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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Jacob Purrington 

conducted by Whitney Dow on May 12, 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, first of all, tell me your name, where you’re from, and a little about yourself. 

 

Jacob: [01:00:03] Oh, well, I’m Jacob. I’m kind of from all over the place but I’ve been in 

Wyoming for a while. I really like to paint. I’m one of those artsy guys. 

 

Q: What brought you to Wyoming? 

 

Jacob: [01:00:18] My dad found a good job. Yeah, I don’t know. That was the main deciding 

factor. 

 

Q: So how long ago did you move to Wyoming? 

 

Jacob: [01:00:29] Almost seven years we moved here. 
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Q: And can you put my—contextualize your answers because my voice [crosstalk] 

 

Jacob: Yeah, of course. 

 

Q: So how long ago did you move to Wyoming? 

 

Jacob: [01:00:36] We moved to Wyoming about seven years ago.   

 

Q: And how old are you now? 

 

Jacob: [01:00:42] I just turned eighteen in August. 

 

Q: So you sort of came at a critical juncture in your life. And where’d you move from? 
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Jacob: [01:00:48] We moved from Lubbock, Texas. My dad’s job kind of started getting rocky 

down there so we decided to come up here. 

 

Q: Well, how was it moving from Lubbock, Texas to Cheyenne, Wyoming as an eleven-year-

old? That’s a pretty kind of like complicated time of life. What was it like for you up here? 

 

Jacob: [01:01:06] Well, the climate was a big change. The kind of social environment was a lot 

different. People seem to keep to themselves a little bit more here, which is fine.  

 

Q: Did you feel like you were accepted into the community here when you came? 

 

Jacob: [0101:25] Yeah, I think so. I think I was accepted. It took probably a couple months but I 

think I opened up and other people opened up. 

 

Q: And what was the motivation for you to get involved in this project? Because it’s kind of a 

weird project. We recognize that. Why did you respond to the survey and agree to be 

interviewed? 
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Jacob: [01:01:47] Oh, well, I haven’t really been part of something like this before. I thought it 

would be really interesting. I think it’s a really nice subject that you guys are touching on. 

 

Q: And has it been interesting so far? How were student surveys and all that stuff? Did you find 

that interesting? 

 

Jacob: [01:02:01] Yeah, the surveys were interesting. It kind of asked me to think about things 

that I haven’t thought about before. 

 

Q: And what were some of those things that you thought about that you hadn’t thought about 

before? 

 

Jacob: [01:02:12] Well, it asked me how much I trust the government, how much I trust medical 

healthcare professionals. Asked me what kind of environment I preferred to live in, which I’m a 

little bit more indifferent on that front. 
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Q: When you think about like your identity in the world, what are the things that you think about 

you impact your experience in the world the most? Like gender, race, age? Your glasses, 

whatever. What are the things that— 

 

Jacob: [01:02:50] I think that experiences really affect people’s personalities the most. If you are 

talking about personalities, I think my ethnicity may have, I don’t know, softened my 

experiences a little bit.  

 

Q: Can you talk a little bit about that? 

 

Jacob: [01:03:11] Yeah. When I was living in Texas, it could be a little bit tough down there for 

minorities. Since I didn’t have to worry about that I got a more positive experience there, which I 

suppose could be a good thing or bad thing. 

 

Q: And what about in Cheyenne? One of the reasons we came here is because we’re interested in 

talking to people who live in a place that’s extremely—this is like one of the whitest states in the 

Union. It’s been persistently that way. What did you notice when you came here about the social 

circle? Was that different that Lubbock? 
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Jacob: [01:03:57] It was, yeah. My first two years of living I moved to Rawlins [Wyoming]. First 

two years of living there I maybe saw two African American families. It was different. That was 

one thing that I noticed, along with behavioral things. 

 

Q: And what were the behavioral things that you noticed? 

 

Jacob: [01:04:24] I don’t know. Just closed off. People seemed to get a little bit agitated almost 

easier. Not exactly sure why but— 

 

Q: Now, when you were growing up, was race something that was discussed in your family 

much? Was it an issue or how was it talked about? 

 

Jacob: [01:04:40] It wasn’t a very big issue for me. My grandmother is Cuban so I was always 

aware of it but I was never really aware of the stigmas that came along with other races really. 

Yeah. And, I mean, we talked about it but not in any existential way. 

 

Q: And how do you identify racially? 
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Jacob: [01:05:11] I identify as Caucasian but I do like to tell the stories of my grandma and 

mother. My grandma is Cuban but my dad was adopted. My mother was born in Africa to 

American parents. So I got all that history on a technicality really. 

 

Q: And when you say you’re Caucasian, you say you’re white, what does it mean? What makes 

you white? 

 

Jacob: [01:05:35] I really think of it more as the race. What I was really born as. Basically what 

history, my family has. Because I actually don’t know on my dad’s side. I could be half Native 

American for all I know. But my mom’s side is primarily European so that’s kind of what I think 

of it as.  

 

Crew: Stand by for one second. 

 

Crew: Do we have an audio issue?  

 

Crew: Sorry. 
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Q: Are you happy that you’re white? 

 

Jacob: [01:06:20] I don’t really think it affects my mood. I don’t often think about it, being 

white. 

 

Q: Why don’t you think you think about being white? 

 

Jacob: [01:06:30] I think because nobody forces me to think about being white. 

 

Q: Can you talk a little about that? 

 

Jacob: [01:06:34] I think in a lot of places in this country and I’m sure other countries, there is a 

racial stigma that doesn’t seem justified in any way. Not exactly sure why. Not sure why I got off 

easier. 

 

Q: But if you don’t have to think about it, are you attached to it? Would you give up being 

white? 
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Jacob: [01:07:10] Well, I mean, I didn’t choose to be white so I don’t know how I could choose 

not to be, you know. I really think that if I’m the same person I could be happy whatever race or 

ethnicity. 

 

Q: And what about this community do you notice that it—because you said there’s very few 

people of other races. How do people in this community talk about people of other races? 

They’re talking about people, what are the reference points in the conversation if they’re not 

actually relevant? 

 

Jacob: [01:07:50] In my experience there isn’t a whole lot of conversation about people of other 

ethnicities. I’m not exactly sure why. Yeah, I don’t know. 

 

Q: Thinking about the history of this country, do you feel like you would be sitting here, 2018, 

because of the past, I guess, sort of injurious behavior by our country against people, of black 

people or Native Americans, that we owe them something? 

 

Jacob: [01:08:27] I think that we owe them the same opportunities that we have to succeed. 
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Q: So we don’t owe them something extra? Reparations is a loaded word but do we owe—you 

know, whether it’s affirmative action or more opportunities or what you’re saying is we owe 

them equal opportunity? 

 

Jacob: [01:08:50] I feel that we owe them an equal opportunity but if someone has been 

personally affected by the past or by racial prejudice then there should be some kind of a 

compensation for that, yeah. 

 

Q: Are you a senior in high school or have you graduated? 

 

Jacob: [01:09:07] I’ve graduated. I’m a freshman in college. 

 

Q: And where do you go to school? 

 

Jacob: [01:09:13] Laramie County Community College here in town. 
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Q: I’ve interviewed some other people at Laramie, LCCC, LCC. It’s three Cs, yeah. Can you tell 

me a little about what the environment is like there at LCCC? 

 

Jacob: [01:09:27] The environment in the college here in town is—the ethnicity is a lot more 

mixed than I see in the population of the town. There’s a lot of foreign exchange students. Well, 

not exchange I guess now. Foreign students. I think I’ve already met three people that were from 

Africa. There’s a lot from Brazil, the Asias. And as far as I can tell, they’re all treated equally. 

 

Q: And is getting to know people like that after growing up in a community that’s pretty 

homogenized, has that changed your view of yourself or the world at all? 

 

Jacob: [01:10:13] It just encouraged me to kind of explore other cultures, I guess. Yeah, I guess 

that would be it. 

 

Q: Sam said that you weren’t really aware of the topic of conversation before today. What did 

you think when you heard that we were going to talk about whiteness? 
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Jacob: [01:10:34] I wasn’t actually sure. I was kind of surprised by that one. Wasn’t sure what 

the topic of discussion would be on that topic but I think it’s okay so far. 

 

Q: Good. Can you describe a situation where you became very aware of your own race? 

 

Jacob: [01:11:02] I became aware? 

 

Q: Yeah, like in a store or it might have been in a social situation. Where you suddenly feel like, 

“Wow, I’m white.” That this is some—yeah. 

 

Jacob: [01:11:12] [laughs] Whenever my friends start speaking Spanish around me is when I 

kind of start thinking about it. But that just makes me want to learn Spanish. [laughs] 

 

Q: Is there a white culture? People talk about like black culture, Latino culture. Is there a white 

culture? 

 

Jacob: [01:11:27] Absolutely there’s a white culture. 
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Q: Can you talk to me a little bit about that? What is white culture? 

 

Jacob: [01:11:32] I think there’s several subcultures off of that but the main one is, I don’t know, 

people trying to be—I know there is a subculture of white people trying to become part of the 

black culture. I know that that’s part of it. I don’t know. I’m sure I’m part of it but I’m not aware 

of it because that’s the main culture you see here in Wyoming really. 

 

Q: And what are some of the hallmarks of that culture? 

 

Jacob: [01:12:04] Just the stereotypes of the white culture? 

 

Q: Yes. Like you said, “Well, that’s really white Wyoming culture.” Or even white culture in 

general. I’m from New York, Garrett’s from California, you’re from Wyoming and Texas. What 

are some of the commonalities we share as white people that we sort of—do we have a shared 

culture? 
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Jacob: [01:12:21] Well, Texas and Wyoming I’m sure are very different from New York. But the 

main cultures you see here are the clothing. It’s a lot of it. I’m sure that’s probably not exactly 

what you’re looking for. 

 

Q: No, I’m not looking for anything in particular, Do you feel connected to the Wyoming white 

culture? Do you feel like you’re part of it? 

 

Jacob: [01:12:46] I don’t feel that I’m part of any culture but I’m sure I am. I just don’t notice 

because I’ve been part of it for so long. I’m sure there is a culture that I’m a part of that I’ve just 

become numb to, I guess. 

 

Q: Talk a little about your artwork. You say you’re a painter. What is sort of the subject matter 

that you like to paint the most? 

 

Jacob: [01:13:12] I do a lot of abstract painting. I was encouraged by my great-grandma Bacialia 

[phonetic]. She actually immigrated to New York from Cuba in the fifties, I believe. And she 

studied at the Smithsonian. I get to use her paintbrushes every now and again. It’s kind of an 

encouraging time whenever I’m painting. 
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Q: When you’re creating art, are there certain things that are off-limits to artists depending on 

their background? Like talk about like cultural representation, talk about ho was the right to paint 

what? Is that something you’ve thought about at all? 

 

Jacob: [01:13:55] A little bit. I’ve thought about trying to focus on some political things but I 

don’t think I would really come across well doing that. [laughs] But I guess if you believe in 

what you’re doing then there really is no rules to art. 

 

Q: There was a situation earlier this year, I don’t know if you read about it, at the Whitney 

Museum, a white woman who painted a picture of Emmett Till. And the black artistic 

community of New York protested, she doesn’t have the right to paint a picture of this horrible 

black murder, that that is something that should be reserved for black artists. Do you agree with 

something like that? 

 

Jacob: [01:14:37] I haven’t heard of that one. I do understand the kind of opposition that she saw 

though. 

 

Q: Are you politically active? Do you think about politics? You said you want to paint about 

politics. Are you politically active? 
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Jacob: [01:14:54] I’m not especially politically active but I like to pay attention to any of the 

stigmas that’s going on with people. 

 

Q: And do you describe yourself as like conservative, liberal? Are you attached to the 

Democratic or Republican Party at all? 

 

Jacob: [01:15:08] I like to say I’m somewhere in the middle but I probably lean more right than 

left. 

 

Q: And you weren’t old enough to vote in the last election? 

 

Jacob: No. 

 

Q: No. But did you support the Republican Party in the last election? 

 

Jacob: [01:15:23] I didn’t, no. I would have voted for Bernie. 
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Q: So you’re a Bernie bro? 

 

Jacob: I am, yes. [laughs] 

 

Q: Let’s see. Are there any situations that you’ve consciously taken advantage of your race to 

either drive a situation a certain way or get an outcome that you wanted? 

 

Jacob: [01:16:03] Not consciously, no. I honestly can’t remember a time that I have. Maybe 

interactions with police officers might have helped. I never consciously take advantage of that 

though, no. 

 

Q: Do you plan on staying in Cheyenne? Are you planning on leaving? Is this a place that you 

really feel like, oh, this is a real home? This culture, I like this, I like being here, I want to stay 

here? 

 

Jacob: [01:16:27] Well, compared to Rawlins, Cheyenne is an oasis. [laughs] It’s nice to me but I 

think I like Colorado a little bit more. 
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Q: And what is it about Colorado that you like? 

 

Jacob: [01:16:36] People seem to be more open and kind to each other, I think. 

 

Q: It’s funny. We’ve talked to a lot of people in these interviews who bust on Colorado. They’re 

like, “You know, I love being from Wyoming. Thank God I’m not from Colorado.” And as 

someone from New York, it’s hard for me to tell the difference in like the fifteen miles that we 

travel. But there seems to be a big one. 

 

Jacob: [01:16:59] Yeah, there are a few cultural differences that are noticeable if you look for 

them. 

 

Q: How attached are you to being white? Would you voluntarily give it up? 

 

Jacob: [01:17:26] Would I voluntarily give it up? Depending on what the motive of the asker 

was. 
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Q: Well, I’m just trying to understand this. Like I said, are you attached to being white? Do you 

like being white? 

 

Jacob: [01:17:41] Well, I’m not attached to being anything really. I am what I am. And if I was 

something different than I would be fine with that. Yeah. 

 

Q: And I kind of think a lot of times people say, “Well, I don’t see race.” But they’re very 

attached. And I think we’re all kind of—it’s understandable to be attached to the way you were 

born and the way you’re experiencing the world, to give that up radically would alter it, would 

be a strange thing. Garrett, do you have any questions? 

 

Garrett: Do you feel like white people owe anything to minorities today? Not in the past but 

today as white people do we owe it to minorities to do anything or is there anything that we need 

to be doing as white men, maybe, particularly. Try to put the question in your answer, too. 

 

Jacob: [01:18:35] Yeah. I think that every person, regardless of race, has an obligation to help his 

fellow man, yeah. 
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Garrett: You’re avoiding the question though. Do white people owe anything to minorities? 

 

Jacob: [01:18:51] Do white people owe anything to minorities? Nowadays it’s hard to tell 

because there were some atrocities committed in the past. But if someone today were personally 

affected by the atrocities in the past, then, yes. 

 

Q: Are we still benefitting from the structures in the past as white people do you think? 

 

Jacob: [01:19:21] It’s hard to tell because we haven’t seen the present without our past. But I’m 

sure there has been some benefit. Yeah. 

 

Garrett: When you look at things, like, you know, a lot of viral videos of bad encounters with 

police and black people, when you look at the video footage that came out of like the Dakota 

Access protest—I’m pretty sure you probably see all this stuff, right? 

 

Jacob: Mm-hmm. 
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Garrett: What does that stuff say to you about race relations today? Because people say atrocities 

that were committed but some people might argue that the same atrocities are happening they’re 

just more modern. They’re not as violent and brutal. What do you think that those encounters, 

those things that we see say about society and how does it shape our perception? 

 

Jacob: [01:20:19] I think it’s kind of awful that that’s happening really. If it is truly caused by 

racial prejudice then, yes, we do owe some kind of compensation for that. Violence based on 

ethnicities is pointless. I think it’s a rotten motive. 

 

Q: Well, is there anything that you think is important to be said in the context of a conversation 

like this that we haven’t touched on? 

 

Jacob: [01:20:51] I think saying that you don’t see race, that’s nice but everybody sees race. It’s 

different to acknowledge it. You can just treat people like people and once we do that I think that 

it could be a kinder place that we live in here. 

 

Q: What we’re going to do is just take some pictures of you now. 
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Jacob: Okay. 

 

Q: So you just look at me. You can smile if you want. Now relax your face. Now Garrett is going 

to take a couple of shots. 

 

Garrett: I’m not taking a cellphone picture. I’m just using my electronic light meter to get the 

right light on you. Hang on one second. Great, man.  

 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 

 

 


