
PAGE 10 • JUNE 2016

Blair Garner
For someone who 
essentially stumbled into 
radio, Blair Garner has 
left one impressive mark 
on the business. Some of 
America’s most celebrated 
radio stations in Dallas, 
Houston, New York and 
Los Angeles are on his 
résumé, as well as one of 
the most successful runs 
in syndication with After 
MidNite. He currently 
helms Cumulus’ Amer-
ica’s Morning Show, 
which is heard on more 
than 40 stations including 
WNSH/New York.

My interest in radio really planted itself when I was 
in high school in a tiny town called Canyon, TX. One 
of my brothers had gone to school in New York and 
a station there, WYNY, was playing music that I wasn’t 
hearing back home. So I got some blank cassette tapes 
and recorded the radio station for a while with my 
brother’s stereo. I liked the music, but didn’t know yet 
I was so crazy about radio.

A man named Jack Aldridge lived in my neighbor-
hood and owned a classic ‘57 Ford Thunderbird that I 
wanted to buy. I was in his driveway trying to convince 
him to sell it one day, but he wouldn’t and I went 
home. The next day there was a note that he’d called 
and wanted me to come to his offi ce. I thought he’d 
changed his mind and was going to sell me the car, 
so I grabbed my checkbook and went over. His offi ce 
was at the radio station in town and when I saw him I 
asked about the car. “No, no, no. That’s not what this 
is about,” he told me. “I heard you talking yesterday 
and think you have a good voice and that you should 
be in radio.” He called Tony Mathis, the PD, and 
said “Here’s the kid I was telling you about!” They 
recorded me reading some copy for a Mexican restau-
rant and liked it enough to try me out on a six-hour 
weekend airshift on KHBJ-AM/Amarillo, TX.

I was driving around listening to the New York sta-
tion I’d recorded when it dawned on me that because 
New York was a big town, the people on the radio there 
must be really good. So I started listening not so much 
to the music, but to the jocks. One was a guy named 
Steve O’Brien and he was phenomenal. He gave out 
the request line number on the tapes, so I started call-
ing in from little Canyon, TX. I tried again and again 
and days later fi nally got through. Steve answered 
the phone and I said, “Mr. O’Brien my name is Blair 
Garner. I’m 18, I’m in Canyon, TX and I’m a radio DJ, 
too. I’ve been in radio for three months! Is there any 
way I could send you a tape of mine and you could help 
guide me?” I couldn’t believe it, but he agreed. And 
within a week or two I got a critique in the mail on the 
NBC letterhead. He was so generous in taking the time 
to do that and it really allowed me to leapfrog to bigger 
jobs much earlier than I would have otherwise. I’d only 
been in radio in Amarillo four months when I got a job 
offer to work weekends in Dallas [at Top 40 KAFM]. 
Oddly enough, that call came from John Shomby, who 
joined us as Dir./Programming for Nash a few months 
ago. So it really has come full circle.

Pursuing my degree taught me a lot. I was in Dallas 
for nine months when I got an offer to go work at 
WASH/Washington. My parents were insisting that 
I fi nish my college degree, so I took a three-credit 
course which I ended up dropping because I was 
about to fail. I eventually realized I needed to fi nish 
my degree and did at UT in Austin. It’s in advertis-
ing and the experience taught me to commit to 
something and see it through. It also allowed me 
to be taken more seriously by my investors when we 
founded After MidNite years later. It took me two years 
to write the business plan and secure capital and what 
I’d learned certainly helped me market my idea. I 
remember our marketing campaign just after we’d 
launched and out-spending every single record label 
with full-page, full-color ads in R&R. They were ri-
diculously huge, but they cut through the clutter and 
allowed us to quickly get our company on the map.

I learned a lot working for Scott Shannon at WPLJ/
New York. I joined the station from KKBQ/Houston 

in 1988. I’m extremely appreciative, but I wouldn’t 
be truthful if I described it as a pleasant time. There 
are innumerable stories about what it’s like to work 
with Scott Shannon. I love the guy, but there were 
times that he was beyond challenging and it fueled 
the desire to work for myself. What’s interesting is that 
once After MidNite became successful, I went to New 
York for a visit and stopped by ‘PLJ and I saw Scott. He 
actually sat down across the desk from me and said, 
“You know what? You’re the fi rst one.” I said, “What 
do you mean?” He said, “You’re the fi rst one to leave 
my camp and to make it. I’ve always told people you 
don’t know what you’re doing and that you were mak-
ing a mistake. But you beat the odds.” That meant a 
lot to me and Scott has taken on a much different role 
in my life now. He’s very much a mentor.

KIIS/Los Angeles came after WPLJ. Where do you go 
after you’ve done afternoons in New York that’s not seen 
as a lateral move? I couldn’t get into any conversations 
until I severed my relationship with ABC/Cap Cities, so 
I literally had to cut the cord, cold-turkey. I fl ew home to 
Canyon where I had a car in storage, put a fresh battery 
in it and drove to L.A. It was a Friday and I called Bill 
Richards, who was the PD, and told him I was in town. 
He asked if I was visiting and I said, “No, I’m moving 
here.” “Well come in tomorrow,” he said. We signed the 
papers within 36 hours and I look back wondering how 
it happened. I was there for two years, during which I 
wrote the business plan for After MidNite.

I’m extraordinarily proud of After MidNite and am 
so grateful that it’s alive and well today. Premiere and 
Cody [Alan] have done a wonderful job with the pro-
gram. For the longest time I was sure that my Wikipedia 
page would ultimately be all about After MidNite, but 
I had always retained the right to do a local morn-
ing show because that’s what I’d always wanted. So 
when Cumulus brought Nash [WNSH] to New York, 
I thought that would be a really cool opportunity. We 
made a pitch, were lucky they made the offer and I 
started doing mornings in New York. I did both After 
MidNite and America’s Morning Show concurrently for 
the fi rst month or two and it was absolutely killing me. 
I fi nally decided to stick with my new Cumulus family 
and am grateful I did because I’m having so much fun. 
I’m a big believer in the Nash brand and love working 
with this extraordinarily talented group of people.

I attribute so much of my success to my mom and 
dad. Now that I’m a parent I fi nd myself trying to 
decode what they did because they did such a good job 
with my brothers and me. For one, my mom perpetu-
ated that idea of naivety – that if you can dream it you 
can do it. There’s no dream that’s too big; you just have 
to work hard. My dad’s life lesson was that if you’re 
going to make a mistake make it as big, loud and hairy 
as you possibly can. Don’t fear making a commitment, 
because if you’re paralyzed with fear you’ll never have 
the courage to reach for the brass ring.

Bob Kingsley has been a major mentor for me. He sets 
the bar for excellence for not just those of us in Country 
radio, but in radio in general. I’m amazed by his style, 
professional dedication and level of excellence and com-
mitment. And he’s one of the kindest and most gener-
ous people I’ve ever known. I also credit ‘YNY’s Steve 
O’Brian, who I’m still friends with, and Rick Dees. I did 
afternoons at KIIS and he was doing the morning show. 
Through his example I learned how to run a syndication 
company and how to please multiple bosses at the same 
time. Jim Carr, who did mornings at ‘PLJ for years and 
later at ‘YNY, is another mentor and a tremendously kind 
person who reaches down to help the young newbies 
who are struggling on their way up. 

Country music surrounds you growing up in Canyon, 
TX. I didn’t choose to get into Top 40, it kind of chose 
me – it was the opportunity that was before me. But I 
always felt like the uncool guy in the room. I wasn’t quite 
cool enough for some of the staff and there was very 
much an MTV kind of mentality. I was always saying, 
“yes sir” and “yes ma’am.” I wrote thank-you notes and 
I believed in saying “please” and “thank you.” When we 
launched After MidNite, I saw it as an opportunity to be 
true to what I loved. I didn’t fully realize it until later, but 
it was very much like a coming home – like putting on 
the most comfortable pair of well-worn cowboy boots.

There’s so much concern over streaming and satel-
lite radio and whatever, but my mission is to focus on 
the content. I let people like [Cumulus’] Mike McVay 
and Mary Berner worry about how it’s distributed. 
Radio is alive and well and we’ll fi nd our way through 
the changing landscape together. Commit yourself to 
doing good radio and treating others with respect and 
we’re going to be just fi ne.

When the call came about my Country Radio Hall of 
Fame induction I can honestly say it was one of the most 
emotional moments of my life. I’d be lying if I didn’t say 
I had hoped to walk through those halls and take a place 
among the kings one day. I was surprised it happened so 
soon and there were some happy tears.                      CAC
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No Business Like Show Business: Garner 
(l) with Sting (c) and WPLJ/New York’s 
Tom Cuddy in 1990.


