Cy
Blumenthal
(1913-1983)
Country’s Modern Trailblazer

Starting with WARL/Arlington, VA in 1951, former
grocery store operator Cy Blumenthal created Country
radio’s first large-market station group, later adding
WCMS/Norfolk, WHMS/Memphis, WABB/Mobile and
KCKN/Kansas City. In 1960, “Countrypolitan” KCKN
became a pioneering “modern Country” station, and
three years later, KCKN-FM (now KFKF) debuted as a
simulcast. Among those Cy helped during his career
of owning “The Family Stations” were WARL GM Ray
Armand, entertainer Jimmy Dean, beloved comptroller Margaret Mayers, future
WCMS owner George Crump, founding CMA President/station owner Connie B. Gay,
and personalities including eventual Country DJ Hall of Famers Ted Cramer, “Uncle”
Don Rhea, Joe Hoppel and Don Owens.
Cy’s legacy was “doing it right”: he invested in his properties, loved his staff and
let the local pros do their jobs. Over time, Cy sold his stations, the last being the K.C.
combo in 1965 to Danny Kaye and Lester Smith. According to legend, Cy’s card-playing
skills came in handy during some rough patches when it was hard to make payroll.
Son-in-law (and former KCKN & KFKF
senior account executive) Steve April:
I was in Brooklyn when my Navy stint was
over in 1961, and getting work was difficult.
Cy offered me a job as a “salesman recruit” in
Kansas City and my wife, Edie, Cy’s daughter, a
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did and how to make it better. Cy had a passion
for everything, and it was inherent in his
makeup to do things right.
One time, a guy from Memphis opening
up some motels called to buy overnight spots,
offering a lot of stock in his company instead of

Cy once brought to K.C. a major D.C.
advertiser who’d gone bankrupt. He set
him up in business, gave him a great rate
on the station and said, “Make your life a
success.” And he did this with salespeople,
too. Cy was just a huge-hearted guy.

win?” He gave me total backing, saying, “Go to it,
Sonny!,” and it took hold immediately. At the time,
we didn’t know the station was as progressive as it
was and the trails we were blazing. We were just
having a good time. I loved Cy ... he was very,
very good to me.
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Cy was a good businessman with a lot of
faith in country music and about the viability
of the format to sustain a chain of stations.

job as traffic manager. He said, “You don’t know
a damn thing about radio or sales, but in 30 days
you’ll be pretty good.” He handed me a stack of
past-due bills and said, “In the next three months,
I want you to collect these. I’m not going to tell
you how, just go do it.” By God, I did get most of
it. Cy knew if I could do that, I could learn to be a
good salesperson. I did, and he was right.
Cy taught me the rudiments and nuances
of country music, how important the lyrics
were and how the audience listens to the story
in the song. That carried over to listening
to the stories in the commercials, many of
which were ad-libbed. Cy never belittled other
stations or gave a damn what they did; he only
cared about what our station

—Former longtime KCKN PD Ted Cramer

cash, but Cy ultimatley said no. The little motel
company turned out to be Holiday Inn! But Cy
probably was the most brilliant businessman
I’ve ever run across. He could think five steps
ahead of anybody else, which made him a
fantastic businessman and a hell of a card
player! That gave him an enormous advantage.
Beyond that, Cy was tremendously charismatic,
with a booming voice and great laugh.
Some of Cy’s announcers at other
stations had gone to hell in a handbag:
alcoholics, gamblers, but they had talent
or did at one time. It was not unusual for
Cy to bring ‘em out to KCKN and tell
[PD] Ted Cramer to put ‘em on the air.

Radio is a piece of cake: Owner Cy Blumenthal used to say radio was a
simple business, and here are some key folks to prove it. Celebrating
someone’s birthday circa 1963 at his KCKN/Kansas City (actually in a
house). From left: PD Ted Cramer, a DJ believed to be Jim Clark, morning
man “Uncle” Don Rhea, KCKN sales exec Steve April, an unidentified staffer
and GM Glen George. At right, Cy Blumenthal (far right) and then-GM Ed
Charles (circa 1962, far left) with agency personnel going bumper-sticker
crazy over KCKN. At top are Cy and his wife Hannah.
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Former longtime KCKN PD Ted Cramer,
now on-air at KFKF:
Cy was a good businessman with a lot of faith in
country music and about the viability of the format
to sustain a chain of stations. That in and of itself
made him a pioneer. In its first year as Country,
KCKC was successful, but in 1958 a lot of the
country music was crossover Top 40 hits – Elvis
Presley, Carl Perkins, the Everly Brothers. Country
stations were taking a beating from these big
fulltime Top 40 stations. So, in 1959, Cy decided
to turn all of his stations Top 40, and I came in
from across town.
Some of Cy’s stations were daytimers and didn’t
do well against their Top 40 fulltime competitors,
and country music was changing; there was a new
wave of artists on the way. So after a year, Cy
decided to go back to Country. Most of the Top 40
staff left, and as I was the only one with Country
experience, they told me to get the format on the
air. That was a really terrific moment because I had
decided to keep some of the production values we
had used in Top 40: a lot of quick production, good
voices, etc. We went on with a high-powered, fastpaced presentation, and became one of the first, if
not the first, modern Country stations. Cy liked what
we were trying to create. He held the belief, “What
can we do to make your job easier, to help you

Former longtime KCKN personality
“Uncle” Don Rhea:
In 1962, KCKN was Countrypolitan under
Ted Cramer, but he had [temporarily] left,
and during that brief period [venerable K.C.
broadcaster] Harry Becker was PD. At that time
I was OM at KENS (now KKYX)/San Antonio.
Harry and I had run three stations, and I was
set to bring him in at KENS, when the station
was suddenly sold. When I told Harry what
had happened, he said, “Come work for me as
morning man!” But Cy personally approved my
being hired, and at the top of the union scale.
You can imagine this guy no one’s ever heard
of, walking in to do the prime shift. Half the
staff didn’t talk to me for three months.
Cy had the vision to get away from the
barnyard follies and hayseed [style of Country
radio that prevailed then]. His company was one
of the best to work for, and he was a wonderful,
nice man – a real pro who knew what he was
doing and how he was going to get there.

Daughter (and early KCKN Traffic
Manager) Edie April:
Everyone called him “Mr. B,” and it was his
success as a salesman that enabled him to
become a successful entrepreneur. He’d say,
“Selling advertising is like selling butter and
eggs. You offer the best product at the best
price.” I always think, too, that this mindset also
applied to the station programming. He always
wanted to give his listeners the very best product
in music and on-air personalities. My only
regret is that my mom and dad aren’t around
to accept this honor, but if Dad were, I know
he’d gratefully acknowledge the contribution
to his success made by his employees – the
managerial, office, sales, engineering, on-air –
and most of all, by the appreciation and loyalty
of the country music audience.
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