You are listening to tell me your story where we connect to HLS staff on a personal level.

Hello everyone, this is Edgar Kley Filho from the Office of Equal Opportunity. My pronouns are he, him, his. Today, we are talking to Bradford Conner from FSS, who you tell us about his life, how long he is in this position at HLS, and the work he does. Thank you for joining us, Brad, and please tell me your story.

How far back do you want me to go?

You can go as far back as you want to know everything about you. Tell me your position just what you do quickly because you're going back to that one later on. Then your family history, if you are from Massachusetts, New England area, where you're from, and then you go from there.

Okay. Presently, my position is faculty assistant to three professors; Henry Smith, Gabriella Blum, and Tom Brennan. I've been working with them since the early teens, as it were. Although my relationship with Henry goes back further than that, and you can ask me about that later.

Yes, we do. Then about your family history, your family's from New England area?

No. I just got back from Cruse vacation. Someone asked me where I was from, and I said, Boston, and they said, "You don't have the right accent. Where are you from?" Anyway, you're right, I don't have the right accent. I grew up in West Virginia. Grew up in a little town called Hurricane. Although if you look at it on the page, it's Hurricane. My dad's family is the one who discovered the town and got the land grant from George Washington.

Really?

Yes. It goes all the way back.

That's fantastic.

I really didn't know a lot of that until I got older and sort of the family history started coming out. They wanted to make sure I grew up as a normal child. But truthfully, my family I'm not going to say they were poor, they were probably lower middle class. My dad was a supervisor at Dupont, and my mother grew up on a full working farm; full working farm in that everything came from the farm.

That's amazing. Your childhood was mainly in West Virginia?

In West Virginia.

How long you lived there? Tell me, how was this experience growing up there? Because you tell about your father having a different job than the experience that your mom had living in a farm. I think that's amazing too.

Here's an interesting thing about the area I grew up. In World War II, when Hitler's Germany had the hit list of when the United States declared war on Germany, the hit list was comprised of three cities; New York concentration of population, Washington DC, the government and Charleston, West Virginia, which is where I grew up. Why Charleston, West Virginia? Because all the chemical plants were located there concentrated in that area; Dupont, Union Carbide, Monsanto, all of them. They were making nylon for parachutes. They were making the chemicals used in warfare. It was a very important area.

Three target cities that were in strategic.

That was an interesting fact about that area. Now, as I was growing up, interestingly enough, those companies were already beginning to move out to places like India and China because what had happened was when you're dealing with chemicals, they're in the ground, they're in the water, they're everywhere. I have myriad stories about chemicals being released in the air. I think that they were realizing that it was going to catch up to them. They started moving operations to places that they knew that the laws weren't going to get after them. I have lots of stories about accidental release of chemicals and waking up in the middle of the night and the air smelled like sulfur air. Your skin was tingling, and fish dying in the river and all this stuff. Basically, I ended up going to school early because my birthday is in October. When your birthday is that late, either you start school early or you get held back a year. Evidently, I was precocious enough that I got to start early.

Nice.

It meant I was always the youngest one in the class. Everybody else was older than me.

Other than you are.

Because I started grade school at five.

Was the school closer to where you used to live or you have to -

Well, no, I rode on school bus. Even though I was in Hurricane, I actually there's something very different about growing up in West Virginia as opposed to Massachusetts. In Massachusetts, the towns are everything, and the counties are hardly anything. You move out of New England, the counties are everything, and the towns are hardly anything.

Interesting.

The counties are the ones that have the power. I grew up quite a ways outside of the city limits of Hurricane, but in fact, I was considered part of Hurricane. The bus would come and it was about a 20 minute bus ride to get to school or longer if you stopped and picked up all the kids in route.

How was your experience with dad?

Well, it was an interesting childhood. It's a totally different culture from here. I figured out, I would say early teens that I was gay. That is not a great culture for growing up gay. I still think it's probably not a great culture for growing up gay.

One question, though. Do you think that's still a reality today or was the time that we were there?

Well, definitely was a time. People weren't coming out at that point. That wasn't really a possibility at that point.

How old were you we're talking about?

You're talking about the '60s and '70s. That just wasn't an option. Today, I think it's probably easier, but it's still not easy.

Still fighting, but there is a little bit more acceptance? It depends on the region.

It depends on the region. I would say we know this. If you're in the cities, they tend to be more accepting. If the cities are university cities, then they tend to be more accepting, but in the rural areas, they're still governed a lot by very conservative religious values.

Yes.

It's difficult. Now, I am going to say that I can't remember a time that I wasn't able to be myself. It's just I didn't talk about it; I didn't talk about what my feelings were. Basically, my parents were very accepting as to who I was. I was always again, precocious. I liked to read books, I loved to play the piano, I was in the arts. There are many things. I grew up in a family of mother, father, three older sisters, and then a big gap, and then I came along, and I was the youngest, and I was the only boy. As I was my mom's favorite.

Of course.

That explains a lot. It's always explained a lot. My dad died in 1981. I was in college at the time, and he died of cancer from Asbestos. Again, he was a supervisor at Dupont. Anyway, it caught up with him. My mother lived until 2010. She loved living there. She loved being in West Virginia. I became a misfit very early on. Well, knowing I was gay, also, but reading books and wanting to explore. I can tell you a crucial moment in growing up. My dad knew he had cancer. He decided that what he needed to do was take advantage of the years he had left. He knew the clock was ticking and so he wanted to travel. My three older sisters had already gotten married by that point. They were out of the house. My mom was beginning to show that she was agoraphobic. She really didn't like travel, she didn't like big crowd, she didn't like leaving the house. She didn't want to travel. Again, my dad realized, "I need to do this if I'm going to ever do this." Literally, I came home from school one day and he said, "There's a surprise on the bed." I went and looked on the bed, and there were tickets for a tour of England and France. He and I went on this major tour of England and France, found out that we were very good travel companions. I remember the moment that we got back so it was like three weeks later.

Three weeks?

It was three weeks.

Were you out of town already at that time? No.

No. I have to tell you, I was never really out to my parents. I never had what they call the discussion.

There was a moment that I started to have the discussion with them, and my mother started going to pieces. She was a very dramatic woman. [LAUGHTER] She actually left the room. Again, they were older. They were an older generation. Remember, I'm quite a lot younger. What happened was she left the room, and my dad and I were sitting there in silence, and he said, sometimes you don't need to say anything because we just love you the way you are.

Oh, my.

Which was pretty powerful. I was like, okay, fine. As long as you allow me to be who I am. He's saying we love you unconditionally.

Exactly.

He died a little over a year later. I'm pretty sure they knew what was coming. But he said, you don't have to put it into words, we just love you. Now, I'm sure a lot of people think that's a cop out, but my father was born in 1960. My mother was born in 1923. They were of a different time and generation. I think he was asking me to accept them for who they were, as I was asking them to accept who I was.

Exactly.

I thought that was a good lesson to learn.

If that worked in a way that love was there. Some people need more of affirmation than others. I think each individual has their own way to deal with their reality, and I think we should respect that. I'm also a firm believer that generational gaps in the way that they are, in the way that are brought up, sometimes they don't even know how to process that. In a way that sometimes you look at this new generation come in to, what's happened? Because you thought that you were so cool and so advanced and so progressive, and then you see them going to a different level, that is, okay, can I get there? Because I feel like kind of a little bit distant right now.

Oh, right.

I think that's part of that. I think I can totally understand what your father said at that moment.

Well, I didn't think it was a cop out, and I still don't think it's a cop out.

I don't think so either.

Again, he died in '81, and then my mom essentially lived for 30 more years and we never had that discussion.

Exactly.

But in fact, when I got with my partner, my husband now, there was never any question.

There was an acceptance.

We never talked about it. Basically, when he came to visit, her arms were open, she gave him a hug, and that was it.

Perfect.

While we didn't put it in verbiage. We basically as my dad said, we love you who you are, and that's all that we need to know.

Beautiful.

I'm like, okay, I can accept that. But going back to that crucial moment, so there I'd had that big trip with my father. I mean, it was life changing, going all over England, going to London, going all over France, and going to Paris. We had some great adventures and like I said, we got along very well. We got back to Charleston, West Virginia. That's where the Yeager Airport is. We flew into Charleston and I remember getting off the plane and literally the way the Charleston Airport was at that time, like Logan, you didn't get off and go onto a ramp that goes in the airport. You literally came to the top of the stairs and walked down onto the tarmac? I remember getting off the plane, looking at West Virginia, and at that moment, something inside me said, I probably can't stay here for my life. I have to go someplace else.

Wow. Where did you go? I want to ask a previous question, but I want to know, college. Where did you go to college? Was it still in West Virginia?

Yes, it was in West Virginia. I went to WVU, West Virginia University. I initially went into mathematics. Why mathematics? Because music doesn't pay. How I got into music's a whole different story, but music doesn't pay. I realized and accepted that. I went into mathematics because I was good at math. But I also realize once I got into mathematics, that my only option would be to teach. Now, not that I didn't like teaching, I actually do a lot of teaching. These days, I teach at a couple of adult ed centers. That's a different part of my life. But I switched over to go into accounting. You look at me and it's like accountant, really?

Yeah, I'm looking at that exactly.

It's math and what I did, I basically ended up getting a double degree in accounting and management. I was good at management. But in the case of accounting, my dad died in the course of my college career at that point. I got into the last semester of accounting. I was in an accounting class with an extremely boring professor, [LAUGHTER] extremely boring professor, who I have to say, one of the other things that this would never happen, he was involved in a conservative Christian group on campus. He would come to class and ask students if they'd like to come to this Christian meeting. Now, we would never allow that now. It was very interesting. But I didn't dislike him for that because it didn't seem strange to me at the time. Looking back. But anyway, it was a boring class. Oh, my gosh, I cannot tell you how boring this was. I'm in my last semester and there was a moment probably two or three weeks into the semester, and it cracked. I mean, there was just like a monumental crack.

Really?

I realized, I can't do this. I just cannot be an accountant for the rest of my life. I cannot just sit behind a desk or count bottle tops as an auditor. I cannot do that. I left the class, and I was in tears. I'm not afraid to admit that. I was in tears and I went back to my apartment.

I called my mother and I just was like, I don't know what I've done. I can't believe that I've done this. There was this big, long silence on the phone from my mother. Then her first words were, I wondered when this was going to happen. I'm like, what? She said, I had a feeling this was going to happen. She said, here's the deal. If you want to go back into music, I'll help you, but you have to prove to me that you're willing to also work to extend your college education. Because up to that point, my parents had been really generous, in making sure that my car was paid for, that my apartment was paid for, I never was a big spender. It was okay. But she said, I need proof that you're willing to do this. I don't want to just keep paying for the education by myself. Fine. I'm a pianist. I started doing accompanying jobs. I had already been doing accompanying jobs in churches, but now I was going to actually take on accompanying recitals and juries in music school. I went and auditioned and they took me into music school. All my core credits had already been out of the way, so they took me as a higher level student.

Nice.

Then my real passion was music history. I got a double degree in music and history. If that's not enough, by the way, at the same time, one of the reasons I don't have a West Virginia accent is I got very interested in foreign languages.

That's a turn.

It was a real turn. I'm going to say most kids in West Virginia don't study foreign languages. [LAUGHTER] In fact, I have to tell you WVU just in the past two years cut out their entire foreign language department. Which I just couldn't believe. I was like, what? They have cut it down so that they have a few teachers who will teach Chinese and Spanish and that's it. But what happened, I ended up having to take some foreign language to get into college. That was a requirement. I did have two years of foreign language and that was French. It was Hurricane, West Virginia. They only had French. They had Latin, but I wasn't in the sciences. I wasn't allowed to take Latin. I was only allowed to take French. We had French when I was there. But I got to college and I didn't want to speak French, I wanted another language, and I chose German. I started taking German classes, and I took them all the way through my accounting and management years and my music history and performance years. I got to the last year of college, and I got contacted by the dean of the foreign language department out of nowhere saying, could you please come to my office? I'm like why? Because I was a musician, I take an Italian and French as well. I was just taking foreign languages all the time because I'm nerdy, and I thought it was fun. I go to her office, and I remember her sitting across the desk, and she's like just take linguistics, and we'll give you a degree. You've got all the credits to do German. I had already been certified by the Gerta Institute as a fluent German speaker. I had taken French, I had taken Italian. I had the sub majors you have the lesser language majors. She said, you've taken all these take linguistics, and you can have the degree and so I took linguistics.

Oh my goodness.

I got a foreign language degree on top of all that.

Brad, you speak English, German, Italian?

Florent ones. I speak Italian, French and Spanish. I just love to speak language.

Where did you practice before? If you were doing that, at the time when you were going through all of that. If the area where you were, I don't know how diverse was at that time, but how you have the prat.

It wasn't diverse at all.

It still isn't really diverse by certain standards.

No. I actually think for foreign languages, you have to use. You learn all the book learning. But until you get into a live situation where you have to do.

Yes.

I always like to think of it as file cards that they're very dusty and they're in the back of your mind, and you pull them out of your mind and wipe the dust off the card, and then you have to start using it. For German it's while I was still in accounting, there I got recommended to go to a summer course at the University of Salzburg. I did a summer course. I lived there for literally the summer moving into the fall. That was the first time. Second time, I'm entrenched in the German department. One of the professors was connected with at that time, what was called the American College of Salzburg. It was located in the Leopold's Cron in Salzburg, which most people recognize from the sound of music. It's one of the palaces they use in the sound of music. That back scene where you have the lake with the two sea horses and the Alps and the back. That's the back patio of that palace. There are some indoor scenes that come from that palace. That's how people know it. But it was owned by the American College of Salzburg, and he was the second in command, the Vice President, something like that, whatever the position was called. It then became the Salzburg seminars. I think Harvard even has a connection with Salzburg seminars. Then now it's become Salzburg seminars. I think it's become something else. It keeps rotating, but anyway, beautiful place, and he said, would you like to come and study? I said, I don't have the money to do this. This is expensive. He said, I'll make a deal with you. He said, I'm going to bring a select group of students to come and study. I'd like you to be one of them, but I'll give you a cheaper price to do this because I want nothing to do with them over the weekend and you're older than them, because I've been in college now quite a bit longer. You're older than them. Not much older, but you've lived in Salzburg, you know the area, you know Austria, you know Germany, you know Bavaria. You have to take care of them on the weekends and make sure that they go on trips to explore the area to get a take full advantage of what the area has to offer. I said, sure, I'll do that.

Anyway, I went over with them for a few months. I stayed with a family which I am still in contact with.

That's wonderful.

Stayed in the hills overlooking Salzburg it's a place called Halvong. Just stunning. Just absolutely stunning area.

I can only imagine.

What happened was I went over, I studied there and then on the weekends, I would have to grow up and have to take them to different places.

It would be a tour guide of some and that horrible landscape of [OVERLAPPING].

Oh, yeah I know. I took them to Vienna, I took them up to Bavaria. I took them all over. That was my job and that's how I said.

That sounds like a dream job.

It was a great job. I was there again, through the summer and going into the fall, and I had to negotiate with the university because I was going to come back late but they understood and they allowed me to do it. But again, it was a dream job and here was this.

You had a chance to practice your origin and everything.

My German oh, my gosh. Live with a family.

Yes. That is the best way. Sometimes I tell my partner because Portuguese is not a easy language as well. I don't think it's as difficult as German. But it's too, it doesn't matter how much you learn in the books and everywhere that you are around you, where you live. The main language that you're living in visually, the sound and everything is in that specific language. No matter how much you dedicate yourself, you'll be harder. You have to go and experience like you did. I came here. I got away from the Brazilian communities because I want to get immersed in English and try to work and get with people who would help me to learn a little bit more. You did exactly the same. That's a good explanation on how to get to learn much.

It was great. Although I do have to say that so as a musician, I'm a singer as well and I sing in German, classical stuff.

Wow.

Whenever I do that, the teachers are like, where did you learn this?[LAUGHTER]. Because it's not quite [FOREIGN]. [FOREIGN] is the standard, the gold standard. It's like, well, I learned in Salzburg, so my vows are a little too bright. Because it's Austrian German. In fact, when I was at the University of Salzburg, I remember I had a professor named Professor Brandower. Now, it's such a German name. The very first day of class, he stood in front of all of us. Now, we're all from different countries. Everybody's from different countries coming together to learn German, and he said, on his first day in German, we are not here to learn German. We are here to learn Austria. [LAUGHTER]. He really meant that. I was like, wow, nationalism really still lives, doesn't it? I did learn, yes, I can do [FOREIGN] but if I have to think about that because I just fall into what I used with the family I lived, and they were from Salzburg. Yes, they spoke a dialect. When they spoke dialect, I understood nothing.

Wow.

Because the dialects in Austria and Bavaria, especially really thick.

But do you know one thing why you were telling me the story and I am flying there and be there with you trying to have a sense of what it was? The irony is, you don't have an accent in Boston. You don't have an accent in West Virginia, but then you have a posh accent in German. Because Austria German area there. Isn't that interesting?

How the brain work?

Exactly.

No. I agree with that.

Eliminate the accents in the area that you dominated your main language. But then when you go there, you grab that one, and someone paying attention noticed that, which I think is really cool.

Well, it is interesting because this became a source of contention growing up. I'm a musician, and I'm learning foreign languages, and so I start losing the West Virginia accent because I became very aware of language. All of a sudden, I wasn't speaking the backwoods accent. The Hillbilly accent that I grew up with. I'm starting to neutralize the accent. I actually had people there saying, why don't you talk like us? It's like, what does that mean? Because I wasn't realizing that my brain was evolving so that I was creating a neutral accent. Then, of course, you come to Boston, and there's no accent here.

Exactly.

No, there is a thick thick Boston accent.

I'm curious about something else because you're mentioning some that Von from LXC just told me in your in his recording because both of his parents went to college and always were worried about educating him, raising him with good language. He said that in schools that he went, the kids around him have a different way to communicate and thought that was different because the way that he spoke. You had the same experience in West Virginia because you didn't have the accent and everything. My curiosity here. Being gay at that time, although you were not completely out, whether from early or even to college. Did you feel like your accent they noticed more of that than you being gay in a way?

Like challenging in certain ways saying, oh, you don't have our accent or this or that or.

I can tell you a specific incident which this conversation brings up I haven't thought of in years. I was with a friend of mine. This was in college. I had already begun to speak like you're hearing me speak now. We got into some heavy discussion afterwards. What it was, he said to me, we were in an elevator crowded with people, and we got out and he said, I'm so glad you didn't say anything. I said, why? He said Because with your accent, people instantly know that you're gay.

Oh, wow.

I was like what? Now, let me tell you he was gay as well, but he still retained the accent. I said, excuse me, why in the world would that be any problem? He said you don't talk like the rest of us. He really was on top of me for that and I said, well, you know what? That isn't going to change. If you're going to be my friend, you're just going to have to get used to that.

Yes.

I said, I just talk like I talk. He was from West Virginia. But he did not like the idea that I had moved away from that accent.

[inaudible 00:34:27] amazing.

But he thought that by neutralizing my accent, it was identifying that I was gay. I'm like, that has nothing to do with it.

Exactly.

It has nothing to do with how I'm talking.

Yes.

I said this is, I have all these other influences now and how I speak. But that wasn't how [OVERLAPPING].

That's very interesting.

I had just thought of that.

From someone who is also right.

I always from those little things, they get stored away to make you self-conscious.

Yes.

But I'll tell you, I've never changed the accent.

That's good. Good for you.

Because sometimes I feel like whatever is the reason that the person make a comment like that. Whatever insecurity is there we can try to understand in many different ways, but says much more about them than who we are, but bothers because it's not being gay and I know well-being as well, being from a country like mine. Sometimes you are I won't say force, but we force ourselves in a situation to try to minimize the impact of the environment around you.

Yes.

At least to survive or navigate that until you are able to be. Even when someone close to you can say, oh, you are okay. We can open up with me and be okay here. I don't know how much is that. I myself don't feel that open and to risk that much because I don't know what's coming. It is a difficult process that you have to navigate and not easy at all. I have one more question before you move into because I want to know after college what happened. I want to know when do you realized, I didn't ask you if in college you had a chance to go to a drama program or anything that would bring the music or the singer or the artistry in you, or when did you realize that you had?

I came to music late in the game. That's a whole different story for another podcast. I come from a non-musical family. I think my grandmother on my dad's side had some musical talent. But by and large, no one in my family is musical. In fact, all three of my sisters had been given piano lessons. We had a piano in the house, and they've been given piano lessons, and they didn't take to it. It just didn't work.

Then what happened when I was around 13, I just started playing piano, just playing. My parents were, what? Where did this come from? I mean, there was a circumstances that created that. But still, and I just started playing, and I taught myself for a couple of years, and then a teacher found out about me and said, you need to be studying. I studied for about a year and a half, and I gave a recital before I graduated. Then, again, I went into college because everyone's, you can't go into music. But I knew music was my passion. I knew that's what was driving my soul. Anyway, I go to college. I know, first year, I live in a dorm, but there's a piano there, and every chance I had, I would play piano, and in fact, I enrolled in some music courses, and that meant I got to go to their music department, their creative arts center, and so I would play piano, and then my second year, I think it was my second year in college. Now, remember I'm in accounting now. I wanted a piano, and so we bought a used piano. It bought it for something like $150 and paid the people we bought it from $25 to haul it to my apartment on the back of a pickup truck on a sunny day. We put the piano in and so I had a piano at home, and so I would practice, I would play and practice and I was in the band. I was in the marching band at WVU, the Pride of West Virginia, and so anyway, I had music still going on. It was still rumbling in the background. I just kept going. I just kept gravitating toward it. I did not have dramatic training, but here was the other thing, so I started teaching myself, then I had two year and a half or so of training. Then I take a break and then I come back and basically I'm teaching myself again, and I'm doing things, teaching myself a Beethoven Sonata. It's ambitious for teaching yourself, by the way. But that's what I wanted to do, and then when it came time, to at the end of my accounting career and to go and audition for the music department. What did I do? They're like, what is it you're going to play for us? I'm like, Oh, I've got some DBC and I've got a Beethoven Sonata and they're, who's your teacher? I'm like, Well, I don't really have a teacher.

My goodness.

They contacted my former teacher, and he said, you have to take this kid. I found this out years later. You have to take this kid. The head of the music department took me as one of he only took seven students. Everybody else had 30 students, but he took seven, and I was one of the seven. I got in the door and it was great, and he was a great teacher. In the three years I studied with him, it was valuable for the rest of my life.

Music for you while you were in college, trying to be an accountant and studying mathematics, in your spare time with language, music was your place to go to be safe and feel good.

I was in the band, although I have to tell you. In the band, I played percussion in high school, in the high school band, I played percussion. Because I played piano, I played what they call tune percussion. Tune percussion or all those things that aren't just rhythm, but rhythm and notes. Zyophone, Marimba, fiber phone, penspiel, and Timpani. Because the Timpani you have to tune, their tuned drums. I was always in tune percussion. Now I get into college, and there are way too many people auditioning to get in the percussion section in the band, so I became I went into their color guard, and so I was in the first round of one of the first bands in the country to do flags and all stuff out on the field. I wasn't even playing instruments while I was on the field, I was out there doing flags, and whatever else they asked us to spin or whatever. But it kept me connected with the music. Again, with the music. Until I got the piano, and then all of a sudden, I could, as you say, in my what spare time I didn't have. I would be playing music. I mean, I have to I was a nerd all the way through right up through, I was taking heavy loads. You're only supposed to an average student is taking what, 15 hours, 16 hours a semester. I was taking 20 and 21 hours a semester because I had so many interests. It was always going. I mean, one of the other things was European history. I was taking European history classes on top of everything else, and I could have gone that direction as well. I guess I wanted to be at one point, I remember saying I wanted to be like the founding fathers of this country because they were all very what you would call Renaissance individuals, and I wanted to be a Renaissance individual. I wanted to know mathematics and history and music, and I wanted to know all these. I think my dad pretty much did that, both my parents, because especially my dad, he would always say, there is nothing you can't do. Absolutely nothing. The possibilities are endless. You do whatever you want to do in life.

That's a beautiful message.

It is trust. That was his in [inaudible 00:43:32].

Someone who say the opposite, why would you do that? For example, why we're going to do Beethoven? Why would teach yourself Beethoven, instead of, just play a regular folk song that would we start with?

Well, I mean, I have to say I remember sitting there in my living room, in my parent's living room in the house, and playing Mozart. I was playing a Mozart Sonata, and I'm not sure they understood it very much. But you know what? They didn't criticize. We get I get in arguments with my mother because the television, she liked to watch television, and I wanted to play piano, and they were both in the same room and so she and I would argue over who got their time. Yes, and there was another television in our house, and, of course, was smart ass kid and I was like, Well, why don't you go watch TV in the other room? There's only one piano in the house that's what teenagers do.

Can you imagine what attention you were giving? Other kids do something really, the average common things, playing in the mud or whatever it is that they want you want to play piano. That's what you want to do. It's fantastic.

I've got one quick story that I'll tell you about who I was very early on. When I was very young, my parents, there was a picture, and I don't even know where it is now. It's been lost. There was a picture of me. I don't know. 4 years old, 5 years old, and I'm a boy, and so for Christmas that year, they got me a baseball hat and a baseball glove, and a baseball bat. The picture is my three sisters, sitting there, one's wearing the cap, one's got a baseball bat, and the other's got the glove. Sitting down and in the background, you see me pushing a carpet sweeper. Someone had been given a little toy carpet sweeper, and that was more interesting to me than the baseballs. I think by four or five, the stars had already lined.

Now, when the singing came, you talk about playing and you got involved and how the singing came out when you find out that you sang.

Interestingly enough, growing up, of course, we went to church a lot, and I sang in the church choirs, and that really was my outlet for learning how to sing, and there is one interesting thing that happened. I think it was second grade. I'm pretty sure it was second grade in that we had for a Christmas program. The school had been given what they I don't know why they called it this Dolin bells. Now, all Dolin bells were these tiny little xylophones, and they'd been given like 30 of them, and so kids would play tunes on them,30 kids playing tunes. I mean, that's what little kids do. But I got taken away from that by a teacher who took me in front of other teachers and asked me to sing, and I sang, and they're we really would like for you to sing in this little choir they're putting together. And I turned them down because my best friend was playing the Dolin bells, and I wanted to play them with him. I didn't want to go over, so I turned them down. In fourth grade, same thing happened again. They want to do that. They want me to sing.

I can't remember what the outcome of that was, but clearly I was singing all along. Then again, as I got older, I was in the church youth choir, I got to sing in the adult choir before I was an adult, really, we had a very good teacher. He was connected with a high school and I was going to the same church that he was music director, and so he brought me over. I got to sing in the adult choir. That was great. But the real reason I started singing seriously was after I went to college because when I started accompanying singers, I wanted to know what it was like to be on the other side of the piano, so that if I accompanied a singer, I knew what they were going through so that I could accompany them better.

That's really cool, Brad.

I became a singer as well as a pianist because I wanted to find out what it was they were trying to go through so that I could tell them what they needed to give me to communicate.

Wow.

That way I could accompany them better. Now, it goes the same with instruments. I don't play other instruments, but it helped me be on the other side and that's why I got to sing.

Would that be how you listen to whoever is playing while you are a singer who are in front of them, or how does that work?

Well, it works both ways. It means also as a singer if I'm on the other side of the instruments, the piano. I can actually turn around to the pianist and say, if I do this, can you do. It just helps with communications in both directions.

Interesting.

It's also one of the other things, it helped me I'm a conductor as well, and I conduct a choir. I conduct choral music. That's all part of that. Being an accompanist, being a singer, conducting the choir, conducting an orchestra. I can do all that because of the root that I took so that I can understand and they can understand me.

In your mind, you are going to see yourself playing the piano, see yourself singing, and see yourself or look in the room and whoever it is that you are putting together as a choir and know exactly where they need to be based on what that's.

That's right.

I like to imagine that, but I can just wondering, how does that work for someone, probably how you listen to things and in both sides way that you said, being at the piano or being on the other way as singer or singers and figure out where the place would be. That's really interesting.

As a conductor of choral music. I actually am able to communicate with them and say, I know why you're not giving it to me. Try it this way. Then all of a sudden, it's like, Oh, that fix it. If it doesn't fix it, it's like, now, try it this way. But if I think like a singer, I can help them give the performance that they want to give.

Then find him.

It's all about communication.

Fantastic.

I mean, that's gone with everything I do in life. It's all about communication.

That's amazing. I have to tell you something, nothing to do with what you gathered with your experience since we start playing piano and start singing and everything else. But music for me, I cannot sing anything Brad at all. Nothing comes from me. I have to be in a special place so nobody can hear what I say. I love music in general, but I cannot sing at all, and I don't play any instrument. But there is something about music. Sometimes, depends on the lyric that makes me emotional because the story will be awful. Sometimes it's just the sound, just the music. But when you talk about church, and I don't mean this in any other way then the energy that I feel when you are in church, and I was raised Catholic. I'm not Catholic anymore. But in any church, I don't mind going because I like the experience to see what's happening there. But the music inside of a church, whether they are playing the piano or if they are all singing, that is something. I don't know if it's the sound, I don't know if it's the echo really makes me emotional and has nothing to do with the lyric.

Just so you know, I totally understand that. No, I totally get that. If you ask me and I've been asked this many times, so I began working with churches. Well, I grew up working in a Baptist Church in West Virginia. That's where I went. Then I got to college, and then I'm starting to have to make money as a musician. Even while I was an accountant, I was already starting to work in churches. Someone asks me what my religion is, and I say, I'm a church musician. What does that mean? Well, it means if you pay me, I am whatever you pay me to be. It's so true. One of my first major jobs was playing piano in a Christian Science Church.

Wow.

Fine. They paid me. I played piano in a Christian Science Church, although I have now worked in over a dozen religion.

Different regions.

I, actually, appreciate that perspective because it means that I get to have gotten to sit there and look and figure out the different ways that people speak and understand what's going on in the universe? I have really been fortunate to have had that perspective.

Yes.

Then I will say, all these churches have been open arms because I have challenged them many times. I go in and I'm never your usual church accompanist or church musician because I have this perspective of life and how to bring it. But I think there's a nostalgia to this. You go into a church and I was at a music festival in England a few weeks ago in Winchester Cathedral. I don't consider myself, particularly, religious these days. But you're sitting there and there's this stunningly beautiful music done in this stunningly beautiful space with this great acoustic and all of a sudden, it's peaceful and overwhelming, and the world melts away. All the problems of the world melts away out.

Yes.

It doesn't have anything to do with religion. It has to do with this the sound.

How is vibrating reverberating in your in the body?

You're right. Well, here's how I explain it to people who I conduct who don't have the same religious background. I'm not here to preach theology. If you want the theology of a religion, you need to go to someone who's qualified to talk about that. Not that I don't know it, but that's not what I do.

Exactly.

But I am going to tell you if I'm going to ask you to sing the Mozart requiem, What I need for you to do is understand why this text inspired this human being to write a masterpiece. That's all I ask of you. Why would these words lift off of the page to make Mozart create this glorious sound. That's how I tend to approach most music.

That's amazing. That's beautiful. Because I think that's a good lesson too, because sometimes people play just for the sake of a playing. They just read the notes, and that's it. I think when you understand there is a completely different place where you go when you are playing, and listening to that. That's really beautiful. Now I want to know, you finished college, first jobs. How did that work? How did that go? Where were you then?

Let's see.

Our conversation, with Brad Connor, will continue on the next episode. Make sure you tune in.

