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“Without music, 
life would be a mistake.”
                      - Friedrich Nietzsche
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Stories of Music is a multimedia book, and the stories that follow sometimes include audio or video 
components. These components can be accessed by using QR codes and simple URLs provided 
throughout the book that will direct you to the companion web edition (supported by all modern 
browsers). So that readers have easy access to the web edition, it is free and open to anyone. For this 
reason, it only includes the digital content and a couple other select works from the print book (for 
previewing purposes). Print readers have access to all of the stories.

Using QR Codes
 It is recommended that you download a QR code reader app for your mobile device if you do 
not already have one (search for “QR code” in your app store and you will find there are several that are 
free to download). QR codes are provided for stories that include audio or video. Using your QR code 
reader, simply hold your mobile device over a QR code within the book. Once the code is scanned, you 
will be directed to the same page within the web edition, where the multimedia work can be played.

Using Simple URLs
 If you choose not to use QR codes to access the audio and video content, you will also find simple 
URLs that you can manually type into your browser (on your mobile device or computer). These will also 
direct you to the same page within the web edition where the multimedia work can be played. 

Navigating the Companion Web Edition for the Best Experience
 The user experience within the companion web edition was designed to be very intuitive. From 
your mobile device, you can simply swipe, or tap on the arrows at either side of your screen, to flip 
through the pages. You can also pinch to zoom in and out. On mobile devices, it is better to use the 
landscape position for the best viewing of photographs. This keeps photo spreads (where a photo 
takes up two pages) from being cut off. Also, because audio and video pieces only play within their 
individual pages, the landscape view allows you to see two pages while playing these works, so you 
can enjoy more of the story at once. 
 For the same reasons as listed above, it is recommended that readers who access the web 
edition with their computers also use the spread view; see the web edition menu items on the top-left 
of any page, and then click on “single-page mode” to turn the single-page view on or off (look for the 
icon that looks like an open book). 

Suggestions for Enjoyment of This Book



We are all our own experts on music. Yet, as rich as our musical experience might be, perhaps we are 
less curious about, or rather, more unaware of what others are experiencing. We might think, what 
more is there to know?
 A specific song can bring to mind memories and feelings of experiences long past. Spending 
time with music we love can help us manage our moods, speed the passage of time, and help us 
engage with the world around us. Watching someone with Alzheimer’s light up when reconnected 
with music they love from their youth is at the core of our effort at the nonprofit Music & Memory.
 Ask ten people to talk about how music has impacted their lives and you’ll get ten different 
stories. Music is a global phenomenon. It is integral to all cultures and religions. Rhythm is built into 
our DNA, perhaps developed over eons.
 But rarely do we learn just how rich the tapestry of others’ personal musical voyages might be.
 Holly Tripp provides a public service by probing our collective consciousness and shining a 
light on many of these powerful stories. More than 1,000 submissions flooded her inbox, from which 
she has selected the most intriguing, the most artful, and the most surprising.
 I’m certain you will find the stories herein satisfying, as each selection reveals the powerful 
connection we all have to music. The more we understand how each of us is affected by music, the 
better we will be at using it in creative and inspiring ways.

Dan Cohen, MSW
Founder and Executive Director, Music & Memory
New York, New York

Foreword



In 1980, my great grandmother, Florence Gwendolyn Fuller Rasco, sat down to write her autobiography, 
From Alpha to Omega or From Scratch to Now. Aged 86 at the time, she shared stories of significant life 
events, as one would imagine, but also brief accounts that documented her family’s way of life in 
rural Missouri—some that were most unexpected and charming. One such story painted a picture 
of a young Gwendolyn (the name she went by) dancing to the music of fiddle players who, when the 
weather was bad, would share their music through a telephone party line:

We kids would all play in another room from the grownups. Unbeknown to anyone, my uncle Bill Ellis 
had taught me to tap dance. So, one night when the music was really good for dancing, my feet just 
would not stay put. I was dancing, and the other kids were laughing and clapping. Someone came to the 
door to see what all the noise was about. So, I had to go in and dance for everyone!

Sometimes when the weather was too bad to get out, the fiddlers would give the [party] line ring and 
everyone would take down the receivers and they would play so we could all hear.

 When I first read this account several years ago, it occurred to me how fascinating our 
individual experiences with music can be. I never would have imagined such a story, and it stuck 
with me. Interestingly, my grandmother went to work for the phone company in the 1940s, and she 
worked there for many years.
 In the home where I grew up, in Kansas City, music was all around me. Both of my parents 
played guitar and would sing to my siblings and me—“Danny’s Song” by Loggins & Messina was a 
family favorite. They encouraged us in music—to play music ourselves, to appreciate the art, and to 
do something with it. I was always surprised they never thought they were talented enough to do 
much with it themselves, but I tried to make them proud: I was active in school choir, played clarinet 
and piano, and I took up guitar, as well, when I was a teenager. I also took an interest in songwriting; 
it began with writing silly songs with my brother Brandon—we fancied ourselves comedians as 
well—and I still write music today (more serious songs now), more than twenty years later. 
 January 9, 2008, we lost Brandon to a fatal car accident, just two days before his thirty-fifth 
birthday. Everyone who had known him was devastated . . . I couldn’t comprehend it. It was only 
through music, which bonded Brandon and me, that I was finally able to come to terms with his 
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Music is something we all have in common. It transcends religion, race, language, and even time. It 
fuels our emotions, our creativity, and how we experience the world around us. This universal nature 
of music is what I hoped to capture in this anthology—stories we can all relate to. I invited authors 
and artists from around the globe to share their stories of music, and to do so in the medium and 
genre of their choice—to tell their stories their way—as long as the stories were true. 
 When I first put out the call for submissions for Stories of Music, I thought I might get fifty 
stories, 100 if I were really lucky. As the submission period went on, and people learned about the 
project, I was blown away to have collected more than 1,000 stories in total. I reviewed each and every 
submission, and while I had to narrow down my selections, I was honored to have the opportunity to 
glimpse into the musical lives of so many people.
 The stories that follow were chosen not only because they are great works, but also because 
they complement one another very well. As I reviewed the submissions, I considered how the final 
pieces would be grouped together: should there be a chapter on healing, one on family traditions, 
another on travel? And so on. I quickly found that most works fall into more than one category, and 
organizing them in this way would limit the full impact of the individual stories.
 So, I put that idea to rest. You will notice there are no chapters in this anthology; rather, I 
have arranged the stories to more subtly connect their themes to one another, which in a way, also 
mirrors our life cycle with music—how we come to experience it for the first time in youth, how we 
experience music as we age, and everything in between. And, like listening to an album, readers 
can follow the themes from beginning to end, or you can enjoy the individual works at random. The 
stories explore how music bonds us with our family and friends, the distinctive musical traditions in 
various cultures, how music can help us heal, and how it connects us to generations past and those 
yet to come, to people next door and others a world apart.
 With works from more than forty authors and artists from eleven countries, Stories of Music 
will take you on a journey around the world through poetry, creative nonfiction, photography, audio 
recordings, and videos. These works will introduce you to fascinating people and perspectives; they 
will make you laugh, cry, and celebrate with the subjects of the stories; and they will arouse the music 
lover in you. Perhaps you will also be inspired to share your story. As part of the release of Volume 
1, I have opened a new call for submissions for anyone who would like their work considered for 
publication in Volume 2. You can share your story at www.storiesofmusic.com.

Introduction
death. The tragic event seemed to ignite my songwriting, and I wrote nearly twenty songs that year 
(that’s a lot for me). The songs would come to me in my sleep, when I would dream of being with him 
again or even getting the chance to say goodbye. I kept a photo of my brother front and center in my 
creative space; it felt like we were together again. His picture remains on my office desk as I write this 
now, and I hold in my mind the proud look on his face when I sang to him for what would be the last 
time. 
 These are just a few of the touching and poignant experiences I have had with music, which 
inspired the idea for this book. I know my stories are among countless tales that people all around 
the world have. While I cherish how music has moved me over the years, and I could likely fill a 
book with my stories alone, I am endlessly curious about how music impacts other people—from 
cultural traditions, travel experiences, and musicianship to healing, historical accounts, and music’s 
place in our relationships with others. Stories of Music was born from this curiosity. This collection is 
an opportunity to explore the various musical experiences people have had, to create a community 
around music storytelling, and to celebrate the feelings music can instill within us. 
 Music plays an important role in our lives, which is why in addition to compiling these 
stories to share, I’m also donating a portion of the proceeds from the sale of this book to give back 
to organizations whose work is centered on bringing music into the lives of others. Hungry for 
Music has impacted thousands of children globally in its twenty-one-year history, acquiring and 
donating instruments to those who are hungry to learn how to play. MUSIC & MEMORYSM, which 
brings personalized music into the lives of the elderly or infirm through digital music technology, 
is vastly improving the quality of life for people struggling with Alzheimer’s, dementia, and other 
cognitive and physical challenges. These organizations continue to grow their impact, and they are 
an inspiration for changing lives through music.
 It is my hope that readers will enjoy the distinctive works and genres offered in Stories of 
Music. I also hope this anthology, as well as the efforts of Hungry for Music and Music & Memory, 
will evoke more stories . . . and that I will have the opportunity to hear them.

Holly E. Tripp
November 2015



Violin Improvisations
by Aleksandr Kuznetcov

This image represents improvisation, 
when the notes and scores are not 
important anymore—only thoughts, 
feelings, and memories . . . when the 
outer world disappears.
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If the walls of this old house could sing
you would hear ballads of birthdays
blues of passing lives
carols of great joy
pianos and fiddles like long ago riddles
echoing down its halls
bouncing along baseboards like mice trapped in the walls.

For what if
once played, once sung 
music never really goes away
just hangs in the air
seeps into ceilings
becomes part of the furniture
like a drunken uncle who refuses to go home at the end of the night. 

Just last week you sat there
by the fireplace
a guitar across your knee
a song flowing across your teeth and through your lips
filling the room with harmony
a dimly remembered past for someone else
in need of healing and restoration and rest.
Decades from now
a young mother will walk into this room 
in desperate need of a lullaby 
and hear the faint whisper of one
dripping from the brick and mortar of the hearth

and she will cock her head to one side 
while she carries her son on her hip
and she will hum a song she has never heard before
and the boy will stop fidgeting and listen
to the now audible breath of his mother
and will glance at the fireplace as if there is something there
and smile
and wonder what it’s all about
this life before him
filled with sound and echoes. 

These walls can sing
do sing.
They put babies to sleep 
bring in the New Year and lament the old.
They call out the tunes as the band begins to play
urging us to sing along
these songs we all know
somehow. 
They cry out for one more
before we go 
one for the road
just one more.

Music never dies.
It lives in the gaps of silence
if we’re willing to be still 
and listen. 

If These Walls Could Sing
by Steve Givens

or visit
www.sombk.co/v1/4

The author’s reading 
of the poem

Scan to Listen
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time is the journey wind-sway cane makes
from the harvested field to factory to
the practiced lips and tongue of Cannonball Adderley
as he blows my seven-year-old mind, the sound
of his sax, my suburban Illinois savior

time is the four-bar break I take now, remembering

it’s the late sixties, it’s Chicago, Civil Rights are
marching on, and a post-King Jesse Jackson preaches
to the converts at Operation Breadbasket

but who, who is this white mother in bangs in
horn-rimmed Cat-Eye glasses with them?
she’s my mother, she’s my Holocaust-surviving mom
doing her bit to save this world and herself one raft
at a time

look real close and see us marching, hand in hand,
me some little blob of white in a sea of blackness, marching
down picketed streets, chanting “We Shall Overcome,”
the words foreign to me, the music a daylight lullaby
familiar as mom’s gripping, guiding hand

around this time my earliest musical memory is born,
the music jazz is delivered to me, kissing and screaming
my four walls, Cannonball’s Accent On Africa
taking first spins on our Woolworth’s mono, and I swear
it’s then when my ears really start to grow

When My Ears Began to Grow
by Ben Murray

it’s a concept album, I know now, a jazz man’s take
on African roots, a combo augmented by voices
by percussion by brass; but all I knew then was that
the exotic cover (a dashiki-clad Cannonball serenading some
neighborhood Nefertiti), and the magic black circle inside
held sustenance and shout-it-out power for my seven-year-old soul,
the misterioso tune, “Khutsana,” still the music I want to hear
after I’m gone

like mama, like son I too did my world-changing bit:
with the help of Cannonball—cranking the lo-fi, front door open
wide to the world, I’d share the sounds, blasting the music
for passersby, album cover displayed porch-front as if to say,

Hey people, this is it, this is what you’re hearing, listen
listen and change your life with me
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The Music in Me
by Nolan Stevens

“The Music in Me” is a digital art piece which 
takes its cue from a 1974 photograph, and is 
inspired by the many effects music has on 
a person. It is able to add colour to our lives, 
almost always giving a zestful surge to anyone 
it touches. It can recall and create memories that 
last a lifetime, and it holds the power to unlock 
a variety of emotions which span from joyous 
elation to frantic aggression, and anything in 
between. In short, this piece is an ode to the 
many powers of music.
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Every time my father drove me through the 
Winnipeg streets, I understood where the songs 
came from. Each derelict building or forgotten 
alleyway had a story behind it, it seemed:

See that rooftop? We peed on Big Moose 
when he was making out with his girlfriend 
up there. That house? My uncle bootlegged 
alcohol there. One of his customers shot a cop 
on the front porch. This bar was where I met 
a girl whose boyfriend was a demolitions guy 
for the army. My power went out four days 
later and I thought it was him, comin’ for me!

 
 My father, William Theodore Iveniuk, 
hails from what statisticians refer to as the Murder 
Capital of Canada, and one of my nation’s most 
dangerous cities. Having grown up in the Eastern 
European-immigrant ghetto that was the notorious 
North End, my father lived a life that would be 
best described as a long-lost Samuel Beckett play 
re-enacted by the Kids in the Hall. Everything my 
father told me about his life made me wonder how 
he came out alive and relatively lucid.
 Yet somehow, he did, and upon doing 
so made music. Influenced by Elvis Presley, 
Little Richard, and other founders of early 
rock ‘n’ roll, he put together a number of songs  

and toured with several bands, including Wild 
Rice and his personal project, Bill and The Bills. 
His music gained a cult following among a scant 
few, and had enough clout and creativity to write 
songs for Burton Cummings of the Guess Who 
and Sesame Street (the latter job was where he 
met my mother).
 My father always played music for me, 
although according to him I was not privy to it at 
first. He recounted the ways I ran up to him to set a 
hand against the guitar strings, keeping him from 
strumming away. This seemed to pass quickly 
enough, as I mostly remember being serenaded 
with songs like “Mister Sandman” and artists like 
Harry Nilsson. To channel my frustrations, my 
father broke out his Gibson and helped me write 
music about things that bothered me.
 To his disappointment, I’m not musically 
inclined. I have a passion for karaoke, to be sure, 
but my interest in picking up a guitar is limited 
due to a lack of confidence and skill, and my 
songwriting ability is laughable at best. And 
yet, living with a musician, hearing him grind 
out tunes in the studio he built in our basement, 
imparted a different kind of gift to me.
 I was born with a learning disability. 
My cognitive and motor function skills are not 
as strong as they are in most people, and later 

My Father’s Sounds
by Robert William Iveniuk

in life I found myself at the mercy of a vicious 
anxiety disorder. Human interaction was, and at 
times still is, arduous for me, as I can find myself 
struggling to decipher people’s words, thoughts, 
and feelings.	
	 I became more curious about music 
as I aged, and soon acquired an eclectic taste. 
A controlling older brother only allowed me 
to listen to Europop until I was twelve, upon 
which time I stumbled across more aggressive 
artists like The Prodigy, Rob Zombie, and 
AC/DC, and the strange but familiar sounds of 
Japanese pop-rock. Music helped me channel my 
thoughts, encouraging me to be creative in other 
ways—taking up a pen to draw out a scene, or 
writing a story and setting it to music. Moreover, 
it helped me understand my peers, equating 
songs to certain situations or people, and when 
my more musically inclined classmates started 
producing their own music, their own sounds, I 
understood them even more.
 When I hear my father’s sounds, I 
understand him.
 The music my father produced in his early 
days reflected the mad energy and rockabilly 
lifestyle he lived. The ultimate manifestation 
of this was found on the only full album Bill 
and The Bills produced, Bills, Bills, Bills, full of 
earworm-worthy tracks with lyrical content that 
ranged from love ballads to comedy. They carried 
whimsy, a carefree attitude, and a desire to love 
and be loved.
 The songs my father wrote for himself 
later would change, and with reason. Since 
Bills, Bills, Bills, my father experienced hardship

after hardship: raising two boys who had 
problems in school and life; forcing himself to 
work extra hard to help out around the house, 
injuring himself and wearing his body down 
more and more; and, the biggest blow, losing 
close friends, siblings, and even my half-sister. 
Though he doesn’t say it, I know he feels the 
weight.
 As such, when he got back to personal 
songwriting, there was a strong shift in tone, in 
soul. I’m not sure that these songs will ever see 
the light of day, but they are strong in my mind: 
“A Little Closer to Memphis,” about a solemn 
Elvis Presley’s return home from touring; “Meet 
Me at the Bridge,” the story of a final farewell 
between two lifelong friends; and, “Beyond the 
Universe,” a song that wonders about what lies, 
as he puts it, “beyond the golden gates.” Even 
his more lighthearted songs, “Get a Hold of 
Yourself” and “If I Had a Clone,” would not be 
out of place at some ho-down at the end of the 
world. They are somber and reflective and show 
the sadness in his heart.
 There’s a side to art that people are prone 
to neglect: the preservation of history. Not just 
world history and culture, but also personal 

“There’s a side to art that 
people are prone to neglect: the 
preservation of history. Not just 
world history and culture, but 
also personal history.”
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history. How many songs came right from 
the heart, or were based on some aspect of the 
songwriter’s life? What was the sociocultural 
zeitgeist that birthed that event, or the 
songwriter’s way of thinking? Wouldn’t you, the 
listener, want to know why a song was written, or 
who a song was written for? For me, it can enrich 
the experience. “Tears in Heaven,” for example, 
became more tragic when I learned it was about 
the death of Eric Clapton’s son, in much the same 
way I know (or think I know) who my father is 
talking to in “Meet Me at the Bridge.”
 Art, in this sense, creates both a window to 
the soul and a pocket in time. Songs in particular 

capture the voice of a musician, or the sound of 
their soul, and preserve it for future generations. 
Thanks to modern technology, we can actually 
capture a musician’s voice so we can play it for 
the world to listen.
 I’m thankful that my father recorded 
himself, preserved both his old and new songs. 
I’m thankful that I have his soul on tape. Hearing 
his music and singing his songs to myself 
breathes life into his memories of the sordid 
Winnipeg streets, shows me his scars, and tells 
me his secrets.
 I’m thankful for my father’s sounds, for 
they helped me to understand everyone else’s.
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My Heart Still Thinks of Yesterday
by Lapis

“My Heart Still Thinks of Yesterday” invokes 
a philosophy of classical Hindustani music 
based on separation—the separation we feel 
when we are born and are no longer one with 
the source of our creation, and the separation 
we feel when our loved ones leave us here on 
Earth to return to this source.

or visit
www.sombk.co/v1/42

“My Heart Still 
Thinks of Yesterday”

by Lapis

Scan to Listen

Lapis members from left to right: Rup Sidhu, Mohamed Assani, and Curtis Andrews (photo courtesy of Rup Sidhu)
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I	 am	 honored	 to	 share	 the	 story	 of	 my	 mother,	
Nancy	 Stratton,	 who	 had	 one	 of	 the	 most	
extraordinary,	 fulfilling,	 and	 yet	 terrifying	
experiences	of	a	lifetime.	Forty-five	years	ago	her	
Kappa	 Kappa	 Gamma	 sorority-singing	 group	
was	 signed	 as	 a	 United	 Service	 Organization	
(USO)	performance	act.	Nancy	and	her	sorority	
sisters	 (Chris,	 Pam,	 Linda,	 and	 Judi)	 did	 three	
tours	 over	 the	 course	 of	 two	 years	 during	 the	
Vietnam	War,	entertaining	the	troops	throughout	
Southeast	 Asia.	 From	 hospital	 wards	 to	 remote	
firebases	 and	 an	 aircraft	 carrier,	 they	 spread	
laughter,	joy,	hope,	and	love	to	over	100,000	men	
and	women	in	all	branches	of	the	armed	forces.	
Inspired	by	her	story,	I	asked	her	to	share	some	of	
her	experiences	in	an	interview.

	 Anna	 Wall	 (AW):	 Mom,	 what	 was	 the	
inspiration	 behind	 starting	 the	 Kappa	 Picker	
Group	within	your	sorority	chapter?

	 Nancy	 Stratton	 (NS):	 Prior	 to	 going	 to	
college	at	Colorado	State	University	(CSU),	I	was	
invited	to	a	legacy	luncheon	at	the	Boulder	Kappa	
House.	During	the	luncheon	a	group	of	sorority	
sisters,	 the	 Kappa	 Pickers,	 performed,	 and	

I	was	very	inspired	by	their	enthusiasm	and	their	
whole	 presentation.	 So,	 when	 I	 went	 through		
rush	the	following	August,	I	decided	that	I	would	
pledge	 Kappa	 and	 was	 hoping	 that	 I	 could	 be	
part	of	their	Kappa	Picker	Group.	When	I	found	
out	 they	did	not	have	a	Kappa	Picker	Group	at	
CSU,	I	decided	to	start	one	and	was	elected	Song	
Chairman.	

	 AW:	What	led	you	to	the	USO?

	 NS:	Well,	 I	was	watching	 the	Bob	Hope	
Vietnam	 Christmas	 Special	 on	 TV	 one	 evening,	
and	I	was	so	moved	by	what	Mr.	Hope	was	doing	
that	I	decided	in	the	back	of	my	mind	that	maybe	
we	as	the	Kappa	Picker	Group	could	go	overseas	
and	entertain	the	troops	like	he	was.	I	spent	six	
months	 researching	 how	 the	 process	 worked—
how	 the	 USO	 selected	 tours	 and	 groups	 to	 go	
overseas	 and	 entertain	 the	 troops—and	 I	 came	
upon	 James	 Sheldon’s	 name.	 He	 was	 the	 West	
Coast	 Hollywood	 producer	 of	 USO	 shows,	 so	 I	
sent	him	a	letter	and	introduced	our	group	to	him.	
He	wrote	back	and	specified	that	a	touring	group	
could	only	be	five	members,	and	at	the	time,	we	
had	nineteen	members	of	our	singing	group.	We	
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narrowed	down	the	group	to	five	members	and	
sent	our	biographies	and	pictures	to	Mr.	Sheldon,	
who	took	an	interest	and	decided	he	would	like	
to	audition	us	 .	 .	 .	 if	we	would	pay	for	his	first-
class	airline	ticket	from	Hollywood	to	Denver.	So,	
we	 did,	 and	 we	 auditioned	 at	 a	 Shakey’s	 Pizza	
Parlor	in	Fort	Collins,	Colorado.	

	 AW:	So,	what	was	Mr.	Sheldon’s	response	
when	you	auditioned	for	him?

	 NS:	 He	 said,	 “I	 believe	 that	 you	 five	
women	 would	 be	 an	 outstanding	 show	 for	 our	
troops.”	He	considered	us	the	all-American	girls	
back	 home—we	 represented	 their	 sisters	 and	
girlfriends,	and	we	were	the	same	age	as	most	of	
the	GIs.	Mr.	Sheldon	signed	us	on	and	we	were	to	
go	on	our	first	tour	in	the	summer	of	1970.

	 AW:	Did	any	of	you	have	any	professional	
experience	singing	or	performing?

	 NS:	 We	 did	 not.	 We	 were	 all	 shower	
singers	[laughter].	No,	and	that	was	the	uniqueness	
of	 our	 show.	 Our	 music	 was	 a	 combination	 of	
bluegrass	and	a	jug	band—just	fun-loving	music.	
Our	instruments	consisted	of	a	bass—made	out	of	
a	washtub	with	a	broom	handle	and	gut	string—
tambourines,	 maracas,	 banjos,	 and	 guitars.	 We	
played	the	washboard,	the	spoons,	we	played	the	
jug,	and	the	highlight	of	our	show	was	always	when	
we	pulled	out	five	kazoos.	We	were	a	unique	show	
and	had	no	experience.	But,	we	had	two	blondes,	
a	 redhead,	 and	 two	 brunettes,	 and	 that’s	 pretty	
much	all	we	needed	to	walk	on	stage	overseas.

	 AW:	That	must	have	been	 so	exciting	as	
five	 eighteen-year-old	 girls.	 What	 happened	
next?

	 NS:	We	were	given	our	itinerary	for	our	
first	 tour,	 which	 was	 called	 the	 Hardship	 Tour.	
We	 were	 to	 perform	 in	 the	 hospitals	 where	 the	

war	victims	were	sent.	We	went	to	Japan,	Korea,	
Guam,	the	Philippines,	Okinawa,	and	Korea	and	
performed	 about	 eight	 shows	 a	 day	 right	 in	 the	
hospital	wards,	and	then	after	the	shows	we	would	
go	bed	to	bed	and	shake	hands	with	the	GIs.	

	 AW:	And	how	did	the	GIs	respond?

	 NS:	 Often	 times	 they	 would	 hand	 us	 a	
little	note	 if	 they	were	 from	Colorado	and	 they	
would	 say,	 “Please	 call	 my	 mom	 and	 dad	 and	
tell	them	that	I’m	alive,	that	I’m	going	to	be	OK,	
and	let	them	know	where	I	am.”	They	asked	us	
to	 send	 their	 love	 to	 their	 families.	 It	 was	 very	
moving.	 We	 saw	 a	 lot	 of	 horrific	 things	 in	 the	
wards	of	the	hospitals.
	 The	 men	 and	 women	 who	 were	 injured	
in	 their	 beds	 would	 turn	 their	 mouths	 upward	
and	express	a	smile.	We	would	see	feet	tapping		

“Just	to	see	the	wounded	soldiers	
being	 inspired	and	happy	 in	 the	
moment—that	 we	 were	 taking	
their	minds	off	of	 their	pain	and	
suffering—was	wonderful.”
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most	 Americans,	 knew	 about	 a	 war	 going	 on,	
but	we	also	were	privy	to	the	nightly	newscasts	
of	the	Peace	Movement.	We	knew	that	there	was	
great	 division	 between	 the	 military	 efforts	 and	
the	Peace	Movement	efforts	in	the	United	States.	
We	 were	 very	 honored	 to	 have	 been	 chosen	 to	
be	 a	 USO	 show,	 and	 we	 were	 caught	 up	 in	 the	
moment	 of	 that.	 As	 we	 went	 over	 there	 and	
started	 performing	 and	 sharing	 our	 music,	 and	
then	upon	living	in	a	war	zone	right	among	the	
injured	 and	 active	 soldiers,	 we	 began	 to	 realize	
that	 this	was	 real	and	 that	 freedom	had	a	very,	
very	high	price.	We	felt	that	the	United	States	was	
the	most	phenomenal	country	in	the	world	to	live	
in	because	of	the	sacrifices	generations	of	people	
have	given	in	war	efforts	to	maintain	the	freedom	
that	we	have	in	this	country.	
	 One	 thing	 that	 really	 stuck	 out	 when	
we	 returned	 from	 our	 first	 tour	 and	 got	 off	 the	
airplane	at	the	San	Francisco	Airport	was	when	
we	walked	outside	and	there	were	big	signs	on	the	
grass	that	said,	“Dogs	and	GIs	keep	off	the	grass.”	
That	 was	 a	 very	 poignant	 statement	 of	 where	
the	 World—the	 United	 States	 was	 called	 “the	
World”	by	the	military	overseas—was	at	during	
that	 time.	 GIs	 wanted	 to	 get	 back	 to	 the	 World	
but	the	World	they	were	coming	back	to	was	very	
mixed	as	far	as	accepting	what	their	mission	was.	
So,	we	were	conflicted	when	we	came	back.	We	
empathized	 greatly	 with	 the	 military	 and	 their	
efforts	because	we	saw	firsthand	what	they	had	
to	do	to	maintain	freedom	in	the	United	States.

	 AW:	When	did	you	go	on	your	next	USO	
tour?	

	 NS:	 About	 two	 months	 after	 our	 return	
from	the	Hardship	Tour,	we	received	a	letter	from	
Mr.	 Sheldon	 stating	 that	 the	 USO	 Hollywood	
office	 had	 received	 hundreds	 of	 letters	 of		

gratitude	 and	 asked	 us	 to	 come	 back.	 We	 were	
granted	 a	 Christmas	 Special	 tour	 for	 thirty	
days	during	December	of	1970.	We	were	all	still	
actively	in	school	so	we	had	to	do	the	touring	on	
our	 Christmas	 vacation.	 So,	 back	 we	 went,	 and	
this	time	we	went	only	to	Vietnam.	

	 AW:	How	did	you	feel	about	all	the	great	
responses	 they	 received,	and	 then	 to	be	 invited	
back?	

	 NS:	 We	 were	 thrilled.	 We	 were	 young	
women	 who	 were	 just	 going	 to	 college	 in	 Fort	
Collins	 and	 singing	 fun	 songs	 at	 rush	 parties	
and	in	different	groups	in	Fort	Collins,	Colorado,	
and	 then	 all	 of	 a	 sudden	 we	 were	 performing	
for	hundreds	and	thousands	in	the	military.	We	
were	very	honored	and	very	excited	about	 the	
chance	 to	 go	 back	 and	 share	 our	 music	 with	
more	GIs.

	 AW:	 What	 was	 it	 like	 to	 return	 to	
Vietnam,	stepping	off	the	plane	into	a	war	zone	
again?

through	 the	 sheets.	 And	 some	 people	 were	
clapping	 along	 with	 us;	 some	 were	 singing	
along	with	us.	Just	to	see	the	wounded	soldiers	
being	 inspired	and	happy	 in	 the	moment—that	
we	were	taking	their	minds	off	of	their	pain	and	
suffering—was	 wonderful.	 We	 were	 really	 an	
escape	for	them.	

	 AW:	There’s	a	newspaper	clipping	of	you	
standing	 next	 to	 one	 of	 the	 wounded	 soldiers	
in	 the	 hospital	 ward.	 What	 was	 going	 on	 in	 the	
photo?	

	 NS:	That	was	a	very	 impactful	moment.	
The	young	man	in	that	photograph	was	thanking	
me	for	choosing	to	be	in	a	war	zone	when	he	was	
not	given	a	choice—he	had	to	be	in	that	war	zone	
because	of	the	draft.	Our	hearts	just	went	out	to	
these	young	men;	they	were	only	eighteen	years	
old,	in	hand-to-hand	combat	in	a	war	zone,	and	
losing	 parts	 of	 their	 bodies	 and	 losing	 parts	 of	
their	minds.	

	 AW:	 You’ve	 mentioned	 to	 me	 that	 you	
watched	a	man	receive	a	Purple	Heart	while	you	
were	performing	next	to	him	in	his	hospital	bed.	
Can	you	tell	me	more	about	that	experience?

	 NS:	Yes,	that	was	a	very	poignant	moment,	
too.	There	were	generals	on	both	sides	of	his	bed,	
and	they	asked	our	group	to	sing	bedside	upon	
giving	him	the	Purple	Heart.	They	pulled	down	
the	bed	sheets	to	pin	the	heart	on	him,	and	that	
is	 when	 we	 learned	 he	 was	 a	 quadriplegic:	 he	
had	no	arms;	he	had	no	legs.	I	believe	he	stepped	
on	a	landmine	or	near	a	grenade	to	save	some	of	
his	comrades,	and	he	lost	all	of	his	limbs.	It	was	
devastating,	it	was	shocking,	it	was	very	sad.	I	had	
very	 mixed	 emotions	 that	 this	 young	 man	 had	
sacrificed	so	much	of	himself	for	our	freedom.	

	 AW:	How	did	that	first	tour	impact	your	
views	on	the	war?	What	were	your	views	before	
you	left,	and	then	when	you	came	back?	

	 NS:	 Well,	 that	 is	 a	 very	 large	 question.	
Prior	 to	going	 into	an	active	war	zone	we	were	
college	 girls—young	 college	 girls—who,	 like	
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	 NS:	 Well	 the	 first	 word	 that	 comes	 to	
mind	 is	 “frightening.”	 When	 the	 plane	 landed	
we	 were	 immediately	 whisked	 away	 through	
customs,	 with	 high	 security,	 and	 we	 were	 put	
into	jeeps	with	armed	security	with	us.	We	drove	
through	 the	 city	 of	 Saigon,	 and	 every	 political	
building	 was	 surrounded	 by	 coiled	 barbed	
wire	 and	 armed	 guards.	 We	 actually	 heard	 an	
explosion;	 we	 heard	 a	 loud	 pop	 sound	 and	 the	
jeeps	immediately	stopped.	We	girls	thought	that	
we	 were	 possibly	 being	 fired	 at,	 but	 it	 turned	
out	that	we	had	a	blowout	on	the	tire	of	one	of	
the	 jeeps.	 That	 got	 the	 adrenaline	 flowing	 very	
quickly!
	 We	 stayed	 in	 buildings	 called	 BOQs	
(bachelor	 officer	 quarters),	 and	 they	 were	 very	
modestly	 appointed	 highrise	 hotel	 buildings	 in	
downtown	Saigon.	The	windows	were	all	taped	
with	an	“X,”	made	out	of	four-inch-wide	masking	
tape,	 so	 the	 glass	 would	 not	 shatter	 should	 we	
be	under	rocket	attack	 in	the	city.	 I	 think,	upon	
arriving	at	the	BOQs,	we	truly	realized	we	were	
in	an	active	war	zone	and	that	we	were	in	a	very	
risky	situation.	We	were	morale	builders;	we	had	
a	positive	effect	on	the	troops	so	there	was	a	price	
on	our	heads	by	the	Viet	Cong.	Anything	could	
happen	at	any	moment.
	 One	 day	 we	 went	 back	 to	 our	 BOQ	 and	
were	told	that	another	BOQ	two	blocks	away	had	
been	bombed	by	a	Viet	Cong	who	was	disguised	
as	 a	 priest.	 That	 magnified	 the	 dangerous	
situation	we	were	in,	but	it	didn’t	matter.	We	were	
just	high	on	the	entire	experience	and	the	ability	
to	bring	an	entertaining	show	to	all	the	men	and	
women	that	were	over	there.	

	 AW:	Tell	me	about	your	performances	in	
Vietnam.

	 NS:	For	the	majority	of	our	thirty	days	
in	Vietnam,	we	would	be	flown	out	to	remote	
firebases	 by	 helicopter.	 We	 would	 stand	 on	 a	
four-foot-high	mound	of	dirt,	and	that	was	our	
stage.	 The	 GIs	 would	 just	 sit	 on	 the	 ground.	
We	 were	 performing	 on	 the	 edges	 of	 the	
jungles	 where	 most	 of	 the	 battle	 was	 taking	
place.	And	coming	into	a	war	zone,	we	always	
had	 machine	 gunners	 on	 either	 side	 of	 the	
helicopter	doors	 in	preparation	 for	a	possible	
attack	as	we	landed.	
	 We	 did	 a	 lot	 of	 cover	 songs	 from	 the	
Mamas	 &	 Papas	 and	 Peter,	 Paul,	 and	 Mary	 .	 .	 .	
that	 type	of	music,	and	we	did	a	 lot	of	original	
songs,	 in	 addition	 to	 Christmas	 songs.	 We	 had	
put	 together	 a	 one-hour	 show—and	 that	 was	
very	difficult,	to	have	enough	songs	to	fill	those	
sixty	 minutes.	 I	 remember	 our	 first	 encore	 that	
we	 received.	We	had	no	more	 songs	 left,	 so	we	
just	 came	 back	 out	 and	 sang	 our	 opening	 song	
again,	 which	 was	 the	 “Colorado”	 song	 that	 we	
performed	 at	 every	 show.	 Funny	 and	 awkward	
things	like	that	would	happen	along	the	way,	but	
we	pulled	it	off.
	 After	 every	 show	 we	 would	 go	 into	 the	
audience,	and	we	would	shake	hands,	give	hugs,	
sign	autographs.	We	received	notes	and	letters	to	
take	back	home	to	 their	 families.	We	wanted	 to	
do	that	as	much	as	possible.

	 AW:	How	did	the	GIs	respond	to	having	
your	group	in	Vietnam	over	the	holidays?
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	 NS:	I	think	it	was	special	to	them	that	we	
were	 there	 over	 the	 holidays,	 but	 it	 also	 made	
them	 homesick.	 On	 Christmas	 Eve,	 we	 played	
for	a	Marine	camp	that	had	been	 in	 the	 jungles	
for	 nine	 weeks.	 It	 was	 announced	 during	 the	
show	that	if	some	of	the	men	didn’t	stop	trying	
to	 get	 up	 on	 the	 stage,	 we	 would	 have	 to	 end	
the	show.	They	just	wanted	to	be	close	to	us;	we	
were	 singing	 Christmas	 songs,	 and	 I	 remember	
singing	“Silent	Night”	and	how	somber	everyone	
was—I	saw	tears	on	the	faces	of	several	men	and	
women.	The	whole	mood	was	very	subdued,	very	
spiritual,	and	a	few	people	were	overcome	to	the	
point	where	they	did	rush	the	stage	(the	mound	
of	dirt),	and	we	did	have	to	stop	the	show.	As	the	
jeep	was	whisking	us	away,	a	GI	ran	up	to	me	and	
handed	me	a	belt.	He	said,	“This	is	my	treasure.	
I	took	this	off	of	a	Viet	Cong	this	morning,	and	I	
want	you	 to	have	 it.”	We	had	several	 situations	
like	that	happen	throughout	the	tour.

	 AW:	Where	else	did	you	perform	while	in	
Vietnam?

	 NS:	 One	 of	 the	 most	 empowering	 and	
memorable	experiences	of	our	three	tours	we	did	
was	 when	 we	 performed	 aboard	 the	 USS	 Kitty	
Hawk	 aircraft	 carrier	 in	 the	 demilitarized	 zone,	
which	 was	 between	 North	 and	 South	 Vietnam.	
We	 were	 five	 women	 on	 a	 ship	 that	 had	 three	
thousand	 sailors	 onboard.	 We	 spent	 three	 days	
there.	 In	addition	to	our	shows,	we	dined	 in	 the	
mess	 hall	 with	 the	 sailors	 and	 it	 was	 just	 very,	
very	empowering.	They	had	been	at	sea	for	about	
five	months	and	had	not	 seen	people	 from	back	

home—from	 the	 World—so	 needless	 to	 say	 our	
shows	were	very	well	received	on	the	Kitty	Hawk.

	 AW:	You	put	yourself	in	so	much	danger	
on	these	tours.	Why	was	it	worth	it	to	you?

	 NS:	When	you	stand	up	and	look	out	on	
the	deck	of	a	ship,	for	instance,	at	approximately	
five	hundred	people	looking	back	at	you,	and	what	
you	 are	 doing	 creates	 such	 joy	 and	 enthusiasm	
and	happiness	 .	 .	 .	 it’s	an	overwhelming	rush	of	
satisfaction.	We	truly	brought	a	lot	of	laughter,	a	
lot	 of	 music,	 a	 lot	 of	 happiness	 and	 joy	 to	 these	
men	and	women	who	were	in	the	middle	of	a	war,	
and	it	was	just	an	incredible	feeling	to	create	that	
experience	 for	 them.	 That	 was	 our	 motivation;	
that	was	our	purpose.	Music	was	the	vehicle	that	
put	us	there,	and	we	enjoyed	lifting	their	spirits.	
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