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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Jack Runnels 

conducted by Kristin Murphy on May 9, 2018. This interview is part of the Study on White 

People.  

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

spoken word, rather than written prose. 
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Q: Today is May 9, 2018, and I'm here with Jack Runnels in the Cheyenne, Wyoming, Super 

Library for the Oral History component of the Facing Whiteness Study. Are you okay with 

starting to record? 

 

Runnels: Yes. 

 

Q: Could you tell me a bit about where you're from and how you got to be here, starting, kind of, 

early on, and we'll make our way towards where you are now? 

 

Runnels: [00:00:33] Sure. I was born in Houston, Texas. I lived there up until I was three. I don’t 

remember any of it. I grew up in a town called Linden, Texas, in East Texas near the Arkansas 

and Louisiana borders right up in the northeast corner. It's a small town—at the time, I think 

about 2300 people when I was growing up. Yes. It was a town that was extremely religious, or at 

least, everybody went to church, and also very traditional, conservative, whatever kind of words 

you want to use. Very segregated—the school was integrated, but the living—the living spaces 

for black and white, and there weren't very many other ethnicities or races. It was definitely 

segregated, and I hated it. [Laughs] 
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[INTERRUPTION] 

 

Runnels: [00:01:52] I hated living there because I—I'm not sure how this happened, but my 

father was very bigoted, racist, misogynistic, sort of set in his ways and everyone else was 

wrong. But I hated the very clear segregation and racism that existed in the town. Also, when I 

was probably around thirteen or fourteen decided that I no longer believed in the religion of my 

upbringing, and stopped going to church, and openly declared that I did not believe in God. As 

far as I know, I was the only person ever to do something like that in that town, and I was 

ostracized because of it.  

 

Because it was a small town and economically depressed, there wasn't a whole lot to do there, so 

I felt like I'm living in a town with a bunch of—you know—and again, I say “religious,” but a lot 

of that was really in name only. You went to church because that's what you did. Behavior-wise, 

everybody had their own thing, but you didn’t publicly go against that, so very religious. One of 

those kinds of towns where everybody knew everybody, and everybody knew everybody's 

business and judged them on it. Very racist. Not a lot do in the sense that a lot of kids would like 

to have stuff to do growing up. Looking back, I had many wonderful moments with friends, but 

doing stuff that was outside of what we wanted to do—going to movies or whatever because 

none of that stuff existed in the town.  

 

And because of that, I grew up hating that town, and also thought that I hated Texas, and wanted 

to get out of Texas. I got a scholarship to Texas A&M University in College Station, [Texas]. 
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The first year I was there, one of my good friends from high school was in the band at the 

University of Texas at Austin. We were playing them in Austin, [Texas], so me and a friend of 

mine went to visit him, and I got there a day before the game and toured around Austin. Austin is 

not like any other city in Texas. You know we went to a café, and I remember seeing people 

wearing business suits, business casual, hippies, tattooed people, whatever, and everybody's just, 

kind of, sitting around doing their own thing. Nobody is giving anybody the stink eye. It was 

very much live and let live kind of attitude, and I was sort of—I was shocked. I was shocked to 

see something like that in the state of Texas.  

 

So, I went to university. I didn’t know what the hell I wanted to do, but what I got the 

scholarship in—it's kind of a long story, but it was very difficult for me to change majors, so I 

stayed. I did change majors within the same college. I didn’t want to do any of the majors that 

were in that college, but I had to do—I had to stay in that college to get my scholarship. 

 

Q: And what was the scholarship? 

 

Runnels: [00:05:29] Half of it was paid for the [Texas A&M] College of Agriculture & Life 

Sciences, and half of it was paid for by RJR Nabisco, [Inc.,] because I wrote an essay about how 

I wanted to become a biochemist to work on a cure for cancer. And I thought it was ironic that I 

got a scholarship from a company that half of it, RJR is a tobacco company and to [laughter]—

because I wanted to fight cancer. Because half of it was funded by the College of Agriculture & 

Life Sciences, biochemistry was in that college as well as biophysics and genetics—all of which 

I were interested in, but I did not have the memorization capacity to pass organic chemistry. And 
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I wanted to get into another science, but all those were in the college of science. Everything else 

that was in the College of Agriculture & Life Sciences was agriculture-related—so poultry 

science, ranch management, animal science, meat science, wildlife, and fisheries.  

 

I wanted to keep my scholarship, so I just took mostly electives until the scholarship money ran 

out and then I dropped out and worked as a supervisor at a place I had been working as a student 

worker during that time. After a year and a half of that, I decided I wanted to go into 

management. I decided I liked it, and I was good at it. So, I got back into the university, and I 

went into the college of business and majored in management. And I promised my wife that even 

if I hated it, I would graduate with a management degree—that I wouldn't go four years and, sort 

of, bob back and forth, and not know what's going on.  

 

The first year that I was there in the college of business, as in many other—at many other 

universities, you have to take what they call the common body of knowledge, so I had to take an 

introductory course in management, finance, accounting, marketing, and something called 

business analysis and research, which today, we would call information systems. In that 

introductory class, a lightbulb went on because we learned a lot about technology and project 

management, things like that, requirements gathering, analysis. And I had been into computers 

since I was in, probably, late elementary, early junior high. I didn’t want to go into computer 

science because I didn’t see myself as somebody stuck off in a basement slinging code all day.  

 

But in this class, we learned—when we learned technology, it wasn't for the sake of technology 

or what's the latest and greatest. It was in the school. It was always within the forefront, the 
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question of how can this be used to help business or to help people do what they need to do? And 

that's when the lightbulb went on because it was something—computer science is something I 

always had been interested in. I took some of those classes while I was riding down my 

scholarship and—but I didn’t want to be off by myself and not have any interaction with people. 

Halfway through that class, I told my wife, "I know I said I promised I would not change 

majors," but I did. I changed majors to business analysis and research, and that's what I 

graduated with.  

 

My first job was in the corporate world working for a paging company—so I'm dating myself 

here —and worked there for about a year and a half. About a year into it, the project I was 

working on got canceled. They asked half the people to move into web design and development, 

which at the time, was not something I was interested in. And the other half the people, they 

asked to maintain the legacy COBOL [common business oriented language] applications that 

they had, which to me, would have been just as boring as hell. So, I had been— 

 

Q: Can I ask where this job was? 

 

Runnels: This was in Plano, Texas, a suburb of Dallas. During the course of this project, we were 

using a proprietary language that not a whole lot of people used. And me and several other 

developers were part of an email LISTSERV where you could ask questions, "Has anybody done 

this before? I'm running into this problem, any suggestions?" And a lot of the best answers were 

coming from people who worked for a company called Albion in Atlanta, Georgia.  
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So when I was presented with this possibility that I might be working on web design and 

development—not knowing whether or not that would even come to fruition—or working on 

something that I thought would bore me to tears, I reached out to Albion to see if they were 

hiring, and they were, so I took a job with Albion. And since taking that job, for most of the next 

fifteen years or so or more, that's what I did was consulting. The first year and a half with them, 

it was primarily related to telecom. And a friend of mine who I worked with on one of the 

projects there, decided that she wanted to live and work in Europe, so she started applying 

around for jobs. She accepted a job with a company in Brussels [Belgium] then later got a better 

job offer from a company in Luxemburg. So, she told me about the job offer in Brussels. We 

have very similar education and experience and skillsets, so I contacted them, and I ended up 

taking a job with this company. I spent four months— 

 

Q: Did you first move to Georgia, or were you doing this consulting while still in Texas? 

 

Runnels: [00:11:33] Yes. When I first started working, my wife was teaching in Plano, and I 

started working for Albion in January of '98. My first daughter was born in the summer of '97, 

and so my wife wanted to finish out the teaching here in Plano, so until the end of May, I flew 

back and forth each week. So when I got hired, the premise was that that's what would happen 

until my wife finished teaching and then the company would pay to move all of our stuff to 

Atlanta. So while that was happening, I was working in Atlanta. The week that we "moved to 

Atlanta," I got shifted to a project in Roanoke, Virginia, so I was only in Atlanta on the 

weekends [laughs]. 
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Q: Oh, no, they didn't just relocate all of you to Roanoke? 

 

Runnels: [00:12:43] No. Because there's—you know, it was kind of difficult to say how long we 

would be there. It turns out I was only there for another, I don't know, maybe four or five months 

and then I came back to Atlanta for a while, and would go back and forth from Atlanta to 

Roanoke. That might sound crazy, but that was most of the rest of my career doing that kind of 

stuff. So I took this job with a company in Brussels. 

 

Q: So wait, before we leave the country, can we back up—? 

 

Runnels: Yes, sure. 

 

Q: I want to fill in some blanks for me here. Among them would be why did your family move to 

this little town? And you said something really interesting about your father like, I don’t know 

where it came from. Like you said something about the origins of his way of thinking -  

 

Runnels: [00:13:38] Well, I completely understand the origins of his way of thinking. No, what I 

was saying where I don't know where it comes from is I'm not sure why I ended up so anti-racist, 

so feminist, so everything the opposite of what he was. I know many people and this is not—I 

mean, I'm not trying to paint everybody in Texas with the same brush, but there's a lot of racism 

in Texas. There's a lot. There's a lot with most white people whether they know it or not. 

Nowadays, people don’t see color. Isn't that nice? I see color because I see people of color 

getting treated differently. I think it's important that we still see color.  
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So what brought them to Linden? So like I said, we lived in Houston for a while, which is where 

my father grew up. And I'm not sure what the exact circumstances were but I think—I don't 

know if he got laid off, or if he got hurt on the job, or what the deal was, but the—he either 

didn’t have a job or was looking for something—something else. 

 

Q: What's his line of work?  

 

Runnels: I know for a while he worked in a company that had to do with—I want to say it had to 

do with natural gas or something. I know at one point in his career, he got injured because some 

pipe burst, and I'm not sure if it was a natural gas pipe, or if it was a water pipe, or what the deal 

was. His sister, his oldest sister, and her husband lived in the small town of Linden, and I'm not 

sure what they said to convince them to move there because it was an economically depressed 

area in the first place. Most people probably wouldn’t go there thinking, "Yay, there's lots of 

opportunities, " but they did. They moved there. 

 

I remember the first while that we lived there, of course, I was very young, so I don’t know 

whether this was a week or a couple of months. It seemed like it lasted for a really, really long 

time, but it may not have been that long at all. My aunt and her husband owned a hotel or a motel 

off the side of US Highway Fifty-Nine, a major route north-south in Texas, in that part of Texas. 

And we stayed in one of the motel rooms for a while until we got into a house.  
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My dad, I mean I think he was a product of his times and his place and his culture. And I 

suspect—although I did not know this at the time and probably didn’t know this or even suspect 

this until maybe with the last few years—that he was probably very much pressured by, at least, 

his father. I don’t know so much about his mom, my grandma. She seemed like a super awesome 

person, but I suspect he was pressured to conform to society's expectations of what it meant to be 

a man. And he lettered in every sport you could letter in at the school that he went to in Houston. 

I believe when they were doing some kind of anniversary thing, they asked to get his high school 

jacket because I think he was the first person that they ever lettered in every sport. And for 

whatever reason, he didn’t have it, but—so, I think potentially, the fact that he couldn’t do so 

much physically as he used to do was probably a part of his issues.  

 

Part of my issues that I experienced growing up, which eventually led to a mental breakdown a 

few years ago, were related to him trying to do essentially the same thing to me—to impress 

upon me what it was to be a man, what it was to—how to live in such a way that is appropriate 

or respectable or expected or successful or whatever. What I wanted didn’t matter. And at the 

time growing up, it made me very angry that I was not allowed to be who I wanted to be. And I 

saw him as not caring about me and—or caring more about his own ideas than caring about me. I 

recognize or I feel now that he wanted the absolute best for me, and so what he was doing in 

raising me that way—and even though I was yelling at him saying, "No, I'm not going to do 

this"—I think he honestly thought he was doing what was best for me. I think, to some extent, he 

was trying to bring about in me this—the sort of a fruition of the perfect boy then man—

something that he thought perhaps he could have achieved but wasn't.  
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Q: Do you have siblings or— 

 

Runnels: [00:19:08] I do have siblings. I have one sister who is a year and a half younger than I 

am, and I have another sister who is six or seven years younger than I am.  

 

Q: So, you were the firstborn and the only boy? 

 

Runnels: [00:19:22] Firstborn male. My name is the same as my father's, Jack Cruse Runnels, 

not junior interestingly. I'm the second and I— I did a lot of self-exploration when I had my 

mental breakdown a few years ago and also thinking about my issues of low self-esteem and low 

self-worth and massive abuse of alcohol at the time. My dad was an alcoholic. I have bipolar 

disorder, bipolar II [disorder]. I suspect my dad did too. And so, really going deep and examining 

myself and then also thinking about my father, my gut feeling is that my being named the second 

is not just a quirk instead of Junior. That it was sort of like a second chance. He wanted me to be 

the man he couldn’t be, and I could be wrong.  

 

Q: I hadn't thought of that distinction, but that is kind of—like I thought of “Second” as an elitist 

thing, like Charles I and Charles II but no. This makes a lot of sense. 

 

Runnels: [00:20:50] And I don’t know if that was conscious. I mean, unfortunately, my dad died 

probably—I think he died in 2002. 

 

Q: How old was he at the time? 
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Runnels: [00:21:01] He was fifty-six. Yes. He smoked very heavily, two to three packs a day. 

And this is not an exaggeration, he drank pretty much twenty-four hours a day. He would go to 

bed, and if he woke up to go to the bathroom, he would drink another beer before he went back 

to bed. He was in a stupor most of the time. 

 

Q: Was this true before his injury? 

 

Runnels:—he drank a lot. I remember growing up—you know as a young child, I remember 

knowing that my dad drank more than most people I knew. Now, of course, back then, you 

didn’t have the internet. All you had was the ABC Afterschool Special.  

 

Q: [Laughs] 

 

Runnels: There's an alcoholic in my family, you know? And so, you watched this like, Hey I'm 

not alone, but then you still assume you're alone. You're never going to talk to anybody in school 

about this. Nowadays, especially as an adult when I talk to people about this, "Oh, yes, I've got a 

problem, my dad has got a problem, my sister got a problem," whatever. Where it really 

became—it got to the point where he was drinking twenty-four hours a day though. 

 

When I hit puberty, and especially after I announced that I was no longer going to be going to 

church, and finally got to an age where I felt—I mean I was just angry. I was really angry at my 

dad. Most of the time growing up, my dad would say, "Why are you doing this? That's what girls 
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do. Or why are you playing with this or reading that? You're eight. That's more like what a five-

year-old group would read or play with." I didn’t know enough to say, "You're wrong." I 

thought, [sighs] I'm doing this wrong. What have I got to do? Okay, so I love doing this thing. 

This is who I am, but I'm going to put it aside and never do it again because that's not what you 

do.  

 

And I spent the rest of the time up until I was junior high, high-school age in constant fear of 

being judged as different, not doing things the right way. To the point where even when I 

rebelled and said, "You know what, I'm not going to do this, I'm not going to do that, you're 

wrong about this," I still secretly was very careful about what I chose to do. And in a lot of cases 

didn’t know what I wanted to do because I had spent my entire life, up until that point, worried 

about what not to do, not thinking about what do I really want to do.  

 

So, back to my dad. When he really got to the point where he was drinking twenty-four hours a 

day, that was it when I finally one day said, "No, you're wrong. People do wear this to school 

every day, and so I'm going to wear it, too." And he yelled at me, and I yelled at him, and over 

the course of the next three or four years, some of these yelling matches would end with him 

hitting me, and I didn’t give a shit. I stuck to my guns.  

 

Some of it was natural teenage rebellion, and some of it was me just pissed off that I had put up 

with it for so long. And from that point on—and I didn’t—again, I didn’t realize this until I 

looked back on it within the last few years. That's really when I started where I don’t think I ever 

saw him after that when he was sober.  
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I saw him a few months before he died back in 2002, and he told me that he wanted to apologize 

for all the stuff that he'd ever done while I was growing up. And over the years, we—I would 

have this on-again-off-again relationship with him where I would give him a chance and then he 

would do something really stupid. Especially after I had kids, he and my mom were supposed to 

watching them. I come home, he's drunk, stuff like that, so. Where I'd have a relationship with 

him and then I'd say, "You know what, that's it, we're done." I wouldn't talk to him for six 

months and then slowly I would say, "Okay, he's my dad. He's my kids' granddad, I'll give him 

another chance." And I'd give him a chance and then something bad would happen again.  

 

And every time one of those things happened, I would talk to him on the phone. When I would 

first talk to him on the phone after we hadn't talked for a while, I would still be angry, and I 

would express that anger. He would say, "Well, I don’t know what you want me to do. I can't 

change the past." And I always said, "That's true, you can't change the past, but you can change 

your behavior going forward in the future, and you could, at least, apologize for the past." And 

he usually didn’t have much to say. So, shortly before he died, he said, "I would like to apologize 

for everything that I've done."  

 

Q: I'm sorry. Did he know he was dying? Did you know he was dying? 

 

Runnels: Yes, he had cancer. Yes, he had head and neck cancer from the— 

 

Q: Three packs a day. 



  Runnels – Session #1 – 16 
 

 

Runnels: [00:26:37]—three packs a day. And yes, if you consumed a lot of alcohol and smoked a 

lot of cigarettes, your likelihood of getting head and throat cancer goes through the roof. So, he 

said he wanted to apologize, and I'm sitting there thinking, "Oh my God, I cannot believe this. 

This is all I've ever asked for." His eyes started to tear up a little bit, and he said, "But I can't 

because I don’t remember any of it." 

 

Q: Oh. 

 

Runnels: [00:27:08] And I just remember seeing the look on his face of—you know like he's 

about to cry. I went from like elation thinking, "Here it is, it's about to come," to supreme 

disappointment and sadness. It was centered on me. I was disappointed, and I was sad.  

 

He died not long after that, and I remember thinking that I had empathy for him, but looking 

back on it, I think it was more pity or, at most, compassion. When I reexamined it in the last few 

years, and I think about the look in his eyes, and the fact that my dad for my—his entire life 

would never admit that he was wrong, would never risk looking stupid in front of people, I mean 

wouldn’t risk anything in his life. He wouldn’t risk anything. I recognize now that that was 

probably the most courageous thing my father ever did was to admit to me that he wanted to do 

some basic human, decent thing and apologize, but that he couldn’t because he was so fucking 

drunk all the time. And he never admitted that either while we're—"Oh, maybe I had a little bit," 

or whatever. That was the most raw and vulnerable I ever saw my father and— 
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Q: And on both levels -  I mean he's admitting a deep flaw. I mean that's really a tragic 

statement.  

 

Runnels: [00:28:44] It's a very tragic statement, and to come from somebody who was Mr. 

Macho, who he suffered social anxiety disorder, and alcoholism, depression, all kinds of stuff. I 

think from this own sense of—I'm pretty sure that he felt what I felt growing up, which is I'm not 

good enough. I'm just not good enough, I'll never be good enough. And he drowned—tried to 

drown that in alcohol is my guess, and I've been there, yes. So for him to come out and say that, 

at that time, just seemed deeply, deeply sad, and it still is sad, but I also recognized it's probably 

one of the most courageous things I've ever seen a human do. So, yes, that's my dad. I'm not sure 

where we were going with this but—[laughs] 

 

Q: Well, and we're talking about, you know, what brought you to— 

 

Runnels: [00:29:55] Oh, so well yes, what brought him there. So yes.  

 

Q: But wait, I also want to ask you a question because you're talking about the sense of not doing 

the right thing, and that understandably, comes most strongly from parents. Did you have that 

sense from people around you in school or in the neighborhood? Did you feel judged by the 

world?  
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Runnels: [00:30:19] I somewhat did. Well, no, I didn’t—I guess, I didn’t feel judged by the 

world. I was terrified about being judged by the world because of what was instilled in me by my 

father. I don’t think my mom had anything to do with that. I think it was entirely my father.  

 

Q: I mean classmates and teachers or other kind of authority figures.  

 

Runnels: [00:30:48] No. But I internalized it so much that, again, I couldn’t risk looking stupid 

or looking—or being different. Maybe it's kind of shocking that I came out as an atheist in a very 

religious town. That was based on anger. [Laughs] Maybe I just should get angry more often, I 

don’t know. I'm not an angry person now, but— 

 

No, I didn’t get the sense that other people had unrealistic expectations of me, or would have 

necessarily judged me for being more authentic and not being—fitting into some role or 

whatever. But like I said, I mean if I—I never remembered not hearing stuff like that. The way 

my father talked to me is pre-memory, so it was ingrained into who I was. And I mean, I never 

stopped to think about like, "Would this teacher be okay with me doing this even though that's 

not what my dad said?" All I knew was you do this, you don’t do that, and you don’t ever risk 

being made fun of, and that ruled my life. 

 

Q: So, what were your peers like or like your friend group? 

 

Runnels: [00:32:31] It's interesting, you know? Again, this is really interesting to go back and 

examine as an adult. When I was very young, it seemed like a lot of my friends were people who 
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would, by the time I was in high school, be some of the most popular people in school. How I 

got hooked up with them, I really don’t have any memory. My memory is pretty bad anyway, so 

I don’t really remember, but I remember going to birthday parties. I remember inviting people to 

my birthday parties as a kid, and I remember like a who's who—not necessarily a who's who, but 

it was just all kinds of people.  

 

It wasn't like me and the other outcasts. I was part of just a regular group of people. Maybe when 

you're really young, a lot of that stuff hasn’t set in yet—you know cliques and stuff like that. I do 

remember going to one kid's birthday party in which we were going to play football, and 

everybody was encouraged to bring their own equipment, helmets, shoulder pads, and stuff that 

like that. And I grew up dirt poor. I'm like, “Where the hell am I going to get a helmet and 

shoulder pads and all this kind of stuff?” It turns out one of the friends or maybe several people 

had extra stuff, so they brought it.  

 

But I remember going there being terrified that I wouldn’t know the rules. That I would do 

something and somebody would say, "Why did you do that? Everybody knows that's against the 

rules" because my dad—that was one of the things that my dad used to say was, "Anybody with 

common sense would know this or know not to do that" and—which is a terrible thing to say to a 

child who is just being exposed to stuff for the first time. So, again, I felt like I was defective if I 

didn’t know something. That was probably the largest fear I had, not only as a child, but through 

most of adulthood was to not know something.  
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It worked that way. It seemed like every birthday party I went to where I just—I felt like the 

other people that were invited to a kid's party were probably their really close friends. And I was 

always, sort of, left wondering like, Why am I here? I mean I wish I had more memory of my 

childhood because, obviously, they must have liked me or they wouldn’t have invited me. 

They've got a limited number of people they can invite me, and they invited me.  

 

When I was older, in junior high and high school, it was—I had a very small group of friends. 

Mostly because you know when I—by the time I got into high school, I hated religion, I hated 

the small town, I hated closed-mindedness. I hated—this is Texas—the celebration and worship 

of the high school football athlete. After I got, "Hey, if I'm going to be ostracized for no longer 

going to church"—most people didn’t like me after that—I had nothing to lose, so I pretty much 

mouthed off against everything I didn’t like, [laughs] which meant I pissed off a lot of people. I 

was also in the school paper, which probably didn’t help things because sometimes, I would 

write derisive articles about certain groups of people. 

 

Q: So, presumably, this isn't the 2300— It was like a regional high school, I assume this group?  

 

Runnels: [00:36:28] No, no, no. No. There were ninety-two people in my graduating class, yes, 

very small. 

 

Q: Doesn’t it take ninety-two people to have a football team? I don’t know anything about 

football, but it always seems like there's just a thousand people on this. 
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Runnels: [00:36:42] No. Well, there's got to be, at least, eleven on the field, and usually, there's 

kind of a backfield of people. Back then, our football team was incredible. So there are five 

different sizes of schools in Texas, we were 3A out of 1 through 5A. My junior or senior year, 

we almost went to state. We had really, really good football team. In Texas, you know, there are 

numerous magazines devoted to high school football. People take it that seriously, and so in a 

town where—Podunk little town, they have the chance of being state champions coming close 

every year. People who were on the football team and people who were good at sports, in 

general, were very much praised and very much given lots of second chances that other people 

would not have been given. And—oh. 

 

Q: So given my own conceptions about football and Texas and what you told me about the town, 

how did that work with race?  

 

Runnels: How did that work with race?  

 

Q: Right? In terms of like, the superstar is the best, you know? Some people think that sports can 

make it—make us colorblind, not exactly, but you know what I mean?  

 

Runnels: Yes.  

 

Q: Do some sort of smoothing? 

 

Runnels: [00:38:04] Certainly, several of the star athletes were African American— 
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Q: Like how did the interaction among students go, like once you're in high school? Like it's a 

segregated, I'm assuming, geography, but in the school, what did it—how did it play out?  

 

Runnels: [00:38:34] I think much like today in that people didn’t talk about it, but everybody 

knew their place, and you don’t make waves. I do remember—and [laughs] again, I wish I could 

meet this guy again. There was a guy in my grade who he may have talked like this before, but I 

was only next to him in a couple of classes my senior year. He was a black guy. And he was 

always quick to point out certain things and point out that there—that this could be potentially 

motivated by, in some way, race. I remember, at the time thinking, that he was jumping to 

conclusions, and that he had a chip on his shoulder, and that he was, like, trying to make 

something out of something that it wasn't. And now, [laughs] after thirty more years of 

experience in life, I wonder—? I mean I suppose that's possible that he just had some kind of 

chip on his shoulder and was trying to be antagonistic. Or is it that he was speaking true [pounds 

on the table], and I just did not have the presence and—you know?  

 

When I grew up, I knew I was white, and I knew that certain people were not white. I never 

stopped to think about—and I knew that people who were not white had things more difficult 

than people who were white. I used to get in arguments with my father about that, "Oh, 

everything's equal now," and I'm like, "No, it's not equal. Your grandfather had property. This 

guy's grandfather didn’t because he couldn’t own property." So I get that, but I guess I, sort of, 

believe what my history books told me in that when the laws changed in '64 or '65, we were 

more or less equal. Concepts like systemic institutional racism, the fact that generational—the 
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generational aspects of that—that's not something you could change overnight. None of that stuff 

ever occurred to me.  

 

Q: Because it's one thing for me to think about your response as a seventeen, eighteen-year-old. 

How did his comments go over in a classroom like with the teacher or—? 

 

Runnels: [00:41:28] Most of the comments that I remember him saying, a lot of times it was stuff 

that maybe I or—only I or a couple of people sitting around might have heard.  

 

Q: Oh, so he wasn't like— 

 

Runnels: [00:41:40] No, but there were times where he would raise hands where we would 

have—there would be some class discussion. Or I remember one time, there was—we were 

trying to come up with the design for the senior T-shirt, and we were the class of '89, and there 

was a radio station of out Shreveport, [LA]. We got our radio stations out of Texarkana, 

Texas/Arkansas or Shreveport, Louisiana. And there was a rock station in Shreveport called 98 

Rocks, and somebody had the idea of inverting the—using the same script, inverting the eight 

and nine and saying, "The class of '89 rocks." And he said, "What about '89 raps?" And I'm 

thinking, "Come on," and you could see the looks on everybody else's face like, Really, you 

know? 

 

Q: But wait, you're also talking in 1989. I mean rap was just not that big. Like this was— 

 



  Runnels – Session #1 – 24 
 

Runnels: [00:42:42] No. It was before it really hit it big, yes. And this guy, [laughs] again, much 

props to him, you know the first time I ever heard Run-D.M.C. was in our art class in junior 

high. We each got to bring an LP [long-playing] once a week and listened to it. And he 

brought—what's that [phonetic]—"Run like Hell" [sic] or whatever, the first time I had ever 

heard rap, and it was Run-D.M.C.  

 

So looking back, I saw this guy as kind of a fly in the ointment but—or I mean, at the time, I saw 

him as a fly in the ointment. Looking back, I'm like, "You know, he's kind of on the cutting 

edge." He' wasn't afraid to stand up and say what he thought needed to be said. Was it a hundred 

percent right? I don't know. You know the looks on other people's faces were like, Come on. 

There was a teacher in the class—in the classroom, at the time, because she was the advisor for 

the committee that's picking this. She didn’t say a word. She just let the conversation take place. 

I remember I was the one—everybody else had the look like, Come on, and I was the one that 

confronted him and said, "But that doesn’t make any sense. There's no radio station called '89 

[laughter] '98 raps.” 

 

Q: That's very logical. 

 

Runnels: And that's how I was most of my life, too, so very logical, very analytical, you know? 

We're trying to play on something that already exists, 98 ROCKS. We're flipping the numbers 

that doing '89 raps doesn’t make any sense because it doesn’t reference anything." Now, of 

course, it couldn’t reference anything because even if rap had been big, do you think it's going to 

be playing on Podunk, little East Texas, at the time it is now thirty years later? 
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So again, you know, that there are all kinds of subtleties there, right? I mean that kind of stuff 

existed at the time and was important to certain kinds of people, and it was not to other kinds of 

people. I remember, at the time, thinking that rap was just complete garbage. And when I got 

into some rap, and other kinds of music that were different from my peer group, if it wasn't 

something that my peer group liked, I didn’t let anybody know that I liked it. You know I didn’t 

want to risk being made fun of. But—  

 

Q: When did you, kind of, come around on rap music, or was there a phase, or a—? 

 

Runnels: [00:45:05] N.W.A., Ice Cube, basically all the people that were saying, "Fuck the 

police, and that white people—" you know? It's a hard—that white people have blood on their 

hands. White people are to blame for a lot of stuff. You know there were a lot of very, very 

angry voices in rap at the time, and I felt that it was completely justified, and I didn’t tell 

anybody that. Not because I was concerned about what people would say about whether or not 

the lyrics were appropriate or agreeable, but because at the time, I was a metalhead. [Laughs] 

And I was worried that my fellow metalhead friends if they knew I liked N.W.A. or Depeche 

Mode or Madonna or Duran Duran that I would just get ridiculed, and so, those kinds of things I 

kept to myself.  

 

Q: What I'm thinking about because the rap music over that period is both political but some of it 

is super light and fluffy, right? There's like the Slick Ricks [Richard Martin Lloyd Walters] and 

the storytelling stuff. But the idea that you went for the political one, and maybe I'm getting too 
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psychoanalytical here on you, but like your willingness to take the criticism of whiteness at that 

age and think about it. I think a lot of white people who were even listening to the music at the 

time were like, "I like the music, but—I'm not really thinking of the message." But how does that 

relate to you always internalizing criticism from your father? Because it's not—[crosstalk]  

 

Runnels: That's an interesting— 

 

Q:—your take on rap music of that time given your context. And I will say that I'm of your 

cohort and of your listening background. I was Depeche Mode—[laughs] 

 

Runnels: Yes. I never thought about it that way.  

 

Q: Because I don’t think that was necessarily my experience of those kinds of rap music at the 

time.  

 

Runnels: [00:47:28] Yes. I think a large part of it may not have been so much political as it was 

just anger. When I left my small, little town and went to one of the most conservative 

universities in the state of Texas, to me that was—it was actually kind of like a step up. There are 

40,000 students there, there's another 50,000 to 60,000 people in the two towns that surround it. 

Starting from a town of 2300 to a town of residents plus students, 100,000, and that was like 

being in the big city, even though if that university weren’t there, there would be nothing there.  
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But it was also extremely conservative, and I think a lot of it had to do with—you know, I spent 

most of my life being told what not to do and being expected to conform whether it was within 

my family or at high school. I was a band nerd. I was actively speaking out against the jocks. I 

was anti—vocally anti-religion. A lot of people didn’t care for me. Some people may have even 

hated me.  

 

And when I left that town and moved to A&M, at first I thought it was cool but then I realized, 

yes, it's bigger and it's maybe—maybe there's a little, tiny bit more diversity, but it's still more of 

the same thing. I was still just angry—angry at how closed-minded people could be, and so my 

general attitude was—as Rage [Rage Against The Machine] would say later, "Fuck you, I won't 

do what you tell me." And I think that's what I resonated the most with when it came to rap 

music was—I mean yes, the political stuff was cool, and I know more about that now than I did 

then. I resonated more with the middle fingers in the air and, We're not going to take this or we're 

just going to take this anymore.  

 

Q: I'm trying to think of what other '80s popstar you just quoted, but "We're Not Gonna Take 

This" - is much later,  

 

Runnels: [00:49:40] "We're Not Gonna—" Twisted Sister. [Laughs] 

 

Q: Right. So, right, right. And you could have gotten another rap because there are lots of music 

of that moment that were saying like, "Fuck this or fuck that" in angry ways. It's an interesting 

choice to choose rap music and Depeche Mode -  
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Runnels: [00:49:59] Well, no. I didn't really like seek it out. If I heard that stuff, I tuned into it. 

What I still purchased and primarily listened to was metal.  

 

Q: There probably wasn't a mixed-tape scene in your area of Texas.  

 

Runnels: [00:50:20] No, not really. Yes, and that was the other thing too, was—and I feel like 

kids today are so blessed because when I was growing up, you knew what was on the radio or 

what your friend or one of their older brothers or sisters told you about, and that was it. 

Nowadays kids get online and say, "Hey, I like Ethiopian jazz. What kind of Ethiopian jazz can I 

find?" and, boom, there's a million songs. You know that it was, basically, luck back in the day 

as to what kind of music you could get exposed to.  

 

Q: Luck, and where you are, and— who you know?  

 

Runnels: [00:51:00] If you're in a big city with a great record store and stuff like that, yes, you 

can get—and you—somebody that you could talk to who knows all that stuff, "Hey, I'm kind of 

getting into this, what do you suggest you know? And can you try it out?" None of that existed 

when I was growing up.   

 

Q: See, I could detour us on '90s rap music for a really long time, but I realize now, we have like 

five other moves to make and I want to make sure we get to Cheyenne.  
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Runnels: [00:51:25] Yes. Okay. Oh, yes, I've moved all over before I came here. [Laughs]  

 

Q: Maybe we'll work backwards?  

 

Runnels: Yes.  

 

Q: What brought you to Cheyenne? 

 

Runnels: [00:51:35] Okay. Yes. So, what brought me to Cheyenne the first time was after I lived 

in Brussels, I moved back to the [United] States, lived in Dallas for a while—for ten months until 

I got laid off, and then I went ten months without a job. This was back in 2001 when IT 

[information technology] and telecom [telecommunication] bubbles burst, and there were 

hundreds of thousands of people in Texas alone looking for jobs, and I couldn’t find anything. I 

had been a jack-of-all trades, pardon the pun, up until that point, done a little bit of everything. 

When there are a million people looking for a job, employers can be super-specific and say, "I 

want six years of this. I want a master's degree," etc.. I didn’t have more than a year and a half in 

any one technology, and so I went ten months without a job. I was about to lose my house. I 

reached out to Albion, the company that I worked for—at before and— 

 

When I first got laid off, I reached out to them. They were hemorrhaging the employees left and 

right. Ten months later, I reached out to them again, and said, "Hey, I'm desperate, you guys got 

anything?" They had just won a project here in the state of Wyoming to replace the eligibility 

system for food stamps, Medicaid, TANF [Temporary Assistance for Needy Families], and 
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childcare. My experience was in telecom and a tiny bit of real estate. I had never done that 

before, but they were having a difficult time getting people to come to Cheyenne, even though 

they advertise it as just north of Denver. Yes, it's an hour and a half north of Denver. They tried 

to make it sound like a suburb. Nobody wanted to take a job here, and I was in desperate need of 

a job, so that's what brought me out here in the first place. I was here for six and a half years 

working on that project so—until early 2009 when the project got canceled and— 

 

Q: Why? Did the system just work? Or they lost the contract? 

 

Runnels: [00:53:33] No. What happened was the contract was originally—when the—well, my 

company responded to the request for a proposal with their proposal. They said, "We can replace 

food stamps, childcare, and TANF for this much money." The state, at the time, didn’t want to 

replace Medicaid. "If you also want to do Medicaid to make a holistic system, for this much 

more, we can do it." And the state, initially, only agreed to do everything except Medicaid.  

 

Like a year or two later when Wyoming got a new governor, he and the chief technology officer 

for the state were looking at this and said, "This is kind of crazy. If we're going to make 

something that's a holistic system, why have Medicaid, this forty, fifty-year-old system sitting 

outside of that? Why not do it all once?" "Yes, we're going to do it all at once."  

 

My understanding is that the department of health was vehemently against it. They wanted to 

maintain control over this thing, and— 
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Q: With the technology or over Medicaid— 

 

Runnels: Both. 

 

Q:—in isolation? 

 

Runnels: [00:54:47] Well, Medicaid in isolation. The technology was such that it was super easy. 

It was super easy for the workers to use. Why? Because they used their knowledge to determine 

which of the 65 coverage groups to put somebody in. Over half the time, that was wrong, but an 

automated system would have stopped that. But they liked how easy it was, and that they had 

autonomy and control. So, eventually, they decided that they were going to include Medicaid.  

 

One of the people who was against it from the beginning, eventually, rose up to very high within 

the department of health, may be even director; and met with the attorney general; and said that, 

"This totally does not meet our needs. They're not doing what they said they were doing, so we 

should just cancel this contract." Neither of them had the legal authority to do that according to 

the contract. And whether people liked it or not, we actually had done—it may not have been 

what they think they needed. It was everything they said they wanted. We had thousands of 

signed-off design documents where we—so basically, we were about a month or two from going 

live, and people who didn’t have the authority to cancel the project did.  

 

Q: And they gave the contract to somebody else? I mean presumably, there is a system now that 

works kind of? 
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Runnels: [00:56:15] They just continued using the systems they had. And six and a half years' 

worth of work by dozens of people just vanished.  

 

Q: And the amount of money? And I can't imagine— 

 

Runnels: [00:56:29] Tens of millions, yes, along with an additional $17 million they had to pay 

my company for breach of contract when they didn’t have the right to do it, along with ten years 

of the feds refusing to issue matching funds because the state violated a contract that they should 

not have ended. I feel bad because six and a half years of my life was just pulled out away from 

me. I also feel bad because for six and a half years, I was a resident of the state of Wyoming and 

my fellow Wyomingites got screwed over by this.  

 

Q: Is this something if I were more familiar with Wyoming that—is this a scandal that I should 

know about? 

 

Runnels: [00:57:06] No. You know I don’t— 

 

Q: Because this sounds big.  

 

Runnels: [00:57:08] Yes. I don't know how much of a scandal it was at the time. The bad thing 

was, okay, so this is the beginning of the end for me. Like I said, I had super low self-esteem and 

low self-worth for most of my life. I felt like I wasn't good enough. I felt like I wasn't smart 
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enough. I felt like I was wildly overpaid because I made a lot of money. I didn’t feel like I 

deserved anything. And I spent six and a half years doing this, and it's gone, and I felt like I had 

been punched in the stomach. I thought like, “What now?” And this was at the tail end of 2008 

when the housing and financial markets completely crashed, and everybody was—you know, I 

worked with people that lost half the money they had in savings and investments. A third of the 

people on this project got canned immediately, a third were sent to a project in Boston, and a 

third were sent to Nashville. I was sent to Nashville, and the company was not reimbursing, flat 

out refused to reimburse us for certain expenses involved in the travel. They did not reimburse 

us. They only gave us a pittance to move out there. All of this stuff was in violation of 

everything that was in the policy. None of us chose to fight it because most people we knew 

were jobless, and so we put up with it.  

 

Q: And wait— Before we move to Nashville, first of all, do you mind if I stop?  

 

Runnels: No. My impressions of Cheyenne? 

 

Q: Your first impressions of Cheyenne? 

 

Runnels: [00:58:52] My first impressions of Cheyenne were that I hated it. Like I said, I went ten 

months without a job. I was applying for jobs at Taco Bell, and [The] Home Depot [Inc.], and 

jobs within the computer industry but many— 

 

Q: But you moved to Cheyenne with the Albion contract, right? 
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Runnels: [00:59:15] Yes, yes. I mean I was trying to stay in Dallas, you know? I was trying to 

apply for anything to stay there and nobody would hire me because I was overqualified, but 

nobody would hire me within my industry because I didn’t have enough depth at any one area. 

So, I was pretty desperate, and I remember talking to a guy who I've worked with in the past and 

he said, "Oh, you're in luck. We just got this project in Wyoming," and I said, "Oh, that's great." 

And in my head, I was thinking, "Wyoming!" I didn’t even know where it was. I knew it was 

north of Colorado, but I didn’t know if it was one or two states north. I get on Wikipedia, and I'm 

like, "Oh, cool, Yellowstone [National Park] and [Grand] Teton [National Park], and this just 

looks absolutely gorgeous," and I didn’t know anything about Cheyenne.  

 

So I when I got back with the company, I spent nine weeks on a project in Albuquerque, [New 

Mexico] working for their public utilities company. And I got a call from the project manager 

here in Cheyenne, and he's like, "So, I heard you were coming here," and I said, "Yes." He said, 

"Well, tell me something. Do you like the cold?" and I said, "Well, I am from Texas. I mean 

prefer warm, but I guess I'm not a big fan of the cold," and he said, "Tough shit because it's cold 

here ten months out of the year. Do you like the wind?" And I said, "Well, I don't know. I mean, 

I guess a nice bit—" "Tough shit because it's sixty-five-mile-an-hour winds here." Basically, the 

same thing, "Do you like trees? Tough shit. Do you like cultural activities? Tough shit." I mean, 

I have to give props to him for totally setting my expectations for when I came here. I and 

everybody else who came here was coming from huge metropolitan cities. And at the time, I 

think the population of Cheyenne was about 50,000, and for most of us, it was the smallest place 
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we had ever lived. It was the smallest place I'd ever lived other than where I grew up. So, there's 

nothing to do from a conventional point of view from people who are from large cities. 

 

Q: Where did you first move to? Like did they house all of you guys together or where— 

 

Runnels: [01:01:26] No. We were flying back and forth staying in hotels until—one of the 

stipulations of the contract was that to work on a project, we had to live in Cheyenne.  

 

Q: Yes. So that's why I'm thinking like where did they put you and—? 

 

Runnels: [01:01:38] We stayed in hotels and then—until our families could move here, and each 

of us was responsible for finding our own place so— Some people rented. Some people bought. I 

rented a house.  

 

Q: Because I'm still trying to even get a landscape of the city of like neighborhoods. Like where 

do people decide to live, based on what, you know? 

 

Runnels: [01:01:59] Yes. Well, I mean, I didn't know enough about the city to know what was a 

good or bad neighborhood. We looked around at a few houses. We looked at a lot of houses that 

just seemed like complete dumps. And from the time that we looked at them until the time that 

we called back and said, "We're not interested in this," it had already been snatched up. Stuff was 

getting snatched up left and right at the time. There was one or two that we were, kind of, 

interested in and, they had just been listed in the classified online at 6:30 in the morning. I would 
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get up early in the morning, so I could see the first listings, and I would call at eight o'clock, and 

they had already had like five or six offers on it. It was crazy.  

 

This one house that we saw that we were interested in, it was more than we wanted to pay. We 

asked the guy if we could have it for a thousand a month less—or no, not a thousand, $100 a 

month less if we were to sign a two-year lease, so that's what we did.  

 

So my family came out here the third week of May in 2002. It was eighty-something degrees in 

Dallas. They flew into DIA [Denver International Airport], rented a van, drove into Cheyenne. 

That Thursday in the third week of May it snowed, and it was also so windy that they closed 

most of I-Eighty [Interstate Eighty] between Cheyenne and Laramie. I had two children, at the 

time, who were around four and five or three and four. Fortunately, that was a sliding-door van 

and not one that opened outwards, or they didn’t have to get out of the car where the doors 

opened outwards because it could have very well just slammed right back on and cut a leg off or 

something like that.  

 

Q: I've never thought of that.  

 

Runnels: [01:03:59] My youngest daughter, you know, almost blew away. We had to just grab 

her hand. It was so unbelievably windy. I had never experienced wind like that. And my wife 

was—it snowed, it was so windy, she saw what a small town it was, and she said, "What the hell 

are we doing?" And I was like, "We're doing what we got to do. I can't find a job anywhere else."  
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At the time, we weren't—neither of us—I don’t know if Facebook existed at the time. It probably 

did in its early stages, but neither of us was on Facebook. We had no friends here other than the 

people I worked with. Everybody else I've worked with here hated it. I worked with a mix of 

people who—you know, some were conservatives, some were middle of the road, some were 

liberal. My ex-wife and I are pretty liberal. I'm extremely liberal, and again, I grew up in a small 

town that I thought, I hate close-mindedness. I hate it when people are not just allowed to be and 

encouraged to be who they authentically are.  

 

Also, I had lived in Atlanta for a while. It's nice to live in a city where, as a white person, I'm the 

minority. And then I moved here, it's three percent African American. There are more Native 

Americans here than there are African Americans, which is kind of interesting because I've never 

experienced that. Even to this day, I can go days, sometimes weeks without seeing a black 

person. That is weird.  

 

So, I remember the first weekend that my family was here, we were going to check Cheyenne 

out. So, we went to the [Wyoming] State Museum, and we went to Lion's Park, and I don’t 

remember where else we went. But within a Saturday and a Sunday, we had done, what we 

thought, all there was to do in the entire city of Cheyenne that we were interested in anyway. 

 

Q: Right. Everything from the tourist brochure? 

 

Runnels: [01:06:03] Yes. Yes. And so it's like, Okay, now what? We were used to living in cities 

where, especially with small children, What are we going to do either for ourselves for some 
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kind of awesome entertainment or what are we going to do to enrich the lives of our children? 

And there being so many things to choose from that it was difficult to narrow it down. Here, it 

was like just waiting and waiting and hoping that something would happen that we were 

interested in either for ourselves or for our children.  

 

Again, I didn’t know anybody other than people I worked with. My ex-wife knew some people 

through like moms' clubs. It took her a long time to find one that wasn't religious, and that one, 

midway through the first year, started to become religious in violation of their founding charter 

or whatever. She pointed that out and asked that that not be the case, and it caused a whole rift, 

and she left. And so that was, kind of, our first year's experience just feeling like, We don’t fit in 

here, and we're bored, and it's cold, and it's windy, and— 

 

Q: Your kids didn’t start school, right, because you guys arrived in May. Did your experience of 

Cheyenne change some when your kids entered into the school system? Or did you learn 

something new? Because I feel like schools a different way of thinking about the city, sort of like 

moms' clubs.   

 

Runnels: [01:07:29] It's tough to say because I don’t—I can't say that I know a lot about all the 

different schools here in town. I only know about the ones that my kids went to. The first school 

that my oldest daughter went to in kindergarten, she and another friend decided they were going 

to leave the campus. We lived several blocks away across Yellowstone [Road] Avenue, which is 

a pretty busy street north of town, and there is a crosswalk there. You press the button, and you 

can go across, and they did that. And they made it, apparently, almost all the way to our house 
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when my daughter's friend got scared and said, "We should just go back to school," so they did, 

and they got caught when they were coming back.  

 

When we found out that two small children were able to leave campus, and nobody even knew 

about it until they got back, we were pretty upset. So, we asked our oldest daughter, "Why'd you 

leave?" Well, both my children are extremely intelligent. And we did a lot to educate them when 

they were very young, and so everything that she was learning in kindergarten, she already knew, 

and she was bored out of her mind.  

 

Q: Wait, she was a kindergartener when she walked out of school? 

 

Runnels: [01:08:50] Yes.  

 

Q: Okay, got it.  

 

Runnels: [01:08:51] So, this was about halfway through the school year, and she said she was 

unbelievably bored. So, I looked online to see if Cheyenne had any kind of gifted and talented, 

honors, whatever you want to call that, and they do have a program here called Trailblazers. One 

thing I thought was very interesting was they talked about it being for kids who were at risk. And 

usually, you hear about at risk, and you think about people who come from broken homes, or 

people who are growing up in poverty, sort of socioeconomically disadvantaged. But I think their 

point was if you have somebody who thrives on being challenged intellectually if they're in a 

kind of mainstream environment, they're at risk of just saying, "Forget this." I have known 
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people like that growing up, and know kids now who are like that. So, we thought it might be 

disruptive to pull her out halfway through the year, but we did it because she passed the test, and 

she got into Trailblazers. And the next year, we had my other daughter tested when she entered 

kindergarten, and she passed as well. 

 

Q: Is it a separate school? Because, I mean, at least growing up for me, gifted and talented didn’t 

start until second—you know, like they didn't do a screening thing for that, never mind separate 

classes. 

 

Runnels: [01:10:17] The way they do it here is it is—so, all of the kids are—or actually I'm not 

sure how it is now. But at the time, the way they did it was everybody who was in the 

Trailblazers Program all went to the same school. There were other classes at that school, too, 

but first through fifth, or sixth, or whatever, all of the Trailblazers' kids went to that school in 

addition to the kids in the neighborhood who were going to the kind of mainstream classes. That 

was a [Part A] Title I [of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act,] school, and so I believe 

they put the honors program in there so that they could get more funding, and blah, blah, blah.  

 

So, did it change? [Laughs] Probably some parts of it cemented our idea that this is just a bad 

place to be but a lot of places, this—stuff like this could have happened. When my oldest 

daughter was at Pioneer Park [Elementary School] in the Trailblazers Program, and I can't 

remember whether it was first or second grade. It must have been first grade.  
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So, to back up a little bit, we hated to hate it here the first year, absolutely hated it. We were 

taking our youngest daughter to a preschool right across from the Unitarian Universalist Church 

[of Cheyenne]. And I knew a little bit about that because, as someone who hated religion and 

spent a lot of time studying it, probably six or seven years studying all kinds of things related to 

religion, primarily just so I could argue effectively against Christianity. I was on these different 

humanist and atheist, agonistic, freethinker, whatever LISTSERVs, and occasionally, people 

would say, "Well, you might want to check the UU [Unitarian Universalist] Church. They have 

kind of a—" And some of them have very much humanist spin. And then there was always the 

caution, you know, "Whoa, some members are still pretty Christian, and that's mainly northeast 

of the United States."  

 

After dropping my daughter off at this preschool two days a week for a year across this church, I 

decided that I would give it a shot. I got into spirituality when I was in Brussels because I was 

living in another country and questioning everything you ever thought you knew about life, and 

the assumptions that you've made about yourself and your culture and other people and other 

cultures. It is something I think everybody should give a shot at. And doing lots of pot and 

psychedelics mixed with having very young children, and seeing the world anew through their 

eyes, and being in an environment that was totally different really made me question so many 

things in my life.  

 

I was reading a lot of stuff about UUs back then, and I decided that I—that when I was anti-

religion, I was looking for other things. I read about Buddhism, I read about Sufism, Islam, 

Jainism, all these other kinds of things. If I found one sentence that I couldn’t agree with, I 
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chucked the whole thing. And during that time when I was questioning everything, I thought, 

"Well, maybe I should stop looking for truth with a capital t and just look for truths with a small 

t." And that was kind of an eye-opener because there's a lot of good and there's a lot of wisdom 

in all of the world's faith traditions, and there's a lot of crap, but I can take out the good stuff.  

 

And so, I decided to go into the U church. We joined that, and that made life here a lot better. I 

was like, “Holy moly! There are people here like me!” [Laughs] And so, my kids were raised 

UU from that point on.  

 

Back to Pioneer Park. When my daughter was in first grade, I don’t know how this came up, but 

she was asked whether or not she believed in God or asked whether or not she was a Christian. 

And she said that she did not believe in a God, and that she was not a Christian. The kid who 

asked the question when my daughter told her that went and told on her, told the teacher, "Oh, 

Summer doesn't believe in God," and she was going to get in trouble. [Laughs] But she was 

fairly well ostracized from formerly, previously very good friends.  

 

Q: I mean there are two mindboggling things about this. It's like your daughter coming out as an 

atheist, and you know, that doesn’t happen very often. But I also thought that the teacher had to 

ask the question? 

 

Runnels: The teacher what?  

 

Q: I thought the teacher had to ask the question. I was like, I went to a Catholic school.  
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Runnels: Oh, no, no, no. 

 

Q: And they never even asked me if I believed in God. 

 

Runnels: [01:15:05] No, it was some kid just some—yes. And she said, “Because you're not a 

Christian, you can't play with us anymore.” Yes. And also, that school is right across from the I-

Twenty-Five [Interstate Twenty-Five] from the military base, so they used to do all kinds of 

patriotic—make the kids go outside and do all kinds of patriotic displays on certain days in 

support of the troops. I'm a pacifist, and I'm also against any sort of compulsory allegiance or 

displays of patriotism, nationalism, jingoism, whatever you want to call it, and that really pissed 

me off. So stuff like that, yes.  

 

So did my kid getting into the school system help things? No, it did not. You know to this, and 

I'm not entirely sure, but I'm guessing that this city is like many other cities where the ethnic and 

other socioeconomic makeup of a school is very much dependent on the neighborhood and the 

zip code and— 

 

Q: And in some ways yours—hers was a magnet school that would have pulled from throughout 

the city? 

 

Runnels: [01:16:13] In theory, in theory.  
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Q: There are multiple ways to segregate by residents or by some of these magnet programs, 

exactly. 

 

Runnels: [01:16:23] Yes. You know I remember—now, see, I really wasn't around my kids at 

school very much. When they were in third and first grade, my oldest daughter who was in third 

grade was severely choked by some boy who said that he was doing it because he was in love 

with her and was trying to impress her. It was really bizarre. But because of that and various 

other issues that we had been facing for a long time, we decided to pull the kids out of school 

and homeschool them. As I said, my ex-wife was a teacher at one point in time, excellent 

teacher, and excellent at home— 

 

Q: What grade did she teach? 

 

Runnels: [01:17:12] She taught—started off teaching sixth grade and third grade in a very 

economically depressed city in Texas. Then she taught in Plano, one of the wealthiest school 

districts in Texas and then didn’t teach for a long time. But when the kids said they wanted to be 

homeschooled, it was great because she could have just ordered a curriculum, but she custom 

made the curriculum every year based on the kids' interests, and their skill levels, and all that 

kind of stuff. So then they were out of the school system, you know?  

 

And the thing that I did not like about that was in our circle of friends, and in the things that we 

did, it seemed like we were almost exclusively around white people. And I noticed that the only 

time the kids were around brown people—which a lot of times did not include African 
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American. It was Hispanic—were when they did free or cheap things at the Y [Young Men's 

Christian Association], and that bothered me. And I don’t know if this is true. I don’t even know 

if this is true then or if it's true now, but it seemed to me like a large percentage of Hispanic 

people lived on the south side of town or, certainly, not in neighborhoods. I lived in three 

different neighborhoods while I lived here over six and a half years, and I never saw Hispanic 

people.  

 

Q: Can you tell me—? I'm still working this out—I'm a neighborhood thinker. That's the way I 

think. It may not make sense here, but can you give me roughly where you lived?  

 

Runnels: [01:18:55] Near the Albertsons on Yellowstone near whatever that high school is over 

there.  

 

Q: Near the department of health?  

 

Runnels: [01:19:02] Yes.  

 

Q: Aha, I was just at that Albertsons. 

 

Runnels: Yes, so that’s Davis Elementary School, yes - that's where my daughter escaped.  

 

Q: When you said she crossed Yellowstone, I was like, I think I was on Yellowstone today. It’s a 

highway!  
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Runnels: [01:19:12] Yes. So, I lived there for two years and then I lived for a couple of years at 

the corner of Twenty—of like [East] Pershing and Warren [Avenue]—Twenty-Ninth [Street], 

and Warren, actually, so right across the street from the Storey Gym [Cheyenne High School 

Gymnasium], the school administration— 

 

Q: I went to the board of ed meeting the other night. 

 

Runnels: [01:19:33] Yes. And then the third place I lived, I don’t even remember exactly where 

it was. I want to say it was also north, maybe a little further north on Yellowstone and then east. I 

don’t remember exactly where it was.  

 

Q: I heard an interesting organizing idea. Somebody gave me a way of—I guess a rubric - for 

thinking about the layout of the city. I’d just been thinking of the tracks—north or south of the 

tracks, that's a common dividing line, but then I heard about “avenues” versus “streets.”  

 

Runnels: Yes.  

 

Q: Then, in general, there’s north but “north of Pershing” is another—because I was like, 

"Neighborhoods, give me neighborhoods," and she's like, "Oh, you know, you can think of in 

terms of “avenues” and  “streets." 
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Runnels: [01:20:19] Yes. Well, north of Pershing, all of those avenues, that area is called The 

Avenues, so. [Laughs] And there’s Sixth Street, there's Sixth Avenue, stuff like that, yes.  

 

Q: And you could easily trip them up if you don’t realize that you're making some sort of 

distinction.  

 

Runnels: Yes. 

 

Q: So anyway, you— 

 

Runnels: [01:20:40] So anyway, yes, that really bothered me because my kids—you know when 

we lived in big cities, especially when we lived in Atlanta, I loved—when I "lived" in Atlanta, I 

spent most of the time in Roanoke, and Roanoke is super white too. [Laughs] And it was always 

great to come back to Atlanta and, say, go to a mall near my house. And it's majority black 

people, and it's black people of all kinds, all classes, and behaviors, and the way they dress, and 

blah, blah, blah. It's not a monolith like it might be if you were in one certain part of town in one 

certain smaller city. And I loved the fact that my kids were exposed to that—seeing successful 

black people, seeing black people who were not successful but that wasn't the only black people 

they saw. I love that, and then we moved here, [laughs] after we got back from Belgium.  

 

So yes, it bothered me that for most of the time—like I said most of the time, it seemed like my 

kids saw nonwhite people, it tended to be at things that were accessible to people either without 

any kind of payment or very little payment. And I did not want my kids to grow up associating 
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Hispanic and poor, or any other ethnicity and poor for that matter. But that was, it seemed, like 

pretty much the only nonwhites that they were around. Like I said, I mean we would go 

sometimes weeks without seeing a black person here.  

 

Q: So, how did you address that or—? Because they were out of the school system, you know 

there are few organic ways then to meet other kids or— 

 

Runnels: [01:22:41] Yes. I don’t know that I did.  

 

Q: I don’t know that one can. I'm just thinking— 

 

Runnels: Yes. That's the thing you know? It's like, Okay, so here my kids are six, seven, eight 

and I'm thinking, "Damn, I don’t want them to get these prejudices." I thought about how do I 

address this at that age? And I realize now there's plenty of age-appropriate ways to do it, I didn’t 

have the skill set at the time. I'm thinking, how do I tell them, "Oh, by the way, kids, I know you 

guys only see brown people at the Y. And I just want to let you know that in this town, it might 

be that for whatever reason, maybe there are impediments towards them that most of them are 

poor or whatever, and so that's why they show up at these but not the paid soccer practices."  

 

Q: I teach sociology sometimes. And separating race and class and the lived experience is a hard 

thing to teach college kids. You know like talking about age-appropriate for seven and eight is 

[crosstalk]— 
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Runnels: [01:23:55] So I thought if I bring this up and say, "By the way, this is not what it's like, 

or it doesn’t have to be this way. Maybe it is this way in most circumstances, but it's not through 

any fault of their own. It's through the forces against—that they have little control over." I 

thought, "How in the world is a six, seven, or eight-year-old going to understand that?" And if I 

point it out, they may not have even thought about the fact that they see brown kids at one kind 

of event and another. If I point it out, is it going to make them actually hyper-conscious of it and 

perhaps even more likely to internalize it?  So I did not bring it up. After here, we lived in 

Nashville, [Texas] and then after that, we lived in Austin, [Texas]. And as my kids got older and 

we lived in bigger cities—Nashville's thirty percent black, Austin's thirty percent Hispanic, 

maybe twelve percent black, which surprised me there wasn't more than that having grown up in 

Texas. But I was always quick to point that kind of stuff out. You notice how everybody taking 

orders and seating people is white, and everybody washing dishes is brown? I was quick to point 

that stuff out all the time.  

 

Q: Once they got to what age?  

 

Runnels: [01:25:16] Well, I guess, we moved to Nashville when they would have been probably 

around eleven and twelve; ten or eleven; eleven, twelve; ten to twelve, somewhere right around 

there. I mean you can't not notice stuff like that. I can't. I'm in a hotel, everybody checking me in, 

everybody making sure—everybody talking to me is white. Everybody cleaning for me and 

cleaning up after me is black. When people say, "I don’t see color." I'm thinking, “How can you 

not see this division?” 
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Q: What about though here in Cheyenne? I'm in a hotel for the first time tonight, and are there 

enough nonwhite people to fill the jobs—  

 

Runnels: [01:26:12] I don't think so. 

 

Q: —to illustrate this this point?  

 

Runnels: [01:26:14] Probably not. You'll probably see mostly white people. I don't know if that's 

going to be that way. The last time I stayed in a hotel here was sixteen years ago, the first year 

that I came here, so, but yes. Yes, I saw mostly white, which is kind of interesting, you know? 

Here, I think it's more of a struggle of class than it is race, although, I would not presume to 

speak for people who are nonwhite. I'm guessing that most of the—most of it—well, because 

even white people here—white people here probably experience more classicism in a 

predominantly white environment than they would experience it in an environment that was 

more evenly mixed among the races because in those environments, the poor economic 

conditions are going to more likely fall on the people who have been historically discriminated 

against based on their race. 

 

Q: I mean in some ways that's why I think this is a brilliant place for us to be right now. And in 

some ways, I don’t know that I feel equipped to have the conversation.  Because most people 

think about whiteness only when they've experienced interactions with nonwhite. And we have a 

particular way of asking about these things that it's just more difficult talking to people who have 

grown up in an entirely white environment. 
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Runnels: [01:27:47] Yes. Yes. So, I think stuff like, you know [laughs] especially people in my 

age, say maybe, yes, my age and older, you talk about white privilege, a lot of them get pissed, 

"Hey I don’t have white privilege. I grew up dirt poor." I grew up dirt poor, and I know I've got 

tons of privilege. It's even harder to have that discussion in a city like Cheyenne that's ninety-

something percent white because very few—I mean, you know like I said, that—one the 

examples I gave in Austin and Nashville, I can look around and see, "Whoa, there's a definite 

skin tone difference in who's doing what kinds of jobs." Here, there's not, and so in a town like 

this, it's easy to say, "Hey, we don’t see color. We don’t see racism. What are you talking about? 

Everybody here has the same kind of opportunity." Yes, because everybody here is fucking 

white. [Laughs] But they still don’t, but they still don't.  

 

Q: But do they necessarily think they had the same kind of opportunity.  

 

Runnels: No.  

 

Q: Like there's other sets of divisions that we don’t— 

 

Runnels: There's another, yes.  And maybe, maybe classicism in people who weren't pushed up 

against it—maybe people who want to push up against classicism might have a better chance 

here because it's lower against the upper as opposed to lower-class blacks versus upper-class 

whites. Potentially, anti-classist work here could be less complex than anti-classist were where 

you've also got racism going on.  
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Q: And you have a gist of what we're trying to do with this project. Do you have any—because 

you have both an inside and outside perspective on Cheyenne. You think about race in a way that 

people from diverse places do. [PA announcement, library closing] But you've also been here 

and had conversations using this language—whatever this language is—how do we get at these 

questions with people that are from Cheyenne? 

 

Runnels: [01:29:52] How do you get to these kinds of questions? 

 

Q: Yes, about racial identity when they are not necessarily thinking about racial identity in a way 

that is organic. Like how do you get their experiences of whiteness that isn't saying like— 

 

Runnels: [01:30:07] Right. Oh, yes. I mean, you know—yes. So, imagine a planet where 

everybody is purple, and you ask them, "What's it like to be purple?" That's a silly question 

because that's not necessarily part of their identity. Some have green hair, some have red hair, 

ask them about their hair color differences. Same thing here in Cheyenne, "What's it like to be 

white?" That's part of living in Cheyenne for most people. You know, they probably have never 

ever stopped to think about it. Now, hopefully, more of the young kids are woke about this kind 

of stuff, but I'm guessing that most people, even asking a question will probably just blow their 

mind.   

 

Q: So, can I build on your hypothetical this all purple planet? What if these purple-people planet 

had television where the conversation is also about like— 
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Runnels: Oh, yes.  

 

Q: I don't know how to build that into the conversation because I don’t want to come across as 

like, “Oh, we want to talk about this because of this national conversation,” because that doesn't 

necessarily get at what people are really experiencing.  But purple people do have TV. 

 

Runnels: [01:31:15] I think it's complex because it used to be back in the '50s, you didn’t see 

black people on TV or pretty much anybody other than white people. If you did, they were a 

servant, or they were driving a car, or whatever. I think you started seeing more of those kinds of 

people too. But through—oh, I don’t know—probably [laughs] some would argue even today, 

but certainly, very prevalent way through the '70s, '80s, and maybe even early '90s, very 

stereotypical roles for people of color, usually not flattering. And now, you do have roles for—of 

people that are flattering. 

 

Interestingly, there are more Hispanic people in the United States than there are black people. 

There are more black people on television than there are Hispanic people on television. And 

usually, the Hispanic people that are on television are nowhere near in the kind of flattering roles 

that African Americans are.  

 

Q: And there are far and less nuanced characters for— 
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Runnels: [01:32:22] Yes, absolutely. In my mind, the danger is that for people in a place like 

Cheyenne or in very rural America who have access to all this stuff, they see black people on 

TV. They know JAY-Z [Shawn Corey Carter] has got a gazillion dollars. We had a black 

president, and so they think, You know, black people can make it, and they can do this kind of 

stuff. The danger is that when black people aren't making it, they think, “Oh, it's because they're 

lazy. They don’t want to do it.” I think it might be harder to get over those prejudices and 

stereotypes and propaganda that has been disseminated over the centuries in towns that are 

predominantly white. Because they don’t have a chance to really have close contact and get real 

stories, flesh out the characters. It's still stereotypes. 

 

Q: What's interesting is when I was talking about TV, I mean this is a totally separate and good 

point. You're talking about like television programs.  

 

Runnels: Yes. 

 

Q: I’m talking about like as an interviewer coming in to talk to people about race. They're here—

I’m thinking of the news. I'm thinking of the national debate about race. Or that they'll hear about 

“whiteness” on like Fox News or NPR [National Public Radio] where—that taints the 

conversation rather than opening one. I mean for the interview, not even for their own experience 

but for the interview. Like they're hearing me, and they're thinking, “This is some CNN kind of 

question.” Like they're hearing the national debate rather than giving their own experience. 
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Runnels: [01:34:07] Oh, yes, I see where you're going. Yes. I mean what—how else can they 

give their own experience? All they know is whiteness. How do you feel about being white in a 

world where nonwhite people are experiencing all this stuff? In Cheyenne, as far as they know, 

nonwhite people aren't experiencing this stuff because they don’t know any nonwhite people. So, 

pretty much all they probably can do is take on whatever narrative they've heard discussed on 

national television, which is probably on two polar—if they're watching Fox News versus 

listening to NPR, it's probably on two polar opposites. There's probably not any nuance 

whatsoever.  

 

Q: Right. Right. But I mean just that they're—also that these are buzzwords rather than 

experiences.  

 

Runnels: Yes.  

 

Q: So how can we make the questions or make the conversation not about the buzzwords 

when—I feel I should turn off the recorder—but when we're leading with a project that's called 

Facing Whiteness, it really is about identity and experience. 

 

Runnels: [01:35:17] Charter a plane with a whole bunch of them to a city that is predominantly 

black and see what happens and then talk to them about it because a lot of these people that live 

here had never left this city or state.   

 

Q: You did though.  
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Runnels: [01:35:36] Well, I mean, I didn’t grow up here. I left because I got laid off. I came back 

because I had a mental breakdown, and this was the longest I had ever lived in one spot, and I 

figured if I'm staring my life over this, I had the most community here. I never thought I would 

move back here, and I—because I thought there was nothing to do. I am in the minority when it 

comes to political views, when it comes to all kinds of stuff— 

 

Q: Yes. This doesn’t seem like a safety—like that's a surprise twist to this story of where we've 

gotten  in this story because I'm only going to get, apparently, like a third of it.  

 

Runnels: [01:36:09] Yes, I better get that seriously but— 

 

Q: No, no, no. I mean just because of time.  

 

Runnels: It's very complicated, you know?  

 

Q: Right. The experience of Cheyenne, up to this point, doesn’t seem like the safety place that 

you would go back to for security, comfort, or— 

 

Runnels: [01:36:26] I had no friends in any other city. I "lived" in Austin for three years, but I 

was on the road most of the time. When my wife, at the time, left me and took my two kids, I 

knew absolutely no one in the city.  
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Q: What year was that?  

 

Runnels: [01:36:42] That was the end of 2015.  

 

Q: So recently? 

 

Runnels: [01:36:48] Yes. I had a mental breakdown at the end of that year, which allowed me to 

get over almost everything that I had been fighting for forty-five years. When I hit rock bottom, I 

realized, “Why am I continuing to fear this stuff?” Everybody knows I almost checked myself 

into a mental institution. I have no car. I have no money. I have no house. I have—my family left 

me. I have no job. I have absolutely nothing to lose, so I might as well try to do all these things.  

 

I spent ten to fifteen years—after I joined the UU Church, I spent the rest of that time reading 

and studying philosophy, all the different faith traditions, all the positive psychology books on 

how to be a better human and how to stop suffering. And I couldn't bring myself to do any of it 

because I was afraid I would fail [laughs] and look stupid for espousing all this stuff and not 

being able to achieve it. And it took losing absolutely everything to find myself, and I don’t talk 

to my youngest daughter since then. We had a falling out, and I don’t blame her.  

 

Q: How old was your daughter at the time?  

 

Runnels: [01:38:04] So, oldest is twenty-one or will be this month, and the other is nineteen and 

will be twenty at the end of the year. Is that right? Yes. And or no—she's eighteen and will be 
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nineteen at the end of the year. So, I stayed with my mom for four months until I got kicked out 

of there. I was still drinking heavily.  

 

Q: She's still in Texas? 

 

Runnels: [01:38:25] Yes. And a therapist I saw in Austin who I sought out because he was a 

Buddhist monk at one point in time and studied Daoism, before he got his degree in psychology 

said, "You know when I was twenty-three, I had nothing. I had nobody. I didn’t know what I 

wanted to do. So I traveled the country and volunteered at Buddhist retreat centers and then did 

the same thing in Vietnam and Laos and Thailand." And I still thought, "Whoa that's—I don’t 

want to try that and that not work out," so I still chickened out. I lived with my mom for four 

months. I got kicked out of there. That's another super long story, and so I hitchhiked to the 

nearest town with a train, took a train to Denver, [Colorado], took a bus from Denver to here. 

Stayed here for a month on people's couches until the next volunteer season opened at 

Shambhala Mountain Center in Red Feather Lakes, Colorado. And I was there for six weeks, 

tried to turn it into a full-time job, and couldn’t, and came back here. I had no money, came back 

here, had to bum a ride, and I thought, "Okay, well, this—[PA system goes off] I'm going to stay 

here until I figure out where the next volunteer opportunity is."  

 

[INTERRUPTION] 
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Runnels: [01:39:51] And I thought—a place to volunteer to find myself. That was still, kind of, 

running. I mean, yes, I'm going there on Sunday. I'll be there for three weeks. It's a beautiful 

place, and it's good for me. But— 

 

Q: Where? And you said in Colorado?  

 

Runnels: [01:40:10] Yes, Red Feather Lakes.  It's forty-five minutes northwest of Fort Collins, 

[Colorado], and it's an hour and a half from here.  

 

[INTERRUPTION, asked to leave the library] 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 

 


