
By Richard Rubin

Do Tell The secret to
being a great storyteller is first 

to become a great listener

ecently, I traveled across the country to listen to the stories of 
a very old man. I had already spoken to him on the phone sev­
eral times; based on those conversations, I was particularly 
interested in hearing about his military service, and we did 
discuss that for a bit. But then he veered off that topic and 
ventured even deeper into the past, telling me a story he had 
never even hinted at before.

It seems that when he was only a boy, 14 or 15 years old, he heard that a new 
battleship, one of the most elaborate in the world, was in port in the mid-Atlantic 
city where he lived. He and a friend decided to go check out this leviathan before

mm.

it set sail for South America, so they 
made their way to the harbor and, 
meeting no resistance (“In those days,” 
he told me, “a boy could go wherever 
he wanted”), climbed aboard and start­
ed looking around. At some point he 
and his friend were separated; “I never 
found out where he went,” the man 
told me, nearly a century later, “and I 
never saw him again.” W hat he did see, 
when he found his way back up on

deck, was the ocean—and nothing else. 
The ship had set sail with him on it.

And so began an odyssey—first to the 
Caribbean, then Panama, then South 
America, then Capetown, then Liver­
pool, then back to South America, and 
then Liverpool again. To eat, he took 
whatever jobs were available—deck 
hand, cabin boy, valet, horse groomer, 
driver—and though he never managed 
to find a way to write his parents and let

them know what had happened to 
him, he did always manage to find a 
roof to sleep under. He finally made it 
home after more than two years over­
seas, walkingback through his parents’ 
door, poetically enough, on Christmas 
Eve. “My mother cried,” he recalled, 
looking as if he were fighting back that 
urge himself. “She told me it was the 
best present she’d ever gotten.”

Now, amazing as this story is—and 
I’m not quite sure I believe all of it, but 
who cares, really?—the most amazing 
part of all is the fact that this fellow 
hadn’t told me about it earlier, because, 
as he said, he didn’t  think anyone 
would be interested in hearing it. I 
thought about pointing out to him 
that half of my job involves listening to 
stories (the other half being telling 
them), but I quickly realized that say­
ing so would only have reinforced his 
belief, which was, I believe, more than 
simply in error. It was tragic.

As you travel through life, you dis­
cover that everyone you meet believes 
he or she is either (A) a wonderful 
raconteur or (B) someone who couldn’t 
tell you a story even if reading it out of 
a book. There is, in my experience, no 
dearth of people who fancy them ­
selves denizens of category A but who 
really reside on B Street, which is no 
great tragedy for you, provided you 
have a good exit strategy at the ready. (I 
recommend programming your cell 
phone to ring when you surreptitious­
ly press a button on it; then look grave­
ly at the caller ID screen and say, “Oh, 
my—I’m afraid I’d better take this.”) 
The real tragedy is when people do 
have good stories but withhold them 
because they feel they lack the skill to 
tell them —or, even worse, that no one 
wants to hear them. But this line of rea­
soning is fundamentally flawed. For 
one thing, if you can recognize a good 
story, it’s only because you’ve heard so 
many of them yourself—and if you’ve 
heard that many good stories, chances 
are you can tell one, too, w hether you 
realize it or not. And, whether you real­
ize it or not, other people will want to 
hear your tale. With very few excep­
tions, people who like to tell stories like
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to listen to them, as well. And the better 
someone is at telling their own stories, 
the more that person will appreciate 
yours. One simply cannot master the 
art of telling stories without first mas­
tering the skill of listening to them.

To th e  e x te n t  th a t  I have any 
ability at all as a storyteller, it is due 
entirely to two fortunate phenomena; 
call them gifts, if you will. The first is 
that, from my earliest memory, I have 
taken great delight in hearing a good 
story. The second—and this is the true 
gift—is that other people somehow 
sense this. I’m the guy who is constant­
ly being approached—on the bus, in a 
waiting room, on line at the post 
office—by total strangers who have a 
tale to tell, a tale that they just can’t 
keep to themselves any longer. This 
happens to me so often that chances 
are good that if you yourself are not one 
of those total strangers, you’ve at least 
been mentioned in one of their stories.

Now, to be honest, many of these sto­
ries are eminently forgettable (not 
yours, of course), and occasionally the 
experience can be so tedious that I’m 
tempted to fake a fainting spell just to 
get the other person to stop talking. But 
sometimes—not all that often, but often 
enough—I’ll hear a story so good that it 
makes up for the others, so good that 
I’ll want to pass it on to as many people 
as I can, both to share the joy and to 
ensure that I don’t forget it myself.

And that right there is how the two 
ends of the equation—listening to 
stories and tellingthem—come togeth­
er. Storytelling manages to work off 
two of our most basic yet potent human 
drives: altruism and egoism. And while 
they seem to be in opposition to each 
other, when it comes to storytelling, 
they actually work in tandem. Altruism 
dictates that w hen we experience 
somethingthat gives us pleasure, such 
as hearing a good story, we want to pass 
it on to others; egoism assures us not 
only that we can do so but that, while 
we’re at it, we might even improve it a 
bit in the process. Of course, anything 
that simultaneously fulfills our sense of 
altruism and stokes the ego is bound to

be popular. The urge to tell a good sto­
ry, and to hear one, is as universally 
human as it is uniquely human. And 
that’s a good thing, because without 
that urge we’d have no literature, and 
no history, no science, no art—nothing, 
really, except the basic drives to survive 
and perpetuate the species that are 
common to all living things. You might 
even say that the desire to tell stories is 
what makes us human. I’d certainly 
recommend saying exactly that the 
next time you tell one that flops.

W hich is, let’s face it, inevitable. 
Even truly great raconteurs—a rare 
breed—have bad days. Most of us are, at 
best, hit or miss. Still, the allure of story­
telling is due, in part, to the fact that it’s 
like bowling: while most of us will 
never get close to the pro tour, we all

have a decent shot at throwing a strike 
every once in a while. Does anything in 
life offer you a better deal than that?

That sense of possibility is w hat 
keeps us trying. It’s also w hat inspires 
anyone who’s ever told a story to offer 
unsolicited advice on how to do it 
well. Most often this advice is worth 
exactly what you pay for it. The only 
indisputable tip I ever heard came 
from a professional storyteller, who 
said, simply: “Be yourself. That’s good 
enough.” There are no sure-fire tricks

or gestures or expressions; there aren’t 
even any sure-fire stories. The same 
story might elicit laughs at a funeral 
and groans at a wedding. As with so 
much of life, when it comes to story­
telling, timing is everything; when you 
tell a story—as well as where, and to 
whom—is as important as how, maybe 
even as important as the story itself. 
And perhaps most important is why: to 
e n te r ta in  o r educate?  am use or 
enlighten? influence or distract? Being 
aware of all these factors ahead of 
time can make all the difference.

If th a t  a ll so u n d s suspiciously like 
advice, I guess it is. And to that end, I 
offer...yes, a story. There was once an 
old rabbi in Europe who was renowned 
for his skills as a storyteller; whenever

someone came to him with a problem, 
he told them some tale or other that 
pointed them toward the solution. One 
day a disciple of his asked, “Rabbi, 
how is it that you always manage to find 
exactly the right story to tell someone, 
no matter w hat his circumstances?”

“Good question,” the rabbi replied. 
“Let me tell you a story.

“One day,” he began, “I went for a 
walk through the woods. After walking 
for a longtime, I came to a clearing, and 
there I saw a field and a barn. Standing

When you tell a story is just as important as how 
you tell it. And maybe most important is why.

*
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out there in the field, working, was a 
very large man with a rifle slung over his 
shoulder. Then I looked closer at the 
barn, and I saw that there were quite a 
few little round targets drawn on its side 
in chalk. And at the center of every' tar­
get-dead center, I tell you—was a bullet 
hole. Only one shot to every target, and 
every shot was a perfect bull’s-eye. So I 
walked up to this man and I said, ‘How 
do you manage to hit the center of the 
target like that every time?’ And he 
smiled at me and he said, ‘It’s easy. First 
I shoot, and then I walk over and draw a 
circle around the bullet hole.’ ”

Now, what I take away from this sto­
ry is the lesson that a good storyteller 
doesn’t just tailor his or her stories to fit 
an occasion; sometimes, if they’re really 
good, they can actually tailor the occa­
sion to fit their stories. But w hat’s really 
brilliant about this story is that it’s like a 
Rorschach ink blot. Although the story 
itself doesn’t vary, different people will 
hear it differently. And this speaks to a 
central truth about storytelling: what 
comes out of the mouth of the storyteller 
is only the first part of the process; the 

'  second—and, arguably, the more impor­
ta n t-p a rt occurs in the ears, and the 
minds, of the audience. A truly great sto­
ry' leaves the audience with much more 
even than the storyteller ever conceived. 
And a truly great storyteller knows 
this—knows his or her limitations, and 
understands that he or she is actually 
strengthened, magnified, by them.

Sadly, that kind of understanding 
eludes most of us. It has eluded the gen­
tleman I mentioned earlier—the former 
unw itting  teenaged stowaway—for 
nearly a century, apparently, which is 
why, I believe, he assumed that no one 
would be interested in hearing his sto­
ries. He was, of course, mistaken. I 
know I was pleased with my end of the 
transaction, and I know just as well that 
I’m not alone. As long as there are people 
around to tell stories, there will be peo­
ple who want to hear them. We are, in 
the end, one and the same. ■

New York City-based writer Richard 
Rubin wrote about genealogy in AARP 
T h e  M a g a z i n e  March-April2005.
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