Kerby Confer

Feeling
Froggy

Befriending the Beatles, desegregating television dance parties
and starting a theme park on the
radio may not have been childhood dreams for Kerby Confer,
but they became career realities.
Malcolm Gladwell’s book The Outliers documents
who succeeds and why – people who were in the right
place at the right time with the right passion. That’s
my story. The year is 1955, I’m 14 years old and I have
lived in a cocoon of a town with no television. We were
40,000 people behind a mountain, so we could get
no TV. We had two AM stations playing soap operas,
baseball games at night and there was a morning show
that would play some big band music. That’s what
people generally thought was music in our town. At
our house we had a big console radio and could listen
to WSM at night. So, that’s what I thought music was. I
grew up listening to Hank Williams, Ernest Tubb and
those people.
Three incredible things happened when I was 14.
The transistor radio became like the iPhone today
– everybody got one and it was revolutionary. What
was coming out of it was Elvis. That same year, cable
television came to our town and I saw Dick Clark and
American Bandstand. I had never been exposed to pop
music. On my own transistor I started listening to outof-town radio. Buffalo, Chicago, New York City – it’s
Top 40 radio. I’m staying awake all night listening and
pretending I’m the jock on the air.
Headline in the local paper: Local Man Gets FCC
Permit For New Radio Station. There’s an address. I go
over after school and the building is empty. I sit on
the porch until finally a car rolls up full of tubes, wires
and capacitors. This young engineer guy says, “May
I help you?” He said it would take a year to build the
station and couldn’t pay me, but I said I’d help for
free. Between the age of 15 and 16, all I did was show
up every day, and if he said, “go get this” or “go get
that,” I was his go-fer. Eventually I helped him lay all
the groundwork, and when the station signed on, he
let me pick out the call letters and be the first voice on
the air. I became the nighttime DJ.
Opening doors for young people who want to be in
radio is the major reason I sponsor the Confer Radio
Talent Institute at Bloomsburg University in Pennsylvania. There was nobody to open the door for me in
those days, and it’s the same for today’s kids. We still
need vital young people who are interested in radio,
realizing this is a gateway to many careers.
A guy got fired for payola in Harrisburg. I got
the job, which leads to a career with Susquehanna
Broadcasting’s WARM, which was a giant station in the
early ‘60s. The next right time, right place event was
Baltimore. A job opened at the big Top 40 station in
1964 – the nighttime job nobody wants. That was the
most fortuitous break, because the next thing I know
I’m interviewing The Beatles and emceeing the Rolling Stones. I became the No. 1 jock in Baltimore and
had a show called the Original Liverpool Hour, which
was the highest-rated segment of radio in the history
of Arbitron. We were doing 50 shares at night.
This leads me to Washington, D.C., where a new
television station is coming on the air in 1966. The
guy who owns the TV station wants to do an integrated dance show, because there had never been
one before. The Dick Clark show was integrated for
the artists, but not the dancers. So I go do WingDing,
which is the only show on UHF for about a year. In
early ‘67 the NBC station in Baltimore called to ask,
“How would you like to do the same show in Baltimore where you’re really well known ... and on a
real TV station?” You’re probably aware of Hairspray.
That’s about the segregated dance show in Baltimore
from 1955-63 called The Buddy Dean Show, which
ended with a riot in which the color cameras were
destroyed, but I didn’t know anything about that.
The NBC station was a competitor with the one carrying The Buddy Dean Show. I came back to Baltimore
and the show was a big success.
A man I’d never met or heard of called and said, “I
think you’ve got what it takes to own a radio station.”
That was my dream and he said he could make it
come true, but I had to quit TV. He had a daytime AM
in Annapolis, MD. In a two-hour lunch he changed
my life. He said he’d teach me the radio business, I’d
save his radio station from bankruptcy with his help
and he’d cut me in. I agonized over it for two weeks,
and then I took the job.
I walked out of that station five years later owning
10% and got $130,000 cash when he sold out and
retired. I bought my own station back in my little
hometown of Williamsport, PA – 50kw FM. I looked at
it and said, “Country music. That’s what I’m going to
do.” I took it from $300,000 in billing to $1,300,000 in
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two years. I started buying more radio stations, some
in New York, some in Pennsylvania.
Some banker heard about my station and a guy
called to say he’d found a bankrupt all-news 100kw
FM in Little Rock, AR. He asked me to look at it and
be a partner. We bought it for $700,000 of borrowed
money and I made it KSSN. Within about four years I
sold it for $7 million. By that time bankers said, “We’ll
write whatever check you want to buy whatever you
want.” There are 220 more radio stations between
then and now.
I met the head Imagineers from the Walt Disney
Company on a safari in Africa in 1986. They taught
me the Disney philosophy of branding and marketing.
They asked about my favorite station, which I said was
The Beaver in Bowling Green, KY because it’s fun.
The call letters are WBVR and the logo was a beaver
face with funny buck teeth. They asked, “What’s the
mnemonic device?” They had me close my eyes and
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said, “Hi kids! This is Mickey!” in Mickey Mouse’s
voice. They asked what I saw when I closed my eyes,
and of course I saw Mickey. One of them said the logo
brings up the mnemonic device, and vice versa. “Unfortunately The Beaver doesn’t have one.”
Six months later a station came up for sale in San
Bernardino, CA, and I took it Country. I had dinner
with my Disney pals, told them about the station,
the call letters KFRG and that I was going to call it
K-FROG. They asked what the mnemonic device was
and I said, “I’ve got two of them: one is ‘ribbit’ and
the other is ‘K-Frog.’” They asked, “Who are the characters?” I didn’t know what that meant. The suggestion was it’s a theme park on the radio – a nice, clean,
family-friendly, mom-can-listen-to-it-with-the-kids radio
station. “So who are your cast members at your theme
park?” Two glasses of wine later, we had Tad Pole,
Polly Wog, Ann Phibian, Sally Mander and more.
That’s how Froggy was born.
This business is all about mentors. My idols in the
early days were George Lorenz under the name The
Hound on WKBW/Buffalo, Dan Ingram on WABC/
New York and Dick Biondi on WLS/Chicago. Our
industry is a farm club of mentors, and you don’t even
know who you’re mentoring.
Let me paraphrase something from the NAB
Pioneer Award program. It says, “In the end, it won’t
matter how many houses you had, how large your
stock portfolio was or how many cars you owned.
The only thing that will matter will be the lives you
touch. That is your immortality.” If you’d asked me
at 40 what I was most proud of, I would have said
how many radio stations I’d turned around, and how
exciting it was to take something that was a loser and
make it a winner. In the glory days it was about conquest. And then you start thinking about what else is
important, and then it’s about the people. The last
20 years of my life have been more about that than
anything else.
It’s mind blowing to be inducted into the Country Radio Hall of Fame. I was never even a Country
jock. I’m honored and humbled. I think it means
more to somebody who never thought it could happen. I have my country roots, and I realized that I
harkened back to them after the Top 40 career. I
was 35, so it’s been 40 years now that Country has
been my main focus. I had a ranch in Texas for 27
years, and I learned a lot of Texan while I was down
there. The one I love the most is, “Dance with who
brung ya.” Who brung me was country music. But
the idea that a non-Country jock who devoted 40
years to country music could be inducted, I just never dreamed it could happen. If people say I belong
in the Hall of Fame, I accept. But I accept with the
greatest humility that any person could ever have. I
didn’t know that other people would value what I’ve
done as much as I do.
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