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A Full Plate Of Dream Jobs 
Restaurant reviewer/American Top 40 writer tells how he found success in the 
best of both worlds 

Legendary Los Angeles weekend radio fixture Merrill 
Shindler has managed to establish himself in several worlds, 
including pop music and restaurants. He shares his dining 
experiences and enthusiastically answers phone-in questions 
on KLSX, CBS' "FM Talk Station" (weekends, 5-7pm). and 
next time you tune in Casey Kasem's countdown show, lis- 
ten to the closing credits, and you'll hear Shindler's name 
there too. His Kasem association dates back exactly 20 years 
ago this month. 

Without a doubt. Shin- 
dler boasts one of the most 
impressive (and encom- 
passing) resumes going. 
Everything he does seems 
to he a dream job. Just pri- 
or to our conversation, for 
example, he was sifting 
through trivia questions 
and answers for the pilot of 
a new TV game show, 

And as if that weren't 
enough. he also edits Los 
Angeles' Zagat Guide, where fre- 
quent diners note their impressions of 
famous - and infamous - estab- 
lishments. If budget is a concern, you 
can't go wrong with the Shindler- 
authored Best Restaurants Of Los An- 
geles Under $10. He also writes 
weekly dining reviews for several 
Southern California newspapers, in- 
cluding the Pasadena Star Telegram. 

Hollywood's Calling 
Prior to his moving to Los Ange- 

les, Shindler called the Bay Area 
home. He worked for three years 
there as music editor for Rolling 
Stone magazine. But when the mag- 
azine uprooted to New York. the na- 
tive "New Yawker' didn't return to 
his former turf. "I knew everyone 
would pack up all their belongings, 
make the move, and then be canned. 
Indeed, that's what happened: with- 
in a yew, they were all gone: 

Shindler elected to remain in San 
Francisco. picking up writing as- 
signments for several magazines 
ands orking on television shows 
for local PBS outlet, KQED. "I no- 
ticed an ad in Media Week for a 

radio -show pop -music writer he 
recalls. ".Alter sending off a resumé. 
I received a test for American 70 
40. which was. at the time, syndi- 
cated by Watermark. They provid- 
ed some raw material, and you had 
to turn it into a Casey -style story" 

Approximately 3(X) people ap- 
plied for the job. and Shindler 
emerged as one of five finalists. "It 
was very interesting, because I 

hadn't had much experience listen- 
ing to American Top 40, I'd been 
with Rolling Stone and was more 
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involved with Bob Dylan 
and the Grateful Dead. We 
were terminally hip - the 
world of the Carpenters 
and Partridge Family just 
wasn't us.' 

But summoning up his 
resources as an editor. 
Shindler demonstrated that 
he possessed the unique 
ability to creatively pen 
Casey -style stories. "I was 
able to condense a story 

down to a 90 -second, no -wasted - 
word -type format." 

When offered the job, however, 
he wasn't particularly thrilled about 
leaving the Bay Area. "I wound up 
in L.A. in a state of utter confusion. 
However, the job was certainly en- 
joyable and a pleasant challenge." 

Fast -Break Artist 
After getting himself settled, Shin- 

dler, the perpetual freelancer. began 
sending story ideas to various local 
publications. His work on both food 
and movies quickly began popping 
up throughout the Southland. and he 

enjoyed a 10 -year run as Lou Ange- 
les Magazine's film critic. Within a 

year of moving to Los Angeles. he 
reflects, 1 had a good job writing for 
one of the most -listened -to shows in 
America I was the movie critic for 
the house organ of Hollywood. and 
I was writing about restaurants for the 
Lac Angeles Herald -Examiner." 

It was quite a stall for someone 
who was reluctant to relocate. Pick- 
ing a favorite from that list is diffi- 
cult, because each gave him some 
sort of pleasure. Shindler certainly 
didn't stumble into the movie crit- 
ic's role. He holds a master's de- 
gree in film criticism & aesthetics 
from New York University. He 
jokes. "Too much knowledge can 
clutter things up. While I've never 
taken a writing course in my life, 
my bottom line has always been the 
ability to write clearly and with a 

hit of wit. The only way I know 
how to write is the way I speak. 

"Music is something I always 
loved and continue to love. But you 
must eat, or you die, so the thing I 

probably have the most fun with is 
finding restaurants. Everyone knows 
about the big places. but coming 
across that great place in the farthest 
end of the universe is a great feeling." 

It's that ability to seek out the trea- 
sures, along with his diverse and 
eclectic tastes, that helps him to pre- 
pare for his weekly countdown writ- 
ing duties. "I don't think what I do 
has changed that much over the last 
20 years. The Top 40 has always 
been an amalgam of many different 
types of music. I wonder if there's 
a station in the country that actually 
plays every song on it. Some charts 
are more skewed in one direction or 
another, but the overlap is very thor- 
ough. Mariah Carey, Celine Dion. 
and Whitney Houston are, more or 
less, found on all the charts we deal 
with. 

"Jim Brickman is an example of 
someone more apt to chart on AC 
than Top 40. but he has a few good 
stories, like the one about his moth- 
er painting piano keys on a piece of 
paper so he could practice 

Stories like this one about Brick - 
man are collected in a variety of dif- 
ferent ways. "We do interviews and 
certainly look at all the articles in 
various magazines and newspapers." 

Watching plenty of MTV and 
VH I is also part of Shindler s routine. 
"That gives you an idea of the hand's 
notion of what the song is all about. 
Sometimes, though. these videos are 
just images, and that's fine, too" 

The Internet has also greatly en- 
hanced his information -gathering 
process. "The only stuff you were 
previously able to get on new acts 
might have been a one- or two -page 
press release. You'll now find web - 
sites with material from all kinds of 
obscure sources. You can easily find 
a dozen or so websites about Robyn. 
There are all these great stories that 
you wish you could read about her, 
but they're in Swedish." 

Building A Story 
Over the years, Shindler has 

helped develop the Casey -style sto- 
ry on two levels. There are statisti- 
cal ones that deal with sonic type of 
superlative. and there are human in- 
terest stories. You go through 
enough interviews and try to find 
odd stories about funny things that 
have happened to artists on the road: 
that's really our bread and butter: 

Casey's countdowns are assem- 
bled in many pieces. with some sto- 
ries about the acts done in advance. 
"It weaves its way throughout the 
week," Shindler explains. "On 

are 
ramifications. 

Money .For 
ou couldn't keep 
last year without 

some of last year's 

12/12/97: Max Media 
Alternative 
cast Group. 

Something 
track of station - and 

a program. In chronological 
transactions that had AC, 

Properties sells Norfolk 
WPTE-FM & Hot AC 

entire group - movements 
order (through June), here 
Hot AC, or Pop' Alternative 

Soft AC WFOG-FM, Pop/ 
WWDE-FM to Sinclair Broad- 

12/19: Sungroup sells Hot AC KKYS/Bryan, TX, to Sunburst Media 
Management. 

1/16/98: Cumulus Broadcasting acquires KODM/Odessa, TX, from New 
Frontier Communications. 

1/23: Clearly Superior Radio sells Hot AC WVZA/Marion, IL, to Cu- 
mulus Broadcasting. 

2/13: Cumulus Broadcasting picks up WMXS/Montgomery, AL, from 
Colonial Broadcasting. 

2/27: Chancellor Media acquires KBFB/Dallas, KODAMouston, Pop/ 
Alternative WVTY/Pittsburgh (now WDRV), and KYXY/San Di- 
ego from Capstar Broadcasting. 

3/27: Champion Broadcasting sells Hot AC KNSY/Amarillo, TX, and 
KKST/Alexandria, LA, to Capstar Broadcasting Partners. 

3/27: Cumulus Broadcasting purchases Hot AC WMXT/Florence, 
SC, from Pamplico Broadcasting. 

4/24: Fairbanks sells WRLX-FM & WRMF-FM/West Palm Beach to 
Clear Channel. The Soft AC and Bright AC are then swapped 
for James Crystal Broadcasting's WTPX-FM/West Palm Beach 
and $47 million. 

5/1: Dynamic Broadcasting deals KORQ/Abilene, TX, to Sunburst 
Media. 

5/29: Pulitzer Publishing's KKLT/Phoenix is picked up by Hearst - 
Argyle Television. 

5/29: Jacor sells KJQY/San Diego to Heftel. 

6/19: Clear Channel purchases Dame Media, which includes Hot 
ACs WRVE/Albany and WRVV/Harrisburg, and AC WKSB/Wil- 
liamsport, PA. 

6/26: Silverado Broadcasting buys KJOY/Stockton from Joseph 
Gamble Stations Inc. 

July through December highlights will appear next week. 

Wednesdays, for example, I talk 
with the producer and see what sto- 
ries are needed for the CHR ver- 
sion. which is taped each Thursday. 
I'll spend much of Wednesday 
morning researching and writing 
those and sending them to Casey:' 

In between. he's assessing what 
needs to he done with various res- 
taurant columns or whatever else is 
on his plate that particular week. 
"It's triage - you do what you 
have to do first and other things lat- 
er. So much of what I do is like 
finding restaurants: It's a matter of 
search and discovery." 

At Home On The Air 
Some of the components of Shin- 

dler's varied written world hold him 
in good stead for his KLSX dining 
expert duties. Angelenos have been 
accustomed to hearing him in this 
capacity since he debuted on KABC 
more than 13 years ago. "KABC 
has always had problems attracting 
older demographics. and they saw 
me as someone who could bring in 
younger people. We started as a two- 
hour plate-afternoon/early edening 
weekend) show, moved to three 
hours. and then four:' 

After a short-lived move to co - 
owned "The Zone." Shindler s din- 
ing show returned to KABC's 
weekend lineup in mornings. 
"That's something I never fully un- 
derstood. but I was happy when I 

got the KLSX offer." 
KLSX had been doing a hybrid 

format of Talk during the week and 
alternative music on the weekends. 
But, as Shindler points out, airing 

Talk on weekends can truly be "a 
cash cow. Specialty shows work 
very well and tend to bring in a 

good advertiser base. 
"We have a lot of fun at KLSX, 

where the rules are much looser. It's 
just terrific being on the air. The in- 
mates run the asylum. so I can re- 
lax, enjoy myself. and he fairly 
zany. I'm also getting a much 
younger audience and don't hear 
from people looking for early bird 
specials" But being a restaurant 
critic can actually he worse than 
being a regular customer. "Every 
three seconds, someone comes to 
your table wanting to know how 
your meal is. It makes me crazy." 

Shindler estimates that a remark- 
able 80% of his calls come from 
people on car phones. He suggests, 
"It means my listeners can afford 
cars, are still allowed to drive by the 
courts, and are probably headed for 
restaurants. In most cases, they 
have the interest and money to go 
to places like Spago" 

The reputation Shindler present- 
ly enjoys is especially ironic, since 
he considered himself "king of the 
nerds" while attending Bronx High. 
"It's very funny to have achieved 
any level of hipness." 

TALK BACK TO R&R! 
Do you have questions, comments, 
or feedback regarding this column 

or other issues? 

Call me at (310) 788-1664 
or e-mail: 

mkinosox@rronline.com 




