation. As a nod to the changing times, Sklar had relaxed
his policy of banning oldies and records over three minutes. Break-
throughs like Richard Harris’s “MacArthur Park” and Bob Dylan’s “Like a
Rolling Stone” convinced him that certain records were worth stretching
out for. But he still maintained his research and refused to play anything
that lacked a solid sales history. But Morrow believed that even more than
the music, it was WABC's sense of community that garnered its monster
ratings. The jocks were out in the city’s neighborhoods, promoting the sta-
tion at any event that drew a crowd. WABC was a palpable presence wher-
ever you went in New York.

But although many AM personalities couldn’t see it, FM was fostering
a different kind of community. Politics was at the heart of most of this.
Conservatives were thought to like AM radio because it was the establish-
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ment. Solid, predictable—it stood for the status quo. FM appealed to the
left, those who sought to uproot institutions. It wasn’t only opposition to
the war, which was the litmus test, but an opposition to mindless capital-
ism. The values it espoused were more spiritual, not in the sense of tradi-
tional religion, but the ideals of peace and love. Before these virtues
became marginalized by jokes about hopelessly naive hippies, there were
substantial intellects who felt that the country had veered from its found-
ing principles and was embarking on a dangerously imperialistic course,
sacrificing young lives for business interests. It wasn’t all about free love
and experimentation with drugs. Corporations like Metromedia and ABC
were walking a bit of a tightrope—on the one hand, they were in it to make
money; on the other, their stations were decrying avarice and greed and ad-
vocating a more spiritual existence.

Many middle-class kids watched from the sidelines. Although demon-
strations rocked campuses across the nation including Adelphi’s, most of
my peers never participated. They were momentarily excluded from mili-
tary service with student deferments, and were more concerned with how
they were going to make a living when they got out of school. Many mi-
nored in education (as I did), knowing that teachers were also deferred.
The majority were against the war, and not just on principle. The most ac-
tive opponents were upperclassmen who were about to be exposed to the
draft and would have to make the hard decision of laying their lives on the
line for a war that no one was enthused about fighting, or retreating to
Canada and giving up any chance of seeing friends or family again. For
those graduating in the late sixties, the war loomed as a palpable presence,
like a paid assassin relentlessly stalking your consciousness, awaiting an
unguarded moment to devour its prey.

The war was partly based on the “domino theory,” which held that if
the United States allowed Vietnam to fall, the rest of Southeast Asia would
topple like a row of dominoes, followed by the rest of the world in due
course. The problem was that it was only a theory, not a hard fact. The
younger generation couldn’t justify sacrificing their lives for a theory that
might later prove incorrect. Some historians have also suggested that
Communist insurgents were at work on American campuses, stirring up
unrest and dissatisfaction with foreign policy. Whatever the cause, many
sociological factors came together to espouse “Make Love, Not War” as a
marching order throughout the country’s student population.

Science was also responsible for changing mores. With the invention
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of the birth control pill, sex became less feared as having the life-changing
consequences of an unwanted pregnancy. The proliferation of television
brought beautiful sexy people into the living room, and programs like Pey-
ton Place purported to unveil the sexual shenanigans of even conservative
New England life. Books that had been banned decades earlier were be-
coming required reading in modern courses. Magazines like Playboy that
had once been considered pornographic were now seen as harmless fun
and were available on regular newsstands. Sex to many became recre-
ational. The only thing that stood in the way was religion, and millions of
adolescents parted ways with their parents on the true meaning of morality.
They maintained that the violence of war was the worst sin man could
commit, and that sex was a manifestation of love, life’s most valued virtue.
Perhaps led by the Beatles’ example, they sampled alternative religions
where the prohibition of sex was not a central tenet. The institution of
marriage was under siege: As more parents divorced, it signaled to their
children that perhaps monogamy wasn’t the natural way people were in-
tended to live. In a sense, this led to a very real crumbling of the dominoes:
As one steadfast rule of behavior was rejected, others were called into ques-
tion and eventually discarded.

My classmates were by and large straight kids—they dressed neatly,
drank beer, had sex with their girlfriends on Saturday night with the dorm
room door open a crack, but were part of the establishment. They didn’t
like certain aspects of it, but thought that the best road to change was to at-
tain power themselves, and then shape society toward gentler values from
within. They secretly cheered on the campus protesters, hoping that their
long hair and unconventional dress would not detract from their message.
I don’t know who was more naive, the protesters or those who remained
silent.

Bruce Springsteen tells a story about growing up in that era. Through
the sixties, he was constantly at war with his father, who disapproved of his
long hair and guitar playing. High school grades were not Bruce’s forte,
and after turning in a bad report card or getting into trouble with the au-
thorities, his dad would often tell him, “I can’t wait ’til the army gets ahold
of you. They’ll make a man out of you.” The drone was repeated time and
time again as the youthful Springsteen got into one scrape after another.
He saw many of his friends and peers sent to Southeast Asia, and some
didn’t return. As Vietnam escalated and Walter Cronkite recited casualty
lists, Springsteen’s father remained silent but stoic in his support of the
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armed forces. Finally the dreaded day arrived when Bruce received his
draft notice and was told to report for a physical. Not wanting to allow his
father that moment of triumph, he left the house a few days prior. He re-
turned only after taking the physical to find his father waiting for him in
the kitchen, smoking a cigarette in the darkness. “Where have you been?”
he asked his prodigal son.

“Took my physical. Failed it.” Springsteen awaited the displeasure he
knew was coming from his stern parent.

All he could see was his father’s silhouette, nodding in the cigarette’s
glow.

“That’s good,” he muttered. “That’s good.”

Many of our generation had similar conflicts with parents. Raised dur-
ing the Second World War, it took most of them a long time to realize that
the government didn’t always act in their direct best interests or in those of
their progeny. But rather than encourage active protest, many tried to avoid
confrontation, hoping that Robert Kennedy, Eugene McCarthy, or even
Richard Nixon would extract us from the quagmire, hailing “Peace with
Honor.” Collegians wanted to believe as well, but distrust of anything the
government told us was well founded during that era of lies and deception.
The dichotomy between the protesters and the straights on campus was
how they framed their dissension.

But even though styles of dress and recreation might have differed,
there was one thing that united those on campus: listening to WNEW-FM,
especially Rosko. The straights and hippies alike felt we had an ally in our
concerns and that, just by listening, we were registering our support for
what he believed in. His music was a beautiful rainbow of influences, from
Sam Cooke and early R&B to the latest fusion of jazz and rock to Eric
Clapton’s mournful blues. It was totally color-blind and a little daring, but
not so risky that it didn’t reward those who trusted Rosko’s instincts. His
poetry reading and storytelling could evoke tears, but he never wallowed in
cloying sentiment or obtuse philosophy. His sensitive interpretation of Sil-
verstein’s “The Giving Tree” actually made it onto vinyl and sold well lo-
cally. But despite the near unanimity of opposition to the war among the
New York FM radio community, the charge was led even more voraciously
on the West Coast by a former Top Forty jock with bloodlines similar to
those of Scott Muni.

His name was Tom Donahue.
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THE FATHER OF progressive radio.

That’s how Tom Donahue is described in numerous publications and
websites. Godfather would be a more appropriate term.

The story of his journey is a commonly told one in radio circles—
Donahue was an ex-Top Forty jock who was a star at some major stations,
chief among them WIBG in Philadelphia, where he spent ten years as “Big
Daddy.” Not only was the moniker synergistic with the station’s call let-
ters, but it was an apt description of the blond, bearded giant, who weighed
over four hundred pounds. In 1961, he took off to San Francisco for an-
other four-year term of hit radio at KYA.

By 1965, Top Forty radio had lost its attraction for him, so he turned to
the record business. He founded Autumn Records and signed several local
bands, including Grace Slick’s Great Society. Donahue began promoting
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concerts, including the Beatles’ final U.S. public appearance, at Candle-
stick Park in 1965. During those years, he would hold court at Enrico’s, a
classy bistro in the heart of North Beach that was also the favorite dining
establishment of Joseph Paul DiMaggio.

Legend has it that he was sitting in his pad with his second wife,
Raechel, listening to the Doors’ first album in 1967 when an epiphany
came: Why isn’t anyone playing this music on the radio? The story is par-
tially true, but a man named Larry Miller was already on KMPX at night
playing music in a free-form style months before Donahue came in. The
station was foundering, a brokered time-share outlet that played to the
city’s Portuguese population by day. Donahue and his crew came aboard in
April of 1967, and soon generated the same kind of buzz in the market that
WOR-FM had done in New York.

There is a contention between East and West Coast factions as to who
was more responsible for free-form radio. Obviously, WOR-FM had al-
ready been on the air with live jocks since the previous October, so Dona-
hue wasn’t the first to explore the new territory of FM. Since he was based
in San Francisco, the hub of hippie culture, he generally is given credit by
Left Coasters for pioneering the new format, even though Scott Muni and
Murray the K were doing it at least six months earlier. To illustrate the
schism, Muni offers this tale:

At a Metromedia managers’ conference in the Bay Area, Donahue of-
fered to show Scottso the sights, along with L. David Moorhead, the gen-
eral manager of KMET in Los Angeles. As they prepared to get into
Donahue’s custom Mercedes, Moorhead drew Muni aside.

“Scott, no offense, but Donahue is my hero. He started this whole
thing, and if it’s okay with you, I'd like to sit in the front seat with him. I'd
like to talk to him, eye to eye. Is that a problem?”

Muni shrugged; obviously, he couldn’t care less. He and the fawning
Moorhead piled into the car, and the smaller man pulled his seat forward
so that Scott could ride comfortably in back. Donahue moved his own im-
mense body to the driver’s-side door.

Both passengers were astonished when the legendary behemoth
pushed the specially manufactured seat back on its tracks to accommodate
his bulk. By the time it completed its journey, the driver’s seat was in the
rear of the car. Donahue slid his massive girth behind the steering wheel,
which had also been altered to fit his four hundred pounds. Donahue was
now “eye to eye” with Muni—in the back seat.
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In laying out his West Coast antiformat, Donahue did have some rules
that were strictly adhered to. No jingles, even on commercials. No talking
over the introductions to records. No screaming disc jockeys. Songs were
laid out in sets, with no interruptions between records. Commercial time
was limited to eight or nine minutes per hour.

Obviously, this is the antithesis of what Top Forty was all about. The
music had become an afterthought to most AM jocks, mainly because they
had so little choice in what they played. Everything was set at an artificially
high energy level that left no space for earnest monologues about anything.
Most stations had rules about how long the microphone could be left open
without music playing underneath, and some went so far as to automate
their systems to turn off a jock midstream if he didn’t comply. Rick Sklar’s
original concepts were taken to a ridiculous extreme, making the WABC
program director’s iron-fisted reign seem downright benevolent. So even
if the DJs did have something to say, their mic time was reduced to spout-
ing one-liners or reading station promotions over the beginnings of
records. PDs were frazzled when the Beach Boys’ “California Girls” fea-
tured a twenty-seven-second lead-in prior to the vocal. Most could fit an
entire newscast into that time.

But Donahue’s staff became musicologists, taking the time not only to
identify each song in their sets, but often commenting on specific musical
or lyrical aspects. The “rap,” as it was known, came to be the standard
against which a jock could be judged. And as the music became more po-
litical, reflecting the turbulent times, so did the raps. There was no time
limit, and coupled with the conversational approach employed, serious is-
sues could be raised without sounding out of place.

Drugs started to play a large part in the evolution of societal norms.
America’s youth experimented with substances hitherto forbidden and
suffered no immediate consequences. Sex, drugs, and rock and roll got
linked together in a rebellious spirit that resulted in the Summer of Love—
1967. With Donahue’s KMPX as the soundtrack and Haight-Ashbury at
its epicenter, hippiedom reached full flower. Timothy Leary championed
LSD, and new designer drugs were sprouting up like weeds: Tune in, turn
on, drop out.

Bands were popping up all along the West Coast, led by the Doors in
Los Angeles, and the Grateful Dead, Jefferson Airplane, the Jimi Hendrix
Experience, Big Brother and the Holding Company, Santana, Buffalo
Springfield, and Quicksilver Messenger Service up north. The Monterey
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Pop Festival that year exposed many of these artists to a much larger na-
tional audience. As Sgt. Pepper broke the bonds of what an album should
sound like, more and more groups were stretching out their licks and lis-
tening to other forms of music as influences—jazz, blues, and Latino
rhythms. The Beatles experimented with India’s sitar ragas, notably on
“Within You, Without You.” They all found a welcome home at KMPX.
And as free-form radio progressed, not only were the bastardized rock uses
of these forms explored, but their original sources: Mingus, Muddy Wa-
ters, Tito Puente, and Ravi Shankar. Since there were no three-minute
time limits on records or restrictions on the manner required to properly
present them, the DJs could actually explain what they were asking the au-
dience to groove on. Listening became educational as well as entertaining.

It didn’t stop at merely talking music. Since the subject matter of the
material was deeper than “silly love songs,” jocks felt empowered to in-
volve themselves in the politics of the moment. Most of what came out in
their diatribes were knocks at the establishment, a catchall phrase for any-
thing they disagreed with, the attitude being that anything established
should be questioned and torn asunder. Hypocrisy became the mortal sin,
with materialism close behind. Jocks spoke openly of revolution, of de-
stroying an old order based on hate and replacing it with one founded on
love. Hippie communes were proliferating. Dabbling with communism
on this small scale strengthened opposition to the war: Maybe Soviet and
Chinese communism wasn’t the evil the adults preached. A sense of com-
munity was developing—the audience felt that the jocks were addressing
their concerns in an intelligent fashion, instead of whistling past the grave-
yard in hard times. The DJs had the power to be catalysts because their
words were viewed as having real value or “heaviness,” not just as filler
between songs. A counterculture was forming that rejected anything re-
motely tied to the old ways. AM radio was the cultural icon representing
the old school.

KMPX further codified some of the rules that defined free-form radio
in its early days. Commercials that promoted the armed forces were re-
jected. Frequent time and temperature readings were excluded to the point
where Donahue removed the clock from the studio. The approach was
low-key and respectful toward the music. Donahue did have an idiosyn-
crasy: He hired only female engineers. Whether he was a pioneer in the
feminist movement or just liked to be surrounded by women is something
we’ll never be sure of.
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In early 1968, Richard Quinn filled in for Donahue while he was away
in Los Angeles trying to expand his broadcast empire to KPPC. Quinn,
using the radio handle Tony Bigg, had also worked at KYA and had led a
typical radio gypsy’s life to that point, working mostly in Top Forty. Upon
finishing his work at KYA on Saturdays, he would often hang out with one
of the big man’s engineers while she operated the audio console and thus
he became a familiar face at KMPX. When Donahue went to Pasadena to
negotiate for KPPC, he invited Quinn to substitute for him. Strangely,
the man known as the father of progressive radio liked to hire former
Top Forty jocks, because he felt they better understood how a station is
supposed to be put together, with texture—the musical ebb and flow.

But while Donahue was away in Southern California, KMPX owner-
ship was laying plans for his demise in San Francisco. Even though the sta-
tion was the talk of the city and fast becoming an important cultural entity,
revenues were not growing to management’s satisfaction and the flower
children of Donahue’s team were having trouble paying the rent, given
their meager wages. Upon his return, the air staff met to decide how they
were going to handle management’s latest salvo. Even though they were
hippies who sat on the floor and smelled of patchouli, they felt that they
should organize into a union (whimsically calling it the Amalgamated Fed-
eration of International FM Workers of the World). One of the ringleaders
stood up and insisted that they have unanimity. There could be no strike-
breakers, including this new guy, Tony Pig, uhh, Bigg. The rest laughed
nervously, as the man had not only flubbed the name but this Quinn/Bigg
dude was sitting right next to him. They voted to strike and handed out
picketing assignments. Upon leaving the room, Donahue suggested to
Quinn that the accidental mispronunciation actually sounded more appro-
priate than his current name. So Tony Bigg became Tony Pigg.

During the strike, several bands, including Traffic and Creedence
Clearwater Revival (while they were still known as the Golliwogs), came
by the flatbed truck that was the center of the picketing activity to entertain
and raise money for the striking workers. There was a large benefit concert
held, with all the top bands from the Bay Area lending their support. But
management held firm, with scabs filling their airwaves in a lame attempt
to replace the staff.

George Duncan, who by now had been elevated to the head of Metro-
media Radio, was trying to decide what to do with KSAN, the weak sister
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of the chain. He sought a meeting with Donahue and they agreed to trans-
fer the staff of KMPX to KSAN, almost intact. Listeners abandoned
KMPX as word got around about the new station, and in May of 1968,
Donahue had a new base of operations.

Like WNEW-FM, KSAN had a prominently placed female (Raechel
Donahue) and a politically hip black man (Roland Young, who was also a
Black Panther). Young once got into trouble on the air when he echoed the
statements of writer David Hilliard, who insinuated that he would murder
anyone who stood in the way of his freedom. Young suggested that his lis-
teners sign a petition vowing to kill anyone, including the president of the
United States, who might abridge their rights. Three days later, as Tony
Pigg auditioned records in his new job as music director, he was horrified
to see three gray-suited Secret Service agents accost Young while on the air,
and inform him that should any harm come to Nixon, he could be named
as an accessory to murder. The Black Panther toned down his rhetoric.

Pigg was then making around three hundred dollars a week to do an air
shift and serve as MD, but the money;, although it was less than he earned
at KYA, didn’t matter to him. He reveled in the sense of community that
had sprung up around KSAN. The Berkeleyites, who controlled the area’s
leftist political thought, found a friend in the station, but mostly it was sex
and drugs and rock and roll that made it go. Free love wasn’t just an ex-
pression, and disc jockeys had as many groupies as the musicians did.
Drugs were an integral part of the experience, ranging from marijuana to
LSD, and in some cases heroin and cocaine. The effect of drugs on the air
staff was palpable. Although the morning jock and several others never
touched anything harder than alcohol, most did indulge and weren’t afraid
to fire up on the air. Pigg admits that he loved the effect marijuana had on
him while listening to music, and he felt that it sharpened his music sense
to the point where he would be unerring in his selections. Of course, in
retrospect, it’s debatable as to whether grass actually did have such an ef-
fect, or if it merely felt that way.

But the station was a labor of love for everyone involved, and Pigg re-
calls that he listened to it all day, not to scrutinize the music, but because he
delighted in the way it sounded. In fact, his duties as music director were
essentially clerical. He would listen to new releases and place them in a bin
in the studio, to be available for the staft. He never marked suggested tracks
to play, and if he didn’t add a record to the bin, a jock was perfectly free to
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bring it in from a personal collection. Music lists were not inspected after
the fact either; they were merely kept so that DJs could tell the audience
what they’d just played in their lengthy sets.

The music selections, like at WPL]J in New York, completely reflected
the jocks’ personal tastes. They played everything from dissonant avant-
garde jazz, to Indian ragas, to R&B, to the Archies, a bubblegum group that
had a number of three-minute hits. Donahue would rarely criticize a jock’s
choices and his music director never did. The shows were done not to
cater to the audience, but to please themselves. They played what they
liked, and thought, perhaps arrogantly, that the public would go along. Pigg
recalls that he initially hated Led Zeppelin, thinking them a “bullshit En-
glish band,” and even disliked Santana, wishing that the local group would
“just go away and leave us alone.”

Segues were also overemphasized to the detriment of the station’s
overall sound. In the jocks’ mind, the segue took precedence to the point
that they would play several mediocre songs in a set, only because they
meshed well together. But even then, Pigg used the tactic of dropping in
his voice briefly to identify the station between songs that didn’t low into
each other, trying to play quality music instead of attempting to impress his
peers with his musical acumen.

Listeners had the feeling that KSAN belonged to them. Many of them,
high on acid, were regular callers. In their drug-induced reveries, they’d
say things like, “Wow man, I've been programming your station for the
past half hour.” Donahue might try to bring them down to earth by retort-
ing, “Oh yeah? Well, what am I going to play next?” Or when they’d call
and request a Donovan track, the jock might refuse to play it.

“I thought this was the People’s radio station, man,” the listener would
moan.

“I'm one of the people, and I don’t like Donovan,” came the reply.
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IN LATE 1969, as KSAN became established in San Francisco, Michael
Harrison and I were in our senior year of college on Long Island. Our
radio careers had stalled with the snobby, ofthanded rejection we received
at WHLI. WNEW-FM still seemed like a distant dream, and our best hope
was to try to make a go of it at WLIR, working on the theory that if we
could make this small nonentity a success, New York would have to sit up
and take notice.

Harrison put together a package called “Dimensional News.” Rather
than the rip-and-read style that characterized a nonexistent news budget,
we agreed to produce a full fifteen-minute news segment daily, with re-
porters and live audio from events. We wanted to capture the sound and
gravity of a big-city operation. I handled sports, recording interviews with
the coaches and managers of the Yankees, Mets, Knicks, Nets, Rangers,
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Jets, and Giants. I found that if I caught them in their offices in the late
afternoon, they’d agree to talk to me on the phone for five minutes. Harri-
son did the same with politicians and cultural figures, and soon “Dimen-
sional News” took on the patina of a quality product. We’d get friends or
other jocks to call in with reports, essentially expanding on the UPI copy
with our own colorful details. Thus, a staff of two used the theater of the
imagination to sound like a crew of twenty.

I must admit that we employed our imagination a bit too vividly at
times. We couldn’t actually go out and cover many events live, so we used
the station’s phone system and sound-effects library to re-create them.
Once, when the offices of Long Island’s major daily paper, Newsday, caught
fire, Harrison stood in the other studio shouting into the phone about the
terrible flames and destruction while we played filtered sounds of fire en-
gines and gushing water in the background. When the Knicks won the
NBA championship, I was at home in a rented shack in Long Beach
(where I had moved after fleeing Adelphi’s dormitories), listening on the
radio. As the final buzzer sounded, I tuned my radio to a blank frequency
and turned the static up loud, pretending it was crowd noise. I screamed a
report over the din, as if I were on the court for the celebration. My room-
mate, playing the role of Willis Reed, shouted in the background, “Right
on. Knicks are number one.” Part-timer Pete Larkin did reports purport-
edly from the state capitol in Albany while in his mother’s kitchen in
Queens. I doubt any one of the dozen or so listening had any inkling it
wasn’t real.

My association with “Dimensional News” might have actually kept
me out of jail on one occasion. On the way home one evening, I stopped at
the now defunct TSS store in Oceanside. After rent and food, my room-
mates and I never had any money, and I'm ashamed to say that we occa-
sionally would shoplift a can of stew so that we could have dinner. It was
winter, and I had a down parka that could hide a whole bagful of groceries.
When I thought no one was looking, I slipped a container of soup and a
loaf of bread into my jacket and stole out into the parking lot. Out of the
corner of my eye, I thought I spotted a man following me, but dismissed it
as guilty paranoia.

Sure enough, as I opened the car door, that same man came up behind
me and said, “Store detective. Would you open your coat please, sir.”

Caught. 1 opened the zipper, revealing the pilfered merchandise.

“Come with me, sir.”
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I followed him through the back of the store to the executive offices,
where [ waited as he filled out a report and paged his boss. “What have you
got to say in your defense? We’re about to call the police.”

I thought fast. Summoning everything I'd learned as a drama major, I
smiled broadly. “Great job, sir. | commend you. I'm Dick Neer, a reporter
for Long Island’s ‘Dimensional News.” Maybe you’ve caught our show?
Well, I'm doing an undercover report on shoplifting and I wanted to find
out firsthand how you deal with it.”

I could tell he wasn’t buying it. I was still only twenty and wasn’t
dressed as you’d expect a reporter to be attired, even on radio.

“Young man, I’ve heard some good ones in my time. That’s about the
best I've heard. But gimme a break. You’re no reporter.”

“I know what you’re thinking, sir. But I couldn’t present myself the
way I normally do. I wanted this to be real . .. visceral. To put myself in
the place of a thief.”

He still wasn’t going with the story. So I took a calculated risk, know-
ing that Harrison was on the air and was quick-witted enough to catch on.
“If you don’t believe me,” I said, “call my news director. His name is Mi-
chael Harrison. Here’s the station’s number. I'm entitled to a call, right?
You make it for me.”

The skeptical store detective shrugged and dialed the number. I'd
given him the news-room hotline, knowing that it was always answered in
case a newsmaker was trying to contact us. “Dimensional News, Harrison
speaking,” I could hear faintly through the receiver.

“Yes, sir. We have a young man named Neer here. He claims to be a re-
porter. Is that true?”

A moment’s hesitation before Harrison suspiciously answered, “Yes.
Who's calling?”

He explained that he was a store detective and told him of the shop-
lifting incident. “Is he working on a story right now?”

The moment of truth. Harrison could have been forthright and said
that I had never been assigned such a story. I envisioned a tearful night in
the local lockup, with my embarrassed parents driving in from New Jersey
to bail me out. Could you still work in radio if you had an arrest record?
This was before the present day, when such a conviction is considered an
asset.

But Michael picked up the cue. “Well, Mr. Neer works freelance. With
a reporter of his stature, I never assign him stories. He does them on his
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own and submits them to me when they’re completed.” He embellished it
for good measure. “I'm surprised you don’t know his work. He’s up for a
Peabody Award, you know.”

This finally convinced the sheepish detective. “All right, sir. Just check-
ing. I admit his story sounded fishy, but I thank you for your time.”

He apologized to me before sending me on my way. I tried not to run
out of the building, but I didn’t look behind me until I was in the safety of
my car, speeding away from a store I'd never enter again.
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NINETEEN SEVENTY SAW Bill “Rosko” Mercer on top of the world—
he was New York’s most respected jock, a prime-time player at WINEW-FM.
Life was treating him well as he and a friend from a record label strolled
down West Fifty-fifth Street, looking for a new restaurant they’d heard
about. It was a lovely summer day and the streets of the metropolis were
bustling with their usual nervous energy. As the two men approached the
Warwick Hotel near Sixth Avenue, a commotion burst out on the street be-
fore them.

At the curb sat a sleek stretch limousine, shiny black and resplendent
in the midday sun. Around the limo, a gaggle of excited young women
screamed at the top of their lungs as a colorfully garbed black man with a
large Afro emerged from the hotel, surrounded by an entourage of seven
or eight assorted bodyguards and hangers-on. There was a blue sawhorse
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police line separating the women from the car, keeping them at a safe dis-
tance from this obviously important personage.

Rosko recognized the rainbow colors of the outfit immediately. He
hadn’t realized his longtime friend was in town so the normally reserved
Mercer yelled, “Hey Jimi.”

James Marshall Hendrix motioned him toward the open door of the
vehicle and gently shoved him inside to escape the clamor. “Hey man, how
are you? I was fixing to give you a call.”

“Great to see you, Jimi.”

“One question though, man. How did you know it was me?”

Rosko looked down at the tie-dyed apparel his friend was wearing
and burst into laughter. Rather than answer what seemed to be an honest
question, he merely hugged his buddy.

“Call me at home later,” he said, extricating himself from the plush en-
closure. He wondered how Jimi Hendrix, then at the height of his popu-
larity, didn’t realize what a rock icon he’d become. In his own eyes, he was
just a working musician who had a unique style of torturing a guitar.

Rosko never forgot the encounter and he wept openly, as millions did,
upon hearing of Hendrix’s death some months later. Their friendship had
started at Jimi’s behest. Rosko was a club DJ and radio personality on the
West Coast when they’d met. He’d never befriended musicians, and had a
disdain for hanging out and getting high. His life experience left him with
an appreciation for all kinds of music, and a solid knowledge of jazz and
R&B. Hendrix’s rock sensibilities combined the best elements of both, not
to mention his deftness in the studio at exploring the sonic wonders of
stereo. In the early days of progressive rock, Hendrix was a black man in an
almost all-white environment, so perhaps he naturally gravitated to a black
DJ in a similar position. The two would talk for hours on the phone at
whatever station Mercer was working, often continuing their talks at his
home after hours. Bill was impressed by the musicality and lyrical quality
of Jimi’s speech. He unconsciously spoke in poetry, and there were nu-
merous times in their conversations when he’d have a spontaneous burst
of creativity that made its way onto vinyl weeks later.

Whereas Hendrix was the first guitar hero, Rosko was the first super-
star of FM underground radio. Scott Muni and Murray the K were well-
known legends of Top Forty by the time they arrived at WOR, but Mercer
burst upon the New York scene as a virtual cipher. He’d come from the
West Coast to DJ at a club called the Cheetah, in a program that would be
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simulcast on WOR-FM. Relations between the club and the station broke
down early on, but Murray the K had taken a liking to him, and convinced
RKO management to hire the small, shy disc jockey.

Rosko was a compact man of light color, with a high forehead and
noble features. He thrived on the freedom that WOR-FM provided and in
a matter of months became one of its most popular jocks. But months were
all the pioneering station was allocated. Upon arriving for his program one
late summer’s night in 1967, he was greeted by a memo, brusquely stating
that the station would be BOSS radio soon and that Murray the K had been
fired. Mercer immediately called his friend at home and Murray detailed
how he’d been sacked as he was told about Drake-Chenault’s plans to
overturn their sandbox.

Rosko immediately went on the air and resigned, telling the whole
story of how he felt he’d been betrayed by RKO. He had been hired on the
condition that he could play and say what he wanted and that now that
promise had been broken. “I'll stay on the air until they send somebody up
to get me, but this is my last show.” He segued records for forty minutes
until Peter Yarrow of Peter, Paul and Mary came through the studio door
to offer his sympathy.

“How did you get up here?” Rosko asked incredulously, knowing of
the building’s tight security.

“I told the guard downstairs that I was your brother,” the pale, balding
Yarrow replied. “While he was trying to figure that out, I hopped on the
elevator and here [ am.”

They shared a laugh and played a few more songs on the radio
until Rosko’s replacement arrived. Mercer never spoke another word on
WOR-FM. Bob Fass invited Murray and Mercer onto his program on
Pacifica’s WBAI to tell their story. Fass used the hour to illustrate how the
establishment was squelching free speech and suppressing rock and roll,
years after the payola scandal.

Bill wasn’t out of work for long. A mutual friend arranged a lunch with
George Duncan of WNEW-FM, and the ex-Marine and the African-
American iconoclast hit it off immediately. Eventually, the subject came
around to Rosko’s on-air resignation. This is something all broadcast ex-
ecutives dread. Whenever a station changes format or fires a disc jockey,
the existing audience feels disenfranchised, quite simply because they
wouldn’t be listening if they didn’t enjoy what they were hearing. Since
terminations only happen when leadership perceives the program to be
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unsuccessful, listener protest is generally manageable and subsides within
a few weeks. However, WOR-FM represented a radio revolution and had
garnered the highest ratings FM had ever seen to that point. The ensuing
protests presented a nightmare for RKO, which was trying to woo much
the same youthful audience, only more of them.

(It has since become de rigueur not to allow disc jockeys to continue
working after they’ve been fired, seeking to avoid the kind of angry ha-
rangue Rosko vented. This was something Rosko did again later in his ca-
reer, and it was to cost him dearly. But now, jocks are generally told after
they get off the air that they’ve done their final show.)

At their luncheon, George Duncan did not admonish Mercer when
the on-air resignation came up. “I hope that I'll never do anything to you
that will cause you to resign on me,” he said.

Rosko actually got misty-eyed. Most managers he’d known wanted to
lay down rules and regulations immediately. Here was a boss who was
telling him that he had faith in him and that he could do whatever he
wanted on the radio, and that he only hoped that ke could live up to
Rosko’s paradigm.

As noted earlier, he began at WNEW-FM on October 30, 1967, and
immediately became the star of the station. His trademark opening about
“reality being the hippest of all trips” was in actuality a strong antidrug
message. “A mind excursion, a true diversion” encouraged self-exploration.
His philosophy mirrored that of the Robin Williams role in Dead Poet’s
Society—question authority and seek the answers not from others, but from
within yourself. He read not only poetry and stories, but also columns and
essays ranging from Jimmy Breslin to Russian dissidents. One of his liter-
ary heroes was the Soviet poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko, who wrote You Shoot
at Yourself, America. At the urging of Ted Brown of WNEW-AM, he read
the piece on the air. Brown, who knew of Duncan’s superpatriotism and
strong Roman Catholic beliefs, was mischievously setting Mercer up for a
confrontation with his general manager.

When the expected complaints from listeners on what they perceived
as an anti-American diatribe crossed Duncan’s desk, he called Rosko in for
a meeting. “Do you really think this is a good idea, Bill?” he asked.

Rather than debating the intricacies of the Russian’s work, Mercer
simply answered, “Well, you know, Yevtushenko is Jackie Kennedy’s fa-
vorite poet.”
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“Oh, then I guess it’s okay,” Duncan said, immediately dismissing the
matter.

For all his seemingly leftist views, he actually was a supporter and fan
of Richard Nixon. He judged him to be an excellent president who did
many positive things for the country. He felt it a shame that his personal
meanness destroyed what could have been a great presidency. And Rosko
wasn’t reflexively antimilitary either. He was once summoned to the Pen-
tagon by Major General Winston “Wimpy” Wilson, who solicited his views
on why the National Guard was having such a difficult time recruiting
America’s youth. In the company of the general’s aide, a major whose
name is long forgotten, Rosko listened to the man’s problems. He replied
that the National Guard had a bad image; that every time students were
protesting, the Guard was called in to bash heads. They were perceived as
the enemy.

Rosko then said, “But if a television camera was in this room, kids
could see how you honestly care about protecting your country and all it
stands for, they’d respect you for it. They would see how a mighty general
is humbly asking me, a mere civilian—a mere disc jockey, for advice.”

The general’s aide angrily stood up and said that he was sick of trying
to explain to America’s young men that they had a duty to their country,
and that they should be grateful for all it had given them. Calmly, Mercer
said that perhaps the major should be fired because recruiting was his
job: explaining history to young people and why they should be proud to
serve. That was his mission and if he was sick of performing it, it could
only fail. He looked up meekly at the general, who had taken in the entire
confrontation and would undoubtedly sympathize with his aide. But Wil-
son sided with the DJ and told them that perhaps quite a few majors de-
served to be fired. Years later Wilson was in command of the National
Guard during the time they opened fire and killed four students at Kent
State University. He took early retirement shortly thereafter.

One of Rosko’s great traits was his knack for blending seemingly dis-
similar songs together. He once segued from the Doors to the Singing
Nun, then back to the Rolling Stones, and it all somehow made sense. He
liked to work without a net. He once told a colleague that he didn’t want
to know what he was going to play on turntable two until a record was al-
ready spinning on turntable one. He did his show completely by feel and
although sometimes bizarre, most of his sets were works of art. And al-
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though he was considered a musical guru whose taste many of his peers at
the station admired and imitated, he deferred to younger people when it
came to new music. His formal education in music was in jazz, so he had
to learn about rock like everybody else. He and George Duncan frequently
visited area colleges for seminars and learned as much as they taught.

Although Mercer was a powerful presence and extremely popular with
his listening audience, he didn’t enjoy great friendships with his peers at
the radio station. He regarded Schwartz as a spoiled rich kid and an intel-
lectual bully who tried to intimidate and impress with his wordsmith’s vo-
cabulary. He attributed this to attempting to live up to his celebrated
father’s expectations instead of carving his own path. Mercer and Schwartz
shared a rivalry that sometimes threatened to break into physical violence
when their verbal jousting got out of control.

Alison Steele had alienated him early on with what had seemed to be a
relatively innocent encounter, at least to her. When the station moved away
from sharing offices with WNEW-AM to its own digs at 230 Park Avenue,
working the streets there was a hot dog vendor with whom Rosko had be-
come friends. Every so often he would enjoy lunch alfresco, munching a
wiener and shooting the breeze with the man. One day, Steele happened by
on her way to the studio and saw them together. She barely nodded a hello,
and that night, following him on the air, she said sarcastically, “Imagine the
great Rosko, outside eating a hot dog.”

Mercer was offended. The passing remark told him all he needed to
know about Steele. He considered her an elitist who lacked the common
touch and was only performing an act on the radio as opposed to investing
her heart and soul. With her show-business background, he expected little
else.

And he allows that he gave as well as he got. His attitude toward
coworkers was simple: He extended the hand of friendship but once. They
could embrace that hand and accept him for who he was, the sensitive,
cerebral Bill Mercer, or they could reject it and view him as Rosko, radio
star and competitor. And once you were on his bad side, he admits, he
could be the biggest bastard who ever walked the earth.

He had no problems with Zacherle, who was a kindred spirit. Scott
Muni and he shared no common interests, but there was no real bad blood
between them. He was cordial to some of the newer members of the staff
(he liked and respected Fornatale), but forged no real relationships with
most of them.
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Mercer’s real struggle was with fame, in all its double-edged ambiva-
lence. He once said he spent his whole life needily seeking love. He
wanted to be heard and loved by millions, but perform “his craft or sullen
art” in solitude. It’s a common foible of radio people; otherwise, they’d be
on television. He tells a story about how his ex-wife would always intro-
duce him as Rosko and brag about his broadcast exploits. He came to real-
ize that she loved his on-air persona and all the fruits that his fame
harvested, but had only a nodding acquaintance with the inner man.

They soon divorced, but he met a woman shortly thereafter who was
refreshingly different. Their initial encounter took place while they were
walking their respective dogs in Central Park. After their first lunch to-
gether, he took her to visit Jerry Moss, an old friend of Bill’s and the M of
A&M Records. Moss’s mother was ill at the time, and the two men en-
gaged in a discussion about her health and Mercer pledged sincerely to
offer any assistance he could. Upon leaving, they encountered several pro-
motion men in the lobby, who proceeded to work their shuck and jive on
the city’s most influential disc jockey, and Rosko gave it right back. His
then girlfriend called him on it when they were alone. She asked how he
could be such a warm and caring friend in one situation and such a trans-
parent phony in another. Bill Mercer had met his new soul mate and they
spent the rest of his days as husband and wife.

What it came down to with him was that he wanted to be accepted for
who he was, and not what he could do for someone. Surrounded by record
promo men and sycophants who constantly told him how great he was, he
appreciated a woman who would not hesitate to criticize him when he
transgressed their shared principles. She could help steer him to a higher
path instead of silently accepting his flaws. As the relationship blossomed,
however, his job left him feeling increasingly empty. He grew tired of the
glitz and superficiality that came along with his stardom. He still loved the
work, being able to impart what he viewed as the best part of himself to his
audience, but if they only chose to see him as a cool guy with a great voice
and missed the underlying message, well, that was their loss. It took its toll
on him, as well.

Over the three and a half years he spent at WNEW-FM, the showbiz
side of it all began to overwhelm him until even he wasn’t sure who he
was. He’d vacationed a couple of times in the south of France, and was im-
pressed by the French people’s indifferent attitude toward him. They
couldn’t care less about some black American disc jockey who only spoke
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a few words of their language. The French wanted to know Bill Mercer for
the man he was, not for his celebrity. It was an epiphany—as if he’d found
in France millions of people who shared his wife’s values.

So in 1971, at the top of his profession, Bill “Rosko” Mercer decided to
walk away. George Duncan had ascended to the top of Metromedia’s radio
division by then, and he and new general manager Varner Paulsen pre-
vailed upon Rosko to stay with all the usual inducements. But it wasn’t
about money, as it almost always is, or long-term security, perks, or the
other little trivialities we occupy our time worrying about. He wanted to
rediscover himself How very sixties it now sounds.

He wasn’t closing any doors—he might return to America one day and
he might even do radio again. But to the delight of his colleagues, the cov-
eted 6 to 10 PM. slot was about to open up. There was blood in the water.
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IT WAS A CHILLY nightin late winter 1971. Mike Harrison had just fin-
ished his 5 to 9 pM. shift on WLIR and I was wrapping up some paperwork
in the office. We grabbed a quick cup of coffee and went out to the rooftop
of the Imperial Square Building with a portable radio that was locked in at
102.7 WNEW-FM.

“Something’s up with Rosko,” Harrison said. “I just heard him say
something about doing his last show.”

“Wow. They actually fired Rosko? I can’t believe it. I wonder who
they’re bringing in.” We stared westward into the dark night, looking
toward the city. Long Island is relatively flat, and from seven stories up, you
could see the New York skyline on all but the most hazy nights. The lights
of the Throgs Neck Bridge twinkled in the distance, but our focus was on
the crest of the Empire State Building. At that time, most FM antennae
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were located atop its tower. In the evening, we often retreated to the se-
renity of the rooftop after working, to mellow out and formulate our plans
for WLIR. Those plans had taken a different turn of late.

After “Dimensional News” failed to boost us ahead of our competi-
tion, Reiger talked openly of selling the station. His ownership had been a
stormy and difficult ride. Since we had become full-time employees, our
views had shifted from our initial perceptions of him as a tightfisted ogre.
We had pictured him a wealthy man; after all, he drove a luxuriously ap-
pointed Oldsmobile, courtesy of a sponsor. He resided in what we as-
sumed was an opulent house near the Hamptons on eastern Long Island.
He loved sailing and had, we thought, a large yacht at his disposal. He had
chits at some of the finer local restaurants, also in trade with sponsors.

But we didn’t realize that everything he had was tied up in the radio
station, including the mortgage on what was in reality a comfortable but
unpretentious split-level home. The yacht was really a meticulously main-
tained but modest sailboat. His wife clipped coupons, his sons went to
public schools—he really was just getting by, sweating out payroll every
fortnight. As Harrison and I spent more time at the station during business
hours, we began to sympathize with his plight. He was just a small
businessman, a mom-and-pop operator competing in a world of corporate
giants with much bigger battalions at their command. We started to see
him as a doting uncle, who wanted success in the modern world but was
too tied to old customs to achieve it. He began to treat us as his sons, proud
of our accomplishments and work ethic.

It was in that spirit in the spring of 1970 that Harrison hatched a
scheme that he believed would mutually benefit Reiger and ourselves. We
were graduating that June, he from Hofstra, I from Adelphi. We slowly ac-
cepted that the odds of making it in theater were narrow. We believed that
we had talent but there were thousands of talented actors on the unem-
ployment line or waiting tables. Plus, our upbringings influenced us to
seek the security of a regular paycheck, even with the risks that a radio ca-
reer entailed. No big-city program director was beating down our door,
and even WHLI wasn’t impressed. As for Reiger, a man nearing sixty, he
wanted to be able to create a comfortable nest egg to sustain him in his later
years. Clearly, his current format wasn’t putting him closer to that goal.

So Harrison shared his plan with me. We would create the nation’s
first suburban progressive rock station. It was his belief that WNEW-FM,
WPLJ, and the rest served only Manhattan. They were too cosmopolitan
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for suburbia, too focused on city life. Nassau Coliseum was in the works.
The Westbury Music Fair and Long Island colleges were hosting concerts
with major rock bands. A new entrepreneurial culture was emerging—hip
boutiques and head shops were opening almost daily. But there was no
radio station addressing this burgeoning community. Harrison believed
that if we could fill the void in this radio wasteland, there would be a thirsty
audience eager to drink from our well.

Of course, Reiger and his wife were skeptical. They hated rock music
and the idea of hippies hanging out in their penthouse. But whereas the
salary structure at WLIR kept us from hiring quality talent for news, clas-
sical, and easy listening, the low pay scale would attract young broadcasters
who actually loved and understood the music and lifestyle, because they
lived it. Rather than hire recycled Top Forty jocks, we would bring in fresh
talent who wouldn’t have to fake their passion for Clapton and Hendrix.

Harrison asked me to prepare a report, showing Reiger the availability
of the demographics we sought. I researched the population data at Adel-
phi’s library, extrapolated some highly questionable figures, and tried to
weave a compelling reason that WLIR would prosper as headquarters for
Long Island’s rock culture. A more scientific analyst might have scoffed at
my conclusions, but they were fueled by a heartfelt belief in our mission.

Michael was in constant meetings with Reiger while I set about to re-
cruit a staff. I spoke to some friends at WALI, but Harrison judged them
too radical for what we needed. His idea wasn’t to do free-form radio at all,
but a formatted version of what the city stations were giving. We believed
that this was the first time anyone tried to give shape to progressive radio
without destroying the freedom that made it work.

Thus we came to a crossroads that WNEW-FM and its successors
would reach years later. Whereas the concept of total freedom is an attrac-
tive one, no one is totally free until they’re six feet under. In America, we
have control over our lives to a large extent, but we are all governed by laws
that we defy at our peril. We theoretically have freedom in the workplace,
but management always has the final say on how wide-ranging our discre-
tion is to be. We also put restrictions on ourselves, based on our judgments
of what is best for our interests. We sacrifice freedom for security every day.
As the Eagles put it, “We are all just prisoners here, of our own device.” So
Harrison and [ saw no contradiction in giving people freedom within
boundaries.

We sought to hire like-minded jocks. Although we never codified it in



706 & Richard Neer

the terms that others would later, our goal was to make money. We wanted
to get ratings by playing the music our generation wanted to hear. In turn,
local advertisers would purchase commercials, get results, and both would
thrive. Although this seems like Radio 101, you’d be surprised at how
many managers were afraid to explore this in 1970. Since FM disc jockeys
had risen to the power their AM siblings possessed in the fifties before pay-
ola, they controlled the content of their shows. They selected the music,
the spoken material; they were individual fiefdoms within a greater em-
pire. Alison Steele liked spacey music; Rosko, jazz; Muni, British rock.
Their choice of music defined a large part of their personalities on the
radio.

Michael and I thought that although they went overboard at times,
WNEW was not the prime offender—WPL] was our target of scorn. Their
morning guy did a talk show, their midday guy did a jazz show, the after-
noon guy liked country and folk, et cetera. There was less continuity than
there was at the old WLIR. You could never be sure of what you were going
to hear. It sounded like six separate radio stations, depending on who was
on the air at the time. If one jock was on vacation and another filled in,
regular listeners to that day part would be jolted by unfamiliar music they
couldn’t relate to.

Our idea at WLIR was to homogenize the sound so that the station was
more consistent. This might strike you as what Bill Drake and Rick Sklar
were doing, and you’d be partially correct. But the difference was vast—
like that of a democracy versus a dictatorship. To us, WPL] represented
total anarchy. WINEW-FM was a young republic with essentially responsi-
ble leaders. WOR-FM was BOSS radio, a smothering monarchy. We
sought a middle ground, where each jock had the freedom to highlight
music that he liked within a large core of songs that we knew were popu-
lar. This was actually the toughest road, and reflecting back, I think that
only two kids in their early twenties could have done it. It required total
devotion to the mission and seventy hours a week.

We gave each jock a one-page guideline of what was expected of them.
We insisted upon a certain percentage of oldies, current popular album
cuts, then secondary cuts from those same LPs. There were slots for new
unknown artists and a wild-card selection, where the jock could play what-
ever he wanted. But rather than follow a playlist with songs delineated by
category, we left much of this to the jock’s discretion. It was freedom with
an honor code.
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That meant that the scrutiny had to come after the fact and that Mi-
chael and I had to trust our hosts” music acumen and integrity. Jocks had to
list what they played, and we would go over their selections the next day.
We’d have frequent individual meetings with jocks, making general com-
ments that redirected the music when it strayed from our guidelines. Only
records that were in our library were eligible for airplay, but we were very
open to a jock’s suggestions on albums we hadn’t added yet. In the early
going, we couldn’t get review copies from most record companies, so we
had to either buy albums or bring them from home. For the first month,
the financial restrictions were greater than any philosophical ones we could
imposc.

But the acid test was what came out of the speakers. Between the two
of us, Michael and I listened all day until sign-off at 1 A.M. We didn’t be-
lieve in terrorizing the staff on the hotline, but we would sometimes make
surprise calls or visits to the station during off hours just to let them know
we were listening. And since I did the 1 to 5 M. shift and Harrison did 5
to 9 PM., we knew the crux of the day was covered. Don K. Reed (later of
WCBS-FM) did mornings and his pop leanings fit perfectly into what we
envisioned that segment to be. Chuck Macken started out doing middays,
and his tastes were a bit more progressive than Reed’s, again fitting nicely
into our concept.

Reed was the subject of one of the station’s most embarrassing anec-
dotes. In the years Don K. did the morning show, it was truly a one-man
operation. He selected the music, prepared and read the news, and engi-
neered. The office staff didn’t arrive until nine, so he did most of his pro-
gram in complete solitude. The men’s room was near the front entrance,
quite a distance from the studio. So when Reed had to answer nature’s call,
he had the option of running all the way down a long corridor or using the
women’s loo, which was mere steps away. Most often he opted for the lat-
ter, since there were no females present until later. For some reason, the
handle on the ladies’ room door was not installed properly, with a lock but-
ton on the outside and keyed on the inside. It was probably the work of an
inexperienced carpenter, and Reiger hadn’t gotten around to calling build-
ing maintenance to rectify the error. So women who desired privacy
needed to bring the key with them to lock the door from the inside. With-
out the key, the only other way the door could be locked was if the button
was turned on the outside.

While on the air one morning at around 8:15, Don K. Reed retreated
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to the ladies’ room for a quick respite, but failed to notice that someone
had left the outside latch in the locked position. He screamed and pounded
on the walls to no avail, as his record ran out and clicked into the inner
grooves. [t wasn’t until a half hour later, when the office staff arrived, that
someone released a red-faced Reed from the ladies’ room, whereupon he
dashed into the studio and introduced the next record as though nothing
had happened. Building carpenters corrected the lock problem that very
afternoon.

As solid as our full-time staff was, we did have a problem finding part-
timers who would go along with the program. We mistakenly thought that
we could tame some radicals who wanted WLIR to be to the left of WPL]J.
Life with them was a constant battle. They would conveniently forget to
note certain selections on their music sheets. A few would even lie out-
right, denying that they played what we’d actually heard. One guy took
pride in finding the most obscure tracks on popular albums. He’d play
something by Chicago that even Peter Cetera didn’t know. If you just
looked at the column listing the bands, his music seemed in perfect bal-
ance. But if you listened, you might only recognize one track in ten.

We signed on as the “new” WLIR in June of 1970, and following
WNEW’s pattern, we kept our full-timers on seven days a week, with
weekends featuring the same hosts on tape. Michael Harrison loved
Rosko’s sound and shortened his radio moniker to just “Harrison” in trib-
ute to his hero. He spoke in Mercer’s laid-back tones, until he found his
own persona within a few months. With Bill Mercer’s success in New
York, most rock stations wanted a cool-sounding black man on at night and
we were no exception. But we never found our own Rosko. Following
Harrison, we wanted a black jock in the worst way. Today, it would be
called tokenism—then it was opportunity. Too bad Robert Wynn Jackson
only knew classical music.

Our eyes lit up when soon after we signed on, a black man walked into
our offices unsolicited and announced that he wanted a job. He even
looked like Rosko. He had a very deep voice, and professed to be a big fan
of rock music. He’d been working at a small AM daytime country station
on the Island, but just had to see us when he heard what we were doing.
He brought an audition tape, but it consisted mainly of reading simple
copy so we couldn’t tell if he had a rap or not. We took him to lunch, and
he impressed us with his life experiences in the service and radio. We asked
him on the spot to audition for us the following Saturday night, and we
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thought we’d found a combination of Rosko and Jimi Hendrix, who’d also
been a serviceman, in one undiscovered surprise package.

The surprise was on us. After a couple days of orientation running the
console for other shows, we judged him ready to handle the technical part.
My own experiences had compelled me to worry about that with each new
hire. Mike and I went to dinner in Hempstead that Saturday night and sat
in a car together at 9 PM., eagerly anticipating his first words.

“This is WLIR, coming to you from the Imperial Square Garage. I
hopes you enjoy the music I’'m about to give you.”

It was 1970 and “hopes” didn’t trouble us too much. But where had
the “Imperial Square Garage” come from? We later found out that’s what
the sign said on the multilevel garage where we parked, so he assumed that
was the name of the building. O-kay.

He then played a set of obscure songs by famous artists. We’d have to
correct that. He came on after the set with, “That was Steven Styles. Next
some Led Zeppleman, and some Spooks’ Tooth. I hopes you enjoyed the
music I gave you. I know I did. Steven Styles is one of my most favorite.”
Commercials followed.

Stephen Stills and Led Zeppelin were staples on any rock station.
Spooky Tooth never achieved great success, but we liked them because
they did a killer version of “I Am the Walrus,” and their lead singer was
named Mike Harrison (no relation).

After that break, Harrison and I looked at each other in shocked disbe-
lief. “Richard,” he said, “this guy knows nothing about music.”

I agreed. “I bet he played those tracks only because he doesn’t know
the right ones to play. My God, what are we going to do?”

We were two minutes from the studios. We were with our girlfriends,
and had promised to take them to a movie later. The women were very un-
derstanding when we said we had to go to the station for a few minutes,
and they agreed to wait in the car at the Imperial Square Garage. As we
took the elevator to the top floor, we both tried to remain calm, hoping we
could salvage something from the night. We decided that I'd be the bad guy
if needed, and he’d be more conciliatory.

Our man was in the studio, cueing up his next record. “Hey man,
how’re you doing?” Harrison greeted him.

“Great. How do I sound?”

I swallowed hard. “Pretty good. But this is the Imperial Square Build-
ing, not the garage. And it’s Stephen Stills and Led Zeppelin.”
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“Okay. Well, you understand I never heard of those guys. Ain’t like
they’re the Beatles or nothing. Probably the listeners don’t know either.”
He then busied himself with a stack of LPs, shaking his head in nonrecog-
nition at most of them until he found Otis Redding at Monterey Pop.

I was tempted to pull the plug right there but Michael spoke first.
“Keep rockin’ man. Come in Monday morning and we’ll talk about the
show. Have a good one.” He shoved me out the studio door, a little too
hard.

When we reached the corridor out of earshot, he grabbed my shoulder.
“Look, the women are waiting in the car. If we yank him now, either you
or I do the show. You know how that’ll go over with the women. The dam-
age is done, my friend.”

“I'’know. But he’s got such a great voice. Don’t you think we can teach
him how to do this?”

“He’s got no clue about the music. He lied to us. We’ve got to let him
go. It can wait ’til Monday, though. Let’s just go to the movies and not lis-
ten anymore. It’s only going to get us upset. Let’s forget about it until after
the weekend.”

We got in the car and drove up Hempstead Turnpike to a cinema in
Uniondale. We couldn’t resist tuning in on the way, hoping against hope
that he’d improve and that we could find something salvageable. But
things went from bad to worse, as he immediately repeated the Imperial
Square Garage tag, and misidentified another record. We switched to Ali-
son Steele and made our way to the theater, trying to put our dashed hopes
out of mind.

Another problem was caused by our own insecurity in the first few
months. A loudmouthed engineer from WPL]J arrived on our doorstep one
day and bragged about how he could put us on the map immediately. He
told us that he had contacts at record labels and could have our library
stocked within days. If we would just give him a weekend air shift, he’d use
his influence to bag us interviews with Jim Morrison and Janis Joplin, both
of whom he claimed were his personal friends. He’d worked with Tom
Donahue in L.A., he said, and knew everything there was to know about
underground radio.

I was impressed, although I sensed Michael seemed threatened by this
guy who seemed to outclass us. Nevertheless, we gave him a Sunday show
on a temporary basis. Although he sounded good and was very clever on
the air, he proceeded to break every rule we had set down.
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We called him into the office the next day and he broke into tears,
apologizing for upsetting us and swearing it would never happen again.
When he left, Harrison theorized that he was a spy from WPL], looking to
subvert our operation and steal our secrets. I dismissed the idea as ludi-
crous, but was troubled by his insubordination.

The next day, he came up to the station with a woman that he intro-
duced as his wife. He was there to practice formatics so that he could
improve his work to our standards. He took his wife into the production
studio with him and began toiling on a tape. The woman was proving to be
quite a distraction around the station. She paraded around in cutoff jeans,
Just barely covering her bottom and ripped in strategic places, topped by a
tight T-shirt with no bra. Her bosom seemed to have a life of its own as it
surged beneath a thin layer of cotton. She was an obviously bleached
blonde. If our Sunday host had told us he found her soliciting in Times
Square, we would have believed him.

He motioned me into the production room and played a tape that he
had made—a montage of songs put together to illustrate a political point
ridiculing Nixon. Although the station had antiwar overtones in attitude
and music, we tried not to be overtly political when it came to specifics. I
told him that, although creative, it really wasn’t for us but that I was sure
that WPL] would appreciate it. But he’d quit WPLJ, he protested, in an-
ticipation of more work at WLIR. I quickly disabused him of that notion,
saying that he was only here on a tryout basis, and in any case, there were
no full-time positions available.

He shocked me with his next comment. He said that he noticed me
stealing a glance at his wife’s boobs. Would I like to see them? If so, he had
an apartment in Queens, and Harrison and I could join them later that eve-
ning. Just bring some hash, and we could take turns partying with his wife.
I was embarrassed for her, but she said that it was cool. I begged off as
gracefully as possible, using the excuse that Michael and I were both en-
gaged, but that didn’t seem to bother either of them. Bring your women
along, too.

As I beat a path out of there, I tried to come up with a justification to
get this man out of my life. He seemed more than a little unbalanced but
we were still naively impressed with the contacts he’d talked about. We
were hoping that we could rein in his wild streak and maximize his obvi-
ous talent. He had done an interesting show the previous Sunday.

No further incidents occurred involving his wife and he had the good
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sense to pretend it never happened. He still seemed defiant on the air,
breaking our guidelines during every show but always apologizing pro-
fusely thereafter. To his credit, he never repeated the errors, but constantly
found new ways to tweak our noses. But we were getting our music library
filled, whether he had caused it to happen or not. He continued to be an
erratic presence, alternately delighting with his creativity and dismaying
with his blatant disregard for our rules. But he never did anything serious
enough to warrant his dismissal, until he crossed Harrison.

One morning while going over music sheets, Michael told me he’d
heard some scuttlebutt about this man’s intention to overthrow us and take
over as program director. Although we trusted that Reiger would give us
the time we needed to accomplish our mission, any dissension within the
ranks could only hinder the process. So he asked me to speak to the man
confidentially, indicate that I had doubts about Harrison’s leadership, and
see what developed. He was asking me to be Luca Brazzi to his Don Cor-
leone, and ferret out a traitor. Intrigued, I complied with his request and
sure enough, the guy broke free, expanding on how Harrison had no clue
as to what he was doing and that I should be running the place. He would
be my right-hand man of course, until I got up to speed. He already en-
listed other staffers to back him up and I had only to give him the word. I
felt like I was in a Robert Ludlum thriller. Any benefits the guy might have
offered were thrown aside when I told Harrison my story. The knave never
did another show at WLIR.

We also had a problem keeping the place from turning into a flop
house. We maintained a strict “no visitors after hours” policy. Don K. Reed,
one of the straightest guys in the universe, complained that the studio
recked of marijuana many mornings and that he’d found seeds behind one
of the tape decks. We traced the material to a weekend jock and brought
him in for a warning: no more visitors or pot smoking on the premises. We
also had a minor uproar when Reiger’s wife found a used prophylactic in
the cushions of the aptly named loveseat in her office. We issued a memo
in strong terms, but privately suggested that any amorous encounters after
hours be conducted on the roof. The view was better there anyway.

But our weekend guy just couldn’t accept our restrictions and one Sat-
urday evening, we were dining out in Hempstead and realized we had for-
gotten some albums at the station. Harrison and I found not only our jock
floating away on a marijuana trail, but several of his friends toking away in
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the main offices. This time, we did fire him on the spot and Michael fin-
ished the show:.

We were luckier with most of our other hires. Ken Kohl went on to a
successful talk career and is now a highly placed executive for a Sacramento-
based ownership group. Pete Larkin became a program director in Mary-
land and later worked at WNEW-FM. George Taylor Morris, also an alum,
went on to run an NBC radio division and hosted mornings at WZILX in
Boston. So we did help to start some careers in the right direction.

But most surprising to us was the speed at which WLIR rose to the top
of the ratings on Long Island. Within six months, we were number one in
total listenership. We knew early on that it was working, but it quickly sur-
passed even our expectations. Record companies, who initially didn’t want
to send us their releases, were falling over themselves to visit in person. We
got on mailing lists for home service and artists made the station a regular
stop when on press junkets. We were asked to broadcast from trade shows,
and we actually drew crowds. We crafted commercials for local boutiques
and their business improved overnight. People recognized us and asked for
autographs.

The zenith came when we cohosted a concert in Eisenhower Park in
East Meadow with a jock from WNEW-FM who lived on the Island. He
was introduced first, to scattered applause. When our names were an-
nounced on the PA., the crowd went crazy. Had we actually toppled the
great WNEW-FM in a few months? That night gave us hope. But we still
revered Muni and Steele and of course Rosko, and intuitively knew that
they were light-years beyond us.

Although our confidence was growing, we wondered if we ever would
get beyond small-market radio and move up to the station of our dreams.
We spontaneously called Alison Steele at WINEW on the air one night for
guidance. She knew all about us and was gracious enough to come out to
Long Island for an interview. She later invited us to rendezvous in the city
at a sleek East Side restaurant. When she excused herself during the meal
to use the phone, Harrison and I burst out laughing as she walked away.
Here we were, two twenty-one-year-olds, just out of college, having lunch
with this accomplished, sexy woman in tight leather pants at a trendy Man-
hattan bistro. Alison was every college boy’s wet dream and she was our
friend. We’d made it to the big time, and if it had all ended there it would
have been worth it.
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The commercial log at WLIR was sold out for the first time, and rates
were raised regularly to reflect its increasing pull with advertisers. Harrison
and I had made a deal with Reiger to start at $110 a week apiece in our new
jobs as program and operations director, respectively. As ratings and reve-
nue grew, he promised that we could expect hefty raises. It still seemed like
short money, even in 1970, but we trusted Reiger so we agreed. We’d even
started making some money on the outside for in-store appearances and
concert hosting. Our expenses were under control, since Harrison and 1
had rented an apartment together over a bakery in Oceanside for $175 a
month. We weren’t exactly driving Cadillacs and living on Park Avenue,
but our prospects had improved markedly in a very short time.

While at the apartment one evening, the phone rang and a stilted voice,
affecting a mid-Atlantic accent said, “Is this Dick Neer?”

It was the program director of WHLI in Hempstead. I was a bit off
balance because WLIR had catapulted over WHLI and with my newly bol-
stered ego, I considered them a step down. They still played stodgy easy-
listening music and, frankly, I hoped we’d left that world in the dust. But 1
played along, curious to see what he wanted. It seemed their evening host
was taking a couple of weeks off next month and they were wondering if
I'd be interested in filling in.

I told him that I wasn’t interested in filling in, but asked if he was of-
fering a job. He hedged, continuing to act as if joining his station would be
my crowning acheivement in radio. After a short time, his arrogance got to
me and I reminded him that WLIR had soundly beaten him in the last rat-
ings book. To which he replied that I had a lot of nerve asking for a job that
1 didn’t intend to accept, conveniently leaving out the fact that I'd applied
over a year earlier.

I hung up, more satisfied than angry. Revenge was sweet. But that win-
ter, Michael and I were in for a chastening experience when we approached
Reiger for raises. Christmas had been a bonanza for WLIR. They'd in-
creased the rates and the spot load several times and still couldn’t handle
the demand. They were raking it in, and now it was time for us to collect
our rewards.

Reiger knew that this day was coming and dreaded it. Despite the reve-
nues surging into the station, he’d incurred such debt running the old for-
mat for so many years that he was unable to extricate himself. He candidly
showed us the books and indicated that even at this pace, it would take him
another year to reach solvency. He could offer us a fifty-dollar raise over



FM & 779

the next twelve months but even that was overextending. He was looking
for a partner, an investor to inject some capital into his growing business.
If he could pull that off, maybe someday he could pay us what he knew we
were worth.

Michael and I dejectedly left his office and went down to the building’s
coffee shop. He stared at me with his intense brown eyes, and stated the
obvious. It was so damn depressing. We had set our sights on a lofty goal,
and now that we seemed so close to attaining it, we found that it was fool’s
gold. There was no recourse but to leave. For $250 a week, we could have
lived like kings. And we ruled WLIR. We set the format, called the shots.
Reiger had no desire to interfere with programming, knowing nothing
about it. We had thought that someday we might even own part of WLIR,
and have the cars, the house, and the boat that Reiger had. But we hadn’t
known it all was mortgaged to the hilt to support his business.

Harrison had already moved on. “All right, this afternoon I'll call Les
Turpin at CBS-FM. You try to get ahold of George Duncan at Metro-
media. Let’s find out if there’s a station we could program on the West
Coast.”

I'd grown to love working on the Island, living near the Atlantic
Ocean. Pulling up stakes to go west didn’t sound all that appealing. My
family was nearby in New Jersey. But Michael was right, we had to make a
move now while our stock was high.

So we pounded the pavement. We arranged job interviews at CBS.
Everyone there was receptive and knew of our accomplishments in Garden
City. But we were still kids. George Duncan agreed to see us at Metro-
media headquarters. As head of the whole radio division now, he could
send us wherever he wanted. But we failed the test he gave us, when we
endorsed the uncensored version of “Working Class Hero.”

So as we stood on the roof that wintry Friday night in 1971, coats
pulled tight around us against the wind, we had no prospects other than to
languish at WLIR and hope for a savior to bail out Reiger. The hours we
spent working decreased as we became more dispirited and more in search
of an escape. As our little transistor radio played gently in the background,
it was obvious that something indeed was up with Rosko. His normally
silky voice was breaking like an adolescent’s and he seemed to be near
tears. He reiterated that this was his last program at WINEW-FM, although
he’d be on tape the following night. He played “Don’t Let the Green Grass
Fool You” and sang along, although we couldn’t know at the time how
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closely that song paralleled what was happening in his life. He thanked all
his coworkers—George Duncan, program director Scott Muni. He was
leaving of his own accord and he’d been treated like a prince by everyone
at Metromedia. There was no rancor in his voice, only a strange kind of joy,
as if he were leaving one happy phase of his life behind for an exciting new
adventure. The last record he played was Lee Michaels’s “Heighty Hi,” and
he sang along with it on an open microphone. He wished us all peace and
closed with his patented, “I sure do love you so.”

Then he was gone with the wind.

Harrison and I were thinking precisely the same thing at that moment.
While sad to be losing Rosko, there was no announced successor and no
logical candidate to take the great man’s place. We rushed back into the
building and began editing our audition tapes. The assault on Manhattan
was about to begin.
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ONCE HARRISON AND I were officially hired at WNEW-FM, after
the bizarre interviews with Muni and company, things seemed to move in
slow motion. Our first duty was the bittersweet task of informing Reiger
that we’d both be leaving. He seemed stunned by the news. He said that he
had always allowed for the possibility that one of us would leave, but felt
confident that the other would carry on. With both of us gone, he feared
that his newfound prosperity would be short-lived.

The fact that he didn’t try to retain us with offers of more money con-
firmed our beliefs that it just wasn’t there to give. But we assured him that
we’d stay as long as necessary to make a smooth transition, and that we
would work with Chuck Macken, our recommendation to program the
station. I felt that Macken was a solid man and that it wouldn’t take long for
him to get up to speed. Michael had already drilled Chuck on the impor-
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tance of closing ranks and keeping outside forces from corrupting what
we’d built.

Meanwhile, our lease over the bakery was expiring and with our gen-
erous new salaries, we knew that our days of rooming together were over.
I also felt the need to be in the city, although the idea of high rents and
parking fees in Manhattan still put me off. A reasonable compromise
seemed to be Queens, an easy commute by subway:. I settled on a studio
apartment in Lefrak City, eight miles from the station. Michael wound up
in Lynbrook—it was a longer commute, but had more space.

Our first shot on the New York airwaves came quickly. Zacherle
needed two days off in early April. Michael filled in first, and I did my ini-
tial show the evening of April 13, 1971. But we were cautioned not to say
anything on or off the air about our upcoming roles at the station, since
everyone who would be affected by the moves had not been informed of
them yet.

Two weeks later, we got a succinctly worded letter in the mail:

I am truly sorry to inform you both that there are no openings in program-
ming any of the Metromedia stations at this time, nor do we anticipate any
in the foreseeable future.

However, I have gotten wind of the fact that there may be some changes
coming at WINEW-FM in New York and that it might afford an opportu-
nity for you both. I suggest you contact Varner Paulsen, the general manager,
at your earliest convenience.

Good Luck and Congrats,
George Duncan

Vice President
Metromedia Radio

We were so afraid of Duncan that his impish sense of humor had es-
caped us until that letter arrived. But the plan at WNEW-FM finally solidi-
fied: Michael would do mornings, bumping the current occupant, Pete
Fornatale, to middays. Muni would continue in the afternoons, followed
by Schwartz, Zacherle, and then Steele overnight. After having a taste of
the daylight hours, Alison couldn’t have been too pleased. An aggressive
careerist, much of her outside activity took place during regular business
hours, and working all night was not conducive to her syndication deals
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and commercial work. Italso didn’t leave time for much of a social life. But
everyone else loved the new schedule, especially Fornatale. It would allow
him an easy rail commute from his Port Washington home, avoiding rush-
hour traffic both ways.

Mornings were still the least important shift. Most car radios still
didn’t have FM tuners, and much of morning listening is spent in the car,
trying to glean information and entertainment while fuming through traf-
fic jams. Longtime morning hosts on AM like Klavan and Finch, John
Gambling, Don Imus, and Harry Harrison, as well as the all news outlets,
were too powerful to be challenged by anything FM could offer. Varner
Paulsen expected audience shares in the morning to lag well behind the
rest of the day parts, in stark contrast to the philosophy general managers
have today. The money time on FM was 6 to 10 PM., and that was in the
hands of Jonathan Schwartz.

My first brush with Jonathan was an uneasy one. I had gone into the
studio on my first day as music director to replace a worn LP when he cor-
nered me, almost literally, exhaling garlicky breath in my face.

“Young man, what’s your name again?”

I told him, using the radio name I'd been stuck with.

“Ah, Dick Neer. Doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue, does it? What
qualifies you to be on this radio station?”

Jonathan wasn’t trying to be obnoxious, although I didn’t know it at the
time. This was his unsubtle way of asking me about my background, getting
to know me. I had heard his raging ego had only gotten worse since ascend-
ing to prime time and replacing his arch rival, Rosko. I was warned by Steele
and others to steer clear of him. “He’ll eat you for breakfast,” she told me.

“I don’t want to distract you before you go on the air,” I said to
Schwartz. “We’ll talk another time when it’s more convenient for you.” I
was determined to do everything in my power to ensure that that time
would not come soon. With his unconventional radio voice, there was
speculation among those who didn’t know him that Jonathan was gay.
Reading between the lines of the staff’s warnings, I feared that his interest
in me might not be wholly professional. I would later learn that my fears
were completely unfounded, and that Jonno went through women like
Muni went through scotch.

“Don’t leave, don’t leave, young man. Have you ever heard of me?”

This was ridiculous—any answer I might give would obviously be de-
signed to feed his ego or reveal my own ignorance.
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“Of course I've heard of you, Jonathan.” I made sure to use his first
name. Referring to him as “Mr. Schwartz” would have only weakened my
already prostrate position.

“Do you know that I do other things, that I'm not just a jocque du
disques’?” Of course, the appellation “disc jockey” would be beneath him.
“Do you know, for example, that I'm a writer?”

“Sure I do. You wrote Almost Home.” In every station tear sheet, the
minibiography of Jonno contained the obligatory “celebrated author of
Almost Home, a collection of short stories.” I had no idea about the rest of
his background, other than that he was from Boston and his family was
rich. Little did I realize that his father had penned “Cocktails for Two,” the
song I was compelled to play for years while introducing WLIR’s evening
program of the same name.

Schwartz wasn’t satisfied to leave it at that. “I don’t suppose you've
read it. No, I don’t suppose you read much at all.”

Welcome to WINEW-FM and the big time! I was being insulted by its
most powerful host, a man whom I'd just met. At the time, I wasn’t a vo-
racious reader, but did I look like that much of a hayseed to this snob? After
all, I had just graduated from college. So I lied.

“As a matter of fact, I have read it. Look, the news is ending and your
show is starting. I'd better leave.” I bolted out the heavy studio door as he
shouted something after me. I grabbed my jacket and ran for the safety of
the elevator, lest he pursue and interrogate me more about his book.

As I walked across town toward the bus terminal, I seethed. I knew
from Alison that WINEW-FM wasn’t one big happy family but this was
ridiculous. I posed no threat to Schwartz. I respected his air work and
wanted him to like me.

But now I was faced with a real test: I hadn’t read Almost Home. There
was no way that I could avoid him following up on it the next day unless I
left early, and that wouldn’t sit well with my new bosses, whom I was try-
ing to impress with my work habits. To admit that I had lied to him might
gain his respect, or it might signal that his intimidation tactics had worked,
leading to more of the same. So, as I passed a Doubleday bookstore on the
way home, I bought a copy of his tome and began reading it on the bus. I
didn’t enjoy it much under the circumstances, but I stayed up until two in
the morning until I'd finished every last page. I felt like I was back in col-
lege, cramming for an exam.

Sure enough, Schwartz ambled into the music library at a quarter to six
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the next evening. I was prepared for him, not only by my study of his book,
but by a pep talk from Alison, who told me not to take any more of his crap.
She advised that if I did, he’d only try to humiliate me again, but that if
I stood up to him, like all bullies, he’d retreat. She conveyed that even
though Rosko gave away four inches and thirty pounds to Jonno, Schwartz
had backed down from physical confrontations. I filed that away—not
given to violence myself, and knowing that winning a fistfight with a star
jock would result in losing my job. Not worth it.

I looked up at him from the pile of records on my desk. “Hey, Jonno,
how are you?”

He reacted as if slapped, but quickly recovered. “Young Neer,” he said
sneeringly. At least he used my name; that was a start. “I noted that you re-
treated rather quickly upon mention of my book. It led me to the in-
escapable conclusion that you indeed, in fact, hadn’t read it at all, as you
stated.” This was typical Schwartz verbosity: perhaps a test to see if you’d
rise to his level of literacy.

“I did read it.” I tried to sound unimpressed. And though his prose was
not exactly to my liking, he was obviously talented. Plus, as his tear sheet
stated, director Peter Yates (Bullitt) had optioned it for the cinema.

He looked askance. “Oh, really,” he said skeptically. “What was your
favorite part?”

I then launched into a lengthy description of my favorite story, and
then mentioned some other segments that I had enjoyed. He listened to
my entire analysis with his mouth open, as if a child of four was explaining
quantum physics.

“I could have sworn you hadn’t read it,” he muttered, almost to him-
self, as he fled to the studio. My feeling was that I had won something im-
portant in my little duel with Jonathan. For once in his life, he was almost
speechless. Our relationship, though never a close one, was conducted
professionally and with respect thereafter, but for reasons unrelated to my
perceived little victory. I grew to like Jonno, accepting his strangeness as a
sort of quirky charm.

I had misread his intentions as poorly as he had misunderstood mine.
Schwartz has always considered format to be the “dust in the air” at any
radio station, ready to settle down at a moment’s notice. He lived in con-
stant fear of anyone in a position of authority telling him what to play. In
his obfuscating fashion, he was letting me know that he was not about to
take orders from me when it came to music. Even though my impression
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of his personal wealth was vastly overstated, he wanted everyone to believe
that he enjoyed economic independence from the job. His trumpeting of
Almost Home was his way of saying that he didn’t need WNEW-FM, but
that it needed him. His writing had garnered the station oceans of free ink,
in the New York Times, Newsweek, and other important publications. Along
with praise for his work, every article contained the call letters and that im-
pressed the powers at the station. He was also tight with George Duncan,
who had told him that he’d be around as long as there was a Metromedia,
which was indeed prophetic. Schwartz was defending his territory, fierce in
his desire to maintain autonomy and defend free-form tenets.

My agenda was to be accepted as a peer. The only system that WINEW-
FM had to regulate music was the “rack.” This was a rolling wooden bin,
about thirty inches tall, with a partition in the middle. It contained about
250 albums. Similar to what Tony Pigg did at KSAN, my job was to give
the rack a semblance of organization. Albums were designated NA (new
album) and PA (progressive album), which merely meant that it was a
current release. In the back were FA (folk album), JA (jazz), and INST
(instrumental). In those days, the station simulcast hourly news with
WNEW-AM so instrumentals were helpful in filling time to the top of the
hour. At any given moment there might be sixty NAs, one hundred PAs,
thirty FAs, twenty-five JAs, and a handful of INSTs. I would listen to the
new releases and mark tracks that I liked, although the jocks were under no
requirement to heed my suggestions. I might include a bit of biographical
material or a brief description of the sound of the record. Weekly memos
came from my desk, detailing the new albums added.

The rack was changed every six weeks and this was enough to keep me
awake the night before. It entailed winnowing out the NAs, moving the
successful ones to PA or FA, and eliminating the ones nobody played. The
NAs might then shrink temporarily to ten, before gradually building to
sixty again and necessitating another rack change.

To keep the PAs at a manageable level, the less-played ones would be
putin the “wall,” a massive shelving system along the rear of the studio. All
records that achieved PA status went into the wall, regardless of merit or
airplay, and stayed there after they lost their designation as a “current.”
Politics played a big part in deciding the fate of an album. Holy hell would
be raised if you removed a record that a friendly promoter was hyping to
Muni or Steele. You had to be sure that it was toast before relegating it to
the obscurity of the wall, since anything that left the rack saw an enormous
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drop in airplay. The rack-change memo was my biggest enemy, in that re-
gard. With all the albums available, I figured that I could sneak a few losers
out of the system without anyone noticing, But the memo had to state
which new records went into the rack, which into the wall, and which just
vanished. The jocks then perused the memo and if one of their favorites
was eliminated, I heard about it. Muni generally insisted that I return it to
the rack or, on a few occasions, suggested that jocks play their own copies.

[ also had to check over the taped shows to make sure that the proper
albums were pulled from the library and inserted into a cardboard box
containing cue sheets. Tom “Tammy” Tracy produced the taped shows,
meaning that he recorded the vocal tracks and barked out timing so that the
Jocks knew how many songs they could play within a given hour. He typed
a detailed cue sheet for the weekend engineers, who most often were vet-
erans of WNEW-AM and neither knew nor liked rock and roll. Very, very
often, even Tracy’s clearly labeled instructions were misinterpreted and di-
saster followed.

Schwartz tells of one particular tape operator we’ll call Lewinski who,
in Jonno’s words, “would never be confused with Saul Bellow.” One eve-
ning, a friend had arranged a ménage A trois for the always adventuresome
Schwartz. Upon reaching his Manhattan apartment, one of the two
nymphets suggested that they videotape the encounter for posterity. Un-
concerned that the tape could surface later and cause him embarrassment,
Jonno carefully positioned his video camera and adjusted its focus toward
his king-size bed. He flipped the stereo to 102.7, where his taped show was
about to air. He anticipated a night of ecstasy—listening to himself on the
radio while enjoying the lascivious attention of two young women. It just
couldn’t get any better than that.

Just as they were getting down and dirty, his voice came over the
speakers, announcing that he was about to play the Beatles. The unmistak-
able percussive beginning of the Rolling Stones’ “Sympathy for the Devil”
stopped him mid-stroke. A triple dose of Viagra couldn’t ameliorate the
physical reaction it had on him, as he screamed, “Goddamn it, Lewinski!”

The women, wondering if he was invoking the name of an ex-lover
and thinking they had uncovered another dimension to Jonno’s kinkiness,
Jjust played along,.

The moment still amuses him whenever he replays the videotape.
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DAVE HERMAN wWAS WPLJ’s best and most famous disc jockey. Dave’s
career had gone the route of so many free-form pioneers: He had started
out doing mornings for a tiny station in Asbury Park, New Jersey, playing
standards by Sinatra, Nat King Cole, and Tony Bennett along with the
typical Mantovani and 101 Strings. He had a small family, and was carving
out a respectable middle-class living, one that sustained him for ten years.
He never dreamed that major-market radio would come calling. But in
1967, he tried LSD and experienced an epiphany that transformed his en-
tire being. He became a hippie, in appearance, lifestyle, and attitude. He
decided that he had something to say, and he felt that he could bring some-
thing to radio that he wasn’t presently hearing, much like Tom Donahue
did in San Francisco. He became a fan of WINEW-FM, and fell in love with
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the music they were playing, music that spoke to him in a way that Percy
Faith never had.

So he trundled off to Philadelphia and pitched Gary Stevens at
WMMR, another Metromedia station, on the concept of doing a free-form
program. The station was basically an automated music service, existing
only to placate the FCC by not duplicating its AM sister, WIP. Herman
gave management a fanciful presentation that showed how progressive
radio was catching on in other markets, most notably in New York at
WNEW-FM and KMPX in San Francisco. They remained skeptical, since
Philadelphia considered itself the home of Top Forty radio with Dick
Clark’s American Bandstand and WIBG, where Donahue once worked as
Big Daddy. But with little to lose, Dave’s persistence convinced them to
give him a one-year contract to take over the evening hours at WMMR.

Dave had to give himself a crash course in rock and roll when he was
hired. His early days in Philadelphia were spent learning, listening to
album after album of the rock that he never played in Asbury Park. In 1968,
this was not so daunting a task because there wasn’t that much under-
ground music. There might have been two hundred albums that were im-
portant to be conversant with, and by listening and reading up on the
artists in Rolling Stone and the nascent music press, he educated himself
enough to get by while developing his own tastes. And he’d learned inter-
viewing techniques in New Jersey, talking to local politicos to assemble
newscasts for his morning show.

Within months, Herman’s show, The Marconi Experiment, was the toast
of the town. He was supported by clubs, concert promoters, record labels,
counterculture newspapers, boutiques—in short, all the emerging busi-
nesses that appealed to the youth market. WMMR was pleased with the
buzz it created and sought other jocks to fill the rest of the day.

Herman had become a political animal, holding strongly stated posi-
tions against the war and government in general. Revolution was a concept
that he supported, and he harbored fantasies of an overthrow of the federal
government and its replacement with one more responsive to the people’s
wishes. Dave spoke at an alternative-radio seminar in Vermont sponsored
by Larry Yurdin, which seemed to be more about overturning the system
than creating great radio. The Marconi Experiment interviewed the radical
thinkers of the day, underscoring their words with appropriate music.
Dave was keenly intelligent if admittedly somewhat misguided, but never
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came off as a wild-eyed young radical. He was older than most of his fel-
low travelers and his professional baritone impacted even conservative lis-
teners who didn’t share his politics but were soothed by his measured
presentation.

His success caught the ear of Alan Shaw, who was assembling a re-
vamped ABC-FM network. Shaw offered Herman the chance to be heard
nationally at a greatly increased salary, but since ABC had no affiliate in
Philadelphia, Dave would have to move to New York and broadcast from
corporate headquarters. It represented a tough decision and he sought
counsel in two areas. First he spoke to his father, a rabbi, who asked Dave
the fundamental question: Why did he want to be in radio? Was it for the
money? Fame? Politics? Dave said that although he would appreciate
higher pay, his main reason for doing what he did was that he thought he
had something to say that could change the world in a positive way. His dad
replied that if that was the case, he should seek the biggest forum he could
find, and that fifteen hours a week on the ABC network and twenty hours
live in New York topped doing a local show in Philadelphia.

Although his father’s advice made sense, Dave still was torn. Barely a
year out of Asbury Park, he was an enormous cultural figure in Philly, and
was making more money and having more impact than he’d ever dreamed
of. He traveled to the Jersey shore and asked a Gypsy fortune-teller what
he should do. She supported his father’s counsel. Not without misgivings,
he accepted Shaw’s offer.

As difficult as it was to make sense of what WPL] was doing musically,
its politics were consistent—radical left. Alex Bennett did a morning show
that was mostly talk. Alex had established himself as a weekend talk show
host at WMCA as it drifted away from Top Forty before becoming all talk.
Michael Cuscuna, the jazz maven, did middays, followed by Mike Turner,
Herman, and Vin Scelsa. It became a mecca for the likes of Jerry Rubin
and his cohorts in the Chicago Seven. John Lennon had even filled in there
when Bennett went on vacation. The language they used was unabashedly
revolutionary stuff, and was often coarsely stated. Lawyers were constantly
buzzing around the studios in the ABC Building on Sixth Avenue, trying
to stem potential libel suits and FCC sanctions.

The transformation of WABC-FM to WPL] extended to the decor,
and was analogous to the clash of the two cultures. ABC had a strict policy
of bare walls, stating that no art could be hung without management ap-
proval. It was the epitome of a sterile corporate environment, with strict
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rules about the way the office was to be kept not only free of clutter
but also about unauthorized personnel, i.e., female visitors and radical
hangers-on. But once the offices closed for the day, posters of Che Guevara
went up, tapestries were hung, and hash pipes broken out. Lava lamps and
other psychedelia decorated the place, with friends loitering around “doing
their thing.” The air studio took on the appearance of a murky drug den:
dimly lit, smoky, and smelling of incense. Spiritually, it resembled WFMU,
a little college community of like-minded hippies bent on changing the
world.

There was a palpable disregard for authority; indeed, the inmates were
running the asylum. Once Michael Turner was asked by general manager
Lou Severin to speak to him on a matter of some importance. Turner
replied to his boss that he had to take a crap, so why didn’t Severin follow
him into the stall and discuss his issues with him there? Orders were ig-
nored as memos from the top went up in smoke, literally and figuratively.
Any attempt by management to bring some balance to the operation was
met with sneering disregard and acts of defiance that became bolder and
more outrageous.

Shaw tried to remain a buffer, shielding his charges from higher man-
agement on the premise that they needed this work environment to weave
their magic on the airwaves. He tried to school his people on how to ex-
press their radical sentiments without incurring legal action. But it had
gone too far, and any attempt at direction only alienated Shaw from the
staff, who lived in constant wariness of selling out to the corporation. The
“suits” wanted to see ratings and revenue, but WNEW-FM was winning
those wars handily, and it was becoming harder to justify what manage-
ment viewed as a repugnant culture when the financial rewards failed to be
forthcoming.

At WNEW-FM, John Zacherle liked what he was hearing across town
in the spring of 1971. Zach would get off the air at 2 A.M. and, still energized
from his show, drive around Central Park for hours with the top down
on his VW bug convertible, the radio turned up loud. His contract was
expiring, and although he was free to play whatever he wanted, the respec-
tive atmospheres at the two stations reflected a stark contrast in the open
expression of their political leanings. Upon Rosko’s leaving, there was pre-
cious little political talk on the station, and most of that was nonspecific.
For example, Fornatale reacted with horror to the Kent State shootings, and
later he played “Ohio,” which was rush-released by Crosby, Stills, Nash
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and Young a month later, four times in a row. Opposition to the war was a
given—by attitude and the music played. Most jocks were in sympathy
with the protesters and supported them on their own time. Schwartz and
Muni were independent thinkers, allying themselves neither with conser-
vatives nor liberals by rote but reacting to every issue on its own merits.
No one seriously thought that overthrowing the government was the an-
swer, basically jibing with John Lennon’s line in the Beatles’ “Revolution™:
“We’re doing what we can.”

Drug use was also something that separated the two stations. Muni
was a fan of scotch, as was Schwartz. If either used marijuana, it was strictly
to be convivial when someone passed a joint around. In the twenty-five
years I'd known her, I never saw Alison Steele intoxicated by anything
more than a New York Rangers victory, and Harrison and Fornatale mostly
abstained. Zach always seemed to be on something, but I think it was more
a case of his flighty personality than any substance abuse.

Zacherle also was at odds with his colleagues’ more extravagant life-
styles. He was never a conspicuous consumer; he owned a VW Beetle and
lived in a rent-controlled apartment with his elderly mother, whom he
supported. He was surrounded by Schwartz, who had a perpetual tan from
his Palm Springs retreat and “beautiful people” friends among the literati
of New York and Hollywood, and Steele, who spent thousands on exotic
clothing and her luxurious Manhattan rental. Even Muni, who didn’t
flaunt his wealth, owned a boat and a beautiful lagoon house in an affuent
community on the Jersey shore.

Zach’s coworkers at WNEW-FM were more polished in their manner
on the air as well. He was more simpatico with the unvarnished presenta-
tion at WPL], the lack of showmanship and structure. Indeed, he’d agreed
with Rosko on the use of the rack. It was Rosko’s viewpoint that the music
director not even touch the rack, but that records would find their own
way into airplay or oblivion. It was a nice but hopelessly naive thought,
just in terms of maintaining order. When a song is reaching its conclusion
and one is casting about for a perfect segue, you're never afforded the time
to rummage around through unsorted piles of albums to locate the one
you need. But Zach didn’t worry about that, he just knew that he had
found kindred spirits at WPL] and that when his contract expired, he’d try
to join them.

Muni was aware of Zach’s dilemma, but was also pragmatic enough to
know that ABC, for whom he’d worked years earlier, would not tolerate
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what was going on at WPL] much longer. His entreaties fell on deaf ears.
Zach had told him that he’d never held any job much more than a year, so
it was time for him to move on. Unlike many jocks, John Zacherle wasn’t
making the standard power play to better himself. He was a true believer
who loved his audience and wanted to remain true both to it and himself
by working in an environment more suited to his nature. There were jeal-
ousies and rivalries galore at WINEW-FM that he sensed weren’t present in
the more communal atmosphere at WPL].

A little insight into the man: When he did the morning show, he some-
times felt isolated from his audience. So one day he told the listeners to
gather outside his window at 230 Park Avenue and that there would be a
nice surprise awaiting them. As a small crowd bunched up minutes later,
eyes to the sky and his thirteenth-floor window, they gasped in amazement
as dollar bills began floating down toward them, from Zach’s own wallet.
Upon being introduced at rock shows, as he took the stage, he pulled off
his wristwatch and flung it into the crowd for some lucky concertgoer to
keep. He later admitted that it was becoming too costly a habit, and that he
switched to an inexpensive Timex when a public appearance loomed. One
of his quirks while on the air was to activate the turntables with his toes
instead of fingers. The studio ceiling was pocked with tiny black holes
where he’d engaged Schwartz in a competition to hurl sharpened pencils
upward like darts, trying to stick their points into the soft acoustic tile.

Zach dressed in jeans and work shirts but wasn’t a “limousine liberal,”
as were many of his peers. In fact, one jock who professed to be a man of
the people took limos to concerts whenever possible, but asked to be
dropped a block away so that he wouldn’t be seen by his fans. Not
Zacherle—what you saw was what you got. He either walked, took the
subway, or came puttering up in his Volkswagen.

So in June of 1971, he bade WNEW-FM good-bye and went to work
for the competition. WPL] was thrilled to have him, and gloated not unlike
Americans welcoming a prominent communist from behind the Iron
Curtain. Perhaps the tide was changing—the more commercially success-
ful WNEW-FM was losing defectors to the revolutionary cause.

For Alison Steele, Zacherle’s move meant a sea change in the course of
her career. Although she’d gained a small cachet from her overnight ex-
ploits, other than night workers and cramming college students, few had
actually heard her, save for the occasions when she filled in during the day,
when her Nightbird routine seemed out of place. But now that the coveted
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10 PM. to 2 A.M. shift was hers, she could play to a far wider audience while
still working after sunset. It was in this time slot that her legend was born.

This also meant a change for me. As music director, I'd asked Paulsen
and Muni if I could come in with Harrison at 6 A.M. This would serve sev-
eral purposes. Since both of us were frugal with our newfound wealth, we
could save money commuting. We could also enjoy each other’s company
and bounce ideas around on the ride in. And I had the advantage of being
able to audition records in peace and quiet for three hours before the
phones began to ring, thus freeing me to make more decisions indepen-
dent of the pressures of record promoters. I'd leave by three, sometimes
with, sometimes without, Harrison. I could also assist Michael in putting
his show together: fetching albums from the library, offering opinions on
new material I'd heard, or helping to sort out commercials. Muni had no
problem with the hours, as long as the work got done.

But now I faced a fork in the road. I was offered Alison’s old overnight
shift. 'd make a few more dollars and work five days live and one on tape
instead of seven days a week. But I'd be giving up the chance to stay in
management and the opportunity to shape the direction the station went
musically. Plus, my life would be turned around and I'd lead a vampiric
existence—sleeping by day and working all night.

The choice wasn’t difficult. I enjoyed performing more than directing
and here was a chance to perform twenty hours a week. I could hone my
talents in the relative obscurity of the overnights and, when someone else
left, spring into a more prominent spot. Besides, it was becoming increas-
ingly obvious to me that WNEW-FM was not about to offer the jocks any
structured musical direction, so my job in the library would essentially be
that of a lackey whom the staff would distrust if I aspired to more control.
So I agreed to do the overnight show. I would be surrounded by the two
people I liked most at the station, Alison Steele at night and Harrison in the
morning.

A young contemporary of ours named Dennis Elsas was hired to do
the weekend shows I'd abandoned. Dennis was a friend of Pete Fornatale’s,
and like-minded in his taste for accessible music. So when John Zacherle
took the shopping bag that he carried in lieu of a briefcase to WPL]J, we
lamented the loss of a well-liked and good comrade, but found ourselves a
strong new player.

Things were rapidly falling apart at WPL]. The uneasy alliance be-
tween a large corporation and leftist radicals was crumbling and both sides
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were growing increasingly militant. Compromise seemed out of the ques-
tion and decisions were coming from ABC that risked throwing the baby
out with the bath water. As Muni had forewarned, shortly after Zach
signed his deal at WPLJ, the ax fell. He’d done only a few shows when
ABC, tired of the lawsuits and political culture that had developed,
brought law and order to Sixth Avenue. The entire staft was called into a
meeting on August 26, 1971, and sat silently as general manager Lou Sev-
erin outlined the new rules. The music would be formatted (it would later
be called “rock in stereo”). There would initially be two or three songs an
hour that must be played. A card system would be instituted that would re-
strict choice somewhat but still offer a wide range. All guests had to be
cleared with management prior to airing and no politics would be dis-
cussed.

The mood was somber. This was the beginning of the end—no one
could deal with any of these restrictions and retain their credibility with
the political community. The audience at the time may not have been
large, but they were fiercely loyal. The jocks felt powerless to object—after
all, it was ABC’s candy store. WPL] was destined to become just another
radio station, albeit a far more profitable one.

At a lull in the presentation, Zacherle slowly reached down under the
table into his shopping bag and pulled out a vintage machine gun. With a
crazed look in his eyes, he aimed it in the direction of Severin and Shaw
and screamed, “You’ve betrayed me, you son of a bitches! I'll get you bas-
tards! You'll pay for this!”

The two men cowered in fear. This was an era when the staff had
openly urged violence against the establishment. Times were not far re-
moved from the political assassinations of Martin Luther King, Jr., and
Robert Kennedy. A bomb factory run by student radicals had recently been
discovered in the Village. Severin and Shaw had always felt that Zacherle
was a harmless eccentric, and never thought he was given to violence.

Herman and Scelsa watched in horror as Zach’s diatribe continued,
cursing the two men and the whole establishment for killing his dreams of
WPLJ. He then hoisted the weapon into firing position, locked the clip,
and pulled the trigger, as members of the staff dove under the table for
shelter.

But instead of a hail of murderous bullets emerging from the barrel,
out popped a harmless little flag that simply said, “BANG!!”

The room erupted into relieved laughter as the tension was broken.
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The meeting ended shortly thereafter, and the staff retreated into little
groups to discuss their next move.

For Scelsa, it was simple. He told Severin plainly, “I'm outta here,” and
never did another show. Herman said that he was leaving also, but Shaw
insisted that Dave had a contract and would not be allowed to quit. He said
that if Herman refused to work, he’d sue him and keep him from making
a living in radio for as long as he could. Since Herman had a family, he
couldn’t risk the banishment, so he reacted like Harrison and I had when
Reiger had censured us for using our names too often. He did his show,
but he spoke as seldom as he could. When he did open the microphone, his
voice was a slow monotone, merely identifying the call letters and never
using his name. After several weeks of this, management agreed to release
him from the remainder of his contract. One by one, the rest of the staff
quit or were fired, with one prominent exception: John Zacherle.

After a series of programmers tried to restore order, Larry Berger, a
Rick Sklar protégé, was brought in to settle the station. Berger had sur-
vived the payola era, but only barely. A story circulated that while at an-
other station, he had agreed to play a certain record and had accepted a
large sum of money to do so. But when it came time to deliver on his
promise, he reneged. Apparently, the promoter he had cheated was con-
nected to the underworld and sent a messenger to Berger’s high-rise office.
The burly enforcer then dangled the diminutive Berger out the window by
his heels until he relented and agreed to play the record. No one knew if
the tale was apocryphal, but legend has it that the experience left Berger
scarred for life and that, much like Sklar, he refused to entertain promotion
men after that and became absolutely incorruptible.

The noose restricting choice got tighter over time until the jocks had
no say in what they played. Berger brought in his own staff, who under-
stood from the beginning that he was the boss and that their opinions on
music and politics held little sway with him.

Zacherle remained at WPLJ for another twelve years, obediently toe-
ing the line and playing the hits. He had nowhere else to go, having walked
out on WNEW.
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“WAKE UP, THE RECORD’S OVER.”

Engineer Pete Johnson was shaking me by the shoulder. Where was I?
Who was I? 1 groggily arose from the uncomfortable sofa and stumbled
through the darkness toward the light switch.

Oh, God! I'm working. I'm on the air. Before I could organize my
thoughts, I rushed to the studio and pushed the remote button for
turntable one, and I watched in horror as the other tonearm spun relent-
lessly into the center groove with a sickening click . . . click . . . click.

It was coming back to me now. This was my first Saturday doing the
all-night shift from 2 A.m. until six. After struggling through the first hour,
I told Johnson that I needed a quick nap, just twenty minutes or so to re-
fresh me so that I could make it through the rest of the night. Luckily, the
cool new group Emerson, Lake and Palmer had just released Tarkus, and all
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of New York was clamoring to hear it. With Keith Emerson of the Nice,
Greg Lake of King Crimson, and Carl Palmer from Atomic Rooster, they
comprised a typical British supergroup. Like Blind Faith and Crosby; Stills,
Nash and Young before them and Asia, Foreigner, et cetera, later, they were
presold as an all-star lineup before recording a note. With Emerson’s key-
board pyrotechnics, Lake’s sensual vocals, and Palmer’s frenetic drum-
ming, they’d scored big with their first album, which featured the single
“Lucky Man.” The hit was a ballad of manageable length with a conven-
tional acoustic guitar. The only progressive element was the ending, with
Emerson’s synth swirling from channel to channel like a Hendrix guitar
solo. The rest of the album had long, largely instrumental set pieces, which
showed the performers’ virtuosity to great advantage. On Tarkus, they’d
decided to go all out with a concept album about some mutant tank that re-
sembled an armadillo with gun barrels. The first side ran almost twenty
minutes and would afford me the nap I needed.

I told Johnson to wake me up with about two minutes left on the side,
but when I looked at the studio clock, I calculated that the side had been
over for nearly five minutes. I pressed the intercom button to yell at John-
son across the glass.

“Pete, what the hell happened? I thought I told you to wake me up
before the record ended.”

“Sorry, man. I fell asleep, too.”

I couldn’t stay mad at him. He was working a split shift and was doubt-
less having the same problem adjusting to the hours. For months, I'd been
arriving at the station at 6 A.M. with Harrison, so I was used to going to bed
early and getting up at 4:30 A.M.. Michael would pick me up at 5:15, or
we’d take my car to the Vernon-Jackson subway stop in Long Island City
where we could park all day for seventy-five cents. We would then grab a
train to Grand Central, and ride the long escalator up to street level. There
was an all-night deli where we’d pick up orange juice and a doughnut, and
then walk across Forty-fifth Street to the studio. We felt like coal miners as
we commuted with the early morning shift.

Luckily, my adjustment to the overnights came quickly and soon I'd
worked out a routine. I'd usually hang with Harrison until six-thirty, then
go home and try to get to sleep by seven-thirty. If I got up by one or two
in the afternoon, I still had a good stretch of daylight in the summertime to
enjoy the weather. The problems came later, in the winter, when if you
didn’t get to sleep right after getting home, you might think you lived in
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Norway, seeing little or no sunlight from November until March. You ac-
quired what Frank Zappa referred to as a “studio tan,” a ghostly pallor that
made Zacherle look healthy by comparison.

It was during one of these nights that I got my real name back. I'd al-
ways hated the nickname “Dick” but since it was the only one I used in
radio, I figured I was stuck with it. Then while doing my overnight show,
[ noticed a new album by “Richard” Betts of the Allman Brothers. I said
spontaneously, “Well, if old Dickey Betts of the Allman Brothers can
change his name to Richard, dammit, so can I. From now on, I'm Richard
Neer.”

I never used “Dick” Neer on the air again. It took a little longer to con-
vince my colleagues to make the switch, but within a few months the con-
version was complete. I can always judge the age and station loyalties of a
listener these days when they approach me by saying, “I knew you when
you were Dick Neer.”

But it was while doing overnights that I learned, almost by osmosis,
how the business was structured and how lucky we all were to be in the
right place at the right time. And how the days of free form were num-
bered.

The economics of AM radio were changing. The mid-twenty shares
that WABC once enjoyed were now sinking rapidly into single digits as
FM began to flex its muscles. WNBC, with the spoken emphasis on the N,
took up the competitive mantle for years, even managing to steal away
Bruce Morrow after Sklar decided to attempt to impose what he saw as the
new realities. Bruce had been used to the big money of the golden years,
averaging close to two hundred thousand a year in salary and perhaps dou-
ble that in outside activities. As FM stations began making inroads, ratings
were slipping from their peak in the late sixties. To protect themselves
against falling revenues, management proposed a lower base salary for
Morrow, with incentives for ratings increases, coupled with deductions if
the station’s popularity fell. Bruce was incensed, feeling betrayed by the
very people he felt he had helped make into legends. Everyone could read
the writing on the wall: No matter what they did, things would never be as
good as they once were.

Always a canny businessman, Bruce knew that rival WNBC had tried
an array of talent to combat WABC'’s superiority. The one thing they
hadn’t tried was pirating their disc jockeys. So while Morrow told Sklar he
agreed in principle with the new concept, he was secretly being wooed by
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WNBC'’s Perry Bascom, who had no qualms about guaranteeing Mor-
row’s contract at a much higher salary. Bruce allowed that he would con-
sider WABC’s new arrangement if they would tear up his existing contract
immediately.

What happened next is unclear. Executives at ABC said that they real-
ized that releasing Morrow in this fashion would make him a free agent,
but that they were unconcerned. By this time, Sklar considered his jocks to
be like “spark plugs.” They give you service for a while, then wear out and
are replaced by new ones. Whatever WABC’s attitude was, Morrow didn’t
wait to find out, inking a new deal with WNBC the next day. Bruce pre-
sented Sklar with a gift-wrapped spark plug as a going-away present. But
both stations continued to lose numbers as more listeners flocked to FM.

Even though it was winning over hearts and minds, the progressive era
was an anomaly for several reasons. Chief among them was the FCC, who
took almost worthless FM stations and by decree gave them profit poten-
tial. The duopoly and the AM-FM receiver rulings opened up a wealth of
possibilities, through no fault of the broadcasters themselves. It would be
as if the FTC had declared tax rebates were available to anyone who bought
the Edsel. It was a gift from the gods to radio-station owners, whose main
purpose was to make money.

And since owners suddenly had all these frequencies to fill and with all
the good formats taken, they had to be creative. The music industry real-
ized they could make more money selling long-playing albums than sin-
gles. They in turn pressured artists for more than just a few three-minute
songs a year—now they needed forty-minute albums. So recording artists
began to experiment. Some got the idea that rather than come up with
twelve short tunes, they could write five short ones that might work as sin-
gles and four long ones that allowed them space to jam. So now you had a
new kind of music on record that wasn’t being played on the radio, and
progressive programmers swooped in to give it exposure.

Also, to staff the new stations, there were a bunch of young broad-
casters who hadn’t ever held a job and were willing to work for a tenth of
what stars like Cousin Brucie were drawing. In addition, there were le-
gions of burnt-out Top Forty jocks who were willing to work for less
money to revitalize their sagging careers. So a whole staff of FM disc jock-
eys might cost less than one Top Forty personality. Plus the AM sales staff
could sell FM time on the side, and the AM general manager could mind
the cash register. Since production was an artifice scorned by the new me-
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dium, money could be saved on jingles, promotions, and contests. A pro-
gram director merely had to ride herd, since no real direction was given. So
no FM station had to pay Rick Sklar-type money for a programming ge-
nius. Any profit would be pure gravy.

And new businesses were emerging that could take advantage of FM’s
low rates to reach their target audiences. Record companies didn’t need to
dish out payola to individual jocks; they could buy inexpensive commer-
cials on the stations that played their records. Boutiques and head shops
couldn’t afford WABC and would sound out of place there if they could,
so they gravitated to FM. Concert promoters and publications that sought
credibility with a young audience could find it with low-key ads read by
hip FM jocks.

With the combination of low overhead and a ready-made marketplace,
FM owners began to see water transformed into wine. So managers didn’t
know or care if jocks were playing unfamiliar, noncommercial music.
Most of the DJs were making more money than they needed. They got
free dope from admiring fans. Sex was there for the asking. They were in
hog heaven. Why sell out and play something that some suit ordered you
to when you already had everything you needed?

I grew to admire the way Muni ran the station. He was effective in
keeping the corporate wolves at bay. I don’t know if it was because he is
such a keen judge of human nature or that he is just lazy, but his loose-
reined approach was right for the times. As he hired new people, I began to
realize that his rambling interview technique was actually pretty cagey. The
key to finding good jocks was assessing what kind of people they were,
which he was able to do in the long sessions, without their knowledge of
his agenda.

He once told me how he approached audition tapes. If he heard some-
thing memorable in the generally slick productions he received, he asked
the applicant to sit down with a tape recorder and, in six to ten minutes, ex-
plain why they thought they were good enough to be on WNEW-FM: “If
they started out in a staccato, ‘Mr. Muni . . . I feel . . . that I should be ..’
I could tell they were just a reader and I threw their tapes out. But if some-
one could put his feelings on tape in a cogent manner, and showed an all-
around knowledge of the music, then we might have a keeper.”

Unlike Top Forty, where what you do on the air is an act, manufac-
tured to fit a style of forced excitement, on progressive radio you couldn’t
fool the audience into thinking you were something that you weren’t. One
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veteran jock told me, “The key to all of this is sincerity. Once you learn to
fake that, the rest is easy.” It wasn’t easy to fake it on FM, however, and
those who tried were generally found out in short order.

To succeed on progressive radio you had to a) know the music,
b) understand and preferably share the listeners’ politics and lifestyles, and
c) have a delivery compatible with a and b. Of course, these elements won’t
guarantee fame and fortune, but without them there is little chance of suc-
cess.

Knowing the music was first and foremost. In those days, the slightest
slip could undermine your credibility with the audience. While Alison
Steele was still learning and making the transition from Frank Sinatra to
Frank Zappa, she introduced a cut by saying, “Here’s some new music
from a band called Flowers.” She didn’t realize that Flowers was the title of
the new Rolling Stones record, because Flowers was in large letters on the
front jacket and the band was merely pictured on the sleeve. This story
haunted her for ten years among serious music lovers, well after she had
learned the ropes.

In the progressive era, a jock was often attracted to music that wasn’t
popular yet. One could get behind an artist and with enough airplay, the
public might follow the lead. This advocacy might not be limited to the life
of one album. Take Peter Frampton. While performing in the band Hum-
ble Pie with Steve Marriott, he released several acclaimed but modestly
selling albums. As a solo act, his first two records were good, but didn’t
really make a dent in the marketplace. Upon releasing Frampton Comes
Alive!l, basically live performances of his previously issued material, he sold
over fifteen million copies and was an instant superstar. WNEW-FM
played both Humble Pie and Frampton’s early solo stuff, knowing that he
had talent but not knowing how popular he’d become. But for every Peter
Frampton, there are ten Warren Zevons, who, despite a long career of
quality work, has never achieved much commercial success.

So when choosing music, the (traditionalist) progressive jocks bal-
anced the artists they liked with quality material they knew was selling.
The decisions were harder with popular bands that weren’t considered any
good. The consensus on Grand Funk Railroad, among music cognoscenti,
was that they had very little original talent. They sold a lot of records,
though, and a disc jockey had to carefully weigh the perceived lack of
quality versus the commercial value.

To Muni, it was no contest. He played the FM hits his audience



wanted and if that included Grand Funk, so be it. His oft-repeated quote
were the words he lived by: “There are no experts, Fats.” But on the other
side of the coin, Jonathan Schwartz didn’t seem to know or care about
what was selling. The music he played was for his own entertainment, as a
musical scholar. His famous quote was: “There are only two types of
music—good music and bad music. I prefer good music.” If the public
didn’t like it, so what?

The sixties culture bred a brand of disc jockey who didn’t care
about ratings—they were an anathema. These jocks were interested in self-
expression, which often translated into self-indulgence. It’s the elitist atti-
tude that “I know better than the marketplace. I know what’s good, the
great unwashed public doesn’t.” Most of the jocks with that posture had
other means of income and could afford their arrogance. They attracted
cult followings who were extremely loyal. But although they opened cre-
ative pathways hitherto unheard on commerecial radio, in the long run they
threatened ruination for the format.

Let’s use the analogy of the “auteur” filmmaker, who wants control of
every element of his vision. He demands the final say in every aspect of
work, even those where he’s not an expert. He makes often interesting but
commercially failed pictures. This approach only succeeds financially
when you have a rare director like James Cameron, who is able to blend
artistic vision with commercial sensibilities.

In film, auteurs are eventually forced to scale back their works for lack
of financing. So a Woody Allen can make small gems with a tight budget
and remain viable. Highly paid actors are willing to work for scale to
participate in one of his films because they believe in the quality of his
craftsmanship and want to enhance their own artistic credibility. One
understands going in that you’ll never make a fortune doing a Woody Allen
film.

Progressive FM jocks started out making Woody Allen films—Ilow-
budget, highly personal masterpieces that stretched the creative envelope.
Ratings were never huge, but neither were expenditures. But as disc jock-
eys began to have financial responsibilities of their own, like families and
mortgages, their repulsion toward commercialism was tempered by an
understanding that they couldn’t build sandcastles without getting their
hands dirty. And fortunately for them, America was undergoing a transfor-
mation from greedy capitalism to the belief that there were higher values
outside financial goals.
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Even management drew the line at advertising products they found
socially irresponsible. Ads for the armed forces were not even considered,
either as a moral stance or because they realized that doing so would alien-
ate the audience and the rest of their sponsors. They had to walk a fine
line between risking their credibility by presenting an element that might
undermine the image they’d sold to the savvy student community, and
limiting their revenues by being “too hip for the room.”

There were borderline decisions to be made. In the early seventies,
Bob Guccione was infuriated by Alison Steele’s refusal to read commer-
cials for Penthouse magazine on the air. The college-age men Guccione was
courting were listening to Steele, perhaps with his magazine in one hand,
but the feminist contingent in the audience saw the magazine as exploitive.
Mindful of Guccione’s protests, management arranged a meeting with
Steele to allow him to plead his case. Although not a bra burner, Steele was
offended by much of the content of Penthouse and told the publisher flat
out. Tempers escalated as he refused to accept her arguments until she
brought the dialogue down to his level.

“Look,” she said, “I don’t care about naked women. I hate hair. The
only hair on my entire body is on top of my head. Even my eyebrows are
shaved, and I'll leave it to your imagination what else. I can’t stand those
hairy-looking women, spread-eagled in front of the camera. And until you
do something about that, I won’t read your spots.” Guccione retreated, and
the day was hers.

The line had to be walked with music as well. Playing too many hits
was perceived as being just as dangerous as not playing enough. In 1971 on
progressive stations, commercialism and ratings often took a backseat to
credibility.

Ratings have been determined in essentially the same manner for de-
cades. Arbitron selects a representative sample of the population and sends
them diaries. On these pages, a listener is to mark down what radio station
he listens to, and for how long, for which he is paid a token fee. Phone
calls are made to follow up to ensure that the diaries are being attended to.
At the end of the week (Arbitron weeks go from Thursday to Wednesday),
the diaries are mailed in and the results tabulated, weighted against the
market’s demographic and ethnic makeup. That’s why most big radio pro-
motions are done on Thursdays, the day the diaries are sent back in—
because if someone has been negligent in their recording duties, they
hastily fill them out on the day they’re due in. Every three months in major
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markets, a book comes out, detailing the hourly listening habits of the re-
gion. On a monthly basis, “Arbitrends” are released, which are less de-
pendable, mid-course samplings. A common mistake is to overreact to
trends and make changes, only to find that statistical errors render the
trend’s findings unreliable.

Although ratings are king now, in 1972 credibility was more important
to most FM programmers. And the demise of WPL]J, with its highly credi-
ble but low-rated jocks, was to soon have a major impact on WNEW-FM,
and especially on young Michael Harrison.
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THE EARLY WORLD OF progressive radio was a small and incestuous
one. Even though they were then owned by another company, WBCN in
Boston was always regarded as a sister station to WNEW-FM.

WBCN was the first station to broadcast in stereo as engineers at
nearby MIT discovered how to multiplex with the “aural exciter” (broad-
cast in stereo). T. Mitchell Hastings owned the station in its early days,
along with WHCN in Hartford and WNCN (later WQIV and WAXQ) in
New York. The three comprised the “Concert Network,” and all were re-
spected classical stations until Hastings became seriously ill with a brain
aneurysm in 1968. He underwent a partial lobotomy, which required a
lengthy rehabilitation. By the time he returned to work, he owned an un-
derground rock station in Boston, which his employees had surreptitiously
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implemented on WBCN while he had been recuperating. It seems the old
man never recovered enough to fully understand what had happened, and
the staff had free run of the place. They would explain things to him as if
speaking to a child, since despite his corporeal presence around the offices,
much of his intellect had been left in the operating theater.

WBCN'’s most celebrated jock was a fellow named Charles Laquidara.
He’s done mornings in Boston on and off for almost three decades, and his
story has some eerie parallels to those of many other early progressive
Jocks. Charles wanted to be an actor and did radio part-time, playing clas-
sical music at Pasadena, California’s KPPC. Like WLIR, the suburban sta-
tion was located in a basement, this time the cellar of the Pasadena
Presbyterian Church. His approach was revolutionary in that he viewed
the classics as “the people’s music” and not just serious work for intellec-
tual snobs. He distilled the essence of what he did to this: explaining opera
to plumbers. He’d take an aria and break it down—translating the story,
noting the technical prowess of the performances, and using his keen sense
of humor to make it accessible for the hoi polloi. He continued to pursue
an acting career after graduating from the Pasadena Playhouse.

Like Tom Donahue, he hated what Top Forty radio had become. The
high-energy disc jockeys who seemed oblivious to the changes the country
was going through in the mid-sixties, the inane promotions, the senseless
Jingles—it all offended him. He and his friends used to smoke grass on the
hilltops of Encino and talk about what radio should be: the best of all gen-
res of music, put together intelligently.

His dream came to fruition when Donahue consulted KPPC and
transformed it into KMPX South. But like its San Francisco counterpart,
KPPC’s ownership couldn’t make it work financially with Donahue over
the long term, and they also were struck by the jocks. Metromedia had a
station in Los Angeles, KMET, and before long George Duncan had re-
peated the magic trick that had worked in New York and San Francisco.
KMET became a progressive station and hired Raechel Donahue. In 1968,
KPPC started over again with a new staff, which included Laquidara doing
overnights.

True to his vision, he mixed Orft’s Carmina Burana with the Grateful
Dead in his sets. Originally, he knew nothing about rock but learned to
love it. Within months, aided by his ambition and promotional skills, his
legend grew in L.A. Fresh from his West Coast triumph, he returned home
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to New England for the holidays to visit with family. It was there that he
first heard WBCN in Boston, and was so impressed that he called the sta-
tion and introduced himself, hoping that his reputation had traveled east.

“Oh yeah,” they answered. “You’re the crazy bastard who mixes classi-
cal with rock and roll. Come on in.”

As with everything, timing is crucial and Charles happened upon
WBCN just as their afternoon jock was preparing to leave for a career with
a rock band. Management liked his rap, so in 1969, Charles Laquidara re-
placed Peter Wolf, who would achieve his own measure of fame and for-
tune with the J. Geils Band. He was also one of the first rock stars to marry
a famous actress when he wed Faye Dunaway.

Besides having a lighthearted approach to radio, Laquidara was ex-
tremely active politically, another trait more intrinsic to West Coast com-
mercial radio. He refused to participate in anything remotely related to the
war effort. In fact, he and WBCN were once sued for his remarks after
reading a camera shop commercial. President Nixon decided to invade
Cambodia in an attempt to clear out Vietcong sanctuaries and bring the
North Vietnamese to the peace table. But most leftists felt that the incur-
sion only prolonged the war and extended the killing fields to an innocent
neutral country, and Laquidara wasn’t shy about saying so on the air. A
local sponsor called Underground Camera asked that he read a live ad for
Honeywell’s newest 35mm offering. He refused (Honeywell was a major
arms manufacturer), but management prevailed upon him to read the spot
anyway. He did so professionally, extolling the virtues of the new Honey-
well Pentax camera exactly as the copy stated. But at the end, he added his
own fillip: “That’s right, run right out and support Honeywell, the com-
pany responsible for killing all those Cambodian babies.”

Laquidara wasn’t aware that the chief executives of Honeywell were in
Boston, listening intently to hear the great WBCN host praise their new
camera. WBCN was not pleased with the $200,000 legal action that fol-
lowed, but publicly supported Charles and eventually won the lawsuit.
On another occasion, after several major universities had gone on strike
protesting the war, he lamented the fact that no school in Boston had fol-
lowed suit. So he read a fabricated news story stating that the students at
every school in the country had decided to boycott classes, with the excep-
tion of Boston University. The BU students, who were meeting at the time
to decide upon a course of action, were thus moved to strike, lest they be
out of sync with their peers.
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After three years in various time slots, Laquidara accepted the morning
show on a dare. WBCN’’s female morning host was venting to him in the
studio one day, complaining about the treatment that women received in
radio, always getting the worst shifts. She ranted on obscenely about her
lousy hours until Charles opined that mornings weren’t so bad.

“Oh yeah?” she challenged him. “Why don’t you try it, then?”

“As a matter of fact, I will,” he replied.

In trying to find a memorable handle for the morning show, he envi-
sioned all of New England waking up on a big mattress. So, in 1972, The
Big Mattress was born. His attitude was typically irreverent: He did a parody
of an AM morning show, using all the bells and whistles normally associ-
ated with Top Forty, but with a twist. He had a game show called “Mishe-
gas,” a Yiddish expression for craziness. Karlos, his version of HAL, the
computer in 2001: A Space Odyssey, occasionally took over his show with-
out warning. He brought in Tank, a sports guy who reminded everyone of
a character who hangs out at a local bar and has an opinion about every-
thing. He did spoofs of commercials using the fictitious company Dutchko
(“If it’s Dutchko, it’s so-s0”). He invented words like “schloony,” which
meant foggy or demented. It was almost as if the Firesign Theatre had
come to morning radio. For the first time, FM morning ratings achicved
double digits, and Laquidara became a wake-up fixture in Boston until
1976, when he decided that the show got in the way of his cocaine use. He
“retired” with much fanfare and spent the next two years in self-imposed
radio exile.

During this time, he was wooed by WNEW-FM. He interviewed with
Scott Muni, who was impressed with the fact that someone had finally
broken through the FM morning barrier. But Laquidara valued his free-
dom and needed to be assured that Metromedia wouldn’t attempt to con-
trol his content. As a litmus test, he asked Muni if WNEW was playing
Lou Reed’s “Walk on the Wild Side.” Muni, still executing Duncan’s con-
servative edict when it came to possibly obscene lyric content, told him
that the line “even when she was given head” disqualified it from consid-
eration. Charles decided then and there that WNEW-FM wouldn’t be a
cool place to work and removed his hat from the ring. He preferred un-
employment.



-

e Gt of te Fanceence

WITH THE DEMISE OF WPL] as a free-form station in late 1971, Dave
Herman and Vin Scelsa were out of work. With nothing in their pocket but
the support of a small but loyal following, they pondered their next move.

Scelsa had his wife’s income to fall back on. He also knew that he had
writing talent but had never really harnessed it to make money. There was
a vague chance that some radio station would come calling, but Vin had
been burned twice already, at WFMU and at WPL]J, and wasn’t eager to get
fooled again. He’d wait it out until the right opportunity beckoned.

Dave was not so fortunate. He’d accumulated enough to live on for a
few months, but he had a wife and children who were dependent on him.
He weighed going back to Philadelphia, but his prospects were suddenly
enlivened by a call from Scott Muni. Would Herman be interested in
having lunch with him and Paulsen? Why not? Scottso had approached
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Herman once before, years earlier. But at that time Dave was making
double what Muni could pay him because his taped show also ran on the
ABC-FM network.

At lunch, both sides expressed their reservations. Dave had worked for
Metromedia at WMMR, and Muni wanted him back in the fold. His con-
cern was whether Herman could lighten up on the politics. For his part,
since Dave had always viewed WNEW as competition, he wondered if
he’d be welcomed onto the staft or viewed as an interloper. Knowing the
discord already present at the station, Muni had little worry on that ac-
count. Some would like him, some wouldn’t—just like any new recruit.
Schwartz would feel threatened, as he always did. After all, Dave had been
on opposite him at night, and when Jonno had tuned in to PL] one Mon-
day evening while his own show was on tape, he’d heard Herman say, “It’s
a stormy Monday in New York, and it’s good for nothing but the blues.”
He then launched into the Allman Brothers’ lengthy rendition of “Stormy
Monday,” and Schwartz thought, this guy’s good. It was just the way he
said blues. He sounded like he believed it.

Leave it to Jonno to pick up on an inconsequential opening that Her-
man didn’t even remember the next day. But there was something to what
he observed. Dave sounded in tune with his music and, in his short time at
WPL]J, had met and become friendly with a number of musicians. PL] had
started a live concert series at a nearby recording studio and the station’s
hip reputation attracted a number of top artists. The most famous of these
concerts became an album whose title merely noted the date of the perfor-
mance: 11-17-70. Muni was particularly incensed that PL] had scored this
broadcast because it involved a musician whom Scott had personally
thrown his support behind—Elton John. But Dave’s politics remained the
main sticking point.

Herman convinced his two suitors that his days of heavy politicking
were over. He still would support the antiwar effort, but it would be in
subtler fashion than WPL], where they would air a Nixon speech and fol-
low it with “Liar, Liar” by the Castaways, or punctuate the address with
rude noises like toilets flushing. Economic reality trumped idealism—
Herman realized that if he was to remain in New York, WINEW was his
only real choice. He might catch on as a staff announcer at some boring
easy-listening outlet, but his three years in progressive radio had made that
an unsavory alternative.

Schwartz was scheduled to vacation in Palm Springs for his annual
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two-week stay that fall, so Paulsen dreamed up an ad campaign to intro-
duce Herman as his substitute. Using his trade space to take out a full-page
ad in The Village Voice and various college newspapers, he composed a terse
note, supposedly in Schwartz’s hand, asking:

Dave Herman, where are you? I’'m going on vacation and I'd like you
to fill in.
—Jonathan Schwartz

It took a lot of reassurances from Duncan, Muni, and Paulsen to con-
vince the insecure Jonno that he wasn’t being set up to be replaced perma-
nently. Herman passed the test with flying colors, breezing through the
two-week stint to glowing reviews. Under the more professional atmo-
sphere at WNEW, his strengths—a mellow delivery and vast musical
knowledge—shone through. He filled in for Alison when she vacationed
and did some weekend work in the ensuing months.

This presented management with a problem. They wanted Dave on
the air full-time in the worst way. But where would they put him? Nights
seemed the logical place, but head to head, Schwartz had scored higher rat-
ings than Dave had while at WPL]J. Alison was settling into a nice groove at
10 pM. and Herman would be wasted in the overnights. Muni wasn’t about
to budge from afternoons, and Fornatale was now a three-year veteran
with credibility of his own in middays. Did mornings make sense?

Although Harrison had been doing the show only a year, his numbers
increased in every book. He’d helped Muni set up a series of free concerts
in the city’s parks the previous summer. Michael had become friendly with
important record promoters and gotten to be pals with Lou Reed and
David Clayton-Thomas of Blood, Sweat and Tears. He had visited count-
less area colleges, and had been praised in local newspapers and magazines.
He’d done a good job and his reputation was spreading.

His show reflected what we did at WLIR. He had a theme song: “Pick
Up in the Morning,” by the New York Rock and Roll Ensemble. He es-
sentially did an FM version of what John Gambling was doing on WOR-
AM. He played a lot of three-minute FM hits, did frequent time and
temperature, and was a friendly, upbeat presence. Sounds like a perfect
morning host, no?

But some didn’t consider him “heavy” enough for the morning. His
breezy attitude was intentional, because he felt that most people didn’t
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need to be pounded over the head with major issues upon waking. They
merely wanted to know the time, weather, and key stories of the day, mixed
in with their favorite familiar tunes. Michael repeated songs more often
than most using this philosophy, and it was getting results with his grow-
ing numbers. But free-form purists at the station thought this was too for-
mulaic, and wondered if Harrison had the breadth of music knowledge to
range wider.

He was also low man in terms of scniority (other than myself), and
was deemed the most expendable after a year’s experience. So one Friday
morning after his show, he was called into Paulsen’s office and informed
that he was being replaced by Dave Herman, effective May 22, 1972,
Paulsen praised his efforts and emphasized that this was not to be taken as
a negative reflection on his work, but that Herman represented an upgrade,
having been in prime time in New York for two years. Paulsen offered Mi-
chael a strong letter of recommendation for future employment within or
outside the company.

Harrison was crushed. He’d just gotten married, and thought that his
two-year contract provided him with a measure of security. However, like
most radio contracts, his money was not guaranteed, so after a small sever-
ance was paid out, his income from the station abruptly halted. He had
done everything asked of him and boosted morning ratings higher than
they’d ever been, and now he was being replaced by someone who had
worked at a failed competitor.

It was a huge blow to a twenty-three-year-old who had achieved his
dream, thrived on it, and then had it taken away capriciously. When he told
me about it, he tried to put a brave face on things, but I could tell he was
deeply hurt by the experience. I also knew that with his intellect and ambi-
tion he’d land on his feet and achieve even greater success somewhere. But
it all seemed unfair. What did he want me to do? Should I quit in sympa-
thy?

He told me that Muni and Paulsen were afraid of that happening but
were prepared to deal with it. He didn’t see that my resignation would
serve any purposc other than to put both of us out of work. And having a
friend on the inside couldn’t hurt if things were to change, as they often
did. So when I was called in to the inevitable meeting, I bit my lip and told
them that I could continue on with a positive attitude and that I under-
stood their position.

Vin Scelsa was hired a few months later to do weekends and fill-ins.
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On his Sunday morning show, he created a series of humorous essays en-
titled “Me and Razoo Kelly,” which found their way into book form years
later. The premise was that Vin would find these letters awaiting him upon
his arrival at the station, so he’d read them on the air. They were also a
clever way for the always rebellious Scelsa to cast his cynical eye on the
rock scene and say things that he couldn’t in his role as disc jockey.

One of the most curious stories about his weekend gig was how he got
the world premiere of Springsteen’s Darkness on the Edge of Town album. A
listener had purchased the new Barbra Streisand album and in its sleeve
found Darkness, the result of an obvious mistake at the pressing plant. He
called Scelsa on the air, who offered him an entire box of rock albums if he
would meet and slip him the Boss’s latest offering. The listener complied,
and WNEW-FM had a week’s jump on the competition, as Columbia
scrambled to rush-release it. Nobody believed Scelsa’s story then, thinking
that his Jersey connections somehow fed him an early release of the album,
but he swears the story is true to this day.

Vin hadn’t changed his act much from the WFMU days. He still had
eclectic tastes, and would play anything and everything, except music that
he considered “corporate” rock. He hated bands like Foreigner, Journey,
and Kansas, and shied away from prefab supergroups like Asia.

He formed an alter ego named “Bayonne Butch” and while in charac-
ter, he refused to acknowledge anyone who called him Vin. In some ways,
the Butch character was more reflective of his real thoughts and attitudes,
and might have been created to protect the real Scelsa from retribution
when the corporate villains disapproved of his rap. He was self-conscious
about appearing onstage at times and, to cover up that fear, invented “The
Bayonne Bear,” a boisterous figure in a bear costume who would dance to
rock music at concerts while emceeing shows.

At the time, we were all charmed and amused by Vin’s planned schizo-
phrenia, but later it would prove problematic to the station and his own
career.
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WITH THE CHANGES happening fast and furious at WNEW-FM,
Dennis Elsas became music director in early 1972, after less than a year of
part-time air work. Dennis was only a couple of years older than I and a
devoted Beatles fan. A graduate of Queens College, he’d had a lifelong am-
bition to be a disc jockey in New York. He especially admired WNEW-
FM, which afforded him the chance to work with men like Scott Muni and
Bob Lewis, his heroes from an earlier era when they were stars on WABC.
Lewis, whose real last name was Schwartzmann, had grown up in Dennis’s
neighborhood in Queens and his mom still lived in the same house. Lewis
used to talk on the air about his Corvette, and so every time Dennis walked
down the mother’s block, he checked her driveway to see if the car was
there, hoping that Bobaloo would be visiting.

One night, when he was sixteen, he and a friend noticed the Corvette
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parked in front. His buddy insisted they ring the doorbell, and Dennis re-
luctantly tagged along. When Mrs. Schwartzmann came to the door, they
explained that they were huge fans and would love to meet Bob. She in-
vited them in for lemonade on the sweltering July night, and they sat at the
kitchen table grilling Lewis about WABC. He patiently answered all their
questions, although he was probably peeved at his mother for allowing
these two strangers into her home. Years later, when Dennis followed
Lewis on the air at WNEW,, the older jock winced when told of the incident
that had made such a thrilling impression on the younger man. Nobody
likes to be told that someone grew up listening to them.

Elsas had almost done his career a worse disservice in his initial job in-
terview with Muni. In an effort to ingratiate himself, he told Scottso that
his mother was a big fan, almost more so than he himself was. Muni was
prepared to let the innocent flattery pass for just that, but Elsas repeated it
several times during the conversation. Finally, Muni had had enough.

“I didn’t want to bring this up, Dennis, but how old is your mother?”

Elsas answered and Muni continued, “And how old do you think I
am?”

Dennis replied with an age very near that of his mom. “Well,” Muni
rejoined, “I hate to tell you this, but I knew your mother . . . very well.”

Dennis blanched when he considered the possibility that his mother
and Muni not only were acquainted, but implied in Muni’s tone were is-
sues he wanted no part of. Scott enjoyed the retribution he had exacted,
and Elsas never discussed his mother’s fandom again.

Elsas revered the Beatles as a result of Muni, Lewis, Morrow, and all
the jocks on W-A-Beatle-C and could cite chapter and verse every phase of
their career. Interviewing one of the Beatles became Elsas’s Holy Grail, and
from his position at the radio station, he was uniquely situated to attain his
goal. Record labels respected Elsas and the power he had over their fare.
Much like food companies vie for shelf position in supermarkets today,
promo men would bend his ear to gain a coveted spot in the rack. And if
Elsas deigned to scrawl a positive comment or two on the album jacket,
like “really rocks” or “sold out MSG in two hours,” well then, heavy airplay
was almost assured. The rest of the staff generally accepted the sincerity of
Dennis’s selections, and trusted that he was not susceptible to bribery or
hype, heavy promotion on a record that failed where it counted the most,
“in the grooves.”
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That didn’t mean the man was immune to persuasion. Promo men
dealt with Elsas as they would a prince, and Dennis didn’t balk at the royal
treatment. In fact, few disc jockeys resisted much. To get them to see an
artist perform in a dingy club late at night, hypesters felt it their responsi-
bility to treat the jocks to a sumptuous dinner at the Palm, Chandler’s, or
the Assembly Steak House. Many lobsters and Angus steers sacrificed their
lives for radio exposure.

It was all legal, of course, at least at WNEW. Metromedia spelled out
strict guidelines as to what could and could not be accepted. Christmas
gifts were limited in value, and an evening’s entertainment could not ex-
ceed a certain level or it was considered payola. WNEW-FM stayed re-
markably clean of that during the seventies. In an industry rife with stories
of drugs and hookers, Muni and Elsas were incorruptible when it came to
accepting improper favors. But the one favor Elsas wanted more than the
lavish dinners or limousine rides to concerts was an interview with a Bea-
tle, and John Lennon lived and worked in New York.

But the record companies weren’t able to help him in his quest to
interview Lennon, so he worked it on his own. A friend of his was pro-
ducing a rookie band at the Record Plant, a legendary recording studio
where many great sides were cut. Knowing of Elsas’s desire to meet
Lennon, his friend tipped him off that the great man himself was remixing
what later was to become the album Walls and Bridges in an adjacent room.
He invited the young music director to sit in on a session with his band,
knowing that Lennon would often peck in while on a break.

On a Tuesday night in late September, Elsas snuck in and sure enough,
big as life, there was John Lennon, working diligently on his latest release.
Silently, Elsas watched his hero through the glass like a boy watching
model trains in a store window before Christmas. After what seemed like
hours, Lennon stopped in for a brief, stumbling introduction before
quickly retreating back to his mixing console. After the flurry, Elsas noticed
a pretty Asian woman in the hallway, also reverently watching the ex-
Beatle at work. She introduced herself as May Pang, whom he knew
was Lennon’s assistant and rumored mistress. Of course she’d heard of
WNEW-FM and knew of his work, but what stunned the normally un-
flappable Elsas was her offhand assertion that John was aware of him as
well. Emboldened by the rush of adrenaline at the idea that his hero actu-
ally knew of his existence, Dennis ventured the unthinkable. He asked
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May if John wanted to see the station sometime, or maybe wanted to hang
out with him on the air. She gave a perfunctory nod, took his name and
number, and said she’d run it by John.

Dennis floated out of the Record Plant on that cool but glorious night,
dizzy with the dream that John Lennon might even consider appearing on
his radio show. As he sat in his office the following day, the gleam had still
not worn off. He told everyone he talked to about meeting his idol, but
held off explaining about the interview invitation. As the hours wore on,
he realized that May Pang was probably just being nice and that Lennon,
who’d rarely if ever sat down for radio interviews, would undoubtedly not
give it a second thought, if indeed May had even brought it up.

Two days later, still buoyed by the experience but realistic about his
chances, he was screening albums in the music library when his extension
rang.

“Dennis Elsas?” asked a small, accented voice on the other end.

“Yes.”

“This is May Pang. I spoke to John and he told me he would love to be
with you on the radio. When would be a good time?”

Elsas waited a beat. This couldn’t be a practical joke, although this was
just the sort of thing Muni or Schwartz would do. But neither Jonathan
nor anyone else could have gotten wind of his invitation. He hadn’t even
told Pete Fornatale, his closest friend on the staff, about the possibility of
an interview. It had to be the real May Pang.

“Well, May, I'm on Saturday from two to six and Sunday from noon to
four this weekend. Do either of those times work for you?” His voice
trembled a bit and was slightly higher than normal.

She said that she’d check with John and call him right back. The room
spun on him for several minutes but she was as good as her word, return-
ing the call to specify Saturday at four and could John bring in a few R&B
tracks he’d like to play on the air? Elsas stammered that it would be per-
fectly fine. She asked if there was anything else she could bring. He
thought for a second of saying a cheesecake would be nice but wasn’t sure
she’d appreciate the attempt at humor. He’d settle for the biggest rock artist
in the world. She asked the address and how they could get into the build-
ing and Dennis gave her instructions before ringing off.

He still couldn’t tell anyone. What a laughingstock he’d be if Lennon
developed a headache or was in a cross mood or something else struck his
fancy that afternoon and he didn’t show. So, fairly bursting at the seams
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with his secret, Elsas tried to patiently wait two more days, hoping a me-
teor wouldn’t strike the Earth before then and spoil his dream. Even com-
ing on the air at two on Saturday, he would only hint that he had a big
surprise awaiting his listeners later in the show as he counted the excruci-
ating 120 minutes until 4 PM. arrived.

Sure enough, at four o’clock, there was Lennon. He was every bit as
charming and irreverent as he’d been with the Beatles. For some reason, [
had lingered in the music library at the station for a couple of hours after
my show, suspecting something was up. When I came back into the studio
at 4:15, there was John. He was gracious upon being introduced, and left
me with the feeling that he knew who I was. Whether he actually did or
whether he’d perfected the act to ingratiate himself with the media, it did
have the desired effect.

Lennon demonstrated during the interview how he still could relate to
the feelings of everyday people. When Elsas said, “You can’t possibly
understand how exciting this is for me,” Lennon replied, “Yes, I can. It’s
like when I met Chuck Berry on the Mike Douglas Show.”

He revealed for the first time that at the end of “I Am the Walrus,” ex-
cerpts from a BBC production of King Lear were used, simply because it
was playing on a radio in a room next to the studio. He talked about the
original cover of Yesterday and Today, which was pasted over because it de-
picted bloody scenes of the group in a butcher shop. They peeled back the
covers on the LP at the station to determine if it had been done to their
copy. Lennon remarked on how they all look put out on the new cover, be-
cause they were annoyed at having to reshoot it for American sensibilities.

Since John was present to promote Walls and Bridges, Elsas asked the
obligatory questions about the latest solo work, all while itching to ask the
question, “Will the Beatles ever reunite?” To this John hedged, not deny-
ing the possibility but not encouraging it either. He read live commercials,
did weather reports, and seemed to thoroughly enjoy the two hours.

Just over a year later, Dennis accomplished phase two of his dream
when he was granted a brief audience with Paul McCartney backstage at
Madison Square Garden, prior to a concert on the Band on the Run tour in
1976.

By this time, Dennis was getting used to brushes with celebrities. Be-
fore he even did his first show at the station, he was introduced to John
Denver. Denver invited him to his show at the Bitter End. He then ac-
companied other WNEW jocks in a limo to Shea Stadium, where they



766 & Richard Neer

hosted a Grand Funk Railroad concert in front of fifty-five thousand fans.
Although he didn’t go onstage that night, he did make his on-air debut
after the concert. For Harrison and me, it was even wilder. Having arrived
at WNEW less than two months before, we were shocked when Muni sent
us out on our own to introduce Grand Funk.

By the time he met McCartney in 1976, Elsas had already met and
talked to Lennon, Pete Townshend, Elton John, and a host of others. He
was still a little nervous about finally meeting the “cute” Beatle. What if
McCartney was arrogant or curt and brushed off his questions as inconse-
quential?

His fears were baseless. Paul was a gracious guest, and the only time
during the interview he grew impatient was when he cut off Elsas as he
asked about a Beatles reunion. He recited a piece of doggerel he’d com-
posed for the hundreds of times he’d been asked the same question. In his
best Muhammad Ali impression, he neither refuted the possibility nor en-
couraged it.

Young Dennis Elsas felt like a made man.



WNEW-FM’s CHANGE to Dave Herman in the morning didn’t do
much for ratings, and whether it affected the station’s credibility a great
deal is intangible. But interestingly, the castoff Michael Harrison took less
than twenty-four hours to land on his feet after his sudden and devastating
dismissal.

Within that time he was on the air in New York again, doing Top Forty
radio, largely due to a man named Neil Maclntyre. Neil was the program
director of WPIX-FM, a low-rated station owned by the New York Daily
News. They had tried an easy-listening format called the “PIX Penthouse”
for years, affecting the same sort of pseudosophisticated approach that
WLIR had failed with. Their only claim to any market identity came dur-
ing the holiday season, when they played nothing but uninterrupted
Christmas carols for twenty-four hours, in a simulcast with WPIX-TV,



758 S Richard Neer

which showed only a blazing Yule log on the screen. Now, Top Forty
wasn’t going well at PIX either, as WOR-FM and WABC dominated the
ratings.

But Neil was a veteran radio man with a solid staff, and he tried any-
thing and everything to get his station on the map. So when he heard of
Harrison’s fate, he immediately called the twenty-three-year-old and asked
him to fill in that night on the overnight shift.

Despite his economic situation, Harrison had to think twice. As a Top
Forty fan growing up, he had learned through bitter experience that he
wasn’t any good at it. Until progressive radio came along, the hyper-
energized approach was the only way to play the rock music he loved on
the radio. He’d tried to get a job at WGBB in Freeport, Long Island, a tiny
hit-oriented AM station, and was rejected. His voice just sounded forced
and unnatural when he tried to rev it up, and he expressed his misgivings
to Maclntyre.

“Come on, try it. Just give me a little more than you did on NEW in
the mornings and that’ll be enough.”

What the hell? Why not? So Michael trooped into the station a couple
of hours before the overnight shift was supposed to begin, and was shown
the ropes by Al Gee, a DJ with a speedball approach. Harrison was in awe
of Gee, and how the man could be so relentlessly up-tempo on the air for
four hours. He was the most nervous he’d ever been in radio as his hour to
debut on WPIX drew near. Doing his first show in New York at WINEW,,
he’d had some initial jitters but ultimately he was confident in what he was
doing and settled in quickly. The irony struck him that a couple of years
earlier he wasn’t good enough to work at a small Long Island Top Forty,
and now he was doing it in the biggest market of all.

By his own estimation, he was terrible. He found a better groove as the
night went on, but to his ears he sounded like a fish out of water. But oth-
ers disagreed with his assessment, most notably Neil Maclntyre, who
called him as he was getting off the air at six.

“You were great. I knew you could do it. I've got a lot of work for you,
doing weekends and fill-ins. I can promise to keep you busy.”

Even though the money wasn’t much, it paid the rent and would give
him free time during the week to explore other endeavors. Plus Neil was a
great guy to work for, and all the jocks he’d met at PDX were supportive and
friendly, possibly because they didn’t consider him a threat. So Harrison
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went to sleep that morning, still shaken by the events at WINEW, but heart-
ened by the fact that he wouldn’t exactly be destitute.

He was awakened in the early afternoon by a phone call from the pro-
gram director of another struggling New York station, WCBS-FM. “Why
are you working at PIX? What about your credibility? Come work for us.”

Wias he still dreaming? Another job offer? He sleepily agreed to come
in for a meeting Monday morning and marveled further at the turn of
events. Eighteen months earlier, he and I had pitched CBS for a job and
were politely sent away. Now they were calling him on a weekend. WCBS-
FM was a Top Forty station with progressive aspirations that favored a
more up-tempo approach than WNEW, but required nowhere near the
frenetic pace of WPIX. Michael would be a better fit there, not only with
his presentation but with their wider range of music.

But he felt guilty about Neil Maclntyre, who had rescued him off
the scrap heap in his darkest hour. (In a typical radio horror story, Neil
Maclntyre was fired from WPIX a few years later. He was on vacation in
the Caribbean and was notified by telegram at the hotel in which he was
staying.) When he expressed his reservations about PIX to the managers at
CBS, they encouraged him to work at both stations, which he gratefully
did. With two stations now in the mix, he was averaging four shows a week
and making a decent living, although not up to the salary level he had
achieved at WNEW.

But even that station wasn’t completely in his rearview mirror. Scott
Muni called him a few months later and said, “Hey Fats, you’re sharing the
talent with all these other stations, why not help us out?”

With that, he added another fill-in job to his burgeoning résumé,
which included teaching a class in radio programming at NYU and a
record he produced on a small independent label. He sometimes wound
up doing a program on all three stations in one day, leaving one gig a few
minutes early to shoot across town and slide into another chair just under
the bell. But even though he was busy in spurts, he was leading a shadowy
existence. Most of his shifts were after hours—weekends or at night. And
he never actually felt part of the stations where he worked—he was a hired
gun, brought in to clean up when the regulars were away. But by living one
year in that disquieting uncertainty, he was able to complement his radio
education. Since he’d never actually worked in Top Forty, he was learning
its rules for the first time. He discovered when to schedule commercial
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breaks to maximize ratings, something that progressive stations never
thought of. He understood the importance of playing the most popular
songs at the most critical times. He got his virtual master’s degree in all the
time-honored tenets of successful broadcasting that the progressives had
cast aside in their quest for total freedom.

As he worked within the tighter formats, he began to formulate a plan.
Refining what we had done at WLIR by applying a few Top Forty rules, he
came up with a format that would sound free form, but could get the type
of ratings that the progressives could only dream of. His idea would also
retain credibility with listeners and sponsors, who didn’t understand the
mechanics of radio anyway. By combining the best of both worlds, he felt
he could assemble a station that would not only be successful commer-
cially, but would have respect and authenticity in the community.

So he spread the word throughout his contacts in the music business
that he was available with a great new concept that could overturn conven-
tional thinking and bring great rewards to some forward-thinking sta-
tion. Almost immediately, he was contacted by KPRI in San Diego, which
needed a program director and morning man. Harrison fit the bill per-
fectly.

There were a few problems. Money headed the list. KPRI was willing
to pay $200 a week for the dual role. Had he stayed at WLIR, he’d proba-
bly be making that or better now. But unlike Long Island, he was able to
find a luxurious apartment in San Diego for $135 a month, and the sta-
tion’s owner was willing to offer him ratings bonuses in writing, which the
confident Harrison knew he could attain. But Harrison’s family was on the
East Coast, and moving thirty-five hundred miles away was still a frighten-
ing step.

The second problem was a thornier one. Ron Jacobs, the prodigious
BOSS radio programmer who had run KH]J in Los Angeles for Bill Drake,
was in San Diego at the monster KGB AM-FM combination, and was pil-
ing up big numbers. The big, bearded Jacobs had taken a sabbatical in
Hawaii to recharge his batteries before returning to Southern California.
But more distressing to Harrison was the fact that through a different
path, Jacobs had come to the same conclusions he had about progressive
radio. He had given KGB Top Forty structure, and it sounded very much
like Harrison’s concept. He also had a staff of top-notch jocks featuring
Brad Messer, Bob Coburn, and Gabriel Wisdom, all men who later went
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on to even bigger things. And Jacobs had a big ally in the publishing busi-
ness to expand his legend.

Claude Hall was the radio editor at Billboard magazine, the bible of the
music industry. Hall wrote a weekly column called Vox Jox, and it was re-
quired reading for everyone in radio. In it, he detailed the comings and go-
ings, hirings and firings, ratings highs and lows—all the gossip and
minutiae that we lived by. He had connections in every major market, and
a positive write-up from Hall could mean big-time career advancement.
Hall loved Ron Jacobs and, like a latter-day Walter Winchell, built Jacobs
into such a legend that Harrison felt he was up against Goliath, without the
benefit of David’s slingshot. Hall’s relentless advocacy of his favorites cre-
ated a larger-than-life aura about them, which in turn could intimidate po-
tential rivals. But despite the odds, Harrison and his wife, Sharon, packed
up all their belongings, hopped into their car, and headed west.

Wars are won in the trenches, not in the press, and Harrison soon
found vulnerabilities at KGB. Despite what some of the purists at
WNEW-FM felt, Michael was very knowledgeable when it came to rock
music, and was better than Jacobs at instinctively knowing what his audi-
ence wanted. He crafted a mammoth record library, and used a Top
Forty—inspired color chart to direct the jocks. He kept their presentation
low-key and loose, and gave them great latitude on music selections,
stressing segues and meaningful sets, but not at the expense of quality. He
always believed that if the jocks were fully engaged in programming their
shows, they would sound in sync with what they played, as opposed to
being handed a list of songs to play sequentially. The jocks needed to be an
impassioned force in programming their own shows. Michael believed in
this and called it the X factor: that if a jock is totally into what he was play-
ing, the commitment will come across and sell to the audience as well. It
was akin to Dave Herman’s natural gift of sounding at one with the music.
It might sound like some worn-out hippie concept now, but the proofis in
the pudding: Listener loyalty is much weaker with the disengaged jocks of
today.

So even though there were restrictions, the DJs had enough choice
to give their shows individuality, but there was cnough in common to
make the station sound like a unified force. This concept of unity has come
to be known as “stationality.” It's something that the great progressive sta-
tions came by naturally. Since the jocks at a Donahue or Muni station were
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so involved in what they did, they listened frequently to their colleagues
and unconsciously picked up cues and catchphrases from them. They ac-
tually mimicked one another in subtle ways that caused the listeners to rec-
ognize what station they were tuned to without prompting.

But as progressive radio grew and the jocks became more involved in
divergent outside interests, they drifted apart and many stations wound up
with no stationality, sounding only like whomever was on the air at the
time. So Harrison reinforced his message with certain phrases that the jocks
were to work into their raps whenever they felt it appropriate. These in
reality were rudimentary slogans, which aided recall when ratings were
taken. They were never formalized into liner cards, which are standardized
lines to be read at prescribed intervals.

Slogans have been a part of radio almost since its inception. WNEW-FM
started as “the New Groove,” and when that became embarrassingly out-
dated, it was ditched for “Where Rock Lives.” ABC-FM had their “love”
format replaced by “Rock in Stereo.” CBS-FM had the “Young Sound.”
The key is to carve out an identity that doesn’t sound corny or forced. Very
often these phrases will bubble up naturally from the staff, and those are
really the best kind.

Problems arise when these catchphrases are too omnipresent. If you
mandate a DJ to parrot a phrase frequently, in evenly timed intervals, it be-
comes stale and predictable. That’s the Top Forty approach and most edu-
cated radio consumers resent this manipulation. Harrison and I, dating
back to WLIR, had guidelines instead of rigid formatics and hired intelli-
gent people to seamlessly integrate the structure and style into something
of substance. Too often the substance gets lost in trying to create a style, or
the structure shows through and sounds artificial.

Harrison knew that the substance would always be the music and con-
stantly turned it over to keep it fresh. But he didn’t see his formula as the
show itself, but only a means to eliminate negatives and harness the human
element. He used sales research to buttress his own instincts, but basically
flew by what he believed. The music spectrum was broad: rock, R&B, jazz-
rock fusion, country rock, and folk rock.

He also learned at WINEW-FM that free concerts were a great way to
promote the station while reinforcing a sense of community. Like Cousin
Brucie at WABC a decade earlier, he got the jocks out among the people.
Store openings, trade shows, concert emceeing, sporting events, television
appearances ... anything to promote KPRI. With San Diego boasting
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probably the best weather in the country, he could do free outdoor shows
for the audience on a year-round basis. The acts were bands like the Out-
laws, Jimmy Buffett, Jim Croce, the Average White Band, Dr. Hook, Al
Kooper, Bloodrock, Mandrill—all willing to perform without pay to build
their careers. Some never achieved mainstream success, but who in the au-
dience could complain? It was all for free.

Harrison was pecking away at the competition with hundreds of little
promotions, but he wanted to go for a big score. KGB had a very success-
ful promotional tool in the KGB Chicken, which later became simply the
San Diego Chicken. This was tough to combat, so Harrison hatched a bold
plan: He’d reunite the Beatles.

First, he needed a local venue and the only one big enough for such an
endeavor was Jack Murphy Stadium, where the Padres and Chargers
played. But the conservative city council didn’t want their ballpark torn up
by a bunch of raucous hippies, so they banned rock concerts from the sta-
dium. The only performances that could take place there had to be in con-
junction with a sporting event—halftime at a football game, between
games of a doubleheader, or after a day game. Harrison approached the
Padres, whom he knew from personal experience were having attendance
problems. He'd attended many games when only three hundred people
surrounded him as the Padres played his hometown New York Mets.

So the Padres were especially receptive when Harrison proposed that
he put together a Beatles reunion after a Sunday game. True to the model
at WNEW, he designated a portion of the receipts for charity. For their
three-dollar ticket, fans would get a ballgame and a concert, and KPRI
would promote the event heavily—without mentioning the Beatles—in
the weeks leading up to it. As with many concerts, there was an implied
rumor that more could happen at the show than could be legally stated.

Harrison contacted May Pang in New York and told her that Yoko
Ono’s Plastic Ono Band was huge in San Diego and that he could almost
guarantee a packed house of fifty thousand if she’d come out for this giant
festival. Michael also knew that George and Ringo were working on a
record in Los Angeles. He called his friends from Jefferson Starship and
asked if they’d perform, hoping to make the show so cool that the other
Beatles would have to migrate down the coast to catch the action. At which
time, Michael would use his considerable powers of persuasion to con-
vince them to join John and Yoko onstage.

Unfortunately, there were flaws in his scheme. Firstly, John and Yoko
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had split, unbeknownst to Michael. They were in the trial-separation stage
and John was spending his nights in Los Angeles in a continuous drunken
orgy with Harry Nilsson. The woman in his life at the moment was May
Pang. Lennon’s attitude was that if Yoko wanted to embarrass herself in
front of a huge audience, let her. George and Ringo weren’t about to see
Yoko perform solo, and she was still being vilified as the woman who had
broken up the Beatles. The Starship were too busy as well, so they sent
their septuagenarian protégé, Papa John Creach, to perform his violin
blues.

So instead of his fantasized Beatles reunion, Michael got an earnest
but challenging set from Ono, a competent performance from Papa John
and the incredible Jimmy Smith, funking out on the Hammond organ.
Ten thousand people showed, which was huge for a Padres game but far
from the sellout Harrison had hoped for. But it got the station a ton of
publicity—some negative, but publicity nonetheless.

Harrison was also dabbling in other fields. While attending a party at a
record promoter’s home in Los Angeles, he ran into a man named Bob
Wilson. Wilson had been programming KDAY—a dying progressive AM
station, but was getting out to start his own business. He wanted to chal-
lenge Claude Hall’s supremacy by forming a trade newspaper that would
cater exclusively to radio, and not primarily service the record business as
the big three (Billboard, Cash Box, and Record World) did. He’d heard of Har-
rison and had read a few guest columns he’d written for different industry
publications and proposed that Michael be the editor of the rock section
for his new venture, to be called Radio and Records, or R&ER. Harrison, never
one to turn down an opportunity, agreed to give it a try.

He recruited his wife, Sharon, to make calls to radio stations for re-
ports and they ran the operation out of their living room. It was then that
he formalized the guidelines of what he was doing at KPRI into a cogent
philosophy with an appropriate handle: AOR, or album-oriented rock.

He eschewed the terms “progressive” and “free form” because they
were exclusionary. He believed that the terms had come to symbolize only
things you can’t do: You can’t have slogans or jingles, you can’t do promo-
tions, you can’t direct the jocks. As early as the WLIR days, he was uncom-
fortable with what progressive radio was becoming.

In the next two years, he wrote a series of articles explaining his
philosophies and attracted owners and programmers across the country
who wanted to have freedom and make money. They believed, as Harrison
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did, that the two need not be mutually exclusive. Of course, one couldn’t
produce masterpieces using the paint-by-numbers approach. Program-
mers had to adapt Harrison’s ideas to their own situation and some did it
better than others. But in the end, Michael became the unofficial consul-
tant to a host of radio stations, now grouped under his appellation of AOR.

All the term AOR really meant was that the station emphasized albums
over singles. Traditional Top Forty would take an LP and only play singles
as they were released. AOR would take a new LP, designate four or five cuts
to be played (depending on the artist’s reputation and the album’s overall
strength), and work them into various categories with different emphasis.

Finally, after two years of often cutthroat competition, Ron Jacobs
made one of his infrequent calls to his crosstown rival. Could Harrison
meet him for lunch? Michael was curious and agreed to see the man he had
fought in a neck-and-neck battle over the years. Jacobs bought him a meal
at Burger King.

Ron Jacobs had had it. He was getting out of KGB. It had become too
much of a grind. He offered Michael his job, at a large increase over what
he was making at KPRI.

But Harrison had his own surprise for Jacobs. He was leaving KPRI.
His column for Radio and Records had become so huge that he could no
longer manage it from home with only his wife and a couple of interns for
help. He was exiting radio completely, moving to L.A. for a big office in the
big city to be managing editor at RGR for big money. San Diego, which had
been the battleground, was being deserted by the two generals in exchange
for fresh challenges up the coast.

So Michael Harrison was out of radio again. His latest exile, although
this time self-imposed, again lasted for one day.
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MICHAEL HARRISON WASN’T the only jock whose entire life was
uprooted on a regular basis. Most disc jockeys lead a nomadic existence
and typical are the stories of Pete Larkin and Charlie Kendall. Their histo-
ries briefly intertwine, and their sagas are familiar to anyone who has made
a living in radio. Both men had theatrical training and considered acting as
a trade at one point. Kendall gained his most success as a manager, Larkin
as a jock, although he did program two stations on his way up the ladder.
Both had successful voice-over careers and are on the outskirts of broad-
casting today, with Kendall very active in new media.

Pete Larkin first worked at WVOX in Westchester County, New York,
before joining the staff of WLIR as a part-timer in 1969. He taught school
for a while to make ends meet before plunging ahead with radio. When
Harrison and I converted WLIR to rock in the summer of 1970, Larkin was
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not in the original lineup. Being left over from the old format, his style
seemed too slick for the more natural approach we encouraged. But he
loved radio and saw potential lurking at WLIR, so he agreed to come in
after sign-off and work with me on modifying his style.

After several weeks of late-night sessions, Larkin had broken his glib
habits and become a valued member of the staff at WLIR. But as bad as our
full-time pay was, the part-time stipend was worse. Part-timers essentially
worked for free, if one were to deduct food and commuting costs from
take-home pay. But Pete had an asset that none of the rest of us did: a first
class radio telephone operator’s license, or as it is more commonly known,
a first phone. By virtue of a rigorous course of study and a tough examina-
tion, a first phone allowed you to be a sole operator of a powerful AM sta-
tion due to supreme command of the technical aspects of broadcasting. To
be an FM jock merely running your own console, all you needed was a
third phone, roughly the equivalent of passing a driver’s license test.
(Rules have since been relaxed.)

WAYE in Baltimore was an AM day-timer (a station that broadcasts
only while the sun is up). Pete’s background and first phone qualified him
for a job as program director and morning man. A strictly low-budget op-
eration, he worked the winter months from 7 A.M. until noon, with but
one other jock, who worked noon until sign-off. In the summer months,
another staffer was hired to fill the midday gap necessitated by the longer
hours of daylight. WAYE was a completely free-form station, so as program
director, all Larkin had to do was mind his own show and make sure he and
the one or two other jocks were roughly on the same page. There was no
competition, and despite the limited operating hours and the AM signal,
WAYE was able to score ratings in the four range, very respectable for a
progressive format. And like other stations of its ilk, the music wasn’t con-
fined to pure rock. When Igor Stravinsky died, the station did a lengthy
musical tribute to the maestro, and when Tammy Wynette issued “Stand
by Your Man,” Larkin liked it so WAYE played it. They once did a phone-
in contest, asking listeners who they liked more: Sinatra or Presley. They
played neither, but were flooded with callers voicing their preferences.

After eighteen months, WKTK in Baltimore came calling. They saw
the impressive numbers Larkin had achieved under severely handicapped
conditions and offered him more money. But the real lure was their pow-
erful FM signal. Despite the fact that they were a part-time religious sta-
tion airing God Squad programming in the morning, Larkin’s afternoon
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show and the effective nighttime staff piled up good ratings. Again, this
demonstrated the relative unimportance of mornings in FM’s early days.
The freedom wasn’t quite as complete as it had been at WAYE, but restric-
tions were few. Jocks would reach a consensus on recommended cuts from
new records, and Larkin once had to scale back a nighttime personality
who took on a Satanic persona for his show. Larkin didn’t feel comfortable
with the slogan “God in the Morning, Satan All Night,” which might have
described what was beginning to develop, so he nipped it in the bud. Other
than that and short of murder, it was almost impossible to abuse the free-
dom. Almost anything was acceptable, including long raps, which were en-
couraged as expressions of personality rather than diminished as they are at
music stations today. For most of the day, there was no competition—
WAYE handed WKTK many of its listeners after sign-off. And many of
these would stay once they sampled FM’s aural superiority.

After eightcen months, Larkin was on the move again, this time to af-
ternoons at WMAL-FM in Washington, D.C. The market was bigger and
the money better, even though he wasn’t brought in as program director.
Interestingly, the network of record promotion men was instrumental in
acquiring the job. Baltimore and Washington are considered one territory,
so when an opening occurred or was rumored in either market, the hype-
sters were aware of it and didn’t hesitate to recommend their favorites.
Since promotion men help jocks advance their fortunes, these same people
could be expected to return the favor when a record came out that needed
help. Quid pro quo.

Owned by the Washington Star newspaper, WMAL-FM was already
formatted in 1973, but very loosely. Its main restrictions were a result of
dealing with labor unions. For the first and only time in Larkin’s career, he
had an engineer with total control over the technical elements. So rather
than program spontaneously, as most progressives did, Pete had to plan his
show in advance and type up a play sheet for the engineers to follow. There
are obvious disadvantages to this approach. From the management side, it
added an extra salary, along with the attendant benefits package, so it made
it harder to show a profit. From a programming aspect, in addition to the
loss of spontaneity, the “feel” for the music was missing from the engi-
neers’ often heavy-handed segues. Some of the younger techies might
understand how one song should flow into the next, but some of the vet-
erans transferred from WMAL-AM had a strong distaste for the music,
which could manifest itself in many negative ways. The split-second
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timing—when a song like “Suite: Judy Blue Eyes,” with its abrupt ending,
was played, another song had to begin precisely at the right moment—just
wasn’t there. Another downside was the lack of Michael Harrison’s X fac-
tor. Since a jock could preprogram twenty-minute sets, he was free to roam
the station while the engineers ran the show, which came at the expense of
the symbiotic relationship with the music. A jock would sound like he
wasn’t listening carefully, because in many cases, he wasn’t listening at all.
The sizzle was missing from the delivery, and ratings could suffer as a re-
sult.

Contemporaneously, WNEW-FM had the best of both worlds. Engi-
neers were eliminated in 1972, but prior to that point, the turntables were
in the air studio and under the jocks’ control anyway. Therefore, the com-
mercials and other necessary annoyances were handled by the engineers,
leaving the staff free to concentrate on the music. After the engineers’
original union contract expired, WNEW-FM went into a full combo op-
eration, which actually was less desirable. It became a more lonely exis-
tence during off-hours, and the presence of another mind for stimulation
was missed, especially if it was one simpatico with the culture. The jocks
then had to perform the mundane tasks of keeping the program log and re-
filing commercials, which also took away the total concentration on the
music. But the segues would always be the way the jock wanted them, and
some preferred the privacy to the company of another collaborator.

WMAL-FM was Larkin’s longest-running radio job, lasting almost
five years. The program director was a man named Terry Hourigan, who
had come over from WMAL-AM and had all the sensibilities of an easy-
listening jock—every bad habit that Larkin had rid himself of in becoming
a credible progressive jock. He was a nice man but clueless in the intrica-
cies of rock programming. The station was called the “Soft Explosion,” an
oxymoronic slogan with the accent on moronic. Hourigan had the prob-
lem many superficial jocks do—handling every record with an equally
sunny approach. This entailed treating an apocalyptic song like “Eve of De-
struction” with the same upbeat outro as “Afternoon Delight.” Listeners
saw through this very quickly.

Janis Joplin’s final album, Pearl, contains a great driving lead track en-
titled “Move Over.” In my mind, it is still far stronger in its condemnation
of an insensitive lover than anything Alanis Morissette has expressed.
Joplin scats over the closing fade, “and you expect me to fuck you like a
goddamn mule.” The music director at WMAL-FM brought this line to
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Larkin’s attention, but told him not to tell Hourigan, because if he knew,
he’d pull a very strong record.

So it was Larkin’s little secret. Congressman Harley Staggers was
spearheading a campaign against obscene song lyrics, and since the station
was based in Washington, there was always the danger that the congress-
man would catch wind of “Move Over” playing on D.C. airwaves. But like
most iconoclasts, Larkin took pleasure in tweaking pompous politicians
with a holier-than-thou attitude. He almost drove off the road one day,
however, when Hourigan, who preceded him on the air, played the song
and came out of it with a sunshiny, “Hey, there. Nice, nice thing from Janis
Joplin,” having no clue of what she’d just sung. Pete wasn’t about to take
musical direction from this man, and thankfully, little was offered.

ABC bought the station and soon converted it to their Rock in Stereo
format, bringing in their own jocks and, in time, firing Larkin. It was as if
Wal-Mart had come in and bought their little general store. The call letters
were changed to WRQX and they battled powerhouse station DC-101 for
market supremacy. Pete knocked around D.C. doing commercials and fill-
ins at other stations for a while, until an opportunity arosc in New York.

Charlie Kendall’s travels were even more circuitous than Larkin’s.
Charlie was working in radio in Mississippi at the age of fourteen, then
worked at several different jobs at West Coast stations before alighting at
WMMS in Cleveland in the early seventies. Charlie was a morning host
and a music director in Ohio, but his real success came in management.
He was programming WBCN in Boston by 1977, crossing paths with
Charles Laquidara. It was Kendall who first introduced a structured format
to that legendary station, but Kendall, having risen through the talent
ranks, appreciated the difference between a station that emphasized sys-
tems over people.

Charlie could be his own worst enemy. He was an original whiskey
and cocaine guy, which endeared him to some members of the staff, but his
tendency to behave erratically and miss too many workdays hurt him with
upper management. He had a low threshold for boredom, which meant he
rarely was content to leave well enough alone. It seemed that he was only
happy in battle, and once a fight was won he wanted to move on to new
challenges. He’d pick turf wars with his bosses, struggles that he would
have easily won with his intelligence and radio acumen had his destructive
habits not impaired his perceptions. Once, sitting in the back of a limo, he
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became so angry at a subordinate that he bit him viciously on the shoulder,
drawing blood.

His talent allowed him to get away with such behavior temporarily and
his superiors would tolerate it as long as the numbers were strong. But
within a couple of years, WBCN was sold to the fledgling Infinity Group,
which refused to keep bonus incentives in Kendall’s contract. Since Char-
lie will almost never compromise on principle, he was gone in a flash.

Kendall quickly got a job as station manager of an Indianapolis station,
but soon realized that managing a sales staff and a group of accountants
wasn’t for him. After two months, when the program director’s job at
WMMR in Philadelphia became open, he leapt at the opportunity. Like
Pete Larkin, that made five stations in less than a decade, the Gypsy lifestyle
of a radio person.
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Wien Ve Weas Faek

As CELEBRATED AS John Lennon and Paul McCartney were, the
“quiet” Beatle, George Harrison, had surprised many with his popular
success. George had released a triple-record set called All Things Must Pass,
produced by Phil Spector, that had sold far better than any solo Beatle ef-
fort to date. It featured several hit singles, including “My Sweet Lord” (for
which Harrison was later sued because it sounded like the Chiffons’ “He’s
So Fine”). But as George continued his solo carecr, including his Concert for
Bangladesh in 1971, the critics began to sour on him. Although Harrison’s
solo material was solid, he was dismissed as a lightweight, and Lennon re-
mained the media’s darling.

Dave Herman had always enjoyed George’s work, and eagerly ac-
cepted an invitation from a friend named Rich Totoian to catch Harrison’s
show at Madison Square Garden in 1975. The concert was transcendent,
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one of the finest the now established morning man Herman had ever seen.
He was outraged at the savage treatment the press had accorded George
and told his friend that he’d like to meet Harrison and tell him personally
that many in the media sincerely enjoyed his work. In fact, Dave wanted to
interview the former Beatle for his wake-up show.

Dave’s friend Totoian was a national promoter for A&M Records,
which distributed Harrison’s Dark Horse label, and he got word to George
that Dave was interested in an interview. Dave wrote an impassioned let-
ter, expressing his feelings on how shabbily George’s work had been
treated. Shortly thereafter, he received word that the media-shy artist con-
sented. He was to fly out to L.A. the following weekend and interview
Harrison at his home. Herman immediately booked his trip, which in-
cluded a red-eye flight Sunday night so that he could return for his Mon-
day morning show.

Upon arriving at Harrison’s Los Angeles digs, he was escorted back to
the pool area to meet the Beatle. After their introduction, he began to set
up his tape deck and microphones, but Harrison looked disappointed.

“I thought we’d talk and get to know each other a bit before we started
work. Is that all right?”

Dave agreed, and George’s soon-to-be wife, Olivia, brought out a bot-
tle of wine, and they chatted like old friends, striking up an instant rapport.
After a few minutes, though, Dave said, “George, maybe we should do our
taping now before we get too deeply into this wine. You're telling me some
great stories and I want to share them with our audience.”

They rolled tape, and for the next two hours Dave was enchanted by
this man’s views on life and stories of the years when he was fab. He had
more than enough material to fill two shows. As he thanked his host,
George again looked troubled, as if his play date was over and he had to re-
turn to school.

“Aren’t you going to stay for a while? I've got more of this excellent
wine, and we have a guest room if you’d like to stay over.”

On the red-eye back to New York, Herman was angry at himself for
being so rigid. He’d really blown it. Upon being offered a chance to spend
the night in the company of a man he’d admired for years, the call of duty
was too strong for him to ignore. He cursed his decision and felt that he’d
wasted an opportunity to bond with an artist.

Contrary to public perceptions, most disc jockeys don’t hang out with
rock-star friends. Like many of my colleagues, I've been fortunate enough
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to meet just about every rock star who ever lived. But I can count the num-
ber of friendships I've made in single digits. Rarely are home phone num-
bers exchanged, and even if you feel like you enjoy a relationship with an
artist, you generally have to go through the same entourage of managers
and agents to make contact. When they have records or tours to promote,
you can be sure of getting a call, unless they feel their fame has surpassed
yours and they need a larger forum to publicize their endeavor. The sad
truth is that you never know if your entreaties are being spurned by the
artist or are being short-circuited by intermediaries trying to protect their
pampered star from grubby disc jockeys.

In his four decades of broadcasting, Dave Herman would count only
three musicians as true friends. Therefore when he had a chance to form a
bond with Harrison and walked away, he immediately regretted the deci-
sion. What a schmuck I was, he thought. Through Totoian, he got word that
Harrison thought the interview had gone well and wanted the chance to
hear it. Dave sent him a copy of the completed program, along with a brief
note containing his home phone number if he had any questions.

A few weeks later, Dave, who had just separated from his wife and
moved out of his house, got a phone call from his ten-year-old daughter.
“Dad, some guy with a British accent just called. He said his name was
George.”

“Jenny, do you know who that was? That was George Harrison.”

Now Dave’s daughter felt foolish. “Oh my God, Daddy! He left a
number.”

Dave calmed her down and returned the call. Indeed, George Harri-
son himself answered the phone. “Dave, I just want to tell you. I feel all
these years that I've been misunderstood by the press. That program you
sent me captured my feelings perfectly. I really appreciate it. It’s the best in-
terview I've ever heard. Where can I reach you when I'm in New York
next?”

A stunned Dave gave Harrison his new number and after a few more
pleasantries, rang off. He held out little hope that Harrison would ever call,
but felt good about the compliment. And after broadcasting the interview
on his morning show, the good vibes continued as he received a call from
a syndicator.

The King Biscuit Flower Hour was a syndicated concert series produced
by Bob Meyrowitz and Peter Kauff with their company DIR (Dig It
Radio). The program ran weekly, generally on Sunday evenings, four times
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a month. The four months of the year that contained a fifth Sunday pre-
sented a problem, but upon hearing Dave interview Harrison, Meyrowitz
had a solution. Why not have Herman host an interview program high-
lighting a major rock star on those odd Sundays? Surely, between Mey-
rowitz’s leverage as a syndicator and Herman’s influence at WNEW-FM,
they could put together four programs a year with artists that all the syndi-
cated stations would clear. Thus, Dave Herman'’s Conversations was born.

Several months later, Dave’s soon-to-be new wife, Drea, received a
frantic call from Olivia Harrison. “I need your help urgently,” she said.
“George has been suddenly called into New York to testify in this trial over
‘My Sweet Lord.” I've been calling for two whole days and we can’t find an
empty hotel room in the entire city.”

“I'm not surprised,” Drea replied. “The Democratic National Con-
vention is in town and there hasn’t been an opening here for months.”

“We have three options,” Olivia continued. “One, blow off the court
date. Two, stay at John and Yoko’s, or three, ask if you have a spare room.”
George, for whatever reason, clearly favored the third.

Dave explained that their guest room was in the basement of a brown-
stone and had no windows, but the Harrisons gratefully accepted the ac-
commodation and stayed with the Hermans for four days. Dave was even
called upon to be a character witness at the trial, which ended with a settle-
ment being paid for Harrison’s “unconscious” plagiarism. While in New
York, George played tracks from his forthcoming album for Dave and
Drea, and even treated them to a session with his acupuncturist.

Dave mentioned that they were planning a trip to Europe to visit
Drea’s sister in Paris and Harrison insisted that they stay at his country
house while they were in the area. So arrangements were made to see Paris
for a couple of days, and spend the remainder of the week with their new-
found friends in England.

But when George’s brother Harry picked them up at the airport, he
made effusive apologies that George and Olivia were due back in L.A. al-
most at once. Dave felt naive to have tailored his vacation around a man he
barely knew, and he was now being blown off and left to his own devices
in a foreign country. When they reached the elegant estate, the Harrisons
were just awakening. They came down for coffee and explained that the
new album 33% was past due, and that George had to complete the mix in
L.A. and turn it over to the record company. They were able to chat for
only a few minutes, and as George and Olivia went upstairs to pack, Dave
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and Drea sat alone in the kitchen weighing their options. Go back to Paris?
Try to find a hotel in London? Go home prematurely?

When George reemerged, Dave was about to ask about getting a ride
back to Heathrow when Harrison handed him a set of keys. “This one is
for the green BMW. This one is for the side door of the house. Help your-
self to anything you like. Stay as long as you want. My brother’s in the
guest house. Call him if you need anything at all. We’ll call you from Los
Angeles. We're really sorry about this but we’ll make it up to you. 'Bye.”

With that, they were off and Dave and his wife had the mansion to
themselves for five days. This was awkward for them, because they felt
they really didn’t know their hosts well enough to feel at ease in this opu-
lent house with its priceless appointments. They marveled at the authentic
Tiffany glass, the Persian carpets, and George’s Grammy award, carelessly
displayed on the mantel. But a discovery Dave made while rummaging in
a drawer for a kitchen knife impressed them more than anything.

“Drea! Come here!” he shouted.

Buried in the drawer was a set of snapshots of the Beatles, in their very
early days, cavorting around in goofy poses.

“Do you realize, if we were the dishonest type, what we could get for
these?” Dave asked. “Thousands! These belong in a vault.”

“Dave,” she said solemnly, “we’re in the vault.”

Dave and George have gotten together on many occasions since then,
remaining friends to this day. Several years back, while Dave and George
were dining in Los Angeles as the Traveling Wilburys tour was in progress,
Dave recounted the story of “the vault” to Harrison. “George, I've always
wondered, whatever possessed you to leave us, relative strangers, alone in
your home?”

Harrison smiled. “If you had done anything you shouldn’t have, we
wouldn’t be sharing this marvelous dinner tonight, would we?”

“But that’s not the point.”

“What is the point? That you'd take some pictures from me and sell
them? Do you think you’d be the first person to rip me off and screw me
while I wasn’t looking?”

With that, they both shrugged and went back to their wine.
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IN THE SPRING OF 1975, a scatologically worded memo was issued
from the offices of George Duncan. It stated, in Duncan’s typically irrev-
erent fashion, that Varner Paulsen had decided to step down as general
manager at WNEW-FM, and that his replacement would be a salesman
from AM named Mel Karmazin. Little did any of us know that twenty-five
years later, this same man would be the most powerful individual in broad-
casting.

Karmazin wasn’t impressive upon first sight. He had none of Paulsen’s
intimidating Nordic presence; he seemed to be an average-looking sales-
man who would be equally at home hawking refrigerators at Sears or used
cars in his native Queens. With his black curly hair clipped short, active in-
tense brown eyes, medium height and build, he seemed like just a regular
guy. But after one spends a few minutes in his company, it becomes obvi-
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ous that Mel is no ordinary salesman. In fact, Karmazin might just be the
best salesman who ever lived. His total focus is on making money. He
never takes his eye off the ball in that regard; his concentration and dedica-
tion to that end are formidable.

Dave Herman recalls first meeting Karmazin the day he was appointed
general manager. Mel walked gingerly into the studio where Dave was
doing his morning show, bearing a gift: a six-pack of Dole grapefruit juice.
When Dave looked at his new boss quizzically upon presentation of the
juice, Mel replied that while listening the preceding week, he’d heard Her-
man comment that whenever his voice felt furry or when he lacked energy,
he chugged a six-pack of this particular juice and it revitalized him. He said
that he’d like to take Dave out to breakfast soon—would today be too
early?

Herman was immediately taken with the new young general manager.
He never had the feeling that Paulsen enjoyed listening to the station, or
had any connection with the staft on any level beyond business. But Kar-
mazin’s gift indicated several things to him. First, that he paid attention to
detail. After all, he hadn’t brought just any kind of juice, but the type that
Herman specifically had mentioned. Second, even though the gift was an
inexpensive token, it was a gesture that indicated he cared about the health
and happiness of a key employee. And finally, he had chosen to have his
first meeting with Herman. It was a sign to Dave that his opinions would
be increasingly influential as mornings grew in importance on FM.

That morning’s breakfast brought further revelations into the man’s
character. Across the table, Mel admitted something to Herman that had
been an unstated belief among the jocks but had never been verbalized by
management.

“Dave, let me be honest with you. This station seems to have a special
place in radio history. Listeners talk about it with a reverence and respect.
The numbers are just not there. Frankly, I don’t get it. The revenue far ex-
ceeds what it should be, based on your ratings. I'm at a loss. Explain it to
me.”

That clinched the deal. The fact that a new general manager, trying to
earn the respect of his crew, could have enough confidence in his own
abilities to admit that he didn’t understand how the place functioned was
a breath of fresh air. Subsequent bosses would come in and pretend they
knew everything about WNEW-FM, when all they actually had seen was a
compilation of its ratings over time. They then decided on their own what
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was wrong and set about to change it before understanding why things
were the way they were. Herman had also seen it happen at other stations,
but was floored by Karmazin’s honest admission that he had a lot to learn.
(A postscript to this story occurred over two decades later, when Dave was
doing a show for his twenty-fifth anniversary at WNEW-FM. On his way
to negotiations for his ascension to CEO of CBS, Mel stopped by the stu-
dio and dropped off a six-pack of Dole grapefruit juice. Dave had to be re-
minded of its significance.)

Mel might have known little about WNEW-FM when he got the job,
but he learned fast. Upon joining Metromedia, Mel went straight to the
top and took lessons from owner John Kluge. He continued some of
Kluge’s company traditions, like supplying turkeys to the staff of all his sta-
tions at Thanksgiving. Again, it was a small token, but it sent a much larger
message. Like Kluge, Karmazin never seeks personal publicity, although he
is intensely aware of everything written about him. You never see items in
the gossip columns about his relationships, his living quarters, lavish par-
ties, or what kind of car he drives. His personal life is intentionally cloaked
in mystery. Any time his name does appear in the papers, itis in correlation
with a company objective. In many ways, he is the antithesis of Donald
Trump. Mel’s business relationship with Kluge ended in 1981, when Kar-
mazin wasn’t given the job of general manager at Metromedia’s WNEW-
TV. He then became a partner in Infinity Radio, the machinations of which
will be covered later. But Kluge still believes in his protégé, to the extent
that he purchased a large block of CBS stock when Karmazin took over as
CEO.

A CEO can’t know everything in his domain, but Mel tries to learn
and manage every detail. From that initial breakfast with Herman to his last
days at WNEW-FM as general manager, he never stopped asking ques-
tions. He admittedly didn’t know the music when he first came aboard,
but he listened constantly and soon was conversant enough to know what
was appropriate and what wasn’t. Many years later, when he ruled not only
CBS radio but television as well, he was listening to a New York Giants
pregame show I was hosting on WFAN. The second to last segment was a
scoreboard of NFL games in progress, several of which were in their wan-
ing moments. As we signed off, he noticed that we hadn’t updated the final
scores of those close games. The next morning he was at the station and
pointed out the flaw to the program director. By the following weekend,
the scoreboard segment had been moved to the end of the program.
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From the very beginning, he would not brook no for an answer. Early
in his tenure as general manager, the Rolling Stones sent notice that they
were going to announce their upcoming tour from a flatbed truck on Fifth
Avenue in front of the restaurant Feathers. “How are we going to cover
this?” he wanted to know.

When told that we’d probably just send a reporter from WNEW-AM
down to the event who would send in a phone report, Mel said that wasn’t
good enough. He insisted we install feed lines to the location and broadcast
the event live. The engineers objected, giving him a hundred technical rea-
sons why it wouldn’t be possible. “I don’t want to hear excuses,” he
replied, “just do it.” Needless to say, it got done and resulted in an exclu-
sive event for the station.

Karmazin was very good at winnowing out the right brains to pick,
people whose perception of reality was not skewed by their hubris or igno-
rance. Polite but cool to those he considered fools, he efficiently managed
his time in the counsel of those who could broaden his knowledge. He was
also a fair man who would vigorously defend his position, but when
proven wrong, he would quickly admit his error and move forward. An ex-
ample of this is the first time (of many) he almost fired me.

The station had gotten involved with doing live concert broadcasts
from remote locations like the Bottom Line in Greenwich Village, the
Capitol Theater in New Jersey, or the Academy of Music on Fourteenth
Street in lower Manhattan. These were indoor locations with fixed sound
systems that were easily adapted for radio. But many larger acts were play-
ing outdoors under more challenging conditions. Pat Dawson was a week-
end personality at the station then (he’s since become a major reporter at
NBC television). He and I decided to form a company to produce these
larger concerts for radio. We’d arrange for a sound mixer and set up a sys-
tem so that these notoriously unreliable rock shows would start on time
and run smoothly. Our price varied, depending on the complexity of the
task, but most often we would pocket a hundred and fifty dollars each, after
expenses. Generally the record company covered the production costs. It
reached the point where Pat and I would approach the station with the
complete package, just needing Mel’s approval.

Muni, through his friends at Atlantic Records, had set up a live broad-
cast of Yes from the now defunct Roosevelt Stadium in Jersey City. This
was a major coup and the record company took the position that the station
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should pay for the technical arrangements. They reasoned that a band of
Yes’s stature assenting to a live broadcast constituted doing the station a
favor. We spoke to Mel about producing the show and he immediately
balked. Since we already worked for WNEW-FM, why should we be paid
extra to produce a station event?

The answer was that it required days of preparation time and that this
task had nothing to do with our jobs as disc jockeys. We’d have to lease a
truck, set up lines to the stage, pay our technical whiz David Vanderheyden
to mix the show, et cetera. It was a big undertaking, and we weren’t getting
rich by doing it.

Mel didn’t see the need to have a separate mix for radio. Why didn’t we
just take a feed off the mixing board? That was possible, we said, but highly
unreliable since what may be acceptable audio for a thirty-thousand-seat
stadium wouldn’t necessarily work on a stereo broadcast. Plus we’d be at
the mercy of the mixing engincer’s skill level.

Mel wasn’t buying it. He decided that we’d just take a feed off the
board. What about the production? we asked. Coordinating stage cues for
radio? Not necessary, he ruled. You guys will be there as hosts anyway. I'm
sure you can handle it on the fly. We offered a third way. We said that for
$125, we’d oversee the whole operation so that the show would run crisply,
but not take responsibility for the mix, which was out of our control. He
said no, and that ended our discussion. We decided to merely act as an-
nouncers for the event—and let the chips fall where they may on the pro-
duction end.

The night of the concert was a disaster. The station’s chief engineer
brought a couple of microphones out for radio introductions and set them
up in the huge infield area behind the stage. We had no means to commu-
nicate with the stage manager, so we had no idea when the band would be
ready to begin. We made several false starts. The lights went down and we
came on, described the scene, and told our listeners the concert would start
momentarily. After a few minutes killing time with banter about the group,
the lights went up again and we threw it back to the station. Muni was
angry.

“Why is this so poorly organized? What'’s going on with you two?”

“Scott,” I said, “we’re not in charge here. Mel decided not to hire us to
produce, so we’re just here to help you host.”

“Why didn’t he hire you to produce?”
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[ then uttered what could have been fatal words. “Because he’s a cheap
bastard who doesn’t care what this sounds like. He’s just trying to save a
couple of bucks, and we’re the ones who look bad.”

Pat added, “Yeah, we tried to talk some sense into him but the hard-
headed bastard wouldn’t listen.”

Unbeknownst to us, Karmazin was back at the station, supervising the
broadcast from that end. While we were talking to Muni, holding the mi-
crophones at our side, the overmatched engineer had kept them active. A
live feed of everything we said was beaming back directly to the station,
where Mel listened on the cue channel.

We finally got the show on, and the mix, although not up to our stan-
dards, wasn’t bad. During intermission, we got word that Mel had heard
our conversation and wanted to see us the next morning, ostensibly to
fire us.

Scott said that he’d handle it and indeed he did. He later told us that
Karmazin was furious and wanted our heads, but had to admit that we
were right and that he should have used us to produce the concert. And
from that point onward, any live broadcasts we did were under control and
came off flawlessly.

Mel wasn’t completely against his people making a little money on the
side, especially when it didn’t come directly out of the station’s pocket.
When Dave Herman did his first George Harrison interview, he’d flown
across the country at the station’s expense. When DIR asked him to do a
syndicated program, Herman knew that his contract clearly stated that it
would belong to Metromedia. He asked Mel for permission to farm it out.

“You know we own the rights. But are there a few extra bucks in it for
you?” Mel asked, and Dave nodded. “Go ahead, take it.”

The straightforward approach works best with him because it’s impos-
sible to bullshit Karmazin. If you marshal the facts on your side, he’ll listen
to any argument with an open mind and rule accordingly, but if you try to
finesse him to your own advantage he’ll ferret you out in a minute.

Although no one would confuse Mel for a Knute Rockne type, he did
know how to motivate in more ways than just by intimidation. One day
after another ratings loss to WPLJ, Dave Herman emerged from his morn-
ing show downcast. As he passed Karmazin’s spacious corner office, he
merely waved instead of exchanging pleasantries as he traditionally did.
Mel rose and followed his morning man down the hall.
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“Hey Dave, stop in for a minute.” Herman hung a U-turn and joined
Mel in the office.

“What’s wrong? You look down,” Karmazin began.

“I just don’t understand what it takes to win anymore. We’ve done a
great show, with great music and information. We’ve done great contests
and promotions. I've listened to tapes of the competition. I know we’re
better than they are. I just don’t know what it takes to beat them and I'm
bummed out about it.”

Karmazin picked up the phone and called the business office. “Herb,”
he said, “I'm coming down in a minute. Have the books for the last three
months ready.” He hung up and turned to Dave. “Walk down the hall with
me.”

Dave followed his boss to where the accountants kept records. There
were no computers then, so everything was organized in large ledgers, in
which clerks painstakingly recorded profit and loss. Mel opened one of the
heavy books and flipped pages until he found the one he was seeking.

“Now Dave, the numbers you’re aware of are ratings. PL] hasa 3.5 and
you have a 2.8. But the real numbers that count are these.” His finger
serolled down the column to the monthly bottom line, a steadily rising fig-
ure. “And here is last year at this time.” He pointed to another number,
substantially lower than the previous entry.

“These are the only numbers that count. The hell with Arbitron rat-
ings. Don’t you worry about that. You just do the best show you know
how. But if these numbers ever change, then believe me, you’ll hear from
me right away. Then you can worry.”

Dave walked away, his spirits lifted. The next time the ratings came
out, they showed improvement, and Karmazin heartily congratulated Her-
man. He’d found a clever way to raise Dave’s confidence and yet let him
know the criteria against which he’d be judged.

Herman’s relationship with Mel underscored another tenet that has
made Karmazin the giant he is today. He is able to identify the stars—the
chief moneymakers—and he treats them like kings. They are accorded
generous contracts, complete with perks that most companies would never
extend to talent. If a Don Imus or Howard Stern gets in trouble, he’ll back
them to the hilt. But he also is hard-nosed when it comes to union con-
tracts or pay scales to those he deems replaceable. There is never fat in a
Karmazin-run enterprise, dating back to his time at WNEW. When I was
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his operations manager, there originally was no music director. That fell
under my domain until much later when I proved to him I needed assis-
tance in that area. There was no promotions director, and only a part-time
production manager. Now, radio stations have whole departments em-
ploying several people in each of those areas. But Mel wouldn’t expand the
staff unless you could absolutely convince him that it would improve the
station’s revenue picture. Likewise, he pares away jobs he sees as superflu-
ous. One of his least popular but effective moves was to eliminate salaries
for salesmen, making the position a “commission only” situation. By doing
this, he drove away the timid and kept only those willing to hustle. Perhaps
this dates back to his early days in radio sales at WCBS when he turned a
$17,500 salary into $70,000 in yearly commissions.

As I said, I was almost fired by Mel a number of times: One of my
most vivid recollections concerned a conversation in which he accused me
of not working hard enough. He didn’t have the feeling that I was willing
to go that extra mile for the company. I equated my attitude to that of a
baseball player, who played hard but wouldn’t risk injury diving for the
ball. I felt that my talent would make up for that.

He replied, “A lot of people have talent. I guess I need somebody that’ll
dive for the ball.”

At that point, WNEW-FM had never cracked a three share in the rat-
ings. We were then at a 2.7 and seemed to be bumping against a glass ceil-
ing. But after that talk, I worked harder than I ever had, giving up evenings
and weekends in a single-minded pursuit of that three share. When the
numbers came out, we’d bounced up toa 3.1, and Mel took us all to our fa-
vorite watering hole to celebrate. Before we left the station, he put his hand
on my shoulder and said, “I want you to know that more than anyone else,
I hold you responsible for our breaking a three share. I've never seen any-
body work as hard at this station. See what happens when you dive for the
ball?” That was probably the best compliment I've gotten in four decades
of radio.

[ had very few problems with Mel after that. He’s extremely loyal to
his people once they prove themselves, and he expects that loyalty to be re-
turned.

A story told by Charles Laquidara illustrates that point. When Mel’s
Infinity Radio bought WBCN, Charles was in contract talks and things
weren’t going well. Karmazin flew to Boston and drove to Laquidara’s
home to handle negotiations personally. The longtime morning man was
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surprised at how easily Mel agreed to his terms, and the two went out to
dinner afterward, becoming fast friends. Karmazin even included stock op-
tions in the deal, something he said he’d never done before.

Subsequent contracts went smoothly as Charles dominated Boston’s
ratings in AM drive time. But he noticed over time that his dinners with
Mel were becoming more infrequent, and that whenever Karmazin came
up to the station, Charles barely merited a quick hello.

Laquidara championed BCN’s workers when they had disputes with
management and lent his voice to political groups that supported gun con-
trol, environmental issues, and generally liberal causes. His need for ap-
proval included Mel and he felt that their personal friendship extended
beyond a typical employee-employer relationship. So when his boss next
visited WBCN and ensconced himself in the general manager’s office,
Charles wrote him a note.

“Dear Mel,” it read, “I know that since I met you the first time, you’ve
succeeded in business far beyond anyone’s imagination. You are a very
busy man. I realize that your time is valuable. I estimate it to be worth a
thousand dollars a minute. So enclosed please find a personal check for
three thousand dollars. I humbly request three minutes of your time be-
fore you leave today.” He asked an intern to deliver it.

The kid returned a moment later. “He said, ‘Fine.” Should you meet in
the office he’s in now, or in yours?”

Laquidara, always one to tweak authority said, “Tell him that since 'm
paying, he should come here.”

Moments later Karmazin appeared, closed the office door, clicked the
stem of his watch and said, “Clock’s ticking.”

Charles proceeded to outline his case: He’d been hurt by Mel’s indif-
ference and he wanted to know what he’d done to deserve such disregard.

“Charles, when I bought this station, I didn’t treat you like an em-
ployee. I treated you like a partner and a friend. I gave you stock options. I
pay you ten times over scale. I never tell you how to run your show. And
yet, anytime there’s a labor issue here, you're always against me. The peo-
ple here have unions, they have a mechanism to fight their battles for
them. They don’t need you. You should be on the company’s side. You're
invested in the company, part of management. And yet every time some-
thing comes up, you’re on the other side. Also, it’s eleven-thirty now and
you’re packing up to leave. Do you know that Howard Stern almost never
leaves the station until three? He’s always listening to tapes and trying to
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improve his show. Do you think you’re better than him? Time’s up.” With
that, he left. Charles had to admit that the words had resonance, yet he felt
a moral responsibility to the support staff to use his leverage to better their
lot. His contact with Mel has been limited since.

Two months after the three-minute encounter, Laquidara’s accountant
called. It seemed Charles was missing a check that hadn’t yet been cashed.
After retracing his transactions, he realized that the missing check was the
one that he’d written Karmazin.

“Oh, forget about it,” he told his man. “He’ll never cash it.”

Shortly afterward, Laquidara received a letter embossed in gold ink
from the White House. It was an invitation to meet President Bush, who
wanted to personally thank him for the generous contribution to his re-
election campaign. Also included in that day’s mail was a form letter from
Wayne LaPierre, then president of the National Rifle Association, thanking
him for the largest donation they’d received from a private citizen that
week.
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JONATHAN SCHWARTZ WAS TIRED.

The grind of working seven days a week had become too much for
him. He was entangled in a romantic situation that was strangling him, and
he always had taken such attachments very seriously. One of them had
landed him in a mental ward two weeks before he was supposed to start at
WNEW-FM in 1967. This time, it was a young coworker, and Schwartz
was feeling trapped.

His quest for love in many of the wrong places could be traced back to
his childhood in Beverly Hills. His famous father wasn’t around much and
his mother was often bedridden, so he spent his early years largely unat-
tended by family. It was here where he developed his radio skills, closing
himself inside a closet and practicing play-by-play for his beloved baseball.
As he grew older, he began to break into houses in his neighborhood,
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where many people left their doors unlocked. He would rifle through his
neighbors’ personal items, perhaps in search of some kind of human con-
nection. (He once rummaged through a house he later discovered was
Gene Kelly’s.) He always left everything as it was, but he admits to stealing
a few 78s.

He was also tired of rock and roll. Like anything new and uncharted,
the gradual revelation of its mysteries had been fascinating at first.
Schwartz probed and experimented, exploring its limitations and taboos
further and further. He defined rock as “jazz, under pressure.” But he was
rooted in Sinatra and the standards of his father’s era and eventually found
playing the Doors wanting. The music rarely spoke to him anymore—it
was time to move on.

He’d come to the realization in the spring of 1975 that his radio work
was interfering with his writing. It was all too easy to put in a full evening
behind a hot microphone, have a late supper and stay up until nearly dawn,
sleep away the day, and then get up and do it again, without ever putting
pen to paper. He was earning a nice living between the two stations, AM
and FM, and was revered by the fans of each.

But the old gang wasn’t around much anymore: Paulsen was gone,
Duncan was on the road a lot; he even missed fighting with his old neme-
sis, Rosko. His new boss, Mel Karmazin, wasn’t enthralled by his habit of
dialing up the radio station that carried the Boston Red Sox games and lis-
tening in while doing his show. But it was that and the alcohol that kept
him going. His relationship with Alison Steele had never been good—he’d
never had much use for her other than as a target for derisive flirtation. His
appreciation for Scott Muni was only as a comrade in arms, a fellow
drinker; but he was disdainful of what he saw as Muni’s substandard intel-
lect.

Muni regarded him as a spoiled eccentric with peculiar tastes in every-
thing but scotch. One of the characteristics Scottso found most disquieting
was Jonathan’s habit of eating food from garbage cans. Other jocks would
be appalled when Schwartz would steal into the newsroom, spy a pizza box
crammed into a waste bin, and help himself to a half-eaten slice. One of
Muni’s apocryphal tales, retold so many times that it is accepted as true, re-
gards one such incident. Schwartz vehemently denies the veracity of the
following:

Early in Jonno’s tenure at WINEW-FM, the station employed a young
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woman at minimum wage to answer phones at night and keep track of re-
quests. One evening while leaving work, Muni found the woman sobbing
softly. As father-confessor to cveryone at the station, he tried to comfort
her and see if there was anything he could do to alleviate her distress.

“Mr. Muni,” she wept. “You know I don’t make a lot of money here.
I’'m going to school during the day and I can’t afford to order out for food.
So I make a sandwich every day and put itin the refrigerator here at the sta-
tion. [ bring in a can of soda, too. Well, today, when I went to get my sand-
wich and soda, they were gone. I'm hungry. I haven’t caten all day. I'm
short of money and don’t have enough to order out.”

Muni empathized and gave the woman some money. He then headed
back to the studio, where he saw an empty soda can and crumpled paper
bag in the area where Schwartz had been sitting before going on the air that
evening.

Muni decided to get some vigilante justice. The next morning, he pre-
pared a treat for Jonathan—a peanut butter and jelly sandwich with a spe-
cial added ingredient: a crushed slab of chocolate-flavored Ex-Lax, a
powerful laxative. He wrapped it in wax paper and stuffed it into a brown
bag, much like one the receptionist had used. He surreptitiously placed it
in the small refrigerator the station provided for its employees’ conve-
nience and waited for Schwartz’s arrival.

It was a Friday evening and when Muni finished his show and got
ready to depart for the weekend, he checked the refrigerator and the bag
was missing. Schwartz, who claims in thirty-five years of radio never to
have missed a show due to illness or to have even been late, dragged him-
self into the studio the following Monday.

“Bad weekend, Fats?” Muni asked him. “You look a little green around
the gills.”

“Horrible case of diarrhea,” Schwartz said. “Must have been some-
thing I ate.”

Muni never let on the source of his malady. He was gleeful in his re-
venge, but the incident didn’t curb Jonno from devouring anything that
wasn’t nailed down.

Despite his boyish mischief, Schwartz was feeling out of sorts play-
ing rock music for kids. He told Karmazin that he didn’t want to leave the
station in the lurch, so he was handing him a year’s notice. May 1, 1976,
would be the date of his final show on WNEW-FM. Mel tried several times
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to dissuade him, but his mind was made up and he never looked back. He
was financially secure and free to write what and when he wanted. He kept
his part-time gig at WNEW-AM, where he could play only what he
wanted. He could flit in and out of exotic women’s lives without having to
face them at work. But he would miss the free food.
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JUST AETER THE FOURTH OF JULY in 1974, an obscure musician
from New Jersey played the Bottom Line, an intimate but prestigious
music club on West Fourth Street in Greenwich Village. On his second
album, he’d written a song about the holiday and his manager thought it
would be a good idea to book him to play New York near the Fourth. Un-
fortunately, although it sounded good on paper, it turned out to be a bad
idea, since many city dwellers flee for the shore or mountains to escape the
heat at every opportunity. The house was half full, but despite the lack-
luster gate, the club’s owners, Allan Pepper and Stanley Snadowsky, saw
something during those shows that made them believe that someday
Bruce Springsteen would revolutionize rock and roll.

[ developed a friendship with Bruce through an odd series of coinci-
dences. I was a big Rangers hockey fan and I attended most of their home
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games on Wednesday nights with the rep for Columbia Records, Matty
Matthews. It seemed that after every game, there would be an artist Matty
had to pay his respects to, and since I wasn’t on the air until 2 A.M., I gen-
erally accompanied him.

I must have seen Springsteen play Max’s Kansas City a dozen times. |
really wasn’t too impressed with those early shows. Bruce had presence
and the band had a lot of raw energy, but it was too much for such a small
club. Whenever we went back to his dressing room to say hello, he treated
each introduction as if I was meeting him for the first time. A bad memory
or drugs, I thought, not knowing at the time that he didn’t indulge. Maybe
he had met so many DJs in the course of his touring that he didn’t re-
member me. Or maybe he was just shy or simply didn’t care.

Our real relationship blossomed not in person, but on the phone.
During that era, all the jocks felt that it was important to answer the re-
quest line to stay in touch with the audience and get a sense of what they
wanted to hear. And frankly, we often got lonely, sitting by ourselves in a
small room filled with records. Nights could be especially long—meeting
Matty for dinner at six, seeing a hockey game, catching a live performance,
and then doing a program until six the next morning. The juxtaposition of
all the social activity followed by the imposed solitude made for a difficult
transition, and the phone was the only way I got any feedback. Talking into
an open microphone in the middle of the night is like trying to have a con-
versation with a golden retriever. Occasionally we’d flirt with female lis-
teners; some even became friends or lovers. Dave Herman met his second
wife via the request line: She’d called to ask a question, they began talking,
hit it off, and agreed to meet for lunch at a promotional party. A couple of
years later, they were getting married at his country home in Connecticut.
There are other less wholesome stories I could tell about the listener line,
but I made some lasting friendships with some of the regular callers, and
one of these was Bruce Springsteen.

I must have given him the hotline number a dozen times, but he’d jot
it down on some scrap of paper and lose it, so he always called on the re-
quest line. We’d talk about sports, women, music; whatever was on our
minds. He’s an amazingly self-educated man. When you hear him inter-
viewed today, he is so articulate and chooses his words so precisely, it
would seem that he’s the product of a Princeton education. In reality, the
closest he got to Princeton was Ocean County Community College in
Toms River, New Jersey, which he attended for one semester before drop-
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ping out. But back then he had trouble putting words to his feelings, al-
though he did it better on the phone than in the flesh. I was always aston-
ished that this man, who struggled so mightily to express himself in
normal conversation, could author the lyrics that he did. I think sometimes
that he crammed his verses with so many syllables in an attempt to over-
compensate for his lack of formal education. As his confidence grew, his
later work got simpler and more elegant. The more he traveled and read,
the more he refined his art, until he now can say a lot by saying very little.

He was a big radio fan, and once confided that his friends would tease
him by calling him Cousin Brucie. He often listened at night, and not only
knew the major rock groups, but was aware of R&B and new stuff as well.
Our talks were often rambling two-hour discussions, with long gaps while
I had to change records or set up commercials. He’d wait patiently and
we’d pick up where we’d left off. Often, I could tell he wasn’t alone, as he
whispered his words into the handset so as not to disturb the sleeping body
next to him. Sometimes, if six A.M. came around and we were still on a roll,
I'd continue the conversation in another room as Dave Herman did his
morning show.

Springsteen’s first album, Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J., had received
tepid airplay, and many of my colleagues thought he was a low-rent Bob
Dylan. The hype coming from Columbia didn’t help, since they were
comparing him to the poet from Hibbing and projecting him as “the next
big thing.” Bruce himself resented the comparisons and told me so, and I
defended his talents whenever the staff would get into a music discussion,
blaming the record company, not the artist, for the overaggressive promo-
tion.

He didn’t even feel that the record captured what he was doing. “I was
always with a band,” he told me. “When I auditioned for Columbia they
were into this singer-songwriter thing. But at the time, I was so desperate
to get a contract that I'd have done anything. But I was into playing guitar,
loud.”

Greetings sold modestly, mostly in the Northeast, and won some loyal
followers like myself and Ed Schaiky of WMMR. Certain influential peo-
ple became believers, but none were more devoted to Bruce than Schaiky.
He’d actually schedule his vacations around tour dates and follow Bruce
from city to city. If Murray the K was the Fifth Beatle, Ed could lay claim
to being the ninth E-Streeter (or tenth, or eighth). The mere mention of
Bruce would incite a lecture on his latest song or performance and minu-
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tiae about how Bruce changed the set from night to night. Ed almost got to
be annoying in his devotion to the Boss. Another early disciple was Kid
Leo (Lawrence Travagliante) at WMMS in Cleveland.

But most radio people didn’t see what the fuss was about. “Frankly, I
didn’t see what the big deal was,” Dave Herman said in Newsweek. “The
record was okay, but to compare this scruffy New Jersey kid to Dylan was
ridiculous. I saw him as a pale imitation and I resented the comparison.”

When the second album, The Wild, the Innocent and the E Street Shuffle,
came out the following year, the resentment only increased. Vin Scelsa and
I were its champions at the station, and I thought it was getting decent sup-
port, but apparently Springsteen’s manager, Mike Appel, didn’t agree. He
sent everyone on the staff a postcard asking, “What does it take to get air-
play on this station?”—the clear implication being that the only way to get
his artist exposed was through payola. One by one, the jocks tacked their
postcards up on the station’s bulletin board under the legend: “Did you get
one of these, too?” It was hard for me to do damage control, especially
since I remember getting Xeroxes of hundred-dollar bills after the post-
card came in the mail, and I was supporting the record. We complained to
Columbia, and they publicly disavowed the postcards while privately
telling us that Springsteen’s manager was an idiot who thought he could
use intimidation to get his acts on the air. I told Bruce about the mail cam-
paign, but he knew nothing about it.

That incident set Bruce back in a market that should have spearheaded
his drive to the top. I loved the record, even though it showcased more of
Bruce’s jazz and classical side than his straight-ahead rock and roll roots. I
savored the opportunity to play the entire second side, consisting of “In-
cident on 57th Street,” “Rosalita,” and “New York City Serenade” on the
overnights. I thought it captured the city at night so perfectly, with lines
like, “It’s midnight in Manhattan/This is no time to get cute/It’s a mad
dog’s promenade.” “Fourth of July, Asbury Park (Sandy)” was another
song of quiet desperation that I relished playing year-round. Overall, if
Bruce had stayed mining that vein, I'd have been a fan for life. But I knew
that he’d never achieve mass popularity going that route.

In late 1974, my brother Dan was attending Syracuse University and
working part-time for Columbia Records, promoting their artists upstate.
He’d obtained a bootleg copy of the title song from Springsteen’s forth-
coming album, Born to Run, which was scheduled to be released in August
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1975. When I played it for the first time on the overnight show, I knew that
my midnight telephone conversations with Bruce would soon be over be-
cause he’d belong to the world and would outgrow the need to call radio
stations in the middle of the night.

The song was a breakthrough, an homage to the production tech-
niques of Phil Spector, with densely layered instruments echoing over a
relentless driving beat. The theme was classic Bruce—the lonely rider, des-
perate to break loose from his meaningless blue-collar existence to find his
place in the sun, all the while doubting his ability to break the ties that
bind. After a few weeks of exclusive play on my show, other jocks were get-
ting requests for it and asking me for a copy. His doubters on the staff were
slowly being converted into believers.

Kid Leo in Cleveland had gotten hold of the record around Thanks-
giving of 1974 and immediately gave it heavy airplay on his afternoon show
on WMMS. He loved the song so much that he played it as he was signing
off every Friday afternoon, and it became his anthem leading into the
weekend. Bruce played Cleveland again in February of 1975, and was try-
ing out a few of the songs from the forthcoming album. He played “Thun-
der Road” (then called “Wings for Wheels”) and “Jungleland,” both of
which were received with enthusiasm. But when the band went into
“Born to Run,” the entire crowd rose to its feet and sang it along with him.
When the show ended, Bruce asked the promoter how this audience knew
every word to a song that wasn’t scheduled for release for at least six
months. He was told about Leo’s unbridled support, to which he said,
“Bring him to me!”

Leo was led backstage and was a little unsure if he would be excoriated
and possibly sued for pirating the record, which technically wasn’t sup-
posed to be aired. But Springsteen was overwhelmed by the response of
the crowd and thanked the young DJ profusely. They spoke for about ten
minutes, and Leo became Bruce’s friend and biggest champion in Cleve-
land.

But 1975 was make-or-break time at Columbia. Bruce’s contract was
coming to an end and if his third album continued the disappointing sales
of the first two offerings, the label would drop him. I had begun to culti-
vate a friendship with Mike Appel’s personal assistant, a stunning blond
woman. Upon hearing Born to Run, 1 was convinced that it would be a
smash and I wanted WNEW to be there at the beginning, and not let the
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payola postcards destroy the relationship. There was a buzz starting about
the album, and Appel’s assistant played me some other tracks that con-
vinced me that Bruce was about to explode. Through her and Michael Pil-
lotte, the national promotion director at Columbia, I found out that the
band had been booked for the Bottom Line in mid-August, right after the
album was to be released.

I found other allies in strange places. Michael Leon of A&M Records,
who had no tie to the group other than as a fan, had obtained an advance
copy of the record and was promoting it to his legions of friends in the
business. Pepper and Snadowsky saw national prominence for their club if
the dates turned out to be as monumental as we hoped they’d be.

So I sent a memo to Mel Karmazin stating that I'd put my reputation
on the line that this Bottom Line concert was going to be historic and that
we should arrange now to do a live broadcast before someone else beat us
to it. Pat Dawson and I would do all the legwork—coordinating with the
record company, the club, and the band—if he would Jjust give us the air-
waves for two hours. Mel sensed my passion and gave the nod.

The alliance was an uneasy one from the start. Whereas Columbia was
willing to underwrite some of the costs of the broadcast, their funds
weren’t limitless. They saw this as a favor to the station. Mel was going on
my word that the prestige of this event would make up for the lost revenue
we’d suffer by presenting the show commercial-free. Even if we had found
a sponsor, we'd have probably made more money with regular program-
ming. I couldn’t push him for a contribution above that. The club gener-
ally was paid a usage fee whenever they hosted a broadcast and I had to
convince them to waive that, explaining that the attendant publicity would
more than make up for the few dollars they lost. Pepper and Snadowsky
were smart businessmen and agreed quickly. But with all these ducks in
line, we still had objections from Appel, fearing that bootlegs of the concert
would harm record sales. Pillotte smoothed him over, or so we thought.

I tried to talk directly to Bruce about this, but his management drew a
tight wall around him. I was hoping he’d call, and I eagerly answered every
ring on the request line hoping that it would be him. But he never called
and although he’d once given me his home number, I'd been as careless
with that as he had been with our hotline number.

As the show dates grew nearer, tensions mounted as I sensed we still
had a few loose ends. He was booked into the club for ten performances—
five nights, Wednesday through Sunday, with shows at 8:30 and 11:30 pm.
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We were scheduled to broadcast the early show on Friday. That way, any
technical glitches or early jitters could be worked out, and the print jour-
nalists who reviewed Wednesday and Thursday’s shows would be able to
increase the anticipation with what we knew would be glowing accounts.

I attended a couple of the early performances and they were fabulous.
Bruce had really found himself onstage, borrowing from Elvis, James
Brown, Little Richard, and others, but still adding his own special panache.
They were the best rock shows I've ever seen, before or since. He sprin-
kled in a collection of oldies like the Searchers’ “When You Walk in the
Room,” Manfred Mann’s “Pretty Flamingo,” Ike and Tina Turner’s “I
Think It’s Gonna Work Out Fine,” and the Beach Boys’ version of “Then
I Kissed Her.” He played with the full band, he played with solo guitar or
piano, and in guitarist Steven Van Zandt’s words, “We kicked ass.”

In addition to the music, Bruce told stories. I don’t know to this day
where that came from, but he presented his songs like an FM jock, ex-
plaining and embellishing their meanings. The sets lasted just over two
hours. I found it impossible to leave after the early show and begged Allan
Pepper for standing room for the eleven-thirty performances. I was psyched
that this would be like Muni and the Beatles at Idlewild—that’s how excit-
ing the shows were.

That’s why I was destroyed when Mel Karmazin awakened me that
Friday morning with the terse message that the show was off. T groggily
tried to make sense of it. It seems that Appel was reneging on his agree-
ment to let David Vanderheyden, the Bottom Line’s regular broadcast en-
gineer, mix the concert for radio. He was demanding a professional mobile
recording studio (a truck costing thousands of dollars) with himself at the
controls. Of course, no one was willing to pick up that expense and, there-
fore, the broadcast was canceled.

I was livid as I hastily drove into the city. I tried to figure out if there
was a hidden agenda behind Appel’s demand. Did he think that Bruce
wouldn’t deliver the goods? That was hard to believe after having seen the
show. Was there a possibility that Bruce had gotten cold feet? I recalled my
conversations with him and how he’d always felt ambivalent about being a
rock star. On one hand, he wanted to be recognized as a great artist and
have all the attendant fame and riches, and on the other, he saw himself as
just an average kid from Jersey and didn’t want to be changed by the expe-
rience. He didn’t want to be isolated from his fans, playing only cavernous
halls where he couldn’t see their faces. He wanted to be able to go out in
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public and do the things he normally did—hang out at the beach or go to a
ball game, without an entourage. He hated the mansions and trappings of
fame that would cloister him away from the average people that he cared
and wrote about. He didn’t want to spend the rest of his life writing songs
about how tough life was on the road. He wanted success, but he also
feared it. He felt the star-making machinery itself was corrupting; he’d had
a taste of it in the hype surrounding his first record and he didn’t like it. I
hoped that if he were revisiting these doubts I could give him a pep talk
that would assuage his uncertainties.

The first person I encountered upon entering the club was Appel and
after talking to him for only a minute, I knew that Bruce wasn’t the prob-
lem. Dawson and I corralled him in a quiet corner of the room and played
good cop/bad cop. He told us his fears were grounded in the fact that the
Bottom Line’s mixing console was in a very noisy location near the stage.
You couldn’t get an accurate mix from there.

“Right,” said Dawson. “All the more reason to let David do it. He’s
mixed dozens of shows from there.”

“Why should T trust my artist’s future to some kid from NYU I just
met?” Appel asked.

“Mike, we gave you tapes. Did you listen?” I wanted to know. “David
even did some tapes of Bruce last Fourth of July.”

We could tell that he hadn’t heard the tapes as he responded by chang-
ing the subject. “Have you seen that rinky-dink board he uses?”

Vanderheyden’s console was far from state of the art but he was very
proud of how he’d cobbled together a system that turned out sound rival-
ing that of the quarter-million-dollar trucks. His system had quirks, but he
had them under control and his tapes were grand.

“Mike, you almost blew it for Bruce last year. I don’t have to remind
you about the postcards. You want to hazard a guess at what your airplay at
Metromedia stations will be in the future if you blow us off now?” Pat said
ominously.

“Is that a threat?”

I tried to be conciliatory while Pat played the tough guy, a role he rel-
ished and came by naturally. “Mike, look. We’re all fans of Bruce. We want
the best for him. We don’t want a crappy-sounding broadcast on our air-
waves. You’ve got to trust David.”

“For you, it’s one bad show. For me, it’s a man’s career. How do I ex-
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plain it to him if the shows sound bad and I tell him that some college kid
mixed it? I need to be in control.”

He had a point. “Let’s try this. Let’s go up to David’s booth. Listen to
the tapes he made from the first two nights.”

We climbed the rickety ladder behind the stage and David slapped on
his tapes. They sounded as good as I'd remembered. But Appel was too
stubborn to back down now. “All right, the equipment works. But this
show is going live to New York and Philly.” Sure enough, WMMR had
hastily petitioned Columbia for a simulcast, and Ed Schaiky had driven up
to represent them. Could Kid Leo be far behind? “This is a tough mix. I've
got to be at the board. That’s it. Take it or leave it.”

He was holding the cards. We were bluffing with our threat at pulling
the record. We’d only be hurting ourselves and we weren’t in a position to
speak for Metromedia. “Give us a minute,” Pat said.

He went down the ladder into the club and we explained the situation
to David. “He’s been in my booth the last two nights,” he told us. “He
doesn’t have a clue. If he mixes this, it will sound like crap. I don’t want
him touching my equipment.”

Now we were surrounded. I didn’t fancy explaining to Karmazin that
my grandiose idea was now dead, especially since he’d since found a spon-
sor. We brought David down to see Appel. I ventured a middle ground.
“How about this? David will be hands-on. You direct him. He’ll do any-
thing you want.”

“I’'m hands-on. He can help.”

No point arguing further. We had the show back, and even though we
knew that it wouldn’t sound as good as it could have, the raw power of the
E Street Band should shine through any technical limitations. We shook
hands and called the station to tell everybody that the show was on.

It was one of the least enjoyable Springsteen shows I've ever attended.
Not because of Bruce, he was superb. It started with the onstage introduc-
tion by Dave Herman, who had been to one of the earlier performances
and had been converted into a rabid Springsteen fan. “And now everybody,
please welcome Bruce Springstreet and the E Steen Band.”

Yeeesh. Dave still laughs about that intro. Pat and I retreated to Pat’s
car to hear what the broadcast sounded like. It began very badly. There was
some clicking noise underneath the whole thing that was noticeable dur-
ing soft passages. Clarence Clemons’s sax was not miked, and the whole



200 = Richard Neer

thing did not sound properly balanced. But after a few songs things fell
into place and it was vintage Bruce. We could finally sit back and enjoy the
rest of the show.

As it ended, I made my way backstage and interviewed a heavily
perspiring Springsteen. He sounded like a boxer as he described how he
“felt real good out there.” He was doing his best Muhammad Ali, and I
couldn’t help laughing as the tensions of the night came spilling out. I
wished him luck and he retreated to his dressing room.

A sweaty Mike Appel came down from the booth and mopped his
brow. Pat and I gave him a wry thumbs up, and then climbed the ladder to
see David. “It sounded pretty bad at first but it got better,” I said. “How was
it for you?”

He then told us what had happened. Appel had originally taken the
mixing console, but after struggling through the first notes, frantically mo-
tioned for David to take over. Vanderheyden mixed the lion’s share of the
show, with Appel prodding him occasionally to boost the audience mics.
Much ado about nothing.

Almost twenty years later, when Mel Karmazin was well on his way to
controlling a broadcasting empire, he must have been cleaning out his files
when he came upon a copy of the memo I'd written to him, pleading to do
the Springsteen broadcast. He sent me a copy, with a note stating, “That’s
why I never liked working with you. You had no foresight.”

Bruce was to me what the Beatles were to Dennis Elsas. A proper in-
terview became my Holy Grail, but his management team, now headed by
Jon Landau, comes from a print background and shields him from radio
people. Initially, I could understand Landau’s need to protect Bruce, since
he was not a great wordsmith while not onstage. But whether it was on
Bruce’s own instruction or overly conservative management, our contact
has been limited. Management continues to hold him at arm’s length from
radio, and as a result, many stations don’t play his new records. Today, he is
such an articulate voice on so many diverse issues, one would think that an
extensive radio interview would benefit all concerned, even if it had to be
conducted on a talk station. It’s a shame that so many artists who have
nothing valuable to say are frequently accorded open forums on radio, and
one whose words would be esteemed is strangely silent.

Mike Pillotte at Columbia helped put Springsteen and me together a
few times. Mike and I rode up to West Point to catch one of the best shows
I’'ve ever seen Bruce do. After the concert, a man came out to the front of
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the stage and paged me. When I identified myself, he said, “Follow me,”
and led me through the backstage catacombs to a small room where Bruce
stood alone, toweling off after a typical three-and-a-half-hour show. We
had a ten-minute chat before we both had to catch our rides back to the
city.

In the summer of 1976, Springsteen and I went to a baseball game with
a group of mutual friends. Amazingly, here was a man who months before
had been on the cover of both Time and Newsweek, but as we walked
through hundreds of young people on the way to our seats at Yankee Sta-
dium, not a soul recognized him. Of course, Bruce was always changing
his appearance then: His hair was long, short; he had a beard, a mustache,
he was clean-shaven; he was skinny, he was muscular—he always looked a
little different.

In November of that year, he played the Academy of Music and he and
Pillotte popped into my Saturday afternoon show unannounced. He hung
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