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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Alexis Stark 

conducted by Whitney Dow on September 23, 2017. This interview is part of the Study on White 

People. 

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

spoken word, rather than written prose. 



 

 

Q: [unclear]. Okay, so you’re just going to talk to me right here. 

 

Stark: Okay. 

 

Q: So first of all, can you tell me your name, where you’re from, what you do and a little bit 

about yourself? 

 

Stark: [13:26:09] Okay. My name is Alexis Stark. I grew up most of my life in Michigan. Well, 

we moved to Michigan when I was three and settled in Albion, Michigan, when I was seven. 

And then I grew up there and went to Western Michigan University for my degree in choral 

education, and now I am teaching private voice lessons and performing as much as I can in the 

area. 

[Interruption] 

Q: Nice. I need one thing. You’ve only got a flyaway hair that I’m going to smooth out here.  

 

Stark: That happens all the time. 

 

Q: Yeah, yeah. There you go. So you said Albion? 
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Stark: Yes. 

 

Q: Can you tell me a little bit about Albion? What’s that community like? 

 

Stark: It’s one of the— 

 

Q: [unclear]. 

 

Stark: —many. Oh, yeah. 

 

Q: In Albion, it’s [unclear].  

 

Stark: [13:26:58] Growing up in Albion, it was one of the many shrinking cities in Michigan. I 

remember when I got there we had four elementary schools and a middle school and a high 

school and a Catholic school. And I know that now they only have—well, they don’t even have 

an Albion community school anymore. They all bus to Marshall. So growing up in Albion, I was 

aware that the city’s population was shrinking, and it was a rather economically depressed area 

for Michigan. But most of Michigan, at the time, was also an economically depressed area.  

 

But Albion is also a rather diverse community. Growing up, half of the population was black, 

and the other half was white. We had a few, you know, Hispanic, Latino people living in the 

community and a few Arab American people living in the community, but it was mostly this 

dichotomy of the white population and the black population. 
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Q: Is that typical of neighborhoods in this area that it would be integrated like that? 

 

Stark: [13:28:08] Well, no. I mean, most of the smaller cities in Michigan, I think, are mostly 

white. You have to come to slightly bigger cities like Battle Creek or Kalamazoo to have a more 

noticeable black population. And I don’t know if Albion is as integrated. You know, there are 

black neighborhoods and white neighborhoods, so it’s still somewhat segregated. But at the 

schools, you know, there were so few choices that at least the schools weren’t segregated. Every 

school had black students and white students I think at about the same rates. 

 

Q: How did growing up in an integrated community like Albion shape your understanding of 

your own race? 

 

Stark: [13:28:58] I always knew I was white. I’m a particularly pale white person, and my best 

friend actually was a black girl named Alexis as well. We met when we were on the bus going 

home and we realized that we had the same name. And so, of course, as second graders, that’s 

enough to make a friendship. And so growing up, I would hang out with my white friends or 

with my black friends. I was aware that - I could see that some families just had different ways of 

expressing themselves. I remember being at a birthday party for one of my black friends, and 

there were mostly other black kids there at the party and thinking that it was louder than it was at 

my house.  
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But on the other hand, they liked to play with toys and interact in similar ways too, but I thought 

there might be some differences between what my black friends experienced at home and what I 

experienced at home. But it was really cool, though. I was also aware that, like, the neighboring 

cities did not have large black populations, so that I knew that I was getting an experience that 

other people in other communities weren’t getting. So I kind of liked that, and I thought it was 

kind of special for our community. 

 

Q: What motivated you to get involved with this project? 

 

Stark: [13:30:28] Well, actually, I don’t know if I knew that this was the topic for this project. I 

think my understanding was more that it was about, like, declining populations in Michigan and, 

you know, the flight of people out of the state, which I had ideas about too. So I think that was 

more what I thought the thing was about, but then when I read the survey earlier today, I thought, 

“Oh, well, now I’m even more interested.” 

 

Q: And why were you even more interested? 

 

Stark: [13:30:58] Because I think I have something to say about, you know, having the 

experiences that I have and knowing that even though I grew up with a lot of exposure to black 

people, but I still think that I have probably some stereotypes just that get perpetrated 

[perpetuate?] in the news and in culture kind of en masse that I still think I have some prejudices 

that might come. If I’m walking down the street and there’s a taller black guy walking by, maybe 

my heart will start beating faster. And so even though I grew up with that exposure, I don’t think 
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that I’m immune to the stereotypes that still exist. So I was really intrigued by the idea of this 

project, and I think it’s really important. 

 

Q: How does it make you feel when you have those reactions and the prejudices that you feel, 

despite the fact that you, intellectually, seem to have a pretty good handle on your relationship to 

race? 

 

Stark: [13:32:17] Yeah, when that happens, when I think I’m succumbing to some sort of deep-

seated, lingering prejudice, it upsets me. I don’t like that, and I wish that it wouldn’t happen. I 

wish that whatever subconscious feelings that I have were as smart as the superconscious 

feelings that I have, that I know that it’s not more likely for a black person to be a danger. It’s 

just something that has been in the culture for long enough that it’s in me, and I don’t like that. 

 

Q: When you talk about being white, what do you think it is that makes someone white? 

 

Stark: [13:33:20] Well, obviously, my skin tone is a lot closer to an actual white. I’m not exactly 

white. I have pink and the slightest tan but not much. So, physically, I am quite - very white, and 

my friends that I grew up with darker skin, even my white friends with darker skin, you know, it 

looks really, [laughs] really big contrast. So there’s obviously a cosmetic factor to it. But on the 

other hand, we all have the same DNA, so I know that it’s more of a social construct. But 

because I’m so white I don’t know that I have the distinction in my brain yet of white culture 

versus nonwhite culture. So for me, it’s about the look right now. 
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Q: Because of social construct, does that make it any less real? 

 

Stark: [13:34:36] I guess not. I mean, black people are still going to be treated differently, and 

they don’t even have to be very dark skinned. So it’s very real for the experiences that they’ll 

have to go through. And probably for whatever privileges that I get, it’s very real for that too. 

 

Q: You know, absolutely people say that race is social construct as if somehow that erases the 

reality of it— 

 

Stark: Right. 

 

Q: —and maybe they’re just trying to erase the justification. But that sort of [unclear] opinion, 

that’s something a lot of people will talk about. 

 

Stark: Yeah. 

 

Q: I’m always a little bit confused by it because it’s so clearly something— 

 

Stark: Yeah. 

 

Q: —that actually has—The fact that there’s social construct doesn’t change people’s experience 

with it. 
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Stark: [13:35:20] Exactly. The experiences are going to happen regardless of if all of our DNA is 

the same or if race really is an actual genetic thing. 

 

Q: Can you describe an experience where you became really hyperconscious of your race? 

 

Stark: [13:35:44] I actually used to substitute teach a lot when I first graduated from college. 

Like most post grads, I floundered for a little bit, and so substitute teaching was a really great, 

available and sustainable sort of job for quite a while. And so I actually did a lot of substitute 

teaching at my old schools in Albion. At that time, the population had declined even more, and 

there’s a lot of white flight where the white kiddos would get on buses or get driven over to 

Marshall or to Concord or to Jackson schools. And so the student population actually became 

even more populated by black children. So going back to sub in these schools where I used to 

live and knowing that—it always made me proud that I was going back to my school and still 

being part of that. 

 

But I felt like after not living there for a few years when I was at college that—I don’t know—I 

felt more separated from the, well, from the community as a whole but even more from the black 

community where I felt like I may have had more of a connection to them as a kid when I was 

hanging out with my black friends than as a white adult going back and not having the same 

connections that I used to. And so I think I was more aware of it as an adult when I would be in 

the classrooms. And I would be really aware of the fact that I could still be susceptible to some 

of these prejudices, and every time when it would come time to be—or to have to do discipline 

for some of the students, I’d just do a gut check. “Am I treating this person differently than one 
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of the other kids? Am I being harsher on a black student than I would on a white student?” Yeah, 

I think I was just more nervous about it and definitely aware that I didn’t want to be the white 

person coming down harder on black kids than on white kids. 

 

Q: You’re a musician, right? 

 

Stark: Yes. 

 

Q: Can you tell me a little bit about your music practice, what you do? 

 

Stark: [13:38:08] Well, I’ve been singing as long as I can remember. My first memory is of 

singing. When my parents were out and there was a babysitter and I was supposed to be upstairs, 

I was sneaking downstairs because I didn’t want to be in bed. But I got caught when I was 

singing along with the television commercials because I couldn’t resist singing. So I knew I 

wanted to be a singer from a really young age, so as soon as I could join a choir, I did. And then 

in high school I started taking voice lessons, and then I auditioned and was accepted at Western 

Michigan University as a voice major and choral education major. And so I thought I wanted to 

be a choir teacher, but after I graduated and was doing my subbing, I realized I always responded 

better to the smaller groups or even one-on-one teaching. So I started teaching private voice 

lessons back in 2008, and since then I’ve just been building that and working as much as I can.  

 

I used to work for the community music school here in town, and so I could teach through their 

organization, and I was an administrator with them. And so now I own my own business, and so 
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I teach. I’m up to almost thirty students for the fall, and I am also trying to sing as much as I can. 

I sing in three choirs. One of them is paid, and the other two are volunteer choirs, and then I sing 

with a few bands in the area. And I want to continue performing as much as I can. 

 

Q: What type of music do you sing? 

 

Stark: [13:39:46] I sing anything that I can. The choirs that I sing in are obviously more 

classically oriented. One of them is a church choir, so we focus on the music of their Anglican 

origins from the Church of England, and so, like, [unclear], choral, classical stuff. But then I go 

to karaoke as much as I can and love to, like, rock out on Pat Benatar and Blondie and The 

Beatles. I actually grew up on The Beatles, singing with my brother in the backseat of the car, 

harmonizing to Beatles song was part of what formed my musical tastes and skills. 

 

Q: You know, there’s always lots of talk around music about appropriation and how white artists 

have appropriated black music or there’s different [unclear] come from. Has that been anything 

that you think about in the type of work that you do and the type of bands that you play in— 

 

Stark: Yes. 

 

Q: — about  how it relates to you personally in your race? 

 

Stark: [13:41:02] Absolutely. I love music of all types, and I really feel like I could be Diana 

Ross reincarnated. But when, like, I’m at karaoke, I stay away from Aretha Franklin because I 
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can’t sing it as well as I think she did. And so I’m very aware that there are some really different 

tone colors that can come from voices. Actually, one of my colleagues here in Battle Creek has 

done some research on why black voices sound different from white voices and whether there 

are structural differences or if it’s all about how they have come to—We learn to speak and to 

sing by imitation, much more so than like trying to play a clarinet or piano where you have to hit 

the right buttons. And so he did some research on how these different tone colors come about, 

and I’m sure it has to be learned because you can hear on the radio or in a phone call when 

somebody sounds black or sounds white. And it’s not just about the accent either, but there seem 

to be different ways that they generate the tones as they’re speaking. 

 

And so when I sing, I actually teach my students about, you know, different vowel shapes and 

how to use the structures of your face to change how you sound. And so, like, I love to, for 

myself and for my students, to try all different types of genres of music. But I can still tell that 

when Aretha sings something, she can belt it in a way that’s different than the way that I can. So 

as I try to study, I don’t know if there is something structurally different or if it’s all just a matter 

of that’s how she’s sung for her entire life. But I actually had a very specific example of this. A 

few years ago, I got to sing for the Battle Creek Symphony when they did a ’60s revolution 

concert, which is just right up my alley. It’s what I grew up on and what I love. So they invited 

me to sing a couple of songs on my own, but then they wanted me to do a duet with one of the 

other soloists who was coming in.  

 

And the soloist was LaKisha Jones, who was on American Idol, and was, like, fourth runner up. 

So she’s like legit, really great singer. But she’s black, and so she specialized more in like the 
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Motown and the gospel-inspired rock of that era. And so we were singing Tina Turner’s “River 

Deep - Mountain High,” and it terrified me because I knew that I was not a black soul singer yet. 

And I wanted to do really well on it. And so I tried to talk with LaKisha a little bit about this, but 

I was nervous. And so I don’t think we got to have as much of a conversation as I would have 

liked to, but it still ended up working out very well. I was thinking that I would need to sing the 

lower notes because one of the signatures of the black style that I think is there is that they can 

belt higher. They can use their chest voice. Usually for the lower part of the range, it seems like 

they can use it higher in their voices than I can, at least, and than other white folks can 

sometimes.  

 

But I ended up actually singing the higher part because I could make that work in my range in a 

different way. It was not the way that Tina would have sung it, but it worked, and I think it 

balanced even pretty well with what LaKisha was doing for her part of the duet. So it was a 

really great experience, but it was definitely one where I was, you know, very aware of wanting 

to do really well on this, but also not wanting to try to sound black, but to be me and doing the 

music as Alexis would, but still being able to go toe-to-toe with this really, really great singer. 

 

Q: That’s really fascinating. Do you feel like that white people shouldn’t sing black music? 

 

Stark: No, I definitely don’t think that. I think that it might sound different because of 

whatever— 

 

Q: Can you put my question in— 
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Stark: Oh, sorry. 

 

Q: —[unclear] answer. 

 

Stark: [13:46:18] I definitely think that white people should still sing black music. There’s so 

much history to it where, like, Elvis was able to do so much more with rock and roll than the 

black people who wrote the songs that he sang because he was more acceptable on television. 

And so I feel really badly for the people who had created that music and who had been doing it 

for years before, but weren’t going to get the recognition that a famous white person could. But 

at least we have access to that culture. It enriches what we have so much. I mean, the way that 

the music that black people in this country have created  — the way that it has influenced all of 

our music, is so important. And it makes American music what it is.  

 

I mean, The Beatles were huge fans of Little Richard and Chuck Berry, and so they integrated 

the stuff that they loved into their music. And, yes, they got more money and more fame and just 

more out of it than their counterparts did professionally, but it still enriches us all. And I would 

never want to take that away from us just because it wasn’t accepted from the original composers 

and performers. I think it’s a really sad thing, but I’m so glad we still at least have access to that 

music. And it’s gotten better. Although, I mean, Miley Cyrus can still do more. She can get 

cornrows and be thought of as cool, whereas Beyoncé just looks like, you know, a radical, black 

activist or whatever. But I definitely want that cultural contribution to be—I want to experience 

it, and I want my students to experience it, and I want all of us to experience it. 
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Q: And what about what can you consider traditionally white music, classical music, and do you 

feel like it’s like the way if you’re black and you’re singing, let’s say, R&B or soul music you 

have a particular relationship to it? Do you feel like you have a particular relationship to music 

that might be considered white music and that it somehow relates to your culture? 

 

Stark: [13:49:09] I don’t know if I feel connected to traditionally white music. I love music so 

much. I think I was aware as a kid when I was singing a song that was written by a black person 

versus a white person, I think I could still hear the difference. Although, singing has a beautiful 

way of equalizing us all. There’s been a lot in the news lately about how accents kind of 

disappear when you sing, and I think that some of this tone color difference might disappear a 

little bit as well. Like, I can remember not knowing that Sly and the Family Stone was—I think 

they were actually an integrated band, but I didn’t necessarily know that the lead singer was 

black. So I guess that kind of, you know, counteracts what I was saying earlier about hearing 

differences in voices, but I think that, you know, in speaking voices I think it’s definitely easier 

to hear the differences. But once you start singing, then I don’t know. I never felt a connection 

necessarily to The Beatles because they are white.  

 

And as far as the classical music goes, that’s when the white label starts to become a little 

meaningless because we used to discriminate against Italians, and they have traditionally darker 

skin than the British or the Norwegians. But Italy was a huge part of that classical music 

evolution throughout Europe. So there were, you know, the darker, white-skinned people and the 

lighter white-skinned people all making this music together. So the boundaries start to become 
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blurrier, I think, when I analyze that traditionally “white” music. So I don’t think I feel a special 

connection to that. I just really like singing it, and we’ll sing that. But I’ll also sing along with 

gospel church choirs in movies. If they’re singing a song I know, I’m singing along. So I feel 

connected to that as well. 

 

Q: When do you feel most that you’re singing as yourself? What type of music do you feel like 

this is my voice, and I’m performing as myself? 

 

Stark: [13:51:39] I don’t know. I’ve been singing so many types of music for such a long time, I 

don’t know if there’s one that really is just me. I definitely feel like I do my best singing—some 

of my best singing I do at the church that I sing in. That style of music really lends itself well to 

my voice. It doesn’t have to be the big, the vibrato filled operatic sound of something like 

Wagner or Verdi, but that English choral music really works well for my voice. On the other 

hand, I’ve been really loving Joni Mitchell lately, and the way that she can jump up into her high 

registers and back down into her low registers and switch back and forth really speaks to me as 

well. So I’ve been really enjoying exploring that, and I feel I can really do that well as well. So I 

don’t know if there’s one. I can get so moved by so many different types of music.  

 

My boyfriend and I were watching—I forget the title— [The Fighting Temptations] but it was 

Cuba Gooding, Jr., and Beyoncé in this movie about a gospel choir in Alabama. Anytime I watch 

a movie where there’s choirs singing really well in tune, it brings tears to my eyes. And so, like, 

we started that movie, and, like, immediately, this beautiful sound. And so I start tearing up, and 

he’s like, “Are you okay?” I’m like, “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just beautiful.” So I get – I can really 



  Stark – Session 1 – 17 
 

be moved by all sorts of music, so I don’t know if any of them is more important to me. I guess 

some of them feel more like home and like childhood, like The Beatles are—like, I’m always 

going to have those memories of singing with my brother, and that will always feel like home. 

But all of it can be so moving.  

 

We sang with the symphony as a choir last spring, last February or a year and a half ago now. 

We were doing Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, and most of it is the symphonic part. The first 

three movements are just played by the symphony, but the fourth movement is the Ode to Joy 

movement, and I’m surprised I made it through that concert without crying more times than I 

did. So any time we’re putting our voices to these compositions that, you know, people have put 

their heart and soul into that music and then I get to put my heart and soul into that music, it’s 

moving no matter what genre it is. 

 

Q: I want to come back to you a little bit and talk about your race a little bit. Have you ever had a 

situation where you consciously used your race for advantage? 

 

Stark: [13:54:54] I don’t know if I’ve ever consciously used my race to my advantage. But a 

story came to my mind just now of when I was in high school. I was a really good kid. I was 

such a goody two shoes, and all of the teachers trusted me, and all of the administrators trusted 

me. All the students trusted me. And I do remember one time I was—in my senior year, I didn’t 

really rebel, but we had a physics class that was tiny—five girls, five really smart girls—and our 

teacher loved us and was probably a little biased towards girls because they usually are better 

behaved. So he loved us, and we loved him. But sometimes we would take advantage of that 
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because, you know, we were teenagers. For about a month, I took it upon myself to see how 

early can I sneak out of class? When there’s only five students in the class, you’re missed really 

quickly, and so I remember my teacher, Mr. Knickerbocker [phonetic], would say, “Alexis, will 

you just stay in class today?” I said, “Okay, sure.” 

 

But every once in a while, I’d just sneak out early, and go get my coat. And it was the last class 

of the day, so I’d try to get out of the school. And one day, I remember I walked right by the 

office with my coat and my bag and—I don’t know—maybe books in my hand, and I was very 

clearly heading toward the parking lot. And I could hear our principal berating a young man—

I’m pretty sure he was black—for having his coat and looking like he was walking out towards 

the parking lot. And so I just walked by and said, “Hi, Mr. Bannister [phonetic].” And he said, 

“Hi, Alexis,” and nothing else. Now, I don’t know if it was because I was white or because I was 

a girl or because I was valedictorian of the class, but he said nothing to me. And I knew that I 

had gotten away with it, and I knew that this poor kid had probably, like, you know, been 

looking daggers at me as I walked by with my coat and my books. So I don’t think I consciously 

used my race to my advantage, but I don’t know if that’s what helped. 

 

And our principal—I never knew what his race was. I don’t know if he was mixed race or if he 

was Latino, he didn’t seem like — at least his skin color was not as white as mine. So I don’t 

know if it was conscious or I don’t think it was conscious, but I don’t know if it was a factor at 

all either. But I don’t think I’ve ever consciously used my race to get out of any sort of sticky 

situation. 
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Q: How would you rank, sort of, the important things of your identity. You’re a musician. 

You’re a woman. You’re white. You’re a girlfriend. You’re a student. You’re a teacher. You’re 

part of groups. How would you rank the pieces of your identity in importance? 

 

Stark: [13:58:01] The part of my identity that I feel like most of the time, I think of myself 

mostly, in the education sense, I think of myself as a teacher and as a student, actually, almost at 

the same time. I learn so much from my students, so I think that that’s the most important part of 

my identity. But I definitely always am aware of my identity as a woman as well. I don’t think 

I’m frequently aware of my identity as a white person. I think the more exposed I am to, like, if 

there are more people of color around, I think at that point I’m more aware of it. But I think 

during my day to day when it’s just, you know, driving around, I think I’m most aware of my 

identity as a woman but then also as an educator and someone who’s involved in either learning 

or teaching but transmitting information that way. 

 

Q: So you think the fact that you’re a woman impacts you more in your trajectory through the 

world more than the fact that you’re white? 

 

Stark: [13:59:13] I think so. I think that my identity as a woman is more prevalent in my 

consciousness than my identity as a white person. 

 

Q: And what about as your experience in the world, how you’re treated, how you feel in certain 

situations? Do you think that being a woman or being white have a bigger impact on your 

experience in the world? 
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Stark: [13:59:46] I guess I don’t know how much my whiteness affects my day-to-day 

experiences, but I can see how being a woman affects my day-to-day experiences. I can see when 

guys are, you know, like, even just side looks, it’s still a sexual thing that immediately makes me 

aware that I’m a woman, and he’s a man. And that’s just on the smallest levels. There are of 

course, you know, times when there are cat calls or—actually, I had the first experience of a man 

making rude gestures from another car a couple months ago, so that was fun. Like, I had to be 

sure, like, “Is he really doing what I think he’s doing? Yeah, that’s what I think it is?” And so I 

tried not to react. I tried to just, like, give him like this really confused look, like, “What the 

hell?” Like, “What is that?” So I don’t know. So luckily, I haven’t had many of those 

experiences, but I don’t know. 

 

Luckily, I think that in the music world  — that because it’s so utterly merit based, people are 

excited to hear great music. And I think that it helps to blind them a little bit to some of the 

differences. Although, in orchestras where it’s been mostly men for a long time, they actually 

have had to do some adjusting to how they do auditions. Like, they’ll put up curtains and even 

put down carpet so you can’t hear if somebody’s wearing high heels to try to balance some of 

that out. But I’ve always felt very respected as a musician in this community, but I still am aware 

of the fact that I’m a woman doing what I’m doing. And part of it, I guess, is that with singers, 

women’s voices are just physically different from men’s voices, so that brings my attention to 

my identity as a woman more frequently than my identity as a white person.  
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Although, now that I think about it, when my students bring up different songs that they like, if 

it’s by a black artist, we’ll talk about, you know, the differences in my student’s voice versus this 

professional’s voice but also their mostly young white voice to this black voice. So I guess at that 

point I become aware of my identity as a white person as well. But I think the gender definitely 

makes more of an impact on my conscious thought. 

 

Q: Are you religious? 

 

Stark: No. 

 

Q: No. So you’re an atheist? 

 

Stark: [14:03:28] I’m not religious. I’m an atheist, yeah. 

 

Q: But you spend a lot of time in churches singing? 

 

Stark: [14:03:35] Yeah, I spend more time in church than most Christians do. Actually, the 

studio where I teach is also in the church basement, so I’m at that church every day.  

 

Q: Because one of the things I’m interested in is how religion has helped construct whiteness and 

white supremacy and how people, sort of, think about themselves in terms of the, sort of, like, 

Christian Judeo narratives versus— 
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Stark: Right. 

 

Q: —[unclear] American narrative. 

 

Stark: [14:04:04] Yeah. Well, the church that I sing for is an Episcopal church. There are a 

couple of black members that I’ve seen more recently, but until the last couple of years I thought 

it was an all-white church that I was singing at. But I was actually really excited to see that there 

were members of color that were coming to the church. So some of them to come to the earlier 

service where the choir doesn’t sing, so I don’t always see them. But it was really cool. But I did 

notice that the website has pictures of those people. I mean, most of the pictures are of the white 

folks who are there all the time that I’ve seen there and that I associate with the church. But they 

made sure to show that there are at least a couple of nonwhite folks that come to the church. 

 

Q: Why do you think the church thought that was important to do? 

 

Stark: [14:04:55] Well, I think it’s because, not only do they want people to think that there are 

people of color but at least know that they’re welcome. Well, and that they’re important enough 

to put on the website, that it’s, you know, something that they think is important. But I’m sure 

that part of it is wanting people to think that there are at least a few black people there.  

 

Q: Tell me a little bit about Battle Creek and this community. Why do you think that it’s a good 

idea — important to have this conversation about [unclear]? 
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Stark: [14:05:36] Well, I think Battle Creek being one of the slightly larger cities in Michigan 

and having a higher population of people of color, not just black folks but also there’s a rather 

large Burmese community here and then, of course, the Latin community and I think a small a 

portion of Arab Americans as well—But I think that everybody benefits from this sort of 

discussion. You know, I don’t know enough about all the—like, I’ve been trying to get more into 

the local politics here, but I still don’t know, like, all of the major players. But I know that we’ve 

had, in the last twenty years, black mayors and white mayors and men and women. I think, like, 

the city council and the county commissioners are more diverse than we might expect. I think. So 

I think that’s an important conversation to have that the more input we get from all sorts of 

people who live here, the better that our understanding will be. 

 

I try to keep up with the news as much as I can, and the news sources that I watch highlight a lot 

of the white privilege that a lot of people don’t even know that they have. And so knowing that 

somebody whose skin is darker than mine is more likely to be shot because they’re more likely 

to be viewed as a threat because black people are estimated to be bigger than their actual size or 

older than their actual age, that’s horrible. And I think that the more projects like this one, the 

more we can all understand each other better, and hopefully see each other as, you know, as 

humans and that everybody is trying to make it through this life as best they can, just like I am. 

So I think that these sorts of projects are really important. A lot of my friends on my Facebook 

that are more conservative than I am and don’t like the term “privileged” or they don’t want to 

— they don’t think that white people have it any better.  
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We’re all equal under the law now. And so I don’t know why they don’t see the same things that 

I do. I still try to — I want to see their perspective as well. But I think the more that we can talk 

about racial identity and the more we can listen to each other in general, I think the more that 

we’ll empathize with each other better. 

 

Q: Is there anything we didn’t talk about that you think is important to be said in this discussion? 

 

Stark: No, I think we’ve hit pretty much everything that I’ve thought about this issue. But, yeah. 

I think that’s it.  

 

Q: Oh, I know what. Can you sing a few bars of something for our interview? 

 

Stark: [laughs]. 

 

Q: Because it’s hard for me actually to reconcile is you have this very, very quiet, soft-spoken, 

even personality or even way that you speak, and I’ve been trying to mental [unclear]— 

 

Stark: [laughs] 

 

Q: —what is this voice that comes? Like, “River Deep, Mountain High”— 

 

Stark: Yeah.  
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Q: —is— 

 

Stark: [laughs] 

 

Q: And Ode to Joy, those are big [unclear] songs. 

 

Stark: Yeah, yeah. 

 

Q: So— 

 

Stark: Well, she was just seventeen, and you know what I mean. And the way she looked, was 

way beyond compare. So how could I dance with another, [hoo?], when I saw her standing 

there? 

 

Q: Great. Thank you. That was— 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 


