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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Mary Hillman 

conducted by Whitney Dow on September 24th, 2017. 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. 



 

 

 

Hillman: [13:58:30] He’s a character today. 

 

Q: Did we interview him today by any chance?  

 

Todd (cameraman): [13:58:31] Yes. 

 

Q: Because we have he went to [North] Western, had a beard, and he’s bald? 

 

Todd: [13:58:35] Yes. 

 

Q: Jeff? 

 

Hillman: [13:58:36] Hillman? 

 

Q: I’m not sure of his last name. That would be really funny. 

 

Hillman: [13:58:41] That is because he is a character and a half, but that’s number four son. In 

fact, my daughter qualify is going to be here next Saturday for an interview.  
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Q: What’s his name? He was named, yes, Jeff Hillman. 

 

Hillman: [laughs]  

 

Q: Is that him really? 

 

Hillman: [13:58:56] That’s mine. 

 

Q: That’s your son? 

 

Hillman: [13:58:58] Yes. 

 

Q: He was an EMT [Emergency Medical Technician]? 

 

Hillman: [13:59:00] Yes, for twenty-five years. 

 

Q: [laughs] Yes. No, that’s–– 

 

Hillman: [13:59:03] That is funny. 

 

Q: We had a great conversation about you. 
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Hillman: [13:59:07] He had gotten into this and then he sent the email over to my daughter and I, 

wanting to know if we wanted to be part of it, and we all of a sudden depend, that is funny. 

 

Q: That’s really funny. 

 

Hillman: [13:59:16] Well, when we get all the transcripts, we’ll have to get together now and 

find out what they said. 

 

Q: You should have seen him [unclear] said about his mother. You should have seen it.  

 

Hillman: [13:59:23] Don’t be surprised. [laughs]  

 

Q: But it sounded like he had a really interesting life, and it sounded like you had a really 

interesting life based on what he said, so.  

 

Hillman: [13:59:33] It’s been a trip and a half. It’s not over with yet. 

 

Q: Yes. That’s true. [laughs]  

 

Hillman: [13:59:38] A little surgery, and fixing up stuff, and I’m going to be back and––   

 

Q: It’s so funny. [unclear]  
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Hillman: [13:59:45] Yes, I wore out my hip; I’ve got to get a new one. Isn’t it amazing to live in 

a time when you can replace parts? 

 

Q: Oh, my wife’s mother has had a new shoulder, a new knee. My brother has to get a new hip. 

He’s fifty and he’s getting a new hip, so. 

 

Hillman: [13:59:58] Wow. That’s young. 

 

Q: Yes. I have a number of friends, another friend who’s forty-eight who’s had a new hip, and 

now he has just sort of put up with the pain. Now, they’re like, “Yes, we can give a new hip,” 

and we fine, so.  

 

Hillman: [14:00:09] Yes, I got a son, adopted son. They’re great to adopt them when they’re 

over twenty-one years old because they can work. And he had his first hip replacement when he 

was eighteen. He’s had two since then. He’s had shoulders replaced. Got some degenerative 

genetic thing, and he’s fifty, fifty-one-ish, and he’s always needing something new. But his body 

just does that to him, bless his little heart.  

 

Q: So, have you been interviewed on camera before? 

 

Hillman: [14:00:40] No. 
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Q: Okay. Well, it’s very easy. This is not like a news report where you have to where it’s going 

live. We’re going to be editing it and looking at it later. You’ll be able to review the transcript. If 

there’s nothing anything you want to talk about, just say so. If you don’t like the way your 

answer sounds or you go down [unclear] where you want to come back and start over again, just 

stop and restart. There’s no pressure to answer exactly correctly about anything.  

 

Hillman: [14:01:03] If I didn’t say it right and say, “That’s not what I meant.” [laughs]  

 

Q: Exactly.  

 

Hillman: [14:01:08] I got that. 

 

Q: We’re not looking for anything in particular. We’re simply here to know you a little bit, and 

I’m going to ask you lots of different types of questions. Obviously, the project is on race and on 

whiteness, and so there’ll be a lot of questions about that, but it’s not, there’s no, I don’t have 

any sort of preconceived notion about the conversation.  

 

My voice won’t be on the tape, so you need to include my questions in your answers. What I 

mean by that is if I say, “Where you’re from,” and you say, “Battle Creek [Michigan],” it will be 

I mean if you say, “I’m from Battle Creek,” then it gives a little understanding of what the 

answer is if that makes sense?  

 

Hillman: [14:01:41] Yes. 



  Hillman – Session 1 – 8 
 

 

Q: That’s pretty much it. I’m going to be talking to you here so––  

 

Hillman: [14:01:47] Oh, there you are. [laughs]  

 

Q: Yes. This is a little device that allows you to look into the lens, and so but actually look into 

my face, so it isn’t weird just looking at a blank camera. 

 

Hillman: [14:01:56] Yes, that’s cool. 

 

[Interruption – talking with cameraman] 

 

Q: So first of all, can you tell me your name, where you’re from, and what you do, and a little bit 

about yourself.  

 

Hillman: [14:02:44] Okay. My name is Mary Hillman, and I live here in Battle Creek. Until three 

weeks ago, I was helping out at a daycare in my retirement. [laughs] And because of health 

reasons, I need to step back for a time and, hopefully, to go back to it because I do a lot of stuff. I 

help with the food pantry at our church, you know, with the ordering, go out to the food bank, 

and pick it up, and help with the daycare, and do some volunteer stuff.  And mostly, my primary 

interest is family and because there’s a bunch of them. [laughs]  
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Q: How long have you lived in Battle Creek? Is this a place you’ve lived your whole life or it’s a 

place you moved to? Can you tell me a little bit about that? 

 

Hillman: [14:03:26] Oh, I moved to Battle Creek in 1953, I was eight years old, and then I lived 

here until 1973. No. It’s the year Jeff was three, yes, 1973. I lived in Minnesota six years, moved 

back here, moved to Texas in 1987, moved back in 1990, and I have lived in the Battle Creek 

area since 1990.  

 

Q: Can you tell me a little bit about your childhood in Battle Creek growing up here? 

 

Hillman: [14:03:55] I went to St. Philip [Catholic] High School. Well, I graduated from there. 

So, you know, raised Catholic, predominantly Catholic, white, just that sort of thing. There were 

just a few minorities but not many and not many in the neighborhood. I had a dad who was 

extremely prejudiced and a mom who wasn’t, so all of her kids have very much gone like mom. 

But as a kid, I couldn’t understand when I was told, “You can’t play with her; she’s black.” I’m 

going, “But she’s my friend. You know, she lives on the other side of the fence.” But it was an 

interesting childhood, not necessarily a real pleasant one because Dad was an alcoholic and he 

was not very nice. But Mom was faithful to her vows and stayed married to him. And like I think 

a lot of women back in the ’40s and ’50s, she didn’t have the skills to go out and get a job and 

support four kids. So, I think, a lot of women compromised and said, “Okay, I’ll stick with the 

devil I know because at least I know what I’ve got here,” so. It wasn’t an altogether pleasant 

childhood, but it wasn’t altogether bad either.  
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Q: Talk to me a little bit about you know, you mentioned that your father was extremely racist. 

How did that manifest itself? 

 

Hillman: [14:05:22] Mostly in behind closed doors. To anybody’s face, he was very he was a 

salesman. He could have sold ice cubs to Eskimos, and he could sell himself. But behind closed 

doors it was, “You can’t talk to them. You can’t be around them. We don’t associate with those 

kind of people,” and it was kind of sad because it shuts out a whole part of the world to you. But 

being raised in a private school and stuff, I did not have contact with other races to speak of. 

 

Q: And so, how did you think of yourself when you and your father talked about that, being in a 

mostly white community? How did you think about or if you thought about, when did you at 

what point in your life did you start thinking about your own race and how you related to the 

world? 

 

Hillman: [14:06:07] I thought I was the majority. [laughs] You know, that everybody in the 

world must be white. In high school, of course, you start learning about different parts of the 

world, about Africa and their population, and Asia, and then the Vietnam era. Of course, I 

graduated in ’63, so it was all in that era that they were the enemy, you know, so you just didn’t 

really want to have a whole lot to do with them. And I think some of the era from the Japanese, 

from WWII, there were still a lot of prejudice against people from Asia. 
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Q: And do you remember a time in your life where you started either to think differently about 

people of other races or think differently about your own race? Was there any time that 

happened? 

 

Hillman: [14:06:57] I think more when I my kids got older. My youngest son was ten years old, 

and I went to work and started working with people who of all different races. Because, you 

know, I didn’t have the education to be a professional person, so it was like a hotel maid, and 

hospital housekeeping, and being a cook. And just found out that everybody’s people. It doesn’t 

really matter where you’re from or what you are. You got a family, you care about them, and all 

they want to do is be treated with respect the same as we do.  

 

Q: And growing up in Battle Creek in the ’50s and ’60s, prior to the Civil Rights Act but during 

the civil rights movement, what was it like? As you got older, did you see, did that play out here 

in Battle Creek? 

 

Hillman: [14:07:49] There were some race problems and stuff. When my kids were in school 

during you know, the older kids were in like getting up towards junior high and we had a PTA 

[Parent-Teacher Association] meeting. And the principal of W.K. Kellogg Junior High [School] 

was there, and he said, “People say it’s not a race problem, but if I hear there’s a fight in the 

school, my first question is who? Are they both white, are they both black, or if they’re black and 

white, I know we got problems.” Because that’s the way it was, it was divided. My husband said 

he was, his dad was a contractor where construction work had a foreman who was an African 

American gentleman, just a nice guy. And my husband was down in some of the parts of town 
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where predominantly African American, and he had some car problems. And all of a sudden, he 

looked around and here he was getting particularly surrounded by young black men, and all of a 

sudden hears this voice. “Hey, Ken, you’ve got a problem?” and it was this foreman. He walked 

over, he says, “What you got a problem?” and just was a friend to this white kid, and everybody 

just dissipated and left. And he thought if he hadn’t come along then, it may have been different. 

And there was a certain amount of fear of, you know, what’s going to happen? Nobody wanted 

to get caught in the wrong side of town.  

 

Q: So, when you grew up, you really were conscious that there were places that you could go and 

places you couldn’t go. And there were places that have black members of the community could 

go and black members of the community couldn’t go. Was that something that was pretty, like, 

conscious in your–– 

 

Hillman: [14:09:32] It was conscious but it was almost unspoken. You didn’t go to that part of 

town, and I was what should I call it, insulated? You know, the private school, the private family, 

you didn’t you just didn’t go downtown. I mean it was the way we were raised. You did not even 

go downtown in a pair of shorts. You dressed, you dressed nice. I mean we lived up close to 

where the Y [Young Men’s Christian Association] Center is now, and we could have walked 

downtown. But there were even places that we weren’t allowed to go from the school. They said, 

if you went to this restaurant or this one because they weren’t Catholic owners, you know, and 

stuff, you weren’t allowed to go there or you would be in trouble at school. And so, that dictated 

a lot of your life. 
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Q: I want to think talk a little bit about your relationship to your race. How often do you think 

about your own race? You have to put my question into the answer.  

 

Hillman: [14:10:31] Let’s see. Today, how often do I think about my own race? Not real often, 

unless I’m in a place that I’m either a large majority or a large minority because then I’d go, 

“Whoa, this isn’t balanced. You know, it’s not.” The neighborhood I live in is totally 

homogenized [heterogeneous?]. There are Hispanic people, there are Orient Asian people, there 

are probably half-and-half Negro and white, and we all seem to get along just fine.  

 

Q: Can you describe the situation where you became that you remember where you became very, 

very aware of your own race? 

 

Hillman: [14:11:13] Boy, it’s hard to say because I knew what I was. I mean I was white, they 

weren’t, and it didn’t matter to me what race they were, you know, as I got older. And I felt bad, 

you know like I mean even now, I just think of the things that people went through. How can you 

tell somebody you can’t ride on a bus, that you can’t drink from a drinking fountain, you can’t 

use this bathroom because of the color of your skin? It’s just wrong and it I felt it was wrong 

then. I didn’t feel particularly ashamed of the white race because the white race is made up of a 

lot of people with a lot of different views, a lot of different backgrounds, and I don’t, I don’t 

exactly know how to answer that question you know like––   

 

Q: I’m just trying to imagine, like you talked about being in a place where you recognized that 

you were the majority. Mary, I’m wondering about a specific situation where you became 
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acutely aware of your race, either positively or negatively, not any one way. One of the things 

I’m interested in is a lot of times white people like us, we don’t think about our race. We don’t 

have to think about it because we’re in this.  

 

Hillman: [14:12:27] Yes. 

 

Q: But then when the times that you do think about it, there’s usually some sort of like very 

specific situation. So, I was wondering if you could recall any event where you were like, oh, 

I’m that you felt like, you suddenly recognized your own race? 

 

Hillman: [14:12:44] I’ve been in situations where there were predominantly Negro people and 

felt ostracized. You know, like, yes, they all were congregating talking amongst themselves, and 

it was just kind of out there. And I thought, well, maybe that’s how they feel when they were in 

the same situation. That sort of thing. [laughs]  

 

Q: Are you happy that you’re white? 

 

Hillman: [14:13:12] Yes, because that’s me. I mean––  

 

Q: So, can you put my question to the answer? Sorry. 

 

Hillman: [14:13:17] Pardon me? 
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Q: Can you put my question into the answer, into your answer, so that because my voice won’t 

be on the tape. 

 

Hillman: [14:13:22] Okay. What? 

 

Q: The question is, are you happy that you’re white? 

 

Hillman: [14:13:26] I am happy that I am white in that it’s because who I am. I would hope 

everybody could feel they’re happy who they are no matter what race they are, or religion, or 

financial status. You know that they could be content where they’re at because that’s who they 

are. 

 

Q: But are you attached to your whiteness? If somebody said, “If you walked through that door, 

there’s a fifty-fifty chance you’ll become black. If you walk through this door, you’re guaranteed 

that you’ll stay white,” would you hesitate to walk through either the door, or would you–– 

 

Hillman: [14:13:59] Not as long as the inside of me stayed the same. I could walk through either 

door. [laughs]  

 

Q: But do you think your life would have been different if you weren’t white? 

 

Hillman: [14:14:10] Yes, I’m sure it would have been. If I had not been white, I probably would 

not have been married to the man I was married to. My children, especially in the era that they 
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came up, as a mixed-race child, had I married him, it would have been much harder. It’s much 

more accepted now. But back then, a kid who was half-and-half, it was just, nobody wanted 

them. I had friends that lived in Urbandale, and it was her son that was dating. She was a white 

lady and African American guy, and they went over to talk to the parents because they wanted to 

find out what they thought. And the African American parents said, “We are no more happy with 

him dating your daughter than you are with her dating him. You know, we do not want him 

dating or marrying a white person.” Okay. [laughs] You know? I don’t know. I think the first 

time one of my kids dated an African American person, I was like, “What?” And then I got to 

thinking, “That’s wrong. It’s wrong for me to feel that way. This is a person. Who they are and 

what they are on the inside is more important than what color they are on the outside.” I mean all 

my kids ended up marrying white, you know, I mean within their race, and I think that was okay. 

But now, my great granddaughter’s half-and-half and I love that baby just as much. I don’t care. 

[laughs] She’s an absolutely doll. 

 

Q: You said that you wouldn’t have married the man you were married to. Why would you not 

have married the man you’re married to? 

 

Hillman: [14:15:58] I don’t think I’d have been in his social circle because––  

 

Q: So, can you put my question into the answer? I mean––  

 

Hillman: [14:16:06] Okay. I probably would not have married the man I married because we 

wouldn’t have been in the same social circles. I may not have even met him. He was not 
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particularly prejudiced himself. Although, I think his family would not have approved of it very 

much just because of the social norms of the times, but you never know. Sometimes, fate has a 

way of bringing people together that wouldn’t have otherwise gotten together. 

 

Q: How do you think race relations have they changed in Battle Creek since the time you were a 

kid? How have they changed if they have?  

 

Hillman: [14:16:45] Okay. When I was a kid it very just say black and white lines. The blacks 

had their part of town, the whites had their part of town. Yes, they worked together. I mean it 

was Kellogg’s, and Post, and all the cereal factories, and they had employees of both races. But 

when it came to where you worshipped, where you lived, your social structure, it was pretty 

much black and white. Where now, it’s much easier.  

 

I mean I’m sure there are still factions on both sides that want to keep it that way. “You stay in 

your side of the fence, I’ll stay on mine.” You know, we may intermingle in business and 

whatnot but not socially, not financially. Lots of times, it’s the who’s got the most money 

hanging around with the guys who got the same financial area you do.  

 

But now, I attend the church that has three to four different races in it and happily so. And the 

neighborhood I live in is completely mixed. I loved the people I work with, that you know I 

worked as a cook up at it was in, oh, Bronson Battle Creek Hospital. One of my favorite friends 

was Julia and just a beautiful African American lady. And, boy, if you wanted a hug or you 

wanted somebody to pray with you about something, she was it. And I really like that, and it’s 
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changed for the better I think. There are still problems. I think there will be problems as long as 

people are people, but hopefully not in my backyard. [laughs]  

 

Q: You know I think you made a good point that we’re all kind of the same, want the same 

things. Why do you think that there’s so much enmity and distrust between black and white 

people, black and white Americans? 

 

Hillman: [14:18:50] In my personal backyard, there isn’t that much difference between them, but 

to see on the news, you know, the Black Lives Matter. I mean, all lives matter. I think part of it is 

taught, you know had been handed down from generation to generation. I don’t know about 

every neighborhood, but I know the neighborhoods I live in, all the kids, no matter what 

nationality they are, have equal opportunity to education.  

 

And we had a discussion once I was working at the hotel here in town, and my daughter was just 

getting out of high school. I mean she’s brilliant, and she could qualify for scholarships 

academically. She was a DAR [Daughters of the American Revolution] Good Citizen Award 

thing, and she did get some scholarships. But we were discussing amongst a mixed racial group 

in the lunchroom about the, you know, black scholarships only for black kids, and we talked 

about it. I said, “She could qualify for every one of the scholarships from them, except for one 

reason, because of the color of her skin.” I said, “It’s wrong no matter what color you are.” And 

even the African American people were going, “You’re right, it shouldn’t be that way,” you 

know. So, the people in my life, in my corner of the world, felt the same I did, and they were 

African Americans. That, no there shouldn’t have to be scholarships just for black kids, or there 
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shouldn’t be quotas in schools that you’ve got to have just so many black kids. It should be equal 

opportunity for everybody.  

 

Q: I think there should be equal opportunity for everybody. And, I guess, I’m wondering in that 

context, why would there be, why do you think there would be scholarships just for black kids? 

Why do those exist? 

 

Hillman: [14:21:00] They came about because they needed I really think they needed the help. 

The same as when people went to work and it was all white, and they would go through and 

bring in I don’t know what you’d call them. It wasn’t a union break, but it was that type of thing. 

We had four little boys the time when my husband finally landed a part-time job at Post cereal. 

And he was like most people that, you know, are high school education. He was working in the 

mailroom, and it wasn’t too many months later before he got hired in full time at Post, they came 

and told him, “We have had pressure put on us by the NAACP [National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People] and other black organizations. We have to hire a black man, 

and we have to give him your job.” And he screamed, “That’s wrong. You’re being prejudiced 

against me because I’m white.” And the guy from HR [Human Relations] wouldn’t go anywhere 

near him for the rest of the time. And he had to train his replacement, and it was hard because the 

guy had just quit GM [General Motors]. He had gone into GM to do the same thing, to get that 

job for a black man. And now he was in Battle Creek doing the same thing, getting a white man 

out of his job and a black man in that job. And it hurt to be the victim of prejudice. 

 

Q: And when was that? What year? 
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Hillman: [14:22:39] Oh, 1970s, early, ’72s, ’73, right around there. 

 

Q: So, I guess, the question I have then is that, you know, I suppose why do you think that that 

happens? You know, stories like your husband’s, stories about with your daughter and the 

scholarships. We all, sort of, agree that we all could sort of agree on the facts of our history. That 

we have there was slavery, there was the institutional racism, that part of the civil rights here. 

There was government-sponsored segregation that limited black Americans from having access 

to a lot of resources that we, as white Americans, have too. Do we have any obligation to right 

the wrongs of the past, those of us in 2017 or in 1973 with your husband? Do we, as white 

Americans, who benefit from that system had benefitted from this too, do we have an obligation 

to right it? Do we owe black Americans something? 

 

Hillman: [14:23:54] I believe I owe every black American respect, and in any way I can help that 

they would have the same opportunities my kids and grandkids and stuff do. But as far as, I have 

to amend that just a little bit. You know, thinking about that situation at work, had not those 

organizations done that and forced school integration, work integration and stuff, maybe it never 

would have changed. Maybe that’s the price we have to pay to right a wrong because it never 

should have been that way.  

 

Q: I mean it sounds like it still doesn’t change the personal hurt or the personal disappointment. 

And when you talk about being feel like when you were you know someone being prejudiced 

against you and having been the victim of prejudice, how do you balance those two things? 
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Because you clearly have thought a lot about this.  You know feeling that you have an obligation 

but also then when it comes home to you, how do you balance those two different feelings? 

 

Hillman: [14:25:05] I guess you forgive and go forward. That is what happened, and it was 

irritating at the time, but we survived. He got another job and life just goes on. I mean you can’t 

dwell on the past. I guess, maybe that’s part of the problem with the African American 

community in some areas that they’re still dwelling on the past and some don’t seem to 

appreciate what they have gained. It’s, “Oh, that was good, but now I want more. I need more, 

you know, and you owe me.” And for somebody who struggled on the economic level, on living 

below poverty level probably all of my life. I didn’t know I was poor [laughs] but always had 

enough but, and to see them, “It’s not enough, it’s not enough, it’s not enough.” And now, more 

immigrants coming in saying, “We got rights. We want everything you’ve got,” and it’s like, 

“Hey, wait a minute.” [laughs] I’m very torn in some ways because I don’t know exactly how to 

feel, but I try very hard not to resent people and kind of take care of, as I’ve said, my own little 

backyard. If I do what is right in my corner of the world, that’s about all I can do.  

 

Q: It’s interesting you talk about those conflicting emotions. How do you manage those 

conflicting emotions of wanting to do right but also reflecting on your own history and your own 

struggles? How do you balance that? 

 

Hillman: [14:26:47] Knowing what to do is right is sometimes even hard because I don’t know 

exactly what to do as far as being right goes. You know, you live by a law of love. I love and 

respect people. People that come into the food pantry at the church are of every different race, 
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economic level. You know some of them are lying through their teeth about what their income 

level and stuff is. When you drive in, in a Cadillac escalade, and the teachers over at the daycare 

are going, “And they’re coming getting free food?” [Laughs] You just kind of go, “Okay.” You 

just put it in your back pocket. You only have to do what’s right. You’re not responsible for what 

they do. You just love them where they’re at. [laughs] Like the marine corps, “Just kill them all 

and God will sort out them at the end.” Well this other side, you just love them all and then let 

God sort them out at the end. [laughs]  

 

Q: It sounds like your faith is an important part of your life.  

 

Hillman: [14:27:55] Yes, it has been.  

 

Q: Can you tell me a little about your religious beliefs and your religious practice, and how it 

affects you and the world? 

 

Hillman: [14:28:02] My religious beliefs are Christian, born-again Christian but not fanatical-

biblical Christian who, “I’m right, you’re wrong, kill all the gays, kill all the”–– you know? No. 

No. We’re called to love every man. And my religious faith has brought me through being raised 

Catholic then went to a protestant faith. I found out, golly, these people believe the same thing I 

did, just got a different name on the church. It’s been interesting. It has seen us through hard 

times where you can say, “Okay, things look bad. We’ll pray about it, and we’ll leave it in the 

hands of God, and let him take care of it.” We do what we can do, go where he guides, but yes, 

it’s been good. [laughs]  
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Q: And tell me a little about the makeup of your congregation. You said it was mixed? Is it a 

mixed church? Is it a predominantly white church? What’s the congregation? 

 

Hillman: [14:29:04] It’s predominantly white. 

 

Q: So, can you put my question––I’m sorry. I apologize for that. 

 

Hillman: [14:29:09] Yes, I keep forgetting. [laughs] Yes, the congregation of the church we’re 

going to is predominantly white, but we have, you know, like two mixed families, two, three 

African American families, four to five Hispanic families, and all the rest are probably 120 

people are pretty much predominantly white. But American Indian in there stuck someplace, 

there’s a few of them and we got one Eskimo. [laughs] But we all seem to get along just fine. It’s 

a shared belief, a shared faith and believing in we’re brothers and sisters.  

 

Q: You know, there’s the old saying that, “The hour between eleven and noon on Sunday is the 

most segregated hour of––" 

 

Hillman: [14:29:58] It can be.  

 

Q: Why do you think that is? Someone who’s of strong faith in a different church, who is really 

like because not only do you go to church, but you are involved in church activities to volunteer. 

Why do you think that is? 
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Hillman: [14:30:12] I think people of like beliefs, they’re more comfortable. Let’s say I go to an 

African American church where they a lot of singing, a lot of music, and stuff, or go to a nice, 

quiet, Catholic church with a lot of ritual, the Catholic-Episcopalian stuff. People like different 

things, and they like different ways of worshipping. I think they go where they’re most 

comfortable. Some of it’s family. You know, my grandma has been in this church, my kids are in 

this church, my grandkids are in this church. This is where we go. And I feel kind of I don’t 

know what you’d call it like a member of many worlds, because for twenty-five years my 

husband and I were members of, they called it God’s Chosen Few. It’s a puppet ministry. We 

went from Texas to Florida, to Michigan, to Minnesota doing puppet shows in all sorts of 

churches. Everything from the African American churches, and very quiet churches, very noisy 

churches. And then we ended up during, paralleling that time, we were members of Christian 

Motorcyclists Association and would travel with the puppets to different rallies and stuff. Put on 

puppet shows with bikers from, yes, Hells Angels [Motorcycle Club], the Outlaws [Motorcycle 

Club], all the way up to Goldwing Road Riders Association, you know, that really good guys 

with lots of [bucks?]. And enjoyed every bit of it and were welcomed by all of it, and I lost my 

question. Where was I at? [Laughs] 

 

Q: No, this is–– [Interruption] 

 

Q: So does that mean are were you on a motorcycle as well? 
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Hillman: [14:32:28] Yes, I was. I waited until I was fifty-five before I got my license and then 

started riding around. I thought, well, I’d ride around as long as it was fun, and it lasted about 

fifteen years. But my husband died about six years ago, and after a couple of years, I, you know, 

kept it insured, and kept it up, and rode it twice in three years. And so, I decided this is getting a 

little expensive for a toy sitting in a garage, so I sold it, but it was fun. We had a blast going all 

over the country on motorcycles, or stick them in the trailer and sleep in the trailer. Life became 

quite an adventure for a little girl who never got out of Michigan. [laughs]  

 

Q: What type of motorcycle did you have? 

 

Hillman: [14:33:17] My bike, the last one I had was the ’99 Harley Sportster 1200.  

 

Q: A Sportster? That’s not even like a big, comfy bike. That’s like a real––  

 

Hillman: [14:33:29] Yes. 

 

Q: Wow. A Sportster 1200? 

 

Hillman: [14:33:32] Yes. Scared my kids. Like, “Mom, what are you thinking?” But it’s fun. 

[laughs] I didn’t hurt myself or anybody else, so it was good. Fifteen years of safe driving, I was 

okay. [laughs]  
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Q: I want to know about your, first of all, I want to go to a puppet show put on by Hells Angels 

in a church. That’s going to be my next movie, I think. [Laughter] You know what I’m saying?  

 

Hillman: [14:34:05] They are the some of the most honest people, at least when we were 

involved in, especially involved with the local group, the Iron Coffins [Motorcycle Club] who 

were affiliated with the Outlaws. We’re kind of at war with the Hells Angels but not so much 

anymore. And they were just flat-out honest.  

 

Oh, my husband and one guy here in town, he was like second in the nation, just good friends. I 

found him to be an honest, upright guy. Yes, but business was pretty much a front for minor drug 

abuse, you know, like will sell a little pot and whatnot. But over the course of time, my husband 

loved this man, and they’re very much close friends. He was the son of a Presbyterian minister, 

and him and his wife attend church. And the Iron Coffins won’t have anything to do with him 

because he threw them out of his shop. He turned it actually into a business and it’s a good 

business. But I think the influence of one person on another can make a tremendous difference in 

somebody’s life, and maybe we can turn that around to the race issue. If I can be a friend and 

love somebody who’s of a different race, and they get or they can love me and I can come up 

with a different perspective on who they are and what they are, it changes everything.  

 

If I look at starvation in Africa or, you know, a tsunami someplace, I look at these people and I 

think, “They’re just like me. They just want their family to be fed and safe.” Yes. And it 

changes. It gives you more of a worldview. You know, and a couple of gay people want to love 

each other, it doesn’t mean they’re bad people. It means they just want to be respected and loved 
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like anybody else. Just maybe you got mellower as you get older. You know some of the old, 

hard feelings that you used to have it’s like, “Oh, I never looked at it that way.” You change, 

hopefully for the better.  

 

Q: We talked about religion. We’ll talk politically, but are you, do you have a political 

affiliation? Are you active politically as well? 

 

Hillman: [14:36:42] Politically, I stand kind of I think, like most people. I vote. I stay up on 

stuff, but as far as going to rallies and being politically involved in town hall meetings, that sort 

of stuff. No, I don’t, much to my shame. [laughs]  

 

Q: What party would you say that you’re more aligned with if you had to describe yourself? 

 

Hillman: [14:37:11] Right now in this political climate, it’s very hard to say who I’d align myself 

with. I have always voted Independent. I do not necessarily, I’ve never joined the Republican or 

the Democratic party. I’ve been more what party platforms were and what the individual 

believed in. Nineteen-sixties, I voted Democrat all the time. They have changed. I voted for 

Reagan. The Republican party has changed. I am very disillusioned about our political process 

that anybody really cares what happens to the American people. It’s more like what’s good for 

our party, what’s good for me, not what’s good for the majority of people. 

 

Q: Did you vote in the last election? 
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Hillman: [14:38:02] Oh, I sure did. If nothing else, I can’t complain if I don’t vote. [laughs]  

 

Q: You don’t have to, but are you willing to share who you voted for? 

 

Hillman: [14:38:13] I’d share if I could remember his name. I did not vote for Republican or 

Democrat. It was the top, the third party guy, and I can’t remember it. And the reason I voted 

third party was because I desperately would love to see a third party candidate be able to be 

financed the way those other two parties are. They’ve got a head lock on it where “it’s only for 

us, you’ve got to get so many votes before you can even qualify,” and it’s not fair. It shuts out 

people that don’t have the big backing.  

 

Q: I think you voted for Gary Johnson, who’s libertarian. 

 

Hillman: [14:38:53] That sounds about right. [Laughs] 

 

Q: Is that the one you voted? Or there’s a who was the Green party? 

 

Todd: [14:38:58] Green was––  

 

Q: There was two other. 

 

Todd: [14:39:00] It was a female. It was––  
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Hillman: [14:39:02] I do believe it was Johnson. 

 

Q: Yes, yes. Well, so that’s interesting. I’ve got my questions here. You’ve been like such a great 

to talk, right. I haven’t looked at my questions yet. 

 

Hillman: [14:39:16] I talk a lot. [laughs]  

 

Q: Well, you’re doing you seem very, very comfortable. For someone who’s never been 

interviewed on camera, you’re a natural, and you seem very, very comfortable. 

 

Hillman: [14:39:24] Maybe I missed my calling. [laughs]  

 

Q: I don’t know if I asked you this question. I apologize if I repeat myself because I’m doing a 

lot of interviews during the day, sometimes I lose track. Are there any benefits that you’ve gotten 

from being white do you think? 

 

Hillman: [14:39:46] Oh, I believe so. 

 

Q: Put my question––  

 

Hillman: [14:39:49] I believe I have gotten a lot of benefits just from being white. Growing up in 

the ’50s and ’60s, partly education. I didn’t have to fight for anything. I mean even though my 

mom sent me to a private school, the education was there. I could have gone on further, but I 
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chose to run away from home and get married instead. Never questioned whether I could qualify 

for a job or whether my race would affect it. I guess that’s why I was I have a hard time 

answering about when [I became aware of] my whiteness. It was just always there and always 

assumed that if I want to get a job, I can get a job. If I want to go here, I can go there. I never 

thought about, especially as a young person, that other people couldn’t. And I guess in some 

ways, I’m still that way. I’m me and I treat people with respect, and I expected to be respected in 

return.  

 

The teenagers with their little breeches hanging down and their underwear hanging out, go 

walking right by the house, and they’ll look up and I’ll just say hi and then always a big smile, 

“Hi,” you know? It’s just, they’re a person. I don’t care whether, I don’t know whether I agree 

with how they’re dressed or whatever. And it’s pretty rare when anybody doesn’t smile back. 

That’s my thing, I smile. [laughs]  

 

Q: That’s good. I understand your son had suggested you participate in this. What did you hope 

to either accomplish or experience by participating in this project? 

 

Hillman: [14:41:40] Well, I realized I just wanted to help. I thought that would be so cool to be 

able to help somebody. You know, watching the college student struggle. You know here Jeff’s 

in his, he’s forty-seven, and well, he’s never stopped going to school. The man loves going to 

school. They’ll have to pry him out of his chair at school to bury him after he dies. But to watch 

him, my daughter and stuff, just work so hard to get an education. If I can help somebody in their 
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pursuit of intelligence, information. That’s great. And I like new experiences. This is something 

new, so I got to go do it. [laughs]  

 

Q: And how have you found the experience so far, doing the surveys, and then coming in and 

talking to us? 

 

Hillman: [14:42:28] Interesting. I like to meet new people, so hi. [laughs]  

 

Q: Has any of the questions, either in this interview, in this survey, caused you to reflect on 

yourself and your relationship to your own race? 

 

Hillman: [14:42:47] Yes. Reflecting my own race, it makes me think about it because it’s 

something I don’t think about. No. I don’t think we should forget. My grandkids, they tell me 

I’m wise and the more I can learn about wisdom and stuff, yes, this is good.  

 

Q: Well, your son is a very thoughtful man. I really enjoyed talking to him  

 

Hillman: [14:43:09] Oh, he is amazing. 

 

Q: And now I understand where he gets it from. 

 

Hillman: [14:43:13] [laughs] You think I can get credit for that? You should have seen his dad. 

He looks just [or less?] like his dad.  
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Q: So, I think that’s pretty is there anything we didn’t talk about that you think is important to be 

said in this conversation? 

 

Hillman: [14:43:27] I think the generational thing about how there are black people, black 

people, African American people who maintain this agitation and stuff for whatever reason. 

Whether it’s to get further ahead themselves or that they really feel that hurt, and put out, and 

cheated out of something because of the color of their skin. And I think because part of that is 

taught, I need to teach. I got half a dozen kids, all of them grandkids who are now some of them 

are parents themselves. And these little great-grandkids, they need to know that they’re part of 

this world and the world is one. I know we’re a group of nations, but the people are one, not the 

political leaders, and political parties, and stuff. We’re just all people, you know? I’m in age of 

Aquarius generation, and if we could just all get along, and love each other, and care, it’d be a 

whole lot better world.  

 

Q: When you reflect back on your life, do you feel in the arc of it and sort of your experience, do 

you feel like things are better now than they were when you were young? Are we moving in the 

right direction? 

 

Hillman: [14:44:54] I believe we are. When was the last time you saw somebody who couldn’t 

use a bathroom because of the color of their skin or go into a restaurant? Yes, you sit down at a 

restaurant and you’ve got waiters and waitresses of all different colors. You have people, you 
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have CEOs, and newsmen, and politicians, and college professors of all different races and stuff. 

It wasn’t always that way. And there were people who had to fight, and die, and bleed to get that.  

 

Q: Oh, good. Well, I think that we’ve got just about everything, unless you have any questions, 

Todd? 

 

Todd: [14:45:32] No, that’s great. 

 

Q: So, we’re going to take a few stills of you. So just look at me. Continue to look––   

 

Hillman: [14:45:38] Sit up straight? 

 

Q: I want you to sit as comfortably as you feel.  

 

Hillman: [14:45:43] I’m pretty comfortable. [Laughs] 

 

Q: And I can see you’re pretty comfortable in your skin which is nice. [pause] And now, I just 

want you to relax your face, no smile, just do this.  

 

Hillman: [14:46:04] No smile? Oh. 

 

Q: Oh, no. Listen, totally you have a beautiful smile, but now I just want one that’s just totally 

relaxed, and just––  
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Hillman: [14:46:09] I’ll try. [laughs]  

 

Q: Okay. All right.  

 

Hillman: [14:46:15] You know that’s harder than you think. [laughs]  

 

Q: I know it is. It’s harder. Plus, you have to look at me through the thing, I apologize so. [pause] 

 

Hillman: [14:46:38] I know I was smiling again, wasn’t I? 

 

Q: That’s good. You have a great smile, so thank you. I think we got it. 

 

END OF INTERVIEW 


