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U of M students have used AM airwaves
to spark their own radio revolution

arig Center, on the West
Bank in Minneapolis, is typi-
cal of the University of Min-
nesota’s grim modern archi-
tecture. A gray, monolithic
mass of concrete and brick,
the building loocks more like a correctional
facility than a home to some of the university’s
more creative organizations. A cast of eager,
artsy-looking students shuffling about this
gloomy fortress is the only real signs that life
here is anything beyvond, well, institutional.
Maybe it’s to be expected at a school visited all
too frequently by the quandaries of underfund-
ed education,

Make your way up to the fifth and sixth
floors, and the world seems brighter. Up here,
the cold rock walls are plastered with rock
posters, Names and images ranging from
Quicksand to Nanci Griffith to Boiled in L.ead
ramp up the energy level, as does the constant
stream of music flowing from room to room
through a scaitered garden of radio speakers
— it’s always a live broadcast, originating
from a studio mere yards away. Welcome to
KUOM, better known as Radio K, 770 an your
AWM dial. If yow're bored with rock radio, it’s
where you belong.

Since October 1, 1993, Radio K has become
by far the biggest and most successful student-
run station in town operating on an annual
budget of around $500,000. In contrast,
Macalester College's WMCHN works on a bud-
get of less than $10,000 g year. Fellow noncom-
mercial jocks at KFAI work with $330,000 a
year, while many local commercial budgets
step well into seven figures. Staffed by 23 paid
university employees and more than twice
that number of student volunteers, Radio K
counts on the university for 20 percent of its
funding, with ancther 20 percent coming from
student service fees; federal and state grants
make up the rest.

Dollar signs aside, Radio K is about bring-
ing all manner of cool music together on one
airwave plate and freshening the feel of
rock radic for the university populace, and
whoever else wants to tune in., There is, admit-

BY JAMES DIERS

PHOTOS BY CRAIG BARES

Local “Governor
of Fun” Dylan
Hicks and
saxophonist
John Devine
play the Radio K
studio.

tedly, a certain indie chic here, a hipness
rooted in service to the same family of inde-
pendent and sometimes obscure artists and
iabels that provide industry-bucking ammo
for music snobs from coast to coast. At the
same time, there's nothing at all snobbish
about uniting fertile rock genres — guitar pop,
hip-hop, lounge retro, punk/thrash and techno
among them — and enhancing the blend with
an honest, lacalized perspective.

y all accounts, Radio K is thriving now
B as much as ever, broadcasting seven

days a week on a wide AM signal and
FM cahle — only cable after dark. In a city
whose alternative radio market has heen
forcefully invaded by a pair of slick, decidedly
commercial corporate arms — KEGE (The
Rdge} and KREV/WREV (The REV) — Radio K
has turned a deft, deceptively simple vision of
radio into a profoundly refreshing format that
wins high marks from its immediate target
audience as well as from members of the local
music community.

“We're a bunch of radio geeks,” savs music
director Dan Sigelman. He's in the middle of
an on-air set, slouched behind the contral
board in jeans and a Neise Addict T-shirt, slid-
ing from a mellowed-out Pink Floyd dusty
to new stuff from Guided By Voices. When
asked to define the station’s format, an impres-
sive and eclaeclic gathering of styles, vintages
and origins, he gets stuck: “T don't know . ..
whatever's good.”

To virgin ears, the Radio K experience can
be disorienting. Any given heour-long dosage is
likely to contain a good meastre of indie rock,
a pinch of punk and funk, one or more world
beat or iInternational tracks, a good ska tune, a
new local release and perhaps something from
Jamoes Brown's earliest to round out the mix.
It’s hard to predict, really. Despite the fact that
the station employs a weekly playlist, Dds are
free to take spontaneous turns that reflect a
variety of musical tastes. “We're a really dif-
ferent college radio station, hecause about 80
percent of what you hear is programmed,”
Sigelman says. “At most college stations a guy



on the air. “It's a constant process tryving to
make the DJs better,” he says. “I do cut them
some slack. T dow’t want them to be overprofes-
sional showman-type IJs. ... But 4 lot of these
people are building a résumeé, so they aren't
going to be screwing around.”

support them,” says Kevin Cole, pro-

gram director at REV 105 and a former
KUOM DJ. “[At the REV], I wanted to hire peo-
ple that were really passionate about musie,
and so I've hired several folks from Radio K.”
Among key REV staffers who are K alumni are
Thor, Steve Nelson, Joannce Hepburn and
morning-show host Brian OQake.

“For college radio, I felt like it was an ideal
situation,” Oake says. *The freedom we had
was pretty exciting — to be able to play Min-
istry on a morning show, that was great. I'd
never been deeply steeped in the intricacies of
radio, and [Radic K] was a great training
ground.”

“Personally, I'd like to see us get more politi-
cal,” says Paul Harding, host of Sunday morn-
ing’s “Radio K International,” “But as we're on
noncomimercial status, there's quite a limit on
what we can do.” Under FCC guidelines, non-
commercial public stations are forbidden from
making any direct “call to action.” While Radio
¥ has an active news department with a daily
morning broadeast and regular brief updates,
the station seems far more bent onh professing
musical taste than politics.

If the station’s funding is slashed, however,
it'll be thanks to the impact of politics on the
supposedly insulated Corporation for Public
Broadcasting, which is about as popular with
Republicans in Congress as FBI agents are
with Montana’s Freemen. With CPB providing
20 to 30 percent of Radio K’s current budget,

“I think Radio K is great — 1 completely

At home in the

U of M’s altemnative-
rock world, Volunteer
Coordinator John
Sommer kicks back.

&

Helget is concerned: “We're facing the grim
reality of a future without CPB funding, and
we have to look at other avenues, We don't
want to have to ask listeners for money, espe-
cially when we're aiming ourselves toward a
college-aged audience who don't often have a
lot of disposable income. But if it means keep-
ing the station in existence, like it or not, we're
gonna have to.”

Though it may not be in the form of legal
tender, Radio K has garnered steady support

from figures on the local music
scene,"They're just doing what peo-
ple in radic are supposed to be
doing,” says Pat Dwyer, distribu-
tion man for locally based Ampheta-
mine Reptile Records. “We need to
have people who care about music
on the air. Radio X is almost the last
redeeming moment in radio, if
there’s going to be one.”

Christian Rangel, frontman for
Colfax Abbey and a veteran of “Off
the Record,” admits to being a fan:
“They've got a great listenership.
This is a perfect city for a station
like that. I like the REV and cvery-
thing, but [ really dig what Radic K
does.”

“They do an awesome job,” Cole
says, “but it's a hard joh, as well. I
almost feel like they’re our sister
station ... The REV offers more con-
sistency, a more professional
approach,” he adds says Cole, “and
it's in FM sterec. Being a college sta-
tion, Radio K has a lot of different
goals. You never know what you're
gonna get."”

As a founding father of sorts,
Musil poses occazionally as a real-
ist: “T've always thought that people really
believe in what we're doing. In theory we're
the coolest statjon in town, but in practice it’s
just easier to listen to the Edge or the REV,
either because of the [Radio K's] AM signal, or
becatise sometimes our mustc makes really
abrupt changes that you're not used to. Even
for ihe most die-hard indie-rock fan, it can get
old after & while, and vou'll just want to hum
along with a song you know.”

As for Radie K's technical limitations,
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blame it on poor judgment by U of M higwigs at

1id-century. When nighttime broadcasting
became available to the station, university
spenders elected to pass. Twenty vears later,
when FM took off, the station’s higher-ups
were convinced it was ontly a fad. That the
U tad the foresight to give Radio K a shot in
1993, all things considered, is a small miracle.

“I hope we haven't let go of the fact that it's
fun,” Simon Peter says intently. *Music is fun-
damentally fun. I listen to alternative radio,
and I hear all these riffs where everyone’s tak-
ing themselves way too seriously. All the
gingers seem to be moaning right now. That's
the problem with current alternative music is
that it’s not fun. One of the ways we choose the
music we play is if we put it on and it makes us
grin stupidly — if we got that kind of response
from a really siily hook, then that’s good.”

While the rampant repetition and utter pre-
dictability of corporate alternative radio
Iurches on, Radio K promises stupid grins and
pleasant surprises day after day to those will-
ing to brave the great divide between FM and
AM. To actuaily volunteer at the station
requires that one be a registered student at the
University of Minnesota, which is why some
DuJs are in no rush to grab their sheepskin. A
number of staff members confess to delaying
their coursework or taking post-graduate
extension classes just to retain the right to stay
on the air at what just may be the best rock sta-
tionh in town, or at least, a2 more plausihle step
toward radio revolution.

“At any radio station, you always have the
peopie who love radio and tite people who love
musie,” Musil explains. “What I've always
tried o do is to get those two people to cooper-
ate — it seems pretty obvious here. I get all the
music [ nieed from Radio X." ¢
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caption from the movie scene
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U of M students have used AM airwaves
to spark their own radio revolution

arig Center, on the West
Baunk in Minneapolis, is typi-
eal of the University of Min-
nesota’s grim modern archi-
tecture, A gray, manolithic
mass of concrete and brick,
the buiiding looks more like a correctional
facility than a home to some of the university's
more creative organizations. A cast of eager,
artsy-looking students shuffling about this
gloomy fortress is the only reat signs that life
hele is anything beyond, well, institutional.
Maybe it's to be expected at a schoot visited all
too freguently by the guandaries of underfund-
ed education.

Make your way up to the fifth and sixth
floors, and the world scems brighter, Up here,
the coid rock walls are plastered with rock
posters. Names and images ranging from
Quicksand ¢ Nanci Griffith to Boiled in Lead
ranip up the encrgy evel, as does the constant
stream of musie flowing from room to room
through: a seattered garden of radio speakers
- it's always a live broadcast, originating
from a sindio mere yards away. Welcome to
KUOM, better known as Radio K, 770 on your
AM dial. 1f you'rve bored with rock radio, it’s
where you belong,

Since Qeiebear 1, 1993, Radio K has become
by far the biggest and most successful student-
ran station iy town operating on an amual
budget of avound $508,000. In conirast,
Macalester Coliege's WMCN works on a bud-
got of less than $10,000 a vear. Fellow noncom-
mercial jocks at KFAL work with $330,000 a
year, while many local commerclal budgets
step well into seven figares, Staffed by 23 paid
university employees and more than twice
that number of student volunteers, Radio K
counts o the university for 20 percent of its
funding, with another 20 percent coming from
stadent service fees; federal and state grants
make up the rest.

Doliar sigus aside, Radio K is about bring-
ing all manner of cool music together on one
airwave plate and freshening the feel of
rock radic for the university populace, and
whosver eise wants to tune in. There is, admnit-

BY JAMES DIERS

PHOTOS BY CRAIG BARES

Local “Governor
of Fun” Dylan
Hicks and
saxophonist
John Devine
play the Radio ¥
studic,

tedly, a certain indie chic here, a hipness
rooted in service to the same family of inde-
pendent and sometinies obscure artists and
labels that provide industry-bucking ammo
for music snobs from coast to coast. At the
same time, there’s nothing at all snobbish
about uniting fertile rock genyes — guilar pop,
kip-hop, lounge retro, punk/thrash and techno
among them - and enhancing the blend with
an honest, lgcalized perspective,

y all accounts, Radio K is thriving now
Bas muich as ever, broadeasting seven

days 2 week on a wide AM signal and
FM cabice - only eable after dark, In a city
whose alternative radio market has been
forcefuily invaded by a pair of slick, decidedly
commereial corporate arng - KRGE (The
£dge) and KREV/WREV (The REV) - Radio K
has turned a deft, deceptively simple vision of
radio into a profoundly refreshing format that
wins high marks from its inmediate target
audionce as wel as from members of the local
miusic community.

*We're a bunch of radio geeks,” says music
director Dan Sigelman, He's in the middle of
an on-air set, siouched behind the control
Board in jeans and a Nolse Addict T-shirt, slid-
fng from a mellowed-out Pink Floyd dusty
to new siufl from Guided By Voices, When
asked 1o define the station’s format, ah impres-
sive and eclectie gathering of styics, vintages
and origins, he gets stuck: ©1 don’f know ...
whatover's good.”

To virgin ears, the Radio K expericnce can
be dgisorienting. Auy given hour-long dosage is
Hkely to contain s good measure of indic rock,
& pinch of punk and funk, one or more world
boat ot international tracks, a good ska tune, a
new local release and perbaps something fiomn
Janes Brown's eartiest to round out the mix.
s hard to predict, really, Despite the fact that
the station employs a weekly playlist, 1)Js are
free to take spontapeons turns that veflect a
variety of musical tastes. “We're a rveally dif-
ferent coliege radio station, because about 80
percent of what you hear is programmed,”
Stpelnian says, “At most college stations a guy



on the air. "H's a constant process trying to
make the DuJs better,” he says, °I do cut them
some slack. I don't want them to be overprofes-
sional showman-dype DJs. . .. Bt a tof of these
people are building a résumé, so they aren't
going to bo scrowing around.”

support them,” says Kevin Cole, pro-

gram director at REV 105 and a formoer
KUOM 134, *[AL the REV], Fwanted {o hire poo-
pie that were really passiounate about music,
amd o FPve hired several folks from Radio K.”
Among key REV staffers who are K alumni are
Thorn, Steve Nelson, Joanne Hepburn and
morningshow host Brian Oake.

“For cotioge radio, J feli Jike it was an ideal
situation,” Oake says. “The Nreedom we had
was pretiy exciting - fo be abte fo play Min-
jstry on a morning show, that was great, I'd
never been deeply steeped in the fnlricacies of
radis, and Radie K] was a great training
ground.” '

“Personally, T'd itke to see us get more politi-
cal,” says Paul Harding, host of Smxlay morn-
ing's “Radio K international.” “But as wo're on
noncommercial status, there's guite a limit on
what we can do.” Under FCC guidelines, non-
ecornmercial public stations ave forbidden from:
making any direct "call to action,” While Radio
K has an active news depariment with a daily
morning broadeast and regular brief updates,
the station seems far more hent on professing
niusical taste than peiitics.

I the station’s funding is slashed, however,
it'll be thanks to the impact of politics on the
supposedly insulated Corporation for Pubiic
Broadcasting, which is about as popular with
Republicans in Congress as FBI agents are
with Montana’s Freemen. With CPB providing
20 to 30 pereent of Radio K's current budget,

“l think Radio K is great - - I completely

At homo In the

U of M's aiternative-
rock worid, Voiunteer
Coordinator John
Sommer Kicks hack.

Helget is concerned: “We're facing the grim
reality of a future without CPB funding, and
we have to look at other avenues, We don't
want to have to ask listeners for money, espe-
cially when we're aiming ourselves toward a
college-aged audience who don't often have a
lot of disposable income. But if it means keep-
ingz the station in existence, like it or not, we're
goma have to.”

Though it may not be in the form of legal
tender, Radio K has garnered steady support

pril.13, and help us -
jild piaces need tss, now -

from figures on the local music
scene.“They're just doing what peo-
pie in radio are supposed {o be
deing,” says Pat Dwyer, distribu-
tion man for locally based Ampheta-
mine Reptile Records. “We need to
have peapie who care ghout musie
on the air. Radio X is aimost the last
redeeming moment in radio, if
there's going to be one”

Christian Rangel, frontman for
Colfax Abbey and a veteran of "Off
the Record,” adinits to being a fan:
“Thev've got a great listenership.
This is a perfect ¢ity for a station
like that. § {ike the REV and every-
thing, bud I reaily dig what Radio K
doss.”

“They do an awesome loh," Cole
says, “but it's & hard job, as well. |
almost feel ke they're our sister
station ... The REV offors more con-
sistency, a more professional
approach,” he adds says Cole, “and
it’s in FM stereo. Being a collesoe sta-
tion, Radio K has a lot of different
goals. You never know what you're
gonna get.”

As a founding father of sorts,
Musil poses oceasionaily as a real-
ist: “F've always thought that people reatly
believe in what we're doing. In theory we're
the coolest station in town, but in practice it's
just easier to Hsien to the Edge or the REV,
either because of the {Radio K's} AM signsl, or
because sometimes o music makes really
abrupt changes that you're not used to. Even
for the most die-hard indie-rock fan, it can get
old after a while, and you'll just want to ium
along with a song you know.”

As for Radio K's techmical limitations,
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blame it on poor judgment by U of M bigwigs at
mid-century., When nighttime broadcasting
became available to the station, university
spenders elected 1o pass. Twenty years later,
when FM took off, the station’s higher-ups
were convineed it was only a fad. That the
U hat the foresight to give Radio K a shot in
1893, all things considered, is a small miracle.

“I hope we haven't let go of the fact that it's
fun,” Simon Peter says intently. “Music is fun-
damentally fun, I listen to alternative radio,
and I hear all these riffs where everyone's tak-
ing thamselves way too seriously. All the
singers seem to be moaning right now. That's
the problem with current alternative music is
that it's not fun, One of the ways we choose the
wrisic we play is if we put it on and it makes us
grin stupidly - if we got that kind of responsc
from a really silly hook, then that’s good.”

White the rampant repetition and utter pre-
dictability of corporate alternative radie
lurebes on, Radio K promises stupid grins and
pleasant surprises day after day to those will-
ing to brave the great divide between FM and
AM. To actually voluntcer at the station
requires that one be a registercd student at the
University of Minnesola, which is why some
I2Js are in no rush to grab their sheepskin, A
ninber of staff members confess to delaying
their couwrsework or taking post-graduate
extension classes just to retain the right to stay
on the air at what just inay be the best rock sta-
fion in town, or at teast, a more plausible step
toward radio revolution.

" At any radio station, you always have the
peopie who love radio and the people who love
nwasie,” Musil explains. “What I've always
tried to do is to get those two people to cooper-
ate - - it scems pretty obvicus here. I get all the
nusic I need from RadioK.” ¢
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