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From Combat to Classroom

Columbia College Hollywood student survives war and aims for a career making movies

Lajuan Johnson has his sights set on
the big screen. The 26-year-old budding
filmmaker and cinema major at Columbia
College Hollywood lives for telling the story,
directing the scene and getting the shot.

Camp Pendleton in Oceanside
for training and then shipped
out to Iraq, serving at firstas a
medical corpsman.

“It was an incredible set
of circumstances — anything
that could go wrong, did. They

in the air, Johnson said his time
at sea proved to be the most
nerve-racking ride.

“There were a lot of sea.
mines that we always had to
look out for and every time
small boats came by we were
called to battle stations.... Some
guys couldn’t take it,” he re-
called. “On the ground you can
hide, take cover; on the ship, you
feel trapped, you have no con-
trol. I used to just go to sleep
hoping I'd wake up in the morn-
ing, I didn’t like being this war
person, having guns — it wasn't
me, it didn't fir”

Johnson found release from
the stresses of combat in a dream
he'd put on hold. It was dream
that extended all the way back
to his childhood when his fam-
ily held Friday movie nights,
introducing him to such films
as “Glory” and “The Shawshank
Redemption.”

“I was so moved by ‘Glory,

months,” said Johnson. “Then
‘Shawshank’ and the theme of
hope and never givingup ... I
knew I wanted to make great
films like that.”

Johnson's mother wrate to
him in Iraq, reminding him of
his childhood dream. He started
to write his first screenplay on
little pieces of paper. Then, in-
stead of his usual care package
filled with cookies and maga-
zines, she sent him a used laptop
with Final Draft screenwriting
software. “I worked [on my
script] every second I had from
then on,” said Johnson.

But Johnson's creative pur-
suits were held in contempt by
some fellow crew members.

“A lot of the guys in my divi-
sion knew I was working on
something, but didn’t know
what,” he explained. “I had this
big wonderful stack of pages
of my first screenplay and put
them in my box of personal
stuff. One day I left for a bit and

torn up and in the trash. I said
‘Who did this?’ and they just
laughed like it was a joke.”

Johnson said his peers
mocked him, but he held fast to
his dream,

“I understood that we were
in a world where people were
hurting and they were afraid of
unique things,” he said. “They
kept telling me I'd never be a
filmmaker and to stop living
this fantasy — it became a daily
thing. But I just printed out the
script again and locked it away
and kept working,

“This is why my favorite
films are about hope and the
underdog ... those are about me.
Being in this school [Colum-
bia College] and learning and
making films is a huge victory
for me. I am so thankful to be
here,” said Johnson, who started
at Columbia College Hollywood
the day after his exit from the
Navy in July of 2006.

“The stuff that has happened

9/11, the years in the service, the
staph infection — and then he
enrolled at Columbsia the day af-
ter leaving the service. [It] is not
only noble, it's honorable,” said
Richard Kobritz, Columbia Col-
lege president and CEO. “It's an
amazing journey, a single-minded
pursuit, and that we can share a
part of his journey and help effect
his success is wonderful.”

Johnson is now a senior,
studying directing and produc-
ing at CCH, an accredited
school of film, television and
visual arts located in Tarzana.
The school, open now for more
than 55 years, offers two-year
associate of arts and four-year
bachelor’s of fine arts degrees
in cinema or cinematelevision,
with a focus on producing, di-
recting, screenwriting, cinema-
tography or editing.

The curriculum fuses “art,
academics and ambition” ina
hands-on interactive learning
environment that features state-
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pre-production computer labs,
TV studios, post-production
and editing suites, two projec-
tion theaters and a library. Every
student must complete at least
two projects, which can serve as
ademo reel, a calling card as they
enter the professional arena.

“I'm very proud to be at
Columbia,” said Johnson, whose
tuition is supplemented by the
Montgomery G.1. Bill, which
provides educational funding
for service personnel and vet-
erans. “I got accepted at several
film schools, but Columbia was
the only one at the time that of-
fered a B.A. degree. It was more
affordable, too — but mostly it's
a small school with a very sup-
portive environment. All the
teachers want to help. And it’s
very hands-on.”

The CCH motto is “Shoot
first and ask questions later.”

“So many schools teach years
of theory, but you don’t know
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how to shoot a movie," said
Johnson. "Columbia makes sure
you know why you're doing it. In
one class, Editing Practice and
Theory, we'll spend two hours
watching a movie then talk about
the shots and editing, then we'll
go in and actually edit it."

Johnson, who lives in
Northridge, has written, directed
and/or produced 11 short films,
including one that was recently
screened at the Brilliant Light
International Film Festival at
Raleigh Studios in Los Angeles.
He has two full-length features
on deck, is interning at produc-
tion companies and studios and
aspires to "work in film devel-
opment and be able to control
things and tell my own stories
visually," he said.

But for now, Johnson isn't
keen on turning his war experi-
ence into a movie.

"The flashbacks are enough
- I wish I could erase those
images," said Johnson, who suffers
from post-traumatic stress dis-
order. "Alot of people who had

nothing to do with [the war] got
hurt the most, and I'm dealing
with the friends I lost, asking,
'Why did I make it home and
they didn't?" It haunts me.

"But | believe all I can do is
live my life to the best of my abil-
ity and keep going in the right
direction to honor these guys. So
I'd rather write about the value of
life or tell the other side. My
script 'The Dependents' is based
on what mothers and siblings
and spouses go through when
their loved ones are at war. |
want my films to have hope."

This summer, Johnson will
begin his thesis film project from
his script "Every Morning | Kiss
the Sun."

"I'm a survivor. Every day |
go to the school I'm grateful and
give itall | have. To be able to
make films now and actually be
good at it, I know | can be victo-
rious despite the odds. If my life
and my example and storytelling
can change someone else's life,
then that's what | want to do." m

Debra Beyer is a freelance writer based
in Glendale.
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Come find yor focus.

There's film school, and then there's CCH. Here you learn the whole
art of film, and the whole business - from Emmy and Oscar winning
professionals. You graduate ready to do the job, and ready to get
the job. And you graduate with a serious, NASAD-accredited BFA.

Don't just go to film school - find your focus, at CCH.

Columbia College Hollywood
The film school with focus.

18618 Oxnard St.
Tarzana, CA 91356

1-800-785-0585
www.columbiacollege.edu




