Ruth Janney 

Boones Mill, VA 24065

I am a 51-year-old single woman, the mother of two grown kids and a 16 year old, and grandmother to 5 grandkids. I suppose some would say I am white, but I see myself as a mixture of many races and cultures. Some people might describe me as religious, but I prefer saying I am very spiritual with a blend of all religions. I am a volunteer in my community and love knowing I help make a difference. I believe in being open-minded and non-judgmental. I think every person is entitled to freedom and his or her own religious beliefs. 

I grew up in Roanoke during a time of prejudice, fear, and social change. The neighborhood was rough; most of our parents drank and were abusive. I lived on Campbell Avenue in an all white neighborhood, and 2 blocks away lived blacks and an all black neighborhood, but we attended different schools. Although only 2 blocks separated us, kids were not allowed to mingle. Stereotyping and prejudices were strong and I stayed in trouble with not just my parents but with my peers due to not understanding hate and fear. The beginning of the changes started with the first bussing of black students to Jefferson High School, and I was there for the first riot between black and white students. I remember going home that day and wondering why the riot even happened. 

I quit school at 17 and got married. My husband joined the Navy, and we moved away from Roanoke for 6 years. The time spent as a Navy wife living on base was a big lesson in diversity. With on base housing, one day your neighbor might be white, a month later black. Six months later, you might have a Mexican or Korean neighbor. Our little military community had neighborhood block parties; we shared different cultural dishes, and dances, told stories about ourselves and where we came from. Every weekend was a new adventure and it was always fascinating to try new things. It did not matter what color your skin, your nationality, or your religious beliefs because in the course of the day or week we only had each other to count on. We became a family and that family could change over the course of a year. 

Moving back to Roanoke and later to Franklin County was a shock to realize how bad prejudices and stereotyping still lingered. I knew this was something I did not want my kids to learn, much less pass on to their kids. I have taught my kids to look beyond what they see on the outside of a person and look to the inside. I wanted them to grow up with open minds and to experience different cultures. We attended Powwows for them to learn their Native American heritage. We visited museums, art galleries and attended different cultural festivals. We attended different churches, read about different religious beliefs, and read many different versions of bibles. I started tracing our family tree 9 years ago and each of my kids has copies of their Native American, African American, German, Irish, and British ancestors. 

My youngest daughter took her SOL this past school year. When one part of the form asked for her race, she refused to answer and stated to her teacher “Why should that matter? We are students.” As a mom from a tough neighborhood full of prejudice and stereotyping, not only was I proud of her but also had “the ole mom pat on the back” for a job well done. I raised a daughter that does not see race as black or white. She only sees kids whom she calls friends. 

I think coming from the background I did taught me to look beyond what I see. Of course, with age comes wisdom, and I hope I have gained some of that along the way. The best way to overcome prejudice and stereotyping is to learn all we can about different cultures and races. Most of all, we have to keep an open mind and be willing to learn without judging. I hope I never stop learning, and I hope never to judge another human being based on what I think know.  

