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The Rev. Dr. Kejuane Artez Bates was a big man with big responsibilities.

The arrival of the novel coronavirus in Vidalia, Louisiana, was another

burden on a body already breaking under the load. Bates was in his 10th

year with the Vidalia Police Department, assigned as a resource officer to
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the upper elementary school. But with classrooms indefinitely closed, he

was back on patrol duty and, like most people in those early days of the

pandemic, unprotected by a mask. On Friday, March 20, he was coughing

and his nose was bleeding. The next day, he couldn’t get out of bed.

Bates was only 36, too young to be at risk for COVID-19, or so the

conventional wisdom went. He attributed his malaise to allergies and

pushed forward with his second full-time job, as head pastor of Forest Aid

Baptist Church, working on his Sunday sermon between naps. Online

church was a new concept to his parishioners, and during the next

morning’s service, he had to keep reminding them to mute their phones.

As he preached about Daniel in the lion’s den — we will be tested, but if we

continue to have faith, we will come through — he grimaced from the effort.

That night he was burning up with fever. Five days later he was on a

ventilator; five days after that, he died.

While COVID-19 has killed 1 out of every 800 African Americans, a toll that

overwhelms the imagination, even more stunning is the deadly efficiency

with which it has targeted young Black men like Bates. One study using

data through July found that Black people ages 35 to 44 were dying at nine

times the rate of white people the same age, though the gap slightly

narrowed later in the year. And in an analysis for ProPublica this summer

using the only reliable data at the time accounting for age, race and

gender, from Michigan and Georgia, Harvard researcher Tamara

Rushovich found that the disparity was greatest in Black men. It was a

phenomenon Enrique Neblett Jr. noticed when he kept seeing online

memorials for men his age. “I’ll be 45 this year,” said the University of

Michigan professor, who studies racism and health. “I wasn’t seeing 60-

and 70-year-old men. We absolutely need to be asking what is going on

here?”

To help illuminate this gap in knowledge and gain a deeper understanding

of why America has lost so many young Black men to COVID-19,

ProPublica spent months gathering their stories, starting with hundreds of

news articles, obituaries and medical examiners’ reports, then

interviewing the relatives and friends of nearly two dozen men, along with

researchers who specialize in Black men’s health. Our efforts led us to a

little-known body of research that takes its name from one of the most

enduring symbols of Black American resilience.

As the legend goes, John Henry was a steel-driving man who defeated a

steam-powered drill and died with a hammer in his hand. The folktale

celebrates one man’s victory against seemingly insurmountable odds. But

it holds another, harsher truth: His determination and strength are also

what killed him. The John Henry of contemporary social theory is a man

striving to get ahead in an unequal society. The effort of confronting that

machine, day in and day out, compounded over a lifetime, leads to stress

so corrosive that it physically changes bodies, causing Black men to age

https://www.westgatefuneralhome.com/obituaries/Kejuane-Bates/#!/Obituary
https://www.facebook.com/theforestbc/
https://www.apmresearchlab.org/covid/deaths-by-race
https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1003402
https://www.genderscilab.org/people
https://sph.umich.edu/faculty-profiles/neblett-enrique.html
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quicker, become sicker and die younger than nearly any other U.S.

demographic group. COVID-19 is a new gear in an old machine.

In interviews about the young men who died from the virus, a portrait

emerged of a modern John Henry: hard-working, ambitious, optimistic

and persistent, trying to lift others along with themselves. They were the

very people communities would have turned to first to help recover from

the pandemic: entrepreneurs who were also employers; confidants like

coaches, pastors and barbers; family men forced into a sandwich

generation younger than their white counterparts, because their parents

got sick earlier and they had to care for them while raising kids of their

own.

They were ordinary men. Time and again, it was their fight that was

remarkable.

Kejuane Bates and his daughter, Madison. (Courtesy of Chelsea Bates)

Bates, the only child of a single mother who supported him as a teacher’s

aide, made it to Alcorn State University on football and choir scholarships.

When his mother got sick with breast cancer, he had to drop out; after she

died, he was almost destitute. Over the years, he built himself into

multiple men at once, each a pillar to many others: the pastor whose flock

depended on his counsel; the mentor known to school kids as Uncle Officer
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Bates; the assistant football coach and band director; the adoring father to

5-year-old Madison — his “heartbeat,” he called her. Recently he and his

wife, Chelsea, a second grade teacher, had launched One Love Travel,

organizing excursion packages and cruises as part of their long-term plan

to build generational wealth.

He carried the stress of his efforts in his blood vessels, in his kidneys, in

the extra pounds that accumulated with each passing year; he had diabetes

and hypertension and at 6-foot-6, he was more than 100 pounds

overweight. His official cause of death, on April 1, was COVID-19-related

pneumonia and acute respiratory distress syndrome.

But Chelsea knows that the virus, no matter how powerful, didn’t kill her

husband on its own. It was the years of working nonstop, taking care of

other people more than himself, that wore his body down. And when the

virus attacked, he couldn’t fight back.

In the summer of 1978, the social epidemiologist Sherman James, then a

34-year-old researcher at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill,

met the man who would shape his life’s work. At 70, John Martin was a

retired farmer who suffered from debilitating osteoarthritis and

hypertension. He had peptic ulcers so severe that doctors had to remove

40% of his stomach. Recounting his story in his backyard rocking chair, his

cane resting on his lap, the old man had no doubt why his health was so

bad: “I worked too hard.”

Born in 1907, Martin grew up in a family of sharecroppers who were only

paid half of what their labor in the tobacco fields earned. Throughout the

South at the time, most Black farmers lived at the economic mercy of

landowners who were employers, landlords and vendors all at once.

Martin watched as the system ruthlessly exploited his father; after one

particularly harsh winter spent hungry, Martin vowed he would be

different. Borrowing $3,725 in 1941, he purchased 75 acres. He had 40 years

to settle the mortgage but accomplished the near-impossible: He paid it off

in five. “That’s the reason my legs [are] all out of whack today,” he told

James.

James listened, spellbound, until Martin’s wife called out, “John Henry, it’s

time for lunch.” At that moment, something clicked. Holy cow, James

remembers thinking. “It was just like the ancestors were speaking to me.”

The power of Martin’s story wasn’t simply that it echoed the legend of

John Henry; it also echoed the life experiences of most of the working-

class African American men James knew.

Five years out of graduate school, James was among a small group of

researchers focusing on one of the most enduring public health problems

https://www.natchezdemocrat.com/2020/04/01/https-www-natchezdemocrat-com-2020-04-01-second-covid-19-death-recorded-at-merit-health-coroner-says/
https://sanford.duke.edu/people/faculty/james-sherman
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in the United States: why health outcomes for Black men are so poor. Black

men live shorter lives than all other Americans — 71.5 years versus 76.1

years for white men — and have for generations. Black men’s life

expectancy didn’t reach 65, the eligibility age for Medicare, until 1995, 30

years after the federal health program for the elderly became law; white

men were living into their mid-60s by 1950. The shorter lifespans reflect a

broader disparity: Black people have much higher rates of hypertension,

obesity, diabetes and strokes than white people do, and they develop those

chronic conditions up to 10 years earlier. The gap persisted this year when

the Brookings Institution examined COVID-19 deaths by race; in each age

category, Black people were dying at roughly the same rate as white people

more than a decade older.

For generations, public health experts mostly ignored the disparities.

When they did pay attention, they invariably blamed the victims — their

“unhealthy” behaviors and diets, their genes, the under-resourced

neighborhoods they “chose” to live in and the low-paying jobs they “chose”

to work. Their chronic illnesses were seen as failures of personal

responsibility. Their shorter life expectancy was written off to addiction

and the myth of “black-on-black” violence. Many of those arguments were

legacies of the slave and Jim Crow eras, when the white medical and

science establishment promoted the idea of innate Black inferiority and

criminality to rationalize systems built on servitude and segregation.

Pondering the lessons of John Henry Martin, James began to see what

many of his colleagues had been missing. It wasn’t just living in poverty

that wore down Black men’s bodies, he hypothesized, but the struggle to

break out of poverty. It wasn’t just inequality that made them sick, but the

effort to be equal in a system that was fundamentally unjust. “It’s this

striving to make something of themselves … to live their lives with dignity

and purpose and to be successful against extraordinary circumstances,”

James said. “They’re trying to make a way out of no way. It’s the Black

American story.”

https://minorityhealth.hhs.gov/omh/browse.aspx?lvl=2&lvlid=26
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/hus/2017/015.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/hus/2018/004.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5052148/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/06/16/race-gaps-in-covid-19-deaths-are-even-bigger-than-they-appear/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/factcheck/2020/09/29/fact-check-meme-shows-incorrect-homicide-stats-race/5739522002/
https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/bitstream/handle/2027.42/45356/11013_2005_Article_BF01379448.pdf?sequence=1
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Sherman James Explains the Theory of John Henryism

Joe Singer, Nadia Sussman, Derrick Dent (special to ProPublica)

America has changed profoundly since Martin’s day. Yet the machinery of

racial inequality continues to be omnipresent. It’s in the hospitals where

Black newborns have significantly lower mortality if they’re cared for by

Black doctors rather than white ones. In the redlined neighborhoods

where poverty and pollution are concentrated — but not affordable

housing or grocery stores or reliable internet. It’s in the crumbling,

exploitative economies that force parents to risk their lives working long

hours for low pay without sick leave. In mass incarceration and voter

suppression. In the innumerable hurdles, one piled upon another, that

make Black Americans’ climb up the socioeconomic ladder more daunting

than ever, their successes more fragile and their setbacks more

consequential.

“Everyone thinks about racism as something that is personally mediated,

like someone insulting me,” said Linda Sprague Martinez, a professor at

Boston University’s School of Social Work who conducts community

health research with adolescents and young adults. “But the way in which

it’s really pervasive is how it disrupts life chances and opportunity. …

These are systems that are designed for you to fail, essentially, and for you

to be erased and to be maintained in a certain position in our society.”

Challenging such a relentless machine, through “high-effort coping,”

James concluded, requires three categories of personal traits that are

major themes of the John Henry legend: tenacity, mental and physical

vigor and a commitment to hard work. To measure them, he developed the

John Henryism scale, with scores determined by how strongly people

identify with 12 statements, including: “Once I make up my mind to do

something, I stay with it until the job is completely done,” and, “It’s not

always easy, but I usually find a way to do what really needs to be done.”

To score high in John Henryism, you don’t have to be Black or male or

economically disadvantaged. But over the years, James and other

Black Men Have the Shortest Lifespans of Any AmeBlack Men Have the Shortest Lifespans of Any Ame

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32817561/
https://www.bu.edu/ssw/profile/linda-susan-sprague-martinez/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FTOGwn6DSs4
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researchers have found that Black people, especially those who are poor

and working-class, do score high and tend to suffer greater cardiovascular

risks, perhaps because the innumerable hurdles in their paths require

greater effort to overcome. “The stress,” James said, “is going to be far

more overwhelming than it has a human right to be.”

Stress is a physiological reaction, hard-wired in the body, that helps

protect it against external threats. At the first sign of danger, the brain

sounds an alarm, setting off a torrent of neurological and hormonal signals

that whoosh into the blood, stimulating the body to fight or give flight. The

heart beats faster and breathing quickens; blood vessels dilate, so more

oxygen reaches the brain and muscles. The immune system’s

inflammatory response is activated to promote quick healing. When the

threat passes, hormone levels return to normal, blood glucose ebbs and

heart rate and blood pressure go back to baseline. At least, that’s how the

human body is designed to work.

But overexposure to cortisol and other stress hormones can cause the gears

to malfunction. “Your body’s over-producing, always working hard to

bring itself back down to the normal level,” said Roland J. Thorpe Jr., a

professor at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health and

founding director of the Program for Research on Men’s Health at the

Hopkins Center for Health Disparities Solutions. The constant strain

“resets the normal,” he said. As blood pressure remains high and

inflammation becomes chronic, the inner linings of blood vessels start to

thicken and stiffen, which forces the heart to work harder, which

https://www.jhsph.edu/faculty/directory/profile/1979/roland-j-thorpe-jr
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dysregulates other organs until they, too, begin to fail. “Your body starts to

wear down,” Thorpe said — a phenomenon known as weathering.

The cumulative effects of stress begin in the womb, when cortisol released

into a pregnant woman’s bloodstream crosses the placenta; it is one of the

reasons a disproportionate number of Black babies are born too early and

too small. Then, exposure to adverse childhood experiences — anything

from abuse and neglect to poverty and hunger — continues the toxic

stream; too much exposure to cortisol at a critical stage in development

can rewire the neurological system’s fight-or-flight response, essentially

causing the brain’s stress switch to break. The more stress a youngster

endures, the more likely he or she is to have academic, behavioral and

health problems from depression to obesity.

Weathering isn’t specific to race, but it is believed to take a particular toll

on Black people because of the unique, unrelenting stress caused by

racism that wears away the body and the spirit, “just like you have siding

on the house, and the rain or the sun beats on it, and eventually it starts to

fade,” said Dr. Jerome Adams, the U.S. surgeon general under the Trump

administration. Shawnita Sealy-Jefferson, a social epidemiologist at Ohio

State University, says the human body isn’t designed to withstand such

biological and emotional assaults: “It’s the same thing as if you revved the

engine of your car all day, every day. Sooner or later, the car is going to

break down.”

The effects of stress can be seen at the cellular level. Researchers have

found that in Black people, telomeres — repeated sequences of DNA that

protect the ends of chromosomes by forming a cap, much like the plastic

tip on a shoelace — become shortened at a faster rate, a sign of premature

aging. In a 2018 study examining changes in seven biomarkers in cardiac

patients over a 30-year period, researchers found that Black patients

weathered at an average of about six years faster than whites. And it was

the extraordinarily high rates of hypertension in the Black community that

prompted scientists to look at the impact of stress in the first place. By age

55, about 76% of Black men and women develop high blood pressure,

versus 54% of white men and 40% of white women, which increases the

risk of heart attacks and strokes.

Sustained stress has strong links to obesity, which Black children and

adults have at much higher rates than whites. Some of this is physiological:

The interplay between cortisol and glucose is complex and insidious,

triggering metabolic changes that can lead to diabetes and other chronic

diseases. Some of it is psychological and behavioral: Stress is strongly

associated with depression and other mental health disorders. “The way

that people deal with stress is by strategies that make us feel better,” such

as comfort eating, said Thomas LaVeist, dean of Tulane University School

of Public Health and Tropical Medicine. Stress and anxiety cause

sleeplessness, which itself is correlated with weight gain. The result is

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29494846/
https://www.marchofdimes.org/stress-and-pregnancy.aspx
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/aces-and-toxic-stress-frequently-asked-questions/
https://www.epi.org/publication/toxic-stress-and-childrens-outcomes-african-american-children-growing-up-poor-are-at-greater-risk-of-disrupted-physiological-functioning-and-depressed-academic-achievement/
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_to_reduce_the_impact_of_childhood_trauma
https://www.hhs.gov/about/leadership/jerome-adams/index.html
https://cph.osu.edu/people/sjefferson
https://www.webmd.com/healthy-aging/news/20200123/racism-linked-to-faster-aging-among-blacks
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6595283/
https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/full/10.1161/JAHA.117.007988
https://sph.tulane.edu/hpm/thomas-laveist-phd
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often a cascade of health problems — hypertension, cardiovascular

disease, metabolic syndrome — that strike early and feed off of each other.

Because Black Americans experience many forms of stress, often at once,

researchers have more questions than answers about the specific role John

Henryism plays in these outcomes. The study of Black men’s health

remains an under-examined frontier, with little in the way of funding or

will because “Black men are not viewed as sympathetic,” said LaVeist, and

because so few go into the health research professions. He and Thorpe, the

Johns Hopkins professor, co-founded the Black Men’s Health Project, the

first large-scale national study focused solely on Black men’s needs, with a

goal sample size of 5,000. They hope to learn how stressors like segregation

and adverse early life experiences impact health outcomes.

If this segregated body of emerging knowledge were to grow and infiltrate

the mainstream medical and research communities, James can only

imagine how beneficial that would be. Health professionals could build

deeper relationships with their patients by better understanding the

sources of stress that wreak havoc on their cardiovascular systems. They

could test for high blood pressure, diabetes and cholesterol levels more

frequently and at younger ages. “Until we can have a society that is more

just racially,” James said, “we do need to find these intermediate steps.”

As ProPublica examined the lives lost to COVID-19, themes emerged in the

pressure points faced by many young Black men. The wearing down

typically begins when they are boys and must become little John Henrys

to navigate white spaces or push through the adverse experiences endemic

to Black communities. It continues when they grow into men, as most

need to navigate the public’s projections of danger with unwavering

vigilance. The more they succeed, the more responsibility they feel to lift

their families and communities with them, and with that, comes more

stress.

As James listened to the stories ProPublica was gathering, he instantly

recognized the cycle of striving and succumbing that he has been writing

about for 40 years. “They could have done so much more had the struggle

not been so intense,” James said. “They were cut down too soon.”

http://blackmenshealthproject.org/
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Thomas Fields Jr. was barely a year old when his father first went to

prison. The loss altered the trajectory of his life in ways that many children

wouldn’t have been able to overcome. His mother, just 17 when he was

born, moved with him from the suburbs of Washington, D.C., to Detroit,

where her own mother had recently relocated. The city was in freefall:

manufacturing jobs were disappearing; crime was surging; middle-class

and white flight was stripping away the city’s tax base, eroding vital

services and causing schools to fail. Just waiting at the wrong bus stop

could get you robbed or shot.

“When you’re a young male living in Detroit, if you live past 18, it’s like

you’re 50 years old,” Fields, then 31, said on a Facebook Live chat last year.

“I swear that’s how it feels.”

Mitigating childhood adversity requires deep wells of resilience;

researchers say one of the best ways to build those reserves is having a

nurturing caregiver. In this, young Thomas was exceptionally lucky. His

mother worked two jobs and still managed to watch him like a hawk; she

told him constantly that she loved him. His grandmothers looked after

him after school and during summer breaks. His father, Thomas Sr., did

his best to be involved from behind bars, urging him to not make the same

mistakes. “I wanted this Thomas Fields to break the mold,” he said.
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Thomas Fields Jr. (Courtesy of Fields’ family)

To do that, Thomas became a little John Henry. He got decent grades,

stayed out of trouble and taught himself to cook — healthy food, not the

junk so many of his peers ate. After high school, he attended Grambling

State University in Louisiana for a couple of years, then joined the U.S.

Navy, where he went from being a talented amateur chef to a trained

professional. He also became a father. When there were setbacks, he was

already planning his next move. It’s a strategy that Black adolescents

absorb like the air they breathe and the water they drink, Sprague

Martinez said. “The mentality is: ‘Even if this system is not designed to

work for me ... I’m going to win this game. I haven’t gotten the prize yet? I

must not be working hard enough.’”

High-effort coping can confer mental health benefits even for children

raised in the direst of circumstances. Dosha DJay Joi endured the kind of

trauma that dooms many children — beatings, neglect, sexual abuse. Born

in Chicago, he spent much of his adolescence in group homes in the

Wisconsin system. For years he was afraid to talk about the abuse and

scared to tell his birth mother he was queer. He learned to channel himself

into education and advocacy, helping other LGBTQ and foster kids; he

especially wanted to make sure children remained connected with their

siblings. He was inspired to study social work because of what he’d been

through, said his mother, Kecha Kitchens. “Then a family member got

https://www.jsonline.com/story/news/2020/05/22/dosha-djay-joi-activist-foster-childrens-rights-has-died/5229185002/
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sick, and he didn’t like how the nurses were treating the other patients in

the nursing home, so he wanted to become a nurse.”

Dosha Joi. (Courtesy of Kecha Kitchens)

By the age of 28, Joi had a bachelor’s degree in human services, he had

trained as a substance abuse counselor and he was working toward his

nursing degree. He served as a court-appointed special advocate for kids

aging out of foster care and lobbied lawmakers in the Wisconsin capitol

and Washington D.C., forming a special bond with Rep. Gwen Moore, who

represents Milwaukee in Congress. But the years of hardship took an

enormous physical toll; Joi suffered from hypertension, heart and lung

problems and at his heaviest, he weighed more than 500 pounds. When

COVID-19 arrived in the Midwest, he was particularly vulnerable. He died

on May 14.

For young John Henrys, the psychological benefits of high-effort coping

seem to be complicated by what’s happening inside the body. “Typically

when you study resilience in any group, and [subjects are] doing well by

our typical metrics” — going to college, getting a good job, not taking drugs

— “we say, ‘Woo-hoo,’” University of Georgia researcher Gene Brody said.

“Logically, we thought this would transfer to have health benefits.” But for

Black young adults trying to climb the economic ladder, they found just

https://kidsmatterinc.org/2020/07/10/remembering-dosha-djay-joi/
https://gwenmoore.house.gov/news/documentsingle.aspx?DocumentID=4582
https://projects.propublica.org/represent/members/M001160-gwen-moore
https://www.fcs.uga.edu/people/bio/gene-brody
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the opposite. “When you look under the skin, doing blood draws and using

other kinds of measures, they look like their health is starting to suffer.”

In more than 25 years spent tracking the health of Black families in rural

Georgia, Brody and his colleagues found that adolescents identified by

their teachers as being success-oriented already had higher “allostatic

loads” — science jargon for wear-and-tear on the body — at age 19 than

their peers. By age 25, those from more disadvantaged backgrounds who

scored high on the John Henryism scale were more likely to have

metabolic syndrome, a cluster of conditions that are precursors to diabetes

and heart disease, than people from less disadvantaged backgrounds.

Brody and his colleagues have dubbed this phenomenon “skin-deep

resilience.” The same effects are not found for young white strivers.

In his late 20s, Fields was diagnosed with such a severe case of diabetes

that his military career came to a screeching halt. When he returned to

Detroit last year, he was a little brawnier, with more tattoos. “Diabetes was

something that he was going to beat, because he wasn’t going to lose to

anything,” said the Rev. Torion Bridges, one of his best friends for 20 years.

He became a personal chef and motivational speaker, started a podcast

and wrote a cookbook. He helped out his mom, who had multiple sclerosis.

And he took a job as a “school culture facilitator,” working with kids who

had discipline problems, at Paul Robeson Malcolm X Academy, the

pioneering Afrocentric public school he had attended. He was especially

good with troubled boys who didn’t have a father at home, said principal

Jeffrey Robinson, his onetime homeroom teacher, later his boss. “He could

identify with the feeling of the loss.”

In March, Fields and his mother caught the coronavirus at the same time.

She recovered. He did not.

https://cfr.uga.edu/about/director/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0956797612471954
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5079770/
https://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/01/04/can-upward-mobility-cost-you-your-health/
https://detroit.chalkbeat.org/2020/3/31/21225390/he-blessed-our-hallways-in-detroit-a-beloved-school-staff-member-dies-from-coronavirus-complications
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To navigate life as a Black man is to be constantly vigilant. The ubiquity of

racism means that everyday interactions, while driving or shopping or

birdwatching, can have potentially dangerous outcomes. So John Henrys

live in a heightened state of awareness, continually adjusting. It might

mean placing family photos near the front door to quickly prove your son

belongs should police ever respond. It often means being able to

“strategically assimilate” — to assume a public identity aimed at

neutralizing stereotypes of blackness and defusing irrational white fears.

This, W.E.B. DuBois explained more than a century ago, is “double-

consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of

others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in

amused contempt and pity.”

New York Times columnist Brent Staples would whistle Vivaldi in graduate

school to signal that he was too cultured to be threatening. Darrell

Hudson, who researches health disparities at Washington University in St.

Louis, scans the closet each day before teaching class to select what he

calls his “Non- Threatening Black Guy Uniform.”

“What’s not appreciated fully, I think, is how much energy it takes,” said

Derek M. Griffith, professor and director of the Center for Research on

Men’s Health at Vanderbilt University. “All of these different things that

you have to do to modulate your body and so forth, all that additional

attention that you have to pay to that, is a burden that most people don’t

have to bear. It is a cause of weathering that we don’t fully appreciate.”

A 2014 study found that vigilance was positively associated with the

prevalence of hypertension for Blacks but not whites. The more vigilant

https://www.pbs.org/show/driving-while-black/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/get-there/wp/2018/05/17/shopping-while-black-african-americans-continue-to-face-retail-racism/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/27/nyregion/amy-cooper-christian-central-park-video.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/i-keep-a-family-photo-at-my-front-door-itll-stay-there-until-toxic-attitudes-toward-black-lives-go-away/2020/09/28/0e9027fe-01bb-11eb-a2db-417cddf4816a_story.html
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/0141987042000268521
https://www.nytimes.com/by/brent-staples
https://www.apa.org/ed/precollege/ptn/2016/09/whistling-vivaldi
https://brownschool.wustl.edu/Faculty-and-Research/Pages/Darrell-Hudson.aspx
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/mhs/person/derek-m-griffith/
http://www.vanderbilt.edu/crmh
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3910029/
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Black people were, the more the disparity grew. And researchers have

found that Black people who are on guard against anticipated

discrimination have higher blood pressures while they sleep. “When you

experience racism or discrimination and it could cost your life, it’s good to

be vigilant; but a prolonged and heightened state of vigilance is not good,”

the University of Michigan’s Neblett said. “It can kill you in the end.”

Leslie Lamar Parker, at a maternity photo shoot before the birth of his son
Chance. (Courtesy of Whitney Parker)

Leslie Lamar Parker grew up in the Minneapolis suburbs, in a state that

was 84% white. Like many John Henrys in this story, he was large — tall

and wide — in a way that made him stand out to cruel classmates and

clueless teachers. Bigness can be perilous for Black boys, who are often

seen as older, stronger and less innocent than their white counterparts,

stereotypes that underlie higher rates of school discipline and police

violence. Parker learned to play the class clown and questioned authority.

“School couldn’t hold his attention, not because he wasn’t smart. He

wouldn’t go,” his mother, Tyuon Brazell, said. Because he wasn’t on track

to graduate, she did what other parents might not and suggested he drop

out his junior year. That’s when he started to thrive, earning his GED,

graduating from college and becoming an IT specialist in his old school

district, where he mentored students of color, ordering them lunch from

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4061746/#R34
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DoorDash and supervising the tech club. “That was really important to

him,” said his wife, Whitney, “making sure they didn’t fail any other brown

kids like they failed him.”

One key to his coping was overcorrecting for how he might be perceived.

Strangers would approach him to say how lovely it was to see him with his

son and daughter, a microaggression masquerading as a compliment. He

was so sensitive to stereotypes about absent Black fathers, his wife said, he

was “a present parent on steroids.” To walk through the world as a Black

man is to be simultaneously hypervisible and invisible, under surveillance

yet never really seen. So he turned his wardrobe into a “conversation

starter,” an expression of his irreverent personality but also armor against

snap judgments about his imposingness. He carried a Spongebob

SquarePants backpack to work and often wore a pro-wrestling or

superhero T-shirt during off hours.

Parker was constantly scanning the horizon for threats against his family

and his kids at school, wondering whether there was something more that

he could do for them. He projected a cool demeanor, his argumentative wit

camouflaging worries that his mother knew kept his head in overdrive. “I

kept telling him: ‘Son, you need to rest. You don’t have to do everything in

a day.’” He was diagnosed with high blood pressure at just 27 and worried

it, and the extra pounds, would keep him from seeing his two children

grow up. He died in May from COVID-19 at the age of 31.

The effort it takes for Black people to navigate mostly white spaces — to get

an education, earn a living, take out a loan, raise a child — can be caustic.

Their credentials are questioned; expertise doubted. On college campuses,

Black students are often asked if they’re on a sports scholarship or if

they’re really students. Research shows that a person doesn’t need to be

the target of a racist incident for his body to be affected. Watching videos

of police killing Black people or even just anticipating a racist experience

can trigger the fight-or-flight response. Incidents build up in memories

and transform into chronic stressors; ruminating on them can activate the

body’s biological stress reaction. This happens over and over again, often

many times a day, until the cortisol pump essentially breaks.

https://thecounter.org/covid-19-eating-in-essay-sunday-dinner/?fbclid=IwAR0sGVBeijlPcO6op91kXmRVO1Pv71NCTuPHEKI3ANfvX0YG4v369VdQDWE
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32069785/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41341106?seq=1
https://apps.bostonglobe.com/spotlight/boston-racism-image-reality/series/colleges/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3483920/
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Joshua Bush. (Courtesy of LaKita Bush)

Joshua Bush, who died in April of COVID-19, slammed up against racial

stereotypes in his work as a nurse in South Carolina. There were funny

looks from people who didn’t expect to see a Black man when he arrived at

job interviews and white patients who refused to let him touch them. He

told them, “That is your choice, but you’re missing out on great help,” his

mother, Linda, recalled. He and his wife, LaKita, saw the health care

industry as their route to upward mobility. She worked in hospital

administration; at 30, he was studying to become a registered nurse,

working as an LPN.

Bush also suffered from a rare enzyme abnormality that caused severe

muscle cramps from overexertion, and because of it, trips to the

emergency room weren’t uncommon. He’d come to accept that the first

image doctors and nurses saw — someone Black and overweight —

influenced their bedside manner. They treated him like he had no medical

knowledge and lectured him about diabetes, though it had nothing to do

with why he was seeking care. His experience informed the way he cared

for his own patients, part of his “fight against the system,” his wife said. At

the same time, she could see her husband’s stress “all over his body.”
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Lifting as we climb, onward and upward we go. Words that started as a call-

to-action at the rise of the Jim Crow South have become an enduring part

of the African American experience — and can serve as a unique form of

stress. The proverb was born of Black suffragist Mary Eliza Church Terrell’s

belief that it was incumbent upon the growing Black middle and upper

class to use their position to fight racial discrimination and help others rise

through education, work and community activism. It is why Thomas

Fields was told as a boy that he was “duty-bound” to give back to the

community once he got an education. Why Dosha Joi advocated for young

people in the system “because someone helped bring out the sunshine in

me.”

“You’re socialized to say it’s not just about you. It’s really about what you’re

going to do for your broader community and for your family,” Washington

University’s Hudson explained. “People take it very seriously, trying to

light a path for those behind them — even when they’re not necessarily in

the most stable situation themselves. … But they’re lifting as they climb.

That’s taxing. That’s a visceral stress.”

In the Brookhaven, Mississippi, of Eugene Thompson’s youth, Black

business owners understood that Brookway Boulevard — at least the

stretch that ran through downtown — was for white businesses. The

election of Barack Obama was a turning point; Thompson figured if a Black

man could become president of the United States, surely he could rent a

modest space on “the Boulevard.” Publicly, his goal was to grow his client

base by cutting white people’s hair, too. His family knew his aspirations

were grander. “He wanted to do something in Brookhaven to help Black

https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/mary-church-terrell
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people to get off their knees,” his mother, Odell Edwards, said. “We are on

our knees.”

It’s not easy earning a living in Mississippi, where the single most common

job is working as a cashier and the $7.25 minimum wage hasn’t budged in a

decade. Cutting hair came naturally for Thompson, who started on himself

at 12. He attended a local beauty academy before he could afford to go to

barber school and over the years took the same methodical approach to

growing his business — buying secondhand equipment, doing the

construction himself, all without bank loans, mentoring or government

support.

Eugene Thompson. (Courtesy of Odell Edwards)

But Thompson’s real ambition was to start his own school. “He always

tried to encourage the boys in the community, or people who had been in

prison and couldn’t find a job — ’I can teach you how to cut hair and you

can have your own business,’” his younger sister, Dedra Edwards, said.

After three years spent earning his teaching credential, Thompson opened

his TaperNation Barber Academy for students last fall. Then he realized

graduates needed places to work, so he launched his next project:

renovating a second shop nearby where other barbers and hair stylists

could rent chairs.

https://mississippitoday.org/2019/05/21/waging-a-living-how-mississippis-abundant-low-wage-workers-earn-less-today-than-50-years-ago/
https://www.wlbt.com/2020/04/07/beloved-brookhaven-barber-dies-coronavirus-leaves-legacy-hard-work/
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“It was running him ragged,” Odell said.

At 46, Thompson was severely overweight and suffered from lifelong

respiratory problems as well as anxiety and sleeplessness. High blood

pressure and diabetes ran in his family, but Thompson’s true health status

was unclear — like more than 15% of Black people in Mississippi, he wasn’t

insured and avoided going to the doctor except in an emergency. When he

started feeling symptoms of COVID-19 in late March, he shrugged them off

at first; he’d been having heart palpitations and panic attacks, which his

family attributed to stress from work.

After he died in early April, leaving behind six children, TaperNation had

to shut down. “You have to have a barber’s instructor license to keep it

going, and no one else in the family has one,” his sister said. “We had to

sell almost everything.”

Recent disasters — Hurricane Katrina, the Great Recession — have shown

that Black communities aren’t just more vulnerable than white

populations to economic and social dislocations; they recover more slowly.

The impacts of the pandemic are likely to be magnified because so many

deaths have occurred among Black people under age 60, the peak earning

years when people raise families, start businesses, amass social capital and

create lasting legacies. In addition to the lives it took, COVID-19 has

robbed wealth that John Henrys were only beginning to accrue and

toppled what they had begun to build for themselves and those around

them.

In many cases, they were the structural beams, holding everything up.

“These are people who help pay bills for people who aren’t their biological

family members,” said Sealy-Jefferson, the Ohio State social

epidemiologist. “They bring food when somebody dies. They watch kids

when a single mother has to work.” Some of the biggest losses are

intangible, she said: “social support, emotional support, resource sharing,

encouragement, storytelling, role modeling— all of these things that are

vital for African Americans in particular, given our history in this country.”

Fields couldn’t comfort students reeling from a crisis that has killed more

than 1,600 of their loved ones and neighbors. “It’s a tremendous loss,” said

Robinson, his principal. Bates’ wife, Chelsea, was too bereaved to go back

to work when school resumed, which meant living off of her husband’s

death benefits and savings; she focused on trying to help Madison process

a grief she’s too young to understand. “Sometimes she lays on the floor and

kicks and screams that she wants her daddy, that she misses daddy and

why did he have to leave?” she said. “I tell her, I’m sorry, I wish that mama

could do something to bring him back. I really do.”

https://www.clickondetroit.com/news/local/2020/04/04/wayne-county-covid-19-data-tracking-cases-deaths/
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Weekday mornings have been quiet without Kendall Pierre Sr. puttering

around the house before sunrise so he could open his barbershop by 5 a.m.

That’s when workers from nearby chemical plants would stop in for a cut

or shave after their graveyard shifts. Sundays are different without his

sermons at Mt. Zion Baptist Church, in the little town of Ama, Louisiana,

followed by a family breakfast his son always looked forward to. “My

grandmother would come. Some of my aunties and cousins. He would put

Aunt Jemima batter in the waffle iron and say: ‘See? This is better than

Waffle House!’”

Since his dad died in May of COVID-19, Kendall Pierre Jr., a 20-year-old

student at Louisiana State University, has felt an overwhelming absence

and, at the same time, his father’s equally consuming presence. “I can still

hear him,” he said.
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Clockwise from left, Kendall Pierre Sr., sons Kaden and Kendall Jr., wife
Sabrina and daughter Tayler. (Courtesy of Sabrina Pierre)

Don’t drive with your hoodie on.

Work twice as hard.

Real men don’t wear slippers in public; put on some shoes.

The only child of a single mother, 45-year-old Pierre Sr. took his role as

father figure seriously. To nieces and nephews, he was Uncle Dad. To his

sons’ basketball teams, he was Coach Kendall with the pep talks.

If a task has begun, never leave it until it’s done.

Be the labor great or small, do it well or not at all.

When players couldn’t afford uniforms or travel for tournaments, he would

pay. “Their parents would send them with all they could, which was

sometimes only $5,” Pierre Jr. said. They could count on him for food,

deodorant, even a haircut. “He would bring his clippers to make sure all

the players looked nice.”

When the killing of George Floyd roiled the country, Pierre Jr. had no

doubt about how his father would have reacted. He would have talked to
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officials at the sheriff’s office, school board administrators, government

leaders. He would have organized community meetings at the church.

We’re living in troubled times.

His son thought about that when his friend texted him about organizing a

Black Lives Matter protest. “Since my dad passed, I’ve had this newfound

courage, and this urge to act on things … to just do things outside of my

comfort zone,” he said.

On a Saturday morning in June, 400 people joined in the 2.6-mile march

from Westbank Bridge Park to St. Charles Parish Courthouse. A local

reporter covered it and interviewed Pierre Jr. for a story. “If we don’t speak

about systemic racism and police brutality, no change will ever happen,”

he said. “I feel like it’s something that I have to do and be a part of

something bigger than just me.”

He knows his father would have been proud. His mother was. But she

worries, too. Her husband didn’t make enough time for doctor’s

appointments to monitor his Type 2 diabetes, nor did he get much sleep. “I

would tell him, ‘Kendall, you need to rest,’” recalled Sabrina, his wife of 24

years and a registered nurse. “He would say he could rest when he’s dead

and gone.”

She knows how much goes into taking care of yourself as a Black man and

thinks about that every time her sons walk out the door; her daughter, too.

“Lord, I pray for them. … I tell them: ‘Put the seat belt on, drive the speed

limit. Make sure you don’t get any tickets.’ I don’t want them to get stopped

by a cop.” Her husband’s stature in the community conferred a kind of

protection. “Because of my husband and who he was, people would be

looking out for my sons. We don’t have that anymore.”

Zipporah Osei and Mollie Simon contributed reporting.

Art Direction by Lisa Larson-Walker.

About the Art

Elliott Jamal Robbins, 32, is an artist who works in a variety of media,

including drawing, printmaking, sculpture and video/animation. He has

exhibited artworks in group and solo exhibitions in New York, Chicago,

Miami, Berlin and the Netherlands. This is how he described his thinking

behind the art in this story:

For me, the story of John Henry presents problems. Namely, its focus on the

physical attributes of the man and celebrating the labor that killed him. In the

original tale, John Henry is almost Christlike in his willingness, if not gleeful,

in sacrificing his own body. In my own work, I’m always more drawn to the

https://www.heraldguide.com/featured/hundreds-march-in-solidarity/
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mundane scene. Rather than consider the figure of John Henry as a type or

didactic prop to expound the ills of systemic racism, I decided to focus a

narrative as though from the point of view of the subject, and we witness his

day-to-day experiences as he does.

Beginning on the bus, we are reminded of this as the site where African

Americans fought for the basic human right to sit where they chose. From one

mode of transportation to another, the horseback rider recalls the notion of the

American west, which most often represents a connection to the land, and

freedom. In contrasting the horse from the rider, we see that while one figure

experiences a kind of liberation, another body is at work which propels this

motion. This relationship between horse and rider is a corollary for the

relationship between John Henry and the train, a mechanical achievement

that would bring with it the promises of cross country travel, commerce and

economic prosperity.

The story of John Henry is a means of making visible the unseen labor,

exploitation and oppression of nation building. In this way I want to consider

the real impact of systemic racism on those experiencing it daily, as well as

decentralize the notion of racial violence from images of murdered black men

and women. Instead, I want to consider how violence is enacted everyday, and

its key actors are those who participate in systems which are propped up by the

degradation of others.

Clarification, Dec. 24, 2020: This story was updated to clarify a figure on

Black infant mortality.
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