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My first interest in radio was listening 
to it as a teenager, but as far as 
engagement with the Country format, 
that came back in 1968. I was selling 
radio advertising for an AM station in 
Cleveland, Ohio. They had two stations 
and were playing Classical Music on the 
FM. They decided to flip it to Country, 
so I pitched them to go over and be the 
first salesperson on that staff. There was 
no Country radio stations in Cleveland 
at the time. The closest was about 30 
miles away in Akron. It was my first 
exposure to Country and it was actually 
one of the first Country stations on FM.

The biggest difference in Country and 
other formats by far is the loyalty of 
the audience, and that’s something 
that’s been reinforced throughout my 
entire career. Country listeners will do 
just about anything a radio station or 
personality asks them to do, whether it 
be going to a client’s place of business, 

showing up for a remote to meet an air 
talent or entering contests. Their loyalty 
is just undying. Once they develop that 
for the station, they follow it endlessly. 
     After Country, I spent a couple 
of years working in other formats, 
but I always gravitated right back to 
it again. The loyalty drew me, but 
so did its consistency and how wide 
the demographics were. It appealed 
to a wide variety of people and I felt 
comfortable there, whether I was 
handling sales, management or in 
ownership. When I was in ownership, 
we had stations in nine markets. One 
of them in each market was always 
Country. When we went in and bought 
stations in a market, if there wasn’t a 
Country already there we flipped one. 
The format was always a mainstay and 
part of the company culture.

Before I started my own company, I 
was GM of Scripps’ KUPL/Portland. I 
was there for a long time and we took 
those stations from Beautiful Music to 

Country and became the No. 1 station 
in the market [Persons] 12+ and 25-54. 
I made a lot of friends there and we 
did one of the first, full-scale listener 
appreciation concerts. Back in those 
days, we actually paid the artist to do 
the free concert! It was so cool and it 
proved to me one of the best things 
about country − the power of it. Sure 
the tickets were free, but it was also a 
chance for people to see shows that 
never came to the market. [Those 
shows] are one of the things I miss 
from being involved in radio day-to-
day, but I’ve kind of been able to stay 
in touch with that. I’ve obviously been 
on the board of the CMA for a number 
of years, but I’ve gotten to take part in 
that kind of thing during the last seven 
months operating the CMA day-to-day. 
CMA Music Festival and the awards 
show are good examples of how we 
touch so many people every year. It’s 
cool to still be in that world.

When I went to GAC, I kind of saw 
an opportunity to apply my 35 years 
of Country radio experience to a 
different medium. It felt like a natural 
progression for me to apply a lot of the 
radio concepts, ideas and marketing − 
things that television people typically 
don’t do. They’re not as proactive 
and as in-touch with their fans as we 
are in Country radio. Radio’s a very 
one-on-one medium, and television 
isn’t quite perceived that way. So one 
of the first major things we did after I 
got there was to take a tour bus, wrap it 
and take it out to every major country 
music festival that we could find. We 
did activations and touched people. 
Television doesn’t do that the way radio 
does. That’s just a fact of life in radio. 
In that sense, it was a great natural 
transition for me.

The listener appreciation concerts 
earlier in my career and various 
fundraising things were always special, 
but one of my proudest career 

moments came following Nashville’s 
2010 floods. In less than two weeks, we 
created, booked and aired a complete 
live telethon for flood relief on GAC. 
We raised $2 million in about three 
hours. It showed the loyalty of country 
viewers all over the United States. 
Even though many of them didn’t live 
here, they were country fans and big 
supporters of the cause. I’m also proud 
of the relationships and friendships I’ve 
made with so many people including 
artists. I was there when so many of 
them were starting – folks like Garth 
Brooks and Taylor Swift – who haven’t 
forgotten about people they got to 
know early on in their careers. 

CRS is immensely important to the 
format. From the very first time I 
attended back in the days when it 
was at Opryland, I learned so many 
new and interesting educational 
things at the panels. Most were 

things that I hadn’t been exposed to 
in the single market that I worked 
in. Even compared to all the other 
big conventions in our industry, 
CRS has always been one from 
which I walked away with a great 
learning experience. And it didn’t 
just come from the panels, but 
from the camaraderie of our peers, 
who were always talking about what 
they were doing right and what 
they were doing wrong. Learning 
from them was always something I 
looked forward to. And under Bill 
Mayne’s leadership today, it’s grown 
even more. It’s just a great learning 
experience.

One memorable moment from CRS 
happened when it was still out at 
Opryland. We were getting on the 
General Jackson and, even though 
I’d never met Alabama’s Randy 
Owen, he surprised and cornered 
me in the parking lot and gave me a 
chewing-out because I hadn’t started 

doing any fundraising for St. Jude 
with my radio station. He gave me a 
real tongue-lashing over it! We did 
get involved, though, and I’ve been 
heavily involved since then. Ironically, 
at KUPL, our promotions director was 
Teri Watson, who now heads Country 
Cares For St. Jude Kids. That’s 
someone else I’ve stayed friends with 
over the years. 

I found out I was going to be honored 
with the award when I got a call from 
Bill Mayne. I was shocked and thought 
he was kidding me, first of all. It’s 
very humbling anytime you have an 
opportunity to be recognized by your 
peers and the people you kind of grew 
up with in this business. It’s a great 
honor and one that’s hard to describe 
in words. I can tell you that it’s 
something that means a tremendous 
amount to me. Country’s been such 
a big part of my life. To be part of 

it and have it be part of me, and to 
be recognized in this way is really 
heartwarming. 

Country and Country radio have always 
been a warm and friendly place for a large 
cross-section of the American population. 
It’s something people have been able to 
call home, to use as an escape or to pass 
time. They get to hear country stars tell 
stories about things they or someone in 
their life might be living through right 
now. That’s something to keep in mind 
whether you’re doing business in the 
Country format, or reaching listeners and 
advertisers. One of the most important 
things to do is to find a way to be in 
places where you can actually touch the 
fan, and learn from and talk to them. 
Ask them why they’re there and who 
their favorite artists are and so forth. 
Take the time to really learn how that 
passion is developed. Because if you get 
that figured out early on, then you will 
be successful. It’s all about making that 
connection with the fans.                    CAC

A fateful choice early in 
Ed Hardy’s radio career 
led him to Country and 
charted a course for his entire 
professional life. By the ‘90s, 
Hardy had founded and was 
serving as President/CEO 
of his own radio company, 
19-station strong Deschutes 
River Broadcasting, which 
eventually merged with 
Citadel. By 2004, he was at 
the helm of Great American 
Country (GAC), a position 
he held for eight years. Add 
Hardy’s near-decade on the 
CMA board, which includes 
a year as President, a stint 
as interim CEO and the 
last month-and-a-half as 
Chairman, and a picture of 
one of the format’s biggest 
advocates emerges.

Country listeners will do just 
about anything a radio station or 

personality asks them to do, whether it 
be going to a client’s place of business, 

showing up for a remote to meet an 
air talent or entering contests. 
Their loyalty is just undying.

Ed 
Hardy

Loyal By 
A Country Mile
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”

Burning Red: Reba spends 
part of 1987 (c) sampling 
the West Coast with (l-r) 
KUPL/Portland’s Bill 
Bradley and Hardy.

Awesome Possum: Vince Gill and The Pos-
sum visit KUPL/Portland. Pictured (l-r) are 
MCA’s Scott Borchetta, Vince Gill, the late 
George Jones, the station’s Bill Bradley, 
Hardy, MCA’s Larry Hughes and KUPL’s 
Keith Todd sometime in the ’90s.


