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The itators
by Phll Campbell

A South Memphis couple stir attention and create enemies at

the Defense Depot and pull off a major success along the way.
/

o Doris Bmdshaw, the 22

drainage ditches cormng out
of the Defense Depot arc a

host of evil metaphors:

Snakes siithcring out o f a scwc_ A spid_'s

web, taking in the sttrmuading modest

hora_ of her neighborhood like helpless

flies. The tentacles of a giant octopus,

grabbing _ coiling m_.

Or perhaps a conveyor belt. OJae that

hasdispatchedtoxiccontaminantslike
ulthloroethytene CI'_, arsenic, dldd-

tin, and other toxlm onto peopl& door-

step with ruthlea,mechanical di_deney

for more d_m 50 yearg Brad*haw is con-
vinced that those contaminants killed her

ga',,mdmothc= Eighr#du'cc-y_tr old Susie
Hall die_ in June 1995 of a cancer

which had spread so thoroughly

throughout her body the doctors

couldn't even diagnose its origin
Doris" "involvement with the Depot

smra:d with h_ gr_a_tmothez'$ death. She

mede the asmdarion between Depot con-

uminafion and zmce_ when ske received

a fher in the mail that same year. The
flicf asked her and her husband Kenneth

m attend a puhiic forum on cnviro-"---

ml conomi-=don at ti_ Depot ,'and iu

impacl on the commtmity.
Both she and bet husband were_:_

suspicious. They couldn't ge
of their mind*. " "

"[Aftersomemonths]; forJ
son that lm'd,-,,h, _:

my hand," DoriJ my

theDepot
one responded to me. I call¢_

sages, and no one responded."
In September, the Centers for Dis-

ease Control (CDC) in Adlnta issued

a health _sment of the Depot corn-+

munity. =I asked Kenneth to read2i_to

see if he was getting

thing | was getting

say*. *What I didn't understand'at the _'
time wit that the F were saying there

coo_*m;-aeion but that [thcywere

da,_,-,, that] "t wasn't suppled to

have hurt anyone an the community'.
T,m a_ivim _ born. Aa _-

Ammlma mupl_ in a poor-_-mod_:am-

income netghborbood on Fast Mallo W, the

Brad*haws dtdn't know anyxhing about

chemical problems like hazardous waste,

much less sociopolitical ideas like environ-
mental racism. They had only high.school

diplomas, having dropped out of coUcge
when the ftnandal burden of ralsing a fain.

dy became too great. Asking technical
questions of the U.S. Army Corps of En-

gineers, which was in charge of the envi-

ronmental deanup at the Depot, was a

nightmare. Getting anyone to take the pair

seriously seemed impossible.
Yet the U.S. Environmental Ptotecaon

Agency bed put the 640-acre Depot in South

Memphis on the Nanonal Prtorines List in

1992. The city and county governments
wouldn't be able to take ov_ the endre prop-

err/, which is almost twice the size of
Overran Park,untilcleanup was complete.

Ifmiltiom of dollar* *_r¢ being *pont to look

at the problem, the Bradsham reasoned,

something is obviously wrong at the Depot.

Three years have passed, and the
Brad*haws have not gopped sccklng amwc_

The couple has ii'rimted not just government

expats, but fellow IX'pot community mere-
bees and a noted local environmentalist as

well The government exports largely look

down on them as dth_ ignorant or para-

notd Others have dismissed them as

cranks, bombastic, left-wing activists

who do nothing more than stir up feel-

ings for some hidden agenda. Though
thc Bradsham do ha_ some followers,

for the most part they seera to be on

their own, having taken a more suspi-

dow view of the government's reten-

tions than anybody else.

One day this aumam, the Bradthaws
stand in front of Dunn FAcmentaty,

where a drainage dimh from the Depot

goes right tmdem_ath the school build-

ing i_self Kenneth and Doris talk op_-
misfically about the future. "Once we re

done here, we may change the minion

of the Dcpot to becoming a network
for othes environmental gloups across

the state,"saysKenneth He holds his

face steachly, w-_tmg for a photographer

from this publication to finish taking

his ptaUre. =We want to hdp others do
what we've done," he says.

Nothing at the Depot has really

changed -- the stu&es continue, and
file government experts are lncu_singty
backed by evidence that there is no

present healthth_e_to the community.
So why do these gedigaes think they've

accomphshed somethin_

Help;ng or Hurting?
Its not passion the Bredshaws lack,

it's diplomacy and savvy. The metha
havea haulvxnewith thedumey name

of theirorganiTauon (DDMT-CCC,

smndlng for *Defense Depot of lvlem-

phi_ Tennessee -- Concerned Citizens
Committee=), of which 44-yeLr-old

Doris is president. At 49, Kenneth
thinks nothing of giving interviews m

the mlddh of the day while he cats ce.

tcahnd fo_-oes the use of a shirt. Nei-
ther Bred*haw has a problem using

phl_ses like "a pack of lies" in their
newsletter* and calling for the various

rm,gnzdom ot terminadom of almost

every government environmental

technocratthr/v_ eacotmteredonthe
Depot ir_ue. " .
•Take allofthesedements togcthar,

tad it*s easy to understand why The
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The Depot'sbiggest c_,-;._._ involves

the entire city, not just the

Smdsho_'s neighborhood.
J

toxic _hmnt TCEIs migrating

underground tovm_ the dry%

wator supply. _ hope that a

layer of hord ciay exists under-

g,mundto stop the contominaflcm,

but they can't say for sum. MLGW

officials say they am confident they

canfilter out the contominant.

C_m,n,.rc_Ap_.a/h_ never written about
the Bredshaw' environmental efforts.

Kenneth has said a lot of things about
the Depot over the years,but muck of it
can be summed up qululdy_'They [gov-
ernment ol_cials} don't even have a dump
permit to put paper in there. And because
it yeasa black community, they did exactly
what they wanted m do. Everything they
did over there, they messed it up. Their
deanup is sloppy. We can sat here all day
talking about dieldrin, lead, whatever.
You've got to go through the heart of it.
They were white and they were operatmg
in a black community." At the end of his
monologue, he looks out of breath,
though he declines to sit back down.
' "I don't believe may of their statistic,

facts, or _ything." he adds "They don't
ham any credthilit_ If this wasn'r.a poor
corm'aunit7,we could do ourown testing."
If they had the money, t_ would pmb
ably me the Depot, too. he adds.

Doris' thoughts aremore persunal. "The
only fin my grandmother did vas m tit to
feed her family nutritious foods from her
gazden,"she say_ She has plenty of anec-
dotes about strange, tem%le things happen-
ing m the community because of the De-
pot, including one about scores of dogs dy-
ingwhen DDT w-aJallegodly ndeased into
the diudaesin the 1970s. She knov_ of otbex
people in the commualty who m slcK toc_
She doem't belle_ they'd be that way if the

• _ Once the pair
got started on their
mission, they real-

//_ ized they neededmoney. They could
- only attract a few

_&_c_r hundred dollars
_t_ from the commu-

a0tm nit),, which also
'amat_ meant they had to

publish 200 or so
newsletten at a tithe

to keep their membership informed.
The Bradthaws received an $11,000

grantfrom a private foundation _ Foz-thu-
derdale m travel arom_d the U.S. attending
teckmcal seminars on _mvimamen_al issues
They'-_ taken advantage ofs,'m;..rs offered
by liberal aaivist groups suck as the Coali-
uon of Black TradeUnions, and by go.m-
meat agtncies such as abeEPA and the Cen-
tre fi_rDisease Conuol in Adama (though
_ say th_ _ to apply for ckizen-tmin-

theydo.t._ _ _ comps-
raised) Doris tt_'$u _dnaff_il/out once a

They retma_x'om thdr raps to apply

what they've learned, in a rs_ay_ in au-
thority appredate. Close _ourie_* for a
moment and try to imagine y_utself on the
Depot's main building on Ah_va_ Road, m
a lago, role ro%m*i,fithfau_-66od p_d-
rag, three Iong _ _o_slabl__; _' " ofextra
chmrs. Commuter and Fed_ planes fly
overhead ever/few mifium. Some of the
nomest, roughest Imblic mec0_gs."in Mere-

few of the cr_irs a[ the table, black De-
pot-neighbethood resident*ia mostof the
ipots, with Janet Hooks'dFt_Nlemphts

city co_ _ c._.y,_, d_he Sbdby
County Co,-h_;i,;_.l'thr;_va, ln for local
political repam/_mlom ,':, -

Tbe Igoup that meeu heac on _.pcriadlc
m DBPOTon ;=g= 20
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Evenin partsof Depot

"property wheret0xks of all

kindsare aboveacceptable

huma.-healthstandards,the

,chancethat it wouldreach

someoneoutsidethe Depot

(i.e.; via surfacewateror

groundwaterrunoff)is slim,

sayboth Phillipsaad English.
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Bright...
Wear Shades.
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Kenneth Bradsha.w sits with John DeBack of the Depot at a
seminar addressing health problems of the nmghborhood.

DEPOT from page 19

basis Is the Resident Advisory Board,

which is supposed to encourage commu-

n,ty paxtidpeuon in the Depot's environ-

mental cleanup efforts. Here is where
tedmicei ignorance mak_ full-body con-
tact with state and federal laws, where

experts an: asked to fulfill the role of both

educatorsam/colleagues, where thegov-

ernment m all its infamous history of bad

decisions and miscommunicauons is sup-
posed to be made accountable.

These meetings might be dull :f it
weren't for Doris and Kenneth Bradshaw

They bnng their own match and pow-

der keg. They get mm fights wth both

government oi_ciah and neighbors. Dur-
ing the last RAB meeting, which took

phce in October, dine was given for pub-

hc comments and questions. Kenneth
pointedly asked if the Depot was using a

national-secueity clause in its dean-up
agreement to keep irr_rmation from the.

community. As Depot officials reed to

reply that, no, they were being open and
honest, community co-chair Mondell

Willmms got irritated and announced

that the meeting had gone on past the

agreed-upon hour and a half.. With only
one 'aye' to back him up, he smnm_ily

edjom-ned the meeting.
The _Bradshaws even tussled voth

Larry Smith, probably the cary's most
notable environmentalist. When he

worked at the Mid-South Peace & Jus-

tice Center in its heyday, he kept a gen-

eral eye on all Wpes of threats m the city's
air,soil, and water,relyingmore thanany

othexindependent activist on hardfacts

and data. He sat on the RAB until the

work became too time-consuming.

According to DorisBradsbew, Smith

w'_ n't belpfo] because be doesn't hve in
the Depot comraunity; he was larMus-

ter at best during meetings, in secret
agseement with government oflideis at

-worst.-According to Smith, the
Bradshaws would make void L_ertioag

then fail to back them up w*th proof. One
dnie, he rays, Dons claimed to have had

maps of Depot property showing that

•hazardous materials eaxsxed wbe_e Depot
o fl_ials had said nothing existed.Smith

says he asked for copies of the maps. She
never produced.

"Anything she says, ask her for the docu-
mentanon." Smith warns. "Ask for the

documentation and check it out before you,

run _th lt_It vmuld serveyou well"

Walk around the table among the
RAS's curren¢ community representa-

tives and you'll get two types ofoplmons
on the Bradshaws. Wilhe Mac Willctt,

the pnneipalof heathy Dttan Elemen-

tar), and an advisory boaM member, says
this about Doris:. "I think she has a wealth

of knowledge. She lends a lot m all of us.

[Pause I Some people iust hke mecungs

to be qmet. and to go home. You're not

going to have that voth Dora." WiIlett

thinks the government has been doing a
decent )ob oflnfotrmng dozens, but roll

doesn't beheve that everything is known

about the Depot.

Then thm'e'sUlyssesTrmth an advi-

soryhoardmember who usedtooversee

enwtonmental standaMs at the Depot m
the late '70s and '80s. "She and her hus-

band simply want m keep thismatterat

the maximum height, to gum what, I

don't know, to gain publicity. But they

get lime pieces ofda_ and they come to

those meetings, and you know, they will

simply disrupt a meeung with nnnut¢

details of things that have no bearing on
the issue whatsoever." Tmitt doesn't be-

lieve the contamination poses a health
threat. *I live less than a halfa mile flora

the Depot," Tmitt says. _If I thought

there was any harm m come, I would

have moved. I have lived here [in good
bealth]for 32 yca_."

Two months ago, Doris was nn_nL
mously elected to serve _ an additional

community repm_nmdve on the adv*-
sory board. "I made the motion m put

her there," Truirt says.°Hopefolly m

her confidenceand qmet her down. I

don'tknow how that'sgolngtowork.But

the fact of the matter is, the board Is

moving in due course. Progseas is being
mede. Remedialactionsam worthwhile"

Back at their modest, fomitum-clut.

tered home on East MMlory, Kenneth
asks Dons ffthe thinks she can actually
make a thfference_

_I don't know," she resgonds, frus-
trated. _To tell the truth, I don't know ff

wecan make any changes,but I will try,
_md that'stheonly thing I can say,"The
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ReubenWarren of the Centers for Disease Control, right,.

wants to make Memphm a model for envlronmentol |ustice.

RAB is onlyan advisory committee, with able levels of the nasty insecucade have

no real authority. Its main missiort is to

make sure the public is educated as to

whads a/reedy being _lone. Doris knows
that if she wants to make _ impact on
rfiis mue, she and Kenneth need to seek

another forum for their concerns.

What's the Threat?

Government officials are a little

baffled by the Bradrhaws. Mistrust of

government may be understandable in
the past, but how could that exist today?.
k would cake a lot of effort and devious-

heSS for the:c entireJy independent gov.

eminent agenda (theDefense Depart-
_, the EPA, and thdTen..',_" De-

Psrtment of Enviro.m_.t and Conser-

va6on) to coor_,n_r_a dcm:ptinm

Jordan English is the field manager
of the local TDEC office. The

Eradshaws h_vc,called for his walgoa-

tlon more than once. Ignzll,h doesn'(

want to talk too publicly about their

efforts, but he does say their approach

can be "counterpmductlve."

Ar that sarae dine, Englirh says the
Br_kh_ws wenm't the ouly people to find

that the U.S. Army Coq_ of Engla_rs,
which oversaw the deanup, w_'t the

most cooperative people in the _¢odd.

"The Army would keep.things sceret

just m show they ¢an_" F_gl;,h says. "If

you're not hiding aoyd_ _'ht point
does it serve2"

been stuck m grassy areas since the
1970s. Its one thing the Bradshavcs anti

other Depot neighbors worry may be

getting into the drainage ditches in the

form of surface water runoff. Philhps is
convinced that dieldrin isn't mobile

enough to cause much vfa problem for

anybody outside the Depot fence line.
tat the levels we have out there, it

is not an acute risk," Phillips says. "If

you swallowed a handful of dirt, you

wouldn't get sick [fi'om contaminants].

You'd get sick from swaJlowing a hand-

fnl of dirt." Even in parts of Depot

property where toxics of all kinds a_e

above acceptable human-health scan-
dardr, the chance that it would rcack

someone outside the Depot (i.e., via

surface water or groundwater runoff)

is slim, say both Phillips and English.

The lalgCSt potential haman-h_th

tha:at ;, not to the Depot communiry,

in fach bat fo the dty as a whole. Envi-

ronmental conwactors for theDepot a_
trying to determine whether the mlwnt

trichhroethyler_ ffCE) fr_a the nor&-

west comer of the l_pot cotdd s_p into

the city's drinking-water.supp b If the

ground beneath the surface is missing a
cridcal layer of hard day; TCE mlgra-

tlon into the drinking-water supply is

possible, cn_ronmental etpom sa)_ The

Depot has installed seeea'sl monitoring
wdlg and may have to mstail more to

Thesedays, theCotpshasanenvlron- adequatdy gauge the threat, but not

memal_tocoordi,_-'effortsand_eno-ugh ififormadon is yet available to

ro _th out potential confllcts. That say much more (officials don't know, for
position is filled by 31-year-old Shawn _tample where the TCE ts ongina6ng).

Phillips, a se.if_bed cavll grvant and
a part-Chaok_, parc-Enmpean *mutt"

from North Carolina. phillips answers

questions in a Depot office that is e.ssen-

dally a glorified tathide vath a door, in a

mostly empty building that could easily

fit most of the employem ofdty hall, on
a piece of proper W that could easily hide
a football stadium or two.

Phillips a:xaaily _'m* to enjoy talk-

mg to hy people. "Fox 13 uied to get
out here m seesome ground removed for
diddrin." he _ our fir_ conversation.

"But the'/didn't mahe It out in dme. The

contractor wzs already laying flesh soil

down." H_sounds dlszppointedi Dct_-

So far, officials from Memphis Light,

Gas and Water say they have yet m de-

tect any amount of TCE in their pipes.

If they do, they say they are confident
that "they wdl be able to filter it out

long before it reaches private faucets

_md public drinking fountains.

In the end, the government experts
say, the cur_nt threat is mmir_l tO De-

pot residents, but a lot more has m be
leatrncd about the extent of contamina-

tion before anyone will be able to put

price tag on the deanup.
Ifalhhis ts tree, where does that lea_

the Bradshawl and their concerns?

Jam NPOI' m_ _-_.g_._22
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Pressed on the subject, Turpm B.Mlard of
the EPA wall allow that community ae-

nvlsts like the Bradshaws may have a
point, in one sense: No one knows how
much contamination has leaked off De-

pot property in the past The problem,

however, is that neither he nor any other
en_nmen tat export .roll ever know *We

[the Depot, TDEC, and the EPA} ate
fisk-m_nagmg agencies,* he says =We

manage existing environmental risk,

wherever it may be found, as opposed to
looking back htstorlcally [at health pmb-

lerns] that may have resulted from envi-

ronmental exposures "

A Cure?

In the end, someone has hstened to the

Bradshaws.The next tmportant part ofthts

story has =tsroots In the bagmn mg_ but It

as a _tr more pleasant chapter for the acrav-
lStS than the previous ones.

As stated earlier, the Centers for Dis-

ease Control (CDC) originally got m-
volved in 1995, when tt

published a health-assess-

ment study that essen-

tzally absolved the Depot

of any wrongdoing in
terms of pubhc-health

threats. That study

looked only at a present
threat to human health

instead of the long-term

effects of possible con-
tamination The

Bradshaws don't trust

that report

Doras persuaded Barry
Johnson, who heads the

CDC's Agency of Toxin

"Anythingshe

says,askher for
the documenta-

tion.Ask for the

documentation

andcheckit out

beforeyourun

with it. It would

serveyouwell."

Substance and Dtsease Registry
(ATSDR), to come to Memphis to see

the problems for h*mself When
Johnson dzd come *n 1997, the
Bradshaws took htm to the most ob-

vtous example of potentml danger

The drainage ditch that comes

srra*ghr our from the Depot and runs
r=ght underneath Dunn Elementary.

Dor_s says Johnson dec_ded right
then to do additional commumty
health assessments

, 'Now, it looks as _f the Bradshaws are

getting wl_ they ',wnted, but not m the

way_,they originally envisioned The
ATSDR gave a presentation last month
at the WD. Calltan Center, a former el-

ementary school on the corner of
Hernando _nd Norm Gathered around

several tables arranged :n a horseshoe

were the Bradshaws, Depot officials, the

state's environmental representatives,
EPA off/c_alg county health officaals, and

a public-relauons group working for the

Depot A hmadful of people from the
public showed up, too, The meeting
lasted several hours, and tt covered almost

every health and environmental topic

*maginable. An ATSDR report on can-
cer rates in the Depot cornmumty as ex-

pected in the next few months
Dr. Jewel C,ravr_rd of ATSDR con-

ducted assessments on some mdMduals

In, rag _'o mad the Depot. What impressed
her the most is that, of the 100 mwm-

tlons bor agency teat, 1 O0 people shnwed

up That's an astonishing turnout, even

if you take into account an aggressive
C_al_gn by the agency.

Crawfurd and herboss,Reuben War-

ten, were not willing to blame the health
problems they encountered on the De-

pot, but they did have some hard opin-
ions Oddly, theagency thatistry/ngto

make peoplesay "envitonmentalltntic¢"

instead of "envLronmental rac/sm" didn't

actually seem co tan: _f the Depot was to

blame for the health problems or not

=We don't ha_e to find out the prob-
lems and derermme cause and effect,"

Crawfonl says. "One of the things that

came out loud a_d dear Is that people
are s_ck**The problems are varied, bur

Crav_ord won't get too specific.

_People in the Depot community
have very little o_'_, co health care," she

goes on. "Although we looked at the sta-
ttstics [inour or,gmal health zs.sessment],

nobody has been loohng at the pataents."
ATSDR wants to make the area

around the old Depot a "medal" for en-

vironmental lust_ce, to show that the

government can, m fact, be responsive

to the needs of a community Warren has
formed a commirme, w_th him and Dons

as co-charts, to look at the

health-care access prob-

lems for the Depot com-
tnunlty. Warren Isn't

promtsmg anythtn_ but at

the meeting he was talk-

lag openly about getting a
federally funded chnlc

*nto the area. The only
other such cllnm m the

city is the Memphis
¢ Health Center, which is

downtown. A Depot dram
would be different from

the first clinic, Warren vi-
sualizes; it would be

staffed with doctors

trained to sniffout enwtonmenedly re-

lated problems, not just in mdw_dua]s.

but m the trends that appear over r_me
Chrts Wiant was the moderator for

the meeting. The bead of the health de-

partment m Denver, he flew our espe-
cially for this meeting. With the gregari-

ousness of an outsider, the lanky W_ant

handed out the eredtt for the apparendy
successful day. "Mr. DeBach and the
Bradshnws -- w_thout these two, :t

wouldn't have happened," he said. John
DeBack ts Shawn Phtlltps' boss at the

Depot. He and-Kenneth Bradthaw qm-

edy sat next to each'other all that day.

DeBark appeased miti_ly uncotafortable
when a reporter slatted ro take has pboto
with the activist. .

Still beaming with opdmtsm, Wiant

added privately that Memphis could only
be a modal "if it works."

Kenneth B_w, lookingdapper m

a blue and wlute pmstriped sh_rt and
black derby, puffed on a ctgarette on

school grounds as people left. =I never

thought I'd say that they've roads a big
zmptovement zver pubhc relauons, but

they thd, _ he storied. "I may have to go

into my 'act' every now mad then, but
when we first met with the Depot, it was

a strtct fineof mdttmy."

He sighed. *Things zre much better
now," he said.

Sranned by the optimistic signs for a
health dlnic. Doris Bradshaw was rela-

tively edent after the meet/rig, "Irka pro-
c_ss, We need m makn things hertz. At

least we're getttng to talk to each othe_ 1
may not agree ,ruth everyrh..g they say,
hot it's a start. It's a start." 1
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