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I was born and raised in Rockford, IL, which is 
about 80 miles west of Chicago, so I grew up listening 
to the Chicago radio greats. Rockford was an awesome 
radio market as well and I was the kid talking into a 
cassette recorder pretending I was on the radio. When 
I was 14 or 15, an ad for broadcasting school on the 
back of a concert program caught my eye because it 
said, “Got jock itch?” I knew right then it was abso-
lutely what I wanted to do! I never had a plan B; it was 
always that or nothing. 

A local AM station was holding auditions to join the 
morning show as a contest. I used the same cassette 
recorder that I played around with in my room to 
make a tape. I got to do a live show with the morning 
guy, but I wasn’t even 18 yet and still in school. I didn’t 
get the job, but I returned to that ad I’d found at the 
concert and dragged my mom to the school, which 
was really kind of a joke. She was like, “Yeah, I don’t 
think we’re going to pay for this.” But I kept looking 
for another opportunity and I found Brown College 
in Minneapolis, which offered a program to get your 
fi rst-class engineering license. You were more likely to 
get hired by a radio station if you had that certifi ca-
tion and I thought that would give me more credibility 
since there weren’t many women in radio. I talked my 
mom into it and got my fi rst on-air job at WFAW-AM/
Fort Atkinson, WI when I was 19.

Someone told me never stay at your fi rst job more 
than a year. I took the advice and I went to work for 
my hometown radio station [Top 40] WZOK/Rock-
ford, where I worked from two until six in the morn-
ing. The owner was Vern Nolte, who invented the cart 
machine, and he was buying radio stations with the 
money he’d made. The guy looked like W.C. Fields or 
Winston Churchill, always smoking a cigar in his of-
fi ce. Middays came open and I went in and I said I re-
ally wanted the shift. “Women aren’t going to listen to 
other women on the radio!” The owner told me, and 
he refused. But I fi nally got my chance when the night 
guy threw the afternoon guy through the drywall in a 
fi ght. They were fi red and there was no choice but to 
put me on middays. He started me at noon, though, 
thinking that women would be at lunch and wouldn’t 
notice when they came back. I was bound and deter-
mined to show him my stuff and worked for 372 days 
in a row and every shift I could; middays, weekends, 
appearances; whatever they needed. And by the third 
book I had gotten a 100 share in Arbitron, which had 
never been done. Everybody who got a book must’ve 
fi lled in my name and he fi nally put me on at 10am.

I listened to the Chicago greats like Larry Lujack, 
who was just one of best radio entertainers of all time. 
And there was a woman on WLS middays named 
Yvonne Daniels. I loved her because I had not really 
heard other women doing their own show. We never 
met, but when I found she’d died about 15 years ago, 
I actually cried because she made such a big impres-
sion on me. WROK-AM was another big infl uence 
because it was the station my parents listened to every 
morning. I knew that’s what I wanted to do, in part 
because I wanted to know things before anybody else 
did. That was my perception of those people – they 
knew everything. It was pre-internet and if you wanted 
information, you turned on the radio.

The greatest career infl uence has been Rick Tor-
casso. He has a long history in radio, but I knew him 
best as a consultant and one of the architects of the 
Young Country format. He shared so much informa-
tion, had so much confi dence in me and gave me my 
biggest breaks in Country radio. He’s semi-retired 
now, but he got me to Young Country in Seattle when 
it launched. He hired me later at [KIKK] Young 
Country in Houston and was instrumental in getting 
me back to Chicago. I saw him speak at a  convention 
in Los Angeles and I liked what he was saying and the 
way he thought. So I just went up to him afterwards 
and introduced myself. I would send him a card once 

a year to check in. He remembered and followed me, 
which led to Seattle. 

Young Country/Seattle was one of the best radio 
experiences I’ve had. Erik Logan was the program direc-
tor and has also been a major infl uence. The company 
launched these stations as the second or third Country 
options in a market and the idea was to go in and make a 
lot of noise and get noticed. It was before PPM, so it was 
all about recall and what people remembered listening 
to. Once I had tickets to give away and I decided to give 
them to the fi rst person who could get a horse into my 
studio on the seventh fl oor. I think the tickets were for 
Garth Brooks and an hour-and-a-half later some guy used 
the freight elevator and walked in with a horse! There 
was always an assortment of animals in the studio and the 
company was always supportive.

Cancer changed everything. I was on the air in 
Houston when I found out. I’d gone to a fertility 

doctor and he’d called my husband, who called me 
and said I needed to come home. I thought he was 
calling to tell me I was going to be able to have a 
baby, but he choked up and told me I had uterine 
cancer. I just thought “Oh my God,” and everything 
afterward became a part of the radio show. It could 
have become deadly, but they caught it early. Still, 
the whole thing made me a better and nicer person, 
and I don’t let things bother me like they used to. 
I’ve fought for years in this industry against the 
establishment, speaking at conferences because 
women weren’t getting paid what men got paid. 
It pissed me off and I wasn’t going to stand for it. 
All that kind of disappeared. I got involved in the 
American Cancer Society and have served on the 
board for many years since.

My diagnosis led to the biggest blessing of my 
life. A year later someone who worked at an adop-
tion agency called in to win a prize. I mentioned 
during the call that I wanted to adopt and my on-air 
partner and I discussed it on the air. Another year 
later, I got an email from a girl wanting to meet 
with me. She’d heard and remembered that call 
and was trying to fi nd parents for the child she 
was about to have. She wanted to meet me, which 
I thought was odd, so I kind of buried the email. 
Three weeks later my producer Tubby came to me 
and said, “You really need to get back to that girl 
who needs parents for a baby.” I still thought it 
was weird, but he pulled out the email, which was 
literally stuck to another email from a woman who 
wanted to be Miss Texas and whose platform was 
adoption. She’d adopted six children herself and 
it seemed strange that the two emails were stuck 
together. So I called the girl who was pregnant and 
we talked for two hours before meeting for lunch, 
where I just fell in love with her. She said she felt 
like she was carrying the baby for me. Now, back to 
Miss Texas. I had her come in and talk about all this 
on the air. Her husband was an adoption attorney 
and everything just fell into place. Five months later 
she became Miss Texas and I cut the umbilical cord 
on my son. It was the most amazing thing that has 
ever happened in my life. Of the billions of people 
in the world, there is a reason why he’s my son and 
I’m his mother. It was meant to be.

Getting to Chicago was important. Right as my 
son was about to be born, it became apparent they 
were going to change formats in Houston. Darren 
Davis was the program director and I went into 
his office and noted that the company didn’t have 
an adoption policy, which meant I wasn’t going 
to get any time off when my son was born. And if 
they blew the station up, I’d be out of a gig. If he 
was about to make a change, he needed to make it 
then. So he spoke with his bosses and the following 
Monday admitted they were about to flip the sta-
tion. I had a million-and-a-half dollars in endorse-
ments and he said they’d pay out my contract if I 
played good with the advertisers and listeners. So I 
got to keep my pay and insurance for another year 
right as I adopted my son and it was the best deal 
of my life. I took the year off and made a concerted 
effort to get back to Chicago because that’s where 
I’m from. Right at the end of that year I was start-
ing to panic a little bit. I’d found out Erik Logan 
was up for the PD gig at WUSN and he told me if 
he took the job, I’d get middays. He did. Later, 
after Mike Peterson became PD, I was offered 
mornings. He’s another awesome programmer and 
a great person.

Being inducted into the Country Radio Hall of 
Fame is a dream come true. I have to share it with 
my family because they ultimately paid the price for 
it. I was on crutches when my mom drove me to that 
interview at WROK. My parents were there when I was 
making $3.65 an hour and loaning me money to help 
make ends meet. When I needed to move to Minneap-
olis, it was my sister, eight months pregnant, who got a 
U-Haul trailer and helped me move. And my son Liam 
has always had a mom who was gone every morning of 
his school life. They’ve always been my biggest support 
system and this is the greatest honor I can give them 
in many ways. 

Country radio has given me opportunities I never 
dreamed existed. Having the industry basically say, 
“Yeah, you’re pretty good, so we’re going to recognize 
you with this honor” is overwhelming. I’ve always 
made a point to never cry in radio because for so 
many years I lived in a male-dominated world, but 
that’s exactly what I did when four guys came in the 
offi ce to give me the news. But I’ll take it. This one’s 
worth crying for.                                                      CAC

Determined to make her mark in an industry 
dominated by men, WUSN/Chicago morning 
host Lisa Dent has done that and then some. 
For 35 years she’s charmed Country audi-
ences in markets including Minneapolis, San 
Diego, Seattle and Houston. The last 14 have 
made her a household name in Chicago, put-
ting her in the company of radio greats like 
Larry Lujack, Steve Dahl, Wally Phillips and 
John Landecker.

No Stopping Her
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Leather Report: 
Gearing up for a 
Chicago run at 
Dierks Bentley’s 
Miles and Music 
for Kids in 2011.
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