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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Christopher Graham 

conducted by Whitney Dow on January 26, 2018 This interview is part of the Study on White 

People.  

 The reader is asked to bear in mind that they are reading a verbatim transcript of the 

spoken word, rather than written prose. 



 

 

Graham: [Coughs] 

 

Q1: You have your water there, so, yes.  

 

Graham: Great.   

 

Q1: So, first of all, tell me your name, where you’re from, and just a little about yourself. 

 

Graham: [11:06:29] Okay. My name is Christopher [A.] Graham. I’m from Virginia and North 

Carolina. I’ve kind of lived in both places in my entire life. I’m a historian, and I’ve worked in 

both public history and academic history over the course of my life. I’m married and live here in 

Richmond, [Virginia]. 

 

Q1: Where did you grow up? Did you grow up in Virginia? Did you grow up in North Carolina? 

Can you tell me a little bit about the neighborhood you grew up in, your family, just sort of, 

where you grew up, the landscape in which you grew up in? 
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Graham: [11:07:10] Sure. I was born in North Carolina, but that was because my grandmother 

was working at Duke University Hospital while my dad was stationed in Okinawa, Japan, and so 

my mom stayed with my grandmother. I was born in North Carolina and I claim it, but I don’t 

really have any family roots there. We lived in Tennessee briefly, but I grew up in Northern 

Virginia. The key to understanding that is that the place my family lived was your standard, post-

World War II, exurb, suburb situation, planned community, tract housing or—I don’t know if 

that’s the right word—but [sniffs] a post-war, 1970 suburb.  

 

[11:08:05] It’s Woodbridge [Prince William County, Virginia], and the place is just marked by 

high-density housing, and traffic, and strip malls. What’s interesting to me, and the way I figure 

that into the conversations we’re having now is how detached from history and place growing up 

in that situation is. I didn’t grow up around family. I did a little bit, but I didn’t grow up around 

family, didn’t grow up in a house that had been in the family for generations, didn’t grow up 

around monuments, or statues, or landscapes that were marked as historical. That’s not exactly 

true. [laughs] But it’s amazing to me—as I became a historian and think about place, and 

landscapes, and commemoration of memory—is how detached from everything, you know, a 

post-World-War-II suburb is, so. And that’s where I grew up.  

 

Q1: And how did that sort of help you form your narrative about yourself, about your own 

identity? Or I should say what impact not having those landmarks with the landscape did have on 

how you saw yourself in the world? 

 

Graham: [11:09:26] We’re getting on the couch here, aren’t we?  
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Q1: Yes. [laughter] 

 

Graham: [11:09:29] This is the way I’ve thought about it; certainly, that gives you a great 

opportunity to maybe be universal, maybe—you know, those benefits of not being from a place 

and not being tied to a place. All right. When you grow up interested in history, it puts you in a 

position of being able to want to find something—to want to find rootedness and to want to try to 

identify with a place. You know, which may be why I claim to be from North Carolina, but I 

don’t have any roots there. I was just born there, that’s all. And I’ve lived there for a while.  But 

certainly, the fact that Woodbridge is, on its surface, a rootless, detached place, it maybe put 

some people in a position of wanting to find rootedness to identify with a certain place in the 

landscape, to a house, or a cemetery, or a church, or a monument, or anything else. 

 

Q1: So, what is the narrative that you attach yourself to now when you say, “I’m from North 

Carolina?” And, I mean, I can hear you have a southern accent. You talk about being from 

Richmond and North Carolina, what’s, sort of, the narrative that you attach yourself to? How do 

you see yourself, as you got to know these things in the bigger sense of history? How do you feel 

connected to those stories? 

 

Graham: [11:11:15] I haven’t thought about that one very much.  
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Q1: Maybe a simpler question is that do you think of your—you know, first of all, do you think 

of yourself as a Southerner, and if so— because it sounds like I think North Carolina and 

Virginia—?  

 

Graham: [11:11:30] Yes. 

 

Q: What does that mean?  

 

Graham: [11:11:36] Man, that one’s even harder than the first one. [laughs] Yes. I know that the 

ways that I personally identify with a region are, for me, constructed. You know, it’s a 

combination of the kind of personal attachments to certain landscapes, and people, and events 

over time to culture. Certainly, I’ve spent a lot of time in the southern Appalachian Mountains, 

but the modern, southern Appalachian Mountains. So, I like acoustic music.  I like craft 

breweries.  These are things that are part of a historical evolution, not necessarily rooted too 

deeply in the past. And so, I attach myself to kind of—I find affinity with modern, cultural 

expressions from the region. Is that too abstract? Is that—? 

 

Q1: No, no, not at all. I think it’s not. But also, it’s interesting that you say being a historian and 

being someone who got to know all these things. You talked a lot about monuments, and places, 

and history. But then when you say you attach yourself to a narrative, you’re saying, well, it’s a 

new narrative, right?  

 

Graham: Yes. 
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Q1: How do you feel connected to, sort of, like the longer arc of the narrative? Being a 

Southerner, being from Virginia, is that something that you feel is your legacy and you’re 

connected to? Or is it something that you feel like, “Oh, I’m part of this like strip-mall universe, 

and I’m looking back at it from the outside?”  

 

Graham: [11:13:41] Yes. There’s some advantage to continue to be a little bit detached. I see 

frequently in my work and the people that I communicate with in my work use rootedness and 

use place as a judgment, all right. And so, oftentimes, when I give a history presentation—and 

I’ve seen this recently with other people—the first question an audience asks is, “Where are you 

from?” All right. And what they’re saying is that, “How can I trust you, can I trust you, can I not 

trust you?” And oftentimes, the audiences that we deal with are southern white people who are 

saying, “Are you,” what they’re really asking is, “are you going to fairly treat us,” right? And I 

don’t like that judgment. This gets back to, kind of, the universal potential of growing up in the 

strip-mall land is that I feel like I can fit in and be fair to everything that I talk about or 

experience, right. And I don’t think that actual, authentic rootedness is necessary to doing that. 

 

Q1: And what do they mean when they say, “Will you treat us fairly?”  

 

Graham: [11:15:16] I don’t know. I think I know sometimes. I do know. It’s like they’re asking, 

“Are you going to charge us with moral crimes?”  

 

[INTERRUPTION] 



  Graham – 1 – 8 
 

 

Q1: So, I want to come back to that, but I want to get a little more understanding about you and 

then connect you back to it. How do you see yourself? Sort of give me a hierarchy of your 

identity? What would that be?  

 

Graham: [11:16:52] That’s a tough question because I’m still trying to figure that. [laughs] I’m 

trying to learn that rootedness in my home, and my faith, and my wife is more important than 

identity, and that that’s the stability that I may be spending my entire life looking for. And so, 

you kind of got me at a moment where I’m not sure how to answer that question. You’re might 

have to ask it again. 

 

Q1: You mentioned a couple of things now, you know, your wife and your faith. If you were 

going to talk about your identity, would you say, I’m a father, or I’m a Christian, I’m a husband, 

I’m a male? Like what would you rank and what’s—when people meet you, what are the things 

that you feel the most important things about you that you want them to know? Or what are the 

things that you feel have the biggest impact on the relationship that you’re going to have with 

those people? That’s what I mean by a hierarchy of identity. 

 

Graham: [11:18:05] I think back to everything I know about my dad, and the one takeaway—no, 

not the one takeaway. I think about my dad and I think about the fact that he was a husband, a 

father, a teacher, a mentor, and a marine in a former life. And I don’t know how much of that 

matters in the fact that he was a good person, just like a classic father figure. He was—I don’t 

know.  
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I like to think that I try to embody being a good person in the way that he did, and I don’t know 

what that actually means, except that I try to help people in distress when I see that, like he did. I 

try to be a mentor to young people, and particularly when I was teaching, enjoyed mentoring 

people who were struggling in college in the way that he did. And also, in ways that I try to be 

solid for my wife in—whereas I can certainly be overemotional in a bad way, or maybe kind of 

fall victim to my own laziness or—yes [unclear]. [laughs] You know, I try to overcome personal 

stuff, so I can be a good person for her. So about it if, in a hierarchy, I want people to know that 

I’m a good person, but everyone does, right? You know, that’s not unique to me. 

 

Q1: You know, I get the sense, from just getting to know you briefly, that you’re someone who 

is very thoughtful. And you’re thinking about a lot of things, about history, a lot of things about 

yourself right now. I just want to be clear that I know that this conversation feels very personal. 

It will feel—it will get—that that’s sort of the idea is to talk about it, and that if—there’s no 

obligation to answer anything. And also, that you’ll have the opportunity if there’s anything that 

you talk about that you feel uncomfortable with later on—I guess it depends—but you just run a 

line through it.  

 

Graham: [11:21:00] Oh, yes, yes.  

 

Q1: So, I really don’t want you to feel worried about saying something that you’re—because I 

can just—from just meeting you that you’re clearly very thoughtful and—but it’s—I just don’t 

want you to feel uncomfortable about the conversation. What about race when you’re—oh, no. I 
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guess what I was trying to get at, is that I ask a lot of people. You know, so I say the hierarchy of 

identity, they’ll say, “Well,” you know? If I ask a person of color, they’ll say, “Well, I’m a black 

woman, a mother.” How do you describe your race?  

 

Graham: [11:21:37] Well, I’m white. I don’t know. I think maybe like so many other people—

particularly white people over the last decade or so—have become aware of and conscientious of 

the fact that that is a constructed thing. And that is a very specific thing in the choices we make 

and the things that we assume about the world. And so, what I said earlier, I personally have an 

affinity for acoustic music, Americana-type music, roots rock, bluegrass, anything that kind of 

has an old-fashioned twang to it. And I like craft breweries. I like hanging out in old, industrial 

environments like the room we’re sitting in now. I realize those are very specifically white 

cultural traits and that I embody those. I don’t know where we were going with that one. [laughs] 

 

Q1: Well, no, because, right, that’s actually—you kind of answered the question—my next 

question is going to be, and maybe you’ll answer a little differently is, what is it that makes you 

white?  

 

Graham: [11:22:55] What? [sniffs] 

 

Q1: Is it your skin color? Is it the fact that you like craft breweries? What is it that makes you—

when you say I’m white, what does that mean? 
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Graham: [11:23:03] Yes, the choices I make and the assumptions I make about the world. It’s 

hard to put a specific name to many of those things because I feel like I’m essentializing, and I 

don’t want to do that. And so, I don’t want to say that white people only hang out in craft 

breweries because I know that’s not true. Or only white people like acoustic music, you know, 

that’s not exactly true either. And, I lost track, I’m sorry.  

 

Q1: Well— 

 

Graham: Ask that again.  

 

[INTERRUPTION] 

 

Q1: I’m really interested in this idea of like, when you talk about, I’m aware of that, and people 

say I’m white, like what does that mean? Is that the color of your skin?  

 

Graham: Right. 

 

Q1: Is it because you think of yourself as white? Is it because people perceive you as white, and 

so you live in the world as a white person and experience it?  

 

Graham: [11:24:09] Oh, yes. Well, yes, all of that. It’s a wide spectrum of things. You know, the 

color of the skin obviously matters. The red beard obviously matters. My maleness, my height, 

you know, the shape of my body matters. I’ve used that, intentionally and unintentionally, to 
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mark my presence in the world as someone who deserves to be in a place. And I’ve assumed that 

I deserve to be in a place in ways that nonwhite people possibly don’t assume.  

 

And I recognize, you know, my historical education. I recognize that the way I came up—that 

detached suburb. You know, the neighborhood we lived in was a rather diverse neighborhood, 

but I also recognize that growing up middle class in the 1970s is something that is more—I don’t 

know, more—is a white experience and a very narrow experience as well. And certainly, 

growing up in that detached suburb and that claim to universal identity or not being aware of 

what whiteness means when you’re coming up in the ‘70s and ‘80s, kind of, helps you view the 

world in where you can go and where you think you can go, right? Maybe I haven’t fully thought 

through all the ways that I’ve made choices and done things in my life because of what 

whiteness granted me at various turning points.   

 

[INTERRUPTION] 

 

Q1:Where were we? Can you describe? You said that like it gives you this opportunity to be in 

places or you deserve to be in places. Do you remember a situation where you used your 

whiteness in a way, or took advantage of your whiteness in a way, to get something you wanted 

or be in a place you wanted? Do you have a specific example that you could share with us?  

 

Graham: [11:27:09] Yes, I had one over this week, I think. And part of this is that these are 

assumptions on my part, and I can’t speak for other people and other people’s experiences. So, I 
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can’t speak for choices that were made, or opportunities that were denied within someone else’s 

experience.  

 

But I was talking with a friend, the fact that I have to look for a new doctor, and so I’m looking 

around Richmond for where the doctors are. Excuse me, I’m looking for a new doctor, and most 

of the doctors are clustered in the West End, which the West End in Richmond is kind of the big, 

white-flight suburb. You know, it’s a very middle-class place. It’s very diverse, but there are 

places in there that that I associate with whiteness. Okay. I live in Union Hill adjacent to Church 

Hill, which is in the East End. There are no doctors in that side of town. That’s a predominantly 

black side of town as well.  

 

I was talking to a friend and contemplating someone who lives maybe in Mosby Court or 

Creighton Court who, for a variety of reasons, whether it’s just basic transportation in getting 

over to the West End, or who might not feel safe in the West End, or can’t identify being in the 

West End, kind of, has a block on where they can access health care, right? And to me, I’ll go to 

the West End anytime. I’m fine there. And the idea of getting there, and getting in my car, and 

driving over there at a moment’s notice to make a doctor’s visit, I have no problem with that. 

And I recognize that’s something that, in part, I feel like who I am—a well-educated, middle-

class, white guy—I have access to. I can get any range of doctor over there that I need to, all 

right. There are people that live on my block who can’t do that for one reason or another.  

 

Q1: Are you happy you’re white?  
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Graham: [11:29:25] And how do you answer that one? [laughs] I can’t answer that. I don’t know. 

 

Q1: You don’t have an opinion on whether you’re happy you’re white or not?  

 

Graham: [11:29:50] Yes, I don’t know how to—I’m sorry. I don’t know how to answer that one. 

 

Q1: Do you think that being white—do you think your race, or your gender has had a bigger 

impact on your life? 

 

Graham: [11:30:22] I don’t know. Okay. I’m going to talk that through. If I’m thinking it 

through, I’m thinking it through this way. I’m drawn to the cultural things that I do. I’m drawn to 

the professional interests I have. So, I like American history, I teach, I work in museums, I listen 

to the music I do, I drink the beers I do, I hang out in the places that I hang out [in]. You know, 

those are all decisions, conscious and unconscious, that I made because those are kind of the 

range of options that I have as a white person. Okay.  

 

I work in a profession that’s dominated by women, all right. I haven’t really thought through 

kind of the gender aspects of my career path as much. But I see in a bigger frame that, kind of, 

me being white, of course, I’m going to end up drinking beer, and listening to acoustic music, 

and doing Civil War history. Okay. So, yes, being white probably is—it had a bigger impact.  

 

Q1: How about the way people treat you just on a day-to-day basis? 
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Graham: [11:31:54] Ask that again. 

 

Q1: How about the way people treat you on a day-to-day basis? Do you think that your being 

white or your being male impacts the way people treat you on a day-to-day basis? 

 

Graham: [11:32:09] I guess it depends on who the people are you’re talking about. I guess it 

depends on who I’m interacting with. 

 

Q1: I want to circle back to the history question, and—you talked earlier about, like, locating 

yourself in, sort of, this modern history. How do you feel, as someone who’s of—first of all, 

what drew you originally to studying the Civil War? And I understand that you work—tell me a 

little bit about your job. I know you work at the [American] Civil War Museum. Is that 

[unclear]—? 

 

Graham: [11:32:53] Yes. 

 

Q1: Yes. So, can you tell me a little bit about what drew you to it and then a little about your 

work?  

 

Graham: [11:33:01] Man, the story of me [coughs] and history.  Hold on. [coughs] Excuse me. 

 

Q1: No, drink your water. Take some water. 
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Graham: [11:33:08] No. [sniffs] Okay. So, we know this from audience research that people who 

visit museums and historic sites, and read about history, and do history are people that did that 

when they were children. So, you’ve got to get them young. You’ve got to get them going to 

museums very early, so they get in the habit of doing that and thinking that way.  

 

And so, in our family summer vacations, we visit Gettysburg Battlefield, we visit Old Sturbridge 

Village in Massachusetts, we visit museums and historic sites. And so, having that kind of 

intellectual access to history has always been a big option for me. And I remember being in 

middle school reading the Time Life books on World War II and Civil War history, you know, at 

the lunch table. It’s always been present in my life as an option. And so, I’d spend a lot of time 

working in historic sites, doing living history at historic sites, and studying, and thinking about, 

and visiting historical sites. So, I spent a lot of time in my twenties looking and reading about the 

Civil War.  

 

I worked in North Carolina at North Carolina State Historic Sites and the North Carolina 

Museum of History as a curator, and that’s bigger than just the Civil War. When I returned to 

school to get more degrees, I wanted to do further research in history, but I was a little turned off 

on Civil War, a little tired of it, and did my dissertation on a religious history topic, and so I’ve 

kind of been drawn into religious history as well. I’m not a very good religious historian, but I 

like it and I try to do it. And that combination of having experience in museums and historic sites 

and having the academic background in history, kind of, positioned me well to be in the job I am 

now, which I’m a guest curator at The American Civil War Museum. 
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Q1: What was it that drew you to the Civil War? Why the Civil War? What was it about that that 

spoke to you? 

 

Graham: [11:35:55] Okay. I’ve been talking a lot about how Northern Virginia is detached from 

history, but it’s not really. So, you can’t grow up a white boy in Virginia in the 1980s and not get 

a heavy dose of Civil War. You know, I said that the neighborhood I lived in was particularly 

detached from the historical landscape, but we’re in the same county as Manassas National 

Battlefield [Park] and very close to Fredericksburg and all the other National Park Service sites. 

And, you know, there’s an overwhelming exposure of Civil War if you’re historically minded. 

That’s what you get in Virginia, and so—does that answer that question? 

 

Q1: Yes. But what was it about the Civil War? Do you remember how you thought it spoke to 

you and you felt connected? Did you feel connected to it when you were young? How is it 

related to you as a Virginian, as a southern white boy, as you say? What’s your connection to 

that history? 

 

Graham: [11:36:59] That was a way of getting me rooted to a place, all right. Maybe this search 

for rootedness is a lot earlier than I recognize because—you know, if I’m studying battles and 

leaders of the Civil War, if I’m looking at military units, I spend a lot of time, in my spare time, 

studying particular Virginia regiments in the Civil War. I know who they were, where do they fit 

into the military structure, where did—you know, how did these battles unfold, what was 

important to these guys in the ranks. And that gave me a way to think about what is rootedness in 

a local place.  
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And so, I particularly took up studying one particular regiment, the Eighth Virginia Volunteers 

[phonetic] and spent a lot of time looking at the individual members of that regiment, and where 

they were from, and who they were, and what their experience in war was. And that was a 

regiment that came out of Loudoun County, Virginia, which is in Northern Virginia as well and 

has a bit more of a historical landscape than Woodbridge did. And so, I began to connect 

personal inquiry, understanding of place in history, and experiencing a landscape through them. 

Through their experiences, and through the modern landscape of where they lived. I spent a lot 

of time in Loudoun County and—you know, experiencing the music scene, doing a lot of fishing 

on the Potomac River. Being in that place, it opened the door to allow me to think about being 

rooted in a place.  

 

Q1: And did you feel like a personal connection to them? Did you feel like that gave you—? 

 

Graham: [11:38:58] Not really. 

 

Q1: No? 

 

Graham: [11:39:00] In the end, not really.  

 

Q1: I mean that’s what I’m saying, is that you told me like, the what, but not totally the why, and 

that’s what I’m trying to understand.  
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Graham: [11:39:08] Right. I don’t know why. I think what I mentioned is kind of the—the 

spending time with historical people, I think, gives you permission, gives you access to 

something that maybe you don’t have in your life. Does that make sense? 

 

Q1: When you talk about being rooted, what does that mean? I think of myself as a New 

Englander. I grew up in Cambridge. I spent a lot of time, like, in Massachusetts. I went to school 

in western Mass. I— 

 

Graham: [11:39:52] Yes. In ways that you have stories and family connections that are deeply 

tied to a particular place, where I can look around and I can say, “My granddaddy grew up on 

that farm over there, and my cousins go to this school. And my ancestors came here at a certain 

date and established themselves at this point,” and to be embedded in the middle of that, in the 

middle of all that. [sniffs] Growing up in a post-World War II, American suburb is different. It’s 

like you don’t live around family. Your family has never been in this place very long. You’re 

likely going to move and go somewhere else, and— 

 

Q1: Now, obviously, as a historian, there’s sort of—you know, how you interpret history is 

constantly changing, especially around the Civil War now and [crosstalk]—  

 

Graham: [11:40:59] Yes. 

 

Q1:—like you’re a Civil War historian in a particularly— 
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Graham: [11:41:01] I try to be. 

 

Q1:—interesting moment right now, and a particularly fraught moment. How has your 

understanding of that—has it changed? I’m not even sure how to get into this discussion because 

I’m really fascinated in memorials and monuments and how they function in the world, how they 

function for individuals, how they function for communities, how they function on a broader, 

you know, who we decide to memorialize. Where are you in this debate about this push to re-

contextualize history? And do you feel like it’s actually a good—it’s something—? Are we 

changing the narrative to satisfy a particular political moment? You know, are we getting a better 

understanding of the narrative by—I mean, can you talk to me a little bit about that? I know it 

wasn’t a very clear question, but you probably could ask a better question about this than I could. 

 

Graham: [11:42:12] We don’t have enough time [laughs] to go over that one. Every generation 

asks new questions of the past, and every generation comes up with new answers, and that’s how 

history works, and that’s fine. I tend, probably a little too often, to approach it from an academic 

angle. And in the academic world, many of the things that the general public is learning and 

knowing about the Civil War now is something that we’ve known for a long time. The 

academics are not very good at communicating current scholarship, right? And so, the popular 

realization that the Confederate experience is completely and utterly tied up in the perpetuation 

of slavery is something that we’ve known for—that’s not a surprise to me. That’s been churning 

through historiography for a couple of generations now.  
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But one of the challenges that I have—I was mentioning it on the way over here—is recognizing 

that, obviously, in academic study, the Civil War is not the only way of experiencing it or any 

history. And that so much—like we’ve just spent a long time talking about my personal identity, 

and how it’s tied up in my pursuit of history, and how I understand my own place in the world. 

That’s true for everyone, right? A lot of people just learned it differently, and they learned to 

think about history and people in monuments in the way that perhaps—I’m not rooted in a place, 

so I never had anyone say, “Oh, your great, great-granddaddy was a faithful soldier for Robert. 

E. Lee.” And so, I never grew up thinking that that was an important part of my identity. So 

many people have, all right.  

 

And there are so many spectrums of how people interact with the war. So, obviously, there’s a 

lot of people who don’t care, and a lot of people who think about the Confederate experience and 

say, “I don’t want to have anything to do with that because that was bad for me, and my family, 

and in my own history.” And—I don’t know where I was going with that. [laughs]  

 

Q1: No. It’s really interesting because especially—and I feel like we’re, kind of, moving around 

something. That it’s really interesting that you’re someone who’s looked—you talk about 

wanting to find roots and wanting—because you felt you didn’t really have roots in the place. 

And then the roots you focused on and that you feel a part of, the first answer, I suppose, is like a 

Virginian, and a North Carolinian, and a Southerner. You have complex feelings about those 

roots.  
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I guess what I’m trying to understand is that, is the rootedness just connected to your 

understanding or is it connected to your identification? Because what you described—and I’m 

going to ask a really like, weird one. It’s not going to feel like a question. Like a lot of kids, a lot 

of white kids—so what you described, it sounds like the way my brother was around sports. He 

knew every player, he knew their stats, he knew where they were from, he knew the trajectory of 

their life. If you ask him now, you know, any hockey player, he can tell you the history of that 

hockey player, especially if they’re from the ‘70s or ‘80s. And that seems like a similar thing that 

you were talking about, and how you thought about these people, where I studied this regiment, 

and where they were from, and [crosstalk]—  

 

Graham: [11:46:04] Yes.  

 

Q1: —but in the sports thing, there’s an element of hero worship. There’s an element of 

connectedness to these people who are doing these extraordinary things that hopefully—so, is 

there—? But then when I asked you about identifying them, you’re like, “Oh, there’s no 

relationship.” But I feel like there’s kind of this dichotomy between—you’re saying, I’m looking 

for rootedness. This is the area that I feel rooted to, and yet, I don’t feel a connection to these 

people at all. Something is not—and, you know, maybe that’s totally true, but it doesn’t totally 

add up in a sense to me.  

 

Graham: [11:46:43] Right. As historical subjects, I always extend the empathy. That’s really 

important in doing history whether it’s academic or public history. And so, I can’t say that the 

subjects I’ve studied as a historian, I don’t feel something about them as human beings—as 
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human beings with flaws, as human beings who struggled. I don’t know. Thinking it through, it 

may be part of my dad and my family were somewhat historically literate. You know, we went to 

museums and we read history, but they never sat me down and said, “These are people who 

embodied values that you should admire, kind of universal values that you should admire.” From 

the time I was studying these soldiers in this one particular regiment, it was looking at census 

records, looking at family letters, looking at old newspapers. It was never in the context of these 

are people who embodied values that I should aspire to.  

 

You know, when I look at historical subjects now— whether it’s a statue of a Confederate 

general, I don’t have that attachment—is that this is someone that someone in that rooted place 

and that family that told me that I should aspire to the values that they allegedly embodied. I 

don’t know. I never had that. Does that make sense? 

 

Q1: Yes. What is going on?  

 

Graham: You know—  

 

[INTERRUPTIOIN] 

 

Graham: [11:48:41] Yes. Whereas Art Monk [phonetic] and [Calvin Edwin] Cal Ripken [Jr.], oh 

my God, we looked at those guys every Sunday and every game and said—you know, my dad 

would say, “The thing about Art Monk is that he shows up first every practice, leaves last at 

every practice. He doesn’t over celebrate. He gets the job done and that’s the kind of person, 
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same with Cal Ripken,” you know? So, Art Monk and Cal Ripken are my childhood heroes in 

that way.  

 

Q1: Let me circle back to an old question I—when I asked, you know, “Are you happy that 

you’re white,” you said, “I can’t answer that.” Are you happy that you’re a Southerner?  

 

Graham: [11:49:21] I like it.  

 

Q1: And can you put my question a little bit, so I understand what you say? Can you talk a little 

about that? Because my voice won’t always be on the tape, so to know what my question was.  

 

Graham: [11:49:33] Yes. I have to think about what that answer— 

 

Q1: Would be— 

 

Graham:—might be, yes.  

 

Q1: So, yes, I’m happy I’m a Southerner because, or I’m happy that—yes. What is it about being 

a Southerner that you like and that you’re happy? 

 

Graham: [11:49:53] Yes, I like being a Southerner, I like being from the South. There’s a great 

deal of affinity for many parts of the culture, most of the people. You know, I’m at ease here; 

I’m at home here. When I think of the spaces I want to be [in], I want to, you know, look out my 
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back door and see the Blue Ridge Mountains in the mist. I’m sure you can get that any other 

place in the world, but I like it here. I don’t want to make it seem like I’m not a cosmopolitan 

person but—[laughs]. You know, to get back to it, I like the music, I like the landscape, I like, 

yes, the beer and the bourbon, [laughs] so— 

 

Q1: And what about the way people interact? Talk about like, southern hospitality, southern 

gentlemen, southern—is there something about the culture that you like? Do you like being part 

of the southern culture? 

 

Graham: [11:51:08] Yes. [sighs] I don’t know. I’ve never bought into, kind of, that vision of 

southern culture. What— 

 

[INTERRUPTION] 

 

Graham: [11:51:16] What I do appreciate, you know, everyone—I don’t know, I’m going to talk 

out something here. Is that it kind of gives you an opportunity to be a little bit against the grain. 

You know what I mean? And to say I’m a little outside of the mainstream. I mean you’re down 

here from Columbia University talking to Southerners because we’re weird or something, I 

think. And in a way that it connects me to [sniffs]—I’m making up words as I go here. I’m trying 

to think this through. In the way that it offers a connection to marginalized people, to people that 

aren’t part of whatever mainstream American culture—not necessarily always part of whatever 

American mainstream culture is—you know, that’s something that a lot of people like or click? I 

don’t know if this makes any sense.  
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Q1: No, totally. And I think that, you know, I consider myself—even though I’m a New 

Englander, I’ve also been a New Yorker for— 

 

Graham: Right, yes, yes. 

 

Q1:—three [phonetic] years, and I feel really comfortable in New York for a number of reasons. 

I feel comfortable in New York because I feel like I’m seen in a way I’m not seen in places that 

are more monolithically white because it’s such a mix of people. That’s been happening where I 

lived. I like the directness of people. I like the humor of people. I like, you know, just the 

confrontation, the whole aspect of getting to the point of things. So, yes. I mean, I think that you 

find—I feel comfortable. I feel really comfortable in that environment. I understand what you’re 

saying about— 

 

Graham: Right. 

 

Q1: But I think what’s interesting is that this idea that somehow, you’re out of the mainstream. 

And I don’t know if that, sort of, bleeds over from the media narrative now of like, Oh, the 

mainstream media in this, so we’re like Southerners. I don’t think that. We’re not here because 

we think Southerners are weird. We’re looking for— 

 

Graham: [11:53:55] Yes, that was wrong, right.  
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Q1: No, no. 

 

Graham: [11:53:58] I didn’t mean to put that one. [laughs] 

 

Q1: Yes. No, but I think that we’re here because this is the seat of the Confederacy. Right? 

 

Graham: [11:54:03] Yes. 

 

Q1: And when you’re talking about whiteness, it’s an interesting place to be, because we’re 

staying over at Monument Avenue and the narrative of this place is this very specific narrative. 

That is whether or not it’s something that you still believe, it is the DNA of how this community 

sees itself. And I guess, sort of, to move to— 

 

Graham: [11:54:31] How parts of this community have traditionally seen itself.  

 

Q1: Parts of it? 

 

Graham: [11:54:33] Yes. 

 

Q1: That’s a really good distinction because, yes, I mean, this idea of like it’s a model of the 

community.  
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Graham: [11:54:38] Well, I moved here two years ago, and maybe it’s because of the circle 

that—you know, the bubble that I lived in and the kind of things that I sought out. Is that I came 

here, and I was overwhelmed with how important the Shockoe Bottom is, the slave trail, the East 

End Cemetery recovery, and how much I heard about Richmond’s involvement in the domestic 

slave trade and heard this. You know, I was just kind of living in this counter-narrative 

without—in a way that made me go, “Oh, yes, Capital Confederacy, that was a thing of the 

recent past. But as a narrative, as a thing that the city told itself, that’s not necessarily— I don’t 

know if it’s a dominant narrative anymore. But I came here, and I was overwhelmed at how 

many other narratives are present, and alive, and growing in Richmond. I don’t know if that’s—I 

think that kind of went off in a— 

 

Q1: No, no, no, no.  

 

Graham:—different [laughs] direction. 

 

Q1: Do you think the monuments on Monument Avenue should come down?  

 

Graham: [11:55:58] [sniffs] Ask that again.  

 

Q1: Do you think that the monuments on Monument Avenue should come down?  

 

Graham: [11:56:10] I think so, yes.  
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Q1: Can you talk a little about that? 

 

Graham: [11:56:18] Yes. When we talk about it, it’s going to reveal some confliction in—you 

know because—okay. As a— 

 

Q1: So, you’re human? 

 

Graham: [11:56:26] Yes. Right. [laughs] I’d like to find that in everyone. As a person in this 

community, realizing that communities have a right, and are allowed to, and should be 

encouraged to express themselves and see themselves in this—in a place’s civic culture and that 

we have, in our present generations, no obligation to the past to adhere to the way they 

understood themselves. Which is a way of saying, as a citizen in Richmond today, I don’t know 

how well those things represent us as a city. I can see ways that they hinder our identity as a city. 

And I’m looking to the future on this. And so, in that way, I’m fine with them gone. Okay. 

Personally, it doesn’t make any difference to me one way or another, I mean, in terms of how I 

interact with this place. And I don’t even drive on Monument. The first time I drove down 

Monument Avenue to see the monuments, was the day they announced the Monument Avenue 

Commission. I was like, “Well, I guess I better go see them because this is what we’re going to 

be talking about for the next year.”  

They’re not a part of my landscape. I live near Mosby and Creighton Court and those—

Creighton Court, in particular, has public housing, Richmond Public [Redevelopment &] 

Housing Authority. Many of its units spent the coldest parts of December without heat, all right. 

That’s a more pressing thing to me that that gets resolved. That’s more on my landscape in the 
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city. I live near schools that are underfunded, and for me, personally—okay. Part of that—okay, I 

want to be clear. I’ve heard many people that oppose the removal of the monuments and say, 

“Well, we should be looking at schools instead,” all right. I think that’s often a deflection. I’m 

not doing that. I’m just saying that’s what’s important to me in my life. I don’t feel oppressed by 

the monuments, so I don’t worry about them too much. What’s more important to me is the 

condition of the local schools. I’m not trying to deflect.  

 

As a historian, they represent a way of thinking about and knowing American history—Civil 

War history, Confederate history, Richmond history—that is obsolete and not helpful to us 

having a more accurate view of the past, an accurate understanding of the past. As a historian, 

they’re interesting as historical documents in themselves, but they’re not helpful. We think about 

the war, we think about that part of history differently now.  

 

Q1: And, I guess, the question is like as a historian, where does it end? I think Donald Trump 

said, “Well, what? You’ll take the Washington Monument down?”  

 

Graham: [laughs] 

 

Q1: But he’s not wrong in some ways, right? Like where do you determine—? 

 

Graham: Yes. Well, why does that have to be a slippery slope?  
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Q1: No, it’s not, and I’m not saying it’s a slippery slope, but then if we’re approaching it. And 

I’m not saying that one is better or worse for leaving them up or taking them down, but it’s 

interesting that we’re, sort of, in this moment of discussing it. And how do we determine what 

we lead up? No one would say, “Take the Lincoln Memorial down.”  

 

Graham: [12:00:26] Right. Yes. 

 

Q1: So, who determines what stays up, and what goes down, and why? And especially as a 

historian who’s teaching this to people, and I’m sure that you’re involved with how you—there’s 

been an evolution of how you present historical artifacts and contextualize them. How do we 

manage that transition?  

 

Graham: [12:00:53] Yes. I don’t know. And I recognize that’s the thing that—it seems like a 

cop-out to say that’s a case-by-case basis. You know, what do we value in the past, what do we 

value now, and what do we want to project for the future about our communities? It’s not a 

decision that can be made on a national level. Communities have to have these conversations 

among themselves, and whether it’s the community of Richmond, or the community of 

Southerners, or the community of people east of Mississippi, or the community of white people, 

the community of black people.  

There’s got to be a discussion about what the value of these—what do we see in these things that 

have value or don’t have value, what can we do with that value now, how do we utilize that for 

the future, and so—and each case is going to be different. I mean taking down [Nathan] Bedford 

Forrest is a no-brainer. [laughs] Obviously, you know, think about, what are you going to do 
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about Thomas Jefferson and monuments of him, that’s different. And why it’s different is so 

multi-layered that it’s hard to wade through. It’s hard to kind of plot out how these 

conversations, how these decisions should be made.  

 

Q1: Well, you’re sort of— 

 

Graham: [12:02:26] I’m giving great, academic answers of saying I don’t know, it’s complicated. 

[laughs] 

 

Q1: As someone who really understands the past and recognizes the really complicated narrative 

we have as Americans around race, especially as white Americans, and recognizing the 

institutionalized racism [unclear] and the government-sanctioned slavery. As white people, how 

connected to that past are we? Do we own part of it? Is that our legacy?  

 

Graham: [12:03:02] Oh, yes.  

 

Q1: Yes?  

 

Graham: [12:03:04] Yes. One of the things that spending the time to look at the monuments that 

I’ve learned, and I understand, is trying, at least from my perspective, and getting past the 

abstract notion that these people represented the slaveholding republic of the Confederacy and 

the maintenance and the perpetuation of slavery. That alone is very real, and true, and the basis 

for taking a dim view of these things. It’s broad and abstract.  
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What I’ve been studying about monuments and this landscape and this city is the way those 

things told different stories over time and justified unexpected twentieth-century inequalities. 

And that unexpected narrative arc brings things into a little more focus in a way that, “Oh, I can 

see how people like me, in the past, made decisions that led to Creighton Court not having heat 

in the winter right now.” That includes a historical narrative about race relations in the 1890s that 

the people who put up these monuments perpetuated, and told, and used to justify 

disenfranchisement, used to justify residential segregation.  

 

So, Virginia in 1902 instituted a new constitution that virtually disenfranchised most African 

American voters and many poor white voters, but mostly African American voters. And 

marginalized them from political—from access to politics. Shortly after that constitution, the 

state and many municipalities began instituting very specific segregation restrictions on public 

transportation, public spaces, access to residential areas, access to city services in ways that, kind 

of, built a twentieth-century landscape that didn’t really exist in 1860.  

 

And created laws and governments that were very specifically segregated—I’m losing my clarity 

here. Created a segregated landscape that you can only understand as a twentieth-century thing. 

That was using scientific methods to figure out where people were living and how to keep them 

in places. That we’re using pseudo-scientific methods to say that “We have to support laws—

laws for the first time in the 1920s—that separated physically white people and black people.” 

They chose, on many occasions, to prefer lower taxes to funding city services in ways that could 

benefit African American neighborhoods. They passed laws that said African Americans cannot 
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live in these—in certain places. They have to live in other places. They can’t participate in civic 

culture and public places this way as opposed to that way.  

 

And when federal money and the New Deal gets involved in this, that evolves that even further 

into, kind of, the public housing situation that we currently have. But that sense of doing 

residential segregation, while those laws are not in the books anymore, still affect where different 

people—or me as a white person, thinks I can go in the city, and thinks that I can’t go, or where 

other people, perhaps an African American person—again, I can’t speak for anyone—where they 

think, or where they imagine where they might go and live. And that is why schools are 

segregated these days. And so, that is the continuation of a narrative of race relations that was 

catalyzed in the stories about these monuments and the men on these monuments that they were 

creating in the 1890s.  

 

Q1: And— 

 

Graham: [12:07:49] And so, the question of whether Robert E. Lee was a good man or not, or 

whether he was a traitor or not, it’s—I don’t even know it. I don’t care about having that 

discussion. I care about having what effect—what practical, tangible effects that we can see 

today that these things contributed to. And those are very visible, very present.  

 

Q1: And sort of, a shorter way of saying that is, so because of that, do we, as white people, living 

in 2018, owe black people something?  

 



  Graham – 1 – 35 
 

Graham: [12:08:33] Yes. I don’t know what that is.  

 

Q1: Do you feel any personal obligation or—responsibility is the wrong word—it’s personal 

obligation, knowing everything that you just said? 

 

Graham: [12:08:57] Yes. It makes me extremely conscientious about where I am in the world, 

what I can do, what I can’t do, where I can go, where I can’t go, what responsibilities I have to 

my neighbors.  

 

Q1: How are we doing on time?  

 

[INTERRUPTION] 

 

Graham: [12:09:24] You know, it makes me conscientious of who I am because I came out of 

this world of middle-class, educated, white people, which are the same people creating the same 

cultural, social, educational aspirations and standards then that I’m fulfilling now. And realizing 

that part of that was a process of exclusion that excluded people that live in the same community 

that I do. And it makes me conscientious and aware of how I embody my presence in this 

community as a middle-class white person and try to do so without being exclusionary, without 

taking my own experience and making that universal.  And trying to hold other people or trying 

to expect the same expectations out of other people. And that sounds a little condescending right 

there, doesn’t it? And I don’t mean to be. It’s humility on my part, I think—I like to think.  
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Q1: I want to come back to something you said. When I said, “Are you happy you’re white?” 

And you had said, “I can’t answer that question,” right? So I guess, maybe a way to ask that is 

how attached to your whiteness? Would you give up your whiteness voluntarily? Let’s say you 

could leave here and not even like—and you could walk out that door and you’d emerge as the 

same man you are here, a white, middle-class male, [unclear] that, where there’d be a fifty-fifty 

chance that you would emerge as a black American from the South, would you consciously 

choose one door or the other?  

 

Graham: [12:11:37] Again, I don’t know how to answer that because I feel like the answer is so 

weighted one way or another.  

 

Q1: Well, answer it honestly. I mean I can tell you honestly, you know, I would not change if I—

given—for me, I mean, I recognize—and that’s not saying that you should feel that way or not 

feel that way. People answer the question in all different ways. I’m happy I’m a white, Christian 

male. I mean that I recognize the value that brings me—I wouldn’t voluntarily give that up.  

 

Graham: [12:12:13] Yes, I absolutely understand and appreciate the value that it gives me. One 

thing that a good study of history does is it allows you to de-center yourself, and I put a lot of 

faith in that. I put a lot of faith in understanding—you know, in the empathy that that offers. And 

so, I have to be in a position to say I would walk out that door. I would walk out the door where 

there’s a fifty-fifty chance I’d be someone else because there’s value in— there’s value in that.  
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Q1: Is there value in having a conversation about even doing something like this, having a 

conversation about whiteness?  

 

Graham: [12:13:13] Yes. Because that same sense of empathy and de-centeredness, right, is 

that—I’m not a social scientist. But it’s probably safe to say that more white people need to 

experience this conversation and to understand that middle-class, educated, secure, white people 

existence is not the universal standard of existence. It’s a constructed historical place to be. And 

that, why for so many other people, that’s not the life experience and the thing that shapes other 

people’s lives.  

 

Q1: Deborah [phonetic], do you have any question?  

 

Q2: Yes. [laughs] I’m just sorry [unclear], have you had any conversations prior to this, prior to 

this whole project about whiteness? 

 

Q1: [crosstalk] 

 

Q2: Have you ever had a conversation prior to this?  

 

Graham: [12:14:32] Yes.  

 

Q2: And what was that like? 
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Graham: [12:14:41] My whole professional world is—knows this conversation, all right. 

Particularly in certain academic circles and certain public history circles, questioning and 

critiquing whiteness is a very current and ongoing dialogue. And so, I read a lot. I don’t 

comment a whole lot, but I’m aware of those conversations that are going on. The personal 

interactions that I tend to have tend to be with other sympathetic white people. And in my 

professional circles, and at work in the history world, and also at home, and at church, I have this 

conversation with people. 

 

Q1: I want to come back to something you talked about there in the beginning when you said that 

people ask, like, this idea of where you’re from being a stand-in for where you treat me fairly. 

And I want to talk more about that. Do you think that there are those people in the audience that 

there’s a sense that the narrative of whiteness is under attack? Is that what they’re—is that what’s 

going on?  

 

Graham: [12:16:09] Oh, yes, I completely believe they feel that way.  

 

Q1: And can you talk a little bit about—like, talk about that?  

 

Graham: [12:16:17] I’m going to do it again. I can’t articulate what other people would feel. But 

I definitely get the sense that many other Southern, white people feel that they are under attack 

with the moral charges of racism. And the historian in me, you know, compels me to be 

empathetic, and to try to understand that, and to understand why that happens, and—whereas at 
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the same time, it compels me to identify or think about what’s wrong or mistaken, or why those 

feelings are not warranted, or not necessarily warranted. Does that get it?  

 

Q1: Yes. As I said, that there’s no right, wrong, I’m not looking for it.  

 

Graham: [12:17:28] Right, right. [laughs] 

 

Q1: I’m not. I’m trying to just get to know you a little bit. Did this conversation go the way you 

thought it would go? Has it been more difficult, more complicated? How has this experience 

been sitting there in front of the camera and talking about this?  

 

Graham: [12:17:45] Oh, it’s been all right. [laughs] 

 

Q1: That’s called damning with faint praise. 

 

Graham: [12:17:52] No, no, no. You’ve gotten me to articulate some things that I’ve never really 

done out loud. It’s part of the conversation I’ve been having with a number of people. 

Particularly since I moved to Richmond and have become involved in a more a racially 

conscious, public-history practice and also efforts to decenter old narratives and create new ones 

in the city it’s—you know, maybe I haven’t spoken as explicitly as I have here with you, but it’s 

part of a conversation that is ongoing.  
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Q1: Is there anything that we didn’t talk about that you think is important to say in the context of 

a conversation like this?  

 

Graham: [12:18:56] I don’t know. I mean there are some topic areas that we didn’t cover, but—

[laughs] 

 

Q1: Yes, right. But these—yes. [laughs] Any examples? I mean [unclear]. 

 

Graham: [12:19:05] Well, I’m conscientious of both of our times. But, no. This is part of the 

continuing conversation, is that I’m deeply involved at my church in—what they’re calling it—

the History and Reconciliation Initiative. And it is a historical examination and self-reflection on 

the ways that this church’s faith has shaped their understanding of the slavery, race, and 

segregation. There’s a number of interesting things going on just from the fact that this is, kind 

of, a grassroots operation. One of the most venerable, if not wealthiest, churches in Richmond is 

taking a critical look at its own history of race relations. And the opportunity to change 

narratives is great and exciting, and to be a part of that is very meaningful to me.  

 

Q1: No. I think churches are really interesting places to have this conversation as—you know? 

 

Graham: [12:20:23] Yes. 

 

Q1: And can you tell me? Is your congregation predominantly white, mixed? What does the 

congregation look like?  
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Graham: [12:20:33] I can’t give a percentage, but it’s a little more mixed than you would 

imagine. Yes. It’s Saint Paul’s Episcopal Church, mainline Protestant and historically very white, 

culturally very white. But the congregation today is, again, a bit more mixed than you would 

imagine.  

 

Q1: Ironic is not the word, but it’s interesting that the church, which was so much involved in 

perpetuating narratives about white supremacy for so long—how do you then reboot, or how do 

you then engage in these discussions with—? It’s like being a white person with the same legacy. 

You’re bringing the legacy as a white person in and you’re also bringing the legacy of a 

Christian in, and is it somehow that the actual texts are roadmaps? What is it that allows the 

church to be an agent for investigation, exploration, and change?  

 

Graham: [12:21:50] I think rooting it in good historical research and unearthing new historical 

stories is a good starting point. You know, I’m going to get repetitive here. It’s the way that the 

opportunity of looking back at the traditional narrative of the church’s own history, and 

reexamining the things we know, and discovering the things we didn’t know is—kind of 

destabilizes, yes, I think destabilizes an identity, and positions us to rethink how we go forward 

in the future.  

 

Q1: I think we’ve pretty much covered everything. I really appreciate you coming in and 

speaking to us on a Friday and taking a chunk of time out of your day to do it. It was interesting 

getting to know you. What we’re going to do now is do, what we call, sort of, video stills. You’re 
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just going to like, just look at me and I’m just going to—we’re going to take some stills and 

pictures. This is the hardest part of the whole thing.  

 

Graham: [laughs] 

 

Q2: Can I have you maybe scoot a tiny bit to your left? Just turn to your left. Yes.  

 

Q1: There we go. Perfect. And you can smile. Just relax your face. Just relax. Smiling’s hard. 

And now, just totally relax your face. Great. Thank you. We’re going to take the wire— 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 


