AN INTERVIEW WITH EXECUTIVE PRODUCER, JERRY COLBERT, ON THE 20TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE 

NATIONAL MEMORIAL DAY CONCERT

The 2009 broadcast of the National Memorial Day Concert commemorates 20 years as the nation’s memorial service, offering viewers a time to remember, to heal and bring our country together.  The multi award-winning show will be broadcast live from the West lawn of the United States Capitol on PBS Sunday, May 24 from 8:00 to 9:30 p.m. ET (check local listings).  In the following interview, executive producer Jerry Colbert shares his thoughts on the evolution of this American tradition that honors the service and sacrifice of our men and women in uniform, their families at home and all those who have given their lives for our country.

__________________________________________________________

Q: How does it feel to commemorate the 20th anniversary of this concert?

COLBERT:  We’re planning a special sequence on the 20th anniversary with video clips from past concerts on each of the wars.  As we’ve been preparing this segment with great concert moments from the past 20 years, I’ve been deeply moved and gratified by how powerful this show can be and how, in working with great actors and actresses who’ve done so much for us, we’ve been able to touch so many people.  Often you forget about these things because you’re so challenged by the program you’re doing right now.  It’s good to take a retrospective of your own work once in a while.

Q:.  What are the most memorable performances you recall from the past two decades?

COLBERT:  In a way, the shows are like children.  Each one is different and you spend months creating and putting a lot of love into them, but it’s hard to pick a favorite.  In our very first program in 1990, Colleen Dewhurst was fabulous as a mother who lost her son and still goes to the Vietnam War Memorial every year to write him letters.  Kathy Bates did a very powerful piece in 1993 about a nurse in Vietnam and Rod Steiger was incredible as a soldier who had been on Iwo Jima.  Tom Hanks was with us for the 60th anniversary of World War II.  Year after year, Charles Durning has done great dramatic readings - he was at Normandy and at the Battle of the Bulge.  In recent years, Joe Mantegna did a piece on September 11; Gary Sinise performed in a story about seven soldiers who were killed in Iraq; and Diane Wiest has done some very poignant segments. 

Q:   What do you think it says about the concert that so many notable figures such as General Colin Powell, the late Ossie Davis and Charles Durning have returned to participate for so many years?

COLBERT:  I feel we’re blessed to have a community of people who genuinely like to participate in something that has meaning and that is honest and has integrity.  It’s not only the on-camera stars, but it’s the production people as well. 

Q: How have the words from Abraham Lincoln’s second Inaugural Address influenced you?

COLBERT: I feel that Lincoln’s words “to care for him who bore the battle and his widow and his orphan” are my North Star when it comes to this concert.  My goal is to make this a program where we remember the dead and the wounded and make this a visual form of prayer and reflection.  This truly is a memorial service for the United States and Lincoln’s words help keep me on track conceptually. 

Q:  What impact does this concert have on the live audience and viewers at home?

COLBERT:  I’ve read thousands of letters and emails from people who have been deeply moved by the program, but one story stands out in my mind.  A woman emailed about her husband who had fought in Korea but, in the fifty years that they’d been married, had never talked about it.  They watched a segment in the Memorial Day program about Korea and stayed up all night while he told her everything that had happened to him in Korea.  By the time she sent the email, it was six o’clock the next morning.  He had fallen asleep and she said he was the most relaxed she’d ever seen him.  That was a transforming moment I will always remember. 

Q:  How do you unite all of the groups involved in this concert to create a community of care and support for those who have served and sacrificed?

COLBERT:  My goal is to create a sense of oneness and unity.  That happens because there’s such dedication, especially from people who have been on the program before, like Gary Sinise, Joe Mantegna and veterans like Charles Durning.  That dedication helps to create a community, which extends beyond the people directly involved in the program.  Our audience, who has watched from the West lawn of the Capitol and on TV at home for the past twenty years, is part of the extended community that makes this show so unique.  There really isn’t, in my opinion, another program like this on television.  

Q:  What are some of the challenges and benefits of producing a live, outdoor, televised concert? 

COLBERT:  We’ve had plenty of crazy moments because it’s live television.  The biggest challenge is rain.  We’ve had rain seven or eight times, maybe more.  It can actually be more meaningful because it heightens the emotion.  I know, from the emails we receive, that our audience is extremely appreciative that the stars care enough about what they are doing that they will go out and perform in the rain.

Q:  What keeps bringing you back year after year to produce this show?

COLBERT:  I was a social worker in the inner city and I worked as a lay missionary overseas in Iraq, both of which helped me developed a genuine concern for people.  It was a spiritual and social transformation for me that has nurtured my concern for families of the dead and of the wounded.  It’s a fulfillment of my personal background to know that this show is reaching millions of people and is giving them an opportunity to reflect on their personal losses and on the  costs of war.

Q: What have some of the past and present hosts brought to this concert?

COLBERT: Joe Mantegna’s five uncles served in World War II and Gary Sinise has been doing all kinds of programs for the troops, going to Iraq and all over the world with his band.  So they are both very involved in the subject matter and in veteran’s causes.  Ossie Davis hosted the concert for eleven years and was a great Renaissance man.  He had been a producer, an actor, a writer, a director and had lived through the whole civil rights movement.  Ossie spent four years in World War II as a surgical aide and he knew war and what people had been through.  He was just extremely dedicated and articulate.

Q:  What memories do you have of Memorial Day before you began producing this concert?

COLBERT:  I grew up in a small town in Massachusetts and was a Cub Scout and a Boy Scout. We marched every year in a Memorial Day parade down to the Common where the minister, priest, and town mayor would give a speech.  Then we’d all go down to the cemetery where there were volleys fired and a band that played.  It was a very solemn occasion.  We started with the Revolutionary War dead because the revolution started in Massachusetts.  We’d go on to honor the Civil War dead and all other subsequent wars.  So, at an early age, I had a feeling about what the meaning and tone of Memorial Day should be and I’ve tried to keep that in mind when we do this concert.

Q: What extraordinary examples of heroism have you seen in the two decades that you’ve produced this concert?

COLBERT:  I’ve seen endless examples of heroism in the soldiers’ wives, the mothers, and the wounded. I’ve seen heroism in someone like Jim Mayer, who lost both legs in Vietnam and now goes to Walter Reed Hospital, five or six days a week, to work with the amputees.  He sits and talks with them and helps them realize that even though they’ve lost a leg or two or an arm, life is possible.  I also think of a group from the Louisiana National Guard where seven were killed in an armored personnel carrier and their fellow soldiers ran right up to try to save their friends, risking their own lives.  There are an endless number of meaningful, selfless and heroic things that we feature in each program.

Q: Why is it important that the concert be televised?

COLBERT:  There are 390 stations in public broadcasting so, in addition to producing this live show at the Capitol, you’re reaching millions at home.  But I don’t think about the millions of people when I’m producing this program.  I try to think of the one or two people sitting in their living room who are going to watch this and be moved and motivated by it.  I’m often reminded of Mother Theresa’s words when she said, “Often you see small and big wires, new and old, cheap and expensive electric cables.  They are only useless and unless the current passes through them, there will be no light.  The wire is you and me, the current is God.  We have the power to let the current pass through us and to produce the light of the world or we can refuse to be used and allow the darkness to spread.”  In a way, I feel like this concert is a beam of light that goes through a prism and touches people in so many ways.  I’m also inspired by legendary TV journalist, Edward R. Murrow, who once said his purpose was “to educate, to enlighten, to elucidate, to advocate for the poor, to inspire, and to challenge his audience.”  For the past twenty years, that’s a goal we strive to achieve with the National Memorial Day Concert each year.
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