
 

 

Stagebridge honors Barbara 

Johnson, award-winning 
Program Coordinator of the 
senior theatre’s Storybridge 
school program and annual 
Grandparent Tales Writing 
Contest. Barbara is retiring 
after more than two decades 
at Stagebridge, where her 
dedication and spirited 
personality will be sorely 
missed. Barbara’s colorful 
journey includes past stints as 
a truck driver and a globe-trotting flight 
attendant before coming to Stagebridge in 
1995. 

Originally a native of Louisiana, Barbara’s 
family relocated to Berkeley when she was 
10 years old, where she completed her 
schooling and graduated from Berkeley High 
before returning to her southern roots. 
Moving back to Louisiana in the mid-70s, 
she became a truck driver, where she put to 
good use skills her father —also a trucker— 
had taught her. She notes that her home 
state had become more racially-mixed by 
the time she returned, “with people from 
India, Vietnam, everywhere,” she says. 

Nevertheless, as one of the few female truck 
drivers during that era, Barbara encountered 
sexism and racism, although she notes that 
there were the occasional lighter moments. 
“I wore a big afro and was little. Sometimes, 
when they found out I was a female, they’d 
unload the truck for me,” she laughs. Tiring 
of life on the road, she took a job with an 
insurance company, where her outgoing 
nature and knack for chatting easily with 
people from all walks of life led her to find 
out about a job that would lead her to 
another career change. 

“They were hiring at World Airways,” she 
says, and, being ever the adventurer, 
Barbara got hired as a flight attendant. She 
traveled the world, seeing places such as 
Greece, Spain, and Germany before tiring of 
life on the road once again. 

“I got bored and wanted to settle down,” she 
says. After starting a family and raising her 
son, she got a job with the First 
Congregational Church of Oakland in the 
early 90s, providing daycare for the church 

where Stagebridge was 
located. At the time, the senior 
theatre was smaller and 
simpler than it is now, offering 
only a few classes (Scene 
Study, Storytelling, Improv, 
and Acting), and Barbara got a 
job with Stagebridge as a file 
clerk. 

“I was basically an office 
worker, but I’d do anything,” 
she says, “and I learned a lot, 
watching people. After a 

certain point, I could run the office.” She 
eventually took over the Storybridge school 
program, which sends older adult 
storytellers and master storytellers into local 
elementary schools, and has been running it 
and Stagebridge’s annual Grandparent 
Tales Writing Contest ever since, juggling 
storytellers, events, and community 
outreach. 

In recognition of her hard work and 
dedication, she has been named as the 
2018 recipient of the Fran Pratt Award from 
Bridges Together, a national organization 
dedicated to promoting intergenerational 
engagement. As one of the judges for the 
award noted on Bridges Together’s website: 
“Barbara has opened doors for children who 
are less fortunate, giving them more 
opportunity to gain knowledge and to 
learn not only from their peers but from 
seniors as well. Children learn from 
storytelling from a senior’s perspective, and 
seniors also gain perspective of the 
children’s lives, and they bond on 
those levels,” adding that she was chosen 
because “she has had a strong commitment 
to her community throughout her whole life.” 

Barbara leaves Stagebridge knowing that 
she has made an impact on countless 
people’s lives, but it has also enriched her 
life. “The most rewarding thing,” she says, 
“is seeing the joy in the kids— and in the 
seniors, too.” 

As for what she’ll do now, as she eases into 
retirement and adds to the colorful quilt of 
her adventurous life, she ponders the simple 
joys. “Maybe fishing and bird-watching,“ she 
says with a gentle smile. “I’m gonna look for 
something different, something creative.”

 


