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His verbal stumbles have voters worried about his mental fitness. Maybe theyd be more understanding if they
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knew he’s still fighting a stutter.
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| still struggle to say my own name.
When | called the gas company
recently, the automated voice
apologized for not being able to
understand me. This happens a lot,
so | try to say “representative,”

but r’s are tough too. When | reach
a human, I'm inevitably asked
whether we have a poor
connection.

Busy bartenders will walk away and
serve someone else when | take too
long to say the name of a beer.
Almost every deli guy chuckles as |
fail to enunciate my order, despite
the fact that I've cut it down to just
six words: “Turkey club, white toast,
easy mayo.” | used to just point at
items on the menu.
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My head will shake on a
really bad stutter.
People have casually
asked whether | have
Parkinson’s.

| curl my toes inside my
shoes or tap my foot as
a distraction to help me
get out of it, a behavior
that I've repeated so
often, it’s become a tic.
Sometimes | shuffle a
pen between my hands.
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CLASSIC TURKEY CLUB

This sandwich is just what the name says: Classic. An easy recipe with excellent results.
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I STARTED STUTTERING at age 4. Biden looks down.

He pivots to the distant past, telling me that the
letter s was hard when he was a kid. “But, you
know, | haven’t stuttered in so long that it’s
hhhhard for me to remember the specific—" He
pauses. “What | do remember is the feeling.”

A kid at baseball camp, Michael, referred to me as
“Stutter Boy.” He’d snap his fingers and repeat it
as if calling a dog. “Stutter Boy! Stutter Boy!”

When | was little, | used to press my palm against
my forehead in an effort to force the missing word
out of my brain. Back then, my older brother
would imitate this motion and
the accompanying sound, a dull
whine—something between

a cow and a sheep.
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The cultural perception of
stutterers is that they’re fearful,
anxious people, or simply dumb,
and that stuttering is the result.
But it doesn’t work like that. Let’s
say you’re in fourth grade and
you have to stand up and recite
state capitals. You know that
Juneau is the capital of Alaska,
but you also know that you
almost always block on

the j sound. You become
intensely anxious not because
you don’t know the answer, but
because you do know the answer,
and you know you’re going to
stutter on it.
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by Yuki Ishibashi
, Meeting Staff

Joe Biden (back) W|th h|s brother James
and his sister, Valerie, at her First
Communion (Random House)
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But now we’re back in middle school. The

students are taking turns reading a book, one
by one, up and down the rows. “I could count
down how many paragraphs, and I'd
memorize it, because | found it easier to
memorize than look at the page and read the
word. I'd pretend to be reading,” Biden says.
“You learned early on who the hell the bullies
were,” he tells me later. “You could tell by the
look, couldn’t you?”

For most stutterers, reading out loud
summons peak dread. A chunk of text that
may take a fluent person roughly a minute to
read could take a stutterer five or 10 times as
long. Four kids away, three kids away. Your
shoulders tighten. Two away. The back of
your neck catches fire. One away. Then it
happens, and the room fills with secondhand
embarrassment. Someone breathes a heavy
sigh. Someone else laughs. At least one kid
mimics your stutter while you’re actively
stuttering. You never talk about it. At night,
you stare at the ceiling above your bed,
reliving it.
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“The paragraph | had to read was: ‘Sir Walter
Raleigh was a gentleman. He laid his cloak
upon the muddy road suh-suh-so the lady
wouldn’t soil her shoes when she entered the
carriage, ” Biden tells me, slightly and
unintentionally tripping up on the word so.
“And | said, ‘Sir Walter Raleigh was a

gentle man who—’ and then the nun said, ‘Mr.
Biden, what is that word?’ And it

was gentleman that she wanted me to say,
not gentle man. And she said, ‘Mr. Buh-Buh-
Buh-Biden, what’s that word?’”

Biden says he rose from his desk and left the
classroom in protest, then walked home. The
family story is that his mother, Jean, drove him
back to school and confronted the nun with
the made-for-TV phrase “You do that again, Ill
knock your bonnet off your head!” | ask Biden
what went through his mind as the nun
mocked him.

“Anger, rage, humiliation,” he says. His speech
becomes staccato. “A feeling of, uh—like I'm
sure you’ve experienced—it just drops out of
your chest, just, like, you feel ... a void.” He lifts
his hands up to his face like he did on the
debate stage in July, to guide the v sound out
of his mouth: void.
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By all accounts, Biden was both popular and a
strong athlete in high school. He was class
president at Archmere Academy, in Claymont,
Delaware. His nickname was “Dash”—not a
reference to his speed on the football field,
but rather another way to mock his stutter. “It
was like Morse code—dot dot dot, dash dash
dash dash,” Biden says. “Even though by that
time | started to overcome it.”

| ask him to expand on the relationship
between anger and humiliation, or shame.
“Shame is a big piece of it,” he says, then
segues into a story about meeting a stutterer
while campaigning.

| bring it back up a little later, this time more
directly: “When have you felt shame?”

“Not for a long, long, long time. But especially
when | was in grade school and high school.
Because that’s the time when everything is,
you know, it’s rough. They talk about ‘mean
girls’? There’s mean boys, too.”
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Bill Bowden had the locker next to
Biden’s at Archmere. | called
Bowden recently. “It was just kind of
a funny thing, you know?” he told
me. “Hopefully he wasn’t hurt by it.”
Bob Markel, another high-school
buddy of Biden’s, went a little
further when we spoke: “‘H-H-H-H-
Hey, J-J-J-J-J-Joe B-B-B-B-Biden’—
that’s how he’d be addressed.”
Markel said the Archmere guys
called him “Stutterhead,” or

“Hey, Stut !” for short.

He fears that he himself may have
made fun of Biden once or twice. “I
never remember him being offended.
He probably was,” Markel said. “I
think one of his coping mechanisms
was to not show it.” Bowden and
Markel have remained friends with
Biden to this day.
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We both went to all-male prep
schools, the sort of place where
displaying any weakness is a
liability.

As | listened to the recording of
our interview, | remembered
how | used to respond when
people asked me about my
stutter. I'd shut down. I'd try to
change the subject. I'd almost
always look away.

In college, | applied for a job at a
coffee shop. | stuttered horribly
through the interview, and the
owner told me he couldn’t hire
me, because he wanted his café
to be “a place where customers
feel comfortable.”
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Emma Alpern is a 32-year-old copy editor who
co-leads the Brooklyn chapter of the National
Stuttering Association and co-founded NYC
Stutters, which puts on a day-long conference
for stuttering destigmatization. Alpern told me
that she’s on a group text with other stutterers
who regularly discuss Biden, and that it’s been
“frustrating” to watch the media portray Biden’s
speech impediment as a sign of mental decline
or dishonesty. “Biden allows that to happen by
not naming it for what it is,” she said, though
she’s not sure that his presidential candidacy
would benefit if he were more forthcoming. “I
think he’s dug himself into a hole of not saying
that he still stutters for so long that it would
strike people as a little weird.”

Biden has presented the same life story for
decades. He’s that familiar face—Uncle Joe. He
was born 11 months after Pearl Harbor and
grew up in the last era of definitive “good guys”
and “bad guys.” He’s the dependable guy, the
tenacious guy, the aviators-and-crossed-arms
guy. That guy doesn’t stutter; that guy used

to stutter.
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Eric S. Jackson, an
assistanofessor of
communicative sciences and
disorders at NYU, told me he
believes that Biden’s eye
movements—the blinks, the
downward glances—are part
of his ongoing efforts to
manage his stutter. “As kids
we figure out: Oh, if | move
parts of my body not
associated with the speech
system, sometimes it helps me
get through these blocks
faster,” Jackson, a stutterer
himself, explained.
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Jackson credits an intensive program at
the American Institute for Stuttering, in
Manhattan, with bringing him back from a
“rock bottom” period in his mid-20s, when
he says his stutter kept him from meeting
women or speaking up enough to reach
his professional goals. Afterward, Jackson
went all in on disclosure: Every day for six
months, he stood up during the subway
ride to and from work and announced that
he was a person who stutters. “I had this
new relationship with my stuttering—I
was like Hercules,” he told me. At 41,
Jackson still stutters, but in conversation
he confidently maintains eye contact and
appears relaxed. He wishes Biden would
be more transparent about his
intermittent disfluency. “Running for
president is essentially the biggest stage in
the world. For him to come out and say ‘I
still stutter and it’s fine’ would be an
amazing, empowering message.”
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A stutter does not get worse as
a person ages, but trying to
keep it at bay can take
immense physical and mental
energy. Biden talks all day to
audiences both small and large.
In addition to periodically
stuttering or blocking on
certain sounds, he appears to
intentionally not stutter by
switching to an alternative
word—a technique called
“circumlocution” —which can
vield mangled syntax.
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characterized as a memory lapse is
indeed a stutter.

As Eric Jackson, the speech
pathologist, pointed out to me,
during a town hall in August Biden
briefly blocked on Obama, before
quickly subbing in my boss. The
headlines after the event? “Biden
Forgets Obama’s Name.” Other
times when Biden fudges a detail or
loses his train of thought, it seems
unrelated to stuttering, like he’s just
making a mistake. The kind of
mistake other candidates make too,
though less frequently than he does.
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