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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Sharon Dewey 

conducted by Whitney Dow on September 23rd, 2017. This interview is part of the Columbia 

University Study on White People.  

 The reader is asked to bear in mind that s/he is reading a verbatim transcript of the 

spoken word, rather than written prose. 



 

 

Q: Could you tell me who you are, your name, where you’re from, and just a little bit about 

yourself? 

 

Dewey: [09:36:06] My name is Sharon Dewey. I live in Battle Creek, Michigan. I’m retired. I’m 

married for forty-eight years. We have nine children, four biological, five adopted. And I still 

have three teenagers, and a grown daughter and her three teenagers live at my house. 

 

Q: Wow. That is a full house. 

 

Dewey: [09:36:40] Yes. 

 

Q: What motivated you to participate in our project? 

 

Dewey: [09:37:11] I’m interested in race relationships and how that affects our lives. 

 

Q: Can you tell me why you’re interested in race relationships? 

 

Time Session #1 

Interviewee:  Sharon Dewey Location: Battle Creek, MI 

Interviewer: Whitney Dow Date: September 23rd, 2017 



  Dewey – Session #1 – 4 
 

Dewey: [09:37:24] I’m interested in that because our family is multiracial. My husband and I are 

the only white people that live in our family [laughs]. So I’m very interested in how that works 

out in our home and in our community. 

 

Q: So can you tell me a little bit about the makeup of your family then? Who is who, and who 

lives with you, and what their racial backgrounds are? 

 

Dewey: [09:37:58] Yes. My husband and I are both white. We’re both retired. My grown 

daughter that lives with us is from Colombia. She has three children who are half-Colombian. 

They are members of the Potawatomi tribe. Their father was Indian—or I should say Native 

American now. I have an adopted son that lives with us who’s African American. I have an 

adopted son who is multiracial. He’s a member—he’s African American and he’s a member of 

the Chippewa tribe. And I have his sister, who is African American and Chippewa. 

 

Q: So when your biological children—at what point in your life did you choose to adopt children 

and was there—at what point did you decide to adopt children that weren’t white like you and 

your husband? 

 

Dewey: [09:39:27] When I had my fourth son is when we decided to adopt. At that point, I was 

over pregnancy, but I wanted a daughter. And we decided to adopt from South America because 

we were denied at the adoption agencies in our state and nearby states, because we already had 

four children. So they’re going, “No, no.” I had a cousin who adopted through an agency in 

Colombia, and we went through that same agency. 
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As far as what race they were, we weren’t concerned. The other children that we adopted, the 

other four, were all through foster care, because we became foster parents. 

 

Q: What did adopting children of another race and raising them in Battle Creek, how is it 

different, and what did you learn from having biological white children and raising them in 

Battle Creek? What was different about it? 

 

Dewey: [09:40:55] Oh, a lot was different. Trying to interact with the African American 

community is difficult on certain levels. Because there was some animosity that I came across. I 

have never been particularly aware of or concerned about race issues. So when I come up against 

it, it’s always kind of a little bit of a surprise and a culture shock. 

 

One of the ones that really sticks out in my mind is taking my two little African American sons 

to get a haircut. And I realized that I would take them into the barbershop—and I had these two 

preschoolers, you know. And we would sit there sometimes over an hour while other people 

were called ahead of us. And it took me a while to figure out that it was because I was white, and 

I had these boys. And sometimes in different community settings I might be approached and 

asked if I had any idea of how to raise a black boy. And I would say, “Do you have any 

suggestions? Is there anything I need to know?” And sometimes they would answer and 

sometimes they would just give me a bad look and move on. 
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I have tried to take some of those suggestions as I’m raising these children. Some of them were 

hard. Simple things, like how do you care for their hair? I had answers from “always use 

Vaseline” and “never use Vaseline.” Even the people who were giving me suggestions didn’t 

seem to have the answers I needed. So I found my own way. 

 

Q: How did it make you feel when people would approach you and say those things to you? 

 

Dewey: [09:44:22] Sometimes when they talked to me like that I would feel defensive. 

Sometimes afterwards I would be a little worried. You know, what am I missing? I mean, there’s 

a whole lifetime of experiences I haven’t had. So what am I missing? What book should I read? 

And I have several now. But the books just don’t answer the questions that I need from day to 

day. 

 

As they’ve gotten older, I’ve realized that there’re questions that I should have asked them. 

There’re experiences they have that they just—sometimes they don’t talk to me about it. And I 

know some of that is teenage boys just don’t talk. And some of it is experiences that they didn’t 

think I would understand. 

 

Q: How do you think it changed you by becoming the parent of these children of races different 

from your own? 

 

Dewey: [09:46:02] It has changed me to make—having these children—it’s a whole new 

dimension. I’m aware of race more than I used to be. I just wasn’t aware of it. I was raised as a 
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young child all over the country. My dad was in the Navy and we moved constantly. And I don’t 

remember ever seeing an African American person until I moved to Battle Creek in 1955. I’m 

sure they were there. I don’t remember ever interacting, there wasn’t any in my schools. 

 

So I came here, and I went to school with some African American kids. And now I kind of look 

for them. I’m aware of where they aren’t. You know, in certain parts of the city, in certain things 

that I’m involved in. There’s just not that many African Americans. 

 

Q: How do you feel about your own whiteness? 

 

Dewey: [09:47:43] I’m not sure how to answer that question. I mean, I am what I am. I think 

being white, for me, has meant I don’t have to think about race. I just don’t think about it. 

 

Q: How do you feel about your relationship to other white people now that you’ve had this 

unique experience of being a parent of children of other races? 

 

Dewey: [09:48:28] I’m a pretty laid-back person, so I don’t really—the only time I’m bothered 

about other people’s whiteness is when I run up against some of the beliefs, such as “they bring 

on their own problems,” when they categorize black people or African Americans in a group. 

And “always” or “they all” or “they do this.” And to me they’re individuals, just like I am and 

just like white people are, black people are, Asian people are. They’re individuals. 
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Q: Have you ever experienced anything negative or anything particularly positive from the white 

community about the fact that you’ve chosen to raise children of other races? 

 

Dewey: [09:49:47] I have experienced some prejudice. It started kind of slow, because in our 

mostly white community at that time—it’s gotten more diverse over the years—but when I first 

started doing foster care, I was now the house in the neighborhood. And that was kind of a bit of 

a culture shock. Because I fostered teenage boys, and most of them had behavior issues due to 

trauma. So I was beginning to feel uncomfortable. I had some neighbors who quit talking to me. 

And by the time we actually adopted, my neighborhood was much smaller, because it was—the 

house across the street and a few doors up never talked to us. But this house over here across this 

street and the house down the block, they were good friends and very supportive. So it’s kind of 

like it sifted out the people who were—who cared about us and those who didn’t. 

 

Q: Can you tell me a little bit about the part of Battle Creek that you live in, neighborhood, and 

what it’s like? 

 

Dewey: [09:51:37] I live in what’s called—used to be the Catholic ghetto in Battle Creek. And 

it’s kind of north of town on the east, the top part of the city. And there’s many blocks there 

between Emmett Street and Capital Northeast where lots of Catholics used to live. In fact, when 

we moved in there—the neighborhood has become gradually more diverse. Only in black and 

white, now, we have no Asians that live anywhere near us. But there’s—I would say the homes 

are like half and half now. We’re kind of one of the older families on the block. So they’ve come 

and gone. 
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Q: In general, how do you feel about the relationship between the black and white communities, 

or the—not just black, but Latino, Asian communities, and the white community in Battle Creek. 

What’s that relationship like? 

 

Dewey: [09:53:06] I think it’s a little adversarial in certain areas. For me, because of our family 

makeup, I’m more in contact with the African American community than some of my family—

or not family, but friends. And there’s a lot of prejudice on both sides. And the black community 

is, like I said, kind of spreading out. And I think that’s a good thing. But there’s a large 

concentration on the north side of town. It’s called “the hood.” And a lot of people, a lot of white 

people I know, won’t even drive up there. I don’t understand that necessarily, because I drive 

where I want to drive. But that’s the way some of them feel. 

 

Q: You talked a little bit about the community’s reaction to how you built your family. What 

about your family and your husband’s family? How did they react to your choices of adopting 

children of races other than yours? 

 

Dewey: [09:55:35] Back in 1979, when we adopted our daughter from South America, my 

mother had a problem with that, only because she thought I already had too many kids. My 

husband’s mother was very, very concerned about adopting a child whose blood you don’t know. 

Now, I assume, that that meant genetics or whatever. But she was—she had a hard time with it at 

first. And what I did was I would talk to her on the phone and invite her over. And it took a long 

time. Well, a long time in my eyes. Maybe a month. And we came home from church one day, 
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and there was a box on our front porch. And it was a beautiful baby dress. And so we bundled up 

our family, four boys and this little girl, and we went to them. And they just fell in love with her. 

 

So it was a process. And I think introducing that first one into the family took care of a lot of the 

problems. After that we didn’t have any family problems whatsoever. And sometimes, I think, 

maybe our grown boys, as they age, didn’t really get that much attention, because we always had 

more kids. 

 

A year or two ago, my third son came to me. He’s married and in Chicago. And they said that 

they were going to adopt. And they said that, because of the example that we set, that that was a 

natural decision for them to make. And they adopted a little boy from South Korea. His wife is—

her mother was South Korean, so she’s half South Korean. And it was just kind of an affirmation 

that their way of life wasn’t that bad for them, you know? 

 

Q: When they were younger, did they have any negative response to the fact that you had 

adopted all these addition children and that they were different from them? 

 

Dewey: [09:59:11] No, I don’t think so. My oldest son had a problem when he was a teenager. 

But it was only my daughter then. It wasn’t that she was different. It’s just that he said that he 

wished that he were an only child. And I just cracked a joke, which I hope he took it as a joke, 

that if I was going to pick among all the children, I’d probably start at the lower end where I had 

more experience and knew more. And he didn’t say it anymore. 
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My adopted daughter as we—she was twelve when we started foster care. And she was fifteen 

when we did our next adoption through foster care. And she had an issue with it. That adoption 

was a white boy. But her problem was that she didn’t want any younger siblings. And she had an 

issue every time, but, you know, we are what we are. That’s what we did. 

 

Q: You said earlier that your house became “that house.” What does that mean? 

 

Dewey: [10:00:55] We were the house where— when the next door neighbor’s bicycles were 

stolen, the police knocked on our door. Well, I know those boys. I had teenage boys that were 

foster care. I know they did it. I said, “Did you see them do it?” And so the officer came two or 

three different times, because two or three different times their bicycles were stolen. And finally 

I said to the officer, I said, “Officer, why don’t you suggest that they shut their garage doors? 

Just shut them. They’re open all the time.” We had a neighbor across the street and up the way 

who was convinced that one of my boys went over there and tried to break into his basement. 

And I have to be honest, because of the kind of children that we had, the police were often at our 

house for one reason or another. So, you know, some people just didn’t care for that. 

 

Q: And that sounds like a challenging time, challenging times. Did you ever second guess your 

choices? Or how did this make you feel about the choices you made? 

 

Dewey: [10:02:55] Sometimes I have had doubts about the choices I have made. Only in— am I 

actually helping these children? Is what I am doing benefitting them or not? And that also 

defined how I was able to keep them. If I believed that—not based on their behavior, but on how 
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I was able to keep them safe, then I was OK with that. But when it reached a point that I wasn’t 

able to keep them safe, then I would have a talk with the foster care workers and see if we can 

come up with either a plan that would keep them safe or to move them to a safer environment. 

When you live in the inner city, and they have access to certain environments, and they won’t 

follow any rules, then to me it was time that they were put in an environment that was safer, that 

would restrict them more. 

 

Q: And did that happen with some of your children, to make that choice? 

 

Dewey: [10:04:40] Yes. Yes. 

 

Q: Can you tell me a little bit about that? So you chose to have your children removed and put in 

a different situation? 

 

Dewey: [10:04:53] The children I’m talking about are foster children. I have an adopted son that 

we make those same choices for. He was extremely traumatized, and he makes some very bad 

choices. And right now he is in the juvenile home. And as he tells me, it’s my fault that he’s 

there. And we do have that discussion sometimes. But when his behavior is so out of control that 

I’m worried about his safety, I do petition the court for incorrigibility to get him in the system so 

that he has some controls. Because they’re the only ones right now that have control over his 

behavior. That’s a hard, hard thing to do. 
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Q: I can’t even imagine. That’s a really hard choice. Now I don’t want you to say anything that 

you feel uncomfortable saying, but to be honest, your story is really both fascinating, and 

touching, and heroic, and all these things, to hear you talk about the life that you’ve constructed 

for yourself and the life that you’ve tried to build for these foster children. As a father myself 

with three kids, knowing the complicated relationships that you have with children, especially as 

they’re teenagers. I don’t know how to ask this. [pause] I should say, were you able to love these 

children, are you able to love these children, that are different from you in so many ways? And if 

so, why or why not? 

 

Dewey: [10:07:55] I love every one of my children. I love who they are. I love—not the 

behavior. In fact, sometimes I don’t like them. But I love who they are, who they could be. And 

every one of them has a big heart. And I do not believe for one second that their behavior reflects 

how they feel about me. Every one of them that I’ve had through the years—and we’ve had over 

a hundred—are working out their own issues. And the fact that I’m willing to stand there while 

they work them out is kind of my vision for myself. 

 

A lot of the issues they go through I went through. I didn’t have a nice, peaceful upbringing. And 

I remember the feelings that I had growing up. And so I know that they have these things, and 

I’m not the target. And so when things get really in my face and they’re there, I say that. I’m not 

the target, I’m not the target. 

 



  Dewey – Session #1 – 14 
 

And I have seen over the years where my children, foster children—they grow up. And a lot of 

the issues that they had as teenagers, they’ve been willing to work out. And I don’t have one 

child that I’m not proud of in some way. 

 

Q: When you reflect on the remarkable arc of growing up and never seeing black people to 

becoming the parent of teenage boys, black young men, who have issues—when you reflect on 

that and think about your own personal journey, how does it make you feel? 

 

Dewey: [10:11:15] I feel astounded when I look back over my life and see where it has ended up. 

And it’s not ended. I’m still on that journey. And I am amazed. I never thought this little blue-

eyed, blonde-haired white girl growing up with all these other white kids—that I would be where 

I am today. I’m just amazed. 

 

I do have one memory. I was six. And it was one of those memories where you know where you 

stood in the yard and in the sunshine. And my mother was standing next to me. And she said to 

me, “Sharon, what do you want to be when you grow up?” And I said, “I want to be a mommy.” 

And she said, “Really? How many kids do you want?” And I said, “Twelve.” And she said, 

“Oh!” Then she said, “Well, what about a husband?” And I said, “No, just twelve kids.” And I 

reflected back on that as an adult. I’ve never forgotten that. And I realize that my dad was a 

Navy guy. I only saw him maybe once a year for two weeks. He’d come home on leave or 

something. So I didn’t know you needed a husband to have a house full of kids. And I think I 

always wanted kids. 
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Q: Can you tell me a little about your husband? 

 

Dewey: [10:13:38] Yes. My husband is a tool and die maker. He retired as a tool and die maker. 

He did machinist work and drafting work for forty-two years at the same shop. He missed maybe 

five days in forty-two years. He is like a rock. He wasn’t a particularly interactive father. He 

worked ten hour days, six days a week. He came home. He can do just about anything around the 

house. He could build a house if he wanted to. 

 

He loves—he loved his work. He loved going to work. He liked what he did. And he’d come 

home talking about all the stuff that he did. And now he became more involved in the children’s 

lives as his work career—as he retired. And so his favorite thing was to drive the kids to their 

ballgames and all that stuff. And that’s it. He likes to travel. Both of us like to do some traveling. 

And he just likes his routine. He gets up with an alarm clock seven days a week. And he goes to 

mass every morning. Every day has its own routine, and he likes that. 

 

Q: Do you both go to mass every morning? 

 

Dewey: [10:15:48] No. I go to mass on Sundays and special days. We do things at the church. 

But I am not a morning person. And my idea of retirement was to sleep until 10:00, get up, and 

have lunch with a friend. 

 

Q: But it sounds like that for a large portion of your parenting life this was your project. 
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Dewey: [10:16:30] Yes. 

 

Q: And this was your project and your journey. 

 

Dewey: [10:16:38] Yes. 

 

Q: Much less as a shared project with your husband. Could you talk a little bit about that? I know 

marriages are complicated. I have one. But can you talk a little bit about how that played out in 

your household? 

 

Dewey: [10:16:59] Yes. I can talk about how our expectations were different. I got married—my 

goal was to have babies. I thought that creating life was the biggest gift we ever got in eternity. 

So one of the questions you ask when you’re engaged and you’re talking about your coming life 

was families. How many children do you want? And he asked me that question, and I said six. I 

was being conservative, but six. He has a very, very expressive face. I mean, you can read his 

face. You don’t need to hear his words. And his eyebrows went way up, and his eyes got real 

big, and he says, “I was kind of thinking two and maybe not for about five years.” And I go, 

“Oh.” 

 

So we kind of mulled on that a while. So we had a babysitter for our first anniversary. And every 

two years we had a baby. Only once did I get pregnant by surprise, so it was a mutual decision. 

And all of the children that we adopted it was by mutual decision. So even though I was the 



  Dewey – Session #1 – 17 
 

instigator and the one who was on the battlefront, so to speak, and ran the show, nothing was 

done without consulting each other. 

 

Q: And how do you think him becoming the parent of Colombian and black children affected 

him? 

 

Dewey: [10:19:57] I have never seen in my husband, Bob, any consideration of their race when 

we were talking adoption. He doesn’t seem to make a difference between the white child we 

adopted, the Colombian child, the African Americans. They’re individuals to him, not their 

ethnic—in fact, I have to remind him a little bit that they are black, and there are certain things 

they need to know that we didn’t need to know, especially where the law is concerned. In other 

words, I’ve taught my sons when you are pulled over—not if—when you are pulled over, you 

keep your hands on the wheel. You say, “Yes, sir,” or “No, sir.” And when you reach for 

something you ask permission. What I am trying to do is keep them safe, because there’s a lot of 

crime in this city. I think for a city our size we have a lot of crime. And my one son has had a lot 

of contact with police officers, and it worries me. So we talk about that. 

 

Q: Just a couple more things. One, you know, you sit here and I see someone very calm and 

thoughtful. But hearing your story I know that there must have been incredible moments of 

crisis. 

 

Dewey: [10:22:33] Yes. 
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Q: Incredible moments of pain, and incredible moments of confusion. You can’t live a story like 

your story without that being the case. And I guess trying to understand how you navigate that 

equation or that decision tree that we have between love and optimism and living in very chaotic, 

painful moments. I guess I’m just trying to reconcile the woman I see sitting here, who I know 

must have been in some extreme, extreme situations, and trying to understand a little bit about 

how—I’m trying to reconcile the two for myself and trying to think about how you reconcile the 

two parts of your life. 

 

Dewey: [10:23:44] The life I live is even more than two parts. And I think a lot of how I live out 

my life—of course, begins with my own growing up years. And I learned as a child how to 

navigate chaos. Because I grew up in an extremely chaotic environment. So I learned how to be 

me in that chaos. But one thing that I know is that when a child grows up in that kind of 

environment, it’s like they’re complicated inside. So some of my laid-backness, my outward 

calmness, comes from learning to quiet the outside and put the pieces together on the inside. And 

I have had, as you can imagine, extreme moments of pain. It hurts me to see my kids hurt 

themselves. I’ve cried a river over that. But I believe that they are going to make their way 

through life just like I did. I have faith that they can come to terms with the issues that they need 

to deal with and live their life out just the way I did. Not in the same way, but to live a life. 

 

I have a son that we adopted who came from a background that is more tortured than mine ever 

was. And mentally ill. And he is living a life, and I never thought he would. I thought he would 

have to be in a lock-up facility all his life. And guess what? He is twenty-nine. He lives his own 

life. He takes care of himself. He’s independent. He lives in another state. He doesn’t live a life 
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anything like you and I live, but it’s his life. He has a life. And I think each one of these children 

will do the same. 

 

Q: We’re just about out of time. I’m wondering if there’s anything that we can touch on that you 

would like to say that you think is important? 

 

Dewey: [10:27:08] I think to navigate the community that my children live in, I think it’s 

important to raise the children in the community. In other words, my African American children, 

they need to be around other African American people. And I have had friends of mine who were 

willing to take my children into their hearts and expose them to that environment. It’s been 

harder with my daughter from South America, because when she was growing up, there just 

weren’t that many Hispanics around Battle Creek. But there’s a lot more now. So her children 

are in that community. And I think it’s important to remember that we cannot live isolated. We 

have to live out in the larger community. And our children need to be exposed to diverse 

cultures. 

 

Q: What are your hopes for yourself and your family? How do you imagine your family in the 

future? 

 

Dewey: [10:28:46] I want each of my children to live the life that is meaningful to them. I don’t 

want them to necessarily live my life. I lived my life. But I want them to live a life. I want them 

to grow. I want them to find meaning. And I think it’ll make all the difference for them. 
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Q: You obviously have a lot of contact with the police, with different social services agencies in 

the city. 

 

Dewey: [10:29:43] Yes. 

 

Q: With neighbors, with all kinds of things. Do you feel embraced by this community? 

 

Dewey: [10:29:55] Yes. I feel affirmed by the people—it’s not unusual, in fact, current for us to 

have social services in the home to help us with the behaviors of our children. And I have never 

felt anything but affirmed for that, especially the last few years. 

 

Q: Well, I want to do now a video still. So I guess we’re going to just take some pictures of you. 

 

Dewey: [10:30:32] OK. 

 

Q: So if you’d just look at me—and this is the awkward part, but we’ll do it anyway. 

 

Dewey: [10:30:39] OK. 

 

Q: And now we’ll action fix. Don’t smile. Look over here. Now look back at me. Look over 

here. Back at me. Now smile. Thank you. 

 

END OF INTERVIEW 


