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Student’s project brings visit by Keller’s great-niece

By Donna Vavala

PANAMA CITY BEACH

A 13-year-old Surfside Middle
School student’s video
documentary on the life of Helen
Keller captured first prize at the
Bay County History Fair and
prompted a visit from Keller’s

great-niece Friday. ’ Yy |
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great-aunt, Helen Keller, the world-famous woman who triumphed over

blindness and deafness to graduate from college, write books, travel
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world and makes about 150 appearances a year, sharing her story.

“| started doing this in 1992 when | graduated from college,” Johnson

said. “I knew someone had to carry on (Keller’s) legacy and make sure =1 Email to a Friend Printer-Friendly Forrr
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Helen Keller immediately came to mind.

“She’s always been an inspiration to me, how she could learn so much
without being able to see or hear,” Spencer said. “l was researching and
typing in random things on my laptop to get information on Helen Keller,
and | found the American Foundation for the Blind, which listed Keller
Johnson. | started e-mailing her, getting more information and conducted * Airport seeks grant funds
a telephone interview with her.” ® Child’s injury raises queries
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Spencer also invited Johnson to visit Surfside and was pleasantly
surprised when she accepted.

“l said I'd be glad to,” said Johnson, adding she had just viewed Spencer’s
video documentary for the first time and was impressed. “l wish | could
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hire her to travel with me. Maybe when she gets out of college, she can EmeraldCoast.com | Northwest Florida Daily |
take over for me.” Walton Sun
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Spencer’s classmates gathered in the school’s music room to view the
video, which will be judged in the state History Fair on May 4. © 2007 The News Herald
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Johnson followed with a slide show presentation that documented her Local Business Profiles
famous great-aunt’s life in greater detail, along with some personal
recollections.

“My grandmother made sure | knew as much about Helen Keller as |
could,” Johnson said. “By the time | was 9, | blindfolded myself and
stuffed cotton in my ears and rode my bicycle in to downtown Tuscumbia”
to see how it felt to be blind and deaf.

“l ended up with several broken bones,” she said. “My mother said, ‘If
you want to know something about Helen Keller, just ask me.”

Johnson related another story about how much Keller loved swimming.
“She loved to swim in the ocean; she loved the waves,” Johnson said.
Keller was swimming one day, Johnson said, and her friend on shore saw
a big wave coming. Unable to get Keller’s attention, her distraught friend
could only watch as a huge wave washed over Keller. She couldn’t see
Keller anywhere. Suddenly, she surfaced, covered in seaweed and spitting

water.

Keller’s first question upon swimming to shore was, “Who put the salt in
the water?”
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