Mel
Owens

Must Be In
The Genes

It all started with Country Music
Hall of Famer Buck Owens, a
pioneer of the “Bakersfield Sound.”
While Buck was touring and recording, his sister Dorothy Owens ran
their television and radio stations
along with The Crystal Palace.
Buck’s son Michael Owens oversaw their Phoenix radio operation
and was inducted into the Country
Radio Hall of Fame in 2008. Now
it’s time for Buck’s nephew, Buck
Owens Productions’ CEO/GM Mel
Owens, to be honored. He started
at KUZZ in 1971 in sales, became
station manager in 1980, GM in
1982, VP and Secretary/Treasurer
in 1988 and CEO in 1995. The
company owns Country KUZZ AM/
FM, Classic Country
KCWR and Country KRJK.
Buck was a great businessman. KUZZ was a just
a daytime AM station and he bought the first FM
against his attorney’s advice, moved it from down
south. But it was Dorothy Owens, the youngest of the
four kids, that asked me if I want to get into radio
sales. She gave Michael [Owens] and I our starts, but
more importantly included us in the meetings in her
office. After everyone left the meeting, she would
ask us if we understood why she made the decisions
she made, and why she said what she said. It wasn’t
just rate card decisions. She would include us in the
music too. I remember when Kenny Rogers “Lady”
came out. Buck said, “That’s not a country song.”
Buck was right – it was a pop song. We waited to play
it until we knew it was a hit in Bakersfield.
When I turned 16, I became the station janitor.
Before that, back in the ‘60s, every single that
went out was in a padded envelope. We would stuff
Buck’s new 45s in the envelopes and put them in
big bins. We’d take them across the street to the
post office. We didn’t get paid, but we got to come
to the radio station and listen to the music and stay
up late. And we wouldn’t have to go to school the
next day since we were up late. So technically, that
was my first job at the station.

“

We didn’t get
paid, but we got
to come to the
radio station and
listen to the music
and stay up late.
And we wouldn’t
have to go to school
the next day.

”
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Years ago, right after we bought KUZZ, wrestlers
and roller derby folks would come to the station to
promote that night’s match. They would do their
act and actually push and shove each other in the
studio. One day it knocked us off the air. Right in
the middle of afternoon drive. Buck went through
the roof. We stopped having them in after that.
Joe Thompson would come in from Phoenix to help
us with sales training. I learned a great deal from
him and Joe Martin too. I went from sales manager to station manager. When Buck and Dorothy
promoted me to GM after a little more than a year,
I asked, “What’s the difference between the two
titles?” Buck told me the duties “were the same
and I’m not paying you any more.” That’s when I
learned the national business. I had always done
local, so I went to L.A. a lot after that. And that was
before “value added” was a thing.
I don’t know of any other station that has the
synergy we do with The Crystal Palace. The Palace
could never afford to buy the advertising they get,
and the station could never afford to co-sponsor
the concerts the Palace brings in. We’ve had Dwight
Yoakam, Merle Haggard, George Jones all the way
to Lady Antebellum play there. I remember when
Garth proposed to Trisha at the [Buck Owens]
statue unveiling.

We have great disc jockeys. I was never a deejay.
Our listeners didn’t want a young snot-nosed kid
like me on the air. I grew up listening to Chris
Conner on KAFY-AM. He was a rock and roll radio
star. I remember at one point he had a 52 share in
the ratings. In 1977 he came over to KUZZ to do
afternoons, and is still here. He sounds even better
on a Country station. Casey McBride has been here
more than 30 years.
We don’t believe in voice tracking. We are live and
local. People ask, “Where do you find new talent?” We started recruiting listeners. Our 7pm to
midnight host Kendra started out as a listener. She
spent a week coming in with Toni Marie, when Toni
was on at night, and watching her. She is a young
mom so it works well with her schedule. She started

on the weekends. That’s what we do, recruit listeners for weekend shifts. We still have a news staff for
morning and afternoons, three full-time people and
one part-time. And we have a research department.
We have to get creative with fewer and fewer people
having home phones, so online helps.

Ghost Riders: Owens, his wife
Diana, and Garth Brooks.

When we sold KNIX in 1999, Michael retired. We
had to either get bigger or sell. Spend $100 million
or make it. Buck asked me if I wanted to retire too.
I told him no, I love it. My daughter Melanie is our
controller. Her son is Ryan Joseph, my grandson.
So we have another generation of the family to continue. She tells me, “I want to be here if you want to
be here.”
CAC

