wall idea. Because it hadn’t been done before, there

was no research on a Sports format, and that wor-

ried just about everyone at the station. And when Smulyan made the
decision and put the first-ever all-sports radio station on the air — it
was terrible. As they say, the pioneers take the arrows.

The station struggled mightily in its first 18 months. It didn’t
sound good, and it wasn't going over well with advertisers. Smulyan
says sports broadcaster Jim Lampley called it “The Vietnam of
Emmis.” Emmis Programming President Rick Cummings and then-
Emmis Radio President Doyle Rose would walk into Smulyan’s office
and say, “Well, we lost another $43,000 today.” In fact, WFAN lost
$4 million in its first year.

Rose says he and Cummings thought Smulyan was nuts when he
came up with the idea of an all-sports format. And for that entire first
year, they believed changing from Country to Sports was a mistake,
Cummings says, “We doubted the original idea, which was to make
all-sports like all-news — repeating the scores, previews, and wraps
every 20 minutes, with a few sports talk shows. Secondly, it was very
expensive to run and advertisers had indicated that they were not
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confident in’the idea and not €ager (o come
on board.”. ; ;
Losing millions ‘of dollars because you

> LI b - &< { : A ; 5
Twenty—five yedrs aqo, e \
WHN-AM sat in 20th place in the ratings in New
York City. The station was playing country music think you're right on a format is something
and carrying New York Mets baseball, a dreadful that could never happen in radio today (see:
programming combination. Jeff Smulyan, who Merlin Media in Chicago). But that's what
owned the station at the time, was sitting in a cof- Smulyan did, and things started to change
fee shop, contemplating what to do to improve his
position in the market. SP UR 7. 5 /MD/ D

"L always wondered what a Sports station would
sound like,” Smulyan says. He was in the minority.
Sports as a radio format didn't exist in the late '80s,

and Smulyan found litde support for his off-the- —- NEW YORK —

for the better when the station changed its
focus from providing only sports updates and
national sports information. Cummings says
the hook was entertainment: “When we put
the right entertaining hosts on, it took off”

That stronger programming was coupled
with a much better signal. When Smulyan pur-
chased the NBC stations and moved “The Fan”
down to 660 on the dial, everything was in place, including the
biggest hook: Don Imus. While Imus wasn’t a huge sports fan, he
was wildly popular in New York, especially in the 25-54 male demo.

Smulyan says Imus was the perfect match for the Fan — eyen
though he didn't spend much time talking about sports. “He still had
the greatest sign-off I've ever heard in radio,” says Smulyan. “At the
end of the show, at 10 o'clock, he'd say, “This concludes the enter-
tainment portion of today's programming For the next 24 hours
you will hear mindless drivel about sports from people who know
nothing about sports.” It was great.”

In addition to Imus handling morning drive, Mike & The Mad Dog —
Mike Francesa and Chris Russo — was added in the afternoons, and
WFAN never looked back. Imus says the switch to 660 on the dial,
going from the worst signal in the market to the best, was a big part
of the radio station’s success, adding that he was part of the package
when Emmis took over. Although he says he doesn't miss working at
WFAN, Imus says he loved everybody there.
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Cu'mmjngs notes that, once the talent was in place, the station
went from a pretty significant failure to a quick success. He says, “It
was just remarkable to sit in a meeting and hear people talk about
having every decisionmaker in the Tri-State area listening to Don
Imus in the morning and, in fact, influencing advertising buys in
sorme cases.”

THEY SAID IT COULD NEVER WORK

Joel Hollander, who was also part of WFAN from the begin-
ning, started out as the sales manager. “Everyone said it would
never work,” he says. “It was an unmitigated disaster when it first
launched. Part of the challenge from the start was that the station
had 145 employees and less than a 1 share. That makes it hard to
pay the bills. When you couple that with country music and sports
that nobody seemed to care about, you can understand why people
had their doubts that this thing would ever work. We were airing the
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“THE PROGRAMMING STAFF AT WFAN HAS
BEEN SINGULARLY FOCUSED ON BRINGING 1,,.’ he gave all the money o me,
UP-TO-THE-MINUTE SPORTS INFORMATION  .nd Breen should come ask me for
AND COMMENTARY TO THE NEW YORK
LISTENING AREA FOR 25 YEARS. THEIR
GOAL TODAY IS THE SAME AS IT WAS
WHEN THEY STARTED IN 1987. AS THE
TALENT LINEUP CHANGED, THE GOALS OF
THE STATION HAVE NOT.”

— CBS Radio President/CEQ Dan Mason
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Tiorse racing' report, the tennis report; and, the New York Islanders

report.” Hollander says all that changed when the station brought in
the legendary: team of ]ack Trout and Al Ries, who told ‘them what
the Fan needed to focus on!

The marketing gurus told the WFAN team that the station needed
to emphasize the daily headlines; Ries says, “We told them to keep a
narrow focus and have patience.” Hollander took that to mean that
if Daryl Swawberry of the New York Mets was taking drugs, that
needed to be discussed on the air. If Don Mattingly of the Yankees
was on a long hitting streak, that needed to be discussed on the air.
The station had to become the Top 40 of sports — New York sports.
And by 1986, carrying the New York Mets turned out to be a bless-
ing for WFAN: The team won the World Series that year.

Hollander would eventually become the general manager and run
the station from 1991 to 1998, and his success at WFAN would help
propel him to the CEO spot at Westwood One. Imus, who still works
with Hollander through the CJ Foundation for SIDS (Sudden Infant
Death Syndrome) says Hollander was only “half a radio weasel.” We
think he was kidding.

Imus tells this story about Mike Breen, who worked on the Imus
in the Morning Show before moving on to ESPN. Breen wanted a raise,
according to Imus, so he told him
to go see the boss. “Hollander told

the money,” Imus says. “So, other
than that, Hollander’s a good guy
— but he’s a typical radio weasel.”

In 1991, Smulyan sold the sta-
tion to Infinity Broadcasting for
$75 million, and the "90s were very,
very good to WFAN. Hollander says
then-Infinity CEO Mel Karmazin
was responsible for giving WFAN
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addmon ‘of Imus and Mike, & The Mad Dog fdr the ‘¢hange in N WFAN'S
form.nes andhe calls Mike Francesa the “Godfather of Sports Radio.”

s “People eithier: Jovehim or hate him; but he's stayed number one all
the way thfough says Hollander. * ‘He’s very good at-what he does.”
Imus agrees: ‘Francesa, despite a rep for being arrogant; is one of

the great people in this business. This business is filled with a bunch
of weasels. Mike Francesa is not one of them.”

Hollander also gives high praise to OM Mark Chernoff for what
he's done behind the scenes at WFAN. Chernoff, who's also VP for
sports programming at CBS Radio, will celebrate his 20th anniver-
sary at WFAN on March 1 of next year. CBS Radio SVP/Programming
Chris Oliviero says Chernoff is without a doubt the most successful
Sports radio program director of all time.

MANAGING TOP TALENT

About managing high-profile, opinionated talent in the largest
market in the country, Chernoff says, “The key is to understand
that the hosts are talented, or they wouldn'’t be here. They may have
needed to understand the difference in ratings from a diary-based
world to a PPM world, but I look at myself as the person to help
them when necdcd If they didn't have egos, 1 don't believe they

Mike Franc §a!pterwews New
York Yankee!@legend and Bases

www.radioink.com

“THERE ARE A LOT OF
PEOPLE THAT DON'T GET
THE ATTENTION THAT I
GET, OR THAT SOMEONE
ELSE MAY GET, WHO : |
DESERVE A LOT OF CREDIT Mike and the Mad Dog
WFAN. A LOT OF PEOPLE
SHOULD BE VERY PROUD.” Mike &The Mad Dog was number one. In one
— Mike Francesa

Mike Francesa with two-time
Super Bow-winning New York
Giants Quarterback Eli Manning.

de_cades at WFAN, "Mlke has beén mthWFAN since 1987 ]ust a few
Jnonths after the birth' of Lhe station,” says Chernoff ‘His amazmg :

‘z‘-_'}rrack record includes 19 years as one half of the! amazmgly successful

Mike & The ad Dog Show, which set the standard for twa-person Sports
Talk radio, to’ Mlke s contmued on-air dommance as a solo host the
last four years.”

Francesa, who was a behmd the-scenes guy with CBS when he
first heard WFAN, recalls listening to the Mets playing the Houston
Astros back in 1986 and knowing right then where he wanted to
work. “From the beginning,” he says, “I thought they had it wrong.
They brought in a lot of the national guys — some who had a lot
of success, some who hadn’t. They did it like it was almost an ESPN
on the radio, and I thought it would never work. I thought it was a
disaster, but I wanted to be a part of it.  wanted to get involved, and
I did. I knew they weren't connecting and I thought I knew why. I
thought they needed to talk New York.

“As soon as they started to realize that was the case — it took
them a while, and it almost shut them down, because they lost a
lot of money early on — the light went on and they realized they
needed local hosts. At that same time, they moved the signal down
to 660 and inherited Don Imus, which was incredibly important to
the growth and to the vibrancy of WFAN. Within a couple of months
of that, they created Mike & The Mad Dog. Those were the moments that
really changed everything from being
another disaster to being something
that could be successful. Then it became
wildly successful. It was the move to
local hosts, that move to 66, the inherit-
ing of Don Imus, and the coupling of

Francesa says that within nine months,

book alone, the show went from 11th to
third, proving New Yorkers were ready
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Became ng stars i
: lot of money n the sprlﬂg’

witha c1ty I understand r_hat t_he g
- be fickle.s Hor: sbime reason, iy _follov\nng as beef extremely loyal,
: botli:through the : Mike: &The Mad Diog years anid ars since, In that
; 3regard I've been very very fortunate, I. that it is far_mgs—
driven ;I understand that we still. to thJs Vi

month a.nd’e\?ery quarter. T think it’s just good*fortune and.a capacity

1998 to 2008 Russo has since moved on to take the'lead on }us own
i .show o Sirius XM...

~ Chernoff says WFAN has evolved into an amazing brand. * “The
station-is paft of the fabric of the New York market,” he ‘says. “I'm
humbled to be working with some of the greatest talent on the
planet, both now and throughout the past 19 years. I believe that
by being local all the time and allowing our listeners to get on the
radio and express their opinions, along with our hosts being topical
and opinionated, we bring people to the station. And so many of our
listeners are bonded to the station. Some love our hosts, some don’t,
but I love the fact that our listeners want to hear what Mike Francesa
has to say, or Boomer and Carton — really, all of our hosts. Without
our listeners and the interaction we have on the air and off the air,
we wouldn’t be who we are.”

Craig Carfon and Boomer Esiason at Connelly’s Pub &
Restaurant in New York.
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' ,The pubhc can’;

to cennect to the audience.” Francesa and Russo wotked together from /:

% mg me, that mears you are moS ﬂ{ely annoymg my’ audlence and
7 yow ate not going to be there very long. That's my }ob If a“host -

doesn’t control that, he’s ot dtnng a very good job!
BOOMEFS & CARTON 1

Boomer Esiason and Chris Garton have been holdmg down
mornings ‘on WFAN for. five years now, taking over from Imus,
who left in 1997. Esiason, a successful NFL quarterback and
highly visible TV sportscaster, loves working at WFAN. “As an
athlete, growing up here in New York, playing for the Jets and
being a contributor with both Mike & The Mad Dog during my career
and Imus after my career was over, I was very aware of the radio
station,” he says. “I knew the personnel. I knew Chernoff and [for-
mer PD] Mark Spitz. When the opportunity came to do what we
are doing now, I can't say it was like a dream come true, because
I thought working at 6 a.m. was going to be a nightmare, but the
fact of the matter is it has really been a blessing to be here and be
part of this — one of the great radio stations, if not the greatest
Sports radio station in the country.”

Chris Carton started at WFAN as an intern in 1988. He says,
“To come all the way from there, 25 years later, and actually get
to host the morning show with Boomer is something I never
thought would happen. It was surreal, the first day we were on
the air. Every day we both get to say, ‘Hey, you're on the Fan,’ is
another good day.”

And Carton never forgets that he started as an intern. “I tell
every intern that comes through the door the same thing,” he
says. “Nothing is going to be handed to you. You have to be will-
ing to pay your dues. A lot of kids come out of college or the
Connecticut School of Broadcasting and they hear guys on the
radio and think, ‘I can do that. I am better than that guy’ I tell
them all the time, I made $12,000 a year and lived in a retirement
home for my first job. A lot of these kids are unwilling to do that.
Half of them won't have the ability to do that successfully, and
the other half aren’t willing to do that. T just tell the kids to be
prepared to work and not make a lot of money early on, but have
a great life experience of moving to another city and working and
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: “WORKING AT.

WFAN WAS
THE MOST FUN
PVE EVER HAD
IN THE RADIO
BUSINESS.

IT LIFTED MY
CAREER.”

— Joel Hollander

¢ one of the most popular formats in radlo today, and by far the most
exciting. In cities where not long ago there were no stations carrying

Ke]sey had the s{gtlon ranked IOth o{fera]] 1n 2011 at 3{340 5 mﬂhon {

It was, however, thie number ong-billing Sports radlo station:And in

addm(m to its legendary status in the industry, WFAN wﬂi always be |

fecognized as the station that gave birth to what is qmckly becommg .

Sports Talk, we see two or three stations in the format, and some are
using FM signals to compete.

Francesa says, “There are a lot of people who, through the years,
have really cared deeply about this station becoming something that
would be remembered and be very special. There are a lot of people
behind the scenes. There are a lot of people that don'’t get the attention
that I get, or that someone else may get, who deserve a lot of credit for
what’s gone on at WFAN. A lot of people should be very proud. They
have worked very hard, they have been major contributors, and they
have had a lot to do with the success of WFAN." INK

RUSTUS WITH YOUR NEXT FACILITY

.888.895.2842

VTHREESTUDIUS COM

September 17,2012 | RADIO INK | 21




