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Davy Rothbart has never done just one thing;
he crosses fields and hybridizes professions.
Rather than label him here, we’ll let his
story do the talking…
By Anna Clark, ’03
Rothbart views art and life
as interchangeable: He sees
enough value in a discarded
note to feature it in a magazine he has designed
for just such “works.” He takes a winter night
spent driving around Buffalo, New York, and spins
it into an essay of both humor and heartache.
And he focuses simultaneously on different forms
of creative expression, all rich with the stories of
day-to-day life.
Because of the dynamism of his creative work, it
is impossible to sum him up in one neat phrase. So
you must permit me to go on at length: Davy
Rothbart, ’96, is a writer of fiction and nonfiction, a
journalist, performer, filmmaker, magazine editor,
frequent contributor to public radio’s “This
American Life,” and founder of Washington II
Washington, a program that provides annual hiking
trips for city kids. He’s also the founder of 21
Balloons, the production company that hosts
Rothbart’s various projects as well as those of his
folk musician brother, Peter Rothbart, ’03.
Whew.
This fundamental multiplicity is on display this
fall as Rothbart partners with his brother for a tour
of 79 U.S. cities in 99 days. The eclectic series of live
events features readings of Rothbart’s new book,
“My Heart Is an Idiot,” as well as performances of
contributions to FOUND, the annual magazine he
created with Jason Bitner.
FOUND features the strange and heartbreaking
debris of modern life—stray letters and notes that
readers have found and submitted to the magazine.
Case in point: an apparent script for an outgoing
voicemail message written on a post-it note:

onstage to act out the play. The shows also featured
Peter Rothbart playing songs from his third album,
“You Are What You Dream.” He doubles as a
FOUND editor and draws inspirations for his
songs from the contents of the magazine. While it
has actually been 11 years since the release of the
first issue of FOUND, the Rothbarts folded a
proper decennial celebration into their fall road
trip: “My Heart Is an Idiot: Found Magazine’s
Tenth Anniversary Tour.”
ROTHBART HAS PARTICULAR HOPES for “My
Heart Is an Idiot,” which shares its name from a
documentary he released in 2011 that focused on
the hits and misses of his love life. Rothbart spoke
with me about the book at his parents’ home in Ann
Arbor, where he grew up. The compact orange brick
home is shrouded by hedges and filled with books.
A small meditation altar sits along a wall that’s
crowded with photos; Rothbart’s mother is a
spiritual teacher. It’s a home that’s dedicated to
“making things, drawing things,” Peter Rothbart
says. “Our parents made art a priority.”
When we met, it was a week before the tour took
off for its first stop in Pennsylvania, and Rothbart
had just emerged from an all-nighter finishing the
cut-and-paste of the new issue of FOUND. He
showed me the raw pages, each one a tiny collage. It
looked painstaking to me, but Rothbart says the
most time he’s ever spent on one project was for
“My Heart Is an Idiot,” which took more than five
years to complete.

Rothbart preps T-shirts to
hand out on his crosscountry tour, which
features readings of his
book and commemorates
the magazine’s 10th
anniversary. FOUND, which
he calls “more of an art
project than a business,”
sells about 50,000 copies.
“That’s not a lot for a real
magazine, but it’s a lot for
something I made out of
my basement.”
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This is Anthonys
friend, he asked me
to change his voicemail
for him because
he just got locked
up on March 17th
so if your worried
or just wondering
where hes at—hes
up at the Montgomery
County Jail
Alright bye
Another submission contained pages one, two,
and four of a four-page play. At the live event,
audience members were sometimes invited
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“I’m happy with it, and now the next step is getting people to
It was Michigan’s writing program, in fact, that inspired Rothbart
read it.” One way to do that? A trailer. In a tongue-in-cheek video,
to go to college a few miles from his boyhood home in Ann Arbor.
filmed before the book’s release, he asks strangers on Hollywood
Besides the instructors, he was impressed with the Hopwood
Boulevard in Los Angeles to rave about the book. None of them, of
program, which administers the prestigious awards program for
course, had read it yet, but they extrapolate from a copy that
students and hosts the Hopwood Room in Angell Hall. The room
Rothbart hands them. “I thought it was going to be pretty much a
has a generous library tailored for emerging writers and regularly
lame book because of the title and all that,”
features literary round tables.
exhorts one man. “But if you open it up, it’s
“It’s not just the (prize) money (of
actually a really good book!”
the Hopwood program), but the lore of
This is not Rothbart’s first book of prose.
it,” Rothbart says. “In high school, I
He also wrote the 2005 short story collection
went to the Hopwood ceremonies to
“The Lone Surfer of Montana, Kansas.” But
hear the lectures and see the winners.
with the new book, he sticks with nonfiction,
It gave me something to reach for and I
banking on the easy-going voice he’s honed
pushed myself.” Rothbart won nine
in public radio essays and narrative articles
Hopwood awards while at Michigan.
for magazines like GQ and ESPN’s Grantland.
Fred Chao, a Brooklyn-based
The 16 essays in “My Heart Is an Idiot” range
writer and artist who authored the
from four pages to 40 and have the tone of a
graphic novel “Johnny Hiro: Half
talented storyteller regaling you with his best
Asian, All Hero,” is both a friend and a
anecdotes over a night at the bar. All the
fan; he is hopeful that Rothbart’s new
essays are first-person and personal, with
book will deepen his fan base. “I
Rothbart spotlighting his own strange
absolutely love Davy’s work, though I
detours—“People I’ve picked up hitchhiking,
do feel like he’s mostly known for
people who picked me up hitchhiking.”
editing FOUND Magazine, and really,
While the stories mostly follow Rothbart’s
he’s an amazing writer,” Chao says. “He
mad crushes and instant loves, other pieces
writes incredibly honestly.”
provide insights into growing up with a
But even as Rothbart’s prose
mother who is deaf and his hilarious
writing finds new audiences, his
experiences on early morning news shows
other
projects
are
gaining
across America.
momentum. While motoring in a
Rothbart feels that he made something
van from city to city this fall,
“FOUND’s been publishing
“honest and truthful”—almost to the
Rothbart collaborated via Skype
people’s most personal and
point where he’s embarrassed to see his
with filmmaker and FOUND senior
stories out in the world. “It has existed on
editor Andrew Cohn. They edited
private moments for 10 years.
my laptop so long, and some are really
“Medora,”
a
feature-length
personal—the only people I’m sending
documentary about a basketball
them to is my editor and my mom. And
team in southern Indiana that
now, I’m like, ‘Oh my gosh, did I really
hasn’t won a game in years. Rothbart
if I open myself up in the
write about that?’” There is, for example,
was inspired by a 2009 New York
same way.”
a story about a phone sex relationship
Times story on the tiny town of
with a woman in Texas. Some names are
Medora and its hard-luck Hornets,
changed to conceal identities, and the people Rothbart features
which he read, bleary-eyed, after returning home from a late
have read the pieces about themselves. He suggests, though,
night out. “I just thought, ’This is an amazing story. We have to
that if anyone looks foolish in this book, it’s himself.
do something on this.’”
“FOUND’s been publishing people’s most personal and private
He and Cohn spent a year living in Indiana, learning about
moments for 10 years,” he says. “It’s only fair if I open myself up in
the impoverished community of 485 people. They collected 500
the same way.”
hours of footage while following the team on and off the court as
it tried to break a 44-game losing streak. Last spring, they
ROTHBART STUDIED CREATIVE WRITING at U-M with “great
launched a Kickstarter campaign to raise funds for postteachers,” including English Professor Eileen Pollack, the Residential
production work on the film; they more than tripled their initial
College’s Warren Hecht and Ken Mikolowski, and Charles Baxter,
goal of $18,000, bringing in $65,607. It didn’t hurt that the inwho now teaches at the University of Minnesota.
process film got a blurb from actor Stanley Tucci: “This film is
“I learned so much, not just from them but from the workshop
vital. It shows how America has cannibalized itself.”
and other students,” Rothbart says. “Some of my best friends to this
Cohn says they hope to have the film ready to debut in festivals
day come from those writing classes. … We were writer comrades
soon. But as Rothbart toured during the final crunch of editing, it
together.” He still trades creative work with many of them.
became a challenge to navigate a co-directorship.

It’s only fair
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“Collaborating long distance can be frustrating
sometimes,” Cohn says. “I’m here in New York editing
the film, so we watch a lot of cuts via Skype. But he’s
been great at giving me the freedom to do what I feel is
right for the film. It was the same way when we were
filming in Indiana, and he got busy with article
deadlines or his book. I think we both trust each other’s
sensibilities.
“That’s one great thing about our relationship,”
Cohn adds. “We can tell each other anything and talk
to each other about anything. That’s important,
especially with a creative collaboration.”
There’s something to be understood here. Rothbart
surrounds himself with creative people who itch to
make, shape, and share. I would argue that this is the
secret of Rothbart’s success: his magnetic ability to
connect and collaborate with artists, designers, writers,
and musicians—to say nothing of the legions who freely
offer content to Rothbart’s magazine.
And sometimes, he does this even when no one is
looking.
About a month before I connected with Cohn, he
and Rothbart returned to Medora to get shots that they
needed for the final cut of their film. On the last of
seven grueling days, they interviewed locals at a
Medora restaurant. Rothbart got to talking with an
eighth grader named Willis, whom they hadn’t met
before. As Cohn tells it, Willis talked not only about
Medora, but about difficulties in his life: he moved a
lot, he didn’t know his dad, his mother was an addict. “I
knew the interview wouldn’t make the movie,” Cohn
says. “But I figured … why not?”
After 20 minutes, the camera stopped—it had run
out of memory. Cohn told Rothbart that he was tired
after a week of shooting 12- to15-hour days, and he
wanted to drive to their hotel in Indianapolis. “All I
wanted was a cigarette and a hot shower,” Cohn says.
But Rothbart, pretending the camera was still rolling,
sat with Willis and talked to him for another two hours.
“They talked about his dreams and his goals,” Cohn
says. “Davy told him about FOUND, how it started, and
encouraged Willis to pursue his own dreams of
becoming a writer and rapper. He gave Willis some
magazines and a copy of his book. Davy and Willis
shared a pizza, and Davy offered to let him stay with him
in LA anytime he wanted to come visit.
“That’s why I love Davy,” Cohn says. “He genuinely
cares. Davy knew the camera wasn’t rolling—but Willis
didn’t. Davy sensed that Willis needed someone to talk
to. He wanted to tell his story, and Davy was there to
listen.”
Anna Clark, ’03, is a writer living in Detroit. Her
work has appeared in The Guardian, Grantland,
and The American Prospect. She edits the website
Isak (www.isak.typepad.com).

U-M senior Arielle
Specimer shows
her excitement
for Rothbart’s
new book of
essays. In a video
he produced to
promote the
book, he asked
strangers to rave
about it.

MY HEART IS AN IDIOT
Just past Flagstaff he appeared, a tiny, grizzled man on the shoulder of
Highway 64 with his thumb out, wearing a backpack bigger than himself.
I pulled over a little ways past him and climbed out of the car and watched
him waddle toward me. A tin canteen and a pair of hiking boots with red
laces dangled from his pack, clanking together every couple of steps. His
short white hair, creased face smudged with dirt, rumpled jeans, and oilstained sneakers gave him the look of a homeless track coach.
“Young man, thanks for stopping!” he said, thrusting out a hand.
“Name’s John Molloy. Where ya headed, where ya headed?”
“The Grand Canyon,” I said.
His eyes sparkled. “Bingo! Me too!”
In the car, headed west again, John told me his story. For thirty-five
years he’d worked in a machine shop in Lowell, Massachusetts. But his
lifelong dream was to visit the Grand Canyon. He’d read dozens of books
about it, studied its geology and its history; he’d even cut out pictures
from National Geographic and pasted them to the wall above his bed.
A few weeks before, he’d been talking about the Grand Canyon with
the guys he worked with, and one of them had said, “For Chrissakes, shut
up already! What is it with you? It’s always the Grand Canyon this, the
Grand Canyon that. Look, you’ll never make it there, and it’s depressing to
hear you go on and on about it every damn day.”
John looked at me with a mischievous glint. “So I said to him, ’Okay, I
quit.’ Turned in my tools and walked out.” He’d scraped together enough
money for a Greyhound ticket as far as Amarillo, said goodbye to his
mother and his teenage son, who shared his apartment, and hopped on
the bus. It had taken him three days to reach Amarillo and three more days
to hitchhike six hundred miles to Flagstaff.
Now that he’d found a ride—me—to take him the rest of the way, he
was shaking with excitement. “I can’t believe we’ll be there in less than two
hours,” he said. He clapped his hands. He drummed on the dashboard. He
rubbed his eyes and whistled at the sight of each towering cactus we
passed.
Excerpted from MY HEART IS AN IDIOT by Davy Rothbart, published in
September 2012 by Farrar, Straus and Giroux. Copyright © 2012 by Davy
Rothbart. All rights reserved.
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