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T H E  V I S I O n  f O R  S U C C E S S

H
e is also an optimist. 
A man with drive 
and passion. A 
visionary. And fiercely 
competitive. 

He is Don 
Curtis. The owner of Curtis Media Group 

(CMG)—the largest single-shareholder 
radio broadcasting company in the country.

The company—which celebrates its 40th 
year in 2008—officially began when 26-year-old 

Don built a radio tower and started broadcasting in 
Cherryville, North Carolina. Forty years later, Don 

looks back and says, “It’s been a fairy tale and it’s been 
fun, but I’ve never had a plan. You just take advantage of 

what opportunities come down the line.” 
This unassuming and humble attitude is perhaps not 

what you’d expect from a man who’s bought and sold dozens of 

He tells stories for hours. He loves 
Disney World. He jokes around. 
He paints. He writes poetry about 
cornbread. He loves “meat and three” 

restaurants “where the waitress calls 
you ‘hun’ and gives you a kiss.” He is 
a southern gentleman. He is an avid 
Tar Heel fan.

A look at the man who sold his first radio ad at 15 and built the largest  
single-shareholder radio broadcasting company in the country.



companies and built an extremely successful enterprise. 
But it’s vintage Don Curtis and one of the reasons 
colleagues, employees and the community hold him in 
such high esteem. 

A vision for success
According to all accounts, 

looking into the future and 
planning for things that haven’t 
happened yet is Don’s gift, and the 
visionary aspect of his nature is 
usually the first thing people note 
when asked to describe Don Curtis. 

“When someone brings 
something up, it’s as natural to me 
as breathing to see all the ways it 
could play out,” he says. “While 
everyone else in the meeting is 
figuring out what needs to be done 
now, I’m usually thinking about two 
years out. I’d rather think in the 
future than in the present—I like 
that part of my job. That’s why Phil 
[Zachary] and I work so well together. Making it work 
is just as hard as coming up with the idea. I think we 
respect the role the other plays.”

Don spends a lot of time thinking through new 
ideas that will help both advertisers and listeners—“as 
long as we put them first, we’ll do all right,” he says. 
With listeners, he concentrates on finding out what 
people want to hear. “Whenever someone gives me a 
compliment about the stations, I always turn it around 
and say ‘tell me what you like that we don’t do.’ ” 

With business-owners, he connects with them 

as a fellow entrepreneur. “It’s a lot harder to buy 
advertising than it is to sell it,” says Don. His point is 
that businesses know how important advertising is to 
their success, but they’re not sure what’s going to work 
for them or what they need. “A salesman is really the 
very best listener,” he says.

Don acknowledges that innovation is a challenging 
goal in an industry where everything is about the 
immediacy of getting things on the air and at a company 
where much of the work is live and in real time. 

In an industry where the norm is for personnel to 
jump from station to station ‘trading up’ markets, Curtis 
Media has an above average number of employees who 
have been with the company for 10,15 and 20 years. 
What keeps them there? The unanimous first response 
is that it’s Don’s commitment to local radio, or as several 
described it, “doing radio the ‘right’ way.” The further 
consensus is that he’s fair, gives people what they need 
to do their jobs, and then trusts them to get things done. 
And they genuinely like him. 

“One of the things I’ve learned [over the last 40 
years],” says Don, “is that everybody 
has the right to succeed—you 
can’t hold them back because it’s 
convenient for you. Another thing 
I’ve learned is that most people 
don’t work for money. That’s not 
what satisfies most people—most 
enjoy a job well done and they 
know when they’re doing it.” He 
says that personally, he gets the 
most satisfaction from seeing 
people progress.

The early years
Like so many people who work 

at the company he created, Don 
Curtis chose a radio career before 

he was out of his teens. When he was 15 years old, Don 
went to the manager of WKMT in Kings Mountain 
and told him he wanted a job as an announcer. That 
manager—who Don still calls and thanks from time to 
time—gave him an interview and an on-air audition. 
Here’s how Don tells the rest of the story, which is now 
part of corporate lore:

“I wasn’t very good at being on the air, so the 
manager told me that if I wanted a show, I would 
need to pay for the airtime out of my pocket.  He also 
suggested that I might resell the slot.” Selling the slot 
held far more appeal. “My father owned a drugstore so 

Don and Barbara Curtis with daughter Donna, son-in-law Billy 
McClatchey and granddaughters Abigail and Sarah Curtis.

“[he is] one of 
those people that 
doesn’t believe 

anything is 
impossible. It’s just 
a matter of figuring 

out how to get 
from A to B.”

Despite his 
monumental rise 

to the pinnacle 
of broadcasting 

fame, Don Curtis is 
careful not to forget 

his roots, keeping 
mementoes of his 
early days on his 
office wall and at 

his home in Raleigh. 
Above: A canceled 

check Don wrote 
to buy air time on 

WKMT, back in 
1957. Right: labels 

from the Curtis 
family pharmacy in 
Bessemer City, NC.



I went to him, and I knew the other 
merchants around town and I went 
to them too.” he says. “I made $40 
on a $20 buy and decided right 
then what I wanted to do.” And if 
he hadn’t gotten the job or been 
able to sell the time? “Life is just 
a bunch of forks in the road,” he 
says. “I thought I was going to be a 
pharmacist.”

By the time he graduated from 
Bessemer City High School, Don 
was still buying and reselling the 
weekly Saturday show on WKMT 
and added a daily show on WLTC 
in Gastonia. He then spent the 
next several years at the University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
where he was an active member 
of the student body and was twice 
elected president of the summer 
school student body. But the pull of 
the broadcasting industry was too 
strong and in 1965—three courses 
short of his degree—he left the 
University. Thirty-seven years later, 
University Chancellor James Moeser 
honored Don with a degree in a 
special ceremony.

A family tradition
Don remains passionate about 

Carolina and particularly about Tar 
Heel Basketball. In fact, he met his 
wife, Barbara—then Hoffman—at a 
UNC basketball game. “I had a blind 
date with one of Don’s friends,” says 
Barbara, “and we all went to the 
game together. Afterwards, I told my 
friend I wanted to meet Don so he 
asked me out.” Six months later they 
were married.

Barbara, who says the only 
thing she knew about radio when 
she met Don was “how to turn 
it on,” supported Don’s original 
company for the first three years 
with her teacher’s salary. She also 
spent a lot of time at the station. 

“In the beginning, you 
personally had to have a license to 

be on the air,” says Barbara. “I had a 
license and he didn’t, so I had to be 
at the station while he did the show. 
I was supposed to find the records, 
but that didn’t work out very well 
because I didn’t know one artist 
from the other.”

Working together wasn’t 
always easy, “He fired me once,” 
says Barbara. “And you quit at least 
twice,” Don finishes. But together 
they created a family atmosphere 
at the company. “There were many 
times when we started out when 
we didn’t have enough hands,” says 
Don. “She’s always fit in and done 
whatever she had to.” Even though 
Barbara has been away from the day 
to day operations of the company 
for quite some time, her name plate 
is still on the wall and she still stops 
in every now and again.

Continuing the family tradition, 
Don and Barbara’s daughter 
and only child, Donna Curtis 
McClatchey, worked in sales at 
CMG from 1996-2001. “I grew 
up having a strong inkling that I 
would end up in radio,” she says. 
Growing up, Donna spent a lot of 
time at the stations. One of her 
most vivid memories is being on 
the radio during a live broadcast of 
an afternoon children’s program. 
When asked to describe her father, 
she says that, “he’s one of those 
people that doesn’t believe anything 
is impossible. It’s just a matter of 
figuring out how to get from A to B.” 
Her children, Abigail, 7, and Sarah 
Curtis, 5, visit their grandfather at 
the Curtis Media offices and may 
have strong inklings about ending 
up in radio too.

Building communities
Together, the Curtis couple 

shares a deep personal commitment 
to the community. In 2003, the 
couple established Carolina’s Don 
and Barbara Curtis Excellence Fund 

The Maisano family has worked with Curtis 

Media for not one, but two generations. 

Tony Maisano is a now a retired advertising 

executive in Atlanta who worked with Don Curtis 

from the beginning. Today, his oldest son, Chuck, 

works for the same company (McGavren-Guild 

Radio) representing Curtis. His youngest son, Adam, 

works directly for Curtis Media as Senior Vice 

President and Director of Sales.

Chuck explains that people who work in radio have 

always been part of the family. “When we were 

growing up, the people who owned the radio stations 

came to the house all the time, but we just thought 

they were friends of Dad’s.” 

“There was a real family connection to radio,” 

Adam says. “When clients would come to town, my 

dad would say, “Cancel wherever you’re staying, 

you’re staying at our house.” Then he would call my 

mother—who was home with five kids—and tell her 

company was on the way. She always kept a baked 

ziti in the freezer.”

“We were taught at an early age to take care of 

people,” says Chuck, “and always over-deliver on 

our promises.”

Tony is happy to reminisce about the industry in 

the 70s and 80s. “When I was selling, you had to 

know about the market, the station, the facilities,” 

says Tony. “You used to spend the whole day calling 

on people—usually the people who owned the 

stations—and they were happy to see you walk in 

the office. I loved it.”

“There were no numbers or research then,” adds 

Chuck, “it was all about service and working hard.” 

Chuck and Adam both say that the motivation and 

drive they inherited from their father have helped 

them succeed. 

Clockwise from top: Don still hosts three shows 
on WPTF each week: ‘Carolina Close-Up,’ 
‘Editor’s Roundtable,’ and ‘The Original Sunday 
Night Hall of Fame’; Don and Barbara with radio 
personality Rush Limbaugh; Don and Barbara 
with former U.S. Secretary of State, General Colin 
Powell. 

Tony Maisano, c. 1968



Chuck says that 

from his side of the 

business, “we try 

to represent Don 

Curtis the way 

he represents 

himself—as 

somebody who 

cares about the 

area and who 

wants to do radio right. When you meet him, 

he comes off as very unassuming, but then you find out he’s 

a fierce competitor .” Adam agrees, “His intensity may not be 

shown in emotion, but it’s there. He’s all about the win.”

Tony elaborates: “Don is a different type of negotiator and 

he made it easy to work with him. But I used to sit with him 

for an hour and a half and would make notes about what we 

discussed. And when we compared notes, it was like he was in 

China and I was in Hoboken. But sooner or later we’d always 

come to terms.”

All the Maisanos comment on Don’s extraordinary loyalty. 

“Once you earn his trust, you’re on his team and he’ll stay 

with you,” says Chuck. They also remark on his vision. “Don 

is always eight years ahead of everybody else,” Chuck says. 

“I had just started with the company when Don took WQDR 

from rock to country. Everyone thought he was nuts.” Adam 

remembers Don’s decisions to address the African-American 

listeners with WFXC, and create La Ley for the Hispanic 

market, which took a tiny sliver of a station to a huge number of 

listeners. “An innate sense of timing has enabled him to create 

an amazing stronghold in this area,” he says. Chuck adds, 

“Other companies look at the market and try to figure out how 

they’re going to get it—Don Curtis feels it.”

for Extracurricular Student Activities. They sit on the boards of 
educational institutions and public service organizations. They 
are both very active in the Methodist Church. 

One of Don’s current projects is starting an academy to 
train leaders to build and develop new churches. “We need 
to get ready for the four million people who will be coming 
to North Carolina [over the next two decades]. We have great 
plans for building roads and streets and schools, but none for 
growing churches,” says Don, highlighting yet another example 
of his ability to look ahead, see what’s missing and then do 
something about it.

This is Don’s 53rd year in broadcasting. He is a past 
president of the North Carolina Association of Broadcasters, 
received the organization’s Distinguished Service Award in 
1990, and was inducted into the Hall of Fame in 2002. He was 
honored with the William R. Davie Award for his service to the 
University of North Carolina. The Governor of North Carolina 
recognized him with the Order of the Long Leaf Pine—the 
highest honor awarded to private citizens for public service. 
He has taken his company to the top of the charts. So it seems 
natural that the idea of retirement might appear somewhere on 
the horizon. But it’s not even on the radar—and this is from a 
man who generally thinks two or three years ahead. 

Don still does three radio shows a week, including the 
public affairs programs “Carolina Close-Up” and “Editor’s 
Roundtable” as well as “The Original Sunday Night Hall 
of Fame”—a four-hour music program featuring 
the greatest hits of the last 50 years.  The Hall of 
Fame has been airing on WPTF every Sunday 
night for the last 13 years and he has never 
missed a show.

 “I like the industry I’m in and I like 
continuing to be in business. When you 
get out, your whole lifestyle changes,” 
he says. “As the company changes, 
my role keeps changing so I’ve never 
gotten tired or burned out. If I saw 
something else I thought I’d really 
like to do, I’d end one career and 
start another. But I get a lot of 
personal satisfaction out of this 
work. It’s pretty selfish.”

When you ask Barbara if she 
minds that his car is often the last 
one in the parking lot, she shakes 
her head no and says, “He just 
loves it so much. Last night, 
he called at 7:30 and asked if I 
minded if he stayed a little longer.” 
He said ‘I’m just so excited about 
what I’m doing I don’t want to 
leave.’ ”

Chuck (top)  
and Adam Maisano.

Barbara Curtis


