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Epigraph

Both read the bible day and night,
but thou read’st black where I read white.

William Blake
1757-1827
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Introduction

The name “Bethesda” comes from the Bible. With origins 
in both Aramaic and Hebrew, it literally means “house of 
mercy” or “house of grace.” It is also where the Bible states 
miracles occurred; the lame were healed there as the angels 
swirled the waters in the “Pool of Bethesda.” Its significance 
can be considered twofold: It was both a place of disgrace, 
owing to the collection of invalids who came there, and a 
place of grace, where the unwell came and were made well.

Bethesda, Maryland, a thriving and bustling suburb of 
Washington, DC, is where I spent most of my childhood 
between 1962 and 1976. Louise Johnson Morris, the African 
American woman whose life is the center of this work, lived 
with my family all of those years.

Our house was truly one of duality -- a house of mercy 
and pain, a place of joy and sorrow, a house most certainly 
of black and white.
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Foreword

The granddaughter of slaves, Louise Johnson (later she 
added “Morris” to her name after her second marriage) was 
born in Macon, Georgia on March 10th, 1922. She lived a 
long and challenging life under extraordinarily difficult times 
in our country for people like her. Like thousands of African 
American women of her generation, she courageously left 
her home to find out about the world, make a living, and 
perhaps to find a life’s mate and have a family. She also 
learned much about herself. Little did she know that she 
would become -- for me and many who knew her -- a great 
teacher. Her common sense, humor, knowledge of the Bible, 
warmth, work ethic, and sense of self-sacrifice made her 
many friends and admirers.

In the almost twenty-two years that I knew Louise, she 
became indispensable to my overall development, sense 
of self, and even emotional health. She lived with our 
family during highly charged and unusual times, and her 
interactions with our friends and neighbors left them with 
a biding affection for her. Even these many years later, the 



David Sherer

 xvi

mere mention of her name to people who knew her evokes 
an automatic smile.

In the course of creating this work, it has been a challenge 
to piece together Louise’s past due to a multitude of factors, 
including scant documentation, incomplete oral history by 
family members, and a paucity of recollections by any of her 
friends and acquaintances. Nonetheless, I have done my 
utmost with the materials I had at hand.

This memoir is an homage to her and a catharsis of sorts 
for me. Though memory can be faulty, all of it is true, at least 
from my perspective.

A note on language: In every instance in which I quote 
Louise’s pronunciation, syntax, and general use of her version 
of English, I quote it verbatim. I have used my best attempt 
to transcribe the sound of her use of the language, and no 
disrespect, prejudice, or any other form of denigration is 
implied or intended. Her speech represented in this work appears 
exactly as I heard, and remember, it.

Some of the language in this work is harsh. I mean not 
to offend but to present the story as accurately as possible.
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Chapter One

The “Home-House”

Macon, Georgia

Spring 1937

F ifteen-year-old Louise Johnson is toiling in the morning 
sun. It is late spring of 1937, and the heat and humidity 
have come too early and ferociously even for this part 
of Georgia. The massive wooden plow, hitched to the 
straining mule, forces Louise to push harder, deeper as the 
stubborn southern soil yields to the blade. Most of her 
siblings are still asleep, a fact that endears her even more 
to her father, Thomas, the son of slaves. (Decades later, 
she would boast to me how she was her father’s favorite 
out of his ten children. She had always taken pride in 
telling me that she was the hardest working.) She pulls 
an old kerchief from her pocket and wipes the salty sweat 
from her face. Blowing the air from her cheeks, she puts 
the wadded cloth back into her shirt and resumes her 
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work on land rendered more than seventy years earlier as 
reparations for the evil that was slavery.

Twenty years later, in Washington, DC, I am born into 
a strikingly different family and surroundings. The firstborn 
male with two older sisters, I come into the world with parents 
who are Jewish, well-schooled in the healing professions, and 
poised to improve their social standing. My ancestors, the 
world’s most read book says, were slaves in another place and 
time. That story would be immortalized in painting, opera, 
literature, poetry, and other high art. The story of southern 
slavery in the U.S. was just catching up.

Eventually, the intersection of Louise’s life with that of 
my family will change them all, but it is I who will be affected 
the most.

In the spring of 2012, after our separation of thirty-
one years, I will watch with sadness as Louise’s remains are 
lowered into the Georgia soil, adjacent to her parents’ and a 
mere mile or two from where she pushed that plow.


