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			“Isay’s ambition is nothing less than the largest oral history project in American history.”

			—Patrick Beach, Austin American-Statesman

		

	
		
			PENGUIN BOOKS

			LISTENING IS AN ACT OF LOVE

			Dave Isay is the founder of StoryCorps and its parent company, Sound Portraits Productions. Over the past two decades his radio documentary work has won nearly every award in broadcasting, including five Peabody Awards, two Robert F. Kennedy Awards, the Edward R. Murrow Award, and two Livingston Awards for Young Journalists.

		

	

[image: ]




PENGUIN BOOKS

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			375 Hudson Street

			New York, New York 10014

			penguin.com

			First published in the United States of America by The Penguin Press, a member of Penguin Group (USA) Inc. 2007

			Published in Penguin Books 2008

			Copyright © 2007 by Sound Portraits Productions, Inc.

			Penguin supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin to continue to publish books for every reader.

			Photo credits: pp. 2, 4, 204—Christopher Weil, Chris Weil Photography; p. 253—Russ Berkman, Russ Berkman Photography; p. 299—Brett Myers, StoryCorps; all other photographs are property of Sound Portraits Productions, Inc.

			eBook ISBN: 978-1-101-20263-0

			THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS HAS CATALOGED THE HARDCOVER EDITION AS FOLLOWS:

			Listening is an act of love : a celebration of American lives from the StoryCorps Project / edited and with an introduction by Dave Isay.

			p.    cm.

			ISBN 978-1-59420-140-0 (hc.)

			ISBN 978-0-14-311434-5 (pbk.)

			1. United States—Social life and customs—1945–1970—Anecdotes.  2. United States—Social life and customs—1971—Anecdotes.  3. United States—History—1945—Anecdotes.  4. National characteristics, American—Anecdotes.  5. United States—Biography—Anecdotes.  6. Interviews—United States.  7. Oral history.  8. StoryCorps (Project)

			I. Isay, David.  II. StoryCorps (Project)

			Cover photographs © StoryCorps

		

		Version_3

	

This book is dedicated to the ten thousand pairs of participants—

and counting—who have borne out our motto

time and time again:

Listening is an act of love





The essence of America lies not in the headlined heroes…but in the everyday folks who live and die unknown, yet leave their dreams as legacies.

—ALAN LOMAX, 1940
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INTRODUCTION




StoryCorps is built on a few basic ideas:

That our stories—the stories of everyday people—are as interesting and important as the celebrity stories we’re bombarded with by the media every minute of the day.

That if we take the time to listen, we’ll find wisdom, wonder, and poetry in the lives and stories of the people all around us.

That we all want to know our lives have mattered and we won’t ever be forgotten.

That listening is an act of love.

Participating in StoryCorps is a simple process. First, you make an appointment to visit one of our recording booths. Bring anyone you choose—your grandmother, your dad, your sister, your best friend, the waitress at the local diner whose story you’ve always been curious about. A trained StoryCorps facilitator will greet you, take you into the booth, and shut the door.
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StoryCorps booth in Grand Central Terminal

Inside, the booth is completely silent. The lights are low. The room is cozy. You sit at a small table across from, let’s say, your grandmother, looking into her eyes. There’s a microphone in front of each of you. The facilitator sits down in front of an audio console and presses Record. You begin to ask your questions:

“What are the most important lessons you’ve learned in life?”

“What did your mother sing to you when you were a baby?”

“How do you want to be remembered?”

At the end of forty minutes, two broadcast-quality CDs have been created. One goes home with you. A second becomes part of an archive at the American Folklife Center at the Library of Congress so that your great-great-grandchildren will someday be able to listen to the voices of you and your grandmother. Excerpts of interviews are broadcast each Friday on NPR’s Morning Edition.

StoryCorps launched on October 23, 2003, in New York’s Grand Central Terminal. The great oral historian Studs Terkel, who was ninety-one at the time, flew in from Chicago to cut the ribbon. “Today we shall begin celebrating the lives of the uncelebrated!” he proclaimed. “We’re in Grand Central Station. We know there was an architect, but who hung the iron? Who were the brick masons? Who swept the floors? These are the noncelebrated people of our country. In this booth the noncelebrated will speak of their lives. It might be a grandmother speaking to a grandchild. It might be a kid talking to his uncle. It might be a neighbor talking to a neighbor. And suddenly they will realize that they are the ones who have built this country!”

Since that day we’ve added another permanent booth at Ground Zero and launched three mobile recording studios that travel the country year-round gathering stories. Each session represents an act of love and respect: forty minutes set aside to ask important questions and listen closely to the answers. The interviews honor our families, friends, and elders: the ordinary people we find all around us who, in their day-to-day acts of kindness, courage, and humanity, embody the true spirit of our nation.
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StoryCorps is a project about permanence in an ever more disposable society. It reminds us of what’s really important in the midst of all of life’s distractions. It encourages us to connect despite endless temptations to detach and disengage.

On the following pages are forty-nine stories selected from the ten thousand interviews we’ve recorded to date. We consider each StoryCorps session sacred, and we place great value on every story that’s been recorded as part of the project. It is a joy and an honor for all of us at StoryCorps to do this work, and it’s a privilege to share these stories with you.








AUTHOR’S NOTE




The following stories were edited from transcripts of forty-minute StoryCorps interviews. We aimed to distill these stories without altering the tone or meaning of the original sessions. Words and phrases that read well are not always the best spoken moments, and the reverse is also the case. As a result, the phrasings of the same story in print and in audio may vary slightly.

We did not use ellipses to indicate omitted text; at times tense and usage were changed for clarity. Each story was fact-checked. Participants gave permission for edited versions of their interviews to be published in this book. A few participants requested that their ages not be included, and we honored that request.








HOME and FAMILY



When StoryCorps launched, I wasn’t sure whether the interviews would resonate with anyone other than the participants and their families. I also suspected that we’d start hearing the same stories repeated over and over again.
From the day we opened, I was taken by the power and universality of the recordings coming out of the booth. Most StoryCorps interviews revolve around the three great themes of human existence—birth, love, and death—but from these themes emerge an astonishing array of stories.
One day, about a year into the project, the senior producer for StoryCorps, Sarah Kramer, came up to me and said, “You know, the longer the project runs, the better the stories seem to get.” Her words remain true to this day.
CYNTHIA RAHN, 48, interviewed by

her friend ADRIENNE LEA, 47
RECORDED IN DURHAM, NORTH CAROLINA
Cynthia Rahn: I lived very far out in the country, and I had just started kindergarten with a lot of kids from town that I didn’t know. We had an assignment to bring in either a toy or a stuffed animal or something you found in your barn so that we could create a barnyard diorama. I was a little shy and insecure because I knew I was from out in the country and probably looked poor to everybody else, and certainly everybody else looked rich to me. So I felt a little intimidated.
But Mrs. White was a wonderful lady. Very loving and considerate. When she gave us the assignment, she made it very exciting. And I don’t think she had a clue that completing the assignment would be a problem for anyone. She said, “Go home, find something that has to do with a farm animal or a barn, and bring it in tomorrow, and we’ll all as a group create a farmyard scene here at kindergarten.” We were very excited about it when we left to go home. But once I got home, I took off my school clothes and ran outside to play. I completely forgot about the assignment, and played until dark.
When my mother got home from work, we came in and ate and got ready to go to bed. And then I realized I had forgotten to do anything to prepare for this assignment. And so, here was Momma, just got home from work, tired, and I said, “Oh my gosh, I’ve got to get a cow or a hoe or a stuffed animal,” something that represents a farm. We looked, and I did not have one single farmyard toy. I didn’t have a plastic horse. I didn’t have a stuffed cow. We had nothing. So it was dark, and it was time to go to bed. And I started to cry. I got really upset. And I said, “I can’t go to school tomorrow and not have anything.” And Momma said, “It’s too late. There’s no stores open.” In rural Appalachia there were no Wal-Marts; you couldn’t just ride out and get something. And so, in addition to getting upset, I started to get a little angry because I felt my momma wasn’t helping me. She said, “Well, you should have thought about this when you got home. You waited too late. You weren’t responsible. You have to go to bed now.”
I went to bed upset and angry, and then next morning I got up and the first thing I thought of, laying in my bed, was “I don’t have anything to take to school.” Momma worked, so she had to leave early. She left before we got up, and she would leave us breakfast.
I went downstairs, and sitting on the kitchen table was a barn made out of notebook paper. She had just taken plain notebook paper and folded it; and she folded the walls, she folded the roof, she folded the doors that opened so horses could go in and out. She had shutters on the windows. She had little steps that went up to the loft. And it was just sitting there. It was like magic. I looked at it—there wasn’t a staple in it. There was no tape. She had just folded a barn for me.
I was so happy and so excited when I saw that barn. I was like, “I can’t believe she did that!” My sister took me to kindergarten. And when I came in, the other kids had bags of store-bought plastic farm animals. And everybody was so amazed at my barn. I felt like the most special kid in the class. My mother is not the origami type, so I have no idea where she learned to do that. I have no idea how long that would have taken her to do or how she figured out how to make that barn.
It made me a very happy little girl, and I was very popular that day in school. I just felt like a queen. And I knew, too, that she cared.
April 13, 2006
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DR. RICHARD COLLINS, 81, interviewed by his grandson SEAN COLLINS, 26
RECORDED IN NEW YORK CITY

Richard Collins: I was born in Avon, New York, in 1924, one of twelve children. My father was a country doctor, and it was my father’s job when he made calls to take three or four of us in the car with him, to get us out of my mother’s hair. When we would arrive at a house to make a call, we were forbidden to leave the car, and we were forbidden to blow the horn unless one of us was dying. So we were pretty constrained.
One time I was in the car with my brother Chuck, and my father was delivering a baby. And the time wore on. We were getting pretty bored, so we started exploring his pill case. We started looking at the different colored pills. Then we smelled them. Finally, we tasted them. And we came across ones that tasted like licorice. So we chewed them up. He was smaller than I, so I gave him less than I took. And it turned out that they were something called Evac-U-Gen, which was a laxative. And by the time my father came out from his call, we had thoroughly fouled the car, which taught my father a great lesson—and us as well.
When I was about fifteen, my father was working night and day, and I used to drive for him. It was a small town, and the constable used to turn his head when he’d see me driving my father down the street, knowing I didn’t have a license. My mother used to wake me up at night to drive him for his night calls. And one night in the wintertime we went up to a farmhouse. I came as close to the farmhouse as I could, but because of the snow it was difficult. I left the headlights on so that he could see his way. And just as he got closer to the farmhouse, the biggest, blackest dog that I ever saw came tearing around the corner of the barn and just took a leap at him. I was terrified, and I was too far away to do anything. But without hesitation my father swirled the bag up and hit that dog under the jaw, and the dog went howling back around the barn. When he got back from the call, I said, “Dad, I was so scared! I was afraid that dog was going to get you!” And he said, “Always remember one thing, Dick: Never hit the dog until he’s got all four feet off of the ground.” Good advice.
Sean Collins: What about school?
Richard: At Saint Agnes Parochial School in the mornings, Sister Edmunda used to have a little toady who would ring a bell. Anybody who came in after that bell was late and got a demerit. And that was a chronic problem I had, getting up a little late. So I grew to hate that bell. One day I left the lock on the school window open. Later on, I stole back to the school, went in the window, and stole that bell. The next day there was hell to pay because somebody had taken that bell. Sister said it was a sin against the school; it was a sin against the Sisters, a sin against the faith, a sin against the Pope. And I knew it was such a terrible sin that there was no way I could bring the shame on my family to confess to that. So I kept it locked in my heart over all those years. And, of course, Sisters came and Sisters went. Popes came and Popes went. And I still had that sin locked in my heart.
Sean: What did you end up doing with the school bell?
Richard: I still have it. It’s by my bedside, and I joyfully ring it every now and then.
I was just thinking, by the way, of my first-grade teacher, a saintly nun named Sister Monica. I eventually became her physician. She was in her eighties, still teaching but running out of gas. And she would come to my office, and I would give her shots of vitamin B12 and anything else I could think of, but nothing was working. So finally I hit upon a solution. I wrote her a prescription for a spiritus fermenti, which is Latin for “fermented spirits.” And she would take the prescription down to the drugstore, and the druggist would pour from the bottle of Schenley’s into a medicine bottle. She would take two tablespoons before breakfast and two before lunch. It worked like a charm. But if she had ever come on the truth of the matter, I’m sure she would have excommunicated me from the faith.
Sean: Would you mind telling me a little bit about how you met my grandmother?
Richard: No, because she’s the absolute light of my life. She came to Avon when I was a sophomore in high school. She was and is a beautiful redhead, and she just grabbed my heart—although during high school we didn’t get along very well. I went out of my way to do little things so that she wouldn’t forget me. But they were always the wrong things, and they got me in trouble. I can remember one time we were in a school play called Dollars for Doughnuts. She was the older girl, and I was her bratty brother. And there was one scene in the play where she was supposed to complain of being faint, and I was supposed to go up and get a little vase of water that had some flowers in it and sprinkle it on her. So, before the play, I thought, “I’m going to look around school and see if I can’t find a big vase.” So I found a gigantic vase and put a few pussy willows in it and filled it up to the brim with water and put it on the piano. It must have been a gallon and a half of cold water. And she had a brown taffeta dress on, I remember. And in the middle of the play she said, “Oh! I feel faint!” So I marched up to the piano, and I threw out the pussy willows, and I dumped the bucket of water on her. And she looked at me for about thirty seconds, and then she brought one right up from the floor, whacked me across the face, and almost took my head off. I have a condition called dermatographia, where my skin swells if you scratch it very much, so the whole left side of my face went up for the rest of the play. And to this day the people in Avon say they’ve never seen such acting as took place on that stage that day.
Sean: So how’d you go from there?
Richard: With patience and persistence and timing. I never dated her until I graduated from high school. And then it was a long-distance relationship, because I went off to college and medical school. But it worked. And she’s been the light of my life ever since. A wonderful woman.
Yeah. I’ve had a good life. Although there are things that we would all do differently if we had the chance, I don’t think there are any huge regrets. But I’ll have to say that out of all of this I had the great good fortune of meeting your grandma. That just changed my whole life. And it’s been such a great source of wonder and help to me. So if I’m going to give you any advice, it’s to get yourself a pretty redhead like your grandma!
September 24, 2005
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SETH FLEISCHAUER, 25, interviews his grandfather WILLIAM JACOBS, 83
RECORDED IN NEW YORK CITY
William Jacobs remembers a visit from his future mother-in-law while he was recuperating from a car accident during World War II.

William Jacobs: A nurse came into my room and she said, “Lieutenant, you have a visitor.” And I said, “Who’s that?” And she said, “A Mrs. Gropper.” Gropper was Claire’s last name, so I thought she must have misunderstood Miss for Mrs. So I said, “Is she an old lady or young?” And she said, “Well, I guess I would call her old.” And I said, “Well, tell her to come in.” And in comes Claire’s mother.
She said, “Billy, I have to tell you some things. I heard Claire on the telephone last night saying how happy she was, and she’s talking about how you’re going to have babies and so on and so forth. I have to tell you something.” I said, “What is that, Mrs. Gropper?” And she said, “Claire cannot have children.” And she went on to give me some details of how when Claire was five years old, she was in the hospital and some doctor had erred rather severely. She never made Claire aware of this, and she wanted me to know this, and wanted to know if I was willing to marry her anyhow.
I said, “Yes, Mrs. Gropper, I am ready to marry her anyhow.” And she took a deep breath and she said, “Billy, I want to ask you something else. Will you be willing to adopt children? Because I know Claire would love to have children.” And I said, “Yes, Mrs. Gropper, I would be glad to adopt children, and I would do so.” She was very relieved, and she said, “I only have one other question, Billy. How are we going to tell Claire?” And I said, “Mrs. Gropper, I will tell her myself on our wedding night.” And that’s what happened.
Seth Fleischauer: Throughout my life you’ve been a source of inspiration to me, and I think the biggest thing you did in my life was the dedication I saw you give to Grandma in those last seven or eight years that she had Alzheimer’s. Seeing that example of true love and true dedication, especially for someone like me, a child of divorce, that’s the biggest thing that you’ve brought to me in my life.
William: Thank you, Seth. I found it absolutely painless taking care of her, so I guess I did have true love for her. Never for a minute did I think, “God, when is this going to be over?” I never, ever thought that. In fact, I find that since she’s died, I’ve kind of been floundering and trying to figure out what to do with the rest of my life. I find this period to be much more unsatisfactory than all of those years of caring for her. I just didn’t find it that much of a burden at all.
Seth: I think that’s what was so remarkable about it for me. Thank you very much for doing this, Grandpa. This was really great and unexpected. I know I’d heard these stories before, but in this setting it was very special.
William: Well, it was very special for me, Seth. I just loved doing it. And just looking at you and answering you, with your eyes looking into mine and mine into yours, it’s just great.
Seth: I love you, Grandpa.
William: Thank you, Seth. I love you, too.
July 15, 2005
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JOYCE KIM LEE, 35, interviews her

mother, HEE-SOOK LEE, 66
RECORDED IN SANTA MONICA, CALIFORNIA

Joyce Kim Lee: My friends who have parents who are Korean immigrants, they’ve never actually seen their parents hug or kiss or show affection towards each other. So I think it’s pretty unusual for a first-generation Korean couple to be so affectionate. Can you tell me where you learned this from?
Hee-Sook Lee: Yes, that is a very important story. When I started going to church, I met an American missionary couple. They were in their sixties at the time. (Of course, they are now both of them in heaven.) They started an English Bible class at their house with forty or fifty young college students. And as we sat there in the living room, we were not only learning the Bible, but we were observing their life together. When I see them, they always say, “Honey, I love you” and “Honey, thank you.” And then when the wife bring some tea, he grab her arms and kiss her. And then when she started washing dishes, the husband was standing beside and drying. Wow, they are so happy, always smiling.
When it comes to my family, my mother, she served her husband, my dad, like a king. I never heard Dad say, “Thank you” or “I love you.” Never heard that in all those years. So I decided, “When I get married, I want to be a happy, sweet couple like missionary friend.”
So, of course, when I come to the United States, I get married to typical Korean husband. I said, “Honey, I love you.” And typical man, just sitting in the living room and reading a newspaper, didn’t respond. So I said again, “I love you,” and he said, “Okay.” And I wasn’t satisfied with that answer. So I said, “I love you.” And he said, “Oh, me, too.” I said, “Can’t you say ‘I love you, too’?” And at first he said it was very hard. He’s not used to expressing. So the next day, “I love you.” He said, “Same here.” So I said, “I love you,” until he responded, “I love you, too.” And later on it wasn’t difficult. He just said, “I love you, too.” And then, hug, even kiss on my cheek. A lot of Korean couples were amazed. “Wow, how wonderful your marriage!” And so that was the start. I determined I would have that kind of family: very sweet expressions of love, appreciation, happy, happy family, which now we have. You approve, right?
Joyce: Yes, I love it. Do you have any advice for young couples?
Hee-Sook: I practice three phrases to use a lot in your good, happy marriage. First, express to each other: “I love you, honey.” The second phrase is “Thank you.” A lot of times you just take for granted—for example, Dad takes all the garbage out. It’s his job, but I always say, “Thank you, honey, for taking all the garbage out!” Every little thing, express your gratitude. And I cook all the time. He always say, “Thank you, honey, for your good cooking” and “I really enjoyed your meal! It was delicious!” You know, that kind of thing is very important. Appreciate each other. And the other thing is saying sorry: “I’m very sorry.” Sometimes men make a mistake, and in men’s pride they don’t want to admit they made a mistake. And a woman, they are sensitive to say, “I’m sorry.” But we practice a lot. “Honey, I’m sorry. It was my mistake. I misunderstood.” And then, “Okay.”
Just say, “I’m sorry,” and then you will overcome the crisis of the husband and wife fighting each other. When you say, “I’m sorry,” that’s the end of it.
January 21, 2006
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SULOCHANA KONUR, 53, interviewed by

her daughter-in-law, MELISSA KONUR, 31
RECORDED IN NEW YORK CITY

Sulochana Konur: I was a biology student in my first year of college in India, and I was doing a dissection of a frog or some such thing, and my father sent for me. When I went home, there were lots of people around the house. My mom said I needed to wash my face and change my clothes. I knew better than to argue, so I just said, “Okay.” And then I went into the room where my future mother-in-law, my future sister-in-law, and their friends were. There were about eight or nine ladies in the small room. And so I met with them and they talked to me, and they asked me questions like “What do you study in school?” They were simple questions.
Then the custom is that my mom makes some food, and I’m supposed to take that to the men in the living room. That’s when the future husband-to-be gets to see you. And so I did. I went and passed the plate to everyone. There were seven or eight people, and my husband, and my husband’s friend was there. The rest of them were older, so I knew one of the two had to be the groom-to-be, but I didn’t know which one. So I just sat down, and my father asked me some questions and I answered.
After they left, I argued with my parents and I cried, and I said that I want to go to college, I want to be a doctor, I don’t want to get married. And my father said, “They can always say no, so don’t worry. I had to do this because a friend of mine suggested it. This was just a last-minute thing. The next time I won’t agree to this.” And so I said, “Okay!”
I didn’t even think about it the second day. But about a week later my father got a letter saying that that family was interested. He didn’t tell me that, but I heard my dad talking to my mom. So they went and visited the family, and they came back in the night, and I was awake. I remember hearing my father say to my mother that it’s a good family. So I knew after that, that it was going to be the marriage. There was nothing I could do.
I was fifteen and eight months when I got married. We just now finished thirty-seven years together.
Melissa Konur: So how much longer did you stay in India before you came to the United States?
Sulochana: Three years after marriage. We landed in Tucson, Arizona, and I said, “There’s so much space and no people!” That was my first impression of the United States. And then we collected our baggage and went to the car, and then the car was really tiny, so I said, “Here the cars are only meant for two people, not for fifteen people like India.” And so I got in, and we started driving.
It was really, really wide roads—four lanes each way—beautiful, beautiful roads and lit, and we were the only car because this was like one o’clock in the middle of the night. So I said, “Why do they build such big streets and have such tiny cars and nobody around?” I think the shocking thing was
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