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My dad was a salesman. He listened to the radio all 
the time at his car lot and it always fascinated me. 
When I was little kid I thought there were actually 
people inside the radio and that the bands and 
orchestras were actually in there. They tell me I used 
to make a microphone out of Tinker Toys and talk 
into it. As I started doing other jobs I kept thinking, 
“Those guys are having a lot of fun.”

One of my great regrets is that my father passed away 
before I got into radio. He used to say to me, “One of 
these days that mouth is going to get you in trouble.” 
And the fact that I was able to pay the bills and do a 
little bit more than that, and achieve a few things along 
the way – it would’ve been funny for him to see that. 
My mom was very supportive. In fact, she helped me 
get the money to go to broadcasting school.

I’ve been so lucky to work with so many great people, 
starting with Ted Stecker and Rusty Walker, Bob 
Moody, Clay Hunnicutt, Meg Stevens, Jaye Albright, 
Kevin Matheny, Keith Abrams, Brian Jennings, Dene 
Hallam and Joel Raab. And [2016 CRHoF inductee] 
Dana Carole was my very fi rst morning show partner. 
I’ve learned something from every one of them. I 
thank them all and they’re all responsible, be that 
good or bad, for what I am. And they all had differ-
ent ways of coaching and teaching. 
Denny Nugent hired me in Cleveland and I learned 
an awful lot from him, too. The people who made 
me want to be on the radio were Jeff Kinzbach and 
Ed Ferenc at WMMS back in the glory days of The 
Buzzard. Those were the people that made me think, 
“I can do this job.” Ed Richards was my news guy in 
Cleveland and I’m not sure he ever used a script in 
a newscast in the years that I worked with him. He 
was just so brilliant at being able to tell a story rather 
than read a story. Lucy Grant, who was my partner 
when we won the CMA Award, is another immensely 
talented person who made me a whole lot better. 

I want to thank my wife Melinda most of all. She’s 
put up with this for 35 years, and her life was on the 
radio whether she liked it or not. The kids’ lives were 
on the radio – and that’s not easy for somebody in 
their early teens to have every stupid thing they do 
[on the air], but that’s the stuff that’s relatable to ev-
erybody. My wife is the one who kept things normal 
in a very abnormal life. When you go to bed before 
your kids and get up in the middle of the night and 
leave the house, that’s not normal. But she made our 
household and our family very normal and relatable.

My daughter Liz is in radio [as part of WYRK/Buf-
falo’s Clay, Dale & Liz morning show] and she is the 
same as I was growing up. We were both mouthy 
and we both thought we were funny when nobody 
else did. I helped her get an internship with Clear 
Channel in western Ohio when she was in college, 

and she’s done everything else on her own. But I’m 
learning more about the digital aspect from her be-
cause she’s just so good at it. It’s second nature.

One of the craziest things we ever did was at KNFM/
Odessa-Midland, where we were the fi rst station to 
offer a free funeral to the fi rst drunk driver killed 
on New Years Eve. The backstory: The station owner, 
George Bakke, came up with this brilliant idea to 

offer a 24/7, year-round free ride 
service for people who’d had too 
much to drink. It started in April 
and was called Tipsy Taxi. We 
worked out a deal with the participating bars 
in the area. If somebody was over served, they would 
call the radio station, we would call a taxi. At the end 
of the month, we would divide the taxi bill among 
all the participating bars. I don’t think it cost any bar 
more than like 10 or 12 bucks a month. By Novem-
ber, George said we needed to spiff this thing up for 
the holidays. Our morning guy, JJ McClain, offhand-
edly said, “You ought to give away a free funeral 
to the fi rst drunk driver killed on New Year’s Eve.” 
Everybody was horrifi ed, except for me. 

There was no way we ever wanted to have a win-
ner. We wanted to call attention to the problem and 
our solution through typical radio contesting. We 
actually did put $3,500 in escrow, enough to pay for 
someone’s funeral, but in order to win you had to pre-
register. We actually had forms saying, “I am stupid 
enough to drive drunk on New Year’s Eve.” Then the 
lawyers got involved and they were unhappy, to say 
the least. Our point was, “We’ve done everything we 
can to stop you from driving drunk. We’ll pick you up 
and take you home. If you’re still stupid enough to 
drive drunk after we’ve done all this for you, there’s 
only one thing left to do, and that’s plant you.” As 
tasteless as it was, it was very effective. We scared the 
crap out of people. We won a Bum Steer Award from 
Texas Monthly for that – which I’m still proud of, even 
though you’re not supposed to be.

Very early in my KNFM days, Max Howard was part 
owner of the station. Then George Bakke bought 
it and I ended up being in charge of Max, who had 
been doing radio forever. Max and I shared an offi ce, 
and there was no way on God’s green earth I, who 
had been in radio for two and a half years, was going 
to tell Max how to do anything. We were just talking 
one day and Max says, “Let me give you one piece of 
advice. If you stick with this, you’re going to have a 
lot of people tell you how great you are, and it can go 
to your head. But remember, if morning radio went 
away tomorrow, they’d still fi gure out how to get up, 

get themselves out the door, get their 
kids to school and get to work. If 
that guy who comes around once a 
week and picks up our garbage stops 
coming around, we’re all screwed. 
You’re nowhere near as important as 
the garbage man.” I’ve never forgot-
ten that, and I’ve never taken myself 
so seriously that I thought what I was 
doing was more important than what 
other people are doing.

When my contract wasn’t renewed in 
Cleveland in 2010, I realized I was ab-
solutely, completely unqualifi ed to do 
anything else. I have no other market-
able skills. And radio is just fun. I love 
the Seinfeld quote, that people’s num-
ber one fear is public speaking, number 

two is death, so if you’re at a funeral you’d rather be 
in the coffi n than doing the eulogy. And to me, it’s 
the opposite. Put me in front of 15,000 people, give 
me a microphone, I’m good. I used to emcee our 
three-day music festival in Cleveland off of two index 
cards. To be able to be creative and funny and think 
about things in a different way, to entertain while at 
the same time helping people through various chari-
ties, community involvement, food banks, St. Jude 
and other hospitals – what’s not to love?           CAC
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 Mantel
Unqualifi ed For 
Anything Else
Beginning in the Lone Star 
State at KNFM/Odessa, Jim 
Mantel’s Country radio career 
continued to KRYS/Corpus 
Christi and KKBQ/Houston. 
He spent nearly two decades 
at WGAR/Cleveland (1992-
2010), earning CMA Person-
ality of the Year in 1993. Now 
doing mornings at WNRS/
Greenville, NC, Mantel looks 
back on his 35 years in radio 
and says, “What’s not to love?”
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