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Welcome everyone

Since 2010 we work with clients, hoteliers and engineers to provide better experiences for all.

Your accessible journey begins on an accessible website, perhaps as accessible as NATIVE's,

where you can browse the Internet without looking at the screen, without touching the

keyboard and without talking to the computer. Simply by blowing, touching any key or emitting

a sound. It's not magic, it's technology for everyone.

We would like to offer our revolutionary solutions to hotels and any kind of accommodation

worldwide. NATIVE is a nonprofit entity, an NGO, and we look for global hospitality brands

ready to go forward with the comfort and safety of millions of customers. Thanks to our alert

wristwatch, deaf customers in the event of fire during the night should not be in danger of dying.

Deaf customers should also be able to laugh at a joke cracked at table thanks to a portable loop.

Blind customers should not use body lotion instead of shampoo. Our Hotel Signage Pack is a

great help. The QR code of Chef's Voice system in 12 languages helps blind customers and

everyone to choose a menu. It also filters allergens avoiding surprises in the restaurant.

And ... how about enjoying a trek riding a camel with your wheelchair in the desert?

nativehotels.org

..... ...
....... .
.

Hotels & Accessible Tourism
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6 ABILITY

walls was a good thing… hahaha…. so we have been
scraping and repairing all of the holes etc. We are
almost finished with the painting, 3 bedrooms, a living
room, kitchen, dining room, office and an extra room, a
whole lot of painting! My dad has been laying down
wood flooring and then we will have someone come in
and carpet the rest. It is fun, but also much work :-)

Last week I spent time training a young girl MXer. Her
name is Lily and she came to stay at a local track for
the week from Alabama so I could train with her. I
have worked with her before she is fun to hang out
with. Her dad couldn’t make it this trip, she was stay-
ing with her grandma who lived close by. I had to work
on her bikes and clean her filters, yikes! My dad helped
me out, whew… not my skill set!  

She is a funny kid too we are always having a good
time when we are training. She made me rice krispie
treats, she loves to bake when she is not riding. One of
the days when we were taking a break she brought out
a sour tangy pickle, one of those kinds that are pack-
aged in plastic at the store. She said it was too sour so
she tried to shove it in her gear leg pocket, it was hilari-
ous! Then it got stuck and she couldn’t get it out! We
were laughing so hard. 

Supercross has started and I
hope you all have been watch-
ing. I have, but I have been a
nervous wreck about it! 

Well I’m off to Cali this week
to do a Fox/Husky women’s
ride day, I will fill you all in
next time how it all turned out!
Stay warm and dry…

rrrrr…. hope everyone is enjoying the New Year
and staying warm! We don’t have any snow here in
Florida, but we have had some pretty cold weather

and lots and lots of rain where I live. My family and I
went to a Beach Blast here in St. Augustine to celebrate
the New Year. It was so much fun, I guess they have it
every year, but we don’t live on the beach and normally
don’t like to fight the crowds. My mom was thinking
ahead and booked us a room at an Embassy Suites that
is right on the beach, it wasn’t opened yet when she
booked it so we were lucky to get in! The party was at
our St. Aug pier and the hotel was right next door so we
didn’t have to walk far at all. There were all kinds of
food trucks, music and a great firework show. We all
had a wonderful time.

I hit the ground running in January, my renters left one
of my houses and I am going to sell it. We have been
busy trying to get it ready to go on the market. The over
all shape of the house was not bad, but “Everything”
had to be repainted and new flooring is going in. We
ripped out all of the old carpet, it was trashed and there
were kids in the house who decided writing on the

afmxschool.com
ashleyfiolekmxcoach@gmail.com

B
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ell, it has happened again. Every year I get
a head cold that lasts for, maybe, a week or
so. It usually occurs when I travel for the
holidays. It could be stress related, but I

think the culprit is being cooped up in a plane with a
bunch of germ-infested human beings. Aren’t they dis-
gusting creatures? Come on, let’s be honest here. We
don’t have to use any names. But, when I closely
observe them, I realize they disgust me. I know, I
know, I’m no day at the beach either, but I’m just talk-
ing generalities here. I watch them eating and sucking
on their fingers, coughing in their hands, sneezing, fin-
gers in nose, ears and eyes. We all do it. Us humans,
we’re all little pigs. 
I guess what I’m saying is people sicken me, literally.
When you get a group of humans together, germs are
bound to fly. In a big open area, you at least have a
fighting chance of staying healthy, but not when you’re
locked up in that little metal tube—you might as well
go swimming in a landfill. On a plane, people are prac-
tically sitting in your lap. You can smell their perfume,
cologne, bad breath, they’re that close. And then, to
make matters worse, they start talking to you. And,
their faces are so close to yours. I’d say it’s so close
you can touch it, but it’s closer than that. It’s so close
you could lick it. When someone strikes up a conver-
sation with me, it’s crazy, but I just see germs coming
out of their mouth—like little demons, seeking a new

home, and that house is me. I usually give out as little
information as possible. The more I talk the more it
gives an impression that I want to be talking to you.
Please don’t take it personally, it’s not you, it’s just
your filthy germs.
“So, where you flying to today?” some guy asks me.
“A place,” I mumble.
“You from here?” he inquires.
“No” I quickly spit out with my head down and my arm
covering my face.
“I hate these long flights, don’t you?” he continues.
I smile and nod thinking I hate long conversations.
“I wonder if they’ll give us peanuts or pretzels,” he
comments.
I shoot a “who knows” shrug like I care while contem-
plating the possibility that you could give me Typhus.
And so it goes until the stranger realizes I’m not much
of a chatty Cathy. Yeah, I know, I sound like a total jerk,
but I’m only acting out of fear. Will these same people
be there to talk to me while I’m lying in bed, next to a
box of tissues slathered in Vic’s vapor rub hating life?
Of course not. It was all just a one-sided friendship. I

W

HUMOR THERAPY
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gave you my precious napping or reading time to listen
to your stories about your grand kids and you gave me
the flu. Look, if I knew you didn’t have germs, I’d be
your best friend. We would talk religion, politics, sports,
you name it, the whole flight. I’d have no beef with you.
But you may very well have microscopic organisms
looking to attack me and don’t I have the right to protect
myself? 
On the other hand, I could be a carrier. I could have
thingies swimming around in me looking to attack you.
I’m not sure what’s worse, getting sick from you or hav-
ing to carry the guilt of getting you sick. I’m just trying
to protect us both. Yes, I could be cordial and chat with
you the whole flight and take the chance of becoming
ill, but there’s also the possibility that you may bore me
for three hours and that’s just not a risk I’m willing to
take. I am now at the point where if someone tries to
talk to me on a plane, I’m gonna fake like I’m deaf and
make those sign language movements with my hands.
I’m sorry, I just can’t take the chance of getting sick
from your talkie germs.
I’m even now scared just to sit in the plane seat. Who
knows when they were last wiped down. My guess is
sometime around… never. For all I know there could be
a glob of Ebola stuck on the armrest. Then there’s those
food trays. God only knows what lurks on them, maybe
some Malawi monkey virus. I’ve thought about dressing

up in plastic whenever I travel. I could probably make a
nice shirt and pair of pants out of some Hefty bags. I
could throw on some thick knitted mittens and a scarf
then wear one of those surgical masks that they all wear
in the subways of Japan or maybe, just to be safe, try
and get an astronaut helmet off E bay. (I doubt “Let It
Go” would have one.) Yes, of course I will look utterly
stupid going through the terminal while people point
and say, “He looks like trash” but I’ll be germ-safe.
Nothing will jump on my skin.
After this plane-induced head cold I’m thinking may go
on “GoFundMe” and see if I can raise enough money
for a private jet. This way nobody gets hurt. Someone
attacked me with their germs. No more talk. No more
hugs or handshakes for me. I’m down to fist bumps
now. It may not feel good on poor grandma’s arthritic
fingers, but I feel I have no choice. I’m going to avoid
people like the…, well, plague, because they may well
have the plague. I knew I should’ve bathed in the hand
sanitizing gel when I got home. My bad. Now I’m pay-
ing the price for being the nice guy and pretending that I
enjoyed the chat on the airplane.

by Jeff Charlebois
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hen you throw all the activities I have done in the
last six years to raise money for Multiple Sclero-

sis charities, it adds up to $130,000. That’s about 37
cents for every mile that I have travelled raising aware-
ness. If I wasn’t such a chicken, I would change my
tagline to a million miles & a million dollars. I am
grateful for the support of my followers and sponsors
who are quick to donate towards whatever crazy ideas I
conjure up next. Which brings me to announcing my
next world record attempt fundraising idea. 

Fun Raisers
One Hundred and Thirty Grand

W
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rougher terrain or hills or other changes. Speed, temper-
ature, horsepower, torque, gearing, fuel mapping, fuel
economy and emissions are all variables that are con-
trolled or measured and tweaked to get the most out of
the vehicle being tested.

In my case, a request over the internet for suggestions
was responded with a hundred different ride ideas and
Stuart Williams suggested the Dyno 1000, 24 hours
strapped to a Dyno watching Bob Ross paint. 

Stuart’s idea struck me as interesting enough, but at first
I thought it might be too easy. The more I thought
about, I realized it wasn’t as easy at it first seemed. A
long hard search of the web found there had not been
any word records of this type attempted before, and the
planning wheels in my head began to turn. The first
question was answered easily by a call to my sponsor
Rob Swartz of Rob’s Dyno Service in Massachusetts.
Rob confirmed the idea was possible and better yet, that
he would donate the machine and time to help run the
fundraiser! 

The next question was how was I going to get people to
watch, and more importantly, what was I going to do to
get them to open their wallets. After all, it’s supposed to
be a fundraiser!

Longhaulpaul’s Nonstop to Nowhere:
World Record Attempt to Raise Funds for MS

Starting at 12:00 PM (EST) on March 29th, I will
attempt to establish a world record by riding a motorcy-
cle 24 hours non-stop on a dynamometer. No sandwich
beaks, gas stops or bathroom visits. The best part of this
attempt is that I will be streaming it live over Facebook
and Youtube, with a long list of entertaining activities
while encouraging viewers to interact and make dona-
tions. I am still in the planning stages, but donors can
bank on seeing some crazy costume changes, hearing
some bad karaoke, enlightening interviews and watch-
ing me eat delivered pizza or playing chess, all while
continually riding my Yamaha Star Venture at freeway
speeds, going nowhere!

Brilliant idea, right?

A Dynamometer, or Dyno as it is known in the motor-
sports world, is a machine that allows vehicles to test
and fine tune engine performance without actually being
on the road. The machine allows a controlled environ-
ment and removes the variables of riding on the street.
The machine has a roller that gets spun by the force of
the driven wheel, in my case the rear wheel, and the
machine allows for different load inputs, to simulate

Paul_Dyno__QuarkTemplate.qxd  2/14/19  12:55 AM  Page 12
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I am still working on the details, building the press
launches, and media hype angles, but already I am get-
ting prizes donated and plan to hold hourly raffles for
live donations, maybe even have a paid link to watch,
donate to hear me sing or (donate to have me stop
singing), sponsors will be able to call in and be inter-
viewed about their products or services and a scrolling
list of donations as they roll in will be visible on the
screen. Maybe I’ll eat a live scorpion or do the Tide Pod
Challenge (For enough donations of course, I’m no
idiot)

Lots of logistics with streaming, cameras, sound,
gassing up, phone calls and handling all the internet
interactions. I will be needing help, and have people
stepping up to make my third world record attempt a
success. I am excited and can’t wait to ride my bike an
entire day without needing a GPS!

Tune in, ride along, unlike my record ride, your dona-
tion will go far.

Mile Marker 330,251
longhaulpaul.com/fundraisers

robsdyno.com
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most ancient Chinese music genres usually played with
string and wind instruments. With that Zhang Yong puts
his hand on chén, a new instrument he and his colleague
especially designed and patented, ready to go at any
moment.

Right at the center of the stage stand a dozen or so chil-
dren in white T-shirts, with their hands in the back,
looking somewhat serious and tense. Off the stage,
some of the audience hold their cheeks in both their
hands while others look as if they had no idea what to
expect.

All of a sudden, the conductor Li Bo, in front of the
young choir gestures in sign language. Then, with the
baton in one hand, his body jolting up and down, he
waves both his hands in the air. Upon this signal a clear
voice rises from the stage.

“Emm, ahhh, ohhh...” One after another, the children let
out their first utterance. In a winding melody, these
unadorned sounds oscillate as if to jolt the people who
got used to all kinds of noise in their everyday lives.

ovember 2013 witnessed Li Bo and Zhang Yong
from Baise City, Guangxi, building from scratch
a choir of 9 to 16-year-old children from Lingyun

County of Guangxi and Xiamen City of Fujian, and all of
them are deaf.

From their hometowns to Beijing, from not speaking to
a well-organized chorus, from silence to voice, five
years have passed. Respect and equality are what it took
for them to bridge the abyss of communication; art and
passion, knocking open the door to understanding.
When children with deafness start to sing, the world
vibrates with a thundering break of silence.

In the evening of August 4, 2018, almost all 1024 seats
at the Beijing Concert Hall were taken. A special chorus
was about to begin.

The Movement of “One”

The very first note of the movement comes out through
a vertical bamboo flute called xiao in Chinese. Its
owner, Cai Yayi, is an inheritor of nanyin, one of the

N
Thundering Break of Silence 
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The 12-minute performance soon ended to a long round
of applause. After that, all the audience showed their
appreciation by giving in unity a big thumb-up to this
group of children whom God once muted.

That’s right, they cannot hear the applause, nor can they
speak. But it’s these deaf children that made up the
Silent Choir, and they have spent five years reaching
there. They have succeeded in delivering a choral con-
cert with one after another simple and repetitive “Ah,”
“Oh,” and “Pa” between the silent and hearing worlds.

Before an “Ah” was uttered

On its journey from the deep mountains of Guangxi to
the Chinese musical shrine, the Silent Choir couldn’t do
without the two visionaries.

The choir master is an artist, whom the Pierre Cardin
Art Center Paris hailed as the “Best Foreign Artist.”
The composer is a Monastic hermit who builds houses
atop the mountains and who has won his fame in the
Chinese rock’n’roll circle. Five years earlier, these two

Fast drum beats follow, but more enthralling is the chorus.
When Li Bo raises his hands, so do the children’s voices.
Now the movement is transitioned to a lighter tune and
these maestros begin to sway with the music. Here comes
the most interesting part of their performance.

He Qingdong, a boy with neatly cropped hair, takes a
step forward and starts his rap song with appropriate
gestures and confidence. Then, another teammate joins
in and their highly rhythmic singing leads a new choral
tune behind them.

With smiles in their eyes, the audience begin to roll their
heads with the beats, looking as if they had felt that kind
of joy, energy, and delightfulness inherent in life itself.

Following “The Break of Silence” and “Playfulness”
comes the third and last passage, “Hope,” 9 minutes
and 17 seconds into the performance. The melody
sounds just like a happy creek that, after a thousand
twists and turns, flows into the vast sea. The children’s
voices, as pure as rays of warm sunshine, move the
audience to tears.

silent-choir__QuarkTemplate.qxd  2/14/19  12:51 AM  Page 15
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men found their way from Beijing to a special school in
Lingyun County of Guangxi, gathered a group of chil-
dren who could not speak, and organized them into a
not-so-official choir. 

Upon their arrival, artist Li Bo and musician Zhang
Yong only wanted to sample the voices of these deaf
children for their own band. But what they did not
expect was that the children were not only uninterested;
they refused to cooperate at all. The men tried every-
thing they could think of and two weeks later, they still
could not make them utter a sound.

Slowly, they figured out why. Since early childhood,
these children had been deeply troubled and constricted
by the concept of being “disabled,” so much so that they
became self-abased and even somewhat autistic. They
didn’t want to make contact with people or trust anyone.
Just when Li Bo and Zhang Yong decided to give up
and return to Beijing, the appearance of a little girl
turned it around. Five-year-old Yang Weiwei ran up to
them and emitted a loud “ah.” “That sound was long
and steady. We were dumbfounded. We looked at each
other and decided not to leave.” This confident and crisp
clear voice turned out to be the beginning of the Silent
Choir.

In one whole year, the men did nothing but teach the
children to look more positively about themselves.
Gradually, the fear of opening the mouth gave way from
animated talk and confusion to comprehension, as the
instructors were gaining their trust. Only by then did
they begin to teach vocalization. At first, these children,
who had never tried to utter a word in their lives, did not
know where to place their tongues, which seemed too
weak for such a task. Even weaker was their perception
to the subtleness of sounds. “When they remembered
their tongues they forgot to breathe, and when they
remembered to breathe they forgot their vocal cords.”
To solve this problem, the men learned sign language,
made up new hand gestures, drew similes using body
parts, and even instructed with quite a few props. For
instance, they would put a little ball into the mouth of a
child, ask him or her to hold it and feel how the tongue
curled back to form a round cavity. Or an ice cream
stick to press down the tongue and guide it to the right
position. When the children learned to vocalize at last,
they had to identify the parts, that is to make sure that
each child sang at the appropriate pitch and use the
tuner for correction.

To reach the assigned pitch all at once with precision,
the children must look at the tuner and practice for
countless times. This is a tedious process, so long that it
almost seemed too daunting to carry on. They repeated
the same practice day after day, until they acquired mus-
cle memory: A single “ah” sound took them several
years! The good thing is that in the fourth year, the choir
finally managed to produce a full-fledged musical piece,
albeit one minute long. Now the children were able to

sing the notes with accuracy and what was once a little
sad face also started to beam with sunny joy.

Where There is Vibration, There is Sound

Over the past five years, Li Bo and Zhang Yong have
largely stopped doing what they used to do in their
careers, spent all their savings, and have turned to
everyone they know for help. From their perspective,
the Silent Choir exists not to solicit tears and the chil-
dren work hard not to just offer entertainment—to main-
tain such innocence, they have rejected all the financial
support that would have been intended otherwise. 

These five years with the children “can easily give peo-
ple a wrong idea that we wanted sympathy and help.
Actually no, we have attained a lot of things by our-
selves. To be with the children in such a beautiful place,
we are very happy.”

“Many people said this is a public service project. No, it’s
not. It’s an art project. The children are artists themselves
because their voices are art. We also draw a lot of strength,
inspiration and courage from them, and that includes a
rediscovery of why we wanted to do art in the first place.”
Li Bo and Zhang Yong always believe that original voices
and natural expressions, ones that are full of tension and
explosiveness, are precisely the art that they have been
seeking for many years—art without boundaries.

To this end, Li Bo also created a series of photographs
entitled “March of the Volunteers.” Those pictures show
the children dressed like a group of angels, pure and
uncontaminated.

Unable to hear, the children nevertheless cast their own
voices with force. They try to flap their wings as hard as
they can, rediscovering and growing their egos in the
voicing process. They also manage to have a dialogue
with the greater community in a unique way. Under-
standing, equality and love arise thereafter.

Their success at the Beijing Concert Hall has planted a
seed in children’s hearts. After the performance, 16-
year-old Yang Xiaofei in an interview wrote down her
words of gratitude to Li Bo and Zhang Yong. She also
said that she would strive to “go her own way” and con-
tinue to “sing happily” in the future.

Art and love, like rain in the spring, nourish little silent
souls to take root and bloom in a world full of sounds.

by Man Wu
transcription Jing Hu

This story is part of a series of articles published as an
exclusive editorial exchange between China Press for People 

with Disabilities & Spring Breeze and ABILITY Magazine
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Defining Myself
With the traumatic brain injury, the promise of a friend cannot be taken for granted. The nuances of

friendship are now blurred. The words of attachment make little sense. The word love is impossible to
define. It is not months of recovery. It is years. I am only now coming to accept my handicap, 10 years
later. For the first time since my accident, I can say with clarity that I, Murray Dunlap, am disabled. Put

that into your reality. My acceptance includes the word disability. When did this become OK?

My lack of balance, my funny walk, are the obvious outward signals. The brain injury is entirely
unseen. I can get by saying little. I can make enough sense to appear normal. If I am sitting down, this is
an accomplishable goal. But, if I stand, or if I try some verbal problem solving, my mask is torn off and
the reality becomes clear. If I attempt to make a new friend, prepare yourself. Disabled. Handicapped. 

How did this become my truth?

At 45 years old, I have no career, and no job of any visible accomplishment. I do some things. I write
some. I paint some. My wife is happy. My true friends seem happy. I am working on it. Acceptance is
very, very, VERY hard to do. When you were born with so many gifts, talents, and even head starts…
When you are blessed beyond most, but then put back so very far, it becomes a virtual impossibility to

just get on with it. If only this…. If only that…. If if if. 

I, Murray Dunlap, am disabled.

If you are truly my friend, I thank you. I was taking out our recycling and fell down the back steps. Just
my balance. Nothing out of the ordinary. But, I cracked my elbow, bruised my hip and developed a

migraine. I am alive. I am better for the fall. Tougher. More resilient. All of this just minutes after writ-
ing “I, Murray Dunlap, am disabled.”

It proves my point here. Yes, I am disabled, but I am in charge of it, I control it, and by damn, I am bet-
ter for it. I have friends who do not belittle me for it. I embrace disability.

I am Murray Dunlap. Period.

An Imperfect Brain
I define myself through curved glass

With my wife, I feel permitted to smile
If my brain allows, I communicate
When it does not, meditation
I spiral inward upon the reality

Recovery does not exist

The days are traumatic
As time warbles on

Stop
Even through a curve

This love is real

18 ABILITY
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The display is effortless
The well-timed Ability

The showcase of our fears
Imbedded in hope

My prayer is elegant
From found to lost:
Kneel, pray, and hope

murraydunlap.com

There is hope 
Shown at the end of a torturous path

View it with the Ability
Given by the endurance of strength

And the grace of God

Almost super-human
Our ability to endure

Turn around
And take more

Hope
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(especially at Shane’s Inspiration’s playgrounds), swim-
ming, surfing, playing at the beach, singing, and reading
books, but his favorite thing in the world is “going to
set” to act. He plays Christopher Diaz on the TV show
9-1-1 and loves his character so much that he asks to be
called “Christopher” all the time, not just on set.  His
siblings are Flynn McHugh, Logan McHugh, Shea
McHugh and Lia McHugh.

Ed, Lisa and Gavin McHugh had a fun sit-down chat
with ABILITY’s Chet Cooper and Lia Martirosyan:.

Chet Cooper: It seems you have an acting family.

Lisa McHugh: Our kids started in musical theater when
we lived in Atlanta, and all four of them were involved
in a local theater in Marietta, GA. Gavin was probably
only two or three at the time.

Gavin McHugh: No, I wasn’t!

Lisa: (laughs) But he learned all the songs and he came
home and sang them and went to every show and mem-

avin McHugh, the youngest of five children, was
adopted from Riga, Latvia, at the age of two-
and-a-half. In 2015, his family moved from

Atlanta to Los Angeles to pursue opportunities in the
acting industry for his older siblings, while Gavin, who
was just starting kindergarten, was fighting to overcome
many of his physical limitations caused by cerebral
palsy. After tagging along with his siblings to a few
audition, he asked for his own audition. Lucky for him,
but completely unexpected by the rest of the family,
opportunities flooded in and Gavin, now represented by
Leslie Allan-Rice Management, works steadily as inclu-
sivity has become more common. 

Some of his work (which to the delight of his siblings
also acquired work for the rest of the family) includes
national commercials for Adventist Health, Lincoln
Financial, Honda, Target, Walmart, Tommy Hilfiger, an
interview for KTLA, photo shoots for the covers of
FamilyFun Magazine, Los Angeles Magazine, and PR
and advertisements for Shane’s Inspiration, The Mighty
Underdogs, A Walk on Water, and Inspired by Drive. In
his free time, Gavin loves playing with his siblings

The McHugh Family
G
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orized their lines. (laughs) But a coach saw the kids
onstage and wanted to start taping and sending profes-
sional auditions, and it just happened from there. He
recommended an agent and then—

Cooper: You’re kids are onstage and somebody says,
“This is great!” They filmed it and send it off?

Ed McHugh: Halfway through a show, somebody
grabbed Lisa and said, “Hey, I need to talk to you about
your son.” After the show they said, “Now I want to talk
to—whose daughter is that?”

Lisa: Who’s Lia’s mom? And I said, “Oh, she’s mine,
too.” (laughs)

Gavin: What?

Lisa: “Who’s Shea’s mom?” “I’ve got her, too!”
(laughs)

Ed: I don’t trust a lot of people, so my comment back to
her was unequivocally no. “It’s a money grab. They just
want us to go and pay.”

Lisa: Right. He said, “I want your kids in my class,
they’re so good.” And I said no thank you.

Ed: So the guy said, “No money. You come for free.” 

Lisa: No, no. It was Tim Donner. You wrote a lot of
checks to Tim Donner. Go check.

Cooper: So it was a money grab!

Ed: I was under the impression that the first couple of
classes or something was just a, “Hey, come check it
out,” type of thing. And actually, one of the kids got a
movie role after the second or first audition.

Lisa: Flynn.

Cooper: Wait, how many kids are we talking about
here?

Lisa: We have five.

Cooper: And how many were onstage that night?

Lisa: Actually, four.

Cooper: It was a cast of only four people in the play?

Lisa: (laughs) No, no, no! 

Ed: A cast of 20 to 25.

Gavin: Oh, you’re just making stuff up.
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Ed: (laughs) That went off well, and then in the year to
follow, Lisa kept going back and forth to LA.

Lisa: Yes, we kept flying here for callbacks or director
sessions, because the kids were doing well and they
were sending tapes.

Cooper: That’s a lot of travel.

Lisa: We were spending a lot of money going back and
forth.

Cooper: So some of the kids literally got gigs out here
and were flown out for—

Gavin: —callbacks.

Lisa: Well, they don’t always fly you in for callbacks.
But we wanted them to have the opportunity, so we
would bring them. If they got a callback and they want-
ed them to come in person, they would call and say,
“Where do you live?” and we’d say, “Atlanta,” and
they were like, “Oh, you could send a tape,” and we
would be like, “OK, but we want to come in person,”
because you get to meet the person and get to know
them and they can also give you feedback on how they
want you to do the scenes. They can also see that you
take direction. There’s a lot of good things about com-
ing in person.

Lia Martirosyan:: Are there entertainers, actors or
singers in your background, either of you?

Lisa: No!

Ed: Sports. I can’t sing. I can’t dance.

Gavin: Yeah, you can!

Ed: (laughs) I can’t do anything, but I can play sports.

Gavin: It’s all you can do.

Lisa: His friends make fun of him because they say, “So
what do your kids play in?” and he says—

Ed: “They sing and dance.”

Lisa: And they ask, “Are you OK with that?” And his
response is, “Whatever makes them happy. Whatever
they want to do.” They played a lot of sports, too, when
we were in Atlanta. They tried everything.

Ed: They tried everything, but they love musical theater.
They still love it. They would do it every night if they
could.

Cooper: Gavin, do you sing?

Gavin: Sometimes I want to, but my mom and dad, like,

when they turn on music, I dance to it. 

Lisa: He’s a good singer. His older brother is really sur-
prised by his pitch or tone or whatever you call it. We
don’t even know what it’s called.

Lia Martirosyan:: How did Gavin get involved in act-
ing? 

Lisa: Gavin got involved because I was driving Lia to
an audition one day, and I had to take him with me, and
when we get there, he’s like, “I’m ready for my audi-
tion.” I said, “Gavin, it’s not for you, it’s for Lia,” and
he started to cry. He was like, “I want an audition.” And
so we called the manager, who already represented our
other kids, and I said, “Uh-oh. Gavin wants an audi-
tion.” And she was like, “We can make that happen,”
which, I didn’t know how many opportunities were
available for children with special needs.

Cooper: What was Gavin’s first audition?

Ed: Come on, Gav, you’ve got a memory like an ele-
phant. Was it Lincoln Financial?

Gavin: Oh!

Lisa: It was a commercial and five of us got it.

Lia Martirosyan:: Oh, I remember, you mentioned that
you did a family commercial.

Ed: That was actually a really good commercial. It was
a special needs boy and a real family. 

Lisa: And then he and Lisa did a Spanish-speaking
Honda commercial.

Lia Martirosyan:: Are you fluent in Spanish? Or did you
just pick up the words you had to use for the commer-
cial?

Lisa: Oh, no. It was a Hispanic lady and her son, and
they got a puppy and trained it for the purpose of giving
it away. So there’s this moment where the Honda pulls
up in the driveway and the little boy gets out. He gives
the dog a hug goodbye, but then you see Gavin with the
biggest smile on his face and the dog comes running up
to him and he just grabs the dog and it becomes his dog.
It’s really sweet.

Cooper: Does the dog speak English?

Ed: (laughs) I don’t know.

Cooper: Ouch! And the kid loses his dog?

Ed: I know. (laughter) He got paid, don’t you worry! He
got paid to buy himself another dog.
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Cooper: What kind of dog was it?

Ed: It was a lab.

Cooper: Oh, I thought it was a German shepherd—I
mean a Mexican shepherd.

Ed: It was a Mexican lab, a Mexican doodle.

Lia Martirosyan:: Gavin, I’ve got a question for you.
What is your favorite part about acting? Or it could be
more than one, if you have more than one.

Gavin: It depends. It depends if I do good.

Lia Martirosyan:: What’s your favorite part of being an
actor? 

Gavin: I like pretending and doing work and meeting
new people.

Ed: Do you like it when they give you haircuts in the
trailer?

Gavin: Yeah!

Cooper: Being pampered?

Gavin: Yes.

Lisa: Do you have to work hard when you’re on set? Do
you have to walk a lot? Tell them what happens. 

Gavin: Well, it depends if I have to walk or not. Every-
thing is good.

Lisa: Because everybody wants you to go quickly, so
they give you piggyback rides. They snatch you up and
carry you.

Lia Martirosyan:: Hey, I get that all the time, Gavin.

Gavin: (Laughs)

Lisa: And then they go, “Would you like anything to eat
or drink?”

Ed: I went one day and carried him everywhere.

Lia Martirosyan:: That’s fun.

Lisa: 9-1-1 is incredible to work with. The writers called
me and asked if they could have a phone conference
with me. They wanted to know all about Gavin and his
daily routine and the struggles that he encounters on a
daily basis and even my struggles, like maybe with
school, people in the community, accommodations or
whatever, so they could make his character as real to
him as possible. So instead of writing the character and
finding somebody who conformed, they created a char-

acter, but then they said they wanted it to be as real as
possible, to mesh it to his personality.

Ed: It was magical. The one show demonstrates what he
does in the morning before getting ready for school
when he’s with his dad.

Gavin: Oh!

Ed: All the directors nailed it.

Lisa: It really is amazing what they’re doing. When I
see the writing I’m just like, “Wow, this is so him! It’s
great!”

Gavin: Yeah. I kept looking up, and said, “There’s no
school today, Dad,” and then we get up in the morning,
do our exercises, eat breakfast, brush our teeth, and then
get dressed—

Lia Martiroysan: That’s exciting!

Ed: That was literally exactly how it went. (laughs)

Lisa: How do you feel when all those cool cameras are
on you? Do you pretend they’re not there?

Gavin: That’s a good question. I would say maybe a lit-
tle bit.

Lisa: But you’re not allowed to look into the camera,
right? You have to pretend the camera’s not there?

Gavin: I’m gonna do the scene one more time, and
then—

Lisa: Oh, I don’t think we have to say all the lines. They
want to know about you and what it’s like on set and
what you do and how you feel.

Gavin: I feel really good—

Lisa: What happens if you mess up?

Gavin: Start over.

Lia Martirosyan: : How many times do you do a scene?

Gavin: Once.

Lisa: You do it a lot of times, right? If you mess up one
time, it’s OK. They’ll get it again from different angles. 

Gavin: Like I said—

(laughter)

Lia Martirosyan:: Have you done anything new that
you’ve never done before on set? Like the first time you
did something? I can think of two.
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Gavin: Two?

Lisa: Two first times that you ever did anything that was
on film.

Gavin: Slide down the fire pole.

Lia Martirosyan:: You slid down the fire pole? Oh, my
goodness! That’s amazing!

Ed: About eight times. I had to run you up to the top.

Lisa: Yeah, Michael had to run him up the stairs and
hand him back off. They did another take, and they ran
him back upstairs.

Lia Martirosyan:: Oh, that is so fun!

Lisa: You know what else you did that was so cool that
eight-year-old boys would really love to do?

Gavin: Riding on the fire truck.

Lisa: For about three hours he got paid to ride around
with the firemen.

Lia Martirosyan:: Wow! I want that job!

Lisa: What did you have on your head, Gavin? A head-
set.

Gavin: Oh, right!

Lia Martirosyan:: Did they ring the fire alarm?

Lisa: I think they probably added it after. We were in
downtown LA during the middle of the day. 

Lisa: They said “Gavin, do not eat the props.” And then
Ryan Guzman started sneaking him candy. (laughs)

Lia Martirosyan:: (laughs) When we watch the episode,
there’s probably going to be a bunch of different types
of candy, and you’re going to get to eat some. 

Ed: What else did you do when you filmed a commer-
cial? 

Gavin: Surfing.

Lia Martirosyan: Oh, wait, with THERAsurf?

Lisa: It’s the Mighty Underdogs. It’s a similar organiza-
tion.

Lia Martirosyan: How fun! Do you enjoy surfing?

Gavin: Yeah.

Ed: Oh, tell her what you do when you’re waiting for
the waves. (laughter)

Gavin: Pee.

Lisa: OK, I do, too, but I don’t tell anyone that! (laugh-
ter) My daughter Lia will tell you that you do it on pur-
pose to get yourself warm.

Lia Martirosyan: Oh, that’s a good idea. How are you
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supposed to hold it the whole time you’re out there?

Ed: Well, the very first time we did it, we came back
and he said, “I’ve got to go to the bathroom.” You’ve
seen Fast Times at Ridgemont High?

Lia Martirosyan: It’s been a long time.

Ed: Mr. Timmy. Greatest dude ever. He runs the Might
Underdogs. He tells Gavin, “Just go in your pants,
man!”

Lisa: Do you know about Tommy Hilfiger’s adaptive
clothing line?

Lia Martirosyan: Yes.

Lisa: Gavin did an ad for them.

Lia Martirosyan: Oh, cool!

Lisa: And then surfed in it. It was a great spot. Next Fri-
day we’re going to Nashville for him to present Tommy
with an award by The ARC (For people with intellectual
and developmental) disabilities). They asked Gavin to
be a presenter and present Tommy with an award for
creating the disability clothing line.

Lia Martirosyan:: Very cool!

Lisa: It’s called the adaptive line.

Lia Martirosyan:: I’m aware of it, but I didn’t know the
exact name. I just knew they started it.

Lisa: ARC is presenting Tommy Hilfiger. I’m excited to
see their national conference and hear their speakers.
It’s at the Gaylord in Nashville.

Lia Martirosyan:: Do you like learning the lines when
you have a new role?

Gavin: Yeah.

Ed: And everybody helps him out. He has a really good
memory. It’s a family affair.

Lisa: It’s funny how he memorizes. He memorizes mul-
tiplication. He has a good memory.

Gavin: Ask me.

Lia Martirosyan:: Two times two.

Gavin: Four.

Lisa: Eight times three.

Gavin: 24?

Lisa: Eight thousand and eight times zero.

Gavin: Zero.

Cooper: I couldn’t get one of those right.

Lia Martirosyan:: You have to teach Chet some multi-
plication.

Cooper: So, is Gavin home-schooled?

Lisa: No, he’s in school. So far.

Cooper: How does he get along with the other students?

Ed: He does very well in class. I was in his class the
other day. The kids freakin’ love him.

Lisa: We went to the school to meet the teacher for
something, and all the kids came out the door and they
were like, “Oh, you’re Gavin’s parents?” They love him
at school. The kids come and tell us stuff about him.
They’re like, “Gavin did really good today. He got a star
for his behavior.”

Lia Martirosyan:: What’s your favorite subject?

Gavin: Reading.

Lia Martirosyan:: Nice! What did you just read?

Gavin: The Giving Tree.

Lisa: Tell her what you were on Halloween!

Gavin: Wolverine.

Lisa: He was Wolverine the last night on the show.

Lia Martirosyan:: Oh, my gosh, that is pretty cool!

Lisa: He’s got sideburns. Tell her what you said when
everybody said they were going to put sideburns on you.

Gavin: Are they gonna burn? (laughter)

Lia Martirosyan:: That’s a good question! What’s your
favorite thing to do?

Gavin: Like, when I’m not working?

Lia Martirosyan:: Right.

Gavin: I usually grab a book and sit on the couch.

Lia Martirosyan:: Wow, that’s cool. Reading is cool. Do
you have a favorite book?

Gavin: Pete the Cat! (laughs)
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Lia Martirosyan:: So how does payment work? Do child
actors have accounts set up? 

Lisa: They have to have a locked trust fund where 15
percent of everything they make is out of the hands of
the parents, and they get access to it when they’re 18
years old.

Lia Martirosyan:: That’s cool. What happens to the
other 85 percent?

Lisa: Well, you pay managers and agents, and a lot of
taxes. They take the maximum. We can invest the rest.

Lia Martirosyan:: So the 15 percent is right off the top?

Ed: It’s like a 401(k).

Lia Martirosyan:: That’s such a good idea. And that’s
the law, now?

Ed: It’s called the Coogan Act (The California Child
Actor’s Bill). Parents were bilkin’ their kids out of every
nickel.

Lisa: There were a few. If you do enough work or make
enough money, you may want to incorporate because
then you have different write-offs and tax benefits, such
as auditions, transportation, and things needed for acting
and coaching—all that kind of stuff would be tax write-
offs.

We did this for our daughter, so what we were able to do
is, for her corporation, it contributes to her 401(k), so
we’re able to maximize some of her investments to take
care of her later.

Lia Martirosyan:: Are you an accountant?

Ed: (laughs) No, I sell ultrasound machines.

Lia Martirosyan:: So how long have you been acting,
Gavin?

Gavin: Maybe about three or four years.

Lia Martirosyan:: How have you seen Gavin grow and
change?

Cooper: How have you seen your parents grow and
change?

Lisa: He has gained a ton of confidence. If he wasn’t
sure about what to say, he wouldn’t speak at all. He kept
his thoughts to himself and didn’t take risks and didn’t
just start speaking. And now he sometimes says things
and he gets lost in the middle or he doesn’t know what
he’s gonna say or he drops it or it’s not on-topic, but he
takes risks. He expresses himself a lot more.

He engages with people. I love the social part.

Ed: And I think sometimes on set, too, he’s interacting
with older people, too, and a lot of those folks are kind

Gavin during production of Tommy Hilfiger commercial
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to him and they have a conversation with him, and he’s
able to have a conversation with them back, which is
great to see.

Cooper: Finally he gets to speak to some mature people.

Lisa: Right. Somebody on his level. It’s not just third
graders.

Ed: And he gets tortured at home by his brothers and
sisters.

Gavin: Yeah. They always punch me.

Lia Martirosyan:: Are the kids at school nice to you?

Gavin: Yeah.

Lia Martirosyan:: Is it public school or private?

Gavin: Public. You’ve got to watch 9-1-1. 

Lisa: Gavin, can you tell them what’s wrong with your
legs? Can you tell them about yourself and what diffi-
culty you have? Tell them what it’s called.

Gavin: Oh, they already know. So, um, what’s wrong
with my leg is, they have cerebral palsy. Sometimes my
legs work and sometimes, if you were waking up—your
legs wouldn’t start working in the morning, but in the
afternoon they worked. Do you get it?

Lia Martirosyan:: I do!

Lisa: So what do we do to turn your legs on in the
morning?

Gavin: Go to the bathroom.

Lisa: (laughs) Well, after that. You do your stepovers,
exercises to get your legs goin’, right?

Ed: He gets up at 6 am, then stepovers, and the bus
comes at 8:10 am. How many stepovers do you do?

Gavin: 16. Eight on each leg.

Lia Martirosyan:: Wow!

Lisa: We just roll up a yoga mat, and he has to try to
stand up and shift all his weight to one leg firmly and
lift up the one that’s over it, shift on to it, and step. It’s
just stepping over it.

Ed: So it takes anywhere from 20 minutes to an hour
and a half. So we’re both drinking a coffee and we’re
hollering at him, “Get it! Get it!”

Gavin: I need to get my attention and so, um—

Lisa: What do you want to talk about?

Gavin: I have two dogs. My dogs are Sarah and Walker,
and I have two sisters, Lia and Shea. Shea is nice
because she always gives me cookies.

Lia Martirosyan:: Mhmmmm! What do you think of
your sister Lia?

Gavin: She punches me a lot. (laughter)

Lisa: Are you kidding me? Are you serious?

Gavin: Yeah.

Cooper: You heard it here, folks. (laughter)

Ed: Do you know any good jokes?

Gavin: Knock, knock.

Lisa: Who’s there?

Gavin: Dinner.

Lisa: Dinner who?

Gavin: Too late it’s cold.

Lisa: What? That’s not funny. (laughter)

Ed: OK, do another one.

Gavin: Tell me some jokes.

Lia Martirosyan:: Knock, knock.

Gavin: Who’s there?

Lia Martirosyan:: Orange.

Gavin: Orange who?

Lia Martirosyan:: Orange you gonna open the door?

Gavin: Oh! Give me some funny jokes—

Lia Martirosyan:: What would you say to other kids
who have cerebral palsy and are having a hard time?

Gavin: You can do this. You’ve got this. I believe in
you. Someone else can do it, but I can do it, too.

Cooper: Gavin, would you recommend acting for other
kids?

Gavin: You know what? That’s a good question. I
would.

https://www.instagram.com/iamgavinmchugh/?hl=en
mightyunderdogs.org
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or decades, former Senator Tom Harkin has
actively championed the rights of people with
disabilities. First serving in the US House of Rep-

resentatives and later in the Senate from 1985 to
2015, the Iowa native helped craft and introduce the
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) in 1988.
Although ostensibly retired, he remains active in dis-
ability rights and employment issues through the Harkin
Institute for Public Policy & Citizen Engagement at
Drake University. The annual Harkin International Dis-
ability Employment Summit, held last November,
focuses on ways to boost employment opportunities for
people with disabilities. ABILITY Magazine spoke to the
busy 80-year-old by phone for a download on how he
spends his days. 

Lia Martirosyan: Did you realize you wrote a column
for ABILITY Magazine for 14 years.

Tom Harkin: Yeah. Wow.

Martirosyan: What makes up your days now that you’re
retired, other than the summit?

Harkin: Working with the Harkin Institute. It does
things other than the summit, of course. We have differ-
ent divisions of the Institute on Health and Wellness on
retirement security, labor and employment. We have a
lecture series. We have students. I spend my time with
that. And I do some writing. I travel and I speak at vari-
ous forums. I would say probably nine times out of 10, I
speak on disability issues, and maybe one time out of 10

on health and wellness.

Martirosyan: So have you partnered with Humanity
International?

Harkin: That is correct. We have partnered with Human-
ity International, and we’re doing our next summit in
Paris on April 8-9, 2019.

Martirosyan: Are promoting ADA and CRPD (Conven-
tion on the Rights of Persons with disabilities) during
the next summit?

Harkin: Yes, in the broad sense. But the summits, in the
narrow sense, are geared toward promoting the employ-
ment of persons with disabilities in competitive, inte-
grated employment. That’s the focus of the summits.
Just think about it as job, employment and careers, too.
The other aspects of disability rights—accessibility,
education, healthcare, and all the other things—we
don’t much get involved with. Ours is simply focused
on businesses and getting them to understand that per-
sons with disabilities can be their best employees, that
private-sector companies that have employed persons
with disabilities have found that their bottom line
improved, they made more money because persons with
disabilities are more motivated; they work harder,
they’re more loyal and they don’t turn over so often.
They focus on their jobs. Absentee rates go way down.
Employers find that persons with disabilities make them
money.

F
Harkin Summit
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Martirosyan: I don’t know why it’s been so difficult to
get that message across after all these years. I’m not
sure what the disconnect is.

Harkin: It’s inertia. Human resource (HR) facilities at
all these companies haven’t reached out. And old mind-
sets. Sometimes attitudinal barriers are the worst to
crash.

Martirosyan: I know. We’ve been publishing the maga-
zine for 28 years with the aim of trying to change atti-
tudes, and it’s still such an, uphill battle.

Harkin: But I’ll tell you, it’s getting better. More and
more, I’m very encouraged. I keep saying we’re at a tip-
ping point here, because more and more companies
have found what I just said. When they employed per-
sons with disabilities and had to make maybe some
modest changes in the workplace for accessibility, it
really added to their bottom line, because of the produc-
tivity quotient of persons with disabilities. I don’t know
if you saw the recent report from Accenture?

Martirosyan: Yes, the employment company?

Harkin: Yeah. They just did a four-year study. You
could look it up. It just came out about a month ago, I
think, at the end of September. They did a four-year
study of 140 companies. They compared these compa-
nies based on what they called the “Disability Employ-
ment Index.”

Martirosyan: Oh, I know about that.

Harkin: They studied 140 companies over four years.
Here’s what they found: the top quartile of companies—
well, it was about 40 companies that rated the highest
on the disability employment index—had higher net
earnings. I think it was almost double, and a higher
profitability. They had higher earnings before expenses,
higher profitability, and higher net earnings than the
other companies that scored low on the disability
employment index. What they showed was that compa-
nies did better on employment of persons with disabili-
ties and made more money, basically, over a four-year
period of time. So there you go. That’s why I say we’re
kind of at a tipping point. Companies are now looking
for employees, and the job market’s kind of full, at least
in America, and they’re wondering where they can find
quality employees. Well, the disability community is
one place where they can now find them, and they’re
looking at things like the Accenture report and what
other companies have done. I think we’re going to see
more of a push in the near future by HR to reach out and
do more—

Martirosyan: —outreach to hire?

Harkin: Yeah, outreach to hire, exactly. 

Martirosyan: We’ve been in this space for many years. I
don’t know if you remember, but we created the first
employment website back in 1995 to help companies
find people with disabilities through abilityJOBS.com.

Harkin: Oh yes.

Martirosyan: So you’ve now passed the torch on dis-
ability issues to Senator Tammy Duckworth in Con-
gress? Is that what I saw on your video from yesterday?

Harkin: I think both Senator Duckworth and Senator
Bob Casey of Pennsylvania. When I left the Senate,
Senator Duckworth wasn’t there yet, so we sort of
passed the torch to Senator Casey, but now he’s got help
in the form of Tammy Duckworth. So we’ve got two
strong leaders now in the Senate.

Martirosyan: That’s great. We have not talked with her
yet. We’re looking forward to speaking with her. She
seems like a powerhouse, and wonderful person.

Harkin: She’ll be good.

Martirosyan: I was wondering who was going to pick up
the torch. I was happy to see your talk with her yester-
day on YouTube. She seems quite knowledgeable for the
short amount of time that she’s acquired her disability.
She seems like she gets it. 

Harkin: That’s true.

Martirosyan: How did the merger come together with
Humanity International?

Harkin: When we first launched these Harkin Summits
in 2015, we had our first planning committee and
reached out to Handicap International and Hervé
Bernard in France. Bernard came over for the meeting
and agreed to help us. So we’ve been working with
Handicap International since then. They helped us get
started, helped us form our committee and how we do
things. They’ve been around, as you know, for a long
time. They just changed their name last year to Humani-
ty & Inclusion. Out of them working with us, they want-
ed to sponsor the summit in Paris, and we said yes. So
it’s a joint effort between us and Humanity & Inclusion.
We hope we can take that and go to other countries with
it, too.

harkinsummit.org
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I n i s h t h a
DUDEJA
First Indian to Win Miss Deaf Asia
Nishtha Dudeja won the title of Miss Deaf Asia in the finale of
Miss and Mister Deaf World Pageant 2018 held at Prague, Czech
Republic
It is rightly said that if you dream to win than nothing can stop you
from winning anything in this world. Haryana girl Nishtha Dudeja
has proved the saying correct by winning the Miss Deaf Asia 2018
title at the 18th edition of Miss and Mister Deaf World -Europe -
Asia Beauty Pageant 2018 recently held at Prague, Czech Repub-
lic. Dudeja is the first Indian to have won any title at Miss Deaf
World Pageant. She faced very tough competition from the contes-
tants of China, Thailand, Taiwan, Israel, Czech Republic, Belarus,
Mexico, South Africa, and others.
The ravishing beauty who was born deaf did not think of herself
being differently abled and chose to take her fate in her own hands
and today she has made Haryana proud again after the famous Sak-
shi Malik and Manushi Chillar.
“I want to thank my parents for their consistent support who were
always there to help me. Now I want to help the deprived people
even at the cost of my comfort. I believe that the differently abled
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people don’t need pity. They only deserve equal oppor-
tunities to prove themselves,” said Nishtha Dudeja.
The 23-year-old Panipat girl is a commerce graduate
from Venketeshwar College, Delhi University and
presently pursuing M.A in economics from Mithibai
College, University of Mumbai. Prior to this title, the
beautiful Dudeja had also won the Miss Deaf India title
on February 26, 2018, in Jaipur. Dudeja is also the
brand ambassador for Sivantos India Pvt Ltd. (Formerly
Siemens hearing Instruments Pvt Ltd.) the world's lead-
ing brand of hearing aids, having about 25 per cent mar-
ket share globally.
The stunning beauty was always a very bright student
from her school days, who was always keen on learning
something new in her life. Seeing her interest in extra-
curricular activities, her mother sent her for playing
Judo at the age of 7. Nishtha played Judo for about 5
years, participated in various tournaments up to Interna-
tional level and won many medals.
The beauty queen is also an accomplished Tennis Player
and has played many AITA, ITF and Asian Tour Tennis
tournaments. Nishtha had also participated in Deafly-
mpics 2013 (held in Sofia, Bulgaria), World Deaf Ten-
nis Championship 2015 (held in Nottingham, UK) and
Deaflympics 2017 (held in Samsun, Turkey).
Ved Prakash Dudeja, father of Nishtha is a Chief Engi-

neer in Northern Railways gave the credit of daughter
success to her wife who has worked hard for their
daughter success. While her mother Punam Dudeja is a
homemaker said that we broke down when we came to
know that our child will not be able to hear lifelong but
we did everything to make our daughter life a successful
one. Sukirti Gupta from India worked with ABILITY to
develop this story. 
Sukirti Gupta: Do you use hearing aids?

Nishtha Dudeja: Yes, I use hearing aids. I am hearing
impaired since birth with 90 to 110 dB loss in both the
ears. This was however known to my parents only when
I was 3 years old. Since then I started using hearing
aids. I took speech therapy for 7 years to develop my
speech. I can speak and I’m able to communicate with
hearing people. I was sent to a normal school, not a deaf
school. I have done my Bachelors in Commerce from
Delhi University and now pursuing my Masters in Eco-
nomics from Mithibai College, Mumbai. 
Gupta: What was your experience communicating with
different countries and their different sign languages
during the pageant?

Dudeja: I have not taken any formal training of Sign
Language. However, I have picked up some signs after
interacting with various hearing impaired people whom
I met in India and abroad during Tennis Tournaments. I

(L-R) Ved Prakash Dudeja, Punam Dudeja, Nishtha Dudeja, Y.K. Sindwani- Head, Lancers International School, Archana Nagpal- Coordinator, Lancers School       
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know English and Hindi very well. Actually, almost all
the countries have their own sign language. So it was a
little difficult to communicate among the participants. I
picked up from various people and the language of my
heart for communicating with the participants from
other countries of the world. The participants and orga-
nizers were very nice and it was a wonderful experience
to be a part of this Pageant. 
Gupta: Is it difficult finding sign language interpreters
in India?

Dudeja: In India, there are only 250 certified sign lan-
guage interpreters for a hearing impaired population of
about 7 millions, as compared to about 16,000 inter-
preters in USA with less than one-third population. Fur-
ther, there are about 2500 certified speech therapists in
India. So a large proportion of deaf population does not
have the facility to communicate with other hearing
people.
Gupta: What do you see as the benefits for you in win-
ning Miss Deaf Asia?

Dudeja: First of all, winning the first title for India in
this prestigious Pageant is itself a great achievement for
me personally and for my country. It is a feeling of
pride. So far benefits of winning Miss Deaf Asia are
concerned, I feel empowered. I have got a lot of name
and fame after winning this title. I wish to break all

those barriers for which differently abled persons are
considered unsuitable for a particular job or profession.
In view of my all round achievements in studies, sports,
arts and culture, I was selected for National Award for
Empowerment of Persons with Disability in the catego-
ry of “Role Model” by the Government of India. This
award was presented on 3rd December 2018 by Honor-
able President of India.
Gupta: Do you plan on entering more pageants?
Dudeja: So far as the participation in the Pageants for
deaf people are concerned, I have already participated in
all such possible pageants. For other pageants, I have
not yet thought of participating in them. However, if I
get such an opportunity, I will like to participate or to
associate in whatever capacity it is possible.
Gupta: What are your plans after receiving your MA in
economics?

Dudeja: Right now I am pursuing my MA in Economics
which gets completed in June, 2020. I want to work for
helping and empowering the deprived and differently-
abled people. I already have an assignment of Brand
Ambassador of a large hearing aid company. I might
also like to try my hands in modeling, movies or web
series, if I get really good offer.
Gupta: What do you think are the biggest barriers are

                  Nishtha Dudeja Meets Honourable President of India
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for greater employment of people that are deaf or hard
of hearing?

Dudeja: If I talk about India, the Government has
reserved 5% seats in higher education and 4% seats in
jobs for the persons with disabilities, including the deaf
people. But more than 80% out of the seats reserved in
higher education remain unfilled, as the rate of dropout
at primary and secondary education level is very high.
Also there is a lack of awareness among the parents and
teachers about the technological solutions available and
special requirements of the differently-abled children.
We as a society have to come forward for this, as we
can’t expect the government alone to do everything for
us.
Gupta: Do you plan on travelling to other countries?

Dudeja: I have already travelled a few countries like
France, Switzerland, Italy, Bulgaria, United Kingdom,
Turkey, Czech Republic, Austria and Slovakia, and
interacted with the deaf people of many countries during
Deaflympics-2013, World Deaf Tennis Championship-
2015, Deaflympics-2017 and Miss & Mister Deaf
World-Asia-Europe-2018. I love travelling and explor-
ing places, and meeting new people. So I will definitely
like to explore more countries of the world in future.
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A Place for Mom is the nation’s largest senior living referral information service. We do not own, operate, endorse or recommend any senior living community. We are paid by 
partner communities, so our services are completely free to families.

Finding Senior Housing can be 
complex, but it doesn’t have to be.

“You can trust 
A Place for Mom 
to help you.”

– Joan Lunden

Call A Place for Mom. Our Advisors are trusted, local experts who can help you understand 
your options. Since 2000, we’ve helped over one million families fi nd senior living solutions 
that meet their unique needs.

A Free Service for Families. 

Call: (800) 492-0375
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Dr. Chappell: You’re dealing with people with TBI
mainly?

Dr. Adamson: Yes. I can tell you a little bit about
myself. I’m a research scientist, a neuroscientist. I
study the brain. I’m a clinical associate professor in
neurosurgery and psychiatry at Stanford, and I’m also
at the VA Palo Alto, where I work with the Department
of Defense. I’m the head of research at the VA Palo
Alto. I’m within the department of Veterans Affairs
that deal with body trauma, which is basically injury to
the body. We’ve got spinal cord injury, brain injury; so
basically the rehabilitation department, which is why
I’m talking to you guys, because I think your magazine
is absolutely amazing.

It’s the rehab department, and because I’m a scientist,
all my research is based on the entire spectrum of trau-
matic brain injury, so basically the incidents of trau-
matic brain injury in the military - such as blast force
concussion, motor vehicle accidents, and then you look
at different techniques that can improve the diagnostic
capabilities; we look at genetic factors, how that works
with post-traumatic syndrome, and then we’re ready to
try to treat them. I use brain stimulation, which is mag-
netic in our case. We look at how we might actually
help with treatment of the symptoms that affect the
patients. So, the whole spectrum of the patient’s condi-
tion, as well as management of their rehabilitation.

Dr. Chappell: The stimulation techniques are all non-
invasive?

Dr. Adamson: The one that I use is non-invasive. It’s
called repetitive transcranial magnetic stimulation
(TMS). It’s not direct current (electricity), so it’s not
electroconvulsive therapy. Basically, it’s a big machine
that costs a lot of money, and it’s electromagnetic; basi-
cally, it creates an electromagnetic field over your skull
and turns it into electrical energy. So yes, it’s non-inva-
sive. It has some “invasive” qualities associated with it,
for example if the patient has seizures.

Dr. Adamson: It’s basically a commercially available
machine. There are a lot of companies that sell one.
They are designed to stimulate a certain site in the

The Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) Research Forum was
founded in 2011 by The Defense and Veterans Brain
Injury Center and the Polytrauma System of and is sup-
ported by the Western Blind Rehabilitation Center at
the Veterans Affairs Palo Alto Health Care System. Its
goal is to increase awareness of recent innovations in
TBI Research during March, in recognition of Brain
Injury Awareness Month. The Forum is hosted annually
to help disseminate knowledge gained through TBI
Research to both researchers and clinicians alike, as
well as provide networking opportunities. The Forum
attracts over 100 attendees annually from the Northern
California VA hospitals and other nearby states as well
as local academic and community hospitals involved in
TBI research.

ABILITY’s chief health editor Tom Chappell, MD,
spoke with Maheen Adamson, PhD, about the forum
and her research.

Dr. Tom Chappell: I understand our own Casey Mims,
in ABILITY Magazine’s Sales Dept., is speaking at the
Stanford forum on TBI. And you heading up that pro-
gram?

Dr. Maheen Adamson: Yes. It’s actually at the Veterans
Affairs Palo Alto, which is right next to Stanford. We
are connected with Stanford very heavily, so it’s a trau-
matic brain injury research forum that happens every
year. I’m the director for research for the Defense and
Veterans Brain Injury Center (DVBIC). I’m also on the
faculty at Stanford. We bring in community from the
VA as well as Stanford. It’s a research forum that high-
lights research on a chosen topic. This year our topic is
brain stimulation, which is what I do. I have about
three clinical trials that I’m running in brain stimula-
tion and neuroimaging. I’ve invited about three people
from different communities; faculty members, to talk
about brain stimulation. And I invited Casey to see a
patient’s perspective, because she has gone through
some of it.

TBI Research Forum
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brain for specifically either depression or a couple of
other problems. But, the idea is that that machine is an
electromagnetic coil on top of your skull, and it creates
large magnetic field over your skull for a short dura-
tion, and then it penetrates (like “ray beam”) the skull
with electrical energy that stimulates the neurons talk to
each other, so it’s non-invasive in that way. If you are
prone to seizures and you are on anti-seizure medica-
tions, then you may have a higher risk of seizures dur-
ing this treatment. Thus, we make sure that no one is
entering the studies who are on seizure medications or
has those type of problems.

Dr. Chappell: Are you able to direct electromagnetic
energy to focal areas of the brain?

Dr. Adamson: There are a lot of different techniques.
The one that I just described to you is RTMS, which is
“repetitive transcranial magnetic stimulation,” and we
are targeting it to an area that’s been approved by FDA.
And the way we find the area in the brain is, we have
another little machine that attaches to the primary
machine which allows us to insert the MRI scan of the
patient. This allows us to localize the exact spot in the
brain based on either gray or white matter, or an actual
image of blood flow to really target the area you want
to stimulate. The stimulation site has to be pretty exact,
and although a lot of research is being done in this area
right now, we’ve come a really long way.

Dr. Chappell: What are your typical target sites in the
brain?

Dr. Adamson: Right now, the ones I work on and the
ones that a lot of people are working on are in the dor-
solateral prefrontal cortex. A lot of the problems in
traumatic brain injury are associated with “executive
function” (which our frontal lobes are most responsible
for). It’s also the area that’s responsible for depression.
It’s also the area that’s responsible for anxiety. so if you
stimulate it, it has all these downstream effects and it
can actually take care of a lot of different things. So it’s
kind of a big area in the brain that many researchers are
targeting.

But, a lot of clinics are also looking into other areas of
the brain, like parietal. I have a grant proposal for a
study that’s under review currently in which I want to
look at parietal lobe memory changes. I want to look at
right dorsolateral prefrontal cortex for PTSD (post-
traumatic stress disorder). Other researchers are target-
ing motor-control areas of the brain for pain and also
dorsolateral prefrontal cortex on the left side, which is
an FDA-approved site for pain. So, there’s a lot of
research under way. It’s a very thriving field right now.

Dr. Chappell: Are you able to construct or direct the
focus of the electromagnetic energy? Are you able to
control the size of the focus of the energy in any way?
Is it much more general than that?

Dr. Adamson: It depends on what your protocol is. I
use high frequency; I use 10Hz, which is supposed to
be excitatory, so it excites the neurons. You can change
the intervals. You can do short intervals or long inter-
vals. There’s a lot of research that goes behind that.
You can really manipulate the intervals. And obviously
you manipulate it based on review scientific papers and
talking to experts in the field. Then, you have to get it
approved by the IRB (Interval Review Board) and all
that kind of stuff. Then if you want to inhibit certain
areas of the brain, then you use low frequency stimula-
tion, for example 1Hz. In people with epilepsy or
schizophrenia, investigators have used inhibitory, the
1HZ as opposed to 10Hz. You want the neurons to calm
down their activity.

Dr. Chappell: That’s modulating frequency and intensi-
ty and so forth. What about focusing anatomically, on
specific areas of the brain? Are you able to focus the
energy, say on a 1cm spherical area of the brain?

Dr. Adamson: Once you locate the site with the MRI -
based navigator, that’s the site you’re going to stimu-
late.

Dr. Chappell: How can you focus only on that site?

Dr. Adamson: The tool that I told you about, the neural
navigation, it’s a machine that hooks up with the stim-
ulation machine. It’s MRI-guided stimulation. When-
ever your arm is moving with the coil, you can see it
on the screen, on the MRI, so you can see where
you’re stimulating. But, it doesn’t give you a real-time
information that this is where your stimulation is, and
then you also mark it on the head with an EEG cap. So
there’s all kinds of accurate techniques that we’re
doing. And I’m not saying we’re there yet, but I think
we’re much better than we were five years ago. I’ve
got data that show that the procedure is changing func-
tional connectivity in the area of the brain where the
electromagnetic energy is focused. So, once we mark
the area where we stimulate, and once the protocol is
done, the treatment is done; we can then perform an
analysis from that point where we stimulated and see
downstream (in terms of neural pathways or connected
areas of the brain) what has changed in terms of blood
flow response.

Dr. Chappell: Blood flow response, meaning functional
MRI?

Dr. Adamson: That’s exactly what I’m talking about.
We analyze functional connectivity at the beginning of
the treatment, we do it after the treatment, and then we
do it six months later to see if the effects are still there.

Dr. Chappell: I’m a neurosurgeon, so that’s why I was
asking those questions. You’re familiar, I take it, with
stereotactic radiosurgery and those sorts of things?
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Dr. Adamson: Yes.

Dr. Chappell: I was trying to draw analogies to that in
terms of volume of stimulation and target of stimula-
tion.

Dr. Adamson: Totally makes sense. In fact, there is a
company that does TMS that’s trying to do image-guid-
ed TMS for neurosurgeons right now. I think it’s a start-
up and they’re working with our Stanford neurosurgery
department.

Dr. Chappell: So you’re working with also post-trau-
matic stress disorder?

Dr. Adamson: Post-traumatic stress disorder, I am not
working with it per se, but if you work with TBI, you
kind of have to work with PTSD. You can’t get away
from it. It is not an outcome in my study in the sense
that I’m not stimulating and saying that I’m going to
reduce the symptoms on PTSD scales, but a large popu-
lation of my TBI patients have PTSD. And they have
depression, because I work with depression, and there’s
considerable co-morbidity. I look for PTSD effects on
cognition, and the issue with PTSD is that the symp-

toms tend to over-power everything else that might be
going on. Even if you—if you don’t randomize subjects
based on PTSD, but say instead use a CAP (Clinically –
Administered PTSD) score or a PCL (PTSD Check
List) score, it will overwhelm the analysis. So we have
to study PTSD, whether we like it or not.

Dr. Chappell: What are your end points, then?

Dr. Adamson: I did my post-doc in cognitive neuro-
science and cognitive aging and Alzheimer’s disease.
So, I’m very interested in cognition. My colleagues
have been using RTMS (Repetitive Transcranial Mag-
netic Stimulation) in studies for treating depression.
The psychiatry department is really big at Stanford for
using it in depression. We at VA Palo Alto did the first
scientific paper that came out in 2018 looking at the
effects of RTMS on major depressive disorder. People
are using it for PTSD and anxiety. I used it for execu-
tive function and now I’m using it also with paired
associative memory tasks. So, I’m looking at memory
and executive function. My end points are cognition
and I also look at quality of life and other things like
that.

The TBI Research Forum presents invited speakers who address an annual theme within TBI
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Dr. Chappell: So, you’re writing these papers and you
have outcomes from the different protocols that you’ve
created?

Dr. Adamson: Yes, I have looked at all of these out-
comes. I have hypotheses-driven outcomes; like I have
the primary hypotheses and then I have secondary
hypotheses. My primary hypotheses are usually cogni-
tive, and my secondary hypotheses are either molecu-
lar-based or imaging-based, and I do a ton of cognitive
measures in order to see the co-morbidities in PTSD,
along with anxiety, and looking at all the different NIH
common data elements that are typically reported for
traumatic brain injury.

Dr. Chappell: So in layman’s terms, what can you say
about where we are now in this research and where
things can go in the very near future?

Dr. Adamson: Oh, boy! I think we’re just at the tip of
the iceberg, and I don’t say that in order to save my
job! (laughter) It’s—the field is just becoming exciting.
Five years ago, when I was finishing my post-doc, I
used to have to argue with people to say, “No, I don’t
believe in the 5cm rule,” which is basically, you go
from the midline of the skull and you target the treat-
ment to the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex. In those
days, people were doing TMS or whatever, but people
were also starting to do neural navigation. And so I
think in the field of TMS, one of the biggest things
that’s happening is, people are looking at different parts
in the brain. They’re not just on the surface of the
brain, but people are also looking deeper in the brain.
Deep brain stimulation is big, but also looking at trying
to get at different areas in the brain with ultrasound,
maybe focused ultrasoundm, and things like that. So,
brain stimulation is really taking off.

Also, focusing on a particular area and more tightly
focusing the treatment on a smaller area of the brain is
one of the biggest things that is currently going on in
TMS, and looking at how to navigate to the right spot. I
think you were asking exactly the right question,
because that’s where the field is going. Three years ago
it was a big deal to look at structurally navigated tar-
gets, so you could do an MRI scan and use that imaging
data for structural navigation. The study I just started
right now, I’m doing functional navigation, which is
basically, you can an fMRI (functional MRI) and you
navigate to the site that you want to stimulate based on
an active focus in the individual person’s connectivity
matrix. These are all things that are happening based on
the concept of precision medicine, like you do the base-
line assessment and everything has to be applied to the
individual’s specific characteristics. So, I think the field
is really exciting, and I think we need to really study
the co-morbidities and strive for really good outcomes,
because I feel like some of the outcomes are very subtle
and do not detect the full effects of the treatment; and
also we don’t do a lot of follow-up, so a lot of the

changes in the brain may happen six months, for exam-
ple, after you’ve stimulated it. If you don’t assess the
patient six months later, you won’t know. These are just
some of the thoughts.

Dr. Chappell: Are you doing phase I trials? Are they
larger cohorts? How does that work?

Dr. Adamson: I had a clinical trial phase I with the VA
that just ended. I am now doing a DOD trial, which is
on a much larger grant. I just got funded today for
another one, which is another VA trial that I’ll be doing
with pain as an outcome. Pain is another thing I’m
interested in. Pain is one of the biggest problems in TBI
patients as well. We’re all testing different outcomes
with similar protocols. The thing I’d really like to do in
my research studies is more imaging and measuring
molecular biomarkers to really see the mechanisms of
change in the brain after treatment with TMS. I also
have data for blood biomarkers like brain-derived neu-
rotropic factor and other myokines that change with
TMS. I’ve got three trials that are happening right now.

Dr. Chappell: What are the treatment protocols like? Is
it a one-time treatment? Several treatments over the
course of several days?

Dr. Adamson: The FDA-approved protocol that we fol-
low is 20 treatments, three treatments per day over the
course of two weeks. Each treatment is 20 minutes
long. That’s the hard part, because a lot of the patients
around here have to work and they can’t come in every
day, especially 3 times a day. So, we have to somehow
fly some of our patients in from other areas. Since I
don’t study patients with severe TBI, also TMS and
severe TBI is controversial; you won’t get permission
from IRB to do it at this point. I look at mild and mod-
erate TBI, and mild and moderate are usually people, if
they’re under the age of 65 or 70, they’re all working.
It gets to be a little harrowing trying to get patients to
be part of the study.

Dr. Chappell: How long have you decided to follow
these patients? It sounds like you do need to follow
them out pretty far in these studies.

Dr. Adamson: So far I’ve done six months, and then I
have tried to get funding for one year. The idea is, if
you do other devices, like there are all these different
devices you can use to stimulate using the vagus nerve
and that kind of thing; these are commercially available
items that can be used any time. But with TMS, it’s
like, if you figure out that after a year the effect goes
down, either by looking at an outcome measure or
functional connectivity, then you might give a booster
treatment or something like that. But nobody’s really
figured that out yet.

paloalto.va.gov/services/polytrauma/tbiresearch.asp
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GARY
SINISE
Lt. Dan Band
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Woodland Hills, CA-based office where they discussed
his mission to inspire and his book, Grateful American:
A Journey from Self to Service.

Lia Martirosyan: How long have you been in this
office?

Gary Sinise: That’s a good question. At least five years.
When I was shooting CSI: NY, we were in Studio City
and shot at CBS Bradford. On the corner there’s a big
glass building, and we took some offices in there and
then we just started growing a little bit. We moved far-
ther out this way and got more for our money out here.

Martirosyan: Good! Grew just a little bit? 

(laughter)

Sinise: Well, yeah, and the money stretches more in
Woodland Hills. Not a lot, but a little bit more.

Martirosyan: Looking around, I can imagine every piece
in here has an amazing and cool story about all these

ou know him as Lieutenant Dan, the surly com-
manding officer and later shrimp boat partner of For-
rest Gump. No matter what role he plays, award-win-

ning actor Gary Sinise conveys a powerful, searing
presence on screen, TV, and the stage. An Illinois-
native, he’s the co-founder of the famed Steppenwolf
Theater Company and has starred in numerous films,
including Truman, Apollo 13, Of Mice and Men, George
Wallace, and The Green Mile, to name a few. He’s also
had a successful run on television with CSI:NY (2004-
13)and Criminal Minds: Beyond Borders. Acting aside,
he’s been just as dynamic and productive off-screen, as
a tireless supporter of American veterans. After 9/11, he
stepped up his involvement with veterans and first
responders, eventually forming the Gary Sinise Founda-
tion that provides an impressive array of outreach pro-
grams, from live concerts featuring the Lt. Dan Band
(Sinise plays bass) to building Smart homes with a team
of experts for veterans and their families. And, for the
record, the foundation carries a top four-point star rating
on Charity Navigator. 

Chet Cooper and Lia Martirosyan joined the actor at his

Y
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people you’ve encountered throughout the world.

Sinise: Yeah, there’s a ton of history. I’ve spent a lot of
years of doing this work. Within the military community
and the first responder community, they’ve given me a
lot over the years. For a long time, I would just collect
all these amazing things and have them in the garage,
with no place to put any of it. When I started the foun-
dation, we said, “Let’s put it all up. Let’s let people see
it and enjoy it." There are a bunch of quilts around here
that were all made out of various T-shirts that were
given to me over the years from different places that
I’ve been and different units that I’ve worked with and
supported.

Cooper: Somebody on your team made this quilt from
all the T-shirts?

Sinise: We actually have a quilter from Oklahoma. I told
my assistant Cristin Bartter, whom you met, “Hey, I feel
bad that all these T-shirts are just sitting in a box. I can’t
wear them. Let’s do something with them.”

Cooper: So you wear this now? 

Sinise: (laughs) Well, at least I display it, for warmth.
We found a great gal, and she made a bunch of them for
us out of these different T-shirts.

Martirosyan: It’s a beautiful idea.

Sinise: This is a first responder one. There’s a bunch of
them from USO tours. I’ve got all these shirts from dif-
ferent places that I went, because every time you go on
a tour with the USO, they will make a T-shirt for that
tour. It’ll say where you’ve been, for example, Kuwait.
So we made quilts out of them. Pretty cool stuff.

Cooper: Suitcases next. 

Sinise: (laughs)

Martirosyan: I want to jump into the Lt. Dan Band. I
was out of town, but Chet was able to make it to one of
your gigs. 

Cooper: It was the Los Angeles VA outdoor theater—

Sinise: Yeah, it was our first responder concert.

Cooper: I was with James McEachin.

Sinise: Oh, James McEachin, my buddy! You came to
the concert with James?

Cooper: Yes.

Sinise: He’s a good pal. What a man. Just a good man—

Quilt made from T-shirts that were given to Sinise 
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that’s terrific.

Martirosyan: The music, has it always been with you?

Sinise: Yeah, I started playing when I was in fourth
grade when I got my first guitar. I played through
school. Started playing in bands when I was a kid and
played all the way into my early twenties. Got bit by the
theater bug when I was in high school, where I did my
first play. I was playing in bands, doing plays, and start-
ed a theater company after high school, but I kept play-
ing as a way to make a living while doing the theater
until I was 22. Then, the theater just took over every-
thing, and all I did was focus on building our theater
company. I didn’t play music for a long time, maybe 15
years. In the late ‘90s, I picked it up again, after Sep-
tember 11, I started doing USO tours. I would go out
and shake hands, sign autographs, take pictures and visit
with the troops.

I had some musicians I played with for fun, so talked
the USO into letting me take them on a tour to play for
the troops. It’s now been over 400-some concerts.
We’ve been all over the world.

Martirosyan: Do you have a favorite genre, or go-to
songs?

Sinise: There are some songs we’ve played for 10 years

or more, and they’re just part of our show. We’re
always mixing it up. We’ve got a rehearsal coming up
in a couple weeks where we’re going to learn some
new tunes, and then we start playing again. We played
our last concert of 2018 in mid-December, picked up
again in February.

Martirosyan: Very cool.

Sinise: I was trying to cut them down a little bit this
year, but they told me we’ve got 30 on the calendar
already. That’s a lot of concerts for me. A lot of time.

Cooper: In your book, it says that you’re playing for
free, but the band gets paid. Is that still the case?

Sinise: Right.

Martirosyan Great setup.

Sinise: The only reason I do it is for this cause, this mis-
sion. I don’t play in between shows for the troops. My
band members play for a living, and they have since I
hired them years ago. I’ve had to pay them from the
beginning. This was my crazy free mission, and part of
that mission was to entertain the service members. So I
had to finance that myself early on. I couldn’t ask the
musicians to play for free like I was.
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And then when I started my own foundation and made
the band a program of the foundation. Much like the
USO provides entertainment for the troops, the Gary
Sinise Foundation does a lot of different things for our
military and our first responders. One of those things is
morale-boosting and spirit-raising. We do that in various
ways. One of those ways is through entertainment, when
I show up with the band. Once I started doing that with
the foundation, and prior to the foundation, I would do
tons of USO shows. I’ve probably done over 200 that
are just USO. So once I started the foundation, I no
longer had to ask some friend to give me $10,000 so I
could play for the troops or finance it myself. We now
had a foundation, and one of the things we provide is
inspiration and spirit-raising through entertainment. So
now, through the foundation, I can call up a base and
offer to come and play for everybody. We provide the
entertainment and we pay for it.

The concert you saw—

Cooper: It was free. The audience didn’t pay.

Sinise: Yeah, it’s all free. We wanted to provide an
opportunity for local people to come together and cele-
brate our first responders and our veterans over there,
our defenders. We provided an opportunity for them to
do that. People brought food trucks and provided the
food, and we provided the entertainment.

Cooper: I read that you were thinking the same thing
when you were part of the USO, “Oh, here’s another
band with a celebrity,” but you are good, and entertain-
ing. I was pleasantly surprised.

Sinise: (laughs) Yeah, it’s always a shock.

(laughter) 

I remember early on, there was a documentary made
back in 2008 and 2009 by a buddy of mine who asked if
he could follow us around. He interviewed me, and I
said exactly that: “Nobody expects an actor with a band
to be any good.” But I wanted to provide a really high-
quality show for everybody. It’s not my vanity project
where I need to play cover tunes over and over. It’s a
show for them. It’s about them. It’s about the children of
the service members. It’s about the older veterans. It’s
about the soldiers and sailors. All for them. I didn’t
want them to have to watch me play cover tunes badly. 

(laughter)

I have really good musicians in the band. They’re all
professional folks. My drummer has played with every-
body, and my trombone player was in David Letter-
man’s band for 25 years. He’s played with everybody
you can think of. And you know what? They get paid,
but it’s different for them to play for this cause and this
crowd than the normal gig. It’s part of a mission. It’s a

service mission. There’s a spirit about it that’s fun, and
they’re there to play that music for a reason. It’s some-
thing really special for this particular crowd that can
really use some entertainment.

Cooper: You say they’ve played with some big-name
people, but you have too. I heard, or read, that you got
to play with some interesting folks.

Sinise: I have. I’ve played the “Devil Went Down to
Georgia” with Charlie Daniels. In fact, he gave me a
violin. It’s in this room down the hall. We have an
exhibit space down there. And there’s the violin that
Charlie gave me and a picture of him and me playing
“The Devil Went Down to Georgia.”

Martirosyan: You play the violin as well?

Sinise: No, no. I was playing the bass. I’ve played with
Christopher Cross, some neat folks.

Cooper: One day, hopefully soon, you should see if you
can figure out how to play a gig with Lia Martirosyan. 

Sinise: Oh, that’s your last name?

Martirosyan: (laughs) Yes

Cooper: She’s a singer.

Sinise: Oh, OK! What do you like to play?

Martirosyan: I sing classical music.

Sinise: Oh, beautiful.

Martirosyan: You never pick up the mic?

Sinise: (laughs) I will bellow into the microphone occa-
sionally in some sort of backup vocal. On a couple of
songs I will step up to the mic and sing along with the
band. But, basically, I’m the bass player. The bass play-
er usually hangs back. I take the microphone and talk to
the crowd when I need to. A big part of what I love
about going to the military bases with the band is that
we generally have very large audiences, and I get to talk
to them and tell them how I feel about them, why I sup-
port what they do in defense of our country and that I
want them to feel better. There are key moments in our
show where I do that, and the band takes a break while I
talk.

Martirosyan: Lovely. I’m curious about your writing
process. Does something spark a memory, a story? How
do you tap into what you want to put out there?

Sinise: Well, I knew that with my schedule it would be
very difficult to take the time necessary to sit down,
start and keep going until I was done. That’s why I have
Marcus Brotherton, who helped me organize my
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thoughts and is a writer himself. He worked with me on
the book. We had a great process where we decided
where we were going to go. I said, “Here are the key
things we’re going to do in our chapters.” And then we
started at the beginning. I started talking, and I would
tell stories and talk through and analyze things, then
review and search my memory on uncertain key things.
Marcus would then lay it out for me, and then I could
see it and go back in and start messing with it. We did
that with all 17 chapters in the book. We did it on Face-
time. He lives up north.

So I was able to kind of write the book, then go off and
do all my other stuff, and come back and see what we
had. He had all the recordings and would lay it out, and
I would go in and change it. Toward the end of the
process, I went through everything myself and rewrote.
Then the editor was very good in working with me,
offering very good suggestions, which made me think
about other things that weren’t fleshed out as well as
they should be, so I would make those changes, too. It
was an interesting, year-long process.

Cooper: Lots of memories. I was like, “Wow, how does
he remember so much?” It’s a lot of your full lifespan.

Sinise: Yeah, there’s a lot of detail in there. I figured I’d
better get at it while I could still lay it out there. I didn’t
know what the book would be called in the beginning,
but it started to shape itself. I realized that I was telling

a journey from self to service, and how all these things
that happened to me in the beginning set the stage for
where I am today.

Cooper: Have you talked to Carlos?

Sinise: (laughs) Maybe Carlos will read the book and
he’ll contact me. I don’t know what happened to Carlos. 

(laughter) 

Isn’t that ridiculous?

Cooper: It’s so funny! There are a few really funny
moments in the book. There’s a lot in your history
which is unique, and I think people will be surprised at
all the things you’ve done. But every so often there’s
this nice, “What?!”

Sinise: (laughs) “What the heck?” Well, there’s some
crazy stuff in there. I laughed when I was telling that
story, because I started acting it out.

Cooper: So now that we’re saying this, why not share it
during this interview.

Sinise: The Carlos story is—I was such a juvenile. This
friend of mine said his dad would drive his car to the
train station every day, park it in the parking lot and take
the train downtown. He’d leave his car in the parking lot

Sinise visiting one of 70 homes built by the Gary Sinise Foundation RISE program for vets with disabilties
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all day long. And this kid told me that there was a key
inside the engine. So I said, “Well, I’m going to take
that car and drive it around.” 

(laughter)

I was, like, 12 or something. I shouldn’t have been dri-
ving; I didn’t know how to drive. I was so stupid. And
yet, I got the key, turned on the car and started driving
around. You can see this little kid just driving around,
you know? I take a wrong left turn or something, no
turn on left, and, of course, that’s what I do, there’s a
cop right behind me. He pulls me over and I’m like,
“Hello, sir!” And I found this license that said “Carlos
Huizinga.” Carried it in my little wallet. He said, in a
deep voice, “Can I see your driver’s license?” “Yes,
sure, I’ll give you my license. Here you go.” Looks at
me and says, “Carlos?” 

(laughter)

I’m a little kid. I don’t look like Carlos Huizinga. I don’t
look 21, which is what it says on the license. I looked
about 10. “Carlos, you know this license is expired?” 

(laughter) 

“Geez, I didn’t know that. OK.” And he’s got me
pegged. I mean, he knows I’m a little kid who’s driving
this car around. “Well, Carlos, we’re gonna have to take
you in.” “Oh, really? Geez!”

Cooper: “I’ll follow you!” 

(laughter)

Sinise: “Let’s pull this car over right now. You get in my
car and we’ll take you.” So he takes me down. I pretend
I’m Carlos as long as I can and then I finally break
down and just start screaming. “No, my name is Gary!” 

(laughter) 

“I’m not Carlos!” “OK, Carlos, what’s your dad’s num-
ber?” He called my dad and my dad was not happy. My
dad had to come and get me and he was mad. I was
grounded for weeks. (laughs)

Cooper: It sounded in the book like you were a bit of a
rebel, or rebellious, I should say.

Sinise: Well, my dad was working all the time. My mom
had her hands full. I was kind of free to do what I want-
ed. And I wasn’t good in school.

Cooper: Did you ever get tested for dyslexia or ADHD?

Sinise: No, but probably today I would be tested, and
they’d say, “Oh, you’ve got some serious problems!” 

(laughter) 

I’d say, “How about I just didn’t learn to read and write?
How about that?” I don’t know if I had a learning dis-
ability or anything, but I just never paid attention.

Cooper: That’s part of ADHD, and a lot of people—I’m
included in this group—figure out things. The normal
process of the learning modality they give you is, “OK,
that’s theirs. I’m going to figure out how to get around
the system.” And when you look at what you’ve done in
your life, that’s definitely the case. You’ve created your
own path, and this is evident from the book. All these
stories of figuring out ways to solve problems—whether
it was your Steppenwolf Theater Company, or whatever
you were doing. You’re a problem-solver.

Sinise: Kind of just making it up. It’s that thing, you
know, that’s really true: you don’t know what you don’t
know, so you just do stuff. I didn’t know. I just wanted
to do this, do that, and kind of just made it up and fig-
ured it out. I had some key people along the way, such
as the teacher I wrote about in high school who was
tremendously influential and instrumental in changing
my life. I tell that story in the book about being in my
first play and what a powerful life-changing moment
that was for me. I wrote in detail about that because it
was so significant. People ask me, “What was the great-
est thing you’ve ever done? Is it Forrest Gump?”

While there are certainly pinnacle moments in my act-
ing career, I always place that first experience of being
in a play right at the top of the list. When nobody knew
who I was. I wasn’t famous or anything, I was just a kid
in a play. But it was all new, and it was life-changing
and different. I was a struggling kid, and then all of a
sudden I was in a play. I was happy, I was doing well.
The kids thought I was good. I wanted to do more of
them. And it was really a galvanizing moment. And
when you look at it, I went on to make my living doing
that. So I was one of those fortunate kids. It’s a minority
of children, youngsters, who find their life’s calling at
an early age and end up doing that for their life’s work.
But I found it at 16 years old and kept doing it and
never stopped.

There’s a story I get very emotional about that I tell. I
don’t know if you remember, but it’s West Side Story.
I’m one of the kids in the chorus, and I had a small part,
but I was so emotionally involved in the whole experi-
ence that at the end of the last performance of the play, I
just burst into tears. The audience is applauding and
we’re supposed to go out for our curtain call, and I’m
backstage sobbing. Everybody’s hugging me, and now
we’ve got to go out and take our bows. So I go out and
the tears are running down my face. It was such a life-
changing experience, the emotion just poured out of me.
And I was one of the guys in the back, part of the cho-
rus, while the stars of the show were in the front, taking
their bows. One of the lead guys, who was a senior, and
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I was a sophomore, comes back, grabs me and brings
me up front. I take a bow with all the stars of the show.
He wanted me to do that.

Cooper: Did you ever talk to him again?

Sinise: I haven’t seen him in a long time, but he went on
to become a Hollywood producer and writer. His name’s
Jeff Melvoin. Gosh, he did Remington Steele and Army
Wives. I’ll send him a copy of the book.

Martirosyan: Absolutely!

Sinise: I don’t think he even probably remembers
that. But it was so significant. Then he went off to
Harvard, where he was a big Harvard man. And he
liked me because I was so different. He came from an
academic family, where everybody went to Harvard.
And I was this kid who couldn’t even spell. He was
amused by me.

(laughter) 

So we became pals. And then one of the other guys who
was in that show became one of my best friends, Jeff
Perry, and he and I started the Steppenwolf Theater
Company. That’s Jeff right there. [points to picture]

Martirosyan: That’s pretty funny.

Sinise: Yeah. We’re in a big pair of overalls.

Cooper: There was a movie that the Farrelly brothers
did where they were conjoined twins.

Sinise: Yeah, it kind of looks like that. We got the
biggest pair of overalls we could find, and we played a
two-headed character. (laughs) We went to high school
together.

Cooper: Like that? (laughs)

Sinise: (laughs) No, he is one of my best friends. He is
like my brother. He was on that TV show called Scandal. 

Cooper: Did you happen to see Colbert last night? Ethan
Hawke is doing a play. He mentioned you, I think,
twice, giving you credit and saying that you came to see
him.

Sinise: Ethan? Aw!

Cooper: Yeah, it was pretty cool.

Sinise: Ethan and I did a movie together. There’s a
poster with his picture out here. We did the movie in
1991, and then became pals. I directed a play in 1995, I
asked Ethan to come and be in that play.

Cooper: He’s doing something now, and apparently you

Tom Hanks and Sinise on set of Forrest Gump
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must have done that play at some point or directed a
play?

Sinise: I wonder what—

Cooper: It’s something West.

Sinise: True West? He’s doing True West? That’s the
play that sent our theater company into kind of a nation-
al thing. You know who John Malkovich is?

Cooper: Inside the brain of John Malkovich?

Martirosyan: Being John Malkovich.

Sinise: John was part of our theater group. We did this
play together called True West. I wrote about it in the
book. It was the first play that we took to New York,
and a lot of these young actors, like Ethan and a bunch
of these other guys, all came to see that play. It made a
big impression on them. 

Cooper: He seems to be doing it now. He was talking
about his beard, saying how uncomfortable it was,
because he had to keep it on for the play.

Sinise: Oh, he’s got to be playing the older brother, then,
the one Malkovich played.

Cooper: He’s in the Billboard playbook poster. There

are two people on the cover..

Sinise: Yeah, two brothers.

Cooper: OK. He’s the one with the beard.

Sinise: It’s about two brothers. There’s a younger broth-
er and an older brother. So if he’s got a beard, he’s play-
ing the older brother, because he’s scruffy. The younger
brother’s kind of nerdy. That’s the one I played.

Martirosyan: How involved are you in theater now?

Sinise: Not at all, except for a little bit for my theater
company. But I’ll tell you, the last play I did was One
Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest on Broadway. We started
it at Steppenwolf, and it’s a long time ago now—2000
when I did it at Steppenwolf and 2001 when I did it on
Broadway. It closed about five weeks before the Sep-
tember 11th attacks. It was supposed to close on Sep-
tember 16th, and it closed the end of July. So if it had
closed when it was supposed to, I would have been
there at that time. So I went back to Los Angeles, and
then September 11th happened, and somethin’ changed.
We started deploying our troops to Afghanistan, they
started getting hurt and killed. And a short while later,
we deployed to Iraq. They started getting hurt and
killed. I have so many veterans in my family, and I’d
worked with veterans in the ’80s, the ’90s, after I played
the Vietnam veteran in Forrest Gump. I got very
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involved with our wounded, and after that happened I
just—I don’t know. (pause) I started volunteering all
over the place to support our folks who were getting
hurt and who were out there. One thing led to another,
and I got more and more involved with lots of different
organizations that were trying to help the troops. I was a
television star at that point and had a platform, so I
could show up at an event and it would be special. Peo-
ple would come, and they would be able to raise more
money for their cause. I saw that as a way to serve, by
helping these organizations, taking my band overseas
and playing for the troops, going to the hospitals—all
that kind of stuff.

It eventually galvanized in my brain and came together
that the next logical step for me would be to create my
own organization, because I wanted the means to do
more, to help more people. I’d seen too many kids with-
out mothers or fathers who were killed in the war. I’d
seen too many of our wounded missing limbs, burned
up. I’d seen too much of that. I knew that also when I
would show up at these different events at hospitals or
holding concerts, spirits would be raised. It would be a
better day. I could see I was making an impact. I was
able to make a difference.

Having seen that over and over, at a certain point I said,
“I’m not going to pull back on this stuff, but I think I
need a better way to do it, a more focused channel for
my energies.” And that would be to start my own orga-

nization. By the time I started my own foundation, the
Gary Sinise Foundation, I’d been at this for a full 10
years, and I had developed a fairly strong reputation as
being somebody reliable with regard to helping our mil-
itary and our veterans out. So people were always ask-
ing me, “Where should I donate my money? Which
organization should I help?” I’d say, “Do you want to
help Gold Star families? Do you want to help our
wounded? Do you want to help raise spirits? Do you
want to help older veterans? What do you want to do?”
I’d point them to different organizations.

And then when I started my own, I just said, “Give it to
me.” 

(laughter)

“We’ll take good care of it.” And we do. We work with
a lot of different people on a lot of different fronts,
because that’s what I was doing before I had my own
foundation. We’re building homes for our wounded,
providing opportunities for our World War II veterans,
we’re taking care of Gold Star children, we’re working
with our first responders, we’re providing resiliency and
appreciation events, so the people who are serving our
country know that whether they’re on the front pages or
not, we don’t forget what they do in defense of our
nation and that we support them. So I’m a grateful
American in that way, for sure. I know where my free-
dom comes from. It has to be fought for and protected.

Steppenwolf Theatre Company was founded in Chicago in 1974 by Terry Kinney, Jeff Perry and Gary Sinise
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I’ve been to too many places around the world that
don’t understand what that is.

I tell a story in the book about going to Korea. I’ve been
there three or four times. When you go up to the DMZ
(Korean Demilitarized Zone), you can stand on the bor-
derline. Here’s North Korea, right there where your feet
are, and here’s South Korea, right here. There’s a little
concrete thing on the ground about this high, and that’s
the border. You can be a North Korean guard standing
two feet away from me, and I can be looking at you
right in the eye, and you’re a slave and I’m free. I’m on
the free side and you’re on the slave side. You’re
oppressed by your military. You’re a part of the military
that oppresses the people and strikes fear in their hearts
that if they don’t toe the line for the Supreme Leader,
they might end up in some concentration camp or dead.
That’s not being free. The military over here is provid-
ing the freedom for everybody in South Korea, support-
ed by the United States of America. I don’t think there’s
any place on earth where you can be this close to the
difference between freedom and slavery than standing
on the DMZ to North Korea.

Cooper: Have you been to New Jersey, though? 

Sinise: (laughs) That’s a whole different story! That’s a
slavery of another kind. It really is powerful, though.
Freedom has to be fought for, protected and defended.
We don’t just get to have it. There are too many places

on earth that don’t understand what it is. In the history
of the world, the way the world has worked, conquest
has always been about who had the bigger army, who
had more swords, who had the bigger guys.

There are still places on earth that go through that. I
really value my freedom. I know where it comes from.
I’m grateful for the people who provide it. I know we
have to have a strong defense. And I was really rocked
by those airplanes going into those buildings and what
happened that day, the response and the aftermath,
which was a bunch of people raising their hands. I met
countless service members where I said, “Why are you
in the service?” and they said, “Well, September 11th. I
joined after that.” Some of them are missing their arms
and legs now. So if they’re going to go do that for me,
it’s just part of my life now to try to show my apprecia-
tion for them, because so many of them don’t ask for
anything.

Cooper: It was so surreal in the book when you talk
about how it came full circle, at least for the 9/11 part,
on CSI. You had that part at Ground Zero, and from the
work you’re doing, all of a sudden you’re an actor and
you’re able to pull your pieces together and have that
theme there.

Sinise: That was powerful.

Cooper: I didn’t see it on air, but reading about what
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you said and how it moved you, even now, when you
talk about it, to be able to turn around and be there in
real life and yet act at the same time.

Sinise: (laughs) It was art imitating life and life becom-
ing art. It was interesting in that way. And it’s even hard
now. My show, Criminal Minds: Beyond Borders, went
off the air two years ago. I went to a premier for a
movie that I have a five-minute part in that a buddy of
mine directed about a returning veteran from the Iraq
wars, struggling with post-traumatic stress. It’s the only
thing I’ve done since my television show went off the
air, because I’m so focused on this cause. There’s one
chapter in my book called “Perfect Timing.” It’s all
about the timing of CSI:NY coming into my life and
what that gave me at the time that I was focusing so
much of my energy on military support.

And all of a sudden I have a television show, a piece of
the action, I’m making more money than I thought I’d
ever have. If an organization came in that was support-
ing Gold Star kids and they needed help, I was able to
donate to them, because I had this extra means finan-
cially, and I could put that into this organization and
build it. The timing of that particular TV show was per-
fect. God just said, “Here’s a TV show. Do some good
with it.” I really felt, in some ways, called right after
September 11th to this new thing. I haven’t done a play
since. The last play I did was in 2001. Life just took a

turn and went somewhere else.

Not that I won’t do something, but it’s rewarding to
have an organization that is all about making people feel
better. That’s what we do here. We just try to help folks,
honor their service, step in when needed, and make
them feel better. And there are a lot of causes, a lot of
things we can do, to apply ourselves to a service mis-
sion, but this is the one that I was called to at that time.

Cooper: How many houses have you built so far?

Sinise: The total number, with where I started before the
foundation, because I was raising money to build houses
before I had a foundation, all the way up to where we
are now with projects that are in the pipeline and pro-
jects completed, I think it’s 70-something.

Martirosyan: Oh, wow, that’s great.

Sinise: We have 12 in the pipeline for this year.

Cooper: In Hawaii? That’s a pipeline joke. 

(laughter)

Sinise: There are 12 in the queue.

Cooper: Scattered across the country?

Gary Sinise Foundation’s R.I.S.E—Restoring Independence, Supporting Empowerment has built over 70 homes for veterans and first responders
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Sinise: Yeah, all over. We have projects that are being
built right now and new projects that are just getting
started where our guys are looking for the land, sitting
down with the architects, and designing the houses. To
do it properly, we had to have the means to hire profes-
sionals. We have a great team of builders who have
done a lot of these homes for us now. Their job, with the
foundation, is to build houses for our guys, and that
requires money, so that’s part of our fundraising, to help
provide those experts get the job done. But we also have
a lot of in-kind support. The National Wood Flooring
Association provides all the flooring. Benjamin Moore
Paints provides all the paint. We have a lot of different
organizations that step up and provide not only funding
but materials for us on our projects.

Cooper: Do all of the houses have visitability built in? 

Visitability means that residential homes, have one zero-
step entrance—it doesn’t have to be the front door—
have a hallway that’s wide enough, and a downstairs
bathroom that’s accessible. 

Sinise: All of our houses are built that way.

Cooper: Great. I’ve seen organizations who have done
things similar; they’re helping to build a house for
someone who has PTSD, and they forget about the
accommodation for others who may have a mobility
issue, they only build to that family and they forget
about the visitability concept. If your friend wants to
visit you, but can’t get up the entrance stairs, then they
won’t visit. Georgia was the first state to make it a law.
It doesn’t cost much, if you plan ahead. That’s why it’s
eventually going to be a federal law.

Sinise: You can see a wide variety of our homes if you go
to our website. On our YouTube channel, you’ll see a ton
of different videos that show multiple gadgets and gizmos.

Cooper: I think I saw something about a smart home, too.

Sinise: Yeah, they’re all controlled by iPads and your
phone. If you’re missing your limbs and forget to lock
the door, you’ve already removed your prosthetics,
which is a big deal, or get into bed, and say, “I forgot to
turn the lights off downstairs.” Just get on the iPad, push
a button, and it locks the door so you’re secure. We
think about all that stuff and put it into the houses. 

They’re really, really neat. Our guys have done enough
of them now, and we’ve been through enough scenarios
with different wounded folks that we’ve covered a lot of
ground.

Cooper: The term "universal design” is the direction
where everything will eventually go. It takes into
account the height of a person and the location of a
switch on the wall. Or the door handle with a lever.
Simple things that are universal.

Sinise: I didn’t know the term, but that’s exactly what
our guys do. They think of everything, stuff I wouldn’t
have thought of they think of because somebody will
say, “Where I’m living now, I’ve got a real problem
with this switch, this door knob.”

Cooper: Or, “I can’t get the wheelchair under the sink.”

Sinise: Yeah. All that stuff. It’s all perfect in there. The
program’s called R.I.S.E—Restoring Independence,
Supporting Empowerment. We restore that independence
to the wounded service member and to the family mem-
bers who are caring for them. Everything is made easier.
We want them to be comfortable in their home. They
have to go out and face the world and it’s challenging
out there, because not everything is designed for them,
but in their houses we want them to be able to relax.

Cooper: The houses I saw look beautiful.

Martirosyan: I was just thinking about never leaving the
house.

Sinise: (laughs) I know. They’re nice. We call them
“forever homes.” You’ve got somebody who has a seri-
ous injury. We hope that that home provides them, their
children, and their grandchildren a really solid place to
be for their life. 

Cooper: The other term going around in design is
“aging in place.” You create a facility, a place, that
accommodates as we all get older and our mobility
starts to wane.

Sinise: That’s it. We try to think ahead of what’s going
to happen when this person might be getting around
really well right now, bouncing around with no legs, but
what happens when he puts on 25 pounds? 

(laughter) 

And doesn’t want to do that anymore? We try to think
ahead and give them the opportunity to be really secure
and independent in their home. Because they’ve done a
lot. They’ve given a lot. We’re giving back to them.

garysinisefoundation.org
thomasnelson.com
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In Memoriam
Harris Wofford (1926-2019): A final Interview with ABILITY Magazine
                                                         
Harris Wofford was already a national organizer when most teenagers were focused on their first dates. Born into a
prominent Southern family and raised in Scarsdale, New York, his upbringing exposed him to some unusual experi-
ences. In 1936, at age 10, he accompanied his grandmother on a six-month world tour where they witnessed Benito
Mussolini announce his withdrawal from the League of Nations, toured Shanghai after the Japanese bombing, and
visited India where he became captivated by Mahatma Gandhi. All of which shaped and motivated him in high
school to start the Student Federalists, a national organization aimed at creating a new world government, which
garnered national media attention.

He served in the US Army Air Corps during WWII and later became the first white male to attend historically
black Howard Law School. His idealism and expansive vision steered him down a path of public service, where he
spearheaded social causes and became involved in politics. He worked on the Civil Rights movement and marched
alongside Martin Luther King in Selma. He was a presidential advisor to John F. Kennedy, helped form the Peace
Corps, and became a Democratic Senator from Pennsylvania where he was instrumental in establishing King’s
birthday as a national holiday. After politics, Wofford served as president of the State University of New York at
Old Westbury and later Bryn Mawr. He eventually returned to public service as the CEO of the Corporation for
National and Community Service, which oversees AmeriCorps and Senior Corps.

Ironically, and perhaps fittingly, Harris passed away on Martin Luther King day— January 21, 2019. His relation-
ship with ABILITY Magazine reaches back several decades. In 1997, he invited ABILITY’s Chet Cooper to speak at
the annual AmeriCorps Conference to emphasize outreaching to volunteers with disabilities. As a result, Ameri-
Corps began to include language and outreach efforts to bring those with disabilities into the fold. In Selma, they
participated in a 20-house Habitat for Humanity blitz build and later shared a memorable car ride over the iconic
Edmund Pettus Bridge, with Cooper sandwiched between Harris and Millard Fuller, the found of Habitat for
Humanity.
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In 2015, Cooper and ABILITY’s Lia Martirosyan invited
Wofford to lunch at a café in DC, where he reminisced
about his childhood travels, discussed his commitment
to ensure service opportunities for all Americans, and
shared stories about Martin Luther King, Robert
Kennedy, and his pivotal role in the 1961 Presidential
election. The interview was waiting for the release of
his memoir.

Chet Cooper: I heard the working title of your memoir
is called Slightly Mad.

Harris Wofford: The working title comes from a com-
ment made by Robert Kennedy. When Robert
Kennedy’s oral history was made public by the great
New York Times columnist— Anthony “Tony” Lewis—
he asked Kennedy, “Why did you pick Harris Wofford
for Assistant Attorney General for Civil Rights?”
Kennedy said, “Well, I know that most civil rights peo-
ple assume that because he was selected on civil rights
in the campaign and they were assuming it, but he was
very emotionally committed to the civil rights campaign
and to Martin Luther King, and I didn’t think it would
be wise to have somebody who was so emotionally
committed. Congress might think I was getting the
wrong advice.” They kept pressing him on it. Parenthe-
ses: It would have been a mistake if he had picked me,
because he would never have really had the confidence,
in my judgment, as he did in the person he took. He
asked— and I forget his name right now— an outstand-
ing, wise person who helped Robert Kennedy move
upward on his approach to civil rights. What he did
turned out to be a tremendously good choice. But Tony
just kept pressing him. Kennedy said, “Harris probably
couldn’t be confirmed because he was so connected to
King in the public eye, the call to Mrs. King and things
like that.”

Tony Lewis said, “Yes, he would have. The Senator,
whatever his name was from Mississippi, was appoint-
ing anybody you sent up during those months.” And
finally Robert Kennedy said, “Tony, he’s fine, he’s done
wonderful things with the Peace Corps, but you have to
admit that Harris, in some areas, is a slight madman.”
And then it goes back to when I first met Robert
Kennedy. Mutual friends said, “You’re the same age,
same interests, Robert’s probably going to be very
involved in the campaign for Jack Kennedy.” He may
have known that I was already inclined toward Kennedy
because of his great civil rights speeches in 1957, but I
was leaving on a trip with Chester Bowles to India, Pak-
istan, Afghanistan, Uzbekistan, Russia, Poland and
Yugoslavia for three months, and I was helping him
write a column each week for either Look or
Newsweek. “And he might have some tips for where
you’re going. Robert Kennedy’s just come back from
going on the trip as assistant to Supreme Court Justice
William O. Douglas,” one of the great progressives on
the Supreme Court, who every summer went to some
other part of the world.

When I went to see Robert Kennedy, he looked at my
résumé, which that isn’t, although I’m having a
counter-résumé that I’ve long ago written, because
I’ve teased people that it would be much more interest-
ing if it were my failures rather than my successes.
Failure is more interesting than success. No one ever
introducing someone for a talk says, “He was beaten.”
They don’t say anything about why I’m not still a sen-
ator, let alone never saying that Rick Santorum beat
me, which was a very live issue. He did run for Presi-
dent a little later. If he hadn’t beaten me, he wouldn’t
have been in the picture.

It was 1957 and Robert Kennedy began by saying, “I
understand you’re going to Howard Law School as a
teacher, but this suggests that you went there as a stu-
dent.” I said, “Yeah, I was the first white student to
graduate from the law school. A number of white people
graduated from other parts of the university, especially
the medical school.” He shook his head and said, “I
can’t see why in the world you’d go as a student rather
than— it’s all right to go and teach them, but to go and
be a student there just doesn’t make sense, does it?” I
was going to start my fellowship on the trail of Gandhi
and looking at America drew me to think that civil
rights was the great moral issue in our politics and our
reputation. I thought it’d be good to go to a place that
was the center of civil rights litigation.

I can still vividly remember that Robert Kennedy just
couldn’t understand that. By the time he was killed, I
think he was more emotionally committed to ending
racial discrimination and ending poverty than I was. He
was a public figure, but in politics, no one was as com-
mitted as Robert Kennedy, in my opinion. When I sup-
ported Obama, before he announced his run for the pres-
idency, I went up to him on the Senate floor and said,
“It’s time for me to tell you that I’ve been waiting a long
time for a presidential candidate who I felt we needed as
much as I felt we needed Robert Kennedy in 1968. I
think I’ve found him. Don’t wait too long, Barack.”

Back in high school we started our little crusade for the
union of democracy to win the war and be a nucleus of a
World Federation after the war. People called me a Don
Quixote. My university president, Robert Maynard
Hutchins, last words to the University of Chicago class
that I was in, said “In this world, you’ll perhaps many
times be faced with choosing whether you’re a Don
Quixote or a Sancho Panza,” the one on the mule. “I
hope in most cases you will choose to be Don Quixote
because our purpose in this world is to change it, and if
in doing so we become slightly mad, if you fail to get to
your goal, so much the worse for the world.” That’s why
I’m sticking to the slightly mad.

(Laughter)

Chet Cooper: Keep it. You’re referencing what people
have said, so for the political incorrectness of the word,
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you may get some pushback, but because you are refer-
encing other people’s commentary on you being a little
mad, I think you’re good. And the pushback for those
people who may be frustrated by the description, maybe
you’ll put an asterisk somewhere saying, “Frustrated
with the word ‘mad’? Call me.”

Wofford: (laughs) Mad like Chet.

Cooper: So you started a group in high school to create
a better civilization that included human rights?

Wofford: Before high school, at age 10, in 1936, in a
Republican family and the very then Republican town
of Scarsdale, New York, I declared for Franklin Delano
Roosevelt, and at age 10 campaigned for him by distrib-
uting literature. By age 10, I knew that the game that
interested me the most was politics. So I began rather
early. Slightly mad. [laughter] While others were choos-
ing basketball, baseball, football, track, my game by
then was already politics. When I was 14, I went down
by myself to the inauguration of Roosevelt in 1940 and
the Republican Congressman said to me, “In all my
years here, there hasn’t ever been anyone from Scars-
dale to come in and want tickets or help in getting to the
inauguration.” So, yes, I started early.

Both Time and Newsweek did big features on the orga-
nization we started in Scarsdale High School called Stu-

dent Federalists. There was a book call Union Now that
was a bestseller by Clarence K. Streit, who was the New
York Times correspondent in Geneva for the League of
Nations and who quit the job, believing Hitler was
going to conquer Europe. This is a year and a half
before the war began in ’39. He came back and wrote
this book, that democracy had to form a union, and it
should be a union after they’d stopped Hitler and won
the war, that would be the nucleus for a world federation
with power to keep the peace.

Clare Boothe Luce, her husband Henry Luce and Time
magazine, and Gardner Cowles, the famous publisher of
Look magazine, were passionate believers in a federa-
tion of the world that had the power to control and, in
nation-states, to end mass destruction of power. Student
Federalists, Time magazine’s feature right after I’d by
then gone into the Army Air Corps at age 18, in the last
two years of the war, I was— 

I’ve left out a crucial part of little me. [laughter] The lit-
tle me at 12 was asked by my grandmother, “Would you
be interested in going around the world with me for six
months?” She had discovered an enterprise called
Tramp Trips. This was in 1937-38. It continued during
the war. It offered very low-cost trips. In the first place,
at 11, when the tickets were bought, it was half-fare for
me. But for my grandmother and older people, Tramp
Trips got very low-cost passages on ocean liners that,
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during the Depression, weren’t filled up and also on
freighters, about half of the 13 ships we were on were
freighters. Aside from that, the second chapter is the
story of the six months around the world on the eve of
war with my grandmother.

On this trip, I heard Churchill thunder his warning about
Hitler. In Italy, our hotel was a block away from Mus-
solini’s palace, and we learned that he was giving his
major address to Italy and the world that night. I got a
hotel concierge, an agent of the hotel, to go out into the
100,000 or more people in the square to hear Mussolini
speak from the balcony and take Italy out of the League
of Nations, declare the Second Roman Empire, cele-
brate the complete victory over Haile Selassie, and the
conquest of Ethiopia, which the League of Nations had
condemned. I saw Gandhi in the streets of Bombay. We
went to Shanghai several months after the Japanese had
finished the conquest of that part of China and the rape
of Nanking had occurred. But Shanghai, the latest bom-
bardment until the atomic bomb and the fire-bombing
that we did in the war of Hamburg and others, there
wasn’t a roof that was still standing in what they called
a Chinese city, nor were any human beings living there
anymore, because the Japanese controlled it, so looting
permits to tourists. It was quite a tourist attraction. I
looted Shanghai.

You paid five dollars and a vehicle took us on Sundays

into the Chinese city and they picked the place—a rich
man’s home or a teahouse, which is what we got. My
grandmother was lame and couldn’t go in, but I came
out with a four-foot stuffed ostrich that I had to carry
around for a while.

Cooper: Good choice! 

Wofford: [laughter] While others came out with china
and art. But I came home in ’38 an ardent intervention-
ist for getting into the war. Isolationists were carrying
the day. Polls were about 50-50 as to whether we should
be aiding the Allies or not. There was another group that
formed called the Fight for Freedom Committee to get
us into the war, and I was active in it when I was in sev-
enth and ninth grade. You didn’t know I was a militarist.
In any case, that’s the background.

I was listening to Mr. District Attorney in the bathtub. It
was a famous, top-rated radio show that teenagers and
people of all ages listened to for some years. Most peo-
ple I knew listened to Mr. District Attorney once a
week. It had just ended when I stepped into the bathtub.
The radio was not within reach, so I forgot what was on
the radio, and the next thing I knew, Clare Boothe Luce
was mesmerizing me with this talk for why the democ-
racies should form a federal union. 

Long story short, thereafter, I finally got commissioned

On the Selma to Montgomery March — Wofford in white shirt far left.
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and started a chapter of the movement for a union of
democracies. We started in Scarsdale. It became a
national debate topic, “Resolved: A union of democra-
cies should be established to help win the war and be
the nucleus of a world union with power to keep the
peace after the war.”

They listed us as a “pro source” [laughter], and we
were in the basement of our home in Scarsdale, where
we had a mimeograph machine. My father’s office in
New York was getting rid of it, and he gave it to us.
We had a little magazine.

Cooper: How old were you?

Wofford: This was when I was just turning 16. And
we got hundreds and hundreds of requests for a debate
packet for the pro side. One came from the woman I
pursued thereafter and who became the third national
president of the Student Federalists, Clare Lindgren.
She became my wife for 50 years until acute leukemia
defeated her. It was a time that every American I
knew was full of confidence we were going to win the
war. I don’t think I ever met anyone who thought we
would lose the war once Pearl Harbor came.

You could say that was sort of crazy, because it was
only England sitting there with limited resources that
was holding Hitler from having conquered all of
Europe and that hemisphere. In any case, the debate
topic was before the atomic bomb. Or am I right on
that? I’d have to check, but they overlapped pretty fast.
The first wave of growing national service was with that
kind of help. The second wave was the atomic bomb,
and then most major campuses had sprang up with orga-
nizations for a world government of some kind. The
Yale League for World Government had 500 members,
most of them veterans. The Wellesley Committee for
World Federation had 1,000 students out of 2,000 alto-
gether. All the major campuses had units of Student
Federalists.

The larger movement involved the atomic scientists and
a huge group of Hollywood movie stars. Plenty of peo-
ple in both houses of Congress were beggaring a United
Nations that actually had the power to control weapons.
The San Francisco conference, which I got leave from
the Air Corps to attend and observe for a while, came
out with the veto power of the Security Council. It was
more like the Articles of Confederation of the United
States than the union of the United States. My first
decade in the political world was my passionate
involvement in pursuing that idea.

Cooper: You went to study Gandhi?

Wofford: I got a fellowship after I graduated from the
University of Chicago to go to India. Originally it was
two years in India and China, but by the time we were
shaping it, it was one year to India to go on the trail of

Gandhi. He had been killed, unfortunately, not when the
idea came to go on the trail of Gandhi. He was moving
toward being killed, but by the time we got there, he had
been assassinated almost a year before. My wife and I
wrote a book together called India Afire about our time
in India. I came back advocating strongly for Gandhi
and civil disobedience and the whole Gandhian
Swaraj—the three dimensions of democracy that Gand-
hi advocated and tried to get Indians to undertake. Some
people call it the spade, the prison, and the vote. Gandhi
would have called it constructive service, civil disobedi-
ence, and election and laws.

The religious aspects of nonviolence aside, his basic
thesis and political passion was for India to show what
the Western democracies were lacking, that democracy
should have three dimensions. Gandhi demonstrated this
in his first encounter with the Indian National Congress.
When he came back from South Africa, he took a year’s
silence in terms of politics and once a week total silence,
while he learned about India again. He’d been in South
Africa for 20 years. He went to the National Indepen-
dence Movement of several thousand people who had
assembled and found they were paralyzed because the
untouchables, who did the most menial work, had
walked off because of a pay dispute. This left several
thousand people without any latrines, which stunk and
were piled up. Gandhi said, “Give me some brooms and
we will clean the latrines.” That’s the epitome of what

Wofford with Ras Desta students
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the caste structure said the untouchables must do. He
went in and cleaned the latrines. Many of the high-caste
Hindus were shocked and appalled that he had done it.

They were saying, “You should have left something for
government to do when we get independence.” And
Gandhi said, “Why wait for independence for the neces-
sary drain-cleaning?” It’s interesting to note that when
Narendra Modi, the new prime minister of India, visited
America, Obama took him down to the Martin Luther
King memorial. But Modi already had a plan upon his
return to India, based on one of Gandhi’s examples, that
the people of India in villages and towns could see the
mounting crisis of trash and garbage in India, and that
Gandhi had said that we can do it ourselves and not
have to wait until we have a government. Interestingly,
the morning after Modi returned from the US, the press
tied it to visiting the Martin Luther King memorial with
Obama. In any case, symbolically, those are the brooms
that Gandhi used to clean the latrines, and Modi has a
massive national strategy to get people everywhere in
India to take responsibility for sanitation in the villages.

Cooper: What got you involved in promoting volun-
teerism?

Wofford: I was on the former troop ship converted to a
student ship.

Lia Martirosyan: What year?

Wofford: It was 1947. The New York Herald Tribune

was a big supporter of Student Federalists. For their big
annual New York Herald Tribune forum, while I was in
the Army Air Corps, they had me and Shirley Temple as
their keynoters for all these foreign policy experts.
[laughter] She became an ambassador, as you may
know, to Czechoslovakia and to Ghana, but I didn’t see
her after that occasion, although the publisher, Helen
Reid, wrote a note saying that my pitch represented
everything she believed in and she said, “I wish I had as
much confidence about Shirley as I do that you’re going
to do great things. I think it would be a great thing for
Shirley if she had more time with me. I want to urge
you to continue your relationship.” It was clearly match-
making. I hadn’t the slightest interest in Shirley Temple
or she in me.

Cooper: But she was only six years old! [laughter]

Wofford: She is almost my age. I’ve joked about this for
some years. But on the trip, there was a group of about
20 men. They kept well-dressed, with ties and things like
that. The rest of us students were raunchier. But they
sang beautifully, just beautifully, and too late at night.
They were keeping us awake the entire first night
singing. The next morning I cornered one. “What are
you up to?” He said, “We’re Mormons, and when a Mor-
mon becomes of age, at 18, the question is not, will I do
service—a Mormon’s mission is to help people, and we
decided we wanted to go to Europe, devastated Europe,
to try to be of help.” I remember saying to Clare, who
became my wife, “That’s what really should be offered
to every young American.” And, interestingly, I’d say it's
been the central idea I’ve been involved with since I last
saw you, but particularly over the last several years,
which is that a higher education should include a year of
service either here or abroad. Just as high school became
a cause initially in the 19th century to Horace Mann and
people said, “This is absurd. You’ll never get funding for
all young people to go beyond sixth grade. It’s not in the
cards. You’re crazy.” And he started this crusade for
what later got called high school. At the turn of the cen-
tury, it was still only 15 percent, or something like that,
who went beyond sixth grade in this country.

But then community by community and state by state,
with hardly any money from the federal government,
the idea of high school spread. We, quite a growing
group, are trying to broaden the definition of higher
education to include a year of service, and the many
choices to choose from, but the means should be found
to make it possible. They’re not going to be found by
hoping that the House of Representatives is going to
change. On this, I don’t see a fundamental change is
going to come in the House, which controls the money.

This is something that would have to be picked up by
colleges and universities, by mayors an corporations,
foundations, faith-based organizations, and others. It
should be part of our definition of higher education,
which, it seems to me, must include the world you’re

Young Wofford in the Army Corps 
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writing about and thinking about and trying to open
doors for. I don’t know to what extent you’re with
AmeriCorps or the Jesuit Volunteer Corps or the Peace
Corps or any of the national service programs. I don’t
know to what extent they have a year of service or more
as part of their being.

Cooper: For what we’ve done, I think you remember we
were building the ABILITY House.

Wofford: I remember so much.

Cooper: We’ve done more houses. We worked with
AmeriCorps, and we obtained a federal grant for three
years. But the grant money has been gone for some
time.

Wofford: Do you enlist people in one or more of the
programs?

Cooper: Yes, for us to build more ABILITY Houses, we
access volunteers with disabilities and we typically
work with Habitat for Humanity because they’re involv-
ment with AmeriCorps. 

Wofford: The organization that’s most pushing this partic-
ular idea is called the Franklin Project of the Aspen Insti-
tute. General McChrystal heads that organization. I’m a
senior advisor. It’s a fascinating job. I’m senior advisor of
four organizations now. Two of them actually pay me
something, but not the Franklin Project. This version of it
began with General Stanley McChrystal and Admiral
Michael Mullen, who took the idea from the Aspen Ideas
Festival, an annual event put on by the Aspen Institute.
They took it by storm with their pitch that we believe, and
most military people we know believe, that civilian ser-
vice to the community is something that everyone should
participate in. Full-time service has a tremendous power
that part-time service, while doing many good things,
doesn’t have the same impact, both on what you’re work-
ing for and on yourself, whether it’s through the Peace
Corps or the military. It should be at least as large as the
military. We need a million young people every year,
roughly, in the military. We think there ought to be at least
a million positions where full-time service will be support-
ed as an option for young people.

But the project is not trying to build a new organization
that will run a lot of things. It will be a new institution, a
technical center that uses modern technology to be able
to, for example, cover the range of options at home or
abroad and do things like getting participant assessment
of the programs that people are considering and help
raise the money, whether it’s through crowd-sourcing or
other options.

Tufts University has been out in front of higher educa-
tion by creating a new track that they celebrated with
General McChrystal and others. I have a grandson
who’s at Tufts and he didn’t know about it until after-

wards, but this coming year, 2015, another track will be
available to enter Tufts on a one-plus-four program. The
one is, before coming to Tufts, you do a year of full-
time service somewhere, either something Tufts itself
sponsors, with a whole range of different options, and
more that need to be existing. Tulane University is
about to announce the other step, four-plus-one, four
years in college and then a year of service as part of the
program you get admitted to, and they would find the
ways and means to support you.

Cooper: Lia’s going to announce a two-plus-one-plus-
two program.

Wofford: (laughs) I’m one who believes in the middle. I
had several years, thanks to World War II, after high
school, before going to college, and then we had the fel-
lowship to India and basically took a year to write the
book and other things, so I had two years before I went
to law school. My three children knew that I thought it
was very helpful to have breaks from classroom educa-
tion to education in action as an educational principle,
as one that for many people would be very helpful. I
think all kinds of variety would work. If we should get
this to stick, to be contagious and large, it would open
up new opportunities and new pressures, including the
ability-disability world as a big factor.

It isn’t that everyone in that category would want or be
ready for 10 months or a service year similar in length
to an academic year, but I would suggest that would
benefit most.

Cooper: Absolutely. There are organizations that exist
already in higher education connecting students with
disabilities in colleges and universities.

Wofford: Are you doing that now?

Cooper: There are already established systems, nothing
like what you’ve described, but we’ve been trying to
infiltrate some of those groups to explain to them that
they should be out there getting internships and finding
mentors to further their chances for employment when
they leave school. But doing what you’re saying, when
we build the ABILITY Corps completely, our message
is, it’ll help them round out their lives and also help
them find employment, because they will have more on
their résumé and more experience than someone who
doesn’t have that. I think we have the same mindsets.

Wofford: Are you meeting people and doing interviews?

Cooper: We created abilityJOBS, which is the largest
website for employment of people with disabilities,
which we started in 1995. Plus we’ve been working on
an online career fair, that allows recruiters to interview
job seekers via video face to face. And it includes ASL
if a job seeker is deaf. 
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Wofford: Wonderful. Have you been to India?

Martirosyan: No, but I’d like to go.

Cooper: The closest we’ve been to India is the restau-
rant we are taking you.

Wofford: That’s the way with most people in Ethiopia.
There’s a good Ethiopian restaurant two or three stores
next to where you’re going. It’s great seeing you again.
What about Andy?

Cooper: Andy Houghton, last I heard was working with
his wife Jill Houghton. She is running the U.S. Business
Leadership Network. It used to be the President’s Com-
mittee on Employment of People with Disabilities.
When Bush closed it, they put in place businesses talk-
ing to businesses, and they called it the USBLN. 

Wofford: Andy was part of that national one, wasn’t he?

Cooper: After leaving ABILITY Magazine, he worked
with Javits-Wagner-O'Day, and they later changed their
name to AbilityOne. 

Wofford: Well, thank you for my supper. Let’s go back
to my home.

Cooper: I was expecting it to be cluttered. I remember
the last time there were papers everywhere.

Wofford: It’s a very happy procrastination.

Cooper: When do you think this will be done?

Wofford: By next summer. I’m working on it right now.

Martirosyan: Somebody’s helping you write it? Do you
have an editor, or are you doing it all by yourself?

Wofford: No one has ever helped me write. My wife

was the best editor, the brightest one I ever had, the
sharpest one.

That’s what I don’t want. But I have a really great friend
who’s been a year with me. He’s a non-political type.
He’s a designer.

Cooper: But is he a good editor?

Wofford: A very skilled snowboarder.

Cooper: We need an editor!

Wofford: He’s a fairly good editor, not very. His passion
is the outdoors. He rafts down dangerous rivers and
thank God just once he jumped from an airplane down
in Florida. I used to love downhill skiing, but balance
and other things. He took me skiing in Taos. They have
a very steep mountain for skiing, and they insisted on
my going down a more advanced track than the green
for very intermediate, inadequate skiers. I used to love
downhill skiing with big tracks at Snowmass at Aspen.
In any case, the whole top of it is a non-track. They had
a fire half a century ago and decided to keep it all open.
Not only is the view spectacular, but you can go as fast
or as slow as you want. But once visiting the Rocky
Mountain Service Corps in Taos, this wonderful group
took me beyond my abilities, and after I had had a semi-
nar on swaraj and Gandhi’s three dimensions of politics,
which I already mentioned. One is constructive service,
the other is prison. How do you say no? For Gandhi,
you say no in all kinds of ways. To march is one way,
but a very powerful way is civil disobedience against
what you’re saying no to, whether it’s the British
Empire or a professional issue or other things.

The spade, the prison, and the vote, which is politics. He
called on the Indian National Independent movement as
they began independence to not become a party but to
become a service corps, and he then had 14-point con-
structive service, literacy for all, that is, those who are
literate teaching others so everyone knows how to read.
You go down it, ending untouchability and having sani-
tation in the villages. He was constantly inventing a new
institution to try to solve a problem. So social interven-
tion and constructive service are dimensions that ought
to be seen as part of what self-government is.

Similarly, the ability to say not only, “Yes, we’re going
to do this,” but “No, we’re going to stop this.” And last-
ly, the vote and politics, winning elections for programs
that solve the problems. And he felt that Western
democracies were focused on getting political power
and having people vote freely to elect that political
power, but neglecting the other dimensions of self-gov-
ernment that are not part of the government. So a fair
amount of that is in the book for those young Mormons
today. Bill Moyers, who did the introduction to my Of
Kennedys and Kings, said, “This time it has to be what
makes you tick. You wrote a book on what made

Atttorney Generea; Robert Kennedy discussees civil rights with Wofford
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Kennedy a king and politics work or not work in the
’60s. It was making sense of the ’60s. This time it has to
be about what makes you tick.” That’s the harder part.

Cooper: It’s really good that you had him do that.

Wofford: That is in the prologue. I’m writing the epilogue
at the same time. When I finished the prologue, I said, “I
really should be writing the epilogue, too. It might change
tremendously, but where are you heading? How will you
end it?” So I’ve got a prologue I like, and I haven’t quite
completed the epilogue that I like. But there’s a few
things in between that you may have noticed. I’m very
happy to get the new ammunition with your publication.
Your layouts and the covers are always good.

Cooper: Thank you. For those that haven’t read the
book. Can you explain or describe in 50 words or less
the circumstances with your call to Martin Luther
King’s wife?

Wofford: The call to Mrs. King? For the book, I decided
to put it first rather than in chronological order, because
it’s the only case where I have a little footnote to histo-
ry. Martin Luther King was the chairman of the Mont-
gomery bus boycott. That pitched him into the whole
struggle of civil rights as a major leader and put him on
the national stage. During the Montgomery bus boycott,
which he did because Rosa Parks, a seamstress but an
active NAACP campaigner, was ordered to give up her
seat, and she said no to a white man. The bus driver
said, “If you don’t, I’m calling the police and you’ll be
in jail,” and she said, “Then just do it.”

She was arrested, and it led to 50,000 negroes in Mont-
gomery finding ways to get to work other than riding
the buses. Many of them were walking. It caught the
imagination of the country, and the Supreme Court, you
might say, because in the end the court ruled that inter-
state transportation was a public function and could not
have discrimination. But King rose to a major role in
our politics.

Now fast-forward. King joined a sit-in by a very bold
group of young people in Atlanta, the Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee (SNCC). They insisted on doing
the sit-in even though King felt it was unwise to do it dur-
ing an election. It would be far better not to try to bring
about a very critical matter in the middle of the campaign
where people, one way or the other, would be dealing
with it politically. But they decided they were going to do
it anyway, and King joined them and went to jail.

He had been arrested some months before and put on
probation, a savage charge, namely, because he was on
probation from a judgment by a county judge for dri-
ving with an out-of-state driver’s license. He had
changed licenses from moving from Alabama to Geor-
gia. He was sentenced to five months on this chain
gang, forced labor.

Cooper: That sounds fair.

Wofford: (laughs) He then got arrested, and that county
judge, after the students and the mayor of Atlanta had
released all of them, seized King and reduced the sen-
tence from five months to four months, King is in the
county jail and then moved to the state penitentiary
under this judge’s control. He was going to do hard
labor for four months. Mrs. King called me. I was
deputy to Sargent Shriver, and we had organized the
civil rights section of the Kennedy presidential cam-
paign, not just the Negro vote section, but civil rights
policy, with major Jewish leaders, the UAW, and a
major leader, G. Mennen Williams of Michigan who
was the Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs.
It was all of those things. Martin Luther King called,
having gotten to know me fairly well. Jokingly, he said,
[I was] the only one of his volunteer lawyers who would
help him go to jail instead of using all the tricks of the
trade to keep him out.

In any case, I had a good friendship with Mrs. King, and
she called me in panic and even a kind of hysteria. I
knew she thought that at the end of the road he had cho-
sen he would be killed. It was a nightmare she had had.
She met my wife and talked to my wife about that night-
mare, and she called me to say, “Is there anything you
can do?” My African American colleague and I were
commiserating about what could we do that would
move the needle toward King getting out of jail and also
be good for John Kennedy and for King.

I said, “You know, if these passionate, beautiful
Kennedys would show it by Jack Kennedy calling
Coretta and saying that he heard about King’s uncon-
scionable sentence and the fact that she was six months
pregnant, and he just wanted her to know that he was
with her and we were doing what we can— just a short
phone conversation. I tried to get through to the cam-
paign to do it the appropriate way, but, unfortunately,
they didn’t take my call, for some amusing reasons. I
called Sarg Shriver, builder of the Peace Corps and
charged with a number of the campaign units, including
the civil rights section, and he loved the idea immediate-
ly. He said, “Hope I don’t get arrested,” and zoomed out
to O’Hare Airport.

When he caught up with Kennedy, who was about to
board the plane to go to some other campaign stop,
Shriver looked around and said, “If his staff is there
when I propose this idea, it’ll never happen, so he wait-
ed, and finally Pierre Salinger went off to the press and
they were alone, and he said just what I said about the
idea of calling Mrs. King. Shriver says Kennedy thought
for 30 seconds or so and said, “That’s a very good idea.
Do you have her number?” He called her, and it turned
out to have a tremendous impact, first on Daddy King,
the father, who was a Nixon supporter. The list, includ-
ed Daddy King, who was for Nixon saying, “You
can’t— as Baptists we don’t want a Roman Catholic to
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become President of the U.S.”

Daddy King went public— all of these points have other
stories attached— and King was released. Daddy King
went public without anyone clearing it, but it was per-
fectly good from my point of view. He said, “If he can
have the courage as a Baptist [sic], Kennedy, to wipe the
tears from my daughter-in-law’s eyes, I have the
courage to get rid of my Nixon button and carry all my
vote for President up to Senator Kennedy and put them
in his lap. I have the courage to vote for a Catholic for
President, and I’m for Jack Kennedy.” And all kinds of
things are longer than this that in the end had most of
the observers of the campaign, including Theodore
White’s first major book about this making of a Presi-
dent, which he did with other Presidents afterwards.
There are a number of states where the increase of surge
related to this. We got out the word of Daddy King and
Martin himself when he was released. The head of the
black Baptists and others, and for probably most of the
black churches, the Sunday before election, it was a lit-
tle message on their seats in the church. Nixon had no
comment on the whole thing. “And comment Nixon
versus a candidate with a heart.” It quoted the different
people. That surge was given credit for— in the middle
of the night it was still so close, 100,000, 120,000 popu-
lar vote margin for Kennedy, and there were six states

where the surge in the Negro vote was attributed by
many people to the call. That’s the way the story is told.

Cooper: But what really happened— 

Wofford: The causal chain is worth your knowing. If I
had not had the good luck to have fallen for a great fol-
lower of Gandhi, an independent leader in India named
Ram Manohar Lohia, who was one of the best articula-
tors of Gandhi’s strategy. I had arranged for him to
come to the US in 1951 and to tour the Deep South for
five weeks. This was paid for by the same foundation
that gave us the money to go on the fellowship. The bus
boycott was in 1955. By accident, somebody said on the
way down to Alabama, where Ram wanted to go, “Why
don’t you go to Highlander Folk School and spend the
night there on the way to Alabama? I’m sure they’d love
to have a talk from Dr. Lohia.” And we did, and he did.
He found out that this activist training school for union
people and civil rights activists had nothing on Gandhi,
on civil disobedience, on violence, on Thoreau, nothing
at all. It was very conventional training.

Lohia said, “Our century thought twice, once with Ein-
stein, once with Gandhi. Einstein pointed the way to
cracking the physical atom of the universe, for better or
worse. Gandhi pointed the way to how you crack the
atom of people power, and you have nothing on that.”
The head of it said, “I’d like to join your trip. Can I go
for the days that you’re traveling in Alabama?” And he
did. When he left, Myles Horten, the co-founder of the
school, said, “I promise you that we’ll add Gandhi to the
curriculum.” And a year or two later, he sent me the cur-
riculum, which included Gandhi in full measure, in very
good measure. I was very happy. We had never heard of
Rosa Parks. We had no reason to think she would go
there, let alone be of influence.

I was advocating Gandhi’s ideas, and I got some people
who were enthusiastic for it. Thurgood Marshall, the
head of the NAACP’s legal effort, said, “This will
undermine everything we’re doing, which is to persuade
white Southerners, through the law, that they have to
obey something that they think is against their con-
science and against their God. And you’re saying that if
you have that feeling and conscience you can violate the
law if you are peaceful.” It was a very angry letter.

The dean at Howard University, who had gone to India 10
years before to try to get Gandhi to come and help blacks
in America, wrote me a sad letter saying, “This is what I
dreamed when I came back from India. I’ve tried to move
it, but I’m now convinced there is no Gandhi in the Amer-
ican Negro.” And within a few days of getting that letter
from Dean William Stuart Nelson, on the front page of the
newspaper was a young woman named Rosa Parks who
went to jail, and 50,000 Negroes were walking and a
preacher named Martin Luther King was leading them.

So, if by accident, we hadn’t stopped at the Highlander

Wofford, and son (Daniel) in front of  Ethiopian school
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Folk School, we may never have heard of Martin Luther
King, except that there was a great speaker with the con-
gregation taking over his father’s one in Atlanta. Without
Rosa Parks going to jail, the civil rights man in Mont-
gomery had been trying to get King to take the initiative,
and he said, “I will some day, but I’ve got to learn my
new congregation and Montgomery.” He said no to all
the requests to join in civil rights efforts. So, therefore,
the causal chain for that little footnote to history, it helped
elect a US President. It also helped Martin Luther King
become one of the great political forces alive and maybe
even more so in the immediate years after he was killed.

Cooper: Tell me, if I heard this correctly. If you hadn’t
brought the Dr. Lohia over to have that discussion, things
would maybe gone differently for Martin Luther King?

Wofford: He wouldn’t have been somebody they would
have asked to go to the Atlanta jail.

Cooper: So, in a sense, you put him in jail?

Wofford: You’re brilliant! [laughter]

Cooper: You put him in and got him out.

Wofford: You’re quite right. [laughs] You see what a
modest guy I am. This is the little booklet that the Quak-
ers’ American Friends Service Committee basically
printed quite a few thousand copies of. It doesn’t say
anything about Rosa Parks. We didn’t even know she
existed. This is the diary of that trip. Unknown to me,
without any questions asked, the followers of Lohia in
India published this hardcover book, and a few years
ago when I was there with John Lewis after the election
of Obama, this book was still being distributed to
Lohia’s friends. So, in general, I say, one person can
change things. I know that if you shoot somebody, like a
President, whether it’s Lincoln or Martin Luther King or
Robert Kennedy or John Lennon, one person can make
a bad difference. In this case, it was a pretty good one
for Martin Luther King.

This is the first time in writing I’ve gone the causal
chain beyond who did the call.

Cooper: Do you mind if we include this in an article?

Wofford: No. The only thing is, so many misstated— 

Cooper: A couple of times— 

Wofford: — minor aspects. I’d want you to check what-
ever you write.

Cooper: I want to be clear on— 

Wofford: — wait until the book comes out and then give
a push to the— 

Cooper: We’ll do that no matter what. We’ll do that, too.
You say “Negro,” “black,” and “African American.” Do
you mind using all those?

Wofford: Which do you use now?

Cooper: We use black or African American. We usually
don’t say Negro.

Wofford: But when I grew up, the radical thing was
forcing people to say “Negro.”

Cooper: Okay.

Wofford: Out of the fact that the bad word was “nigger,”
and “Negro” was distinguished. That was the civil rights
fight, to use the word “Negro.” National Association for
Colored People was the next stage, “colored.” “African
American” is the most politically correct, I guess.

Cooper: Do you remember when we were in Selma, and
we were in the car together with Millard Fuller?

Wofford: Oh, yeah, the founder of Habitat for Humanity.

Cooper: We were driving over the Freedom Bridge, and
you were describing the walk with Martin Luther King,
and Millard was sharing his stories of civil rights. When
we crossed over the bridge, do you remember the com-
ment I made about the surrounding area?

Wofford: Give it to me?

Cooper: I said, “I was born there.” That was the only
thing I could add to the conversation [laughs]

Wofford: I forgot that.

Cooper: It was the only thing I could add to your great
history and Millard’s great history.

Wofford: What were your parents doing there?

Cooper: My father was in the Air Force.

Wofford: That’s where I spent my entire Army Air
Corps for two years. They were holding us in abeyance
as to whether they needed any more pilots or navigators.

Cooper: Which were you?

Wofford: I would have been a navigator, but we never got
any training. We were moved after basic training, Missis-
sippi. Biloxi, our unit of about 200. Those who passed
basic training had three things. Bombardier, if they need
it, you could get it. It wasn’t as complex and as demand-
ing. Navigator was more intellectual and academic and
science-oriented. Piloting involved that, but it took more
agility and physical coordination and speed. I was not
surprised that number one was to be a navigator, number
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two a pilot and number three a bombardier.

Cooper: My father was a navigator.

Wofford: This was in April ’44, going into May. The
pilots and the navigators were sent to Selma to wait. We
didn’t know till the atomic bomb that we were not going
to be needed. They kept us doing silly things on the base.
My big desire to fight Hitler took the form of picking up
trash around air field in Selma. Cigarette remains, beer
cans and things like that. And then the highest work we
ever got assigned was walking wingtips; it was one of
the stops for the training of those, but they weren’t based
at Selma. The pilots of the AT-6 would stop on their solo
tests. They assigned the aviation trainees to walk the
wingtips in order to guide them to where their parking
spot was, and then to wipe the oil off. And then, until
another plane came, you could get in the cockpit and
read whatever piece of literature you had. I read more
great books sitting in cockpits, and some of my col-
leagues had less high-faluting literature, not quite as
raunchy as you can easily get now.

I think it was a general who was in charge of the field
who said, “They should do something useful. Have
them build little picket fences around every barrack and
every administrative building on this base and white-
wash ‘em white.” So we did that for six weeks or so,
and then they changed generals or another person took
over the base and allegedly his first comment was, “It
looks like a goddamn tank trap! What the hell are all
these little white picket fences doing all around this
army base! Tell ‘em to pick ‘em up!” So we delayed as
long as we could; it was a somewhat easy job, picking
them up. That was my heroic work in the Army Air
Corps, wanting to fight Hitler.

So not until the atomic bomb did they concede that the
war would be over very shortly. And then the point sys-
tem came out. That was rather discouraging, because the
first version of it was logical, namely, those who were in
battle oversees should be the first to leave Europe. And
then the second to leave would be people who served
oversees but didn’t fight— they were support people.
And then it goes down. The person with the fewest
points to deserve getting out were the aviation trainees
who had done nothing. They were at the bottom.

Cooper: But the picket fences!

Wofford: (laughs) The estimation was, it might be about
two-and-a-half years before they could get around to
discharging you. This ardent interventionist, somewhere
in my records in the army, I suspect they have this infor-
mation. I was running for the Senate, and my wife and I
were worried that somebody would leak it, that I helped
organize the families of aviation trainees to write Con-
gress to say, “It’s wasting government money. You
should release these aviation trainees who are doing
nothing and getting paid. The logic should be broken,
and the people you know you’re not going to need
should be released.” The war ended in August and by
November we were given honorable discharges. That
was my heroic role in World War II.

Martirosyan: [laughs] White picket fences!

Wofford: In Selma, Alabama. White fences! [sings]
“Don’t fence me in. Just unstraddle my old saddle to
meet the Western sky. Da-da-da till the West com-
mences, but don’t fence me in.” You may be able to tell
that my carrying a tune is inadequate. The first morning
after we were married and on our honeymoon, suddenly,
while I’m taking this wonderful long shower, my wife
said, “You’ve been in there long enough. Cut it out and
get out of the shower,” or something like that. And I
said, “There’s nothing I love more than long, hot show-
ers when I wake up. Long hot ones with a half minute of
cold.” And she said, “But steam is getting all my clothes
wet. You’ve had enough.” And finally she stopped
pushing me on getting out, but I probably got out fairly
soon thereafter. I was still resisting it. But before that
she said, “Well, at least stop that damn off-key singing!”
[laughter] I had never thought about it, but I just auto-
matically, in the shower, would sing patriotic or folks
songs or “We shall overcome.” 

Wofford, Cooper and Millard Fuller, founder of Habitat for Humanity 
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June 17 - 19, 2019
Washington, DC

M-Enabling 
Summit

Promoting Accessible Technologies and Environments

Organized by:

m-enabling.com

Register Today!

• Arti�cial Intelligence for User Interfaces

• IoT and Robots for Smart Homes

• Accessible Media Platforms Entertainment

• Augmented Reality

• International Trends in Digital Accessibility

• Higher Education and Accessible Workplaces
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Annual Digital Subscription also includes 
ABILITY Magazine Premium Membership

$29.70

On-line: e-book format with flipping pages and multi-media 

Annual Digital Subscription also includes ABILITY Magazine Premium
Membership
$29.70

On-line: e-book format with flipping pages and multi-media 
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