Rusty Walker

Master Of The Arts & Call Letters
Ponder for a moment that, with more than 750
stations under his wing during the past 42 years,
Rusty Walker has worked at or with the majority of
all the Country stations in rated markets in America.
Beneath his Mississippi small-town exterior is one of
the most strategic-thinking, competitive programming minds in all of radio. Regarded as a
pioneer for bringing the Top 40 sound and structure to Country broadcasting, Walker has a
finely tuned acumen for interpreting research, which, combined with an eye and ear for the
show-biz side, has led to numerous success stories. Countless Country pros proudly attest to
have benefited from Walker’s innate mentoring skills, with many more sure to follow.

Tying One On: Wearing a
necktie on-air, as WZZK
listeners expect from
their DJs.

“

Anybody
who tells you
to fix your
weaknesses
to equal your
strengths
is wrong.
You’ve got
to maximize
your
strengths to
overwhelm
your
weaknesses.

”

Son Of A Beach: As WQIK/
Jacksonville PD in 1979. Dig
the North Dallas Forty t-shirt.

We Need The Stinkin’
Badges: Before they became
household names, here are
Rusty and Reba circa 1977.
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In 1970, I was 16, working at the Dixie
Queen, a local hamburger/soft-serve
ice cream joint in Corinth, MS. Ron
Morgan, who did 7pm-midnight on our
“Countrypolitan” WWTX-FM, came
by for a burger every evening before
his show, and knew I loved radio; all
we did was talk about it. Ron got an
opportunity to go to the AM and do
play-by-play, and told me, “You ought
to audition for my job.” The next day,
I went to the downtown sales office to
audition. There was no mixer, just a
microphone and turntable, dual-wired
into a cart machine. I read the front
page of the newspaper into the cart
machine at 3:30pm, and by 7pm that
night I was out at the studio – a trailer
15 miles out of town – spinning the hits
for $1.60 an hour. It was love at first
sight. I worked there six months before
I even knew you had to have a license.
My first programming job came while
doing mornings at WQYK/Tampa.
Then-PD Jim Malloy had hired John
St. John and me, and the three of us
would sit together designing clocks
and developing ideas to put on the
air. A huge Elvis aficionado, Jim had
all kinds of Elvis memorabilia. In
Januar y 1977, posted on the bulletin
board was, “Jim has relocated to
Memphis and Rusty Walker is now
PD.” It turned out that Jim had a
premonition that something was
going to happen to Elvis. Literally
overnight, Jim left to go to Memphis
without a job; he was simply drawn there. Of course, later
that year Elvis died. It’s the oddest thing.
In those days, AM Country stations were playing 80-90
currents. We were very streamlined for an FM Country station,
a lot tighter than everybody else. After WQYK achieved some
success, John and I went to co-owned WQIK/Jacksonville to recreate what we’d done in Tampa. We started with a 2 share and
left three years later No. 1 with a 13.
I’ve always liked very confident air talents with good pipes.
Fred Winston in Chicago is somebody I’ve always been in
awe of. Another is Brother Bill Gable, who was at CKLW/
Detroit a long time. He did a great job of communicating
succinctly in the Bill Drake concept of getting everything
done in seven seconds. As someone who cannot tell you
what I think about a song until I find out what the consumer
thinks about it, Bob Pittman and Ed Salamon were gigantic
influences in my early days. So was Malrite President John
Chaffee, who played a big part of the births of Album Rock
WMMS & Country WHK/Cleveland, among the best stations
ever to grace the airwaves.

about a 30-share 25-54. The company was excited to have
these Southern kids more interested in the science of the
business than all in the other stuff.
Another favorite station was the old Y106/Atlanta. Talk about
stylized: We had Rhubarb, George Mason-Dixon, General Zach
Taylor and Dixie Lee. We played “Dixie” at the top of the hour.
“From high atop the tallest man-made structure in Georgia, you got it
crankin’ on Atlanta’s Y106 FM.” Then we’d always say something
stupid – our “outrageous IDs.” Our competitor, WKHX, was
managed by Norm Schrutt. After we had beaten Kix for the
first time, it was, “Boom! Kickin’ Schrutt and taking names.”
Have I ever been soundly beaten in the ratings? More times
than you will ever know. There’s the old Thomas Edison line,
“If you want to have a good idea, you first must have many of
them.” Anybody who tells you to fix your weaknesses to equal
your strengths is wrong. You’ve got to maximize your strengths
to overwhelm your weaknesses, because if you’re trying to fix
what’s wrong in the first place, you’re headed in the wrong
direction. I’m a big believer in finding what you can do well
and doing it over and over again.

My ability to launch successful stations like KMLE/Phoenix
and KCYY/San Antonio came from low self-esteem. I was never
good enough to get a job at a successful station. I’d have to go
to a bad station and try to make it a good one. So early on in
my career, I gained a lot of skill in start-ups, which was basically
talent mentoring. It played to my early interest in becoming
a band director. When they did a personality test on me, the
characteristics of “director” was way off the chart.

I live in Iuka, MS (pop. 3,000), but everybody else in our
company lives in Corinth because it’s a metropolitan area –
13,000 people! I fell in love with Iuka the day I moved here
because I love small towns and the water; it’s got the best part
of the Tennessee River. Iuka’s a great place to raise your kids
and keeps me close to the country sensibility. Everybody knows
everybody. Here, I’m Sammy, not Rusty. It’s so much like the
Miranda Lambert song, “Famous In A Small Town.”

One station I’m particularly proud of building was
WZZK/Birmingham. New City gave us all the tools we
needed. We filmed fabulous TV spots that ran heavily
most of the year. We’d order t-shirts 10,000 at a time
and generated “rock star revenues.” At one time, we had

As for being inducted, I’m really speechless. In the past, people
have told me, “I nominated you,” and I’d say, “I’d rather be
relevant than a relic.” I hope that is still the case. It’s only going
to make me work even harder, because I’d like to have a couple
more gigantic wins as a member of the Hall of Fame.
CAC

