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Ron Brashear brings tale of drugs, stealing to the bookshelf
http://thenewsenterprise.com/articles/2006/08/29/news/news05.txt

By HOLLY TABOR
ELIZABETHTOWN — The first time Herbert Ron Brashear was arrested for shoplifting he was 12.
It was the first in a string of events that led many around him to believe his life would never amount to more than a prison sentence. But they were only seeing half of the story.
What they didn’t know at that time was that prison wasn’t the end of Brashear’s journey. It was the turning point, leading him to a better life that has him, at age 43, living in Marietta, Ga., a successful professional, father of two, self-published author and founder of a nonprofit organization aimed at reaching out to delinquent youths — like he once was.
A self-described “little skinny kid with an afro and high-water pants,” Brashear was the only left-handed sibling in a family of five kids reared by a working mother and an alcoholic father on Railroad Avenue in Elizabethtown. Lacking the talent his brothers had in sports, Brashear had grown used feeling left out, left behind and out of place.
“I had all the attributes of a good punch line,” said Brashear, who goes by Ron.
For inspiration, he looked to his hero, the great Louisville boxer Muhammad Ali, whose fights he listened to on the radio.
“He was the first person that showed me it was cool to love self,” Brashear said. “I thought it was actually cool that he was confident in what he accomplished and had hope that he would be the greatest. I wanted to be the best at something.”
That something, he decided, was shoplifting.
“It was a rush,” he said. “For the first time in my life, I felt like I was in control.”
When he wasn’t getting caught.
After his first arrest, he spent time at Lincoln Village Regional Juvenile Detention Center in Elizabethtown and by the time he was 17 he was arrested again — for shoplifting — and the judge gave his mother a choice.
She could send him to jail or to the military. She chose the military.
“There wasn’t nothing for him here in E’town,” his mom, Doris Wheeler, said. “I thought if he could get away from here it would help.”
Brashear also saw the military as a chance to reinvent himself. But at 21, a young noncommissioned officer in Korea, he was using and dealing crystal methamphetamine. He was arrested again, and this time faced charges that could land him in prison for 45 years.
Filled with anger, Brashear called his uncle, Carl Brashear, hoping he would be able to get him out of trouble.
Carl Brashear was the first black Navy master diver and had a great deal of influence in the military. His story was told in the movie “Men of Honor.” He also was something of a father figure to Ron Brashear, but when his nephew called seeking help, the elder Brashear said something Ron Brashear will never forget.
He said he couldn’t help him.
“Then he told me, it’s not a sin to get knocked down, but it’s a sin to stay down,” Ron Brashear said.
Ron Brashear fought the charges against him, and then accepted a pretrial agreement to serve 18 months at the Fort Riley, Kan., correctional facility. He also received a dishonorable discharge.
It was at the correctional facility that his uncle’s words began to make sense.
Brashear realized he had chosen the path that led him to prison, but he didn’t have to stay on that path. He vowed to turn his life around and was released after 13 months for good behavior.
Five years later he became the first AT&T employee to be featured in a national marketing campaign to promote customer service.
“I was the poster child,” he said proudly.
He soon got married and earned a college degree, and by 2000 when he returned to Elizabethtown for his 20-year class reunion, he was filled with pride.
“Here I was, home for my reunion, my life straightened out and on the upswing,” he said.
He paid a visit to the Lincoln Village Detention Center, where he told youths about his life, sparing no details. Afterward, one of them approached him saying he had thought about killing himself, but wouldn’t now because of Brashear.
“I liked how that felt,” he said. “From that day in 2000, I went back and chronicled my life.”
Now an information technology program specialist, and managing editor and executive vice president of the online magazine InsideBoxing.com, Brashear has known success like he never dreamed.
“I have achieved more than I ever thought I could have achieved,” he said. “Everything I chased illegally, I’ve gotten three times over. If it can happen to me, it can happen to anyone.”
This year, he founded The Youth of Honor Foundation in hopes of ministering to youths in detention centers to show them it’s not too late to turn their lives around. His book, “Bouncing Back: Living Life the Right Way,” is a detailed account of his life of stealing and drugs, and pays homage to the people in Brashear’s life who believed in him and eventually helped him change his life.
“I was pretty terrible as a young guy. I hate to admit that,” he said. “What hurt most was knowing how much pain I inflicted on my mom. She raised us right. She did her best. I really let her down.
“But I think God uses us, he puts us through things on purpose,” Brashear said. “I’m putting my demons out there, bringing them out of the closet. People now are going to know a different Ron Brashear than they thought they knew.”
The book has no photos and is designed to look like a journal composed on a typewriter.
“I wanted the focus to be on the text,” Brashear said. “It’s not about me. It’s about something bigger than me.”
It is published by e-Luminated Manuscripts and the Youth of Honor Foundation and can be purchased at the foundation’s Web site, www.youthofhonor.org. A portion of the proceeds will go to the foundation.
Also on the Web site is a link to the Carl Brashear Memorial Fund. Two of Carl Brashear’s sons serve on the Youth of Honor advisory board.
“Carl has inspired me to believe anything is possible,” he said. “When people Google “honor,” the name Brashear comes up. I feel that’s a lot of pressure, but I want to live up to that. That legacy has to live on.”
The foundation and book also are tributes to Ron Brashear’s mother, who long has been involved in community service in Elizabethtown.
“I love what she’s doing in her community, and I want to do that,” he said. “I’m no saint, but my heart’s in the right place.”
That’s something Doris Wheeler always knew.
“When he was 13 and 14 years old, people said he probably wouldn’t amount to nothing,” she said. “As a mother, you have to see about them. I always saw about him. Right or wrong, he’s still my baby son. He’s come a long way.”
Brashear agrees. His life appears to be coming full circle.
“I spent the first 21 years of my life misbehaving and the next 21 years deciding anything is possible,” he said. “For the next 21 years, I want to see who I can help.”
Holly Tabor can be reached at 769-1200, Ext. 236 or htabor@thenewsenterprise.com.
H. Ron Brashear’s book, “Bouncing Back: Living life the right way” is available at www.youthof honor.org.
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