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To Larry Johnson


and the millions of others caught up


in the school-busing crisis of the 1970s,


aimed at integrating public education in America.


In memory of Earvin Johnson Sr.


In memory of Matthew Prophet, Jr.,


who rose from buck private to lieutenant colonel


in the U.S. Army while serving combat tours


in both Korea and Vietnam, who then


upon retirement from the service became an educator


who played a major role in those integration efforts.


In memory of George Fox.


In memory of Billy Packer, friend and mentor.
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I get out on the break, and I just get crazy.


That’s when I’m at my highest point.


And I feel it crazy down to my knees.


—EARVIN “MAGIC” JOHNSON, 1986




AUTHOR’S NOTE


Yes, this is a long book, but Earvin Johnson has lived a very big life, to the point that after five years of working on it, I was still down to the wire on the final page proofs, hustling to add in that Johnson was part of a group aiming up the largest deal ever for a sports franchise—to buy the National Football League’s Washington Commanders for six billion dollars.


The time editing the book was also marked by the passing of key figures and witnesses to Johnson’s career, including his father, Earvin Sr., and his high school coach, George Fox.


Fox alone patiently granted me more than fifty interviews, allowing me to dig into the richness of Johnson’s quite singular adolescence. Numerous others, such as Fox’s assistant Pat Holland and Johnson mentor Charles Tucker, did much the same. Their memories, along with those of lawyer George Andrews and agent Lon Rosen, are among the more than four hundred hours of interviews that I and my friend, veteran NBA reporter Gery Woelfel, did in building the Johnson story.


The book itself is a culmination of my own forty-five-year writing career, a tenure marked in the early days by my motoring across the American basketball landscape in a 1984 Chevette diesel as I covered games and conducted interviews.


Financially strapped in 1992, I was sleeping in my rental car in the parking lot of the media hotel while covering Johnson’s appearance at the All-Star Game in Orlando. Yes, I had my media credential and thus access to do interviews, but I experienced little of the supposed glamour of the NBA.


In 2020, my wife, Karen, digitized my archive of more than three hundred cassette tapes of interviews from 1982 to 2000, which turned up numerous overlooked recordings from 1990, of my talks with Magic Johnson, Pat Riley, Mychal Thompson, and other Lakers figures—long-forgotten interviews, never before transcribed, that became a rich contribution to this effort.


I first began writing about the Lakers in 1988 and in the time since have produced several books that told the story of the team in one fashion or another.


In so doing, I was afforded opportunities to do classic interviews with so many key figures, from George Mikan and the early Lakers to a variety of personalities involved with the Showtime era, including Johnson, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Jerry West, James Worthy, Michael Cooper, and others, a number of whom—Jerry Buss, Jack Kent Cooke, Chick Hearn, Bill Sharman, and others—are now since departed.


In producing this biography, I leaned heavily at times on those classic interviews and my earlier writings and research.


In the end, I have relied on everything I can bring together in attempting to tell this most unusual story of Magic, the tall boy who dared to dribble.





PROLOGUE



The fear comes with the moment.


How does a man that size move that fast with that high dribble, twisting one way, then the other, selling each turn so completely?


You can watch it all you want on videotape without finding a clue or even a dab of solace. It always seems to come to that instant where he’ll look you dead in your eye, a suddenly fixed gaze, a quizzical expression that sends the jolt of panic.


What next?


Then, there it is, the blinding, truth-telling flash when he’s all perfectly downhill on helpless you, you who have retreated in that noble effort to somehow do what the voice always tells you.


Stay in front of him.


And then it happens. His whole face blows up, cheeks full of air, the gaze finally completely narrowed on you, merciless as he almost nonchalantly flips the ball over his shoulder to the trailer coming directly behind him—How in hell did he see that?—and the dunk rains down on you the cold realization that he has put you just where you don’t want to be, that there are witnesses and no place to hide, and you’re thinking, Motherfucker. Where are the cameras? There’s gonna be evidence.


Meanwhile, there’s Lakers broadcast legend Chick Hearn, jumping on the pile of your misery and talking radio trash about it to the known world: God and all his apostles could not have stopped that move!


All you have to do is inhabit that moment once, and if you somehow managed to miss it before, you now understand the nickname so fully and completely that all questions are smashed.


Magic.


Earvin Johnson is prancing legs high on the break in one of his fancy, legendary, over-the-top summer all-star charity contests at UCLA’s Pauley Pavilion, and he’s got Larry Bird on the wing to his right, blond hair flying, running and straining to fill the lane like it’s Game 5. Suddenly at full speed, what now looks like a six-nine, two-legged tarantula, a blur of impossibly long and lean, Johnson uncorks a high right-handed hesitation dribble all while looking off poor Larry, which helps open a gap to cross the ball over and dive left into the retreating crowd at the basket just as Larry begins to converge from the right, hands up, thinking he just might dunk it.


As Johnson rises up in the lane, knee lifted high, he flips the ball to his right hand to give one final tease of a look to Larry that freezes every defender in the process, then flips the ball back to his left to sort of finish a double clutch in the paint—an assist to himself!!!!—with everybody around him left slack-jawed and gawking.


Poor Larry, too.


“A 6-9 point guard, a one-man fast break,” Bird would say when he first met Johnson. “I’d never seen that before.”


No one had ever seen anything before remotely like Earvin “Magic” Johnson, Jr.


Oh, how dear Earvin loved to serve it up at high speed on the break, stretching his long arm out, offering the ball on a platter, letting the defender almost drool on it just before flipping it left to the teammate converging from the wing or pushing it right or wherever because everybody learned long ago to run with Magic, fill the lanes, eyes and hands ready for the gift, a gift that absolutely nobody foresaw or even thought possible.


“Earvin knew they were open before they knew they were open,” sportswriter Fred Stabley, Jr., who covered the early years of Johnson’s career, explained in 2019. “I always thought it was like he knew he was better than you and he was going to show you.”


Nothing, it seemed, was ever the same with Johnson. Always different. Always different.


“Magic put on performances you can’t believe,” offered Doug Krikorian, longtime L.A. sportswriter. “Michael Jordan was dominant in the ’90s when ESPN and cable were big. USA Today was big, when cable hit. People forget that cable wasn’t that big in the ’80s. Magic was phenomenal. Every game he played, he played great. He didn’t give a damn about stats. He played in the NBA twelve seasons, and they were in the NBA Finals nine times. Does that tell you something about Magic?”


Only in the rarest of human occasions is the revolution so profound, so overwhelmingly obvious, that all that comes after it, all the decades of astounding play and evolution, can’t touch it.


Magic.


In defiance of the physical world.


Finite. Complete. Perfect. Open only to pale imitation.


Jimi Hendrix in low-cut Chucks with a crazy-strung, left-handed, upside-down guitar, screeching and wah-wahing and wailing away into eternity. Rare true greatness is immune to the future like that.


Oh, it pays homage to the past. Marques Haynes. Cousy. Black Jesus. Pistol. Magic.


MAGIC!


To see that kind of showboating basketball leaves the impression that it is all easy and natural, all God’s own perfect gift. All … fun.


No wonder the smile and the joy were so big. It’s the “Gotcha!”


“I don’t think,” teammate James Worthy would say, “there will ever be another six-nine point guard who smiles while he humiliates you.”


Trash talk? He didn’t have to say a word. Just showed you his teeth.


The sheer embarrassment of it all helps explain why the showboaters were not welcome in the game, which for decades was lorded over by the stubbornest of people, false prophets touting false fundamentals.


After all, Bob Cousy, the game’s great early showboater, got cut three times from his New York high school team.


Repeat. Bob Cousy got cut three times from his New York high school team. By a “dean” of coaches.


The early efforts of American pro basketball persisted through years of empty seats and failed franchises until the stubborn men broke down and began staging doubleheaders in Madison Square Garden with the Harlem Globetrotters.


Now, people would pay to see that, would come again and again to watch all the fun trickeration with amazed delight.


Just as they would later form a gathering delirium in the Great Western Forum in Los Angeles to watch …


Magic.


The patron saint of The Show.


“I never knew which place to look,” recalled longtime NBA photographer Andrew Bernstein, perched on the baseline for so many of his games. “I never knew what Magic was gonna do every time he came down the court. The excitement in the Forum was incredible. Every game. Constantly.”


The zebras were left with the same confusion, trying to track Johnson at high speed. “As a referee on fast breaks, you kind of read the player to where the ball was going,” recalled ref Don Vaden. “With Magic, you couldn’t. You never knew where it was going to end up.”


“He made people want to see an NBA game,” said former Utah Jazz coach Frank Layden. “He made it Showtime. He’s glowing. He comes right at you.”


“He understood that the game was about entertainment,” explained Buck Williams, a seventeen-year NBA veteran who first encountered Earvin Johnson as a thirteen-year-old on summer vacation where he wowed a packed crowd at a public park in North Carolina. “From day one, when he picked up that basketball with a smile, he knew how important entertainment was. It’s not just a game of basketball, of passing, shooting, and dribbling. It’s a game of entertaining folks and how it translates into finance. He understood how entertainment equated to the bottom line.”


Yet Johnson somehow presented all the flashiness the seeing eye could absorb and merged it with a pure and unbending desire to win …


Yep, Cousy did that, too.


“There was only one guy running a fast break who could do it better than Cousy,” Cousy’s own coach himself, Red Auerbach, once averred. “And that was Magic Johnson.”


Far beyond that, Earvin “Magic” Johnson opened up the blue-sky vistas for the future of the sport by overcoming decades of coaching prejudice and stubbornness to weaponize the big man in ways never imagined. He did it against the game’s deeply entrenched best inclinations, blowing right through every caution sign and flashing warning light that coaches could muster, converting hearts and minds at every little step along the way, despite his own nagging insecurities that only began to abate with his arrival in L.A., where he built a savvy alliance with the Lakers’ great stoic of a center, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, and with their coach, Pat Riley.


“It was a beautiful time,” Johnson would recall of the era his ball wizardry instantly created known as Showtime. “We had graceful, beautiful players. Kareem with his skyhook. James Worthy with the beautiful floaters and finger rolls. Byron Scott with his beautiful jump shot. Michael Cooper with the way he played defense and the alley-oop for the Coop-a-Loop. Those are the type of things that we did that made Showtime. And they also changed basketball.”


“Magic Johnson could make the simple plays look like they were the hardest in the world,” said Lakers Hall of Famer Jerry West. “And he’d do them in a simple manner. He really wasn’t flashy. Magic Johnson very rarely threw a pass behind his back. He just made the right pass at the right time.”


Oh, sweet timing.


Johnson’s charismatic presence, the way that he could literally dance through a game, produced a dramatic and seemingly instant success, first with a state championship for his high school team in 1977, followed by leading Michigan State to the mythical national college title in 1979, then capped it all by taking the Lakers to a dramatic pro championship as a rookie in 1980, a succession of victories that, in turn, brought him a raw and unprecedented power that he soon used to stun the sports world after just two seasons in the NBA by essentially firing his own championship coach.


At the time, no player in the history of American professional sport had wielded influence so publicly and so ruthlessly, yet he managed to survive the widespread fan outrage by producing yet more charm and victory, all with deft moves that presaged the coming age of great player power in the twenty-first century.


Virtually everything about him ultimately proved different, unprecedented right down to the tragic early end to his playing career.


In many ways, Johnson’s greatest alliance was with his nemesis, Larry Bird. Together, they formed the grandest rivalry in the history of the sport, from college right on through the professional game. “Earvin changed a lot of things,” observed Charles Tucker, the Lansing, Michigan, school psychologist who befriended an adolescent Johnson and eventually became his advisor/agent. “He and Bird changed the game on the floor, the way people viewed it off the floor, from a relationship point of view, from a business standpoint. It became a business for TV. The TV audience got much bigger. Every time him and Bird played it got high ratings, whether it was in college or the pros. They changed things. And they were smart enough to know what kind of power they had, too.”


“Magic meant so much to the game,” observed Lakers teammate Michael Cooper, the high-flying finisher on what seemed an endless array of Johnson’s dramatic assists. “The key with Magic, and what makes a star turn into a superstar, a star is gonna shine by himself. A superstar is gonna make other people shine. That’s what Larry Bird and Magic always did. They made the league what it is today.”


The Controller


Johnson began this march to supreme success by fashioning his genius in pickup games on the courts of his hometown, Lansing, Michigan. It was there that Dale Beard first grasped the truth—if he was going to get anywhere in basketball, he better learn to mold his own game to the unorthodox, high-speed approach of the tall, smiling guy who seemed to have spent his whole life dribbling.


“He would say, ‘Hey, you know what? I get the rebound, just fill the lanes, and if you don’t look, you gonna get hit upside the head with the basketball,’ ” Beard recalls Johnson telling him with that broad, happy face that turned suddenly serious when he repeated the instructions as a warning.


“If you’re not looking, you’re going to get hit.”


Beard’s eyes grow warmer at the memory on a gray late-winter day in Lansing in 2019.


“It’s just been incredible to have seen that and how that developed at a young age,” he says. “People that didn’t really see that, they couldn’t even believe it, they wouldn’t even believe that, because you just never saw big guys doing what he done on a playground.


“So, he would get the ball off the rim as a rebounder and we would just fill the lanes … left wing, right wing, and we’d just go,” Beard says, animated by the memory. “And sure enough, he’d get you the ball where you wanted it, in stride, on time. It was just something you could cling on to, to say, ‘Okay. I know what he’s going to do. I know how he’s going to play. So I gotta adjust to what he wants me to adjust to. I can’t play my game.’ So you had to do what he asked you to do or you weren’t going to play.”


Or you weren’t going to play?


No point guard, no player, would ever dictate the game the way Earvin “Magic” Johnson did. To the point that he altered even coaching itself.


In articulating that experience again, Beard marvels at the supreme control Johnson discovered in the pickup laboratories of Lansing, a control he would extend to all the major and minor figures of his fast break of a basketball life: the coaches, the teammates, the rivals, the managers and owners, the locker room staff and ball boys, the ushers in the buildings where he played, the media figures drawn there to conjure up stories about him, the fans who read and saw them. They were all on his string.


Such control would mean everything to him from his earliest days playing the game, allowing him to fend off all the many questioners who said over and over again over the years that tall boys weren’t allowed to dribble the basketball. From a young age, Johnson dug in his heels, determined to show anyone who doubted him, critics and rivals alike.


Thus, the growing tally of his control itself inspired the early awe and wonder, especially as witnesses grasped the art and speed and rhythm with which he delivered it. “There isn’t anything singularly impressive about Magic Johnson,” observed Bobby Knight, who coached against him and watched him interrupt the victory march of Knight’s great University of Indiana teams. “He’s encompassingly impressive.”


From grade school on, Johnson’s signature would be the no-look pass, just the sort of innovative fun that could vex coaches and teammates alike into sleepless nights.


No one could explain this talent better than another of the game’s premier point guards, his onetime friend Isiah Thomas: “He’s the only guy that I’ve ever seen that would look at a guy, time him, measure his speed, look away for about three seconds, look you off, and then hit that guy on the dime without even looking at him.”


As grand and new as it all was, however, Johnson’s story would ultimately prove to be much larger than his game, larger even than his own life, first as an emblematic presentation of race in America and how he used his gift and the basketball experience to peel away some of the layers of ugliness and misunderstanding. The backdrop for this was Michigan, where so many Black families had sought escape in the Great Migration away from the harsh and violent racial climate of the South.


It was in the midst of the charged atmosphere of the 1970s conflict over court-ordered busing to achieve integration that an adolescent Earvin Johnson first came into his shine.


From his early role in the school integration issues to his pairing with Bird to his later capturing of business success based on Black consumer preferences, Johnson’s life would be infused with race. In many ways, that was the thing he cared about most, explained Lon Rosen, his longtime friend and agent.


“Race is a theme that binds much of Johnson’s success,” Los Angeles Magazine would declare in 2003. “With that smile—the feature for which he is so widely praised—he is white America’s ideal of a nonthreatening black man, an image integral to his canonization, alongside the ultra-pale Larry Bird, as one of the NBA’s twin saviors.”


Magic


He was just fifteen when the nickname appeared in the local paper. It was the kind of thing that set off alarms with Christine, his deeply religious mother.


Magic?


A name like that left her cold.


It was blasphemous and immediately unsettled the world that she and her husband, Earvin Sr., had worked so hard to establish for their seven children. A name like that opened the window to the thought that things might not be just in God’s hands, but in the devil’s, too.


The nickname presented its own collection of problems, one that, as she feared, would stretch to forever.


In her spiritual journey, she had read the Bible often. Magic was not a word that held power there. Her world was about faith, love, and forgiveness, things that everyday people could have and hold and bring into their lives to help them endure the things that couldn’t be endured.


Magic?


“She worried that the name would put bad ideas into my head,” Johnson would say.


Bad ideas? Somehow it all eventually led to the notion that he could have unprotected sex with literally any and all that he met. And the record would show that he “met” many.


The mere nickname led his mother to glimpse all the wonder and heartache that lay ahead. She shuddered at the thought of it. Sure, he loved basketball, loved it every second, minute, hour of his life, which had been such a good thing, a blessing that he had it. But now this?


Magic?


A name like that set her to praying.


As for her son, a name like that was another sort of flashing neon sign, his reward, as a mere teen, for turning a dead, empty, soulless gym into ground zero for celebration.


Not surprisingly, the crowd picked up the sobriquet almost immediately. It rolled from the news pages right onto their tongues.


Magic!


It became a chant then that would ring through the decades in arenas all over the world.


Even if you left God out of it, a name like that came with warning signs all over it. His father knew that people in general were not to be trusted with that kind of control over your life. If they built you up, they could take you right down at their whimsical pleasure.


With a name like that, good wasn’t nearly enough. You had to be almost perfect. Given a little time, a name like that could turn to ridicule, the kind that could haunt a lifetime.


What could Christine Johnson really do but pray?


Magic?


“Curse” might have been another word, if his mother had been the brooding sort.


As it was, she did all she could every day of the week. She lived her life as she was supposed to, and turned the rest over to God.


Nobody at the time could have possibly seen the vast, unimagined temptation that lay ahead. It was an era when recreational drugs and alcohol had gripped the youth population like never before. Yet those vices, despite all the pressures from his immense ambition and resulting fame, would hold no sway over him.


His addiction, beyond basketball, would quickly prove to be the human touch. Christine Johnson’s sweet young boy would discover what the alpha male comes to know early in life, that his gift was an astoundingly magnetic attraction, the kind that could prompt seemingly rational everyday people to abandon caution to find some means of embracing him, the more intimately the better.


And so he would become, in the vernacular of that increasingly promiscuous era, Mr. Magic Johnson, the double entendre of which so often left him chuckling, gloating even.


“Let’s face it,” he would boast, “ ‘Magic’ is a romantic, sexy name.”


It was certainly that, until finally it wasn’t, until his long trail of carelessness with sexually transmitted disease caught up with him and snuffed out his playing career and turned his great smile into a deeply furrowed brow.


It was then, at the end of a long and much celebrated youth, that the man in full began to emerge, when for a second time his story became bigger than his own life, with a diagnosis that thrust him into the midst of the global AIDS crisis.


It would lead to his eventual transition to the full entrepreneurial life, which allowed Johnson to fashion his own sort of Black power. The Smithsonian Channel would highlight the weight of this power in a documentary called Afrofuturism, in which professor Damion Kareem Scott of the City University of New York described the emotion of watching the end credits roll for the 2018 film Black Panther, in the Magic Johnson cinema on 124th Street in Harlem.


Oh so quietly, subtly, the sense of history sank in. Scott rose, got another bag of popcorn, and watched the film again and contemplated all that it meant.


Which leaves us now to ponder, chief among the many questions about the mystery that is Earvin “Magic” Johnson, Jr., how?


Just how did it all happen?





PART I




LANSING






1



BOOM, BABY


By March 1990, Jerry West had had a good long look at Magic Johnson, had witnessed it all up close, first the transformation Johnson had brought to the Los Angeles Lakers a decade earlier, and then all that followed: the championships, the MVP seasons and performances, the virtual onslaught of victory and success, the building-pumping celebrations at timeouts after every fast-break run, the high fives and hugs and general glee that shook both Los Angeles and the National Basketball Association out of the deep slumber and ennui that had settled over the American pro game like a blanket in the late 1970s.


All that Jerry West had witnessed unfolded in sharp contrast to his own Hall of Fame career that saw West and his Lakers teammates suffer through the agony of seven straight losses in the league’s championship series between 1962 and 1970 only to finally succeed on the eighth attempt, a seemingly joyless victory in 1972 that had been met by numbness and confusion and conflict in the locker room afterward.


With all the winning in the 1980s, Johnson had helped a bit to shoo away the pesky ghosts and demons that for far too long occupied the belfry of Jerry West’s personal torment. Johnson and West had quietly formed a partnership over the years, the executive’s agony balanced by Johnson’s great joy and success.


That contrast, in part, was the reason this writer had traveled that March of 1990 to interview West over two days in a hotel room in Dallas, where West had gone to scout college basketball talent in search of the next good player for the team.


By that time, West, the self-appointed guardian of the Lakers, was on his way to becoming what many considered the game’s top front office figure. West “could spot talent through the window of a moving train,” L.A. Times columnist Jim Murray would declare during the era.


West, indeed, was a manic genius and a nearly impossible perfectionist. He could see so many things in the furious action on the court and was known as an “active” general manager, the kind who never hesitated to address problems he saw with Lakers players. Just how “active” was West? One former Lakers head coach, Del Harris, explained in a 2004 interview that the team was never really his, but Jerry’s.


During the Showtime era, West the GM was both vigilant and instructive with so many players, but he revealed over that weekend in 1990 that over the years he had hardly ever said a word to Johnson about his play and even then only if he thought Johnson was becoming “predictable.”


The great Magic predictable? You might just as well have accused Marilyn Monroe of lacking her steamy charm.


At that moment in 1990, Magic Johnson was perhaps the sporting world’s most widely admired and successful star. Over the years, it seemed that just about everybody had come to love Magic. And that had included a high school junior in Wilmington, North Carolina, way back in 1980, by the name of Mike Jordan.


Yes, as a teen, the once and future king of basketball had had one true idol—Magic Johnson. Even then, Jordan’s competitive nature rendered him absolutely unsparing in his disdain for rivals and other players. Yet Jordan tried to mimic so many things he saw in Johnson’s play that for a time he even fancied himself a point guard, attempting in high school practice each day the no-look passes and brilliant fast-break play of his idol.


How great was the infatuation? Jordan gave himself the nickname “Magic Mike” and by his senior year in high school had a vanity plate by that same title for his very first car. Jordan drove all over his hometown proudly telling the world that he was Magic Mike. Yet when Jordan got to the University of North Carolina as a freshman the next fall, coach Dean Smith promptly advised him to lose the nickname.


There was only one Magic, Smith supposedly explained.


Jordan, of course, went on from there to become what fans worldwide would call “the God of basketball.”


At times over his career, Johnson himself had occupied a similar roost in the hierarchy of the sport. In fact, his accomplishments and infectious style of play defined the great Showtime era of Lakers basketball with a team that so often seemed to play beyond the reach of everybody else. As such, Johnson came to occupy a status as the game’s last great analog star, one who finished his playing career in the early 1990s only to watch the digital world rapidly overtake the game as well as its messaging and marketing, just in time to lift up that kid from Wilmington who once considered himself Magic Mike.


These circumstances help explain a belief among many serious students of the game as well as among many, many fans that Magic Johnson, along with Jordan and others, should be in the conversation as perhaps the greatest basketball player of all time.


“I never quite understood why he’s never been involved in the conversations for the greatest player ever, what he brought to the game,” remarked longtime NBA coach Alvin Gentry, a comment echoed many times over by numerous veteran observers of American pro basketball.


The argument goes that if Michael Jordan is indeed the so-called God of Basketball, at the very least, Johnson is the Other God, one who accomplished so much in addition to presiding over what many consider to be the greatest era in the history of the game, the 1980s.


For others, such lofty status seems an odd place for a player who, by his own admission, never jumped all that high; who was considered to have a suspect jump shot; who by far prized winning over scoring or acrobatics, who came into the NBA with what many experts considered a weak left hand, a serious limitation for anyone attempting to survive as a point guard in the league, especially a tall person with an impossibly high dribble ripe for the plucking.


“I still had doubts about myself,” Johnson himself would confess, looking back on his early days as a rookie in 1979. “I wasn’t sure I could make it in this league.”


Which, in turn, helps explain why that March of 1990, long after he had seen it all, Jerry West revealed that he wasn’t convinced in 1979 that the Lakers should have taken Magic Johnson as the number one overall pick in the NBA draft.


Speaking for recorded interviews, West said Johnson’s great run of leadership and success would remind him of a conclusion about scouting talent: You could see what players could do on the floor, their physical capabilities, but you couldn’t always read their hearts.


“I thought he would be a very good player,” West admitted. “I had no idea he would get to the level that he did. No idea. But, see, you don’t know what’s inside of people. Physically, you can see what they can do on the court. The things you could see you loved. But you wondered where he was going to play in the NBA, how he would be able to do it.”


That comment then pretty much summed it up: Earvin “Magic” Johnson was defined as that unseen quality, that great mystery of human performance that made the business of talent scouting seem so uncertain.


West paused a moment in the interview, searching for an answer to his own question about Johnson’s greatness, then added, “Through hard work, he just willed himself to take his game to another level. I don’t think anyone knew he had that kind of greatness in him. The athletic ability is the easiest thing to see, but it does not constitute what a great basketball player is.”


Asked to expound on greatness, West observed that while there were a number of very good players at any given time in pro basketball, truly great players could be counted on one hand.


Looking back on the 1980s, West said, “Obviously Magic Johnson is one of them. Larry Bird.


“Obviously Michael Jordan,” West added, then let the thought trail off from there.


The tremendous challenge to being a truly great player is hard for the public to understand or even see, West finally offered. “It is a burden.”


As for the nature of Johnson’s particular greatness, West said, “It’s like a macho thing. Magic Johnson had a macho-ness that came out in him, a desire that ‘No one is gonna beat me.’ ”


Johnson would display that quality night after night over many seasons, that vast intangible factor, prima facie evidence that he possessed perhaps the biggest heart in the history of a game of very big hearts.


The Scene


In explaining himself in 1990, Jerry West struggled with several observations to explain what exactly allowed Johnson to find greatness before finally settling on this: “When he was born somebody did sprinkle a little extra dust on him.”


Perhaps, then, that was it, the answer to the mystery, one that decades later would still stand as the best possible conclusion. Extra magical dust at birth, a supernatural influence of the highest order, falling all around a special child.


The record shows that Johnson was delivered into the world on August 14, 1959, a Friday, in Lansing, Michigan, the fourth of seven children and the youngest of three boys in the family of Earvin Sr. and Christine Johnson.


Maybe the supernatural influence came that weekend from the electrical storm and slashing rain that saw a tremendous bolt of lightning strike a massive transformer, resulting in a booming explosion that startled residents of the city and left many without power.


Maybe little baby Earvin had gotten an extra charge from a bolt of that lightning.


Or maybe it was the news story on the front page of the Lansing State Journal that very morning, about the birth of a chicken with three hearts.


After all, the child would one day earn the nickname Magic, so it stood to reason that his formula might include a little voodoo or a taste of the occult.


Another thought is that the timing of his arrival presented another strong indication of his impending stardom. That very weekend of Johnson’s birth, school officials in Lansing were hosting an open house at a brand-new version of Everett High School with its fancy 1950s state-of-the-art basketball gymnasium, a gym that would someday bear his name.


Understandably, baby Earvin couldn’t make an appearance to christen the gym that weekend. It would take fifteen years and a series of unexpected events before he showed up to make the hardwood there one of the hallowed sites in the history of American basketball.


No, the events of that day pose just one of the many mysteries of his great life, observed Lon Rosen, his longtime friend and agent. “For example, why was he, the third male child in the family, given the name of Earvin Johnson, Jr.? That name usually goes to the oldest male.”


Perhaps Earvin Sr. and Christine sensed that this gangly newborn was going to be something special, although that seems unlikely because the Johnsons adamantly considered each of their seven children special.


Actually, if you had to settle on one single thing that drove the life of Magic Johnson to astounding success, it might well be the scene at the hospital that day of the exhausted young mother, Christine, holding close the swaddled child, with his father, Earvin Sr., sitting dutifully, quietly, happily at her bedside.


One of the first things the nurses and staff had noticed about the mother was the smile, the dimples. Christine Porter Johnson had been gifted with a genuine and profound sweetness long steeped in abiding faith, the kind that calmed people in her presence and just about always summoned the better angels of their nature.


She loved to put people at ease, to project her genuine sense of caring, to allow the emotion of her religious devotion to flow with its quiet force. Neither did it hurt that she enjoyed a good laugh and a warm embrace. She had learned from a young age that life was dear and you had to hold on to it. After all, she had been hugged many times in her life by her own mother.


If there was something else that the staff noticed about Christine Johnson it was probably her regularity. She had pumped out son Quincy first in 1956, followed by baby Larry in 1957, then daughter Lily Pearl in 1958.


And then, right on cue, was this baby, Earvin Jr., in ’59.


It was the kind of output that had been prized by farm families for centuries, only Christine Johnson was no longer working the North Carolina soil where her family before her had toiled away in futility for decades.


At seventeen, she had watched her beloved mother, Mary, waste away with kidney disease until she finally passed at age forty-seven in late 1953, leaving Christine to raise her two younger siblings, circumstances that, as Christine would reveal later, led to her becoming a teenaged mother herself, just as her mother before her had done. It was so typical of the subsistence farm life, where so many women died young, either from childbirth or lack of medical care, circumstances that often doomed their daughters to become mothers too soon.


Christine’s mother, Mary Della Jenkins Porter, had lived a hard, short life as the wife of a sharecropper and tenant farmer. Yet her struggles against privation and poverty seemed in many ways to matter little because she met them with a faith and love of spiritual worship that she instilled in Christine and the rest of her large family, the kind of faith that had been passed down to her through the generations of a family that faced little but unrelenting misery decade after decade after decade, lives devoid of anything that resembled the sort of victory Christine’s baby Earvin would come to know.


Indeed, if there is any fact or theme that emerges from the study of Magic Johnson’s life and legacy, it is an indomitable spirit that stretches across the generations of his family all the way back to his great-great-great-grandfathers born in the 1830s in North Carolina in the times of slavery, a collective will that reveals Johnson’s story and that of his family to be one of the human spirit, a sustaining strength that allowed them to endure heartbreak and failure and calamity, sometimes of an epic nature.


The untimely passing of Christine’s own dear mother in 1953 had been one of those moments.


It wasn’t too long afterward that the tall, quiet soldier came into Christine’s life, when her cousin, who was stationed at a North Carolina army base, brought one of his buddies home one weekend.


Christine was soon intrigued by this shy stranger from Mississippi, a young man named Earvin Johnson. She would later confide that something about him made her feel sorry for him.


It seemed only a matter of months before he was out of the army and she had packed up and said goodbye to the farm life to head north with him to Lansing, Michigan, where he had the promise of a job in an auto plant. Soon it would seem like she had boarded a time machine that had whisked her away from the tenant farm life and into another universe, one with flush toilets and running water. It wasn’t long after that, she once recalled, that she was headed into her own crash course in motherhood.


Now, on this Friday in August 1959, her husband sat beside her in the hospital room, his joy tempered only by his thoughts of how he was going to feed his beautiful young family. After all, he had fathered three other children before he met and married Christine, and those children would remain a part of his life, often coming from their lives in the South to stay with the Johnson family in their cramped Michigan home.


With all that was to unfold in the coming years Earvin Sr. would come to be known in the Lansing community as a man of few words, offering a silence that many considered off-putting, creating at times a sense that he was ill at ease or even perhaps possessed of contempt.


To his family, however, he was a man of a steady but low-key joy and humor, a father willing to work two jobs while starting a trash-hauling business on the side to provide for his children.


“Once you’ve met Earvin Sr., you don’t know if you’ve met him,” a family friend would later explain to Inside Sports magazine.


“He’s an old-school, southern guy, born in Mississippi,” explained Greg Eaton, a Lansing businessman and family friend, in a 2020 interview. “He came here as a young man. I think he got here when he was around twenty. I was in high school when they came, that was 1955. Then, in ’58, I worked in the Fisher Body plant with him. Hardworking guy. He got hired and never left there. In ’55, General Motors, Oldsmobile … you could come here, walk across the street and get a job. Jobs were that available then.


“Earvin Senior’s a big guy. He’s about six-four, with big hands. Strong. Real strong. I remember how he would throw big, heavy things on the truck like they were nothing.”


Because he was so quiet, people tended to underestimate Earvin Johnson, Sr., but his silence hid much complexity, said Charles Tucker, the Lansing school psychologist who became a family friend and then, surprisingly, the son’s first agent and advisor. “He could see right through you.”


Actually, that would prove true of Christine as well, Tucker added in a 2019 interview. “Both parents were very quiet and very deceiving. But once you got to know them it scared you how knowledgeable they were, how patient and how smart they were. … They knew how to deal with people. You think that you might be fooling them or running something by them, but they’re way ahead of the game. And the problem is, they won’t let you know it.”


Time would confirm the father’s gift for reading the complexities in the quickly evolving world of his son.


“My father taught me strength,” the son would later say.


Strength, indeed. Earvin Sr.’s conservative, measured relationship with his celebrated son would serve to assure a magical, almost perfect timing that would change the course of global basketball history, which would be their own secret delight for many years, the quiet hum of a joy father and son shared only between themselves.


So many athletes lack guidance, a friend of the Johnson family once observed. “Magic had all the direction in the world.”
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SMILE


The chuckles and grins for Christine Johnson’s newest baby boy came so often and brought such delight to all who witnessed them that there was no way they could just be attributed to mere gas.


Nope. The laughter and grins were decidedly real, which meant his parents and siblings and grandparents and cousins, whoever was around really, found so much joy in them that it soon enough became the business of nearly everybody to greet him with a funny face or a noise or toss him up and down until he squealed and giggled and cackled.


People seemed to try to outdo each other in terms of who could get the most delight out of the chubby giggle box in the crib.


Thus, his happy countenance was reinforced every time he gazed into his mother’s loving, welcoming face, which in turn became sort of his own mirror of smiles.


“His mom has a beautiful smile,” Greg Eaton offered in his 2020 interview, repeating an impression that quickly registered among family and friends that baby Earvin from the start surely had not just his mother’s smile but later would add her warmth and personality to their list of similarities. “She’s just a beautiful person. She’s a hugger,” Eaton explained.


“Man, when she hugs you, you know you’ve been hugged,” agreed Missy Fox, another family friend.


Of her family’s many precious heirlooms, the embrace was a special one that baby Earvin would one day take from his mother out into the basketball world and use it to infuse the competition with theretofore unrealized levels of emotion.


But it would be the smile that held everything together. Earvin Johnson would have one of the two greatest smiles of the twentieth century, Sports Illustrated would declare in 1996. The other? Louis Armstrong.


His great charisma was all mostly wrapped as a gift from Christine.


“My mother likes to have fun,” Johnson himself would say many times over the coming years. “She loves to talk, and I got that from her.”


This natural connection between mother and son meant that often in those early days, if she smiled, he smiled. That his or his mother’s smile survived at all seems miracle enough considering Christine now had four children under five years old and would soon add reinforcements, three more girls, including a set of twins.


In fact, the Johnson household had quickly transformed into baby central, a juggling act of diapers and feeding sessions and activity and mayhem that drove young Christine through a punishing schedule.


Fortunately, her husband’s mother, Lillie May Johnson, soon relocated to Lansing, as did Christine’s younger brother James, to help a bit in keeping the assembly line of child-rearing up and running, with the boys in one bedroom, the girls in another, and the parents in a third with whoever the current infant happened to be.


Young Earvin apparently chuckled through it all, which revealed the essential truth of life for a child born with an easy and infectious smile. The more they laugh, the more people are eager to make them laugh. For the blessed few in those circumstances, the smiles and laughs feed on the smiles and laughs, creating mostly a happy cycle of days.


Some might argue that his smile became the primary force driving the life of Earvin Johnson, Jr., one that was constantly competing with the hugs to gain an edge in the emotional power he put forth. There would be so many other forces, of course, but this smile would be the first, and in many regards the main one.


It meant that people wanted to please him. That would be the primary truth of his life. And, in turn, he wanted to please them back.


Even later, as a child, young Earvin seemed intent on pleasing his mother, even when she spanked him, his siblings would recall. His tears would hardly be dry before young Earvin would come back around her, smiling and trying to regain her good graces.


From his earliest moments, the smile had helped soften any opposition he encountered.


Soon enough the baby teeth had come in to fill out the countenance, which so perfectly balanced the broad nose and warm, expressive eyes captured in the early photographs of his kindergarten and primary days. He was so sweet then, his head tilted often in that sudden tenderness that only the truly innocent possess.


It would be only a matter of time before he discovered the mysterious allure of the game. “Smooth floor, round ball,” Boston Celtics legend Red Auerbach once offered in describing the perfect physics of basketball.


Everyone who has ever loved “hoops” knows there are many stages of learning to play before a baller actually discovers Auerbach’s nirvana on a wooden gym floor.


Rolled-up socks, for example, and other laundry fashioned into a ball provided a good start, especially for young lads faced with that tricky Michigan weather and their mother’s strict rules about bouncing balls in the house. Good luck dribbling rolled-up socks. Thus, there was little question that that earliest stage of the game first required imagination. That meant a pencil mark high enough on the wall could work as a basket. No dunking allowed. That would come first on the family’s wastebasket or empty clothes hamper. Still, the parameters of the game were first established there and drummed into him again and again while he was going against his older brothers indoors on wintry days, a competition stirred by the basketball-loving Earvin Sr., whose rare quality time with his growing sons usually came on Sunday afternoons before the TV set watching that era’s limited selection of NBA games and other sports.


The women in the household would have preferred some other programming, sister Lily Pearl once recalled with a laugh, but on Sunday afternoons in basketball season the men ruled.


Those sessions showed all the stars of 1960s pro basketball as giant figures to emulate: Wilt Chamberlain, Bill Russell, Jerry West, and a host of others, all of them presented as wondrously talented competitors complete with commentary from Earvin Sr. for his children on how to play the game.


Perhaps no one ever took such an introduction to heart the way young Earvin Johnson, Jr., did, for it remained hallowed in his memory. And with good reason. For the first time in hundreds of years of American culture, televised sports and other programming had begun displaying the competence of Black males, countering a systematic and overwhelmingly negative presentation in virtually every form of media the culture produced: newspapers, handbills, magazines, minstrel shows, public speeches, silent films, then talking movies, the entire works, a nonstop flood of hateful messages.


In truth, the NBA’s presentation of this competence was far more of a fascinating revelation for Earvin Sr., who had been raised in the harshly enforced racial caste system of Mississippi, than it was for his young children. For Earvin Sr., a man who took everything in life in measured silence, a man who had come of age in the early 1950s as his home state ran through one spasm after another of violence against Black males, Sunday afternoons offered a moment, seemingly innocent and nonchalant, flickering on a black-and-white TV screen, one that few in America could articulate or describe at the time, but it was clearly a moment that quietly reached deep into hearts in the Johnson household and far beyond.



Down on Main Street


As the childhood years passed, they brought with them an unspoken acknowledgment of the status of Earvin Jr., which, among a number of things, led to the terms of endearment accorded him early in life. Being a junior, he was soon called Junebug or EJ or just E, or Junior, each name a layer of meaning and identity for his young persona and certainly critical practice for the day when he would have to manage being both Earvin and his alter ego, Magic. His would prove to be a life with an array of fashionable and fun nicknames.


Having been properly instructed by his father, it wouldn’t take long for his basketball-crazy world to come fully alive, never mind the forecast, just shovel the snow off the court.


And then when the weather broke?


The light could flash so harshly on those bright, warm Michigan days, as if the sun itself knew the time was short so it had to cram as much intensity as possible into each moment, with skies so blue and clear it seemed many days like they were wrapped in cellophane. All across his neighborhood there came to be a sense that no one rolled through these blessed days quite like young Earvin, his high right-handed dribble pinging off the sidewalk everywhere he went, even on errands to the store, never mind the bag of groceries carefully balanced on his left arm or the uneven nature of the concrete sidewalks and pavement that defined his world around the family’s yellow three-bedroom, one-bath house on Middle Street, not far from where Earvin Sr. endured long shifts at the plant pounding out Oldsmobile bodies each night in the ”grinding boot,” where he worked as a spot welder with sparks flying.


Although the true impact would come much later, when his children had time to contemplate it, the father’s example had already begun to frame the lives of each of his offspring, his long hours at work in the plant, the burn holes in his clothes and other evidence of the intensely physical nature of his employment, the second efforts he made at extra part-time jobs and then starting his own trash-hauling business, his utter exhaustion arriving home in the wee hours, often falling asleep in the tub at the end of another long run. Then rising each morning to haul trash, relieved a bit by a three-hour break before heading into the plant at three for another long shift. And if providence somehow ever allowed a day off, good luck trying to sleep in a bit on mornings with the young, energetic brood bouncing around the household and fighting over use of the single toilet.


“Hardworking family, a big family,” recalled Greg Eaton. “I think there was seven in the family, three boys and four girls. His dad worked at the Fisher Body plant and worked on the line and they had a truck to pick up rubbish, which Earvin worked on too and the boys worked on.”


Johnson would later share that memory with George Fox, his high school coach: “So, he’d go around to different places and pick up their trash and haul it off to the trash dump. Earvin was telling us one time, when we got to talking about how hard he works and everything, and Earvin told us, ‘When I was a little guy, I used to ride around on my dad’s pickup, and we’d haul trash. One day I picked up this barrel and dumped the goods out of it, and my dad was in the truck and he looked back. And he says, “Earvin are you finished with that barrel?” ’ Earvin told his father yes. And then he recalled, ‘My dad says to me, “Earvin, we don’t leave property looking like that. You go back over there and you pick up that trash and all that stuff laying around where that barrel is sitting.” He made me go back over there and pick up every piece. That’s the first and last time he ever had to tell me that.’ Earvin said that carried over every day in his work life. Don’t do the job halfway; do it right. And Earvin told us that was the most basic thing anybody ever taught him.”


The father often backed up each lesson with his own pithy saying about work ethic and embracing personal responsibility. “You got a choice,” Earvin Sr. was known to say. “You either root and be a hog, or you die a pig.”


His determination to work and work and work some more had almost killed him by the time the younger Earvin was twelve. No matter how much it hurt, the father was intent on ignoring the pain in his side, until he almost died from a burst appendix, just as he ignored the blurred vision and dramatic weight loss and constant urination, all because he was trying to get in as many hours as possible at the auto body plant—until he was diagnosed with diabetes. His thought never seemed to be for himself but only for what he could do to provide for his family.


“He always hoped we’d do something in life, you know,” the son would say of the father. “He didn’t want me to ever join him, hammering them bodies. He wanted something better for me.”


These lessons and sacrifices of the father soon were burned indelibly into family memory, as were Christine’s efforts to raise and manage and direct her handsome troop through the constantly shifting stages of seven different childhoods (a number that jumped to ten whenever Earvin Sr.’s three children from a previous relationship came to stay in the household). And that was before all the children turned school age and Christine added the job of school custodian and then cafeteria worker to her impossible household schedule.


Each day was a nonstop whirlwind, the comprehension of which could easily overwhelm either parent even later when they had pause to look back on it, the thought of all of them crammed into the cramped frame house with its one bathroom (as Earvin Jr. recalled, you learned at a young age to take care of business quickly on busy mornings).


The parents’ diligence and sacrifice registered not just with the family but with the entire community as something to behold. “When you work that hard and you have that many kids and raise them, and all of them came out great …” Greg Eaton offered. “That takes a heck of a man, it takes a heck of a marriage with him and his wife and their faith in God.”


The house may have been impossibly crowded, the days a blur of activity, but beneath all of the chaos and motion sat a rock-solid platform.


For the parents the only respite in these double-shift lives came on Sundays, and that only after putting in their time at Lansing’s Union Missionary Baptist Church, where the services refilled their tanks and recharged their emotional batteries with the faith that made the whole thing happen in the first place.


Eaton, who would go on to become an immensely successful businessman and community pillar in Lansing, got a view of the Johnson operation through his work at the Fisher Body plant with Earvin Sr.


“When I went into the plant, I was just eighteen and we always talked sports,” Eaton recalled.


Johnson, who rarely revealed much to anyone he met, opened up about his own days playing the game in Mississippi. “We talked sports all the time. We went to games. He liked basketball, but he liked all sports.”


And Earvin Sr. loved cars, loved Oldsmobiles, loved making them despite the challenges and pressures of feeding his family with what amounted to double shifts five or six days a week, all of it undertaken for that pleasure of a little personal time on Sunday afternoons.


It stood to reason that young Earvin, the namesake with a heart so obviously full, would hasten out into the world eager to do his father’s bidding, and not in a small way.


The family movie camera seldom found Junebug in those days as the 1960s unfolded, but when it did, he knew how to find it back, directing his profoundly happy gaze into the lens, the smile deepening as he proudly stretched out the dribble high and then low, his tail dropped in a stoop, his head up as he let the ball rise again and then fall, his personal yo-yo. And then he was off once more, with neighbors fussing at the eternal annoying thump of the rubber ball when he was up and out early in the morning, headed out to the courts at nearby Main Street School, where he would often spend his summer days lost in the game and deliriously happy about it, breaking only to go home for a quick lunch and then back at it, again and again and again, his young life seemingly one with the ball.


“People thought I was crazy,” Johnson would say, looking back. “They really, seriously did. It would be 7:30 and they’d be going to work, and they’d say, ‘There’s that crazy Junebug, hoopin’.’ ”


“It was always basketball, basketball, day and night,” his father once explained. “We never had to worry about his whereabouts, just go to Main Street School and he’d be there with his buddies.”


“I’ve had a basketball in my hands since I was seven years old,” Johnson would say at age sixteen. “My dad played in Mississippi and my two uncles were good. I guess they started me out.”


Being a large child had its challenges, but you couldn’t tell it from his class picture, with Earvin standing in the back row with his broad smile revealing a missing tooth. “I was big for my age, even then,” Johnson once remembered. “But I still wanted to play with kids my own age.”


He did a lot of watching in third and fourth grade as the older players in school went at it on the court. “When the older kids would leave the playground, I’d go out and try to imitate what I’d seen them do,” he once told sportswriter Fred Stabley. “Pretty soon they were pushing me into the games.”


He cited two older boys, Charlie Ford and Bob Riddle, as being the lead culprits to get him to join their games because of his size. “They dragged me out on the court with the older kids,” he recalled. “I was scared to death. They’d just play and beat on me all the time and make me cry.”


It was an odd reaction, considering he had older brothers, but the pattern had been established for his formative years—always playing against older, better talent at virtually each stage of his development.


“I got beat up pretty good, but I learned,” Johnson once explained.


The school’s playground was hard by the busy roadway, and the atmosphere included the seemingly constant roar of trucks rolling down nearby I-496, the Lansing State Journal would later report. “A cracked asphalt basketball court not much bigger than a patio. The nets sagged, the rims wobbled and a bad pass meant you’d be dancing with traffic passing by the Main Street School.”


On some occasions, Earvin Sr. found a little time to slip away there for a game of one-on-one, his son once recalled. “I’d never beat him. … Look, he taught me a valuable lesson: Don’t play your father! ’Cause … it’s no fouls unless he calls them. And he’s got all the tricks—holding you with one arm, then shooting with the other one. He’ll hit you, then shoot, then foul on you. But I’ll tell you what, I loved him for it, because that made me tough. I knew I couldn’t beat him crying and whining, and that was his whole purpose.”


Junebug could also coax brother Larry or even Quincy or younger sister Evelyn there to play, and that was what passersby from the neighborhood would often see, Earvin and brother Larry going at each other. Yet if one of his siblings wasn’t available, it didn’t matter.


“When I was a kid, I would play myself, one on one, full court during the summer,” Johnson explained.


His world came fully alive for the 1966–67 NBA season when the family watched rookie guard Dave Bing breathe life into the moribund Detroit Pistons. Earvin, like all the other boys, wanted to be somebody on the court down on Main Street.


“I’d be Dave Bing on Detroit and then maybe Wilt on the Lakers,” he recalled. “I’d be saying to myself, ‘Here comes Dave. He shoots the jumper. Good!’ Then I’d be Wilt and, ‘There he goes with the finger roll. Yeah!’ I’d always hit the last shot for the team I wanted to win. It helped me learn a lot of different things. How to dribble and rebound and shoot the ball. I’d watch a game on TV and I couldn’t wait to try new things out.”


“He liked Wilt, you know,” his father recalled of his son’s grade school days. “Wilt was who he wanted to be.” Wilt, the tallest, most powerful and dominant figure in the world of the basketball gods on TV.


Main Street School wasn’t just Johnson’s basketball court. It was the place where he first engaged with the world, as both the school and Lansing in general offered him fascinating opportunities as the 1960s wore on.


Eaton himself was half of a pair of older mentors, who soon caught young Earvin’s eye due to the example they set as aspiring young businessmen and community figures.


Johnson also met the other half of that duo of young Black businessmen, Joel Ferguson, at Main Street School. In time, Ferguson would go on to become a prominent civic leader in Lansing and a longtime trustee at Michigan State University. But back then, in the 1960s, he was merely the young man in charge of the playground and summer activities at Main Street School.


“That’s where Earvin learned to play basketball,” Ferguson said proudly in 2020.


The circumstances sound almost made-up, as if someone might be trying to concoct in retrospect a seemingly perfect, revisionist youth for Earvin Johnson, but closer examination confirms that his formative years were amazingly organic, from Main Street School to his many hours at the local Boys Club.


They weren’t drama-free, however, nor short on good fortune. At age nine he nearly drowned until a lifeguard pulled him unconscious from a swimming pool, an incident that left him with a lifelong fear of wading beyond waist deep in any water.


Yet beyond that, most of the contrary incidents in his young life seemed mild and familiar. His father, for example, once discovered Junebug had pilfered some candy from a nearby store, paddled him, and sent him back to confess his crime. And as Earvin moved into adolescence he became practiced in the art of slipping away from his lawn-mowing chores to play yet more basketball, the typical deception of youth.


Both mother and father frequently declared over the years that their son hardly ever gave them any trouble or concern, so much so that Johnson sometimes seemed too good.


“He wasn’t perfect,” Charles Tucker would offer, but it would be hard to prove it from the recollections of Tucker himself and many others from Lansing who witnessed the era.


Early in his grade school experience he encountered his first true rival, Jay Vincent, a large child in his own grade in a school from the east side of Lansing, presaging Johnson’s career blessed by a run of extraordinary competitive relationships, from Larry Bird to Isiah Thomas to Michael Jordan. But after his own brothers, the first rival was the tall boy from across town.


“I met Earvin Johnson way back in third grade,” Vincent recalled in a 2019 interview. “He was playing for Main Street. He was nine years old and I was nine years old. I was playing for Holmes Street, and they came over and they played us in a game, which I still tell to this day. We ended up winning the game by one point and then Magic went over there and talked to the scorekeeper, and just like that, it was a magic trick or something. Because they changed the score and they won. So I tell that story all the time. We just laugh about it and laugh about it. But that happened before he was Magic, he did that magic trick.”


Those early contests proved to be a preview, in small scale, of a rivalry that would carry through high school, right up to the point they became college teammates.


In third grade, Junebug was already showing a penchant for peeling the rebound off the boards and heading upcourt, Vincent recalled. “We were about the same height. We were pretty young, almost nine years old, maybe a little bit under five foot. We were pretty tall for our age. But he was a really skinny guy. I always had more meat than he had, you know.”


Taken together, these things reinforced the fact that, more than anything, Main Street was the place where he began to display character and deep emotional intelligence and cunning, traits that came back again and again to his mother in narrative, just about everywhere she would go in Lansing.


Christine Johnson recalled running into one of Earvin’s grade school teachers in 1992 who had a tale about his time in a class that had descended into mayhem. “She laughed and started telling me a story about him,” the mother recalled. “It was the first day of school in her first year of teaching. Earvin stood up and told his classmates to get in their seats, to behave, to listen to the teacher. She said everybody stopped and did just what he said to do.”


The teacher with the story was likely Greta Dart, who taught him in fifth grade. Young, blond, and blue-eyed, she was just barely five feet tall and quickly came to favor Earvin, who would later remember having a crush on her. Her husband, Jim, drove a beverage truck. The Darts, who had no children, were his first serious encounter at becoming close with white people.


When the boys in school wanted to start a team and needed an adult to supervise, Jim, a basketball fanatic in his own right who played in the city’s rec leagues, became what Johnson would later call his first coach.


“Jim Dart helped coach me in sixth grade and he’s really meant a lot to me,” Johnson would tell the State Journal as a high school junior. “He’s really meant a lot to me. He sent me to a couple of camps and I was able to learn a great deal.”


Soon enough, Dart was taking young Earvin along with him on his route delivering beverages to area stores and would joke that his route took much longer because Earvin was always engaging the people in the stores in conversation.


“I hired him to mow the grass once, and I assumed it was getting done because I could hear the mower,” Jim Dart once told writer Joseph Dalton. “And when I looked, there was the mower going around in circles at one end of the yard, and Earvin at the other, talking to somebody.”


Over the years, the Darts would grow to seem almost like a second family to him—Johnson came to describe them as his godparents—driving him to events, helping to pay for camps and other opportunities, taking note of his academic work, among other things, and helping to provide a bit of relief from the often cramped life in the house on Middle Street.


It takes little time for public school teachers to identify their allies and pets in the classroom, which meant that word of the overwhelmingly positive nature of this large child named Earvin spread quickly through the school’s educator ranks from his earliest days there.


“He was an easy-going boy, a good student,” one of his teachers, Dorothy Tomaschek, once told the Lansing State Journal.


By fifth grade he was five-six, pushing five-seven and moving on up. His size meant there was almost a foot race between his personality and the game he loved, and soon enough it would be hard for just about anyone to distinguish between the two. That’s just how deeply he would become invested in the game as a youth.


Yet there would be times where a priority would have to be established, a chore that soon fell to Greta Dart. When his grades began to suffer, she insisted he miss a youth league championship game to make up work he had failed to turn in.


“She disciplined him pretty good,” George Fox, who later coached him in high school, recalled in 2019. “He always told the story and it got around that she wouldn’t let him play in a championship basketball game because he was not doing well in the class.”


It’s important to note that the adolescent Johnson would tell this story about himself to his high school coaches, his early emotional intelligence at work, with the simple act of retelling the story establishing the fact that he was both self-effacing and eager to demonstrate shared values with his coaches. It’s striking that a high school player would feel at ease sharing this much of his personal story with his coaches.


More important, it was an early power move by Johnson, who was testing to see if his personal will could overcome the dictates of his teacher. Johnson recalled that he showed up at the game and tried to play, only to be rebuffed and instead left to sit on the sideline watching and stewing.


He recalled his anger and disappointment growing to the point that his relationship with Greta Dart suffered for the next month, yet there was no question the message had registered. He would eventually make amends, with an enhanced appreciation of her concern for his overall well-being.


Yet another factor also registered. His love for basketball was total and complete. And whatever got between him and the game could bring negative reactions.


Changes


His mother’s spiritual focus in those days was Lansing’s Union Missionary Baptist Church, a staple of her family for generations, but one day she answered a knock on the door to greet a woman proselytizing for the Seventh-day Adventist Church. Christine Johnson had long made Bible study central to her busy life, and her discussions with the woman at first intrigued her, then soon led to major changes for her life and that of her family’s.


The Seventh-day Adventist Church is largely a Protestant denomination of Christianity that is said to draw on Lutheran, Wesleyan-Arminian, and Anabaptist strictures, among other elements, including Orthodox Judaism. Its largest focus, however, is on interpretation of scripture, which leads to the belief that Saturday is the seventh day of the week and thus the Sabbath.


Observance of the Sabbath essentially begins on Friday sunset and ends on sunset Saturday. The faith requires a lifelong effort to understand the Bible, to be productive and to avoid eating meat from pigs, certain fish, and other animals that the Bible cites as unclean.


Christine Johnson soon seized upon the Seventh-day Adventist lifestyle as a deeper approach to her faith, with a resulting turmoil that cast her carefully choreographed family life into chaos. Her daughters apparently lined up with their mother in this change while her sons stood with their father, who found himself clinging to his Baptist faith, ham biscuits and all.


The Johnsons’ world had been built on laboring nonstop six days a week, with church on Sunday. Earvin Sr. was serious and comfortable in his faith (his father, Jesse, back in Mississippi, was a church deacon). The mother’s new faith recalibrated their lives to a strict Saturday Sabbath (basically no activity from Friday evening until Saturday at five).


Their son’s overwhelming focus on basketball centered often on Saturday morning youth league games, and Christine’s new faith threatened both his attendance at Friday night high school games and Saturday youth events.


For months, it was as if somebody had dropped a bomb into their lives, until Earvin Sr. finally settled on a solution. He decided to go to church with his wife on Saturday and then go again to his Baptist service on Sunday, which allowed their union to move forward with a newfound harmony born of shared sacrifice for each other, all to their children’s great relief.


It seems no surprise then, that the conflict appeared to leave young Earvin confused in his own spiritual life for a time. His coaches later in high school could not recall him making any overt statement whatsoever about religion, nothing about prayer before games or any activity that would denote devotion of one sort or another. It was almost as if he was avoiding the subject in the aftermath of the family crisis.


“Some people talk religion, others live it,” family friend Charles Tucker said in cautioning any attempt to read too much into Johnson’s avoidance of an overtly religious approach to his basketball.


After all, his time at church with his father appeared to be a different matter. He attended as his family life had always required. Leon Stokes, who was in fifth grade, a year behind Earvin, recalled being in Sunday school classes with him at Union Missionary Baptist during that time. “Quite frequently, if our teacher asked a question, it was usually Earvin or me raising our hand to answer it,” remembered Stokes, who would go on to be president of the National Honor Society and a teammate of Johnson’s in high school.


Johnson even sang in the choir with Earvin Sr. In fact, his love of music and singing seemed so strong from his youth that his mother came to hope that would be his calling. He sang everywhere beyond choir. On the street corner chiming in as a backup with his friends making their a cappella run at the great soul numbers of that era. In the shower. Anywhere really around his family and friends, he was likely to break into song.


“We thought we were really great on ‘My Girl,’ ” he would recall of those days at age eleven, singing with his friends at the corner of Middle and Williams Streets, complete with the Temptations’ choreography. “We always had to do all the steps—cross your legs, step, kick. And, of course, when it came to your turn to sing the part that goes ‘my girl,’ you had to cross your hands to your shoulders, to cover your heart.”


Despite his early discomfort with the Seventh-day Adventists and teachers who made him miss basketball games, his was a happy, healthy life, from just about all accounts.


It all began then, a merging of his game and song and rhythm into the singular way he approached performing. “It was nice, because the people get off on you,” Johnson would explain to writer Joseph Dalton in 1980. “Either you’re good or you’re no good. Either one or the other—you can’t be in between. You can tell when you’re no good because the crowd will be blah. They’ll be standing there. But if you got them dancing all the time, that’s when you can tell. That’s a big part of me. My music.”


In that vein, his elementary school basketball and playground presence were beginning to bring him a taste of prominence and he loved it, loved being known as the kid who loved basketball and played it all the time.


In addition to going to church with Johnson, Leon Stokes recalled watching him on the playground as a sixth grader. “I vividly recall Earvin throwing no-look passes right on the money at that age,” Stokes said in a 2020 interview, adding that such passes weren’t something you saw often at the time and certainly not on grade school playgrounds.


Indeed, Johnson’s confidence with the game seemed to grow daily, even as his confidence in other areas began to sag. Those who knew him then have described him as being decidedly inarticulate, a condition mitigated and hidden somewhat by his smile and demeanor. And there was another creeping issue beginning to stalk his sense of worth in quiet ways that he sought to keep hidden.


It was becoming increasingly clear to his teachers, however, that young Earvin had reading issues, defined as dyslexia, issues that he would recall had left him profoundly embarrassed at certain points in his early schooling. By junior high, the dyslexia would leave him almost two full years behind in reading level tests. Researchers were just beginning to understand that dyslexia stemmed from perception issues rather than a lack of intelligence. But he didn’t know that as the issue unfolded and it left him with no small amount of insecurity.


He would later recall that at one point Greta Dart suggested he go to summer school to close the gap in his reading. That wasn’t something Earvin wanted to do. Summers were his special time. But he agreed to do it to begin to deal with his issues.


Throughout his early life, he would also counter this reading difficulty time and again by revealing an exceptional level of both maturity and emotional intelligence. His innate sense for understanding people and how to relate to them allowed him to function at a high level in everyday life. For example, his high school coaches were surprised to learn many years later of his dyslexia. To them, he represented an amazingly efficient learner, one who could process complex information and then help pass it along to his teammates, a trait based on his obvious ability to listen closely. The coaches never recalled an instance where they had to tell Earvin Johnson something more than once. He absorbed things immediately, part of what made him such a joy to coach.


Experts had come to see that adjusting to dyslexia could be facilitated if a child had high-interest pursuits. Obviously, for young Earvin those early high-interest pursuits were basketball and music, both augmented by the love of the emerging medium of television that marked just about everybody in his late-baby-boom generation. And it wasn’t just NBA and college games and other sports. He and his siblings sat enthralled by the array of options, regularly watching the many shows of the 1960s and ’70s that featured mostly white-only casts and story lines: Mannix, The Man from U.N.C.L.E., Barnaby Jones, and others. Then the networks had begun offering shows that focused on Black lives, such as Sanford and Son, Julia, and The Flip Wilson Show. Or Johnson could settle in on a Saturday afternoon at the local movie theater, eyes wide at the big screen, for him an immense happy place set to loom large in his future.


Like the rest of his generation, the film and TV offerings helped stoke his ideas and dreams. Just as important for an African American youth as the 1970s opened, the sitcoms and dramas and specials gave him a stronger sense of what a white-dominated world felt like, which proved to be perfect timing. Before he even had time to contemplate it, that world, drawn by his “music,” would soon be much upon him.
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GET ON THE BUS


Over their years growing up together Earvin and brother Larry clearly sported a healthy sibling rivalry, and not just in basketball. The two overly large adolescents shared a bed in the crowded Johnson household, which meant that many a cold Michigan night found them in a tug-of-war over the covers or in a fuss over just who was kicking who awake in the middle of a sweet dream.


But when it came to basketball, their relationship bordered on the profound.


Larry was more than two years older but Earvin was taller. Spurred by their father’s obvious love of the game, they both attacked the sport with the sort of unbridled passion that had long defined the best players. That was made clear by their skill sets—always a clue for coaches as to which players had devoted long hours to playing the game and experimenting with all its different facets. In short, Earvin and Larry went at it.


As with any good sibling rivalry, this one also delivered tremendous synergy. After all, Larry had been Earvin’s main sparring partner in so many of his early forays onto the outdoor courts, and as such, deserved credit for major contributions to Earvin’s game, including the all-important notion of style.


“Larry was a good player himself,” recalled Dale Beard, Johnson’s friend, high school teammate, and the eventual best man at his wedding in 1991. “Earvin always wanted to be Wilt Chamberlain, and Larry wanted to be Earl ‘The Pearl’ Monroe.” Or Walt Frazier or whatever guard happened to be starring on TV that week. Certainly, Earl the Pearl, aka Black Jesus, had caught Larry’s eye—and soon enough Earvin’s—with his array of moves that presented something quite new and bold in that era.


“I used to watch Larry on the playground,” said Leon Stokes, one of Earvin’s high school teammates who as a child had spent lots of time watching the older players on the court at Main Street School. “He was the second-best Earl Monroe player, next to Earl Monroe himself. Larry could really, really play.”


“Those two kind of played a lot together on the playgrounds,” Dale Beard said in a 2019 interview. “He saw in his brother Larry how Earl the Pearl used to do the spin move and the double clutch and the double pumps and all that kind of stuff. Earv kind of saw that. He said, ‘Hey, you know, Larry wants to be Earl Monroe. I want to be Wilt Chamberlain.’ So he kind of was mixing his game up from both players.”


Soon Earvin had his own intriguing thoughts about Earl the Pearl, which were stimulated further when one of his father’s friends told him that Monroe was also nicknamed Black Magic.


Johnson would later explain that when he played himself in one-on-one full-court, he would be Wilt at one end and Earl the Pearl at the other. Those moments opened his mind to a broader notion of how he liked to play the game, Dale Beard explained. “I think by doing that, being as tall as he was and developing the skills of a guard, it just carried over.”


Carried over, indeed. It formed the essence of Earvin Johnson as a player.


In retrospect, it was extraordinary that the oversized, rapidly growing Earvin had somehow been able to avoid much of the normal clumsiness of his age to incorporate such moves into his own game. He had reached six feet as he entered seventh grade and shot up from there, to six-five at the end of junior high two years later. He had escaped those ungainly days, he later explained, because he was literally playing basketball all the time.


And in so many places in Johnson’s life there would stand Larry, offering both a constant test and a regular example to emulate. Best of all, this rivalry would form the basis of a brotherly love that Earvin and Larry would share over a lifetime.


Sadly, it would also provide the roots of a deep pain that would dog the family for decades and fill Earvin’s young life with big, complex problems to solve.


As youths, both brothers held a strong sense of anticipation about someday playing at Sexton High School, the center of the community in many ways that was just a short walk from their house. One of their joys was going to basketball games at Sexton, the only Lansing-area school to have won two state championships, back-to-back, in the early 1960s under famed coach Clayton Kowalk.


The gym at Sexton was rowdy and alive on game nights, and the two brothers could clearly see themselves stepping into the spotlight and starring there. It was just the kind of thought they could take to bed each night as they snuggled into their youthful dreams.


All of that changed, however, when big social change rolled into their lives with the news that the older Johnson siblings—Larry, Lily Pearl, and Quincy—would have to get up early each morning to get on a bus and ride across the city to attend nearly all-white Everett High School. The move was part of a plan by the Lansing city schools to advance racial integration by busing Black students. The move was even more puzzling to the Johnsons considering that Sexton, the school next to their home, already had an admirable racial balance in its student population.


This big change also came as the Johnson family was still adjusting to Christine’s new faith, which only added to the already substantial turmoil in their lives. But the city school board said they had to get on the bus, and get on the bus they did. Earvin’s older siblings would join a group of about one hundred African American students each day headed to Everett High, which had a student body of about 2,500 that was 99 percent white at the time.


The specific aim of the busing was to begin the process of having Black students and white students share classrooms together, to become teammates, to learn more about each other by going to school together. The school system’s plan called for an increasing number of Black students to be bused to Everett High each succeeding year, something of a toe in the water testing integration.


Many other school systems across the northern and western United States were under federal court order to bus students to integrate schools. Lansing itself was under no federal court order at the time, but school officials had initiated the busing in anticipation of needed change. The dawn of the 1970s may have brought an effort to eradicate segregation uniformly across the country, but in many places the mere idea of busing would be met with sporadic episodes of anger and violence. In Lansing, the plan also involved the integration of elementary schools that had traditionally been tied strictly to neighborhoods.


Neither Black people nor white people were happy with the solution. In fact, Lansing’s school board itself would face a recall election over making the move, and a majority of the members would lose their seats.


The trouble started almost immediately at Everett when some white students threw rocks at the first buses carrying Black students. The incident left many of them, including the Johnsons, asking why had they been uprooted from their friends to face such hostility in an alien place. The elements of racial animus would plague Everett High for years through a tough period of adjustment. The early fights and racial troubles understandably increased the concerns of many parents, including the Johnsons.


Despite their reluctance and the conflict, the Johnson children had been instructed by their parents to be good students and good citizens at Everett. Indeed, the members of the Johnson family were already becoming known in the community for their forthright approach to school and work. Even so, Lily Pearl, a future educator herself, and her brother Larry would come home each day and talk about how much they disliked the Everett experience. Larry, in particular, had begun having trouble adjusting to the new school almost immediately. He despised it, leaving him to withdraw emotionally and physically from schoolmates. He was said to have been almost chronically late to class and had skipped some of them altogether.


One early bright spot for the Johnson children was that they had made a connection with Everett’s varsity basketball head coach, George Fox, who also taught social studies. During a series of interviews in 2019, Fox recalled that the Johnson siblings would encounter him in the hallways and proudly offer a scouting report about their tall younger brother who was gaining citywide fame as a player at Dwight Rich Junior High.


“They kept coming up to me and telling me about him and what he was doing,” Fox recalled. The situation for Larry seemed to improve briefly that late fall of 1972, when he made the final cut for Everett’s junior varsity basketball team as a sixteen-year-old sophomore. The good vibe didn’t last long.


Just days before Christmas, word came that the coaching staff was considering dismissing five Black boys, including Larry, from the jayvee roster. The news stunned the entire Johnson family, with a timing that seemed particularly harsh considering that the boys were among the very first Black athletes ever to compete for Everett. Earvin was left immediately furious by the situation and began worrying that he, too, might be bused to Everett in two years when it came time for him to enter tenth grade. (In those days, high school in Lansing began in tenth grade.)


So began a drama that would drag on for months and then haunt the Johnson family for decades thereafter with unanswered questions about a decision that would send Larry down a dark path in life.


Larry’s removal from the team did not involve lackluster effort, his coaches revealed in interviews, looking back in 2019. In fact, Larry played quite hard in practice and in games, according to the recollection of his coaches. Neither did it involve surliness or some sort of mutiny against the coaching. Although, his coaches would also recall, in no way was Larry as talented as his taller younger brother. Then again, who was?


As for their dismissal, the five players had apparently been late to practice or missed it often enough without excuse to bring their coach, a social studies teacher named Pat Holland, to initiate steps to remove them from the roster.


Holland recalled that first he consulted with Everett’s varsity head coach George Fox, his boss, about the boys missing practice without giving notice, and it was decided that they had to go. It was just Holland’s second season coaching the junior varsity and serving as an assistant to Fox for the varsity. He was also coaching the first group of African Americans in his life.


Faced with dismissal, the five players had asked that Charles Tucker, a doctoral candidate in psychology who worked part-time for the Lansing schools, be called in to mediate the matter.


Pat Holland figured the request was reasonable. He was friendly with Tucker, who was popular among the students. Plus, the psychologist seemed the ideal figure to mediate the issue. Besides his academic work, Tucker had an impressive basketball résumé, from All-City in high school in Kalamazoo to junior college All-American at Kellogg Community College, followed by a somewhat disappointing stint at Western Michigan, then flings in several pro basketball camps before getting cut and deciding to return to school for graduate work at Western Michigan. Even as he went to school and worked, Tucker kept a busy nighttime and weekend calendar playing in various basketball leagues.


The psychologist was still very much on a mission to prove that he remained an excellent player, as jayvee coach Holland had discovered the hard way in a student-vs.-faculty game the previous school year.


“I’m just running down the court and Tucker throws me the ball, hits me right in the head with it,” Holland recalled. “It was the first time I ever played basketball with him. I knew he had a good reputation as a player.”


Holland was embarrassed and upset by the incident and fussed a bit with Tucker, who admonished him to always be on the lookout for the ball, which only irritated Holland further. However, it wasn’t long before the two men were able to laugh about it. “It was funny,” Holland recalled. “He was apologetic. He wasn’t trying to show me up or anything.”


Still in his midtwenties, Tucker had been deployed by the school system during the early stages of busing to serve as a resource for students and educators in solving problems with integration and helping them better understand the situation. In a short time, the psychologist had earned a reputation as a fixer of problems, as a person with a sense of fairness and perspective. Trust seemed extremely hard to come by in those first years of busing, but there is no question from the record and from the memory of the people there that Tucker earned his substantial share of it.


The boys on Holland’s team wanted to tell their story directly to Tucker without the coach intervening, and Holland had no problem with that. A quietly keen observer of the variety of people in the school’s environment, Tucker hadn’t detected any sort of racial animus from Holland. “He was a good coach and a good guy to try to work with and mediate with the kids,” Tucker explained in a 2019 interview.


After all, Holland’s expectations of players making all practices on time and ready to work were fairly standard procedure, a value Tucker himself had long shared as a high school, college, and pro player.


Considering the times, Holland seemed to feel he was fortunate to have a resource such as Tucker to help him deal with the issue. Even so, Tucker presented a very different sort of figure in that era. Obviously smart and perceptive and successful, Tucker would spend decades in the Lansing school system all while making little attempt to adopt the diction that represented the highly educated man he was.


His work would be highlighted at the time in both the Lansing and Detroit papers, where he explained his approach to language. He offered that the language used by African Americans in the South was a legitimate dialect, that the school system failed when it set up standard English almost as a barrier to Black students, leaving them to face working under what seemed like constant criticism from their white instructors.


His plan was to remove the barrier of language while helping students to adjust. Tucker told a Detroit reporter in 1972 that he still upheld the value of standard English but sought a better means for students to find a comfort level in the new environment of integration.


It was clearly a bold position for a young Black academic to put forth in the early 1970s, but Tucker himself talked the talk, so to speak. What made it work was that he also walked the walk. He was successful at what he did, which was to provide an array of students with frank guidance about the basic circumstances they faced with integration.


As Tucker saw his mission, his primary job was to be able to relate to many of the “kids” coming through the system. Thus, he took great pride in having what he called a “street” image. Time would show he had a quick mind for analyzing people, their fears and motives and behavior, and he used those abilities to calm and assure both sides of the racial divide in the city’s schools.


Tucker was six feet tall but described himself as hardly an imposing figure. Some considered him standoffish, even contemptuous at times, but that’s not what his actions evidenced. If he had a major fault, it was that his confidence and an aura of cool would sometimes lure him into being a little light on details in some circumstances. But in retrospect, many of his peers and coworkers would look back and consider him absolutely essential to the good things that eventually happened at Everett in the 1970s.


Pat Holland recalled having absolute trust in the psychologist to mediate the issue. “Tucker was, like they say, comfortable in his own skin,” the coach said. “I mean, he was not afraid to rule against those kids, you know, obviously. He wasn’t there to prove that I should give them another chance or whatever because he’s Black and they’re Black. He was there to make a fair decision. I fully expected him to and I thought I had an open-and-shut case.”


Those who knew him better understood that Tucker’s life was also largely guided by his faith, to the point that he not only talked freely of Christian love but sought to use it to guide his actions in his professional practice as a psychologist. Tucker had encountered intensely negative speech and even violent racism in his life and was quite aware of it, yet was also seemingly locked in on an approach tempered by an understanding that many people at the time were blind to their own racist attitudes.


Tucker, like the Johnsons and many of the African American families in the Lansing community, had migrated there from Mississippi, where they had borne the full brunt of that state’s harsh racial climate. The life they had found by moving to Michigan wasn’t perfect, but it was better.


In 1972, Tucker was just beginning a role that he would keep throughout Lansing’s intense integration battles and far beyond, for decades actually, to the point that he was still working as a psychologist for the Lansing schools in 2019. His first decade in the schools would be marked by periodic outbreaks of racial conflict, fights, and other problems, at times serious enough to require that certain schools, in addition to Everett, be closed for several days at a time to let emotions subside.


“It was going on all over the country, a lot of busing going on, segregation type stuff,” Tucker recalled in 2019. “And a lot of attitudes. And, of course, everybody wanted to stay in their own communities, around their own environment. That was all over the country, because of the rules and the laws. People didn’t want to change.”


Many of the teachers in the system in the early 1970s were not unlike Pat Holland, well intentioned but facing a new and challenging task with integration with no real cultural reference points. And the same could be said for the students like Larry Johnson who found themselves retreating from a school climate they found threatening and frustrating.


Tucker saw the atmosphere at Everett and the other schools as fraught with misunderstanding.


“It was a new time in the world, a new day with relationships,” Tucker remembered. “It was kind of tough. The parents were different. The kids were different and society was different. And a lot of things were going on. The country was just in a rage itself. So you’re asking kids to be bused to another area. Whether Black or white, it doesn’t matter whatever color it is, they were being uprooted.”


Playing into the mix of the experience was the fact that, in his heart of hearts, Tucker remained an unabashed and unrepentant basketball addict on a mission to prove that he belonged in pro basketball. He virtually inhaled the game as often as he possibly could. That and his religion and his educational training and his street cunning guided his life. And they would soon come to guide—some would stay steer—the life of young Earvin Johnson, although in 1972 Tucker was merely curiously aware of him, having taken notice of the tall young boy who seemed to spend each entire summer day on the court at Main Street School.


At the time he was called in to mediate the issue with the Everett junior varsity, Tucker had no idea that one of the players was Earvin’s brother, just as he had no idea of the Johnson family and its particular character.


But Tucker would soon enough learn all of that.


He spent much of his free time in Lansing playing lots and lots of pickup basketball, just about anywhere he could find a high-test game. In the vernacular of the era, Tucker had an abundance of street cred and wasn’t shy about deploying it.


“That was my specialty at that time,” he explained. “I was a psychology guy and I was a street guy. And I had my religion, of course. I had my ways. It helped me. My hand was always on the pulse because I was always with the kids. That was my life. I didn’t want no administration job. I didn’t want no principal’s job. I could have had all of them. I just wanted to be with the kids because that’s what I enjoyed. Some of it I did for selfish reasons because it kept me young, you know, it kept me competitive. … And I wasn’t married and didn’t have no family or nothing. So, I enjoyed it.”


Pat Holland, like many, had his own experiences with race. The junior varsity coach was from Saginaw, Michigan, a place that was viewed as somewhat backward in the matter of race relations, but the coach had gained greater understanding while in the service a decade earlier, as he recalled. In fact, in 1959, as Earvin Johnson was just coming into the world, Holland was traveling down south to Virginia with a Black army buddy.


Holland was headed to Fort A.P. Hill for training and his buddy had decided to visit family there, so they traveled together in the man’s car. When it came time to pull over and get a hotel room, Holland’s friend explained that it wasn’t likely that he would be allowed to check into a hotel in the South.


The man told Holland that he would sleep in the car and that Holland could get a hotel room. Holland declined, saying that wouldn’t be right, so they crashed in the car, then rose the next morning and finished their drive to Petersburg, Virginia, where they stopped at the bus station. Holland was promptly informed that he was on the “colored” side of the terminal and should go to the other side.


The trip proved to be an eye-opening experience for Holland, which would help him immensely in public education. Lansing at the time was in the first stages of opening up the power structure in the schools to include African Americans. A Black deputy superintendent of schools had just been hired. And the white superintendent, I. Carl Candoli, had begun hiring and deploying key figures to help the system change. One of those was Charles Tucker.


The five jayvee boys were eager to explain the situation to Tucker themselves, why they were in trouble, Holland recalled. “Tucker had a deal with those kids. He told them that if they were going to tell him something, they better tell him the truth. So, we sat down at the meeting with Larry and these other kids. They told their story, and Tucker asked me if that was accurate.”


Holland told the psychologist the players had been “one hundred percent accurate.”


“He said, ‘Fellas, I’ll tell you one thing. Mr. Holland made one mistake. He should have kicked you off sooner,’ ” Holland recalled. “And that was it. They said, ‘Okay.’ They told it just like it was.”


Holland felt he had given Larry ample warnings, and Tucker had confirmed that to him.


In dismissing the players, Holland had made it clear that they would be welcome for tryouts the following year. But none of the players ever returned to the program.


Four of the players accepted Tucker’s decision without complaint, both Holland and head coach George Fox recalled. But Larry Johnson was anything but accepting. He angrily vowed that day that his younger brother Earvin would never play for Holland or Fox, or Everett. Then he told Fox the same thing.


“Larry hated me for that,” Holland said. Both Holland and Fox knew that for a fact because that day Larry told them so.


Larry’s response was not a single outburst of anger limited to that day, but a message he would offer the coaches often over the next two school years when he ran into them in the hallway or other places.


Holland recalled clearly that Larry was two years ahead of Earvin because “he spent a lot of time telling us how much Earvin was never going to come to Everett.


“Any chance I would run into him, he would have some choice words for me,” Holland recalled. “He said I ruined his life because he couldn’t play basketball.”


If Larry never failed to express those feelings to his former coaches over the coming months, he clearly also articulated them to family members at home for quite some time. Earvin would recall that Larry began lobbying him almost immediately to set his mind against going to Everett, encouraging him to refuse to attend there. How close and frequent was Larry’s lobbying about Everett High basketball? Considering their sleeping arrangements and with Larry’s anger fresh and sizzling, there were times his complaints were the last thing Earvin likely heard at night before falling asleep, although he wouldn’t face a decision on the matter until the summer of 1974, nearly two years later, when he would be entering the tenth grade.


Everett’s coaches were typical of those at other schools in that they tended not to coddle players, explained Dale Beard, who later played for Holland. “Back then they ran a straight ship, you know, no skipping school or missing practice or you knew what the result was. If you missed school you weren’t going to practice. If you missed practice you weren’t going to play. I mean, that was just the nature of the beast. When you’re that age, you know, and get into a lot of things, you think you’re invincible. At that time, they were real particular about who was on the team, regardless of whether you could play or not. You know, they just wanted you to do the right thing. Pat felt that Larry was kind of a troublemaker guy, but he wasn’t. He was just being a teenager.”


A teen who had been caught smack-dab in the middle of America’s busing crisis of the 1970s.


In an interview nearly five decades later, Tucker offered an understandably different perspective, one perhaps tinged with some regret. “Larry wasn’t a bad kid at all,” the psychologist said. “He was like just about any Black kid at that time, being put in that type of situation. He wasn’t going to change the way he did things. Some of the things he was doing weren’t one hundred percent bad. They were just different.”


The first steps of integration had left the school’s new students faced with a situation that was easy to misread, Tucker explained, adding that young males in particular didn’t want to act like they were afraid or that they could be cowed.


“There were a lot of problems in general,” Tucker remembered. “The jarring emotion of that rock throwing had sort of leaked out into everything in the school. If I was to put the blame on what happened to Larry and some of those guys, I would put at least 80 percent of it on the situation. He didn’t have those issues at the other school. Not that he had a lot of issues. He should have played basketball.”


Saddest of all, he added, “Larry could play. He had a lot of stuff now. He had a lot of tricks, so he could play. He wasn’t a chump.”


“That was a tough one because Larry had a love for the game,” Pat Holland agreed in 2019. “You could see it, you know, but it didn’t translate into some other things that it should have for him.”


What it did translate into was a persistent anxiety for young Earvin. He had no idea what he was going to do about playing basketball at Everett. Like the rest of his family, he considered the optics absolutely terrible of Larry getting kicked off the team. White coaches dismissing five Black boys? Surely the place and the people were totally racist. Beyond that, he just didn’t like the feel of the school. The gym was never rocking. The teams were mediocre, at best.


The immediate choice for Earvin was easy. He knew that he had to find a way out of being forced to go there when it came time for high school.


Junior High Warrior


As the drama with Larry unfolded, Earvin had headed into his eighth-grade season like the power that he was, turning heads and raising eyebrows with the early signs of his very unusual and effective game.


His seventh-grade basketball experience had brought revelations when his coach, Louis Brockhouse, faced an estimated one hundred boys for tryouts and decided to have them line up, right-handers on one side, left-handers on the other. He ordered the righties to dribble in and make a left-handed layup and the lefties to do the same with their right. Few could accomplish the task.


Like that, Brockhouse had managed to cut the team down to twelve, and Earvin was left feeling grateful that Jim Dart had stressed so much using the left hand, just one of the reasons Johnson would mention the coach at his own Hall of Fame induction decades later.


“In seventh grade, I was six feet and played guard,” Johnson himself would recall just a few years later.


In much of what he did, Johnson showed an eagerness to have the ball. It is likely that at least part of the time Brockhouse let him, an early experience that helped drive Johnson’s growing view of how he wanted to play the game.


By the eighth grade, Johnson had begun to pull more of the elements of his game together and quickly became something of a force in junior high. Perhaps realizing his relationship with Larry’s younger brother was in question, Everett coach George Fox began taking more time to attend games at Dwight Rich Junior High, as encouraged by Johnson’s siblings. In retrospect, it was almost as if the bait was being set for some sort of trap.


Fox’s daughter Missy recalled a big first moment: “I will never forget my dad having a conversation at dinner one night when he says, ‘Hey, there’s this kid over at Dwight Rich and he’s a really good basketball player. He may be coming up to Everett. I want to go watch him.’ And so we all piled in the car and went to this junior high school basketball game. This kid was so good. We had a blast just watching him play and he’s in junior high, and my dad was getting so excited like, ‘This kid’s gonna be really good.’ So that’s when I was first aware that he was going to be something special. I remember walking out of there and thinking, ‘Now we’re what? Eighth grade?’ And he just flowed. I just remember walking out of there thinking, ‘Well, that was fun.’ And how many middle school or junior high games do you go to that you think are fun, right? They’re kind of boring. He was fun to watch from a young age.”


The varsity coach’s early assessment of the eighth grader was that he tended to jack up suspect jumpers. Unknown to Fox, Johnson’s eighth-grade coach had encouraged him to focus on scoring and shooting and rebounding. Johnson apparently had the green light to develop his offensive game.


“He was skinny as a rail, liked to stand outside and shoot,” Fox remembered in a 1980 interview. Gary Fox, the coach’s son, was a high school sophomore at the time, playing for another team in the suburbs, but he tagged along frequently with his father to see the unusual player at Dwight Rich. Gary Fox himself would become a high school coach in Michigan and clearly recalled those early trips to scout Earvin. At six feet in the eighth grade, Johnson was impressive, Gary Fox recalled in 2019. “He just didn’t have the size but he was handling the ball for sure.”


Johnson intrigued George Fox, but the coach began wondering if Johnson had any ability to play inside. “We didn’t know how well he could post up,” Fox recalled. But the coach saw something else that was extremely promising: “We knew this: when he shot and missed, he usually ended up with the ball.”


When he shot, he showed startling quickness to retrieve the miss. Or if he drove and missed, he had an answer there as well, George Fox remembered. “There was a quickness and a big step. He would take that big step and go up with it. If he missed, by the time he would land he was on the way to get the recovery and put it back in. He was amazing at that. How fast he could get up and down.”


Johnson’s competition with Jay Vincent had continued apace through grade school but then fell off early in junior high when a chubby Vincent failed to make his junior high team in seventh grade, then sat the bench in eighth grade while Earvin helped drive the team at Dwight Rich Junior High to big wins.


“He was a little bitty skinny guy, and then of course, we both grew into our frames,” Jay Vincent recalled in 2019, “but he more or less grew into like a deer and just kept dribbling the ball.”


“I remember people telling me he didn’t have an outside shot and that it would hamper him in college,” Dick Rosekrans, who coached Johnson in both eighth and ninth grades, once offered. “Well, I’ll tell you one thing, he had a great shot. I saw it in seventh grade. When he had to have it, it was there.”


As a junior high player, Johnson could now find small stories about his play and his games in the Lansing State Journal, which understandably thrilled him. Yet the newfound status didn’t seem to affect his demeanor, recalled Dr. Tom Jamieson, the team physician for a number of Lansing-area schools, in a 2019 interview. “When I first met him he was an athlete at Dwight Rich Junior High, where I was the team doctor. Earvin was always easy to be with and was always a gentleman, even in junior high school.”


Such a gentleman, in fact, that when Fox brought his family along to help scout his eighth-grade games, the young player turned on the charm, flashing the smile, holding nothing back in engaging the coach and his family, even though he privately despised the idea of going to Everett and spent many days trying to think of ways of getting out of having to attend the largely white school. But Earvin was also obviously pleased and intrigued by the attention Fox was now showing him. Young Earvin was clearly a budding showman. And he craved that attention.


Even as an adolescent he rarely let emotions rule him. Like his parents, he wasn’t going to let people know what he was thinking.
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TOBACCO ROAD


Yes, sir, Earvin Sr. loved manufacturing those Olds, loved seeing them roll down the assembly line and right onto the highway, loved showing up at work every single night shift and doing his part to have them parked in every driveway in America. After all, they were “The Escape Machines,” as ads in the 1960s proclaimed. But truth be known? Earv Sr. ranked them behind another General Motors product, his ultimate heartthrob, the Buick Electra 225, often known by its term of endearment, the “deuce and a quarter,” the 225 standing for the car’s length in inches, 5,715 millimeters of pure unadulterated land yacht, complete with a full-throated V-8.


No wonder the father so loved the Electra, washing and waxing it in the Michigan sunshine on weekends, treating the vehicle like the family jewels, trading in one model for another every few years or so to keep things fresh and bright and up to date. It was almost like Earv Sr. was polishing a championship trophy, and it likely was, considering the degree of effort it took to keep his family clothed and fed and headed in the right direction.


Best of all, his Electra offered plush bench seating, a necessity for when the Johnsons crammed in (in that era before seat belt and car seat laws and before minivans, for that matter) and headed south, back home to either North Carolina or Mississippi, either journey alternately sprinkled with hope and darkness along with plenty of stories about the strangeness and wonder of life in the South, emphasized for the kids when they stopped to eat in rest areas rather than risk the trouble and embarrassment of trying to get served at a restaurant.


Old habits, born out of necessity, died hard, it seemed.


Christine, for example, was fond of recalling that as a girl she had two dresses she washed every other day to wear to school, which she attended only after she worked in the fields in the morning and then walked four miles to get to the classroom. For years her life unfolded in a typical tenant farm existence of six children, her parents, and grandfather all packed into a three-room house, no plumbing, no running water, no electricity, none of it until the day the modern conveniences finally, miraculously came into their lives.


When the Johnsons and their children headed to Mississippi, Earv Sr. offered up memories of his boyhood after his father went away, leaving him and his brother to help fend for the family, picking cotton and tobacco as youths, just getting by with the life of a farm laborer.


Young Junebug would often sit in the front seat while the old man drove and talked. He and the siblings took in every word their parents offered. Those rides down South for the Johnsons provided a glimpse into that past and the opportunity for family stories and lessons about life, along with warnings about the necessity of caution around southern white people, especially in Mississippi. After all, Earv Sr. had come of age in the summer of the murder of Emmett Till, the Chicago teen killed in Mississippi allegedly for winking at or briefly interacting with a white woman, and in the same state in the same summer the blatant public murders of two Black veterans, both farmers, for simply attempting to register to vote. All were homicides that went unpunished.


Mississippi had always seemed to produce every type of sordid racial violence, but in the 1950s America had begun to awaken, to gain the slightest sense of the unmitigated ugliness of it all, the lynchings and beatings, that had gone on for years against southern Black populations. For decades, African Americans across the South had been powerless against this violence. With the shock and horror of the lynching of a family member or neighbor, their only choice was to retreat to their homes to weep in grief, and to pray, as laid out in Isabel Wilkerson’s prizewinning book The Warmth of Other Suns, a work that explained the momentum behind the Great Migration, when millions of Black people left the South as a refugee population during the first half of the twentieth century.


The Johnsons, like so many, dealt with such darkness in small doses, explaining the facts to their children but never dwelling on them. Beyond the revelations about the past, the trips south themselves drove thoughts of the families of Earv Sr. and Christine, memories of their parents and grandparents and all the many relatives, the people who had somehow fashioned a life in impossible circumstances.


Even further beyond family memory sat the story in public records that reached back into slavery and revealed a complex narrative, for Christine Johnson’s people lived out mostly in and around Tarboro, in Edgecombe County, North Carolina.


Certainly, so much of Johnson’s rise in basketball would come from his singular talent and his determination to control the proceedings. Yet another absolutely essential portion of his success was clearly the product of precious values set in motion by the people who came before him, people with names like Jenkins and Porter, as well as, sadly, people with no last name at all, people who lived well beyond even his own family memory.


Who were they? The research to answer this question turns up a family saga filled with many surprises. Largely, they were people who lived on what would come to be known affectionately in basketball jargon as “Tobacco Road” in North Carolina, the heart of college basketball’s famed Atlantic Coast Conference. Yet the Tobacco Road that Johnson’s ancestors knew offered a life that featured little in the way of quaint notions about sport.



Ferebe


During the Great Depression, as part of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Works Progress Administration, writers were hired to go through the South interviewing formerly enslaved people about their experiences, an exercise that turned up any number of recollections of long grinding days of labor in the hot fields under enslavers who often provided scant little provisions. Even the food that was available was routinely of terrible quality, conditions that led to many enslaved people sneaking away in the night to steal corn from surrounding farms or wherever they could find it just to sustain their families.


We know these accounts to be true because in North Carolina and other southern states there came to be laws that said if planters abused and poorly fed the people they enslaved, who were then found subsequently to have stolen corn, then the enslavers were responsible for the cost of the stolen corn and could be fined.


This treatment of enslaved people helps explain perhaps an enduring maxim of race relations in America: Desperate people are forced to take desperate measures.


Far worse than the hunger was the fact that slaveholders often would claim ownership to any children born to those they enslaved as personal property—an abhorrent yet routine practice.


Records show that Magic Johnson’s great-great-great-great-grandmother was an enslaved woman known simply as Ferebe. Her unusual name turns up listed among more than 250 enslaved people in the 1854 will of a very powerful North Carolina figure, James Smith Battle, who owned numerous plantations, including his home, the famous Cool Spring Plantation.


All of the many assembled records of North Carolina show that Ferebe was also the name of one other enslaved woman, who lived on North Carolina’s coast and was listed as a twenty-five-year-old runaway in a local newspaper account on Christmas 1795.


Which presents a primary question that remains fascinating but unanswerable. Was this earlier runaway in 1795 Magic Johnson’s fifth great-grandmother? If so, she possessed no small measure of spirit. According to several accounts from the era, this earlier Ferebe was threatened by her enslaver with a severe beating to which she responded with a declaration of righteous indignation that she would not be cowed. When her enslaver attempted to follow through on his threat, she promptly subdued him and issued her own beating, which left him seriously injured and crying out for help.


Was the woman Ferebe who wound up in James Smith Battle’s will six decades later her relative?


Slave records are notoriously difficult to track, but what is established in record is that Johnson’s fourth great-grandmother of the same unusual name resided at Cool Spring, the home of James Smith Battle.


“As a boy, my earliest recollections are connected with the shady grove around the home at Cool Spring and the broad shimmering cotton fields spreading in every direction almost as far as the eye could see,” wrote Battle’s grandson George Gordon Battle in a memoir that would document the generations of the Battles, a wealthy North Carolina family.


The record is also clear that both of Magic Johnson’s maternal great-great-great-grandfathers were born into what was surely slavery during the extremely troubled 1830s. One of Johnson’s great-great-great-grandfathers, Willis Staton, was born to Ferebe on or about 1834. He thus became James Smith Battle’s property at birth.


Records suggest that it’s likely Magic Johnson’s other great-great-great-grandfather, Ben Jenkins, was also raised at or near Cool Spring, which sat about halfway on the road between Tarboro and Rocky Mount.


The Battle clan apparently owned a collection of local farms and plantations with names like “California” and “Walnut Creek” and “Penelo” and “Shell Bank” and “Elm Grove.” But “Cool Spring” was the main digs for James Smith Battle. His was a vast operation, with an elegant main house that was said to feature an Egyptian marble fireplace. The farm was staffed by a number of highly skilled workers—among them likely Magic Johnson’s ancestors—identified in accounts as spinners, weavers, tailors, carpenters, and masons, an array of enslaved people who provided the Battles with amazing “self-sufficiency”; people who made by hand all the clothes, wagons, carts, farm implements, virtually every single item that enabled the lives of the “masters,” lives documented in the letters of that era as “beautiful” and “lovely.”


Those same letters documented that when Battle women needed to learn to cook, they learned it from the people they enslaved. The plantation also was known, again from letters at the time, as a place that offered lively music and merriment almost nightly, music surely often provided by the enslaved.


In his memoir, George Gordon Battle readily acknowledged the great evil of slavery, but that didn’t prevent him from recalling fondly and in detail the bygone life on the plantation, a place where all the enslaved people were said to be proud, handsome, and happy, supposedly much like the Battles themselves.


Such blatant romanticizing of an operation in human trafficking would only serve to bolster a cold and callous notion that the buying and selling of humans was somehow imbued with a southern nobility. At its height, Cool Spring alone enslaved between four and five hundred people, estimated by George Gordon Battle to be about forty families.


Raw numbers from the times suggest an even colder truth. Records show that the market value of a mature enslaved man in that era ranged between $500 and $800, a sizable amount, considering that most land sold for 25 cents, 50 cents, sometimes even a dollar an acre, meaning that the life of a single enslaved person could equal literally thousands of acres. Obviously, from such an equation, it becomes clear that it was the enslaved person working that land who made it valuable. The equation also made clear just how deeply slavery sat at the heart of the southern economy, an immense value to owners who increased that value every time the people they enslaved produced children.


Such a system rapidly led to a deepening, ever twisting and sinister corruption. The profit alone led to an immense rise in the number of enslaved people in North Carolina. Census records show the presence of just 5,000 enslaved people in the state in 1790, a population that would explode to more than 200,000 by the 1830s, a growth that would certainly create the many problems that defined the age inhabited by Ferebe and her baby son.


James Smith Battle was prominent as a person eager to acquire more and more land and more and more enslaved people as their numbers grew with the times. In addition to their collection of North Carolina plantations, Battle and his relatives also owned thousands of acres and vast plantation holdings in Florida and Mississippi, which all required the forced labor of hundreds more enslaved people.


Battle was a complicated figure. When one of the men he enslaved killed a white overseer in the 1830s, Battle was convinced the enslaved man had acted in self-defense and hired two lawyers to fight the enslaved man’s death sentence all the way to the state supreme court, where Battle prevailed, setting a legal precedent of sorts. Apparently nowhere had an enslaved person ever been acquitted of killing a white man before. It was all part of a famous and profound drama surely witnessed and deeply felt by Magic Johnson’s ancestors.


The linchpin to slavery were the laws holding enslaved people under the total control of their enslavers, a factor immediately threatened when the North Carolina Supreme Court overturned the enslaved man’s conviction, declaring him guilty only of manslaughter and returning him to Cool Spring.


The case, known as State v. Mann, went a long way toward establishing an enslaved person’s rights under the law, one of the first legal cases setting out their human rights in some form, thus limiting the rights of an enslaver. The decision meant “the negro and the white … were now placed under the very same law,” Joseph K. Turner and John Bridgers wrote in their exhaustive history of Edgecombe County, published in 1920.


The outcome ignited an instant outrage. “This case occurred soon after the Nat Turner insurrection in Southampton County, Virginia, in which a number of white persons had been killed in a servile uprising,” George Gordon Battle would write. “Naturally there was much uneasiness among the slave owners and my grandfather was severely criticized by some of his friends and neighbors for defending a slave who had admittedly killed his overseer.”


It’s also important to keep in mind that farm life in North Carolina in the 1830s was defined in many ways by the staggering news of Nat Turner’s slave rebellion in Virginia in 1831, which resulted in many killings and struck holy terror into the hearts of white people in neighboring North Carolina and across the South.


David Dodge, a white writer from that home region of Johnson’s ancestors in North Carolina, penned an article for The Atlantic in 1886 that looked back on the era and the role that the reaction to Nat Turner played in driving the white fear and violence that have long marked race relations in America.


Enslavers, Dodge recalled of the society he knew well, were already known to be “excessively suspicious and susceptible to panic.”


Such panic, Dodge added, drove the mania of an “era of rigorous laws and cruel, unnatural punishments the world over. Scourgings and brandings, maimings and hangings, were as a rule inflicted for offenses now deemed trifling.”


The 1830s were marked by the appearance of regular citizen patrols, or militias, around Tarboro to roust enslaved people in their quarters at night to search for weapons and other contraband and, yes, corn, according to historians. In the middle of this nightmarish mix stood the Battles, who stirred an unwelcome controversy amid that fear of the 1830s, the same Battles who controlled so much of the lives of Magic Johnson’s people.


Beyond his farm operations, James Smith Battle also became the builder with one of his cousins of the Wilmington and Weldon Railroad and apparently had no moral reservations about using as many as 150 of the people he enslaved in cutting a path over difficult terrain to build long sections of the railway. The odds suggest that one or more of Magic Johnson’s ancestors worked clearing the land and laying the rails for the Wilmington and Weldon.


In those days, North Carolina had slave courts, created mostly to reimburse enslavers for accidents or financial disputes involving enslaved people. But the courts also adjudicated criminal charges against enslaved people and even on occasion allowed them to be granted freedom as a reward for years of faithful service, which helps explain how census records show that by 1860 North Carolina had a surprisingly large population of “free” Black people, about thirty thousand.


The animosity between the white community and the Battles smoldered on, however, and would soon have more fuel. The Battles were people of some faith, mostly Baptist and by marriage occasionally Episcopalian, and they would soon enough begin holding services at Cool Spring for the people they enslaved. Such a practice was apparently not all that unusual, even though it was against the law to teach enslaved people to read, or to allow them to preach sermons, for that matter.


In another development apparently related to white fear, records show that across much of North Carolina, white people oddly began recruiting both enslaved people and free Black people to worship together in the 1830s. At face value, it might seem a sign of progress that whites would welcome Black people to worship together to hear sermons from white ministers. After all, the practice lasted more than three decades, until the Civil War, when Black members left white churches in droves, according to church records from the era.


Historians, however, have pointed out that the white ministers of that era tended to preach sermons that stressed the loyalty of servants to their masters.


What would prove to be perhaps a key moment of impact on the life of Magic Johnson and that of his family came in the 1830s, just as emotions were stewing in that region, when Amos Johnston Battle, a close relative of James Smith Battle, left his own plantation near Cool Spring to spend three weeks riding down to Florida on horseback at age twenty-four to visit another of the family’s plantations.


As he rode through Georgia, he was said to have stopped at a simple country church and decided to take in a service where he heard the sermon of a Missionary Baptist preacher (the Missionary Baptists had gained their identity following a split with Primitive Baptists in the early nineteenth century). The Missionary Baptists were unique in the South in that era in that they were known to be rigorously opposed to slavery. What Amos Battle heard that day apparently led him to a dramatic conversion and a blinding moral clarity, so to speak. On the way back to North Carolina from his Florida plantation weeks later, Amos Battle was said to have stopped again at the Missionary Baptist church to be baptized and would indeed later become a minister of that faith.


Amos Battle, who came to reside in nearby Wilson, North Carolina, was likewise a man of wealth and power and soon became a substantial benefactor of the Missionary Baptists, so much so that, according to records, he left his sons embittered that he eventually gave away his wealth in “negroes, lands, stocks and bonds.” In or around 1834, the young Amos Battle staged a Missionary Baptist conference in Tarboro that further angered the region’s white residents, leading to an editorial in the local paper calling him a “bigot” for promoting his new faith that opposed slavery.


The beliefs of the Missionary Baptists would draw over time the interest and the allegiance of many African Americans, including the generations of Magic Johnson’s family, as would other branches of the Baptist faith that spread across North Carolina. Amos Battle, meanwhile, would become a major benefactor of Wake Forest College. While Amos Battle held himself thenceforward as a man of morality, some historians have pointed out that his wife, Margaret, owned thirty-two enslaved people bequeathed by her father, an ownership that was tied up for two decades in a court battle over the will. Amos Battle had embraced the blinding light of truth against the lure of the easy wealth and comfort that enslavers could steal from other people’s lives. After all the slaves were freed in 1865, Amos Battle was apparently happy and nearly destitute, to the point that Margaret had to rent out rooms in their house to make ends meet.


Jenkins


How fitting would it be that Magic Johnson, the purveyor of racehorse basketball, would have a cavalry sergeant for a great-great-great-grandfather?


Records suggest that Ben Jenkins, Johnson’s other great-great-great-grandfather, would later find his way to fight for the North in the Civil War. His name turns up in military service records as a sergeant in the First Colored Cavalry in the Union Army in 1863.


The Ben Jenkins listed in army records was born in North Carolina in the mid-1830s, and there is not another Ben Jenkins among records of the era to contradict this assumption. Still, the question persists: How could Ben Jenkins, working in or near the Battle plantations and farms, turn up in the Union Army? After all, the Battles in their memoirs and letters would claim an immense loyalty from the people they enslaved during the conflict, even as their farms produced goods to support the Confederacy.


One answer would be that the Battle claim was perhaps false. The Union Army began making raids in 1863 into North Carolina with the express purpose of freeing enslaved men and recruiting them to join the Union cause. Historians reported that a number of enslaved men left the Tarboro area after Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863, and made their way to join the Union Army. Some estimates say that as many as 200,000 Black men served in one form or another in the Union Army and were considered by experts to be a major factor in the North’s ultimate victory.


Records show that Ben Jenkins joined up at Fort Monroe, Virginia, in December 1863. There were “colored” units formed in infantry, artillery, and even the navy, but the fact that Jenkins was taken into the cavalry suggests that he was an able horseman. The vast majority of officers for the colored units were white, which means that Jenkins achieving the rank of sergeant made him one of the highest-ranking Black men serving in the conflict.


Frederick Browne, a white second lieutenant in that cavalry, recalled in his own memoir that the First Colored Cavalry “trained arduously until May” 1864 and then stepped into a very serious campaign as Union forces pushed to secure victory in a war that had been going on for three bloody years.


The story itself of the First Colored Cavalry, as detailed in both service journals and the memoir of Browne, shows that the units performed well in combat in Virginia and North Carolina over the final fifteen months of the war, engaging Confederate forces in various skirmishes and battles while taking considerable losses. At times, the cavalry unit would spend twenty-four hours straight in the saddle, Browne remembered.


With the Confederacy’s surrender at Appomattox, Virginia, in April 1865, all the various units of African American soldiers were combined into one larger unit and ordered south to Texas, where Emperor Maximilian of Mexico, backed by the French, was threatening the border.


That June, the units of Black soldiers were loaded onto steamer ships in the James River south of Richmond, Virginia. Soon word spread among the ranks that they were being taken to Texas to pick cotton to help pay off the nation’s massive debt in the wake of the war.


Browne recalled the officers trying to reassure their troops that wasn’t the case, but the conflict itself had left Black troops with many reasons to be distrustful. The wartime experience had found them caught between a federal army that was openly prejudiced against them and a Confederate army that considered them traitors and threatened their execution if captured.


Paid less than half of what white troops earned, poorly equipped, and often disrespected by white people in the Union ranks, the experience had left many Black troops embittered.


Restlessness among the troops on the steamers headed to Texas grew so great that first night of the journey that the next morning the officers docked the ships at Fort Monroe in Virginia, marched the units ashore, assembled them on the beach in ranks at attention, and ordered them to surrender their arms.


The moment was tense, Frederick Browne recalled, as some of the men hesitated a bit, then followed orders.


The next night, some of the troops on one of the steamers mutinied on the way to Texas, an incident that ended after an officer shot and killed the leader of the mutiny.


The mutiny quelled, all of the steamers made their way first to the mouth of the Mississippi River, then to Brazos Santiago, Texas, a coastal area of the Gulf along the border where the Black troops, as Browne recalled, were deployed with the overwhelming task of unloading the many ships of the large force dispatched there to protect the border against invasion from Mexico.


While the great unloading was being completed, the African American troops were charged with building an apparently segregated camp in a swampy section of the coast described as “malarial” and “god-forsaken,” which in turn soon produced dire reports of an epidemic among the Black troops. The medical officer for the expedition was quoted in records as reporting “a great deal of sickness among the troops. … The mortality is quite large,” conditions made worse, the officer added, by the remoteness of the location and the absolute lack of medical supplies and personnel to treat the many sick Black soldiers. Through all of this, Sergeant Ben Jenkins somehow survived this ugly, disgraceful, and thankless end to the service of America’s first Black troops.


Records show Jenkins and other surviving African American soldiers were finally discharged nearly a year after the war, in Texas, in February 1866.


Census records from 1870 show that Ben Jenkins was back in North Carolina to take on just about the only work available to Black men across the South, the life of a sharecropper and farmworker, in many cases alongside white neighbors who were Confederate veterans.


Ben Jenkins and his wife, Gracie, would have a large farm family. Among their many children would be a son, Joseph, who would be Magic Johnson’s great-great-grandfather. Joseph’s daughter Arsena, or “Sena” Jenkins, would marry a man named Glass. But Sena’s first child, Mary Della, Earvin “Magic” Johnson’s own grandmother, seemed particularly attached to the name Jenkins. She would be known in her adult married life as Mary Della Jenkins Porter, indicating that Jenkins was a name she bore with great pride.


The Senator


Ben and Gracie Jenkins would have a daughter, Ella, in 1867, who was Magic Johnson’s great-great-aunt. She would grow up to marry a prominent state senator in 1891, later giving Johnson’s ancestors something they likely never imagined: a taste of political power and even an alliance of sorts with a new generation of the Battles.


In 1891, Ella Jenkins married state senator Dred Wimberly, who had been born in 1849 at Walnut Creek, another of the Battles’ plantations, and was just a teen when the Civil War ended in April 1865. By then, the plantation was run by Kemp P. Battle, who was both a cousin and a son-in-law to James Smith Battle and would go on to fame as a prominent Confederate, a celebrated lawyer and scholar, a strong advocate for the University of North Carolina, and a partner of James Smith Battle in the railroad business.


Dred Wimberly would later recall Kemp Battle one day coming down to the fields where Wimberly was working. The slaveholder called all the workers together to tell them the war was over and they were free to go, or that they could stay and have a job.


The young Wimberly thought about it a bit and took the job. Soon, he was in charge of marketing all the produce grown at Walnut Creek. Wimberly would have the produce loaded onto large wagons for the two-day journey to the market in Raleigh. Once in Raleigh, he would sell the produce, then go to stores to purchase supplies, load them on the wagons, and return to Tarboro, in the process basically serving as a quartermaster for the Battles’ still expansive plantation operation.


After several years, however, Wimberly longed to go into business for himself as a carpenter building houses and parted ways with the Battles on good terms in those precarious years after the war. By the time he was nearing thirty, Wimberly was approached by the Republican Party about running for North Carolina’s House of Commons. Wimberly replied that he didn’t think he was qualified. He thought nothing more of it, only to learn the Republicans had nominated him anyway and he had won without so much as being aware of his own campaign, which seems to indicate the esteem with which he was held in the community.


He served several terms in the House beginning in 1878 and then gained election to the Senate nearly a decade later. In the interim, he joined a Kemp Battle initiative and cast the deciding vote providing critical funding for a struggling University of North Carolina during the period, even though Battle was apparently a Democrat.


“I voted for Dr. Battle’s appropriation because Dr. Battle had said voting for the University would help everybody,” Wimberly once explained. “It might somehow help the colored folks too.”


A twentieth-century editorial in the Raleigh News and Observer offered this about Wimberly and other Black legislators: “They upheld education when no one else did. They laid the foundation for the common schools where the schools had few or no friends.”


The Battles would long confirm Wimberly’s story about his critical vote (he also played a key role in funding what would become North Carolina State University plus numerous other important public projects), but a Raleigh newspaper reporter in 1935 doubted that Wimberly actually cast the UNC vote because records of his early legislative service had apparently been lost.


However, some North Carolina newspapers from the 1870s had published the full roster of the state assembly, and there in newspaper accounts Wimberly was clearly a member positioned to cast the major vote.


In a time of great conflict during Reconstruction, when thousands of Black male voters joined the rolls and Black people were elected to public office amidst a charged political atmosphere, the distinguished-looking Wimberly established a reputation for downplaying conflict and seeking to work with the opposite party.


Yes, Magic Johnson’s people were farmworkers, sharecroppers barely eking out a living in the decades after the Civil War, but one of their own was married to not just a senator but one of standing with both parties. It’s not hard to imagine the great pride they took in such a development. Yet any hopes the Jenkins clan had of enjoying any political benefit from Ella’s spouse were already on their way to evaporating in the 1890s. White supremacists in the Democratic Party had long complained that Black people were not qualified to vote and certainly not qualified to serve in the legislature. Their arguments that Black people were ruining government seemed clearly in opposition to the facts. Democrats had long held an overwhelming majority in the legislature.


Regardless, Democrats would soon crush the Republican Party and in particular the basic right of Black people to vote. It had long rankled Dixie’s Democrats that northern Republicans had merged political forces with southern Black people after the war, a development that spurred change in many places but especially in Wilmington, where many freed enslaved people had been drawn by opportunity. By the 1890s, the place was on its way to becoming a peer of Atlanta, with an emerging Black upper class, two Black newspapers, a Black mayor, an integrated police force, and an array of Black-owned businesses enjoying the prosperity that came to a busy port city.


By the 1890s, Democrats had been able to maintain white political control over much of the rest of North Carolina following the war and Reconstruction, but Wilmington and the coastal plain stood apart, largely on the strength of more than 120,000 Black male registered voters.


The Democrats’ answer was to foment rebellion in Wilmington with a race riot on November 11, 1898, in which a white militia, called the Red Shirts, stirred by Democratic political rhetoric, took to the streets to burn a Black newspaper that had dared to challenge the Democrats, who used the irrational fear of Black males raping white women to stir up working-class votes.


The local morgue reported receiving fourteen bodies, thirteen of them Black, the next day, but others claimed the death toll ran as high as ninety. As the violence spread, terrified Black people fled with their families into the nearby swamps, where the Red Shirts were said to have pursued them to execute many more, whose remains were never recovered.


Determining a body count became difficult because the second phase of the well-planned rebellion began the next day as the Red Shirts escorted prominent Black people—clergymen, business leaders, politicians—to the train station and packed them out of town for good.


The resounding victory for white supremacy would secure the doctrine and prevent Black people from voting for decades to come. It had been led by the rhetoric of Democrat Charles Aycock, who would be elected governor in 1900. He had begun preaching in May 1898 that Black people in North Carolina needed to be removed from power.


“There shall be no progress in the South for either race until the Negro is removed permanently from the political process,” Aycock had declared.


As governor he would set a legislative agenda that followed through on the riot’s violent message with Jim Crow laws to limit Black voter registration. Within four short years, the number of Black males on voting rosters would plummet to fewer than six thousand. Removing Black people from politics across the South and other regions was a process that would escalate throughout much of the twentieth century. By the 1940s and ’50s, for example, there were counties that had only one or two Black voters. Not only were Black people trapped in a culture based on ruinous sharecropping, the Jim Crow laws had taken away any legal means whatsoever they could use to change it.


Sharecropping


Records show that for decades after the Civil War, deep into the twentieth century, Magic Johnson’s people faced the dead-end prospects of sharecropping and tenant farming in those days when the South offered little other options for Black families. For the longest time, such subsistence farming had brought a peasant existence, often mired in debt and servitude, just footsteps from slavery itself.


Sharecropping and tenant farming were not new systems. They had been in place around the globe for centuries for a human population often trapped as starving and downtrodden peasants with no political power whatsoever.


That, too, became the next plight of the vast majority of formerly enslaved people. Census records show millions of African American families with no equity at all in their lives decade after decade over the years of sharecropping, this after centuries of slavery likewise making building equity an impossibility.


In 1922, the North Carolina Board of Agriculture finally released an extensive report based on its study of one thousand farm families in the state confirming what had been known forever, that landless farmers, sharecroppers, and tenants, whether they be Black or white, were doomed to a life of debt and penury, often working twelve-hour days growing and harvesting tobacco and cotton, earning just a few pennies each day, if anything at all, and faced with borrowing money just to eat, all the while hoping at the end of the harvest for a thin share of the profits, always calculated by the landowners themselves with little or no accountability of crop sales.


Nobody made money sharecropping, the report said. Instead, it was a license to get cheated, an outcome confirmed time and again over the decades.


“It was an established fact,” recalled Sandra Jones King, the daughter of an Edgecombe County, North Carolina, farmer, “that if you were a sharecropper, around December of the year the person whose farm you worked on would say something like, ‘Well John, I don’t have anything for you this year. We just broke even.’ ”


Sharecroppers were almost powerless in the equation, their only choice being to pack up their lives, move out of the tarpaper shack they were living in, and look for another landowner somewhere in the hope he would be honest.


If sharecroppers wanted to get agitated with the system, there was always the reminder that North Carolina had more Klan members than all the other southern states combined.


The North Carolina Board of Agriculture report came just eight years before the Great Depression began crushing agricultural prices and sending farm families, already facing a marginal existence, into full-fledged disaster.


It was in the midst of the Great Depression that both Earvin Sr. and Christine Johnson were born, he in 1934, she two years later.



After the Deluge


Magic Johnson’s ancestors had soldiered on in North Carolina, their survival driven by a long line of women, their silhouettes marked by a noticeable stoop, left from their bending into the never-ending task of cutting the firewood and hauling immense amounts of water, performing the toil that the daily lives of their families required. And when the menfolk grew ill or died, the women in Johnson’s heritage would step forward to assume command in the fields to assure that crops were planted, tended to, and harvested.


Willis Staton, Magic Johnson’s great-great-grandfather, the son of Ferebe, went from life at Cool Spring to being a sharecropper after the war, just like almost every other former slave. He married a woman identified in records only as Charlette, almost half his age, a woman like so many of Johnson’s ancestors who would bear the brunt of the subsistence farm life.


In that time and place before any real health care or birth control, women lived perilous lives, often worn down by their troubled maternities amidst a world of toil. They seemed destined to birth large families, a succession of labors that defined the wretchedness of farm life in rural North Carolina in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.


It was a life wrought with ceaseless difficulty for women in that age before rural electrification. Pregnant year after year, all the while faced with the staggering workload of a farm woman, the cooking, washing, cleaning, cutting wood, and tending stove fires day in and day out, Charlette somehow raised the many children needed to scratch out a life from the thin options her family faced.


“Living was just drudgery then,” a farm wife from that era once told writer Robert Caro. “Living—just living—was a problem. No lights. No plumbing. Nothing. Just living on the edge of starvation. That was the farm life for us.”


Willis Staton, eighteen years older than Charlette, would pass on near the turn of the century, leaving her a widow running her large, extended family both by working in the fields and doing all the intense labor as a farm wife, a herculean task she had somehow managed for years, like so many among Johnson’s ancestors.


Her daughter, Ida, too, would face a life of sharecropping. And she would also marry a man twice her age, Richard Porter, on February 10, 1897, in Edgecombe County, a fact that would make the couple Magic Johnson’s great-grandparents.


Typical of the perils that farm women faced, Ida would die long before her older husband, likely due to the fact that she birthed seven children.


One of those children was a son, Isiah Porter, born in February 1905, who like those before him inherited the life of a sharecropper. He would marry Mary Della Jenkins on New Year’s Eve 1927, in Edgecombe.


Mary Della Jenkins Porter had as many as eight children. She and Isiah Porter would spend their lives trapped in cotton and tobacco, struggling through infestations of boll weevil, the collapse of cotton prices, the Great Depression, storms, and crop failures, every sort of calamity. They were like the generations of the family who came before them, rising every day to face the daunting task of feeding their large families. Nowhere in the records of more than 170 years of Johnson’s ancestors is there any indication whatsoever that even one of them shirked this duty.


As they carried on, neither Isiah Porter nor his wife, Mary Della, nor any of the family who came before them, could have possibly fathomed the wealth and power and fame that awaited their own grandson.


Magic Johnson’s mother, Christine, the daughter of Mary Della and Isiah Porter, was born in 1936 just as big changes were finally coming to her family.


Amidst all of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal programs during the Depression there was one that aimed to address the shameful plight of sharecroppers. It was an experimental program that in select locations bought up vast acreage of former plantation land and turned it into hundreds of forty-acre farms where sharecroppers, Black and white, were allowed to purchase their own operations, complete with a modest new farmhouse.


In essence, the program was offering the basic “forty acres and a mule” that had been promised to formerly enslaved people during the last days of the Civil War by Union general William Tecumseh Sherman, in Georgia at the end of his famous March to the Sea.


Tragically, Sherman’s order stood for just six months, until President Andrew Johnson, a southern sympathizer, rescinded it.


Census records show that during the Depression, Christine’s family—she was just an infant—uprooted their lives near Tarboro and moved thirty miles north to Tillery, in nearby Halifax County, where the government had established one of its resettlement programs over an estimated twenty thousand acres.


The program in Tillery was one of 113 rural “experiments” in resettlement that the federal government had created across the country. Of those, apparently only fifteen included Black farmers. The Tillery Resettlement Farm was renamed Roanoke Farms in 1936.


The idea seemed dreamlike until reality swiftly arrived with the challenge of hundreds of farm families abruptly relocating there, creating newly reconstituted communities and subsequent chaos. Ultimately, conditions would prove impossible, especially for the Black sharecroppers.


Federal administrators for the program had arrived in Halifax County to discover that a good portion of the twenty thousand acres set aside for the resettlement program lay in a floodplain of the Roanoke River. Those assigned to the flood-prone areas were mostly Black farmers, records show.


Even worse, the federal agents tended to leave the white farmers to their own designs while insisting on micromanaging the operations of the Black farmers, men who had decades of experience working the fields of North Carolina.


The 1940 census recorded a pregnant Mary Della Jenkins Porter and husband, Isiah, living in the Dawson portion of the resettlement program with their six children, including four-year-old Christine.


Much of the resettlement project was doomed almost from the start, according to Charlie Thompson, an agricultural economics expert from Duke University who later helped make a film about the resettlement program.


“If you’ve been a sharecropping family, you’re going to try it,” Thompson said of the people who packed up their lives and bought into the program. “They’ve been making nothing and then there’s some promise of owning something and making your own way and having your own land. That is attractive enough to risk everything, and that’s what they did.”


After decades of marginal subsistence farming, Black farmers could finally see an opportunity to gain something for all their years of backbreaking labor, only to discover the game had again changed.


“By the time the thirties come around the deck is already stacked,” Thompson explained. “Agriculture had already begun to mechanize.”


At the same time the Roosevelt administration initiated the resettlement program, it also launched the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), which began offering farmers crop loans and price supports, new devices in the agriculture markets, Thompson pointed out in a 2020 interview. “Basically, this begins the U.S. government’s involvement in encouraging farms to grow in size.”


The focus of the federal government became the creation of larger, corporate farms that could achieve an economy of scale.


“So they’re doing that in the Midwest and farms are starting to mechanize and tractors are starting to be a reality for many farmers,” Thompson explained. “At the same time, they’re saying to African Americans, ‘We promised back in the Civil War when Sherman went through the South that we would provide forty acres and a mule. It’s time to do that.’ So they’re providing forty acres and a mule to people who live in these resettlement communities. But they were competing against what were already starting to be called ‘bonanza farms’ of the Midwest. And so the grain prices are set according to the large-scale production, not to small farm production. And so already structurally small farming is behind the eight ball. They can’t possibly compete with it. Their raising forty acres just can’t provide enough for families. And so here we are. We’re trying to put these farmers on the land. They are raising field crops and trying to sell those, and there’s just not enough money in it for people, plus they’re doing it with mules when tractors are starting to be a reality.”


After centuries of slavery and eight decades of sharecropping, Black farmers were finally offered what was supposed to be a remedy for all the abuse they had suffered only to find the remedy itself was nearly worthless.


The sharecroppers came to the resettlement program in phases, said Gary Grant, whose family participated in the resettlement and managed to prosper despite the odds stacked against them.


In addition to the agricultural changes, many other factors brought failure for the farmers, including difficulty in adjusting to hastily assembled farming communities, plus land that was of poor quality.


Yet with each group that failed, there were a few farm families that made it work, Grant explained in a 2020 interview. “The New Deal was successful in ensuring independence of some blacks. Landowning certainly put them into another dimension. However, whites knew that independence meant no more free labor for them and thus it had to be stopped.”


For a Black population that had been denied every sort of connection with mainstream society for decades beyond slavery, change itself had become a major enemy, because the society that virtually imprisoned them in poverty had rendered so many of them ill-prepared for change.


The resettlement farmers had some tractors that they could share. “But poor land plus racism really put these families at a disadvantage,” Thompson explained. “They had to borrow money. This was not a gift. So in many cases there was paternalism. They would go into the office and there would be this white guy who would ask for the payment and they would just say, ‘This is impossible. We can’t make the payments. We had a crop failure or the price was so low that we couldn’t.’ I’m speaking generally but those are big reasons why.”


The census taken that summer of 1940, as Europe was plowing deeper into the Second World War, shows the Porter family—Magic Johnson’s grandparents and their children—managing to survive on the land with Mary Della again pregnant.


It was in the middle of August when the deluge would sweep into their world, a great hundred-year flood, driven by tropical storms that first ravaged communities in the North Carolina mountains to the west, then gathered momentum to swell the Roanoke River to thirty-one feet above flood level on its way to an all-time record crest of fifty-eight feet, according to the Associated Press and the New York Times. The deluge struck the resettlement farm floodplain on August 17, 1940, and wiped out crops and farms and houses for just about every farm family in the floodplain. Two men drowned trying to cross a flooded road.


“At Tillery, near here, about 1,000 persons, mostly negroes, were removed by boats from a government rehabilitation project,” the Associated Press reported. “The refugees were quartered in schools and mills on high ground.”


It’s not hard to imagine the difficulty Mary Della Jenkins Porter, then thirty-six and in a late-term pregnancy, would have faced during the evacuation of her large family on boats with everything they had worked so hard for now literally swept away. The Raleigh News and Observer estimated that three thousand people had been left homeless in the flood zone.


Just days after the evacuation, Mary Della Jenkins Porter gave birth to her eighth child, James. The loss of their farms, their crops before harvest, their new lives, was absolutely devastating for so many farm families, just about all of them African American.


In what was perhaps a sign of the family’s desperation in the aftermath, thirty-six-year-old Isiah Porter signed up for the draft and even appeared to fudge his age, making himself five years younger in hopes of getting into the service. He was not selected. The great loss could have easily resulted in a deep, paralyzing, forlorn bitterness settling over the family. Somehow Mary Della Jenkins Porter did not let that happen.


After the disaster with the resettlement project in Tillery, public records next find the Porter family back down in Edgecombe County, from whence they had originally come, in farm country near Tarboro, once again trying to eke out a living in the losing game of sharecropping, now more impossible than ever.


Time froze for so many farmworkers during World War II, except for the thousands who joined the continued Great Migration north looking for any sort of job that actually paid something.


For those who stayed behind on Tobacco Road, including Christine’s family, time continued to move along measured in twelve-hour workdays and marked by a wondrous faith that somehow allowed them to shoulder the seemingly unbearable.
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THE BIKE RIDE


If Earvin Johnson’s adolescent years were the subject of a film, the soundtrack would surely have to include an early ’70s Motown number, say “Mama’s Pearl” by the Jackson 5. The song could help segue to the part of the story where he spent summers in and around Rocky Mount, North Carolina, visiting relatives, his mother’s people, marking the young pilgrim’s own first big appearance on Tobacco Road.


That’s where future college and NBA star Buck Williams had occasion to first encounter Earvin Johnson. “I lived in Rocky Mount and Magic’s aunt and uncle lived in Rocky Mount, and he would come down from Michigan during the summers,” Williams remembered in a 2019 interview. “He would come down there and stay two, three weeks at a time.”


People in the community soon heard about the young stranger who had shown up at a local park to take on Cleveland Howard, nicknamed Tubac, a six-four specimen at Rocky Mount Senior High, where he had starred with the great Phil Ford. Howard was quite an athlete and a legendary player on the courts around Rocky Mount. He had been a four-year two-way starter in football in high school as well, but in basketball he was an extraordinary leaper with something of an outside shot. Some in Rocky Mount even believed Howard was better than Phil Ford, recalled Reggie Barrett, who frequented the playgrounds at the time.


The thirteen-year-old Johnson and the eighteen-year-old Howard didn’t have to spend too much time at the park before they were drawn to what would become a legendary one-on-one showdown.


“It was really competitive, really intense,” Buck Williams, who was eight months younger than Johnson, recalled. “It was a very grueling game because it pitted our best player from Rocky Mount against this guy named Johnson. They called him Buck at the time.”


“I only saw the first game,” recalled Reggie Barrett in 2019. “Magic won the first game. It was a best-of-three games. It was for $20, which was a lot of money in 1973 or when they played. Cleveland was playing at Merced [California] Junior College at the time. After Merced, he went into the air force. When they played, he was home for the summer.”
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