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I said racism, you know what I 
think? The reason racism exists 
is because we use words like Afri-

can-American, Asian-American, 
Mexican-American. Stuff like that. 
But if I was born in Asia, people 
there wouldn’t call me African-
Asian, or if an Asian dude was born 
in Africa, the opposite. If people 
called each other people instead 
of using racial slurs, maybe there 
could be such a thing called world 
peace.

Nobody’s born racist. If you have 
three kids from different races and 
put them all in the playpen, chances 
are they’re going to play together 
– but if you take those same three 
kids, separate them, and teach 
them to be racist their whole lives, 
there’s basically no way to change 
them unless they learn to respect 
other people for who they are.

 — Excerpt from a monologue 

James wrote and performed at last 
year’s FORTITUDE play

James Queen doesn’t talk much.
“When people talk they only 

talk about what they know,” he 
said. “But if you sit back and listen 
like I do, you actually learn stuff.”

That’s because people go around 
every day without knowing what’s 
going on around them, James said. 
Or they do know, but they just 
don’t care.

Other people can look at you 
for three seconds and expect they 
know everything about you, James 
said, but that’s not true at all. For 
anybody, not just black people.

It happens to James – not that 
much, but sometimes. People 
expect him to be stupid and “extra 
ghetto,” he said.

How does he know?
“You can kind of see it,” James 

said. “That’s kind of prejudiced of 

me too, but like, you can see it in 
the way people look at you. Like, 
they expect you to just be differ-
ent.”

He probably notices stuff like 
that, because unlike a lot of people, 
James said, he tries to see what he 
calls “the details of life.” As James 
sits and listens, the main thing he’s 
learned is that everyone has a story.

It’s a story that goes deep. That 
you can’t know just by looking at 
them.

James isn’t yet sure what his 
story is.

“I don’t really know who I am 
yet, actually,” he said. He’s a soph-
omore — just 16.

He knows what’s important to 
him, though:

“Basically, trying to make every-
body family. That’s basically my 
main goal for everything – just 
peace.”

JAMES QUEEN: ‘They expect you to just be different’

J onathan Queen is used to being 
the only black kid in class.

But as far as he can remem-
ber, that’s never caused any prob-
lems for him. It’s always been easy 
to make friends.

He’ll get the occasional unwel-
comed racist joke – mostly stuff 
about fried chicken. Which is 
funny, because he doesn’t even like 
fried chicken that much. He eats a 
lot of Chinese food.

Still, he knows not everyone’s 
had that same experience. That’s 
why the Winona Senior High 
School senior is a part of FORTI-
TUDE – to help make things better 
for everyone. To be an ally.

“It happens to a lot of other 
people for some reason, I guess I 
don’t understand that,” he said. “A 
lot of people are bullied and stuff 
because of their race or their sexu-
ality. So that’s kind of why I come. 

Even if it’s not happening to me, I 
can come help out.”

Ask the senior what his plans 
are for the future and he’ll tell you 
he’s got one thing on his mind – 
graduating.

He’s not a big fan of school 
– the math, the homework, the 
waking up early. But he’s on track 
to graduate this year, and plans on 
keeping it that way.

His dad always tells him if he 
has to go, he might as well try to 
get something out of it. So he tries 
to learn as much as he can. And 
he does like learning, so it’s not so 
bad.

Jonathan’s dad teaches him a lot 
of things like that.

He repeats himself sometimes, 
but Jon always listens.

To things like: “You can’t take 
money to the grave with you, so 
you might as well enjoy it and help 

other people out with it.”
And: “God put us on this earth 

together, so we might as well help 
each other while we’re all here 
together.”

Those lessons stick with him. 
Especially the part about helping 
people.

After college, Jon wants to con-
tinue helping. Ever since he was a 
kid, he’s dreamed of opening up 
a chain of recreation centers that 
he’d build across America. They’d 
be places where kids could go to 
just hang out and play games – it 
would keep them off the street and 
out of trouble.

He’s confident he can do it.
“What I learned from school, 

I don’t know how to explain it, 
but I always know that I could do 
something with my life,” Jon said. 
“I have the ability to get out of here 
and do something bigger.”

JONATHAN QUEEN: ‘I have the ability to do something bigger’

Two years ago, Kyerra Pinker-
ton was walking down a Win-
ona sidewalk and passed by an 

older woman. Kyerra was looking 
down toward the ground and may 
have accidentally bumped into the 
woman. She doesn’t remember.

She remembers what the woman 
said to her, though.

“All you n-bombs in Winona, 
you’re not going to be anything in 
life, you’re going to live on wel-
fare and blah blah blah,” Kyerra 
recalled.

Kyerra was 13. It wouldn’t be the 
first – or last – time something like 
that happened to her.

“I was outside, you know, but, 
like, just walking,” she said. “It 
happens. A lot of people don’t 
really think it happens, but it does.”

Even so, Kyerra prefers the 
streets of Winona to the ones in 
Chicago, where she lived until she 
was about 2 or 3 and still visits 
regularly.

“I like Winona because it’s 
quiet,” she said. “You can walk 
outside at night and not worry 

about being shot or anything. So, 
I don’t know, I just feel safe here.”

In a lot of ways, 15-year-old 
Kyerra defies categorization.

She hates science, but she wants 
to be a nurse. She wants to be an 
actress, but doesn’t like talking in 
front of people. She fits in just as 
easy with nerds as preps and jocks. 
She has friends who are freshman 
and friends who are seniors. She 
likes pop, country, rap.

That doesn’t keep people – like 
the woman on the street that day – 
from trying to put her into boxes.

She wishes that would change.
Sometimes in the halls of Win-

ona Senior High School, she’ll 
overhear white students say they 
won’t talk to certain black stu-
dents because “they’re just mean.” 
Or that they wouldn’t ever date a 
black girl, because other kids in the 
school would judge them.

Sometimes, Kyerra will go up to 
them and talk about it. She’s prac-
ticed the intro: “Hi, I’m Kyerra. It’s 
nice to meet you. I’m not mean!”

Other times, she’ll just drop it 

and walk away.
“I don’t think that they’re bad 

people, it’s just the way that some 
people are raised,” she said. “The 
ones that are actually serious 
about it ... I’m sorry for you, I’m 
sorry if your parents have taught 
you that. It’s not okay.”

Looking forward, Kyerra wants 
to see open interracial relation-
ships – something you rarely see at 
WSHS, she said. And gay couples 
comfortable enough to hold hands 
walking down the hallways. She 
doesn’t want to hear the n-word 
anymore – because these days, she 
does. A lot.

She doesn’t know what it will 
take for things to change – really, 
she isn’t sure they ever will.

“Some people can react and 
they can get physical,” she said.

“I don’t think that’s the right 
way, but my opinion doesn’t 
really matter most of the time. It’s 
like, ‘Oh you’re just a little kid, it 
doesn’t really matter what you say.’ 
But I’m the future. You know, it 
does matter. I do matter.”

KYERRA PINKERTON: ‘I’m the future. You know, it does matter’

S enior Nolan Maxwell’s main 
goal in FORTITUDE is to help 
other students be more under-

standing and accepting of the peo-
ple around them.

The way he sees it, even if they 
can’t do much, it’s important for 
people to simply be aware of prob-
lems in the world. Because if they 
don’t know problems exist, then they 
definitely can’t do anything about it.

One big problem at Winona 
Senior High School, he said, has to 
do with race. To see that, all he has 
to do is look around the lunch room.

During lunch you see the people 
of different races sitting together. 
Like African-Americans at one 
table, (people of) Asian descent at 
another. And that’s just something 
that I – I mean it’s not a big deal, if 
they want to do that they can – but 
it just kind of shows that they aren’t 
really comfortable to intermingle. 
Of course there are a few excep-
tions, but generally they just stick 
together instead of mixing.

It’s natural to stick together with 
people you have stuff in common 
with, and with race you’ll want to 

stick with people same as you. So 
I’m not surprised that it happens. 
I’m just kind of – not really disap-
pointed – but I kind of wish that 
they would intermingle more, that 
they would assimilate.

Because we’re not going to bite. 
Or at least I hope not.

We’re all humans, that’s all there 
is to it. I mean, we’re all different, 
like the difference between two 
white people is basically the same 
as the difference between a white 
person and a black person; we’re 
all basically the same. We just look 
different.

I remember in elementary school 
you were friends with everybody. I 
had so many good friends, but then 
middle school came, and all these 
people. And you realize you’re going 
to have certain friends and cer-
tain people that you thought were 
friends that maybe still are but not 
as close as you once were.

I always felt as if I was kind of 
different. But it wasn’t until seventh 
grade when I realized, oh yeah, men 
are pretty cool too. And maybe I’ll 
go both ways … With me, it was a 

long road struggling with sexuality 
and finally coming to terms with 
it, so people now, you know, it’s a 
common fact, Nolan’s gay. Good for 
him, so what. But I guess people will 
look, and if people don’t know me, 
but they know that, they’ll kind of 
make assumptions.

I don’t know if it’s just me – but 
I’m always very paranoid. I just like 
feeling that the person that I’m 
talking to actually likes me as a per-
son, that they accept me. I think it’s 
more of just a personal thing, but 
just knowing whomever I’m friends 
with accepts me, and likes me for 
me, that’s really important.

Everyone has one big thing that 
they want to do. Mine is to be on 
the TV show “Survivor.” But I guess 
general hopes for my life is to just be 
happy, and do whatever it takes to 
be happy. Sometimes I think I want 
to be an actor, I want to be a song-
writer, I want to be rich, I want all 
that stuff. But you know, I’d rather 
be poor and happy than rich and 
alone.

So you know, just being happy, 
do whatever it takes to be happy.

NOLAN MAXWELL: ‘We’re all humans, that’s all there is to it’

YOUNG, DIVERSE, HOPEFUL

I don’t really know 
who I am yet.”

God put us on this earth  
together, so we might as 

well help each other.”

I like Winona  
because it’s quiet ...  
I just feel safe here.”

I want to be a songwriter,  
I want to be rich ... But 

you know, I’d rather 
be poor and happy 

than rich and alone.”


