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I
t’s two o’clock on a Friday afternoon when I 
pull up behind the Minnesota Public Radio 
studios in downtown Saint Paul. As one of  
many native Saint Paulites who don’t actually 
know their way around downtown, I had left a 

half-hour buffer and end up arriving fifteen minutes 
early. Sitting in the studio parking lot, listening to 
the voice of  the DJ I’m about to interview reverberate 
through my car, I sheepishly wonder if  she is going to 
mention our interview.

She doesn’t, of  course, and as she makes her exit off  
the air I collect my belongings. Having grown up in a 
house where at least three radios were tuned to MPR 
at all times, stepping foot inside the studio is a pretty 
big deal. I text my mom the very important announce-
ment—she doesn’t know who I’m talking about, but 
acts appropriately impressed nonetheless—and get 
out of  the car. 

I’ve only taken a few steps when I notice two women 
smoking cigarettes fifty yards in front of  me. I stop 
dead in the middle of  the sidewalk. 

“That can’t be her, right?” I wonder, my brain cogs 
grinding frantically against each other. “Do DJ’s smoke? 
Don’t they just drink hot tea and honey and run to the 
throat masseuse immediately after every show?”

I’m about thirty seconds into a spiraling inner panic 
over how naïve I am when one of  the women calls out 
to me. 

It’s Barb Abney. And she’s waving me over.

 After checking in at the front desk, we head 
upstairs. Barb shows me the UBS forum, a studio 
designed to host public debates, and we both marvel 
at the excellent view of  downtown. I already find her 
incredibly endearing. She’s as excited by where we 
are as I am, and this puts me at ease in a way I didn’t 
expect. We are friends now, and she can’t wait to tell 
me everything. 

We settle onto some couches in a sunny area with 
wall-to-wall windows that make Barb’s bright green 
eyes glow even more intensely. I turn on my recorder 
and take out my notebook. I’m not here to talk about 
favorite bands or local rock stars or what it’s like to be 
a woman in radio.

 I’m here to expose the real Barb Abney.
   

B arb grew up in a small town about thirty miles 
outside of  Cincinnati. And when she says small, 

she does mean small. Blanchester, Ohio has less than 
five-thousand people. “The closest club,” she says, “is 
in Northern Kentucky.” 

Her mom and dad, a baker at a local grocery store 
and a construction foreman, met in church and had 
Barb when they were sixteen and eighteen years-old, 
Barb has one younger sister, a registered nurse living 
back in Ohio and who as, Barb says, is “still waiting for 
the day I get my first real job.” 

As a teen, Barb started listening to her local top 40s 

the last human voice

My Date With Barb Abney

our author embarks on a mission to uncover the hidden secrets of the person behind one of our re-

gion’s most prominent voices. but sometimes, what you hear is exactly what you get. 

By Regan Smith
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station and tape-recording the commercials.  
“On those stations they’ll play the same commercial 
four million times, so I had them all memorized and 
would practice talking over them.” This anecdote 
strikes me. While my friends and I spent our early 
musical years blissfully jamming to Boyz II Men and 

“Gangsta’s Paradise” on our Walkmans, Barb spent 
hers preparing for her future career. 

“DJs were like gods to me. They go to work and play 
music and talk about music and then get to go back-
stage at concerts? It’s all I ever wanted to do. I had a 
friend who was a club DJ and I used to tell him ‘I’m 

going to get a job at this station. I’m just going to send 
them a tape of  me talking.’ He said, ‘That’s never going 
to get you a job.’”

After graduating from high school, Barb attended 
the Connecticut School of  Broadcasting at the sug-
gestion of  her friend. The program, which promises 
to help you “be a DJ, or just sound like one,” solidified 
her love for radio, including the less-than-sexy duties, 
such as underwriting and editing with razor blades 
and tape that turned off  many other students. From 
there, her career officially launched. She spent eight 
years as a host for Cincinnati’s WOXY 97.7, whose 

tagline“97x, BAM! The future of  Rock and Roll” is 
beautifully recited by Dustin Hoffman’s character in 
Rain Man. However, in 2006 the station wasn’t doing 
too well. When Barb got a call from The Current’s sta-
tion manager in Minnesota, she hopped on the first 
flight of  her adult life, aced the interview and got the 
job. A week later, WOXY went off  the air. 

This October marked Barb’s sixth year at the Cur-
rent. She has, by and large, become a very familiar 
voice in Minnesota homes, offices and cars. While I’d 
like to think the popularity of  The Current and the 
reverence many people from the Twin Cities hold for 
their DJs means that moving to Minneapolis was noth-
ing but cotton candy and lollipops, I ask Barb a ques-
tion I’ve come to dread after several revealing conver-
sations with my non-native Minnesotan friends: What 
is it like being a transplant here?

“The easiest way for me to put it to a Minnesotan is 
this: You’re happy to have us over to your dinner par-
ties, but you don’t trust us with your silver.” Ouch.

“I had a lot of  people reach out to me when I first 
moved and I have a lot of  tertiary friends, but many 
of  my closest friendships are with people who are also 
transplants. I understand it, because all my friends 
back home are people I’ve known since I was fourteen 
or younger, and that’s what it’s like here. I do think 
though that sometimes Minnesotans are like ‘Well I 
don’t really need another friend.’ But luckily there are 
so many incredible musicians here that introduced 
me to other people and really helped me build my 
network.

I’d say I have about one hundred friends here that 
would bail me out of  jail, but about seven or eight that 
wouldn’t tell anybody about it.” 

Despite the somewhat chilly Minnesota transplant 
reception, Barb and her family are getting along well 
in their South Minneapolis home. Her partner, Chris, 
is a stay-at-home dad and writer working on a new 
collection of  short stories Barb and Chris have two 
children: Steffan, twenty, named after James Spader’s 
character in Pretty in Pink, and Alexandra, ten, whose 
name was inspired by the ancient library in Egypt. 

“That one was all her dad.” 
Predictably, the Abney household is filled with 

music. Barb doesn’t hesitate to share her opinions 
with her children, and I get the sense they aren’t too 
resistant to her influence, apart from the occasional 
element of  rebellion. Steffan, a musician who’s living 
at home while he tries to get a foot in the door of  the 
music industry, named one of  his bands Mental Puke 
Relief, or MPR for short. “That was just darling, right?”

S pend any amount of  time listening to Barb talk 
about herself, whether in an interview, in person, 

or on the air, and you’ll soon find out there’s one other 
thing that the Abney family has bonded over: Geek-
dom. The complete and uninhibited obsession with all 
things nerd. Which, as I’m quick to point out to Barb, 
is actually pretty fashionable these days. 

“My family is super sci-fi oriented. We play this game 
that’s like Dungeons and Dragons meets zombies and 
we have multiple tables to play it on because we keep 
buying expansion packs. Yeah, we’re kind of  sick that 
way. Chris and I went to Convergence this year and 
it was so eye-opening. I didn’t even know that I was 
looking for these people and then I found them. God, 
I’m such a dork. We’re already planning our costumes 
for next year—I’ve got four different versions of  the 
same costume for each of  the four days.” 

True to form, when it comes to solo time Barb’s 
hobbies are equally unassuming. While most people 

“You’re happy to have us over 

to your dinner parties, but you 

don’t trust us with your silver.”

people people
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wouldn’t dream of  collecting memorabilia of  their work life, Barb enjoys the 
enviable luxury of  being able to do just that.

“I am the biggest purchaser of  Michael’s craft store you will ever meet. 
I don’t want to be a scrapbooker, but I do save things and put them into 
albums. In my career there are three bands that I’ve introduced on stage 
or interviewed whose autographs I haven’t gotten, otherwise I have every 
single band. I collect autographs and I have intentions of  crafting them 
into cool things. I go to the store, have all these great ideas, buy four times 
what I need, then I get home and am just like ‘eh.’ I am the ‘I could make this 
person.’”

Despite her less than intimidating presence—or, perhaps, because of  
it—after six years of  living in Minnesota, Barb has acquired a local celebrity 
status far beyond anything she experienced during all of  her time in Ohio. 
While most encounters are generally positive, there are still the inevitable 
sour grapes who consider it a personal affront every time a DJ plays a song 
they don’t like. Indeed, when you google her name, one of  the first hits is an 
angsty, self-indulgent rant from a random listener’s now abandoned blog. 
Though Barb admits that “the internet is terrifying” and experiences like 
this convinced her long ago to stop searching her name, her approach to 
listeners remains incredibly cordial. 

“We’ve all listened to DJs on the air growing up where someone would call 
in for a request and ask ‘who does that song about a free bird?’ and the DJ’s 
like “Lynard Skynard, you idiot.’ I always thought it was reprehensible that 
a DJ would talk down to another human being like that. I always felt that if  I 
ever did that job I’d be the coolest DJ ever and talk to anyone that comes up 
to me. I enjoy being approachable. We’re all just people, you know?” 

 

After about an hour Barb’s producer calls her into the studio to record 
her afternoon underwriting spot and we start to wrap up our interview. 

She walks me down to the main lobby and excitedly shows off  a row of  
space-age looking pod-chairs, each one equipped with headphones, broad-
casting one of  MPR’s three stations. We marvel at our surroundings again 
like a pair of  Augustus Gloops in a chocolate factory, then head out to the 
parking lot. Barb sweetly extends an offer to tour the studio next time I’m in 
the area, gives me a hug, and says goodbye. 

As I pull out of  the parking lot and head down I-94, I feel a dopey grin 
spread across my face. Though the writer in me went into this interview 
hoping to uncover some great secret about Barb Abney, the Minnesotan in 
me came out overwhelmingly relieved that I did not. 

There is one word I would use to describe Barb Abney: Nice. 
Not the kind of  nice that often carries back-handed connotations in our 

state, but an intangible, irrefutable nice that permeates through the room. 
From what I saw in an afternoon, Barb’s warm demeanor is as much a reflec-
tion of  her professionalism as it is a true representation of  her core. While 
you may not agree with her musical choices on the radio, it’s tough to deny 
that the person she presents on the air is exactly the person she’ll present 
when you bump into her on the street. 

And why wouldn’t that be? 
We’re all just people, you know. 32
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