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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Jonathan Presson 

conducted by Whitney Dow on January 28th, 2018. This interview is part of the Study on White 

People.  

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

spoken word, rather than written prose. 



 

 

Q: So, we’ll start over again. Tell me your name, where you’re from, and just a little about 

yourself? 

 

Presson: [14:20:01] My name is Jon Presson. I was born and raised in Richmond [Virginia], and 

went to school in Richmond. I went to VCU [Virginia Commonwealth University], got two 

degrees in art. Moved away from Richmond for a few years, and moved back, and now live in 

the city and work in the city. 

 

Q: And are you a working artist, or do you do other work, other than your work? I know you’re a 

sculptor. [unclear] 

  

Presson: [14:20:28] For the day job, I work a standard IT [information technology] position, and 

I still try and work in art on the side. 

 

Q: And how did you end up getting involved doing this project? How did you come to be sitting 

in this chair across from us? 

 

Presson: [14:20:45] Random chance. Out grabbing a beer after work, and ran into Sam 

[phonetic] at the bar that I was drinking, and we wound up having a conversation about 
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Richmond history, and just the past and current situation here, and found out that there was a 

project going on, and did the survey, and wound up here. 

 

Q: And how has the process been so far? What was it like doing the survey, the follow-up 

survey, what was that experience like? 

 

Presson: [14:21:18] Pretty simple, straightforward. The first survey was very, very generic. 

(laughs) So, actually, I was a little worried that things wouldn’t be very specific later on, but the 

follow-up survey here, before the recording, was much more detailed. 

 

Q: So, tell me a little bit about where you grew up in Richmond. What it was like, what your 

childhood was like, the neighborhood, your family? 

 

Presson: [14:21:44] I grew up in the north side of Richmond in a neighborhood called Bellevue. 

This was in the early ’70s to mid-’70s. Currently, Bellevue is a very different neighborhood than 

it was when I grew up in it. Economically, it was a lower-middle-class neighborhood at the time. 

Close to the county line. When I was growing up, it was shortly after white flight in Richmond, 

so the economy in Richmond was suffering greatly. Downtown was pretty much abandoned. 

Everybody was kind of struggling, so the school systems were under-funded. It was difficult 

times. 

 

Q: And so, was the community mixed, was it mostly white, what was the neighborhood that you 

grew up in like? 
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Presson: [14:22:48] The neighborhood had kind of blurry boundaries. Bellevue has two roads 

that essentially act as boundary lines for it, where, essentially, you had the white community on 

one side, and a black community on the other side of the road. Relatively similar economic class 

at the first cushion areas, moving into subsidies housing as you moved further into the lower-

income black neighborhood. 

 

Q: And what did you think about the dividing line? What was your thoughts about that when you 

were a kid? Did you think about it? Did it have an impact on you? 

 

Presson: [14:23:29] No, not really. I mean, the schools that I attended were in that lower-income 

black area, so, to me, that was my neighborhood. Those were my friends, those were the people I 

knew, the people I associated with. There was no difference one way or the other. 

 

[Interruption]  

 

Q: Was race a topic in your household growing up, with your family, with your parents? Was it 

something that was present or not present as a conversation? 

 

Presson: [14:24:22] Race wasn’t really much of a discussion in and of itself growing up, but the 

aspects of how race affected socioeconomics, education, etc., were very strong concerns in my 

household, because the schools that I attended were underfunded. The underfunding came from 

what was believed to be a lack of representation, so a lot of community organizing and effort was 
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put into getting families, parents and children, out to schoolboard meetings to rally, to get our 

school properly represented. 

 

Q: And do you remember when you first became aware of your own race? 

 

Presson: [14:25:10] The concept of becoming aware of your race is kind of a strange concept to 

me. I mean, obviously, the color of the skin is a certain indicator. But I would say where it first 

began to have a bearing, and actually had any weight on how my life took its course, would have 

been in high school. 

 

Q: And do you remember the thought process that went in, as you got into high school? Why do 

you say that that’s where it sort of had a bearing? 

 

Presson: [14:25:42] Well, when I started high school, I went to two different high schools in the 

city, and some things they were doing, they were trying to elicit funding by having an 

appearance of diversity. So, they were trying to sort people into different groups. My close group 

of friends, myself, being Caucasian, I had a Chinese American friend, and an African American 

friend, so we were constantly put together. When we went on trips to New York or anything like 

that, we’d be in the same rooms, like, “Hey, here’s our diversity group.” To us, it seemed odd, 

because we’d never thought of ourselves like that. We didn’t think of ourselves as diverse, we’d 

thought of ourselves as normal. 

 

Q: And when you say that you’re white, what is it that makes someone white? 
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Presson: [14:26:51] Well—what would make somebody white, the way that I think of it, it’s not 

necessarily the color of the skin, but the ethnicity, the historical background, where your family 

comes from, what traditions you carry forward from the past. And here, being in America, and 

being in Richmond in particular, certainly has some bearings on the way things have changed 

over time. So, for me, primarily, when I say “white,” I mean, sadly, the color of my skin, because 

it’s just the general association that we use, but I think on the grander scale, it does have more to 

do with the history of where you come from, and how you’ve had the world presented to you. 

 

Q: And how does that manifest itself in you? Other than the color of your skin, what is it that 

makes you white? 

 

Presson: [14:28:01] What I’d say makes me white—obviously, disregarding the color of the skin. 

My family heritage is essentially the stereotypical white Anglo-Saxon Protestants. I have Scotts, 

Irish, and English, and Norman relatives. So, as far as pasty white goes, we’re kind of that 

English-British-Scottish-Irish-French mix, so pretty stereotypical, there, with the family having 

historically been political and religious refugees. And aside from that, I mean, there are certain 

things that I associate to being white, that I suppose I wouldn’t put a positive spin on.  

 

Growing up in an underprivileged school, I didn’t see a lot of opportunity or lack of opportunity 

that was disparate. Growing older, and moving into the job scene, you start to notice that there 

are some disparities, when you think about being white in a southern town such as Richmond, 

people start to throw around terms like “old-school money.” You have an aristocracy that 
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certainly is almost exclusively white. And so, you have opportunities presented to you without 

even knowing that they’re being presented to you, that at first you don’t understand as being 

relevant to how you can move forward in life. So, I do see that as something that I’ve personally 

been the one benefitting from, but I don’t think that it’s necessarily the best way to benefit. 

(laughs) 

 

Q: That sort of awareness, how has that affected your sense of yourself? 

 

Presson: [14:30:18] Well, it—the effects that I see feel oddly more like a burden. Growing up, 

and all throughout school, and continuing on now, I’ve been involved in community projects, 

helping out in my community and other communities. I’m not a religious person, but I will work 

with religious organizations in neighborhoods, doing cleanups. So, I try to do a lot in my 

community. But with that, as I grow older and started to become aware of the opportunities that 

were there for me that were not necessarily there for other people. I felt, and still do, feel a 

burden that if there’s a disparity out there, there’s got to be some way to try to balance that out, 

to even things up. Because, you know, we’re all from the same city. It’s not right for one person 

to be given an advantage for no reason, and another person to have it taken away from them to 

give it to someone else, to give them that advantage. 

 

Q: How does that impact your sense of yourself, though? How does it make you feel that your 

own accomplishments, your own thing, is it something that you feel like affects how you view 

yourself? 
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Presson: [14:31:56] When I look at how I view myself because of it, I don’t—I mean, aside from 

what I mentioned earlier with that overbearing feeling of a burden to try and change things, it 

doesn’t, in my mind, affect me as who I am. Just the awareness of it, and how to interact with 

that, how to help other people. How to recognize a situation where maybe I’m getting something, 

but I haven’t done anything for it. So, that changes my perception of how other people would 

perceive me.  

 

It’s like walking into a room, and usually I’m a pretty quiet person, so to have me in front of a 

camera (laughs) is a fairly unique situation. But when I walk into a room, the way a room reacts 

to the person that walks in. When you walk into a business, the way a business reacts when you 

walk in the door. When you walk into the city council chamber for a city counseling meeting, the 

way people react to you. Even so, when you’re walking down the street in the city of Richmond, 

if you’re walking as a single person, or a group of people, how people see you based on that.  

 

So, that perception disturbs me, to say the least. And having to see myself as someone 

benefitting from that, that level of the perception, again, causes that feeling of disparity, and how 

does one make that right? And do we even always have the opportunity to make that right? 

Oftentimes, things are well beyond our ability to control. 

 

Q: What steps do you take to combat those feelings? 

 

Presson: [14:34:25] To be honest, I haven’t found anything that really helps me to combat those 

feelings that I wasn’t already doing. So, again, it’s that overbearing sense that something’s going 
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on that I have no control over in that regard. To be honest, I wish I did have more control. I wish 

that there was something that I could do to change the feeling, but I think so long as there’s still 

that observation, that difference when I walk into a room, or walk down the street, or when I’m 

standing next to somebody, I’m treated differently than someone else. I don’t think there is 

anything I can do to change how I feel about that. So, I’ll continue to work to change it, and 

maybe one day, I’ll feel better just because something’s changed along the way. 

 

Q: Do you think of yourself as a Southerner? And if so, or not, why or why not? 

 

Presson: [14:25:36] Do I think of myself as a Southerner? That is, potentially, a very weighted 

question, depending on how you define the word “Southerner.” Certainly, [cell phone ringing] I 

was born in the South, and I’m ruining this with a telephone call. (laughs) 

 

 

[INTERRUPTION] 

 

 

Q: So, the question was, do you consider yourself a Southerner, and why or why not? 

 

Presson: [14:36:51] Okay. Well, again, that’s a potentially very weighted question, depending on 

how people define the term “Southerner.” It can evoke feelings of unity, and it can certainly 

evoke the exact opposite, depending on who you ask. So, do I think of myself as a Southerner? 

Yes, because I was born and raised in the South. There are certainly some unique things about 
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the South that exhibit a certain desire for specific pride. Would I consider myself a Southerner in 

the historical sense? I would like to not consider myself a Southerner in that aspect, but I live in 

an area where that disparity exists, where it occurs, so I would still certainly consider myself a 

Southerner. I don’t know that it’s something that I would wear as a badge of pride in that regard. 

But when it comes down to the cuisine, and (laughs) getting together to solve problems and stand 

up for community, certainly. Certainly a Southerner in that regard. 

 

Q: How do you feel about—so do you feel any connection to the history of the South? And 

obviously, we’re in Richmond because it was the scene of the Confederacy, it’s a good place to 

sort of think about narratives of America, and narratives of whiteness. And seeing as we’re also 

on a continuum, do you feel that you’re just completely separated from that narrative? Or just 

alienated from it? And if so, can you be alienated from something that you’re actually a product 

of? Talk to me a little about your relationship to the history of the narratives. 

 

Presson: [14:38:57] Well, as far as the relationship to the history of the South and that mentality, 

I have a bit of a unique story. I was born on the tenth of May, and my parents decided that they 

would name me accordingly. And I did not find out until I was much older where my name came 

from. My name is Jonathan Thomas, which seems, at first glance, relatively normal. Until you 

look at the date of May 10, which is the day that Thomas Jonathan Jackson succumbed to his 

wounds that he received, and I found out that I was actually named after Stonewall Jackson. Not 

something that I’m particularly proud of. (laughs) But it’s the name that I carry with me from 

birth to death, so it’s a bit of a constant reminder. 
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So, in that regard, certainly, I have an attachment to the South that came before I had any choices 

in the matter. But moving forward, yes, I certainly do have attachments to the South, because I 

live here. This is my city, for better, or for worse. For all the things that have happened here in 

the past, all the things that are happening here now. Things will happen here in the future 

because of things that have happened in the past. There’s no way to dissociate the two, to be a 

citizen of Richmond and not be aware of the Civil War history of this town. I mean, one simply 

has to drive down the street to see it in full effect. On Monument Avenue, we have statues built 

fifty, sixty years after the end of the Civil War to commemorate people that should have been 

long forgotten at that point. So, we certainly have a reminder there of how that disparity, and 

how a feeling of disenfranchisement persisted. To be honest, I think the monuments went up to 

the wrong side on that one. (laughs) But we have them, and having them here begs a daily 

question. 

 

And actually, it’s been in the news recently, so most people have heard the controversy of cities 

removing statues, taking down any signs of the history of a city that relate to individuals from 

that city, or individuals who performed historical events in the city, having a statue erected to 

them. I certainly do not believe we should memorialize that war in that way, but in Richmond, it 

is a very tenuous subject, and certainly, Richmond bears a unique burden in that it was the 

capital of the Confederacy. The monuments here, of course, people have spoken to taking them 

down. There’s a cost association to that. They are state monuments, not city monuments. As a 

city, here, we have a lot of state presence because we are the seat of the state government.  
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[INTERRUPTION] 

 

 

Richmond being the seat of state government, we have a lot of presence of the state here. We 

have a lot of things that are seen as being within the city’s control that actually are not. Those 

monuments actually are state monuments, they are not managed or maintained by the city. So as 

much as we might like to make changes, everything has to go before review.  

 

Personally, I would love to see a historical context put to it. Don’t tear them down, put up more. 

Light up the whole history of what happened. Let people know everything. Don’t just put a 

polish on one side and glamorize war and generals. It certainly is not accurate, for one, and 

honest, to do so that way. 

 

Q: But you, especially, as a sculptor, like, the representations of them, they’re not just arbitrary, 

accidental representations, right? The monument of Jackson, or Jefferson Davis, or whatever. 

They’re heroic poses. 

 

Presson: Oh, most certainly. 

 

Q: Yes. So, how do you then put context? Do you put a competing heroic pose? Is it like, two 

heroic narratives? It’d be very different if Jackson has his hat in his hand and he’s looking down, 

or if he’s standing with his sword up. How do you then put context that actually gives full 

meaning? 
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Presson: [14:44:32] Well, if you look at the context in regards to the design and placement of the 

monuments, certainly, we’ll start with Jackson. He’s put there in a pose of being a great 

statesman. Well, certainly, a great statesman does not lead his state to war. He avoids war. So, 

there’s, on an anachronistic [phonetic] context to it, where people want to change the history of 

what happened, and make it into something better. They want to chase after that stereotypical 

“lost cause.”  

 

A statement gets brought up occasionally about the monuments on Monument Avenue, both 

[Robert E.] Lee and Jackson, actually, were against monuments being erected to the war. 

Nonetheless, there are monuments to both of them on that avenue. (laughs) They’re not unlike 

monuments you’d see in Europe, but in Europe, you would see those monuments built to 

generals on the sides that won. The statesmen who were in office at the time that a war was won. 

Our context is we have them to the losing side of a war, something that’s rather unique for 

Richmond, rather disturbing, especially in the context that they were created fifty to sixty years 

after the end of the war. 

 

In the instance of the Robert E. Lee monument, he’s in his full-dress uniform, on his horse, in a 

proud general’s position, as if he was ready to ride to war once more. And I’m sure that it was no 

accident, the posture and the pose that that was sculpted from, that that would be, to say the least, 

a hidden intent to rally emotions of people who might still feel similarly about that lost cause, 

that faded union. 
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Q: It’s really interesting because you have, again—I always view monuments as being not 

necessarily memorializing something, but actually being instructors, right? They’re really not to 

memorialize something, they’re to sort of instruct future behavior. Or to marshal emotion in a 

particular way. And just trying to imagine—because I take your point about not eliminating 

history, and not trying to scrub history, but also trying to imagine how you create context that 

doesn’t just make it like a binary argument, but that actually can help fashion a new narrative. 

So, I don’t know if it’s building something over the monuments, I don’t know if it’s—there’s a 

lot of ways to go, but I’m just constantly trying to imagine the different solutions to the problem 

that the community’s facing on how to both embrace and understand its history in order to help it 

move forward. 

 

Presson: [14:47:58] Certainly, it is very difficult to think how one could put those monuments 

properly into context. I’m actually going to go away from the monuments on Monument Avenue, 

for this reference, because Richmond, having been the capital of Confederacy, Monument 

Avenue is our glaring instance, but we have development in the city where they’re trying to take 

areas that were used as old slave markets downtown in Shockoe Bottom, they want to pave them 

over and put up hotels on top of them, and to lose that historical context. People, myself 

included, are actively working to prevent that from happening. There is a small park, I’d say it’s 

about forty feet in diameter, called Unity Park, where there is one sculpture that sits a couple of 

blocks from where some of those slave auctions would happen, where the boats would bring 

people in and out, and there would be an auction in Shockoe Bottom.  
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It’s hard to think what we would do to change the context on Monument Avenue, when for some 

people, it’s still a very active affair to try to bury that history elsewhere in Richmond, and for 

others it is an active affair to make sure that it does not get buried in the rest of Richmond. 

Because, certainly, a couple of generals portrayed on one street, you can choose to avoid. You 

don’t have to go down Monument Avenue. That’s a strange thing to say, but the rest of the city, 

you’re in it every day, and the whole city has that history. When people try to wash over that 

history, and bury it in the rest of the city, and draw focus to Monument Avenue, either 

intentionally or unintentionally, I think that has much more of a detrimental effect, and prevents 

the ability to get any kind of proper context to those monuments. If we lose the context of what 

Richmond is as a whole versus just Monument Avenue, you might as well give up.   

 

I mean, if we were to put educational, instructional—like a walk where you’d have monuments 

there that would have information telling you about what happened, what led up to the war, what 

occurred during the war, or what occurred after the war, focusing on people who were not the 

white aristocracy, and how they were involved in the war. I think that would go a long way to 

starting the conversation to get the community together to talk about what should be there. 

Should this be what we have? How do we handle it? Do we take the big pedestals and knock 

them down and take those horses and put them down ground level? Literally, take them off of 

their pedestal. It certainly wouldn’t hurt to bring that perspective to people, to where they’re not 

looking up and deifying these people, but rather, they’re at ground level, they become humanized 

to a degree at that point, even though they’ve still been immortalized in bronze for actions I’m 

not particularly in agreement with. (laughs)  
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The artistic side of me is conflicted when I look at those monuments, because if you look at the 

quality of the construction of the monuments, they’re actually very well-made. Scarcely do you 

see monuments made to that level of detail these days. So I would think, artistically, it would be 

a bad thing to destroy the bronze, or to damage the bronzes. But to leave them there, 

unquestioned, standing as these monolithic structures to a past that wasn’t even what the people 

who want to relive it think it was, is a justice to neither side, by any means or measure. 

 

To put a little context to it, everybody knows we have Monument Avenue. When it was first 

brought up, what could be done to equal, or to at least begin to tell part of the rest of the story. A 

lot of folks said, “Well, Richmond should have a monument to Abraham Lincoln.” And I 

thought, That’s a great idea, but we already have one. We actually have one near Brown’s Island. 

It’s literally behind the Tredegar Iron Works. (laughs) Which made the cannons that fired the 

cannonballs in the Civil War. And to get to it, you have to walk around the building. Most people 

in the city don’t know it’s there, because, obviously, it’s not given the same level of prominence 

as the monuments on Monument Avenue.  

 

So, everything else seems to come as a secondary. We don’t have a tendency to build huge 

monuments at this point. A few months back, two or three, a memorial plaza for Maggie Walker 

was opened, and I think that is a good start. This town has pockets of resistance still, that will 

find any reason to prevent something being built, other than what is obviously the standing 

reason behind their argument. Some people were arguing, “It’s going to affect traffic flow on 

Broad Street.” For anyone who drives down Broad Street, you’d note that they’re building a bus 

transit system straight down the middle of Broad Street, and if anything’s going to impact traffic 
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on Broad Street, it’s certainly going to be that, and not a monument to Maggie Walker. But there 

are people who cling to thin threads like that to veil their true beliefs, and it does still come up 

quite often. 

 

Q: Why do you think they hold so tight to those monuments and stories and methodologies of the 

past? 

 

Presson: [14:54:50] For the people that I know from having grown up in Richmond, I think to 

them, those monuments are symbol of prosperity, and the people that grew up here in a time of 

very low prosperity want to reach out to something, they want to anachronize that, build that as a 

past that was better.  But without having proper context, that’s just stories that they’ve been told, 

they’re told by their parents or by their grandparents. Here in Richmond, in the city proper, 

young people will gather anywhere in order to socialize and form a unit. People used to cruise 

down Broad Street, they’d cruise down DMV Drive and Lee Street. A lot of people would come 

in from the counties. People would emblazon their cars or their jackets with Confederate flags. It 

was odd to see. It seems like more of the anachronism comes from the people that don’t actually 

live in Richmond, and I think part of that might be due to the fact that during white flight, 

everybody went to the surrounding counties, so now it’s more so a hotbed there than in the city 

itself, but now, with the city coming up economically again, people are moving back into the 

city, and bringing that back in. So, kind of an explosion and then an implosion.  

 

But I think for the people that I knew growing up that were—are—white Richmonders, that that 



  Presson – 1 – 19 
 

was symbolic of economic prosperity, without even having a full understanding of what the rest 

of the symbolism meant. 

 

Q: I want to come back to you a little bit. How attached to your whiteness are you? 

 

Presson: [14:57:17] (laughs) To be honest -- to be attached to my whiteness—(laughs) I never 

really thought that much of myself as being white growing up, so the concept of being attached 

to it, to be attached to something that I never truly associated any difference to. So, I’m not that 

attached to it at all. (laughs) I don’t see how it changes or doesn’t change at this point in my life. 

 

Q: But do you think it’s impacted—you’ve talked about how it’s given you opportunity. If it’s 

impacted your sort of trajectory through life, is it something that you’d be willing to give up? 

 

Presson: [14:58:11] If you’d ask me fifteen years ago, I wouldn’t even have blinked, because I 

was still chasing the dream of being an artist, so, the economic concerns of whether I did or did 

not get a job were not so heavily weighted on my gender or my color or my age, but rather the 

product I was producing. At this point in the game, if I were to have to start over, it certainly is 

an advantage to have, and debts, being what they are, I wouldn’t want to take on that 

disadvantage, but I also wouldn’t want to have that advantage simply because of the color of my 

skin. I’ve spent many years learning stuff to make myself viable for a job. Where I work, we 

actually have a very good cross-section. I wouldn’t say there’s much racial bias in our corporate 

offices. Now, I work for a logistics company, so downstream at terminals, where trucks move 

freight to and fro, you have people in lower income neighborhoods all across the country, you’re 
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going to have issues.  

 

But yes, never really thought of it in regards to would I be willing to sacrifice that advantage, and 

thinking of it now, I would feel very uncomfortable not having the advantage. And to think, 

would I feel more uncomfortable knowing I had the advantage, or not having the advantage at 

this point in time, being old enough to have amassed a certain amount of debt, and having a 

responsibility, it’s a very hard call to make, and I honestly don’t know how to make that one. 

 

Q: That’s a very honest answer. What is your social circle like? Is it someone who’s concerned 

with these issues, is it diverse, is it—I don’t know if you’re married, are you married to a white 

person, are you dating someone? With all these sort of thought processes, in your personal life, 

how many of them manifest themselves in your personal relationships? 

 

Presson: [15:01:15] As far as my personal life, I am single. I don’t go out nearly as much as I 

used to, so most of my social life is revolving around my work, or people who have similar 

interests, so either my day job work, or the art work that I do. So, my social circle is mostly a 

bunch of freaks and artists. (laughs) There’s not really much bias there, in any way, shape, or 

form. Well, at least outside of whether somebody’s making good or bad art. 

 

Q: Do you think that your gender or your race has had a bigger impact on your life? 

 

Presson: [15:02:10] That’s a very good question. As to whether my gender or my race has been 

more impactful in my life. I would honestly say I believe it would be my gender. Just because, 
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again, for economic reasons. I make a certain amount of money, and I need a certain amount of 

money to live, and to be paid more than someone else is paid simply because of a chromosome 

here or a chromosome there, again, it’s a significant disparity. But yes, I would say that gender 

has certainly contributed more on the economic side. As far as education goes, I went to public 

school, so there was no difference there, one way or the other. 

 

Q: So, you think your life would be less challenging as a black male than as a white female? 

 

Presson: [15:03:19] I do. I think that there’s certainly a more disproportionate bias to women 

than there would be to a black man, or a white man, working in the same field, or trying to 

achieve the same ends. 

 

Q: Why was it that you wanted to participate in this project? 

 

Presson: [15:03:46] Well, I wanted to participate in this project because, for better or for worse, I 

think that having people’s opinions out there is the first step towards change. To talk about 

problems allows us to work through, to analyze our situation from ways that we would not 

normally look at ourselves. We wouldn’t normally look at our economic situation, our social 

situation, and for some people, they don’t have the opportunity, or they don’t have, for whatever 

reason, the ability or the desire to speak to their circumstance. And if speaking to my 

circumstance can help anyone else in their circumstance, then—I’m sitting in a chair, this isn’t 

really hard work. 
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Q: That’s true. So, is there something in particular that we didn’t touch on that you were hoping 

to say, or think is important to be said in the context of a conversation like this? 

 

Presson: [15:04:57] There were some things. I understand that this is primarily focused around 

race and race identity, at this point in the game. Personally, I’ve found that it’s oftentimes 

socioeconomic as well, and—well, oftentimes, even more so socioeconomic than race identity. 

With the changes in the South, this concept of the “New South,” where money is coming in, and 

economic development is occurring, it’s changing the history, and the perception of the South. In 

many cities, in Atlanta [Georgia], and now in Richmond, it’s oftentimes doing so to the 

detriment of the people who were living at the time and location that was being brought up 

economically.  

 

So, I was kind of hoping that we would have touched on how some of that economic bias comes 

into play, how some disenfranchisement occurs with people who have been living in an area for 

a long period of time. I live over by Maymont [Richmond, Virginia], and it’s traditionally a 

working-class, black neighborhood. And every day, I see properties selling, I see property values 

going up, and I see older neighbors being forced to sell their properties. And it’s one of those 

things that hurts me most about being in Richmond right now, is seeing this change, seeing 

people who stuck through all this, who battled through this, who have spent a generation or two 

fighting against all these things, just to be priced out of their property so that someone can come 

in, flip the property, make money, and sell it to somebody moving in from out of state. 
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Q: Well, how is that connected to this conversation? In what way is that connected to race, 

whiteness, and power structure? 

 

Presson: [15:07:13] Well, it’s so entwined into that, I mean, to breathe the air, to even say the 

words “race” and “identity” with any attempt to strip economic disparity out of it. These people 

didn’t have a choice to move to the county when the city fell down. So they worked harder. It 

wasn’t something that they were given. It wasn’t something that they were asked to do. They put 

everything they had into scratching out their little piece of dirt to call theirs. Cities do, over time, 

change in valuation, so property values do go up. But when property values more than double in 

a five-year period, obviously it’s a burden to the people in those neighborhoods, and I personally 

believe it’s the city’s duty to offset those tax values for the people that have been there for long 

periods of time, to be more advantageous to the homeowner rather than the property investor. 

But more income is generated by property investment than by homeowners.  

 

So. you have areas where it’s much easier for the city to grab land or property, because it is 

traditionally a lower-income black area, or it became so after white flight, or after the annexation 

of Manchester. They are now going in and they are taking that. It certainly wouldn’t happen in 

Windsor Farms. No one would move to the west end and knock down six square blocks of 

Monument Avenue, north side, south side, west of Boulevard, it simply wouldn’t happen. People 

wouldn’t even think of it. They would go in and they would renovate the properties. They would 

see the properties as having value and having history, versus seeing the properties as the land 

underneath, and destroying the history of the properties and building new structures on top. It 

comes back around to the brushing over of the slave trade in Shockoe Bottom and Shockoe Slip, 
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where they want to develop over historical areas.  

 

It’s just money to some people, that’s all it is. And they see people as a dollar sign, and which 

markets are more easily moved. When they see that, they see an ethnic identity, they see black 

people as more easily displaced than white people. They see the land as more easily come by, if 

they have to displace one ethnicity verses another, so, on a grander scheme for development, it’s 

very unbalanced. 

 

Q: Is the tax structure based on property valuation now, or is it based on rental valuation, or how 

does that—because that’s what you’re talking about, is that as the property gets more and more, 

the taxes go up rapidly. 

 

Presson: [15:10:29] Yes, it is a property valuation per thousand dollars, and it is based on—the 

property valuation for an area is based on recent comparable sales. So, when properties in an area 

begin to transact, it has a domino effect on the valuation of the properties, whether they’re being 

sold or not. So, when people on the perimeter of a neighborhood sell, it causes a change in the 

neighborhood. If you want to look at something where you have more visibility into the long-

term effect of it, if you look at Church Hill and Chimborazo Hill, those areas are probably two-

thirds of the way into their development lifecycle. So, you can see what’s happened there, and 

see how it’s moved from Broad Street fifteen blocks in from Broad, and it’s changed those areas, 

and it hasn’t necessarily made a change for the better for everyone involved, because it’s just 

taking the poor and underprivileged, and moving them. So they move a little further out to where 

the lower-value properties are. Each time once block falls and becomes developed, it’s a nice 
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thing to have, it’s income for the city. But without properly assisting those who are displaced, 

it’s very unfair. 

 

Q: It’s almost like California with the Prop 8 [Proposition 8]. California changed a big thing 

where they make your property tax based on the value of what you paid for your place. But it 

also just blew up their budget, too, because as the economic growth came—but I know someone 

who bought a place long time ago, and is suffering the same things. And New York is the same 

way. 

 

Presson: [15:12:28] Yes, I don’t think it differs much anywhere, anywhere you go in the country. 

I don’t think that’s a southern thing. (laughs) That mask is worn all throughout the country. 

 

Q: Is there anything else you’d like to add that you think is important to say? 

 

Presson: (laughs) I kind of want to say, “Dear world, we’re not a bunch of racists in Richmond. 

Please, don’t hold the actions of a few against us.” (laughs) 

 

Q: Well, why do you think that there’s a perception that you’re a bunch of racists? 

 

Presson: [15:13:52] We get a lot of attention based on Monument Avenue. So, the focus goes to 

Monument Avenue. And we get attention based on that, certainly. And we get attention such that 

groups from out of state come here to have protests that have nothing to do with Richmond, but 

simply to get attention to their cause. So, it draws more attention to that, and then associates 
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Richmond to this perpetuated “lost cause” belief. And if you were to stop most—and I can’t say 

all, I wish I could—but most people walking down the street in Richmond, and ask them, 

“Which do you think we should do, tear down the monuments, or rebuild the schools?” We have 

much greater difficulties here than those monuments.  

 

We have forty years of economic destruction that needs to be built on. Nobody focuses on that. 

It’s sad when you look at the state of our schools. It would be wonderful if people would focus 

on that, to bring the spotlight to it, so that people would see that that’s where the focus needs to 

go. But it’s much easier to get viewers by taking controversy and feeding something that already 

exists, to throw logs on a fire, to stoke differences rather than to actually see what the current 

problems are, what the most important problem is: education. It’s key to fixing all the other 

problems, so if you can fix education first, you can make advancements more easily on all the 

other fronts. But we still get stuck with people dressing up in Confederate outfits and parading 

around monuments, so—it does make for a good picture. (laughs) 

 

Q: Do you love Richmond? 

 

Presson: [15:16:05] I do. I have a love-hate relationship with my town. A lot of people would 

say, “If you hate the way your town works, move somewhere else.” That’s not how it works. 

You’re going to find problems with everywhere you live. I love the part of Richmond that I’ve 

been aware of all my life. Growing up with people that were scratching out their existence, 

people that weren’t born into comfort. We’ve lived through the good and the bad. We see 

Richmond developing now, and as much as, I earlier stated about how there needs to be a certain 
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amount of fairness in that development, still, without that development, this town would be 

collapsing in on itself. So, it is certainly a love-hate relationship, and people have to stay all day 

and they have to stay fighting for that equity, for that balance. What’s wrong with a good fight? 

 

Q: Well, I think that’s a good place to leave it, then. That’s a good end note. 

 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 


