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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Catherine Lair 

conducted by Whitney Dow on May 14, 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. 
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Q: Can you tell me your name, where you’re from, a little bit about yourself? 

 

Lair: [02:10] Well, my name is Cathy Lair, and I currently reside near Cheyenne, Wyoming. I 

was born in Hudson, New York, and I have lived all over the country. 

 

Q: What brought you to Wyoming? 

 

Lair: [02:22] This is my second time here. The first time I came up out of Colorado because the 

expenses of living in Colorado were just getting astronomical, and it was very much more 

economical to live here. And then I chose to go to Florida for about eight years, and after the 

recession that we had in 2008, and the economic damage that was done to my family because of 

living in the Tampa Bay area, a twenty-five percent unemployment rate, we decided to come 

back to Wyoming, it was a much more economic environment. Wyoming has always treated me 

very well. 
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Q: So you didn’t come here for the weather? 

 

Lair: No. [laughs] We can still have snow, okay.  

 

Q: So, what prompted you to respond to the survey about this project? We recognize it’s kind of 

a weird project. What was your interest in participating? 

 

Lair: [03:13] The college sends out all kinds of surveys, and I just participate in all of them. Most 

of them are for LCCC [Laramie County Community College], or for local areas, and I realized 

after I got into a little bit of this was going wider than that, but that’s fine. Go ahead and answer 

the questions, who knows where it’s going to go?  It’s all right. I don’t have anything to hide, 

and maybe something I can share can help somebody. 

 

Q: That makes me a little disappointed, I thought you were going to say, “They send out a lot of 

surveys, and I never take any of them, and I saw yours, and ours was so great,” and you were 

like, “Yes, that’s the one I want to take.” 

 

Lair: Sorry about that, but yes, as I still do, I do them all.  
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Q: Can you tell me more about your childhood, where you were born what was the neighborhood 

like that  you grew up in, your family? 

 

Lair: Sure. I guess that I was born in Hudson, New York. It’s two hundred miles north of New 

York City, and about two hundred miles south of Albany, on the Hudson River. I was born into a 

first-generation American family. Three of my grandparents came directly from Germany during 

World Wars time. One grandparent came from the United States, and her family goes back to 

like, the Mayflower. I would be considered European, Caucasian. However, even in the 

neighborhoods in which I lived, and we were in the country, so  it wasn’t like it was a big, huge 

metropolitan area, but there was still different ethnic groups that were not considered to be white. 

And that was the Poles, and the Czechs, and let’s see who else. The Italians, the Jews, all of these 

other ethnic groups had their own areas, because that’s just the way that part of the country 

developed, it was immigrant families in large groups, Irish, was another one, they weren’t 

considered to be white. It was all Central Europe, mostly centered around Germany, part of 

France, that area was more of what we considered to be white at that time. 

 

Q: It’s funny you say what is considered to be white, when you look at a Pole and a German, you 

probably think, look at—so what is it that makes someone white? 
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Lair: [05:27] I don’t really spend a whole lot of time thinking about that, because I’m an 

American. I just am, and that’s the way I look at everybody else, you just are. If you get cut, you 

bleed red blood just like I do, it doesn’t matter what the color of your skin is. It has to do with 

who you are in your soul and in your mind, and your experiences. It’s really sad that a lot of 

people don’t have that outlook on life. 

 

Q: I agree with you, I’m just wondering when you say, growing up in that community, people 

weren’t considered white, why did they consider—how were they white or not white if they 

looked the same? 

 

Lair: [06:06] Language. There was still a lot of people who had the dress from their home 

country. I can’t remember what the term is for that right now. But they still had different ways 

that they dressed that made them look differently. Different hairstyles. A lot of times they would 

go to schools, private schools that were segregated, just for that language group. I understand to 

a point, but my grandparents also had the idea, too, that it doesn’t matter that we’re from 

Germany. When I wanted to learn how to speak German, “No, you’re an American, you speak 

English.” That’s the way it is. So I was never taught anything about how to be a German. I was 

taught to be an American. 
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Q: Do you remember a time when you first became aware of your race and you thought, well, 

I’m a white person? 

 

Lair: [07:00] Probably middle, elementary school. And most of what— 

 

Q: Can you put my question in your answer? 

 

Lair: [07:05] Sure. I became aware of being quote-end-quote “white” in mid-elementary school. 

We had a few people who were from Puerto Rico. We had one African American girl in our 

school. And the rest of us were not of color, supposedly. We had the Italians, and we had the 

Poles, and the Czechs, and all that, but this is at the beginning of the civil rights, and there was a 

huge effort being made, especially in major metropolitan areas, and we weren’t too far from New 

York City. So, there was a major effort to start dropping a lot of the things that were considered 

to be racial, or racist. 

 

And so, I was raised in a generation that was doing everything they could to do something about 

what we just pass laws over. 
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Q: And how did you, in your house, was it talked, when these things were done, bringing black 

kids into school, how did your parents talk to you about it? 

 

Lair: [08:09] My mother talked to me about bringing in different races or ethnicities into our 

school, or community, much more openly than my father did, but still, she didn’t speak about 

very much. My father never really accepted any kind of integration. He’s just, “No, we’re white, 

and that’s it, we’re Germans, we’re better than everybody else.” He had all kind of nasty little 

slurs that he used, and eventually, after I had my own kids, I had to tell him, if he was going to 

continue to talk like that, that I would not let him see my kids anymore, “Because that may be 

the world you’re coming from, but that’s not the world you’re going to, and you need to respect 

that.” 

 

Q: How did that make you feel as a kid? How did it make you think about yourself and other 

people, when you heard him talk about them? 

 

Lair: [09:01] As a kid, listening to other people talk about racial issue, there was a lot of—I felt 

badly that they had been treated the way they had. When I looked at the Native Americans, like, 

how dare we come into a place that I have since learned, have five hundred nations? And we just 

ran over the top of them, and we took everything away from them, put them on reservations. I 

didn’t like that, I didn’t like the fact that we enslaved African Americans. I don’t like the fact 
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that we segregate Jews, and we segregated, and where I lived, all of the other, supposedly whites 

by ethnicity. It doesn’t matter, we’re still all human beings. And I didn’t like it, it made me very 

sad and uncomfortable, and it made me mad at the previous generation. 

 

Q: And how did that affect your relationship with your father when you were young? 

 

Lair: [09:56] My relationship with my father was affected not too much, because I never was 

allowed to express myself, that was part of that background that he had. He was the father of the 

house, his word was law, and that’s the way it was. If you had an opinion, you’d better not say it 

around him, because if he didn’t like it, you were going to get smacked around, or you were 

going to be eating soap, or something. That’s just the way it was. His way or the highway. 

There’s a lot of Archie Bunker, okay? I was raised in a household by a person that was very 

much like Archie Bunker. 

 

Q: Is he still alive? 

 

Lair: No, he has since passed. 
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Q: I’m sorry. 

 

Lair: Oh, thank you. 

 

Q: Do you feel that looking at—obviously you bring a sense of the person to these different 

things that happen in our country. Do you feel, as a white woman growing up in these times, that 

you had advantages for being white? 

 

Lair: [11:02] I think that the generation just prior to me did have advantages for being white. At 

the beginning of my life, I may have been in a category that did have advantages, but I don’t 

believe that—it’s not equal for everybody, by any stretch of the imagination at this point. But I 

do believe that it is a lot more equal than it ever has been. 

 

Q: Do you feel that you personally have received any advantages for being white? 

 

Lair: [11:33] No, I don’t personally believe that I have. But I also, well, I have spent times of my 

life living in areas that would not be considered white. I’ve lived in the barrios de Los Angeles 

with the Mexicans, okay? I lived in St. Petersburg, with the blacks. I’ve lived in different places 
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where I’m definitely not the majority. Could you restate that question one more time? Because I 

kind of wandered on, I’m sorry.  That I personally have received? 

 

Q: An advantage that you personally feel you can point to that you got from being white? 

 

Lair: [12:08] No, not really. Because the other times, where I’ve lived, has been predominantly 

white, and with a majority, I guess we get a result that’s favorable to us, but we’re not 

necessarily aware of that. I don’t think—when I lived in the other areas, I definitely did not have 

an advantage for being white. There’s a lot of reverse racism out there right now, and I think 

that’s the area that our country needs to work on right now. Whites are afraid of offending, 

whereas everybody else is throwing it in whites’ faces, using the words that we’re not supposed 

to use. They can use it, but we can’t, this double standard. That needs to go away, that kind of 

taunting stuff has to go away. 

 

Q: Have you experienced any of that personally? Can you give us an example of how you’ve 

experienced that? 

 

Lair: The reverse racism? 
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Q: Yes. 

 

Lair: [13:03] Living in St. Petersburg, there is a section in St. Petersburg that’s south of Central, 

east of Forty-Ninth, I think it is. Don’t go there after dark if you’re not black, just don’t do it. It’s 

taking your life in your hands. There’s a lot of that attitude still there. The south is still 

experiencing reformation that was supposed to have been completed after the Civil War, but it 

has not gone away. There’s still a carpetbagger mentality going on in some areas. [Coughs] 

Excuse me. That also needs to stop, we need to be a united country, we need to drop division, 

regardless of whether it’s the ethnicity, or your politics, or your religion, we need to be united, 

because we’re going to destroy ourselves if we don’t. 

 

Q: Why do you think there’s so much racial tension now, between whites and other minorities? 

 

Lair: [14:02] That’s a good question. I really can’t give you a good answer on that. I think that 

there’s a lot of fear. I think that all tensions, even prior to civil rights, were based on fears, fears 

of differences. Again, you need to go back to, let’s get rid of division. I think there’s a new 

terminology out there right now, it’s not cultural, or, cultural diversity, because that’s based on 

division, but cultural intelligence, to be aware of each other, to be aware of the differences, okay, 

and to agree to disagree, and then find the common ground, and go forward.  
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This planet is too tiny, we have way too many people on it, and pretty much since 1950, is when 

the population expanded to what we understand today. The world has changed extremely rapidly 

in less than one hundred years. And we’re getting kind of left behind, we’re outpacing ourselves, 

and I think that’s where a lot of that fear is coming from. We’re developing so fast, that we can’t 

keep up with ourselves. 

 

Q: Are you happy that you’re white? 

 

Lair: [15:22] I’m not happy or unhappy, I just am, and that’s the way I look at other people, they 

just are.  

 

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

 

Lair: [15:33] It probably would have been. I probably would have had more of a struggle, 

especially in my early adulthood, because a lot of the things were still being hashed out. I think 

today that the biggest thing that’s going on—well, there’s a couple things—but the one that’s 

given the most noise, so to speak, is the tension between black and white. And I can’t apologize 

for something I didn’t do. I have gotten into arguments in the past, and the fact of the matter is, is 

that my family lived in the north, and we were actually a part of providing services to the 
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Underground Railroad. So, please do not hold me personally responsible, when, if you’re going 

to hold previous generations responsible for today’s people, don’t blame me. We were there 

helping you. So let it go. From here on out, let’s just be partners.  

 

And that’s not there, there’s still a lot of resentment that—I understand it, but explanation does 

not excuse. And we need to work on that, on both sides. Native Americans, we still stomp all 

over them. My husband’s part Native American, and I know exactly the kind of stuff that’s gone 

on with tribal stuff, and it’s not even in just this country. We did that to the Middle East after 

World Wars I and II, and that’s a lot of the reason why we have the problems we have there, it’s 

not just a problem in America, it’s our attitude in the entire world. And this is a lot of the reasons 

why we have problems with the rest of the world, is because of how we can’t look at the 

similarities, we have to look at the differences all the time. 

 

Q: How do we get to the point where you can see similarities and not look at differences? 

 

Lair: [17:18] You can’t legislate it. It’s not going to work. We’ve already tried that. The only 

thing is to start teaching children when they’re really young, and unfortunately you’re going to 

have to have some parents that are willing to do that. The only thing that I can do to hopefully 

make that happen is to pray to the God that I believe in that people will start to be able to be 

human beings to each other.  
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We are hardwired to look at differences and exclude them. That’s just part of hunter-gatherer 

societies, that’s how we evolved. We need to learn how to overcome our own hardwiring, our 

own biochemistry, and that’s a very difficult thing to work on. But we have to be aware of that 

first, we have to admit that there’s a problem, and I think that’s the first step, is a lot of people 

just don’t want to admit, because they’re comfortable where they’re at. And as long as the 

majority is comfortable where they’re at, there won’t be change. 

 

Q: Can you talk a little bit about the past, your family’s history? Do you feel that now that 

there’s equal opportunities for everybody in this country? 

 

Lair: [18:25] I don’t feel that there’s equal opportunities for everybody, I still think it’s very 

much a white man’s world. After that, I think that the minority men have an edge, after that, it’s 

minority women of color, and I really think that the white woman is the last one, because there’s 

still a Leave it to Beaver mentality out there. June Cleaver’s supposed to stay home and bake, 

and cook, and clean the house, and have kids, and the man’s going to be able to make enough 

money to support her and his family. And that ideal just doesn’t exist. It hasn’t, even in the ‘50s, 

I really don’t think it existed, I think that was a dream that we had, that we came very close to 

attaining, but in reality, there was a lot of sick stuff going on behind those closed doors, I don’t 

think people were as happy as what everybody was playing out to be. 
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Q: I can’t imagine anybody telling you, you had to stay home. You seem like you were 

[crosstalk]— 

 

Lair: [19:18] [laughs] No, I don’t stay home and cook. I do whatever is necessary to do to take 

care of myself and my family. And if other people don’t like it, that’s just too bad, they don’t 

have to live my life, they don’t sign my paycheck, they’re not my landlords, I do what I need to 

do. As long as I am obeying the laws of the country and the laws of my God, that’s all that 

matters.  

 

Q: Do you feel that being white or being a woman has had a bigger effect on your life? 

 

Lair: Probably being a woman. 

 

Q: Can you put my question into your— 

 

Lair: [19:49] Oh, I’m sorry. I feel that being a woman has had a bigger impact on my life than 

being white. 
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Q: What makes you think that? Why do you think that? 

 

Lair: [19:57] Going back to the previous question, all men get a financial leg up in the world, 

before women do. So, I think that comes first, even before—because women actually, because of 

the way that we socialize differently than men do, women can actually gain some solidarity as 

far as we can eliminate some of the racial differences, and we can come together as women, and 

we’ve done it. We need to vote, we need better wages, we need better representations, we need 

people in Washington, we’ve been able to do that. It’s still easier in some of those arenas for 

women, but not necessarily in the working world. So, that’s why I think being a woman has had 

a harder impact on me. 

 

Q: Are you politically active? 

 

Lair: [20:49] Not really. I have my opinions, I try to keep them to myself, as far as my politics 

are concerned, so I don’t get too active. But if need be, I will state my opinion, and I will defend 

it. If people ask me a direct question, I will give them a direct answer. I have a political science 

course next semester, that’s going to be very interesting. [laughs] So, we’ll see how that one 

goes.  
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Q: Would you say that you’re liberal or conservative? Are you connected to a party, 

Republican— 

 

Lair: [21:17] I’m moderate, independent moderate, I refuse to affiliate with a party, and I refuse 

to take right or left. Extremes of any kind in any circumstances are harmful to whatever 

organism we’re talking about. If we’re talking about the political organism, it’s not good. I’ve 

seen both far extremes in my lifetime, it’s not a good time in the country when that happens. It’s 

not a matter of—[coughs] excuse me—and we don’t really even have a true democracy, because 

we don’t have a third party that can actually run for office on a primary. Only New Hampshire 

has that. And until we allow a third party to be nationwide recognized for that, for presidential 

primary, all we have is right and left. That’s it, there’s nothing in the middle.  

 

Q: Did you vote in the last election? 

 

Lair: [22:05] Yes, I voted in the last election.  

 

Q: Who did you vote for? 
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Lair: I voted for Obama. 

 

Q: No, the one, he wasn’t on the—between Hillary and Donald Trump. 

 

Lair: [22:12] Oh, okay, I voted for Hillary.  

 

Q: And was it mostly driven by the fact that she was a woman, or more her policies? 

 

Lair: [22:19] She wasn’t Trump. When that man claimed that he was going to run for office, I 

knew, at that moment, that he would win, regardless, and I was not a happy camper. Because I 

don’t believe that he is an accurate representation of the true American, the true American is 

pretty silent, the true American is leave me alone, until you rock my own boat, and that’s also a 

big problem that we have in this country, regardless of race. We just don’t get involved until it’s 

personal. That needs to change, to a certain extent. That goes just, I need to point a finger, three 

come back, you know, and I got to do that myself too, and I’m aware of that. 
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Q: Why do you think that he was so popular here, which is a very conservative, very libertarian, 

that idea of like, leave me alone? But how does, sort of the rural rancher identify with this 

billionaire, gold penthouse? 

 

Lair: [23:17] Wyoming is actually a very Republican, and very wealthy state, and I think that the 

people of power in this state, being wealthy themselves, were able to identify with Trump very 

well. There are quite a few billionaires in this state, I would imagine. I know that there’s one 

family that owns a whole lot of this county, just in ranchland, you know? That’s just one 

example that I can think of. And yes, that person is politically active, or at least that family has 

been, and that’s fine. But you can’t have just the billionaires being the politically active ones. 

Unfortunately our system has gotten to the point where it requires a large amount of money to 

purchase your office, that’s what it boils down to. If you don’t have the money, you can’t pay for 

the advertisement, you cannot engage in this—in a political machine in a level that our 

forefathers intended for us to do. We have become much of what everybody ran away from 

coming to this country originally. And we are a nation of immigrants, and we better not ever 

forget that.  

 

Q: Can you tell me a little bit about your family, how many children do you have, how old are 

they, boys, girls? 
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Lair: [24:30] Sure. My immediate family, I am married, I am fifty-five, and my husband is sixty-

nine. This is my second marriage. I came into a relationship with him with no children, he had 

two. And I raised them for a while. We had two more kids, and we raised those. I consider them 

to be all my kids, step does not come into any definition of who my children are, they’re all my 

kids, they all gave me grey hair, I own them.  

 

He’s part-Native American, like I already said. We never really looked at that as being an issue. 

We’re just who we are, and we raised our children to be that way. I have six grandchildren, my 

girls each had three children. I am currently raising my youngest grandchild, who is special 

needs. I don’t know all of his background, what his father is, because I never met him, I don’t 

know who he is. But everybody else is kind of a mishmash of the Native American, Caucasian, 

and my sister’s side of the family, there’s even some blacks that married in. We got a little bit of 

everything in my family. And I do have two sisters and one brother. And I still have a surviving 

mother. We’re scattered all along the front range of the United States, and along the Rocky 

Mountains.  

 

Q: Was the Native American piece of your husband, is that something that he identified with, or 

your kids identify with, that they made a connection to that? Is that something there’s a 

connection to? 
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Lair: [26:24] Yes, we have made connections to that part of the Native American background, 

my husband’s side of the family has. I have participated in sun dances, I have gone to numerous 

pow wows. I like to have the interaction with the Natives here when they come in for Frontier 

Days, although that is highly commercialized, and they’re playing to whites, at that point. But if 

you know how to talk to people, they’re just people, they’re cool to talk to. I love their culture, 

and their dancing, especially the Plains tribes. But I’ve also studied a lot about the eastern tribes 

as well, because that’s the tribes that my husband comes from. He is part-Leni Lenape, which are 

commonly known as Delaware. That tribe was the tribe who had Manhattan Island when the 

Europeans showed up. He’s also part Shawnee, so we’ve looked at some of that. 

 

My sister-in-law knew a lot more about it than my husband ever did, but she’s gone now, so I 

don’t have access to that information that she had without having to re-dig it up.  

 

Q: In your household, because of this, what are some of the conversations around race, identity 

and whiteness? Because if you're, I don't know what percentage Native American your husband 

is, that’s a complicated genealogy, right? You have both the part of you that decimated your 

ancestors, and then you have this. So how do you guys navigate that idea? 

 

 



  Lair – 1 – 23 
 

Lair: [27:52] The conversations that we’ve had in my household regarding my husband’s 

genealogy, and my children, bringing that together, is that whites had done in the past was done 

out of fear and ignorance, and that coming from the Native perspective, you need to have 

forgiveness, because that person that did that damage wasn’t fully developed, it’s kind of like 

dealing with a child, they didn’t have a full sense of who and what humanity is as a whole. Not 

that necessarily Native Americans had it either, because there was still a lot of stuff that went on 

in between tribes, there was a lot of battling going on too. No group of race is going to be 

immune to that. It happened in Africa too, there was a lot of inter-tribal wars that went on.  

 

But we need to go forward, remember the past, do not let it reoccur, and try to find new ways to 

make things better, to be able to bring both sides together to make something new and better. 

 

Q: So you were talking about how the past is the past, and we need this new thing. And yet I 

would argue that your husband’s side of the family are still suffering from the effects of that past 

today. That what’s happening in the Indian community is a result of what happened.  

 

Lair: It is. 

 



  Lair – 1 – 24 
 

Q: So, how do you navigate burying that past and moving forward, when we’re still feeling the 

ramifications of what took place 150 years ago. 

 

Lair: [29:43] We need to probably, I’m not saying get rid of the reservation system, to remedy 

this situation for the future. However, I think that there needs to be a reconstruction of it. And I 

think that the Natives need to be the ones doing the reconstruction. I think it started a little bit 

with the concept of casinos. Maybe we can’t get our land, but we’ll get your money. And more 

power to them. If white people, as a segregated group, if anybody’s stupid enough to spend their 

money on gambling, then whoever’s going to open the casino can have it, okay, that’s just the 

way it works. Vegas, or a reservation, or Monte Carlo, I don’t care, that’s just how I view 

gambling. 

 

But, I think that they found one way to be able to try to recover some of their self-worth. They’re 

still reinventing themselves in a lot of ways. They’re redefining who they are in today’s world. 

Their culture as a whole, we tried so hard to decimate, it’s going to take several generations for 

them to be able to reconstruct who they are, on their terms. And I think that, as whites, and as our 

federal government is concerned, we need to do what we can to assist them in doing that in a 

way that also brings together other cultural groups as well.  
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Q: Do we have that same responsibility for black Americans? That black Americans suffered 

generations of oppression, generations of enslavement, generations of segregation, and that I 

would argue that we we’re seeing the effects of that still today. So, do we have an obligation, do 

you and I, sitting, here, 2018, owe black people something? 

 

Lair: [31:41] I think every single race owes every single other race, because I brought up earlier, 

as far as, there’s reverse discrimination. And I can understand why reverse discrimination occurs, 

but I really think that we all need to set aside all forms of discrimination against somebody based 

on what they look like, or what language they speak, what religion they have, all those things 

that our government says we can’t discriminate for loans and housing and stuff, drop all that 

stuff, it doesn’t matter. We’ve constructed ourselves to be under that umbrella, but we don’t act 

like it. Regardless of what color we are, it doesn’t matter, that needs to stop, we owe it to each 

other, not just to the blacks, not just to the Natives, and even to ourselves, because when we’re 

discriminating as whites, we’re damaging ourselves. We’re cutting ourselves off from another 

person’s viewpoint and experience, that could be very enlightening, it could help us to grow, it 

could help us to become a better human being. And those things need to be going in all 

directions. 

 

Q: We’ve made the decision to allow Indians, let’s say, to do gambling, you put that as an 

example, as a way, somehow to repay them back. Not everybody can open one, you and I can’t 

open a casino. But, for other ethnic groups, minorities who have been discriminated against, we 
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put in affirmative action, quota systems. Is that equal to that? Or is that related to the idea of like, 

let the Indians have casinos? Is it helpful? Is that reverse racism against us as white people? 

What do you think about that? 

 

Lair: [33:32] I think that the whole concept of the considerations such as the Natives being able 

to have casinos is partly based on the fact that a tribal land is a sovereign nation. While it exists 

inside the United States, and it is highly regulated by the United States federal government, it is 

still a sovereign nation of their own. So they have some other rules that they have room to move 

around in that the rest of the country doesn’t, regardless of your race. If a Native American 

comes off the reservation, same rules apply to everybody out here, and you’re now included. 

They don’t have special considerations given to them because they’re Natives, for the most part. 

 

I think that one way to try to give special consideration to all is to encourage people to never stop 

educating themselves, regardless. I think when my parents were going—you know, young adults 

in the ‘50s and ‘60s, it was good enough to have a high school diploma, you can go to work, 

that’s a great thing. And now you can build a career, you can become self-employed, which my 

father was. You can do your own thing, that’s what America’s all about. That doesn’t work that 

way anymore for anybody, I don’t care what your race is, I don’t care what your background is, 

period. You have to have at least a bachelor’s, preferably a master’s. And one of these days, 

everybody’ll have to have a PhD, you’re going to have to be an expert in your field to be able to 

flip burgers. And that’s just the way our society has gone. So I really think that education needs 
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to made available, I believe that community colleges are a great place to start, I think that that 

should be something that should be a free education for anybody who has resided within that 

community for a specific period of time, whatever that community figures is the best thing for 

them.  

 

I believe that there should be funding and scholarships, and there should be more grants and 

scholarships. And the loans are nice, but there’s that repayment, and there’s no guarantee, when 

you graduate, that you’re going to make what your industry says that you’re capable of making. 

That in itself is a form of gambling. That’s where the federal government’s become the casino 

for the educational system. Make it something that takes the pressure off so that the student is not 

worried about the finances, so that they can excel in their areas. And if it’s an area of interest that 

they have a passion for, that doesn’t get a high return financially, they’re not going to be as 

pressured. Let people develop who and what they are, so that when you go to work, you’re not 

going to work because it’s your passion. If everybody were able to do what they have a passion 

for, nobody would have to work a day in their lives. And people would be a lot happier, all the 

way around. So, educate. 

 

Q: How did you end up here in Wyoming? What’s the journey that took you from Hudson, 

which I know well, I’ve spent a lot of time there. That’s a long way away from the high plains of 

Wyoming. How did you end up here? 
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Lair: [36:46] Like I said earlier, I was born in Hudson, New York in 1964. And I lived there with 

my parents until 1976, during the recession the country was going through at that time. In 

addition, New York State had a really bad recession going on, they were trying to ditch the entire 

city and let it become its own state. The feds [federal agents] wouldn’t allow it, so the state had 

to pick up the expense of a bankrupt city, and it got way too expensive to live there anymore. So, 

my father, being an independent contractor, who hung suspended ceilings, called his supplier, 

found out the hotspots for growth, and there were three. Colorado was the one that my parents 

chose. We went to Colorado.  

 

As I stated earlier, I was brought up in a very rigid household, and I got a lot of physical abuse 

from my father, and when I was fourteen, I was like, “That’s the last time you’re doing that. 

Once this is healed, I’m gone.” So I left home at fourteen, and I never went back. When I left, I 

hitchhiked out to Los Angeles, I got a job, I met some low friends in high places, and I was 

actually able to create an identity at that time, which you would not be able to do today, and I do 

not use that identity anymore. But it allowed me to function as an adult. I did not have my own 

apartment, but I still payed rent, and I had roommates, and I was on my own, I was a grownup at 

fourteen.  

 

And I got married, I got divorced, in Los Angeles. I met my current husband in Los Angeles. 

And after our first daughter was born, she was born with jaundice, very badly, we thought we 

were going to lose her. She was in intensive care, and we became homeless at that point. And the 
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state of California told me that if I didn’t have a place to call home within forty-eight hours, they 

were going to take her away from me. So I got on a plane, as soon as I got my daughter out of 

the hospital, and we went to Colorado where my parents were still living. I stayed with them for 

one month, and then we were on our own in Colorado for twelve years. Again, like I said earlier, 

Colorado became very expensive to live in. So we moved up here to Wyoming. And we did 

pretty well here for a while.  

 

And after my kids grew up and moved out—I have eczema, and my skin was really misbehaving, 

badly, and I needed to do a geographical cure to a more humid environment, to see if that would 

help, and so we decided to go to Florida. And we lived in the Tampa Bay area for about eight 

years. And as stated earlier, the recession was really bad in early 2000s. Tampa Bay had a 

twenty-five percent unemployment rate. My husband lost his job. We went through extremely 

hard times. I was homeless again. So, we decided to come back to Wyoming, because we had 

never had any ill treatment. Wyoming is known as the Equality State. We don’t have a whole 

huge population of anybody here. [Laughs] We have 500,000 for the whole state.  

 

And we do have the base, so we do have some of the minorities here through the base, we do 

have an Asian population here because of the railroad being put in, and also, sadly, from the 

Japanese internment camps that were in Wyoming during World Wars. Some of those families 

remained here after they were set free. So, those are some of the areas that we do interact with. 
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That’s my journey across the country, and back and forth. Hopefully I don’t have to move 

anymore, I don’t want to.  

 

Q: That’s quite a story. Did you reconcile with your father when you went home? 

 

Lair: [40:33] We had basically an agreement that, like I said earlier, that my father was still 

pretty racist around my kids. Let me back up a little bit. First of all, my family does not talk 

about unpleasant things, that’s just the way it is. We don’t talk about it. It’s gone, it’s done, don’t 

talk about it. And, so, when I had moved back in, I had to eat crow, and you’re living under their 

roof, so you have to live by their rules, and you keep your mouth shut, and if you don’t like it, 

get out. And so that’s what I did. And then when my kids got older, it’s like, “No, you need to 

stop that, if you want to talk that way you do it somewhere else, you don’t do it around me or 

these kids. And you don’t badmouth their father, you’ve done that too, you’re not doing that 

anymore. So, you need to just leave us alone. You can have your opinions, but those are from 

another world that doesn’t exist anymore, and it’s not the one that’s coming into existence now.” 

 

Q: How did he feel about the fact that you were married to somebody who’s part-Native 

American? 
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Lair: [41:38] Never discussed it. I never brought it up to him. My husband is blond and blue-

eyed, and five foot tall. I have gone to Native American conventions, where I am definitely in the 

minority. And I have had Natives walk up to me and want to know what nation I’m from. And 

it’s like, “I’m from the United States.” “No, what Native nation?” “Uh, the United States. Native, 

talk to the blond, blue-eyed guy.” “No, come on, seriously, what nation?” They assimilate me. 

Same thing when I’m around a bunch of Hispanics, they start speaking Spanish to me. It’s like, 

“No, soy gringa.” [laughs] “I’m not a Hispanic.” So, if you looked at a picture of my father, he 

had the big huge nose that was normally assumed to be, like, Geronimo, And he was a dark-

skinned person, he tanned very easily, so do I.  

 

I’m just me, but I can go into all these different groups, and I don’t talk about it to anybody, I 

just go. And so, we never talked about anything with my father. My mom knows, we’ve talked 

more about it since my dad’s died. And she will say that, “Oh yes, we treated the Natives very 

poorly.” And then that’s the end of the discussion, she won’t go any further. 

 

Q: Do you think that a conversation like this about whiteness has any value? Is it positive, 

negative? Does it exacerbate the situation to talk about race? Or is it some help? 

 

Lair: [43:03] Well, I think if it’s handled properly it would be helpful because I think whites 

need to really take a look at what white really means. We’ve been a dominant force in the 
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northern hemisphere for all of history, since Neanderthals. Ask them how well they liked whites. 

And I think that we need to also reidentify who we are and we need to, as whites, reconstruct 

who we are. I’m not saying, in anything that I’ve said, that we need to throw away our identities, 

but we need to be very specific about what works and what doesn’t work for each group. Whites 

are included in that. We need to look at our past, all of us. We need to know how we hurt each 

other. We need to know how we can help each other to get past that and to grow, and to become 

a better society. I think that, I guess that would pretty much cover all of it.  

 

Q: What do you mean when you say that whites need to reconstruct themselves? 

 

Lair: [44:12] We need to be responsible for what it is that we have done in the past. But that 

doesn’t mean that we need to grovel, either. If I’ve done something to hurt you, and I say, I can’t 

say “I’m sorry.” I’m sorry is way overused in our society. I have to say, “I apologize,” and, 

“What can I do to make that right with you?” That goes two ways. And when the person says 

what I need to do to make it right, I need to respect that and I need to do that. And again, that 

goes two ways. And don’t take advantage of it if somebody’s making that amends to you, 

because that’s what they’re doing. Don’t take advantage of it and ask for something impossible. 

You got to work with the other person who’s coming to you making that amends. And that needs 

to be done all the way around. 
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Q: And when you say it works two ways, does that mean that blacks have something to 

apologize to whites for? 

 

Lair: [45:03] For the last fifty years’ worth of—a lot of reverse racism. And even before that, 

there was still reverse racism. But it’s been somewhat condoned, because we’re feeling badly 

that we’ve done what we’ve done. And all you got to do is watch the standup comics. The 

differences between the way a white comic and a black comic is going to address their audience, 

the language that they choose to use, they’re all talking about race issues. But look at the way 

they do it. And there’s a lot of comics now that are talking about how whites need to stop 

groveling. Enough is enough. We’ve been apologizing for fifty years. We can’t go back and 

change history. You go into the South and they’re talking about getting rid of the flags and 

taking down statues. Don’t do that. That’s your history. If you take that stuff down, you’re going 

to forget. If you forget, you’ll repeat the mistakes. Don’t do it. It’s still a part of who and what 

you are, whether you like it or not. 

 

Q: Just to play the devil’s advocate here for a second. If I’m a black American and there’s you 

know, statues to Robert E. Lee, or Stonewall Jackson, and I see them somewhere, would you say 

the same things to Jews in Germany, and say, “Well look, leave up the swastikas, leave up 

everything from the Third Reich, because that’s our history, let’s not take it away—” 
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Lair: [46:27] Right, right, and I’m German decent, so I understand that. My grandparents left 

Germany because of Hitler, because they didn’t want to be associate with him. But what I would 

tell the Jew, or what I would tell the African American or anybody, is take pride in who and what 

you are putting some statues of your own. Put up your own flags. There’s got to be a way to 

bring this together. Don’t be ashamed of your history, it is what it is. Learn from it, go forward.  

 

Q: Is there anything you haven’t talked about that you think is important to say in the context of 

the conversation like this? 

 

Lair: [47:05] Not when it comes to race, no. I mean, there’s other aspects that are very similar to 

it, but not when it comes to race, not really. 

 

Q: You’re an incredibly good storyteller, and you’re an incredibly well-spoken person, so I’m 

not surprised you have three degrees. 

 

Lair: Thank you. 

 

Q: Because you seem like it.  
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[END OF INTERVIEW] 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 


