ORDINARY PEOPLE, EXTRAORDINARY LIVES: A SYNOPSIS

Overview

Gregory J. Leeson, calling himself “The Life Chronicler,” embarked on a 13-month, 26,403-mile journey across
the U.S. and Canada to interview ordinary people and listen to their life stories. His goal was to explore
whether personal narratives could illuminate shared humanity and serve as a bridge in today’s deeply divided
times. The book weaves together travelogue, history, oral storytelling, and reflections on reconciliation.

It is organized into four major sections: The Project, The Question, The People, and The Journeys.

Section 1 — The Project

Leeson introduces the origins of his idea: inspiration from Studs Terkel’s Working and Bruce Feiler’s Life Is in
the Transitions. He describes being struck at his high school reunion by the depth of untold life stories.

Drawing on historian William Strauss and Neil Howe’s “cycle theory of history,” Leeson compares current
polarization with the 1840s-1850s, a prelude to the Civil War. He sees disturbing parallels—loss of civic trust,
extreme partisanship, anger, resentment, and the looming threat of authoritarianism. His project, then, is
both personal and civic: by amplifying life stories, he hopes to reveal common threads that might help heal
divisions.

Section 2 — The Question
In addition to deep interviews, Leeson posed one core question anonymously to 52 Americans:

“Some historians say the U.S. is as divided as it has been since the 1840s—1850s. How divided do you think we
are? Why? What does our future look like?”

Responses were candid, often raw, and fell into categories including political, generational, and societal.

e Political: Some feared authoritarian drift; others blamed media and entrenched parties.

e Generational: Younger respondents highlighted systemic racism and inequities, with some predicting
open conflict. Older voices often mourned the loss of civility in politics.

e Societal: Diversity was viewed both as a strength and as a wedge exploited for division.

What emerges is not consensus, but a mosaic of anxieties and hopes.

Section 3 — The People

This longest section presents 66 mini-biographies of the 71 people Leeson interviewed (five withheld
permission). They span every walk of life—teachers, artists, veterans, immigrants, athletes, ministers,
business leaders, and survivors of hardship.

Some highlights include:

e A former model whose husband refused to “sell” her for two camels in Morocco.
e A gayrunaway at 15 who later became a respected minister.

e A Freedom Rider imprisoned on death row, freed after JFK’s intervention.
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A Harvard dropout who befriended the Dalai Lama after living among Moroccan Berbers.

A child once written off as “unworthy” who became a classical pianist.

Survivors of abuse, poverty, cancer, and divorce who transformed pain into resilience.

Innovators like “The Volcano Man,” G. Brad Lewis, who became famous photographing Kilauea’s
eruptions.

Influencers like Emmy-winning journalist John Clayton of New Hampshire and Lynnette Grey Bull of
Wyoming who founded “Not Our Native Daughters” and ran against Liz Cheney for Congress.

Each vignette illustrates perseverance, transformation, and the hidden richness of “ordinary” lives.

Section 4 — The Journeys

Leeson recounts the logistics and anecdotes of his four road trips—Eastern (6,521 miles), Western (8,274
miles), Southern (5,178 miles), and Great Plains (6,430 miles).

Unlike Kerouac or Steinbeck, he stresses this was not about self-discovery, but about connection. Along the
way, there are humorous mishaps (like losing his pants in a Salt Lake City dryer), brushes with breakdowns
(car trouble in Wyoming), and serendipitous encounters with strangers who became friends. These travel
notes ground the larger themes in real-world experience.

Appendices

The appendices add practical tools:

Appendix A: Dan McAdams'’s Life Story Interview Protocol, a structured method for eliciting personal
narratives. Leeson urges readers to use it with family, friends, or even strangers as a way of building
bridges.

Appendix B: Leeson’s own life story told in that format, offering transparency and reciprocity.
Appendix C: Maps of his journeys.

Themes and Takeaways

1.

The Power of Storytelling — Personal narratives humanize differences and foster empathy.

History Repeats in Cycles — Today’s divisions echo pre—Civil War America; storytelling may be a
mitigating tool to avoid repeating catastrophe.

Resilience in Ordinary Lives — From tragedy to triumph, individual journeys embody collective
wisdom to which the reader can relate.

Hope through Listening — Even amid raw pessimism, the act of listening offers a path toward
reconciliation.

Leeson closes with an appeal: use storytelling intentionally, both to understand oneself/others and to
strengthen democracy. The individual CAN make an impact!
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