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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Amy Spieker 

conducted by Kristin Murphy on May 10, 2018. This interview is part of the Study on White 

People.  

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

spoken word, rather than written prose. 



 

 

 

Q: Starting out, I want to get some background information on your childhood, where you grew 

up, what kind of environment—anything that you think is your story. 

 

Spieker: [00:00:18] My dad was in the Navy, so I feel like that’s a big part of my story. I was 

born in Naples, Italy and I feel like I have tried as hard as I can, I cannot figure out how to 

become an Italian citizen.  

 

Q: That seems so possible. 

 

Spieker: [00:00:40] It’s not! They don’t have the de jure and the de la terre [phonetic] 

whatever—you can become citizen by law or by birth and they don’t have the “by birth” one. 

 

Q: With just an Irish last name, you can pre— 

 

Spieker: [00:00:54] I know! But I don’t have an Italian last name, so, no EU [European Union] 

work visa for me. So I was born in Naples, Italy, I don’t remember any of it. We moved to 

Jacksonville, Florida, when I was like a year and a half old or so, and we lived there until I was 

six. And then we moved to Rockville, Maryland from when I was six until I was twelve. And 
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moved back to Jacksonville, Florida when I was thirteen. Then we moved to Bremerton, 

Washington—we moved back to Florida when I was twelve and I turned thirteen there, and then 

we moved to Bremerton, Washington when I was thirteen, and then I stayed there for the rest of 

high school. So, I consider Bremerton home, and that’s where my parents still live, my dad 

retired there. I think that was one thing that definitely defined my childhood, was moving a little 

bit, not a lot, compared to a lot of military families, like being in one place for six years. For that 

whole—I was in elementary school all in one place, which I feel is like really nice,  

 

Q: So you moved right for high school? 

 

Spieker: [00:02:05] I moved in eighth grade. Before eighth grade. It was good.  

 

Q: Do you have any memories of the middle school place, and how did that kind of compare—

what was the difference or the comparison between the two places in your experience there? 

 

Spieker: [00:02:24] Yeah, so I guess I technically went to three places for middle school, 

because I went to sixth grade in Maryland and then seventh grade in Florida and then eighth 

grade in Washington. And so, in sixth grade, I feel like that was just the normal change that you 

have when you’re moving from elementary to middle school. You know, the change of switching 

classes and all that fun stuff. But it just felt normal, because that’s where I had the vast majority 

of my memories are from—were from that point, up to that time, of course—and so that was my 

normal, which was really different when I moved to Florida. I didn’t really fit in very well in 

Florida. I felt like there were two groups and I didn’t belong to either of them. I felt like there 
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were the really preppy kids that were wearing Abercrombie & Fitch every day and I definitely 

wasn’t that, though I wanted to be that, even though I wasn’t that, and then there was the 

rednecks, I would say, I guess? They wore their hunting and fishing and camo, and the 

confederate flags and that kind of stuff. It’s like, my memory of it: NASCAR [National 

Association for Stock Car Auto Racing], all that kind of stuff and I definitely didn’t fit into that 

group either, so I had a really hard time—and I think the other thing, I was twelve years old, I 

had had this solid friend group and I, of course, hated my parents for making me move. My mom 

tells me I cried myself to sleep the first three months we lived there, so that was good. But I was 

really excited when we moved. We found out we were going to move to Washington. 

 

Q: Now, how big was this school, and weren’t there more military families? 

 

Spieker: [00:04:14] We didn’t live particularly close to the base, so there weren’t—now that I 

remember, I don’t remember there being military, I don’t remember that being a part of that 

experience. Just the other differences, like some of the gender differences. I grew up playing 

sports all my life, and there were three girls that turned out for the entire basketball league. Not a 

team, a basketball league. So I ended up playing on a boys team while we lived there, because 

there weren’t enough girls to play, which was really good, because I ended up learning how to 

shoot with a left-handed layup that year, because all the boys could do it and I couldn’t do it, so 

that was good. And there was a big push to be a cheerleader and that kind of stuff, but not soccer 

or basketball, so that was definitely different from Maryland where I played, even at the sixth-

grade level, I was travelling and playing and that kind of stuff. That was a big difference. 
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Q: How did the boys take to your presence? What were the girls thinking of you playing on the 

boy’s team? 

 

Spieker: [00:05:25] I feel like I’m really bad at remembering. I don’t really remember that 

experience. I remember that I liked, I have always liked recognition in my life. I think that’s a 

thing a lot of people like, but I definitely know that that’s something that I value, and I remember 

the coach being really impressed by me, and that made me feel good. But I don’t really have a lot 

of other memories, until—I played on that team, and then we did find a different team, but it was 

on the other side of Jacksonville, because we didn’t live in Jacksonville proper. I don’t really 

remember where we lived, because I feel like before you learn how to drive, you don’t really 

know where you are most of the time. I remember my dad driving me across town to go play 

basketball with a different team, but I don’t remember any of the girls’ names. I don’t remember 

even playing a game with them, I just don’t remember that at all. I feel like I’ve really kind of 

maybe blocked that year out. If I ever—I always say that I’ve had a really good life except for 

that seventh-grade year, I would not want to do that over. 

 

Q: Seventh grade I think is rough for a lot of people, but this is a particular dynamic that seems 

like losing sports and moving to a new place, it just seems—how big was the school? 

 

Spieker: [00:06:41] Oh yeah, you asked that. I mean, it was relatively big. I don’t know the 

answer. There were multiple science classes for the eighth grade, not everybody was in the same 

science class, but I don’t know how many kids that translates into. 
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Q: And what would you say was the racial or demographic make-up of your class, or— 

 

Spieker: [00:07:06] I want to say less diverse than Rockville was. I feel like Rockville was quite 

diverse. I feel like in Jacksonville—I am having a really—my memory sucks. Definitely the 

people that I hung out with were primarily white. We lived in a pretty large—it was like these 

old plantations that they had turned into home upon home upon home kind of places, and we 

lived in one of those developments, and it was very nice. But it was also weirdly segregated. 

There were neighbourhoods within this larger system, and the different neighbourhoods had 

different sized homes, which of course is associated with home value, which I was not thinking 

about any of this at the time. We lived in one of the bigger home sections, and I only remember 

there being white people there.  

 

Q: And in the other home sections? 

 

Spieker: Well, we didn’t really go to very many of the other home sections that I can remember. 

 

Q: Right, like I’m just wondering if biking around, you see— 

 

Spieker: [00:08:32] Maybe some, but I don’t remember doing that a whole lot. It was giant, this 

thing had thousands of homes. That’s that memory, definitely. But yeah, it was definitely less 

diverse than Rockville. I look back, and I was raised Catholic, and my family is white and from 

the west coast, and so my parents didn’t have a lot of experience with diversity. I’d look back 

now and think about, you know, we had Jewish neighbours, and friends who were African-
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American and there were kids that were Muslim in my class, and I would celebrate Hanukkah 

with the people next door, and we would do all these things and it never occurred to me that was 

not maybe the way my parents had grown up. 

 

Q: And this was in Jacksonville? 

 

Spieker: [00:09:37] No, this was in Rockville.  

 

Q: So where did your parents grow up? 

 

Spieker: [00:09:43] My mom grew up in Missoula, Montana, and my dad grew up in Hillsboro, 

Oregon, just outside of Portland. 

 

Q: So those are very— 

 

Spieker: [00:09:50] White places.  

 

Q: I haven’t been to either of them, but that is my sense.  Then again, I thought that Jacksonville 

sounded like a place that would be very diverse. 

 

Spieker: [00:10:00] I think you are right, but I don’t remember experiencing that. 
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Q: Right, and that’s kind of what we think about—at what stages do we perceive what kind of 

difference, you know? 

 

Spieker: [00:10:15] I feel like my memory of that year, I just feel like I tried to block a lot of it 

out. And so, I feel like I have reflected on the value of growing up in a diverse place from my 

elementary school, I think about that, but I haven’t ever really thought about the fact that I “lived 

in the South,” but never have any memories about race from that year. This is the first time I’m 

kind of thinking about how that’s weird. 

 

Q: Is it? That’s way more South than—you know, because I’m like “Rockville, Maryland,” 

that’s one of these, but Jacksonville— 

 

Spieker: [00:10:50] Yeah, and I think the other piece about Rockville, Maryland is it has—NIH 

[National Institute of Health] is there and so my understanding is that there’s a lot of diversity 

there, but it’s diversity in a way that is less class-related diversity, too, because people are 

making more money, or researchers are employed by the federal government. It’s a different 

kind of diversity than in the South, for example. 

 

Q: Right. Or, in some ways, it is class—diversity by class, but a different kind of one, right? 

 

Spieker: [00:11:27] Yes. Race isn’t as tied to that as it is in other places. 

 

Q: When did you move to the West Coast? 
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Spieker: [00:11:38] We moved there in 2000 when I was thirteen. Bremerton, Washington. 

That’s where our address was, but we lived close to Silverdale, Washington. West of Seattle, on 

the peninsula, really beautiful mountains, lots of water. Do I have a picture of it? I don’t have a 

picture of it. 

 

Q: Can you send me a picture of it? 

 

Spieker: I can definitely send you a picture of it. 

 

Q: I bothered Ben for pictures too, of random things. Like a picture of his house. The country is 

so big, and for people’s story, I think the place, the physicality of it matters. 

 

Spieker: Yeah, I think so too. 

 

Q: So, what was your impression when you first moved to— 

 

Spieker: [00:12:18] I was so excited to not be in Jacksonville anymore. I was really looking 

forward to the move and I—my mom was really good, and I got onto the soccer team a couple of 

weeks after moving there. And the friends I made on that soccer team, one of them lives in 

Cheyenne with me now. I feel like, for me, it was a really positive move. I feel like part of it had 

such a negative attitude that it was a way to get me out of that negative attitude and be more 

positive about it. Bremerton has a naval shipyard, so there are a lot more families that have that 
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experience, and I actually met one of my dad’s co-workers’ daughters the first day of class, and 

so she had just moved there as well. We became fast friends. I just felt like there were more 

people that I just clicked with or that had similar values or similar interests as I did, compared to 

living in Jacksonville. 

 

Q: It’s a big change also just in terms of climate, like physical climate, and a whole other part of 

the country, a different house. For me, as a kid, I’d think a lot about house, like the actual minute 

space around me. 

 

Spieker: [00:13:47] Yeah, and see, that has never been a thing for me. I feel like my things are 

more important than the house, if that makes sense. For example, when we moved to 

Jacksonville, I had my entire room set up the first night we got our stuff, because I needed my 

things to be my space. And that was similar when we moved to Bremerton, and because of being 

in the military and having that mindset—or, my dad being in the military—you just make home 

where you are. I feel like that’s one of the skills that I am really thankful for, because I feel—one 

of the things I don’t like about myself is that I don’t always do as good a job keeping in touch 

with people that aren’t in my close proximity, because I want to be invested in where I am and I 

want to have those connections to the place that I am, because that’s what makes it home. I’m a 

people person, and so I need those connections. I feel like the house didn’t really bother me as 

much. To be fair, the climate, since my dad grew up in Oregon, we were in Oregon every year, 

so it wasn’t that foreign. My uncle actually lives about thirty minutes south of where we had 

moved, so it was not an unexpected place or a different place than I had—I didn’t have a 

disassociation with what I thought it was going to be and what it ended up being, so. 
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Q: The idea being mobile in your own kind of contained space? Having been in your house, your 

space is beautiful and you know, very well thought-out in terms of personal needs. I was most 

surprised to hear that the house didn’t matter, but not really, because I can imagine you 

recreating that somewhere else. But being very curative or caretaking about creating your own 

space, I have that, minus the human connection part of it. 

 

Spieker: [00:15:56] That makes sense. Actually, it doesn’t make sense. It makes sense because of 

what you said, it doesn’t make sense based on the way you’ve presented yourself, because I feel 

like you could know everybody and would want to know everybody. 

 

Q: And then, I’d like to have a beautiful house like yours to go home and retreat to for days on 

end. My space actually comes first—I like to go out, and then come back. I am extroverted in 

many ways, but not whatever the radar is of this exam. It’s the one that needs a recovery period. 

 

Spieker: Whereas mine, my recovery period better be short, or I’ll be like: “What am I doing? 

Where are the people?” 

 

Q: The amount of socialization that you do just has absolutely blown my mind. Just the range of 

activities— 

 

Spieker: I feel bad for Ben sometimes. 
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Q: Really? 

 

Spieker: Well, yeah, because I drag him to a lot of things and he’s introverted, and I’m not. 

 

Q: I have to say, when I was first in your house, I was like: “Ah, somebody’s running for 

political office.” I assumed it was you. 

 

Spieker: [00:17:02] At some point, I might do that. It’s not a good time for me to do that at this 

moment. School is too taxing. 

 

Q: You have your full-time job, and then you do all this socializing and you’re going to school, 

so it’s just a little mind blowing.  

 

Spieker: I feel like sometimes it gets me a little bit stressed. 

 

Q: So, when you got to—where was it? 

 

Spieker: Bremerton. 

 

Q: Yeah, what were your connections out like? I mean, how did you interact with people? Who 

did you interact with? What was your school like? 
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Spieker: [00:17:37] School was great. My parents, being that we are an upper-middle class, they 

were able to pick a house based on the school district, so the schools that I went to, the high 

school I went to is a public school but it was in the top 2 percent of Newsweek’s school of the 

nation, because of their programs and stuff, which was great and lovely. I really like school, so I 

always have done well at that, and then I got involved in things like ASB, Associated Student 

Body—in the East Coast, they call it Student Government, in the West Coast, they call it ASB—

it’s also that other thing I learned. You play Knockout on the East Coast, you play Bump on the 

West Coast. 

 

Q: I love the game Knockout. 

 

Spieker: Yeah, Knockout’s great! But yeah, you learn some different terms when you’re in 

different places. Coke, Pepsi—not Coke, Pepsi—Coke, pop, soda pop. 

 

Q: What do they call it out West? 

 

Spieker: I think it’s soda. 

 

Q: In Chicago, I was like “Pop?” 

 

Spieker: No, it’s not pop. I feel like I got that from when I was little, because we started drinking 

Diet Coke way too early, but I loved it. 
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Q: I was raised— coffee, water, Diet Coke. 

 

Spieker: I was too. I think I grew up calling it Coke, I’d call everything Coke, because I think I 

picked that up when were living in Jacksonville, random aside. 

 

Q: Oral history is great for that, the range of random asides. I feel like ASB also stands for 

something else. You know what I mean? To me, it’s an acronym, and I’ve never heard 

Associated Student Body. And what was your role there? 

 

Spieker: [00:19:44] I was an elected class representative, so theoretically, we did things that were 

important. I mostly remember planning pep assemblies. My favourite was the junior year, we did 

Monty Python and the quest for the holy pep stick. I thought it was great. 

 

Q: That sounds elaborate. 

 

Spieker: It was elaborate. There was obviously coconuts involved, and we borrowed the car 

dealership, they had one of those guys that goes like this, and we used that as God when he was 

talking in the skit. It was pretty funny, I thought it was good. 

 

Q: How big was the school? 

 

Spieker: [00:20:29] I graduated in a class of 420 or so— 
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Q: Times four? 

 

Spieker: —times three. It was a three-year high school. And then the ninth graders were still at 

the junior high. 

 

Q: I was wondering how you could sustain these kinds of activities. You need a large student 

body too. So you were into pep activities, but you were also playing sports? 

 

Spieker: [00:20:55] Yeah. I played volleyball my sophomore year, and then basketball. I was 

playing soccer just in rec league, I didn’t play for the school. And then I played basketball 

outside of school as well. 

 

Q: So you got to know people in the community inside and outside—you know, the ones that 

went to the school and then neighbouring areas. 

 

Spieker: [00:21:29] Yeah, I definitely met some from neighbouring areas, but I did definitely 

know my school the best, for sure. I had some friends that knew a lot more people at other 

schools, but I feel like a lot of the teams I played on consisted primarily of my classmates. 

 

Q: I really don’t have a sense of what the demographics of Oregon like, that whole area, I don’t 

know. 
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Spieker: [00:21:46] It’s pretty white overall. Seattle is about 70 percent white, and I don’t know 

Bremerton, Kitsap County is exactly, because of the Navy being there. There’s a large Filipino 

population. So, I feel like Asian people are definitely the largest group, other than white, that I 

think of at my high school. Filipino and Japanese. 

 

Q: And what was the dynamic there like? Was there some universalizing  of “our parents are 

probably still in the Navy,” or  another way of grouping? 

 

Spieker: [00:22:31] I don’t remember being super conscious of it at that time. I have friends who 

are Japanese, and I have friends who are Filipino. One of my friends who’s half-Japanese is one 

of my closest friends, but a lot of other people were just kind of in my second ring of friends, I 

guess. A lot of my closest friends are white. But I don’t remember it affecting—like the woman 

who was ASB president was Filipino, I don’t remember it being a thing, but I also have the 

reputation of being naive, and so it might have been that. 

 

Q: It is weird to ask people these things so retroactively, because we have different ideas now. 

I’m just thinking there were a lot of Filipinos in my class growing up, two of them were among 

my best friends, and they used to often say, and I never thought much of it: “Flips stick 

together.” You know, it never felt that way, but I remember hearing them say it.  I never saw it in 

that dynamic, but—they would just say it. And that seems like a very seventh and eighth grade 

thing to— 

 

Spieker: Say? 
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Q: —resonate to, but also I don’t know that it was actually true. So, recreating these histories of 

how the dynamics actually played out is really— 

 

Spieker: Tough. 

 

Q: After high school, what was next? 

 

Spieker: [00:24:16] So, after high school, I went to Pacific Lutheran University in Tacoma, 

Washington. PLU is a pretty standard Liberal Arts college. It’s, not surprisingly, also quite 

white, despite its Lutheran middle-name as they call it. At the time I lived—I went to school 

there, I think about 30 percent of the student body was Lutheran. So it wasn’t a particularly 

strong identity, but I actually, one of the things that I’ve kind of stayed involved tangentially—

I’m a class rep for them. I think one of the things I really like about the things they are doing is 

that they’re being really intentional about Lutheran higher education being about learning about 

different people and exploring, and that being one of the main goals of Lutheran higher ed 

[education], is to teach people how to ask questions. One of my favourite projects that they did 

was called the Wild Hope Project, and they used a quote from Mary Oliver about: “What will 

you do with your one wild and precious life?” And I just like that they encourage that a lot, and I 

feel like PLU was definitely the place where I first kind of came into this idea of privilege, that 

was definitely the first time I was introduced to that idea. I really like their social justice focus. 

They’ve put a real emphasis, and since I have left, the number of first-time college students has 

really increased. There’s a military base right next to it, so they’ve had a lot of veterans come to 
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PLU, and the students of color has increased a lot since I was there. I mean, it’s still not a 

majority or anything. 

 

Q: There are some constraints there, geography and— 

 

Spieker: [00:26:19] Yeah, I think that they’ve made a real concerted effort and I really like that 

about them, that they are trying to encourage exploration. One of the things that I really didn’t 

ever get to go on one—I played basketball there, and so that took up a lot of my time—but the 

student government did a program called Taste of Faith, and they also did one called Taste of 

Tacoma. The Taste of Tacoma one started first, and then they would go to different—they would 

have students from different places that would take you to a restaurant that cooked their type of 

food, and then they would kind of talk about their culture, and I thought that was great. Then 

they did a Taste of Faith, where they would line up different Faith organizations in the 

community and students could go and meet with the leaders of that Church, to just kind of learn 

about it, which I think is really awesome. The campus pastors were involved in that process, it 

was not in contention with that, that was part of the learning that was supposed to be happening, 

which I really liked. 

 

Q: These are difficult things to introduce, especially in an ostensibly religious school, but you 

said they also introduced you to the idea of—I don’t know if you used the word “privilege”? 

 

Spieker: I did. 
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Q: How did they do that? That’s a tough one. As a sociologist, that’s something we think about, 

how to explain without being too heavy-handed about it. 

 

Spieker: [00:27:52] You know, I don’t actually know how I necessarily got there, but I do know 

that that’s when I first kind of—I took a class called Gender, Sexuality and Culture. That was, I 

think, maybe helpful in that one. Also, they had two different core sets of components, where it 

was like one, you’d take a religion class and a math class and whatever, and then there was one 

that was called the integrated core, and it was supposed to integrate all of those pieces together. I 

remember we took one, Power and Authority, I think was the name of the class, and we talked a 

lot about South Africa and apartheid. We talked about the Palestinians, and we talked about one 

other group that I’m going to forget. So, I feel like that core set of classes, where they were 

integrated kind of thoughts, bringing in religion and history and—I also didn’t have to take 

Psych 101 or whatever—so it was like supposed to integrate all of those kinds of classes 

together. That’s kind of where I maybe started to develop that. And then, I had a couple of 

friends who were in the social work program, and I feel like the social work program really 

talked a lot about that and so I think it maybe infiltrated my vocabulary that way. I feel like I 

took a lot away from PLU. I feel like it made me a lot of who I am. 

 

Q: It sounds like it’s both the environment, but also concretely, like the class on power, which 

wouldn’t necessarily appeal to a lot of people, but it is a good instrument for getting at so many 

divisions. Did you talk about power in the US much? It sounds like the examples you gave are 

mostly— 
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Spieker: I don’t think we did, no. Which is, obviously a whole other opportunity. 

 

Q: It is, but sometimes it’s better to go at it sideways. Get people thinking about— 

 

Spieker: Don’t put it in their face, and then let them come to the conclusion that the same thing is 

happening in their communities. 

 

Q: Right. Where I’ll teach a class on race, ethnicity and the legal system, and that’s—it can then 

be too heavy-handed where, if you abstract it a little bit, then people can sometimes come to their 

own conclusions. 

 

Spieker: [00:30:29] I think that probably is kind of how that started to happen. I don’t really 

know. Plus my friend who was doing the social work stuff, who had that experience here, where 

we are, doing internships in Tacoma, and Tacoma is a pretty diverse city and has a lot of bad 

neighborhoods and you know. I’m doing air quotes. 

 

Q: I can hear them.  

 

Spieker: So, I feel like that maybe brought that in a little bit more. But I do feel like at the time, 

we talked a lot more about gender identity than we did about race. We talked a lot more about 

that. 

 

Q: Who’s “we?” 
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Spieker: [00:31:24] Friend groups, even the campus. I think that there were a couple of—there 

was a kid who was gay who was beaten up one night on the way home from a party and it was 

and it was unclear if it was motivated by his sexual orientation or if—technically, PLU isn’t in 

Tacoma, it’s in Parkland, which, funnily enough, is where the show Cops originated. So, it 

doesn’t have the best reputation, and it was kind of unclear. There was a lot of conversation on 

campus around that.  

 

Q: And as a liberal arts school—I have a contradictory sense, because religious school, liberal 

arts school—but how were the queer community supported and treated by the administration and 

by interactions? 

 

Spieker: [00:32:20] There were several—this is the woman that taught the Power and Authority 

class was, I believe, PLU’s first openly gay professor, or she was early on and coming out on 

campus. At that time, there was a lot of—there were several kinds of threats that came out, but 

that was in the early nineties, I want to say. I think the campus kind of moved past that—not 

moved past that, but took that to heart and really supported her, and I think that was kind of felt 

on campus. Also, the PLU’s ELCA, Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, which makes it 

sound even more conservative, but it actually is the more liberal of the Lutheran sects, they 

actually allow openly gay pastors, they allow women pastors. I think the religious part of it is not 

as contentious as it would be if the Church the school was affiliated with was more conservative. 

I think that actually some of the best teachings on inclusion were from the campus ministry 

office, so I don’t think that was necessarily a clash. 
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Q: When you said there was more conversation around gender than there was around race, I was 

mostly thinking you’re a female and therefore this is a conversation that twenty-somethings have 

rather than the broader conversation about gender identity. But it’s still interesting that the 

conversation about race is not really— 

 

Spieker: Yeah, now I don’t remember really how that was explicit in conversation. 

 

Q: Because the conversation about gender, the way I had been thinking about it, there are men 

and women on every campus, right? But not every campus has openly gay or bisexual students – 

it can be harder to broaden the conversation. I wonder why the conversation didn’t also broaden 

around race, because presumably there were some Black, Latino— 

 

Spieker: Certainly. 

 

Q: —and that didn’t? 

 

Spieker: I don’t know. I guess I’m trying to think about how I tied back the gender identity 

conversation to a faculty person, and I’m trying to think about faculty that weren’t white. 

 

Q: I was wondering about that. 

 



  Spieker – Session #1 – 24 
 

Spieker: [00:35:35] I can think about in the social work school, and in the Spanish, there were 

definitely several people that were Hispanic. One of the Political Science teachers was Hispanic, 

but I don’t remember his—I think students obviously drive conversation, but I feel like big 

programs that are run are driven by the people that are there for more than four years, and so that 

might be a reason. That is another thing that they have tried to do at PLU, I think it was the 

provost that they had just hired was African-American and she passed away recently, kind of 

unexpectedly, which was really sad. We did have the Diversity Center, it was a hub of all kinds 

of different discussions around inclusion and exclusion, and Angie Hambrick is the director of 

the University Center, so a lot of the programs like Taste of Faith and Taste of Tacoma, they 

were run out of the Diversity Center. I guess one thing that I will say—as a white person, I didn’t 

feel like I could go to the Diversity Center. That was not a place that I would be comfortable, so I 

feel that that was maybe a dynamic too. It was just not a place that I identified as going or 

needing to go or like I belonged there. 

 

Q: And why not? 

 

Spieker: [00:37:33] I think it was primarily students of color, or LGBTQ students or—I think 

that’s primarily who was there. I guess, going back to my learning, what I knew about race and 

what I knew about gender, I think I was still really uncomfortable with understanding who I was 

and how I fit into that. I just didn’t know, and so I just didn’t feel like I—I felt like they were 

always having profound conversations that I was just like: "I don’t know, I don’t know.” 
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Q: How do you feel—what do you mean that you didn’t fit into one of these, that you didn’t 

understand your place in this? 

 

Spieker: [00:38:27] Well, I think that that consciousness about it, like we’d talked about, I didn’t 

really realize. I can’t remember in Jacksonville, and I’ve only looked back on high school and 

elementary school and been able to look at those things later, I think that that consciousness was 

just starting to happen. I didn’t know how to interact with that newfound awareness that: “Oh, 

not everybody is like me.” I actually just recently had a conversation with my friend, by text, the 

other day. She sent me a question about being a white woman and interacting with—I don’t 

really remember what it was about, but being a white woman was the premise of the text and that 

we needed to have more conversation about it. I responded back to her that one of the things that 

I feel like I still did when I met her and my other friend Trinity, the two of them on my 

basketball team, I project my experience on other people. I just assume everybody’s had the 

same experience as me, and Trish identifies as white, for the most part. She told me that, but 

she’s part Makah, and her mom lives on the reservation and is a nurse on the reservation. That’s 

a huge part of her identity, but she looks very white. And then my other friend, Trinity, is 

Mexican, and I just always assumed that she’s just like me and I always forget that she’s had a 

whole different experience around race that I have, because, again, at the time that I met them, I 

didn’t think about that. And now, I even say stuff as we’re having these conversations about 

race, and I’m like “wait.” That’s not necessarily your experience or the way that you want to 

own something, the way that I need to own something, because I have a different interaction with 

race. 
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Q: It’s interesting also that they don’t necessarily bring up—because sometimes the onus is on 

the other, it feels like. Like talking to Mike, I think you mentioned that you didn’t realize part of 

his family was Mexican? 

 

Spieker: I didn’t know at the beginning, but I do know now. I just assumed his experience was 

like mine, and Mike’s experience was nothing like mine. Mike has had almost the exact opposite 

experience of me in terms of education and opportunities, and he’s had to fight a lot harder than 

I’ve ever had to fight for getting into good schools and being given opportunities. I feel like I’ve 

been given way more opportunities, but I just assumed that everybody has had those 

opportunities, and it’s a conscious thing I have to think about, to be like “No!” I want everyone 

to have the experiences I’ve had—not the experiences I’ve had, but the opportunities I’ve had, 

because I’ve had a lot of things given to me, and a lot of things that I didn’t do—I feel like I 

made good on those opportunities a lot of times, but I feel like I didn’t work any harder than 

anybody else to get those opportunities. 

 

Q: How, with that thought in mind, would that change your interactions with other people that 

haven’t had your opportunities? What does that dynamic look like, does it change based on how 

you’re thinking of your own privilege? 

 

Spieker: [00:42:16] I guess it would depend on the context. For example, I think about the people 

that we serve in the health department, I try really hard not to think about—I try really actively to 

think about how we’re trying to provide education around prenatal care, or provide—how to 

raise a healthy child, how to get people the vaccinations that they need, or whatever the thing is 
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that we’re trying to do, and that I remember that these individuals are working really hard and 

that they love their kids a lot and want to do everything that’s there for them, but that they don’t 

have the opportunity necessarily to take off work to go be at whatever, or to get their kid into this 

thing or they don’t have the dollars to buy a pool pass so that their kid can take swim lessons. It’s 

not that they’re choosing that, it’s that the choices presented to them are much more limited, and 

I feel like I do a much better job of that thinking when I’m at work than I do when I am just in 

my everyday. One of the things I took away from my training I did on race was about how 

people of color don’t ever get to stop thinking about race, and that is a thing that I think I think 

about race a lot, but I don’t obviously think about it near as much as people of color. I talk about 

race and often get excited about doing something, like working in the community, doing 

something, and then I still go skiing on the weekend. You know, how much money do I spend 

going skiing and how much time do I spend doing that that could be used to advance a cause or 

do something in my community that is more beneficial than me having a good time and enjoying 

the mountains, you know? I definitely know that I just have a lot of privilege. I’d say that was 

very circuitous. 

 

Q: No, no. I don’t even know where I want to go into the circle, because that is amazing. One of 

the things I’m thinking about is that it’s sometimes easier to think about race when the roles are 

defined, and the classes defined, but what I think is interesting is your interactions with your 

peers. It becomes more ambiguous of how to think about, because in some ways they’ve reached 

your level, your peer group, so it’s not that kind of clear distance. 

 

Spieker: That’s an interesting thought. 
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Q: It changes your interactions with your peer group, thinking about it, you know? 

 

Spieker: I don’t really have anything to add. 

 

Q: And should it? 

 

Spieker: [00:45:49] I think it should, in some ways, because I think I should have that awareness 

that their experience is different than mine. But I don’t think it should change the way that I treat 

them as a friend, I think that that is—but I do think that I should be more conscious of—just that 

I can’t project what my—“oh, you know when we did this, when we were kids,” and just 

assuming they’ve had the same whatever that I had. 

 

Q: It seems to me it produces an interesting tension of you don’t want the person who is in a 

minority in any way to always have to be explaining, but what assumptions are you working 

with? At what point is it useful to have a direct conversation about it, without feeling like there’s 

one Black person in the classroom and feeling they need to speak for all, you know? How do you 

have an openness about it that isn’t— 

 

Spieker: [00:46:38] Well, and I wonder too how that’s been different for me as the majority of 

the friends we’re talking about are not part African-American. They’re—I don’t know if you 

talked to Mike or not, but he’s a quarter Mexican and Trish is I think an eighth Makah, so they 

definitely sometimes are confused. It’s interesting because their family members, Mike’s brother 
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or whatever, looks much more Hispanic than Mike does, so I wonder if I—I do go based on 

physicality in some way that I haven’t—because I haven’t had a close African-American friend, 

that it’s easier for me to forget, because they just look more white? I don’t know, I have no idea. 

 

Q: It’s funny, I have no recollection of what Mike looks like, because it was in the dark. But I am 

possibly meeting up and chatting with him tomorrow. 

 

Spieker: Good. But yeah, I don’t know how that plays in either, you know. 

 

Q: One of the things that I feel I’ve been missing in this conversation is the Native American 

population—that’s a different racial dynamic than any of our field sites have dealt with, and I 

don’t see it.  

 

Spieker: [00:47:57] There’s not a huge Native American population in Cheyenne. The Wind 

River Reservation is in Fremont County, which is about four and a half hours from here, so it’s 

not particularly close, and I think about four percent of our births are Native American, and only 

about two and a half percent of the population total of Wyoming is Native American. So even 

though it’s one of our higher concentrations of people of color, it’s not a particularly high 

proportion of the overall population. I don’t know the statistics on what percent of Native 

American people live in Fremont County, but it’s pretty high. I think the other place that you 

would see more people of color would be in Laramie, because a lot of kids end up going to the 

University of Wyoming and then they end up staying there. 
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Q: And that’s actually really helpful, because I thought this was a big old blind spot, but it 

sounds like—no, actually, that’s not a dynamic that is necessarily the most important one at play 

here— 

 

Spieker: [00:48:56] I think that in Cheyenne, definitely it’s way more the Latino population that 

is—yeah. And then I would say our African-American population is primarily—I’m guessing, I 

don’t actually know this for a fact—is based on the base.  

 

Q: Oh, that makes sense. Is that less true for the Latino population? 

 

Spieker: [00:49:19] Yeah, I would say that’s less true for the Latino population. 

 

Q: Has it been stable as long as you’ve been here or is it on the increase? 

 

Spieker: [00:49:28] I believe it’s increasing, we have gone below 90 percent white in my time 

here, as a state. 

 

Q: Wow, it’s radical. 

 

Spieker: [00:49:39] Yeah. But I know that the Latino population is similar to the Native 

American—it’s much more concentrated in parts of the state. The western part of the state has a 

lot of Latino people as well, as Cheyenne also has a solid community. 
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Q: Do you have any sense of what countries they’re coming from or what industries they’re 

coming in? How do they fit into the Cheyenne dynamic? 

 

Spieker: I don’t really know. Again, Mike is my kind of in-roads into that community, and I’ve 

met his family, and that’s— 

 

Q: They’ve been here for a while though. 

 

Spieker: [00:50:24] Yes, and he’s a fourth-generation Wyomingite. He likes to say that to the 

legislators that want to make everybody that’s liberal leave.  He’s like “no, I’m a fourth-

generation Wyomingite too!” But that comes from his dad’s side of the family, which is the 

white side of the family, I believe. 

 

Q: The last name— 

 

Spieker: Launer. 

 

Q: Suggests -  

 

Spieker: [00:50:53] I think his—I have no idea to talk about Mike’s family, because I don’t 

know them well enough. And then the other places, I guess, we have a health equity program 

here at the Health department, and the woman who runs that is Latino and several of the women 
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that I know through public health nursing and through the Community College are Latino, but 

it’s been primarily through work avenues that I’ve met women from the Latino population. 

 

Q: That makes sense to me. In some ways, you have a broader demographic view of race and 

class in Cheyenne than most people do, because you’re an epidemiologist too. You know the 

numbers and the dynamic, but like, what interactions on the street do you see? 

 

Spieker: [00:51:52] Interactions on the street. Again, Cheyenne is—I feel like it’s dumb, but 

there’s a large portion of the Latino community lives on the South Side of the city, and there is 

that stereotype that the South Side is somehow bad, which is crazy. So, I think that there are 

definitely neighbourhoods, just like in a lot of places, where there’s a concentration and that 

doesn’t—I don’ live in that neighbourhood, and obviously, there are some—so Mike, going back 

to him, he just bought a house and, in the covenants of his house, it says no people of color shall 

live in this neighbourhood. 

 

Q: No, not still! 

 

Spieker: It still says that. Yeah. 

 

Q: A restrictive covenant? 

 

Spieker: [00:52:42] Obviously, they’re not enforced, but it’s still in the language. It’s actually 

one of the things, there’s some group that’s looking at trying to, through the University of 



  Spieker – Session #1 – 33 
 

Wyoming’s law school, do it as a class project, to try and remove those covenants. That’s still a 

thing, so I think that some of those places where neighbourhoods exist in Cheyenne that are 

different racial makeups is based on those, I think. What I’ve been told is that north of Pershing, 

that you’re—that people of color were not allowed to buy homes, and I don’t know until when, 

but it persists true that the north end of town is more wealthy than the south end of town, and the 

downtown part, the north and then the east are both much more affluent. 

 

Q: My compass only involves the railroad tracks, because that’s common in some ways, but this 

is more nuanced than that would be. 

 

Spieker: And Pershing is north of the capital even. So that’s what I heard, but Mike actually lives 

south of Pershing and still has that in his covenant, so I think it must have been further south than 

that. 

 

Q: What’s interesting is that when I was talking to Ben last night, we were talking about the 

southern relationship to race is very different. The one that I think about more is about housing. I 

didn’t exactly bring up restrictive covenants, but you know wealth accumulation through 

investment and housing, and, yeah. The idea that there are restrictive covenants here is— 

 

Spieker: Yeah, it is. It’s pretty crazy. 

 

Q: About neighbourhoods—and it’s a question because I’m curious—I see these signs that say 

“Historic Rainsford.” What would you call your neighborhood? 
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Spieker: I think I’m in the Historic Rainsford? I don’t actually know. 

 

Q: I also saw Historic Lakeview. So people don’t colloquially in conversation, say “I live—” 

 

Spieker: No. So north of Pershing to Lions Park, is “The Avenues,” and people are known to be 

rather wealthy that live in “The Avenues.” I always joke that I live in “The Streets,” but else does 

that. That’s just me trying to be funny. 

 

Q: I think it’s funny. 

 

Spieker: [00:55:11] Thanks! And then, the only other neighbourhoods that I know of are actually 

developments, there’s Saddle Ridge, and it’s like a bazillion homes, and then there’s The Point, 

which is just north of here, and it’s got a bazillion homes in it. But those are all big 

developments, they’re not neighbourhoods in a way that a city would have neighbourhoods, 

where it would be smaller kind of— 

 

Q: Great, so it is confusing - size-wise, it is small—so maybe there’s no reason to assume that 

there would be neighbourhood names? 

 

Spieker: [00:55:47] Yeah. I don’t know if there are other people that would identify that, but I 

don’t. I also didn’t grow up here, and all that kind of stuff. People do identify by the Triads, the 
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three school districts—not the three school districts, but Central, East and South. So there is 

definitely association to those, and those are geographic-based. 

 

Q: Which high school is on South Avenue? 

 

Spieker: Is it on the South Side of town? Is it south of the railroad tracks? 

 

Q: No, it’s north of the railroad tracks. I went to the school board meeting. 

 

Spieker: Oh. So that’s the old Central high school! It’s now a school district building. 

 

Q: With that gymnasium, I thought, “This is an epically large school.” 

 

Spieker: [00:56:45] No, it’s all administration now. So Central high school is around here, where 

we are, and then East is on Pershing, and then South is off of—I don’t know the street name, I 

just know how to get there. 

 

Q: And they’re regional? Like, “You live in this area, you go to this high school. You live in that 

area, you go to that high school?” 

 

Spieker: Yeah. And South is new, it’s only ten years old, maybe not even ten years old. 
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Q: Right. And while thinking about this project, when I went to the board meeting the other 

night, I thought about another way to think about communities. In New York, funeral directors 

make sense for thinking about communities, because they are stationary, they see population 

changes. But there are two funeral homes in Cheyenne, right? So that would not work. But 

teachers would. Because teachers witness change in dynamics and they actually have a really 

good sense of how the town is operating— 

 

Spieker: Yeah, I think teachers are a great source of information as well. 

 

Q: So, we jumped from College to— 

 

Spieker: Now.  

 

Q: —I don’t know how we jumped to Cheyenne, I guess I couldn’t resist. What did you do after 

College? 

 

Spieker: [00:58:00] The year after college, I moved to Germany, so I lived in Garmisch, 

Germany. I worked on a military base. They have these things called AFRCs, which are Armed 

Forces Recreation Centres. They flew me over there, they housed me in an old Nazi hospital and 

they paid me minimum wage, and I had zero responsibility and I got to travel and work maybe 

thirty-five hours a week, and ski and have fun with maybe 200 other Americans that were 

between the ages of twenty-four and thirty. 
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Q: Is this a program? Did you get recruited because you were from a military family? I’ve never 

heard of such a phenomenon. 

 

Spieker: [00:58:36] No, I just found out about it. So, we had gone on a trip in 2006 when I was a 

sophomore in College, and we went on a family trip and it was the first time I’d been back to 

Naples, so we went to visit where I was born. We also happened to stay at this hotel, and then 

my mom had heard through the grapevine about another friend’s daughter who had done it, and 

she goes: “You’ve got no plans, you should apply to this.” And so I did, and it was great. I got a 

job—you have to sign a contract basically that says you’ll do whatever job they give you when 

you get there, so some people end up doing room service or cleaning rooms. I got one of the best 

jobs, I got to work in the gift shop, which is where they do all—I got to help people plan their 

vacations, and then I got to take people on tours. I got to take people on brewery tours, bike 

tours, and there was a gorge in town and I got to take them on hikes and I had the best job. 

 

Q: Wait, so, is this in military— 

 

Spieker: [00:59:34] It’s a military hotel for military people. So, the idea is that people in the 

services who are stationed in Europe, instead of having to fly home to have an experience that 

feels like the US, they bring a lot of native English speakers, American English speakers. The 

hotel is setup like an American hotel, not like a European hotel, so there’s two queen-sized beds, 

there’s a pool, there’s a steakhouse, there’s ketchup. The idea is that it feels like being at home, 

and then the other purpose of it is for veterans—not veterans, active duty people who are 

stationed—were stationed in Iraq and Afghanistan. Apparently, it was often hard—they got R&R 
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[rest and recuperation] for a certain amount of time, and it was hard if they had small kids for 

them to go home and then to leave again, so they would have their families come and meet them 

there. It was a way to be together and in a safe place, and on vacation, but not at home with the 

expectation that mom or dad was going to stay home. 

 

Q: That sounds brilliant. 

 

Spieker: Yeah! 

 

Q: I don’t always think of the military as -  but that sounds like a really thoughtful. So you did 

that for a year? 

 

Spieker: [01:00:57] Thirteen months, yeah. And my goal for the year was to spend all the money 

that I made travelling and then to apply for grad school. Mission accomplished, I did both of 

those things. 

 

Q: So, you applied to grad school while you were on this year? 

 

Spieker: Yeah, I found out that you could take the GRE [Graduate Records Examination] in 

Munich, which was good. 

 

Q: And you knew what you wanted to go into? 
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Spieker: [01:01:24] Yes, I wanted to go into the field of health. 

 

Q: Why? 

 

Spieker: [01:01:28] I was an econ [economics], and a political science major in undergrad 

[undergraduate], and my econ professor and I really got along, and she was my advisor. I was 

interested in health economics. I think, partially, my dad’s a doctor, so health had always been a 

topic of conversation in our house, and I just think it’s so important. I don’t know where that 

came from, but probably from my dad. I just think that it is a thing that everybody needs, and I 

don’t want anything to do with blood and any of those things, so that was definitely not going to 

be my avenue in interacting with health. So, I was interested in potentially some health 

economics stuff, and in my senior year of college, I got to do a fellowship with my professor, 

and we looked at birth weight from Nevada birth records that she had access to from when she 

was a professor at UNLV [University of Nevada, Las Vegas]. We did this whole project, and I 

got really interested in it. At the end of the year, I was kind of trying to figure out if I wanted to 

go into economics or if there was something else, and she put me in touch with a couple of 

people that had gotten degrees in public health, and I decided I was much more interested in the 

health aspect than the econ side of things. Plus, I didn’t have to take differential equations if I 

wanted an MPH, so that sounded way better. I knew I wanted to apply to get a master’s in public 

health, I thought that was kind of where I wanted to go. 
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Q: So, with the study that you did, were you more excited about the process of the study or what 

did you learn from the outcome or the results of the study? Was it the process, or what you 

actually— 

 

Spieker: [01:03:23] I think it was what I actually learned, and, at this point, I don’t know that I 

could tell you what I actually learned, but it was about the contributing factors to—what was 

associated with gaining the appropriate amount of gestational—not gestational, the baby being 

born at normal birth weight. We looked at factors, like you would expect: race, income, 

education, the place in Nevada that they were from, rurality. We also looked at adequacy of pre-

natal care. Those are the things that I remember, and then the adequacy of pre-natal care, I just 

remember having to really think through that one, because the adequacy, you have to be careful, 

because women that receive more than they should often are people having problems, so that’s 

just one of the—I remember learning about “oh, it’s not always ‘more is better,’ there’s maybe a 

curve there.” That’s one of the only things I guess I remember about the actual study. 

 

Q: And so you even stayed on the subject of infant and maternal health. 

 

Spieker: [01:04:28] Yeah, and that actually was kind of by chance a little bit too, which I’m 

thankful for, because I really feel like I drank the Kool-Aid and believed in MCH [Maternal and 

Child Health] a lot. When I applied to the University of Washington, I obviously talked about 

this project that I had worked on as part of my application, and the woman who ran the 

maternal—so, Econ and epidemiology are pretty similar in terms of their methods. I was kind of 

having this debate over “do I apply for the epidemiology program, or do I apply where I’m kind 
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of more interested in this health services idea?” But I have been told that you’re much more 

employable if you know how to do numbers.  So, I decided to go that route thinking I could 

always come back and learn more if I wanted in another realm. And so, I applied to the 

epidemiology part and the woman who ran the MCH program at—so, the MCH program at the 

University of Washington is funded by herself to be an MCH site where they focus on maternal 

and child health. They have a program there, and they had had very few epidemiologists apply to 

be part of the MCH program, so she actually called me and asked if I was interested in being a 

part of the program and offered me a research internship that paid for school, so I got very, very 

lucky. I applied for three schools and I chose to go to the University of Washington, because I 

wanted to come home after being away. And so I got in-state tuition. This was for the MPH, 

yeah. So, I did not pay for my MPH, which I am very grateful for - and, again, more privilege. I 

don’t have any student loans, but my parents paid for my undergrad. And my MPH—thank you, 

federal government. 

 

Q: So the funder of this institute was the federal government? 

 

Spieker: It was a grant around concussions in middle school soccer players. Or, it was injuries in 

middle school soccer players, a lot of the information that came out a bit was around 

concussions. 

 

Q: Also right up your alley. You got your MPH, and then what was next? And, by the way, 

University of Washington is where? 
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Spieker: Seattle. So, I was there for two years, years and a half while I got my MPH, and then I 

came here. I applied for this job while I was a little bit drunk on my birthday.  I got an interview, 

and I was looking to leave Seattle, because I love Seattle, but it felt like if I moved there, I would 

stay there. I wasn’t ready to stay there. And so, I took the first job I was offered, because 

applying for jobs sucks. 

 

Q: Where did you even find this job? 

 

Spieker: [01:07:43] My advisor—she sent it to me. She’s like: “This sounds just like you!” I 

mean, it’s a maternal and child health epidemiologist position, and my degree is in maternal and 

child health epidemiology, so it fit quite well. I have been very, very fortunate. There’s just so 

many things that just fell into place. I didn’t do anything to get that internship or to get that job 

here. It just—it all fell into place. 

 

Q: Were you shocked at the idea? I understand that you weren’t going to stay in Seattle, but did 

you ever think— 

 

Spieker: [01:08:24] No, I never thought. I didn’t know where Cheyenne was when I moved here. 

I had no idea it was so close to the middle of the country, so close to Denver. I’d never been to 

Colorado, even, when I came here. The closest I’d been was to Montana, and—I don’t even 

include Jackson in my definition of Wyoming—I’ve been to Yellowstone in the Tetons, as on a 

family road trip before, but I’d never been to this corner of the state. So, I moved here six years 

ago. I definitely was nervous about it, I got home and knew I was going to take the job, because I 



  Spieker – Session #1 – 43 
 

just felt like that was what was going to happen, but I balled to my roommate about it. Then I 

had my friend, I think I maybe told you this, but my friend, Trinity, who I was talking about 

earlier, she was like: “Do you really want to spend the best years of your twenties in Cheyenne, 

Wyoming?” The answer turned out to be yes, it was a great place to spend the best years of my 

twenties. 

 

Q: Really? I’m not a Cheyenne cynic at this point, but can you tell me why? 

 

Spieker: One of the things I have enjoyed about Cheyenne is it’s a place that I think there’s lots 

of opportunity. It took me a long time to meet my first girlfriend in Cheyenne, I had to go on a 

lot of really bad dates until I met enough people’s friends to meet a girlfriend. I met a lot of 

people that were different from me, in age demographics, and interests. In Seattle I only hung out 

with people that were in Public Health, and I only hung out with people that were interested in 

the same things as me, had much better educations than I did. In Cheyenne, I think I’ve gotten a 

little bit back to that. But, when I got here, that wasn’t true. I met a lot of different people from 

different places, and I had my year of “yes,” when I moved here, so I tried a bunch of different 

new things. 

 

Q: Was there an organizing theme?  I was thinking, if I were plopped here, I would make friends 

with hikers. But it sounds like it was more diverse and there wasn’t even a single interest. 

 

Spieker: [01:10:38]. I just kind of said yes to whatever things came my way. One of the people 

that I never ended up becoming really that good of friends with her and she doesn’t live here 
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anymore, but who worked at the health department, invited me to come to this organization 

called Circles, which was a volunteer group about helping build people’s social capital. The idea 

that there are people that need connection and stable social connections in order to help them 

come out of poverty, and so I joined that program, which I thought was really funny, because I 

was a twenty-three, twenty-four-year-old, and I was like “I don’t know why I have these things.” 

But we’ve been discussing why I have these things. So, “what can I do to help build that social 

capital?” 

 

Q: How do you help build social capital? Seems like a great question. 

 

Spieker: [01:11:28] I think the question for me has been an intentional friendship. Just 

committing to being there, and being a friend to someone that you wouldn’t have traditionally 

come across or maybe considered a friend. 

 

Q: What did they ask you to do to build social capital? 

 

Spieker: [01:11:48] Well, the program asked you to start there, and then it wanted you to do 

more things like helping people set goals or identifying what they wanted, which is always kind 

of awkward. The first woman that I was paired with was a single mom. She was African-

American and she had a lot going for her. She was a CNA [Certified Nursing Assistant], and was 

doing some work to try and get into nursing school but just kind of kept having things like cars 

break down and all of that kind of unnecessary—not controllable. They weren’t factors that were 

controlled by her, to be able to kind of get into the next spot. Ways that I helped her were kind of 
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more minimal, I think. I was able to provide some rides, kind of help her with her son a couple of 

times. Pretty minimal things, and just be there to talk to her, but I think she was in a space where 

she didn’t have as much time to give our friendship, so she ended up moving on and then I got 

paired with somebody else, and that person I got paired with four years ago and I still see her 

every week. She is a Latina woman who—actually, I was talking to her about this study, because 

we talk about race quite a bit—she and I do. How did I forget her in the Hispanic community? I 

see her every week! 

 

Q: That’s true, because you also told me about her as somebody that would be interesting— 

 

Spieker: And then I forgot to ask her! 

 

Q: No problem. 

 

Spieker: Anyway, I’m taking up a bazillion hours of your time. 

 

Q: No, I’m taking up your time! Whatever you can give me, give me, and cut me off at any time. 

 

Spieker: [01:13:50] Janice is a grandmother, and she’s raising her granddaughter, essentially, but 

wasn’t quite raising her granddaughter at the time that she joined Circles. Her daughter also 

joined Circles with her, but was not nearly as engaged or interested in participating. I feel like 

Janice and I really do have a great friendship. I really appreciate Janice. She invites me over for 

holidays that I don’t go home for and things like that, which is really nice. She gives me advice 
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and that kind of stuff. I think what I’ve been able to provide her is encouragement. Some of the 

goals that we did make—and they helped facilitate that, when the organization went defunct a 

couple of years ago. The organization helped facilitate some of the conversation—they were 

called Circle leaders, for the people that were in poverty, and then there were Allies, that were 

the people that were supposed to be paired with them. The Circle leaders went through a 

fourteen-week class on getting ahead, is what it was called. Have you heard of Bridges out of 

Poverty? I have a book if you want it, but it’s very stereotypical kind of—I don’t love it—about 

why people are in poverty and how they stay in poverty. It was based on that, but they did get 

some basic budgeting skills and some basic resources in town and some of those kinds of things. 

It wasn’t like it was a conversation where I was expected to bring those things up. It was a 

mutual goal of the group. We used to meet once a week, actually with the group, so those group 

conversations—and now we just meet the two of us all the time. And we met, just the two of us, 

before that too, but now there’s just no group component to it. 

 

Q: So when you said the group, but was it both groups meeting to have these conversations? 

 

Spieker: [01:15:53] There was kind of a schedule, one week it would be everybody together, one 

week it would be a presenter coming in from the community, one week it would be the Allies 

met together and the Circle leaders met together, and then one week it would be dedicated time 

with your specific match.  

 

Q: Who were the community speakers? And what community are we speaking about? 
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Spieker: [01:16:17] They were general community resources in Cheyenne. Someone from the 

community college came and talked about the programs they had to offer. They had people come 

from the bank and talk about how you could apply for a bank account, and some of those kinds 

of things. We had an individual who—it’s interesting, someone stopped coming after this, one of 

the Allies stopped coming—who did chair yoga, because that’s the other part; the Circle leaders 

had to identify the issues that they were facing, and health was one of the big issues that the 

Circle leaders on whole were facing. So, someone came in and taught chair yoga, about how you 

might be able to start being active in a small way, and then someone stopped coming after that, 

because they didn’t believe in yoga and they were Christian, and that was really interesting. 

 

Q: Wow, I thought it was going to be a class thing, you know, “Don’t give me yoga.” 

 

Spieker: No, it was one of the Allies that left -  so that was really interesting. 

 

Q: Could you describe the demographics of the Allies? Like age— 

 

Spieker: [01:17:23] So, the demographics of the Allies. Definitely white. Mostly women. Not all 

women, but mostly women. I would say mostly forties to fifties—I was definitely an outlier, 

which kind of defined my first year of Cheyenne, I was too young to be involved in everything 

I’ve been involved in. Then, the Circle leaders were still primarily white, but much more diverse 

than the Allies. The other thing is I ended up getting paired both times just one-on-one, because 

they couldn’t recruit enough Allies, but the idea is that there’s multiple people in a circle, so that 

it’s not just one-on-one, but that you actually have a network of people that is there to support 
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you. That was one of the problems that they were having with recruiting people to participate, so 

that they could have that circle. 

 

Q: Very concrete question—first of all, this sounds a little bit like Big Brother, Big Sister to me. 

But the Circle idea, when you mention having more of a triad or group kind of thing makes a 

different—who funded this? 

 

Spieker: [01:18:40] That’s a great question. It was through the United Way, but I don’t know 

where the United Way got the dollars—it might have been the department of Workforce 

services, I think. 

 

Q: Because it sounds like it’s doing a lot of the programming that social services would do in a 

city, and I wondered— 

 

Spieker: I think it was Workforce Services that was ultimately funding it, but I’m not 100 

percent on that. 

 

Q: But also not necessarily a religious organization. You know, there’s so many kinds of 

possibilities for— 

 

Spieker: [01:19:08] No, I think I’m 90 percent sure it was United Way, funded by government, I 

think. 
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Q: And how long did you do that for, formally? 

 

Spieker: I think I joined that like two months after moving here, and then I think it closed 

December two years—almost two and a half years ago. So, I think I did it close to three or four 

years. 

 

Q: What do you think your Public Health view—how does that change how you operate in 

Cheyenne, or think about Cheyenne? Because you have, in some ways, more information about 

how Cheyenne operates than you do about any other of the locations that you’ve lived in. 

 

Spieker: [01:19:58] That is very true, it’s true just of where I am in life too. I feel like I know 

way more Wyoming history than I knew Washington history or Maryland history. I think it’s just 

part of that engagement, and I want to be engaged to my community in a way I didn’t necessarily 

care about in other places that I’ve lived. What was the question again? 

 

Q: Has it changed how you think about the way you interact with Cheyenne? 

 

Spieker: [01:20:23] Well, I think one of the ways is talking about—thinking about my whiteness. 

I feel like, because I know some of the information about our population, I know that when I go 

out and I’m like: “Well, I’m clearly self-selecting,” and I see that, and I recognize that in a way 

that I don’t think that I’ve recognized in the moment in places that I’ve lived before. I think I 

also think about how I can change things, which I also think is not a thing that I’ve thought about 

in other places, and I think part of that might be the size of Cheyenne and the ability to influence 
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here is greater than it is in a place like Seattle. I guess, even thinking about the Health 

department in general, I would say we still have a long way to go at the Health department. I 

don’t think I represent a majority at the Health department in the way that I think. I have had to 

advocate that on surveys that we ask about race and ethnicity, which are standard epidemiologic 

questions, and I told Sam this as well, that this idea that there’s not enough of them is something 

that may be true statistically, but is not true in the way we present or talk about our community, 

but is not necessarily a realization that all people here have. 

 

Q: In some ways, that stands in contradiction with the—because, the diversity training that you 

did was here. I don’t—that doesn’t sound like the same organization? 

 

Spieker: [01:22:10] Well, I would say that the people that chose to go to the diversity training, 

they weren’t selected—it was a self-selecting group, so I think a lot of the people that went to the 

diversity training of course still need more diversity training, I think that’s a constant need for 

education. Trying to get someone that maybe “should go,” or doesn’t necessarily think about 

these things, they’re not going to think that they need to go. So, I think that’s the hard part of it 

too. 

 

Q: What happened to the—I think there’s an interesting question in terms of thinking about—

because you’ve lived in places that are more diverse, right? So, there is an interesting question 

about thinking about diversity and racial identity in a place that is so white and so diverse on 

other dimensions too. I think that’s kind of the important point of this being a field site, it’s to 

think about how do white people think about whiteness in a place that is largely white? Because 
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it seems sometimes, that has the effect of making people think less about it, but it sounds like 

you’re thinking more about it. 

 

Spieker: [01:23:24] I think I’m thinking more about it now that I have before, but again, I don’t 

know if that’s necessarily the place or if it’s my consciousness in terms of what’s going on in the 

world right now with Black Lives Matter and all that stuff. I mean, Black Lives Matter, that 

obviously didn’t start in 2014, but that’s when I moved here, and a lot of that movement started 

after I’d been here in Cheyenne, so just being aware of those things—I don’t know. 

 

Q: Was there a local conversation about that? Did it feel like something that you were pulling 

from out— 

 

Spieker: [01:24:11] I don’t remember. Among my friends, yes, I don’t know if I would call it a 

local conversation here. But, again, I do hear that that’s not a problem here, but people think it’s 

not a problem here, because they don’t see people of color here, because of who they associate 

with, and therefore they don’t see that it is still a problem here. They just don’t interface with it 

in ways like people do in cities where there’s a more diverse population. 

 

Q: So, when I checked into the hotel today, the woman was like: “What are you doing here?” I 

explained the project, and she’s like: “This is a weird place to study. I dyed my hair purple, and 

that makes me an outsider, but there’s not a lot of—” so actually, having the conversation about 

race when there aren’t necessarily other races around— 
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Spieker: [01:25:12] I think it’s harder to convince people that it’s still something that they should 

be aware of and is impacting their community. I think it’s a lot harder for people to see how 

people are treated, and that it’s not welcoming and that there may be a reason more people of 

color don’t come here or don’t stay here. I had a man that I hired who was Latino and came from 

Southern California, and he had a really, really hard time living here. He was here maybe a year 

and a half before he moved to Atlanta, and he experienced lots of racism, and I don’t think that 

people see that, because, again, we’re so self-selecting, and it’s so easy to self-select and not be 

even aware that you’re self-selecting, because the population is so white. 

 

Q: But the base, I presume, introduces some— 

 

Spieker: [01:26:19] Yeah. I feel like bases are weird, because if you’re not part of the base, 

you’re not part of the base, right? So I feel like that’s a whole other culture and a whole other 

thing that isn’t necessarily even Cheyenne. The National Guard, maybe, but that’s different than 

the base, I don’t know. I know one person from the base, you know, and it’s just a community 

that I don’t know at all. 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 

 

 


