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Foreword

Back in 1954, there was only one 
radio station in the United States that 
devoted their entire day’s programming 
to country music. That signal belonged 
to a small, thousand-watt, daytime-only 
facility in Norfolk, Virginia, WCMS.

In addition to playing country music 
records all day in the early ’60s, WCMS 
further connected with its listening 
audience by sponsoring live country-
style shows at the tiny (by today’s 
standards) Norfolk Arena, mostly on 
Sunday afternoons and evenings. I was 
a new member of the country music fraternity in those 
days, and as such, I looked forward to performing just about anywhere.

But my trips into Norfolk (and there were many over the years) were 
some of my favorites, not only because of the great crowds and responsive 
fans we played for, but because some of the most knowledgeable, talented, 
and personable radio disc jockeys in America worked for WCMS. One 
of those was Joe Hoppel, who has gone on to become a lifelong friend.

I’ve got a lot of wonderful memories of those Sundays in Norfolk, 
and not all of them took place at the auditorium. There was the Sunday 
morning in the spring of 1962 when I was checking into the then-new 
Golden Triangle Hotel. As I got out of my car to walk in, I passed rock ‘n’ 
roll legend Sam Cooke packing the trunk of his white Cadillac. Evidently 
he had performed in town the night before. When he was killed not long 

10



thereafter, I regretted not walking over and shaking his hand. In my own 
disc jockey days, I had played many of his great records.

I recall the parking area out back of the Norfolk Arena where Tammy 
Wynette and George Jones once had ham ‘n beans ‘n cornbread cooking 
in their tour bus oven while they performed onstage. Between shows, 
they treated me and the other artists on the bill to that rarest of treats for 
a traveling troubadour, a home-cooked meal! 

Johnny Cash once parked his black Cadillac next to my tour bus in 
that same parking lot, and I thought how HE should be the one on the 
big bus and I should be riding in the cramped car.

Names like George and Marj Crump, who owned and managed 
WCMS, ring vividly in my memory. So do singer/disc jockey, Carolina 
Charlie, and Sheriff Tex Davis, and Earl Faulk, Russ Cassidy, Eric Stevens, 
and Warren Miller, all part of that era and “the little station that could.”

You’re going to enjoy Joe’s book. He’s got lots of his own stories 
gathered from across a broadcasting career that spanned fifty-two years, 
forty-nine of them at the same radio station. Nobody does that anymore.

In fact, this book is full of things nobody does anymore. The singers 
sell more records today and the broadcast personalities ply their craft on 
radio and television powerhouse outlets that Joe and I could only dream 
of. 

But we are the true lucky ones. We had more fun than they do, and 
after you’ve read this book I think you will agree. Joe Hoppel and I were 
privileged to be a part of country music’s true “golden age.”

Bill Anderson 
Grand Ole Opry 
Country Music Hall of Fame

Foreword
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Introduction

“You should write a book”—I can’t begin to guess how many times 
people have made that suggestion. Usually, I would pass it off with a 
laugh or smart-aleck remark. But, the more I thought about it, the more 
I became interested in the idea. Now, I’ll tell you right up front that I am 
no Hemingway or Tom Clancy, but because of my job, I’ve met a lot of 
interesting people and have done a lot of interesting things.

At the time, it never dawned on me that I would ever write a book, 
or I would have kept a journal. This entire book is from memory— as 
best as I can retrieve it. It is not in any particular order and each story is 
a separate chapter. If one story doesn’t interest you, just skip to the next 
chapter and that one may strike your fancy.

This book would not have happened if it were not for my nephew, Pat 
Hoppel, who put it together and straightened out my ramblings. Also, a 
huge “thank you” to his mother, Deanna Hoppel. She re-typed all of this, 
correcting all of the misspellings and mistypes. Hey, I did this all on my 
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electric typewriter with no spell check. Some of the pages I sent to her 
looked as though they were in a foreign language.

Next, I want to say a very big “thank you” to the photographers 
whose works are displayed on these pages. First and foremost, to Freida 
Comstock, Mary Kaye Stodt, and Charlie Alcox, Fred Habit, Jennifer 
Roberts, Jim Long, and Darrell Hasack, who took most of the pictures.

I also want to thank George and Marjorie Crump, long time owners 
of WCMS for their patience in allowing me to take part in my various 
adventures.

And lastly, thanks to the many, many listeners of WCMS through 49 
years. They allowed me the privilege of coming into their homes via their 
radios, and to welcome me as an extended member of their family. I was 
once asked in an interview by TV Channel 3’s anchor, Ed Hughes, what 
other job I would want, and in all honesty, I replied, “I can’t think of 
one.”

Introduction
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The Nashville Network  
Helps Celebrate My 40th

Forty years at one station in this business is quite a milestone. I was at 
WCMS for 48 years before they pulled the plug. Anyhow, The Nashville 
Network got wind of my feat and invited me to be on the Morning Show 
with Ralph Emery. They wanted to do a remote from Norfolk.

We approached Nauticus, a hands-on museum, on the waterfront in 
downtown Norfolk. It was November as I recall, a chilly time of year here. 
My on the air partner, Chris Mitchell, and I held forth from a stage set 
up on the patio of Nauticus. We had invited listeners to come downtown 
for the show and held a poster contest. The audience applause picked the 
winner.

Back to the show. We kidded Ralph about how the weather was so 
much nicer here than in Nashville, and to prove it, we showed a young 
lady on the pier sunbathing. Don’t ever tell Ralph it was a set-up.



People I’ve Met, Things I’ve Done

15

My Introduction To The Sunny South

After I graduated from high school, I enrolled in a radio school in 
Manhattan called the School of Radio Technique, just off Broadway 
on 57th Street. I went to New York City by railroad because my father 
worked for the railroad and I could get a free pass. I graduated at the first 
part of September and already had my train ticket back to Pennsylvania.

I was called into the Dean’s office where he told me that he had 
received a call from a radio station in Portsmouth, Virginia, asking him 
to recommend one of their graduates for employment. He gave me the 
name and phone number of one of the station owners and I found the 
closest phone booth to make the call. We talked about five minutes and 
he gave me the job working from midnight to 6 a.m. “How soon?” I 
asked.

“As soon as you can get here,” was his reply.
My next question: “How do I get to Portsmouth?”
“You take the train to Norfolk and then the ferry to Portsmouth.”
My first thought was “I’m going to work on an island.” 
The next day, with my bags packed, I showed up at Union Station to 

get my ticket changed to Norfolk, Virginia. I checked my bag and headed 
for my track. I hadn’t had the time to look at a map, so I still had no idea 
where Portsmouth was, let alone where Norfolk was, but since I had to 
take a ferry to Portsmouth, I pictured it as an island. 

In those years, the train came down the eastern shore of Virginia, 
which is a peninsula, and the train emptied and we all got on a ferry. I’m 
thinking this is the ferry they told me about but it wasn’t. I’m standing at 
the rail watching land disappear with no land in sight from the front of 
the boat. I asked a porter how long it would take to get to Portsmouth, 
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which had to be an island far at sea. He told me the ferry doesn’t go to 
Portsmouth it goes to Norfolk. I felt somewhat better then. The ferry 
docked in Norfolk in a steady downpour. I went into the terminal 
to collect my bag, only to be told that our baggage comes through 
Richmond by rail and wouldn’t be here for two days. He told me where 
to catch a bus to the ferry terminal.

I had been given the name and phone number of a station employee 
who would meet me at the ferry terminal in Portsmouth. I called him 
and went out in the pouring rain to await the bus. At the ferry terminal 
I got my first look at how things were in the South. One side of the 
ferry was for “whites only,” and the other side was for “colored only.” 
I was met at the Portsmouth terminal by my pickup person and driven 
to the WLOW Portsmouth studio. It was a cinder block building in the 
middle of a field. The station transmitter was in the same building, along 
with a studio. The station’s main studio and offices were in Norfolk. Since 
I hadn’t time to arrange for living accommodations, I spent my first night 
in the Sunny South soaking wet, sleeping on a couch in the transmitter 
building. I don’t remember that I was depressed or disappointed. I was 

excited about coming to a 
new place with my first 
fulltime job in radio. 
Elsewhere in this book 
I’ll tell you about my 
first experience with Big 
Time Radio.

The early years
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Garth Brooks’ Super Meet And Greet

At almost every country 
music show there is a meet 
and greet where the artist 
signs autographs for the fans. 
It is usually held in a room 
backstage, but sometimes it 
is held in a tent set up behind 
the venue. The meet and greets 
involve anywhere from 30 
to 100 or more fans and also 
concert sponsors and their 
guests who want to meet the 
artists. Country music stations 
within 100 miles have contests to send 5, 10, or 15 winners backstage for 
the meet and greet. Keep in mind from the artist’s standpoint, they go 
through this meet and greet at every show where they perform. A typical 
meet and greet goes something like this: The fans are lined up single file. 
The artist comes into the room to applause, and then stands while the 
fans are led to him or her, one at a time. Usually the artist will sign one 
autograph and pose for one picture with the fan, and then they move 
on. Often the fan will make a comment like, “I love your latest album,” 
or, “I loved your show.” This continued until everyone had received an 
autograph and picture.

There is one exception to this line-up that I’ve witnessed—when 
Garth Brooks came to town. WCMS conducted a contest with about 10 
winners to go back stage to meet Garth. I had heard about his meet and 
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greets before and I had my doubts if the stories were true—how wrong 
I was!!! Our winners, myself and another station person (Sorry, I don’t 
remember who it was) were taken to a dressing room that measured 
about 30 feet square. In the dressing room there was a table loaded with 
cheeses, cold cuts and other sandwich makings and a cooler of drinks. We 
were invited to make sandwiches, which we did, and then Garth entered. 
He greeted each person individually, asked if everyone had enough to eat 
and drink, served several people drinks and then sat down. “Who has a 
question?” he asked. The questions were slow in coming at the start, and 
then they came fast and furious. He answered every one of them. His 
assistant handed him a stack of photos and Garth went around the room 
giving each person a personal autograph. Then he asked who would like 
another for a friend or relative. About this time there was a knock on the 
door. I was sure that this was to be Garth’s exit cue. I almost fell on the 
floor when he turned to his assistant and said: “Tell whoever that is that 
I’m busy right now.” So help me, those were his exact words.

After signing at least five pictures for everyone in the room, he noticed 
that some of them had cameras. “Would you like to get a picture with 
me?” he asked. Everyone in the room with a camera took a picture. 
Two women asked Garth to turn around—for a picture of his behind. 
Garth smiled and said, “I don’t think so.” We were there for a total of 
about 20 minutes when Garth announced that he had to get ready to do 
his show. He politely thanked everyone and left the room. The closest 
comparison to Garth’s super meet and greet was Reba McEntire’s. If you 
were a member of Reba’s fan club, you were invited to a meet and greet 
after the show. I’m told that her meet and greets after a show here in 
Hampton Roads lasted from about 11 p.m. to 1 a.m. The promoter had 
to pay overtime for the use of the building. Shortly after that, I heard the 
fan club meet and greets were discontinued.
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Johnny Cash in Jail

Many people are under the impression that Johnny Cash did time in 
prison. Actually, the only time Johnny was in prison was when he did 
shows in San Quentin and Folsom. He did spend a night in jail and we 
were impacted on that occasion. 

We had booked the Johnny Cash Show for October 10, 1965. On 
October 3rd, we were shocked to learn that Johnny had been arrested and 
was in jail in El Paso, Texas. He had been caught returning from Mexico 
with 475 Equanil and 669 Dexedrine (downers and uppers) hidden in 
his guitar case. Johnny was in jail eight days before he was to appear 
on our stage. We had one of our disc jockeys, who used the on-the-air 
name of Sheriff Tex Davis, to call the El Paso Sheriff to find out if Johnny 
would be out in time 
to do our show. The El 
Paso Sheriff, thinking 
that Tex was a real 
sheriff, said, “Don’t 
worry Sheriff, we 
lawmen have to stick 
together. He’ll be out 
in plenty of time to 
do your show.” Just 
as a backup, we made 
some quick calls to 
Nashville and booked 
Marty Robbins on the 
show, too.
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Johnny was there for the show but he was in bad shape. I did my usual 
backstage interview with Johnny and it was the most difficult interview 
I’ve ever done. Back in those days, we didn’t focus on an artist’s personal 
problems the way they do today. I made no mention of his arrest, but 
that wasn’t the problem. Johnny was wired, and I don’t mean a hidden 
mic. It was like trying to interview a moving windmill. To say he was 
spastic would be an understatement. We were sitting on chairs face to 
face, and his arms and legs were waving everywhere. I was holding the 
microphone, but I had to keep moving it out of the way so Johnny would 
not hit it with his flailing arms and legs. He just couldn’t control them. I 
would ask him a question, move the microphone so his leg wouldn’t hit 
it, then shove the mic back 
to get Johnny’s answer. 
Surely somewhere I have 
that tape filed away. The 
headlock picture with 
this story was not taken 
at this show; I was afraid 
to let Johnny put his arm 
around my neck. As I’ve 
said before in this book, 
too many times we 
don’t realize that we are 
witnessing history.




