If there is a man who could quiet a room full of radio managers arguing over how to build great radio stations, it might be
Sammy George. He did it more than once during his 38 years
in the business and the list of broadcasters he’s mentored
along the way reads like a Country radio who’s-who. Most
worked with him at WUSY (US 101)/Chattanooga, TN, a
station George joined as an upstart in 1986 and led until
his retirement in 2008.
I grew up in a very small mining community just
south of Birmingham. There was no radio station in
the county then, so the exposure I got came from
Birmingham and Tuscaloosa listening to people
like [Country Radio Hall of Famer] Joe Rumore at
WVOK-AM/Birmingham. It lit my fire. WVOK’s studio
was open to the public and they actually had chairs
set up in front of the control room where you could
sit and watch the guy on the air. When I was 12 or 13
and my mom and dad went to Birmingham to shop,
they would drop me off and I’d hang out at the station. I knew then that’s what I wanted to do. Both of
my grandfathers and my dad were coal miners and I
didn’t want to go down that hole.
My first job in the business came in 1964 when a
broadcaster named Houston Pearce put WBIB-AM/
Centreville, AL on the air. It was about 12 miles from
my hometown. There were only two high schools in
the county at the time and Houston had the idea to
have a student reporter come in and record a 15-minute sports segment about their school. I auditioned,
got the job and fell in love with it. After graduation, I
attended the Atlanta School of Radio and Television.
My first real radio job was at WYAM-AM/Birmingham,
a little 500-watt station where Tammy Wynette recorded demos. She was a beautician in Birmingham and
wanted to become a singer. She was doing a live television show in town and at night would come over to
record some things for my PD Fred Lehner, who gave
me my first job on the air right out of radio school. I
was on at night and got to watch and hear her do all
of those demos she was taking to Nashville.
In 1967 I went into the U.S. Marine Corps. I was in
three years and served one tour in Vietnam with an artillery unit. They would move us to the USS Okinawa,
where we’d make our landings from. The ship had
a radio station and I asked for a job playing country
music because nobody was doing it at the time. Armed
Forces Radio would send compilation albums with
the latest hits from the States. I’d play Merle Haggard,
George Jones, Buck Owens and all those guys. The
Marines loved country music, so it was a huge hit.
I went to work in Selma, AL for Julius Talton. He’s
in the Alabama Broadcasting Hall of Fame, owned
two stations there and had bought WBIB. I went on
the air with him at WHBB-AM for a whopping $65
a week and was happy to get it. That’s also when I
married my wife Shelia. We were in the poor house,
but having a good time. He had a manager he wasn’t
happy with back at WBIB and asked if I’d go in and
run it. He said, “You know the county, the people

Willie Nilly:
George and Willie Nelson in 1977.

and everybody in town. You don’t have any sales
experience to speak of, but I’ll teach you.” He really
was the greatest mentor a young broadcaster could
have. He put me in charge of the same station I’d
started at and I got to do everything. That’s almost
an impossible experience to have these days and it
prepared me well for what came later.
I was on the air at WBIB in 1976 when a tornado
struck Centreville. It killed five in the community,
knocked us off the air and just destroyed that little
town. It also taught me the value of radio stations
serving their community. I applied that knowledge
and reasoning to everything I did afterwards. That’s
why we had the best news department at the stations I
worked at and the most dependable weather coverage,
no matter when something happened.
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Attitude Is Everything
We made history in 1977. A guy named Bobby Lowder
was putting on the first FM Country station in Alabama. I went down and talked to Don Markwell, who
was the GM and one of those great, old radio guys
with a voice of God. He intimidated everybody in the
building except me and we hit it off. Before I left that
day, he offered me a job in the news department, the
sales department and on-air. FM Country radio back
then was a stretch and people didn’t give us much
of a shot, but we nailed it. WLWI/Montgomery took
off like a rocket and became the No. 1 station in the
market. I eventually became GSM and, later, GM. It
was still No. 1 when I left for Chattanooga in ‘86.
WUSY/Chattanooga was owned by the same company,
Colonial Broadcasting. Mr. Lowder was in the banking
business and one of his partners said, “Look, here’s
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ing personalities] Ken and Bearman. Bearman recently
passed away, but Ken’s still there. Dex and Mo, too. The
nucleus is still there. I’m so happy and proud to have
somebody like [PD] Gator Harrison at the helm.
After Mozingo left, we were without a PD. There was
a guy who had started as an intern who was then our
Production Director. And I thought, “I’m going to make
this kid PD.” He was about 24 at the time and had never
been on the air – had no experience whatsoever. People
said, “This is a No. 1, CMA Award-winning radio station
and you’re going to turn to an untested guy?” I did it
because Clay Hunnicutt had the same vision I did and
shared my passion. He excelled at everything he did and
you see where he is now [EVP/GM National Programming Platforms, iHeartMedia]. I’m so proud of him. It’s
always about the people and their attitude.

Dressed To Impress:
Wife Shelia, son Lucas and George ahead of WUSY’s
first CMA Station of the Year win in 1995.

the investment I have in this station and here’s what I
expect to make. You figure out how to do it and go for
it.” Having total control as a GM was incredible and
never happens today. And he was super supportive. If
I needed something, I never heard him say no. We got
beat by our crosstown rival WDOD in the first book that
dropped on my desk after I hit town. Big Jon Anthony,
who I had worked with before in Montgomery, was at
that station. He was the guy kicking my butt. So I went
to Mr. Lowder and said the first thing we need to do is
get Big Jon back in mornings on US 101. We did and
he’s the guy that really shot it off the launch pad.
I spent 22 years at WUSY and that station is special because of its people. Take [late morning personality] David
Earl Hughes, for instance, or [former] PD Greg Mozingo,
who I brought over from Top 40. Same thing with [morn-

Seeing communities respond to a need – those are
the best times. WUSY was one of the first on board
when Randy Owen started Countr y Cares for St.
Jude Kids. And there was the time a tornado wiped
out a little town in South Carolina. We asked our
listeners to give and told them that the folks there
couldn’t make it unless we stepped up. And they
responded.
I never suspected I would go into the Hall of
Fame. Dex is already there and there will be others
who go in from that station. We had a great run,
but it’s not about me. It’s about the people who
helped me get there. I helped a little along the
way, I pushed the right direction and I hired the
right people. It’s to their credit that I’m in the
Hall of Fame.
CAC

