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    —James Brown, Host, the NFL Today and
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    “Bruce inspires me to this very day as I continue my own career journey that hopefully enhances opportunities for others to be a real difference maker through actions—not just the superficial chit chat I tend to dislike at the various journalism conferences. Bruce Johnson is a winner. A winner against cancer. A winner against those who tried to change his approach to covering news, no matter their rank on the corporate ladder. Bruce is the ultimate winner Because he always learned and grew, thrived and inspired so many in journalism to make a difference, especially African Americans who still need his help every single day.”


    —Dave Roberts, Senior Vice President, ESPN
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    —Gordon Peterson, Retired Washington TV News Anchor,

    Host Inside Washington, PBS
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    Isaiah 43:1–2


    “When you go through deep waters, I will be with you.

    When you go through rivers of difficulty, you will not drown.”
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    THE NEWS



    “FBI! I’m ordering you to MOVE NOW!”


    A day I will never forget. It was a Friday, midafternoon and I’m staring down the FBI in a motel parking lot just outside Washington, D.C. I had been on the trail of one of D.C.’s biggest stories; the takedown of Marion Barry. D.C.’s renowned Mayor for Life had been arrested the night before while smoking FBI-provided crack in a downtown hotel.


    The combination of fear and determination in standing up to that FBI agent will always be easy to recall. I was a reporter for WUSA9, the CBS affiliate in Washington, D.C. I felt somewhat protected by my celebrity, earned from years as a reporter on the city’s meanest streets; but I was still a black man, and this was the FBI.


    “Get the fuck out of the way,” the agent ordered. He was clearly angry at having been caught trying to move his star witness from her motel safe house. But I had been tipped off!


    Was his right hand on his gun as he stared me down?


    Tall, handsome, and White, he could have played the lead actor in the CBS series The FBI, but this wasn’t fiction. He had placed the woman he was escorting into the back seat. Anybody watching these scenes unfold had to be asking, “If she wasn’t a prisoner, who was she?”


    It was Rasheeda Moore, Marion Barry’s former girlfriend.


    The FBI agent slammed the car into reverse. With tires screeching, the dark-colored vehicle backed toward me.


    “Show me some identification!” I yelled back. “How do I know you’re FBI?” Where the hell did that smart-ass response come from? What was I thinking? The truth is…I wasn’t thinking about the consequences. I was prepared to take a bullet if it came to that. What a story that would be!


    In reality, I was only trying to buy some time for my cameraman, Greg Guise, to get into place. Guise had seen and heard the commotion from the far end of the motel lot. He was already in a full sprint with the video camera on his shoulder and pointed at the car with the tall attractive woman inside.


    Rasheeda Moore was the FBI’s prized witness in their case to send Mayor Barry to prison for smoking crack during a sting operation they had set up to nab him after years of rumors, police investigations, and grand jury probes that led to others going to jail but not Barry.


    Rasheeda would take the stand and testify that she and Barry had used cocaine or crack at least one hundred times. Is that recreational drug use?


    A positioned source divulged only to me that the star witness and her children had been under guard at the Renaissance Hotel, on Lee Highway in Falls Church, Virginia. The bureau wanted her out of D.C., away from family, friends, Barry associates, and the media. The Renaissance hotel was in Northern Virginia, across the Potomac River from D.C.


    It was over my dead body that I would let the FBI hide its prized witness without getting her image and his on videotape.


    My exclusive report of what happened in that parking lot aired on our eleven o’clock newscast that night. The video was brief but dramatic. It confirmed my confrontation with the FBI. Rasheeda was captured on camera for a few seconds. We had to slow down the video, which actually added to the suspense. I thought while watching the scenes unfold on TV, why not two agents on such an important assignment? One might have stayed behind to arrest me for hindering an FBI investigation. An arrest would have been a boost to my incipient reputation. I was closing in on fifteen years in Washington. But it was never my intent to be just an average reporter collecting a paycheck: I wanted to be a difference-maker.
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    On so many levels there had never been another one like me. When your journey starts as far back as mine and includes the critics and abettors, Black and White, that I had, it takes more than a lawman or a racist or a life-threatening illness to stop you. My story has never been about just me: this African American has been carrying the aspirations of a mother, a grandmother and entire communities of black folk. They had done the heavy lifting long before I was born.

  


  
    CHAPTER 1



    Early Life



    There was nothing in my early life that would suggest I’d find myself in that parking lot staring down an FBI agent. Or was there? I was born angry. Probably got that from my mother.


    Decades ago, when I started researching and filling notebooks for Surviving Deep Waters, I couldn’t find one single photo of myself—not one image of me or my siblings from our childhood. Who was there when I was brought home from the hospital? No first communion, no grade school or high school graduation pictures. Nothing. No faded images of a bronze-colored kid squeezed into a Polaroid frame with his siblings.


    I did have memories, good and bad. And the more I wrote, the more they came back to me.


    “Junior, Michael, Bruce, and David!” That was the call that would come from the screen door in the Louisville public-housing project when Ma wanted her four boys to come in from playing outside.


    In the 1950s, the area was still being called “Little Africa” by some. We were among the 700 African American families moved into the Joseph S. Cotter homes, named after a local Black poet and educator. Located west of 32nd Street and south of Garland Avenue, we were public housing tenants surrounded by better off Black folk in Louisville’s segregated west end.


    Although we were poor, legalized segregation made sure that upward mobile Black people were never too far away. Within a few short blocks we had plenty of examples of the bootstrap self-help ethic that prevailed in much of Black Louisville.


    Educators, physicians, lawyers, business leaders, even funeral directors shopped at the same stores and frequented the same parks and places of worship. White people in Louisville seemed okay with our progress as long as we didn’t try to live next door or send our children to public schools alongside their children.


    I was but four years old in 1954 when two White newspaper reporters turned-activists were arrested for trying to integrate a White suburban Louisville neighborhood. Ann and Carl Braden were charged with sedition after they purchased a home in Shively only to turn that same house over to a Black couple, Andrew and Charlotte Wade. Carl Braden was found guilty and sent to prison for seven months. Ann’s case never went to trial. All charges and convictions against the couple were eventually dismissed or overturned. Carl Braden died at age sixty. Ann continued to fight racism. She was commended by Martin Luther King in his 1963 Letter from the Birmingham Jail. Ann Braden was a key advisor to SNCC, the Student Non Violent Co-ordinating Committee which included the late Congressman John Lewis.


    There was nothing threatening about the Wades. They were merely a Black couple who wanted a piece of the American dream: a house in the suburbs with a yard, driveway, and perhaps some peace and quiet.


    The Wades were never allowed to move into their new home. It might have cost them their lives had they done so. Angry White people picketed. Guards were posted, but that didn’t stop someone from firebombing the house one night. No one was ever held responsible. Andrew and Charlotte were forced to sell what was left of their home at auction. They moved back to Louisville’s west end with the rest of us Black folk to spend their remaining years.


    Unlike the Wades and Bradens, my parents were not ones to challenge the system. Few Black people in Louisville back then could
    afford to step out. There was always a price to pay. I recall an interview with The Reverend Andrew Young, a lieutenant to Doctor King. He told me, “None of us in the movement retired rich or even with a pension.”


    My mother complained a lot about “those White people.” She had a separate list of complaints about some of the Black people she didn’t like.


    Ma was born Mary Pearson in 1928, a year before the start of the Great Depression. Her own mother Ivory Bell had little to do with raising a young daughter and even younger son, Jim. That responsibility fell to their grandmother, Millie Bell.


    The threesome was so poor they would move from place to place, not bothering to unpack because they were always getting evicted. They would go hungry. At the railroad tracks they waited for the trains to come by. When crates of vegetables and fruit fell off the speeding cars, they were there to scoop up their dinner.


    I didn’t hear these stories early on. It was only after I had become a news reporter and started asking questions that my people, sometimes reluctantly, started filling in the empty scripts of their lives. They saw no need to burden us with how bad off the family had been.


    My mom would be the first in her family to graduate high school. It was a big deal in a Kentucky family where some people never learned to read or write. But Ma had bigger plans for herself and her children and maybe a special plan for me. Who could have imagined that at age fifty-two after raising her children, practically singlehandedly, Ma would graduate from the University of Louisville? I learned perseverance from my mother.


    There was no dad to teach me anything. It’s not because Mary didn’t try. She had gotten married at age nineteen to Leslie Johnson, Senior, a drop-dead handsome man; I could see why Ma fell for him. Les was a smooth talker. Brown skin, a shade darker than my caramel color and he stood at least six feet; taller than I would ever be. I can still smell the Old Spice cologne that he splashed on to complement the neatly pressed starched shirts and trousers. He never owned a car, and I couldn’t say if Les had a job. I don’t recall my “natural” father ever living in the same house or apartment with us. I know that Les only came to visit my mother and “his” four sons; he never gave the impression that he would be staying. I didn’t know him, and he certainly never got to know me. Les Junior, my oldest brother and his namesake, was clearly his favorite and, it turns out in the end, the most like him.


    Our history of growing up with no dad was more common than rare among my Black friends.


    “You need a dad to play baseball,”. I got that proclamation once from a young White friend after I accepted his family’s offer of a free ticket and a ride to a Washington Nationals baseball game. They had season tickets. Baseball, basketball and all sports had been a lifelong bonding experience between the dad and his two sons.


    Growing up in Louisville, I didn’t experience any advantages to not having a dad around. We envied the boys with fathers especially the ones who were present and seemed interested in us too.


    In the 1950s and early 1960’s in Louisville, it seemed every colored adult was trying to look less like a Negro and more like White folks. The men added pomade or strong chemicals to their hair that would leave it hard as a brick but resembling White men’s hair.


    I recall stealing bleaching cream from a dresser jar and rubbing it on my face and arms to lighten my own skin.


    Any visible defect could be reason for ridicule. Neighborhood influencers with bad intentions insisted on giving people embarrassing nicknames. Names other than what our parents had given us. Names like “Peanut, Hammer head, Retard, Midget, or Smoke”.


    We were already at bottom. The goal was not to be at the very bottom. A nick name helped keep people down, their self-esteem below yours. Athletes and entertainers escaped the scorn. They were held in high regard from the time we were able to walk and talk. Sing and dance.


    I am my mother’s son. Quick to smile, her high-pitched laughter became my laugh as I grew attached to her sensibilities. Her anger was sometimes more fear than anything else. She would say mean things at times because “It made me feel better,” she explained.


    She was short but not small, maybe five feet tall. Shapely, tight figure, probably from all that manual labor and walking everywhere. Ma drank only on weekends or at picnics and rarely seemed drunk. The woman could throw a punch like a man. She could slap you so hard you thought you had been shot. If she really wanted to hurt you, Ma would ball up her first and throw a roundabout blow at your head. We learned quickly to duck such blows because if she connected upside your head, there would be bells ringing between your ears for days. She could be really loud when she wanted to make a point or issue a command. Her laugh was infectious—high-pitched and full of delight, much like mine. Her dad was Lonnie Pearson, a Louisville barber who never married her mother, Ivory.


    Her one constant growing up was Grandma Millie. She was everything a poor southern black grandma was destined to be: burdened, always needing to sit or lean on something to rest awhile from what had to be a lifetime of trials and tribulations, which she was never willing to share. Despite all my efforts when we snuggled to learn more and get her to tell me a story or two, she never did. Maybe Grandma Millie didn’t think her inquisitive great-grandchild could handle it.


    Millie didn’t live on a street. By the time us kids came along, her home was an old grey wooden duplex hidden away in an alley behind large single-family homes that faced the affluent Floyd Street in Louisville’s east end. White people lived in those big houses. Some of the families had slaves before the civil war which would have been the age of Millie’s parents. My grandma Millie and a handful of other poor black people had addresses that said “rear Floyd Street,” to let mail carriers know they presided out back in the alley. By the way, that same alley was gentrified over the years. The shacks were torn down or rehabbed with indoor plumbing. Whites now live on the front and back side of Floyd Street.


    On weekends, Ma let my younger brother David and me board a city bus to travel to Grandma Millie Bell’s house. My job was to get my little brother there safe and sound. There would be no “call me when you get there,” since Millie didn’t have a phone. No one would drive out later to check on us either. We never owned a car and Ma didn’t learn to drive until after her second divorce.


    After boarding the bus and hearing our change drop into the box, David and I took our seats up front as instructed, behind the driver. I checked out every other passenger on the bus and memorized the stops as we traveled along Hill Street from west to east. If the bus ever broke down, I would decide if we would continue our journey to Grandma’s on foot or return home.


    After disembarking, we’d walk the four or five blocks to Millie’s house. We passed Bloom’s Grocery Store on one corner. A bar sat on another corner.


    We would make a left turn off a neighborhood street onto Grandma Millie’s alley. We might yell “Hi” to Mr. Tom Titt and his buddies who often huddled across the way in front of a fire in a steel drum. There was always some drinking going on around the fire. Tom had a wooden wagon that he had built to haul junk, discarded tires, bottles, anything he could collect and convert to some petty cash. He lived in a nearby shack and did odd jobs for the White folks when he wasn’t flirting with Grandma. “Y’all get out da street,” he would warn us, as cars came speeding through the alley where we played nearby by day and under the streetlight at night. If he was sober and having a good day, Mr. Tom Titt—and we always called him by both names out of respect—would invite us kids into his shed, where he would produce packages of stale Hostess cupcakes as rewards for being no trouble to anybody. We’d take one bite and then toss the stuff.


    Grandma Millie Bell had no running water. The toilet was in a small unheated shack built off the back porch. Imagine having to use that “powder” room in the dead of winter. She brought a bucket with a cover into the house, in case we had to get up to pee in the middle of the night.


    Like a lot of poor Black people in the 1950s and ’60s, Millie lived in what was called a shotgun house: you entered her three-room house via the front room, which led to the middle room, which led to the kitchen. You could fire a gun through the front door and the bullet would travel undisturbed through the last room of the house. Wood and coal stoves in each room provided the heat.


    We had to take baths after playing outside all day in the dust, dirt, and abandoned surroundings behind well-to-do White people’s homes. Water was pumped from an outside well that we then hauled inside to fill up the round metal tub.


    Once a week, a middle-aged White man who called Millie by her first name would knock on the front door and collect some coins that Millie had religiously been depositing in an envelope that she hid behind the front door. This was Millie’s burial money. She didn’t want to die leaving my mother with the burden of paying for a funeral.


    Millie was born Millie Buckner in 1865 or thereabouts, roughly two years after Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation. The town was Pembroke, Kentucky, not far from the Tennessee border in Christian County, Kentucky. Millie’s mother was named Unc which could have been a misspelling. The census taker wrote down what he heard. It wasn’t always what the Black person was saying. Millie’s father was named Jim. Both her parents were born in Kentucky. I am the descendant of slaves brought to the United States between 1700 and 1808. My people likely were captured and transported across the Atlantic to Virginia. Ancestry.com says I am 32 percent Nigerian and 16 percent German. Like President Barack Obama, I’ve visited slave houses in Western Africa, specifically on Goree Island off the coast of Senegal, and these visits filled me with anguish and pride—anguish for what my people had been put through, including my great-grandma Millie and my mother, but also pride in their perseverance so that I could be to stand on their shoulders.


    Although now free, Unc and Jim Buckner had not left their shack by the summer of 1865, when Millie was born. They were said to be free to leave the Buckner plantation; but where would they go? The former slaves had no financial means to set out for places unknown with lots of danger lurking. A Census record showed they remained in place tending the same fields. If they were paid it couldn’t have been much. They continued to live in the same slave shack. There were no reparations to slaves. President Lincoln had actually allowed compensation to go to the slaveowners to make up for their losing slave labor.


    I couldn’t find a record of Millie living in her parents’ home, which isn’t all that unusual given the times. At age twenty-four, Millie married James (Jim) Bell who was from nearby Tennessee. I obtained their marriage license from 1898 at the Christian County courthouse, in Hopkinsville, Kentucky. James Simons and EW Glass were listed as witnesses to the marriage.


    The Bell family was still living in Pembroke a couple decades later. Jim Bell, at age forty-three, was working as a farm laborer. Millie was a housewife. The U.S. Census says they could both read and write, although I don’t recall Grandma Millie ever reading and saw no evidence that she could write. They had children: Virgil, Douglas, Mary, Catherine, Marcellus and twins, Ivo and Ivory who died at birth. Ivo later took her twin brother’s name as her own.


    Millie moved to Louisville after Virgil returned from military service. He sent for the family, or Millie simply decided the family would move to the big city up North. It’s unclear why her husband didn’t follow his family North.


     


    By the time I came along, the house in Louisville on rear Floyd Street had become a crowded place as grandma Millie’s adult children came and went. My favorite great uncle was Marcellus, a tough talking, pistol packing hustler who lived with his girlfriend Jean in the front room of Millie’s house. He called me “Red”, because of my different skin color. I didn’t mind. Took it as a sign of affection. Marcellus Bell had been to prison. I felt protected and enjoyed tagging along as he tended to his several illegal business enterprises. He fenced stolen goods from the barbershop where his legitimate job was shining shoes. He proudly introduced me and my brother David to his clients before reaching into his pocket to produce a few coins, a handful of dimes and nickels for each of us. Uncle Cellus was also a notorious numbers runner. The pistol, a 22 caliber, was assurance that people who bet a number, paid up when their number failed to come up. Finally, on Sundays when most Black people were in church, my great uncle was pushing illegal pint size bottles of whiskey from the front door of grandma Millie’s house. Jean was always asleep in their bed a few feet away when strangers would knock on the door. I would peak from the middle room, a backup set of eyes, in case of trouble. The gun made sure the people at the door didn’t try to force their way into the house to rob us.


    I never told my mother about her uncle’s illegal activities. I know there was lots of stuff she knew but never shared with me.


    By the time she was twenty-two years old she had been married, divorced, and left with four young sons.


    She had a high school diploma and a determination to provide a better life for her boys. She had tried living with Leslie Johnson’s mother. When applications went out for some new public-housing that was being built for Black families. She put her name on the list. There was separate public housing for White families.


    It was also about the time she met Frank and Catherine O’Callahan, a rich, White Irish Catholic couple who were looking for a young woman like my mother to cook and clean for their family.


    The O’Callahans lived in a rich community outside of Louisville called Saint Matthews. I don’t recall how a poor negro teen from Louisville’s west end first met this Irish Catholic family, but it changed my mother’s life and subsequently mine too. Saint Matthews is still 90 percent White, with well-to-do Blacks making up just under 5 percent of the population.


    My mother never felt she was part of the O’Callahan family, but she was affected in a positive way during all those years while cooking, cleaning, and babysitting at the family mansion and later in the homes of their children. Several of the O’Callahans showed up years later for my mom’s funeral.


    Frank and Catherine were devout Catholics, which meant my mother became Catholic and that meant her first four boys were going to be baptized and raised in the Catholic church.


    “Mary,” as the O’Callahan children called my mother, would take the bus out to the grand white house that sat on a sprawling green lawn. I was sometimes allowed to accompany her when she went to work, but I wasn’t allowed to use the pool. Was that because of the liability, or because I was the help? My mother never bothered to explain. I should have been grateful just to tag along to see how life was in a world I could hardly expect to live or thrive in someday.


    I did tour the big house, every floor and room. The basement would have been enough space for all of us. I was allowed to watch TV all day while Ma moved in and around carrying baskets of clothes, frozen food, cleaning supplies.


    She stayed in the basement while ironing, and we were often glued to the television with its antenna and three over-the-air black and white channels. Broadcast news had not yet caught my attention. Why would it? Looking back, there was nothing on TV that resembled my world nor my limited space in the O’Callahan’s world.


    Bonanza, Gunsmoke, The Rifleman––all great cowboy shows––and of course there was Superman! Only White men could be heroes and protectors of pretty White women against all that was unfair and evil. They became my heroes too. Leave it to Beaver, Father Knows Best, My Three Sons. The sitcoms seemed innocent enough, but I watched them with a child’s filter, mistakenly thinking I was watching depictions of a life that could one day be mine. There was nobody on any of these shows that looked like me or my no-show dad. My mother didn’t have that kind of husband and I certainly didn’t have a father figure like any that I saw on TV—caring, soft-spoken, smart, and always present with a man’s hug or reassuring smile.


    I could have used a dad to help me handle Donald Brown, the grade school and neighborhood bully. My bully problem was solved in the grade school boys’ bathroom: it was just me going toe to toe with Donald, fear and anger becoming one as I punched him in every part of his body from head to his waist. There was no dad in the bleachers for my youth basketball and baseball games, no man for me and my brothers to see showering his woman with love, respect, and support during tough times, like Robert Young did on Father Knows Best.


    I would have been fine staying forever in front of the TV in the O’Callahans’ basement, but at one point, Ma stopped taking me to the O’Callahan’s and she never explained why. But I overheard her sharing a story with one of her girlfriends. Turns out, I didn’t know my place while visiting the rich White people.


    As Ma tells the story, Mary Ann, the youngest of the O’Callahan children, came to her crying. She explained, “Bruce slapped me!” Ma says she insisted on the spot that I apologize. Instead, I offered this explanation: “She slapped me, so I slapped her back!”


    The O’Callahans had a yardman. He was an older Black man named Allen. He cut the grass, trimmed the shrubs, and took care of the pool. Allen and his wife lived in the Cotter Homes, just like we did. The fortress-looking complex was built just for us Black folks. Poor White people had their own projects across town. The same company built their fortress.


    After all these years, I still recall the address, 1627 South 34th Street. The homes were built beginning in 1952. Grey cement and red brick on the outside with maybe a dozen apartments in each building. No way us poor people were going to tear down this place. Us four Johnson boys shared a bedroom. We had bunk beds.


    Roaches were a problem. One day we would trap them in jars treating them as pets. Other days we were torturing and killing them by the dozens. We were at constant war with the roaches.


    Poor people always make do, and that meant sharing what one had with neighbors. There was government-issued milk powder, cheese, and peanut butter, which everybody on our block divided up. We put mayonnaise and sugar on bread for sandwiches. Shoulder bones, white beans, or pinto beans for dinner. Fried chicken on Sundays.


    Once a week our poor people’s food monotony was broken up with scraps from the O’Callahans’ table. We would get excited as we waited for Ma’s bus to bring her home at day’s end. If she was tired, if her feet were hurting, she always seemed to find another gear as she stepped off the bus and into that familiar soulful strut toward home. We kids had to skip and run alongside just to keep up. If we had been inside the house fighting and breaking stuff up, it was all cleaned up by the time Ma got home, or she was going to be throwing some haymakers of her own.


    How I loved this woman, our everything! I recall wanting to just touch her, but as I write this, I don’t recall getting many hugs from Ma. Did I ever get to just crawl into bed with her, smell her perfume? Even so, I never doubted her love for me or my siblings. The woman often worked two jobs to keep her family together. She had felt the sting of a mother’s abandonment.


    What’s in the bags? There was always anticipation as to what she was able to pack into those two or three bags. Did she steal this stuff, or did the O’Callahans let her have what they certainly wouldn’t need or miss? I recall eating steak cooked medium and burnt at the edges. I like it cooked that way to this day. I didn’t like the barely seasoned string beans.


    We were on a fixed income and should have gone to the free neighborhood public school like our friends and neighbors, but Ma wouldn’t have it. The O’Callahans had converted Ma to their faith. She had us baptized Catholic at Saint Philip Neri in Louisville’s east end, just blocks from Grandma Millie Bell’s house.


    Ma worked out a deal with the priests at Immaculate Heart of Mary Catholic Church and School, just blocks away on 34th Street. She would pay what she could in tuition. In exchange, we were offered up to be at the church seven days a week to help clean the school and sanctuary and to sell raffle tickets and candy to raise money for the school. Cleaning the gym and classrooms was the same: spread some sawdust on the floor, then brush it up. Straighten up the desk and chairs, clean the blackboards, empty the trashcans, and I’m done. After school, the priests often would drive us to far-off White communities in the suburbs to sell World’s Finest Chocolate Bars or raffle tickets. We showed up for mass during the middle of the school day and on Sundays, and any evening that Mary Johnson decided we should be there. I was a lead altar boy at those church services. My younger brother David would help, at my insistence.


    Sports were huge among Louisville Catholic schools, beginning in grade school and reaching near obsessive levels by high school. I played on every team in every sport.


    I also got involved in theatre and at age twelve or thirteen, I was encouraged to write an original script for a play depicting the fall of the Holy Roman Empire. It was awful. There were maybe fifteen people in attendance. They laughed throughout. It wasn’t meant to be a comedy.


    Meanwhile, life was looking up for Mary and her four sons. I’m not sure when my mother started dating James Marbry: I was still in grade school. He was a tall skinny guy with a good job at the nearby American Synthetic Rubber Corporation. We were about to say farewell to the Cotter Homes for a single-family house with a front and backyard, still in the west end, but near the great Chickasaw Park
    and the Ohio River.


    For my family, James brought a good job and a steady paycheck. It wasn’t always the safest work. James was assigned to clean out dusty chemical bins. The American Synthetic Rubber Corporation was one of several giant factories in Louisville’s west end that were fined for releasing thousands of pounds of cancer-causing chemicals over the years.


    I’m not sure what chemicals ended up in the nearby river but that was the same water we kids learned to swim in. We’d swing out across the river on tree limbs. We’d drop like rocks into the deep waters. Before we learned to swim, we would paddle quickly and long enough to get back to shore. If you didn’t pay attention, the river’s current could sweep you downstream to God knows where. It was thrilling and a little scary too.


    In addition to the river, there were the ponds and streams that cut through Chickasaw and Shawnee Parks, which doubled as our family play and picnic areas. Nobody thought about pollution in those days or what it might do to us.


    Reporters for the local newspapers made names for themselves documenting many cases of cancer in our west-end communities. The saying became, “If Rubber Town doesn’t kill you, the booze and smokes and drugs certainly will.”


    Black people, men and women, also found work alongside White people at Brown & Williamson, the tobacco packing plant on Hill Street that paid well long before we learned that cigarettes cause cancer. Employees were encouraged to grab a handful of free smokes at the end of their shifts as they headed home. Later, during summer months when we were off from school, my brother David and I worked at B&W. My brother Michael would retire from the plant years later.


    Eventually, James and Ma got married. I don’t remember where or when or if us four kids had been there. Here’s what I do recall: We were soon moving on up and out of the Cotter home projects into our own single-family home further into Louisville’s west end surrounded by other Black families with big backyards, pet dogs, chain-link fences, and driveways for cars!


    We lived on Kaiser Court between Virginia and Hale Avenues. One day the neighborhood was buzzing because Ann and Carl Braden had moved in with their two children. Jimmy Braden, their son, became my playmate. The civil rights family was conspicuous from the beginning because most White people had already joined the exodus out of the west end. In hindsight, I’m thinking this might have been the safest place in the world for the Bradens after they were prosecuted for helping a Black family buy a home in a segregated Whites-only subdivision outside the city. Louisville and the State of Kentucky eventually came to their collective senses about Bradens. They were heroes. Anne later taught at the University of Louisville and at my alma mater, Northern Kentucky University.


    James Marbry was the first Black man I got to observe up close. I grew to like him and fear him at the same time. He treated my mother well, in the beginning. He was dependable, in the beginning. A skilled craftsman at carpentry, plumbing, you name it. He built two bedrooms in the attic for the boys; but started a utility room addition on the back of the house that he never finished. There were a few unfinished projects. Every year, James bought a new station wagon. A shiny new car was a status symbol for working Black men, maybe even more so than a first home. You could take that new car everywhere to show it off.


    For us, that meant a summer drive from Louisville to Newark, New Jersey, to visit my grandmother Ivory. We could hardly contain our euphoria as we piled into the Mercury, jockeying for a seat in the very back as far away from our mom and step-dad’s conversations. Ma had brought sandwiches, snacks, even a large jar in case we had to go pee. James wasn’t comfortable stopping except for gas during the night. I learned much later through the Green Book that it wasn’t safe for Black people to be on the road in a nice car at all hours.


    I could never be sure if I wasn’t more than a bother to James Marbry. He clearly wanted children of his own, and he and my mother went on to have four kids: Philip, Ordette, Don, and Doug. That’s three more boys and only one girl in the whole bunch of us. The Johnson-Marbry kids now totaled eight in all.


    Needless to say, neither parent had time for my school activities. No one checked my homework. Food on the table, roof over our heads: that’s what mattered most.


    For reasons I still don’t understand, James sometimes felt the need to ridicule me in front of my siblings. Especially when he had clearly been drinking. Why me? “You think you’re better than the rest of us,” he would charge. I would reply to no one but me, No. but I do think I’m better than this. Better than his ridicule, his verbal abuse. What did James see when he saw me that I wasn’t aware of? I wanted to punch James for talking to me this way, but I knew it would give him an excuse to administer an immediate beatdown. Better judgment told me to just sit there and take it. I was pissed but never told my mother about these incidents. It could only lead to more confrontation. She couldn’t help me.


    Eventually I learned to stay out of his way so as not to get on his bad side. My oldest brother Les seemed to have that place reserved. James would whip Les, or Junior, as we called him growing up, with a leather belt. Curfew violations were the usual offense. The punishment left welts over his body. For years we Black kids would share horror stories of those horrible beatings from our angry parents. Were those vicious beatings learned behavior, passed on from slave masters to punish runways and put the fear in bystanders? It worked for me. I swore to never beat my children.


    On most days, including holidays and birthdays, life was good for the Johnson and Marbry kids. But when Ma and James’ marriage started to fall apart, we kids were caught in the middle.


    James and Ma would fight on payday. The Fridays after he stopped at the liquor store to drink outside from paper cups with his friends from the plant, he’d fail to pick up my mother from her second night job at a fast-food restaurant, just outside town on Cane Run Road.


    A typical Friday would go like this: It’s near midnight. James was home, passed out in their first-floor bedroom. We kids were upstairs and only pretending to fall asleep as we knew what was about to go down. At about midnight after her shift ended, Mother began to call home. James didn’t answer the telephone and that left me to announce the bad news. “James is asleep and I can’t get him to wake up.” She’d order me again to wake up my stepdad. He’d refuse. She’d call back and I again gave the bad news.


    Her cousin, Mary Louise, eventually would pick her up, and all hell would break out. She’d walk into the house, drop her keys on a table, take off her coat, and then let loose with a series of profanities that any tough woman growing up in the hood could recite when provoked. Then came the sound of her pushing and shoving her husband who was now pretending to not hear her. He had no answers to any of her questions.


    I’d be wide awake, afraid for both of them. When I heard glass break, I knew the fight was on, and with a single leap I’d fly down the stairs and order my oldest brother to call the police. One time, James’ gun, the 22-caliber that he kept hidden in their bedroom closet, went off as he struck my mother in the head with the weapon. “You’ve busted my eardrum,” she screamed. I was between them and easily could have been shot with his 22-caliber weapon and killed.


    Police arrived. James was arrested. In those days, police were a godsend for this child. The White men in blue were the only authority who could stop my parents from fighting, beginning with their knock on the door. When they entered the room, there was dead silence. The cops would decide which parent was right and which parent would go to jail.


    When a child becomes the adult in the room, there is no family order. I was the adult when Ma and James went to war. In another incident, I was trying to separate the two when the three of us hit the floor in the center hallway. James ended up on the bottom, suffering a broken wrist. Police had been called and this time, they had no choice but to arrest my mother for an alleged assault. She was crying. Cousin Mary Louise and her husband, Lee Faye, were called to bail out my mother. The charge eventually was dropped. Neither ever wanted to pursue charges the next day.


    I prayed for peace.


    My prayer went something like this:


    I want to be anywhere but here. I won’t survive this!


    Ma and James had four children of their own in the years they were together. Philip, Odette, Donald, and Douglas. There was always a big difference in ages between the Johnson boys and the Marbry siblings. We never considered ourselves half-siblings. I still am the big brother and they are my little sister and brothers.


    Ma eventually took the kids and left James. Years later, I was stunned to learn that James Marbry had been shot to death outside that liquor store parking lot. He was sitting in his pickup truck when someone came up from behind and shot him in the head. The gun was the standard concealed weapon. A 22, like the one he kept in the bedroom closet. There were witnesses to the slaying, but Louisville police never made an arrest. His life mattered to me, and especially to his four children.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2



    The Good Son Is Going to Become a Priest



    I began writing this chapter more than twenty years ago. It’s the only way I could have recalled all the detail you’ll find here. My recollection of my seminary days and the impact of that life-altering experience had been profoundly positive.


    Then, as a veteran reporter in Washington, I was assigned to cover the sex-abuse scandal in the Catholic church. That included interviewing alleged perpetrators in the clergy and their victims. One of those victims actually found me. He was my best friend at Sacred Heart Seminary. None of my journalism credentials or experience could have prepared me for what I learned while researching and writing the following chapter.


     


    Back in 1964, on any other Sunday afternoon in Louisville I would have been outside leaving the rest of the Lord’s Day for a lazy trip to Chickasaw Park along the Ohio River. It’s where every family in the west end gathered to play, picnic, and watch other people. Young girls pointed and smiled as guys leaned on their freshly polished cars before driving them for inspection on the winding one-way park roads.


    We might have been swinging on the tree limbs that took us out high above the Ohio River, which flowed alongside the park.


    My mother insisted that we be back home in time for Sunday dinner, which was hands down the best and biggest meal of the week. Sweetened iced tea, fried chicken, mashed potatoes, mac and cheese, and green beans cooked in bacon fat. We ate every part of that chicken.


    Us working poor folks loved to eat! Every Baptist church in the hood was serving up soul food, sometimes seven days a week. And the Friday fish fry at Immaculate Heart of Mary brought out the faithful and nonbelievers alike. To this day I can’t explain what went into the “lard” that church ladies used to deep fry that fish.


    Good eating was one of our few entitlements. Good food and lots of it, was part therapy and assurance that we were not that bad off. We measured not just the quality but the quantity.


    When they were still together, not even my stepfather James was allowed to miss the family’s Sunday dinner.


    But this particular Sunday, there wouldn’t be enough time for seconds at the dinner table. My ride was on the way. My mother was sending me away.


    Prying neighbors watched the shiny black car slowly pull up to our front yard, driven by a serious young White man in black short-sleeve shirt and trousers. The neighbors must have been suspicious. Usually when a White man in uniform found his way to 1119 Kaiser Court, it meant someone was in trouble: my mother, stepfather, or one of my brothers.


    “Are you ready?” the man asked, probably realizing that I had been waiting for that moment.


    “I’m ready.” I had just turned fourteen on June 5, but was that really old enough to be leaving home? Some Black kids in Louisville’s west end only left home to visit relatives down south. I had no relatives that I knew of outside Kentucky. I had never been away from my mother and siblings.


    Ma stood behind me. Her silence communicated her nervousness and fear. If she cried, it wouldn’t happen until we were out of sight. My mother was a master of disguise and a wizard at camouflaging her pain and fears. She would have made a great poker player. I don’t recall my siblings having a reaction––whether they were concerned, indifferent, or excited about my leaving.


    The man in black put an arm around me as he gave my mother a reassuring look that she was doing the right thing. She and I hugged each other. Then he led me to the car. The neighbors hung out on their front doors in bewilderment. “Where is that White man taking Bruce? He’s never been the one to give Mary any trouble.”


    I had not shared my fate with anyone outside my immediate family and the parishioners at Immaculate Heart of Mary. The man who was leading me away was a priest. Father Joe Bragotti was taking me to a seminary. I was going to begin my studies to become a missionary priest.





OEBPS/Images/1.jpg







OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
BRUCE JOHNSON

A Legendary
Reporter's Story
of Overcoming
. Poverty, Race, Violence, [JeR
and His Mother’s .
- Deepest Secret

> -,g:_r
.l

=
SURVIVING
DEEP

WATERS
/»-'mﬂ* N\








OEBPS/Images/Surviving_Deep_Waters_Interior.jpg
SURVIVING
DEEP
WATERS

A Legendary
Reporter’s Story
of Overcoming
Poverty, Race, Violence,
and His Mother's
Deepest Secret

BRUCE JOHNSON






OEBPS/Images/posthill_v_black.jpg







