ON AIR FEST
Border-walking in brooklyn
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How a festival celebrating
sound made a lasting impact…

L

ANDMARKS serve as guides. They bring

familiarity as we navigate from place to
place — reminding us that our journey has
significance, not only because of where we’re headed,
but because of that which has previously made an
impression on us.
Most often, we think of them in relation to practical
physical locations — such as the Walk-in Deli on the
corner of Wythe Ave and N. Tenth St — but they also
manifest themselves as moments in time. In such
occurrences, they can signify a sea change, an indelible
event, a bookmark into our pages of recall. We can give
as much or as little effort to ignoring time as we so
choose, but the landmarks we place within it — or that
are placed for us — become our history.

LIVING ON AIR
On Friday, March 6th, 2020, I awoke in room 310 of the
boutique Wythe Hotel — a repurposed former barrel
factory in the heart of Brooklyn, New York — to attend
the first day of On Air Fest — a conference that “brings
together audio makers, artists and storytellers, the
podcast industry and listeners to be inspired by the art
of sound.” Over the course of the next few days, I would
witness over 100 audio makers, artists and storytellers
engaging in thought-provoking cultural interviews,
workshops, and creative performances.
As one inspired by Makoto Fujimura’s book Culture
Care, I was seeking to be a mearcstapas or “borderwalker” — one who travels outside of the native
community to experience and connect with other
communities, and to, ultimately, bring back the insights
that prove themselves as generative. I was a Detroiter,
looking to Brooklyn.
The resourceful composer and musician John Cage
once said, “Silence is not the absence of sound, it’s the
opportunity to listen.” I absorbed this appraisal
while taking in the flawless live performance of the
episode John Cage: 4’ 33” from Dallas Taylor’s podcast
20,000 Hertz. It’s not an intuitive thought in the
midst of a festival celebrating sound, but in practice,
it’s the moments of silence that help us to realize
what we’re missing.

So, too, is it an irony that in order to be heard with
any level of scale, the human voice needs amplification
through means such as a microphone; and yet, it all
seems to come floating back to the grounded reality that
the most revered discussions are the most intimate ones.
It’s why the gathered crowd is hushed as JJ Johnson —
Chef and Founder of NYC’s community-based experience
Field Trip — answers the question posed by Adam
Rapoport — Editor-in-Chief of Bon Appétit — with, “It’s
great that people want to be like me, but the better
question is: How do you want to be like you?”

BRAIN WAVES
With an introvert’s last-moment lunge of seeking
assurance before heading to New York, I asked for a
friend’s advice — to which he replied with the noticeably
needed words, “Make a connection. It’s always more fun
to experience a conference with people, not just among
people.” Part of my strategy to do this was to write down
names and a short memory jogger of those I had some
level of interaction with — fellow attendees, conference
organizers, hotel staff, Uber drivers — in the hope that
something would hint toward more.
In line with my usual pacing — and after a thwarted
opportunity or two — the first real connection moment
happened at the conclusion of the last session of the first
day, after a live story performance of a Radio Diaries’
episode titled A Wrench in the Works — which is a true
tale of avoiding the accidental detonation of a nuclear
warhead. It’s the kind of story you have to debrief about
in order to make sense of it — even if that means slowly
twisting to the side to converse with a complete stranger.
Mimi and the Brain is a clever designation for a
“way-too-fun-to-be-science podcast about all things
brainy.” As I offered a hello, Mimi Hayes promptly
replied, “Whoa! Wasn’t that mind-blowing? Pun
intended. And I should know, as someone who has
literally had her mind blown!”
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A former high school teacher
in her not-too-distant past in
Colorado, Mimi made the
courageous move to New York
after recovering from a brain
hemorrhage that turned her life
upside down in August of 2014.
She was 24. As she’s battled her
way to Brooklyn, and continues to
process the dynamic disruption of a
brain injury, her life pivot now
includes being a comedian, author,
and podcaster.
While listening to Mimi sharing
pieces of her story, there was little
doubt that the gateway had been
opened. Unbeknownst to her, I had
invested ten years working with
children and young adults whose
lives had also been disrupted by
the effects of traumatic brain
injury. So, our discussion naturally
navigated through a mixture of
topics and continued well beyond
being politely kicked out of the
theater by the event staff. It
became apparent that this would
be the connection, the new-found
neighbor I would have the pleasure
of perusing the conference with —
moments that would include
meeting Amanda, a podcasting
trainer and author from Toronto
(with whom Mimi would later
exchange books they had each
written), wandering into the
overcrowded Adobe suite to
discover bits of digital wisdom,
and seizing upon a warm weather
moment to toss a Frisbee during
a break — while strategically
avoiding pedestrian traffic on
the sidewalk.
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CARRY-ON IMPACT
As any traveler knows, you can only
bring with you what you can carry.
Between clothing, toiletries, some
snack-age, and recording gear, my
suitcase and backpack were pretty
much already at capacity upon
arrival. So, a visit to Rough Trade
NYC — the Brooklyn branch of the
famed record store — would prove
an astute exercise in consumer
discipline. After all, vinyl records
aren’t known to be as malleable as a
t-shirt or socks.
After spending close to three
hours of an enchanted Saturday
evening meticulously surveying row
upon row of record bins, I pared
down my desires to humbly
purchase Explosions In The Sky’s
All of a Sudden I Miss Everyone, and
a record of outtakes from Elvis
Presley’s sessions at American
Sound Studios in 1969 — sessions
that would ultimately gift us the
stirring hits Suspicious Minds and
In The Ghetto.
Following the lead of Wythe
Avenue and its surrounding blocks,
one encounters a mix of commerce,
habitat, brick, and peculiar murals.
To describe the fragments I
witnessed of Brooklyn through the
lens of photography, I would simply
say it has texture. It’s a bit rough,
but it’s beautiful. It’s a bit
intimidating, but it’s lovable — like
any well developed character. As we
season, it’s easier to notice that it’s
the texture that provides the deeper
elements of a compelling narrative.
So, how do we look to share
these found inspirations? I can

gently cram a few records into my
luggage to later share with friends,
but thankfully, we have better
means than stuffing stories into
suitcases. We can wrap them in our
mind, pump them through our
heart, and deliver them one-by-one
to awaiting ears — because there is
always going to be value in the
person-to-person exchange of ideas.
My avenue could be by way of
hosting a live podcast performance
of 20,000 Hertz, or commissioning
Mimi Hayes to provide a voiceover

intro for a future episode of my Guest Friends podcast, or
developing a concert series highlighting documentary
film scores —which could be sponsored in part by a
content provider like Netflix. Observe, process, and
interpret. You are because you impact.
AMPLIFYING ARTS & CULTURE
The practice of lifelong learning leaves room to still be
fascinated by things. It was through my role as a board
member at Trinity House — an intimate, 78-seat
listening room primarily devoted to live music — that
a cancelled opportunity to be present for the Detroit
premiere of Aretha Franklin’s Amazing Grace
documentary opened the way to attend an intro
workshop about grant-writing, instead. My curiosity

was amplified after the presenter introduced me to
CultureSource — a member association that seeks to
“advance the work of organizations that cultivate
creative and cultural expression in Southeast Michigan.”
Over the course of the next few months, I showed
up to enough grant-writing workshops hosted by
CultureSource that I felt duly prepared to apply for a
professional development mini-grant through the
Michigan Council for Arts & Cultural Affairs. This
forward-looking state agency encourages its citizens to
“make arts and culture a recognized, valued, and
expected part of everyday life.” I discovered On Air Fest
through the research phase of my application, and am
grateful to have been awarded the grant that paved the
way for this excursion to Brooklyn.
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PRESERVATION
While departing for JFK by way of an Uber
on Sunday, March 8th, I gazed out the window
beginning to process my time in Brooklyn —
until I spotted a vaguely familiar sight that
had previously only been known to me
through the pages of an antique guidebook. I
hadn’t been expecting it, but it made sense
since we were traveling on the Van Wyck
Expressway through Queens. In the distance,

through brief gaps in the tree line, was the
Unisphere from the 1964–65 New York
World’s Fair. A stainless steel monument to
progress that is one of the last remaining
artifacts from that international showcase of
culture and technology; it continues to stand
its ground as a true landmark — even
amongst a changing landscape.
Little did I realize at the time, that within
the course of the next ten days, the world
would essentially shut down due to the
rampant spread of the coronavirus. On Air
Fest would be my last immersive public event.
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The Jayhawks at the Brooklyn
Bowl would be my last concert.
Delta Flight 1013 — JFK to
DTW — would be my last
interstate travel. Lives would be
disrupted — and even more
grievously, lost to this illness.
For how long? Well, it’s still
TBD, but I trust that if there’s a
before, then there’s an after. This
is that sea change, that indelible
event, that bookmark into our
pages of recall that instinctively

leads to “I remember where I was
when…” -type moments. It was
placed for us.
As I flip through the
scribblings in my journal, I spot a
quote from perhaps the most
anticipated session of the
conference — On Being’s Krista
Tippett interviewing author
Ocean Vuong — to which the
guest offered this insight about
the biblical story of Noah’s Ark,
“The mythos is so powerful. When

the apocalypse comes, what will
you put in the vessel to preserve,
and what will you leave out?”
We collectively help make

that decision, and as someone
new to border-walking, I’m
still in the process of gathering
my recommendations.
Christopher Waterman serves as VicePresident of the Board of Directors at the
nonprofit arts venue Trinity House. His
most recent creative endevor is as Producer
and Host of the Guest Friends podcast
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