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“Do anything, but let it produce joy.”
“Be curious, not judgmental.” 

-Walt Whitman

Photographs taken by Natalie Somerville, Donald Edmonds, Hayley Gray-Hoehn, Rylin McGee, Jack DeAngelis, 
Arya Pazhwak, Yasmine Karam, Cory Schutter, Freddy Espitia, and other beloved people!
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What is The SEEDS Project?

WHAT DO WE DO?

Cue melodic singing: “We are family!!” ...But in all seriousness (which the photo above may not be), each person has 
their own experience of what The SEEDS Project is, depending on what trip(s) they participate in or lead, the group 
dynamics of a particular year, or the actual itinerary of the trip. So, in more detailed layman’s terms rather than our 
official elevator pitch, what do we do?

The leadership team (on the opposite page), comprised of students at the University of Richmond, is fully responsible 
for planning the recruitment and orientation of participants - and developing the alternative break experience - for four 
annual service-learning trips. We travel to the Gulf Region of Louisiana, the Appalachian Region of West Virginia, and 
the Detroit area of Michigan over spring break, and head into our very own city of Richmond over fall break, for a week 
of hard work, thought-provoking education, meaningful reflection, and new friendships. Our trip to Louisiana began 
eleven years ago, in response to Hurricane Katrina, and has continued annually ever since. Six years ago, we expanded 
The SEEDS Project to add a second trip to West Virginia. This past year, we were thrilled to add a third trip to Michigan. 
Each alternative spring break trip now takes between 16-25 students to do service projects, talk to community members, 
and learn about the local and national social and environmental justice issues that plague people in these communities. 

Before the trips, we seek to prepare the participants - who come from a variety of class years, majors, organizations, and 
life experiences - with a general understanding of the issues and areas we are visiting through videos, readings, speakers, 
and/or discussions. Through our trips, we aim to combine the knowledge and understanding we have gained on the 
different trips and share it with our fellow SEEDS members as well as with our campus community. The objective of 
our four trips is to use our model of service-learning and reflection to explore and understand the complexity of social 
justice and environmental issues in different contexts around the United States. Ultimately, we hope to foster intentional 
dialogue and active citizenship in the lives of our participants that will positively impact their communities for years to 
come. 

MISSION STATEMENT

The SEEDS Project is a diverse, student-run organization that examines the 
complexities of American society through service, dialogue, and reflection in 
order to cultivate lives of active citizenship.
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everyone needs a helping hand along their way...
SPECIAL THANKS TO:
 Dulac Community Center
 Dr. Mike Robichaux
 Michael Dardar
 Pastor Kirby Verret
 The Presbytére
 HandsOn New Orleans
 Grow Dat Youth Farm
 Bob Marshall
 Lost Lands Tours
 Marie Gould
 Katya Schoenberg
 Dr. Peter Scharf
 Ameer Baraka
 Garrett Stern (trip advisor)

what we did...
ITINERARY
 Saturday: Arrival at Dulac Community Center

 Sunday: Service at Community Center; church service at Clanton Chapel United 
  Methodist Church; walk through Mandalay National Wildlife Refuge; talk with 
  Dr. Mike Robichaux and Michael Dardar about Houma tribe heritage and 
  environmental issues.

 Monday: Service at Community Center; visit to Louisiana Universities Marine 
  Consortium (LUMCON); dinner with Kirby and Mrs. Verret.

 Tuesday: Travel to New Orleans; arrival at HandsOn Volunteer Bunkhouse; tour of the 
  Presbytére; service at Grow Dat Youth Farm; talk with Bob Marshall about oil 
  industry and environmental concerns.

 Wednesday: Ecology kayaking tour of the bayou with Katya and Chris; walking tour of 
  New Orleans.

 Thursday: Service at Grow Dat Youth Farm; talk with Dr. Scharf and Ameer Baraka 
  at LSU.

 Friday: Return to Richmond.
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Bald cypress 
(Taxodium distichum) 

Louisiana state tree



(Back, right to left) Garrett Stern, Jacob Roberson, Jack DeAngelis, Benjamin Belcher, Victoria Williams, Kim 
D’Agostini, Dulac Community Center staff, Dulac Community Center staff, Priscilla Kwarteng, Jayson Vivas, 
Callie Cinque, Niamh Sutherburg, Freddy Espitia, TJ Benedict; (front, left to right) Walid Alatas, Jared Waksman, 
Brooke Willemstyn, Xiangyi Meng, Gabrielle Robinson, Olivia Haynes, Claire Tate, Raymond (Dulac Community 
Center staff), Yasmine Karam, Arya Pazhwak, Benedict Roemer, Natalie Somerville; at Dulac Community Center.
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The Stories Our Children Will Tell
77.698690, -66.767003: A radiant blue drop of freshly melted ice 
caught the glare of the sun as it gracefully found the path of least re-
sistance on its way into the Arctic Ocean. At the time, they said this 
drop was only part of the eleven millimeters since 1922. Eleven mil-
limeters up. Eleven millimeters of rise. Eleven millimeters of wiping 
clean. But that, they would say, was just a number. And there are an 
infinite amount of those.

0.377145, 78.296473: Damp pockets of sea air gently warmed as they 
grew sticky with haze. The equatorial space was subjected to thrash-
ing heat spun on a concentrated web of light radiating from a bright-
er place hundreds of millions of kilometers away. Nothing could stop 
the near bubbling ocean waters from expanding, growing, and slowly 
crawling upslope. But that, they would say, was just natural. Babies 
crawled slowly and babies are natural.

Home: Their entourage of brightly colored kayaks sprawled across 
the channel like a caravan of travelers as they meandered through 
the bayou. They knew that, although they left the brazen sounds of 
speeding cars far behind at the put in, human induced change sur-
rounded them. A dugout canal pressed into the land like a ruddy fin-
ger and they said, “We are sorry. Tell us more. We want to know why.” 
The smooth and stringy bark of a lonely bald cypress erupted from 
the water fifty meters off shore: the last sign of a now flooded forest. 
They said, “This is not right. What can we do? How can we help?” 
They listened to stories in the curves of great egrets and cries of bald 
eagles and said, “We hear you. We will learn from you. Together, we 
will change Our story.” And that is what they did.

WALID ALATAS
On Tuesday, March 7th, 2017, our first evening in New Orleans, we had the pleasure of hosting journalist Bob Marshall. 
Bob was a long-time journalist with the Times Picayune and now works for The Lens, an NPR radio show in New Orleans.

Bob Marshall presented research he had been doing in New Orleans and the state of Louisiana. He began his presentation 
by speaking about the 1933 Mississippi River Levee System. This gave us a core understanding of how the Oil & Gas market 
could come into the area. The River Levee System allowed for dead zones from nitrates and phosphorus runoffs to be present 
in the area. Furthermore, we learned that 68 gas wells were constructed in the Lafitte area in 1932; these later played a big 
role, since they are now known as the Texaco Canals. Moreover, Marshall stressed the point that in the 1940s the state of 
Louisiana taught people how to drill in deep water, allowing for 50,000 major pipelines to be constructed.

After sharing all this data, Marshall focused on Louisiana today and why we should care. Today, Louisiana leads in the rate 
of sea level rise in the U.S. The average elevation is at 2.5 feet, with the town of Grand Isle getting 9.2mm of sea level rise 
per year. Essentially, according to all this data, the state will lose the majority of its land in the next seventy years. But why 
should people care? Marshall kept repeating the point that there is a perception of Laissez les bons temps rouler (Let the good 
times roll) in Louisiana and that people think of this place as a party state. But the state’s problems can be seen in locals: one 
must keep in mind that Louisiana is the 4th poorest state in the country, yet it has one of the country’s biggest ports and 
biggest oil refineries. The money does not stay in Louisiana; it does not benefit locals. Having this information told to me 
in an hour-long presentation was shocking, since I had not heard about these issues beforehand. Being curious as to why I 
had not heard this previously, I asked him as a journalist – and he stated that the role of journalism has completely changed 
with the creation of the Internet. Whereas someone would once open their paper to find out what is happening locally, now 
the internet allows people to choose what news they want to listen to; Marshall explained that if you wanted to know about 
these problems, you would have to scroll through specific sections on a website.

Therefore, if we are to go back to his claim of why we should care, I truly believe it is in order to break the stereotype of 
thinking of Louisiana as a party state. It is much more than that, and if we truly care about this issue, it is our primary duty 
to spread the message that Louisiana is, in fact, a state in crisis.
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In the observatory we stand high, watching the vast marshlands stretch into the furthest watery main. Harbors and houses 
line up nearer, and occasionally a bird flies by. It appears the scene is complete under a beaming sun. People here, who iden-
tify themselves as Cajun, lead a lifestyle as unique as their land: reaping fishing areas, cooking special cuisine, celebrating 
Mardi Gras... At one moment, I even believed this was the land of fullness. However, it turns out to be the land of loss.

Sea level rise continues to threaten this piece of land. It is said that southeastern Louisiana disappears at a rate of about one 
football field every hour or 16 square miles per year. Saltwater intrusion kills plants not suited for a saline environment, 
shoreline erosion contributes to land loss, and Mississippi floods wipe away both economic resources and wildlife habitats. 
Communities, established when the land was vital, are waning. One community, Delacroix, which was once home to 700 
people, now has fewer than 15 permanent residents (numbers courtesy of http://projects.propublica.org/louisiana/). Cajuns 
are gone, and so is their culture, and so is the concept of home once associated with that land.

During one reflection, we were asked what we would feel when imagining our homes were on this diminishing land. I think 
no matter what we feel, the existence of that question proves the importance of people’s hope and reliance on this land. So I 
pondered who would ultimately win if Nature and Humanity have to wrestle on this earth. During the trip, I grieved when 
seeing neighborhoods destroyed during a catastrophe, yet I also cheered with new lands built up with resilience. I rejoiced 
when the light of hope shone through the Dulac Clanton Chapel United Methodist Church onto those faces, yet I also 
mourned when knowing people once were pushed to decide what to take away and what to leave behind during the Katrina 
evacuation. At first, each of these experiences is a stroke of an incomprehensible painting. But taking a step backward, as 
all the strokes of the Louisiana trip fade into the background, I realize this whole painting actually demonstrates the inter-
twined destinies of both Nature and Humanity. When people make policies and take actions, we arrogantly assume we can 
control the problem solely by human power. But how can that work without the realization that we are no more powerful 
than Nature? Can we better the situation with anthropocentric decisions instead of learning to coexist with Nature?

When recalling the Katrina repercussions, Michael Dardar said, “the State made decisions based on an economic perspec-
tive, but not a justice perspective. It is not our fault, but we are required to pay the price without benefits.” Later I wrote down 
in my journal: “It is always easier to adopt solutions to natural and social problems with institutionalized perspectives. But 
it is more important to go underneath the structure to understand individual real lives.” Granted, it is necessary for the state 
to make efforts to figure out techniques and to buffer environmental impacts for communities, and to continue to carry out 
strategic long-term plans. It is also important for people to pay attention, take actions, and make contributions. But when 
merely thinking of what it means for Louisianans to lose their communities, my perspective is neither sentimental nor un-
realistic – it is humanized. After all, a land can only be considered vital when its dwellers lead enriched lives. Only if you 
understand you are losing something can you know how precious it is; only if you understand how precious it is can you do 
the right things to preserve it.

When facing the topic of lost communities, I first thought about the lovely kids we met in the Dulac community. Children 
don’t know what is happening to the land because the change of loss is what they live with daily. I walk along the scenic coun-
try path with elevated wooden houses and mossy trees alongside, and hope that all children always remember their lands of 
beauty. But more than that, I hope they never need to tell themselves to remember – that if, as adults, they looked back, they 
would never have the chance to feel aghast that there was nothing behind them called home. 
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In embarking on the early morning trip to New Orleans from Dulac, Louisiana, I had no idea what to expect once we ar-
rived. While tired, but still ready to start the day, I was excited to see what kind of service we would partake in and what 
we would end up learning. After moving into “The Bunkhouse” at HandsOn New Orleans and getting ourselves settled, we 
quickly fueled up on snacks and set out to see the Mississippi River firsthand and explore the French Quarter. After a short 
drive, we arrived and hopped out of the car to look around and explore the city with excitement. It was beautiful, dripping 
with color, good smelling Cajun food and sweet sounding music everywhere. Artists were perched outside drawing and 
painting versions of the city through their eyes, including historical and current pieces, while tourists and natives walked 
around eating warm beignets sprinkled with sugar. As we arrived at our destination, The Presbytére – which was designated 
as a National Historical Landmark in 1970 and is now owned as part of the Louisiana State Museum network – we couldn’t 
wait to get inside. Initially not knowing what to expect, I walked in to see shades of blue everywhere and, directly to my left, 
a piece about Hurricane Katrina. The atmosphere of the first part of the first floor was dark, a bit windy, and quiet (except for 
the TV screens that recalled what happened through news networks and testimonials). We got to witness the despair of peo-
ple who had to stay in their attics for days on end as a safety measure with no food or medical care. We were able to witness 
their outrage against the government and their rescue efforts. We witnessed the disproportionate effects of the hurricane on 
poor and minority individuals, which still affect them to this day. We got to learn about the failures in the engineering of 
the levee systems, and how that exacerbated the storm’s effects. In reflecting on these events, I realized how important that 
hurricane (and Rita, following shortly thereafter) is to New Orleans culture and identity today. It was refreshing to see how 
the city was able to bounce back and become a bustling, lively area where people come to party, as Bob Marshall frequently 
referenced. But, it is also important to note how the museum makes people aware of the fact that Katrina isn’t something 
to be forgotten. It required billions of dollars and months of work to drain the city and surrounding areas. It required mass 
evacuations, and for those who couldn’t leave, usually uncomfortable and cramped spaces until they were eligible for rescue. 
In retrospect, it made me aware that we shouldn’t take what we are used to for granted, because it could all be quickly taken 
away in a couple of hours. Like the people of New Orleans had to have, we must realize that resilience, integrity, and a sense 
of community are very important to be able to restore and build in any situation. 

NIAMH SUTHERBURG
A Loss of Land and Identity

I had heard of the severe damage and destruction resulting from Katrina well before our trip to Louisiana, but I had never 
placed myself into the shoes of someone who had endured the hurricane and the loss of their home. During our visit to Dr. 
Robichaux and Michael Dardar’s home, we were given a more personal and humanized perspective on Katrina and other 
storms. Their stories allowed me to imagine what it would feel like to gather all of my most valuable belongings to evacuate 
my home, or see my neighborhood completely submerged on the news. We were able to learn more about the issues of hur-
ricanes, flooding, the disappearance of land, and the personal losses of homes and identities that often result.

Michael Dardar, a Native American who is a part of the Houma Nation, had lost his home not only during Katrina but 
also on two other occasions. He described the evacuation process, and the fact that packing up valuable belongings and 
appliances into his car became a norm for him and his family. He spoke of the difficulties in being dislocated to a new area, 
and the strong ties to the land that he and other members of the Houma Nation have. It caused me to realize how difficult 
it would be to be displaced from a land so integrally tied to one’s history and identity, and the fragmenting effects it could 
have, especially as the Houma are not federally recognized.

Our talk with Dr. Robichaux and Michael Dardar also emphasized how intertwined the issue of oil is in Louisiana. The jobs 
of both Dr. Robichaux, who works with patients who have oil-related health issues, and Michael, who works directly for 
an oil company, are tied to the industry. Though it supports the bulk of Louisiana’s economy, the oil industry is also largely 
responsible for the rapid rate of land disappearance. Trying to grapple with the fact that the oil industry is one of the rea-
sons why Michael has lost his home on multiple occasions, but is his only means of providing for his family, was extremely 
difficult. It becomes a complex issue as oil is destroying the environment but is giving jobs and a livelihood to those who 
have no other viable options.

One of the most disheartening and impactful things that Dr. Robichaux said during his talk was when he called the rising 
waters an “unstoppable force,” with land disappearance an issue that is progressing so rapidly that it is irreversible. Climate 
change has always loomed in the back of my mind, but during their talk I came to realize how dramatically it could lead to 
land loss when the issue is compounded by factors such as oil. When your land is sinking, and your culture, history, and 
community are disappearing with it, land loss becomes an issue of justice. But as a group we realized the difficulty and com-
plexity in doing what is just, especially in a society where the economy is often prioritized over land.
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TJ BENEDICT
The Oil and Gas Industry: 

A Louisiana Tragedy
The Oil and Gas industry and the state of Louisi-
ana are inextricably linked. The physical impact of 
this industry on the state is undeniable. Oil rigs 
and refineries clutter Louisiana’s coastline. This 
coastline is receding, thanks to the Oil and Gas in-
dustry’s dredging and canal construction, coupled 
with rising sea tides caused by climate change and 
fueled by burning the very fuels extracted from 
Louisiana. Beneath the land and sea, thousands 
of miles of pipelines pump oil and gas throughout 
the state and into New Orleans, where it is then 
transported across the country and the globe. New 
Orleans is equally susceptible to rising sea tides, 
as much of the city sits below sea level. As bayous 
and wetlands disappear, New Orleans also loses 
valuable buffers from storms. The indelible effect 
of Oil and Gas on Louisiana’s natural landscape is 
only rivaled in scope by the effect on its economy.

Throughout southern Louisiana, the Oil and Gas 
industry is the primary employer for communities 
located on the very bayous the industry is destroy-
ing. With the depression of seafood prices since 
1980 thanks to foreign competition, indepen-
dent fishermen are faced with bleak prospects for 
earning enough to support a family by harvesting 
shrimp, crawfish, or other sea-life from Louisiana’s 
bountiful waters. Instead, these mariners find sol-
id employment captaining vessels that transport 
workers to offshore drilling vessels. Southern Lou-
isianans are also employed manning those vessels 
and oil rigs. The Oil and Gas industry pays these 
Louisianans’ salaries, which in turn support local 
businesses. Everyone from grocers to doctors are 
kept afloat by their community members’ incomes 
earned from the Oil and Gas industry. The fuels 
these communities produce is exported primarily 
out of New Orleans, providing an economic boon 
to the city in addition to the rural areas.

In short, Louisiana is caught between a rock and a 
hard place. On the one hand, the Oil and Gas in-
dustry provides economic opportunities to Loui-
siana with which other industries cannot compete. 
It provides jobs that meet Louisianans’ short-term 
needs. Yet the Oil and Gas industry threatens the 
physical existence of Louisiana as we know it to-
day. In coming decades, as land continues to re-
cede into the Gulf of Mexico, the very communi-
ties the Oil and Gas industry support will drown, 
clutching the vestiges of economic hope promised 
by oil and gas production. The Oil and Gas indus-
try has created a vicious cycle in Louisiana; at its 
locus is the cruel irony that the state’s short-term 
economic wellbeing is causing its long-term de-
struction. This irony is Louisiana’s tragedy.
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What made everything connect during The SEEDS Project Louisiana trip of 2017 was kayaking through the swamp ending 
in an open lake. Now that may seem like an abstract moment to bring an entire educational experience together; however, 
let’s try and visualize this moment, the feelings, and the powerful impact it had on myself and the many others who experi-
enced the same moments.

For our experience in Louisiana, we started off in Dulac, a community in the southeastern region of Louisiana. The commu-
nity is surrounded by water, shrimping vessels, and offshore oil rigs. Our time in Dulac was spent with a warm community 
that welcomed our group with open arms and showed us how important the land was to them. Whether it was during a 
church service, a talk with Dr. Mike Robichaux and Michael Dardar, or an educational visit to the LUMCON DeFelice Ma-
rine Center, these moments in Dulac stressed the importance of the connection between people and land. The specific ex-
amples of the connection between people and land were with the Houma Nation, a Native American tribe, which is now dis-
persed throughout Southeast Louisiana and not federally recognized. Dr. Robichaux and Mr. Dardar eloquently described 
the cultural ties of the Houma Nation to the land and how that has unfortunately been disturbed by the introduction of oil 
rigs and natural disasters, specifically hurricanes. The oil rigs have not only added to and perpetuated the effects of climate 
change, which include the loss of land (the Houma Nation’s home) in Southeast Louisiana, but the rigs have increased illness 
among community members and forced them to take jobs in the oil industry. Houma members who have grown up fishing 
or shrimping have seen a decline in species due to toxins being released by the oil rigs; therefore, that industry is failing, so 
the only choice is to work for the source of the destruction of their land: oil companies. Besides oil, storm surge and hurri-
canes frequently occur in Louisiana – and with many dangerous past experiences (Katrina, Rita, Betsy) it has increased land 
loss for the Houma Nation. With the increased effects of climate change, there is no telling what the future holds in terms 
of natural disasters. I left Dulac not knowing what the future holds for the community. The land has the potential to erode 
due to human actions or a freak storm. With the lack of federal recognition, there is no telling what aid the Houma Nation 
will receive. I did leave with a greater understanding about the paradoxical relationship the community had with the land. 
They continuously choose to return to a place that has the potential to disappear. It is like West Virginia in the sense where 
both communities experience Stockholm syndrome: they love a dangerous and unpredictable force, which is the environ-
ment they live in. In this case, while the wetlands present danger, they also form a beautiful, peaceful, vibrant, resource-rich 
home. Being in the wetlands evokes history, stories, security, and so much more. So, it was understandable why the Dulac 
community did not have their bags packed and ready to go.

The conversation of land loss in Louisiana, specifically Southeast Louisiana, did not end in Dulac. When we transitioned to 
New Orleans, we had the opportunity to visit and explore the Presbytére and see statistics of what a lack of wetlands can do 
to a community. The impacts and aftermath of Katrina are perfect examples of potential threats. During our talk with Bob 
Marshall, he explained how if the wetlands had not experienced the degree of loss that they had, then 80% of the damage of 
Katrina would not have happened. That statement alone really put in perspective how important the wetlands are. While I 
witnessed the beauty and connection of the people in Dulac, I saw the tragedy that Katrina brought to that community as 
well as to the city of New Orleans – and to know that humans have perpetuated harmful impacts on others, through the pro-
duction of oil and through construction of levees and canals, hurt: because I am included in this problem. I drive, which...

VICTORIA WILLIAMS
Reflection on Kayaking
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... uses oil; I need energy and I consume fossil fuels (not literally), and therefore oil rigs are a necessary commodity. Another 
impactful statement from Bob Marshall gave a projection that Southeast Louisiana will disappear in the next decade. What 
is mind blowing about that projection is that I will be 29 years old in a decade, still so young. If we lose that much land in 
Louisiana, how much of our world will be subjected to land loss by the time I am 50 years old? It is scary to think about how 
we are destroying our world.

This brings this story to why the kayaking experience meant so much to me and encapsulated the entire SEEDS Louisiana 
experience. We spent the entire week learning about how human creations were destroying the marshes and swamps. Then, 
as we first started kayaking, we saw a straight-line canal to our left and a curvy natural marsh to our right. It was scary to see 
the unnatural canal merging with the natural swamp and to recognize that the canal has the power to destroy what was orig-
inally there; this was something I did not want to see. Then I made my way through the bends of the swamp and saw a variety 
of animal and plant species. There were water potatoes, a food source for wetland communities; cypress trees, which protect 
the land against storms and are natural resources for the community members as well. I paddled alongside the group mem-
bers and tour guides through moss and a variety of floating plants, passing alligators, turtles, and many other hidden species. 
It was so peaceful, resource-rich, and beautiful. The few hours spent paddling made me not want to leave, because I found 
a home in the swamp. Sometimes you just know that a place is right for you and this moment was one of those moments. 

Then I hit Lake Maurepas. It was so vast and wide and the only thing in sight was a big cypress tree in the middle of it. Why 
was the tree there? Well, that used to be land. Once that realization struck, I thought of how the lake I was in was land maybe 
a year or two ago. All the recollections of what I have been learning about climate change, loss of land, and loss of home hit 
me because I was witnessing it in front of my eyes. I thought coral reefs were the only ecosystems disappearing at this mo-
ment due to climate change, and I was wrong. THE LAND WAS DISAPPEARING! Then traveling back, I realized the Gulf 
of Mexico could take away this entire area within the next few years. I wanted to tie myself to a cypress tree, just for the hope 
that it would prevent the sea and humans from taking the land for the reason I was there. Sadly, both forces are not stopping 
in their destruction of an entire community, so they would not stop because of me. So, what do I do? What can I do? What 
can we do? Here lies why SEEDS exists. I saw beauty and destruction during the kayak trip, but the entire experience of 
SEEDS Louisiana gave me understanding, data, and real-life experiences of others, which I now must use to present a story 
at Richmond and to everyone I encounter. This story will be my voice, supported by many others, and it will be shared in 
the hope of evoking the same feeling that I had when I reached the lake: the desire to fight for the land. When others hear 
my experience, I hope they continue the dialogue and have the same fire stir inside of them as I did. While I wanted to cry 
in the moments floating on water that was once land, I wanted to stand up and make a difference at the same time. I will 
forever treasure that moment because it validated my passions, goals, and values, and I am forevermore excited to share my 
experience and start making a difference for our environment and for the communities that call it home.
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CALLIE CINQUE
Hurricane Katrina did not end when it “officially” dissipated on August 31, 2005. Hurricane Katrina did not end when those 
taking shelter in the Superdome were evacuated on September 4th, 2005. Nor did it end when the death toll was last report-
ed on October 4th as 1,833 fatalities and greater than 2,500 still missing. Despite disappearing from the media after these 
events, the consequences of Hurricane Katrina are far from dissipated.

The city of New Orleans is rich with storm history. The Louisiana State Museum’s exhibit considers all the history that pre-
ceded Katrina. In 1965, Hurricane Betsy, a Category 3 storm that devastated full communities, was the most destructive 
storm Louisiana had seen. Plans for a hurricane protection system began immediately after Betsy – and were supposed to be 
completed by 1990, fifteen years before Katrina struck. The hurricane protection plans were still unfinished when Katrina 
hit, forty years after those plans were made. Although the city was aware a natural disaster could bring destruction again, 
researchers and political figures refused to use this lens.

The Presbytére opened my eyes to the lasting nature of consequences. Growing up, I tended to see natural disasters happen 
from afar, and once the destruction disappeared from my news, conversation, or newsfeed, I would stop thinking about it. 
I’d assume far too many people fall into this, by treating a natural disaster as if it was over. SEEDS Louisiana opened my eyes 
to the absurdity of this thinking. To discover that a natural disaster occurring in five days but not ending at the conclusion of 
those five days is unsettling to someone who has never thought twice about questions of shelter and food. It is incredible to 
see destruction on such a large scale, or strong trees toppling, or videos of winds and rain lifting parked cars from the street. 
But it is more impactful to see, more than twelve years later, the city of New Orleans and those within the affected parishes 
still struggling to find what they once had. They worry that the rapid decrease in strong wetlands will only lead to a repetitive 
narrative with the next disaster.

Upon entering the Presbytére, I looked up and viewed my twisted reflection through the 1,600 glass bottles and hands sig-
nifying both those lost and the first responders. The installment is titled “The Spirit of Resilience” and serves as a museum 
patron’s first impression of Louisianans. After witnessing people like Michael Dardar, who classifies Katrina as a landmark in 
his life, and Leo, who supervises an urban farm to provide food accessibility and education to communities in his city, this 
impression could not be more correct.

New Orleans is an area consistently susceptible to change, a fact that would trouble most. Yet, the people of New Orleans 
highlight it as a key attribute in their identity. They accept the idea of change as a rebirth for their spirit – and this rightly 
earns them a title of resilience.
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JACOB ROBERSON
Love thy Neighbor, and Yourself
Black brothers are gunned down on the daily,
Yes, many times by fellas of their same pigment,
But you can’t deny that cops be gunning them down too
Even if it ain’t what the Pigs meant to do.

“Where are you headed young man? You’re not from this side of town”
“Excuse me officer, my house is down the block, I know my way around.”
“I’m not done talking to you boy, why are you so anxious?”
“Quite frankly the news been telling me to avoid this kind of situation.”
“Matter fact let me see your license and registration.”
“I’m just walkin.”
“No, you’re resisting.”
“Resisting what, wait why are you grabbing me?”
“Shut up, you dumb thug! You’re disturbing the peace.”

Racism is taught, you weren’t born hating others,
We ask that you don’t deny this, even if you deny seeing colors.
We’re all born in love, even if it only lasts for five minutes,
The reality for some is that they’re just another meal ticket.

The system is set up for an entire group to fail and be marginalized,
All while the group on top don’t wanna open their own eyes.
“Get off your butt, stop being so lazy! You’re the same as anyone”
But it’s hard to pick yourself up by your bootstraps when your bootstraps 
 take the form of needles and guns.

It’s hard to be educated when teachers ain’t retained,
It’s hard to stay in school when drugs are testing you,
It’s hard to get employed when all your life you’ve been ignored,
It’s hard to be successful when life is so stressful.

Our lives are institutionalized, but they can’t have our souls,
One way to take life back is control what you can control.
It’s your life to live, and your soul longs for freedom,
So open up your mind and lay witness to God’s Kingdom.

Here, no one is better or worse,
We’re all equal in God’s eyes.
Divine Intervention, accept God’s blessings,
But remain cognizant to learn from His lessons.

Love thy neighbor, Gay, Straight, Black or White,
Because if you believe we’re all God’s children, one day you’ll see the light,
Sometimes it takes change within yourself to see the change in others,
Self-love is key, yes, but there’s nothing like the Lord our Father.

1 Corinthians 13:4-7, 12-13

Change your mindset. Be great. Love yourself. And know that you are 
loved. Don’t just know it, but understand this fact:
 “The kingdom of God resides in you.” - Ameer Baraka

On our last day of service, we had the opportuni-
ty to converse with Dr. Peter Scharf, a criminol-
ogist at Louisiana State University, and Ameer 
Baraka, an ex-convict, now activist, actor, and 
model. Together, they form an unlikely but in-
spirational pair. Their presentation, covering the 
relationship between behavior, crime, and pov-
erty, both surprised me and challenged me in 
unexpected ways. As an Elementary Education 
minor at a liberal arts institution, the majority 
of the instruction I have received and the litera-
ture I have read have influenced me to strongly 
believe that your environment is the largest con-
tributor to your behavior, and thus your mind-
set; and, the broader effects of systematic pover-
ty significantly hinder development and success. 
However, Dr. Scharf and Ameer proposed, and 
teach, the concept that behavior is primarily 
molded by your mindset and your values, and 
your environment is more of a secondary factor.

Following our discussion with the pair, all I 
could process was that everything I had been 
taught up until then was wrong. I was left with 
various doubts and insecurities regarding previ-
ous perspectives and I began to rethink what I 
have been mentally fed for the past three years.

More and more, as I continue to ponder on what 
he said, even a few days following our return 
from Louisiana, I unearth the delicate balance 
between the two spheres of thought. Ameer 
Baraka’s call was not only a call to individuals 
living under the yoke of poverty, but also a wake-
up call to us all. Mentality is everything. Mindset 
changes circumstances. As a collective, we must 
break free from the chains that are self-imposed 
and also from the ones that society has imposed 
upon us. Yes, the systematization of poverty 
must be addressed and attacked. However, con-
tinuously blaming the system and other exter-
nal factors steals the agency of the individual to 
personally transform their situation. In multiple 
ways, their agency has already been stripped 
from them. Empower and encourage the indi-
viduals, especially our communities in poverty. 
Teach them how to change from the inside out 
– beginning with their mindset. We must focus 
more on empowering individuals both mentally 
and tangibly in our communities.

 GABI
ROBINSON
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During our time in New Orleans, Louisiana, we were visited by Bob Marshall, 
a journalist from The Lens with a focus on environmental issues in New Or-
leans and Louisiana’s disappearing coastline. We never saw the problems that 
Louisiana is facing so cleanly presented. The southeastern marshes and bogs 
are sinking as water levels rise from global climate change. This is due to three 
main errors in human intervention. First, the levees put in place in 1930 pre-
vent the natural hose-like distribution of sediment from the Mississippi River. 
Without this constant replacement of sediment, the land is sinking. Second, 
canals dug throughout the land allow for stronger storm surges due to their 
deep bottoms. These canals allow saltwater to enter the area further, which 
damages the brackish or mixed salt- and freshwater estuaries housing most of 
Louisiana’s marine life. Third, the oil and gas industry came into the area and 
began drilling for resources and connecting pipelines throughout the state. 
The oil and gas industry is responsible for 30-60 percent of the land loss in 
southeastern Louisiana.

Such a multitude of interconnecting problems makes for a tricky situation. 
Each problem amplifies another so that the rate of land loss is growing expo-
nentially. In the past 100 years, coastal Louisiana has lost about 25 percent of 
its land. In the next 50 years, another 15 to 30 percent will disappear if we do 
not act.

The solution is the 50 year, $50 billion Master Plan that includes new levees, 
Mississippi River diversions, and sediment pumps. However, raising such a 
large sum of money for a plan that has hypothetical and untested components 
will be difficult to accomplish.

When Bob Marshall gave his presentation, I was shocked and speechless as 
I tried to wrap my head around the many problems. It was a very important 
turning point for me in the SEEDS Louisiana trip. I fully realized the extent of 
the issues I had seen so far.

As I sat there well past everyone else had left to go to sleep, I couldn’t help but 
remember that we were in the heart of New Orleans, a city that shouldn’t nat-
urally exist. The risk of storm surges, hurricanes, flooding, and sinking land 
started to become more recognizable. But it is a city entirely worth the effort 
and expense of saving – from the resilience of its people to the excitement of 
its culture during Mardi Gras.

As daunting as the task of saving Louisiana seems, Bob Marshall gave us a fi-
nal quote from the Dalai Lama to wrestle with before he left: “If you think you 
are too small to make a difference, try sleeping in a tent with a mosquito.” An 
important part of my reflection throughout the week revolved around what 
we could do as students of the University of Richmond to help alleviate Loui-
siana’s problems. If we all make enough noise about these issues, those around 
us, and eventually Congress, will hear. We can make our impact by continuing 
the SEEDS dialogue, sharing awareness, and acting towards change.

JARED WAKSMAN
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Who gets to determine standards of measurement, of success? Can an outsider to a situation lay any valid claim to suggesting 
frameworks or improvements for that situation? 

The LUMCON (Louisiana Universities Marine Consortium) Observatory towers high above the stilt-legged houses of the 
Chauvin community. After climbing several flights of stairs, LUMCON’s visitors are rewarded with four walls of windows 
overlooking Chauvin’s buildings, boats, and bayou beyond. Land and water stretch out for miles on all sides; the flatness of 
the horizon (only faintly broken up by oil rigs in the sights of keen-eyed observers) is strange and striking. The distinction 
between land and water is minimal, the two elements blending into each other on the horizon and in our view in a way I 
find representative of how easily the water encroaches the land during storms and floods. The tower at LUMCON allows for 
various types of observation and information consumption. Anyone could ascend the stairs and simply look out the win-
dows at everything they see. Someone could walk around the observatory and carefully read all the information printed on 
the educational signs. The way a visitor thinks about Louisiana after walking away from LUMCON depends largely on their 
powers of observation. 

“We are currently in one of the most productive estuaries in the world, and also one of the most rapidly deteriorating wetland 
environments in the world.” That is what we heard the day prior. Based on our past experiences, our expectations, and our 
observations, how do we regard Chauvin from the tall windows of LUMCON – and how do we extrapolate those obser-
vations to the greater state of Louisiana? There are several, often contradictory, ways to react to the views from the tower...

• Look at all those waterways, winding around the land masses and providing ample surface area for fishing or shrimping.
• Yikes, the water didn’t always come up so high, the land used to be much more expansive, connected, and habitable.
• The stilt houses are so quaint and unique!
• I’m sorry, the water levels rise to how high…?? And that’s why all buildings are several feet off the ground?
• Ah look, some kayakers; what a great way to experience this unique landscape.
• How many people within Chauvin (or the greater Louisiana) have the means to experience their land in such a leisurely 

way?
• It is so great that Chauvin draws in tourists for recreational fishing, it keeps the economy of this small area alive.
• If it weren’t for the fisheries or the oil resources underneath the land, what would be the importance of the land? Who 

would fight for it?
• This is an awesome community and landscape; I love how picturesque it is.
• The government really should take more actions to combat the sea level rise and mitigate the intrusion of saltwater into 

freshwater areas.

Which observations and reactions are “right” or accurate? When I notice the effects of climate change and oil drilling, it is 
easy for me to jump to conclusions such as “Louisiana should make XY and Z environmental changes.”

But how dare an outsider claim they know better than an insider? How dare I presume I can decide what priorities Louisiana 
should have, based on my short life knowledge which includes less than a week of time in Louisiana? Isn’t this what every 
anthropology class warns us about—an outsider can never have complete, or fully true, knowledge of the “inside” they are 
researching? Yet—don’t people also say an outside perspective is valuable, novel, creative, and holds the potential to bring 
fresh insight to a situation?

Maybe. I personally believe using all our powers of observation is something to strive for. And each individual has something 
good to contribute to the table. But remaining aware of nuances—and realizing situations will almost always be more com-
plicated than we initially think—is crucial.
 
So, I will ask again: who gets to determine standards of measurement, of success? When we step into a situation, let us first 
look and listen to really SEE and HEAR. Let us observe before we judge. Let us seek to refine our senses and observational 
abilities. And let us also remember that observation is done with open ears, closed mouths, and open eyes.

NATALIE SOMERVILLE Powers of Observation



Climate change, in my mind, has become the defining issue of our generation. 
For years, I have been trying to do my part to research, to understand, and 
to find solutions in order to push us towards a better and sustainable future. 
Though I have been following the developments and have mentally understood 
the eventual results of climate change, the SEEDS trip to Louisiana was the first 
time that I have been able to see climate change in action – and I truly FELT it. 
The loss of land, the loss of communities, the loss of ecosystems, these were all 
so visceral throughout this trip. The talk with Dr. Mike Robichaux and Michael 
Dardar was a particularly powerful moment for me. I cannot imagine leaving 
home to escape a storm, only to find that the home I knew is now gone, many 
of the people I grew up with lost with it. I was amazed to hear how the Houma 
Nation came together after the two storms, the support that they showed each 
other, and the rebuilding that was accomplished despite being largely forgotten 
by the news media and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). 
The perseverance of the Houma Nation gives me much needed hope to con-
front the obstacles impeding humanity’s march to a sustainable future. This 
SEEDS trip rejuvenated me – I once again feel that we can stand up together 
as a tribe and as a community, and build a world that renews the environment, 
inspires wonder, and uplifts all of our spirits.
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Driving southwest away from the New Orleans airport, I looked out the window of the car and saw, over the tips of cypress 
trees and swamp lands, dark smoke rising from the tall smokestacks of an oil refinery. This image would serve as the back-
drop for much of the following trip. 

Over the next few days in Dulac (and later in New Orleans), I would find that oil and gas permeates all aspects of life for 
many people living in southern Louisiana. Oil funds their livelihood, it pays for their infrastructure, it dominates their poli-
tics, and it steals their land while infringing on their culture. The range of impact that oil has, both positive and negative, was 
something I found particularly difficult to understand.

While talking with Dr. Mike Robichaux and his brother in law Michael, a member of the Houma Nation, I began to get a 
sense for just how deep the impact of oil was. Michael explained how even if you do not work directly for an oil company, you 
likely work for an industry that exists to support the oil industry. This in itself is not a bad thing, because the oil industry fills 
many gaps in employment. However, the domination of the oil industry in employment opportunities becomes a problem 
when communities feel trapped under the influence of oil, and therefore are afraid to fight against the oil industry due to its 
harmful consequences.

These consequences became increasingly evident after speaking with Bob Marshall, a journalist in New Orleans, who gave 
us a presentation on how the land of southeastern Louisiana is slowly sinking into the Gulf of Mexico. My initial thought was 
that sea level rise was slowly covering parts of southeastern Louisiana, just as it threatened other areas of the world. However, 
Bob explained how land in Louisiana was being covered by water faster than elsewhere, because the destructive impacts on 
land and wetlands from oil infrastructure have compounded the consequences of rising sea level. When canals were dug 
through the swamps to make drilling sites more accessible, the ocean waters were welcomed inland, thereby salinating the 
fresh swamp waters and killing plants that for years have protected the land from storm surges and rising waters. 

We finally saw what had been described by Dr. Mike, Michael, and Bob when we ventured out into a swamp in kayaks. While 
in the swamp, we saw how there was very little new cypress tree growth as a result of the salinated water, and we even saw 
one of the canals cutting across the swamp lands, the straight banks looking very out of place in a land of curving banks of 
the bayou. When we left the swamp and kayaked into a lake, the facet of rising waters became more obvious. Majestic cypress 
trees that had once stood proudly on the banks of the lake now stood in deep water far off the bank. 

The puzzle which I found in this problem is that oil companies are not held accountable by the state of Louisiana, at least 
partly due to their influence in state politics. Representatives funded by oil are consistently elected because voters fear that 
oil companies will leave if regulated. Of course, oil companies must stay with the oil, which lies deep under the waters now 
covering most of southeastern Louisiana. But until the power is stripped from the oil industry, the dark smoke stacks will 
continue to loom over the Louisiana landscape as a whole culture sinks into the sea. 
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I was the kid that went on service trip after service trip, and I eventually became a service leader in New Mexico on a Navajo 
reservation. I reveled in the personal glory of serving this community, before accepting thanks and ultimately moving on. I 
thought the people I met were lucky for the work we had done, work they could never do for themselves, and that I somehow 
lingered as a positive role model for the people I had met. I spent an entire summer as a leader of service projects – and it 
taught me nothing compared to a single week as a Louisiana SEEDling. Prior to SEEDS, service meant saving others in a lot 
of different ways. My skewed idea of service crafted a belief that volunteers gave to communities that had little to offer in re-
turn. Although I truly loved the Navajo people I spent three months with, I was never forced to reflect on the ways that being 
in community with them, and learning about their lives and culture, impacted me; or, that it did so in ways far greater than 
the impact of building houses. SEEDS demanded those reflections as we all participated in a true dialogue with Louisianans 
such as Dr. Robichaux, Michael Dardar, Bob Marshall, and Pastor Kirby. All of these wonderful men communicated the 
resilience, strength, and beauty of their coastal wetlands, and left our entire group of outsiders with a fierce urge to protect 
their home.

The desire to help was a familiar feeling post-service trip, but SEEDS put it into the right perspective. A community rarely 
invites outsiders in to fix their problems, and both Dulac and New Orleans were no different. Rather, our purpose remains to 
educate ourselves and others on the incredible efforts already taking place, and support those efforts that should take place, 
so we can best support the community. The community members are the ones who have seen their own bays and marshes 
eroded by human activity, and they will be the ones with the most knowledge and drive to enact plans to combat the destruc-
tion of their wetlands. In a similar theme to Ameer Baraka’s provocative speech, we may not be the individuals to combat 
such systemic problems, but we can try to understand them and believe in those who are trying to make tangible differences 
in their communities.

After such a positive and rewarding experience, my approach to service will forever be focused on the aspect of learning. 
When I entered discussions with the intent to change the perspective of my peers, I found my own views challenged every 
time. As an individual that knows her own stubbornness, I can’t write enough to convey how shocked I was to actually enjoy 
changing my opinions throughout the week. SEEDS restored my heart for service, and reminded me every day that whenever 
I think I am teaching or helping someone else, to appreciate all the more what that person and that experience is pouring 
into me. 

BROOKE WILLEMSTYN
Reflection on Service Learning
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Pulling up and stepping outside of my car, it felt as though not a minute had passed since I last visited the Dulac Community 
Center a year earlier. The air was still thick and humid with the smell of salt from the Gulf waters, and the church across 
the street, whose service I would attend the following morning, looked identical, save for a fresh coat of paint having been 
applied to the deck out front. My surroundings were familiar, and I knew I’d feel at home for the next three days.  

After settling into my bunk (the same from my previous stay), I went for a walk down a familiar street, recognizing the hous-
es and remembering the children playing with their pets. As I reached a nearby dock and looked at an endless line of fishing 
boats, I remembered how differently I felt in this moment the year before. Being over a thousand miles away from home and 
in an unfamiliar town, I was unsure where I was allowed to go, what I was allowed to do, or who I would meet; however, not 
once did I feel lost, nervous, or uncomfortable this year.

From day one, the members of the Dulac Community welcomed us into their community not as guests, but as family. While 
only staying for three days, the sense of trust and security between our organization and the community was something I 
never experienced before. While in my own community, I think to lock the door before going to bed each night; at the end 
of each day in Dulac, the thought never even occurred to me, and we never did lock the door. Not only did local community 
members make a point to come meet us and introduce themselves, the children exhibited little hesitation to come up and say 
“Hello,” play games, and spend the day with us. We were not strangers to them – we were their family.

Pastor Kirby from the church across the street remembered me – a young college kid who had spent three days in Dulac a 
full calendar year ago – by name. As we shook hands and reconnected, I remembered something he said to me the previous 
year: “Y’all aren’t strangers. You’re just family we hadn’t met yet.” This sense of community and unity among the residents of 
Dulac is unparalleled to anywhere I’ve ever visited.

BENJAMIN BELCHER
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Entering my first trip with The SEEDS Project, I found myself experiencing an array of new encounters. Not spending my 
spring break at home was a new concept to me. Flying on an airplane was another new occurrence. However, something 
that caught me by surprise was how attached I became with my SEEDS family, and my ability to learn and engage because 
of them.

Imagine spending an entire week with 22 other people you don’t know. Flashbacks to orientation week ran through my mind 
during the pre-trip meetings. Nevertheless, after the first night I felt like I belonged. Not only did the trip leaders create a 
safe and welcoming environment, but everyone else in the group was so open and inclusive. This was a crucial point because 
SEEDS made us think outside the box; we learned about issues that made us uncomfortable. However, it’s by becoming un-
comfortable that you think: think about the roots of problems, and then enact in their change.

There were many aspects to the Louisiana trip that made us uncomfortable, and thus made us think. In Dulac, we learned 
about how big oil and their contributions to environmental degradation are causing southeastern Louisiana to disappear. 
Disappear? How is it not being fixed? Why isn’t the rest of the country caring? In New Orleans, a museum trip to learn about 
Hurricane Katrina and an at-home lecture from a survivor gave us a perspective we hadn’t imagined before. Even though 
these were hard things to hear, nightly reflections with the group and the overall sense of community we experienced in both 
the bayou of Dulac and in urban New Orleans gave us hope. Nightly reflections offered a chance for everyone in the group 
to pitch in their thoughts, feelings, concerns, and advocacy for change. Spending time with some of the local people showed 
us their courageous will of survival and adaptation that was common sentiment throughout both areas of Louisiana.

As difficult as it was hearing about the ever-present issues of climate change, big industry, political inaction, lack of access, 
and discrimination directly affecting southeastern Louisiana, it is inspiring to know that there are people there who do care, 
and that 22 more students from the University of Richmond are now more educated, to become more engaged and eventu-
ally initiate change.

SEEDS has such a special place in my heart now. Looking back, I never would have thought I’d become as attached to the 
program or the people as I do now. I’m looking forward to the next three years I have at University of Richmond to be a part 
of this unique organization, knowing that even though the people participating may change, the mission of the trips will 
always stay the same. And that’s the way I’d like it to be. 

ARYA PAZHWAK
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In academic settings fostered by universities, critical 
thinking, data analysis, and the proper use of scientif-
ic evidence are commonly emphasized skills used to 
formulate opinions and potential actions concerning 
global issues. The distinction between an emotional 
response and an objective/rational one is constantly 
hammered into our minds inside and outside of the 
classroom. We are trained to take a step back from 
individuals, reflect on the broader facts, and analyze 
large trends or institutions pertaining to our topic of 
interest, whatever it might be. While these are all im-
portant strategies, it is also in these ways that we lose a 
valuable element to our growth as students and future 
leaders in the world. By underrating the importance 
of firsthand experience, we miss out on not only an 
inspirational, but truly informative, way of looking at 
all issues.

All too often, personal stories are brushed off as forms 
of anecdotal evidence, lacking in any real significance. 
However, through the SEEDS program in Louisiana, 
I was most taken aback by moments where I spoke to 
members of the communities being directly affected 
by the issues we covered. Jarring statistics related to 
the significance of topics like rising sea levels, crime, 
labor, etc. were talked about at length, but what tru-
ly stayed with me were the times where I interacted 
with local children from Dulac, spoke to store own-
ers, heard Dr. Mike Robichaux speak about his med-
ical experience with locals, etc. Hearing a child from 
a low-income household’s aspirations for college, or 
hearing of the physical struggles faced by those work-
ing in the oil industry, truly changed my perspective 
on several issues.

The so-called “Richmond Bubble” is hard to overcome. 
Surrounded by people that often come from fairly 
similar backgrounds, it can be a challenge for stu-
dents, myself included, to have a genuine connection 
to issues ranging from climate change to homeless-
ness. This trip opened my eyes to the very real impor-
tance of stepping into the outside community before 
jumping to conclusions based solely on what can be 
analyzed on paper. It is more simple to run a nation, 
university, or even one’s own life concerning oneself 
only with economic factors rather than ethical imper-
atives like justice. What is truly difficult, and arguably 
equally or even more important, is considering what 
effect certain decisions will have on a case-by-case ba-
sis. As a student, I will do my best to communicate 
with the many people affected by issues who all have 
incredible stories to tell, whether that be through the 
Bonner Scholars Program, study abroad, or explora-
tion of the general Richmond area. As someone look-
ing to go into a field like business administration, I 
will always be reminded of the importance of looking 
beyond the numbers related to a decision, to how that 
decision defines myself and others within an industry. 

FREDDY ESPITIA
What’s Next?

OLIVIA HAYNES

I’m in over my head, down in the depths 
I don’t know what we’re doing

Water’s rising, it’s not surprising
That I feel like I’m sinking too

But maybe that’s what this is all about
Although there’s water all around maybe I can

Do something

We build borders and lines, take over our minds
And keep us separated

But we’re so much the same, we’re the human race
Maybe it’s not so complicated

And maybe that’s what this is all about
Although there’s water all around maybe I can

Do something
And maybe if your problems were my problems too

Then we could build a boat, stay afloat,
Take a stand, and

Do something

For all these policies, economies and strategies and oligarchies and
All the things I wish I could control

I find that I have something special I can give, a way to live & learn & love
And, if nothing else, I can help us hoist the sail

And maybe that’s what this is all about
Although there’s water all around maybe I can still

Do something
And maybe if your problems were my problems too

Then we could build a boat, stay afloat,
Take a stand, and

Do something

Do Something
(Song for SEEDS Louisiana 2017)

“This trip opened my eyes to 
the very real importance 

of stepping into the outside 
community before jumping 

to conclusions based solely 
on what can be analyzed on 

paper.”



22everyone needs a helping hand along their way...
SPECIAL THANKS TO:
 Five Loaves & Two Fishes Food Bank
 Linda McKinney and family
 Big Creek People In Action
 Marsha Timpson
 Scottie Perez
 Buster Roberts
 Chester Ball
 Manuel Collins
 Keeper of the Mountains
 Paul Corbit Brown
 Kanawha City Community Center
 Erika Crump
 Lynn Watts
 Kanawha City Health Center
 Dr. William Gorby
 Liz Inez
 City of Clendenin
 Allison Hill
 Virginia Dominion Power
 McShin Foundation
 Honesty Liller
 Taylor Holden (trip advisor)

what we did...
ITINERARY
 Saturday: Depart Richmond; arrive in West Virginia; visit Five Loaves & Two Fishes 
  Food Bank; arrive at Big Creek People In Action (BCPIA).

 Sunday: Service with BCPIA; lunch with Marsha at Berwind Lake.

 Monday: Service with BCPIA; hike to High Rocks; visit to coal mine; singing with 
  Chester and flatfooting with Manuel.

 Tuesday: Service with BCPIA; paint mural in community center.
 
 Wednesday: Travel to Charleston, with stop at mountaintop removal site at Kayford 
  Mountain; visit and discussion panel at Kanawha City Health Center; arrive at  
  Kanawha City Community Center; dinner with Dr. Gorby and Liz Inez.

 Thursday: Serve flood victims in the City of Clendenin.

 Friday: Depart Charleston; en route to Richmond, stop at Virginia Dominion Power for 
  a tour; dinner and discussion on drug recovery with Honesty Liller at the McShin  
  Foundation; return to Richmond.

Sugar maple
(Acer saccharinurn) 

West Virginia state tree



(Front, left to right) Maria Navarro, Azalea Ginete, Anna Walker, Liz Nigro, Callie Jablin; (second row, 
left to right) Valerie Galati, Rylin McGee, Jane Schmidt, Joora Baek, Ashley Vines, Milly Brooks; (third 
row, left to right) Donald Edmonds, Abdoulaye Diallo, Alexis Garcia, Paul Torre, Bobby Costanzo, Cory 
Schutter; (back clusters, left to right) Hunter Moyler, Lydia DuBois, Taylor Holden, Ashley Wilda, Quinn 
Egner, Andrew Reeder; at Berwind Lake. 
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Candid souls, search

and find: rock. 

An unsung town

warmed by music,

the freedom of dance and movement. 

Forgotten and reminded

how to just be, we were  

struck -

back to a place 

of unknown beauty.

West Virginia Mountains, 

the dew in-tune 

with the morning mist, 

crisp, fresh air. 

A feeling shared, brought to life

like honest conversation,

renewing hope,

in a place we call home.

QUINN EGNER
Peering deep into the vast darkness that was a West Virginia coal mine, I couldn’t help but feel an overwhelming sense of 
hopelessness. In my eyes, the mining industry left West Virginia damaged and is the root cause of so many problems facing 
the state today. The relationship that West Virginia has with coal seems like Stockholm syndrome or an abusive ex. Yet in 
many of the communities of West Virginia, coal has a connotation of pride, love, and fulfillment. So much of West Virginia 
anxiously awaits the promised return and revival of coal. Why couldn’t I see what many West Virginians were seeing as we 
both squinted into the desolate hole running deep within the earth? For much of our trip, understanding the complexity of 
West Virginia’s relationship with coal proved very difficult.

On one of the first nights in West Virginia, our tired group huddled around an old VCR player and watched the movie 
October Sky. The movie enchanted us with an inspiring story of the perseverance and strength of Homer Hickam from 
Coalwood, West Virginia, who would go on to become an engineer at NASA. Homer’s hatred of the coal mines contrasted 
his father’s love of coal, allowing for our group to have a deeper understanding of the two perspectives. Much of the town in 
the movie favored coal. The book that the movie was based on explains this, saying, “only coal mining was more important 
in Coalwood than high-school football. Sputnik, and anything else, was going to always come in a distant third.”

Seeing October Sky and talking with native West Virginians in coal towns allowed me to develop an understanding of why 
much of West Virginia loves coal. For generations, coal has given West Virginians an admirable way to provide for their fam-
ilies. It’s been a source of pride and accomplishment. Coal drove the economy of West Virginia forward, at one time making 
its counties some of the fastest growing counties in America.

Suddenly, the mining industry largely left. Unemployment, drug abuse, and poverty have all entered as coal departed. The 
problem is complex. However, after spending time in West Virginia and broadening my perspective, I can finally see why so 
many West Virginians are waiting for the revival of coal despite all of the problems it has caused. Who wouldn’t want to try 
to go back to the way things were? While there may not be a correct answer on how to solve the issues facing counties such 
as McDowell, considering all perspectives and keeping an empathetic mind will allow us to find better solutions. 
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ABDOULAYE DIALLO
As others departed for beach houses, we found a home away from home. BCPIA, Big Creek People In Action, was our pivot 
but also felt like home as we engaged and served McDowell County. It was also indicative of the sense of community that 
permeated the county. One afternoon, after some morning service with Scottie and Buster, we drove down to Berwind Lake 
to have lunch with Marsha. Marsha told us her story about how she co-founded BCPIA and the role it plays in the communi-
ty. It served as a hub of community, where the elderly could tutor the children and the women of the community could feed 
the school children. Aware of the crippling home environment endured by half of its student population, they took school 
children in after school and the village raised them. They also host college groups and place them in the community where 
there is need for service. Although McDowell County struggles, they are proactive and have a shared investment to promote 
mutual welfare. BCPIA, Five Loaves & Two Fishes Food Bank, and other community non-profits are actively combating 
issues of poverty, food deserts, education, healthcare, drug-abuse, and etc. Our daily service was to help Scottie and Buster 
with home repair. McDowell is a poor county with poor infrastructure; the shelter they have is what little they could afford 
in the wake of two floods, ten months apart. Imagine having to rebuild your home after one flood, only to have it destroyed 
in another flood. At that point you are financially crippled and will settle for the best shelter you can afford. We loaded our 
tools in the truck and went to do daily service at a house. We put in insulation and siding, destroyed the stairs, and worked 
to rebuild the porch. It felt so rewarding to see the project coming along day after day. Scottie, for example, could install 
plumbing, do construction, and fix basically anything in your house. He was also the town’s fire marshal. Though he did not 
finish high school, he had the will, skill, and heart you cannot teach. He partners with BCPIA and helps college students 
do service work in the community. This community was inspirational in their will to lead others with a big heart. Later, we 
had the pleasure of a country music concert by McDowell’s very own Chester. Chester was so charismatic and humorous. 
His smile brought intimacy to the room. He made us laugh until we fell over. He sang us songs, some cheerful but others 
sad. He shared his personal insight on how the talented in the community have used music as a form of storytelling to echo 
their shared sentiment, truly amazing. In particular, he talked about a local musician who wrote a song about the floods his 
community endured, a very sad song, and how the song really holds a deep root connection to those within the community. 
Overall, our assumptions and first impression of McDowell County truly changed for the better the more we talked with the 
inspiring people of the community and understood the depth of investment they had in their shared space. I only hoped that 
investment would be matched by our government so that a region so rich in resources would not be so impoverished. As 
one of our speakers said, “West Virginia has the best government can buy and coal is only cheap because we pay the price.”

PAUL TORRE
The sun sinks behind mountains rising

When will a canary sing?

Gold on the dome

Black gold in the veins of politicians

Black tar in the veins of men

Coal is king.

Voices of the youth

Choked by the dust that keeps 

The fires billowing deep.

Fly away on rocket’s wing

The old forge of America-

Forgotten glory of human feat.
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DONALD EDMONDS

The mountains stand like giants
But at night they seem taller
Like a mother with her children
Keeps watch over her holler

And for all that seems wrong
There is still a lot that’s right
And this place is full of heroes
Fighting the good fight

See, if this land is a canvas
Then the people here paint
And though their hands are calloused
Their hearts sure ain’t

Hidden Heroes

Like Marsha and her holler
Telling us stories by the lake
How she stood up to protect
What others tried to take

Like Chester and his guitar
And the broom we all feared
Flat-footin’ and loving
How it wasn’t at all weird

May we remember these heroes
And the things they had to say
About caring for the lost
And helping others along the way

MARIA NAVARRO

Like Linda and her laugh
And how it made us laugh too
How she’ll fix you up a meal
Without even knowing you

Like Joel and his garden
Trying to start something new
But feeding the five thousand
Ain’t an easy thing to do 

Like Scottie and Buster
How they’re so patient and kind
As they rebuild this town
One house at a time
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ANDREW REEDER
As soon as we reached McDowell we began to see the scars left after coal declined. We saw them first through the land in the 
dilapidated houses nestled into the sides of mountains, and then through people as we spent the week hearing folks’ stories, 
their love of the land, and their relationship to coal. Some loved it: “it’s in my blood,” said one man who had recently been 
re-hired to work in the mines. However, our overall impression was that coal companies were holding McDowell captive 
and allowing suffering for their own profits. When we toured Dominion Power’s Chesterfield station, we entered with the 
absolute belief that coal is bad, and that Dominion is a merchant of death for dealing with it.

Of course, it isn’t. The people that work there are trying to make a living, just like everyone else. Dominion itself is just sup-
plying the power that’s demanded by us: demanded for appliances, temperature control, and data centers (surprisingly, these 
use as much as ten percent of power consumed in the US). As much as Dominion is to blame for producing energy using an 
unclean source, we are to blame for readily consuming that energy without considering its long term environmental costs.

We entered the Chesterfield plant looking for a definitive answer on whether coal was, in aggregate, good or bad, and fully 
expected the answer to be “bad.” At the end of a three-hour tour and a passionate discussion we had the real answer: “it’s 
complicated.” I suppose we should have expected this part of Dominion to be complicated. No company is truly evil, and of 
course they don’t have any explicit ill intent toward coal workers or the environment. What I didn’t expect, and what’s been 
the hardest for me to process after we returned to Richmond, was a discussion I had with a Dominion worker during our 
tour.

Our tour guide studied Environmental Science and Chemistry in college, and had worked at Dominion’s Chesterfield plant 
for 36 years. It’s well known that Dominion hasn’t always complied with the EPA’s environmental regulations and that coal 
is destructive to the environment, and so I asked her how she felt about the company, separate from the official corporate 
stance, given her educational background. She said that if her opinion differed at all from the company’s and if she didn’t 
think they were doing a good job, she wouldn’t work there. I had expected her to give the understandable answer that al-
though Dominion wasn’t perfect, she was doing what she could to make it better. I was shocked at her conviction that Do-
minion is an environmental steward. Other knowledgeable people who care deeply about the environment say exactly the 
opposite; I’ve wondered often since we got back how people with the same fundamental goal can be so firmly on separate 
sides of a divisive debate. The initial answer is, of course, “it’s complicated.” It’s in those complications, however, that we can 
understand Dominion’s relation to coal production in McDowell, our relation through Dominion, and the future of the 
environment.

VALERIE GALATI
I’ve always enjoyed learning, but much of what we learn in college is from a classroom. This is good, but to truly understand 
an issue, one must see it first-hand from all perspectives. There is at present no other industry than coal in West Virginia, 
and coal is dying. To say this is one thing, but to meet the people who are directly involved is another. They take pride in 
what they do and work hard for their families, despite the health and safety risks. Coal mining is a heavily regulated industry, 
which causes it to be an expensive operation. An owner of a mine that we met with expressed that he would sell the mine if 
given the opportunity. The problem, however, is that there are no viable alternatives in the region because everything is built 
off of coal. West Virginia is a mono economy, and unless the government gives opportunities to the people, coal will remain.

Growing up on the outskirts of Appalachia, I have seen the effects of the energy industry and their temporary presence in 
small towns. My town is currently booming due to natural gas, and our schools are spending money to expand; but soon 
the companies will move on, leaving our town in the dust: a ghost town. This is what happened to the towns in McDowell. 
They once flourished and built their towns up, but soon the industry left, and so did the people. Those who are left love their 
home, they love their community. I have come to love and respect so many people in West Virginia because they have shown 
such strength and compassion towards others. The coal industry may have taken away much, but the people are resilient and 
cannot be defeated.



“We cannot do everything and there is a sense of liberation in realizing that. This 
enables us to do something and do it very well.” (Archbishop Oscar Romero)

With an increasing and overwhelming amount of pain and brokenness in the world, making a positive change can feel 
impossible. It is easy to think that even the largest difference one person can make hardly puts a dent in the wall of issues 
currently engulfing humanity. Many people face that wall and give up, saying, “The world is too big to save and the problems 
too large to solve.” But other people, even in small, impoverished communities like McDowell, West Virginia – where you’d 
think moral would be so low that everybody would throw in the towel and abandon ship (many do, as is evident by the 
massive exodus of people from the county, particularly the younger generation) – face the wall, yielding a carefully fashioned 
sledgehammer of hope.

Linda, Bob, Joel, and the rest of their family running Five Loaves & Two Fishes Food Bank in McDowell, are the types 
of people forcefully facing the wall, and they are a force to be reckoned with. The categorization of “food bank” warrants 
clarification, because not only do they distribute food to the community, but they also provide clothing, toys, blankets, and 
more for other need-based situations. And alongside the tangible items they provide, Linda’s family provides intangible and 
invaluable services such as counseling and Zumba fitness classes. Moreover, Joel, an older son in the family, is in the process 
of building a hydroponic garden that he is intending to grow fresh foods from, as well as use to educate people in McDowell 
about the process. As he explained to us SEEDlings, “I would really like to see people expand their knowledge.” A large prob-
lem in McDowell, he informed us, is the lack of willingness to look outside the coal industry for economic gains. “People 
tend to ‘ding’ to the thing they know,” he said. When he discussed how his side of the food bank, as well as his sister’s side 
(who deals with their finances), fit in with what his parents started, Joel exclaimed, “Mom wants to feed people. My sister 
and I want to teach people.”

Joel’s emphasis on teaching the people of McDowell a new skill is what resonated most with me about the visit to the food 
bank. It’s cliché, I know, but there’s great truth behind the saying “If you give a man a fish, he’ll be full for a day; but if you 
teach a man to fish, he’ll be full for life.” It is not that the people of McDowell are hopeless when it comes to learning nec-
essary and beneficial skills to positively bolster and shape their community. Rather, they need reasons to hope, as well as 
effective resources and opportunity to act on that hope. To return to my earlier analogy of holding a sledgehammer of hope 
in front of the world’s wall of problems, Joel recognizes that just as it takes more than one or two tools to do any real damage, 
it takes people to find the power to change.
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LYDIA DUBOIS
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JANE SCHMIDT
Marsha

Marsha sat by the lake that she loves, in the beautiful West 
Virginia town where she was born. She came to tell us 
about Big Creek People In Action, the nonprofit communi-
ty center she helps to run, but the narrative she told was so 
much more than an organization. Her stories were all about 
the people, the land, and the fight for justice going on with-
in and between them. As someone who stepped into rural 
McDowell County expecting to find people who thought 
about life through a narrow lens refined purely by life and 
values of a small coal-powered town, I was in for a surprise. 

Not just one but many areas of justice were on the agenda 
in this woman’s mind. We heard about environmental en-
deavors like the time she “saved the lake” from impending 
destruction with a few phone calls and the help of some en-
dangered freshwater mussels. We heard about the class and 
racial tensions between two nearby towns as well as how 
she cared about these issues because of the real experienc-
es of people close to her, although they were not her own. 
We heard about her son with autism who suffered physical 
beatings in school because some people thought he did not 
deserve to be valedictorian and how she dealt with that for 
years because of the area’s limited educational options. 

I ran over to thank her for sharing after the talk, and she 
surprised me yet again with a big hug. I was proud to have 
been able to learn so much from this woman and to be 
touched by her warmth and hospitality as she unquestion-
ingly accepted me as a friend. 

Many of the thoughts she shared resonated with me. We 
have both spent time living in a variety of places that expe-
rience has allowed us to bring home broader perspectives 
to our own communities. We both want to see greater jus-
tice in a variety of areas because of the situations of people 
close to us, which reminded me of the importance of prox-
imity. 

Personally, I had needed that reminder of proximity en-
tering McDowell County. After meeting Marsha, I realized 
that I had unknowingly made a lot of generalizations about 
the individuals and communities we would encounter. For 
instance, I learned that just because there may be trending 
mindsets in an area, they do not appear identically or to the 
same extent from individual to individual or from county 
to county, and that it is important to get to know people 
first without placing judgement on anyone. Just like I was 
able to apply these lessons to the remainder of the West 
Virginia trip, I hope to keep them with me wherever I go. 

BOBBY COSTANZO
A boy goes out to catch his bus; it’s 5 AM.

Wearing his weekday jeans; his stomach growls.
He won’t eat ‘til lunch; he only eats at lunch.

The bus rounds bends, shells of community surround.
Minutes turn to hours, the scenery never changes.

Coal coated seats; futures blanketed in uncertainty.
Education left with coal; the children stayed with McDowell.

A boy goes out to find a job; he’s 17 years old.
Wearing his work jeans, he tries the mines.

There’s no work; at least he won’t get the black lung.
He needs to feed his family, his siblings, his search widens.

Success an hour away; Minimum wage, A* wage.
The money left with coal, the need stayed with McDowell.

A boy comes in; 2 kids of his own.
A Mountain of bills pile up, he can’t summit.

Weighing his self worth, he is left wanting.
Pain in his boys’ eyes; he self medicates.

It’s too hard being him, there; easier to forget.

A boy comes Home, and knows there is Hope.
As education suffers; he learns to Care.

The work is nowhere; his Community is everywhere.
Addiction a byproduct; Hope the result.

A Boy Goes Out
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HUNTER MOYLER Political Empathy in West Virginia

As someone who considers himself staunchly and proudly left of center on the political and ideological spectrums, I must 
say that I’ve often struggled with empathy. That is, I sometimes have difficulty understanding the sentiments and goals of 
those who think differently than I do. On the one hand, there are perfectly valid criticisms to be made about the Republican 
and Democratic parties’ methods and motives. On the other hand, it’s incredibly easy to paint everyone who disagrees with 
you with a broad, spiteful brush, cast the lot of them as foolish or bigoted, and dismiss everything they say.

It goes without saying that this poisonous manner of thought and political discourse was acutely prevalent all throughout the 
2016 presidential campaign — from both poles — and that, if anything, it has only been exacerbated since Donald Trump’s 
victory.

When I headed to McDowell County in March with The SEEDS Project, I was well aware that I was sojourning in Trump 
country. Having watched the electoral map on Election Night as intensely as I would the clock during a final exam, I already 
knew that the people of the region had voted overwhelmingly for the Republican ticket in November. What I hadn’t done is 
give much thought as to precisely why they did so.

As my group visited different spots around the county during our service and had the chance to talk with the people who 
lived there, the subject of the new president inevitably effervesced to the surface of our conversations. I learned a lot during 
these conversations. I was somewhat surprised to find that many didn’t like Trump as a candidate (or even as a person), but 
rather a promise he made: to bring coal back.

Coal is the main industry of southern West Virginia. McDowell used to be one of the most prosperous counties in the nation, 
purely thanks to how much coal it produced. As demand for the resource declines, earning a living has been more difficult 
for many. In his campaign, Trump promised to “bring coal back.” For folks in McDowell, that meant a return to a stable 
livelihood. Truly making America great again.

I had to think a lot about people’s rationale for voting. As an English and Journalism student from the suburbs whose expen-
sive education is more or less already paid for, I don’t have reason to worry about many of the things voters from McDowell 
do, such as whether or not the field I’m training for will exist ten years from now. This privilege allows me to vote based on 
my morals, while paying comparatively scant attention to economic issues — as well as, to be honest, allowing me to study 
literature instead of a trade. Not everyone voted for Trump because they bought his hateful rhetoric. Some merely felt his 
promises to the nation would bring them economic relief.

This reminds me how important empathy is when thinking about politics. It’s never right to assume you know precisely 
what’s on another voter’s mind. To quote Atticus Finch, “You never really understand a person until you consider things 
from his point of view.”
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JOORA BAEK
Five Loaves & Two Fishes is more than a food bank to West Virginians. 
Before I visited there, I thought it would be a small operation with 
some food and products that might be left over from markets. How-
ever, it was totally different from my expectation. In addition to food 
and clothes, there was a Zumba class provided and a church inside the 
building for people’s mental health. It gave me a lesson that food is not 
enough for people to live healthily; spiritual exercises are sometimes 
more important for people who feel hopeless. Because I have lots of 
cultural resources around me, I ignored its importance. In addition 
to the cultural resources that the food bank has, I was surprised that 
there are numerous kinds of products, including female products and 
children’s products. All the products were well organized despite the 
vast amount of them. I was impressed by people who volunteer there, 
because it can be lonely to serve for the community when there is no 
support from government or local people.

After my visit, I remembered my experience in South Korea when I 
volunteered at a community service center to deliver side dishes to 
elders who cannot afford their livings on their own. The community 
center got some food and products provided from local food banks, 
but most donations were small in scale and did not provide items that 
the elders actually needed. Understanding what people need is nec-
essary when trying to help them. I think Five Loaves & Two Fishes 
is doing a good job seeing what their neighbors need and supporting 
them not only physically but also mentally.

I was also motivated by Joel, who returned to his community and 
has challenged it with novel ideas. He started to grow fresh vegeta-
bles using hydroponics that are suitable for the lands contaminated by 
floods. He pointed out the biggest challenge is the repressiveness of the 
community. I found lots of similarities between West Virginia and my 
community. I also see lots of contradictions among people who try to 
preserve their community as it is and who try to start new methods of 
improving problems. I hope I can be courageous like Joel and initiate 
positive changes in my community.

ASHLEY VINES During times of struggle,
there is a stranger lurking.

He emerges from the shadows 
tempting to ease your mind.

Poverty’s burdens grow stronger 
as your spirit begins to die.

Temptation finally overcomes you 
as the pain is temporarily taken away.

The stranger becomes a friend.
You’d do anything to make them stay.

The friend becomes parasitic, 
as he slowly brings all other relationships to an end.

The community that once struggled with you,
now sees you as another burden.

There are no resources to cure you,
the government does not care.

The ones taken into the shadows,
are not usually seen again.

There is no treatment, nor help, nor funds
to combat this problem among the poor. 

These people seeking relief and hope
are now knocking on death’s door.

The cycle of poverty seems to never end 
because the lives are often taken by the trap of a new friend.

The Trap of
Drug Addiction
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ANNA WALKER Home

Sitting on the cold gymnasium floor of the old Big Creek High School as a first time SEEDS participant, looking up at the 
older gentleman playing his guitar, I was impressed by his love for his people. Chester spoke of the land and how it had been 
destroyed in the flood, the community that supported one another in the aftermath, and how music was a uniting force that 
brought comfort during hard times. We participated during the silly sing-alongs, listened intently to the songs filled with 
somber memories, and imagined ourselves when Chester shared his own stories of past BCPIA volunteers turning into close 
friends. Although I already had so much love and appreciation for the people of McDowell County, it had only been my first 
full day of service, and I wondered how an outsider could feel so inclined to want to fully integrate into the community after 
returning to their normal lives outside a week-long service trip.

As I spent more time at my service site, I was able to witness the strong ties to family unlike anything I had ever previously 
encountered—the youngest son, a seventeen-year-old still in high school, would jump of the school bus and immediately 
come assist in the home repairs we had been working on. I thought about my daily routine when living at home and, to put 
it nicely, my parents had to pull my teeth to even take care of my dirty dishes, much less help with jobs around the house. 
Working alongside this family I learned about their resilience, adaptability, and respect for the land, which made this place 
unlike any I had ever been before. I fell in love with the barn, and the lake, and the holler down the way, and the mountains, 
and the smiles that greeted you every day. It was home.

Before I knew it, it was time to say good-bye to the place that held my heart captive, and I was not prepared for what awaited 
me in returning to the University of Richmond. Everything I once prioritized and felt was vital for me to keep living no lon-
ger had importance in my life. I daydreamed about the day I would get to go back to the land of perseverance and found it 
difficult to focus on my pre-med classes that were crucial to me taking the MCAT in the coming months. The passion I once 
had in being a doctor was now so rivaled by my unwavering love of real, true service, that I questioned my entire life plan. 
I knew that I could not be happy until: a) I returned to McDowell County, and b) took a break from school to dedicate my 
life to service. To ensure this happened, I immediately applied to be West Virginia Trip Chair for the upcoming school year, 
and then began my internal battle of deciding to take a gap year and apply to the Peace Corps.

Thankfully, I was chosen to be West Virginia Trip Chair with my dear friend, Liz, and was able to channel every ounce of 
love, energy, and passion into planning an amazing trip to West Virginia to lead seventeen participants on a service-learning 
journey to help grow their worldview and begin a life of active service. I don’t think I have ever paid so much attention to a 
project before in my life; I was dedicated to make this trip as memorable and beautiful as mine had been – which then forced 
me to focus on this whole gap year (years?) idea. I had taken the classes, completed my HPAC interview, and prepped for the 
MCAT. I was ready to enter medical school straight out of my undergraduate career, but I knew it wasn’t time. Explaining 
this to friends and family was difficult, because words failed to describe how I had been changed in such a short amount of 
time, one week to be exact.

As the semester progressed, my anticipation to be back in West Virginia steadily grew, as well as my newfound desire to 
enter the Peace Corps after graduation in order to continue my time in community integrated mutual service. Participant 
selection came and went, my SEEDSership team became more like family, and final details of the itinerary were solidified. 
Before I knew it, we were a week out from our trip and I was unable to contain my excitement; school took the back seat as 
Liz and I dealt with last minute disruptions to the trip and I smiled all day, every day. It was finally happening, and I was 
going back to my favorite place on earth.

The day had arrived; I tossed and turned all night in my eagerness to drive through the rolling hills and winding mountain-
ous terrain of West Virginia to end at BCPIA. Each town we passed brought me ever closer to the holler we could call home 
for the week, and gave the participants their first peek into the conditions of this forgotten place. I had been able to contain 
my emotions until we entered one of the many unincorporated towns of McDowell bearing a welcome sign which read “We 
love where we live.” Silent tears streamed down my face as the power of those words overcame me. A year ago I thought these 
people needed, even wanted, saving, and I believed that was why we were there. Ultimately, I was the one who had been saved 
from my fast-paced, self-centered lifestyle, and I never plan on going back.
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My sense of belonging, happiness, and comfort came back almost immediately, and it was as if I had never left the place that 
so fully had my heart. If at all possible, my second trip to West Virginia was even better than the first. All the same emotions 
I had experienced had now been multiplied seventeen times, as my participants thoughtfully engaged in dialogues, selfless-
ly served, and found their way as SEEDlings. I found that my satisfaction was no longer from within, but from seeing the 
friendships form around me, and witnessing my group grow through their experiences. They constantly challenged me to 
be more open-minded and to seek out friendships even when it may feel uncomfortable. The ability to take naps like I had 
done the year prior was not an option, which actually was a blessing in disguise—I helped make dinner, clean up, and carry 
conversations I would not otherwise have had. My lovely nuggets, as I so endearingly call them, showed me another aspect 
of the trip that was just as important as integrating into the community of McDowell: it was being an active member of my 
own community.

Coming together after a day filled with service, hiking (twice), and visiting a coal mine, we were able to spend our time sing-
ing with Chester and flatfooting with Manny. It was here that just one year previously I wondered how such a small place 
could be so captivating, and all it took to answer the question now was a look around the room—warmth. The warmth filled 
every crevice of the cold gymnasium, whether it be the laughter as we played the broom dance, the significant conversations 
that were occurring, or the thoughtfulness that was extended to us as outsiders; it was everywhere. McDowell County has 
love, devotion, and the utmost respect for its people, whether they are a lifelong resident or a college group visiting for four 
days. The courtesy and admiration I encountered with every single resident and within my own group of peers showed me 
just how impactful actions can be on a person’s life, not matter how insignificant. I went from thinking I was there to help, to 
being served in ways that have truly altered my life for the better. Although I know I have a home in McDowell, and whole-
heartedly plan to return, I have gained the valuable lesson that home is not where you are, but the community that surrounds 
you, the people. The reason McDowell is so uniquely magical is because of the tough, resilient, passionate, loving people 
that create the most supportive community imaginable, and I can only hope to make someone feel at home just as Marsha, 
Scottie, Buster, Manny, and Chester have done for me.
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ASHLEY WILDA And They Had All This in Common

We piled into the vans on a cold, grey Saturday morning, friends and strangers alike, most having no idea of the journey 
ahead of us. Some of us expected to come back changed, and others of us did not – but West Virginia was about to work her 
untamed magic on us regardless.

Slumber filled car rides turned to noses plastered to chilly windows as the miles wheeled by, passengers staring quietly at 
the blue mountainscape that scudded past. The road wound up and down, sideways and through, over and dipping softly 
beneath, depositing us deep into the heart of the wild and wonderful… into a scraggle of unloved houses with flaking white 
paint and sagging porches.

The community center of Big Creek People In Action became our home for the first half of the week – the sprawling hall-
ways covered in children’s scrawled names and the artwork of pondering volunteers of years past and the quirky warmth of 
mismatched armchairs and cramped bunk rooms welcomed us in. Sounds of pattering feet skipping through the halls and 
coal-black footprints in the showers began to add to the layers of memories that richened the air and dusted the baseboards 
along with the buzzing bodies of millions of ladybugs. Three-hour chicken pot pie pans and nighttime tea adventures added 
to the flavor and rhythm of living life with twenty-two other human beings, sleeping in the same room, eating off the same 
dishes, and hearing the same stories of love and betrayal from folk with the lilt of the mountains humming in their speech.

From learning about Joel’s hydroponics, losing ourselves in Marsha’s time-machine stories by the lake, or dancing the night 
away to Chester’s rollicking music, we immersed ourselves deeper into the land and culture the people of Appalachia hold 
so dear. We piled onto mattresses in front of a VCR and an old boxy TV and cried for the plight of a small boy with dreams 
brighter and higher than the mines as we watched October Sky and rose the next morning to blast away pieces of concrete 
stairs with a sledgehammer, all feeling like mini Thor’s.

As the days accumulated, the exhaustion built. Eyelids grew heavy and heads dropped to friends’ shoulders. Unplanned 
naps became almost planned for, and appetites burgeoned as blankets and raincoats became constant companions to shield 
against wind and storm. Yet even as hearts grew wiser and heavier with knowledge, and minds became chock full of infor-
mation and calculation, and hearts stretched further with all the emotion they could carry, laughter and mischief still glim-
mered in eyes and echoed around the halls, and the night was full of sneaking footsteps on creaking stairs and the snores 
and exasperated giggles of a new family, bonded together through an experience that had never been expected, and some 
never thought they’d have.

CALLIE JABLIN The focal point from every view
Its shine impossible to miss

The golden dome sat
Hiding the pain of the past

The river that was now tranquil
Once roared and wreaked havoc

Submerging country roads
Leaving scars to this day

Despite the torrents
The anchor of hope withstood the flood

And from the depths emerged a new chapter
Hands from everywhere

Strength from within
Built upon the foundation

Their strength the source of the narration
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CORY SCHUTTER
“I don’t know of a single miner who climbed out unbroken.

I know where his black lung is, where’s his purple heart?”

I think we took away his purple heart the day we took away his mountain.

I saw how they took a bomb and made the mountain disappear.

We ate the mountaintop first, like a wedding cake,

dragging out forest nature moist with money.

“What do you value more than any amount of money?” 

We seem to find value in dismantling what gave us life.

Unappreciated mother mountain gave us birth,

we visit her to make ruins and marvel at her utility.

She spent forty thousand years creating soil for a forest,

we call this soil ‘overburden.’

We scar the ground, our thirsty energylust

sipping steel from deep earth-wrinkled mountaintop.

“It is not appropriate to live in a place that profits

off of death,” he says, with a death in his own voice.

Breathe together, conspire, draw in deep thin mountain air,

repeat, “everything has not led to you,” as you take in life support,

breathe out oneness and destroy the golden parachute

that you’ve bought for yourself to escape culpability.

He unwraps a green string, a gift (which we cut into pieces)

Hold them against our wrists (we all conspire)

He tells us this gift means we are somebody,

we are not discrete beings, apart from nature,

we have a reason to be and the power to overburden.

(Fastening knots) we tighten ourselves together

our little friendship bracelet with the earth.

“I’m sorry I waited so long to meet you,” I think,

my fellow earth-friends rising to breathe with me.

We look around our little space station.

Each time I see my wristlet I feel

past the gashed memory of mountaintops.

Haunting wind withers across barren hills,

mother earth clots sprinkled between flimsy stones.

“We have assassinated our ecosystem,” the Mountain-Keeper says,

but we’ll keep touching our halved strings-on-wrists.

Overburden
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LIZ NIGRO
As a senior, about to become a real person, there is a real need to ponder: what is next, and for what ends? I have gained 
insight into these questions through co-leading this year’s SEEDS trip to West Virginia, entering a dialogue with those of 
diverse perspectives, and reflecting alongside my fellow spiders. This experience allowed me to more fully understand the 
interconnected nature of the web that is our world. 

Alasdair MacIntyre framed the intertwined and continuous reality of the world, in terms of stories. Humans are storytelling 
beings (as we saw in West Virginia during our conversations with Marsha, Chester, and other members of BCPIA) who 
attempt to make sense of their lives and the world around them through constructing a cohesive narrative. Within our 
morally individualistic society, many construct their personal narrative removed from the experiences of others and an 
acknowledgment of our collective history. MacIntyre contends that, while each individual life represents a story, it is critical 
to acknowledge that these stories are embedded within a larger narrative, involving the communities of people, from which 
one derives her/his identity.

Recognizing the world is interconnected, prompts us to question the nature of our obligations toward all the living species 
within this “space station” that is our planet. Reflecting upon my personal responsibilities toward the collective has shaped 
decisions involving my consumption habits and profession. For instance, the Kayford Mountain talk reinforced my ...
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... decision to remain a pescatarian, and the act of disconnecting from cell service for a week prompted me to avoid the temp-
tation of looking at my phone frequently, especially when in the presence of others. Professionally, I feel called to teach after 
graduation and enter the field of education policy in the future. I believe that my gifts and talents can benefit others within 
the education field and that my work will yield a sense of self-fulfillment. 

I value such reciprocity, which Lilla Watson eloquently describes stating, “If you have come here to help me, you are wasting 
your time. But if you have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together.” In my eyes, true 
SEEDS service is not “helping” fix up houses for a few days, but continuing to reflect upon, discuss, and live the values that 
our mission statement reflects. Reciprocity is a recognition of interconnectivity of human stories and our shared struggle for 
liberation from the aspects of our complex world, which make us less human. 

While fixing our complex systems seems overwhelming and will not realistically occur in my lifetime, I believe if civil soci-
ety comes together – across lines of power, privilege, and difference – progress is possible. Paul’s wristband demonstration 
illustrated the potency of collective action; through our professions, volunteer work, philanthropy, relationships, dialogues, 
openness to others, political involvement, advocacy, and willingness to assess and change habits as well as to make informed 
choices that promote the good life for all, we can shift the narrative and make her/history. 
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MILLY BROOKS More Than Just Some Feel-Good Words
Mission statements can often be seen as just a jumble of pretty words that make an organization look good and make others 
feel good. However, they’re often vague. They can be verbose, lacking substance and, upon examination, really just state the 
obvious obligations of the organization. While some actually convey the goals and ideals of the company, to others, they’re 
nothing more than a marketing tool.

On our first night in West Virginia, we were instructed to write down the SEEDS Mission Statement in our journals. It was 
read aloud:

“The SEEDS Project is a student-run organization at the University of Richmond that exists to work alongside 
marginalized communities and examine the complexities of American society in order to encourage a deeper 

understanding of the role of service both locally and nationally.”

In truth, I didn’t think much about the statement then. I didn’t think much about it throughout the week. However, upon 
later reflection back on the experiences we had during the trip, I saw the mission statement carried out EVERYWHERE.

Working alongside marginalized communities. We do not work for or against the communities that we visit. In coming 
to McDowell County and Charleston, West Virginia, we provided assistance wherever we were asked to – not where or how 
we thought was best for the community. We were told that houses needed restoration and we did just that, being guided 
through installing sheet rock for the ceiling in a home and putting siding on a house. In turn, the people shared their lives 
and experiences with us – from learning about the necessity of a food and clothing bank, to visiting a coal mine, to learning 
about the culture of addiction in the area, to learning about the region’s history through song. We were not there to judge 
them, nor to inform them of what we believed to be a better way of living. We were simply a presence, there to listen and 
learn. We supported them. We were (and are still) their partners.

Examining complexities. Although several of us already had some knowledge about the communities that we entered, we 
were encouraged by our leaders to go through the week with open minds to learn more than we would ever expect. Convers-
ing with and hearing so many varying, direct, firsthand perspectives of individuals living in areas such as McDowell County 
or the flooded lands of Charleston – individuals and places that are heavily stereotyped and often invisible – challenged our 
opinions and grew our knowledge. We learned even more through debating and discussing with each other during group 
reflection. In learning from all of these different perspectives, we were led to acknowledge that, given the interaction of eco-
nomic, social, and cultural factors at play, the issues were much more complex than we could ever begin to imagine.

Understanding the role of service. Oftentimes, “community service” and volunteering can easily turn into the development 
of a savior complex, particularly when encountering marginalized communities. Through the reflection and education as-
pect of SEEDS, this savior complex is shattered. Only when you become immersed in, work with, and actually experience a 
community can you develop a true understanding of who they are and what they do. From this comes true empathy, com-
passion, and understanding that can translate into other communities and circumstances. This is the true role of service.

The SEEDS mission statement is more than just some impressive, flowery words strung together. It is a message of goals and 
actions, evident in the amazing encounters that its participants experience and what its (student) leaders say and do. As a 
SEEDling, I look forward to carrying out the mission statement in my everyday life to encourage growth in myself, in others, 
and in the world around me.
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AZALEA GINETE
The West Virginian Tree: An InspirationA tree is a symbol of many things

Of strength and beauty and the hope it brings
From fire to wind to human destruction
It stands its ground—a light, a beacon

It has seen beauty and it has seen pain
From the buds of spring to human constrain

It is all knowing and filled with wisdom
As it’s seen the world kingdom to kingdom

From the moment that it is a seedling
To the moment it’s no longer a yearling
Forever and ever, until death they part

The tree has its roots, as aide and support

After many years of arduous fights
Will the tree begin its fall from the Light

Its saplings fall away and start anew
But the tree worries not and bids adieu

It knows its seedlings will be strong and thrive
For it has ignited a fire of passion and drive
This tree is a symbol of possibility and hope
And stubbornness and love tied by a rope

Unknowingly, this tree, is one to inspire
Humans and nature to work together and conspire.

The people of West Virginia live life like a tree.
They refuse to be pushed down; they refuse to flee

They are unyielding and they are fighting
Because they are proud of their mining

No matter the danger, no matter the cost
The people remain supportive—despite their loss

And although the sun doesn’t always radiate,
The people of West Virginia have souls that emanate

These people don’t know how important they are
To us, to the community, to the world afar
They are an inspiration and a teacher to all  

Because they’ve taught us to fight instead of fall

They have opened our eyes to the struggles of the world
From politics to economics and its realities unfurled
But overall they have taught us one important lesson:

That together we are strong; together a battalion.

Whether it be a baby step or the leap of a Tree Frog,
It is vital to reach out and engage—enact in dialogue

For only as a community we can work together
To be good stewards and make the world better.
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everyone needs a helping hand along their way...
SPECIAL THANKS TO:
 Hostel Detroit
 Detroit Delta Preparatory Academy
 Jerry Giordano
 United Automobile Workers Solidarity House
 AmeriCorps Urban Safety Project
 Focus: HOPE
 Detroit Eviction Defense
 Cody Fleeger (trip advisor)

what we did...
ITINERARY
 Saturday: 
 Arrive in Detroit; check in to Hostel Detroit; visit Grosse Point.

 Sunday: 
 Service with Jerry; go on a hike.

 Monday: 
 Tour of River Rouge Ford Plant; tour of UAW Solidarity House; walking tour 
 of Detroit; explore GM Renaissance Center and riverfront.

 Tuesday: 
 Service with AmeriCorps; service at Wayne State University.

 Wednesday: 
 Service with AmeriCorps; dinner and exploration in Ann Arbor.

 Thursday: 
 Tour of Focus: HOPE; service with Focus: HOPE; Detroit Eviction Defense meeting.

 Friday: 
 Return to Richmond.

Eastern white pine
(Pinus strobus) 

Michigan state tree



(Front, left to right) Timothy Park, Harry Hoke, Kobie Crosley, James Butler, Henry Dwaah, Jacob Lamar, Ciana 
Young, Kidest Gebre, Cody Fleeger, Gershom Ejoni; (back, right to left) Hayley Gray-Hoehn, Lauren Scheffey, 
Marie Fernandez, Smaragda Spyrou, Isabella Thomas, Javier Cifuentes; at Hostel Detroit.
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JAVIER CIFUENTES

Over time, The SEEDS Project has developed and refined a service-learning model that carries the potential to shape the 
future of communities through the impact it has in the lives of SEEDlings (the organization’s participants).

The SEEDS Project promotes objective awareness of complex social issues to its participants. While in Michigan, we had a 
chance to hear different narratives about the struggles of the City of Detroit. The issues affecting this urban area are often 
summarized by the decline of the automotive industry. However, a week-long immersion into the community showed us 
that Detroit’s problems are far more intricate. After hearing the perspectives of educators, volunteers, local residents, stu-
dents, unionized auto workers, the Ford Motor Company, and small business owners, it was clear that the city’s problems 
are not simply rooted in the decline of an industry. Instead, such problems are the symptoms of broader social concerns that 
are common across many American cities, but became aggravated by the financial crisis. In a way, Detroit is like a box that 
contains layers of complexities such as racial tension, social class, bankruptcy, unemployment, poverty, crime, corruption, 
and the dependence on the automotive industry. One issue can hardly be addressed without consideration of another. The 
overall effect of this exposure for SEEDlings is the realization that most of the time it becomes a matter of perspective. The 
hard part is finding long-term, effective solutions, a process that requires all parties to be objective and compromise for the 
sake of fairness and justice. 

While SEEDlings may also realize that such a utopia, in which all parties compromise their interests, may not be common, 
the real value of The SEEDS Project lies in the change of perspective. Service is compelling because it nurtures human po-
tential to be better. Service is not about making one big contribution to the world that will be recorded in books for decades 
to come. Service is compelling because every interaction between a volunteer and someone in need leaves a footprint in each 
person’s heart and mind. In Michigan we were able to see a community that is holding hands once again and slowly walking 
towards a brighter future. In a very special way, service is a gentle reminder of the most beautiful qualities of our humanity. 
We remember how important it is to love one another and how good it feels to be appreciated by others. Service is compel-
ling because it heals our humanity and helps make us better people. Every SEEDling is a potential community leader who 
will be better prepared to compromise interests for the sake of fairness, justice, and social harmony. Over time, as The SEEDS 
Project grows, so will the number of people whose lives have been shaped by service learning and are empowered with the 
tools and values that will help transform their communities into better places to live.

SMARAGDA SPYROU
On the last day of our trip, we attended a meeting of Detroit Eviction Defense and then went out for dinner with other stu-
dents who were also at the meeting. The two students I interacted with were Samantha and Lesley, both students at the Uni-
versity of Michigan-Dearborn. The conversation with them was eye-opening – I don’t think I can ever forget what I learned 
from it. They described to us one of the worst sides of Detroit and, frankly, of humanity.

Samantha is a mother of an ill child. She lives with her parents because she and her husband cannot afford their own place. 
She spoke to us about a common occurrence of families who can’t afford to pay their water bill and, as a result, have their 
children removed by protective services and placed in foster care. Some families never get custody back.

Another common occurrence in Detroit is people choosing to give birth to children for the sole purpose of getting benefits, 
such as priority on the sectioned public housing waitlist, the wait for which could amount to multiple years. Samantha spe-
cifically told us of a woman she knew who had 14 children, each with a different father, just so she could get housing and 
financial benefits.

Lesley is also married. She, her husband, and their dog live in a basement they rent by month. According to her, before they 
moved in, the basement had flooded – and instead of replacing the wooden floor, the landlord simply laid a carpet over it 
which, when chewed off by Lesley’s dog, revealed a floor covered in black mold. This mold was something Lesley would 
never dare complain about to the landlord, because she would risk getting kicked out.

Lesley told us of a time when, while she was driving in Detroit with her ex-husband, someone from another car shot him, 
and Lesley pulled out her own gun and shot back. Lesley is now no longer allowed to carry a gun because of a fight she had 
with her younger sister, so she carries knives (Detroit isn’t safe enough not to).

Hearing their stories and experiences made me think about how privileged I am. I have a stable and secure roof over my 
head, I live on a beautiful campus, and I attend a great institution that offers me opportunities others cannot even imagine! 
Graduating from here guarantees that I probably won’t ever really have to fear not being able to make a living. I had the abil-
ity to leave my home country and pursue the future I wanted. Both Lesley and Samantha wanted to leave Detroit, but neither 
of them saw that as a possibility, or saw any point in it. According to them, even if they managed to leave, they would still 
end up in a similar part of another state due to their financial and educational background. So they feel trapped – something 
many others have the privilege to avoid. 
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HAYLEY GRAY-HOEHN
With row upon row of small, mid-century, single-family homes snaked with freeways, Detroit is a city defined by the re-
lationship between space and transportation. As a driver on The SEEDS Project’s first trip to Michigan, I was surprised at 
how much time I spent behind the wheel. Traveling from service site to service site almost always required getting on the 
freeway, and, while it led to having great conversations in the car and bonding over wrong turns or quirky music choices, it 
was exhausting. Not owning a personal car, I found the extensive amount of driving atypical. Both at school in Richmond 
and at home in Milwaukee, I take the bus to work. As we drove around Detroit, it was those who took the bus who I thought 
of most. In Detroit, it is difficult to quickly get from place to place by car, much less by bus. The epithet “Motor City” is fitting 
for Detroit, not just because it is a hub for building cars, but also because the structure of the city forces you to drive them. 
After a week in the city, I realized that for Detroiters who usually get around as I do, by bus, life is not smooth or easy.
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GERSHOM EJONI
Inner City Detroit

We viewed you and treated you as the other
We, most people, don’t get to see you for who you truly are.
Detroit you’re full of rich history and obtain such a vibrant past
people need a pair of shades when walking through your history
Because it’s so bright and beautiful.
We get a skewed representation of what the media portrays you to be.
A hopeless city that is divided by crime and race.
And a city where the only thing manifest are people full of anger and hatred
And the people of Detroit give off an aroma of pain and disparity
That is embodied by hopelessness.
But I know Detroit,
You are full of love and pride.
Yes, you may be down but you will bounce back because of the people
Who are full of pride in being from Detroit, who are cultivated and saturated in your history
A people who are so tied to the city and when they leave they just can’t…
There’s this unexplainable force that keeps dragging them back to you.
The people of Detroit are not separated by unforeseen circumstances that cut deep into their society
But they draw near to each other and support and fight for one another
Regardless of an individual’s skin, socio-economic status, and class
Detroiters love. 

JAKE LAMAR
Change is not always tangible. Not all of us have the resources to create immediate change. However, when you set out to do 
good, you don’t necessarily quantify it, you just do it. 

While in Detroit, we visited Delta Prep high school and met with Jerry, a Richmond alum. Teach for America brought Jerry 
to Detroit, and after two years of involvement, he decided to stay and work in the Detroit charter school system. Delta Prep 
is a charter school that draws kids from a variety of Detroit neighborhoods. However, many of the students that attend this 
school are there because they were expelled from the schools in their own neighborhoods. Because of this, Jerry and the rest 
of the staff deal with problems that are less common at other high schools. Many of these problems relate to violence, as there 
are fights among students almost daily. Jerry has even been accidentally stabbed through the foot with a knife while trying 
to break up an altercation between students. 

Aside from talking to Jerry, we spent our time at Delta Prep cleaning some of the facilities, because there is only one custodi-
an for the entire school. Many of the desks hadn’t been cleaned in months, there was graffiti that needed to be painted over, 
and the weight room was in disarray. Although the students there face physical barriers, the psychological barriers created 
by the physical ones have an even greater effect. The unfortunate condition of these facilities contributes to a sense of despair 
and hopelessness among students, because it adds to their understanding of how underfunded their school is. 

Although Delta Prep appears to be an unstable environment, Detroit taught me that nothing is what it seems. Jerry spoke 
about how Delta Prep has taught him “the ability to see across lines of difference.” As a teacher there, you must be able to 
conceptualize your students’ backgrounds and try to understand their struggles. The majority of the kids that attend the 
school may come from tough backgrounds, but Jerry and other teachers put in an immense amount of effort to try to make 
up for that. Jerry talked about how he would spend close to 30 extra hours a week working with students and calling their 
parents to ensure that they were on top of their schoolwork. There are also effects that go unseen. Many of Jerry’s efforts, and 
even our help in cleaning the school, will have impacts on students that we will never realize. At the end of the day we asked 
Jerry why he chose to work at Delta Prep, and he replied by saying, “I work here because I know that every week my efforts 
keep one of my students from either dying or going to jail.” 



45
M

IC
H

IG
A

N
JAMES BUTLER

On the Tuesday and Wednesday of our trip in Michigan, our group worked with AmeriCorps employees to board up and 
clean up abandoned buildings in neighborhoods with high crime. They work specifically in a six to seven block radius of 
a local elementary school, finding abandoned houses, boarding them up, and cleaning the surrounding area. These aban-
doned houses are conduits for drug dealers and other criminals, and by closing these houses up, it keeps the students safe 
from illegal activity on their way to school.

My experience was extremely influenced by my conversations with one AmeriCorps worker: Anthony. He and I talked about 
everything under the sun while we worked side by side, from what our favorite movie genre was, to our favorite type of mu-
sic, even to what superheroes we would choose as roommates—he chose Spiderman, Thor, and Wolverine.

We also discussed some serious topics, such as the problems facing minority students in Detroit. I knew some facts going 
in, such as there being a lot of schools in Detroit with 95% African American, or other minority, students. From a few oth-
er sources, I also knew beforehand that integration had a discernible positive effect on students, but I did not know how 
deep-seated segregation was.

Anthony grew up in Detroit and went to public school there. We agreed that the lack of integration across communities was 
a real issue. Anthony said that for most kids, the only white people they deal with are their teachers and principals. This 
creates a demoralizing effect on the minority students, as they only see white people in positions of influence and discipline, 
conferring a sense of not being equal. This challenged my view of how good our schooling systems were, and whether we 
were a “post-segregation” society. I now realize that there is still a lot of work to be done towards making our society truly 
integrated.

While we were there, a security guard in the school was yelling at some students, shortly before telling them to move aside 
for some of our group, or in the security guard’s words “these nice people.” The students were not aware of the fact that we 
were with AmeriCorps, so all they saw were some white people being treated better than they were—further perpetuating 
this issue of racial and cultural isolation.

If it were definitive events that created this issue, it would be easier to grasp, but the fact it was so subtle and widespread made 
it difficult to fully understand. Just imagining, however, going into school every day and having this sense of subordination 
weighing over me, and every interaction I had with my teachers or administrators, is, in a word, demoralizing. So, to hear 
about it happening right where we were, and not be able to do anything to help change it, is challenging. But realistically, 
one single week could not change a problem of this magnitude. That week did, however, bring this to my attention in a way 
I could never have experienced while at school. And going forward, I can only hope to better understand this problem and 
be a part of the solution.



LAUREN SCHEFFEY
Monday afternoon, following our tour of the River Rouge Ford Factory, we drove to the Solidarity House, the headquarters 
of the United Auto Workers Union. We found that the UAW, similar to the Ford Factory, presented us with a very specific 
and biased narrative. Our tour guides at the UAW were employees in the education department of the union, whose job it 
was to present the best side of the unions and market the organization well. This bias was easily detected by all members 
of our group, as our tour included a detailed history of the successes of the union, an overview of the awards won by the 
organization, and a look at the boardroom with a view of the Detroit River. What was clearly missing from this experience 
with the United Auto Workers Union was an actual auto worker. That day was packed with educational experiences and 
opportunities to learn about the roles the auto industry and labor play in Detroit, but the story was incomplete without the 
narrative of an actual factory worker on the assembly or an actual member of a local union chapter.

Though the shorthand name for the union is the United Auto Workers Union, the official name is the International Union, 
United Automobile, Aerospace and Agricultural Implement Workers of America. With a union of this size, covering such a 
broad range of industries and representing nearly 1,000,000 active/retired members, we wondered to what extent the deci-
sions made in the boardroom of the UAW headquarters actually have positive, tangible effects on the individual members of 
each chapter. Questions like these could only have been accurately answered by a true union member.

Regardless of the bias, the UAW offered a valuable contribution to the education aspect of our trip. It opened our eyes to just 
how large of a role labor, unions, and the auto industry has played and continues to plays in Detroit, and it gave us a sense of 
the pride Detroiters feel, as they have a long history of organizing to fight the power of the major corporations that run the 
town. We learned more about the history of labor on our walking tour of downtown Detroit following our trip to the UAW.

Our tour guide Dave seemed to be the epitome of a “rust belt labor guy,” with his newsboy hat and his uncontainable pride 
and love for his city. His life has been characterized by political activism and fighting for labor rights, and by listening to his 
stories, we were able to understand the remarkable pride Detroiters have. His stories of the city were equally as fascinating, 
and as we finished the tour and looked back at the city “through the ring that labor built,” we saw the city with new eyes. It 
may not be modern or glamorous or beautiful by typical standards, but the concreteness and firmness of the physical city 
represents a different kind of beauty: the pride and resilient characteristic of Detroiters.
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HENRY DWAAH

The trip to Henry Ford’s Museum of American Innovation was an exciting experience filled with surprises and captivating 
exhibitions. I learned a lot about the modest beginnings of the American auto industry, its major players, its influence in the 
lives of citizens, its wins and losses, and the promise the future holds for it. As much as the riveting renditions thrilled my 
imagination and entertained my artistic sensibilities, the wealth of information I was exposed to also required me to engage 
my intellect. 

It was on a Tuesday. Myself and other SEEDlings cheerfully headed to the Ford Museum in Dearborn, Michigan, and our 
arrival was met with excitement by the curators at the museum. We boarded a bus that headed directly to Ford’s River Rouge 
Factory just a few minutes away from the museum. At the Rouge, the tour guides received us warmly, and shared with us all 
the interesting activities we could do and the best order to see and appreciate all that the factory had to offer. We began our 
adventure with a documentary on Henry Ford, which depicted how his boldness and ingenuity revolutionized the automo-
bile industry and completely overhauled the manufacturing sector. I admired Ford’s resolve to make manufacturing efficient 
while producing durable automobiles - his tenacity paid off in what is called The Ford Motor Company. Next, the tour guides 
ushered us into an iMAX-like, interactive theatre that showed the manufacturing process of the 2017 Ford F-150. The video 
was very enthralling, with all of its elaborate and impressive depictions of the manufacturing process. I could not admire 
more the stunning, automated robots right next to a mock F-150 truck that were acting out the manufacturing process. It 
was a great feeling to experience car manufacturing at such a close and personal level, and some of us felt convinced to buy 
a Ford pickup truck for ourselves. We continued to the observation deck of the Rouge building where we were lectured on 
the environmental initiatives of the Ford Motor Company. The Rouge building had a giant roof completely covered with 
sedum, a succulent plant that absorbed and treated rainwater. Our guide explained that these plants reduced the need for 
artificial treatment, saving the factory from excessive water treatment cost while improving the ecology and species diversity 
in the neighboring environment. During the latter part of the visit, we were privileged to tour the inside of the main Rouge 
building and watch in real time the complexities associated with modern manufacturing processes. One fascinating instance 
was when one of the robots gently secured a windshield on a truck, but quickly receded to execute the same process for the 
next truck in line. Overall, I had a great experience at the Rouge factory that space will not permit me to describe in words. 
The new insights I gained and innovations I saw do not cease to amaze my imagination. It will always be a memorable event 
worth reminding myself of over and over again. 

IZZY THOMAS City Cast by Steel
Look past what you think you know
about this city built from steel but forested with plastic
where the streets are decorated with empty pizza boxes and hot Cheetos bags
with the remnants of life once used, but now discarded
vacant houses peppered around the city
as if they were the structure, the very core of it
a foundation that can no longer serve as the base
you think the city functions as a shell,
a mold with no interior
shaped so the factories make the form
with everything else, as just an afterthought
a place scraped out and hollowed
so it could be reengineered and
cast with a different potential

I found a place where people focused on hope
they narrowed in on it, assembling the pieces together

as if to fill every crevice and void
sculpture gardens slept like dormant volcanoes

when they were seen, the metal erupted with beauty
one stretched like arms reaching for the sky

gears engraved on the sides
to commemorate the labor and the

arched backs of the laborers that supported the city
pride reverberated from the words of the locals

ricocheting until the very air dripped with it
in this place that people wanted to come back to
as they filled their mold with their own potential

redefine what you think you know
as maybe revitalization means to look again 

And see that this type of vitality
isn’t what you expected



KIDEST GEBRE The DED Experience
Whenever you go on a journey, there is one thing that always stays with you. In my journey to Detroit with SEEDS, there 
were a lot of experiences that transformed me as a person. Nevertheless, visiting the Detroit Eviction Defense group and 
sitting in on their meeting was this one thing. Growing up in Ethiopia, the idea of losing your home wasn’t really talked 
about. If you can afford a home, you buy it, and that’s it. In case you need help buying a home, you get a loan from a bank. 
However, the idea of taking out a mortgage was an idea I was introduced to in America. Therefore, I never really understood 
the idea of foreclosures, the idea of losing something you and your family called home. I never understood how a bank could 
have the power to take away someone’s home. This is what sparked my interest in meeting the DED and in taking the trip to 
Detroit as well. So when the trip leaders told us that we would be going to a meeting about eviction in Detroit, I was looking 
forward to learning about the experiences of people who have lost their home and the people that are fighting to keep them. 
However, nothing could have prepared me for the awe I would feel at the meeting. Hearing about the work of the DED and 
their fight, I was expecting to see young lawyers and young community leaders fighting to keep the homes of the commu-
nities they grew up in, to help Detroiters keep their home. However, the DED was run and supported by the elders of the 
communities, people who have a long history in Detroit. While there were young people among the group, I was refreshed 
by the leadership of the older citizens of Detroit. Oftentimes, when you talk about social change and social justice in general, 
young people, the youth, are seen as the leaders of change. We often hear of the youth being at the forefront of change, but 
that day, seeing the fight that prevailed in the lives of the elders and seeing the solidarity between the younger generation and 
older generation and between different races, my view of indivisibility and of unity changed. I would like to thank SEEDS 
for allowing me to experience that.
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TIMOTHY PARK

Introducing the all new and redesigned Ford F-150,
Built exclusively here in Dearborn, Michigan at the one and only Rouge Factory.

The truck is now lighter, faster, and more powerful, putting its competitors to shame
Thanks to Ford’s state of the art ecoboost engine and the vehicle’s new aluminum frame.

Every minute, an F-150 is hand assembled on the Rouge Factory assembly line
That was pioneered by Henry Ford himself, one of the most influential industrialists of his time.

Along with its Phytoremediation test site, providing homes for birds, bees, and many types of trees,
The facility’s roof is made from sedum, recycling four million gallons of water annually with ease.

However, for a facility that once employed over one hundred thousand at its peak,
Inside, the Rouge Factory honestly looked a little grim and bleak.

With past threats already made by potentially moving production into Mexico,
Job security can never be guaranteed, not knowing what can happen even tomorrow.

Inside is an elevated walkway that allows bystanders to freely monitor
As an assembly worker grabs and installs an F-150 dashboard speedometer.
With global competition and pressure to outsource increasing year by year,

The future for Rouge Factory workers is difficult to predict and truly unclear

The all new, redesigned Ford F-150,
Considered the best selling truck in American and world history.

But with every industrial breakthrough the Rouge Factory has achieved,
We hope this can also increase job security and not force its workers to leave.
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KOBIE CROSLEY

Reflection on Service Learning
It is one thing to read about, and watch from a distance, the 
systematic issues that individuals face on a daily basis; it is 
another thing to observe them first-hand. The relationships 
between compounding issues that communities face make 
much more sense when you have the opportunity to observe 
them all at once. For example, Detroit is the perfect storm 
for many of the problems that exist in urban centers. Having 
a previous understanding of the collapse of the auto indus-
try leads one to think that after 2008 Detroit was hit hard 
by the recession. To an extent this is true, but you realize 
this understanding is incomplete as you familiarize yourself 
with the complexity of the current predicament Detroit fac-
es. Without being immersed in the city of Detroit you can 
find yourself drawing conclusions about the state of the city. 
One may think that vacancy and inequality plague the area, 
and if those problems could be resolved Detroit would be 
considerably better off. Again, there is a degree of truth to 
this – but only to an extent. It is not until one is exposed 
to the vibrancy of the culture, pride, and hopefulness of the 
people that one can come to understand the prospects the 
city has. Granted, there are many compounding systematic 
issues that plague the city; but, also, hope and opportuni-
ty are returning. The city is coming back slowly but surely, 
and though this revitalization will come with a new set of 
problems, one must acknowledge the hopefulness within the 
city. It was not until having conversations with the people 
who live in and care for the city that this message rang true. 
Beyond the suffering and the overt barriers to social mobil-
ity, Detroit is a city comprised of loving and capable people. 
Through exposure and reflection, our group was able to find 
the humanity in people from all walks of life within Detroit. 
With empathy comes understanding and a more complete 
picture of the obstacles Detroiters face. Without immersion, 
it is difficult to obtain a more comprehensive understanding 
of the problems others face, but it all begins with opening 
one’s mind to listen and learn. Service-learning provides a 
lens through which to view the complex lives of others and 
allows us to find the humanity in those who are exposed to 
some of life’s greatest hardships.

“There is a time to be tough
A time to be adamant

A time to be open to compromise
And a time to reach agreement.”

JAMES R. HOFFA
Teamsters Union President from 1957-1971



CODY FLEEGER50
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I was honored and excited when first asked to join the SEEDS 
Detroit team. As a product of the so-called “Rust Belt,” I am 
very much personally interested in the region, its history, and 
its current struggles. As staff in the University of Richmond’s 
Bonner Center for Civic Engagement, I am also very much in-
terested in service learning and community collaboration. In 
addition, I’d heard so many great things about the SEEDS or-
ganization… 

The city of Detroit exceeded expectations in many ways – both 
good and bad. Traces of the Motor City’s glory days were evi-
dent. We toured Ford’s River Rouge plant and drove past mul-
tiple auto manufacturing factories; but we knew that they were 
no longer providing the “heartbeat of America” – or of Detroit 
for that matter. We explored labor history and met with UAW 
officials; but we knew that the old story of “solidarity” was no 
longer the city’s central struggle, as it might’ve been decades 
ago…

As we drove into the city, and later as we spent time in it, I was 
honestly shocked at the structural disrepair. Former industrial 
powerhouses that are now in decay was not something new to 
me; but I was disturbed to see entire city blocks of single-fam-
ily homes boarded up, burnt down, or both – especially while 
knowing that there are so many Detroit residents who are with-
out homes. Naturally, my mind drifted to a song as I pondered 
the thought that this was somebody’s (in fact, many people’s) 
“city of ruins” –  

 Now the sweet bells of mercy
 Drift through the evening trees
 Young men on the corner
 Like scattered leaves,
 The boarded up windows,
 The empty streets
 While my brother’s down on his knees
 My city of ruins
 My city of ruins…

The people I met through SEEDS Detroit left me feeling hope-
ful, however; and as I reflect on my time there, one thing stands 
out above all else – the people. From SEEDS leadership, to re-
peat “SEEDlings,” to first time participants, it was a wonderfully 
engaged, interesting, and thoughtful group. Likewise, the sto-
ries of lifelong Detroiters were inspiring, and the pride in their 
hometown was admirable. Detroit, like all communities, needs 
people who are passionate, people who are willing to think in 
complex ways, people who take the time to consider the inten-
tions and effects of our actions. The SEEDS Detroit experience 
was encouraging, even amidst the apparent brokenness of a 
city, because I was surrounded by people willing to work to-
gether, serve together, think together, learn together, and hope 
together…

 Come on rise up
 Come on rise up…
  (Bruce Springsteen, My City of Ruins)
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CIANA YOUNG Coming Home
The easy thing to do is to say that service-learning will change your life. The hard thing is to effectively utilize the skills, 
memories, and conversations accumulated. For me, a senior Bonner Scholar at the University of Richmond, I find it more 
routine to draw meaning from experiences and transport them back into my spheres of influence. Practically, this looks like 
taking the real feel for Detroit I gained and applying it to my classes asking me to engage in critical thinking about social 
constructions and identity. Further, I can pass along my lessons to others I connect with who routinely engage in service 
in Richmond. I will utilize the new context of Detroit and the people who make it what it is today within my classrooms. I 
am better prepared to push the parameters of what I previously deemed as pressing social justice movements. The six days, 
during which I was bombarded with conflicting narratives and polarized interests, reminded me how crucial it is for us as 
students to never leave our learning inside the classroom. Every conversation had, every media source consumed, and every 
single space occupied should be questioned. If something is uncomfortable, ask why. Push. Articulating your privilege with-
in the safety of a like-minded society is not enough. It never will be. True self-education will come from biting the bullet and 
questioning how you move through spaces, new and familiar, to confront the invisible. Good intentions are empty if they are 
accompanied by condescending grins and are followed by stretches of silence.

We must reflect. We must soak in. We must pursue continuity. I will not be working in Detroit in the near future as a vol-
unteer or an employee. I will not devote my waking minutes to recreating my journey with SEEDS. However, I will take 
these seeds of thought, nourish them, and drop them as I walk through life. Some seeds will be carried away with time or 
nature. Some seeds will fall short of development, and remain shallowly buried, experiencing variations of seed dormancy. 
And some will find new life and burst into whole new creations while interacting with diverse environments productive for 
growth.

Throughout the SEEDS experience I found myself hungry to make connections to Richmond, both the school and the city. 
After SEEDS, I will bring back to school a new perspective on which narratives get told. It is the duty of students at the 
University of Richmond not just to answer to the needs of the surrounding community, but to think beyond to the greater 
American community. Furthermore, the trip reaffirmed the value I place on my liberal arts education at the University of 
Richmond. I have had the privilege to choose to think critically about how history is constructed, how many see America, 
and how identities are constructed. In the future, I will continue to focus my education in the humanities, engage in mean-
ingful conversations across difference, and work on taking my liberal arts education from personal and private to political.
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It was the ability to work across lines of difference that made Jerry Gior-
dano successful as part of Teach for America in Detroit, Michigan after 
graduating from the University of Richmond in 2012. Jerry attributed his 
relatively smooth transition into the Detroit community and the Teach 
for America program in part to his involvement with The SEEDS Project 
while at UR.

Over my last three years as part of The SEEDS Project’s Leadership Team, 
I have come to understand how deeply rooted the value of difference is 
within the organization. The varying perspectives and life experiences 
of our trip participants is not an accident. Hours are spent in crafting 
diverse trip participant groups and thinking intentionally about how to 
not only bring those voices to the table, but also about how to encourage 
them to speak.

Initially, I really struggled to let go of my own ideas and embrace the 
compromise that resulted from the diversity. Often unconsciously, I felt 
that my perspective on the world was the most accurate and my ideas of 
how The SEEDS Project should function were best for the organization. 
When compromise required deviations from my opinions to achieve 
group consensus, I saw the value of the solution as also compromised. 
Though I tolerated and even promoted diversity because it was valued by 
the organization and society at large, I didn’t understand its value.

At the end of my first year on the Leadership Team, my SEEDS twin, Jessi 
Sakamoto, reminded me of something that has stuck with me to this day 
– everyone else’s opinion is just as valid as mine. While that may seem 
obvious, I hadn’t really understood that concept until that day. Once I ac-
cepted that fact, I began to see difference in a new light. Diversity across 
all lines – racial, socioeconomic, social, field of study – lends itself to 
varying perspectives that can fit together to form a holistic understand-
ing of a certain problem or situation. A more holistic understanding en-
ables us to better make mutually beneficial decisions and find solutions.

Over the last two years since this realization, I have come to see how 
compromise is not a handicap, as I had viewed it for so long, but a con-
tributor of value. Encouraging people from all backgrounds to help shape 
and mold an idea creates something uniquely qualified to serve the best 
interests of a large group of diverse people. And SEEDS is a large group 
of diverse people. As is the Richmond community. As is the world. By na-
ture of existing in this world, we must strive to maximize the positive im-
pact of our actions on the myriad of people present in our communities.

During my two years as president of SEEDS, I have advocated for a di-
versity of voices at the table. Seeing the results of decisions made at this 
table has reinforced the positive connotation I now associate with com-
promise. As I leave SEEDS and enter the post-grad world, I will also be 
leaving a uniquely diverse community that refuses to shirk from tough 
conversations, endeavors to break stereotypes, and builds bridges across 
lines of difference. To continue these practices in my life requires a con-
scious decision to engage with people who have varying life experiences. 
However, my experience with SEEDS has also encouraged me to seek out 
those various life experiences for myself: not to just bring people to the 
table to work across lines of difference, but to live across them myself. 

MARIE FERNANDEZ
Living Across Lines of Difference

REFLECTIONS on 
FOUR YEARS of SEEDSspecial

     ed
ition...
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HARRY HOKE Service as Resistance
On my first SEEDS trip to Louisiana four years ago, my trip chairs brought out a quote early in reflection:

“If you have come here to help me, 
you are wasting your time. But if 

you have come because your liberation 
is bound up with mine, then let us 

work together.” (Lilla Watson)

It was the beginning of a week’s worth of dialogue on the value of service learning and the best way to approach a week of 
service. At first, I took the quote at face value: we are not here to do charity, but because we are compelled to be here out of 
a mutual dependence. I took on faith that my “liberation” was tied to that of the people we saw each day in Louisiana, West 
Virginia, and now Detroit. I focused my annual journal entries on individuals: first Mama Amina, a chef at our community 
center in Louisiana; then Judas, a child at a feeding center in Charleston; and last year, Terry, a man in McDowell County. 
Each year this quote pervaded my thoughts as I interacted with these individuals and their communities. Each year, and es-
pecially this year, I was determined to not only take this quote on faith, but to fully understand what it meant. It’s one thing 
to think that boarding up an abandoned home in Detroit will be tied to your eventual liberation, but quite another to feel, as 
you are doing it, that you are not simply doing charity.

In my thinking about this quote over the past week, I have arrived at a conception of service as resistance against the system 
of capitalism and American culture that demands individualism and hierarchical advancement. From a young age we are 
taught that our goal should be to obtain capital to advance as individuals. By doing this, we are able to “advance” in our cul-
ture, always working toward the next benchmark of recognition. To do service is entirely antithetical to this notion. Rather 
than individualism, service is about communal action. Rather than advancement above others, service is about advancing 
with others. The pressure to advance within this system is universal. Both the Detroit community and I are a part of it. 
Though I have been born with a perceived larger amount of capital, or a “head start” within the system, it does not mean 
that the system is not pushing against me in the same way it pushes against everyone. By engaging in service, we are able to 
resist the need to further ourselves individually and the empty incentives of capitalism. Rather than leaving others behind us, 
we resist the push to achieve maximum advancement of ourselves in favor of advancement as a community. In resisting the 
pressure to ignore others in pursuing our own success, we resist the system that creates industrial waste, abandoned commu-
nities, and disparity. Though various individuals may experience the effects of the system differently, our liberation from it is 
indeed bound up together. Resisting the system is thus to our mutual benefit. By doing service and working as community, 
we are able to resist and work together for moments of mutual liberation.
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144 hours. 460 phalanges* later.

Those numbers kept repeating themselves through my 
mind as I sat in Reagan International Airport, waiting 
for the bus to pick us up. 144 hours – of community 
service, of driving through the marshes, of combating 
pesky mosquitoes, of eating endless amount of granola 
– had gone by. We had spent 144 hours learning about 
one another, and had laughed through the delirium that 
set in after full days of activities. After a year of plan-
ning, coordinating, teamwork, and some frustration, I 
had finally come to the end of a wonderful chapter in 
my life. But this afternoon in the airport did not just 
mean the end to a wonderful week, but it also signaled 
the end of my SEEDS journey.

I have been fortunate enough to have had four years of 
SEEDS in my time as an undergraduate here at the Uni-
versity of Richmond. Four years, six trips, and count-
less memories forged through community service and 
meaningful reflection. Four years of having been a part 
of a wonderful and growing community of engaged, 
curious, passionate people striving to make proactive 
changes here in our campus and beyond. Four years of 
spending week-long spring break trips that remind me 
that I am a catalyst for change, empowering my fellow 
SEEDlings and me to seek alternative and sustainable 
solutions for problems that we encounter. 

There is a magic about SEEDS that is only captured by 
those who experience it, and I am incredibly humbled 
to have been a part of it for so long. In this last journal 
entry, I seek not only to travel back through the lane of 
nostalgia but also to thank those who have been there 
guiding this wonderful organization through the years. 
To our advisors, community partners, participants, and 
fellow SEEDSership members, thank you for teaching 
me the value of community and sustainable partner-
ships. Thank you. 

*Fingers and toes. We couldn’t come to a consensus of what they were called; 
23 people x (10 fingers + 10 toes) = 460 phalanges. And we returned with all 
phalanges!

KIM D’AGOSTINI
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TAYLOR HOLDEN
I felt incredibly fortunate when I was asked to be one of the three staff advisers on the SEEDS trip this year. As a senior in 
2015, I was the President of SEEDS. I had been involved with SEEDS for two years before that, both as an education chair 
and as a participant. Serving as the adviser was a new and unexpected role I was excited to take on. 

I looked back on the advisers from my previous three trips and thought about what each one had taught me. Dr. Melissa Oo-
ten, on my first trip to Louisiana, was a wealth of information on the history and politics of the city and region. Bryan Figura 
brought thoughtful, well-placed reflections and insights for the things we experienced in West Virginia. As a senior, I adored 
working with Heather Ashton in Louisiana, as she showed me how advisers could step back and step up at appropriate times 
to best support the leadership team. I was excited to channel each of them as I decided how best to serve the students and 
community members on this trip. 

Not only was I taking on a new role with SEEDS on this trip, but I returned not knowing most members of the group. It 
was incredible to see the organization thriving and growing under a completely different group of students. As a former 
president, it warmed my heart to see the same passion from leadership, and even more inquisitiveness and curiosity from 
the participants. 

I write focusing on the people of SEEDS because there is far too much for me to delve into in terms of my own experiences 
in West Virginia this year. Looking back at my previous reflections, I found a satisfying trajectory: I went from investigating 
what ties people to a place, to exploring how the places we visit are sacrificial landscapes for extractive industries. I ended by 
reflecting on the inspiring people and role models I have met through my various trips. “This rotating cast of characters” is 
essential to the unpredictability and reliable amazingness of our trips. 

With my trip to West Virginia this year, I reflected on all these things, but most importantly, I realized how much the partic-
ipants and leaders on the trips influence the experiences, conversations, and connections we make everywhere we go. I am 
more confident than ever that SEEDS will continue to recruit inquisitive, compassionate students and connect them with 
communities and individuals in sustainable service and dialogue. The students this year reminded me of the importance of 
listening “not to respond,” rather than always listening to respond. I am confident they will carry this lesson wherever they 
or the SEEDS Project goes in the future. 



Thank you so much for reading our journal - and for all the ways in which 
you contributed to these trips and this organization!

With love and appreciation,

The 2016-17 SEEDS Leadership Team

Donald Edmonds (‘17), Natalie Somerville (‘17), Anna Walker (‘17), Hayley Gray-Hoehn (‘17), Benjamin Belcher (‘17), Liz Nigro (‘17), TJ Benedict (‘17);
Kobie Crosley (‘18), Victoria Williams (‘19), Rylin McGee (‘19), Callie Jablin (‘18);

Marie Fernandez (‘17), Harry Hoke (‘17), Kim D’Agostini (‘17).
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Immeasurable 

  gratitude to

   our donors:

Western Henrico Rotary Club
Environmental Studies Department

Student Organization Budget and Appropriations Committee
E. Claiborne Robins School of Business

Westhampton College Government Association
Richmond College Student Government Association

Peer Advisors & Mentors
Jepson School of Leadership Studies

Chipotle
Center for Civic Engagement

Office of Common Ground—Inclusive Community Fund
GreenUR

Quigg Award
Friends and Family of SEEDS Participants



Thank You Very Much!



Bald cypress (Taxodium distichum)
      Louisiana state tree

Sugar maple (Acer saccharinurn)
         West Virginia state tree

Eastern white pine (Pinus strobus)
  Michigan state tree


