Tim
Closson
Making Hay
In Radio

From a farm in Minnesota to accepting a CMA award on a Nashville
stage, Tim Closson carved a path
of radio excellence that almost took
a hard left turn. Instead, he progressed steadily from small Midwest
stations to WAXX/Eau Claire, WI,
then KHAK/Cedar Rapids, IA and
on to a 14-year award-winning and
ratings-dominating run at WUBE/
Cincinnati. A decade-long departure from the business ended three
years ago when he joined Westwood
One in affiliate relations. And it all
started, much to his mother’s surprise, at Minneapolis’ Brown Institute School of Broadcasting.
My mom attended Brown in the ‘40s. She wanted to
be a broadcaster, but got pregnant with my older sister
and never wound up doing it. She always loved radio
and talked about it, though. I graduated early from
high school and left the dairy farm. I wasn’t interested
in milking cows; that’s a hard life. So I was 17, living
on my own and bouncing around to different jobs. I
had every intention of going to college when it hit me
to attend Brown. My mom didn’t really think I would
amount to anything, so I walked into the bank where
she worked and said, “Guess what, mom? I need a student loan. I just enrolled in Brown Institute.” I never
saw a bigger smile on her face.
We had a local station in Fairborne, MN, KDHL. The
farm director, Dean Curtis, used to love to interview
my mom because she was so well spoken. She had that
gift. She passed away in 1987 and missed a lot of the
run. She didn’t get to see me win my first CMA award,
but I know she was proud. Funny enough, the station
is one of my affiliates at Westwood One. In fact, I had
a conversation with current PD John Anderson, asking
him about all the local businesses. I told him about
the “Happy Hustlers” 4H Club and my grand champion pure-bred calf. I said, “There still has to be a
picture of Dean Curtis up in the station.” And there is.

WAXX the first time around, not the second. It was
almost in gold for us by the time they came back out
with it.
The first time a Lee Ann Womack record was ever
played was on WUBE and [Decca’s] Shelia Shipley
Biddy was in the station, listening and bawling her
eyes out. Another memory is running into Garth
Brooks over and over again during his first CRS. I
was playing his song in Cedar Rapids, so I started
introducing him to people and helping him hand out
buttons that said, “Much too young to feel this damn
old.” He’s never forgotten that.
There was a point in Eau Claire when the company
wanted me to program an AC in Kirksville, MO. I was
considering the offer during one of our bus trips to
Nashville, where I ran into Lon Helton. He said, “Tim,
you’re crazy. Don’t you dare. You’re too far down the
road in Country.” I slept on it overnight and called
the station the next day to back out. I don’t think
the owner of the company has ever forgiven me, and
about a year later I wound up in Cedar Rapids. So Lon
was instrumental in me not making a wrong turn. I
don’t even know if he realizes that.

Eau Claire was a small market station operating like a
big market station. The mentors there were tremendous. When I worked for Post in Ottumwa, WAXX was
co-owned and a company newsletter came out about
Tim Wilson winning a CMA. I remember thinking,
“How cool is that? That would be cool to do some
day.” Less than a year later, he hired me for overnights. I sucked when I got there, but Tim taught me
a lot. He airchecked and developed me as a talent. He
also taught me a lot about programming.
I became the main host for bus trips to Nashville with
WAXX listeners three times a year. I basically went
to school on country music, learned some really cool
things and became an absolute aficionado. We always
took the buses to the Grand Ole Opry. Through some
record connections, I got backstage. I happened
to walk by Roy Acuff’s dressing room. He was the
only one in there and waved me in like I was an old
friend. I sat down and had a one-on-one conversation with Roy Acuff for about 20 minutes. There’s no
photo, no recording – and I’ve gotten to do some
cool things in my career, but that ranks right up
there. The other was when I was sports director in
Eau Claire and got to interview Walter Payton oneon-one after his last regular season football game at
the Metrodome. I have tape of that.
What I miss about programming is being involved in
the music. Discovering and being able to share it with
friends, family, listeners, people at the station – whoever would listen. I remember meeting a kid named
Randy Traywick. “On The Other Hand” was a hit for
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did and I still do with Westwood One. Yesterday, I
started at 7am and got up from my desk at 6:30pm. I’d
hardly moved.
Consolidation was the Wild West, and I was having a
ball. I lived on an airplane and was away from my family
way too much, but I got to do more in those six years
than most people get to do in a lifetime. It afforded
some great things for me and my family. I was on the
front line and if we acquired Country stations, I was
one of the people who went in and ascertained what we
had. A difficult task indeed, but very interesting.
I was involved in a lot of things that had never been
done before: The first same-format FMs in the same
market. The first guy to lead group meetings with
labels in Nashville. I was going to Nashville herding a
bunch of cats that included Mac Daniels, Tim Roberts,
Jeff Garrison, Dene Hallam, John Sebastian, Mick Anselmo, Gregg Swedberg and Patty Marshall. I learned
a lot from that group of guys and gals and became an
expert in diplomacy.
And I was fortunate enough to work with the largest
group of Country radio stations ever assembled to that
point. I’ve been involved with legendary call letters
including WMZQ/Washington, KZLA/Los Angeles,
KSON/San Diego, KEEY/Minneapolis, WUBE &
WYGY/Cincinnati, WWWW/Detroit, KMLE/Phoenix,
KKBQ/Houston. That’s pretty special and very humbling, when I look back at it.
My time away was a break, but I think it also gave me
some unique perspective as a listener or even as a
non-listener. I knew I still loved it, so when my kids
were out of the house I started nosing around to get
back in. I kind of stumbled onto the Westwood One
thing. I knew Dennis Green from the AM/FM days.
We talked and five days later I was working for Westwood One.

Hand It To Him: Interviewing Randy Travis.
I learned how a team comes together and the kind of
things you need to do in the community during my
time in Eau Claire. And I learned a lot about Country
listeners and how to best reach them. That was the
terrific training I put into play at KHAK. Add in Mary
Quass and her magic potion – she still might be the
best there is. Her leadership is second to none. I would
have been perfectly happy working for her for the rest
of my life, but I took a chance by leaving. The opportunity in Cincinnati was just too great to pass up.
I just had the ear for hit music. Joel Raab once said, “I
love following your playlist because I know what you
don’t play is not going to be a hit.” The other thing
was, I was very driven. I grew up on a dairy farm so
I understood the value of hard work. You got out of
it what you put into it and I wasn’t afraid to put in
the tireless hours – start early and work late. My dad
always said, “Make hay while the sun shines.” I always

One of the most gratifying aspects is the people I’ve
been connected with that I’m joining in the Hall of
Fame. Duke Hamilton was part of the dream team at
WUBE. There’s Bill White and Dr. Don Carpenter. I
currently represent Lon Helton and Country Countdown USA. He’s in the Hall. Bob Kingsley. Blair Garner. And Mary Quass should be in that group. Meanwhile, I’m going in with Charlie Ochs, who I worked
with at WMZQ. You’re only as good as the people
around you, in every aspect, and I’ve had great people
around me and above me. And I’ll never say below me
because I looked at everyone as my colleague.
I’m very humbled some good folks recognized I got to
do some pretty unique things, but I was pretty lucky
and have a lot of people to thank. It’s a long road
from being a dairy farmer’s kid in Minnesota to being in the Country Radio Hall of Fame. I never quite
imagined it would be a road I would travel, but I’ve
been very fortunate. Great memories, but the book’s
not done. There’s still a lot to be written and lot to do
with Westwood One.
CAC

