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Overview of the Collection

Repository: The HistoryMakers®1900 S. Michigan Avenue Chicago, Illinois 60616
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Creator: Heidelberg, John, 1944-
Title: The HistoryMakers® Video Oral History Interview with John Heidelberg,
Dates: March 15, 2007
Bulk Dates: 2007
Physical Description: 6 Betacame SP videocasettes (2:55:22).
Abstract: Broadcast entrepreneur and radio dj John Heidelberg (1944 - ) owned WVOL-AM in

Nashville, Tennessee, and was credited with giving Oprah Winfrey her first job in
broadcasting. Heidelberg was interviewed by The HistoryMakers® on March 15, 2007,
in Nashville, Tennessee. This collection is comprised of the original video footage of the
interview.

Identification: A2007_091
Language: The interview and records are in English.

Biographical Note by The HistoryMakers®

Broadcasting entrepreneur, John Henry Heidelberg was born on February 19, 1944, in Shubuta, Mississippi, to
Lillian Bounds and K.P. Heidelberg. He attended his family’s Spring Hill Church School, Shubuta School, McGill
Junior High School, and Riverview High School in Waynesboro, Mississippi. Joining the United States Air Force
in 1962, Heidelberg was stationed in Saigon, Vietnam.

Returning home in 1965, Heidelberg enrolled in Jackson County Junior College while working at Ingalls
Shipbuilding. Heidelberg attended the Tennessee Association of Broadcasters on the G.I. Bill and later entered
Tennessee State University; he was hired by Nashville’s WVOL-AM as a part-time disc jockey in 1969. Six
months later, Heidelberg earned a full-time job; working daily, he played urban music. In 1970, as acting program
director, he gave some air time to East High School student, Oprah Winfrey, whom he eventually hired to read
news broadcasts for the station.

In 1983, Heidelberg joined Nashville’s 50,000 watt WSM-AM, a station famous as the voice of country music;
there, he became one of the first African American country disc jockeys. In April of 2000, Heidelberg purchased
WVOL-AM stereo from Dickie Brothers Broadcasting. Under Heidelberg Broadcasting, the format of “The
Mighty 147” became urban contemporary gospel and talk shows during the day and jazz at night. In 2002,
Heidelberg opened John Henry’s Restaurant and Showcase on historic Jefferson Street in North Nashville; the
restaurant, no longer in business, featured fine dining with a taste of soul and southern jazz with a full size bar and
a dance floor.

Heidelberg was interviewed by The HistoryMakers on March 15, 2007.

Scope and Content
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This life oral history interview with John Heidelberg was conducted by Larry Crowe on March 15, 2007, in
Nashville, Tennessee, and was recorded on 6 Betacame SP videocasettes. Broadcast entrepreneur and radio dj John
Heidelberg (1944 - ) owned WVOL-AM in Nashville, Tennessee, and was credited with giving Oprah Winfrey her
first job in broadcasting.

Restrictions

Restrictions on Access

Restrictions may be applied on a case-by-case basis at the discretion of The HistoryMakers®.

Restrictions on Use

All use of materials and use credits must be pre-approved by The HistoryMakers®. Appropriate credit must
be given. Copyright is held by The HistoryMakers®.

Related Material

Information about the administrative functions involved in scheduling, researching, and producing the interview, as
well as correspondence with the interview subject is stored electronically both on The HistoryMakers® server and
in two databases maintained by The HistoryMakers®, though this information is not included in this finding aid.

Controlled Access Terms

This interview collection is indexed under the following controlled access subject terms.

Persons:

Heidelberg, John, 1944-

Crowe, Larry (Interviewer)

Hickey, Matthew (Videographer)

Subjects:

African Americans--Interviews
Heidelberg, John, 1944- --Interviews

African American businesspeople--Interviews

African American radio broadcasters--Interviews

Radio personalities--Interviews
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Organizations:

HistoryMakers® (Video oral history collection)

The HistoryMakers® African American Video Oral History Collection

Heidelberg Broadcasting

Occupations:

Radio DJ

Broadcast Executive

HistoryMakers® Category:

MediaMakers

Administrative Information

Custodial History

Interview footage was recorded by The HistoryMakers®. All rights to the interview have been transferred to
The HistoryMakers® by the interview subject through a signed interview release form. Signed interview
release forms have been deposited with Jenner & Block, LLP, Chicago.

Preferred Citation

The HistoryMakers® Video Oral History Interview with John Heidelberg, March 15, 2007. The
HistoryMakers® African American Video Oral History Collection, 1900 S. Michigan Avenue, Chicago,
Illinois.

Processing Information

This interview collection was processed and encoded on 6/7/2022 by The HistoryMakers® staff. The finding
aid was created adhering to the following standards: DACS, AACR2, and the Oral History Cataloging Manual
(Matters 1995).

Other Finding Aid

A Microsoft Access contact database and a FileMaker Pro tracking database, both maintained by The
HistoryMakers®, keep track of the administrative functions involved in scheduling, researching, and producing the
interview.

Detailed Description of the Collection
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Series I: Original Interview Footage
Video Oral History Interview with John Heidelberg, Section A2007_091_001_001, TRT: 0:29:33
2007/03/15

John Heidelberg was born on February 19, 1944 in Shubuta, Mississippi to
Lillian Bounds and K.P. Heidelberg. His paternal great-great-grandmother was
born a slave, and lived to the age of 115 years old. Both sides of Heidelberg’s
family lived on farms in the area surrounding Shubuta, and worked in the pulp
wood industry. Heidelberg’s parents never married; and, shortly after his birth,
his father enlisted to serve in World War II. Heidelberg was raised by his
paternal great-grandparents, Lecrecia Lyons and Minister John Lyons of the
Spring Hill United Methodist Church. As a boy, Heidelberg helped plant and
harvest cotton on his great-grandparents’ farm. He enjoyed listening to radio
stations based in Nashville, Tennessee, like WSM Radio and WLAC Radio,
where disc jockey John Richbourg played black artists like Ray Charles and
James Brown at night. He learned to jump start his radio at an early age, as he
grew up without electricity and often lacked money for batteries.
African American businesspeople--Interviews.
African American radio broadcasters--Interviews.
Radio personalities--Interviews.

Video Oral History Interview with John Heidelberg, Section A2007_091_001_002, TRT: 0:28:17
2007/03/15

John Heidelberg grew up on a farm in rural Shubuta, Mississippi, where the
culture was strictly segregated, and violence against African Americans was
common. A number of Heidelberg’s peers were killed in acts of racial violence;
and, when he was ten years old, the murder of fourteen year-old Emmett Till in
Money, Mississippi made national news. Heidelberg began his education at the
Spring Hill United Methodist Church. After completing the fifth grade, he
attended the Shubuta School, and then graduated to the McGill School, where he
organized a basketball league with the other schools in the area. Heidelberg went
on to attend Riverview High School in Waynesboro, Mississippi, where he
joined the band and learned to play the tenor saxophone. The school was thirty
miles away from his home, but his paternal great-grandmother urged him to
continue his education. He excelled in history and politics; and, after leaving
school in 1962, joined the U.S. military.

Video Oral History Interview with John Heidelberg, Section A2007_091_001_003, TRT: 0:28:30
2007/03/15

John Heidelberg joined the U.S. Air Force in 1962, and served overseas in
Okinawa and Vietnam during the escalation of the Vietnam War. After his
discharge, Heidelberg studied to become a ship fitter in Pascagoula, Mississippi,
and worked as a hatch specialist at the Ingalls Shipbuilding company. Then,
Heidelberg learned of a radio school in Nashville, Tennessee. While touring the
school, he met disc jockey John Richbourg, and spent a few minutes on the air.
Heidelberg enrolled, and completed his training as a radio personality; and then,
in 1969, began working as a substitute host at Nashville’s WVOL Radio station.
Later that year, Heidelberg was hired by the station as a full time disc jockey. He
worked with deejays like Knight Snow and Seventh Son, and interviewed
musicians James Brown and Michael Jackson. Because of his unaccented
speaking voice, Heidelberg’s listeners often assumed him to be white. He also
differed from most black disc jockeys of the time in his refusal to talk over the
music.

Video Oral History Interview with John Heidelberg, Section A2007_091_001_004, TRT: 0:29:52
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2007/03/15
John Heidelberg met Oprah Winfrey when she was a senior at East Nashville
High School in Nashville, Tennessee. He agreed to sponsor her March of Dimes
walkathon; and, noticing her eloquence, convinced her to work as a newsperson
on WVOL Radio, where he became her mentor. Besides Dana Davidson, who
hosted a gospel music show, Winfrey was the station’s only woman on the air.
Winfrey continued working at WVOL Radio while attending Tennessee State
University; and was then offered a position at WLAC-TV in Nashville,
Tennessee, where she became the first African American and first female anchor
in 1972. Heidelberg left WVOL Radio in 1987, after he was demoted to a news
show. He secured a disc jockey position at WSM Radio, a country music station,
where he met artists like Minnie Pearl, Reba McEntire and George Jones.
Although few black musicians played country music at the time, Jones was very
familiar with the genre. He talks about the African American origins of country
and bluegrass music.

Video Oral History Interview with John Heidelberg, Section A2007_091_001_005, TRT: 0:29:55
2007/03/15

John Heidelberg became a well-known radio personality in Nashville, Tennessee
while working at WVOL Radio and WSM Radio, and aspired to own a station.
He left WSM Radio in 1999, and purchased WVOL Radio the following year.
Heidelberg developed it into an urban oldies station, with a talk show, ‘Open
Forum,’ hosted by T.J. Graham. The station also hosted two hours of open
programming each Sunday morning, when community members were invited to
voice their concerns or share announcements. Over the years, the radio industry
began replacing jockeys with automated playlists, but Heidelberg remained
committed to employing disc jockeys. As most major advertising agencies
refused to partner with WVOL Radio, Heidelberg relied on small and black-
owned businesses for revenue. In addition, he opened John Henry’s Restaurant
and Showcase, where entertainers like Russell Simmons, the Chi-Lites and
Howard Hewett often performed. The restaurant also hosted events for
professional athletes like Eddie George and John Henderson.

Video Oral History Interview with John Heidelberg, Section A2007_091_001_006, TRT: 0:29:15
2007/03/15

John Heidelberg talks about the challenges facing small radio station owners
after the passage of Telecommunications Act of 1996, which deregulated the
broadcasting market, and led to the consolidation of media ownership in the
hands of large corporations. He describes his concerns about political
polarization in the United States, including the rise of political talk shows on the
radio. In reflecting upon his career, Heidelberg talks about the disc jockeying
techniques that he made popular on the air, as well as his restaurant business.
Heidelberg reflects upon his legacy, family and how he would like to be
remembered; and concludes by narrating his photographs.
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