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Smerconish

Waters. “He was going into this tirade about 
the treatment of prisoners at Gitmo,” Smer-
conish says. “So I shouted him down.”

The rock gods of his youth frequently 
find themselves guests on his show. “I am 
totally self-indulgent,” he says, his eyes 
almost shining. “When these ’70s rockers 
come through town, I am probably the only 
person who puts them on. I’m a sucker for 
it.” I ask him what listeners think of this ran-
domness, a discussion of whether it’s okay 
for a white person to use the “N” word one 
minute, a sit-down with the guitarist from 
Yes the next. 

“Did you have to say ‘randomness’?” he 
retorts. For the first time in all the hours 
I’ve spent with him, he seems almost … 
wounded. I offer the adjective “eclectic” 
instead. His face brightens instantly. “I like 
eclectic,” he says, the word clicking off his 
tongue. “Eclectic is like ‘eccentric’ instead of 
‘crazy.’ To the extent that there is a guiding 
principle to the program, it’s that there’s a 
little something for everybody. And if you’re 
not into it, you can leave me for 10 minutes 
or a half-hour and know that if you come 
back, I will have changed it up and we’ll be 
into something totally different.”

But what if they don’t come back? What 
if the new listeners turning the dials in the 
cars and kitchens of Huntsville, Alabama, 
and Columbia, Missouri, and Orlando and 
Oklahoma City, pursing their lips and think-
ing Let’s see what this Smerconish guy is all 
about, turn on by? Friends say Smerconish 
is privately on tenterhooks about the nation-
al rollout, worried about what it will mean 
for his career—for who he is—if his brand of 
freewheeling radio fails to catch on. 

He sinks back into the brown leather 
sofa, sighing. He’s thinking. He does not 
want to be Them, become Them, the hard-
liners now thrashing in the La Brea Tar Pits 
of the right-wing insurgency, calling for 
Obama to be led to the Bastille, inciting the 
troops to oppose, shout, scream, fight. 

A silence settles between us for a 
moment, something a tad disquieting in the 
company of a guy who talks for a living. The 
empty air seems to be waiting for a decision, 
which Michael Smerconish is: waiting to see 
if talk-radio-listening America will renounce 
polemic for his folksy, kitchen-table, “Hey 
hon, did you see this in the paper today?” 
style of discourse. He’s waited for verdicts 
before. He’ll wait for this one, too.                    
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