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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Sandra Nordmark 

conducted by Whitney Dow on September 22, 2017. This interview is part of the Study on White 

People.  

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

spoken word, rather than written prose. 



 

 

Q: Can you tell me who you are, where you’re from, and a little about your background?  

 

Sandy Nordmark: [14:32:11] I’m Sandy Nordmark. I was born and raised in Grand Rapids, 

Michigan. I moved from there to East Lansing, where I attended Michigan State University. 

After I got my PhD, I moved around the country a little bit. I’ve been back and forth several 

times and have lived in this particular area of Calhoun County for probably thirty-five years now, 

maybe a little more. 

 

Q: Can you tell me what brought you here to Calhoun County? 

 

Nordmark: [14:32:59] I had moved to Calhoun County because my husband at the time was 

transferred here from another firm out in another state. And we have lived here off and on, or I 

have, for the last thirty-five years. 

 

Q: And do you like living here? 

 

Nordmark: [14:33:16] I like most of what is in the area. I would really prefer an area that had 

more mountains and wild country because I’m a kayaker and a hiker and a wilderness 
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fisherperson. But my parents were nearby and I knew at some point in time they would need me 

to be close enough to help them as they got older. So, it worked. 

 

Q: And can you describe yourself to me? What are the major pieces of your identity—how you 

think of yourself? What are some of the—hierarchically—what the most important thing about 

you and how describe [unclear]. 

 

Nordmark: [14:34:01] I tend to be very independent, very strong-minded. Opinionated, I guess is 

the word. I like people but I like my solitude as well, and as I said I’ve spent a lot of time in the 

wilderness all over the country. And also in some places around the world. So I’m not 

uncomfortable in my own skin, but I do enjoy being around other people. I’m also a nutcase, I 

guess, when it comes to things like horses. They’ve been a part of my life since I was 13 years 

old. Still are. I have a rescue racehorse at my farm right now and a colt that came with. So, 

animals, the wilderness, the out of doors, good recreational activities that are outside as well. 

And a good circle of close friends. That’s pretty much who I am. 

 

Q: And what about your identity as an individual, like obviously you’re a woman. How would 

you describe yourself to other people if you were going to, say, describe yourself on the core 

pieces of who you are that make you this person that you just described to us? 

 

Nordmark: [14:35:13] I think because I grew up in an age when there was very limited 

opportunity for women, academically or professionally, or in sports, that’s been the biggest 

challenge that I’ve had to try to deal with. Did not overcome it very well, but I have hopefully 
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paved the way for some of those that came after me to do some of the things that I wish I could 

have done in sports, in academia, and in the world of natural resource management. Lobbying, 

all those things that I’d done off and on over the years in some way, but not in a significant 

enough a way—I don’t think—to make a very big difference. 

 

Q: And how would you describe yourself racially? Your racial, ethnic, and class identity? 

 

Nordmark: [14:36:00] Some people have asked me how I view myself with respect to my 

personal identity with race and I have always said I consider myself something of a Viking. My 

grandparents came here from the old country in Scandinavia. I still feel a strong affinity to that. 

To my Native American friends who used to call me a lot of very interesting names, I was 

always “that Viking,” “that woman who talks so much.” [laughs]  

 

Q: When you think of your identity in relation to Vikings—when you say you feel very close to 

that—what parts of that do you identify with? What parts of it do you feel that you have 

ownership of and are viewable within you? 

 

Nordmark: [14:36:47] The Viking me is not Brunhilde. But it is very closely aligned with, again, 

the outdoor, the natural world, the exploring mind, the curious person. The one who is a risk-

taker, which I was not as a young person. The one who is up for a spirit of adventure but also 

open and willing to learn from other experiences. I always thought that that in my grandfather 

especially, and I think that’s still true of me today. 
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Q: What were some of the names that your Native American friends called you? 

 

Nordmark: [14:37:27] What ones can I repeat? A very dear man that I used to work for was a 

Native American from Michigan and of the local tribes prominent to Michigan. And one day he 

started calling me VWW. And I said, “Paul, what in the world is that?” And he said, “Oh that’s 

my name for you.” And I said, “What is that?” And he says, “Verbose White Woman. I hope you 

won’t be offended.” And what could I say, you know? We’d well established the fact that I like 

to talk, so I accused him of being rather insensitive to some of the vagaries that we women felt 

we had to do in the presence of superior white men. And that’s to keep talking so we wouldn’t 

get overrun. 

 

Q: Talk about your relationship to your race, to your gender. It seems that being a woman has 

been a defining thing throughout your life and how you’ve had to push back against it. 

 

Nordmark: [14:38:29] I guess my parents had always thought that I would go to art school. 

Particularly, Kendall School of Design in Grand Rapids. Or if not that, then some teacher’s 

college. And my mother was highly alarmed when I chose Michigan State University on a 

scholarship with plans to go into equine medicine. That just wasn’t done. So after some 

agonizing hand wringing on her part, I went on and then realized that I was not going to do well 

in things like math. Still can’t balance a checkbook.  

 

So I did switch from my hopes of equine medicine into wildlife management. And that’s where I 

ended up going all three of my degrees. Only to find when I graduated that the roads to 
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employment as a woman in that field were closed to me. I took the Civil Service Exam in 

Michigan. Passed with a really high score. Got a call from the director of the Department of 

Natural Resources: “Come and see me.” Oh boy, you know? So I walked to his office and he 

said right away, “I really apologize. You had a high score on the exam, but I can’t hire you.” 

And I said, “For heaven’s sakes why not?” And he said then, “You could do this, “[but] the 

wives of the men you’d be working with would never accept it.” And so that’s where my 

professional career in that field started and ended with a crash.  

 

So I had to spend the rest of my life working around the periphery. Finding the areas that would 

relate to what I wanted to do, but would never allow me to actually practice in the field. It’s the 

way it is. 

 

Q: Do you think that you being a woman had a bigger impact on your life than you being white? 

 

Nordmark: [14:40:12] Yes. Definitely. Definitely. I think being a woman had a much bigger 

impact on me than being white. Or any racial identity or ethnicity. Yes. Very definitely. But you 

have to remember that was back in the ’50s. 

 

Q: What was the racial makeup of the communities that you grew up in? And what was the 

relationship between the white part of the town and any part of the town that—if there was one—

that wasn’t white? 
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Nordmark: [14:40:43] When I was a young person living in Grand Rapids, which is Kent 

County, mostly, it was, in my area, one hundred percent white. I don’t even recall a person other 

than a white person, even in my high school class. Now there were some members of our 

sporting teams, they just weren’t in my classes. But that was the first time I had ever experienced 

even meeting a person who wasn’t white. Which was not a problem, in fact it was more of a 

curiosity, I guess. And that part of Grand Rapids where I lived, was very, very strong Dutch 

Reformed. That meant that on Sundays, you could go to church, but you couldn’t go out for 

dinner. You couldn’t go buy gas for your car. You couldn’t go to the mall. There were no malls. 

So you kind of went from home to church and back to home again. So, again, another 

opportunity to interact with other people just simply didn’t exist. It wasn’t until I went to 

Michigan State University that I really had a chance to experience people from all parts of the 

world, of different racial makeups and different cultures. It was wonderful. I loved it. I just loved 

it.  

 

Q: And how did your perception of people who weren’t white change from the time you were a 

child and had no relationship with them to when you started going to school and met them? How 

has your vision of your own race and other races progressed? 

 

Nordmark: [14:42:11] I think because I was in a university environment, it was not, at least then, 

as apparent that there were difficulties for people who weren’t white out in the other world. We 

just didn’t have it. Especially, too, I think because so many of our athletes, especially those on 

the football team, were African American and well received, well regarded—maybe not for the 

right reasons. But we didn’t really understand that once you left university life, there would be a 
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whole different world out there to have to confront. So when most of us who lived during those 

times did leave the university and went out to the wider world, it was something of a rude 

awakening that things were not as we thought they were going to be out there in the real world. 

And a lot of that was very unpleasant. This is in the ’60s and, well actually even now into the 

’70s and the ’80s and beyond. It’s morphed into a different type of thing, but those prejudices 

and fears and outright hostility—they’re still there. And that’s a very sad thing. 

 

Q: What about your relationships now? What does the community that you live in like now? 

What’s the racial makeup of the community that— 

 

Nordmark: [14:43:36] I live in a completely rural area. My farm is south of here about ten miles, 

twelve miles. And other than the developers coming in and cutting up farmland, we’re still a 

hundred percent white. The people coming out from the city of Battle Creek and other areas to 

live in this community where the little residences are popping up all over the farm fields are also 

white. I can’t right now think of anybody in my neighborhood, if you will, in my township, who 

isn’t white. And it’s kind of hard to get used to that because when I come to town, like when I 

come to my church or come into Battle Creek for other types of business, then I see the real mix 

of the community that I kind of identify with. But when I go back out there, that community is 

left behind. And that’s kind of troubling. 

 

Q: That’s interesting, that dichotomy. When you think about it, how does that make you feel that 

you live in such a white community and also recognize that the wider part of the area that you 

live in is [unclear]? 



  Nordmark – 1 – 10 
 

 

Nordmark: [14:44:44] I think living in such a white neighborhood—it’s hard to call a rural 

community a neighborhood, but I guess it is—one of the things that you become more quickly 

aware of are the sharp prejudices on many, many fronts. Not just people of another color, but of 

another ethnicity. I’m thinking of immigrants, for instance, and we do have them, certainly here. 

There’s the suspicion and hostility amongst the old timers in the rural community I live in that is 

not quite as heavy with the newer folks that have moved out from town. But there’s no real 

interest in going forward into this particular community to make a conscious effort to meet those 

people or include them.  

 

If you’re a parent with children in the school system here, in my community, you’re going to 

find people of various ethnicities who will be part of the families of the schoolchildren that your 

kids interact with. So that’s pretty good. But once your kids have grown and flown, you draw 

back, I think, into old habits and old associations. And that’s people like you. And that’s very 

limiting. And I feel badly that we don’t carry on our curiosity and our interest in getting to know 

our neighbors—and I say neighbors in a very broad, worldwide sense—in better ways. We could 

learn much from each other. We could have so much fun with each other. My gosh. What a 

missed opportunity.  

 

Q: Being in that community, do you have your own prejudices or preconceived notions about 

people that are different from you? 
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Nordmark: [14:46:32] I think we all have prejudices and I think a lot of that is based on past 

experiences: good, bad, and ugly. I try to be very inner-directed so that I’m more conscious of 

who I am, where I come from, how I feel about things. And try to keep daily track, almost, of 

various circumstances and situations that I found myself in that made me uncomfortable. 

Because I want to go back and say, now wait a minute. Why did that make me uncomfortable? 

This is nothing new. And then I realize, but you’re going back to the habits of the people you 

were surrounded by. Because that’s your community, if you will. And it’s good to get out and 

away from that so you don’t go backwards in time. It’s probably a conscious effort. 

Unconsciously I think it’s much easier to just slip slide away and go back to what you were. 

 

Q: Talk to me a little bit about your church and your religious beliefs. Are you religious?  

 

Nordmark: Yes. 

 

Q: You’re a regular churchgoer? What is the denomination that you— 

 

Nordmark: [14:47:52] When I was in Grand Rapids we were part of what we rather fondly called 

the Bible Belt. And, again, the Dutch Reformed church was very strong in my area. And so my 

mother was very interested in us going to church and she and my father were members of the 

Congregational church, but none of my friends went there. So, naturally, I wanted to go where 

my friends were at that age and went to one of the Dutch Reformed churches in Grand Rapids. 

Which didn’t seem to take because I left there to go to college without having any clear 

affiliation with them or interest in pursuing it.  
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And so I did what I did in college, what a lot of kids do—my own children did, too—you kind of 

go church shopping. Where am I going to be happy? Where am I going to find friends? Where 

will I feel at home? And I don’t know how many different denominations I visited in all my 

years there, but I finally ended up feeling very comfortable and at home at the Episcopal church 

in East Lansing. And so as I’ve moved around I keep being drawn back there when I can. When 

I’ve lived in other states, this was not where my husband wanted to go, so we would go to his 

church. But in my heart of hearts I was still an Episcopalian, so when I moved to Battle Creek 

that was just—it was a no-brainer to come to St. Thomas in Battle Creek. And I’ve been there 

for, gosh, a very long time. I love it. I love the people there. We have a wonderful pastor. We’re 

a fun-loving group. We have a lot of good times, but we do a lot of good things, too, and I’m so 

happy to be part of all the good that we do. 

 

Q: What is the racial makeup of the church? 

 

Nordmark: [14:49:34] St. Thomas is probably ninety percent or more white, in terms of people 

who attend on a regular basis. We do have Hispanic people. We have Asian people. We have 

African-American people. We have sponsored people from other countries, of different cultures, 

from the war-torn country of Sudan, for instance. But they are not as prominent, if you will, in 

the church as we would like them to be. But on the other hand, churches everywhere are 

undergoing some tremendous revolutions with declining membership—the lack of young 

families bringing their children to grow up in the church. And this is true everywhere.  
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So we’re lucky to have the folks we have because they bring so much to us. They’ve revitalized 

a lot of our church life and it’s been fun to get to know them. We have many people from the gay 

and LGBT community. We have people who are temporarily here, maybe a spouse works in the 

community and they’re just here at our church home because that’s their home, too, until they 

move on again. So we’re kind of fluid in some ways, but there’s still the bedrock of us old folks. 

You know, we keep the bells ringing. 

 

Q: Obviously you’ve thought about this idea of race and difference, and you think about 

Christianity. How does your understanding of Christianity and its complicated history to race—

how do those two things mesh? 

 

Nordmark: [14:51:10] I spent quite a bit of my life working with and around Native Americans 

in this state and in other states. And I guess that’s where I came to question a lot of the early 

church and now, of course today, that extends on to all the government agencies that have and 

continue to impact all cultures and more particularly, the Native American people of whom I’ve 

become very fond. It seems to me that being a Christian is a constant challenge to keep 

remembering what that means and not be pulled in different directions by all the forces that are 

trying to divide us. And there’s no better example of that than today’s climate. And particularly, 

in our country at the federal level. 

 

I used to be a lobbyist in Washington, D.C., and in Lansing, for several years and I quit going 

because it was so hard for me to accept how it had morphed into something I no longer respected 

and did not want to be part of. I used to tell people when I came back from one of my trips to 
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D.C. recently, the first thing I wanted to do was to take a shower so I could wash it off. But I am 

concerned. I’m concerned with what we are allowing our country to become. And some of that is 

benign neglect. Some of that’s the raising of the very bad parts of us that we’ve kind of kept 

hidden for a long time that are now seeing the light of day. And I am concerned. I’m very, very 

concerned. 

 

Q: It’s really interesting—you talk about your relationship to Native Americans, particularly, as 

you’ve pointed out, the really complex history that the church has with Native Americans. And 

it’s also interesting because I think when we say, “Oh, we’re doing a project on whiteness,” 

people often think about, Oh, you want to talk about black people—our relationship to black 

people. But the treatment of Native Americans by both our government and by the citizens—I 

mean the genocide that was—I mean, not even saying it pejoratively, but just factually—that was 

so astounding. And a lot of it was supported by the church. How do you square, when you say, “I 

really have to remember what it means to be a Christian” when so much of what it meant to be a 

Christian has actually been perpetuating some of these inequities and injustices in the past? So 

how do those two things fit together for you personally? 

 

Nordmark: [14:53:58] I have a hard time sometimes admitting to being a Christian unless I’m 

with people I know well, because what you’re getting are exactly the types of things that we’ve 

talked about here. It does become a negative thing. Or certainly the questions are raised along 

with the eyebrows. How could you be a Christian if—? And all this has happened. And it’s still 

free will and the fact that we’ve chosen free will—in whatever religious denomination you find 

yourself—to do wrong things does not mean that it diminishes Christianity in any way. But it 
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also has become a crutch for not doing the right thing because somebody else will take care of it 

for you. Somebody has told you they will take care of it for you, so you won’t have to do 

anything.  

 

I think it’s a very troubling time for young people in particular who are trying to find their own 

way as Christians in this nation and around the world. We are not asking the right questions. 

We’re not paying attention to all the other voices that want to be heard. In many cases we are 

lazy thinkers. We don’t want to give it the in-depth conversation and the compassionate 

understanding that a good, solid look—an honest look at history would help us with.  

 

People, for instance, don’t understand that when this country was first settled, if that’s the right 

word here, the very first slaves in this country were Native Americans. And when we ran out of 

them, because we killed them off or they died off from various diseases, the next step 

unfortunately was the  to look across the sea and look at other continents and what they might 

provide in slave labor. It’s a hard thing to talk about. It’s a hard thing to stay unemotional about.  

 

And where I live it’s just a topic of conversation that is not pursued. Not at all. The rural people 

around me really don’t have an interest in any solid discussions. It will, if you bring it up in 

certain households, result in some pretty unfortunate racial epithets being thrown around. Is that 

the real person? I don’t know. But it troubles me that they feel so—to this day—so insistent that 

“these people,” you know, are in our midst, and “the other” that we have to somehow be 

suspicious of. It’s unfortunate. 
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Q: Can you describe one of these experiences that you talk about? And I don’t want to use names 

or anything but just describe—tell me a story where you had one of these experiences. 

 

Nordmark: [14:57:23] It’s very hard to recount in great detail many of these experiences. I’ve 

tended to avoid retaining them in my memory. It’s too hard. It changes nothing. It solves 

nothing. Other than to keep reminding myself that there are these people out there who do 

disparage others.  

 

I was thinking just recently about bullying in schools and how, again, people who are different 

from the perception of what we want to believe we are part of —of a special class—how we 

make them suffer for being who they are. Which is, essentially, what we’ve been made by our 

creator. I don’t know whether I will ever be effective in countering any of that. I mean there are 

times words won’t do that. I guess you’d have to be a much better orator than I am. But there are 

many times also when I do have to walk away. Because there have been instances where the 

hatred is so profound that, if you don’t walk away, [laughs] you’re either going to end up 

slugging somebody who profoundly deserves it or just dissolving into some sort of an emotional 

morass that will cripple you. I don’t know what you do in cases like that.  

 

It’s like being in the middle of some of the fishing wars in Wisconsin. When the treaty rights 

were being debated upon, with regard to the Indians being able to spear and net, and to watch the 

faces of these white people—and they were all white people, and they were both men and 

women. The hatred. Over a fish? You would kill someone over a fish? In today’s day and age? 

Here’s a dollar. Go to Meijer’s and buy a can of salmon. I still don’t know how to deal with that. 
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I don’t know if we’ve ever been taught how to deal effectively with that. Maybe somebody out 

there listening will come forward and say, “Here’s how we can heal that.” I haven’t found it. I 

don’t know.  

 

Q: Obviously your faith is important, and when you think about God, how do you imagine God? 

What do you see when you—saying the word “God,” what do you see in your mind’s eye? 

 

Nordmark: [15:00:09] When I was a little girl, I used to have a very close relationship, I thought, 

with God. Not Jesus, but with God. And we would have conversations. We would have real 

conversations, meaningful conversations. Whether I was out riding my horse or cleaning the 

chicken coop or whatever, we had these little conversations going. I couldn’t tell you what they 

were about, but obviously they were important to me because I kept doing them. And as I got 

older that image that I had kind of faded away. Other things took its place. There were friends; 

there was college; there was work. And then eventually there was family. But then he kind of 

popped in again. And it was kind of, nudge nudge wink wink, “I’m back. Where have you 

been?” Oh gosh. So I had to start redeveloping this relationship. But it was within my own time. 

It was just a me-and-him thing. And I say him in small h. Could have been her. We don’t know. 

We aren’t supposed to know that.  

 

But anyway, in later years my children are grown and flown. My grandkids are all adults and 

gone. The relationship that I’ve established is still a very personal one. And we still talk. And 

prayer is a daily thing with me, but it’s also an unconscious thing as I go about my daily life and 

work, as we’re instructed to do. And I just keep hoping I’m doing what, hopefully, he has 
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expected me to do to live a good Christian life and be the kind of person he wants me to be. I 

don’t know. I guess I won’t know, until finally there’s a little tap on the shoulder and I can 

hopefully hear the voice that says, “Servant, well done.” 

 

Q: I want to circle back to race again and ask you, because you seem like someone who is very 

aware about a lot of things, to describe a situation that you remember where you became acutely 

aware of your own race. 

 

Nordmark: [15:02:24] I spent—used to spend—a lot of time in Washington, D.C., as I said, I 

was a lobbyist there. And when I first started doing this it was a very collegial place. You could 

go to either side of the aisle and talk to anybody about anything. But I also had a lot of time, 

especially between flights, so I would walk around and kind of play tourist in Washington. And, 

you know, ignorant country girl, I guess, but I was downtown one afternoon and it was kind of 

hot and it was ugly. And there were some homeless people, which, Washington is full of them. 

Was then, still is. But as I was walking past them on this one street heading toward some 

destination, there were a bunch of young black men just standing around. And one of them 

yelled, “Hey honky.”  

 

And I’d not heard the word. I didn’t know what that was, so I kept walking. And the next thing I 

know, he’s right behind me, and he’s yelling in my ear. And I won’t repeat what else he was 

yelling, [laughs] but I stopped and I turned around and I said, “Do you mean me?” And then his 

friends joined him. Well fortunately for me—and bless their dear, sweet hearts—these street 

people came up on the other side and said, you know, “Leave her alone.” And I turned and I 
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walked back toward my hotel and I was just terribly troubled. You know, what had I said? What 

had I done to offend? Was there some territorial line I didn’t know about that I’d crossed? And 

that was the first experience with the fact that I was the one who was the outsider. I was the 

different one in that group of people. And I didn’t like it. I didn’t like it at all. No. 

 

Q: You are obviously someone who has thought deeply about a lot of things—from ways to do 

social justice, to your own place in the world, to your relationship other people. And yet you live 

in a place that is almost completely white. You have a church that is almost completely white. 

How does that make you feel that, despite your caring and belief, that there isn’t more of a 

crossover where your life isn’t more diverse, personally? Do you think that’s a problem? Do you 

think it’s something that—am I not reading it correctly? 

 

Nordmark: [15:05:15] As I indicated earlier, one of the reasons I moved back here was because 

my elderly parents at some point were going to need me. As it turned out that was absolutely the 

case for a long, long time. And by then I had become a single person again. My kids, as I said, 

had grown and gone. And I had the farm that I’d bought and managed on my own. And I was 

kind of settled in, and to just uproot and go—I always said I was going to move to Alaska, well 

that wasn’t going to happen. But it was just no longer practical for me to consider selling 

everything and going someplace else. I had established myself statewide with many of the 

different types of conservation and natural resource groups and  ag [agriculture] groups that I 

belong to.  
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And so going out, away from this place, like the rings of a pebble thrown into a pond, I did find a 

lot of self-satisfaction and contribution were possible once I got out of here and that doesn’t 

speak very well of my community. So I’m still trying to figure out how in the world I can be 

more effective and a better citizen where I am, and I keep getting drawn back out to where I was. 

I don’t have an answer. I don’t know quite whether I will ever find an answer. It’s just, do what 

you can with every day that comes to you and be glad of it. Hopefully I’ll make a difference 

someday to somebody. Maybe I have already and I just don’t know it. I’m not asking anybody to 

send me an email and say, “Hey, guess what? Thanks to you, dah dah dah dah.” It’s not going to 

happen. 

 

Q: Well now I want to get into an area where I know you have lots of information—I think. As 

someone who is involved in being an advocate for the National Parks and everything, what’s the 

breakdown of usage—I know it’s sort of a cliché—and tell me if I’m wrong or not—that black 

people don’t tend to go into the country. Am I ignoring something, that they don’t use national 

parks as much as white people? 

 

Nordmark: [15:07:31] In terms of the usage of all of our national parks, wildlife refuges, all of 

the natural resources in the country as well as the state, for a long time it was kind of the 

playground of the rich. They are the ones who also, to their credit—the Rockefellers, the 

Carnegies—donated those lands back for the public good. And so it was very difficult for people 

of limited financial means to get out too far. But one of the things that has happened over the 

years is that has changed. 
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I worked with a patrol group from the Forest Service some years ago to try to keep the tourists 

safe from the bears—because they were so dumb they wanted to go up and pet the bears—but 

one of the things that was kind of fun about that was to realize first-hand that the busloads of 

people that were coming into some of these areas were a mixed bag. They were just like 

everything you see everywhere else you go. And I was talking to one of our state officials from 

the natural resource agency, because I’d seen a site that said, some of the data they collected 

were showing exactly the increases that we were talking about having. And, indeed, especially 

fishing. And there are a lot of things that go along with that: fishing is a lot cheaper than hunting 

and some of the other things. But there’s a much greater participation than there ever has been. 

And they’ve made great efforts to connect people from urban areas with more opportunities 

closer to home. So I think that’s changed a lot.  

 

As far as Asian people go, the majority of those people are coming from other countries. We get 

tremendous visitation in our country, in all of our national systems, you know Old Faithful, the 

Grand Canyon. People—the Japanese tourists with their expensive cameras. Those people can 

afford to come here and do that. People from other cultures are scattering here and there, but they 

don’t seem as drawn to those things as the rest of us have. But I think it’s changing. I think it’s 

changing a lot. And I think their interests—the number of people of other cultures, minorities if 

you will, now employed by, let’s say the Park Service and the Forest Service, has jumped 

dramatically. And originally it was part of the old business where we had to give preference; 

that’s gone now. There’s an interesting change in those folks. I mean, they’re firefighters out 

there in the National Forest. They’re working in the parks as rangers. They’re out there on the 
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Outer Banks collecting samples in the water, in the ocean. So I think the misconception there 

should be put to rest. There’s not the percentage mix. But it’s grown dramatically.  

 

And you know there’s nothing more fun than seeing a bunch of little kids from the inner city—

black, white, purple, green, doesn’t matter—hauled out into a campground, a park ground and 

watch them discover chipmunks for the first time or see an acorn. You know, “What’s that?” 

And you explain that it grows up into that big tree you’re looking at. And you know, it’s 

delightful. It’s just delightful with the little guys. We need to do more of that, younger, yeah. 

 

Q: [unclear] a little more about your family. Do you have any family member, immediate or 

extended, who is not white? 

 

Nordmark: [15:10:59] There are no members of my family going back in any direction or 

forward any direction that are not white. My children and their children have dated and had long-

standing relationships, in some cases, with members of other cultures, but there are no permanent 

relationships. At least that anybody has told me about, no. 

 

Q: And your relationships, how often—I know that you are involved with people of different 

cultures from your work and different ethnic backgrounds from some of your work and your 

some of your church. You see them in a public setting. In a personal setting, when was the last 

time that you were in the house with somebody who wasn’t white? 
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Nordmark: [15:11:49] Golly. I still spend a lot of time with my Native American friends. I like 

pow-wows. I like frybread. Sorry, what can I tell you? So, yeah, I’ve been in their homes; 

they’ve been in my home. I’m closer to them, I guess, than any other ethnicity but also there are 

some Asian friends and a Hispanic friend. But these are casual. They’re not real hardcore, we get 

together every Tuesday night for cribbage or something like that. They’re occasional things. And 

they don’t live in my neighborhood either so there’s a different way that you relate. You may go 

to the Barn Theater with some of these people, but they’re not going to come out and help you 

bale hay, trust me.  

 

Q: You’ve been in this state for a long time and you’ve talked a little bit about some of the 

attitudes where you live. Has it always been like that? Has it changed over time? Have you seen 

a change in how your community views people who aren’t white? Has it changed? 

 

Nordmark: [15:13:09] It’s very hard to say with any degree of accuracy whether the attitudes of 

the white people in my rural area have changed dramatically. I think incrementally, yes. Not 

necessarily good, but they still have changed because there’s dialogue now. And before we just 

simply didn’t talk about it. I don’t think there’s a really conscious effort made to engage 

conversations about such things. But it is more tolerant than it was—less suspicious. And yet at 

the same time there’s still that little core group of people that will go to the grave disliking the 

other for even reasons they can’t tell you, but it’s ingrained. It’s how they were raised. It’s how 

they were taught. It makes those topics just simply not worth pursuing with those folks. But the 

other people, the ones that are more forthcoming, we get some jokes going every once in a while. 
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It’s better than it was, but it’s nothing like it could be. And it probably won’t be because the 

exposure is not there. It’s still us and them.  

 

And the newspapers don’t help because they basically bring up the bad things. I mentioned to 

somebody this morning that the article in the paper, the local paper, was about another rating that 

the city got for being a poor place to raise children. And of course, the community leaders all 

reacted as you would expect they would and defended themselves. But those perceptions, they’re 

hard to overcome. And it’s almost as if they really shouldn’t have printed the article. Not to keep 

people from knowing this, but you don’t want to bring those things out and keep making them 

repeated over and over and over because they become self-fulfilling prophesies. People read 

about it, they hear about it, they talk about it, and the next thing you know, well, it must be true. 

So I wish they would put it maybe on the back page, not the front page. Because this is a good 

community. It’s like a lot of small communities. A lot of good people. A lot of good ideas. A lot 

of opportunity. But Battle Creek just hasn’t found itself yet. And hopefully it will. 

 

Q: Why did you decide or want to participate in this project? 

 

Nordmark: [15:15:40] Why did I not do? 

 

Q: No, why did you want to participate in this project? Was there some particular reason? Was 

there something particularly that you wanted to contribute? Why was it important you do 

[unclear]? 
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Nordmark: [15:15:55] When a young man came to church one day and asked to speak to the 

congregation about this project, he was inviting everybody there within listening distance and 

their friends to sign up to take part. And he told us how we could do that. I don’t know how 

many people actually did, but it intrigued me because I’d never heard of anything like this going 

forward. At least not in this community. Probably would have heard about it if I’d been in Ann 

Arbor or Grand Rapids or even Kalamazoo. But I thought maybe there would be some relative 

merits to somebody from this particular community contributing something.  

 

And like I said, even though I’m not a native of this area, I’ve lived here long enough that I think 

I know the community quite well. And maybe it would help if this community saw itself 

represented, hopefully in a positive way, about the things that are possible. And because I don’t 

live in the city, it’s hard to engage the city. They don’t really look to those of us in the outlying 

townships. It’s somewhat closed in that respect. And I wish they would think a little beyond their 

borders, because many of the people who live where I live now came from the city. They moved 

away. And they probably don’t relate well to the city anymore. And that’s a loss. That’s a 

tremendous loss. I think we could gain more by casting a wider net, if you will. And so I hope 

maybe in a tiny way I might be able to help folks look toward casting that wider net. Or maybe 

even have a handle on it myself. 

 

Q: And what were you hoping to add? What is your message? What would you want to add to 

the project? 
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Nordmark: [15:17:43] I don’t know ultimately what this is going to look like as a project, but I 

hope it gives us a very honest portrayal of who we, the people, really are. How we feel, how we 

think how we relate, and, more importantly, how we hope to relate going forward. And that the 

future will be what we make it. And if we refuse to take part in that future, it will make us who 

we will become and that may not be the path we want to go down. 

 

So I’m older now. Who knows how many birthdays left. Lots, I hope. But I hope this project will 

help people thoughtfully consider ways that they may—even small ways—make a difference that 

is positive for where they live right now. And maybe like the pebble in the pond, those rings will 

spread wider. And maybe there will be more reasons to lift a hand in friendship instead of a fist 

in anger. And if I can play a positive part in that? That’s all I ask. 

 

Q: Are you happy that you’re white? 

 

Nordmark: [15:18:52] I don’t think I’m happy or unhappy that I’m white. And actually, like I 

said, until I was in Washington and was followed around a bit, I never really thought of myself 

as white or anything else. I had more issues, in my growing-up years and early professional days, 

with the female in a male’s world. And that is still true in many cases, but I think those of us who 

are one hundred percent white, as far as we know, genealogically speaking, we have a duty and a 

responsibility. Because we share this planet with everybody else. And it is our responsibility, as I 

said, to join hands instead of shaking fists. And if we’ve not done that, then shame on us. Step 

forward. 
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Q: So you say that you don’t—not happy or unhappy—do you think your life would have been 

different if you would have been born black? 

 

Nordmark: [15:19:47] Oh, I think my life would have been profoundly different if I had been 

born anything but white. Especially where I lived. Perhaps not so much if I was in a part of the 

country where there were more people of different mixes. [interruption] 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 


