Tim Roberts

Country Before
It Was Cool

A 17-year-old college student
who epitomized a Barbara
Mandrell song now has nearly
four decades of magical radio
memories. WYCD/Detroit PD
Tim Roberts talks about his
firsts, his influences and his
proudest moments.
Throughout high school I did a lot of character voices
and was very involved with music. I deejayed dances and
even before that, my dad was really into radio. He listened
all the time – a radio freak. He was kind of a Mr. Fix-it and
every time he was doing a project he had a radio with him.
My dad loved music, loved comedy and he had a huge
record collection. All of that had a huge inﬂuence on me.
I went off to college to be an architect and play football.
My sister’s roommate Cindy was already working at
the campus radio station. She said, “You ought to try it,
it would be fun.” I listened to a couple of people who I
thought were really bad and thought I could do at least as
well as them. It turned out I probably wasn’t as good as
them, but I ended up trying it. I met my wife in the program at the same time. The station became very successful and actually went to No. 1 in the ratings, beating the
Country station – WCEN/Saginaw – the other powerhouse
station in town.
Because it paid, I applied for a job at WCEN and they
hired me in the fall of 1978. Charlie, the owner and GM,
asked in the interview what I knew about country music.
I said, “The Eagles?” I think I was 17 at the time. Then I
started thinking about the guys I’d seen on TV and liked,
and my dad had some of their records, like Glen Campbell,
Dolly Parton, Johnny Cash. So I got the job, and that’s
how I started in Country radio. I absolutely fell in love
with the music and the style of the format. I was hooked. I
remember all my rock friends laughed at me. You know, “I
Was Country When Country Wasn’t Cool?” Yeah.
I played 45s in Country radio. I was playing Waylon
and Willie’s current records, and Johnny Cash and Hank
Williams, Jr. and my all-time idol Merle Haggard. I remember Reba being a new artist.
As soon as I graduated in 1982 I moved to Country
WATK & AC WRLO/Antigo, WI. We simulcast the morning shows – the morning Country guy, me, and the AC guy
did the show together.
I did that for about a year, then I wanted to go to a
bigger operation. Sight-unseen, my wife and I moved
to Lubbock, TX to work at KATX, which was a brand
new FM Country station. I did mornings and, at the age
of 23, became the GM as well as the PD. I was selling,
doing play-by-play and hosting the morning show with
my wife Lori.
After a couple years we moved to Greensboro, NC
where I was MD and hosted mornings for WPCM. That’s
where I started getting noticed from Nashville as being a
guy who was involved with music. Eventually I became
the PD.
Mark Tudor took a chance hiring me as APD/MD in
Charlotte in 1985. That was right about the time I went to
my ﬁrst CRS. After Mark left I ran what is now WKKT
until 1990, when the station was sold. I was an impatient
person back then and left for KHAK/Cedar Rapids, which
was already a legendary station – the No. 2 12+ station in
the United States while I was there, behind only WIVK/
Knoxville. I’m proud to say that.
I was on the ground ﬂoor of Citadel and ran KDRK
& KGA/Spokane, which were both Country. I went from
there to San Francisco, where I was running KSAN &
KNEW. After they were sold, I transferred to Detroit to run
WWWW in the mid-’90s. They changed the format, and I
went to work as the Regional OM for Cumulus, which also
was a brand new company. I worked for them for about
seven years overseeing the Midwest’s 29 stations including
WQXK/Youngstown, OH. That was when I won my ﬁrst
CMA Award. I came to WYCD in 2005.
Being on-air and programming became too overwhelming once I got into larger markets. I ﬁll in every
now and then, so it whets my appetite. And I’m involved
with other formats, too. When I got to San Francisco, I
was so busy and being interrupted while you’re on the
air is not helpful in doing a good radio show. Trying to
make business decisions while trying to entertain people
isn’t the ideal setup. I miss being on the air in some ways
because that was a super fun, creative, carefree thing to do.
And I certainly miss the entertainment aspect of it. But I
do enough other things like voice work to get my ﬁll. The
strategic challenge of programming is very involved and
I love working with music and other aspects. At this point
I’m so busy, it would be painful to be on the air. I admire
the PDs who still do it.
I’ve had some amazing, magical music moments
aside from meeting Johnny Cash, Merle Haggard, Willie
Nelson – and yes, I’ve been on Willie’s bus. I was kind
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of in on the ground ﬂoor of believing in Taylor Swift, and
we became friends immediately. When she ﬁnally made it
to where she was headlining, she brought my family back
into this little circle, and during the show she popped out
on this second stage in the back of The Palace in Auburn
Hills, and sang “Tim McGraw” literally to me and my
family and some people from WYCD. It was this spectacular, mind blowing moment seeing her at that level and
having her care enough to do that for us.
I got to be onstage for part of a Big & Rich, Gretchen
Wilson and Dwight Yoakam show, literally sitting at a bar
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Trying to make
business decisions while
trying to entertain people
isn’t the ideal setup.
I miss being on the air in
some ways because that
was a super fun, creative,
carefree thing to do.

”

Sparks Fly: Roberts and Taylor Swift in 2010.

on the stage. Gretchen was serving me shots while they
played the show. Musically, it was absolutely amazing.
There have been a couple of moments like that in Tim
McGraw’s, Brad Paisley’s and Keith Urban’s shows. You
never forget those.
Being involved with the WYCD Downtown Hoedown with so many acts where it was literally their
first event – Garth Brooks, Lady Antebellum, Luke
Bryan, Eric Church. Giving those undiscovered artists
exposure and helping their career launch has been really gratifying.
On a personal level, being No.1 and winning Marconi, CMA and ACM awards has all been spectacularly
amazing. To be rewarded by your peers – I’ve had so
many great moments and been so blessed – it’s hard to
pick just one.
Because I’ve been given a 100kW loudspeaker to do
good in the community, I’m proud of making a difference
in people’s lives with the St. Jude radiothon, MDA, the
American Diabetes Association, BRAvo and the Race for
the Cure. Being able to make a difference and in some
cases literally save lives, either directly or indirectly, that’s
what I’m most proud of.
Radio is every bit as alive and healthy as ever.
There’s more competition, but when it comes to new
music discovery and the power of radio to break artists
and make a difference in the community, there’s nothing
like it. It’s a greater challenge today to be creative, good
at what you do and to make your radio station matter in
the community. But it can still be done. Radio is such a
great companion, and it’s still a very potent and effective medium. The delivery system and how we access it
might change, but there will always be a place for great
entertainment, and that’s why radio has survived.
Being inducted into the Country Radio Hall of Fame
feels like a crazy dream and I haven’t quite woken up. It
seems surreal, like it should be for somebody else. But I’m
extremely grateful for all the people who helped me along
the way. I hope I’ve been able to give back to others. One
of the other things I’m really proud of is that I’ve been
able to work with so much talent over the years, and hopefully helped them become better broadcasters and pass on
the legacy.
I really appreciate the people who believed in me, gave
me a lot of freedom and the chance to be creative. I’ve
been blessed with a lot of great bosses, including my current boss Debbie Kenyon, and the folks at CBS Radio who
allow me to do what I do. That’s really all you can ask for
in a radio programmer position.
The Country Radio Seminar helped make me what
I am today. I so believe in it – the sharing of ideas, and
the friendships and alliances I’ve made over the years.
I learned so much from so many great mentors – Les
Acree, Rusty Walker, Jeff Walker and all these people
who are involved. Just being exposed to all that knowledge and passion for the format energized me to be great
every time I went. And it still does to this day.
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