


Phone Conversation between 
DeBraun Thomas, Judah Schept and 
Ashley Hunt, September 25, 2018

AH: Hey DeBraun, hey Judah.

DT: Howdy Doody.

AH: Have you guys met before?

DT: I think I may have met Judah 
at some Kentuckians For The 
Commonwealth (KFTC) event, I 
think we’ve crossed paths before.

JS: We’ve definitely been at some of 
the same stuff. 

AH: Maybe we could start out with 
some of that same stuff, could we 
chart out the different issues that 
each of you are working on, in and 
around Lexington and Eastern 
Kentucky? 

DT: Sure. I’m originally from 
the San Francisco Bay area; 
my mom’s family is from Adair 
County, Kentucky. I moved to 
Lexington in 2008. I didn’t get 
involved in community-oriented 
things until maybe my third year 
at UK. Because I was a musician, it 
allowed me to branch out and have 
relationships that weren’t restricted 
to campus. I remember when our 
band played Thursday Night Live, 
right after the Pavilion was built 
downtown, and I learned of the 
history of Cheapside afterwards.  
      I’ve been doing a lot of research 
on the history of Lexington, and 
the one thing that is very apparent 
in terms of how the city goes, 
if you’re not part of the status 
quo, nobody cares or seeks to try 
and remember you. The status 
quo being bourbon, basketball, 
or horse racing: three things 
that are predicated on African-
American labor and follow right 
out of slavery. You can look at 
Confederate statues standing on 
a space where slaves were sold 

in Lexington for 130 years, and 
you can look at the areas of town 
being the most gentrified, which 
are areas founded by freed slaves, 
or how in county public schools, 
African-American students are 
punished in a much more extreme 
way for the same infractions than 
white students are. I guess that’s a 
roundabout way of saying that I’m 
working to dismantle the white 
supremacist power structure that 
we all are currently living under. 
Trying to bring a little bit of hope 
to folks in the same way that people 
who paved the way before me did.

JS. I moved to Lexington the 
summer of 2011 from Indiana, 
where I had been studying in 
Bloomington. I’m not a native 
of Kentucky. I’m from the East 
Coast (from New Jersey and New 
York City), and I have done a lot 
of organizing and activism work, 
mainly anti-prison work, since 
about 1999 or 2000, and mostly in 
New York and California. Then I 
was involved in a group in Indiana 
that was fighting a massive jail 
expansion project, advocated for by 
the local liberal power structure in 
Bloomington, where I was living 
at the time. I wrote about that for 
my PhD work,1 then moved to 
Lexington to take a job at Eastern 
Kentucky University in the Justice 
Studies department.  
      Very soon after moving here, 
I became aware of the fact that 
Central Appalachia generally, and 
Eastern Kentucky specifically, 
are home to a massive number of 
prisons. Together with a few other 
regions in the United States, they 
account for about a third of all 
new prisons built since the 1980s. 
There’s sixteen or so in central 
Appalachia, half of which are in 

1. Schept, Judah Nathan. Progressive Punish-
ment: Job Loss, Jail Growth, and the Neolib-
eral Logic of Carceral Expansion. New York 
University Press, 2016.

Eastern Kentucky. There’s eight in 
Eastern Kentucky. Four are federal 
prisons, and right now, there’s plans 
in the works for the newest federal 
prison in Letcher County. I began 
trying to think through why those 
prisons are there, and I began going 
up there, talking to folks in Letcher 
County who are trying to fight that 
prison.  
      There’s a lot to say there with 
respect to the history of the coal 
industry. Many of those prisons are 
built on top of former mines, and 
specifically mountaintop removal 
sites. I think a lot of what I’ve 
been trying to think through, and 
what is not news to people who 
live there, is that there’s something 
about the historical and spatial 
overlap between coal and prisons 
that is essential to understanding 
why those prisons are there. 

AH: In both cases, you each 
describe this layering of history and 
cultural relations with industry and 
labor, with questions of the status 
quo and memory. DeBraun, am I 
correct that the work of Take Back 
Cheapside has taken this up by 
challenging the Confederate statues 
and putting up new historical 
markers? 

DT: Cheapside is a market area 
in the middle of downtown 
Lexington. Since the city’s 
inception, it has been used as a 
marketplace where people sold 
food and goods, and people. Upon 
the building of the very first 
courthouse in that space (the one 
that stands there currently was 
rebuilt in 1890 by Henry Handy), 
every sale that happened had to 
be sanctioned by the city — every 
time someone sold food there, it 
had to be recorded by the city; any 
time there were people sold there, 
the slave broker had to go into the 
courthouse. And as we’re talking 
about prisons, the courthouse is 

very much a part of that, especially 
with today’s prison system being 
another form of slavery. 
      In 1887, there was a statue 
of John P. Breckenridge put up2 
— money raised by people in 
Lexington. And in 1911, money 
was raised to erect a statue of 
John Morgan3 by the Daughters 
of the Confederacy. Fun fact: The 
Daughters of the Confederacy did 
not raise enough money to erect 
the statue, so the state of Kentucky 
had to pay $7,500 to put up that 
statue. And there are still tunnels 
underneath the space where people 
were moved back and forth.  
      Fast forward to 2013, George 
Zimmerman was acquitted of the 
murder of Trayvon Martin. This 
sparked a national dialogue, and 
one of the conversations here was 
spearheaded by Bianca Spriggs 
through the Carnegie Center. At 
that meeting these statues were 
mentioned, because you can’t look 
at what’s going on outwards (in 
Florida, say) without focusing in 
here too. Fast forward to 2015: 
the shooting by Dylann Roof of 
9 people in the Emanuel African 
Methodist Episcopal Church of 
Charleston, South Carolina, and 
there was another conversation, 
also spearheaded by Bianca 
Spriggs, and now lots of folks were 
talking about statues. That same 
year, Mayor Gray asked the Urban 
County Arts Review Board to 

2. The John C. Breckinridge Memorial was 
located on the courthouse lawn of Lexington 
in 1897. From Lexington, Breckenridge was 
a Confederate soldier and the last Secretary 
of War for the Confederacy in 1865. He later 
became the 14th Vice President of the United 
States, under James Buchanan. 
3. The John Hunt Morgan Memorial was lo-
cated next to Lexington’s historic courthouse in 
1911. Morgan was a Confederate General from 
Kentucky, who ended up in a Union prison 
after a failed raid, and was killed in 1864. 
Representing Morgan on own horse, a mare, 
the sculptor, Pompeo Cappini feared a female 
horse would emasculate the man he was mak-
ing into a hero, so he added a set of testicles to 
the horse.



consider what should happen with 
the statues. Someone had spray 
painted “Black Lives Matter” on the 
John Morgan statue, and another 
person had broke the historical 
marker that had been placed by 
the Kappa Alpha Psi fraternity 
in 2003.4 Mayor Gray asked this 
board to make a recommendation, 
and in November of 2015, it was 
to relocate the statues and bring 
back the historical marker. In 
February of 2016, Mayor Gray 
decided the statues were going 
to stay, but with added historical 
context. In June, after Philando 
Castile and Alton Sterling were 
both murdered. That was when the 
official movement of Take Back 
Cheapside started, founded by me 
and my co-organizer, Russell Allen. 
Basically, we predecated our entire 
work on a three-point plan: one was 
to relocate the statues, two was to 
bring back the historical marker, 
and three was to open up a dialogue 
as to how to make Cheapside more 
inclusive. A lot of the conversation 
did surround these statues, when, 
really, our main goal was to make 
the space of Cheapside, which 
pretty much is a sacred space, 
welcoming for all people.

AH: And you mentioned areas 
getting the most gentrified being 
“areas that were founded by freed 
slaves,” is gentrification an issue 
around Cheapside?

DT: At one point in time, there 
were black businesses near 
Cheapside, but that was a very 
long time ago. Historically, people 
of color in Lexington didn’t go to 
Cheapside, didn’t hang out down 
there, because of what it means to 
the history of our city. But when 
we talk about the black hamlets 
that were founded by former 
slaves, who worked on plantations 

4.  See included images for texts of the histori-
cal marker plaques.

and then went back to work on 
these same plantations, re-made 
under the facade of horse racing 
— these are historic spaces where 
nothing is preserved, where today 
you’re seeing overpriced pastry 
shops where there’s not even a 
supermarket that’s walkable; 
where basic needs like roads aren’t 
treated the same way, and houses 
are f lipped. And the descendents 
of these families, who settled in 
these spaces, can no longer live in 
the homes they have owned for 
generations because they get priced 
out. And yes, it goes to the heart 
of Cheapside, because everything 
that’s built up 
around Cheapside 
filters out through 
the rest of the 
city. 

AH: And what’s 
the status of the 
three-point plan 
at this moment?

DT: After 
the Unite the 
Right rally in 
Charlottesville, 
Mayor Gray 
had made an 
announcement 
that he was 
going to push 
for the statues 
to be moved, he city council voted 
on them to be relocated, and in 
October the statues were officially 
moved into storage, and they have 
since been placed in the cemetery.  
      The plaque was returned on 
March 5, and now, we are working 
on a project with the Bluegrass 
Community Foundation and the 
City of Lexington, and Deborah 
Hamsley’s LLC, with a project 
called “Re-imagine Cheapside.” 
      We’re working with an author 
and creative placemaker named 
Jay Pitter, a black woman from 

Canada. We’ve had a child-inclusive 
playdate, several inclusivity walks, 
where folks can hear stories of 
members of our community. And 
there’s two more things that are 
set to happen: a pop-up photo 
session, and a listening circle 
where folks will hear from directly 
impacted people and how they live 
their truth. Russell and I are also 
doing other things on the side, 
too, working to make the space of 
Cheapside a welcoming space for all 
folks. 

AH: It’s great to hear about so 
much movement happening! 

DT: Thank you, but I think that 
one part of that, which filters back 
into your work and very much into 
Judah’s work, is that our country 
is really terrible about healing 
and reconciliation. You move the 
statues, that’s great, you literally 
have just moved a physical object 
of white supremacy. While that is 
symbolic, there is still a lot more 
work to be done, which is why 
work within prisons, housing, 
childcare and uplifting the voices of 
undocumented folks and members 
of the LGBTQ community are 

equally as important, because if I 
win we all win, if you win we all 
win. That kind of thing.

JS: One thing to add about Take 
Back Cheapside. To that last 
point of us all sharing a stake in 
each other’s success: I was at the 
city council meeting where they 
formally voted to remove the 
statues to the cemetery. I got there 
early because I figured there would 
be a lot of people in attendance, 
and the space was already packed. 
The chambers were packed, and 
the whole huge exterior space was 
past its fire code limits, so there 

was a couple dozen of us on 
the street waiting to get in. 
Slowly, the police allowed 
more and more of us in, and 
there were all kinds of people 
in the room. Obviously, lots of 
folks in Take Back Cheapside 
t-shirts, Kentuckians for the 
Commonwealth, and all sorts 
of other folks I recognized from 
around Lexington. After the 
vote and the major cheers and 
whatnot, we left the building to 
all kinds of folks on the streets 
as well — groups like Redneck 
Revolt, who had shown up 
both to support the Take Back 
Cheapside movement, but also 
because there were threats of 
white supremacist violence. 
This to say that while it seems 

like a hugely important moment 
for that campaign specifically, it 
also connected with a lot of other 
tensions, movements, and political 
work in Kentucky and beyond.  
      I think where I would start 
in Eastern Kentucky is not with 
Letcher County, which is where 
this newest prison may be built, but 
with the most recently completed 
prison in Eastern Kentucky, 
opened in 2003. I think that 
prison in particular speaks to a lot 
of really important connections. 



Called USP Big Sandy (United 
States Penitentiary Big Sandy), 
it’s in Martin County, Kentucky, 
where the county seat is a small 
town called Inez. This, to me, is a 
particularly tragic and frustrating 
place and prison, but it’s also a 
really instructive example of the 
connections between different 
crises.  
      Martin County is the site of 
the launch of the War on Poverty. 
All those iconic images of Lyndon 
Johnson travelling to Appalachia 
and to Eastern Kentucky 
specifically,  speaking on the 
front porch of a guy named Tom 
Fletcher, who was an out-of-work 
miner,  were shot in Inez in 1964, 
with the goal of alleviating poverty 
everywhere, but certainly in 
Appalachia as well. While poverty 
has been reduced in the area in 
part due to War on Poverty-era 
programs, the poverty rate remains 
above 30% and the county was 
just recently designated “the worst 
performing white-majority county 
in the nation.” 
      In 2000, there was  a major 
environmental disaster, I think 
the EPA called it the “worst 
environmental disaster ever” east 
of the Mississippi. 306 million 
gallons of toxic coal sludge leached 
out of the pond in which it had 
been held, out through an old 
mining shaft beneath it, and then 
out into the waterways and water 
tables, into the creeks and rivers of 
Martin County and beyond, killing 
tens of thousands of fish, poisoning 
the water. Just a few years later, 
the Federal Bureau of Prisons 
builds USP Big Sandy in Martin 
County. It ends up becoming the 
most expensive federal prison 
ever built in the United States, 
because not only was it built on 
top of a mountaintop removal site, 
but that site was on top of an old 
underground mine. I guess they 

didn’t do whatever site remediation 
was necessary, because what 
they realized while building the 
prison was that it was very slowly 
sinking into the mine beneath it. 
So they had to inject another forty 
million dollars into this sinking 
infrastructure, making it the most 
expensive federal prison ever built. 
Local folks there still call it “Sink 
Sink” (an obviously a reference to 
the famous Sing Sing prison in 
upstate New York). 

      To the present day and going 
back a few years, Martin County is 
in the midst of this absolute crisis 
around water. People there don’t 
drink their tap water, don’t bathe in 
their tap water, because it is brown 
and full of chemicals and poisoned 
— partially because of that spill 
in 2000, and partially because of 
the history of coal extraction in 
the region that has poisoned water 
tables. This is to say that prisons 
built in central Appalachia are 

connected to all kinds of things, 
to failed efforts at alleviating 
poverty, to the history of the 
extraction industry, and to there 
being enough money to solve its 
problems of structural joblessness, 
exploitation, poisoning the land 
and whatnot — but the money 
there just happens to be sunk into 
institutions of racial-class war, like 
prisons, and lining the pockets of 
coal executives. 
      A few counties south of 

Martin is Letcher County, where 
this newest prison has been on 
the table since 2005. Right when 
USP Big Sandy opened in 2003, 
local officials in Letcher County, 
together with a U.S. Representative 
from the 5th congressional district 
of Kentucky, Hal Rogers, who’s 
brought many prisons to the 
region, began this conversation to 
bring a federal prison to Letcher 
County. It’s taken a long time, in 
part because of lots of work by local 

and national activists to slow down 
the process. The Feds released 
what’s called a Record of Decision 
in late March of this year, which 
ends the major environmental 
impact study and moves toward 
construction. That’s where that’s at 
at the moment. 

AH: It seems like so many of 
the different stories we hear 
about rural prison building are 
layered together in Big Sandy. 
Wherever we look, we see how 
prisons get built upon the ruins 
of old forms of production — 
whether a former slave plantation 
in Louisiana, a fallowed farm in 
Central California, or depleted 
mining sites here; but also upon the 
conditions and histories of those 
sites, cementing over communities 
and memories, or transmitting 
their devastation from one regime 
to another. And in this case, it 
includes the layering of a prison’s 
cultural toxicity onto the chemical 
toxicity that it has already put into 
the ground. 

JS: Absolutely. And all of 
these prisons are built, to a 
greater or lesser extent, around 
the narrative of “stable and 
sustainable, recession-proof, 
rural economic development,” 
which is, at best, dubious, and 
at worst, outright disingenuous, 
because the data shows that in 
the most economically hard-hit 
communities, prisons can further 
depress rural economies. That’s 
not to say that the problems of 
structural joblessness left behind 
by the mining industry are not real, 
they are very much real. But it is to 
challenge the notion that prisons 
bring prosperity.  
      As important as it is to 
challenge the conversations 
around claims for rural economic 
development, and to draw attention 
to these histories, I think it’s also 



important — and the activists in 
Letcher County are incredible 
about doing this — to always 
bring those conversations back to 
what prisons are and what they 
do. To the fact that we’re talking 
about thousands of people, poor 
and racialized people, held in 
cages; and to always connect the 
conversation about problems in 
rural communities to the role that 
prisons serve in maintaining racial 
class order.

AH: So to think about who, then, 
fills those prisons, who would even 
get those jobs imprisoning them, 
and what it means to build a local 
economy that is based upon the 
captivity of another community, 
requiring its impoverishment, 
disenfranchisement and policing. 
(Instead of a material extraction 
(of coal), we then have a social 
extraction — of bodies, labor, 
power, capital).

JS: Exactly. There’s been recent 
work on rural prisons showing that 
nationally, rural prison towns are 
actually quite multi-ethnic and 
multi-racial. I think we can get into 
the habit of imagining them, and 
rural communities generally,as only 
white spaces, when in fact they are 
really multi-racial spaces, and that 
brings its own levels of complexity 
when you’re talking about building 
prisons.  
      In Eastern Kentucky, they are 
overwhelmingly white counties. I 
think that Letcher County is 98% 
white. So to your point, Ashley, 
we’re talking about providing a 
minimal amount of jobs to poor 
and working class white folks on 
the backs of poor and working 
class Black, Latinx and other 
white folks; I think the federal 
prison population is 39% black 
and 32 or 33% latinx. So this is 
both engineering and exacerbating 
tensions between different groups 

of poor folks.

DT: There is a connection in terms 
of how land in Appalachia and 
Eastern Kentucky, for years, has 
been extracted — the resources 
extracted from this land, but 
none of those resources going 
back into the communities — to 
how that is happening somewhere 
like Lexington, in terms of 
gentrification, where there are 
lots of resources going into some 
neighborhoods, in service of 
folks not necessarily from those 
neighborhoods. Just to throw a pin 
in the hat, too: A lot of times when 
we talk about coal miners, there’s a 
specific image that people have, and 
it’s not anyone who looks like me. 
But that’s not the case. There are 
black coal miners, there are latinx 
coal miners. The specific problem 
is something that we’ve looked at, 
where the same kind of issues that 
plague eastern Kentucky are the 
same kind of issues that plague the 
west end of Louisville, where you 
have Rubbertown and terrible air 
and all of that. It’s all connected.

JS: With DeBraun’s first point 
about land and money being 
extracted from Central Appalachia, 
that’s been key. It’s an overlooked 
component in why so many 
prisons have been built there, and 
particularly with respect to Letcher 
County with this newest prison. In 
Kentucky we have something called 
the Coal Severance Tax, which 
is a complicated kind of financial 
instrument. The gist of it is that 
there is a 4% tax levied against 
every ton of coal mined in coal-
producing counties — with the idea 
that they get some of that money 
back. Coal-producing counties 
have relied really heavily on that 
for revenue, for the most basic 
infrastructure maintenance and 
things like that. And because coal 
production has declined so much 

over the last ten years, that money 
has really dried up. These counties 
have always been hard hit by the 
industry, by mountaintop removal 
replacing conventional mining, and 
with coal’s general decline today, 
even more so, because they are 
missing this huge chunk of revenue. 
The prison, then, gets positioned 
as a way to generate additional 
county revenue and extend public 
infrastructure in addition to the 
jobs it purportedly will bring.  
      And Debraun’s second 
point, with respect to the image 
that we have of Appalachia 
and  coal miners, that is such 
an essential one to make. Even 
as some of these counties are 
overwhelmingly white, that’s not 
a “natural” demographic. They’re 
overwhelmingly white because it 
was Black coal miners who were 
the first to lose their jobs during 
coal’s revolution in production, 
when the industry became much 
more reliant on mechanization, 
who then left the region to pursue 
work opportunities elsewhere, 
to say nothing of the original 
land expropriation that occured 
from First Nations during settler 
capitalist expansion in the region. 

AH: This takes me to the film 
Matewan, by John Sayles, which 
like many of the histories of using 
race to manipulate workers, focuses 
on a historic unionization effort 
in the white coal-mining town of 
Matewan. One of the ways in which 
the mining company attempts to 
break the union effort — and we 
see this historically throughout 
industries, from extraction, to 
agriculture, to the auto industry 
and steel, to building cities, 
universities and roads and so on 
— is to ship in workers of color 
who’ll work for less. And as is also 
a historically common tactic, in 
Matewon it was “convict labor” — 

Black prisoners forced to work for 
nothing or close to it (again, how 
slavery continues beyond the 13th 
Amendment), positioned as “scabs” 
to break the union. 
      That’s often been a strong 
image for me in understanding, at 
least one of the historical drivers 
of racism in the U.S., intentionally 
pitting black, brown and other 
non-white, often immigrant-
based workforces against white-
identified ones, allowing whatever 
antagonisms might already exist 
to deepen, hating on one another 
rather than those at the top. It’s 
certainly not the only source of 
racial antagonism in the U.S. (and 
beyond), but it has certainly been 
an instrumental one, preventing 
people in different groups 
from identifying their common 
circumstance.

DT: Two things. One, any movie 
is much better with James Earl 
Jones. But the second point, do 
you remember how the movie 
ends? The organizers get killed 
in a bloodbath. That is a great 
representation of how this work 
that proceeds us has gone before. 
Those in power do what they can 
to eliminate those that are deemed 
“threats,” “threat” being one of the 
biggest parts of COINTELPRO5; 
to keep a “messiah” from rising, as 
Dr. King was assassinated and why 
Fred Hampton was assassinated. 
That leads to a much larger thing 
where even when people know of 
these issues and see it, because they 
have been subjected to so much 
harm, and been unsuccessful even 
when they try, there’s majority of 
people who are like, “Well, they 
tried that before and look at what 
happened.” That’s why this work is 

5. COINTELPRO was a secret “counter-in-
telligence program” run against Civil Rights 
activists and organizers in the 1950s, 60s and 
70s. See: https://www.thedailybeast.com/
the-fbis-war-on-civil-rights-leaders



so important. Because if we’re not 
doing it, or uplifting the voice of 
the people who are doing it, then 
what are we doing?

AH: Maybe that can take us to 
the third-point of your three-point 
plan, DeBraun, making Cheapside 
an inclusive space. Whether it’s 
from fatalism or intimidation 
against getting involved, how do 
you guys try to counteract fear or 
resignation?

DT: Going back to one of the 
things that Judah said about the 
threats on the night of the City 
Council vote, they weren’t rumors; 
the majority of the people in 
Charlottesville came here right 
afterwards. But I remember when 
I was seven years old and I saw 
The Empire Strikes Back for the 
very first time — the scene where 
Han and Chewy and Leia land 
the Millenium Falcon on Bespin, 
in Cloud City, and we see Lando 
Calrissian on the screen. That was 
the first time that I can remember 
seeing someone on-screen who 
looks like me, who wasn’t a 
stereotype or an exaggerated 
version of what it is to be black 
or a black man. Me seeing Billy 
Dee Williams as Lando Calrissian 
inspired me to feel like I didn’t have 
to be what everyone else said I was 
supposed to be, or what else society 
was telling me.  
      So one way to answer your 
question, Ashley, is having a 
representation of other people — 
representations of folks who can 
see themselves in others, or who 
others can see themselves in them. 
Russell Allen, my co-organizer 
with Take Back Cheapside, 
essentially is Lando Calrissian and 
Garrett Morgan. Russell is from 
Paris, Kentucky, where Morgan 
comes from, an African American 
man who invented the gas mask 
and the yellow light on a stoplight 

(because it used to just go from 
green to red). Being a black man 
from the area where Russell is 
from has always made him feel 
empowered. And Lexington is 
chock-full of all sorts of amazing 
stories. Charlotte DuPuy is a 
famous African-American woman 
who was the slave of  the U.S. 
Secretary of State from Kentucky, 
Henry Clay. She sued for her 
freedom and won. It’s these stories 
that deserve to be told, so that folks 
don’t just feel that the only options 
they have are what society tells 
them. 

AH: Speaking of representations 
and images then, I’ve also been 
documenting emptied statue 
plinths or pedestals around the 
country, from which confederate 
statues and other monuments 
have been removed in recent years. 
One of the images I was struck 
with when researching Take Back 
Cheapside is an image of two men, 
standing on the emptied pedastal 
of one of the statues that was taken 
down. Am I remembering that 
correctly?

DT: Yeah, that’s me and Russell.

AH: That plinth looks exactly like 
the one from which Jefferson Davis’ 
statue was taken down in New 
Orleans, and it was interesting 
to see how a “commemorative” 
visual language gets shared that 
way. Now, I had no idea that this 
conversation would go to the 
Empire Strikes Back, so thank 
you for that! But as you were 
speaking about it, it was making 
me question what I typically think 
is at stake with these Confederate 
monuments. I’m used to thinking 
of them (and I don’t think this is 
incorrect), as territorial markers. 
In my conversation with Elizabeth 
Webb in this series, an artist from 
Charlottesville, we talked about 

the statues there. She quoted an 
analysis of the two confederate 
statues placed around  the 
Charlottesville courthouse, that 
they “worked together to mark the 
ostensibly public and civic space of 
the courthouse as the ideological 
property of the Confederacy,” 
and going on to suggest that this 
committed the courthouse to 
“upholding the values represented 
by the [Confederate Battle] f lag.”

But your stories of Billy Dee 
Williams, Garrett Morgan and 
Charlotte Dupuy  also made 
me think about the statues on 
this same representational level, 
whether  our representations allow 
us to see ourselves, to see ourselves 
in one another and to see others 
in ourselves, adds an additional 
dimension. So in addition to 
marking space with an offensive 
and threatening idea, and perhaps a 
physical threat, I think about how 
those statues also don’t live up to 
that need to see ourselves.

DT: Yeah, they don’t. And not only 
are we fighting for that, but we’re 
also fighting for people to know 
that we did it. Because every article 
that has come out — in the Herald-
Leader, in the conversation about 
raising funds to remove the statues, 
etcetera, we were absent from it, 
no mention of us at all. When you 
think about what happened in New 
Orleans,  everybody wants to talk 
about what a great speech Mitch 
Landrieu made, and how inspiring 
that was. I don’t need a white dude 
to tell me that a Confederate statue 
is bad. When you look at that, it 
completely erases the work that 
took decades, which Take’em Down 
NOLA did to put pressure on the 
city to remove those statues. And 
then you look at Charlottesville, 
right? The Unite the Right rally 
happened and Heather Heyer was 
killed. If Heather Heyer was a 

black woman, nobody would have 
cared. But my understanding is that 
Heather Heyer’s mom understands 
that, and she very much owns that 
when she talks about her.  
      There are so many people 
whose stories are forgotten and not 
even told. Yeah, sure. Russell and I 
taking that picture was very much 
what I would call “for the culture”, 
but it was also intentional, in that 
that picture is not going to go away. 
So many people have sacrificed 
themselves, their families, their 
mental health, for the betterment 
and advancement of all people. 
Their stories matter. Which is why 
it’s extremely important that, when 
we’re talking about this work, when 
we’re talking about the legislation 
that could pass to make these 
things possible, we need to talk 
about the folks who spent hours 
upon hours crafting language to 
pitch to representatives and elected 
officials, or to pitch to people who 
might be on the fence about a 
certain issue, the people who lost 
sleep, the people who weren’t able 
to stay in their own homes because 
of death threats, that their lives and 
their stories matter. So yes, statues 
are complicated. But it’s only one 
small piece of the much larger 
story.

AH: I’m just writing down “statues 
are complicated,” keeping track 
of possible titles... That’s a good 
phrase. I feel like there is always 
this issue, the symbolic and 
narrative erasure of the activists 
and their organizing, alongside the 
other forms of erasure — which the 
statues perform, as do the prisons 
into which activists and potential 
activists alike get disappeared.  
      Thank you both for this 
generous conversation. One of the 
reasons that I feel it’s important 
to not just talk about what’s 
happening at the sites where 



prisons are being built, or just to 
take the prison as a location by 
itself, is because it’s not “by itself.” 
The prison is not where it is nor 
how it is there without all these 
other histories and connections. 
Both in terms of the layering 
that, as we were saying before, the 
prison is built upon, literally and 
symbolically, but also in terms 
of the kind of imaginings and 
visionary work that is used to 
take back spaces. So I’m thinking 
about how on one side of the 
plaques you all brought back to 
Cheapside, it reads that one of 
the offenses that Black people 
would have been punished for at 
the historic Cheapside’s whipping 
post was for walking around after 
a 7pm — also a common form of 
racial control throughout the U.S. 
historically. And now, the third 
point in you all ’s plan includes an 
“inclusivity walk,” which of course 
demonstrates an inclusive society, 
but it also seems like a radical 
insistence of presence against that 
backdrop of curfew and erasure. 
The arc between those two points 
requires an imaginary and a 
fight for history to be changed. 
I’m hoping that through all this 
work that it gets to the prison as 
well — to the institution itself, 
to stop seeing it as an inevitable, 
indispensable aspect of society, but 
as a relic of the anti-democratic 
histories it comes out of, while 
imagining something else in its 
place. 

JS: On the heels of you saying 
that, and also what DeBraun 
said, I want to underline the fact 
that that process of reimagining 
prison space, or the potential of 
what else a prison space could be, 
is also occurring in Appalachia 
— by activists in Letcher County, 
specifically. During my visits 
there and in talking with folks, 

it’s become clear that this land 
isn’t just the land that the Letcher 
County Prison is designed for, it 
isn’t just sitting there empty, only 
as a mountaintop removal site, 
but that it’s currently used in all 
kinds of ways, including those that 
are in the service of a commons, 
and by all kinds of folks. It is used 
in all kinds of celebratory and 
recreational and even nutritional 
ways. The site has hosted bluegrass 
shows and family reunions. It is 
home of a model airplane club 
because of the f lat land available 
for f lying. People from the area 
go up there to hunt, to forage 
for mushrooms and ginseng and 
things like that. Those current uses 
factor into how people are trying 
to see it differently and visualize 
an alternative future to the one of 
enclosure promised by the prison.  
      There are a lot of people there 
who are actively trying to resist 
seeing that space as a prison and 
trying to imagine a different future 
for the space. To me, that is also an 
intervention in the broader history 
of representations of Appalachia. 
These are folks who are active 
and anti-racist and abolitionist, 
and actively working to fight what 
otherwise might be positioned as 
an inevitability, and they’re trying 
to see it differently. 

DT: The only thing that I would 
add is to just reinforce that showing 
up to this work looks different 
for everyone. You don’t have to be 
doing the thing to be a part of the 
thing. You can be taking care of 
someone’s kids so that they can 
go do the thing. Or feed someone 
so that they can continue doing 
the thing. Or provide some sort 
of comfort or rides or whatever. 
Yes, we are looking a mountain of 
terrible things. Yeah, it’s a weird 
joke to make given the conversation 
on that topic, but it is something 

that together we can climb and 
really work to persevere.

JS: Yeah, thank you.

AH: Thank you. Absolutely. So I 
have four possible titles here for us 
to figure out later. One is “Statues 
are Complicated.” We now have a 
“A Mountain of Terrible Things,” 
also good, and “Sink Sink,” and “An 
Imaginary and a Fight.” But then, I 
go back to the very beginning, and 
this might be the best: “Bourbon, 
Basketball, and Horse Racing.”

What do you think?
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