EPISODES IN THE LIFE OF CHRIS GARDNER
(WHAT’S NOT IN THE MOVIE)

#1 MOTHER
Anything positive I’ve done, I got from my mother. My mother taught me that I could have dreams and I could do things.

Chris Gardner’s mother, Bettye Jean Gardner, grew up in rural Louisiana during the Great Depression and the Second World War.  She ranked third in her class, graduating from high school in 1946, a year after the victories over Germany and Japan.  She dreamed of going to college and becoming a school teacher, but the college money went to her stepsister.  Chris’ mother worked as a maid and in other menial jobs all her life.


Bettye Jean Gardner and her three brothers joined the “Great Migration” of African-Americans out of the rural South.  (In the “Great Migration” millions of Southern black people moved to large cities in the North and West looking for better jobs and better schools.  It had started back in 1916, before Bettye Jean was born.  Industries in the North were gearing up for the First World War and jobs were opening up for blacks.  The “Great Migration” continued through the 1960s. It was a massive movement of people.  By 1960, 58% of African-Americans lived outside of the South.) The Gardners settled in Milwaukee, Wisconsin; at that time it was a major manufacturing center.


Bettye Jean had a knack for falling in love with the wrong man.  She had children by three of them. Ophelia was her oldest child, fathered by a married school teacher named Samuel Salter.  He was well dressed, well spoken, and always charming.  Sam Salter kept promising to leave his wife and marry Bettye Jean, but when she got pregnant he disappointed her. Salter kept in touch and visited Ophelia as she grew up.


Chris Gardner was born in 1954 in Milwaukee.   His father was another married man, Thomas Turner, who lived in Louisiana.  Chris’ mother wouldn’t talk about his father. “The past is the past,” she would say. Thomas Turner never tried to see his son. They didn’t meet until Chris was 28 years old and tracked him down.  To this day Chris Gardner doesn’t know what transpired between his mother and his father.


Bettye Jean was separated from her children for many years while she served two prison terms. When Chris was about two years old, his mother went to jail for welfare fraud. (She had been working while she was collecting welfare.)  Beginning when Chris was eight, she was imprisoned again, this time for four years. (More about this later.)  When their mother was in prison, the children lived with relatives or in foster homes.


When Bettye Jean was at home, she was the major influence in Chris’ life.  Her love was a constant and she always encouraged him.  She loved to read, and she never tired of listening as Chris read to her. She told him again and again that unless he could read and write, he’d be nothing more than a slave. She also told Chris that if a person could read, “the public library was the most dangerous place in the world because you could go in there and figure out how to do anything.” It was Chris’ mother who said, when he was sixteen, “Son, if you want to, one day you could make a million dollars.”


The other mainstay in Chris’ first eight years was his sister Ophelia.  She was four years older than Chris.
#2 FREDDIE TRIPLETT

Chris Gardner’s stepfather, Freddie Triplett, was an ironworker at a major Milwaukee manufacturing company.  He was massive, weighing 280 pounds, and very strong.  Chris was about four years old when he first met Triplett and the child harbored the hope that Triplett would be the father he had never known.  That didn’t last long. Within a few days after Triplett had come into Chris’ life, this monstrously large man, for no reason that this four-year-old child could understand, turned to him and yelled, in a voice that must have seemed like thunder, “I ain’t your g--d--- daddy!”


 Triplett couldn’t read or write.  To him, people who could were people who were out to cheat him. This included Chris’ mother and Chris, as soon as he was in the first grade.


Bettye Jean bore Freddie Triplett two daughters, making it four children in the family.  Triplett terrorized and beat his wife and all of the kids.  When Chris Gardner was six years old, he was awakened by his three-year-old half-sister.  She was crying hysterically and led him to the kitchen. There he found his mother unconscious, lying face down on the floor.  Miraculously Chris’ mother was able to return home from the hospital the next day, bandaged and black and blue.


From early childhood, Chris Gardner remembers Freddie Triplett coming after him or chasing his mother or one of the other kids – a huge, scary behemoth. 
One of the tactics that I developed as a young kid, I would read and I would read out loud. And I would be saying to this guy, you can beat me down.  You can beat my mom.  You can put us out of here with a gun, but I can read and I’m going places.

Triplett’s attacks on Bettye Jean followed the three-part cycle of most wife-beaters.  There would be a period in which tension mounted, then the attack, and then remorse. He would promise it wouldn’t happen again and be on good behavior for a while.  But during the time of good behavior the tension would mount again until the pattern reasserted itself with another violent explosion.


Chris’ early life was restricted to the area within the borders of the black ghetto on the North side of Milwaukee.  He had very little contact with white people while he was growing up.  For Chris, white people were storeowners, police officers, and the ambulance attendants who came to get his mother when Triplett hurt her badly.


At times, Triplett’s rampages were so frequent that Bettye Jean would sleep on the couch with her shoes on so that if her husband came home drunk and angry, she could get the kids out of the house before he shot someone or beat her up.
To this day everything I know about being a man I was taught by a guy who was the absolute opposite.  I’m not saying I’m a saint, a virgin or a boy scout. [But] I don’t drink, I don’t own guns and I don’t beat women.

Bettye Jean couldn’t get away from Freddie Triplett. Chris Gardner believes to this day that it was Triplett who reported his mother to the police for welfare fraud as punishment when she tried to leave him. Later, she tried to leave Triplett again, but she couldn’t afford to support her children on a maid’s salary. When Chris was eight years old, the beatings became too much for his mother.  She got the children out of the house and set it on fire while Triplett slept.  This was a violation of her parole and Triplett saw to it that Bettye Jean went back to jail for another four years. Yet, she went back to Triplett when she was released.

#3 UNCLE WILLIE AND UNCLE HENRY

When Chris was eight years old and his mother was imprisoned the second time, he and Ophelia were sent to live with Uncle Willie, their mother’s brother.  Bettye Jean had disappeared so suddenly that there had been no goodbyes. The children were given no explanation of what had happened. They didn’t even know if she was alive.  (Chris notes that one of the most dysfunctional features of his extended family was that they were a “family of secrets” that didn’t talk about problems.) Soon there was another tragedy for Chris. Ophelia, the second most important person in his life, was sent away to a school for disobedient girls.


Into the void stepped Chris’ uncles.  Willie had served in the military during the Korean War (1950 - 1953). When he came home, he was mentally ill, telling outlandish stories of international intrigue. At times, Willie believed that he was an FBI agent battling spies. He would allow Chris to work with him on “assignments.” Uncle Willie claimed to keep an original painting by the famous artist Pablo Picasso hidden where no one could find it. One time, believing that a handful of worthless betting stubs from the track were winning tickets and that he had just become rich, Uncle Willie talked his way into the Presidential suite at one of Chicago’s most expensive hotels. 


It didn’t take Chris long to realize that Uncle Willie didn’t have a good grip on reality. Once when they were on an errand, Uncle Willie pulled the car over and through clenched teeth, staring straight ahead, told Chris that they were being followed and to keep his eyes looking forward.  But Chris, about nine years old at the time, had already looked back and he had seen that no one was there.


Then there was Uncle Henry, the first man that Chris ever loved. During Bettye Jean’s second term in prison, Henry Gardner retired from the Navy and came into Chris’ life.  Henry would babysit for Chris and take him on excursions.  He introduced Chris to the music of jazz trumpet player, Miles Davis, one of Chris’ favorite musicians to this day. They listened together for hours.


When he’d been in the Navy, Henry Gardner had seen many parts of the world. He told Chris stories about the people he’d met and the places he’d seen. He took Chris for outings on the Mississippi River and taught him to swim.  Uncle Henry warned Chris about the treacherous undercurrents in the river that would hide just below the surface and drag him down if they caught him.


Chris had been close to Henry Gardner for only a few months when the man accidentally drowned in the Mississippi River. He was probably pulled under by the current, as he tried to swim to a boat that had slipped its moorings and was floating downstream. Uncle Henry’s funeral was held almost a year after Chris’ mother had disappeared, having been put in prison for the second time. She was permitted to attend the funeral, accompanied by a prison guard.  This was the first evidence that Chris had that his mother was still alive. He was not permitted to approach her or to talk to her, but he could see her stealing glances at him. Bettye Jean was to stay in prison for another three years.

#4 SCREWING UP, GETTING CAUGHT, AND THEN . . .

Chris Gardner lived in Freddie Triplett’s house until he was 18 years old.  During his teenage years, except for Triplett’s outbursts, Chris led the normal life of a child in a large American city.  He had good friends, played music with a band, and loved going to concerts performed by his favorite musicians. As a teen, Chris was totally entranced by girls, did reasonably well in school, worked in the Civil Rights Movement, and tried out for high school sports.  


Sports didn’t work out so well.  Chris had wanted to be quarterback, a position he had played in pick-up games with his friends.  However, the coach wanted him to play offensive tackle.  Ultimately, this led to conflict and Chris was dismissed from the team.  The coach’s excuse was finding contraband books in Chris’ locker. These were books of the black power movement such as: Die, Nigger, Die, Soul on Ice, and The Autobiography of Malcolm X. 


When he was a teenager, Chris Gardner tested the limits and sometimes overstepped the bounds into criminal activity. Fortunately, his early attempts at crime didn’t pay, and he realized that there were better ways to live his life.  Here are two examples.


At age 13, Chris was caught trying to shoplift some pants. When he was taken to the police station, the desk officer called home for someone to come and pick him up. Freddie Triplett answered the phone:  “Come get him? Naw, leave him there.” So, Chris sat in jail not knowing when he’d get out.    Several hours later, his mother and Tripplet came to get him.   Chris’ most painful memory from the experience was the look of disappointment on his mother’s face.


A few months later, when Chris was 14, he and some friends stole tape recorders, radios, and music equipment from an exhibit at a home and garden show. Chris was able to hide his share of the loot in his bedroom, but he had to find a way to sell it.  The next day, his family was out of the house, and Chris noticed three young men visiting a neighbor. They looked pretty shady, and Chris asked if they’d like to buy the equipment. They said they were interested. When he brought them up to his room, they took all the equipment by force and paid him nothing.

About 20 minutes later, before Chris’ family returned, one of the young men came back.  He brought back some of the equipment and gave Chris ten dollars.  Then, he attacked Chris. 


Chris had nowhere to turn. He couldn’t go to the police because he’d been trying to sell stolen goods.   If he told his family about the attack, Triplett would laugh at him and spread the story all over town. His mother would want to know why Chris let the man into the house and where he got the equipment he was trying to sell. She’d be disappointed in him again. 

Chris’ unsuccessful attempts at crime made it clear to him that as talented and smart as he might be, he couldn’t navigate well in the world of crime.  In this, he was like many other honest and respected adults who tested limits as kids.  One wonders what would have happened if they had been successful in their first attempts at crime. Their salvation was in their failure.
#5 THE NURSING HOME, THE NAVY, AND MEDICAL RESEARCH

Chris Gardner has developed a concept that he calls “spiritual genetics”.  He explains it 
this way, 
[Y]ou can choose to embrace the spirit of who you’re going to be as a person. And I chose to embrace the spirit of my mother. And though she had too many of her own dreams denied, deferred, and destroyed, she still instilled in me, her child, that I could have dreams, and that I did have the responsibility and the power. 


When he started working after high school, Chris decided that whenever he had a job, he would do his best and ask question after question. He would find the most successful employee in the company and learn how that person mastered his or her job.


Chris’ first job after high school was working as an orderly in a nursing home. Chris really got into serving the patients: bringing them food, feeding them, dressing them, and making their beds. Whatever the residents needed in order to feel cared for and comfortable, Chris Gardner was willing to do. If they needed help getting out of a chair or into bed, Chris was there.   He even excelled at changing diapers and cleaning out bedpans.  Chris was so successful that the management gave him responsibility for an entire wing of the nursing home.


Chris Gardner joined the Navy after he had been working a few months.  He thought he would see foreign places and meet exotic women, just like his uncles.  Looking to build on his experience in the nursing home, Chris joined the well-respected U.S. Navy Hospital Corps.  He was sent to Camp Lejuene, North Carolina, to treat Marines.  (The Navy provides medical support for the Marine Corps.)  In fact, Chris never left the U.S. while he served in the Navy.   So much for seeing the world!


Chris excelled at Camp Lejuene.  He always asked questions to learn more about his job, and he always did his best. He loved the appreciation he received from his patients.  Near the end of Chris’ enlistment, one of the surgeons who Chris had worked for was leaving the Navy to do research on heart disease at a hospital in San Francisco. He asked Chris to go with him as a research assistant.  Chris agreed, and in 1976, at the age of 22, Chris Gardner moved to San Francisco.


As a research assistant, Chris continued to ask questions, to read, and to educate himself.  He learned the language used by doctors.  Pretty soon he was being treated almost as an equal by physicians who didn’t know he hadn’t even attended college.  Chris was assigned to train young heart surgeons in open-heart surgery on dogs and, with the supervising doctor, he co-authored several scientific papers. (It is very interesting to compare the career of Chris Gardner with that of Vivien Thomas, an African-American man who became an important part of the team that performed ground-breaking heart surgery on very young children in 1946. For decades Mr. Thomas, who had never been to college, trained heart surgeons in open-heart surgery at the Johns Hopkins medical school.  Like Mr. Gardner, he used dogs to train the young surgeons. There are two excellent films about Mr. Thomas’ life: “Partners of the Heart” and “Something the Lord Made.”)
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