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NBA star Joe Johnson of the Atlanta Hawks provided an all-expense-

paid trip to Atlanta for nearly 50 children from the Triana and Harvest 

areas on Dec. 29.
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By Yvonne T. Betowt, The Huntsville Times  

HUNTSVILLE, AL -- NBA star Joe Johnson 

and his mother made the Christmas break 

a special one for nearly 50 children from 

Triana and Harvest.

On Dec. 29, Johnson, a shooting guard for 

the Atlanta Hawks, hosted the children and 

several chaperones on an all-expense-paid 

trip to see the Hawks play the Golden 

State Warriors.

The trip was paid for by Johnson, his 

foundation and his mother, Dianne 

Johnson, who has a second home in 

Huntsville in addition to their family home 

in Arkansas.

The group of 55, which traveled via chartered luxury bus to Atlanta, received the royal treatment, watching 

the game from a VIP suite where they had access to all they could eat and drink.

"They ate and drank so much I think we made 12 trips to the bathroom," Melvin Allen, president of the 

Harvest Youth Club, said with a laugh.

Following the game, Joe Johnson visited with the group, signing autographs and making pictures with every 

child who made the trip.

"Just getting to meet Joe Johnson and getting his autograph was worth it," said Katia Whitfield, 13, an 

eighth-grader at Sparkman Middle School. It was her first time to see an NBA game in person.
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Allen, one of a group of chaperones that included Triana Mayor Mary Caudle, called it a "life-changing trip" 

for many of the children who attend either the Triana Boys & Girls Club or the Harvest Youth Club.

"These kids mostly come from non-traditional families and never would have had that type of opportunity," 

said Allen, co-founder of the Harvest club with his wife, Sylvia, another chaperone. "It was all about giving 

them a positive experience. Kids become what they see. They see local people do care enough to put them 

on a first-class chartered bus, and they see that the NBA is more than just big houses and cars."

Cris Gill, 13, and his brother, Dontae Salaam, 10, also attended the game. It made quite an impression on 

Gill, a seventh-grader at Monrovia Middle School.

"It changed my life," Gill said. "My parents trusted me and saw I was responsible enough to go on a trip. 

When I get famous, I'm going to do the same for the Boys & Girls Clubs."

It is the second straight year the Johnson Foundation has sponsored the children of Triana on a trip to 

Atlanta. This year, Joe and Dianne wanted to include more children, so the Harvest children were invited.

Caudle and Allen said the children were chosen to go based on their academic performances in school and 

there were no discipline problems on the trip.

"I was so proud of the children," Caudle said. "They were wonderful the entire trip. Seeing their faces and 

hearing the excitement in their voices when we arrived was the best Christmas gift ever."

Dianne Johnson bought a home in Huntsville after visiting relatives and friends here on several occasions.

Her famous son, a shooting guard who leads the Hawks in point average with 18 per game, played for the 

University of Arkansas. He was the 10th pick in the first round of the 2001 NBA draft by the Boston Celtics. 

He played there one year before being traded to the Phoenix Suns in 2002. In 2005 he became a free agent 

and signed with Atlanta.

"Since I consider the Huntsville, Madison County area to be my second home, I wanted to do something for 

the children in this area," said Dianne Johnson in an e-mail. "The children were so excited, and hopefully this 

will be a lifetime experience for them and a trip they will never forget."

Efforts to reach Joe Johnson, who was on the West Coast traveling with the Hawks, were unsuccessful.

Another chaperone, Fred Walker, met Dianne Johnson through his employer, who is related to the Johnsons. 

Walker is a friend of Caudle and introduced her to Dianne and a friendship began.
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"She (Dianne) used to visit here all the time, and she liked it so well, she purchased a home," Walker said. 

"Joe has been here several times and has also sponsored the Black Pearl Comedy Luau here. He is very 

humble and respects his mother. They just wanted to give back to the community."
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