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Life Is A Ride
Threadhead Foundation Architect
Chris Joseph’s Journey Of Cancer

Recovery
 

In March of 2017, Chris Joseph sat down at his

computer to type a letter. To say it was tough to write

would be a gross understatement.

“I would think of things I wanted to write and jot down

my thoughts and then pick it up a day later, two days

later, whatever,” he says. “I wrote it as, ‘Hey, you know,

I’m going to die. I want you to know all this.’ That’s how

I wrote it.”

Joseph had just made the decision to stop chemotherapy

and seek other treatment for a virulent strain of

pancreatic cancer that had been diagnosed at the end of

2016. The letter was to his sons, Jasper and AJ, 14 and 12

years-old at the time.

“I just wanted to tell them these things, to know some

things I had learned in my path, my journey,” he says,

fighting back tears. “And yeah, it was extremely

difficult.”

The letter was never given to the boys. But it is included

in, and sits at the emotional core of, his new book, Life Is

a Ride: My Unconventional Journey of Cancer Recovery.
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a Ride: My Unconventional Journey of Cancer Recovery.

As the second part of the book’s title states, and as his

being here to tell about it affirms, he did recover, after

going to Germany for treatment that has not been

approved in the United States.

This ride of the story is wild and sometimes harrowing,

involving what he thought was a death sentence, doctors

who seemed inattentive or indifferent and, crucially, a

misdiagnosis of his condition.

“Chemo was not working,” he says. “The tumor was

getting bigger. I felt like my body was slipping away

because of the poison, not because of the cancer.”

The first part of the title is familiar to some New Orleans

music fans, as it is also the title of a song and album by

Paul Sanchez.

“Paul and I were talking about what he was going

through with a painful divorce, and what I was going

through with my cancer,” he says. “This was right when

I was going through chemo and I knew things were not

going well.”

In one text Sanchez remarked, “Man, life is a ride.”

Joseph, who had never written anything resembling a

song, was moved to dash off a verse and sent it to

Sanchez:

It starts with a first breath

And then with a cry

It ends with a last breath

On the day one dies

And in between, life is a ride.

Within minutes, Sanchez sent back a full song, with a



Within minutes, Sanchez sent back a full song, with a

few tweaks (“the day you die”) and more verses. Alex

McMurray would later add a few lyrics and the song was

done.

Joseph himself is a familiar, prominent figure in New

Orleans spheres. He lives in Santa Monica, California,

but has missed just two Jazz Fests since the late 1980s,

the second absence in 2017 due to the Germany trip.

In that time, he became an advocate and catalyst in the

community. After the 2005 federal flood, he marshaled a

global network of passionate Jazz Festers, dubbed the

Threadheads, to finance New Orleans artists struggling

to make albums. Threadhead Records fan-funded

operation before the concept came into vogue, with

dozens of releases by such local lights as Sanchez,

McMurray, John Boutté, Susan Cowsill and Debbie Davis.

And that sparked the creation of the Threadhead

Foundation, which raises money for grants to New

Orleans music and arts projects and education. In a

fitting turnaround, many Threadheads were among

those supporting a GoFundMe campaign set up by

friends to help pay for Joseph’s costly Germany trip and

treatment.

For all that, Joseph has worked more behind the scenes

as “a cheerleader, enthusiast and participant.” Going

public with his cancer experience was a leap. It started

with a blog.

“I didn’t want to keep my situation a secret,” he says.

“But I wasn’t quite sure about blogging. Then I realized,

‘Oh, I’m getting some good feedback.’ I learned that

people want to know my story, but they don’t really

want advice. They wanted hope. And they were looking

at stories like mine as hopeful. It was really powerful. I

https://www.offbeat.com/news/2020-threadhead-raffle-now-accepting-donations/
https://threadheadrecords.bandcamp.com/
https://www.thcfnola.org/


at stories like mine as hopeful. It was really powerful. I

guess that’s what support groups could do.”

Ride, he says, is not a how-to, nor a how-not-to book,

other than stressing lessons he learned about taking

charge of one’s own medical process by doing research

and asking a lot of questions.

“There is no one-size-fits-all in this,” he says. “I never

wanted the book to be about an alternative versus

Western medicine. I thought if I told my story, no one

could argue with my story.”

No one will argue with where it has led. Today he’s

embracing the joys of continuing life—camping trips

with his sons, time with his girlfriend Susie and, of

course, trips back to New Orleans. The first one after

missing Jazz Fest 2017 was a standout.

“It was July that year,” he says. “I’d been home from

Germany for three or four months. I didn’t know what

was going to happen in terms of my long-term survival.

All I knew it I was feeling better. I remember going to

see John Boutté at d.b.a on a Monday night and I was

just overjoyed at that, being there, listening to John,

getting a big hug from John, seeing the smile on his face.

And now it’s going to make me cry. I remember seeing

Paul, maybe at Chickie Wah Wah. It was incredible. It

was my own little Jazz Fest.”

And the never-sent letter to his sons? Have AJ, who just

turned 16, and Jasper, about to turn 18, read it now?

“They haven’t read the book or the letter,” Joseph

reports. “I think their feeling is they lived it. I just asked

AJ and he smiled and said, ‘One day I’ll read it.’”

Chris Joseph will be in conversation with Paul Sanchez

about the book in an online event October 13, 6 p.m., on



about the book in an online event October 13, 6 p.m., on

the Garden District Book Shop’s web site. It is a free event,

but RSVPs are required. Details at Garden District

Bookshop.

Full disclosure: The author of this story served as an

unpaid consultant to Threadhead Records, has

participated in the Threadhead Foundation’s grants

screening committees and wrote a short blurb used as

liner notes for the Life Is a Ride album, quoted in full in

Joseph’s book.
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