[electronic chimes open, then "Welcome Aboard Miss Liberty..."]

JF:  Tourists-millions come to New York City each year-and they stand in line for hours waiting for a ferry to take them to see the best-known symbol of democracy on earth.
[street musician sings – “We are going to the Statue of Liberty, and we are very, very glad…” fade under] 

JF:  At least they have the street performers to keep them company.  But as any New York native knows, democracy is more than statues and tourism.  In the next hour, we have a special program where we’ll explore some very different places where democracy is alive and changing.  

[montage of democracy bites…“Democracy isn’t working and it breaks my heart”…”Que es la democracia?”…etc.]

JF:  I’m John Flansburgh, and I’ll be your host and tour guide for “Democracy on the Block.”  Stick around.  The tour begins right after this.

[5 minute break for stations to insert NPR News]

[return to show with theme music]

JF:  Hi!  I’m John Flansburgh of They Might Be Giants, and for the next hour, I’ll be your tour guide for “Democracy on the Block.”  Now, this is a very different kind of tour for me – no bags to pack.  No musical instruments to lug.  Because this is a tour that focuses on some of my fellow New Yorkers, and the mini-democracies they’ve created.  Some of them are informal.  Some were created spontaneously.  Others are so twisted, they’re hardly recognizable democracies at all.  But each democracy is a window into a changing nation, and all of them bring us back to the questions:  Is democracy really working?  And who does it really belong to?  Let’s talk to some citizens and see if we can get some answers.  

[fade up subway sound, then walking up steps, continue with street sound as bed]

JF:  Our tour begins where many of us first learn about democracy.  (No, not social studies class) – the playground!  At Bay 46th Street in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn, at Drier Offerman Park, there’s a playground where kids form their own system for getting along with one another – a set of rules THEY see as fair and simple.

Incue: “The way it goes in this park…

Outque: “…and that’s it.”

[basketball sound continues under next track, crossfades into song at bed level]
JF:  Discovering democracy on the playground may not be as far-fetched as it sounds.  Another New York musician --  Peter Yarrow – the Peter of “Peter, Paul, and Mary” – created a way to show kids how to get along with one another through democratic values.  Yarrow came up with “Operation Respect” after recording the anti-bullying song “Don’t Laugh at Me.”

Incue:  Peter sings “I’m a little boy with glasses…”

Outcue:  Peter sings “…cry myself to sleep.”

JF:  Today’s kids might not be hearing “Peter, Paul and Mary,” but they’re all ears for “Operation Respect.”  Meet Mark Weiss, the program’s Education Director. 

Incue:  “It moves toward making…”

Outque:  “…making a collective decision about what we do.”  + touchy feely music ends.

JF:  Isn’t it SO nice when everyone just gets along?  In a way, that’s what democracy is – a system that lets everyone have a say, but still live in harmony.  

Say you live in one of these garden apartments here in the Bronx.  They’re part of the Amalgamated Housing Cooperative, founded 75 years ago by a group of Jewish Labor Socialists.  Like a lot of residential buildings, a coop board runs the show here.  It’s one of those mini democracies where residents elect fellow residents to keep the books and maintain the building.  The difference is that at Amalgamated democracy is also part of everything that goes on here.  So this is no typical coop.  Let’s hear from the guy in charge.

Incue:  “My name is Ed Yager…”

Outque: “…it’s still a tough job.”

JF:  Ed Yager’s right.  Democracy’s not easy… whether you’re trying to make time to vote, or just get along with your neighbors in a Coop Building.  But what if you don’t have a place to live?  Here on Central Park West in Manhattan, you’ll find some people with more immediate concerns than who’s the next President.  In the shadows of some of the most expensive apartment buildings in the country, a park bench can be your home.

Incue:  “My name is Hugh Southern.  Yeah.  I’m homeless…”
Outque:  “…people having a voice.”

JF:  Not far from where Hugh camps out, you can hear street performers in Central Park voicing their own concerns about democracy.

(JF:  More than 150 years ago, Frederick Law Olmstead crafted Central Park with democracy in mind.  He called the park “a democratic development of the highest significance.”  These days Central Park is where you just might find a street performer singing about democracy.)

This is Democracy on the Block, part of public radio’s nationwide collaboration “Whose Democracy Is It?  Stick around, the tour resumes in just a minute.

[ONE MINUTE BREAK]

This is Democracy on the Block.  I’m your tour guide and host, John Flansburgh.

JF:  More than 150 years ago, Frederick Law Olmstead crafted central park with democracy in mind.  He called the park “a democratic development of the highest significance.”  These days central park is where you just might find a street performer singing about democracy.

[singer segment]

For some people, Democracy means much more than free speech and free elections.  It encompasses all forms of expression – artistic, entrepreneurial, or both.

[Street artisan on democracy]

JF:  Democracy’s apparently working better for some than others.  Stroll the blocks here in Brooklyn’s Little Pakistan, and you’ll find a neighborhood with the same hopes and dreams as any generation of American immigrants.  But after 9/11, the foundations of democracy are shaking. The American dreams of the residents of Little Pakistan are turning into nightmares.   

Incue:  “My name is Oscar Chaldry…”

Outque:  “…the first to help them.”  + Pakistani music continues

JF:  People who live in Brooklyn’s Little Pakistan consider OZ-gar SHOW-dree their “Mayor of the Street“ -- the kind of guy who gets things done when democratically elected officials can’t, or won’t.  There’s another honorary mayor just down the road here in Coney Island -- ya know, the place where you find the beach and the side shows – and the world famous Cyclone roller coaster.  All sorts of characters hang out here, including the unofficial mayor who, by the way, also runs the Freak Show.  

Incue:  “My name is Dick Ziggan…”

Outque:  “…of Coney Island happy.”  + Coney ambiance continues

JF:  Only in New York would you find two guys slugging it out over who’s the REAL unofficial mayor!  

Since we’re at Coney Island, I’m gonna go get in a quick round of skeet ball.  In the meantime, check out the parade.  A lot of people here think it’s one of those essential elements of democracy.

[montage]

JF:  Welcome back to the tour.  I’m John Flansburgh, and this is “Democracy on the Block” – part of public radio’s nationwide collaboration “Whose Democracy is it?”

We’re meeting all sorts of people involved in their own mini democracies… people who  have thoughts about where we stand as a nation.  Democracy comes in all forms.  Whether it’s access to the voting both, the op ed page, or even a doctor.  In Brooklyn, you wouldn’t think this state of the art facility here is open to everyone, but it is.  Even people who have NO health insurance at all.  A bicycle-riding medical director runs the place.

Incue:  “I’m Edward Fishkin.  I’m the med dir for Woodhull…”

Outque: “education imparted to our lawmakers.”  + amb

JF:  This is Democracy on the Block… part of public radio’s nationwide collaboration exploring “Whose Democracy Is It?”  Time for another break.  We’ll pick up the tour in just a moment.

ONE MINUTE BREAK

[sound of Asian drumming in clear, then fade under]

JF:  This is Democracy on the Block.  I’m your tour guide and host, John Flansburgh.  We’re in Queens now, the place which many Asian New Yorkers call home.

JF:  There’s no place like home, and one million Asians consider New York City just that.  Many of them left behind countries with no democracy, so the transition into life in the American democracy doesn’t always come naturally.  It took more than a century for an Asian New Yorker to get elected City Council.  And HE says getting his constituents involved in democracy isn’t as easy as say, getting them out for the Dragon Boat Festival – an ancient paddle boat racing tradition, kept alive each year… in Flushing, Queens. 

Incue:  “On behalf of my colleagues…”

Outque:  “…more than one person.” + paddling sound continues

JF:  So many big cities have a history of launching candidates from political clubs.  But throughout history, some of these clubs functioned more like corrupt, political machines than agents of democracy.  Take Tammany Hall, a Democratic Party stronghold that on the one hand advocated for New York’s immigrant and working class, but on the other, spawned the infamous back room deal-maker, Boss Tweed.  Reform efforts ended Tammany’s 300 year history in the early 60s.  But some of the old Democratic political clubs still exist… like this one in Hell’s Kitchen, just west of Times Square.
Incue:  “McManus Democratic Club, may I help you…..”

Outque:  “…political life of the city.”  + old time music continues


JF:  There’s another kind of club in the big city that wields lots of control, but quietly.  It’s sort of democratic.  Definitely political.  But not just anyone can join.  At the Shocka Social Club in Bensonshurst, Brooklyn, democratic ideals are alive and well – IF you’re a member.  I mean, you can’t even get in if you’re part of a ground-breaking band, like say, They Might Be Giants.  But if your family’s from Shocka, a small town in Sicily, you just might get an invitation to come on in and have a pellegrino.  (Go ahead.  It’s o.k. You’re with him now.)

Incue:  “My name is Anthony…”

Outque:  “…they did it.”  + sound of men playing cards
JF:  For some members of the Shocka Social Club, the first site of America was the Statue of Liberty.  As they gazed upon Lady Liberty’s torch held high in the air, little did they know about the man inside who was tinkering away to take care of her.  Say hello to The Keeper of the Flame.

Incue:  “My name is Anthony DeLeo…”

Outcue:  “…even more.”

JF:  So, our tour of “Democracy on the Block” begins and ends at the Statue of Liberty.  Now you know if you didn’t before, there’s democracy all around us… from a coop apartment in the Bronx, to the sword swallowers at Coney Island.  Not everyone likes democracy or even thinks it’s going well.  But at least we know we can make it our own whenever and wherever we want.  I hope you enjoyed the tour!

[Theme music into credits]

JF:  A lot of people helped make this tour possible.  

Our senior contributor – the guy who really worked his butt off -- is George Bodarky.  Hats off also to producers 

John Blythe, 

Tara Anderson, 

Pinky Vincent, 

and Karen Michel.  

We also had an army of people scouring the streets of New York City, in search of Democracy on the Block… 

Kim Ferdinando, 

Colleen Hoplamazian, 

Spencer Raine,

Jen Pulsoney,

And Victoria Leo.  

Techinal support comes from Jimmy O’Hara and Erick Rastetter.

And thanks to Laura Fedele, we have a webpage at www.wfuv.org.

Democracy on the Block is made possible by the Verizon Foundation.  And it’s part of a nationwide collaboration of public radio stations exploring “Whose Democracy Is It?”  Learn more at www – dot – whose democracy – dot – org.

The Executive Producer of Democracy on the Block is the persuasive Julianne Welby.

I’m the once-starving musician, now moonlighting radio tour guide, John Flansburgh of They Might Be Giants.  Thanks for coming on the tour… Tips still welcome!  

[sound of coins rattling in cup]

And thanks for listening.

[theme music out]

“Democracy on the Block” is produced by WFUV at Fordham University in New York City, and it’s made possible by a grant from the Verizon Foundation.  Major support for Public Radio’s special coverage “Whose Democracy Is it?” comes from the Corporation for Public Broadcasting.

