The Power of Words: Christina Mead

My father read aloud to me from as early as I can remember. Some of my earliest memories are of us sitting on the couch together, reading the Bedtime Stories series by Thorton W. Burgess. Our first chapter book was The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. We read 1,001 Arabian Nights, The Jungle Book, The Secret Garden, most of Roald Dahlʼs stories for children, and poetry by Robert Frost. Reading together was a nightly ritual that brought such warmth and coziness and comfort that even in high school I couldnʼt resist the pull of my fatherʼs warm, deep, resonant voice as he read to my younger brother in the evening. I would curl up on the couch next to him, fully able to read to myself, but nonetheless transfixed as he created the different moods that the story required, acted out the voices of the different characters, and then drew out the suspenseful last sentence of a chapter, letting it hang in the air as he closed the book silently or with a bang, depending on what was appropriate.

When I was about four years old, my father was in a terrible car accident. He nearly died, and spent several days in the ICU and several more days recovering in another ward in the old Tompkins County Hospital. Children werenʼt allowed into the hospital, even to see their parents, so of course we were missing our regular reading time. My father asked my mother to bring him a tape recorder and some of our favorite books. A few afternoons later, after she picked me up at pre-school, my mother brought me to the hospital. We stood on the grass by the outside wall at the end of the hospital and looked up, waiting. I can remember seeing a shadow leaning out of a window far above, and then a package landing on the ground next to me with a thump. I ran to scoop it up. Inside was a cassette tape.

The tape was of my father telling me about his stay in the hospital, singing some songs, reading me my bedtime stories, and reassuring me that he would be home again soon. Even after he came home from the hospital, I continued to listen to the tape regularly. He made more tapes, too, so that when he went away on trips or out to dinner or even if I just wanted a story in the middle of the day, I could still listen to him reading to me. That first tape, though, was special. I even brought it back and forth from my college dorm room (just down the hill on Cornellʼs West Campus) every semester, not to listen to anymore, but just to have it with me. Itʼs just about the only thing I was able to keep track of throughout all of the moves I made in college and afterwards, and I always knew exactly where it was. Recently, I asked my dad if he knew anyone who could transfer it to digital form. He did, and now my kids listen to the same recording, made 30 years ago in a hospital bed, of their grandfather reading 101 Dalmations, No Roses for Harry, and The Three Bears to their mother, only now itʼs on an iPod.

Thanks to the work of the Family Reading Partnership, reading aloud to children is celebrated everywhere I go in Ithaca. We see banners with pictures from the books we know, proclaiming “Read to Me! Read to Me!” at our elementary school, the grocery store, and on sides of buildings when we travel through town. We receive beautiful, sturdy books to commemorate important occasions in our childrenʼs lives: at the hospital when theyʼre born, at the doctorʼs office for their yearly check-ups, at school to welcome them to kindergarten. We get surprise gifts of books when we donʼt expect them: a gift of a book of poetry mid-way through 1st grade, a copy of Strega Nona to coincide with its performance at the State Theatre. We have the opportunity to just pick up a free book whenever we pass a Bright Red Bookshelf, and also the opportunity to share books with complete strangers by dropping some off at the Bookshelf and passing the joy along. This overflowing of complete generosity around books has created an atmosphere where our childrenʼs lives are saturated with positive messages about literacy and the delights that come from reading.

Being read to meant so much to me as a kid that I was determined to read to my own children. But the work that the Family Reading Partnership has done in this community has made the experience so much richer, fuller, and more complete than I ever could have made it on my own. Here my children live in a world, not just a home, where books and children are valued, and where what they see in books at home is echoed throughout the day, in places of work and play and in between. I am so grateful to the people who have made this possible, and who work so hard to share the joy that I felt being read to with more and more children every day. So, I would like to offer a most heartfelt “Thank You” to the people of the Family Reading Partnership and all of the businesses and organizations that offer space for banners and bookshelves, for supporting my family and the rest of Tompkins County’s families as we raise our children in a community that loves reading.
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