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Detroit, Michigan (May 29, 2025) - 

Alumna commits to scholarship opportunities for single parents pursuing higher education 

 J Johnson, with Bridge Detroit, is a 2024 Michigan Press Association award-winning journalist 

through the annual MPA Better Newspaper Contest. The statewide competition inspires all journalists 

to produce their best work, which in turn nurtures stronger communities.  “After the judges have 

reviewed the thousands of submissions and made their decisions, awards will be given, bragging rights 

established and perhaps a few toasts made to the winners. It is a rare moment in our profession where we 

allow ourselves to reflect and experience something akin to satisfaction for a job well done. Anyone in this 

business today is in it, not for kudos, but because of a passion and desire to serve our readers, our 

advertisers and our communities. For us the work is the reward. But on the occasion of MPA BNC contest 

awards, let’s take a moment to say to all our coworkers and all our colleagues — Good job! And to the 

winners — Congratulations!” — Wes Smith, Michigan Press Association Past-President and Group Publisher of 

View Newspaper Group. 

A J Johnson, a Detroit Documenter since 2022, has written for Outlier Media, Bridge Detroit, and Planet 

Detroit and contributed to award-winning coverage with the Detroit Free Press on juvenile detainments. Her 

coverage includes business, civic engagement, community, education, government, and policy. She is now a 

2024 Michigan Press Association award-winning journalist. 

As a way of giving back to the community and to the city who has supported her, she is donating a 

$1,000 scholarship, each, to a deserving single-parent Detroit native attending her alma maters at the 

University of Michigan-Dearborn and Henry Ford College, to use as they see fit, for the 2025-2026 

academic school year. In a time of economic uncertainty, she aims to apply the lessons she learned 

from her parents that education is to be valued. A former STEM scholar, she was also an honors 

graduate (who benefitted from various scholarships and grants) at Focus: HOPE ITC and the University 

of Michigan School of Information. To date, her work has been lauded by federal (U.S. Comptroller 

General of the United States), state (a tribute from a Michigan Senator), and local leaders such as two 

Detroit Mayors (one, as an appointee) and Detroit City Council (Spirit of Detroit award) for success in 

academic and community/economic development efforts. 

Without further adieu, the award-winning piece is below, starting on the next page: 
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Opinion: Train station rebirth proof ‘Detroit never left’ 

  I grew up on the northwest side of Detroit and anytime my friends or family came 

to visit my new home in Hubbard-Richard, they would inevitably drive past the dreaded 

monstrosity on Michigan Avenue.  

Living in the shadow of the Michigan Central Depot was embarrassing. Rundown 

Roosevelt Park was no picnic to look at, either. I was hesitant to host dinners and parties, 

feeling a bit ashamed to have that view lurking in my backyard. 

For Detroiters, Michigan Central Station had been called a lot of things in its storied 111-

year-old history: Eyesore. Ruin porn. Blight. 

Abandoned in 1988, battered and neglected by the Moroun family and so many others, it 

was long past due for a renaissance revival. Ford Motor Co. and Michigan Central 



delivered. No one is more excited about the rebirth of the image of Detroit than a native 

Detroiter like myself. 

The depot had attracted an online cult following for its decades-long decay, and a host of 

films in and around it were used to depict haunting, dystopian futures such as in Batman 

v. Superman (2016), Transformers (2007), and The Island (2005). They called it ruin 

porn and Detroit was its sexiest goddess. It’s almost hard now to picture what the train 

station looked like before the 6-year-long restoration, but it had come to represent 

everything wrong with an urban city gone bad: city mismanagement, police misconduct, 

and financial ruin. But that all changed on June 6. 

After 36 years closed, the 18-story-high, 640,000-square-foot building drew a Motown 

legend and twenty thousand attendees for a grand reopening party on its 30-acre campus. 

But those numbers don’t tell the whole story. June 15 was my day to tour inside, and it 

did not disappoint.  

The size and breadth of the Grand Hall was breathtaking from a ceiling so tall you must 

lean your head back to take it all in, to the shiny marble floors the size of a city block. 

Delicate elements were handcrafted, recreated and remolded. From the 29,000 

Guastavino tiles lining the ceiling to the intricate details of the 3-D printed, hand-painted 

Rams’ Head trim in the historic Reading Room, no feature was left deficient.  

According to a Michigan Central Fact Sheet, the equivalent of 8.6 miles of grout were 

used to stabilize and seal the Guastavino tiles of the 54-foot tall Grand Hall. No stone – 

figuratively or literally – was left unturned. The outside is no less majestic than the 

inside, with tall, elaborately adorned Corinthian columns with impressive rosettes across 

the top and cornices across the ceiling.  

Inside, two members of the Michigan LEGO users group displayed a colorful model of 

Michigan Central Station bordered by Vernor, Michigan, 15th, and Bagley. For the tour, 

we entered through the Michigan Avenue entrance into the room formerly known as the 

historic Women’s Waiting Room. An employee told me that the room was made to 

separate the women from men who were known to have and prefer a wholly separate 

smoking cigar room. After tourists and residents collectively watched a short historical 

movie about Detroit and the train station on a 15-foot tall LED cube, the door opened and 

I could hear the audible gasps as guests viewed the enormity of the 1,184 restored 

windows and the decorative and ornate archways, trims, and cornice of the Grand Hall. 

After that shared experience, the tour was self-guided. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wb3dPsKgj_0
https://www.metrotimes.com/detroit/15-movies-filmed-in-and-around-detroit-and-their-locations/Slideshow/29236280
https://www.metrotimes.com/detroit/15-movies-filmed-in-and-around-detroit-and-their-locations/Slideshow/29236280
https://www.msn.com/en-us/entertainment/news/from-eminem-video-to-batman-movie-michigan-central-station-has-had-many-pop-culture-roles/ar-BB1noml5
https://www.michiganpublic.org/news/2018-06-18/who-is-to-blame-for-what-happened-to-michigan-central-station
https://www.michiganpublic.org/news/2018-06-18/who-is-to-blame-for-what-happened-to-michigan-central-station
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/10/11/us/former-detroit-mayor-kwame-kilpatrick-sentencing.html
https://www.justice.gov/archive/opa/pr/2003/June/03_crt_352.htm
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/detroit
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=f3857f4f396957b5JmltdHM9MTcxNzcxODQwMCZpZ3VpZD0yZWNkYzMyNC1mYjQ2LTZmODYtMWRlNy1kMDA1ZmFjMjZlYTkmaW5zaWQ9NTQ0MQ&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=3&fclid=2ecdc324-fb46-6f86-1de7-d005fac26ea9&psq=motown+legend+diana+ross%2c+detroit&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZGJ1c2luZXNzLmNvbS9kYWlseS1uZXdzL2RpYW5hLXJvc3MtamFjay13aGl0ZS1iaWctc2Vhbi1kc28tdG8taGVhZGxpbmUtbWljaGlnYW4tY2VudHJhbC1jb25jZXJ0Lw&ntb=1
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=f3857f4f396957b5JmltdHM9MTcxNzcxODQwMCZpZ3VpZD0yZWNkYzMyNC1mYjQ2LTZmODYtMWRlNy1kMDA1ZmFjMjZlYTkmaW5zaWQ9NTQ0MQ&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=3&fclid=2ecdc324-fb46-6f86-1de7-d005fac26ea9&psq=motown+legend+diana+ross%2c+detroit&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZGJ1c2luZXNzLmNvbS9kYWlseS1uZXdzL2RpYW5hLXJvc3MtamFjay13aGl0ZS1iaWctc2Vhbi1kc28tdG8taGVhZGxpbmUtbWljaGlnYW4tY2VudHJhbC1jb25jZXJ0Lw&ntb=1
https://media.ford.com/content/fordmedia/fna/us/en/news/2024/06/03/michigan-central-station-reopens-as-heart-of-a-culture---tech-hu.htmlhttps:/fordcontentcenter.com/ui/core/index.html?mode=public#expl-tabl./SHARED/dbarbossa/VVMyS3iZlUEUxnvf/Fact%20Sheets
https://www.lugnet.com/org/us/michlug/


 

 

 

Tickets for the June 6  live concert were sold out but the event was live-streamed on 

Instagram, LinkedIn, and Facebook, and area businesses and restaurants hosted watch 

parties.  

As a ticketholder and resident of the community surrounding the station, I arrived a few 

hours before the general public to get a sense of the security and it was extensive, 

including bomb-sniffing dogs and numerous checks on-site. 

https://michigancentral.com/open/?searchid=580065305%7C1306220954624874%7C81639066654575%7C&s_kwcid=AL!2519!10!81638864721474!81639066654575&ef_id=1a8363b1679c1e61b6b605d236bc4ac3:G:s&gclid=1a8363b1679c1e61b6b605d236bc4ac3&gclsrc=3p.ds&msclkid=1a8363b1679c1e61b6b605d236bc4ac3#open-information


I spent time watching others see what I always see, every day: The most beautiful, calm, 

and peaceful city.  

Anyone who knows me will tell you that I frequently say “Detroit never left.” It’s always 

been a place of beauty to me with rose-colored glasses, even when others and even our 

own local media express disappointment or feature only the negativity. 

I raised my family here, was educated here, and bought my home here. When I left for a 

short period, I could not wait to come back because what we have here in Detroit is so 

beautiful that everyone who comes here recognizes it. There is a magnetic sense of 

togetherness, grit, and resolve that is found in very few places, and that makes us – those 

who weathered the storms – unique. 

Whenever we do something great in Detroit, whether it be hosting the NFL Draft, a Super 

Bowl, the Grand Prix, or when we have an awesome reopening, you better believe it will 

be magnificent and that feeling is contagious, leaving everyone feeling fantastically 

connected. 

Once the concert began, all the joy, pride, and sheer exuberance of the night took over as 

we – strangers and friends – enjoyed songs from the artists that we love as we swayed 

and sang along to hits like Ain’t No Mountain High Enough, You Brought the 

Sunshine, Seven Nation Army, and the song Didn’t Ya Know, which was performed by 

Common as a memorial to the great producer and much beloved Detroiter J Dilla. For 

those of us who love hip-hop, there was not a dry eye in the house – well, outside. The 

production ended with Eminem’s performance of Not Afraid, a story of triumph, not 

unlike Detroit’s resurgence on the local and national scene. 

 It was, for me, and visitors near and far, a night to remember. 

### 

  

https://oldtimemusic.com/w2/the-meaning-behind-the-song-not-afraid-by-eminem/


 

 


