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Old time radio returns to Key West
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The day that radio was born, it must have sounded like this: "K-O-N-K sixteen thirty. Talk radio [strum, strum on a guitar]. Sixteen thirty on the air...Daaahhhhh [strum, strum]."

There's a pattering up the piano keys - and a high 'ting a ling, ting a ling' - and a coming down the other side...and at the bottom it runs into the beginning of a Blues song and a voice takes off into the night:

"Just like fine champagne, She takes all my pain, a-Way... [ting a ling, ting a ling on the piano, strum strum on the geetar..]"

At the end of the song you hear the voice again, all ground up with gravel like the sole of an old shoe: "K-O-N-K talk radio. Ta-day. Yeahhhhhh..."

That's the sound of KONK 1630 AM, which began broadcasting on Tuesday, May 26, the first day Key West was back to work after the three-day Memorial Day weekend. Everything looked about as it had on White Street before the weekend. But the street sounded different.

Walking up the eleven hundred block on the way to Mattheesen's Fourth of July for a burger you could hear it coming through the speaker outside the building -- the one across from Fausto's Food Palace with the big blue Conch Republic flag hung in front. Two old Conchs were talking about the semi pro football team that used to play here, and the semi pro baseball team that used to play here. One guy's talking about how he got the name 'Papa' and how that turned into 'Papalito'... and it's like listening to two of your uncles out on the front porch on a Saturday afternoon. Exactly like that.

Walk in the front door of the little yellow building that looks like a house and you can see them over on the other side of the room, through the glass, facing one another and talking into the heads of the big, black microphones on expandable arms.

There's Paulie Walterson on the right, the drummer for the local band Bubba System. He's the host of the show "Bubba Talk," interviewing a man named Daryl Leto -- known as 'Papalito' -- the owner of Papa's Painting. In the main room is Guy deBoer -- tall and tan and wearing a light yellow shirt. He looks like he just walked off a golf course. But it's not the case.

"I've had twelve hours of blur," he tells the Keynoter. There's a brown-skinned guy sitting on the couch against the wall, who deBoer introduces as "Cowboy." Cowboy is reading the Blue Paper, as if this is just like any other day. It's not.

KONK 1630 was supposed to start broadcasting last week Thursday. But things happened.

"AT&T completely dropped the ball," says deBoer. They were supposed to put five static IPs at the studio, he says, and one on the tower on the top of Key West Chemical on Simonton Street. Instead, they put five on the tower and one at the studio. It's already a weak signal, stretching thinly over the island of Key West. But this mistake made the signal even weaker. It comes through the car radio scratchy as you drive farther away from White Street. But this, of course, is part of the charm. A little scratchiness and the listener is reminded that No, you're not listening to Clear Channel. It's something very, very different.

Something that might crack you up if you were the guy trying to make it work.

"You have to understand where I've been for the last three to four months," says deBoer. "It's been technical hell."

Everything that could have gone wrong, he says, did -- from the AT&T tangle (deBoer backs down a bit on AT&T and says the servicemen were the nicest, the best. It was just the system they were working with..) to a host canceling in the two weeks before the launch,...and another one the night before(!) 

And yet, and yet,..things seem pretty OK in here today.

There's Cowboy, reading the newspaper. He's not Cowboy, as it turns out, but Cao Boi, the Asian healer guy from the 2006 "Survivor" who came to this country at the age of a 11 as a Vietnamese refugee. He was saved from starvation by a McDonald's cookie, someone tells me later.

Cao Boi came to Key West this spring, walking down the Overseas Highway from Florida City. DeBoer promptly assigned him his own show, which will be heard on Saturday afternoons.

David Bethune, the founder of the Key West-based computer software company Trellis, is at work on one of the computers. He hosted his own show this afternoon. Three people called in, on this, the first day the station could be heard on the AM dial. Only one was a friend.

Gary Eck, the sound engineer, is moving about in back, programming music that will carry the station through the night. And what music.

James Slater is singing his anthem "Key West Address" and below that in the list on the Windows Media Player screen are songs by Tony Roberts - like "I am a Soldier" - and Spin Doctor songs the station was given permission to use by Chris Barron himself (the group's lead singer). There's old reggae in there, Blues and some interesting 'trop rock.' The emphasis is on music by locals.

"We're trying to stay home. We're trying to keep local flavor," says Eck.

He's got "shotguns" or promos for the talk shows thrown in every few songs. Theo Glorie has a show, as does Michael Shields and Barbara Bowers. Who else? Richard Grusin, Ericka Biddle, Mitch Jones, and Sir Peter Anderson.

Michael Shields will talk about the arts, and will do live interviews with local artists and performers; Theo Glorie's show is "Topics and Tropics." All manner of guests will likely be coming and going from 1106 White St.

"I saw the world come in an out today," says Eck, a long-time sound guy who met Guy deBoer when they worked together briefly at Island 107 on Stock Island. "All of Key West will come rolling through these doors," he says, throwing an arm out toward the street.

Could be. We'll see. Here's to some interesting listening along the way. 

