
Storytelling With Heart and Soul 
 
I am Richard Weiss, a grizzled, 69-year-old journalist, who worked 30 years at the 
St. Louis Post-Dispatch and since 2005 have been on my own as an editor and 
writer, focusing most of the time on social justice issues.  

 
 

A few years ago, I created an 
enterprise, now a non-profit, 
called Before Ferguson 
Beyond Ferguson, a racial 
equity storytelling project. 
Our mission is to tell the 
story of local African-American families, who have struggled over generations in 
our town to gain their purchase on the American Dream.  

 
 

Our stories were aimed at creating a culture of 
understanding and empathy that would support the 
recommendations of the Ferguson Commission.  
 

Then a year ago, the pandemic came along. I knew we 
had to at once switch gears with our project and put it 
into overdrive. And so we created the 63106 Project, 
with a focus on families living in neighborhoods 
identified as having the most problematic social 
determinants of health. A landmark study found that 
people living in that particular zipcode, just a bit north 
and west of downtown, were in dire straits.   

 

One data point stood out in particular. A child born in 63106 in 2010 had a life 
expectancy of 67. Compare that to a child born in 63105. That would be Clayton, 



just six miles away. A child there could 
expect to live to age 85. An 18-year 
differential.  
 

And this was before the pandemic.  
 

Over the past year, we have chronicled the 
lives of eight families living in 63106. And 
shared them with local mainstream media 
partners that include the St. Louis Post-
Dispatch, St. Louis American, St. Louis 
Magazine, St. Louis Public Radio and the 
Riverfront Times. 

 

 
Our stories portray people up 
against not just the pandemic 
but pernicious systems that the 
more privileged among us just 
don’t face. For example, our 
most recent story focused on 
Misha Marshall and the 
challenges she faced as a 
teenager growing up in her 
63106 neighborhood, then as a 
young adult.   

 
Misha, now 37, is an essential worker who serves as a 
medical technician in pediatric clinics across the area making 
somewhere between $15 and $20 an hour. 
 
At home, she takes care of parents who are elderly and 
compromised by congestive heart failure and diabetes; a 
sister who has cerebral palsy, and two children. There’s 
Maleah, who just graduated from Carnahan High School and 



had to put her dream of attending 
Tennessee State University on hold, and 
Jacobi, in his 20s, who just lost his job in a 
pandemic-related downsizing. 
 
But don’t think for a minute they are 
defenseless. The families we found in 63106 
are resourceful and smart. They come up 
with work arounds that are pretty amazing.  
 
And they have each other’s backs. 
 
I am here because I think it is important for 
you to hear them, to read their stories and 
share their accounts with your friends, 
neighbors, fellow congregants.  

 
The work that we are doing here is distinct in many ways, but there is nothing 
new under the sun.  
 
Not long ago, Pulitzer Prize winning author Isabel Wilkerson was interviewed on 
NPR about what is known among African-Americans as the Great Migration from 
the South to The Promised Land in the North. She described how when their 
families arrived in cities like Chicago, New York, and Cleveland, they were shunted 
to the wrong side of the tracks and 
hemmed in by all manner of laws and 
public policy prescriptions. We all 
know that this is what happened in our 
town, too.   
 
Wilkerson believes changing laws and 
public policy is important, but it won’t 
be accomplished in a world without 
empathy. Or as she puts it, “radical 
empathy.”  
 
 



Wilkerson says that means putting  
“ourselves inside the experience of 
others, to allow ourselves the pain, allow 
ourselves the heartbreak, allow ourselves 
the sense of hopelessness that they are 
experiencing...    
  
“And so,” Wilkerson said, “I view myself 
as on kind of a mission to change the 
country, the world, one heart at a time...I 
feel as if the heart is the last frontier, 
because we have tried so many other 
things.”  
 
We join Isabel Wilkerson in her work. We 
offer the stories from the 63106 Project 
and those to come as a means not just of 
changing laws but of changing hearts.  
 
We hope you will become part of this experience.  
 
Richard H. Weiss 
Founder/Executive Editor  
Before Ferguson Beyond Ferguson 
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Homeschooling when home isn’t safe

beforefergusonbeyondferguson.org/63106-tyra-johnson/

Tyra Johnson, 32 weeks pregnant and too scared to let her kids play
outside their home, schedules their school day to the minute.

Tyra Johnson asks her kids, Madison Hundley, right, and Meegale Hundley, to raise their hands during

a home-school lesson. “You have to be consistent with kids,” she said. “So they don’t slip through the

cracks.” Photo: Colter Peterson/Post-Dispatch

This story first appeared in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch and was produced in

partnership with the Pulitzer Center.

By Aisha Sultan

Home and family editor for the St. Louis Post-Dispatch
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