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A new Peak
emerges amid
the valley of
rock radio

By PHIL REISMAN
priesman@thejournalnews.com

THE JOURNAL NEWS
(Original publication: February 20, 2005)

Commercial FM radio has been a
homogenized mess around here for some
time. Anyone who listensto rock 'n' roll
is aware of thisfrustrating fact.

Rock stationsin the New Y ork market
are overprogrammed, hyper-researched
and demographically distilled into akind
of universal, woefully limited playlist
that would suggest that Neil Y oung never
recorded anything after "Heart of Gold"
and Eric Clapton's only worthwhile song
was "Layla." It's so bad that it's really not
a hyperbolic stretch to predict that at this
writing, the well-worn grooves of
"Stairway to Heaven" are getting worked
out for the zillionth time somewhere on
the radio airwaves.

But there is relief from the sameness.

| found it not along ago when | was
driving in my car and stumbled onto an
FM freguency that was playing the
Rolling Stones' live version of "Can't
You Hear Me Knocking" It was along-
playing cut of a classic Stones song, and
apleasureto listen to. More to the point,
it was a surprise, totally against the
common grain.

And yet thisis the typical fare of WXPK-
FM (107.1), known as "The Peak." They
play the stuff you're not likely to hear
anywhere else — except perhaps
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occasionaly on WFUV-FM (90.7), the
Fordham University station that is much
more folk-oriented and sits at the
opposite end of the dial.

Started by asmall band of veteran
degjays, The Peak signed onin April out
of asecluded suite of offices on Lafayette
Street, just a block or so from George
Woashington's headquartersin North
White Plains. During the past 10 months,
the station's Triple A format, (i.e. adult
album alternative music) has gradually
built aloyal audience of about 80,000
listeners in the metro-suburban region, or
"New Y ork's back yard." Not bad for a
crowded market.

Peter Mutino, the station manager, told
me that The Peak has generated a positive
outpouring of e-mail from people who
have been starving for better radio. There
are three distinct messages coming
through loud and clear, he said.

"Thefirst oneis, 'Finaly, finally
someone has figured it out and is doing
the kind of music we want to hear,'" he
said. "The second, which we always get a
chuckle out of, is'Don't go changing it
now that you've got it right." And the
thirdis, 'I'm telling al my friends.'"

Mutino explained that FM rock lost its
"renegade spirit," largely because of
changesin federal law that allowed a
handful of corporationsto buy up most of
the nation's radio stations. The
consolidation of ownership cut local
control, drove up the stakes and
ultimately led to a no-risk, cookie-cutter
approach to programming. While the
typical radio station may have 400 titles
initslibrary and perhaps only 250 in
actual rotation, Mutino said, The Peak
has more than 4,000 titles.

Albany-based Pamal Broadcasting, not
one of the mega-corporations, owns The
Peak and other radio stationsin midsized
markets, mostly in the Northeast. The
home office placed itsfaith in Mutino
and his crew to develop alooser, more
sophisticated Triple A format that saw
success in other cities such as San
Francisco and Chicago, but was missing
in New Y ork.

The Peak team includes program director
Chris Hermann, music director Rob
Arrow and Scarsdale's own Jimmy Fink,
an on-air personality who listeners might

http://www.thejournal news.com/apps/pbcs.dil/article?Al D=/20050220/COL UM NI ST08/502200345/1017 (2 of 4)2/23/2005 4:35:00 AM


http://www.nyjnews.com/company/company.php3
http://www.thejournalnews.com/apps/pbcs.dll/section?category=BUSINESS02
http://cgi.nyjournalnews.com/cgi-bin/techwrapper.pl?URL=http://www.gannettonline.com/e/index.html&AFFIL=TJN
http://www.thejournalnews.com/apps/pbcs.dll/section?category=COLUMNIST10
http://www.thejournalnews.com/apps/pbcs.dll/section?category=LIFESTYLE01
http://www.thejournalnews.com/apps/pbcs.dll/section?category=COLUMNIST21
http://www.thejournalnews.com/TJNlifestyles/day/feb05
http://cityguide.nyjournalnews.com/fe/Calendar/search.asp
http://www.thejournalnews.com/apps/pbcs.dll/section?category=LIFESTYLE07
http://www.nyjnews.com/celebrations
http://www.thebridalbook.com/
http://www.thejournalnews.com/theline/foodline
http://www.thejournalnews.com/theline/kidsline
http://thejournal.oberon-media.com/
http://www.thejournalnews.com/theline/movieline
http://www.thejournalnews.com/theline/musicline
http://www.thejournalnews.com/theline/stageline
http://www.thejournalnews.com/theline/
http://www.thejournalnews.com/weekly/patent/index.html
http://www.thejournalnews.com/weekly/review/index.html
http://www.thejournalnews.com/apps/pbcs.dll/section?category=OPINION01
http://www.thejournalnews.com/apps/pbcs.dll/section?category=OPINION02
http://www.thejournalnews.com/cartoons/davies
http://www.thejournalnews.com/davies/pulitzer.htm
http://www.thejournalnews.com/apps/pbcs.dll/section?category=OPINION03
http://www.thejournalnews.com/apps/pbcs.dll/section?category=COLUMNIST05
http://www.thejournalnews.com/apps/pbcs.dll/section?category=COLUMNIST06
http://www.thejournalnews.com/apps/pbcs.dll/section?category=COLUMNIST07
http://www.thejournalnews.com/apps/pbcs.dll/section?category=COLUMNIST08
http://thejournalnews.gannettonline.com/careerbuilder/index.html
http://www.thejournalnews.com/TJNclassifieds/realestate/index.html
http://www.cars.com/carsapp/nyjnews/?srv=parser&act=display&tf=/index-default.tmpl
http://customcoupon.com/cgi-bin/valuecenter.cgi?config=GANNETT084
http://classifieds.nyjournalnews.com/osform/MVCCService?osform_template=nyjournalnews/branding/irc/index.html
http://cityguide.nyjournalnews.com/fe/LocalStores/search.asp
http://www.thejournalnews.com/corrections/index.html
http://www.thejournalnews.com/standards/index.htm
http://www.thejournalnews.com/about
http://www.thejournalnews.com/about/contactus.html
http://www.thejournalnews.com/about/faqs.html
http://www.thejournalnews.com/icon/
http://www.thejournalnews.com/about/advertising.html

A new Peak emerges amid the valley of rock radio

fondly remember as a degjay on WPLJ
and WXRK in New York City. The
music these guys play is based less on
research and more on gut instinct and
personal taste, as well as advice from a
listeners advisory board.

Thisain't no disco.

"We try to keep things that are quality,
that haven't been overplayed to death,"
said Arrow, who serves as the morning
degjay and puts together a popular feature
of playing 10 songs from a particular year
without commercial interruption called,
"The Ten at Ten." A recent grouping was
for 1986 and it included Jackson
Browne's"Livesin the Balance" and
"Strangers When We Meet" by The
Smithereens.

"We play things with strong melodies, up-
tempo stuff, rock-based — not something
that would make you cringe or be
embarrassed to listen to, nothing
juvenile," Arrow said. "You're not going
to hear Bon Jovi on thisradio station.”

But you will hear Big Head Todd and the
Monsters, The Shins or possibly Death
Cab for Cutie. Wait a minute, Death Cab
for ... who?

Hermann, the program director, said he
heard about Desth Cab for Cutie from
Fink, who, truth be told, was turned on to
the music by, of al people, his 12-year-
old daughter.

"They're like an acoustic version of
Weezer," Hermann said, meaning he
liked what he heard. So stay tuned.

Hermann said The Peak tries to stay long
on music and short on talk. The longest
cut they have is"Telegraph Road" by
Dire Straits, which plays for more than
14 minutes. But they'll play whole CDs,
which isthe likely plan when Bruce
Springsteen's new album is released April
26.

"It'sabig event," Hermann said.

It was afternoon drive-time when |
visited The Peak and Fink was cranking
up "Mr. Brightside" by TheKillers.
Between sets | briefly talked to the
familiar degjay, who stepped out of the
business for about five yearsto help run
the family business, Fink Baking Corp.,
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which was eventually sold.

Radio had left him cynical and alittle
cold, he admitted, but The Peak has
revived him. And it's awakened alot of
listeners, too.
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