May 4, 2006

WAAY Radio Comes To Town

By

M.D. Smith, IV

The AM radio station on 1550 kcs (it was kilocycles in those days, not khz or
kilohertz as frequencies are know today) was owned by The Huntsville Times. The call
letters were WHBS. M.D. Smith, III bought the station in 1958. It was languishing near
the bottom of the ratings playing EZ listening music and classical much of the time and
he changed the call letters to WAAY so it could be coined into a name. “Your Radio
WAAY in Huntsville” was one of the first phrases used. I was in high school and worked
some during the summer months and in a few years, I even got to be a “WAAY
Starlighter” (Disk Jockey to most people) known as Dee Scott.
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DEE SCOTT
TALL COOL ONE
THE WAILERS — GOLDEN CREST

I didn’t
have a great voice and was assigned
the midnight to dawn shift. It didn’t
matter to me; I got to play the great
popular songs of the day and a fair
amount of real Rock and Roll which I
loved.

A few months after MD III (he
was MD III and [ was MD IV) took
over and changed the format, he said
he got a petition from a number of
previous listeners of WHBS that
wanted him and his Rock & Roll
music to leave town. He always said
that he knew WAAY had made an
impact when he got that petition.

Another feature of Top 40

Radio was the contest and promotions.

A promotion was either something on
the air or live at a public location
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designed to attract people and publicize the radio station during the event. “Promotions”
was something MD III and my mother, Kirby Smith, really loved to do. They wanted
them to be fun, sometimes silly, sometimes outrageous, sometimes a big prize that could
be won or anything that would get talk among listeners and publicity for the Radio
Station. One of the most memorable “promotions” my father and WAAY Radio ever did
was a copy of something similar that a station had done in another city. Anyone who
remembers this event will be “waay” ahead of me telling this story once I tell you the
name of the promotion was “Dollar Drop.”

The idea of dollar drop was that WAAY was giving away $ 500.00 in CASH.
That was a very large sum of money in 1959 when this event was cooked up. The cash
would consist of one dollar bills and if someone was lucky enough they might get all one
of the bills, but that was not likely as the /
money was to be dropped off the top of the f
Russel Erskine Hotel, one bill at a time.

MD III figured with enough talk on the
radio before the event, it should attract a fair
sized crowd and people should be talking
about it both before and after the event. He
certainly was right about the talk after, but
more of that in a moment. (R. Erskine
photo from
http://www.co.madison.al.us/about/history/
web page)

The big day arrives and between
every record played, the WAAY Starlighter
was announcing the count down to dollar
drop. Then the broadcast switched to a live
broadcast using a two-way radio from the
hotel itself. As the moment arrived for the
start of the dollar drop, people were walking
and running from blocks away. Some people
listening on their radio and seeing that
traffic was not moving for blocks around the
Russel Erskine were abandoning their cars
and rushing up to the streets around the
hotel so as to get their chance to grab money
as it floated down from the sky.

The dollars begin to fall, and people
were screaming with glee, and running to wherever bill would fall. Several people were
pushed down and it was clear that the event might get out of hand due to the size of the
crowd and the lack of any crowd control on the ground. It had never occurred to anyone
that they might need police, lots of them, to keep the event orderly and traffic flowing
through the city. As the crowd appeared to be getting totally out of control, and less than
$50 had been dropped, MD III realized it better end pretty quickly or there might be a
major riot and fights about the falling money and he and WAAY Radio would be to
blame. Plus, the City of Huntsville was grid-locked for blocks around. He ordered all
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the rest of the money to be dropped as a single handful. It dispersed over a pretty wide
area as the Starlighter on the top of the building hurled the remaining wad hard into the
air. The money was quickly all scooped up and no one went to the hospital. The big
promotion was over. MD III breathed a big sigh of relief and said he’d think twice before
he’d ever do an event like that again.

But even if he had not concluded to abandon what he had thought might be an
annual event, the Huntsville Police Department assured him that he would NEVER do
something like that again or he and WAAY Radio would indeed be leaving town,
probably on a rail or worse. The Mayor was not thrilled about this either. Mayor RB
"Spec" Searcy, it seems, did not have much of a sense of humor either. It got major
coverage in the Huntsville Times. The newspaper staff people knew that would never
have happened under the old ownership.

M. D. Smith, IIT was an avid believer in what P.T. Barnum said and he quoted it
often, “I don’t care what they say about me as long as they spell my name right.” He was
certainly right about this event and they did spell WAAY correctly. The station got a ton
of publicity and thankfully no major injuries or lawsuits. He had to promise Huntsville
Police he’d never do another “promotion” like that again and that he’d have to get
permission to stage any kind of promotion on city property. I believe the next big
promotion might have been the arrival of Santa in a chopper at Parkway City (private
property) and kids breaking thru the roped off area just as the chopper was landing . . .
but . . . that’s a story for another time. WAAY Radio had certainly come to town and
created memories that few will ever forget if they were there.



