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Frank Warren 
The Most Trusted Stranger in America
“Frank Warren’s PostSecret tugs at campus’s heartstrings”
Campus Times (University of Rochester), September 24, 2009, By Carley Parsons 
We all have our secrets. What we do with those secrets, however, is up to us. In Frank Warren’s words, we should “share our secrets like gifts,” and because of his PostSecret community art project, people are doing just that.


Five years ago in Washington D.C., Warren printed 3,000 blank postcards and set out on a journey to encourage people to share their secrets. He would simply approach a stranger and say, “Hi, my name is Frank, and I collect secrets.”


I don’t know about you, but if I had been one of those people who he walked up to, I would have quickened my step out of there. He himself admitted that it was a crazy idea, but “he had faith in it.” Luckily, and to Warren’s own surprise, people took these postcards and plastered them with their innermost thoughts and feelings, turning what they previously thought of as burdens into artwork by sending them to who is now the “most-trusted person in America.”


Warren was shocked that this idea of PostSecret spread virally, even after he stopped sending out the postcards. “I had tapped into something that had been there the whole time, something full of wonder, something that I am thankful for,” he said. 
He has now received more than 300,000 anonymous secrets, has two traveling art exhibits, four published books, has raised over $1.5 million for the National Hopeline Network and is now on his 2009 PostSecret Event Tour, where he is visiting numerous college campuses. UR was one of those lucky campuses last Thursday.


From the moment he stepped on stage, Warren made this night about us as he walked out holding up his phone, recording the eager faces and clapping hands. His attempts to relate to the Rochester community created whoops and cheers as he mentioned our beloved Dinosaur BBQ, and with me being from Syracuse, its original hometown, I was certainly a participant in the applause. Not only did he try to make our night one to remember, but we made his night memorable as well as he realized that people from hours and hours away were there to hear what he had to say.


Warren began to share with us a mixture of his experiences with his project and some secrets themselves that elicited laughs, serious silence, mouths gaped in shock and heavy hearts. Some of the more lighthearted ones that really kept everyone laughing included stories like students smuggling in delicious grilled cheese sandwiches to his event, something I am familiar with doing. He had our emotions in the palm of his hand as he went back and forth between words of wisdom, comedic and grave secrets and stories that went from humorless to hilarious. 


To avoid feeling too preachy — for he certainly had a bag full of Frankisms — he jumped into “the banned secrets” that his publisher HarperCollins did not allow in the books. The audience readjusted themselves in their seats to prepare for something with such an “off-limits” aura in such a sensitive realm. Before his display of secrets, he declared, “There’s censorship in this country and it’s insidious and done by large retailers. Wal-Mart censors movies, books, art and music and has never carried a PostSecret book, and I’m proud that they won’t carry this next one either.” A symphony of nodding heads and cheers followed this prideful declaration against the ever-controversial corporation. He also disclosed his belief that “suicide is America’s secret,” and I believe that Warren is a reliable-enough source to make such a statement, which caused everyone to take a second breath.


I was at first disappointed when he started thanking the Campus Activities Board and applauding us as he made what sounded like closing remarks, such as, “I truly believe the power and poignancy comes from your voice.” I thought I had remembered my ticket saying it ended at 9 p.m., rather than 8 p.m. But then, all of  sudden, he said, “This is the part where I never know what is going to happen.” I didn’t know what was going to happen either.


Warren told a student to whom he had given a book earlier on to open it and read what it said inside: “The world needs to hear your voice.” It was now our turn to become a part of the PostSecret revolution. After a few minutes of pondering and a slightly uncomfortable (for me at least) meet and greet with our neighbors, students began to bravely approach the microphones, but caused disappointed sighs when they began to ask questions rather than tell secrets. 


However, I knew that the lines that were forming were going to hold those brave souls who were ready to be heard. A young man was first to utter the words: “I just wanted to share my secret.” 


I dropped my pen and notepad and joined in the deserved applause for the young man who turned a decent talk into a night to remember by disclosing a childhood of abuse. After he shook Warren’s hand and left the auditorium, Warren said, “I wish I could thank him for being a hero.”


Tears were streaming down my face by this point and continued on as unforgettable stories of love, family and pain were shared by more people who continued to line up. Some students simply wanted to thank Frank for “giving [them] the courage to share [their] secrets with the ones [they] love,” and others wanted to be a laugh of comic relief as one student confessed to missing the first 10 minutes of the event due to “explosive diarrhea.”


Frank struck a chord in me when he verbalized the fact that our fellow students, some strangers, some friends, were trusting us, me, someone they never met, with such tender and personal experiences. “What a special place this is,” he said, and rightfully so. I not only felt connected to the community we created inside the auditorium, but with humanity in the most basic sense.


He made me believe in PostSecret more than I ever had before. Before he left, Frank told us to “free your secrets and become who you are.” Send him your secret or just free it in some way, and become a part of the community of what I believe to be the world. It’s smaller than you think, and you never know whose life you may touch.   
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