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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Tom Lambert 

conducted by Whitney Dow, with input from Todd Tue, on September 23rd, 2017. This interview 

is part of the Columbia University Study on White People. 

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

spoken word, rather than written prose. 



 

 

Q: Can you tell me your name, where you’re from, what you do for a living, just a little about 

yourself? 

 

Lambert: [16:12:16] Sure. My name is Tom Lambert. I’m from Kentwood, Michigan. I’ve been 

born and raised in west Michigan. Lived here all my life. I work in IT, web database 

development, that sort of thing. Then as a side hobby, I work in the gun rights community. 

 

Q:  What the community you live in like? What’s the racial makeup? What’s the income level? 

Is it a tight community, and isolated community? Is it urban?  

 

Lambert: [16:12:44] Sure. I live in the suburbs, effectively, in a subdivision that was built in the 

mid-70s, some of it in the ’80s. It’s outside of a major metropolitan area of Grand Rapids. The 

makeup of the community, I would say, is mostly white, but there’s definitely a lot of diversity in 

the community. Kentwood [Michigan] public schools is, I believe, the most diverse school in the 

area, at least that’s what they say. I can’t remember the number for the life of me—some really 

high number of languages that people speak that are at their school. I just can’t remember. But 

for what it’s worth, there are definitely portions of the community that are more mixed than 

others.  

 

 Session #1 (video) 

Interviewee: Tom Lambert Location: Battle Creek, MI 

Interviewer: Whitney Dow Date: September 23rd, 2017 
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Q:  Is diversity by itself, is it necessarily better than non-diversity? People often talk about we 

need to have diversity, or we need to integrate. Why is it important? Is self-segregation bad? Is 

this idea that the school would tout the idea that they’re diverse as a good thing, is it necessarily 

good in your opinion? 

 

Lambert: [16:13:59] I think self-segregation is bad, but at the same time, diversity for diversity’s 

sake, I don’t know. It depends on the context. In the job place, to me, I want to work with 

people—and I imagine the company wants to hire people—that are good at what they do. If 

you’re hiring for some other reason than that, it starts to take away from things.  

 

Q:  How would you identify yourself when you think about the things that make you who you 

are? How do you think about yourself? 

 

Lambert: [16:14:36] That’s quite an open-ended question. Can you narrow it down at all?  

 

Q:  Yes. One of the things that we’re doing with the study [unclear] is this idea of how people 

sort of construct identities for themselves. People might say, “Well, I’m a mother. I’m a 

Christian. I’m gay.” People sort of have sort of a hierarchy. Like when you sat down, you said, “I 

do this, but I’m also gun rights included.” That’s a piece of something that’s important to you. So 

both racially and personally, when you people look at you, this is a man that they’re seeing. Is 

that less open-ended? 
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Lambert: [16:15:17] It helps. When somebody looks at me, what I hope they’re seeing is 

somebody that presents themselves well and that knows what they’re talking about. In my 

community, those are two big things, both in the workplace and in my—we’ll call it hobby for 

lack of a better term. Those are two big things that really help. They need to see somebody that’s 

a respectable person that—how do I want to phrase this? They need to see somebody that they 

feel comfortable with, that they can say, “Well, that person is probably a good person,” and they 

can be at ease. And when interacting with me, they need to see someone who’s respectful as well 

as somebody who knows what they’re talking about. 

 

Q:  How would you identify yourself racially? 

 

Lambert: [16:16:07] I’m white, I guess. Caucasian. To be quite honest, it’s not something I often 

think about. 

 

Q:  Why do you think that it’s not something that you think about? 

 

Lambert: [16:16:21] Perhaps it’s just something I don’t have to think about. We could say in my 

community it’s just not an issue. In the gun rights community, for what it’s worth, I do think 

there are a lot of people where it is something that they have to think about. In west Michigan, I 

think west Michigan is a great area of the state. I think our law enforcement and our prosecutors 

over here tend to have a lot more common sense and view things a little differently than, let’s 

say, Wayne County [Michigan], which is the county that houses Detroit [Michigan]. I receive 



  Lambert – Session 1 – 6 
 

calls probably at least once a month from somebody in Detroit who’s being charged with some 

sort of felony with regard to a firearm.  

 

The Detroit Police Department and the Wayne County Prosecutor’s Office, they’re just 

absolutely horrendous. Horrendous, horrendous people that are just destroying their 

communities. And I do think race, I don’t know if it necessarily plays a part in terms of people 

being targeted, but it absolutely is not fair. A white guy in northern Michigan doing something 

versus a black guy in Detroit doing something—they could do the exactly same things, and they 

will absolutely reach different outcomes.  

 

Q:  I’ve watched a lot of those YouTube videos of open carry situations with people getting 

pulled over, like the concealed carry pullover. I had also seen those videos where someone 

with—forget a gun—someone with a knife will get shot, and somebody with an automatic 

weapon won’t. And I think that, as you say, just carrying on their lives. I agree with that. 

Obviously, gun rights are important to you. What is it that brought you to making that sort of a 

central piece of your life? 

 

Lambert: [16:18:09] What really brought it to make a central piece of my life, I grew up with 

firearms. They were really nothing but something fun to go do, shot with my dad, did things. 

Then I went to college, kind of fell by the wayside. Eventually, I started to gain a little bit more 

interest in it and started to figure out a little bit more what it’s about, what’s going on. Then all of 

a sudden it seemed like things really became under attack. I really started to get involved around 

2011, 2012. Our community was really, really under attack at that point. I just looked at is as, 
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well, somebody needs to step up. I kind of looked around and, well, if nobody else, why not me? 

I never intended to get to where I am today. I never intended to get to the head of an 

organization. I never, never intended to do what I do today. I just kept doing more and more, and 

wanted to do more, and solve problems that needed to be fixed. If nobody else was going to fix 

them, then really, why not me?  

 

Q:  Tell me a little about the organization. What’s it called? What’s your role in it, and what’s its 

mission, and how do you execute it? 

 

Lambert: [16:19:19] I’m the president and legislative director for Michigan Open Carry. We’re 

one of the three big gun rights organizations in the state. I do things from do interviews on the 

news, in the paper, general hold events for our organization. Or during the legislative season, just 

this week I’ve already been in Lansing [Michigan] talking to the legislators, testifying in 

committee, that sort of thing. Trying to make sure the right things happen. One of the big issues 

that is blowing up in Michigan right now is an issue with a foster parent. Our Michigan 

Department of Health and Human Services is denying that foster parent the right to carry a gun 

on their property because they’re a foster parent. There’s been a lawsuit filed over it in federal 

court, and there’s a lot of legislation pending right now to fix that issue. 

 

Q:  What is the mission of the organization? How big is it, and what are some of the things you 

do to carry out that mission? 
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Lambert: [16:20:12] If I could describe what the organization does in the smallest, shortest piece 

I possibly could, I would say Michigan Open Carry, our goal is to bring gun ownership out of the 

closet. Your friends, your neighbors, your family, they get to see that good people have guns, 

too, effectively. Yes, that bring something out of the closet, you can figure out very easily where 

we stole that from. 

 

Q:  How big is the organization? 

 

Lambert: [16:20:46] We generally don’t talk about membership publically, but in terms of size in 

the state, we’re the smallest of the big organizations.  

 

Q:  It’s interesting, obviously this is a project about race. How racially diverse is the 

organization? 

 

Lambert: [16:21:01] Overall I would say not. There’s definitely –  

 

Q: [Put] my question into your –  

 

Lambert: [16:21:06] I’m sorry. In terms of the organization, in terms of racially diverse, I would 

say overall it’s probably less diverse than the general public in Michigan. If we take percentages 

of this race and that race, it’s probably less. The firearms community as a whole has 

traditionally—I don’t know if I’d say traditionally—but for a long time has been something—it’s 

seen as an old white guy type of thing. But over the past five, ten years especially—longer than 
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that, but especially over the past five, ten years and even more recently—I think we’re really 

starting to break away from that. Just look at me. I don’t fit the definition of an old, fat white 

guy. That changes things for people. I’m not some redneck living in a cabin on the side of a 

mountain—not that that’s what the community is represented, but that’s what a lot of people 

think the community is represented. And so challenging misconceptions with reality and doing it 

in person directly, that’s probably our most powerful tool. 

 

Q:  Why do you think the perception is that gun ownership is old, fat white guys? 

 

Lambert: [16:22:16] Well, for a long time that’s kind of what it was, to be completely honest 

with you. But like I said, a lot has changed. There’s a firearms store here in Battle Creek 

[Michigan]—Freedom Firearms—I think. You might already know that one of the owners there, 

he’s the guy that pushed me to take your survey. His store, from talking to him, he would be 

bankrupt and out of business if he catered to the kind of misconception of what the community 

really is. I know he’s had certain instructors in there.  

 

From my perspective looking from the outside in, I think he’s done an absolutely great job of 

reaching out to communities that are not well-known in the gun right community and to say, 

“Look, this is for you, too. The right to self-defense, the right to the Second Amendment doesn’t 

know any gender lines. It doesn’t know any racial lines. It doesn’t know age lines. It is for 

everyone.” A lot more people are starting to pick that up. Honestly, even after the recent election, 

it’s very interesting to see what has happened that I would say a lot of people that before were 

okay with our rights to have a firearm being taken away are now not quite so trusting in their 
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government and maybe understand a little bit better why we have these rights in the first place. 

I’ve found that to be very, very interesting.  

 

Q:  Why do you think that there’s not so much diversity in your particular organization? Again, 

because I want to come back to some of these questions of why sort of firearm rights seems to be 

somehow tagged rightly or wrongly to this idea of whiteness. 

 

Lambert: [16:24:10] I don’t know if I would go so far as to say it tags to whiteness, but it’s just 

traditionally, it’s just been a certain way. I could come up with a number of different things that 

might play into it. I don’t know if there’s any one things specifically. One thing that I think could 

play a portion of it is how minorities have been treated by law enforcement. Like I said here, a 

white guy walking down the street with a holster and handgun, probably not going to be a big 

deal. In Detroit, a black guy wearing a holstered handgun walking down the street—even if he’s 

licensed, even if he’s done everything correctly—the Detroit Police Department are most 

certainly not going to treat him the same as somebody on this side of the state would be treated.  

 

For them, this is just personal experience. It’s nothing more than anecdotal data that—my guess 

is a lot of them look at it and say, “This is something I’m interested in, but it’s too risky to get 

into.” Whether or not that’s the goal of certain people in political positions or if it’s just how it’s 

ended up working out, I can certainly speculate there. Overcoming that and getting past that, 

standing up for a lot of people that are treaded on by certain governmental organizations has 

helped, but there’s still a long way to go. 
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Q:  This is maybe just totally off-topic or anecdotal. I think that there was, when – and I can 

never tell if certain events are actually related to something or kind of apropos of nothing, but 

like the Philando Castile shooting, and I was surprised that gun rights people weren’t jumping all 

over that right away. Do you have a sense of why people like the NRA— and maybe you were. 

But the idea that he was legal concealed carry and got shot for it. 

 

Lambert: [16:26:05] Well, the problem is it’s not black and white. A lot of people out there are 

trying to make it be black and white, and they’re trying to do it so that they can then go after the 

gun rights community. They can go after the NRA and say, “Well, you’re not standing up for 

people.” They’re not being honest about it is frankly what’s going on. In our fight, I say the vast 

majority of what I do is just trying to put correct information out there. If everybody was honest 

and accurate, boy, that would make my job so much easier. I’d start a good mile down the road. 

With the Philando Castile case specifically, yes, he was licensed. However, he did have 

marijuana in his system, so right then and there you can’t necessarily say he was a legal gun 

owner, he was legal at that time.  

 

What happened in that incident was troubling, and I don’t think there is anyone that really would 

say that it wasn’t troubling. The wrong thing happened. I’ve looked into it deeply. I’ve looked at 

the evidence. There’s tons and tons of evidence that the prosecution released afterwards showing 

crime scene photos, [unclear], seeing photos, what happened, photos from the coroner. I can see 

how the officer reached the conclusion he did. He reached the wrong conclusion, absolutely the 

wrong conclusion. I can understand—I don’t know if I necessarily agree—but I can understand 

how the jury reached a not guilty verdict on second degree manslaughter, and I’ve looked up the 
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Minnesota statute for what it’s worth. If anyone wants to say that they don’t like how the jury 

reached and they haven’t actually gone and read the statute in Minnesota for second-degree 

manslaughter, they’re making an uninformed decision.  

 

But that’s not to say the right thing happened. Again, the wrong thing happened. But it rising to a 

criminal level is different. Police are in a different position. They make mistakes. Should they be 

held accountable for their mistakes? Absolutely. In this instance, this guy was held accountable. 

The day after, or maybe even the same day, that he was found not guilty of second degree 

manslaughter, the department fired him. Now they had to go through their contract, because he 

was found not guilty. They couldn’t just say, “Sorry, you’re out in the street with nothing.” They 

actually had to go through the severance portions of his contract.  

 

They had to give him severance and follow their legal obligation in the contract that they had 

with him, but you saw there where they recognized the wrong thing happened. They recognized 

that this officer, maybe they didn’t want him on their police force anymore. Even though perhaps 

his actions didn’t reach the level of criminal second degree manslaughter—again, I just have to 

reiterate one more time—everybody recognized at the very least the wrong thing happened. You 

also saw a very large payout to the family immediately after the verdict was reached as well. 

 

Q:  [16:29:12] I think that for me, I was very interested in the case, and I watched all the videos 

and everything. Ultimately, you don’t know what happened, because you can’t see what 

happened in the car. There’s no video [unclear] happened after he was shot. There’s video from 

the outside of the car, but nobody really knows what happened except for the officer. I guess to 
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your point, the question I would ask, what was clear to me is that the officer was scared from the 

beginning.  

 

Lambert: [16:29:44] I don’t think the officer was scared from the beginning. The officer leaned 

into the vehicle a little bit. He’s very nice to the person. I don’t honestly think the officer was 

scared from the beginning.  

 

Q:  My question is why did he react the way he did? I think in some ways you can’t know 

because you weren’t in the car, but my interpretation of watching it, as someone who’s been 

pulled over and everything, is that there’s times when I see an officer who’s really in control. 

There’s times I’ve been pulled over by officers who are clearly scared – 

 

Lambert: Sure. 

 

Q: – Because I think it’s a scary job. You want somebody who can manage that fear, and I’ve 

been confronted with police who didn’t seem to be able to manage the fear. I’m sure Philando 

didn’t feel he’s threatening. I don’t feel like I’m threatening, but I could see fear. That to me was 

the most troubling because it just didn’t seem like he was suitable to do the job. [unclear] circle 

back a little bit to you and – when Joel called you and said you should come do this, why do 

you—because one of the things that we’re really trying to do is to get a representational sample 

of people.  
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We’re not interested, this is not a project that is like, we want to get people in who are Black 

Lives Matter [unclear]. That’s not what we’re doing. We’re trying to have a really clear 

understanding of how white people are processing their race, because in so many discussions 

when you talk about race, it’s always about the Other. It’s always talking about the experience of 

black people, Latino people, or Asian people. It’s never talking about the experience of white 

people, and white people I would argue have a very unique experience in the world. It just 

happens to be that we experience the world as white people. Why did you agree to come do this? 

What was it that, once he started to give you the sales pitch, intrigued you and made you willing 

to come over and spend time with us?  

 

Lambert:  [16:31:40] I trust Joel’s opinion on a lot of things. He urged me to do it, said it was 

something to do, so I kind of gritted my teeth and went forward. [laughs]  

 

Q:  Oh, man. When I start to think of somebody who’s gritting their teeth, that’s [interruption]— 

 

Lambert: [16:31:56] For what it’s worth from my perspective? 

 

Q: Yeah. 

 

Lambert: Just interacting with the term white-ism, that’s an automatic turnoff for me. I see all 

white-ism. It’s something I want nothing to do with. I automatically think, well, there’s probably 

racism going on there. Well, I don’t care about race. It’s not a big deal to me other than when 

somebody is being misfairly treated on it. Other than that, it’s just not a big deal. I think in our 
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society, especially over the past, I don’t know how many years—two, three, four, five, ten, 

however long you want—I think we’re putting too much emphasis on race, and we’re going the 

exact opposite direction as Dr. Martin Luther King wanted to go. It’s just, to me I want 

somebody that performs well, that does a good job, and is a good person.  

 

What’s on the outside really doesn’t matter to me. However, in sitting here so far, in talking with 

you so far, I see what you’re doing. I think it’s interesting.  

 

Q: So, cause, let me –  

 

Lambert: If I may jump one more thing in, you asked me a question in the beginning about—

maybe, I don’t remember what the question was. I believe my answer was somewhere along the 

lines of, “That’s just never really a big deal for me.” Is that effectively what you’re getting at? 

Why is it never really a big deal for people like me and other people who are white? 

 

Q:  That’s exactly what I’m getting. This idea that, the absence of evidence is not evidence of 

absence, right? I would say, if you think about it, is there anything that has benefitted you from 

being white in your life? 

 

Lambert: [16:33:59] Having only my perspective, I don’t think I’d be able to answer that 

question fairly. It would be nothing more than just pure speculation.  

 

Q:  [16:34:08] So can you put my question in the answers? 
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Lambert: [16:34:10] Sorry. Has there been anything in my life where being white has worked in 

my favor, is how I thought it was? I really don’t know. I don’t know that I can fairly and 

honestly answer the question. I could speculate here and there. But unless I was able to somehow 

change my race and go through the same situation again, I don’t think it would be any more than 

just speculation. Or seeing somebody of the same race go through something at the same time 

and somehow reach a different outcome. I don’t believe I’ve ever been in a situation where I’ve 

seen someone of a different race go through the same process I have and reached a different 

outcome where I felt it was due to their race.  

 

Q:  Do you think that if you’d been born African American or Latino, your life would be 

different, you’d have a different experience in the world? 

 

Lambert: [16:35:04] It’s possible. I really don’t know. From my observations, west Michigan 

seems to be a great community. We have, even though we’re not, I guess you could say, diverse 

in many areas, again to me, diversity really isn’t the issue. It’s not the diversity of skin that’s 

really the issues. It’s just are people good people? That’s effectively what it goes on to be.  

 

Q:  Can you describe an experience where you became aware of your race, other than this 

interview? 

 

Lambert: [16:35:42] Sure, the gun rights community has honestly opened my eyes to a lot of 

things. For a long time I believed that while it really wasn’t a big deal because I never 
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experienced it—nor did I experience anyone else experiencing it—but through the gun rights 

community, I definitely interacted with a lot of people where I truly believe their race led to a 

different outcome for them.  

 

Q:  Is there a situation where there was a particular situation where there was an aha moment for 

you, where you said, “Oh, this is actually something I didn’t think was about race but actually 

was about race? 

 

Lambert: [16:36:20] There are competing sayings. Is there anything that perhaps gave me an aha 

moment? There are some competing sayings where people point to the number of, let’s say, 

black people in jail versus the population. Then on the opposite side is, well stop committing so 

much crime, and then you won’t be in jail. I think the truth is somewhere in the middle of that, 

because I’ve seen people of minorities get unfair treatment within the judicial system, within law 

enforcement. I’ve seen people of every race get fair treatment, meaning they went to jail fairly. 

But then I’ve also seen it where they definitely didn’t get a fair shake because of their race. I 

think the, well, looking at the results and complaining about the results, but then saying, “Well 

don’t commit so much crime,” I do think the truth is somewhere in the middle of that. 

 

Q:  I think that nobody would disagree that in the past there has been systemic and 

institutionalized racism in the country. There was slavery. There was Jim Crow— 

 

Lambert: [16:37:31] I would certainly hope that nobody disagrees that in the past there’s been 

systemic racism. [Laughs] 
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Q:  Well, Cliven Bundy says, “The Negro was happy as a slave.” There’s certain people who –  

 

Lambert: [16:37:45] Perhaps if we say, “Nobody that’s taken seriously.” [laughter]  

 

Q:  but if we all can agree on that, I guess my question is, do we have—as white people living in 

2017—our own trajectories, our own lives that we’ve, do we have any obligation to black people 

because of that? 

 

Lambert: [16:38:09] I don’t think we do. Sorry. Looking at the trajectory of our lives as white 

people, do we have any obligation to black people? I really don’t think we do. There was 

systemic racism of the past. That’s a long ways ago. That’s either been completely corrected, or 

if it’s not been corrected, then point it out, and let’s all stand together and absolutely correct it 

right now. If we want to hold people to sins of their fathers, where does that stop? That’s my 

issue. How does it apply? Can we apply it both ways? Can we apply it every which way it should 

be applied? It’s just an absolutely slippery slope that I think leads to far, far more harm than any 

good it would do.  

 

Q:  One of the things that we look at is the data project as well. The data around race is pretty 

astounding with the fact that white people—the median household net worth of a black family is 

$11,000. For a white families, it’s $160,000. If you look at education, income level, divorce 

rates, healthcare outcomes, there’s a huge gap. The thing that’s always catching me off guard 

about it is that this gap has been there for a long time. Even when Latinos come in, it goes up. 
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They go up, or Asians come in, and they surpass whites in certain areas. Blacks, the gap remains. 

My question as somebody who I feel that we share a lot of things, I’d like this to be an equal 

society, everybody be treated fairly. What is causing that, and if I care about rectifying living in a 

just community, what do we need to do? Is that totally on the obligation of the black community? 

Is that the result of their behavior and activities? Or is there something systemic that is 

happening that is causing these outcomes? So I guess the question I have is that— 

 

Lambert: [16:40:17] The answer to your very long question is yes. [laughs] You asked, you 

pointed out that there is a difference in effectively the result. There’s a white median income, 

black median income, education levels, all these different things. Even as other races, Asians, 

enter the community and move up, the black community seems to be at a certain level and 

doesn’t change a lot. Is that fair? Why is that? Could it be black people in their own community? 

Could it be systemic? I think the answer is all of the above, and it depends on a case-by-case 

basis. Leaning back a little bit to my interactions, what I see in other people is always the 

individual. What is this person? It’s not, oh, you’re black therefore you must yadda, yadda, 

yadda. Or you’re white, therefore you must yadda, yadda, yadda. It’s who is this person?  

 

Through the gun rights community, I’ve met a lot of people—every race, every background—

that I would not have otherwise interacted with, and it’s really helped me to look at people as the 

individuals they really are. So when we go back to that question, it depends on the area. It 

depends on the person. It depends on the example. I do think there are people that work very 

hard and don’t necessarily get the same benefit out of their work that somebody in another area 
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would. I do think there are other people that don’t work very hard, and it’s not a specific race 

that doesn’t work very hard. It’s just there are people that don’t.  

 

I think the wrong way to look at it is an equality of outcome. People are individuals. There are a 

billion different factors that go into everything. If we should say that, well, despite this and 

despite this and all these other things we want to set to the side that the equal outcome should be 

reached, I think that throws way too much away. Even if we could try and do it, I don’t think 

there really is any way that it could effectively be done fairly. 

 

Q:  I don’t agree with equality either but— 

 

Lambert: And for what it’s worth, I know you’re not putting anything forward. You’re asking 

questions.  

 

Q:  Yes. I look at my family. My brothers and sisters, we all had the same family, the same 

education, the same starting point. There’s vastly different outcomes in my family. I have a 

brother who’s like a multi-millionaire who owns buildings in New York.  I have a sister on food 

stamps. But at the same time, I sometimes wonder, I say, think if there’s like a poker game 

Everybody’s cheating but one person, and they’re cheating, and they’re winning, and winning, 

and they’re building up their chips. And finally, the person catches them, and they say, “what the 

fuck are you doing? You’re cheating.” And they say, “Oh, you’re right. We’re cheating. It’s 

terrible. We’re going to not cheat anymore. We’re going to play by the rules. The rules are all the 

same for us, but you better not cheat either.” Now all the chips are on one side of the table, and 
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it’s very hard to get back in the poker game when you don’t have many chips. That’s maybe a 

cheesy metaphor, but that sometimes how I look at it and say, at what point when the rules have 

been changed and the playing field is equal, but does the disparity of resources and the historical 

disparity of resources, actually make the playing field equal? I don’t have answers. I just think 

[unclear], “well, everything is equal now.” What is my obligation if I’m on the side with all the 

chips? 

 

Lambert:  [16:43:56] Yeah, I see what you’re saying. It’s something I’ve looked at as well. 

You’re asking effectively, your analogy, you’re playing a game of poker. One side’s cheating for 

a long time, and finally when they stop cheating, all the poker chips are on one side of the table. 

Now to say, okay fine, we’re going to play by the rules—or let’s use a football analogy. Offense 

is 90 yards down the field. They’re on the ten yard line, and then they say, “Okay, fine. We’ll 

start playing by the rules,” but it’s already first and goal. We go back to part of that sins of their 

father. I haven’t done anything against anyone. I assume you haven’t done anything against 

anyone. If there is anything continuing to happen against someone, let’s call it out. Let’s stand 

together, and let’s target it. At the same time, we do see people enter our communities whether 

they’re immigrants, whether they’ve moved communities, and they rise up, or they can rise up 

fairly quickly on their own.  

 

I once saw a statistic that I believe an immigrant to the United States is far more likely to be a 

first generation millionaire than somebody born in the United States. That to me says, you know 

what? Maybe there’s something to our system. Maybe it’s the individual that we need to look at 

a little bit more rather than the system itself. I don’t know that’s the answer for everything, and I 
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don’t know that that’s the answer for every single person. But I do think it is something that has 

to be looked at, at the same time. So on one end of the equation we have, while all the poker 

chips are at one end of the field, however, somebody entering our system with no poker chips at 

all statistically is more likely to end up with more poker chips than somebody who was in the 

game the whole time. It’s competing data points. I don’t know what to make of it. 

 

Q:  [Interruption] So what you’re saying is it’s complicated. 

 

Lambert: [laughs] It is incredibly complicated. 

 

Q:  [16:45:56] I thought we were gonna solve this today. 

 

Lambert: Just like the question you asked me a long time ago, is it this, is it this, is it this, is it? 

Yes, it’s everything. Little bits here, some of this, lot of that. Kind of like making a fruitcake, just 

throw a whole bunch of junk into it. 

 

Q:  Let’s come back to race again a little bit on the white side of it. You said you kind of get put 

off when people talk about whiteness. Are you proud that you’re white? 

 

Lambert:  [16:46:30] I don’t care. [laughs] And to your original question, perhaps that’s 

something where I cans say I don’t care. Again, there is absolutely scenarios where it does make 

a difference. I think by and large in our communities today, the vast majority of areas—at least 
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that I’m seeing here, especially in west Michigan—it really doesn’t make a difference. If 

anything, it doesn’t make the difference that a lot of people want to put onto it. 

 

Q:  If somebody said, “If you walk through that door, there’s a chance that you’re going to come 

out black on the other side,” would you say, “Well, I don’t care. Doesn’t matter to me if I stay 

white or if I’m changed to black.” Would you walk through that door or not? 

 

Lambert: [16:47:17] Would I walk through the door if someone told me that there’s a chance that 

I might turn out to be black on the other side? [Pause] Probably. [Pause] 

 

Q: The, the –  

 

Lambert: Honestly, in today’s culture with a lot of politics going on, we’re talking about a lot of 

negatives here of how race has affected people negatively. In certain aspects of politics, I could 

walk out, be more valuable than when I walked through the door.  

 

Q:  [16:48:03] So in that case, we talked about whether there are benefits. Are there drawbacks 

to being white? 

 

Lambert: [16:48:08] Sure, there are people that say you’re opinion doesn’t matter because you’re 

white. So does that mean people’s opinions matter more based on their skin color? I don’t get it. 

I once had somebody tell me that—it was on Facebook for what it’s worth, so take everything 

with that in value. “There here to destroy white-ism,” and then effectively wrote off anything I 
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had to say because I was white, when from my perspective, that person was being incredibly, 

incredibly racist. It just didn’t make any sense to me.  

 

Q:  Is there white culture do you think? People talk about black culture, Latino culture. Is there 

white culture? 

 

Lambert: [16:48:53] [laughs] I don’t know if I’d necessarily define it as white culture or black 

culture. I would say there are things that are more predominant in white communities. There are 

things that are more predominant in black communities. Is there anything that could be claimed 

by any race? I don’t necessarily think so. 

 

Q:  [16:49:10] I don’t know, if you don’t feel comfortable, don’t talk about it. I want to talk 

about politics. One of the reasons why we came here is because this county was one of the 

counties that voted for [Barack] Obama and then switched to [Donald] Trump. How do you 

identify politically? Are you conservative, or libertarian, or Democrat, Republican? Do you have 

a particular political ideology? 

 

Lambert: [16:49:30] If I had to choose between Democrats and Republicans, I lean Republican, 

but I do see myself as more libertarian than the standard Republican. When we start getting into 

where on the spectrum do you lean politically? One of the problems is just the scales in which 

we measure by. Left versus right. Well, even if we can get the correct notations of who’s on the 

left and who’s on the right, and we can’t even do that today. “Oh, this person, crazy right-wing 

extremist”—you realize they’re actually espousing things that would put them on the left, right. 
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Getting that out of the way, then we even get things of well, over on this topic, I lean this way. 

On this topic, I lean this way. This topic, I’m over here. I’ve seen a scale that’s more of a 2D 

scale—up, down, left, right. Left and right was more social alignment, and top and bottom was I 

believe your view of the government, your authoritarian versus libertarian. I believe I, on that 

scale, came out to be just right of center, but far up towards the liberty instead of authoritarian.  

 

Q:  Did you, so I’m guessing, did you vote for Trump in the election? 

 

Lambert: I did. Yes, I voted for Trump in the election. 

 

Q:  Can you, uh – Now, there was a narrative in the media—and it’s been reported a lot in the 

media—saying that there was a big racial component of Trump’s campaign and that he appealed 

to white voters. That’s something that’s been written about a lot. Not saying it’s true or not –  

 

Lambert: Sure.  

 

Q: – I’m just saying that narrative has been something that’s been out there. Was that something 

that you felt or saw in the election? Did you think it was an accurate narrative? If so, was that 

problematic for you? If not, why? 

 

Lambert: [16:51:27] It wasn’t anything that I saw. In fact, I saw a lot of the exact opposite of 

Trump— 
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Q: Can you put my question in –  

 

Lambert: Sorry. Forgive me, I’m trying to rephrase your question. Some say there was an aspect 

of the Trump’s campaign that appealed to white voters, effectively intentionally appealing to 

white voters. Is that about right? It’s not something I saw. It’s actually something I saw the exact 

opposite of in many occasions. At the same time from the opposite campaign, I did see the 

[Hillary] Clinton campaign intentionally try and reach out to minority communities to the 

exclusion of white communities. I think that came back to hurt her campaign. We kind of saw 

middle America—a lot of the white working class—really abandon the Democrat party. I think 

that played a lot into it.  

 

Q:  Michigan has been traditionally a Democratic state, not necessarily on the gubernatorial 

level, but with the unions, and were sort of big supporters of the Democratic party for a long 

time. Were you surprised at the outcome of the election? 

 

Lambert: [16:52:37] Yes. [laughs] I was absolutely surprised at the outcome of the election. 

Anything less than that would be a lie. I was very surprised. I was surprised at the outcome of the 

primary. For what it’s worth, I did not support Trump in the primary. He was the probably the 

last of the Republican candidates I would’ve supported. Nonetheless, when it came time to vote 

in the general election, it was an easy choice.  

 

Q:  If you had to rank the top three reasons why you voted for Trump over Clinton, what would 

they be? 
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Lambert: [16:53:06] They’d probably all be problems with Clinton. [laughs] If I had to rank the 

reason why I voted for Trump over Clinton, they would probably all be problems with Clinton. 

Clinton went after – she was very, very anti-gun. Right then and there, there’s no way I could’ve 

voted for her. As well as her issue with taxes, wanting to raise taxes on a bunch of different 

people. Well, we want to raise taxes on these people, but lower taxes on these people. I’ve heard 

that so many times. How about we just lower taxes for everyone? And just the lies, the lies, the 

lies on every side. [laughs] My goodness, the lies every which way. But I think in the end for me, 

in this specific issue, there was a difference between thirty to forty years’ worth of lies and just a 

lot of lies recently. 

 

Q:  If Sanders had been the nominee, would you have still voted for Trump? 

 

Lambert: If Sanders had been the nominee, I would’ve voted for Trump more so. 

 

Q:  [Interruption] I’ve actually heard that from some friends of yours that they actually would’ve 

voted for Sanders. 

 

Lambert: [16:54:22] I’ve heard the same thing. I think they’re crazy, but nonetheless they have 

their thoughts. It’s always interesting to talk about it. 

 

Q:  I think sometimes a lot of people would say that now. It’s easy to say— 
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Lambert: [16:54:37] Oh sure, it’s absolutely easy to say. For what it’s worth, I also have a lot of 

friends that voted for Gary Johnson. They didn’t like either candidate, and so they went and 

voted third party. I completely understand their disgust with both candidates. For me in the end, 

Gary Johnson was not actually libertarian enough to swing my vote away from Trump as well as 

it was important that not only did Clinton lose, but that I didn’t think—I don’t want to say it was 

throwing away a vote. There’s no such thing as throwing away a vote except for sitting home on 

the couch. That is the only way you could throw away your vote. But if I wanted to make more 

of a difference, then it was effectively picking the top parties. I am, for what it’s worth, very 

happy that the Libertarian Party reached percentages across the United States that allows them to 

be more involved in the political discussions going forward. Hopefully, we can get some better 

candidates.  

 

Q:  Are you carrying right now? 

 

Lambert: I do carry a gun very frequently, and I am carrying a gun now. 

 

Q:  What kind of gun are you carrying? 

 

Lambert: It’s called a Walther PPQ. 

 

Q: Is that the one?  

 

Todd Tue: I don’t remember the name – it had a P in it. 
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Q: I’m sure there’s other P guns. 

 

Lambert: [16:55:57] There’s many P guns, especially among the Walther line. 

 

Tue: There’s more than one? 

 

Q: Can you show it to us? 

 

Lambert: [16:56:04] If you’d like. I’m an open carry guy, but I don’t open carry to go show off 

for what it’s worth. 

 

Q:  [16:56:14] What is it that is your main impetus for the open carry? Because that seems to be 

– it’s funny, we had this guy we were interviewing. I could tell his main issue was the metric 

system. He was [laughs]. Clearly, this is like – what is the main reason that drives you to open 

carry? Why do you think it’s important to open carry? Why do you think it’s important for other 

people to open carry and you’re and advocate for it? 

 

Lambert:  [16:56:37] What drives open carry, why do I open carry? For what it’s worth, I’m not 

one hundred percent open carry. I love concealed carry. I love open carry. In my mind, it’s up for 

each individual to choose how best to defend themselves in their specific situation. It’s not up to 

me, and it’s most certainly not up to the government to choose for them. Some of the benefits of 

open carry are, like I mentioned before, it brings gun ownership out of the closet. Your 

neighbors, your friends, your family get to see that good people have guns, too. There are a ton, a 
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ton of lies about guns, about people in the gun community. I think the best way to challenge 

those lies is directly and in person. It’s really hard to lie about me when I’m standing right there 

in the room, effectively is what it comes down to. Statistically speaking, CPL holders—

concealed pistol license holders—in the state of Michigan are some of the most law-abiding 

people in the state.  

 

They’re even statistically more law-abiding than members of law enforcement. And it’s 

something like one in sixteen, one in fifteen, maybe one in fourteen people are license to carry a 

concealed pistol in the state. There’s also other people that don’t have a CPL, but carry openly. 

These people are carrying all the time in our communities, but people don’t see that. They don’t 

understand that guns really are everywhere, and it’s a good thing because they don’t see it. It’s 

out of sight, out of mind. While having a concealed pistol, yeah, it doesn’t draw attention to you, 

not all attention is bad. If we can get people to understand—by interacting with people like me or 

other open carriers—who gun people really are, who people that carry gun really are, I think that 

really, really benefits us. And over the past few years, I think the results over the past few years 

kind of show me to be correct.  

 

For what it’s worth, a couple months ago we had a picnic in Holland on the beach. The news 

interviewed me, and I gave them the standard line of it brings gun ownership out of the closet. 

Friends, neighbors, blah, blah, blah, see that. My neighbor shared the post on Facebook with a 

line of, “I don’t know if I necessarily agree with open carry, but Tom’s a good guy. And he 

really believes in his position.” That, from him, me seeing that, was a huge win for me.  
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Q:  Is there anything that we didn’t talk about that you feel like it’s really important [to say]? 

Because I think one of the things we really want is to make sure that – we’ve had, the last person 

who sat in this chair could not have been more opposite [laughter] from you in every possible 

way. Dedicated her life to deconstructing white supremacy and working through – and the 

language, you would not even understand half the things they said. I didn’t. And anything, since 

you’ve done now both surveys and some of the things, the questions that are on it, is there 

anything you think is important to have on the record about either your thoughts on race, your 

thoughts on Battle Creek [Michigan]? 

 

Lambert: [16:59:48] Nothing I can think of specifically, but if it leads into anything, I love to 

talk to people who think differently than I do. Echo chambers are boring. They just are. The 

people that I’ve, over the years of where I work, that I found I’m drawn to the most, to talk to the 

most, were the people that just politically thought differently than I do. I like politics. I like 

talking about politics. I can’t understand why people during family gatherings, say no religion 

and no politics. I think that’s just to avoid the fights. But geez, if we can just be adults about 

things like we’re supposed to be and reasonably talk respectfully with each other about things we 

disagree on, I love doing that. I love talking about something I disagree with somebody else on 

as long as everybody can remain an adult. It takes some practice, but I’m pretty sure I’m there. 

And I think with other practice, other people can be there as well.  
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I think that is also one of the things that we’re getting away from as a society, of talking to 

people that think differently than you do. We want confirmation bias. We want to go find 

somebody that thinks like we do so I feel better about myself now and better about my views, 

because I found somebody that agrees with me. Challenge yourself. Go talk to somebody. That 

doesn’t mean you have to change your way of thinking. It just means that you’re talking to 

somebody with a different view. You might come away feeling even stronger about your views 

than you went into the conversation because that person only said things that make you, “yep, I 

believe now I’m right. I believe the opposition argument isn’t strong enough to change my 

views.” Or, you might change your views.  

 

Q:  Let me just say [traffic noise]. We really come from different parts of the country, different 

worlds, political views. But in this particular subject matter, you’ve said a few times you don’t 

think about race, that you haven’t received benefits from it, and you don’t have any obligation. I 

would say that those are all [unclear] I don’t necessarily disagree with any of that, but I would 

say that part of having that relationship with other people I think is sometimes being able to see 

yourself reflected in other people’s eyes, so like how I see you, how I see you, you see me. But I 

think when we think about people of other races, this idea that I think that since I’ve started 

doing this work, I’ve probably done about one hundred interviews like this at this point. I feel 

like my whiteness is an active dynamic component. It drives a lot of my interactions, how I 

interact with you, how I interact with her, how I interact with people on the street, food vendors, 

whatever it is.  
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The fact that I’m this generic-looking—I’m sort of a caricature of a white guy from New 

England. I recognize that. It drives things. It’s not a passive part of me. Especially when I 

interact with people of other races, they’re projecting all kinds of things on me. Recognizing that 

they’re projecting on that makes it easier for me to interact with that, because it has— 

 

Lambert: [17:03:08] Can I ask you a question? 

 

Q: Sure. 

 

Lambert: [17:03:09] Are they projecting? 

 

Q: I think yes, they are projecting. In my conversations with people, I think there’s many, many 

misperceptions about— 

 

Lambert: [17:03:19] Through your conversations, fair enough. For what it’s worth, I do think 

that we often think people think certain things. Oh, that guy’s a black guy. I’m a white guy. He 

must look at me weird. I do think that happens. I don’t think it’s fair. If I thought that about a 

black guy, “oh he’s not going to look at me. He’s going to see me as a white guy, and he’s 

probably not going to treat me fairly.” That’s not fair to that other person. I’m not treating that 

person as an individual at that point. I’m treating that person as an identity rather than the person 

they are. Not to say that’s what you’re doing—you said it’s through conversations—so that’s 
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why I asked. But I do think it happens where people project their own thoughts and fears onto 

other people unfairly. 

 

Q:  I think that happens as well. 

 

Lambert: [17:04:06] For what it’s worth, I see it constantly in the gun community. Thoughts and 

fears are constantly projected onto me. We can talk about the big truck, the physical inadequacy, 

and all these other craziness and stupid things. That’s kind of where the—you know what? Just 

interacting with somebody is the best way to overcome those kind of things. 

 

Q:  I totally agree with that. I’ve made a bunch of film. My producing partner’s black, and so we 

travel all over the place. We go into hotels together, restaurants together, meetings together, and 

I see fundamentally how people—I go into a meeting with people, and every time he is—if you 

talk to him on the phone, you wouldn’t know he was black. We’ll make a meeting, we’ll walk in, 

and they’ll say—his name is Marco, “Hello, Marco,” they’ll say to me. We talk in a meeting, the 

person will only look at me. The white person will only look at me throughout the meeting to the 

point where it gets really uncomfortable. We go to hotels. Every time we check in, a lot of times 

I won’t get asked for ID. He’ll get asked for the ID. And so, because I sort of have this 

experience of traveling around with this guy who’s very much like me and seeing the 

fundamentally different reactions that we engender in people, that’s what I mean about seeing 

myself. I feel that people don’t see me. I’m just kind of background noise. They see him. 

 

Lambert: [17:05:27] And more importantly, they see his color. 
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Q: They see his color first, and that’s what they respond to and they don’t see my color. 

 

Lambert: [17:05:32] I don’t want to put it on the same level, but in a much, much lower level—

let’s be very clear about that—open carry is very similar. People will see the gun, and they react 

to the gun. They don’t react to the person. I think we were in agreement here that the best way to 

combat that is just to interact with people. Go throughout your everyday lives, not necessarily go 

up to every person and be like, “Hey, I’m a good person. Hey, I’m a good person.” Just be who 

you are, and do everything you normally do. Give it time. The more ingrained the problem, the 

longer the time it takes. It gets frustrating. It gets very frustrating. Again, I’m on a much lower 

level, so I can only imagine the frustration, but it gets very frustrating. In my experience through 

open carry, it’s paid off, and I think we’re moving in the right direction. 

 

Q:  [17:06:24] I really appreciate you coming to talk to us and being open to talking to us about 

this. I really appreciate the conversation. What we’re going to do now is just take some stills of 

you. [silence] Thank you. When we did that with Joel, who’s like the funniest— go ahead. 

 

Lambert: [17:07:03] I wish I had Joel’s personality sometimes. [laughs] 

 

Q:  He was so scary looking. When I said, “relax your face, look serious.” I was like, whoa. 

[laughter] He was laughing through the entire interview. Then when he stopped I was like – 

 

END OF INTERVIEW 


